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            Berry

            
               April 2024

            

            Leo is missing.

            
            I’ve checked the house from top to bottom, the basement area where he keeps the aircraft models, the closet where he goes
               when he’s afraid, the roof outside his brother’s window, which he knows is off-limits. I’ve been screaming his name at top
               volume, probably waking the whole neighborhood. I know better, don’t I? My boy can’t tolerate loud noises, and here I am,
               wailing like a banshee.
            

            
            I run back to his bedroom again. The bed is made. Not a single item looks out of place.

            
            After hurrying back to my own room, I grab my phone from the vanity table where I left it when I first realized Leo wasn’t
               out of his room yet even though it was almost nine a.m. I thought he might be sick, or that he was still nursing his broken
               heart. Or, well, I thought it could be a lot of things. It didn’t for a second cross my mind that he might be gone.
            

            
            I dial Phil, holding the phone to my ear as I barrel down the stairs to check the backyard. Thank heavens we decided against putting in a pool when we bought the house all those years ago. 

            
            “Pick up, pick up, pick up,” I call out as the phone continues ringing.

            
            Even before I finish opening the glass slider, I can see the backyard is empty. The manicured grass is as neat and unbothered
               as if the landscapers only just left. From out on the deck, I have a clear view over the evergreens that border the yard,
               and I scan our neighbors’ properties on both sides. The Fausts’ goldendoodle is pacing circles in the grass, probably stalking
               an animal, and the O’Donnells’ yard is as empty as ours. Directly behind our house is a small bit of preserved land, densely
               wooded forest, one of the reasons Phil and I loved this property to begin with. Leo hates these woods and would never explore
               them. He’s always preferred a bird’s-eye view, where he can see what’s coming first.
            

            
            When Phil doesn’t answer, I hang up and dial the police.
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            1
Berry

         
         
            February 2023

         

         I’m hustling down the hallway of Stillwell Elementary Academy with four different social studies textbooks stacked in my arms
            when Opal Carter steps out from her office and we nearly collide.
         

         
         “Berry!” she says with delight as we both take steps back from each other. “You’re just the person I was on my way to see.”
            The wrinkles beneath her eyes deepen as she smiles at me.
         

         
         As usual, Opal is dressed to the nines. She’s in a powder-blue pantsuit that contrasts fabulously with her dark skin. Her
            salt-and-pepper hair is pinned up in an elaborate braided bun. She’s a master at creating just the kind of elegant appearance
            the parent community at a school this prestigious expects from their longtime principal. I always feel like a mess next to
            her, with my pin-straight brown hair just hanging down from its middle part. On the days I remember to line my blue eyes with
            pencil, my pizzazz factor rises a little, but I’m usually too frazzled in the mornings. Today was no exception.
         

         
         “Why don’t you come on in and sit down?” Opal says. The New Orleans accent she hasn’t lost despite all her time up north comes
            through with each syrupy word.
         

         
         “Sure thing. Just let me dump this load of bricks on my desk.” I tilt my chin toward the texts I’m carrying. I’ve been trying to convince the third-grade teachers to choose the same textbook for all social studies lessons across the grade, but each teacher insists the edition they use is best. As vice principal, I’ve decided to take matters into my own hands, but I want to make an informed choice. 

         
         Opal follows behind me. “I’ll just come to yours then, if you don’t mind.”

         
         We pass through an anteroom where support staff sit in neat cubicles, focused on their computers, and then we reach my office
            at the back.
         

         
         “You sure do keep a spotless desk, don’t you?” Opal remarks rhetorically, as she does almost every time she pops in here.
            The desk is empty except for one family photo from my son Harrison’s bar mitzvah ten years earlier. It’s the last picture
            we took of the kids with all four of their grandparents before both my parents passed within months of each other. My eyes
            catch on Phil’s mom, Arlene, who stands with her arm around six-year-old Leo. It’s been almost a year since we lost her too.
            Breast cancer, just like my own mom. Phil’s still muddling through the grief, keeping too many of his feelings to himself.
         

         
         With an unceremonious “oof,” I release the books onto the credenza behind my desk. Opal lowers herself onto an upholstered
            chair, and I plunk down into my swivel chair opposite.
         

         
         “No sense sugarcoating things,” she says. “I’m here to tell you I’ll be retiring this spring.”

         
         Despite Opal’s age, which she scrupulously refuses to reveal, I’m surprised. While she’s certainly north of sixty-five, she’s still energetic and vibrant, and an excellent school principal. It’s no secret I’ve been dreaming of stepping into her role after she leaves, but I assumed that would be several years in the future. 

         
         Before I can even protest, she adds, “I promised Bill. Years ago, I told him that come his seventieth birthday, I’d force
            myself to quit so he and I could travel before we grew too old to enjoy it.” She swallows audibly, as though she’s still coming
            to terms with the decision. “I’ve always wanted to see the Taj Mahal,” she adds, the regret in her voice making clear she’s
            not quite ready to leave the school. My thoughts veer toward the question of her replacement, and as much as I feel like a
            vulture circling, I’m dying to know what she’s planning.
         

         
         “We’ll certainly miss you around here,” I say. “No one’ll be as good as you.”

         
         “I wouldn’t be so sure of that,” she says, her tone turning mischievous.

         
         “They already found someone to take over?” I straighten in my chair, worried I’ve already lost my shot.

         
         “No.” She waves a hand in the air dismissively. “You know how it goes with the board. They’ll have an official search—a long,
            slow process with a replacement committee and all that. But I’ve already recommended that they slot you in, right there at
            the top of their list of candidates.”
         

         
         “Me?” My heart jumps. Six years ago I was promoted to assistant principal from my position as a fifth-grade teacher. Moving to the new role was a wake-up call. All that time, I’d been coasting in my job as a classroom teacher, but as vice principal, I discovered that my place in the school could be fluid, that I could continue to change and grow outside my role as a mother. I saw myself making a whole new kind of difference at work, and I was hooked on the thought. Succeeding Opal has long been my not-so-secret dream. But my excitement lasts only a flash before I have the same stinking thought that always comes next. 

         
         Leo.

         
         “Your son’s getting older now,” Opal says, apparently reading my mind. “He’ll have to learn how to care for himself as an
            adult soon enough. You were meant for this position, Berry. I’d hate to see you turn it down just because it arrived a few
            years too soon.”
         

         
         She’s right, and I would be agreeing wholeheartedly if only Leo’s best friend hadn’t just announced that his family is moving
            to Brazil as soon as the school year ends. Sebastian is the only other kid in the tenth grade on the spectrum, and Leo’s going
            to be lost without him. We have to figure out how to get Leo situated and comfortable for his two remaining years of high
            school, and I don’t know how I’ll win over the board of directors while I’m so focused on my son.
         

         
         “I think we’re getting ahead of ourselves,” I say to her as much as to myself. “We don’t even know if the board will go for
            it.”
         

         
         “Well, you just watch out for that Neil Rumson.” She lifts her lip into a comical, exaggerated snarl. She’s never been a fan
            of the school’s curriculum coordinator, a highly educated but generally unpleasant board appointee. He hasn’t recommended
            much during his three years at the school, and if the four textbooks I just lugged down the hallway are any indication, I’m
            kind of doing his job for him anyway.
         

         
         “You think he’d want it?” I ask, surprised because I’ve seen Neil as little more than a showpiece for the school’s promotional
            materials. Yes, he has two impressive graduate degrees, but no, he doesn’t seem to know how to use them. Mostly he’s the board’s
            go-to guest at lunch meetings when wealthy donors want to meet a faculty representative of our illustrious private school.
         

         
         “Anything with new prestige and added pay will appeal to him,” Opal says as she stands. “Just watch your back.”

         
         I appreciate her advice but don’t pay it much mind. If the board doesn’t find an outside candidate, I’m confident there won’t
            be much of a contest between Neil and me.
         

         
         After Opal leaves, I dial Phil, excited to share that I’m a contender. The phone rings three times, then a fourth, and I disconnect.
            He’s been getting harder to reach during the day, and I’m trying not to feel offended by it. It used to be that no matter
            when I called, he’d stop what he was doing—step out of a meeting or ask a colleague to wait a moment. But for the past few
            months, I’ve been getting his voicemail more often than I’m making contact. I dial my sister, Yvonne, instead.
         

         
         “Good morning, Berry, darling,” she answers brightly. Even though it’s been this way for years, it still startles me when
            I hear her words come out in a nearly British lilt. She’s worked hard to shed her Long Island accent, inflections that always
            led people to ask us, “Are you guys Italian or Jewish?”
         

         
         No more dropped r’s turning LaGuardia into “LaGuadia” or inserted w’s changing coffee to “cawfee.” Even the tempo of her words is slower than it used to be, most certainly slower than mine.
            With her lightened hair, understated aesthetic, and dare I say pretentious ways, she’s virtually unrecognizable from the kid
            sister who used to kick my legs beneath the Shabbat table on Friday nights.
         

         
         “Hey, Sis. Guess what?” I say as I jiggle the wireless mouse on my desk to wake my computer screen.

         
         “I don’t have time to guess,” she tells me in a matter-of-fact tone. “I’m meeting new clients out in Sag today.”

         
         Yvonne has a thriving business as an elite event planner. She charges fees so high that they’re laughable, but people pay and Yvonne loves what she does. She never wanted to become Suzy Homemaker, as she put it. Never married, she’s long preferred casual dalliances to anything that would require more focus. Though she’ll turn fifty this summer, I believe her when she says she’s got no regrets. Her lifestyle suits her, and it also allows her to be a wonderful auntie to Harrison and Leo. 

         
         “Another wedding?” I ask. Last summer, she did ten weddings in East Hampton alone.

         
         “Fortieth birthday party. Two hundred guests.”

         
         It boggles the mind sometimes, the things people will spend money on, how much disposable income they’ll toss away on a party.
            Phil and I have been comfortable over the years, but we’ve always had to be responsible, especially with all the extra expenses
            for Leo’s therapies. Another perk of my possible promotion is the raise that would come with it.
         

         
         “There’s about to be an opening for principal at Stillwell, and my boss already tossed my hat in the ring.”

         
         “Your boss, as in the departing principal?” Yvonne asks but doesn’t wait for an answer. “I’d hazard a guess that makes you
            the front-runner.”
         

         
         “I’m just worried it won’t be as flexible as my current position if—”

         
         “Don’t you do that, Berry.”

         
         “Yvonne.” I don’t want to hear what’s coming next.

         
         “No.” Her voice is firm. “You have been coddling Leo for far too long. He’s nearly sixteen years old. You have one job as
            a parent, and that’s to make your children not need you. You’ve done a smashing job with Harrison, but it’s time to give that
            same gift to Leo.”
         

         
         “But he does need me.”

         
         As close as she is to our boys, Yvonne can’t possibly understand what it’s like to be Leo’s mother. He’s come a very long
            way since he was a toddler, but he still has moments of crisis. Beyond the life skills he’s lacking, his neurodiversity can
            send him spinning into anxiety—or down into crushing depression.
         

         
         “Darling,” Yvonne continues, “I don’t have time to argue with you this morning, but it seems to me that you stand to inherit
            an incredible position that we both know you want, not to mention deserve. If you have to set up additional support systems
            to make it work, then start figuring out how to do that. There are plenty of parents raising children like Leo who work long
            hours. Even single parents. They make it work. You can too. And you know you can always count on me when I’m local.”
         

         
         My phone beeps with another call. Pulling the phone away from my ear, I see it’s Leo calling, as if on cue.

         
         “Thanks, Sis. Gotta run,” I say and then switch over.

         
         Before I even say anything, Leo is spitting words at me. “Can you come get me? From school? Right now, can you come get me
            from school? Right now, right now. Mom?” The hairs on the back of my neck stand at attention. There is so much distress in
            his voice.
         

         
         “Yes,” I tell him, pushing out of my chair and opening the bottom drawer of my desk where I keep my purse. “Where should I
            meet you?”
         

         
         “I’m at the nurse. Meet me at the nurse. At school. Right now, right now, at school.”

         
         “The nurse? Are you sick? Did you get hurt?”

         
         “It’s CPR day in PE. Right now. I’m at the nurse.”

         
         Oh.

         
         “Leo,” I say, putting my purse back on my desk. “They only use mannequins in these demo classes. Nobody’s going to touch you, babe.” 

         
         “You don’t know that,” he says. “Please come pick me up. From school. Right now. From the nurse. It’s CPR day.”

         
         I can picture exactly what he must look like in this moment, sitting on one of those plastic-covered cots in the nurse’s office,
            rocking back and forth, his head in his hand with his phone shoved against his ear. Laurie D’Agostino, the nurse, is always
            very kind to Leo, but she doesn’t have training in how to handle his meltdowns. She gives him a wide berth, letting him call
            me in these moments instead of trying to comfort him herself.
         

         
         I want to explain to Leo that schools have rules about touching, that no one will put their hands on him, but it’s too late.
            He’s worked himself into a state now, and I know how it goes from here.
         

         
         “I’m on my way,” I tell him, heading into the anteroom outside my office. I catch the eye of my assistant, Stella, and point
            at my phone, mouthing, “Leo.”
         

         
         “So you’re coming, you’re coming right now? To school? I’m at the nurse.”

         
         “Yes, Leo,” I tell him. “I’m getting in my car. I’ll be there in ten minutes.”

         
         As I pull out of my parking space and make my way toward the main road, I hear Yvonne in my head again. My job is to make
            Leo not need me. I am clearly very far from any kind of success.
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McKenna

         
         
            February 2023

         

         Three-tenths of a second. In less time than the blink of an eye, the flick of a light switch, a single heartbeat, I have changed
            my life forever.
         

         
         As my head surfaces out of the water, I hear Coach Catapano’s whoops rising louder than all the others. Yanking my goggles
            off, I look toward the digital board hanging above the pool. There it is, the glowing, bright red proof that I’ve done it.
            My name is first. I’ve beaten all seven women in my heat, even Maxine Masters, Sacred Heart’s fastest breaststroker. In three-tenths
            of a second, I’ve more than likely clinched a spot in the NCAAs for next month, and maybe even Nationals at the end of summer.
            I’ve also become Coach Warren Catapano’s newest darling.
         

         
         I’m only halfway out of the pool when Coach’s large hand envelops my forearm, hauling me the rest of the way onto the deck.

         
         “That’s my girl!” He wraps me in a hug as I try to catch my breath. Neither of us cares that I’m soaking wet. His signature
            red polo shirt quickly becomes saturated, the water from my suit and my tired arms turning his top from cherry red to dark
            wine.
         

         
         “Yessss, girl!” Lark is running toward me from the bench, Semira and Rae close behind. My teammates are all over me, pulling and hugging in a chorus of cheers and laughter. Someone hands me my water bottle and I take a deep pull, beyond relieved. Even if we lose the meet, no one will be able to call me the weak link. 

         
         There were two of us from Meadowbrook in that race. My teammate Anya pushes her way through the huddle to embrace me, large
            rivulets still dripping off her shoulders. I glance at the scoreboard again—Anya beat her own record, so she’s got reason
            to celebrate even though she didn’t come in first. And we’ve been well-taught to be good sports. There’s no family closer
            than teammates, as Coach likes to say. He tells us all the time, and we know it anyway, that women in sports have it rougher
            than our male counterparts—that the expectations are different, that we’re always under a microscope, so we can never forget
            the importance of supporting each other. The family bit is what always resonated most with me.
         

         
         I can’t say how long we’ve been carrying on with our hugging and cheering before one of the meet officials is shepherding
            us out of the way so the techs can prep the pool for the two-hundred-yard butterfly. For many, this is the final competition
            of the season, and so many futures hang in the balance. Ever since college athletes have been given permission to monetize
            our names and likenesses, the stakes have only gotten higher. There’s just no room for error.
         

         
         “Go rinse off.” Coach motions toward the deck-side shower behind the diving boards. “Then we can cheer Rae on together.”

         
         He shoots me another proud grin before turning back to his other swimmers.

         
         

         When the final results are in at the end of the night, our Meadowbrook Egrets have come in third overall. It’s better than
            we were expecting, to be honest. As we walk out into the dark parking lot, everyone’s in good spirits despite being wiped
            out. It’s nearly nine p.m., and the Massachusetts winter air is frigid. I wouldn’t be surprised if small icicles are forming
            in my hair as we walk across the lot. We climb into the bus, everyone groaning at the effort. We’re heading back to the DoubleTree
            hotel where we’ve been staying for the four-day meet. Most of us are so exhausted from the adrenaline, we’ll pass out in our
            seats as soon as the bus starts moving.
         

         
         I’m making my way toward the back to take my usual seat beside Lark when Coach throws an arm out into the aisle.

         
         “Sonny,” he says, using the nickname he made from the second half of my last name, Jamison. He never calls me McKenna. “Sit
            for a sec.”
         

         
         I lower my body onto the textured polyester of the seat beside him. I’m not sorry to take the weight of my five-foot-ten frame
            off my hamstrings.
         

         
         “That was a hell of a race you swam today,” he says as the bus jerks forward, maneuvering out of the lot.

         
         “Thanks, Coach. I thought so too.” I smirk. The streetlamps lining our route create a glow around him as he speaks. His normally neat brown hair is sticking out at odds and ends, which isn’t surprising after the high-suspense races. But he’s relaxed now as he pushes his eyeglasses onto the top of his head and leans his head back against his seat. His stubble has grown so thick since the morning that it obscures the usually obvious divot in his chin. 

         
         His eyes shift toward me, but he doesn’t turn his head. “Gonna be a lot of work to get ready for Nationals, a lot of extra
            training over the summer.”
         

         
         “Of course.” I’ve spent years in the unforgiving world of competitive swimming. I can’t start complaining now, not when I’m
            reaching higher levels than ever before. If I do well at the next meets, it could result in sponsorship opportunities and
            real money from sites like Influxer and Fanatics that let college athletes sell branded gear displaying their names.
         

         
         “Might want to think about cutting down your hours at that diner.”

         
         “It’s all good, Coach. I’ve got it.” I hope I don’t sound too prickly, but I need the extra cash I earn at the Scoop & Sizzle,
            an all-day brunch spot near campus that everyone affectionately calls “the Sizz.” For almost two years, the job’s been helping
            me pay for so many things I’d never ask my grandmother to fund—like nights out with my teammates, extra Meadowbrook swag,
            or salmon rice bowls from the poke place, which are definitely not part of my meal plan. I already had to drop two shifts
            when I started clinical hours for my nursing program this semester, and come next year, I’ll probably have to quit entirely.
            I need to save as much as I can before that. When I accepted the full scholarship at Meadowbrook, I didn’t expect I’d be the
            poorest one on the team. Having a little cash in my pocket goes a long way toward helping me fit in.
         

         
         “Even if you keep at it for the rest of the semester, you ought to come over to my country club for the summer. I’ll get you a part-time position on staff. You’ll earn double what you’re making at the Sizz. Plus, you could pick up private swim lessons on the side.” 

         
         “Wow” is all I manage, as I’m temporarily blinded by the dollar signs in my eyes. I know what my teammates charge for swim
            lessons, often making more in a couple of hours than I earn in a full day. “I mean, yeah.” Glory would be thrilled too. She’s
            been doing her best to provide for us both since my grandfather died, but I’ve seen her poring over the utility bills at her
            little writing desk in the evenings. Every penny counts for us.
         

         
         “You still have to finish your community service though.”

         
         Coach has been riding me about my service hours all month. As part of the generous scholarship I was awarded, which includes
            free room and board, I have to complete forty hours of community service per semester. I’d been training so hard for this
            meet that I haven’t done any of the service hours for this semester yet. I figured I could get away with pushing it off until
            summer. But now—between training for NCAAs and Nationals and working at the outpatient clinic where I’m doing my rotation—I’m
            pretty sure doing anything more this summer would be impossible.
         

         
         A familiar bubble of anger starts growing inside my belly as I’m reminded yet again of all the ways they make me prove, over
            and over, that I’m worthy of the full ride I get. I have to be a model NCAA athlete, keep up my GPA, attend other school sporting
            events, stay in line, and complete those service hours each semester. This isn’t the time to let my temper get the better
            of me though, so I force the rage back down.
         

         
         I think Coach is the only one keeping track of whether I really do the community service anyway, and now that I’ve unequivocally become one of his best swimmers, I doubt he’ll hassle me too much if I don’t get every last hour done. 

         
         “I’ll figure it out,” I say, telling him what he wants to hear.

         
         “Great. I’ll take care of things with the club.” He nods as if our business has been settled, and neither of us realizes all
            the ways my life is about to change.
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         When my phone starts blaring in the middle of the staff meeting, nobody seems surprised to see me snatch it from the conference
            table and hustle out to the hallway.
         

         
         “Hello?”

         
         The caller ID shows the main number from the high school. I’m hoping it’s only the nurse calling about another minor issue
            and not a teacher or administrator. I can hardly believe the number of times I’ve had to defend my son to higher-ups at that
            school, to explain to them that everyone would fare better if the school would just make a greater effort to respect Leo’s
            particular needs. He’s not trying to make trouble. I brace for whatever might be coming.
         

         
         “Good afternoon, Mrs. Becker. It’s Brian Chung.”

         
         Yup. Here we go again. I don’t take the opportunity to remind the principal that my last name is Selinger. As much as I’d
            love to share a last name with my two sons, the name Berry is ridiculous enough on its own, though I prefer it over my full
            name, Bernice. Thanks, Mom and Dad. I glance heavenward, as I do every time I have an internal dialogue with either of my dearly departed parents. Berry Becker would be even worse, so I’ve stuck with my maiden name. 

         
         “What can I do for you, Mr. Chung?” I ask, trying my damnedest to put a little sugar in my tone.

         
         “We’ve had an incident with Leo.”

         
         “Oh?” I learned long ago never to say too much. You’ve got to take time to digest, to reflect. And you certainly never want
            to give people anything they can use against your kid. I hold my breath and wait for the principal to start telling me, yet
            again, how difficult it is for them to have Leo, and all his sensitivities, in their perfect little school.
         

         
         “Leo didn’t do anything wrong, if that’s what you’re thinking.”

         
         Well, this is a first.

         
         “Another student, a junior, asked him to be her date to the junior prom.”

         
         “Oh!” I certainly wasn’t expecting to hear that. Prom! It’s all I can do not to squeal. My thoughts flash to tuxedos and boutonnieres.
            Do kids still do all of that? Harrison wore sneakers with his tux six years ago, but at least I talked him into a bow tie.
            I’d assumed Leo wouldn’t ever go to a prom. I’m giddy! I mean, it’s no surprise that a girl, even an older one, would take
            interest in a face like Leo’s. For all the criticism the kid takes, everyone agrees he’s a looker.
         

         
         “Unfortunately,” Chung continues, bringing me down from my high, “Leo thought it was a trick, that he was being mocked. He
            got very upset and went straight to Mike Cromwell’s office, but Mike’s up on the roof, doing something with the gutters. Leo
            insisted on waiting for him to finish, but Mike’s still out there, and Leo’s missed his bus home at this point. We’re going
            to need you to come get him.”
         

         
         Oh, for the love of God.

         
         It’s been only two weeks since Opal officially retired. She also informed the rest of the staff that I’d be temporarily stepping
            into her role until a permanent replacement is hired. This is the first staff meeting since that announcement, so I can’t
            just up and leave. It was one thing as assistant principal—we made it work. But acting as principal is a whole new ball of
            wax, full of obligations I can’t pawn off at a moment’s notice simply because of Leo’s insistence on speaking to Mike Cromwell.
         

         
         Mike is the facilities manager of Southreach Senior High School, and even though he’s pushing forty, he’s Leo’s only other
            friend at school besides Sebastian. When Leo started high school the year before, he spent so much time watching Mike and
            his guys do work around the property that Mike took an interest in him. They talk shop from time to time, trading tips about
            wires and batteries and who knows what. And now, when Leo has a bad day at school, Mike Cromwell is the man he goes to see.
            You wouldn’t expect the same guy who oversees building operations to be the safe haven for a teenager who struggles with autism,
            but there you have it, folks. People surprise us. When you have a child like Leo, you find kindness in places where you least
            expect it.
         

         
         “I’ll call my husband,” I say before ending the call and immediately dialing Phil.

         
         “Please tell me you’re almost home,” I say as soon as he picks up.

         
         “Nope, still out in Simsbury.” His words are clipped like he wants to hang up, like he only answered to make sure this isn’t
            an emergency.
         

         
         Nikki Watts, one of our fifth-grade teachers, pokes her head out of the conference room. She’s looking to see if I’m coming back to the meeting. I hold up a finger to indicate I’ll be one more minute. She nods as if it’s no big deal, but my head starts to pound. 

         
         “Shit.” The expletive slips before I can catch myself. Phil hates when I curse, but old habits die hard.

         
         “What is it? Do you need me?” he asks, his voice suddenly gentler, more like how it used to be. Before his mom died, we still
            communicated like people who took comfort in each other’s existence.
         

         
         Once I’ve explained the situation, he clams up again. “Just ask Harrison. He’ll do it.”

         
         “No, Phil!” I nearly screech. “We’re not going to just ask Harrison. We can’t keep relying on him like this. He’s got a job, remember? He can’t just walk out anytime his autistic brother needs
            a hand. He’s already helping us out more than he should.” Poor Harrison has spent most of his life accommodating his brother’s
            special needs, never complaining about how much attention Leo got when they were younger (and still gets, frankly). For their
            whole lives, endless responsibility has fallen on Harrison as his kid brother’s keeper. It’s long past time for us to set
            Harrison free. Yet here we are again.
         

         
         I scurry even farther from the conference room until I reach the end of the hallway. The wall beside me is decorated with
            self-portraits the fourth graders painted. Those pictures need to be taken down and returned to the children before summer,
            and I keep meaning to email Jean, the art teacher, about it. Just one more task that’s gotten away from me.
         

         
         “I’m calling Yvonne.”

         
         Phil balks at the mention of my sister. We both know how this will go. Yvonne will gladly figure out how to get to Leo, just as she does every time we ask her for help. When she picks him up, she’ll pepper him with questions the whole ride home. Leo has always enjoyed her company, her no-bullshit approach to life, and he’ll be fine riding with her. But later, once he’s settled at home and everyone is back from work, she’ll call to tell us all the new information Leo revealed to her, all the ways we should be parenting differently. As usual, she’ll use today’s incident as another example of why I should have been tougher on Leo from the beginning—as if pushing the kid into situations he wasn’t ready for, or ignoring his howls of agony when we encouraged him to try uncomfortable things, would have helped him grow into a more well-adjusted person who’d understand when a girl is flirting with him. 

         
         “You’re going to regret that,” Phil says.

         
         I picture Leo huddled in Mike Cromwell’s office, and my heart hurts. Nobody really gets it, what it’s like to be the mom of
            a child with autism—the frustration and guilt that eat away at you, the isolation you can feel from friends, colleagues, even
            your spouse.
         

         
         “You know what, Phil?” I spit back through the phone, thinking about how much he’s retreated into himself over these past
            ten months, telling me repeatedly that he’s handling his emotions about his mom his way, but mostly just shutting me out. “At least she’s there for him. And for me.”
         

         
         I end the call without waiting for him to respond. Leo has to be my first priority.
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         Pacing along the edge of the pool, I monitor the movements of my student, six-year-old Eloise Lowell, who’s diligently working
            on her backstroke.
         

         
         “Chicken, airplane, soldier!” I call down to her, reminding her of the positions for her arms.

         
         Though it’s only May, it’s a picture-perfect, eighty-five-degree Saturday. The chairs on the pool patio are mostly empty,
            but bulging stacks of fluffy towels wait in cubbies for any club member who wants to settle on a chaise or take a dip. There
            are still a few weeks before Long Island’s local schools will let out for summer, but I’ve already gotten six students signed
            up for private lessons.
         

         
         “Wait,” Eloise says, stopping mid-stroke and treading water. She looks up at me through iridescent goggles. “Miss McKenna,
            which one’s soldier again?”
         

         
         “Soldier is arms down.” I mimic a soldier standing at attention, clamping my arms firmly into my sides. “Ten-hut!”

         
         She giggles, showing off the empty space in her mouth where two front teeth used to be, and I break character to grin back at her. Then I squat down so I’m closer to her level. “You were already doing it right though, kid. No need to alter anything.” 

         
         Her smile grows wider at the praise, and I realize I’m enjoying teaching more than I expected. Though, TBH, the money’s still
            my favorite part.
         

         
         “Can you tell my mom?” Eloise asks. “She promised I could learn water-skiing at my dad’s beach house once I got better at
            swimming.”
         

         
         Beach house. Right.

         
         Because the country club, private swim lessons, and god knows what else just aren’t enough for these people.

         
         I remind myself not to be petty, that even people who can afford fancy cars and boating excursions have difficult things to
            deal with sometimes. My mind lurches to Glory and the websites I was reading last night about memory loss, but I’ve got to
            stay focused on Eloise.
         

         
         “You got it,” I say. “Can you high-five me without sinking?” I lean forward and hold up a hand.

         
         Eloise is just finishing her last lap when her mom, Ainsley Lowell, approaches. The woman’s got a yoga mat under one arm and
            a cash tip in the manicured hand she holds out to me.
         

         
         “Thanks, McKenna. She has such a blast with you.” Ainsley lifts her designer sunglasses, pushing them onto her head like a headband to hold back her blond beach waves as she looks up at me. I must be a solid six or seven inches taller than she is, and while I’ve never been particularly vain about my own chlorine-damaged, brassy blond hair, standing across from someone so perfectly made-up makes me feel particularly drab. At least I have my high, angular cheekbones to “pretty me up,” as my mom used to say whenever I complained about my broad shoulders and towering height. 

         
         “She’s really talented, Mrs. Lowell,” I say as I shove the cash into the pocket of my swim shorts. “I’m happy to be working
            with her.” And I mean it. Teaching wasn’t something I thought I’d enjoy, but it turns out it’s not so different from nursing,
            which has always been my dream. Both jobs involve making people more comfortable in different ways. Hopefully I’ll be able
            to keep the teaching position all summer, but my thoughts return to the letter from the scholarship committee, and I’m not
            so sure.
         

         
         She smiles warmly at me and says, “Well, she must get it from her dad, because I don’t have an athletic bone in my body. It’s
            a wonder I’ve even figured out downward dog.” She wiggles the yoga mat she’s holding, the gold bracelets on her wrist jingling
            in rhythm with her movements. A few other women are now settling in around the pool, kicking off their designer sandals and
            opening magazines. I assume they came from the same workout class. “I just enjoy the peacefulness,” she adds. “So soothing
            after my mornings at the network.”
         

         
         I know from my boss, Kathleen, that Ainsley Lowell is a well-regarded local news anchor.

         
         “I’m glad it works out for you to get the quiet time while Eloise is busy.”

         
         “Please.” She smiles, showcasing her perfect teeth again. “It’s amazing for Ellie to have you as her teacher. A female collegiate
            athlete excelling in so many areas of your life. You’re the perfect role model.”
         

         
         I hate getting called a role model, always have. As if I’m not under enough pressure without worrying about how my actions affect the next generation of young girls. Her words threaten to wake my inner rage, the feelings I sometimes can’t get ahold of. But I know my place here, so I just say what I should. “I’m lucky to have the opportunity to be here this summer.” 

         
         “As far as I’m concerned, we’re all winning,” she says.

         
         With the folded bills weighing down my shorts, and more students slated for lessons today, I can’t help but agree.

         
         Eloise climbs out of the pool, offering me another soggy high five before turning toward the changing room and calling out,
            “See you Tuesday, Miss McKenna!”
         

         
         I wave goodbye and head over to Kathleen, who’s seated at one of the patio tables. She’s dressed in her usual work attire,
            sleek black Bermuda shorts and sensible black sandals that look more appropriate for my grandmother than a woman who can’t
            be more than thirty-five. Tucked into her shorts is a club-regulation seafoam-green polo shirt, embossed with the cursive
            H and crisscrossed golf clubs of the Hollyhock logo. A ponytail that barely reaches the top of her back completes her no-nonsense
            look.
         

         
         A few of the other patio tables are occupied by members who’ve just finished morning tennis or card games. It’s relatively quiet here, but Kathleen has warned me I should brace myself. Once June arrives, she says, the club will be at max capacity seven days a week, dawn till dusk. I don’t feel particularly worried as I look over the sprawling spaces around us, from the great lawn beside the patio that slopes down toward a forest of trees, to the children’s playground at the bottom of the hill, currently empty except for one toddler and her mother. There’s plenty of room to fill. Next to the playground is a Har-Tru basketball court, where three middle-aged men are emitting a chorus of grunts as they shoot around. And then behind us there’s the golf course, which extends farther than the eye can see. 

         
         Kathleen is biting into an onion ring as I plop down in the plastic chair beside her and reach for the other food container
            on the table.
         

         
         “Love to see it.” She fixes me with a good-natured smirk.

         
         “See what?” In the short time I’ve been here, I’ve already learned that teasing is Kathleen’s favorite way to communicate.

         
         “‘See you Tuesday, Miss McKenna!’” She mimics Eloise in a singsong voice. “That poor little girl has a total hero-worship
            thing for you.” She laughs. “Or is it a coincidence that she showed up in a red Speedo just like yours? And her hair?”
         

         
         Eloise did have her hair in a high ponytail just like mine, complete with a single skinny braid pulled into it, which is kind
            of my signature look.
         

         
         “Whatever,” I say before taking a too-big bite of my tuna melt. I hate the thought of any young kid wanting to be just like
            me. It makes me want to chase after Eloise and tell her all my secrets, starting with how my discipline was born of survival,
            not joy. “Definite coincidence,” I add through a mouthful of sandwich, and then I hear my mom’s voice in my head reprimanding
            me for speaking with food in my mouth. If she were here, she’d be reminding me that nobody asked for the ingredients of my
            lunch. Then again, if she were here, my whole life would be different.
         

         
         I grab a napkin from the little dispenser on the table and hastily wipe my lips. “Sorry,” I say, as much to Kathleen as to
            my dead mom.
         

         
         “Don’t be sorry to me.” Kathleen shrugs amiably. “If the cool new college girl on staff can get more kids into the pool, I’m not complaining. Everyone’s always so focused on golf and tennis around here. Makes a person feel bad, seeing that stunning swimming pool sitting empty one sunny day after another.” She shakes her head musingly. “At least it’ll get some use during mini-camp.” 

         
         The club’s summer camp is a three-hour-a-day program, during which members’ kids rotate between swim instruction, tennis lessons,
            and sports on the lawn before getting together for lunch at the snack bar. Afterward, a few campers go on to private golf
            lessons with their parents’ favorite pros, and the rest head off to playdates or naptime.
         

         
         Even though it’s my first year here, I’ve somehow been given the title of “swim director” for the camp. I’ll have one additional
            swim instructor helping me with thirty kids, plus a rotation of lifeguards. Somewhere in there, I’ll need to figure out when
            I can sneak away to complete my community service hours. Coach hasn’t mentioned it again, but those bullies on Meadowbrook’s
            awards committee sent an official letter saying that if I don’t complete the forty hours before the start of next semester,
            they’ll cancel my remaining scholarship money.
         

         
         I’m going to have to just hold my nose and call Greg Bianchi, the head of the committee, to beg for mercy. Maybe he’ll cut me some slack if I explain how I’m already running on fumes, but I don’t know. The man was always bitter about the terms of the deal the school gave me. It was an unusual package, certainly atypical for Meadowbrook, and he made no secret of the fact that he didn’t think my record warranted such generous funding. Even though my race times were good, I didn’t have as much experience with fancy competitions and swim clubs as the other candidates because I’d never had unlimited money for entry fees and travel. I’d been forced to pick and choose, going to only the most important meets. On top of that, I needed more aid than other recruits. Coach Catapano convinced the rest of the committee I was worth it, and Bianchi was overridden, but not before he insisted on attaching strings to the award. And now, unless I can magically complete forty hours of community service while working a day job and practicing my ass off for Nationals at the end of the summer, he’ll have the leverage he needs to get rid of me. 

         
         I resist the urge to sigh as these thoughts assault me, and instead I say to Kathleen, “Hopefully some kids will still want
            private lessons at the end of the camp day.”
         

         
         “Trust me,” Kathleen says. “There’s nothing people at Hollyhock like better than the word private.” There’s no cynicism in her voice, just matter-of-factness. “From private tutoring to private yoga to private planes, you
            name it.”
         

         
         I bark out a laugh. I’m aware that members of the club have lots of cash to burn, but I hadn’t imagined private-plane-level
            wealth. I glance at two older women in their golf visors eating salads at a table nearby and wonder just how very rich these
            people actually are.
         

         
         Kathleen seems to hear the question I didn’t ask. “Okay, maybe not the planes,” she says, chuckling. “They’re not all trust-fund
            babies. There are plenty of folks here who work really hard and save their pennies to keep their memberships active.”
         

         
         We sit in silence a moment, eating our lunches and taking in the scenery, and then I have an idea. “Do you guys ever do, like,
            charity stuff?” I ask.
         

         
         Kathleen sits up a little taller. “Oh yeah, sure,” she says with pride in her voice. “Members use space at the club for all sorts of fundraisers. Mah-jongg tournaments to raise money for cancer charities, a hole-in-one contest at the end of the summer where members pick a new charity to support each year, things like that.” 

         
         “Who runs the hole-in-one contest?” Helping to organize a big fundraiser would surely count toward my hours, and then I wouldn’t
            even have to leave the club. “Do you think I could get involved?”
         

         
         Kathleen cocks her head to the side. “In golf? Why?”

         
         “I have this community service requirement for my scholarship. I was wondering if I could get my hours at the club is all.”
            I shrug as if it’s not a big deal.
         

         
         “Nope. Won’t work. Not the hole-in-one event. It’s a pissing contest every year between some of our best golfers to see who
            gets to chair the event or even be on the committee. Trust me when I say you want no part in that.”
         

         
         “Do you think there might be something else then?” My eyes roam over to the wrought iron fence that encircles the whole property.
            “Just seems like a shame to have this beautiful place, these grounds”—I motion to the perfectly groomed lawn, the flowers
            lining the patio, the pickleball courts beyond—“and so few people who get to enjoy it.” I think about the gate on the other
            side of the club, at the end of the tree-lined entryway. It’s not even a metaphor. They’re literally gatekeeping.
         

         
         My mind drifts back to my mom, as it often does when I’m overwhelmed. What I wouldn’t do to have someone I could unload on, the way I used to be able to with her. I feel a familiar flicker of anger at her for being gone, and as usual, I hate myself for it. 

         
         Mom would have gone bananas at the thought of me having access to a pool like this when I was little. I did all my earliest
            swimming at our local YMCA, an aging building that was most notable for its leaky ceilings and the chipped paint on the maroon
            lockers in the women’s changing room.
         

         
         We did okay, Mom and I, but it was just the two of us, and I knew from a young age that raising a kid on the North Shore of
            Long Island wasn’t cheap. Her job as an executive assistant at Soloway, Burns & Mittler, LLP paid enough for necessities,
            but extras were few and far between. That was especially true after the medical bills started. But we joined the Y before
            all that, when I was only four years old. The Y was where I discovered that swimming could become my ticket, paving the road
            to whatever life I wanted. I often wonder if I would have complained more about the demands on me if she hadn’t gotten sick.
            Instead, I sucked it up like a champ—the grueling schedule, the missed social events year after year, the taunts about my
            “thunder thighs,” all of it.
         

         
         Kathleen opens her mouth to respond, but then something behind me catches her eye. I turn to see Coach Catapano walking out
            from the main building, his teenage daughter, Vanessa, trailing him in full tennis whites. With her dark hair and olive complexion,
            she looks a lot like her father. She’s tall with square shoulders and long arms that would be any swimmer’s dream, but from
            what the older girls on the team have told me, she’s not interested in sports.
         

         
         “Coach Cat!” Kathleen waves them over.

         
         Vanessa glances in our direction but turns pointedly toward the snack bar. Coach shakes his head as if she’s a mystery, then walks over to us. 

         
         “Sorry about her. She’s in a mood.” He pulls out a chair and sits next to Kathleen. He’s still wearing the cargo shorts and
            flip-flops he had on at practice earlier this morning, which I assume means he’s not joining his daughter for tennis. “How’s
            my star swimmer performing for you?” he asks Kathleen. “I told you she’d be great, right?” He glances at me, and the divot
            in his chin deepens as he smiles.
         

         
         “Hey, that’s a flashy new step-counter you’re sporting,” Coach says, pointing to Kathleen’s wrist. It’s no surprise he notices
            the step-counter, as he barely talks about anything that doesn’t somehow relate to athletics.
         

         
         “I’ve been enjoying it,” she says. Then she starts showing him all the different features, how it gives her hydration reminders
            and tracks her heart rate.
         

         
         “As much as I love stats,” Coach says, “I think I should get back to Nessa. She’s not happy with me today.”

         
         “What’d you do now, Dad?” Kathleen jokes.

         
         “I thought if she practiced her tennis over the summer, maybe she’d want to go out for the high school team come fall. But
            so far it’s been an uphill battle.”
         

         
         I glance back toward the snack bar, where Vanessa is now filling a small white cup from the big Heinz dispenser on the counter.
            She looks back toward our table again, and I give a little wave. I’ve never spoken with her, but I’ve seen her around with
            Coach now and then, and I figure I ought to be friendly.
         

         
         She just raises her eyebrows at me before looking back at her dad with a deepening scowl.

         
         “Yikes,” Kathleen says. “Good luck with that one, Coach.”

         
         “Yeah, I think I’ll need it.” He rubs his hands down the sides of his shorts, like he’s steeling himself.

         
         Once he’s out of earshot, Kathleen says, “Maybe your community service idea could be saving dads from teenage daughters. The
            hell we put our fathers through, right?” She shakes her head as her gaze goes a little foggy, as if childhood memories are
            flashing before her eyes.
         

         
         I never knew my dad, not even his name, so I can’t commiserate with Kathleen on daddy/daughter relationships. I don’t even
            know what my father looked like, whether he had light hair like my own, or darker like Mom’s. I’ve always imagined I got the
            long wingspan that helps me win races from him, but I’ll never know. Even so, I laugh a little to be polite. Being raised
            by a single mom was never something I minded, but I still get uncomfortable when people assume my childhood was just like
            theirs. I don’t think Kathleen wants to hear about my upbringing, about how my mom was everything I needed, and then suddenly
            she was gone. So I change the subject back to what I really want to talk about.
         

         
         “If I thought of something else for my community service, something low-key, would you be open to it?”

         
         “Sure, but in the meantime”—she nudges her chair away from the table—“I’ve got an afternoon full of meetings with vendors
            and accountants. I think we might have a coup on our hands if we can’t figure out how to give the maintenance staff a bigger
            raise this year. I’m barely even exaggerating. It’s been a shit show.” She picks up her empty sandwich box and walks toward
            the trash. “See ya, kid.”
         

         
         I take one last fry from my own platter before standing and heading back to the pool. I have half an hour until my next student arrives. In the meantime, it can’t hurt to be friendly to the other kids playing in the shallow end, and their parents too, to see if I can pick up a few more students for lessons. Maybe flirt with some of the dads if it will help. I’m not above it. No one ever said I wasn’t one to make the most of my opportunities. 
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         We’ve been sitting in the sweltering heat for nearly an hour watching Phil’s business partner’s son get married, when the
            verbose officiant finally tells the grooms they are now husband and husband. Normally weddings lead me to a very sappy place
            where I want to lean my head on Phil’s broad shoulder and remember the beginnings of our own love affair, those early days
            when we couldn’t stop grinning at each other and dreaming of our future together. Tripp and Alvin reach for each other’s hands
            and triumphantly raise their joined fists into the air. The crowd cheers and I join in, not wanting to appear unenthusiastic.
            But mostly I’m relieved the ceremony is over—not only so I can step inside the rustic farmhouse across the lawn and look for
            some paper towels to wipe the sweat off the back of my neck, but also so I can escape Phil’s company for a minute.
         

         
         It’s been three days since Leo was approached by the girl at school. Obviously, the invitation to junior prom has been rescinded. I can’t say I blame the poor girl. I wouldn’t want to go on a date with a guy who ran away after I asked him out either. Meanwhile, Phil refuses to engage the topic with me. Leo’s reaction to the invitation is just one more indication that his social skills aren’t progressing the way we’d hoped. If we don’t help him get more comfortable with neurotypical teenagers, I worry that come September, he’ll be doomed without his friend Sebastian. 

         
         Despite years of conversations about raising our son to be independent of us one day, suddenly we’ve begun to disagree on
            how to do that. One thing I know for sure is that Leo needs more than we’re currently giving him, and I just don’t understand
            why Phil is refusing to admit that.
         

         
         When I step into the farmhouse, it takes a moment for my eyes to adjust to the dim lighting inside. A box fan is propped up
            on a chair in the corner of the main room, and I head straight for it. I’m halfway across the room before I see another person
            standing in the fan’s airflow.
         

         
         “Looks like you and I had the same idea,” I say to my sister, who’s holding her highlighted hair in a twist above her head
            to expose her neck. I mimic the position and bask in the relief of the breeze against my damp skin.
         

         
         “Yes, but I’m on the clock,” Yvonne says. Despite the heat, she somehow still looks flawless in her sleeveless navy dress.
            Something tasteful and expensive, I’m sure, meant to flatter without drawing attention. “At least you can stay here and luxuriate
            for a few moments before heading back out there to the Sahara.”
         

         
         Yvonne was hired as the wedding planner for this affair. I always find it ironic that she spends so much of her time at weddings given her perpetually single state. The grooms both work at hedge funds in Manhattan, so I imagine they paid her exorbitant fees without even needing help from their parents. 

         
         “Tell me though.” She looks over at me. “Did you consider what I said?”

         
         Yvonne thinks she’s the only one advocating for Leo to get a social skills coach, the only one thinking about his future—and
            shame on me, but I’ve consciously allowed her to draw this conclusion. She’s always told me I’m too passive with Phil. She
            loves him as her brother-in-law, but she worries that I defer too frequently to his judgment, that I’m afraid to speak up
            when I don’t agree. What she doesn’t understand is that I need Phil’s opinions because he’s the only other person in the whole
            wide world who gets what it’s like being Leo’s parent.
         

         
         But as many times as I explain that to Yvonne, she starts talking about my feelings of self-worth. And now I can’t bring myself
            to tell her I agree about Leo needing a social skills coach. It’s Phil who doesn’t want to pay. I don’t complain to her about
            how petty Phil’s being, withholding this one service from our kid when we’ve already shelled out so much for him over the
            years. Worse yet, Phil has started rethinking our plan to send Leo away to college in a couple of years. The specialized programs
            for kids with autism are expensive, sure, but we make a nice living between us, and we can figure it out. It’s what we’ve
            wanted for him for years. Yet suddenly Phil now thinks it’s not worth it?
         

         
         When three-year-old Leo was first diagnosed with autism, other moms, and even medical professionals, warned me about “dad denial.” They said it was often the dads who refused to acknowledge anything different about their child. That I should brace for my husband to reject most suggestions for special treatment or accommodations. Moms in the support group I joined described the toll it would likely take on my relationship with him. 

         
         But they had been wrong. How smug I’d been for all those years as Phil sat shoulder to shoulder with me in school meetings,
            no daylight between us as we discussed Leo’s 504 plan and the services he’d need at a public school.
         

         
         Phil was the one, not me, who insisted we get Leo articulation therapy to help with his inconsistent speech sounds when he
            was still in preschool. I thought it was cute the way our little boy produced the same sound differently in various instances,
            like when he’d call a spoon a “foon” one day and a “soon-uh” the next. Phil worried listeners would be confused by the inconsistencies,
            which would negatively impact Leo in the future—so we found him a therapist. Phil was also the one to think of so many of
            the mechanisms we provided Leo for coping, such as the headphones he wears when he’s out and about, in case noises get to
            be too much for him. Even the little airplanes he carries everywhere like itty-bitty security blankets were Phil’s suggestion.
         

         
         All of Phil’s thoughtful protectiveness is what makes it so hard for me now to grasp why he thinks we should stop giving Leo
            the help he so clearly needs. Pulling back on the idea of college support programs is a rejection of everything we’ve always
            agreed would help Leo thrive. But I don’t want to share any of that with my sister, only to have her judge me yet again.
         

         
         “Please tell me we’re having ice pops as hors d’oeuvres,” I say instead.

         
         Yvonne’s lips twist down. She’s annoyed I’ve deflected her question.

         
         “All I’m saying, darling, is that you and Phil and me, we aren’t going to be around indefinitely, and Leo can’t stay a child forever. He needs to learn how to build relationships with more people, how to be responsible for himself. As challenging as it sounds, he needs something different than what you’re giving him.” 

         
         “Things have just been really crazy recently, but we’ll figure it out.”

         
         She looks at me doubtfully but doesn’t say anything else, so I nod my head toward the ladies’ room and walk off in that direction,
            letting her return to the job she’s been hired to do.
         

         
         

         When I emerge from the restroom, Phil is there, leaning against the wall in the vestibule. In his slate-gray summer trousers
            and white linen shirt, he looks particularly appealing. Despite his fifty-six years, he’s still got a full head of salt-and-pepper
            curls. Though the volume of it often gives him something of a goofy look, today his hair gel is doing exactly what it should,
            and he looks obnoxiously suave.
         

         
         “I don’t know enough people here for you to disappear on me,” he says.

         
         “I had to see a man about a horse.” I point to the restroom behind me, hoping a joke will help get us through this event without
            biting each other’s heads off. Maybe a little fake politeness is better than the loaded silence we endured during the forty-minute
            car ride out here to Riverhead.
         

         
         “I figured,” he says good-naturedly, his head bobbing with a slight nod as his whole body leans a little in my direction. For a split second, I wonder if this attentiveness means he doesn’t even realize I’m still upset with him. Could he be so dense as to think I was actually doing something important in the car, avoiding eye contact and fiddling with my phone all morning? Maybe I should just pretend too, because who knows? All our disagreements could just evaporate into thin air. 

         
         “You look pretty,” Phil says gently, finally looking right at me for the first time all day. The humidity has made my hair
            a little wavy, and I know he’s always liked that, but his eyes are on my floral dress.
         

         
         My hand goes to one of the wide shoulder straps. “I bought this with your mom to wear to their anniversary party, remember?”
            She and my father-in-law, Hollis, had hoped for one last night of celebration together, but Arlene was moved to hospice the
            night before the party was scheduled. “I bet she’d be glad I finally found a place to wear it.”
         

         
         Phil’s face darkens at my comment, as it so often does whenever I try to weave his mother’s passing into conversation. I’ve
            told him so many times that the best way past his grief is through it, to bask in the memories, but he seems to prefer talking
            about anything other than how much we all miss her.
         

         
         So, fine. If that’s what he wants, it just so happens we do have another pressing matter to discuss.

         
         “How about we find a bench in the shade and talk about Leo?” I ask.

         
         He pushes off the wall, straightening to his full height. At five foot ten, he’s only four inches taller than me, but he somehow
            gives off taller vibes. It used to disarm me. Now it just makes him feel further away.
         

         
         “Now? Here?” Phil asks. The panic on his face is unmistakable. “Can’t we table it and just try to enjoy the wedding together?”

         
         My annoyance skyrockets. In the few days since Leo was asked to prom, I have tried, repeatedly, to get Phil to go over websites with me, to acknowledge that Leo needs one-on-one training from a professional. Yet Phil has managed to avoid spending a moment with me through any of it. Only now, when he’s stuck at an event where most of the guests are strangers, does he deign to be with me. Well, fine. He can use me as his entertainment, but only if he’ll finally let me make my case. 

         
         “You’re stuck here either way. You can pass the time working through issues that matter in your life, or”—I tip my chin toward
            two ladies in pastel skirt suits just outside the doors of the little barn—“you could get to know Dean’s great-aunts in the
            Kentucky Derby hats.”
         

         
         “I’m not doing this here,” he says, marching off toward a cater-waiter who’s holding a tray of Bloody Marys.

         
         I should have known. He’s always maintained that arguing in public, even quietly, is not “the Becker way.” I watch for a moment
            as he moves toward the parents of the other groom and introduces himself. A charming smile fills his face as he congratulates
            them and then waves me over to meet them. And just like that, we go back to pretending.
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         The smell of Hamburger Helper greets me as I step through the front door. My heart stutters when I find my grandmother in
            the kitchen, standing at the stove where she’s jiggling a frying pan back and forth across a burner. It’s a motion I’ve seen
            her do a thousand times before, but these days I worry about her in front of an open flame. She’s dressed in a gauzy floral
            blouse and a pair of what she would call “smart” black trousers. And luckily, she seems to have everything under control.
         

         
         “McKenna, finally,” she says when she sees me, a hint of exasperation in her voice as if I’m late. Her face is fully made-up,
            with aggressive layers of rouge and eyeshadow. At age seventy-five she’s still slender and tall, and she looks good, ready
            to head out for a night on the town. Minus the three rollers still set in her copper-colored hair.
         

         
         I glance at the ancient wall clock above her head. It’s only four p.m., so I’m early, not late. Normally I don’t get back
            until after five, but the club closed early for a wedding. I guess my schedule is just one more thing my grandma’s having
            difficulty keeping straight lately.
         

         
         “Hi, Glory.” I close the distance between us and lean in to kiss her cheek. The rosewood and jasmine scents of her perfume are hard to miss. It’s the same Nina Ricci perfume she’s worn for special occasions since I was a little girl. “Do you have plans tonight?” I ask cautiously, picking up the spoon she rested on the counter. 

         
         “Oh, yes.” She looks up at the clock too. “I have to hurry.”

         
         I snag a taste of the beef and tomato sauce simmering in the pan before she swats at my arm and says, “You’ll spoil your appetite.”

         
         It’s the same thing she always says when I start snacking while she’s cooking, but now the normalcy of it feels heartbreaking.
            Seeing her like her regular self only highlights how off her behavior’s been the last several months. Even so, if we’re both
            acting normal now, I’m here for that, so I roll my eyes before handing her back the spoon. “You know my appetite is endless,
            Glory. This morning’s practice burned through so many calories, I could eat an elephant and not feel full.” Still trying to
            act casual, I ask, “So, um, where are you going tonight?”
         

         
         “Ronald’s coming to get me in an hour, and I’ve got to finish my hair. I just wanted to leave dinner for you first.” She opens
            a cabinet and takes out a painted casserole dish.
         

         
         Ronald was her high school sweetheart, long before she met my grandpa, Fred. She’s told me stories over the years about how
            her parents never liked Ronald, and she always wondered if they might have gone the distance under different circumstances.
            How nice it would be if they actually got to explore that after all this time.
         

         
         The only problem is that Ronald’s been dead for at least two decades.

         
         “Oh, right,” I say as my mind races. The internet suggests that when an older person is confused like this, it can sometimes be kinder, and even more productive, to lie. “Therapeutic fibbing” is what they call it. 

         
         “I forgot to tell you,” I start cautiously. “Ronald left a message last night saying he needed to reschedule.” I’d like to
            avoid watching her sit by the window in the front room all night, waiting for a car that will never show up. “But why don’t
            you and I do something together instead? We can eat dinner on the deck and then play Scrabble.”
         

         
         Glory looks at me in confusion, holding the wooden spoon up in midair.

         
         “Reschedule?”

         
         “He said he’d call you later in the week once he has a better sense of when he’s free.”

         
         “Oh,” she says, the disappointment in her voice palpable. “If he can’t make it”—she looks at me feebly—“all right then.”

         
         As I watch her walk back to her room to change out of her fancy clothes, I can’t deny what’s happening any longer. For at
            least a year she’s been having these blips. It started with small things, like calling me by my mom’s name or forgetting to
            take her blood pressure medication. When the mistakes got bigger, like the time she left the house in summer clothes on a
            snowy December day, I told myself that it wasn’t a big deal, that all older people get senile. I made sure to visit her more
            often last semester, helping however I could, keeping track of appointments or finding things for her around the house. I’d
            been sure that if I kept at it, we’d get everything figured out while I was home over the summer.
         

         
         Clearly, I was wrong. I’m ashamed that with all the nursing training I’ve had, I somehow let things drag on this way. I guess I just haven’t been able to face the idea of Glory changing, ceasing to be herself, not when she’s the only person left in my life who is truly mine. 

         
         I’m about to follow her into her bedroom when my phone buzzes. It’s Lark again. A bunch of the girls are watching Pitch Perfect tonight, and she wants me to join them. I don’t have the energy to be the upbeat team buddy she’s looking for though, and
            I don’t want to leave Glory.
         

         
         Heading to my room, I flop onto the floral comforter, kicking off my flip-flops and letting my eyes rove over the walls.

         
         The room is still decorated the way I left it when I finished high school, with posters of Harry Styles and One Direction
            taped to the walls. There are Polaroids of some high school friends on the corkboard above the desk, and a bigger picture
            tacked to the center of the board showing Mom and me. My grandfather took the picture when I won Metropolitan Swimming’s big
            meet for ten-and-unders. I’m in my wet swimsuit, goggles still on my head, and Mom’s got her arm around me as she gives the
            camera her big toothy smile.
         

         
         My eyes travel to the framed canvas next to the corkboard. It’s one of those motivational signs that’s printed with a meaningful
            word like Friend or Sister and then filled with all sorts of positive affirmations. Mine says Nurse. Glory gave it to me as a graduation gift. She was so excited I’d finally be following my nursing dream when I started college
            that fall. My attention catches on the first line, which reads, “A nurse focuses on the needs of others before their own.”
            The words suddenly hit home in a new way, reminding me that this situation with Glory isn’t about me. I need to focus on her
            needs first.
         

         
         “McKenna?” Glory calls from her room. “Would you pull the carrots and cucumbers from the crisper? If we’ll both be here for dinner, we might as well get to work on a salad.” 

         
         I push myself off the bed and call out, “You got it, Morning Glory!”

         
         Saturday mornings when I was a little kid, so young I hadn’t even started swimming yet, I’d wander out of bed to watch cartoons.
            Glory would already be over at the house, sitting at the kitchen table while Mom worked pancakes on the stove. “Morning, Glory,”
            I’d say. At some point, the name stuck.
         

         
         That wasn’t long before Mom went into remission, the beginning of so many happy years before the cancer came back. I wonder
            if Glory can remember any of that now. Maybe that shared experience is just one more piece of family I’ve lost to eternity.
         

         
         Glory emerges from her room looking fresh and comfortable in a pair of tan chinos and a coral button-down she’s had forever.

         
         “How were swim lessons today?” she asks, smiling as she walks past me to take a head of lettuce from the fridge. She seems
            so lucid, so much like herself, but I need to accept that it’s only a matter of time before she loses her hold on reality
            again. As I watch her move to the sink, where she starts rinsing the vegetables and gazing out the window the same way she
            has so many times over the years, I force myself to acknowledge that dreaming a deceased man into existence and dressing up
            to see him is hardly the worst that could happen to her if she doesn’t get proper care.
         

         
         In a few months, I’ll be moving back to the dorms. If her delusions get worse, she’ll need round-the-clock attention. I feel completely overwhelmed thinking about it, and so filled with anger about what’s being taken from us. I’m overcome with an urge to smash something, anything that will give me an outlet for this pain. I should start making calls in the morning, figuring out how to get her an aide who can move in when I head back to school. I have no idea if we can afford that, but I don’t see another option. My eyes catch on a couple of drinking glasses in the drying rack. I want to grab them and throw them at the wall. 

         
         But that will only upset Glory and make another mess for me to clean up. I push the rage down, far away and back where it
            belongs. Like the sign in my room says, I have to put Glory’s needs before my own. And I will, tomorrow. For now, I just want
            to enjoy one more night with my grandmother, pretending everything is perfectly normal.
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         Once we’re back in the car, the act is over. We spend the entire ride home repeating the same tired arguments. Phil thinks
            Leo is ready to stand on his own two feet, that he should go to college, yes, but not a specialized program for kids with
            ASD. He should just apply as a regular student, Phil says. If we keep hiring coaches and therapists, he thinks we’ll stunt
            Leo’s development. Then in the next breath, he suggests sending Leo to a school close to home so we can visit all the time.
         

         
         “So are we trying to help him stand on his own or aren’t we?” This is the third time I’ve asked the same question.

         
         Leo has come so far, sure, but he has much to learn before he can ever make a real life for himself. A supervised college
            program would provide the perfect safety net for him while he practiced spreading his wings. And we have only two more years
            to prepare him. Now is the time to get him those additional supports—while he’s still in high school, under our roof, and
            about to start a new school year without a single friend his age.
         

         
         “Our son ran away from a girl who asked him on a date, for crying out loud!” I twist my whole body toward the driver’s seat as I explode. 

         
         “But he got asked! That’s proof enough of the progress he’s made!” Phil’s voice is filled with exasperation as he looks over
            at me and then returns his attention to the highway.
         

         
         “You know as well as I do that he’s going to regress without Sebastian as a buffer.”

         
         Around and around we go, neither of us bending. When we finally reach the house, Phil parks in the driveway instead of the
            garage, which means he’ll be going back out.
         

         
         “We’re home!” I call out as I walk inside.

         
         Leo’s been at the house by himself for a couple of hours now. One thing the kid is great at is being alone. That’s the problem.
            He was busy at the Y for most of the day, doing audiovisual work for one of their theater productions. He loves all that tinkering,
            so I don’t feel too bad that Phil and I were otherwise engaged. But I do wish he’d find some activities that are a little
            more interactive.
         

         
         “I’m hungry,” Leo says as he appears at the top of the staircase. His noise-canceling headphones are hanging loosely around
            his neck, and he’s shoving a small plastic airplane the size of a Matchbox car into the pocket of his jeans. I take a split
            second to admire my handsome boy. With those butterscotch waves and a strong Roman nose like his father’s, of course a girl
            would want him in her prom pictures.
         

         
         “Mac and cheese?” I ask.

         
         “Okay,” he says, making his way down the stairs and marching directly to the kitchen.

         
         Kicking off my espadrilles, I follow him to the kitchen. Phil heads upstairs like I’d been hoping to do. It would have been nice to change out of my dress before standing at the stove over a pot of Wacky Mac, but the look on Leo’s face tells me he’s got something on his mind. 

         
         He doesn’t sit in his usual chair at the table but stands awkwardly at the counter for a moment before removing the little
            airplane from his pocket. I watch as he begins rubbing his finger against the wheels of the plane, one of his coping mechanisms
            when he’s feeling stressed.
         

         
         “Tough day?” I ask, opening the double cabinet below the oven where we keep cases of peanut butter, mashed potato mix, and
            the macaroni. Leo has a relatively short list of foods he’s willing to eat, so I stock up on items that are safe bets.
         

         
         “No,” Leo says, his tone even flatter than usual. “Why did you ask me that?”

         
         I turn to face him, and as usual, I try to be as clear and honest as possible, to show him respect while also teaching him.
            “Well, first of all, you’re stimming.” I point to the way he’s still rubbing at the airplane wheels to self-soothe. He doesn’t
            meet my eyes as I continue. “Secondly, you’re standing in the corner of the room instead of sitting in your seat like you
            normally would. And thirdly, you’re not even trying with the eye contact.”
         

         
         Leo has never been a fan of direct eye contact, but we’ve been working on the skill for years. He’s generally pretty good
            about it with immediate family, even if he still struggles with everyone else. His discomfort meeting my eyes right now tells
            me something is bothering him.
         

         
         “You said I don’t have to talk about everything I think inside my head if I don’t want to.” His finger speeds up on the wheels
            of the plane. “Don’t want to, don’t want to, don’t want to.”
         

         
         “That’s correct. But I would prefer if you didn’t lie. People don’t like being lied to, remember? So instead of saying nothing is bothering you, a more appropriate response would be, ‘I don’t feel like talking about that,’ or ‘Thank you for asking, but I’d rather discuss something else.’” 

         
         Phil has reemerged and is entering the kitchen in cargo shorts and one of his many Middlebury t-shirts. His curls have gone
            wild again.
         

         
         When our eyes meet, he says, “Look at you. You’re like a professional social coach over here.”

         
         It’s all I can do not to throw the box of Wacky Mac at him. The whole point is that the coach can’t always be me. Trained
            professionals could offer Leo so much more than I know how to teach him. Plus, I have a job and career dreams of my own that
            I’m hoping to finally achieve. Phil shouldn’t be the only one among us whose career matters, even if he earns much more than
            I do.
         

         
         Instead of acknowledging his words, I turn back to Leo. “I understand and respect your position. If you change your mind,
            I’d love to try to help.”
         

         
         Leo nods and takes his seat at the table. I’m not sure if he knows how much I worry about him. When his longtime therapist
            declared Leo was suffering from depression, Phil and I were both surprised by the diagnosis. Leo had only been in eighth grade
            at the time. We thought it was normal adolescent moodiness, but his therapist explained that depression is common among people
            with autism. Social discomfort, loneliness, bullying, rejection, never once feeling like you fit—it takes its toll. And middle
            school is hard for everyone, but for a kid who speaks differently, walks differently, acts differently, and processes differently,
            it’s a minefield.
         

         
         Once Leo started taking the Zoloft, everything seemed to get better. He still had a laundry list of unique behaviors, but he seemed steadier. His mood improved, as well as his appetite. His obsessive-compulsive behaviors decreased, he had fewer emotional outbursts, and he discovered his love of all things aviation-related. 

         
         It wasn’t until six months later that he connected his trouble sleeping with the medicine. Instead of telling his dad or me
            that the meds were messing with his dreams, he simply stopped taking his pills. Within a week, everything spiraled. The erratic
            moods came back with a vengeance. He got so vulnerable to sensory stimuli that he’d sometimes sit in his room with the lights
            off, refusing to go anywhere. When I found him smashing an airplane model that had taken him six and a half weeks to complete,
            I knew something was really wrong. We went back to the therapist thinking we needed different medicine, but Leo confessed
            to Dr. Zelnick that he hadn’t been taking the medicine at all. Meanwhile, the fix for the sleep disturbances was as simple
            as moving his daily dose from nighttime to morning.
         

         
         When I plunk the steaming bowl of cheesy pasta down in front of Leo, he picks up his spoon but doesn’t eat.

         
         “I would like to perform an aerial survey of Wisconcet Manor,” he says instead.

         
         “Okay,” I answer tentatively. Leo flies his drones off to one location or another almost every evening, so I’m not sure why
            he’s shared this particular destination with me. “Is there something special about Wisconcet Manor?”
         

         
         “There’s something special about every site I fly to.” He doesn’t sound affronted that I would imply otherwise, just direct
            and businesslike, as usual.
         

         
         “Well, what piques your interest about that manor?”

         
         “It’s where they’re having junior prom.” He puts a spoonful of food in his mouth.

         
         “Oh, sweetie.” I pull out the chair beside him and lower myself down. My girlfriend Dayna has a son in the eleventh grade.
            She told me the girl who invited Leo had been asked to go with another boy mere hours after Leo ran off.
         

         
         “Sienna is going with Erik Fiore,” I tell him as gently as I can.

         
         “I know.” Leo bobs his head in that way of his. I wonder how he came to possess this information about the replacement date,
            and I just hope it wasn’t by way of taunts. “I don’t want to go this year. Not this year. Not to Wisconcet Manor. Not yet.”
         

         
         “Do you want to go next year?” My heart clenches wondering if another girl would be willing, or if he’d feel bad about going
            alone.
         

         
         “I don’t know.” He nods again. “That’s why I want to see it. To see the prom. That’s why. Just to see it.”

         
         “Well, you don’t need my permission to operate your device, but you absolutely have my blessing.”

         
         Maybe with a year of prep time before his own prom rolls around, we could figure this out for him. With a social skills coach,
            everything could fall into place. But I know for certain Leo won’t go to prom if he doesn’t have even one friend. I decide
            in that moment that I’ve had enough of arguing with Phil, and I’m just going to do what needs doing. Marital bliss be damned.
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         I’ve been hiding in the ladies’ locker room at Hollyhock, making calls to home health agencies. What I’ve learned is that
            everything will be more affordable if a doctor verifies Glory’s needs, but now I have to figure out how to get Glory to another
            doctor’s visit without tipping her off. I’m due back at the pool deck though, so it’s a question for later.
         

         
         As I hurry out of the changing area, I overhear a woman at the other end of the hallway reprimanding her child. Even as they
            turn the corner ahead of me, their voices carry.
         

         
         “The only birthday party you’ll be having is one where the whole second grade is invited,” she says in a frustrated tone,
            as if she’s already told the kid several times.
         

         
         Right away, I know it must be Mrs. Cushing, Parker’s mom. During mini-camp this morning, Parker told me he’s having a pool
            party to celebrate his eighth birthday. He’s very excited, save for the fact that his mom is forcing him to invite a boy who
            Parker finds, as he put it, “so annoying!”
         

         
         “But why are you making me?” Parker’s whine drifts back toward me as I follow behind them. “Nobody wants him there. He’s going to ruin the whole party.” They exit to the sunny pool patio, and I miss whatever is said next. But as I push the door and step outside myself, I hear Parker say, “And he doesn’t even know how to swim!” The kid drops his towel to the slate patio and marches off toward the shallow end of the pool. 

         
         When I was Parker’s age, I never would have wanted a pool party even if we could have afforded it. For better or for worse,
            I had very quickly come to view pools as places of work, not play.
         

         
         I’ve almost reached the swim shed when I notice Kathleen has somehow snuck up behind me. I slow down so we’re walking in tandem,
            and she says, “Must be a foreign concept to you, not knowing how to swim.”
         

         
         She’s right. I can’t imagine how crippling that must be, having to fear the water.

         
         “I feel bad for the kid Parker was talking about,” I say.

         
         Back when my mom died, during my second year of high school, I worried that I’d be the one getting left out—that people wouldn’t
            want the “sad girl” around even after I was ready to stop grieving. It wasn’t like I’d been Miss Popularity before that, not
            after I’d spent years declining invitations to parties and movies because I was so busy training. But I’d been relatively
            well-liked and included in most big events, even if I didn’t have a specific group of kids I was especially close to. I guess
            I was lucky to have swimming in that regard. It gave me a bit of cache, some sort of street cred, because people knew I was
            good at something and seemed to respect me for it.
         

         
         “That’s not even the half of it,” Kathleen says. “The boy they’re talking about is Elias Rollins.” She says it as though the name should mean something to me, but I shake my head. “They’re members, so I’m sure you’ll meet them soon. The other parents do try to be inclusive. They invite him to things, try to make playdates, but the boy’s got some behavioral challenges. It’s hard getting seven-year-olds to accept a child like that.” 

         
         I pull a clipboard off the hook outside the pool shed to double-check the timing of my next lesson. As I’m looking over the
            names, something occurs to me.
         

         
         “Wait, the kid is a member here? Why hasn’t someone taught him how to swim?”

         
         “He never wants to go near the water. I guess that can be common for kids on the spectrum?” She asks the question as if I
            might know the answer, but I just shrug.
         

         
         “That’s too bad,” I say, opening the door to the shed so I can get myself organized before the next lesson.

         
         Kathleen follows me inside. “Maybe the private lessons were the problem,” she says. “Maybe he would have been more comfortable
            learning alongside other kids.”
         

         
         “Maybe,” I say, my attention catching on the pile of lesson request forms on the wooden countertop.

         
         “Actually . . .” She steps farther into the shed, excitement creeping into her tone. “Here’s an idea for you. Maybe I can
            help you solve your community service problem.”
         

         
         I look up from the papers in my hand. “What? Teaching that boy? But you just said he didn’t like the private lessons.”

         
         “No, I mean teaching a group including Elias, if he’s willing. A small group of kids with autism. So none of them feels singled
            out.”
         

         
         “I’m not trained for anything like that. I wouldn’t know the first thing about teaching those kids.” I reach for the three-hole
            puncher and position a stack of papers in its teeth.
         

         
         “Sure you’re trained for giving lessons like that,” Kathleen says. “You’ve been swimming forever, and you’re an excellent teacher with the other kids. What else would you need?” 

         
         “Like, I don’t even know the answer to that, which is part of the problem.” I laugh lightly and shake my head. “I don’t think
            it’s for me.”
         

         
         I remember when I was a little kid swimming at the Y, I’d often pass by the classrooms where the special-needs kids did activities.
            Sometimes one of the kids would be out in the hall with a teacher, and my first reaction was to worry they’d talk to me and
            I wouldn’t know what to say. I think I was nervous about being embarrassed—like I’d screw up somehow and other people would
            see. Maybe it means I’m just a shitty person because my main concern was how it would reflect on me. But I was taught from
            a young age that athletes are role models, always needing to set a good example; screwing up isn’t an option.
         

         
         “No, think about it,” Kathleen pushes. “It could be the perfect solution for you. You’d be helping one of our members, and
            I’m sure so many other local kids could benefit. It’d be a great look for the club in terms of giving back to the community,
            and you could do it in the mornings, after your team practices but before the club starts to fill up. If you ask me, it’s
            pretty darn perfect.”
         

         
         “I appreciate you trying to help me with this,” I tell Kathleen, not wanting to seem ungrateful. “I just don’t think I’m qualified.”

         
         She shrugs, willing to accept my answer. “Okay, then I guess I’ll see you later.”

         
         “Wait!” I follow her out of the shed just as Coach and his family are approaching. His wife, Paula, offers a little wave as
            they reach us. Vanessa follows behind them, looking at something on her phone.
         

         
         “Sonny, hey,” Coach says. “I’m heading back to campus now. Want a ride?”

         
         “No, thanks, I’m still on the clock. And I have my grandmother’s car.” Even though there’s a bus stop one street over, I told
            Glory I needed the car for the summer. This way, at least I don’t have to worry about her getting behind the wheel.
         

         
         “Why don’t you ask Coach about it?” Kathleen prompts.

         
         “Ask Coach about what?” He smiles.

         
         I fill him in on Kathleen’s suggested solution to my community service problem. “But don’t worry,” I say. “I told her I’m
            completely unqualified.”
         

         
         “Unqualified?” Coach scoffs. “Who’s a better swimmer than you?”

         
         I’m tempted to rattle off the names of certain swimmers at UCLA, Georgia, and Texas, but I know the question is rhetorical.

         
         “Sonny, I think it’s perfect. You’ll knock out your hours in no time. Take her up on it.”

         
         “Coach—” I start to argue, but he cuts me off.

         
         “Nope, this is too good to pass up.”

         
         “Yeah, Sonny,” Vanessa says, having finally looked up from her phone. “You should listen to your coach.” Her inflection changes again
            on the word coach, but I can’t read her meaning.
         

         
         Even so, her words do hit home.

         
         I will listen to my coach, just as I’ve listened to every coach I’ve had since I started swimming a million years ago. That’s
            one thing my mom drilled into me over and over: If you want to be successful, don’t argue. Always listen to your coach.
         

         
         “So it’s settled then?” Coach says.

         
         “Yup.” I paste a smile on my face and then notice my next student arriving with his mom. “See you guys.”

         
         

         After the lesson, I’m making my way out of the clubhouse when I see a blond woman sitting on the upholstered sofa in the lobby. She’s got a hot-pink purse resting at her feet with the name Rollins stitched into the side. I realize she must be the mother of the boy Parker doesn’t want at his pool party.
         

         
         There’s an iced coffee on the table beside her and a Kindle open in her hand. I’ve noticed her around the club before—not
            only because she’s always dressed in graphic tees and cute summer skirts that are a little less stuffy than the usual golf
            and tennis gear millennial parents favor at Hollyhock, but also because she’s always alone. A country club is a social place
            by its very nature, so I’ve wondered about her.
         

         
         I head her way, hoping she won’t find my questions intrusive.

         
         “Hi, Mrs. Rollins?” I ask, and she looks up from her book.

         
         “Yes?”

         
         “I’m McKenna, the swim director,” I say, and she nods, waiting to see what I want. “I hope you don’t mind me asking, but I
            heard that your son, Elias, doesn’t swim, and I wondered if you might want to change that?”
         

         
         Understanding settles on her face, as though this is something she’s been asked many times before.

         
         “Oh, you’re sweet,” she says, lowering her e-reader. “We’ve tried already, so many times, but it seems Elias is happier on
            dry land. We haven’t had much luck with a teacher, and we don’t feel we should force it.”
         

         
         “I get that,” I say, “but maybe he’d actually want to give it a chance if he were in a group lesson, watching other kids doing
            what he’s afraid to try?”
         

         
         “No, hon,” she says, reaching for her iced coffee beside her. “But thank you. Elias has autism, and he’s already developed some insecurities. He knows that many of the other children would progress faster than him in a group setting, and he’d hate being so far behind everyone else. It happens enough in other situations as it is.” 

         
         My heart sinks. Even though I wasn’t enthusiastic about taking on this responsibility, hearing the sadness in the woman’s
            voice suddenly wakes something in me. The thought of a kid feeling held back, weighed down by his differences, strikes some
            sort of a chord.
         

         
         “Not to overstep,” I say, “but it’d be free, if that makes a difference.”

         
         “You’re so sweet,” she says again. “The truth is, the hour I’m here at the club each day is the only time I get for myself.
            Bringing him along with me, even for a class, would sort of defeat the purpose. Elias is a lovely boy, but he’s a handful.
            You understand.” She smiles regretfully at me.
         

         
         She’s lying. I don’t know how I know, but I can tell. She’s not trying to get more quiet time for herself. She just doesn’t
            think Elias will like it. As much as I resisted when Kathleen suggested these lessons, the way Mrs. Rollins dismisses the
            idea wakes my competitive spirit. Now that I see an obstacle, I’m hell-bent on getting over it.
         

         
         “You don’t even want to ask him?” I guess I’m being kind of pushy, but I’m thinking of the way my mother always grabbed every
            opportunity for me as soon as it was offered. She wouldn’t dare let me miss any chances. It’s hard for me to understand a
            mom who behaves differently.
         

         
         “I appreciate you taking an interest,” she says, “but I don’t think this is for us.” Then she turns her attention back to
            the Kindle.
         

         
         As I head out to Glory’s car in the lot, a new plan starts to crystallize in my head. I slide into the front seat and take my phone from my bag. 

         
         I have two texts from Rae, one complaining that the local GNC stopped carrying her favorite protein powder and the other wanting
            to know if I can meet her for a run and dryland workout when I finish at the club for the day.
         

         
         I tap out a quick response agreeing to meet. There’s just one thing I have to take care of first.

         
         

         When I push open the doors of the YMCA, I feel absolutely no nostalgia. Despite having spent much of my childhood inside this
            building, I almost don’t recognize the place. This fresh, state-of-the-art facility feels like an entirely different universe
            from the run-down community center where I learned to swim.
         

         
         The building is so changed that I’m spared the visceral memories of how much I hated getting into the pool when my swim career
            started. Back then, I couldn’t bear the feeling of having my head under the water, that pressure against my sinuses, the muting
            of the outside world as if someone was stealing my senses away from me. But my mom had saved up all winter so I could join
            the group lessons at the Y, and I didn’t want to disappoint her. Instead, I swam faster and faster at each lesson, thinking
            that the sooner I finished my laps, the sooner I could get out and dry off.
         

         
         But my efforts had the opposite effect. My swim teacher couldn’t get over how quickly I was progressing, what talent I was displaying, what a “little fish” I was. He suggested I join the Y’s competitive team. When Mom said we couldn’t afford the dues, the teacher made one quick call and then told me I was being invited to join the team for free. I understood what it meant, even at that young age, to be invited to join an elite group, to be given things I didn’t have to pay for. That was when I first started to realize there are times in life when passion just isn’t the point. 

         
         I approach the registration desk and ask to be pointed toward the director of the early childhood center.

         
         “You have an appointment?” The older woman behind the desk lifts her eyeglasses from where they hang around her neck and turns
            toward the computer.
         

         
         “Oh.” I see now how clueless it was to show up unannounced to a place where small children go to school and camp. “I’m sorry.
            I didn’t think. I used to know Karyn Rice. Years ago.”
         

         
         The woman looks at me over the top of her eyeglasses, and I prepare to be dismissed. But then I hear someone call out in a
            singsong voice.
         

         
         “Did I just hear my name?”

         
         Turning around, I see Karyn. She’s dressed just how I would have expected, in bright yellow overalls with a pink t-shirt beneath.
            The skin on her neck is loose and papery in a way it didn’t used to be, and her red curls are now streaked with gray. Yet
            her arms are still full of plastic bangle bracelets, and she’s got an air of whimsy around her that’s probably every preschooler’s
            dream. It takes a beat for her to recognize me, but then her face opens with delight.
         

         
         “McKenna Jamison! Oh my goodness! What are you doing here?” She comes toward me, her arms open for a hug.

         
         I laugh into her embrace, relishing the blast-from-the-past moment. So many other parts of my history have disappeared in the years since I last saw this woman. I’ve been wondering if it’ll soon feel as though I have no origin story at all. But seeing Karyn feels grounding, like the experiences I had as a kid were real after all. 

         
         “I don’t want to hold you up,” I say, noticing the full tote bag hanging on her arm. “I just had an idea to run by you, but
            we can talk another time.”
         

         
         “Not at all.” She squeezes my upper arm encouragingly. “Come tell me in my office.” She waves an arm in invitation and turns
            back the way she came.
         

         
         I follow her down a wide staircase and then through a hallway filled with pictures of children. In each hanging photo, kids
            are engaged in some classic childhood activity, like climbing across monkey bars or showing off hands dipped in fingerpaint.
         

         
         “Sit,” she says once we reach her small office.

         
         “I hope it’s okay I came,” I say tentatively.

         
         “Don’t be ridiculous. What’s better for an educator than when one of her old students shows up to see her?”

         
         “I was never actually your student,” I remind her as I settle into the vinyl armchair across from her. We didn’t have the
            money for preschool. I came to the Y for swimming only.
         

         
         “Nonsense. Every child I meet along their journey to adulthood is a student of mine. Just as I’m a student of theirs.”

         
         I nearly laugh aloud at her fanciful words, so consistent with how I remember her, but I delve into the reason for my visit
            instead.
         

         
         “So I’m on the swim team at Meadowbrook now,” I begin.

         
         “Oh, I’m so glad to hear it! I always wondered if your talent would lead you to start enjoying the sport more. I’m delighted
            to know you learned to love it. I remember what a little torpedo you used to be.”
         

         
         Karyn was one of very few people who knew how I really felt about swimming as a kid. She once found me crying and pounding my fists against my thighs in the locker room after practice. I must have been seven years old. I begged her not to tell anyone. My mom had been in remission for about a year at that point, and I just wanted to enjoy the peace in our house, for everyone to be happy. I still remember how Karyn told me then that when I felt those big feelings, I should pretend I was trying to smell cookies, that pulling the scent into my lungs would help the anger go away. It took me years to realize she’d just been trying to get me to take a few deep breaths. When I hesitate to respond, she prods, “You do love it now?” 

         
         “Oh, yeah, of course.” I repeat the lie I’ve told so many times over the years, that swimming is how I find peace or joy or
            some other amorphous piece of wonderful crap. “That’s kind of why I’m here. I’m working over at Hollyhock Country Club for
            the summer.”
         

         
         Karyn gives a low whistle. “Look at you, Miss Fancy-Pants.”

         
         “Hardly,” I laugh. “I’m just pool staff. I’ve been working at their mini-camp, and a possible project has opened up that I
            thought you might be able to help me with.”
         

         
         Karen runs the STELLAR program for elementary-aged kids at the Y. The acronym stands for something about socialization, teaching,
            and recreation for kids with autism. “I was thinking I could start something at the club for some of the kids in your program.
            Group swim lessons. The pool is so beautiful, and no disrespect to the swanky new facilities here, but how nice would it be
            for the kids to be in an outdoor pool during the summer?”
         

         
         “Oh, McKenna, that’s lovely, but I don’t think most of our kids could afford what you’re suggesting.”

         
         “No, no, for free.”

         
         “Oh! Well, that’s a horse of a different color.” She sits up straighter. “And you have someone there with specialized training
            to run the lessons?”
         

         
         “Well, no, it’d just be me. And the lifeguard, obviously. But this is why I need your guidance.”

         
         She looks back at me for a long moment. “I love the idea of it, but these things can get complicated. Even with a lifeguard
            keeping the kids physically safe, we have to think about their emotional well-being. There’s no one with special education
            training who might be able to help out?”
         

         
         “No, and I get it, I really do.” I bite my lip. I need to convince her somehow. It’s the only way I can think of to make Kathleen’s
            plan work, to show Coach I can do what he told me to, and to satisfy my scholarship requirements without having to quit my
            job at Hollyhock. That same old cocktail of fear, shame, and fury starts bubbling inside of me as I begin to panic.
         

         
         Maybe she sees something in my face, because her eyes soften. “No need to give up yet. Let’s put on our thinking caps . . .”

         
         I try to quiet my thoughts and just nod encouragingly.

         
         “If we only sent kids who are very high-functioning, and we kept the group small . . .” Her gaze drifts upward as she tries
            to puzzle something out, and then she says, “Oh!” She slaps the desk in triumph. “I have an idea about someone who could help
            you.”
         

         
         “Amazing,” I say, getting excited.

         
         “Would you be comfortable taking on a teenager too? A sixteen-year-old?”

         
         I tilt my head, surprised by the question.

         
         Her smile grows bigger as she says, “Trust me, you’re gonna love him.”
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         Thank goodness for Harrison. That’s what we always say. A mantra we’ve been repeating for close to sixteen years. Every time
            I think that I have too much on my plate, that I just can’t hack it, Harrison reappears to save the day for me, or Phil, or
            Leo, or all three of us.
         

         
         Ever since Opal Carter announced her retirement, I’ve been putting in longer hours at work, doing what I can to keep reaching
            for that principal position. I see it all day long, dangling in front of me like one of those snacks that gets stuck halfway
            out of the vending machine. I want it so badly that I can taste it. If only it were as easy as slamming my palm into the machine
            to make my bag of Fritos come out, I’d finally be in a position of control, where my competence and leadership could make
            a real impact. Barring any interruptions from my personal life, of course. The board’s putting more effort into the replacement
            process than I expected, searching for other options extensively enough that all my hemming and hawing about biting off more
            than I can chew may just be wasted energy anyway.
         

         
         “I’m home!” I call out as I step into the mudroom, my arms laden with binders and textbooks. I’m greeted by the sweet smells of oregano and basil as I swing my hip to close the door. 

         
         When I round the corner into the kitchen, I find Harrison at the center island drizzling olive oil over a bowl full of spaghetti
            primavera. The sleeves of his light blue button-down are rolled up, and he’s got one of my old aprons tied around his waist
            to protect his dress pants. I notice he’s set a bowl of plain spaghetti to the side for Leo.
         

         
         “You didn’t have to stay to make dinner,” I tell him, dropping my books on the counter and moving toward him for a hug.

         
         “It’s fine,” he says with a shrug as I give him an extra squeeze. “I had nothing to do tonight anyway.”

         
         “You should be going on a date. What about one of those singles nights out in Huntington? You could still make it if you go
            now, spritz on a little of Dad’s cologne and drive over there. Cara and I used to go back in the day, and we were—”
         

         
         “Mom.” He cuts me off.

         
         “What?” I bat my eyelashes up at him in false innocence and then sigh. “I’m just saying. You don’t have to babysit us.” It’s
            the umpteenth time I’ve said something like this to him.
         

         
         At twenty-four, Harrison has already been climbing the ranks at the coastal preservation firm he joined after graduating from
            the SUNY College of Environmental Science and Forestry. We were thrilled when he announced he was moving back to the Island
            after four years upstate. He’s been talking about starting his own company, an ecotourism outfit with a big farm-to-table
            component, but I don’t see how he’ll ever have time for something like that if he keeps devoting so many hours to taking care
            of everyone but himself.
         

         
         I bring my hand up to his face, patting my palm against the soft scruff of his short hipster beard. “How long are you planning to keep this thing?” I ask. I suppose the beard is trendy, but I prefer his face clean-shaven. 

         
         “My face, my choice,” he says. “Leo’s upstairs showing Dad the Wingnut model. That cockpit is so intricate. Cool, cool stuff.”

         
         “Agreed. The rigging too,” I say with a nod. The Wingnut Wings 1/32 scale WWI model took a few weeks for Leo to complete, and it is, indeed, quite cool. The rest of us hadn’t been particularly
            knowledgeable about aviation before Leo adopted it as his pet hobby. In the few years since he developed an interest, he’s
            gone whole hog, not just making models and flying drones around town, but also learning about flight patterns, FAA rules,
            the steps to building commercial jets, which airlines have the most outrageous accommodations in first class, you name it.
            After listening to Leo talk about planes so often, we’ve all come to fancy ourselves minor experts too, or “AvGeeks,” as Leo
            prefers. Apparently that’s a complimentary term to those in the know.
         

         
         I ask Harrison about his day at work and the field study he’s been conducting at Hempstead Plains.

         
         “I’m still getting used to working further inland,” he says as he heads over to the cabinet for a grinder of sea salt. “But
            the grassland ecosystem is phenomenal, a whole new way to dig into the impact of urban development.”
         

         
         I love hearing Harrison talk about his job, seeing him light up about the science and the ramifications of small changes,
            but before I can ask for more details, my phone rings.
         

         
         “Give me a sec,” I say as I reach for my tote. Karyn from the Y is calling. I hope there isn’t a problem. I don’t know what Leo would do if he couldn’t spend weekends with the Y’s audiovisual team, helping them do heaven-knows-what with speakers and spotlights for various events. Karyn’s been looking out for him ever since he was little, back when he did their STELLAR program. Over the years, the Y has been a godsend. Not to mention that Leo’s even earning some money over there now. He uses it to buy himself more aviation gadgets. All those simulator apps and drone attachments don’t come cheap. 

         
         “Hello?” I answer on speaker.

         
         “Hey, Berry,” Karyn says, her voice, chipper as ever, catapulting into the room. “An opportunity has fallen into my lap, something
            I think you might like for Leo if you wanted to give group recreation another try.”
         

         
         “Oh?” I share a look with Harrison, who’s leaning against the counter, watching me.

         
         Karyn has been around for so many of our failed attempts at getting Leo “involved.” I’d have figured she’d be ready to throw
            in the towel, but she keeps coming back from time to time with new suggestions for us.
         

         
         Maybe she’s forgotten the “movement games” class four years ago, when Leo spent several sessions rocking his body back and
            forth in a corner while the other kids did obstacle courses and stretching routines. He eventually refused to return at all.
            Before that was the interactive storytelling club, when he ran and hid in another classroom to avoid participating. It took
            the STELLAR staff almost an hour to find him. Granted, these things happened when Leo was much younger. Now he goes to class
            at the public high school without complaint, but he still shies away from anything that requires significant interaction with
            peers.
         

         
         It doesn’t seem to make any difference that I keep talking with him about the importance of trying. I’ve explained all the reasons why it would benefit him to connect with kids his own age, like improving his emotional well-being and building the support networks he’ll need in adulthood. Never mind that life is simply more fun with friends. 

         
         He’s old enough to understand now why these things matter. But he still insists he’s not ready for more.

         
         This is what keeps me up at night.

         
         As I ready myself to decline whatever Karyn is offering, I can’t resist asking for details first.

         
         “What did you have in mind?”

         
         “I happen to know a Division 1 swimmer working over at Hollyhock Country Club. She’s putting together a small group of elementary-aged
            kids on the spectrum for swim lessons. I thought Leo could join them.”
         

         
         I feel a quick flutter of excitement. Younger children don’t bother Leo. In fact, he’s quite good with them, and even stops
            to chat with some of the little ones we see at the Y. But my hopes deflate just as quickly.
         

         
         “I don’t know,” I tell her, even though I do know. “Leo might not be comfortable being so much older than the other kids,
            so far behind for his own age. It’ll only highlight his delays to him.”
         

         
         When Leo was fourteen, we convinced him to let us sign him up for a summer nature camp where most of the kids were neurotypical. After Leo finally agreed, the director declared she’d be putting him with the eight-year-olds because the younger groups had more staff. When Leo heard this, he flat-out refused to attend. As much as he likes younger kids, he doesn’t want to be treated like one. He’d be the first to tell you his ASD doesn’t make him less mature; it just makes him unique. 

         
         “Hold on,” Karyn says. “He wouldn’t be going as a student. It would be a volunteer position.”

         
         “I don’t understand.”

         
         “I thought he could be a helper for the teacher, like a teacher’s aide. And he’d learn to swim,” Karyn explains. “The teacher, McKenna—her only expertise is swimming, not teaching kids with special
            needs. So Leo could be a real asset to her. And in return, he gets to learn to swim.”
         

         
         Harrison jacks up his eyebrows looking at me, as if he thinks this idea has legs.

         
         “Oh, that’s interesting,” I say, thinking Karyn might have found the perfect spin to get Leo into lessons appropriate for
            his skill level.
         

         
         “Oh, and it’d be free,” Karyn adds.

         
         “Free?” I repeat. We could certainly pay for reasonably priced swim lessons, but that doesn’t mean I don’t like free stuff
            as much as the next guy.
         

         
         “It’s a community service project,” Karyn explains. “The young woman creating the program is a college student. You know how
            they are, a bunch of adorable little do-gooders.”
         

         
         Harrison starts shaking his head almost frantically, and I know why. Leo would hate to think of himself as anyone’s community
            service project.
         

         
         “Oh, okay, I see,” I say. “I’m still not sure it sounds right for Leo . . .”

         
         “What doesn’t sound right for me?” Leo asks as he comes down the stairs. He’s got his Bose headphones resting on his neck as usual, and the empty cardboard box from the airplane model in his hands. 

         
         “Do I hear Leo there?” Karyn asks in an exuberant tone that tells me she knows he can hear her. “Can I tell him about the
            job offer?”
         

         
         “What job offer?” Leo asks. He walks closer to where the phone is sitting on the counter and checks the name on the screen.
            “I have a job already,” he says, staring down at the phone. “I work at the YMCA doing tech support.”
         

         
         “Oh, I know that, Leo, dear,” Karyn answers. “This would just be a small thing on the side, something for the summer. A young
            woman is giving swim lessons to younger children with autism, and she could use your help communicating properly with the
            kids. It would only be a volunteer job for you. No pay, unfortunately.”
         

         
         “Why would I do it for free?” he asks in his signature monotone.

         
         “She said she could teach you at the same time as the kids, like a trade.”

         
         “I don’t think I want to learn to swim. No, thank you.” He starts to walk away from the phone, heading toward the garage with
            his empty box.
         

         
         “Wait, Leo!” Karyn calls. “Let me just tell you about the teacher. I think it’ll change your mind.”

         
         “Why? Who is he?” Leo asks, turning back toward the phone.

         
         “It’s a she. A very pretty she.”
         

         
         “That doesn’t make me want to learn to swim,” Leo says as he puts down the cardboard he’s holding and reaches into the pocket of his jeans. He removes one of his small Matchbox-sized airplanes, this one red with blue stars painted on the wings. He runs his finger over one of the wheels, spinning it in circles. I’m sure Karyn knew her comment would make Leo uncomfortable, but it did compel him to stop and hear her out. 

         
         “Well, she’s too old for you anyhow.” Karyn laughs and then continues undeterred. “Her name is McKenna Jamison, and I’ve known
            her forever. She had a pretty rough childhood, a mother who was sick on and off for years and then died before McKenna finished
            high school. But she kept swimming through all of it. I suppose the sport helped her, you know—kept her moving in the right
            direction in life. I saw her today, and it turns out now she’s one of the best swimmers on Long Island. I think you’d like
            her, Leo. You could go once just to try it out. See what you think?”
         

         
         “Okay,” he says, picking up the box again and making his way toward the garage recycling bin.

         
         I’m shocked by how quickly he’s agreed. I know that sometimes he feels bad about never learning to swim, but between his sensory
            issues and our own fears as parents, we never managed to teach him. Maybe it has bothered him more than he’s let on.
         

         
         Leo’s out in the garage breaking down the cardboard box while I collect a few additional details and finish the call with
            Karyn. As I hang up, Harrison whistles under his breath. He’s focused on something on his phone as he says, “Leo’s going to
            like those swim lessons.”
         

         
         “What is it?” I move toward him and look down at the screen. He’s pulled up a photo of McKenna Jamison from the Meadowbrook swimming and diving team website, and I see why Harrison is transfixed. The girl is stunning. She reminds me of a younger Margot Robbie, except for the touch of red to her blond hair and the sprinkle of freckles along her cheeks. She has the same large, almond-shaped eyes, full lips, and high, sculpted cheekbones. Her look has an edge to it though, probably from all those years of swimming broadening her shoulders and toughening her up. 

         
         “Why didn’t any of the swimmers look like this when I was in school?” Harrison jokes.

         
         I swat his arm to stop him from ogling the poor girl, though I’m kind of guilty of it too. Leo returns from the garage and
            sits at his usual seat at the table, which Harrison has already set for dinner. Removing the little plane from his pocket
            again, Leo places it beside his plate, above the knife and spoon, as he does every night.
         

         
         Phil appears in the kitchen doorway then, clad in a pair of worn jeans and an old Rolling Stones t-shirt. It’s unusual for
            him to be out of his work clothes already.
         

         
         “Casual-Friday-on-Tuesday at work today?” I ask.

         
         He looks down at the t-shirt stretching across his broad chest.

         
         “Oh, no . . .” He hesitates as if he doesn’t want to say more. Then his gaze lands on Leo. “The dry cleaner overstarched my
            dress shirt. The stiffness drove me nuts all day.”
         

         
         “Want to give it to me to soak later?” I offer.

         
         Phil’s never been a fan of wearing anything other than butter-soft clothing. Not so different from Leo, who can’t stand garments made of crisp polyester, or worse, wool. At least Phil, unlike his son, can generally put up with the labels inside his pants. A memory flashes in my mind from nearly a decade ago—a night Phil and I spent together, cutting tags out of all the uniform t-shirts and shorts Leo had to wear for the special-needs summer camp he went to when he was seven or eight. We’d sat on the floor of the family room working through the pile, laughing about the fact that a camp for kids with autism wouldn’t have thought to use tagless shirts. I look over at Phil now, plugging his cell phone into the charger, and I miss the way we used to be. 

         
         When he looks up and catches me staring, his eyes harden. “What?”

         
         I paste a smile on my face. “No, nothing. Why’s it always got to be something? Come sit. Harrison’s pasta looks amazing.”
            The cheeriness I force into my voice sounds false, even to me, but Phil seems to accept it.
         

         
         “When’s it going to let up, do you think?” he asks me, referencing my new schedule as he pulls out his chair at the table.

         
         I open my mouth to respond, but Leo interrupts.

         
         “I got another job,” he tells Phil. “And in exchange, I will learn how to swim.”

         
         Interrupting is not unusual for Leo, but the enthusiasm for the swimming takes me by surprise again. Despite the monotone
            nature of his voice, his eyes are bright.
         

         
         After the consistent reluctance he’s shown, all those times he screamed when we tried to get him to put so much as a foot
            in the pool, I’m relieved he’s finally willing to try. All the professionals and “experts” we worked with over the years told
            us that when Leo reached his teenage years, he might develop some new behaviors, good or bad. As I look across the table at
            my sweet, unique son, I wonder if this is the beginning of many other changes too.
         

         
         

         Later that night, I’m slathering my face with a new night cream. It probably won’t erase the crow’s-feet deepening at the corners of my eyes, but I’ve always been a sucker for good ads and empty promises. Like how I believed Phil when he told me he just needed a few months to grieve his own way, and then he’d be back to himself. 

         
         I study myself in the mirror for a moment and decide that even with the new lines on my face, I don’t look half bad for a
            woman who recently had her third “forty-ninth” birthday. It drives Leo crazy when I describe my age that way, but I’m sticking
            with it until the math gets too complicated to do on the fly.
         

         
         Phil knocks lightly on the bathroom door and then lets himself in.

         
         “Hey,” he says, a mild politeness as he starts fishing through the vanity drawer, pulling out the Tums.

         
         I place the cream back in the medicine cabinet and reach for my hairbrush. “So I think Stella’s seeing someone new.” My assistant’s
            high-drama dating life has been an ongoing topic of discussion for Phil and me. We were particularly invested last year when
            she and a boyfriend adopted a puppy and then, after their breakup, had to battle for custody of the dog for nearly three times
            as long as they dated. Stella got the pooch.
         

         
         Phil pops the antacids in his mouth. “Nice,” he says without looking at me. “Hope it works out.” He walks out of the bathroom,
            leaving me there, and I decide I’ve just about had it with this little force field he’s built around himself, no longer letting
            me in to talk about anything at all.
         

         
         “Phil,” I say, following him back into the bedroom. He’s now sitting on the bed pulling off his socks.

         
         “Enough with this,” I say when he looks up at me. “Are we ever going to start having real conversations again?”

         
         “Berry.”

         
         I can hear everything he hasn’t said. He wants to know why we have to do this again, why I can’t just leave him alone, let
            him be, stop nagging. But I hold my ground and stand there, waiting.
         

         
         “I don’t know what you want from me here. I’ve got a lot on my mind, okay? I don’t understand why you can’t give me the space
            to deal with these things. Not everything is a group project.”
         

         
         “Give you the space.” I throw my hands in the air in exasperation. “I’ve been giving you space for the past ten months, Phil.”

         
         When his mom first passed, he asked me to let him process everything his way. Talking about his feelings was too hard, he
            said. So instead of coming closer, leaning on me the way I’d have hoped, he retreated into himself. The more I tried to be
            there, the more he pulled away, and now it feels as though we’ll never get back to the place we were before. Recently, there
            seems to be more to it. He’s been increasingly evasive, and it’s starting to feel like he’s keeping secrets, not just bottling
            up emotions.
         

         
         “You can’t even have a conversation about my colleague’s love life? You need space from that?”

         
         “No,” he groans. “Yes. I don’t know, Berry! I need space from just . . . a lot.” He stands and walks out of the room, leaving
            me to wonder what it is that’s pushing us even further apart.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            10
McKenna

         
         
            June 2023

         

         When I walk into the house at the end of the day, I can’t wait to tell Glory about the first-year mentee I’m getting on the
            team. According to Coach Cat, this girl chose Meadowbrook over one of the Ivies because she heard our team had better camaraderie.
            But when I come bounding into the kitchen, I’m surprised to find it empty.
         

         
         “Glory?” I call, moving toward her bedroom. The shades are drawn, making the room weirdly dark for this time of day. Still,
            enough light is coming in under the curtains for me to tell no one’s there.
         

         
         “Glory?” I call again, moving through the bedroom and pushing open the bathroom door. Empty. My heart starts to race. I don’t
            know where she could have gone without her car. She’s never been the type to take a random evening walk around the neighborhood.
         

         
         I race to the back door, and that’s when I see her. She’s in our small patch of backyard, dressed in her pink bathrobe and slippers, surrounded by veritable carcasses of her beloved butterfly bushes. They’ve all been uprooted and are lying scattered around the yard in a mess of haphazard twigs and wayward petals. It looks like she’s been pulling the plants out of the soil one by one. She’s now bent over a patch of lavender, yanking the sprigs from the ground, tossing her spoils behind her. 

         
         “Glory!” I shout, hurrying through the door and down the two concrete steps to the grass. “Glory! Stop!”

         
         She doesn’t even look my way—just keeps at her task. She’s muttering something as she continues pulling out her plants as
            if she’s on some kind of mission.
         

         
         “Glory! What on earth are you doing?” At last I’m close enough to grab her arm.

         
         She startles at the contact, finally pausing and looking up at me.

         
         “What happened?” I ask. “Why are you destroying the garden?”

         
         She stares at me for a long, hard moment, and the dread I was feeling inside grows even stronger.

         
         “I . . .” she starts, looking back down to the ransacked flower bed. She turns again, taking in the chaos of the dismembered
            weigela shrubs littering the ground around us. “No, I didn’t mean . . .” She kneels to the grass, lifting a small branch with
            its pink flowers still attached, and runs her thumb and forefinger over the petals.
         

         
         I don’t speak as I watch obvious regret take hold of her.

         
         “Oh, dear.” She looks suddenly stricken. “They had only just reached full bloom.”

         
         She gathers the nearby branches into a neater pile and then looks back up at me.

         
         “Oh, McKenna.”

         
         Her eyes are wet.

         
         “Glory, what happened?”

         
         “I don’t know. I don’t have the foggiest notion. I don’t even remember coming out here.” Her eyes scan the scene around us again. “But now I’ve ruined them all.” She stands and begins moving around the yard, collecting more scattered pieces of her beloved bushes. 

         
         “I’ll get a trash bag,” I say, hurrying back inside to the cabinet under the sink.

         
         

         Once we’ve finished cleaning the yard, I convince Glory to wait until morning to tidy up the ravaged patch of dirt that was
            the flower bed. Instead, she follows me back into the house and asks me to wait for her at the kitchen table.
         

         
         I can hear her changing clothes in her bedroom, and then the bathroom sink turns on. I imagine she’s washing the topsoil from
            her hands and forearms, scrubbing beneath her fingernails. When she emerges, looking fresh as morning, I wish with all my
            heart that we could pretend everything was normal. But it’s clear she and I both know otherwise.
         

         
         “It’s time for us to have a difficult conversation,” she says, taking the seat opposite me at the worn kitchen table.

         
         “I know,” I say as a tear slips from my eye.

         
         “Something hasn’t been right with me for a long while. We both know it, and it’s time we accept it. You don’t deserve this.
            I promised myself that after all the years you spent being your mother’s caretaker, I’d never put you in that position again.
            I shouldn’t have allowed it to go this far.” She takes in a deep breath and squares her shoulders. “But I’ve made arrangements,
            and it’s time for us to act on them.”
         

         
         “I don’t understand what you mean.”

         
         “I’ve been saving. So I wouldn’t be a burden on you. My doctor warned me months ago, but it’s taken me some time to come to terms with it. I’m old, McKenna. Bits and pieces wear out. I wish it were any body part other than my brain, but we don’t always get to choose, do we?” 

         
         “What are you saying?”

         
         “It’s dementia. And it’s only going to get worse. There have been times recently when I’ve found myself somewhere in the house,
            and I don’t know how I got there, as if I’ve woken up from sleepwalking. It’s like I’ve been listening to the car radio and
            getting farther and farther away from town. I can still hear the song that’s playing, but each moment the music keeps getting
            fuzzier, and I don’t even notice how loud the static’s getting. But then I drive through a brief stretch of road where the
            reception’s still good, and only then do I realize how fuzzy the music was all along.”
         

         
         My tears are flowing freely now.

         
         She reaches across the table for my hand.

         
         “I’ve made arrangements,” she says again. “I made you a file, a binder, with our financial information. Everything you could
            need. The bank accounts, insurance information, important documents, all in one place. It’s in my nightstand. I’ve picked
            out a memory care facility nearby that I know has space. It’s time.”
         

         
         “What? Glory, no. If you need help, we’ll get you an aide, someone to stay in the house with you. There are services, companies
            that place home health workers.”
         

         
         “No, I don’t want that. The longer we leave this, the more I’m going to need. I want to move out while I can still participate
            in what’s happening, set up my new surroundings, get to know some of the staff as my real self.”
         

         
         “But I can help take care of you here.” Even as I say it, I know it’s not true.

         
         “No, you can’t. You have your own life, school, swimming, work. It’s too much, and I won’t allow it. My mind is made up.”

         
         I know better than to keep arguing. Instead, I wipe at the wetness under my eyes.

         
         “But how will we even afford that?” I ask.

         
         “You aren’t to give that one second’s thought.” She pats my hand. “I’ve got everything worked out. It’s all in the binder.”

         
         Everything she’s saying makes sense. She will get better care in a facility, access to more resources, and a faster response
            in an emergency, but I’m not ready to let her go.
         

         
         Before I can stop myself, I’m shouting.

         
         “No, Glory! Fuck that!” I’m out of my seat. “We’re not doing this!” I can see everything she’s envisioning about her future,
            and I just can’t accept it.
         

         
         She lets out a long sigh and gives me a knowing look. “If you could please get ahold of yourself. It’s not the time for one
            of your outbursts.”
         

         
         Her calmness somehow emphasizes that this conversation is too important for me to let my temper get the better of me. I nod,
            sorry to have yelled, sorry for the foul language.
         

         
         I sit back down and she starts again.

         
         “You’ll be able to visit me every day if you want. And you’ll know I’m resting easier because I did what I believed was best
            for both of us.”
         

         
         Another sob escapes me.

         
         “Now come, give me a hug,” she says. “Then rinse the tears off your face and help me make dinner.”

         
         

         Less than a week later, I’m out for breakfast with Lark and Rae. So much has already changed. I’ve been trying to compartmentalize, to keep my grief tucked away, locked in a little box to the side of my heart. I allow myself to visit those feelings for only a small portion of each day. And breakfast with my friends isn’t one of the approved times for indulging in self-pity. 

         
         Instead of talking about how crushing it felt to move Glory into the facility, I stick to lighter subjects, like our meet
            schedule for the fall and the new moisturizer Rae’s trying for her chlorine rash.
         

         
         It’s not quite eight a.m. yet, and the Scoop & Sizzle is pretty empty. We just finished practice, and with the way the diner
            has cranked up the AC this morning, I regret leaving my hair down to soak the back of my tank top. At the booth across from
            us, a woman in a pastel blazer appears to be having a business meeting with an older man, and down toward the other end of
            the restaurant, three women in scrubs chat quietly over scrambled eggs. I scoot a little closer to Lark on the vinyl bench,
            hoping to avoid the direct flow from the vent above me. Lark’s long braids are twisted into a layered bun on top of her head,
            and her brown skin is flushed a tawny bronze from the morning’s exertion.
         

         
         Rae reaches across the table toward Lark’s plate. Lark swats her fingers away, but not before Rae has gotten a French fry
            firmly in her grasp.
         

         
         “Mine!” Lark says firmly, like a toddler hoarding toys. The dimple on Rae’s left cheek deepens as she winks and pops the fry
            into her mouth, laughing as Lark lets out an affronted yelp.
         

         
         Ours is the only table with any sort of energy, probably because we’ve spent the past two hours practicing sprints in the nippy seventy-seven-degree water of the Meadowbrook pool, and now our endorphins are running high. The exercise does help to distract me from focusing on Glory. Our usual six a.m. practice started at five this morning because the university needed the pool for some special event today, and the early wake-up has made us all a bit slaphappy. 

         
         “Breakfast of champions,” I say, reaching out and taking a fry from Lark too, just to mess with her.

         
         “You guys are the worst,” she says, but there’s no bite to it.

         
         “Who gets fries for breakfast?” I laugh back.

         
         “Well, maybe if you started bringing us some leftovers from haute Hollyhock, I could upgrade my dietary choices. But nope, you’re all, ‘I can’t steal food from the club to feed the team,’” Lark says,
            as if I’m the one who’s ridiculous, though she’s smiling as she shakes her head. “Like I said, you’re the worst.”
         

         
         But when her eyes catch on her cell phone sitting beside her plate, her smile slips. “Actually, you know who really is the worst?” She picks up a fry and points it at the phone. “Darian.”
         

         
         “What happened?” Rae asks.

         
         Normally when Lark talks about her boyfriend, she looks like a cartoon character with hearts coming out of her big brown eyes.
            But now her lips are turned down in displeasure.
         

         
         “Don’t tell me he’s not coming to visit,” Rae says.

         
         Darian went home to his family in Philadelphia for the summer, and Lark has been counting the days until they’ll see each
            other again.
         

         
         “He’s still coming,” she says as she takes another fry and uses it to push ketchup around on her plate. “But he says he’ll
            be tied up with interview stuff for one of the days. The whole visit is only three days long to begin with.”
         

         
         “You’ll still get two full days with him,” I offer half-heartedly.

         
         “Yeah, but I got tickets to Sagamore Hill. I know it sounds cringe, but we were excited about it. Now he says he’s not free that morning.” 

         
         “I don’t even know what that is.” Rae laughs.

         
         The only people my age who know about Sagamore Hill are native Long Islanders and history nerds like Darian and Lark.

         
         “It’s Theodore Roosevelt’s house,” I explain with an eye roll.

         
         “Summer house,” Lark quickly corrects.

         
         Like most of the girls on our team, Lark is hardcore type A. She’s so invested in staying at the top of everything she does,
            whether it’s schoolwork, swimming, or dating. As a couple of history majors, she and Darian developed a joint hobby of fixating
            on all things related to Theodore Roosevelt—so I guess touring his summer home together, and then posting pictures about it,
            would have been some sort of dating achievement unlocked, proving something about their relationship to themselves or their
            followers. Hard to say, but she’s clearly distraught.
         

         
         “Can’t you just exchange the ticket?” Rae asks as she readjusts the claw clip holding her light hair in a twist.

         
         “I tried, but they’re nonrefundable, nontransferable, blah blah blah. I’m trying not to take it personally, but, you guys,
            what if he just doesn’t want to see that much of me?”
         

         
         “You should just go with someone else,” I say. “Or make him pay for the new tickets.” I’m not great with sympathy when someone
            upsets people I care about.
         

         
         The alarm on my phone goes off, reminding me it’s time to go.

         
         “Sorry, chickadees,” I say, taking my wallet out. “Duty calls.”

         
         I’m teaching my first community service class this morning, and I’m actually kind of looking forward to it. I did a shit-ton
            of reading over the weekend, and I feel ready.
         

         
         “Wait,” Rae says. “Before you go, can we talk for a second about Coach and Marcy?”

         
         “What about them?” Lark asks, pushing her plate away.

         
         Rae glances around the diner as if she doesn’t want anyone to hear what she’s about to say. “Amber thinks they’re having an
            affair.”
         

         
         “What?” I balk. “There’s no way. I see Coach and Paula together at the club all the time. Not to mention, I mean, Marcy? Really?”
            I love our assistant coach, but I’m pretty sure she’s only into women.
         

         
         I watch Rae and Lark look at each other with these awful devilish grins, like they’re savoring this idea.

         
         “Stop it!” I scold. “We’re supposed to be a team. That includes Coach and Marcy too. We shouldn’t be relishing something that
            could actually hurt them or people they care about. Teammates take care of each other and defend each other.”
         

         
         “She acts like we owe each other so much,” Rae says, looking at Lark. “It’s not like we’re blood sisters or something.”

         
         The way she dismisses our connection, making me out to be someone who’s so much more emotionally invested than they are, completely
            triggers me. “You don’t get to say that,” I seethe, pushing my plate away with such force that it slams into the open ketchup
            bottle, which tips and splatters a trail of red across the table.
         

         
         “Dang, McKenna,” Lark says. “It’s not that deep, okay? We’re just talking smack. You know we all love each other. Right, Rae?”

         
         Rae looks back toward me, and though she’s clearly still annoyed, she nods. “Yup. Ride or die, all around,” she promises, and I know from experience that next time I see them, we’ll all act like this never happened. Which is exactly what I need, because my teammates mean too much to me to let a little drama push us apart. 

         
         “Cool, cool,” I say. “Okay, I’ve really got to head out.”

         
         As I’m collecting the rest of my things, pulling out some money to pay my share, several twenty-dollar bills fall from my
            wallet onto the table. “Oops, sorry,” I say, scooping them up and shoving them into the side pocket of my purse.
         

         
         Rae lets out a low whistle. “What’s with all the cash? You take a job at a strip club and forget to tell us?”

         
         “It’s from the swim lessons, loser.” I smirk, glad to see she’s back to bantering with me. “Those Hollyhockers love to tip.”

         
         “Well then, you’d better go on and get your fancy ass back there before you get fired from that gig.” She playfully swats
            my bottom.
         

         
         I throw them each an air-kiss before racing toward the door.

         
         

         When I arrive at the club twenty minutes later, I head straight to the pool. My special group will be coming in each morning
            before the club’s mini-camp begins. Though mini-camp doesn’t start for another week, tradition mandates that each camp swim
            group gets a name like “guppies” or “minnows,” with the strongest swimmers being “barracudas” and “sharks.” I decided my early-morning
            group should have a name too, and I’ve settled on “the Mighty Marlins.”
         

         
         Just as I finish stacking kickboards near the pool, my first marlin arrives. Elias Rollins is the only child in the group I’ve ever seen before, and also the only one who’s a member of Hollyhock. After I talked to Karyn at the Y, I got Mrs. Rollins’s number from the club directory and called to let her know I’d be assembling a group of children with autism for “learn to swim” lessons. These kids wouldn’t necessarily progress faster than her son, and surely they wouldn’t taunt him for having autism. I also told her that the program director from STELLAR had agreed to attend the lessons until the kids were adjusted. What she seemed most interested in hearing about was the fact that my teaching assistant was an older boy also on the spectrum. Not even two hours later, she texted to say Elias would give it a try. 

         
         In addition to Elias, Karyn chose four other kids from her program for the lessons and has given me the lowdown on each of
            them. Though I’ve been studying up on how to teach kids with special needs, I’m still nervous.
         

         
         There’s Matthew Park, a third grader who’s nonverbal—as in, doesn’t speak at all, ever. Karyn promised that he’s very good
            at following instructions and can generally make his needs known without words.
         

         
         I’ll also have Johnny Brennan and Rohan Shah, fourth graders who generally travel as a package deal. They can be loud and
            boisterous at times, Karyn said, but she expects they’ll follow the rules so long as I tell them clearly what to do. The only
            girl in the group is another fourth grader named Lindy Ortega. When I worried Lindy might not like being the only girl in
            a group full of boys, Karyn reminded me of the importance of encouraging girls in sports. Properly humbled, I agreed we should
            give it a try.
         

         
         The last member of our group is sixteen-year-old Leo Becker, but I have strict instructions not to call him a student. I’m to refer to him as my aide, intern, or assistant so he doesn’t feel embarrassed about learning alongside kids who are so much younger than he is. Karyn promised that Leo will genuinely help me with the other kids, but I think she was just trying to ease my concerns. 

         
         After Elias’s mom gives him a series of assurances about what time she’ll be back, what snacks she’ll be buying at Wegmans
            while she’s gone, and the jigsaw puzzle she and Elias will do after she picks him up, Matthew arrives. He’s wearing navy blue
            swim trunks with orange sharks on them and a matching swim shirt with one bright orange shark in the center. When I bend down
            to introduce myself, he sidles closer to his mother, and I tell him, “Don’t worry. I don’t bite.” But then I remember that
            people with autism don’t always understand jokes, so I add, “That was a joke.” But then I worry he thinks that means I do bite. “Of course I don’t bite. It was a joke. The whole thing was a silly joke.”
         

         
         I look back toward the entry to the patio. Karyn was supposed to be here by now.

         
         Next Johnny and Rohan show up, following a man who introduces himself as Rohan’s dad. Johnny’s got a mop of messy brown curls,
            while Rohan’s jet-black hair is so neat it almost looks slicked into place. The boys are chattering away about some movie,
            and they barely acknowledge me as they go sit on a bench beside the pool.
         

         
         As we wait for the other kids, a teenage boy walks through the pool gate. He’s so good-looking that it doesn’t cross my mind
            he could be my teaching assistant until I notice him beelining for the pool shed with an iPad in his hand. I kick myself for
            the stupid thought that he’s too handsome to be autistic, as if attractive people can’t have challenges too.
         

         
         “Are you Leo?” I ask as he reaches me.

         
         The kid doesn’t meet my eyes, looking somewhere over my shoulder as he responds, “Yes, I’m Leo, and you’re McKenna Jamison, the swim teacher, and I’m here for my new job as your teaching assistant to assist you in your teaching.” He glances at my face and instantly shifts his eyes away again. “You look different in your picture on the Meadowbrook webpage. Your skin is bumpier in real life.” 

         
         “You could have just said, ‘Yes, it’s nice to meet you.’” The words are out of my mouth before I can stop myself. “Oh!” I
            slam a hand over my mouth, remembering this isn’t just any sixteen-year-old kid. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to criticize you.
            Although what you said to me felt a little like criticism too, and it made me feel bad.”
         

         
         “That’s okay,” Leo says. “I can’t always tell how I make people feel. Tell, tell, tell.” He glances up toward the sky, as
            if he’s trying to remember something. “It sounds like the word television, but they have different roots. Television comes from Greek, and the word tell is from Old English.”
         

         
         Before I can decide how to respond, I remember there are other children present who need my supervision. Turning back toward
            them, I see our final student approaching. The red-haired little girl is holding hands with a middle-aged woman, and she’s
            decked out in a pink butterfly-patterned caftan and hot pink sunglasses. After Lindy’s mom introduces herself and hands me
            a hot-pink backpack, she reminds me about her daughter’s sensitivity to bright light, which Karyn has already mentioned. Then
            she apologizes, says she’s late for work at the library and has to run.
         

         
         “Okay, everyone,” I call out with false enthusiasm. “Take a seat on the bench, and let’s talk about the laws of the pool!”
            I clap my hands together twice.
         

         
         Matthew, Elias, and Lindy sit down beside Rohan and Johnny. There’s no more room on the bench, so I call Leo to come stand beside me. I notice he’s moving his fingers oddly, making little flicking motions with them, but he moves next to me just as I’ve asked. 

         
         “I’m your teacher, McKenna, and this is Leo, my assistant.”

         
         When I glance over at Leo, I see he’s now holding one hand in the other. The adjustment seems to have quieted his fingers.
            I wonder if he was even aware he was doing that flicking, if he’s consciously trying to stop it.
         

         
         “It’s very important,” I tell the others, “that you listen closely to both of us and follow our instructions. To start, we
            have some super-special rules to help make sure everyone has fun. One, never run near the pool. Two, respect each other’s
            personal space. Three, when you hear my whistle, stop what you’re doing and look at me. Four, and most important, ask for
            help when you need it.”
         

         
         Lindy and Matthew are each looking at their laps, Elias is studying something in the clouds above him, and Johnny and Rohan
            are taking turns poking each other in the arm. As far as I can tell, not one of them is listening. I let out a loud sigh just
            as a voice pipes up behind me.
         

         
         “They may only remember the first one for now.”

         
         I turn and feel an enormous wash of relief as I see Karyn putting her crocheted tote down on a lounge chair.

         
         “Make sure to repeat your rules often and clearly,” she says.

         
         I have the overwhelming urge to ask her to take over, even if just for today, but if I want her to sign off on the lessons,
            I have to prove that I’ve got this. So I nod enthusiastically and direct the kids toward the pool, where I ask them to sit
            cross-legged along the outside edge.
         

         
         “Today is just going to be about getting used to the way the water feels.” The internet was very clear that kids with autism might need extra time to acclimate to the feeling of being in a pool. 

         
         “I know how water feels,” Johnny says as he pushes a curl off his forehead. “It feels wet. Can we do something else?”

         
         Rohan looks at Johnny and says, “I have a Rubik’s Cube in my backpack.”

         
         Rohan stands and begins walking toward the cubbies when Leo calls out, “Stop! Sit back in your seat. Everyone sit quietly.”

         
         He then looks back in my direction. “Do you have a written summary of the different parts of this lesson?” he asks.

         
         “A . . . what? No. Why?”

         
         “What will the students do during this lesson? You can tell me every step, and that will help. I’m here to help.”

         
         “Can I go get my bag now?” Rohan asks.

         
         “No, we’re focusing on the pool right now,” I answer, trying to make my voice firm so I don’t lose control of the group before
            we’ve even started.
         

         
         “I can help, but I need to know what you plan to do today,” Leo says. “Then I can be a good assistant so I’m doing my job.”
            As he says it, his gaze is fixed on a point behind me again. I notice that his eyes are the same color as the pool water.
         

         
         “Rohan, sit back down,” I say to the boy who clearly doesn’t care what I’ve said. He starts making his way back to the small
            backpack he left beneath the bench. I glance over at Karyn, who hasn’t missed any of this.
         

         
         “Fine.” I turn to Leo, quickly explaining to him that we’ll first go into the shallow water, staying where everyone is tall enough to stand, and then I’ll have the kids try floating on their backs. I don’t expect them to be able to float yet, I explain, but I want them to see how their bodies feel in the water. 

         
         When I finish talking, he glances quickly at my face and then looks away.

         
         “What?” I ask.

         
         “Your plan is bad,” he says.

         
         Well, gee, thanks, kid. What does he know about swimming? But then I remind myself that he knows an awful lot about autism. Meanwhile, Rohan and
            Johnny are now both back at the bench, whispering to each other loudly about how to create some building in a video game.
            The other kids seem interested in the boys’ conversation, so I turn back to Leo.
         

         
         “What exactly do you think would make more sense?” I ask.

         
         “You should use the first class to make sure everyone is comfortable being here at the club. Sometimes children are uncomfortable
            in new places. These children have autism, so they could be more uncomfortable. Your shorts look uncomfortable. Uncomfortable.
            Uncomfort. You shouldn’t make people uncomfortable.”
         

         
         Right. I sigh again. It’s going to be a long eight weeks.
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         We’ve just finished yet another dinner that Harrison cooked for us. I’m at the sink scrubbing burned tomato sauce off the
            bottom of a stockpot when Phil comes up behind me and wraps an arm around my waist.
         

         
         I tense up, which I immediately regret, but it’s too late. He already felt it.

         
         “You’re still mad?” He has the gall to sound surprised as he withdraws his arm and takes a step back.

         
         “I’m not mad. I’m upset,” I answer without turning around. The sky has begun to darken, and I can see a portion of his reflection
            in the window above the sink. I watch as he crosses his arms against his chest. The t-shirt he’s wearing is fitted, and I
            notice he looks like he’s lost a little weight. Not in a concerning way, but in a dropping-those-last-ten-pounds kind of way.
         

         
         “I can’t just forget every argument,” I tell him, now scouring the pan with more aggression. “I need to actually talk things out in order to move on. Saying, ‘Oh, it’s been a few hours since we attacked each other, so we’re fine now’—that doesn’t work for me. You don’t want to talk about your mom, you don’t want to talk about new therapies for Leo. We don’t solve issues by ignoring them, Phil. That’s never been us.” 

         
         “But don’t the swim lessons kind of resolve everything about the therapist?” he asks. “Leo’s out doing a group activity, just
            like you wanted. He’s being social, supervising other kids. If that won’t teach him a few things about how to interact properly,
            I don’t know what will.”
         

         
         I slam down the faucet and spin to face him. Water from the sponge in my hand splatters to the wood floor. “You’re missing
            the whole point!”
         

         
         He doesn’t respond, just looks down at the wet spot and uses his socked foot to wipe at it.

         
         His disregard only makes me angrier, so I keep going.

         
         “None of those other kids are his age, and neither is the teacher. And even if they were, he’s done plenty of group activities
            in the past and has never been able to connect with peers. The swimming doesn’t change anything.” What I don’t add is that
            my current mood isn’t just about the social skills coach. All these months of letting Phil “process” on his own have left
            me with little patience for how he’s been acting more recently. It was one thing when he’d take calls from his newly widowed
            dad in another room so they could speak in private, but something new has been going on. I can feel it in my bones, and I
            don’t like where my thoughts are heading. Even this morning, when his cell phone rang, his eyes darted right to me before
            he silenced the call.
         

         
         On top of the evasiveness at home, suddenly he’s traveling for work. He says he and his partner, Dean, are thinking about acquiring a few smaller medical supply outfits, and they have important meetings requiring them to show up in person, but I’m not convinced. Not by a long shot, buddy. The charges for that travel, the hotels, meals—they’re all company expenses on the company card. I can’t even check that stuff to verify if what he’s telling me is true. Maybe it’s a blessing in disguise, because so help me, I don’t know what I’d do if I found out he was stepping out on me. 

         
         It’s mind-boggling to me why this is happening now, when we’ve been married nearly thirty years, and when we’ve already made
            it through what should have been the hardest years of our marriage.
         

         
         “I need to know what else is going on here,” I demand.

         
         And that’s when I see it. That look that passes over his face. Maybe I’ve been too quick to jump to the wrong conclusions.
            He’s going to fess up, and whatever’s going on, it must be something we can work through together.
         

         
         But the look fades in an instant, and he squares his shoulders.

         
         “I don’t know what you’re getting at. I just figured we felt the same way about the swimming and there was no reason to call
            Martina for a referral,” he says. 
         

         
         Martina is the therapist Leo started seeing when he was diagnosed with depression. She’s given Leo some tips for interacting
            with others, but she’s mostly focused on providing him a safe space to explore and process his feelings. It’s not the same
            as having a social skills coach, who would teach him specific behaviors or give him exercises and actions to try out in the
            real world. Leo needs the whole kit and caboodle.
         

         
         “Well, clearly, I don’t feel the same way.” I turn back to the sink as Harrison and Leo come up from the basement.

         
         “I can’t take any more Crimson Skies,” Harrison tells us, talking about an Xbox game Leo loves, something with simulated aerial battles in an alternate reality. “I just keep losing to the pro.” He points a thumb at Leo. 

         
         “Better you than me,” Phil says lightly. “I cannot get a handle on that targeting system.”

         
         “Yeah,” Leo says. “Dad is very, very bad at the game.”

         
         Phil just chuckles as he looks at Leo with clear affection. It makes me want to throw my sponge at him, the way he can still
            find space in his heart for them but not me. Not that I’d ever want him to pull away from the guys. They should never have
            to feel the cool breeze of Phil’s gradual retreat. I’m tempted to wave my arms in front of his face and shout, “Hey! Remember
            me? The wife you used to adore?”
         

         
         “We’re going to watch the game,” Harrison says, pulling my focus back to the moment.

         
         “It’s lovely of you to stay and watch with your brother, but—”

         
         Harrison cuts me off. “Mom, I want to stay. Could you please give it a rest? It’s not like my friends are all out partying
            without me. It’s a Tuesday, and they have jobs just like I do.”
         

         
         “But you could be meeting a girl. Sorry, a young woman.” I know I sound like a broken record, but we don’t need Harrison to
            stick around tonight.
         

         
         “Yeah, you should go on a date,” Leo says. “I got asked on a date, and I ran away and everybody laughed, and then I had to
            get picked up from school.” Leo has perseverated on the incident with Sienna and the junior prom for the many weeks that have
            elapsed since that day. Before any of us can say anything conciliatory, he adds, “You should ask McKenna on a date.”
         

         
         “Ooh, McKenna . . .” Phil says in a singsong voice. “It does sound like that girl is going places. Right, bud?” He glances
            at Leo.
         

         
         “Yes.” Leo nods sagely. “She goes to places like Hollyhock and Meadowbrook, and probably many other places too.”

         
         Before I can explain to Leo what Phil meant by the metaphor, Harrison says, “Guys, stop. I haven’t even met her.” His neck
            is flushing as he adds, “I just thought she looked cute in her picture. It’s nothing. I think lots of girls are cute. Sorry,
            young women.” He curls his lip at me good-naturedly. “Come on, Leo,” he says, turning toward the family room. “The Yankees
            wait for no man.”
         

         
         When the familiar sounds of a ball game begin to fill the air, I bring my eyes back to Phil’s. He runs his hand through his
            curls, making a mess of them before he plants both hands on his hips and waits for whatever I’m going to say.
         

         
         “I don’t want to argue anymore, Phil. I just want to get our son the help he needs. You know as well as I do that he understands
            the ways he’s different from other people all too well. The antidepressants aren’t enough anymore, not on their own. We have
            to give him the other tools he needs to succeed.”
         

         
         A sudden whoop carries in from the family room, Harrison cheering about something good in the game on TV.

         
         “Why do you think Harrison is here all the time instead of living his own life?” I ask, glancing toward the family room. “He
            sees it too, and he’s doing everything he can to help his brother. But sometimes we have to call in reinforcements. Just because
            Leo is smart and can communicate his needs when he’s in an environment where he’s comfortable doesn’t mean he’s fully equipped.
            He’s going to be an adult soon, wanting to live on his own one day. We need to prepare him for that, and we can’t do it alone.
            There are resources out there, and we should be using them.”
         

         
         “So you want to shell out hundreds of dollars a week to have someone teach him about body language?”

         
         “It’s not just body language, and you know it,” I bite back. “He wants friends his age. Especially with Sebastian moving away.
            For that to happen, he needs to build his confidence, and you know that’ll only happen with the right kind of practice. Yes,
            he’s made great strides since the early years when he could only attend specialized school, but he still doesn’t understand
            tone of voice or nuanced facial expressions. His conversational skills need work, never mind navigating social situations
            when his tics come out. You want me to run down the whole list?”
         

         
         “You know what I think?” Phil steps closer to me. “I think Leo’s made so much progress over the past couple years that you’re
            starting to worry he’s not going to need you, that you won’t be essential in his life anymore. Maybe you need to take a long,
            hard look at who this is really about.”
         

         
         I gasp at the cruelty of his words. After so many years of banding together when Leo was younger, it’s hard to believe the
            disconnect is coming now, when our complex child is almost an adult. We’ve made it through years of meltdowns and tantrums,
            the delayed potty training, delayed speech, mental health issues, being judged and abandoned by adult friends, and our own
            feelings of guilt each time our child struggled. Yet now, now, when Leo has finally settled into mainstream classes at a public high school, when he’s holding down a job, and when we can
            list on one hand the skills he needs to develop before he could potentially live on his own, this is when our relationship
            seems to be falling apart.
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         After practice Wednesday morning, I head straight to Hollyhock. Coach kept us late, making us run pyramid sets in the pool
            until he was satisfied. As I make my way through the clubhouse, my legs are still wobbly, and I’m grumpy because I forgot
            to pack my protein shake when I left the house earlier.
         

         
         My stomach rumbles as I pass Kathleen’s office. She’s got her phone pressed to her ear, and when our eyes meet, I toss her
            a quick wave.
         

         
         “How’s it going with the kids?” she calls from her desk, covering the mouthpiece with her hand.

         
         “Great. Really great!” I give her an awkward thumbs-up and keep moving.

         
         Truthfully, it’s been rough so far. After the first lesson, Karyn gave me and Leo some pointers and then told us she’d seen
            enough, that with the shared expertise between us, we’d be fine without her.
         

         
         In the two days since then, I’ve only become more convinced that I’m not remotely equipped to teach these kids. I feel a stab of guilt thinking about how I engineered this entire situation so I could get my service hours and appease my coach, yet I’ve paid very little heed to the well-being of the students. But isn’t that exactly the same thing Meadowbrook is doing to me, using me to get what they want, putting demands on me without worrying about my well-being? Like, maybe it’s too much to expect a scholarship student to complete so many hours of community service while also maintaining an impeccable GPA and a nearly impossible swimming record. Yes, I know how much I’m benefiting from the deal, getting a free education and opening new doors for myself. Maybe the same thing is true for my students—that even despite the flaws of the program I’ve created, they can enjoy some perks too, like spending time outside with other kids and having access to a beautiful pool. But I wonder if a single one of them will actually make progress before the summer’s over. 

         
         Take Matthew, for example. He’s afraid of his own shadow. Anytime I suggest he touch the water, he starts rocking back and
            forth with surprising speed and doesn’t let up until I back off. He and I both seem to be happier when I just leave him alone.
            Then there’s Johnny, who thinks he knows everything about everything. He won’t shut up, and it’s really difficult to give
            the other kids instructions when he’s always talking over me and moving in every direction. He just might be the most restless
            kid I’ve ever met. Rohan mostly follows whatever Johnny does, so whenever things start to get bad with Johnny, Rohan’s encouragement
            just makes it worse.
         

         
         Elias has emerged as the complainer of the group, and Lindy, who’s very soft-spoken, apparently has Tourette’s. Not Tourette’s the way most people think of it—like, she doesn’t scream out curse words at random. She keeps shrugging her shoulders like someone’s asking her a question on repeat, and sometimes her head jerks suddenly to the side, as if she’s been slapped by an invisible villain. I always thought only boys got Tourette syndrome, but when I asked Lindy to please, for the love of God, just sit still, she very sweetly answered, “I can’t, Miss McKenna. On account of the Tourette’s.” So I guess I was wrong. 

         
         And then there’s Leo, who seems to have made it his mission to give me as much negative feedback as possible. I wish I had
            a nickel for each time this week he’s said, “They’re not going to like that,” or “You shouldn’t do it that way.” He’s also
            refused to get in the pool, focusing more on his role as teacher than student, which I suppose is fine since I’ve clearly
            done nothing useful for these kids on my own.
         

         
         I pass the large ballroom and continue through the smaller dining room where a buffet breakfast is being picked over by some
            older men in golf clothes. At the far side of the room, French doors lead to the back patio and the pool. As I step outside,
            I see Leo’s already here. He’s standing by the pool shed, arranging several large placards that look to be posters about swimming.
         

         
         Continuing in his direction, I take the opportunity to study him. In his pink polo shirt and navy swim trunks, he looks like any other country-clubbing sixteen-year-old boy, except for the awkward posture and the way he moves his fingers. Each time he releases one of the poster boards, it’s as if he’s playing an imaginary piano. He’s a lanky kid with gangly arms and legs, but he’s got a gorgeous face, with a jawline that looks like it was carved from stone. Add to that the caramel-brown hair with a slight wave that reaches to just below his collar, and the dimples that pop on both cheeks whenever he smiles, and he could just about be a teenage model. I don’t know if his ASD gets in the way of attracting girls, but I do know how image-conscious high schoolers can be, so I’d bet it does. I’m certainly not going to ask. 

         
         “What’d you bring today, Leo?” I ask as I look behind him at the different posters he’s arranged against the wall of the shed.
            Each is covered with pictures that look to have been printed off the internet and taped to the board.
         

         
         “I made picture schedules.” As usual, he avoids direct eye contact with me. “Sometimes people call them picture boards. Boards.
            Picture boards. They’re not boring, even though ‘board’ sounds like ‘boring.’ Because if they were boring, they would be called
            ‘boring boards,’ and that repeats the same sounds, which people might think is funny. And if they’re funny, then maybe they’re
            less boring than I thought.”
         

         
         I’ve noticed that Leo is sort of obsessed with language. He likes to examine and repeat words, to use them in different ways,
            almost as if the words are marbles and he’s playing with the feel and position of them in his mouth.
         

         
         “Well, why don’t you just tell me how we should use them today?”

         
         He readily explains that the pictures are meant to illustrate what the swim lessons will entail, how long they’ll last, and
            what will happen during the instruction portion.
         

         
         I study the pictures as he talks, and I see that they follow a very logical order. First, kids are standing beside a pool. In the next picture, a grinning boy is stepping into the water. Then there’s a picture of a kid floating on his back with a teacher’s assistance. Right next to it is another showing a girl doing the same thing. The next shows kids with the bottom portions of their faces in the water blowing bubbles. I follow the pictures all the way to the end, where kids are walking away from a pool, each holding hands with an adult. I’m not sure how Leo will get the kids to focus long enough to look at all these pictures, but given the abysmal job I’ve done running the show, I might as well let him take a stab at it. 

         
         Soon the younger kids start arriving. Johnny and Rohan show up together, as their parents have been carpooling. Rohan’s dad
            watches the boys make their way to me before waving and turning back toward the way he came. Next comes Lindy, holding tight
            to her mother’s hand. She’s wearing another one of her caftan-style cover-ups, today with orange Crocs on her feet and pink-framed
            sunglasses to block the bright morning sun. If she ever gets to the point of putting her head in the water, we’ll have to
            switch her straight from sunglasses into polarized, UV-blocking swim goggles.
         

         
         When the others have arrived and are seated at the edge of the pool, I make the mistake of telling them we’re going to be
            putting our faces in the water today.
         

         
         Matthew starts flapping his hands up and down in obvious panic. He bumps into Elias, who is clearly affronted by the intrusion
            into his personal space.
         

         
         “Stay away from me, quiet baby,” Elias says, which only upsets Matthew more. Matthew jumps to his feet and starts running
            in little circles, flapping even more vigorously.
         

         
         “Hey!” Leo calls.

         
         I didn’t even notice he’d walked over to us, but we all turn toward him. Even Matthew pauses for a moment.

         
         “Who knows how fast the fastest fish in the ocean can go?” Leo asks.

         
         Nobody answers, but the question has gotten their attention.

         
         “Come see the storyboards,” he says. “They are not boring, and you can see how today’s lesson is going to go. Then I’ll tell
            you about the fish.”
         

         
         The kids stand right up and clamber over to the posters. I’m more than happy to take a step back if Leo can keep them under
            control. Anything to get us through the half hour.
         

         
         As Leo explains each picture, the kids seem rapt by what he’s showing them. While he’s talking, I notice a group of middle-aged
            women walking out of the clubhouse in golf gear. They’re chatting loudly as they make their way toward the pro shop. One of
            them looks our way, and I watch her eyes survey the kids, taking in their fidgety, jerky movements, and then Leo, who’s still
            moving his fingers in that conspicuous way of his while he explains the pictures to the kids. I notice one side of her lip
            move up, something resembling revulsion on her face, and I feel instantly protective of the kids. I resist the urge to flip
            her off before I turn my attention back to Leo.
         

         
         Rohan raises his hand as Leo gets to the end. Without waiting for Leo to call on him, he says, “Now you have to tell us about
            the fish. Which is fastest?”
         

         
         “You have to do everything on the board first. Each one of you. Then I’ll tell you about the fish. Fish, fish, fish. If you
            say ‘fish’ fast, it sounds like a sneeze. But I can’t tell you the answer yet. First you do the lesson.”
         

         
         Rohan looks like he might argue for a moment, but when the other kids start moving toward the steps, he turns to follow. He’s
            whispering to himself as he approaches the pool, and I can hear him repeating “fish, fish” too.
         

         
         Leo encourages them to keep going until they’re all the way in. Elias, Johnny, Lindy, and then Rohan each maneuver into the water with none of the complaining or hijinks from the earlier lessons. At a little splash beside me, I turn to see that even Matthew is stepping in with the others. 

         
         Leo might actually be a godsend.

         
         “I’m going to get in the pool today, McKenna,” he says as he reaches me. “Because I’ve decided I want to learn to swim, and
            I’m ready to do it now. And if I stand on the outside helping all the time, you won’t be able to teach me what I need to know
            to swim, so I’m going to get in the pool today. Today. I’m doing it today. Today I’m getting in the pool. Then I will tell
            them about the fish.”
         

         
         “Gesundheit,” I say, a smile creeping onto my face for the first time since these lessons began.

         
         “I didn’t sneeze,” he says.

         
         “No, but you said ‘fish.’”

         
         He looks back toward me blankly.

         
         “Because before . . . what you said . . .” I give up and shake my head. “Just go ahead and get in.”

         
         “Okay, but I still need to be a helper, even when I’m in the pool.” And then he’s making his way down the steps too.

         
         

         After the lesson, Leo and I walk together toward the front parking lot. He seemed surprised when I offered to walk out with
            him, and frankly, I surprised myself too. But I’ve found myself curious, wondering what it’s like for him to be the way he
            is.
         

         
         “There,” Leo says, pointing toward a red Nissan parked along the curb. “That’s where my brother is. He’s there.”

         
         “Okay then. Thanks for another great day, Leo,” I say, turning toward the valet booth where I’m supposed to wait for mini-campers to be dropped off soon. Except then the driver-side door of the sedan opens, and Leo’s brother steps out. 

         
         “Hey,” he says. “You must be the famous McKenna.”

         
         “Hi, yes, very famous.” I laugh, reversing course and walking toward him. “And you’re the brother.” I take in his appearance.
            He looks a lot like Leo, except a much older, more filled-out version. He smiles, and I note that he doesn’t have dimples
            like his younger brother. But his smile is plenty dazzling on its own.
         

         
         “Beck,” he says, extending a hand.

         
         “Your name is Beck Becker?” I ask before accepting his hand. “Oh my gosh, that was so rude! I’m sorry. Nice to meet you, Beck
            Becker.”
         

         
         He chuckles. “Sorry, my real name is Harrison, but the only people who call me that are my family.”

         
         “That’s funny,” Leo says from where he’s still standing on the other side of the car. “Beck Becker. It sounds like woodpecker.
            Or check wrecker. Fact-checker. Set director. Pocket protector. Finance sector. Food selector.” I know from experience that
            Leo may keep this up for several minutes. Beck and I stare at each other a little longer, Leo still mumbling to himself as
            he opens the passenger door and gets into the car. The moment starts to get awkward as we let it drag, so I make my exit too.
         

         
         “I’ve got campers coming.” I motion toward the cars heading up the drive. “See you tomorrow, Leo!” I call toward him and head
            off.
         

         
         

         After mini-camp and then three private swim lessons, I’m finally packing up when I see Coach and his wife and daughter walking in my direction. Paula is dressed for golf, with her dark ponytail bobbing behind a sun visor. Despite the summer heat, Vanessa’s in a pair of long pants, and I feel overheated just looking at the dark denim against her legs. But I guess this means Coach has stopped trying to get her to play tennis. 

         
         “Hey, Sonny, you’re still here!” Coach says with delight as they approach. “We were just about to have a late lunch. Join
            us.”
         

         
         “Warren,” Paula says, her voice edged with reproach. “I’m sure McKenna has plenty of other things she’d rather be doing. Don’t
            you two spend enough time together as it is?”
         

         
         I’d actually have been glad to grab a bite before heading home, but Paula’s message is clear, and I don’t want to intrude
            on their family time. Especially not with Vanessa giving me that stink eye like she is.
         

         
         “Yeah, I’ve actually got a few more things to take care of before I head out, so you guys go enjoy.”

         
         “Next time, McKenna,” Paula says with a forced smile.

         
         “Wait, just one thing,” Coach says before I can turn back to the bag I was packing. “I heard from Kathleen that the special-needs
            kids’ class is going great. I knew you were going to figure this out and—”
         

         
         “Dad, I’m supposed to be at Everly’s in an hour,” Vanessa says.

         
         He doesn’t acknowledge the interruption. “I just wanted to say how proud I am of you. Honestly, you’re making me look good.”

         
         “We really don’t have a lot of time, Warren,” Paula nudges.

         
         “Okay, okay,” he says. “Keep up the good work, kiddo.”

         
         “Sorry, McKenna.” Paula offers me a tight smile. “Just trying to get in some family time.”

         
         “Not at all. I have a million things to take care of too. Nice to see you.” I give them a two-fingered wave and then turn back to the chaise where I left my bag. 

         
         

         I’m finally back to the parking lot when my phone rings with the special ringtone I’ve designated for Juniper Groves, the
            assisted living center.
         

         
         It’s been strange living in Glory’s house without her. Were I not so busy every day, I’d probably be moping more about how
            horribly quiet the house is without her. I certainly didn’t manage to hold back my tears when we said goodbye over the weekend.
            The aide who helped Glory get settled promised she’d call me herself in a few days to let me know how things were going. I
            was confident I’d be speaking to Glory plenty before that, but I worried my grandmother would just sugarcoat everything for
            me.
         

         
         The good news is, Glory seems to have fallen in love with the place. I guess she knew what she was doing when she picked this
            specific care center. When we moved her in, she took her setup very seriously. It reminded me of when she helped move me into
            my freshman dorm room only two years ago. In her new room, she and I arranged the framed photos we had packed, overthinking
            the placement of each one. Glory insisted we put the picture of me from National Signing Day, when I committed to Meadowbrook,
            in what she called “pride of place.” The facility allowed us to hang a vintage paisley tapestry on one of the walls and bring
            Glory’s floral bed linens from home. As much as I hate that she’s in a facility, it does seem to be the only solution that
            allows her to live in a comfortable, communal setting while ensuring she’ll have the care she needs as more memories begin
            to fail her.
         

         
         “Hello?” I answer, as I step under the shade of the portico at the front of the clubhouse. Cell phone use isn’t permitted inside the main building, so I lean against the stone wall and watch the valet parking guys take cars from the club’s late-afternoon arrivals. 

         
         “Ms. Jamison, this is Roy over at Juniper Groves.”

         
         “Is everything okay?”

         
         “Yes, yes, my apologies. I should have led with that. Everything’s fine. I’m just calling from accounting. I see here you
            elected to use a payment plan to fund your grandmother’s care. I was hoping to review that with you.”
         

         
         “Ah, okay.” Glory and I didn’t discuss the financial aspects all that much. She took care of the paperwork and said I should
            just pay bills as they came in, using the money from her accounts. I haven’t had to deal with any of the finances yet, but
            I suppose it’s past time for me to start paying attention. “Lay it on me, Roy.”
         

         
         Ten minutes later, my heart is still pounding. Roy makes sure to tell me about the nurses’ recommendations—what Glory’s going
            to need in the coming weeks, months, and years, many of which are add-ons we didn’t already select. They want her to have
            specialized memory care, security measures to prevent wandering, including personal monitoring devices, and occupational and
            behavioral therapies. Patients with profiles like Glory’s, Roy says, also benefit from personalized assistance with bathing,
            dressing, and eating. Even if she doesn’t need that quite yet, she will soon. And of course, each of these services has a
            price tag beside it.
         

         
         Dread niggles at me as I wonder how I’m going to cobble together the money for these add-ons. Glory was adamant that we have plenty to cover the initial entrance fee and ongoing monthly expenses, but what if that doesn’t include all these extras? I want her to have them though. I want her to have everything. I start parsing through ideas for earning more money, maybe staying on at Hollyhock as a waitress during the school year, but that will never work with my clinic requirements ramping up. 

         
         But Glory said she had this covered, and she must have known there wasn’t an exact number to what her care would cost, that
            it might be more than expected. I tell myself to stop stressing. I need to go through the documents she left for me, to start
            acting like the adult in this situation, and I will, soon. But for now, I just want to believe Glory knew what she was talking
            about so I can let my thoughts drift back to sunnier topics, like Leo’s cute older brother.
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Berry

         
         
            June 2023

         

         Leo and Phil are finishing their buttered toast at the breakfast table when I head upstairs to put on my makeup. Stillwell’s
            students have officially begun summer break, and before long, our faculty will check out for the summer too. I’m still wrangling
            a wild to-do list, and I should be hurrying to get to work, but it’s Tuesday, which is the one day of the week I allow myself
            to go into Leo’s room and snoop around. It’s a habit I picked up when he was in middle school, before his depression was diagnosed.
            When we first started noticing signs, Leo wouldn’t tell us anything. I started poking through his things back then, making
            every effort to figure out what was causing his dark moods, just like any good mother would do for her son. There were the
            obvious issues—wanting to be more like the other children at school, dealing with jackass kids, the taunting, all that garbage—but
            I knew something else was going on. I won’t be guilted about these little inspections either. My kid’s safety is more important
            than his privacy. Full stop.
         

         
         Leo’s personal habits make it very easy to do my trespassing quickly. He’s so meticulous about keeping his belongings in precise locations that I’d be hard-pressed not to notice if something were new or different. I step into his bedroom, frowning at the frayed rug beneath my feet. The blue threads are old and worn, but Leo didn’t want us to replace it when we refreshed the rest of the upstairs three years ago. He likes the way this carpet feels under his feet, so that was that. 

         
         I do a quick visual sweep of the room, noticing the airplane model he finished last week, a futuristic-looking SR-71 Blackbird,
            in the center of his bookcase. He had to push three smaller aircraft to the side to make room. It’s probably time to move
            this batch of models down to the wall unit in the basement. Harrison helped Phil build a shelving unit down there last winter
            to handle the overflow of aviation paraphernalia Leo’s constantly creating.
         

         
         On the shelf below the planes sits Leo’s carefully arranged collection of rocks. I tend to zone out when he starts explaining
            the properties of each piece of quartz and hematite. I couldn’t tell you what’s what on that shelf, but I do notice the piece
            of Jerusalem stone my mother brought back from Israel when Leo was only a little kid. As usual, it’s still front and center.
         

         
         I resist the urge to pick up the rock, to run a finger over its smooth edges and whisper prayers up to my mom the way I do
            sometimes in the middle of the night. I’ve missed her every day since she died six years ago, but as my marriage deteriorates,
            I find I’ve never wanted her advice more. What I wouldn’t give for one more afternoon sitting in my parents’ kitchen with
            a slice of babka like I did as a teenager, listening to my mom pick apart my problems, dismantling them piece by piece until
            they felt too small to matter.
         

         
         But now’s not the time for nostalgia. I have only a few minutes before the others will be finished with breakfast. I move toward the desk, opening the top drawer and eyeing the containers of paper clips, staples, pencils, and other school supplies. Drawer by drawer I go, and nothing seems unusual. I repeat the process at his bureau and again find nothing of note. 

         
         Last, I move to the nightstand, where Leo keeps his Zoloft. I’ve tried to convince him to keep it in the kitchen, where we
            can all keep track, but he says the nightstand is easier for him. I open the bottle, quickly counting out the pills to confirm
            he’s still taking them as prescribed. His mood has been solid lately, but remembering how hard things were the last time he
            secretly went off them, how sudden the changes were, I’m still afraid not to check.
         

         
         I’m about to close the drawer when something catches my eye. It’s a silver whistle, the kind a sports coach might wear.

         
         Or a pool lifeguard.

         
         I wonder if it was a gift from the swim teacher, McKenna. I haven’t met her yet, but Leo’s been talking about her an awful
            lot. My heart sinks when I remember the comment Harrison made about her being very pretty. Leo tends to fixate, and I hate
            to think about him pining for someone who’s years older than he is. It’s been hard enough for him to get, or rather to keep,
            the attention of a girl near his age.
         

         
         I’m so focused on the whistle that I don’t hear Phil’s footfalls as he makes his way up the stairs. But then he passes by
            the door and sees me.
         

         
         “You still do this?” he barks at me from the doorway. “Berry, get out of there!”

         
         I look down at the whistle in my hand and then at the nightstand drawer. It’s wide open, like a confession. I don’t see a way to pretend I was doing something else. Even so, my instinct is to protest. 

         
         “That’s not what . . . I’m just checking things.”

         
         He marches into the room, a look of wild rage marring his features. It’s all the more ominous with his untamed morning curls
            billowing around his head. “You’re so focused on getting Leo ready for his next stage of life, on him being more grown-up,
            going off to college. Yet you continue to treat him like a child. He doesn’t need you looking over his shoulder for every
            last thing! Some people value privacy!”
         

         
         Before I can respond, Leo appears at the door.

         
         “Why are you both in my room?” His eyes fall to the whistle in my hand. “Why are you holding that?” He starts clapping his
            hands repeatedly, the way he does when he gets agitated, and his voice rises. “Why are you holding it? It’s mine! You aren’t
            supposed to take other people’s things.”
         

         
         “I’m not taking it!” I rush to explain. “I was just looking. I’m sorry, I’m sorry.” I hurry to put the whistle back in the
            drawer, even though I know I won’t get the placement right. Leo will have to adjust it so the whistle sits exactly as it should.
            As he hustles over to the drawer to do just that, Phil catches my eye. He tips his head forward with his eyebrows raised,
            saying everything he needs to without uttering a word.
         

         
         Eyes still focused on the nightstand, Leo says, “The whistle is mine. You shouldn’t touch my stuff. Now everything is crooked.
            You made my things crooked, and the whistle is mine.” He takes everything out of the drawer, placing the items in a heap on
            the countertop, then picks up the objects one by one to return them to their perfect, rightful positions.
         

         
         “I’m so sorry, Leo. You’re right that I should ask before I touch your things. Next time I’ll ask.”

         
         Phil steps closer to Leo as if to put a hand on his arm, but Leo doesn’t enjoy spontaneous physical contact. Phil seems to
            remember himself, dropping his palm to his side and saying, “You’re allowed to keep some things private. Mom and I were just
            talking about what a big mistake she’d made to be handling your things without you here.”
         

         
         I bite back the nasty words that jump to mind as Phil sells me out like that. Looks like our usual “united front” strategy
            is just one more thing that’s flown out the window recently.
         

         
         “Yes, it was a mistake,” Leo says, his back still turned to us as he continues reorganizing the drawer. “Mom made a mistake.
            A mistake. She made a mistake.”
         

         
         Maybe. But Leo’s getting older, and perhaps it’s time for me to be more honest with him. If we want to prepare him for adult
            scenarios out in the world, we should probably start at home.
         

         
         “Okay, here’s the thing,” I say, and Phil slowly shakes his head as though he’s already lost patience with me for whatever
            I’m about to do. I roll my eyes and look back toward Leo. “One of the reasons I came in here was to look at your Zoloft bottle,
            to make sure you’re taking the pills. They’re important for you, and we all remember what happened last time you stopped taking
            them. I love you enough to check. That’s not a mistake.”
         

         
         Leo doesn’t look at me while I’m talking, but he pauses just long enough for me to know he’s listening. I look again at Phil, noticing his cheeks have turned pink, as they do when I push his buttons. One hand is clenched at his side, and the corners of his lips are turned down as far as they go. Things are about to get even worse between us. Of that I am sure. 

         
         I hear the metal clink of the whistle as Leo places it in the nightstand. Then he closes the drawer and stands back to his
            full height.
         

         
         “Next time you’ll ask,” he says, and his voice sounds calmer. I know Phil would say the reason Leo feels better is because
            he’s put everything back the way he likes it, but I think it’s also because now he understands what I was doing. He accepts
            and appreciates that someone’s got his back, no matter what it costs her.
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McKenna

         
         
            June 2023

         

         I’ve gotten to Hollyhock early today because Coach let us out before our usual end time. Probably because he felt bad about
            nearly killing us in the weight room. His repeated chants of “Strong beats tired, Sonny” are still echoing in my head as I
            sit on the front steps of the clubhouse, scrolling through social media. As I swipe through picture after picture of Meadowbrook
            students “summering” in Nantucket and the Vineyard or lazing around on European beaches, I try not to be salty. Even if I
            could afford luxuries like that, the constant grind that is my life doesn’t allow for them. Just a few unscheduled days out
            of the pool can affect a swimmer’s times. It wouldn’t matter anyway, I suppose. Glory’s condition has me tethered close to
            home for the foreseeable future. I’m interrupted from my negative spiraling by the sound of Leo’s voice.
         

         
         “McKenna, why are you sitting on the steps?”

         
         “Hey, kid,” I say, looking up to find him approaching. “You’re very early this morning.” I smile to make it clear I don’t mind, but then I remember that people with autism don’t always interpret social cues accurately. “I’m smiling because I’m glad to see you,” I say. 

         
         I note Beck’s red sedan idling in front of us and watch as he lowers the passenger window.

         
         “Hey, McKenna,” he calls, leaning across the seat. “Hope you don’t mind me dropping Leo early. There’s a meeting I have to
            get to out in Greenport.”
         

         
         “Not at all,” I call back. “Happy to have the company.”

         
         He and I smile at each other, and I feel a little zing, but I push it away, waving goodbye and turning back to Leo. He’s standing
            awkwardly at the bottom of the steps, like he’s not sure where to go.
         

         
         “Want to join me?” I ask, patting the stone surface beside me.

         
         “You didn’t tell me why you were sitting on the steps, so how can I know whether I want to join you if I don’t know what we
            would be doing out here?”
         

         
         “That is a very fair question,” I say, my smile widening at his earnestness. “I was resting here after a hard workout session
            this morning and scrolling through apps on my phone. And then I guess I was just going to sit here and feel sad for a few
            minutes, but now that you’re here, maybe I don’t have to feel sad after all.”
         

         
         “Okay, I’ll sit. But I don’t want to feel sad. Why were you going to feel sad?” he asks.

         
         “Well,” I start, preparing to sweep everything under the rug. But for some reason, I feel a pull to open up to him. “I was having some unkind thoughts about friends from school, and then I was angry at myself for not just being happy for them.” I keep unloading. “On top of that, my grandmother moved into a facility for older people who need special medical care, and I miss living with her.” 

         
         “That sounds like you should be happy. For the part about your friends. You’re lucky to have friends,” he says, reaching into
            the pocket of his swim trunks and removing one of those small airplanes he carries. He starts running his finger over a wheel,
            watching it spin.
         

         
         I want to tell him that most of the people I’m talking about aren’t really my friends, just people I know from school. Real
            friends do more than put emojis under one another’s posts from time to time. But that’s all I get outside the swim team. All
            that time practicing and traveling for meets limits how much I can connect with any of the other students.
         

         
         Before I can clarify, Leo continues. “Anyway, you’re allowed to have any kind of thoughts you want as long as you don’t act
            on them all,” he says. “That’s what my therapist says. Maybe you need a therapist too.”
         

         
         I laugh lightly at his take and say, “Maybe I do.” No need to mention I can’t remotely afford that.

         
         “You should be happy about your grandmother too,” he adds. “You have a solution for your problem. She needed special care,
            and you found a place for her to get that. Sometimes I have problems with no solutions, and then it’s very hard to feel happy.
            I don’t like to talk about those problems, so don’t ask me.”
         

         
         “Okay, I won’t,” I say, perfectly glad to be told.

         
         A bird flies out of a tree beside the steps, and Leo’s head turns quickly in its direction. He watches it flit over to the
            next small tree lining the club’s driveway.
         

         
         “Would you like to tell me some things that do make you happy?” I ask.

         
         “Okay,” he says, but then he doesn’t follow it up.

         
         “Go ahead,” I prod. “What makes you happy?”

         
         “Airplanes.”

         
         “What about them?”

         
         “Everything.” His finger is still propelling the one little wheel of the replica in his hand.

         
         “Like what?”

         
         “They’re predictable and organized. Every part of an airplane has a specific purpose. The aerodynamics always make sense.
            Even when a plane malfunctions, there’s a clear reason why it happened, not like with people. And if you like planes, you
            can study maps and navigation. You can track flight paths. You can see the way the shape of a plane affects how it moves when
            it’s in the air, and how different planes take off at different angles. They can have different purposes and loads, engine
            power and thrust. You have to think about runway length, weather patterns. I made a PowerPoint of the first-class amenities
            on different airlines. I like the way planes change over time, how they’ve gotten faster. I like warplanes and drones and
            comparing planes to birds. I like building models of planes and showing them to my dad. I like talking about planes and going
            to the Bethpage Air Show at Jones Beach to see the Navy demonstrations and the Blue Angels performing. I like learning about
            aerodynamic efficiency and the different technologies they use for navigation and instrumentation, like GPS, inertial navigation
            systems, and more traditional systems like flying VOR to VOR or ILS approaches, the cockpit instruments and what they measure—”
         

         
         I interrupt and jokingly ask, “Oh, is that all?”

         
         “No, there’s a lot more,” he says, “like air traffic control systems and regulations from the FAA and ICAO—”

         
         “Leo,” I interrupt again.

         
         “I’m not finished,” he says.

         
         “I’m aware, but when people ask a question like that, they generally want to hear about two or three things you like, not
            every last thing. I imagine we could be sitting here for many hours if you were to tell me every single thing you like about
            airplanes.”
         

         
         “Yes, many hours.” Leo nods sagely. “I think so too. Can I keep going now?”

         
         “I want to hear about other things that make you happy, not just flying. And we don’t have several hours to be here, so I
            think we’d better move on to the next thing on your list.”
         

         
         “My brother makes me happy,” Leo says. “He’s the one who dropped me off. You met him and called him Beck Becker. But he’s
            not Beck Becker, he’s Harrison Becker. He spends a lot of time with me, but I think my mother wants him to stop, and that
            does not make me happy. A lot of things don’t make me happy. You didn’t ask about those, but do you want me to talk about
            them anyway?”
         

         
         “If you’d like.”

         
         “No,” he says. “I still don’t want to. I like thinking about things that make me happy better.”

         
         “Me too, but sometimes we have to think about the things that make us unhappy so we can fix them or make them better.”

         
         “What if you can’t make them better?” he asks.

         
         It’s a good question, and as I take a second to think about my answer, my phone chimes to remind me that the other kids in the swim group are going to be showing up soon. 

         
         “You know what, Leo? We need to get ready for the lesson. Can we finish this conversation later?”

         
         “No,” Leo says, standing back to his full height, his lanky arms hanging at his sides again. “I don’t want to.”

         
         I don’t argue, and he walks off toward the pool.

         
         

         Six hours later, I’m back at the Meadowbrook sports complex for the second team practice of the day. I’m keeping pace with
            Tilda Chen, another rising junior on the team, as we finish our last laps. The horrible AssaultBikes that Coach has been making
            us ride during dryland workouts are definitely making an impact, and I can feel myself moving better through the water.
         

         
         I’ve dropped a solid half second off my practice time since summer started. I miss the days when I was younger, when my time
            drops could be as big as six or eight whole seconds during a new training period. Now that I’m older and my time drops are
            so much smaller, I’ll take what I can get. The NCAA hasn’t announced qualifying times for the coming year yet, but with the
            younger generation of swimmers going faster and faster, Coach Cat is expecting the benchmarks to go even lower than last year.
         

         
         Tilda and I reach the end of our respective lanes at just about the same time, both of us huffing and puffing. Lark is on
            my other side, also having just finished with her practice partner. She pulls off her goggles and shakes her head at me.
         

         
         “Freaking swimflation is going to be the death of me,” she says between gulps of air.

         
         “Tell me about it.” I pull off my cap and lean against the wall of the pool while I wait for my chest to stop heaving.

         
         “If they lower the times again, there’s no way I’ll get an A-cut,” I say. “Coach’s expectations might be completely unrealistic.”
            I wonder if I should be putting in even more hours at the pool so I can accomplish what Coach wants from me, but I can’t stomach
            the thought of adding a single lap I don’t have to. I remind myself it’s just two more years, and then this soggy, regimented,
            chlorine-smelling portion of my life will finally be over.
         

         
         I must be making some sort of face because Lark interrupts my thoughts with her usual pep.

         
         “Hey now,” she says, shaking the plastic of the red-and-white lane line between us. “What do we say when we have the dark
            thoughts?”
         

         
         “Yeah, yeah,” I grumble back at her.

         
         “Nope, not good enough.” She takes off her swim cap and pulls it over a couple of fingers on both hands, creating tension
            in the silicone and aiming it toward me like a slingshot. “Now say it with me,” she says.
         

         
         I roll my eyes, but together we both call out, “No bad days!” It’s a line our team uses before meets, and most of us agree
            it’s a pretty effective mantra generally. But today it pisses me off. Why can’t I have bad days? Why do I always have to worry
            about the image I’m projecting, about having the right kind of attitude? For once, I’d like to be allowed the freedom to lean
            into imperfection.
         

         
         But today is not that day.

         
         “Again!” Lark commands from her lane.
         

         
         I put on my happy face, slipping back into my prescribed role as the overachieving, upbeat athlete everyone wants me to be, as we belt out in chorus one more time, “No bad days!” 

         
         “That’s right, girls,” I hear from above us, and I look up to see our teammate Jillian making her way toward the locker room.
            A white towel is wrapped around her waist, and water drips from the curls of her ponytail to the pool deck. “Something fun
            has got to happen tonight, or I swear I’ll claw my eyeballs out. This town is so dead.”
         

         
         After practice, the whole team’s going out for our monthly spaghetti dinner off campus. Most of the NARPs, the nonathletic
            regular people, clear out during the summer, so the town surrounding Meadowbrook becomes just another sleepy suburban hamlet
            full of families and early bedtimes.
         

         
         “If nothing else,” I call up to her, playing my part, “at least you’ll get to suck on some long noodles tonight.”

         
         “Oh, shut up, McKenna,” she says on a friendly laugh and then turns back toward the locker room.

         
         As everyone else begins clearing out of the pool, I linger. Even though my arms already feel nearly boneless, I want to do
            one more sprint just to see where I’m at. Once all the others have disappeared into the locker room, I call out to our assistant
            coach, Marcy, who’s still busy scribbling notes on the clipboard in her hands.
         

         
         “Hey, do you mind timing me for one last sprint?”

         
         “Now?” She looks down at me, walking closer to my lane. Extra sprints are generally not encouraged at the end of a hard practice.
            “You know your form’s going to be sloppy now.”
         

         
         “Just fifty yards. Please?” She’s not wrong that I’m exhausted, but I’m craving the extra bit of release.

         
         “Fine, but if I see poor mechanics, I’m stopping my clock.”

         
         I nod and reposition my goggles down over my eyes before climbing up to the starting block.

         
         “Take your mark,” Marcy calls. “Go!”

         
         And then I’m gliding hard and fast under the water before cutting clean to the surface. As I slice forward in steady bursts,
            I’m feeling strong and quick. With each rhythmic whip-snap motion of my breaststroke, I’m getting less pissed off about all
            the extra effort I’ve been putting in this summer. It’s easy to feel like a fraud all the time. Imposter syndrome is so real.
            But right now, as I’m moving with such power through the water, I feel entirely legit.
         

         
         When I finish the second length and touch the wall, Marcy calls out my time.

         
         It’s the exact same time I got in the qualifying meet back in February, down to the last tenth of a second.

         
         “What the fuck!” I shout as I rip my goggles off and throw them across the pool deck.

         
         “No, this is great, McKenna. End-of-practice sprint, and you’re right where you were after you tapered. You should feel good
            about this progress.”
         

         
         “Progress?” I nearly spit out the word. “This isn’t freaking progress. I’ve been busting my ass the entire summer, and the
            clock hasn’t moved at all.”
         

         
         I push myself out of the pool. “Let me see the stopwatch.” I hold out my hand, and Marcy passes me the timer. Glancing down
            at the numbers, I see the ugly truth of what she said.
         

         
         “Motherfucking fuck!” I shout as I hurl the stopwatch into the tiled wall across from us. The watch shatters, with plastic
            pieces flying all over the pool deck. I don’t apologize. I just grab my goggles from where they landed a moment before.
         

         
         As I turn toward the locker room, I notice Coach Cat standing at the other end of the pool. And from the look on his face, he clearly saw this whole thing. 

         
         

         Barely an hour later, we’re settled at three long tables at Bella Forno, a local Italian restaurant with painted murals on
            the walls and old-fashioned Neapolitan songs piping down from speakers in the ceiling. With friendly waitstaff and big jugs
            of wine, the place is packed nearly every time we come. Luckily, whenever Marcy calls ahead, the hostess, Gianna, who also
            happens to be a Meadowbrook alum, saves these three tables for the team.
         

         
         I chose the seat that was as far as possible from Coach Cat, but I know I’m going to hear it from him later. Now that I’ve
            had a little time to process, I can see that Marcy was right. Back in February I never could have made that time at the end
            of a practice, and that needs to be enough for me. I’m definitely making progress, even if it’s hard to take stock of it.
         

         
         Coach notices me looking at him and pushes back his chair to stand, motioning me to follow him. I trail behind him as we make
            our way back to the entrance of the restaurant and then into the quiet parking lot. I don’t wait for whatever he’s going to
            say before I start talking.
         

         
         “I’m sorry, Coach. I know I overreacted. I’ll replace the stopwatch.”

         
         His phone rings, and he pulls it from his shorts before answering in a harried tone. “I can’t talk now, Paula.” He’s silent
            for a beat while she says something on the other end.
         

         
         “This isn’t the time. I’ll see you at home.” He ends the call and shoves the phone into his pocket before looking back at me. “It’s not about the watch, Sonny. I thought we were finally done with these outbursts of yours. You can’t fall apart every time something you don’t like happens. You have so much potential, and you could have everything you ever wanted if you’d just stop getting in your own way.” 

         
         “I know, Coach.” I look down at my feet. The strap on my leather sandal is fraying. I want to tell him about Glory, about
            how hard it’s been to keep everything together since she moved out, but coaches don’t want to hear excuses. That’s what my
            mom drilled into me the second time she got sick. She was so worried about her illness derailing my swim career, and I promised
            her I wouldn’t let it. I have to keep pushing forward now, same as I did back then.
         

         
         “I promise, Coach. It was a blip. I’ll do better.”

         
         His eyes rove over my face for longer than I’m comfortable with. He’s probably thinking about how many times in the past I’ve
            told him I’d do better, keep myself together, calm down, whatever I promised. I actually do feel sorry—not just about being
            out of line with Marcy, but also about causing Coach any grief. He doesn’t deserve that either.
         

         
         I’m about to apologize again when he tips his head toward the large windows of the restaurant.

         
         “Let’s get back inside and put this behind us. Tomorrow is a new day, yeah?”

         
         “Okay, yeah.”

         
         With a satisfied nod, he turns back to the glass doors.

         
         When he gets back to his table, he leans down to whisper to Coach Marcy. I think for a second as I take my own seat about the rumor Rae shared, that our coaches were having some sort of illicit affair. But I’m pretty sure he’s just filling her in on our conversation. Never mind whatever strife I just overheard with his wife. He’s way too obsessed with the team to ever jeopardize his credibility with something like that. 

         
         

         We order a family-style dinner, which is great because it saves us from having to narrow down the choices on the menu. It’s
            also just another way for me to be close to my teammates, who really have become my family.
         

         
         Lilah, a rising senior, elbows me. “Pass the calzone.” She’s decked out in a red tube top and low-riding jeans.

         
         I hand her the large platter of mushroom calzone and then shovel another forkful of fusilli into my mouth. A movement across
            the restaurant catches my eye. Two guys are standing near the door to the kitchen, and one of them is looking right at me.
            When our eyes connect, he offers me a relaxed two-finger wave. I realize it’s Leo’s older brother, Harrison, or Beck. I do
            my best to look graceful as I chew the large wad of pasta while also sort of smiling back and raising my own hand in return.
         

         
         “Ooh, who you waving at?” Rae asks from across the table as she twists in her seat to get a look. Rae’s also dressed up, wearing
            a cute yellow sundress that complements her olive skin. When her eyes land on Beck, he waves at her too. Without turning away
            from him, she whacks the arm of our friend Chloe. “McKenna’s making eyes at that guy over there,” she teases. “Is that Matthew
            McConaughey’s son you’re drooling at or what?”
         

         
         “I am not drooling!” I give her a mock glare. “And turn back around, would you?”

         
         “Maybe McKenna’s getting ready to end her dry spell,” Rae singsongs, and several girls laugh along, myself included. I’ve made no secret of the fact that I’m not interested in finding a boyfriend until I finish my degree. Some others on the team might be able to handle the demands of swimming, schoolwork, and a committed relationship. Not me.
         

         
         Even so, I can at least say hello to the guy.

         
         “He’s just the brother of one of my students at the club,” I explain. “I should go say hi for a second though.” I start pushing
            out my chair as all the girls hoot and whistle. I can feel my cheeks turning crimson, but I can’t sit back down without looking
            like even more of a fool.
         

         
         “Hey!” I snap at them in a whisper-shout. I point a finger at Rae, then move it along to indicate several girls at the table.
            “Behave!”
         

         
         As I near the back corner of the restaurant, Beck’s in a deep discussion with his companion, both of them making sweeping
            hand gestures as they debate something. The other guy, a short, skinny dude who looks a little older, has on an apron that’s
            covered with splotches of red sauce. I’m suddenly less sure I should interrupt, but then Beck notices me and motions me over.
         

         
         “McKenna, hi!” He gives me a slow grin, and I realize that Rae’s right. With his high forehead, deep-set eyes, and lazy smile,
            Beck does look like he could be Matthew McConaughey’s son. “Help us out here. What are your thoughts on basil-and-lemon-infused
            olive oil?”
         

         
         “My thoughts on . . .” I hesitate, caught off guard. “I’m sorry, what?”

         
         “This is my buddy Damon,” Beck says, switching gears. Damon reaches out to shake my hand. “His uncle runs this place, but I’d wager Damon’s the best chef in the family. He makes all the fresh pasta you ladies have been enjoying. God of the pasta wheel, we call him. Uncle Joey’s finally letting our friend Damon add a couple new dishes to the menu, and I was talking through some of the ideas with him.” 

         
         “Lucky for me,” Damon says with an easy smile, “Beck’s got one trick after another up his sleeve.”

         
         I look back at Beck. “Is that so?”

         
         “Aw, now you guys are making me blush,” he jokes.

         
         “How do you know so much about cooking?” I ask. “Aren’t you a marine biologist or something?”

         
         “Or something.” The corner of his lip lifts, and then I remember Leo told me his brother was an environmental conservationist.
            “Cooking’s always been more of a pipe dream, but sometimes we have to make choices.”
         

         
         “So why’d you choose tide pools over kitchens?”

         
         “Chefs keep some pretty cracked hours,” he says, giving Damon a small nod. “Figured I was better off following the path that’d
            let me be around for my brother, help my folks.” He shrugs as though it’s no big deal, but I think it probably costs him more
            than he’s saying. Even so, isn’t family worth any sacrifice?
         

         
         “Is it worth it?” I ask, giving voice to my thoughts.

         
         “You know it.” He grins lazily, his eyes lingering on my face, and I wonder if Leo knows his brother is such a shameless flirt.

         
         “Okay, well, I don’t want to stand in the way of culinary genius. It was nice meeting you, Damon. See you, Beck.”

         
         He opens his mouth to say something else, but I pretend not to notice, turning away and hurrying back to my table. In another life, I’d have stuck around a little longer to see where the conversation might lead, but just like Beck, I have commitments of my own. 

         
         Back at our table, I see that Jenna Wynn, our best backstroker, is now sitting in my chair.

         
         “Here,” she says, moving herself halfway over on the seat. “Squeeze in.” She takes a piece of calzone from my plate, biting
            off a large chunk, then pushes the plate in my direction. Across from us, Rae is rattling off movie titles, which I deduce
            are forming the basis of some sort of top-ten list, and everyone keeps shouting and laughing about how bad her selections
            are. She’s hamming it up for them, listing one movie after the next, and I feel myself smiling just watching it all.
         

         
         Jenna’s arm is flush against mine, and we both ignore the fact that this chair is way too small for two people, especially
            when they have glutes as muscular as ours. Instead, I give her a nudge.
         

         
         “Pass me that dish.” I point with my other hand.

         
         I dump a scoopful of rigatoni onto the plate we’re apparently sharing, reveling in the closeness I feel to these girls, my
            swim family, and reminding myself there are plenty of times when the choices I’ve made don’t feel like sacrifices at all.
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Berry

         
         
            June 2023

         

         As much as I’ve complained about my office feeling toxic recently, I’m relieved to be stepping through the door of Stillwell
            Elementary Academy, ready to concentrate on anything other than Phil and whatever horrible secret he’s keeping from me. Even
            if it means focusing on my coworker Neil’s constant undermining instead.
         

         
         When I walk into the conference room for our staff meeting, Neil is already there in a shiny gray button-down that looks better
            suited for a Manhattan nightclub than a suburban elementary school in June. His bald head is tipped toward Reggie Rafferty,
            chair of the English language arts department, as they stand in quiet conversation. When they notice me, they immediately
            stop talking. Neil looks me over from head to toe—and the expression on his face tells me he finds me wanting.
         

         
         “Good morning, gentlemen,” I say, trying to ignore the awkward middle-school-cafeteria vibe. Before moving toward the coffee
            machine, I drop my leather tote in the empty chair at the head of the large conference table. Neil makes a noise in the back
            of his throat.
         

         
         I turn back to him with my eyebrows raised. “Something the matter, Neil?”

         
         “Nope.” He puts a smile on his face but doesn’t even try to make it look genuine. “Just don’t want to see you getting too
            comfy in that spot.” He tips his chin in the direction of my chair. “I’m sure you heard they’re bringing in three new candidates
            for interviews this week.”
         

         
         I hadn’t heard, but I don’t want to show my cards.

         
         “I’m certain whoever they choose will do a wonderful job.” I toss back a fake smile of my own.

         
         Classes have already let out for summer, and this will be our last meeting before the faculty is officially on vacation too.
            We’re introducing Neil’s new curriculum plan today so the teachers won’t be blindsided when they come back in August. Maybe
            he thinks this means he should be sitting at the head of the table, but I know better than to concede. I learned long ago
            that girls and women don’t get ahead by giving up their seats at the table. Other faculty members begin to arrive, and I’m
            saved from having to make more conversation with Neil.
         

         
         “Good morning, everyone,” I start after people have gotten themselves coffee and settled into their chairs. “And thank you again for coming in on this gorgeous summer day.” I hate that I had to call a meeting right at the start of summer, but it’s the only way I can envision pulling off the massive changes Neil has been very aggressively suggesting. Thank goodness we had some unused snow days, or I’d have a mutiny on my hands. “I have updates on technology and professional development, and then we’ll hear from Neil about some big curriculum changes for the coming year. We’re holding this meeting now so you’ll have enough time to look over everything and start thinking about how to implement the required changes come September.” 

         
         There are some grumblings around the room, and I realize that Neil will now think I deliberately threw him under the bus by
            making it clear he’s the reason we have to be here. But he is the reason, and that’s that.
         

         
         “Let’s be clear that I’ve been asking for these changes since before the school year concluded,” he says.

         
         “Right, and we waited until you had a concrete written plan to meet. But I trust everything is wonderfully explicit in your
            materials now.”
         

         
         He seems to see he’s losing this point. “Okay, well . . . thanks, Bernice.”

         
         No matter how many times I ask him to call me Berry.

         
         He stands and makes his way to the screen at the front of the room. “Hi, everybody. I know it might seem a little overwhelming
            at first, but here’s what we’re thinking.”
         

         
         “Neil, I haven’t ceded the floor yet.” I’m not letting this yahoo push me around. He looks conflicted for a moment, as if
            he wants to make a snide comment, but then he glances at some of the others and heads back to his seat with a sheepish smile.
         

         
         “Oops, sorry,” he says, looking around the room. “I guess I’m just excited to finally bring our curriculum out of the Dark
            Ages.”
         

         
         Instead of taking his bait, I turn back to my notes and move on to other topics. It takes less than fifteen minutes for me to finish my spiel, take questions, and make even clearer that if not for Neil’s pushiness, our wonderful faculty could already be lounging in backyard hammocks or hanging out at Jones Beach. Instead, Neil is back up at the smartboard. 

         
         As I listen to his nasal voice and watch the presentation on the screen beside him, I can’t deny that his plan sounds pretty
            darn good. He’s taken an innovative, forward-thinking approach to updating the school’s curriculum, including fresh methodologies
            that should increase student engagement. He’s also waxing poetic about the board’s enthusiasm for the new plan and the additional
            resources that will be made available to the teachers. The longer I listen though, the more I start to worry his plans might
            be too far-reaching or subject to pitfalls—but the board has already approved all of this, so if I argue, it will just look
            like I’m being a poor adversary or like sour grapes about the recognition he’ll get.
         

         
         When the meeting’s finally over, Stella follows me to my office.

         
         “What are you thinking for lunch?” she asks. “Want me to order us Sweetgreen?”

         
         “You go ahead. I brought something from home today,” I tell her, remembering the bagel and lox Phil picked up for me from
            Strong Island Bagels, my favorite bagel shop. Ever since I told him I thought he was hiding something, he’s been bending over
            backward to keep the peace with me. Forgive me if that only makes me more suspicious.
         

         
         I’d never waste the chewy perfection of a Strong Island bagel, so I did bring it for lunch. But it’s going to take a lot more
            than scallion cream cheese and fresh nova to convince me that everything’s fine between us.
         

         
         I’m already heading back to my desk when my phone rings.

         
         “Hollis?” I answer with concern. It’s unusual for Phil’s dad to call in the middle of a workday. “Is everything all right?”

         
         I hear shuffling and muttering on the other end of the line.

         
         “Hollis? Hello?” But then I realize he’s called me accidentally. All that rustling and whooshing coming through the speaker
            tells me the phone is in his pocket or something. I chalk it up to a butt dial and am about to hang up when I very clearly
            hear Hollis say, “No, Phillip, show me that one again.”
         

         
         Phil didn’t mention anything about going to see his dad today. And they were just together a few days ago. As I listen a little
            longer, trying unsuccessfully to gather more information, I tell myself that my husband would never intentionally hide a visit
            with his father from me. He knows perfectly well that I’d be thrilled for them to finally have some heart-to-hearts instead
            of keeping their emotions about Arlene’s passing locked away. It’s what I’ve been pushing for all along. I can’t, for the
            life of me, imagine why they’d keep it secret. 
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McKenna

         
         
            July 2023

         

         When I pull into a parking spot, shielding my eyes from the morning glare, I realize I’m still grinning like an idiot. I haven’t
            responded to the text Beck sent after we bumped into each other, but every time I think about it, I end up with a goofy smile
            on my face. I keep reminding myself there’s no room in my life for something serious. There’s really, really not. But maybe
            it doesn’t have to be that serious with Beck. All he asked was if I’d want to grab coffee. It’s totally possible he just wants
            to talk about Leo.
         

         
         Except I saw the way he looked at me at the restaurant, and I’m fairly certain he wasn’t thinking about his brother. Before
            I can stop myself, I type out a quick response:
         

         
         Sure. Time and place?

         
         Then I grab my swim bag from the backseat and head toward the pool.

         
         

         Now that the kids have gotten used to his picture schedules, Leo’s no longer lugging in the big poster boards. Instead he’s been creating digital versions of the daily schedule. Each afternoon, I send him an email with the next day’s lesson plan written out, and then he creates a digital presentation to show the kids on his iPad. Much like their neurotypical counterparts, the kids are happy to look at screens for as long as we let them. I’ve been tempted to add a note in one of my emails to Leo about what a great job he’s doing, how impressed I am by his dedication. I’d love to tell him how I never knew anyone with autism before and how much he’s opened my eyes about kids with special needs. But we’ve built a nice rapport, and I don’t want to get weird on him and ruin it. 

         
         I take the last sips from my coffee and toss the paper cup into the trash while Leo arranges his belongings with military
            precision in one of the cubbies outside the shed. When he rests his iPad on top of his backpack, I assume he’s finished with
            his usual routine. But then he reaches into the pocket of his trunks and extracts a silver whistle that looks just like mine.
            He loops the thin cord over his head.
         

         
         “Hey, twinsies.” I smile, reaching to where my own whistle hangs against my chest and holding it out toward him. “I like it.”

         
         “Leo!” Lindy yells as she and her mother walk through the gate. Mrs. Ortega puts a finger to her lips, shushing the girl.
            Normally I would shout back not to worry, but the twenty-ninth annual women’s club challenge tennis tournament is beginning
            in thirty minutes, and the club is already teeming with members. I’m not used to so many people milling about during this
            hour of the morning, cutting across the pool patio on their way to the courts.
         

         
         Lindy hurries toward us at the shallow end, pulling off her terrycloth cover-up and dropping it carelessly onto the concrete
            before heading to the pool steps.
         

         
         “Hold on, Lindy,” Leo says. “I know you know where you’re supposed to put your dry clothes. And you know I know you know, so now I know you’ll put it where you know it’s supposed to go.”
         

         
         Lindy stops in her tracks, dutifully turning around to retrieve her little dress and take it to the peg wall above the cubbies.
            As I chat for a moment with Mrs. Ortega, more women walk past the pool deck toting large tennis bags across their tanned shoulders.
            Christine Thomaston, the mother of one of my mini-camp students, gives me a little wave.
         

         
         As my other students arrive and make their way to the edge of the pool, Leo grabs his iPad and begins the day’s instructions.

         
         As the kids listen, their eyes are fixed on his demonstration. If I’m not mistaken, Matthew, my nonverbal student, is even
            nodding along as Leo talks. The amount of progress we’ve made in just a few short weeks kind of blows my mind. I can’t believe
            now that I didn’t want to do this when Kathleen first suggested it. These lessons may just be a moment in time to the kids,
            but to me, they feel so much bigger. As I continue watching them, my heart really feels like it’s swelling. Maybe that’s why
            I act impulsively a few moments later.
         

         
         As soon as the kids have ambled into the water, I call their attention back to me.

         
         “Hey, Marlins, you’ve all been doing so well.” I look from Lindy in her iridescent goggles to Rohan and Matthew, then to Johnny with his wild curls, and finally to Elias, who’s tapping the surface of the water with his finger over and over. Rohan is the only one who meets my eyes, but I’m used to that now. “How about we mix things up today?” I glance at Leo, who’s still making his way down the steps. His eyes widen in surprise at my words, but I nod at him to let him know I’ve got this. “After the four minutes of warm-up kicking on the wall, why don’t we do kickboard races across the width of the pool?” 

         
         It’s a complete departure from what Leo told them we were going to do. But the kids have been really well-behaved for the
            past few sessions, and I can see how hard they’ve been trying to learn. I think they’ve earned themselves some fun, and I
            want to give that to them.
         

         
         “Hooray!” Johnny shouts with delight, and I’m gratified by his response even as I notice both Matthew and Leo flinch at Johnny’s
            loud volume. “I’m fastest!” he continues. “Yay, races!” Then he repeats himself, turning the words into a chant. “Yay, races!
            Yay, races! Yay, races!”
         

         
         It only takes a moment for Lindy to chime in and start hollering the words along with Johnny.

         
         “Okay, okay.” I raise my arms, trying to get their attention and quiet them, but they persist, ignoring me.

         
         “Yay, races! Yay, races! Yay, races!” They’re bouncing up and down in the water as they chant, creating small splashes with
            each jump.
         

         
         Matthew’s face twists in annoyance at the growing racket. He smacks his hand through the water toward Johnny, clearly intending
            to splash him, but the water hits Rohan in the face instead.
         

         
         “Hey!” Rohan shouts at him. “You can’t splash me. He splashed me!” He turns and looks up toward me. “Miss McKenna, tell him!”

         
         Before I respond, Matthew covers his ears and turns his back to all of us, just standing there in the shallow water, waiting
            for all the noises to stop.
         

         
         Then Rohan whacks his hand into the water like Matthew did, sending a forceful splash wave back toward Matthew. It douses not only its intended target, but Elias as well. 

         
         The kids know intentional splashing isn’t allowed, and I need to say as much to them, but it’s hard to focus as Lindy and
            Johnny continue in chorus, “Yay, races! Yay, races! Yay, races!”
         

         
         Elias has his hands over his eyes and is shouting now too. “He got water in my eyes. I need a towel! I need a towel! Towel!
            Towel! Towel!”
         

         
         At the growing cacophony in the pool, Leo hurries back up the steps, and I assume he’s getting the towel for Elias. But when
            he reaches the top step, he grabs the whistle hanging around his neck and blows so forcefully that everyone is startled into
            silence. All eyes land on Leo. Unfortunately, as soon as Johnny understands where the shrill sound came from, he immediately
            resumes his chanting. Lindy follows suit, and Elias starts screaming for his towel all over again.
         

         
         “Yay, races! Yay, races!”

         
         “Stop it! Stop!” Rohan shouts at them. He turns toward the steps and starts climbing out of the pool.

         
         “Wait, Rohan!” I call after him. “Where are you going? It’s still pool time!” I turn back toward the water. “Lindy, Johnny,
            you have to quiet down. Quiet down!”
         

         
         The pandemonium is only growing, and I don’t know what to do. Just when I thought I had this whole teaching thing down pat,
            I’ve completely lost control. As I open my mouth to try another tack, I see Leo grab for his whistle again.
         

         
         “Leo, no!” I call out from where I’m still standing beside the pool. The piercing noise will only aggravate Rohan, who is now out of the pool, pacing in a frantic circle while also rocking his upper body back and forth. I want to hurry over to help him, but I still have other students in the pool. Even with the lifeguard watching from his perch, I can’t just leave them in the water. 

         
         Leo pays me no heed and blows his whistle again, holding the note this time to prolong the awful screech. In response, Rohan
            emits his own shriek of despair and then hurries to a spot between two chaise longues. He collapses into a crouch on the ground,
            and with his hands over his ears, he resumes rocking back and forth as though he’s retreating into himself to cope with the
            chaos around him.
         

         
         “Okay, that’s it!” I shout at the others. “Everyone out. Right now!”

         
         Johnny and Lindy suddenly quiet and look at me with what appears to be genuine surprise on their faces.

         
         “What about the races?” Johnny asks.

         
         “Not now. Out!” I command. “And, Leo!” I turn to where he’s still holding the whistle poised near his mouth. “No more whistle!”
            My tone may be too harsh, I realize, as Leo rushes away from the pool and hurries to his bag at the cubbies. After a moment
            of rummaging, he pulls out his noise-canceling headphones, places them on his ears, and drops down into the closest patio
            chair. It’s surprising that with his own noise sensitivity, Leo would have blown the whistle like that at all. But I can’t
            spend time trying to figure that out now, as I still have a situation on my hands.
         

         
         “You four, let’s go,” I tell the others.

         
         As the other children march out of the water, I grab a towel from the stack sitting on the closest chaise and hand it to Elias, who immediately brings it to his eyes. As soon as I have the children seated beside the pool, I hurry to the cluster of chairs where Rohan is still huddled on the ground rocking. I lower myself down beside him. 

         
         In the gentlest tone I can muster, I tell him, “Everyone’s out of the pool now, Rohan. We’re all quieting down.” He doesn’t
            remove his hands from his ears, but he does stop rocking. I spin my head to make sure the other kids are still where I’ve
            left them, and thankfully they are. But I also notice Christine Thomaston and Ainsley Lowell standing at the opposite end
            of the pool deck with their other friends. They’ve clearly witnessed all the havoc we wreaked. Another blond woman in the
            group meets my eyes, then leans over to say something into Christine’s ear. They give each other a knowing look, and I feel
            myself bristle. Trying to ignore the sense of foreboding I get watching the exchange, I turn my attention back to Rohan and
            try to convince him to return to the group for dryland stroke practice.
         

         
         

         By the time my shift ends, I’m completely wiped out. Even though I managed to get everyone relatively settled with land activities
            for the remainder of our group class, the disruptions took a lot out of all of us. I should have known better than to deviate
            from the schedule like that. When I hijacked the lesson plan, I yanked the rug out from under the kids. They’d been expecting
            one thing, and I gave them another. Of course they didn’t know how to react appropriately, and shame on me for not doing a
            better job taking care of them.
         

         
         That’s what I’m thinking about as I head out to the parking lot—how to care for people in the way they need, like Glory. It’s been three full days since I’ve found time to visit her. I’ve spoken with her by phone each day, two of which she knew who I was. On one day, she didn’t say anything coherent. The nurse assured me this is normal with dementia, that Glory comes in and out, having good days and bad days, even good hours and bad hours. Despite the repeated assurances that everything’s fine, I feel the need to see her with my own eyes and figure out how we can help her have more of the good hours. 

         
         As I slide into the car, the leather of the seat is so hot that it burns my thighs, and I pop right back up. My mom used to
            put my damp towel beneath me as a buffer, but at this fancy club, I don’t need to bring my own towel. All I have is my wet
            bathing suit, so I take it from my bag and shimmy it under me.
         

         
         The sensation of the damp suit with the baking leather beneath it takes me right back to being a little kid, spending all
            my days in soggy Speedos. All summer long, Mom would shuttle me around from one club team practice to another, somehow finding
            time in between to work a full day as an admin at a law firm. As I got older, the club teams and meets got farther and farther
            away. Mom never complained. To be fair, Glory and Grandpa Fred helped too, but I cling so tightly to those memories of Mom
            and me in the car because memories are all I have of her. My stomach clenches as I think about Glory and how soon she’ll slide
            into the same category. Then the only family I’ll have left is my swim team. Mom always said the greatest benefit I’d get
            from swimming would be free college, but the true gold-star-level treasure that swimming has brought me is my Meadowbrook
            teammates.
         

         
         Before I put the car in drive, I check my phone and see I’ve missed a bunch of texts in our team group chat. It’s just the usual stuff, some banter about swim caps and hair removal. Anything we can do to reduce drag and sharpen our times. But below that, Beck has written back. 

         
         Saturday at four? Meet at the Whole Bean.

         
         

         By the time I reach Juniper Groves, my running shorts have water marks from the swimsuit beneath me, and I’m a little twitchy
            from forcing myself not to write back to Beck immediately. I’m trying to keep it casual, I keep reminding myself.
         

         
         As I walk inside, the redheaded receptionist named Rhonda greets me.

         
         “Hiya, McKenna,” she calls out. “Your granny’s gonna be glad to see you today. She won a bocce match out back this morning,
            and she’s been showing off her little trophy to everyone who’ll give it a look.”
         

         
         “That does sound just like her.” I laugh, glad to hear Glory’s having one of her good days.

         
         As I approach, Glory calls out from a card table in the grand ballroom. “There she is!” She rises easily out of her chair
            to come toward me, and I marvel again that a person’s body can stay in better shape than their aging brain.
         

         
         “Come,” she says, giving me a quick hug, then guiding me back toward her table. “Meet my friends.” I smile politely at the
            two women still seated, both of whom look significantly older than Glory. They have nearly identical hairstyles, feeble curls
            cut close to the head, but one woman’s hair is entirely white, and the other’s is dyed nearly burgundy.
         

         
         “Meet Janie and Ruth. They’ve only agreed to sit with me because I proved my worth today in bocce.”

         
         “Oh, knock it off, Gloria,” the darker-haired woman says good-naturedly. “Anyone in here who can remember the day of the week can sit at our table.” 

         
         “Oh.” I don’t like the sound of that, as lately Glory hasn’t been able to pull off even that much predictably—and she knows
            it too.
         

         
         “Don’t look so down in the dumps.” Glory gives my arm a half-hearted shove. “They know I have my moments, but they seem to
            like me anyway.”
         

         
         “When she knows who we are,” the other woman says impishly.

         
         “Just you wait, Ruthie. I’m going to go tell Marv about your incontinence if you keep this up,” Glory laughs.

         
         I smile, realizing these women are all joking, turning their sad state of affairs into comedy instead of the tragedies they’re
            actually facing.
         

         
         “It’s nice to see my grandmother getting as good as she gives,” I tell them. But it breaks my heart that Glory is so aware
            of what’s happening, she’s using humor as a coping mechanism.
         

         
         “Ack!” Glory swats at me again. “Enough out of you. We have important matters to discuss.” She motions toward the hallway
            that leads to her room and then looks back to her friends. “Later, ladies.”
         

         
         

         Once we reach her room, I bypass the big recliner Glory loves and head for the only other chair—a stark, wooden contraption
            that looks like it belongs in an old-fashioned schoolhouse. Instead of sitting opposite me, Glory goes to her small desk and
            removes a green binder from one of the drawers.
         

         
         “What’s this?” I ask as she gingerly places it on my lap. But then I realize it’s the binder she mentioned preparing for me. With all our financial information in it. Probably her will too. 

         
         I’m not doing this, not yet. I want to spend our time together today talking about life, not death. I want to tell her about
            all the headway I’ve made with my Marlins, today’s lesson notwithstanding. Or about how everyone on my team has to swap training
            partners at the end of the week, and how Coach Cat’s bitchy daughter keeps showing up and giving me attitude at the club.
         

         
         “Glory . . . it’s not . . . No, I don’t want this yet.” I hold the binder out, trying to hand it back to her, but she just
            goes to the recliner and shakes her head at me.
         

         
         The little binder is stuffed solid. I look around the room, wanting to dump it as far from me as possible, desperate to take
            control here, while also knowing that this is just one more place where we’re at the mercy of something bigger.
         

         
         “Look,” she says as she sits. “This thing is coming at us whether we like it or not. You had to grow up much faster than most
            kids your age back when your mom was sick, and now it’s time for you to do it again. We both know I’m having fewer lucid days.
            We need to be practical and discuss some of these things.”
         

         
         Obviously, she’s right. I’m aware that eventually I’ll be entirely on my own, but the finances aren’t what’s scaring me. We’ve
            always figured out how to stretch a dollar, and from the many pages in the binder, it looks like she’s gone to great effort
            to make sure I’ll be okay. But the idea of losing Glory—her fiery personality and no-holds-barred feedback—is a thought so
            painful that I’m struggling to breathe.
         

         
         There will be so many missing pieces in Life After Glory. All the ways she’s made the days sweeter for me, suddenly just gone. I think of the swimming scrapbook she’s kept since I was a little kid, chronicling all the articles from SwimSwam and Newsday with my name in them, or the little bud vase she leaves on my nightstand every summer, replenishing it with a single daisy
            from her garden every week. The echo of my mother in the silly facial expression she makes when someone surprises her. Even
            her habit of telling me the storylines from her soaps as cautionary tales—this is what I can’t face losing. She’s all that
            remains of my family.
         

         
         But I can see from the set of Glory’s shoulders that she won’t be easily swayed.

         
         “Fine,” I say. “What do you think I need to know? And why did you make a whole entire binder to tell me what I’m sure can
            be summed up in one or two sentences?”
         

         
         “Hey now.” She fixes me with one of her signature stares. “You don’t spend the better part of four decades married to an insurance
            adjuster and not make careful plans for your future.”
         

         
         “Listen.” I rest the binder flat on my lap and lay a hand on top of it. “You’ve already made clear how I’m supposed to pay
            the expenses for this place. Beyond that, my scholarship will cover my remaining room and board until I graduate, and I can
            live at your house during the summers. I think I’m all set here.”
         

         
         “Yeah?” Glory asks, and I can see the challenge in her eyes. “And how do you expect you’ll be paying for the yearly upkeep
            of the house, especially when you’re not even using it?”
         

         
         “Are you saying I shouldn’t keep the house?” The suggestion startles me, even though it has crossed my mind too. “I guess
            I could rent an apartment during the summers. Or maybe there’s a way to stay in the dorms.”
         

         
         “I’m not saying you should sell the house. And I’m not saying you should keep it. I want you to do whatever is necessary to keep yourself comfortable as you move into your future as a nurse extraordinaire. By no means should you feel obligated to keep that home as some sort of shrine. You understand?” 

         
         She waits for me to nod, making sure I understand she’s given me pre-authorization to do whatever I need.

         
         “Why did you bring the binder here instead of just leaving it for me at the house?”

         
         “Like I said, it needed some updating.”

         
         Her words make me curious, and I finally do open the cover, just to take a quick look. Scanning a few pages, I see handwritten
            notes jotted in different colors of ink all throughout the documents, and I feel a stinging behind my eyes. She’s trying to
            make sure I’ll be okay without her, and somehow that makes me feel even lonelier. I’ve spent my life working hard to obtain
            results, but no amount of discipline is going to help me change what I know is coming, and it breaks my heart.
         

         
         But I won’t let on. Instead, I close the binder again, hiding from whatever awaits me. I place the whole compendium beside
            my purse. “I will take excellent care of it,” I say. “But for now, I want to tell you about what happened with Leo and the
            kids today.”
         

         
         “Leo?” Glory makes a dismissive motion with her hand, as if she isn’t the least bit interested. “Forget Leo. I want to hear
            more about the handsome brother.”
         

         
         I scoff. “When did I ever say the brother was handsome?”

         
         “I may be losing my memories, but my eyesight is just fine with these.” She taps the glasses she’s wearing. “Yup, there they
            go!” She laughs and points a finger at me.
         

         
         “There what go?” I ask, worried she’s losing her hold on reality again.

         
         “Your cheeks are bright pink, my darling,” she answers, sounding just like herself. “One needn’t be in Mensa to figure out
            why you’ve mentioned the fellow no less than three times in a week. Maybe you’d like to give big brother lessons too. A different
            kind of lesson.” She waggles her eyebrows suggestively at me.
         

         
         “Glory!” I yelp, scandalized. “Stop it!” I laugh and then quickly look away. Right behind my mirth is a thorn of sorrow, the
            sting of tears returning behind my nose. Glory has always had a way of knowing just what’s going on inside my head. It’s one
            more reason why I’m going to miss her so damn much.
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         “Stella, you’ve got to stop this.” I admonish my young assistant for bringing me an iced latte even as I reach out for it
            and take a long, appreciative sip. “I’m sure you have more important things to do than bring me coffee every morning.”
         

         
         “I was stopping for an egg and cheese anyway, so what’s the difference?” She stands across from me in a lavender tunic dress
            she likes because purple is supposed to bring out the green in her eyes. Those eyes drop down to my desk as she notices the
            mess I’ve made. Strewn across the surface are materials from multiple hands-on learning kits, lots of brightly colored wires,
            control boards, and key caps.
         

         
         “I’ve been evaluating these Arduino and littleBits sets to figure out which units make the most sense for our kids,” I explain.
            “And I find your generosity distracting.”
         

         
         “Sue me if I like working for you and want to do nice things for you,” she says. “Can’t you just deal with it?” She reminds
            me so much of myself at her age. A scrappy kid from a modest upbringing who wants to work hard and make her way in an academic
            setting. I’m lucky to have her around.
         

         
         I look back down at the plastic pieces scattered on the desktop. I’m trying to prepare us for more project-based learning at school, incorporating added time in the makerspace. It’s just one of the many changes that would benefit the kids while also proving to the board that I’m the best candidate for principal. It’s also something Neil Rumson left out of his grand master curriculum plan. 

         
         “I’ve got too much shit to do to worry about whether I’m taking advantage of your kindness, so could you just knock it off?”
            I wave a hand, shooing her away as I take another sip.
         

         
         Instead of leaving, she gives me an irreverent smile. “It’s okay to let people spoil you sometimes. You don’t get to have
            a monopoly on that.” She’s just playing, but her comment pokes a tender place and brings Phil right back to mind.
         

         
         It’s like I’ve been living with Jekyll and Hyde. One minute he’s asking if I need a foot rub, and the next he’s making snide
            remarks or stalking out of the room. We used to take care of each other, and now he wants nothing from me.
         

         
         As if he can sense me thinking of him, a text pings on my phone.

         
         Leo didn’t want to go to swimming today, so I dropped him at the Y on my way to work.

         
         I respond immediately. Why didn’t he want to go?

         
         I did notice Leo acting a little subdued last night. I thought he was still angry with me for going through his things, but
            as I watch the three little dots flicker on my phone, I realize Leo’s moodiness also coincides with the timing of the last
            swim lesson.
         

         
         Before Phil responds, I ask, Did he say what happened? Did someone upset him? Or something sensory? Maybe the swimming is harder than Leo expected and he isn’t progressing how he’d hoped. Really, there could be so many reasons why this wasn’t a good idea after all. 

         
         Can you please land the damn helicopter and stop obsessing? All he said was he didn’t want to go today. That’s all I know.
               Let the kid be.

         
         Helicopter! How dare he?! I guess we’re dealing with Mr. Hyde today.

         
         I can think of plenty of things worse than caring too much. As supportive as Phil has been or was over the years, when it really came down to it, I was the one who was there, the one who was present, the one who had to
            carry the emotional weight of it all, over and over. It was a mantle I never asked for, and I won’t be shamed for it now.
         

         
         His recent behavior is making it all the clearer that it was me, always me, who was there. Where was my “devoted” husband
            all those times when Leo was a toddler, struggling so much with day care that one of us had to stay home instead? Where was
            he during elementary school on the days Leo had to be picked up early because he was disrupting class or upsetting other children?
            Who drove our son to all his speech therapy classes, his animal therapy classes? Who found him a specialized bar mitzvah tutor
            and drove him three towns over every week for all those months, while also getting him to his psychological therapy, his medical
            appointments, and that godforsaken orthodontist where he used to scream bloody murder? And now, now that Leo has become so
            much more capable, calmer, and easier to talk to, potentially even ready to prepare for independent living in the not-too-distant
            future, suddenly I’m supposed to stop giving a shit? It’s precisely because of all the effort I’ve put in over the years that
            he’s doing so well now.
         

         
         But instead of hearing “Thank you, Berry,” I’m getting called names, being told I’m worried Leo won’t need me. Worrying about that? As if I don’t want that for Leo! Leo’s independence is my dream in life!
         

         
         Phil has never acknowledged the unequal load we’ve had ever since Leo was a young child. The hours, the effort, the orchestrating.
            I guess he was just too busy all those years, basking in the accolades dads get for doing one-eighth of what a mom does.
         

         
         “Oh, isn’t Phil wonderful? So helpful!” they’d say because he came with me to a school meeting now and then. Now that shit is actually getting real and it’s time
            for Leo to really grow up, there’s suddenly no more “helpful Phil.” Instead he’s just an obstacle, standing in my way.
         

         
         Fuck that.

         
         I call Leo instead.

         
         “Hey, hon,” I say when he picks up, and amazingly, my voice sounds calm. “Dad told me you didn’t want to go to swimming today.
            How come?”
         

         
         “I don’t like swimming anymore.”

         
         I wait for him to say more, like he usually does when he’s upset, but he stays quiet.

         
         “Did something happen that upset you?”

         
         He’s still silent on the other end of the line.

         
         “Leo?” I prompt. “Remember sometimes it helps to talk about it.”

         
         “McKenna yelled at me.”

         
         “She yelled at you?” I feel my blood pressure rising. “Why would she do something like that? What reason could she possibly
            have to yell at you?”
         

         
         “It was my fault,” he says. “I blew my whistle. I blew my whistle a lot of times. I blew my whistle loud. I was helping. But then Rohan got upset, and Elias, and there was a lot of yelling, too much yelling, and I kept blowing my whistle.” 

         
         As I listen to Leo, I can see the scene unfolding in my mind’s eye. I imagine the utter chaos that might have taken place
            at the pool yesterday.
         

         
         “Do you think maybe it’s a stretch to say she yelled at you?” I ask. “Like, maybe she was yelling because it was loud, and
            she wanted to make sure you heard her? Maybe she wasn’t exactly yelling at you so much as yelling to you?”
         

         
         “I don’t want to do swimming anymore. Dad took me to the Y so I can do extra hours in the AV room today instead. I don’t like
            swimming anymore. McKenna got mad.”
         

         
         “Sweetie, I really don’t think she was mad. I bet she was just overwhelmed. You know how sometimes you get overwhelmed, right?
            And then you act in a way you might otherwise not have acted. Do you think maybe you could go see McKenna one more time before
            you decide you’re finished with the swim class?”
         

         
         “I don’t want to.”

         
         This isn’t the first time Leo has sworn off an activity based on one bad experience. Like the time he got his shoelace caught
            in an escalator when he was eight. I yanked the lace out of the crevice right away, and no harm was done, but Leo has refused
            to go on another escalator ever since. It’s been stairs, elevator, or bust.
         

         
         But he’s been so happy with the swimming and his new responsibilities with the other kids.

         
         “Could I speak to her then? Would that be okay with you?”

         
         “Okay.”

         
         I sit up straighter at his words.

         
         “Did you just say okay?” I ask, surprised by his answer.

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “Oh. Well, okay then.” I certainly don’t want to make him second-guess himself now that he’s agreed. “I’ll do that. In the
            meantime, it’s fine for you to just do your AV work. We know McKenna must be busy teaching right now, so I’ll call her later
            today.”
         

         
         “Okay.”

         
         “Okay. Then we can hang up now.”

         
         “Okay,” he says, and the line goes dead.

         
         Clearly, we still have more work to do on phone etiquette, but we’re getting there.

         
         Meanwhile, I scroll through my contacts until I find McKenna’s name.

         
         I start typing out a text to her, but then I change my mind. I haven’t met her yet, but since both my boys seem quite taken
            with her, I imagine she must be something special. I decide to use time I don’t have to stop by Hollyhock in person. I see
            a picture in my head of myself climbing back into a helicopter, putting on those big headphones, and trying to get us back
            on course. If Phil doesn’t like it, well, maybe we can find him an ejector seat.
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         Of course Leo chose this day of all days not to show up. My morning swim team practice was especially brutal today, with Coach
            making us do three extra rounds on the air bikes before he let us leave, so I was spent before I even got to Hollyhock. I
            made it through the lesson on my own, but only because the kids were on their best behavior after the drama of the day before.
            Then I had all the mini-camp groups and two extra “free swim” periods because of the heat, plus an additional four swim lessons after camp ended. The only good part
            of my day was when the maintenance people found something wrong with the water filtration system, and all pool staff got to
            cut out half an hour early so the workers could do emergency remediation. Kathleen was worried the maintenance workers were
            fabricating a problem as part of the ongoing issues with their wages, but the pool company confirmed the diagnosis. A text
            came in from Kathleen on my way home letting me know it will take a couple of days to fix, and hallelujah, there’ll be no
            more lessons until next week. This means, for once, I get a second to rest.
         

         
         Letting myself into the house, I collect the mail and add it to the stack from the day before. I’ve stocked the freezer with microwavable dinners for one, and I’m starving. I’m choosing between a vegetable lasagna and chicken potpie when my phone rings. 

         
         Lark’s name is flashing on the screen. She’s one of few people I have the energy to talk to, but before I can even say hello,
            I hear her sobbing on the other end of the line.
         

         
         “What’s wrong?” I’m instantly worried.

         
         “It’s Darian,” she says between wails. “We broke up.”

         
         I close the freezer and move to the table to sit down.

         
         “What? But he only got to town yesterday.” Just last night, Lark posted a picture of the two of them cozying up on a blanket
            at the beach.
         

         
         “That meeting he had, the one we had to cancel the Roosevelt tour for . . .” She pauses to blow her nose. “It was an interview
            with the intercampus office. He wants to spend next semester in LA, maybe even the whole year.”
         

         
         “In LA?” I ask, not following.

         
         “When I flipped out about it, he said I don’t support his career goals and he doesn’t think he’ll ever succeed as an actor
            if we stay together.”
         

         
         Well. I can figure out what the rest of that conversation sounded like.

         
         “I can’t believe it,” I say.

         
         My phone vibrates with an incoming text, and I glance down to see an unknown number. I click on it in case it’s something
            about Glory.
         

         
         Hi, McKenna. It’s Berry, Leo’s mom. Karyn sent me your number a while back.

         
         There’s a long message below, but I can’t deal with that now. Not when Lark needs all my attention.

         
         “How am I supposed to just start over with someone else? I thought he was going to be my forever.”

         
         “I’m coming over,” I say. I don’t want her to be alone with these feelings. “And I’m not taking no for an answer.”

         
         I send a quick text to Rae and Jenna, telling them to pick up some Häagen-Dazs and meet me at Lark’s dorm. I had been so looking
            forward to taking a warm bath and watching old movies in my bed, but this is what you do for family. You show up. I slide
            my feet back into the flip-flops I kicked off minutes earlier and head back out to the car.
         

         
         

         The four of us have been sitting cross-legged on Lark’s twin bed, sharing pints of ice cream and repeating all the reasons
            Lark is wonderful while The Perks of Being a Wallflower plays unwatched on her TV. We do have to be up for practice in the morning, so around ten p.m., Rae and Jenna ask Lark one
            more time if she’s sure she’ll be okay. They decide to call it a night, but I look back at Lark, who’s laid her head on a
            fuzzy pink throw pillow. She’s folded over herself like one of those pill bugs that rolls into a ball when someone touches
            it. She’s not crying anymore, just staring into space, giving in to a residual shudder every few minutes. I can’t leave her
            like this.
         

         
         I help myself to a t-shirt from her dresser and then move to her closet, reaching for the shelf where she keeps her toiletry
            case.
         

         
         “I’m staying over,” I say.

         
         “It’s okay,” she says, sitting up. “I’m okay. I’m going to be okay. I’ll have my shit together by practice, don’t worry.”

         
         I know she will. I’m entirely certain that come morning, she’ll be standing at a starting block like the rest of us, ready
            to bust her ass and hide away all the intense emotions she’s feeling right now. Because she’s an athlete, and she has a responsibility
            to show up and perform no matter what else is going on in her life. She’s not allowed to have bad days.
         

         
         “I know you will. But that doesn’t mean I’m not going to keep you company until then.”

         
         On my way to the bathroom, I send a quick text to Beck pushing off our coffee date for a few days so I can be available for
            Lark over the weekend. Then I scroll through my other unread messages.
         

         
         Leo’s mom texted again. In my concern over Lark, I’d forgotten about her earlier text and hadn’t read the message. I stop
            in the hallway and click open the chain.
         

         
         Making sure you saw my text?

         
         I scroll up.

         
         Sorry Leo bailed on the group lesson today. He’s worried you’re mad at him about everything going haywire yesterday. I stopped
               by the club to talk earlier, but you’d already left. He’d like to come back tomorrow for one more try if you’re game?

         
         I save her in my contacts as Berry Becker, even though I vaguely remember Leo telling me she has a different last name.

         
         Yes, of course. Tuesday was crazy, but I was never mad at him. Please make sure he knows that. It was my fault for changing
               up our routine at the last minute. They’re putting a new filter system in at the club, so no lessons tomorrow or Monday. But
               please tell him to come Tuesday!

         
         She puts a thumbs-up on the text, and I feel a surge of relief that our next lesson will be more manageable than the patience-tester this morning. Even with the kids doing everything right, it’s still a ton of work being out there with them on my own. 

         
         As I continue to the bathroom and put some of Lark’s toothpaste on my finger to clean my teeth, I consider how this summer
            has turned out so differently than expected. Not too long ago, I was planning to spend the summer waitressing at the Sizz.
            I was scrambling to figure out my community service, and still hating everything about swimming other than the places it could
            send me. But now I’m racking up both cash and service hours, and learning I can actually enjoy swimming if I’m teaching it,
            especially when my students are the kids no one ever expected to succeed.
         

         
         I also didn’t expect Beck and the flirty texts we’ve been exchanging the past couple of days. I’m going to have to shut it
            down soon. Otherwise I’ll end up just like Lark, feeling things I’m not allowed to feel.
         

         
         By the time I get back to her room, she’s fallen asleep. I straighten up the area, tossing the empty ice cream containers
            into the trash and closing the window shade. I turn off the light and climb onto the bed, reaching for a throw blanket to
            cover us both. Lark registers my movements and readjusts herself to make more space for me.
         

         
         “Love you, Kenna,” she whispers.

         
         “Love you too, Lark.” I rub my hand over her hair, grateful to be there for her when she needs me. 
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         It was a long day at work, filled with faculty interviews for the few positions that opened at the end of the year. We also
            had our annual policy review, and then multiple pain-in-the-neck emails from awful Neil Rumson. I’d swear that man is trying
            his level best to keep me tied up with insipid tasks so I can’t do anything productive. I’m relieved to finally be pulling
            into my garage, picturing a night on the couch with a cold glass of chardonnay. With any luck I’ll get to watch a couple of
            hours of Dancing with the Stars while Leo’s busy with his flight simulator. Phil never wants to watch competition shows and reality TV, which is part of
            why I’ve moved it to the top of tonight’s list.
         

         
         I’m just pulling off my pumps when I get a call from McKenna. Leo’s been in much better spirits ever since I told him about
            my text exchange with her, explaining that she wasn’t angry and that she’d love to have him come back to the lessons. The
            fact that she’s calling the night before he’s due to return has me worried she’s changed her mind.
         

         
         “McKenna, hi!” I try to sound cheery. I stay in the mudroom, hoping Leo won’t overhear my reaction to whatever’s coming next.

         
         “Hi, Berry. I’m sorry to be calling with unpleasant news, but the lesson for tomorrow is canceled.”

         
         “Oh, okay, no problem.” I’m sure Leo will be disappointed, but that’s not nearly as bad as telling him she doesn’t want him
            to return. “They’re still fixing the pool?” I’m already sorting through options in my head about the best way to keep Leo
            busy in the morning.
         

         
         McKenna lets out a long sigh.

         
         “No, the pool’s all taken care of. It has a spiffy new filtration system and, I don’t know, a bunch of other upgrades, but
            that’s not the issue.” She sighs again, and I brace. “They’re trying to shut down our lessons.”
         

         
         I gasp in spite of myself. “What, why?” I ask, even though I feel I know the answer.

         
         “Some club members complained, saying it’s disruptive to the calming vibe the members seek. They don’t feel Hollyhock’s an
            appropriate venue for a group of children with autism to be using the pool.” She sounds disgusted as she says it. But then
            her voice perks up. “I’m not going to stand for it though. I’m meeting with my manager in the morning, and I’m going to fix
            this. It’s straight-up bullshit. Sorry for the language, but I’m not accepting it.”
         

         
         I appreciate her outrage, and I get it, but I don’t want to stoke the flames.

         
         It must be the first time she’s seeing this kind of discrimination. What I want to tell her is that we’ve been through it—Leo, Phil, and I. Even Harrison. There have been plenty of times over the years. The toddler classes that wouldn’t take Leo because they “couldn’t meet his needs.” Or the neighborhood barbecues we were excluded from because Leo’s presence would just “change the dynamic.” The restaurant that wouldn’t serve us because they were aiming to provide a fine dining experience, and our fourteen-year-old clearly didn’t belong. The list goes on and on. 

         
         But who knows—maybe this time will be different? That’s what I’ve told myself on each occasion we’ve run into something like
            this. So far, I have yet to be surprised by good news, but I appreciate McKenna trying.
         

         
         “I understand,” I say, keeping my voice calm. I fight the urge to rant about the insensitivity, how hurtful the behavior is,
            how I can’t understand people who’d begrudge a group of children thirty minutes in their hallowed pool in the mornings. Instead,
            I hold all my frustrated, irate feelings down in my gut, where only I can feel them. I say lightly, “I’ll wait to hear from
            you.”
         

         
         After ending the call, I stare down at the phone in my hand. Somehow the intolerance still manages to take my breath away.
            I need a minute to recenter myself before I face anyone inside. How many times can I tell Leo to keep his chin up if I’m not
            doing the same? If I want my sweet son to feel safe and secure, I have to keep my shit together.
         

         
         A text arrives from Phil while I’m still looking at the phone.

         
         Got held up at the building site. Won’t be home for dinner. Sorry.

         
         Held up at the building site? He went out to Westchester this morning to look at a new spot for a branch office. At least,
            that’s what he said. I click over to the “Find My” feature on my iPhone to track my husband’s location. It’s the first time
            in our marriage that I’ve opened this app with suspicion about what I might find.
         

         
         My heart pounds as the map zooms in and the icon for Phil’s phone appears. He’s in Westchester, just as he said. But as I enlarge the map, I see he’s in an area that looks like a shopping center, not an office park. I zoom back out a little, trying to get my bearings. Even though he’s not far from where his dad lives, I don’t know the area well enough to build a new hypothesis about what he might actually be doing. I exit the app and shake my head. Whether or not he’s lying to me, Phil and I are clearly not the couple we used to be. 

         
         

         Once Leo and I are a few bites into our dinner, I break the news to him about Hollyhock. Not the part about the club turning
            special-needs kids into literal outcasts, but the less offensive information that lessons will be on hold a bit longer than
            expected.
         

         
         “Oh,” Leo says, his fork halfway to his mouth. “Can we do the lessons at the Y? You could call her and ask.” I don’t know
            if he’s saying to call Karyn or McKenna, but either way, it’s a nonstarter.
         

         
         “McKenna still has other work to do at Hollyhock, so she can’t be over at the Y teaching lessons. Hopefully by the end of
            the week, everything will be sorted and you guys will be back in business.” Who knows? Maybe this situation will be the unicorn,
            where pushing back actually makes a positive difference.
         

         
         “I was going to swim tomorrow. I wasn’t going to bring my whistle.” He lifts the mini airplane from its spot on the table
            and runs his finger over its wheels. “Now I’m not swimming tomorrow. Not swimming. Not swimming tomorrow.”
         

         
         He looks so disappointed that I almost suggest calling Harrison to see if the two of them can do something special in the
            morning instead, but then I have a different idea.
         

         
         “Maybe you and Dad could use the morning to go visit Grandpa Hollis?”

         
         There’s clearly something of interest to Phil in Westchester. He could drop Leo with Hollis and then scurry back to whatever’s been keeping him so busy. It’s been too long since Leo’s had a good visit with his grandfather anyway. They’ve always gotten along nicely, except lately we’ve all been so busy that it’s been hard to make plans. 

         
         “I would like to see Grandpa tomorrow. I can show him my drone.”

         
         I decide to call Hollis right after dinner. Phil never says no to his father. Once Hollis is on board with a plan, it’s as
            good as set in stone. My dear husband can like it or not, but Leo will be spending a lovely morning in Westchester.
         

         
         

         The next day, I don’t have more time to dwell on Phil’s increasingly evasive behavior. I’m too inundated with work. I was
            warned, years ago, that the elite Stillwell Elementary Academy doesn’t give administrators the same long summer break as most
            other schools. It’s one of the things that makes our private institution unique, how much we change and grow every summer.
            It’s also one of the reasons we earn better pay than most academics. But it sure is exhausting.
         

         
         Had I more time on my hands, I might be wondering why Phil barely said hello when he walked in the night before and instead
            went straight to his home office, where he stayed until after I was in bed.
         

         
         By day’s end, I’m still fielding calls from board members. One of them is disappointed in the summer reading list, how it
            doesn’t include enough stories for kids interested in STEM, and the other has fundraising ideas she wants to run by me.
         

         
         When I finally get home, Phil’s car isn’t waiting in the next garage bay. His absence hits different than it did yesterday because I know that tonight, he’s on his way to get Leo. The two of them did spend part of the morning with Hollis, and then Phil dropped Leo at the Y, where he’s been helping prepare them for some consortium about health and wellness. 

         
         Once I’m inside the house, I head to the fridge, then grab a wineglass from the cabinet. I’m so desperate to unwind, I fill
            the glass nearly to the top. The generous serving resembles what Phil would call “a country club pour,” where they’re supposedly
            quite heavy-handed with the drinks. I didn’t grow up like he did, so I wouldn’t know. I settle onto a stool at the kitchen
            island and chuckle as I consider that now Leo might be better equipped to speak to what goes on at fancy clubs than I am—but
            then my smile falls thinking about how those a-holes have determined he’s actually not country club material.
         

         
         

         When Phil and Leo arrive, I’m just pulling steaks out from the broiler.

         
         “Smells good,” Phil says as he kisses my cheek perfunctorily.

         
         There was a time not so long ago when I would have leaned into that kiss, when Phil’s mere presence in the kitchen would have
            been a balm that calmed my frenetic pace. But now he’s just one more stressful situation I have to manage when I’m ready.
            And so far, I’m not there yet. In fact, I’ve lost the energy to keep chasing him, trying to have the tough conversations we
            need to. I’m getting more afraid of what those discussions could reveal.
         

         
         Leo walks into the kitchen behind his father and catches sight of the eggplant spread in an open container on the counter.

         
         “Did you put baba ghanoush on my steak?” he asks, a look of panic on his face.

         
         “Of course not.” I laugh. Leo won’t even eat ketchup. He’d certainly never go for the Middle Eastern eggplant and tahini dip I get from the local market. “I was snacking while the steaks cooked. Not to worry.” I give him a quick wink. 

         
         As I reach into a kitchen cabinet to pull out a serving dish, I catch sight of Phil with his back to us, jiggling the mouse
            on the computer desk.
         

         
         “I just want to check the weather,” he says. “I thought maybe Leo and I would take a ride over to Smithtown after dinner for
            some new views from his drone. Maybe even some of the buildings at Meadowbrook.”
         

         
         As I watch the computer come back to life, I panic that my email might still be open on the screen. The message from the admissions
            counselor at Whitby College isn’t something I’m ready to discuss, especially when Phil has suddenly gotten it in his head
            that Leo should apply to Meadowbrook and live at home. But when the monitor lights up, only the web browser is open to the
            homepage of Target displaying “summer essentials.”
         

         
         I haven’t told Phil yet that I had a thirty-minute call yesterday with the director of the MIRAGE program at Whitby College.

         
         I’ve known for several years about specialized programs aimed toward supporting kids on the spectrum, but I didn’t realize until I spoke to the Whitby people how comprehensive their offerings could be. MIRAGE settles kids in college dorms using a coordinator to help them adjust, then provides them with a social worker to facilitate connections with other students. They offer a dedicated student lounge, specially trained test proctors, and designated safe spaces where the kids can take their exams. The list of accommodations goes on and on, all the way to weekly pizza parties for students in the program. For a kid like Leo, who’d never integrate into the social aspects of college on his own, a program like this would be a total game changer. Sure, he has to get accepted to the college first, but Leo’s grades are strong. And if it all works out, he’d get both the degree and a genuine college experience—so much more than we hoped for even just a few years ago. The campus isn’t as close as Meadowbrook, but Meadowbrook doesn’t offer any of these specialized accommodations. Whitby College is only as far as Westchester, and right near Hollis, in case of an emergency. 

         
         The reason I’m dragging my feet on talking to Phil about MIRAGE is, ugh, so many reasons. Mostly it’s just that lately we
            can’t seem to agree on a single decision about Leo’s future.
         

         
         There’s also the price tag. Regular college tuition costs an arm and a leg already, and then MIRAGE would be about fifteen
            thousand dollars on top of that. But this is what money’s for, right? Education. Launching your kid. Giving them the support
            they need to spread their wings and fly. My heart beats faster as I continue rehearsing these statements in my head. If Phil
            doesn’t even want to pay a few hundred dollars a month for a social skills coach, it’s pretty easy to guess how he’s going
            to feel about paying extra for college.
         

         
         “I’m just going to go change,” Phil says from behind me, his voice tense and flustered.

         
         Yes, I think to myself, that would be lovely. Go ahead and change. I haven’t been liking this version of you at all.
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         It’s only the second time I’ve been in Kathleen’s office. The first was the day I signed my employment contract. I remember
            being so impressed by the setting then—the wide double doors, a gleaming executive desk, walls lined with plaques declaring
            various types of excellence. That was only a couple of months ago, but it feels so much longer. Now all the pomp in here just
            strikes me as showy and obnoxious, a way to impress people who base judgments on all the wrong metrics.
         

         
         Kathleen is sitting across from me in the same black trouser shorts and green polo as usual, but instead of her usual chipper
            disposition, she looks contrite, maybe even ashamed.
         

         
         “You have to understand,” she says as she twirls a shiny pen between her fingers. “Country clubs are not the same as other
            places. Each member here actually owns a piece of the pie, and because of that, we have to listen to them. I hoped people
            would feel proud about being part of something that gave back to the community. But that scene with the kids the other day . . .”
            she trails off.
         

         
         As I wait for her to continue, rebuttals swirl inside my head. Yes, the kids made a scene, but it’s a recreational swimming pool, for god’s sake! She just keeps spinning that pen in her hands, and I finally realize she’s done talking. I can’t let this be the end of it. My special-needs kids deserve so much more than the sentence fragments she’s offering. 

         
         “Any children in a pool could get out of control and make a scene,” I start. “Kids get wild. It’s not just because they have
            autism. And even if it is, isn’t that all the more reason to be a little generous with them?”
         

         
         She leans forward, ready to hound her point. “People at the club don’t even want to see cell phone usage in the buildings.
            They come here to relax, to have peace and quiet. Not to provide a space for charity. It’s bad enough that our wage dispute
            with the maintenance workers made the paper, and now everyone’s worrying about the club’s reputation. I’m sorry, McKenna.
            I thought it was a beautiful thing you were doing, but it didn’t work out. This is nonnegotiable, and you have to let it go.”
         

         
         The kids are going to be so disappointed.

         
         I could probably continue the lessons at the Y, but the whole point was to have them outdoors during the summer and let them
            feel like typical kids. I realize with a start that I’m more upset for what the kids are losing than I am for myself. Obviously,
            this is going to be a problem for my service hours, but right now I’m focused on the six beginner swimmers whose lessons are
            being stolen out from under them.
         

         
         “I don’t understand why you can’t stand up for them. The kids need this.” I’ve already said some version of this several times,
            but I’m not ready to give up. I’m irate thinking about these people who have so much good fortune and are unwilling to share
            any of it.
         

         
         “I’m sorry, McKenna,” Kathleen says again. “The answer is final.” When I don’t make any move to leave, she says, “I have to head to the back lawn now. Do me a favor and close the door behind you when you go.” And then she leaves me there, fuming in her fancy office all by myself. 

         
         I have the urge to swing my arm across her desk and sweep everything on it to the floor, just like they do in the movies.
            But that would only get me fired, and it wouldn’t do anything to help my Mighty Marlins. I should probably text Karyn at the
            Y and let her know the lessons are indeed being discontinued, but I’m so full of rage. Instead, I just huff out of my chair
            and head back to the parking lot, where I plan to sit in my car and stew until it’s time for the mini-campers to show up.
         

         
         As I reach the main door, I see that woman, Christine Thomaston—the one who was whispering with her friend at the pool the
            other day—approaching the entry to the club from outside. Even with the morning glare behind her, I can make out the Bottega
            Veneta logo on the waist of her lemon-yellow tennis dress. I never would have recognized something like that before starting
            at Hollyhock, but I’ve learned a lot about what’s important to these people in my time here. The dress happens to be the same
            color as the swim caps the UVM swim team wears, and it feels fitting that the woman is dressed like one of our biggest rivals.
            Looking at her now, I see so much red that I can barely keep going.
         

         
         But I push open the heavy glass door and close the remaining distance between us.

         
         “You!” I say the word like the insult I mean it to be. “What kind of entitled, selfish witch do you have to be?”

         
         She stops on the steps and rears back. “I’m sorry, do I know you?” she asks, then quickly glances around, most likely embarrassed to have her ass handed to her in public. Only the valet guys are outside, across the driveway loop, and they’re busy arranging car keys on their board. 

         
         “Maybe not,” I answer, seething. “But I know you. You’re the person who couldn’t put up with special-needs kids infiltrating
            your precious country club pool for a measly thirty minutes a day. The person who couldn’t fathom that when people are vulnerable,
            you ought to cut them some slack. You should be ashamed of yourself.”
         

         
         Before I can say more, Christine’s eyes dart behind me, and I turn to see Ainsley Lowell, Eloise’s mom, coming toward us from
            the interior of the clubhouse. She must have just finished the early Pilates class.
         

         
         As she steps outside, she looks from me to Christine. “McKenna, what’s going on?”

         
         Christine answers first, her pert chin lifting toward the sky as she speaks. “I’m getting told off by a member of the swim
            staff, but I haven’t the slightest inkling as to why.”
         

         
         The two valet guys, whose names I can’t remember, have noticed the tense situation and are now watching us. A few other older
            women are walking our way from their cars, and I’m sure they’ll also absorb every word I’m about to spew. I’m too amped up
            to care.
         

         
         Turning to Ainsley, I say, “Maybe it’s you I should be telling off.”

         
         “Me?” She puts a hand to her chest, and her eyes go wide like a baby deer. “What in the world for?”

         
         “You told me yourself you thought it was great what the club was doing. How could you tell Kathleen to shut down the special-needs swimming?” 

         
         I see the understanding as it dawns on her face.

         
         “That didn’t come from me, McKenna,” she says, “but I have to say that after what I witnessed at the pool the other morning,
            I agree with the decision.”
         

         
         “Agree with it?” Spittle flies from my lips, and I realize I’ve shouted my response.

         
         One of the valet guys across the way lifts his walkie-talkie and starts speaking into it, his words too far away for me to
            hear. But his eyes don’t stray from me.
         

         
         “People pay a lot of money to belong here,” Ainsley says. “We bring our families, our children, for a safe, peaceful environment
            where they can enjoy the summer. Those kids the other day were out of control. Just because nobody got hurt that morning doesn’t
            mean someone wouldn’t be hurt the next time.”
         

         
         “Hurt?” I nearly shriek. “Nobody wanted to hurt anyone else!”

         
         She’s infuriatingly calm as she responds. “Of course not, but that doesn’t mean it couldn’t happen.”

         
         Before I can respond, Kathleen comes hurrying outside.

         
         “McKenna, what’s happening here?”

         
         I don’t know how to answer without pissing her off, but Ainsley’s friend Christine saves me the trouble.

         
         “This staff member is telling us how to run our club,” she says. “Apparently we should be using our hard-earned money to fund
            that circus she created out back last week, with kids running around like animals in every direction. Our membership fees
            aren’t charitable donations. That’s not what we joined for.”
         

         
         “Circus!” I scream at her. “Animals?! Those were children. How can you talk about them like that? You know what?” I point a finger at her chest, too enraged to care about the consequences. “You’re the animal!” 

         
         “McKenna, that’s enough!” Kathleen commands, stepping closer.

         
         “It’s not enough!” I shout back. “They have everything, these people. The whole system is rigged in their favor. They have
            their perfect little families and their fancy purses that cost thousands of dollars.” I reach for the white leather purse
            hanging from Christine’s shoulder so I can hold up the damning evidence. But I grab it too forcefully, and she loses her balance
            on the steps. Before I can do anything to steady her, she’s veering to the side and falling down the three steps from the
            platform where we’ve been arguing. She lands on the gravel at the bottom with a hard thunk.
         

         
         Everyone is silent for a split second, and then Christine screams.

         
         “My ankle! You broke my ankle!”

         
         The valet guys come running toward us from across the way, one of them back on the walkie-talkie.

         
         “Oh my god.” The words rush out of me as I realize what I’ve done. “I didn’t mean to. I’m so sorry!” I start toward her to
            help lift her off the ground, but Kathleen grabs my arm.
         

         
         “McKenna, no! Go to my office and wait there.” Suddenly, people are appearing from all different directions, rushing toward
            the woman on the ground. When I hesitate, Kathleen looks back at me with forceful eyes. “Now!”
         

         
         

         Nearly forty-five minutes pass before Kathleen returns to her office. All the while, I’m pacing the floor, chewing on my fingernails. Mini-camp will have started by now, and I’m supposed to be at the pool, but I don’t want to risk going out there. 

         
         Finally, Kathleen comes marching in, and she wastes no time doing what I knew was coming.

         
         “McKenna, you’re fired. Please collect any belongings you have at the club and leave the property.” I’ve never heard her voice
            so cold.
         

         
         “Fired? No, no, no, you can’t fire me. Please, Kathleen. I need this job.”

         
         “You need to go.” She’s standing by the door, her arms crossed across her polo shirt like a bouncer booting me from a club.

         
         “Please, I need this money.” I feel the tears spilling onto my cheeks. “I’ll do anything. I can’t, please, you have to understand—”

         
         “McKenna!” She stops me. “You’re lucky Mrs. Thomaston’s not going to file assault charges.”

         
         “Assault? But I didn’t knock her down on purpose. You saw it was an accident!”

         
         “It doesn’t matter. You touched her on purpose. Everyone saw you initiate the contact. Luckily her ankle seems to be okay,
            so she’s agreed to let it go. So long as you never step foot at Hollyhock again.”
         

         
         “Never come back?” I struggle to process what she’s saying.

         
         “Go home, McKenna,” she says, her voice a little gentler. “It sounds like you’ve got a lot to figure out.”

         
         And then it really hits me how badly I’ve screwed up. Somehow I thought I could get away with telling off a couple of club members. I thought Kathleen would come in and yell at me, make me sweat for my sins, but then give in to my pleas. I should have realized how easily replaceable I am to the people here, just another college kid anxious to make a buck. It’s not the same as when I used to get in trouble with one coach or another—situations where I was always forgiven because no one else swam as fast as me. When it comes to eager employees, there are plenty of us out there, many of whom are less of a hassle to deal with. Thanks to my inability to control myself, I’m going to be living in a world full of problems. 
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         Leo is staring up at the Thunderjet, his favorite of the several static planes at the American Airpower Museum. It’s been
            two days since I told him the swim lessons at the club were being canceled entirely. I thought a trip to the museum at Republic
            Airport, where he could be around these aircraft we’ve visited so many times before, might cheer him up. As I watch him looking
            up at the long slender fuselage and the bubble canopy of the cockpit though, he still seems blue.
         

         
         “This one is Dad’s favorite too,” Leo tells me, just as he does every time we’re here, but his voice is lacking the urgency
            it usually holds when he shares these details. Normally he seems to be so delighted by the specs and the history that he’ll
            burst if he doesn’t share them. The monotone voice he’s using at the moment tells me he’s repeating these facts aloud only
            for the comfort of doing so.
         

         
         “It’s a fighter-bomber that first flew in 1946. It was the primary strike aircraft the US used in the Korean War. It flew
            86,408 missions and was the first aircraft flown by the US Air Force Thunderbirds.”
         

         
         I nod along as Leo talks, but my mind drifts as it sometimes does when he starts reciting facts and statistics at length. He’ll continue talking about this plane for a while yet, but he’s not doing it for my reactions. I’ll simply stand beside him, nodding periodically until he gets through it all. He probably knows I’m not really listening. Instead, I’m thinking about Phil. 

         
         Last night, when I suggested this trip to the museum, Phil agreed to join us. He’s much better at talking about the technical
            aspects of these planes, which makes him Leo’s favored museum companion. But then this morning he announced he was going back
            up to Westchester to visit another office space. I’m tempted to search his location again to see if what he told me is even
            true. I reach into my purse, thinking I’m going to do just that, when the phone starts ringing in my hand.
         

         
         “It’s Harrison,” I tell Leo as an apology for interrupting his ongoing recitation about F-84s. Bringing the phone to my ear,
            I ask, “What’d she say?” Leo is gazing at the wing of the plane in front of us, and I move a few steps away so he won’t be
            able to hear Harrison’s response. Leo doesn’t know I asked his brother to invite McKenna to the house later. Just a quick
            stopover before he takes her out for a coffee date.
         

         
         “I’m feeling pretty confident that you’ve managed to turn this into the most awkward first date ever,” he says good-naturedly.
            “It’s not even technically a date, but she said yes about coming over.”
         

         
         I do feel bad about that. I’ve been all over Harrison to meet a girl, and then the first time in recent memory that he tells
            me he’s taking someone out, I make it all about Leo. As usual.
         

         
         Leo moves toward the tail of the plane, farther out of earshot.

         
         “I just think it’ll give Leo some closure to be able to say goodbye.”

         
         I tried to convince Leo to call her, but he hates talking on the phone to people he doesn’t know that well. The pressure for
            immediate responses is too much for him.
         

         
         “You can keep it super brief,” I tell Harrison. “Dad and I don’t even have to come downstairs. We can hide!”

         
         Harrison laughs at that. “You don’t have to hide,” he says in a tone that tells me he thinks I’m ridiculous. “She doesn’t
            even think this is a real date, I bet. And she seemed grateful to have another opportunity to see Leo. It was . . . nice.”
            He sighs lightly, and I think to myself that this boy’s got it bad for the swim teacher.
         

         
         

         Three hours later, I see an old Toyota Camry pull into our driveway, and I hurry up the stairs. Even though Harrison said
            I didn’t have to hide, it’s not so hot for a guy in his mid-twenties to bring a date to his parents’ house before they’ve
            ever even gone out. The least I can do is make myself scarce.
         

         
         Phil is on his way down the stairs, but I intercept him with a conspiratorial whisper.

         
         “No! We’re hiding!”

         
         “Oh, come on,” he says, glancing at the front door. “For real?” But he smiles as he says it, as if he’s game to play along.

         
         “Yes!”

         
         I take hold of his wrist to start pulling him up the stairs. He laughs and says in a loud whisper, “Better hustle if we don’t
            want to get caught.”
         

         
         With my fingers clutching his wrist, we scurry away from the foyer, and I wonder how long it’s been since we’ve touched in any meaningful way. I want to let out a breath at the feel of his warm skin under my hand, something so familiar I hadn’t realized I was missing. But there’s something else frothing inside me too. Anger and resentment. I was so distracted by Harrison’s phone call earlier that I never did check Phil’s location. If I had, maybe I’d have gotten some answers as to why my husband has pulled so far from me that we barely even touch anymore. It started with his mother’s death, but everything has continued unraveling. We’re at the point that now we just feel like a cliché, a middle-aged married couple that never gets along. Except for rare moments like this one, when we do. It’s all so confusing. 

         
         At the top step, I drop his arm just as the doorbell rings.

         
         “I’ve got it!” Harrison calls from the kitchen below.

         
         Now that we’re out of sight, I can’t help lingering at the top of the landing to hear what happens down below. Phil rolls
            his eyes at me, but there’s a warmth to it. He shakes his head a little and then fixes me with an expression I can’t quite
            name, a mix of fondness and anxiety. Before I can properly label it, he stalks off to our home office, leaving me to my eavesdropping.
         

         
         “Hi,” I hear them say to each other at the same time, and then they both laugh.

         
         “Thanks again for coming,” Harrison says, and it sounds like his voice has dropped a couple of octaves. “Come on in.” The
            commotion of the door closing and her shoes against the wood floor drown out whatever quiet words he says next, but then his
            volume rises. “Leo!” he calls into the house. “Come see McKenna!”
         

         
         “Hey, so . . .” McKenna says, “I was thinking maybe Leo and I could go for a walk around the block, if you think he’d be cool
            with that.”
         

         
         My heart swells when I hear it. I don’t know how this young woman has managed to figure out my son so well in such a short time, but taking a walk with him is exactly the right thing. The movement will provide sensory input and stimulation that will help him stay calm during what could potentially be an overwhelming conversation. A walk also reduces the pressure for eye contact. 

         
         “Yeah, of course,” Harrison says. “As long as it’s okay with Leo.”

         
         “As long as what’s okay with me?” Leo asks as he approaches them.

         
         “Hi,” McKenna says. “Want to go for a walk?”

         
         Leo must nod in response because McKenna says, “See you in a bit,” and then the door clicks closed.

         
         A couple of seconds tick by with me still rooted to my spot, and then Harrison calls up from the foyer. “Why not hurry to
            the window so you can get a look at her?” There’s a bit of glee in his voice, probably because he’s busted me.
         

         
         I feel my chin rise an inch as I respond in the most dignified voice I can muster. “I will do no such thing.” Then I also
            head to the home office, even though the windows sadly face the backyard.
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         I don’t say anything as we start down the stone path or even once we make it to the street. Instead, I give us a few moments
            to just exist alongside each other. Or maybe Leo is giving those moments to me. It’s calming, feeling the warmth of the pavement
            through my flip-flops, soaking in the stagnant heat of the late-day summer air, meandering down this quiet street, both of
            us getting to just be.
         

         
         The neighborhood is pretty uniform, large plots of land showcasing stately, traditional homes flanked by artfully placed,
            colorful hydrangea bushes. It’s a different vibe from the neighborhood where Glory’s little house sits, only six and a half
            miles from here. I never minded living so close to the next house over. I could almost reach into our neighbor’s kitchen from
            our window. But there’s something really soothing about the wide-open spaces in this part of town.
         

         
         Once we’re about a hundred feet from the house, I start talking.

         
         “I’m really sorry the swim lessons got canceled,” I tell him as we make our way past a white Colonial with blue shutters that
            looks very similar to the Beckers’ house.
         

         
         “I’m sorry too,” Leo says. “Was it my fault because of the whistle?” He doesn’t look at me as he waits for my answer.

         
         “I think we all had a hand in it, if you want to know the truth. If I’d been better trained to teach children with autism,
            I could maybe have prevented Johnny and Lindy from getting so unruly. Those two should have behaved better though. And Rohan
            shouldn’t have screamed the way he did. Elias shouldn’t have tried to splash anyone. And yes, you should have known that blowing
            a whistle so loudly and so many times might have made the situation more upsetting for the students, and for the club members
            too. Each one of us has some responsibility for what happened.”
         

         
         Leo glances over at me, but when our eyes meet, he quickly looks away, so I keep going. “People make mistakes. The important
            thing is to learn from our mistakes. We just have to pick up the pieces.” I pause, wondering if that phrase is too theoretical,
            and then say it another way. “We have to do the best we can to adjust to our new situation and move on.”
         

         
         “I don’t want to move on,” he says, and for the first time since I arrived, his voice isn’t entirely dry. I can hear a piece
            of heartbreak in it, and it makes me profoundly sad.
         

         
         We’re approaching a cross street, where a middle-aged man wearing a Mets t-shirt jogs across our path.

         
         He waves, and I smile back. I watch him for a moment as he makes his way down the street to our right, and then I turn back
            to Leo.
         

         
         “My grandmother always says that if you can’t change your circumstance, you should change your attitude.” I feel like a fraud
            advocating for this approach. My behavior since losing the lessons hasn’t exactly been exemplary.
         

         
         “I liked teaching swimming,” Leo says. “I want to keep doing it. I want to teach other kids with ASD. My mom wants me to go to a college program where I can learn how to be a teacher, but I was learning with you. I was teaching swimming with you. I want to keep learning with you.” 

         
         “Leo, I think you would make an excellent teacher. I could see you working in a classroom with kids, not just as a swim instructor,
            but as an actual schoolteacher. What a beautiful idea.” And I mean it too. With the exception of the excessive whistling,
            Leo had been so great with the kids. There must be some training he could get to prepare him to help in a classroom, even
            if he isn’t the main teacher for the kids. I wince the second I have that thought. Why should I dismiss his aspirations? Who
            says Leo couldn’t be a lead classroom teacher once he’s gotten the proper training? If his allies are assuming he isn’t capable,
            how will he ever convince his adversaries?
         

         
         “I don’t think I could teach in a school. I can’t even make friends.”

         
         “Sure you can make friends,” I tell him. “We’re friends.”

         
         “But you were my teacher. I don’t have any friends who are my age. Sebastian was my friend, but he moved far away.”

         
         “I know a little bit about what that’s like,” I tell him, and he glances toward me with surprise. “Ever since I was little,
            I was always so busy swimming that I didn’t have time to make real friends at my school. I only got to know the people on
            my team, really.”
         

         
         “The only people who like me are younger kids or grown-ups. The kids my age laugh at me, so I don’t talk to them. Except Sebastian,
            but Sebastian moved away.”
         

         
         “Well, maybe you’ve only met the wrong kids then.”

         
         “I’ve met a lot of kids. It happens with too many of them. I’m bad at it. Talking to people my age. Even though my age keeps changing. I don’t get better at it.” 

         
         I’m not sure how to answer, so I just say the first thing that comes to my mind. “I bet that makes you feel sad.”

         
         He nods.

         
         An SUV is approaching us from the distance, and I notice we’ve drifted toward the middle of the street. I reach out for Leo’s
            arm but then lower my hand before making contact. “Here, move this way with me,” I say, motioning toward the grassy lawn beside
            us. “Let’s get out of the path of cars. Do you remember what I told you a couple weeks ago—what my friends and I say to each
            other when we’re feeling nervous or upset?”
         

         
         “Yes.”

         
         I wait for him to say more and then smile when I sense that, as usual, he’s only going to answer precisely what has been asked.

         
         “So tell me then. What do we tell each other?”

         
         “No bad days,” he answers.

         
         “You know what I think?” I ask.

         
         “No. I don’t know because you haven’t told me.”

         
         “I think you should be allowed to have bad days and to feel whatever you’re feeling. You don’t have to try so hard to be anything
            other than who you are. And besides, the bad days help you appreciate the good days. You’re growing and learning every day,
            and so are the other kids your age. One day soon, you’ll find people out there who’ve been looking for a friend just like
            you.”
         

         
         “I don’t know where to look. Maybe you’re the only new friend I’m going to have. Can I stay friends with you?”

         
         “Of course. We can always be friends, but my life is very busy with swimming and school and everything. Now that the lessons are canceled, we might not find much time to hang out together. That doesn’t mean we’re not friends. Like you and Sebastian—you can still think of him as a friend even though he’s far away. But I don’t think these friendships are going to be enough for you. You should try to find some other friends who have more time, who are closer to your age, and who can do activities with you. But wherever I am, and no matter how busy, I’ll always be cheering you on.” 

         
         “What if I decide I don’t want other friends?” He kicks a pebble on the street and then says, “Oh wait, that was a good one.”
            He crouches down and grabs the little stone, bringing it closer to his face for a better look and then shoving it into the
            pocket of his shorts.
         

         
         “Maybe you don’t want other friends,” I repeat. “That’s something only you can decide. In my opinion, having other people
            to talk to and share experiences with really adds value in life.”
         

         
         “I have my family for that.”

         
         “Well, then, you may be the luckiest one among us.”

         
         

         Later, when I’m seated on a worn leather bench at the charming Whole Bean coffee shop, I watch Beck walk back toward our table,
            a small plate of biscotti in one hand and a packet of Domino sugar in the other. He’s wearing lightweight khaki cargo pants
            and a navy t-shirt, and I’m suddenly curious if these are the kinds of clothes he wears to work to do the “field research”
            I’ve heard about from Leo. Out of nowhere, I have this deep urge to know more details about Beck’s life, what’s going on beneath
            that put-together surface. But that would not be keeping things light and casual, I remind myself, as my feelings and wants
            ricochet off the different walls of my brain.
         

         
         “I always think one of these will be enough,” he says, tearing open the sugar as he sits back in his seat across from me. “But I really prefer things sweeter.” 

         
         “Ha!” I point an accusatory finger at him. “Then I am definitely not your type.”

         
         His head cocks to the side. “Why would you say that?”

         
         I lean back against the cushion, wondering how much to say.

         
         “I wasn’t completely honest with Leo.”

         
         Beck’s eyes narrow, and I instantly imagine so many different scenarios where he’s had to protect his brother over the years.

         
         “No, nothing like that,” I hurry out, unsure what I’m even denying. “It’s just, I didn’t tell him I got fired. I didn’t want
            him to think he had anything to do with it. That shitstorm was all me and my colossal stupidity.”
         

         
         I then recount all the reckless, embarrassing decisions I made that led to me being out of a job. I feel like I’m at confession.
            After I’ve gotten out all the dirty details, I add, “I shouldn’t even be here right now. I should still be parked in front
            of my computer searching for alternate employment.”
         

         
         Almost as soon as I left Hollyhock on Wednesday, my first call had been the Sizz. But the position I left at the diner has
            been filled.
         

         
         After a couple of hours of job hunting, I finally opened the binder Glory gave me and tried to make sense of just how flush we are based on her investments. But once I started reading, it quickly became obvious that the binder is full of ramblings, errors, and delusions. All those notes in the margins turned out to be as crazy as they’d first appeared. One notation said the money in the savings account had been invested in “overseas love affairs,” and right below it, in smaller print, were the words “Love be unkind and unkindness is best forgotten.” I still don’t know what any of that means, except that when I checked the savings account, it didn’t show $330,000 like the binder said, but a meager $28,000. No investments, no stocks. None of the funds referred to in the binder seem to exist. It has all been spent or moved, or maybe it never existed in the first place. She thought she had me all set up, but the dementia clearly affected her reasoning. Now all I know for sure is that Glory and I are well and truly fucked. 

         
         There’s only one solution, which is why I emailed a real estate broker last night. I’m ready for him to start showing our
            house to potential buyers, and the sooner the better. But Beck doesn’t need to know any of that.
         

         
         We’re both silent for a moment. I look down into my coffee, stirring it idly with the skinny wooden stirrer.

         
         “You did the best you could for the kids,” Beck says. “And besides, it would have been pretty awkward for me to start seriously
            dating my kid brother’s teacher, don’t you think?”
         

         
         “Seriously dating?” I ask, suddenly pulled back from my little pity party. “Who said anything about that?” I should tell him
            I don’t have time for things like boyfriends in my life, that I have too many commitments and a mountain of expenses that
            may soon bury me. But I want so badly to pretend for a minute that I can enjoy things like this, that I can just be on a date
            with a cute guy, worrying only about whether I’m having a good hair day. Looking at Beck across from me with his caramel-colored
            eyes and that flirty smirk, I want to live in that version of reality for a few moments longer.
         

         
         “We’ll see,” he says, and I can’t deny that I’m being pulled in by the mischief in his eyes. As we continue looking at each other, he seems to be studying my face. I wonder what he sees, if he’s going to say more. But then he goes back to casual conversation. “So how’d you end up teaching those lessons at the club anyhow?” 

         
         “Full disclosure?”

         
         He nods.

         
         “The manager at Hollyhock. She knew I needed community service hours to keep my scholarship, and I was way behind. I actually
            shot her down when she first suggested it. I mean, what do I know about kids with special needs?”
         

         
         “From the looks of it, you’ve figured out a lot,” he says. “I’ve seen plenty of well-meaning people do everything wrong when
            it comes to Leo. Making too many demands of him, trying to force eye contact, shouting at him like he’s hard of hearing, you
            name it. Somehow you’ve just known how to behave with him from the beginning.”
         

         
         “I mean, I guess.” I think over Beck’s words. “But it’s pretty basic when you think about it. Treating him with respect, acknowledging
            that different doesn’t mean lesser. I was so nervous at the beginning that I’d screw up by, like, offending one of the kids
            or being too awkward with them. On the flip side, fucking around with Hollyhock royalty . . . I never saw that particular
            screwup coming.”
         

         
         “But why kids with autism?” Beck asks. “If they freaked you out, why not get your service hours with other underserved groups,
            like kids from the wrong side of the tracks or something?”
         

         
         I snort at the suggestion. “The wrong side of the tracks? Hollyhockers would sooner get rid of all the train tracks on earth, or abolish rail travel altogether, before letting any kids like that step foot on their hallowed country club grounds. So my manager suggested special needs. I guess because even rich kids can have autism. I fought her on it in the beginning. But when it seemed like the only way I could get my hours . . .” I shrug, a little sorry I can’t give him a more flattering reason, but I’m just too tired to try spinning it any other way. 

         
         Beck sips his coffee without responding, and I wonder if I’ve shown too much of myself. The silence makes me nervous, and
            after a beat, I start talking again.
         

         
         “I recently saw a statistic that more than forty percent of Americans don’t know how to swim. Swimming was just given to me
            though, and in a way where I thought I had the right to question whether I even liked it. I never understood what a privilege
            it is to be able to exist and move inside water, in this whole other dimension. It’s like an alternate reality. But some people,
            they don’t ever get the chance to feel that.” Beck’s eyes haven’t left mine. The level of focus feels intense, as if I’m speaking
            about something he understands. I take it as encouragement and keep going.
         

         
         “I saw online that the percentage of kids with autism who can’t swim is even bigger because the adults in their life fail
            to teach them. So many obstacles can prevent them from getting in the water. Sensory issues, fear, struggling with transitions,
            stuff you’d assume. But what really hit me was how the neurotypical adults are the real obstacle. They just don’t think the
            kids will be able to do it.”
         

         
         Beck’s gaze is steady, as though he’s waiting for me to say more. But that’s it, that’s all of it.

         
         “What?” I ask.

         
         His lip ticks up on one side, a small smile.

         
         “What?” I say again.

         
         He leans back in his chair, regarding me. “You just get it,” he says with the hint of a shrug. “It’s nice.” The intensity
            of his gaze makes me shift in my seat.
         

         
         “I’ve never liked being underestimated, and I don’t like when it happens to other people.”

         
         “So by giving those lessons, you were busy proving the haters wrong. And maybe yourself too.”

         
         “Yeah, until I ruined everything with my temper. I don’t know what it is with me. Sometimes I just can’t control myself. Even
            when I know I’m only shooting myself in the foot. I get so angry I feel like I’m breathing fire. And I don’t stop until I’ve
            incinerated everything in my path.”
         

         
         “Maybe you just have big emotions,” he says. “You could be a little more generous with yourself.”

         
         “Maybe.” I nod, but I don’t really mean it. “My grandmother always said I should embrace the passion, that my intensity is
            what gives me my speed in the pool. But sometimes I feel like I’m a walking stockpile of TNT, just waiting for someone to
            throw a match.” I’m not painting the most attractive picture of myself. “I’ve probably scared you off now, huh?”
         

         
         “It’d take a lot more than big emotions for that to happen,” he says, and suddenly I feel a longing that frightens me. The path I’m on doesn’t leave room for these feelings, not when I’m so close. Two more years. Once I have my degree and the job that follows it, I’ll finally be able to take care of myself, on my own terms. I should have said no to this date, but I didn’t know it’d be like this. And now I’m doing mental gymnastics, trying to figure out how to let this situation progress without derailing my goals. 

         
         “So what inspired you to go into environmental science?” I ask, trying to move the focus off me.

         
         He looks off to the side, as if pondering how to answer. “I guess after all those years looking out for Leo, watching for
            when my parents were tense about something, I sort of became wired to notice small changes, to help fix things. Then, you
            know, living where we do, we’re surrounded by coastlines that look fine from a distance but are quietly deteriorating. It
            just kind of translates.”
         

         
         “And are you? Fixing things?”

         
         “Works in progress.” He smiles sheepishly, like maybe it’s not as easy as he thought. He then starts telling me all about
            his dream of opening a restaurant focused on sustainable gastronomy. He’s so animated while he talks about it, using lots
            of words I’ve never heard applied to food, and I have to ask a million questions. When he mentions the closed-loop system
            and regenerative sourcing for the third time, I think I’m finally catching on.
         

         
         “So it’s basically like a salad bar, but with no waste?” I ask.

         
         “Tell you what,” he says. “Why don’t you let me cook you dinner next week, and I can show you?”

         
         I really want to say yes, but instead I go with the truth. “I have to see. If I find another job, I don’t know what my schedule’s
            going to be like, and if I haven’t found a job, I should probably be spending the time looking, and I have to leave time to
            visit my grandmother, and practice and everything. I shouldn’t even really be here now, and I have to figure out my service
            hours again.”
         

         
         He chuckles. “Take a breath, McKenna. It’s fine. Just let me know if you find yourself with some spare time.”

         
         If only.

         
         

         When I turn the car onto Glory’s street, it’s nearly dark outside. I’m shocked to see the For Sale sign staked into the grass
            beside our driveway. Even though I knew it was coming, I’m surprised the broker has already been here to set it up. The waning
            evening light makes it impossible to read all the words on the rider, but the sign looks just like any other listing notice
            on someone’s front lawn. I was the one who told the broker I was ready to start this process, but looking at the sign now,
            I don’t feel ready at all.
         

         
         I wonder again if there’s any way I could keep the home, but no, not with Glory’s bank accounts and her binder full of crazy.
            We have almost nothing, and I need to do this if I want my grandmother to have proper care for longer than a few months. I
            stare at the sign a moment longer, wondering why I never thought about the people in all those other homes, never wondered
            if the signs staked outside their houses were part of a bigger, sadder story.
         

         
         Dropping my bag inside the front door, I head to the kitchen in search of something to eat. The shelves inside the fridge
            are so much emptier than when Glory was living here, and I feel a weight in the pit of my stomach looking at them. I think
            about ordering delivery, but given my new salary of zero, I figure I’d better settle for the sad-looking, day-old sandwich
            sitting on the top rack.
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         Saturday used to be my favorite day of the week, back when the boys were younger. All four of us sleeping in, then padding
            our way down to the kitchen for challah French toast. That was the one and only item Phil could cook, thanks to his grandmother,
            or his bubbe, as he called her.
         

         
         Back then, when Harrison was just hitting puberty, Challah Saturdays were sacrosanct. He and I would hover near the stove,
            snatching pieces of the warm, eggy toast off the platter Phil was loading up. Little Leo would wait patiently at his seat
            at the table, fixated on a puzzle or an Erector set. The bowl of powdered sugar would be positioned, always, right in front
            of his place setting. Meanwhile, Phil would sing Springsteen songs and shimmy around, shaking his butt out of time with the
            music, making us all laugh at his ridiculousness. Even Leo, his back ramrod straight in his chair, couldn’t resist looking
            up from the task in front of him to laugh at Phil’s antics.
         

         
         As I make my way down to the empty kitchen on this rainy summer Saturday, I can’t remember the last time we made brunch as a family. I suppose the French toast was just one of those family traditions that fizzles out gradually, the kind where you never know which time will be your last. Harrison is out of the house, of course, but Leo’s still here. He hasn’t come out of his bedroom yet, and I don’t even know where Phil is. Last night, he was out late with Leo, flying a drone around town again. It seems to give Leo comfort, flying those things above all the places where he spends time on the ground. The YMCA, his high school, Phil’s office, his aunt Yvonne’s house, you name it. If Leo has been somewhere, chances are, one of his drones has too. 

         
         Even though it’s midmorning, the sky outside is an ominous gray that matches my mood. Since the swim lessons got canceled,
            Leo has been out of sorts, and I don’t know how to help him. Every time I suggest finding a new place to take lessons, he
            starts yelling that he’s not upset about the swimming. I wish he’d just tell me what it is then. Karyn at the Y said Leo could
            help out at the pool there, but when I passed along her message, he reached into his pocket for his small yellow airplane.
            In my desperation, I pushed him for more information. I should have known better. He walked out of the room, and the only
            thing I felt sure of then was that I clearly didn’t understand. Were I not so torn up about his disappointment, I might have
            been a little excited to see him acting like a typical teenager, all moody and tight-lipped. But when you have a child who’s
            struggled with depression, you lose the luxury of being flip.
         

         
         As I open the refrigerator and reach for a yogurt, I hear Phil walking in from the garage.

         
         When he rounds the corner and sees me, he stops as if he’s surprised I’m there. He’s wearing a dress shirt and slacks. On
            a lazy summer Saturday.
         

         
         “Why are you all dressed up?” I ask, noting the French cuffs on his button-down and the perfectly tight set to his gelled hair. 

         
         “Oh, hey,” he says, quickly shoving what looks like a small paper bag from a pharmacy into his pocket.

         
         “Did I miss the memo about an event today?”

         
         “What? Oh.” He looks down at his clothes. “Oh, no, nothing. I just, you know, wanted to go for a drive. Didn’t want to wake
            you and grabbed whatever I saw first.” He’s got his hand over the pocket where he shoved the bag, as though he doesn’t want
            me to see through his pants and discover what’s inside. “I’ll go change though. It’s so wet out.”
         

         
         But now I’ve had it. Enough wondering about the story behind my husband’s unusual behavior, enough of his sour attitude and
            unlikely stories. This moment, these clothes, they’re the last straw. Phil hates wearing dress clothes when he doesn’t have
            to and would never just haphazardly throw on any shirt that buttons. He shows up here in French cuffs at ten a.m. on a Saturday,
            and I’m not supposed to ask questions? Yeah, I don’t think so.
         

         
         “Phillip Becker,” I say, marching over to where he’s standing and holding out my hand. “I want to see whatever’s inside your
            pocket.”
         

         
         “Would you stop?” His voice is full of exasperation. “Why does everything have to be something bigger? I want to go shower.
            Would you please just leave it alone?”
         

         
         As he moves around me to get out of the kitchen, my anger only grows.

         
         “I’m not a complete idiot, Phil.”

         
         He twists around and looks back at me.

         
         “What does that even mean?” He doesn’t sound angry—just tired. In that single question, I hear the plea of a man who’s wondering what he has to do to make me just leave him alone. 

         
         Then all of a sudden, it hits me. It’s instantly so obvious. The pulling back from me, the overnight travel.

         
         “I kept telling myself it couldn’t possibly be another woman, that there had to be another explanation for the way you’ve
            been acting. That you would never . . .” I take another deep breath, just to be sure. Underneath the heavy scent of coffee,
            it’s very definitely there. “Perfume . . .” I stop and shake my head in disgust. “No wonder you looked like a deer in headlights
            when you saw me standing here. Are you really such a cliché? Another woman?”
         

         
         “An affair?” Phil nearly squeaks as he says it, as if it’s totally out of left field. “You’ve got to be kidding me. Leave
            it to you to get so dramatic. Can we please not make this into a thing?”
         

         
         “Dramatic?” I scream back at him, forgetting to keep my voice down for Leo. “You think that’s an insult? I’m Bernice Selinger
            from Bay Shore! The only language I speak is drama!” I feel spit fly out of my mouth as I say it. “Stay tuned for our next
            segment of the Berry show, when Berry will be kicking her lousy, no-good, cheating husband out of the house!”
         

         
         “I’m not cheating!”

         
         “You want to show me what’s in your pocket then?” I ask.

         
         He lets out a long breath and stares back at me. I notice then the dark circles under his eyes, the pallor of his complexion.
            For a split second I wonder if I’m wrong, if something else is going on.
         

         
         “I’m not letting you play detective on me the way you do with Leo. I don’t need this right now.”

         
         “Yeah? Well, maybe I don’t need you right now!”
         

         
         And then I storm out of the house.

         
         

         Without thinking about where I’m going, I find myself driving the route to my sister’s. I’m halfway there before it occurs
            to me that she might not even be home. She’s probably on her way to some fabulous beach spot with friends, like Fire Island
            or Tobay. Or maybe she’s setting up a bridal shower in the Hamptons, or doing any number of things with her jet-setter crowd
            that do not include sitting at home waiting to hear about her older sister’s most recent crisis.
         

         
         But I don’t have anywhere else to go, anyone else to turn to, so I just keep driving. To my relief, when I turn onto Yvonne’s
            street in East Setauket, I see her baby-blue Audi SUV sitting in the driveway, sparkling in the blazing sun. Behind it, her
            fifty-four-hundred-square-foot Craftsman-style home beckons me. In my head I hear Phil’s voice, asking for the millionth time
            why she would possibly need so much space just for herself. But instead of musing about the answer like I normally would,
            I decide Phil’s an asshole for asking. My sister can spend her hard-earned money however she damn pleases, and I am not here
            to judge.
         

         
         When I ring the bell, it only takes a few seconds for Yvonne to answer. She’s wearing a semi-sheer, caftan-style cover-up. It’s all flowy and fabulous, and something I could never pull off. I see the shadow of a string bikini underneath, one that I’m sure displays her breasts to their best advantage. While everything about me screams “suburban mom,” Yvonne always looks like she’s waiting for some Hollywood producer or an Italian lover to come carry her off to Monaco. And who knows? Maybe she is. 

         
         When she sees me, her smile falls.

         
         “Oh, I thought you were Shiri.” She looks me over, presumably wondering why I’ve come. Then she must notice the expression
            on my face. “What’s happened?”
         

         
         “It’s . . .” I look back at my old Ford sitting in the driveway, asking myself if I could just get back in the car and drive
            away, maybe just keep traveling in reverse until I don’t have to say the words that are coming next. I turn back to my sister
            and wipe at a tear that has spilled out of my eye. “Phil and I . . .” I don’t even know how to finish the sentence.
         

         
         She squints at me, her hand rising to the Gucci sunglasses resting on top of her head as if she’s trying to ground herself
            amid my chaos.
         

         
         “Come inside, darling.” Backing away from the door, she motions me into the foyer. “Let me just text Shiri and tell her I’ll
            meet her at the pier.” Yvonne starts typing, and I walk past her, toward the kitchen. I open her fridge, grabbing some sort
            of artisanal bread and a tub of cream cheese. I’m shocked I have any appetite given the circumstances, but I was already starving
            before the argument with Phil.
         

         
         “Okay,” Yvonne says, moving to the kitchen table and pulling out one of the rattan chairs. “Start at the beginning.”

         
         I spread a hefty schmear of cream cheese onto the bread and do exactly as she’s ordered, recounting everything that’s been going on. In between bites of bread, I describe the mysterious phone calls, the “traveling for work,” the frequent absences from home, the way he seems to be avoiding me, jumping down my throat, resisting any new interventions I suggest for Leo—all as if I’ve suddenly become an idiot. The longer I go on, the more I ache inside my chest. 

         
         “I just . . .” I trail off, feeling so lost. We weren’t dealt the easiest hand in life, Phil and I, but compared to what other
            people face, we’ve had it pretty good. I thought for a while we were moving in the right direction, maybe even living our
            best lives. And now I’m stuck trying to figure out where everything went wrong, how to fix it, whether I even want to.
         

         
         But Yvonne’s looking at me like she’s got other ideas.

         
         “I don’t know, hon,” she says. “Maybe the firm’s not doing well. You’ve always said Phil cares too much about whether people
            perceive him as successful. It’s entirely possible the travel has some relation to that, and he’s too embarrassed to come
            clean.”
         

         
         “Even to me?”

         
         She nods emphatically. “Especially to you. Perhaps he feels he’s not held up his end of the bargain.”

         
         I consider her theory because it’s not the craziest thing I’ve ever heard. Phil did grow up in a very image-conscious home,
            his parents always buying fancy cars because they believed it “sent a message” to others. Having been raised in vastly different
            circumstances, I never thought to judge people based on what they had. Most of my friends just didn’t have much at all. I
            thought by now Phil would have outgrown the attitude he learned from his parents, their perspective that a man is only as
            good as his career success or lack thereof. Then I have another thought.
         

         
         “But what about the perfume? The dress clothes? What could that be about if not another woman?”

         
         Yvonne purses her lips and looks off to the side, clearly trying to come up with a plausible explanation.

         
         “Are you still having sex?” she asks.

         
         “Yvonne!” Call me a prude, but I’ve always felt awkward talking about my sex life with anyone other than my partner.

         
         “What?” She’s nonplussed. “It’s a valid question.”

         
         I know she’s right, so I try to remember the last time Phil and I were intimate. There was a night just recently where it
            seemed like we might. We’d both climbed into bed near the same time, a rarity of late. Phil reached for me under the covers,
            and I turned toward him, thinking maybe we could get back to a better place. I mentioned something about what a long day I’d
            had, meaning his advances were welcome and I was ready to relax. But all Phil heard was a complaint. We started arguing again,
            and the sex never happened. It must have been the day I’d argued with stupid Neil Rumson. And also the day McKenna called
            to tell us about Hollyhock canceling the swim lessons. Maybe I could have chosen my words to Phil more carefully that night.
            Then again, maybe he could have been a little more patient.
         

         
         The word patient jogs my memory, and I’m reminded of something else. “He had a pharmacy bag, and he wouldn’t let me see what was inside.”
         

         
         “Oh, sweetie,” Yvonne says, covering her mouth with her hand, a gesture of horror.

         
         “So you agree? Condoms?” I demand.

         
         “Maybe he’s sick,” she says. “Something’s wrong, and he doesn’t want to tell you. It tracks with what you’ve said. The moodiness,
            pinching pennies, losing weight.”
         

         
         I think of the dark circles I noticed this morning. The idea of there being something physically wrong, of him being in some
            sort of danger that he’s too macho to share with me, breaks my heart all over again.
         

         
         “But why the dress clothes? No, that’s not it.”

         
         “What if he was meeting with an attorney? Getting his affairs in order? Trust and estate lawyers often see clients on the
            weekend.”
         

         
         “Oh, god.” I look at Yvonne with dread. “You think so? Like it’s something really, really bad? Yvonne. What am I going to
            do?”
         

         
         She stands and walks out of the kitchen. I watch from the counter stool as she heads to the cluttered console table by the
            door, where she keeps mail, shopping bags, and magazines. She rifles through a pile and pulls out her car keys.
         

         
         “Come on,” she says, beckoning me, the delicate silver bangles on her wrist clinking like exclamation points as she motions
            toward the door. “You’re going home to talk to your husband and find out what’s going on. No more speculation and secrets.
            I’ll follow you in my car.” She grabs a couple of the magazines from the table too. “I’ve been wanting to read the July issues
            of these anyway. I’ll wait in the car. You come out if you need me, or text me if you want me to leave.”
         

         
         Looking at my kid sister so ready to take care of me, I’m overcome with gratitude. There are plenty of times when she emphasizes
            all the things I do wrong, like being too overbearing with Leo or not assertive enough with anyone else. But right now it
            feels like she’s the source of all my strength, and I suddenly don’t know what I’d do without her.
         

         
         “Okay,” I say as I climb down from my stool. “Okay, yeah, let’s do this.”

         
         

         Except when we get back to the house, Phil has left again. And I don’t have any idea where he’s gone. 
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         My strokes have been sloppy all morning. I’m letting my hands enter the water too wide, my knees are bending early, and the
            intervals between my breaths are short and uneven. The mistakes are costing me, and I’m losing energy fast. I’m not surprised
            when I notice Coach Cat’s red flip-flops in my line of sight.
         

         
         Reaching the end of the lane, I grab the edge of the pool and look up at him through my goggles.

         
         “Sonny, a word?” he asks.

         
         I’m sure I’m about to hear how he expects better from me. Even though I could feel the errors in the water, I couldn’t manage
            to correct them. I pull off my goggles and climb out, ready to take my lumps.
         

         
         “I know I was a mess today, Coach,” I say, still gulping air.

         
         He doesn’t answer, instead passing me the towel he’s holding and motioning for me to follow him.

         
         If we’re taking this conversation to the bleachers, it’s about something bigger than one bad practice. The other swimmers are still finishing their laps, some of them watching as Coach and I pass. Lark is standing at the foot of her lane, and when our eyes meet, she pulls down the corners of her mouth in a “yikes” expression. I shrug back at her, hoping against hope that this conversation is about something other than Hollyhock. 

         
         Coach finally stops walking when we get to the far side of the room.

         
         As we sit, he says, “Paula and I took Vanessa for dinner at the club last night.”

         
         My stomach drops. I already texted him two days ago to let him know I was let go over a disagreement about the special-needs
            group. I was hoping I wouldn’t have to reveal more than that.
         

         
         I bite my lip and wait for whatever’s coming next.

         
         “They’re saying you assaulted a club member. Tell me I misunderstood.” His dark eyes bear down on me.

         
         “It wasn’t like that,” I start, forcing myself to maintain eye contact. “I didn’t mean for her to fall. I was going for her
            purse, just trying to make a point about her privilege and her stupid Balenciaga bag. But then she fell.”
         

         
         He lets out a long sigh, clearly disappointed that I can’t disprove the story he’s heard.

         
         “Sonny, how could you let this happen? That’s the real world out there. It’s not like school, where you’re a hotshot because
            you’re on the swim team and can get away with acting however you damn please. Hollyhock is a place of business. With real
            people who don’t know shit about you. At the club, you’re not the star. You’re the help. You can’t be putting your hands on
            people. Not ever. I assumed you’d know better.”
         

         
         “I wasn’t trying to hurt her, Coach. Honest. And anyway, that woman is fine.”

         
         “She’s fine.” He throws his hands in the air as if I’ve just made the world’s dumbest statement. “I went out on a limb for you, Sonny, and you embarrassed me. I just don’t know what you could have been thinking. The last thing we need is for the NCAA to hear about this. I really should be reporting this to the scholarship committee.” 

         
         When he mentions the scholarship committee, I realize just how angry I’ve made him.

         
         “I didn’t mean to let you down, Coach, but doesn’t the whole situation at Hollyhock just make you so mad?” If I can get him
            to see it from my point of view, maybe he’ll understand. “These women with their fancy clothes and private tennis lessons
            who don’t want to share their pool for even just a few hours a week? They don’t want to make a difference for kids who appreciate
            the opportunity way more than the club members do.” An image flashes through my mind of Matthew on his back in the water,
            his gap-toothed grin so wide when he finally managed to float on his own. When I remember it now, everything inside me hurts.
         

         
         “No, Sonny,” Coach answers. “It actually does not make me mad. Not at the club members, at least. The people at Hollyhock
            pay a lot of money to belong there, and they have the right to decide how they want the facilities to be used. Your job isn’t
            to question that. It’s to respect it. Mouthing off to the members about their choices isn’t something you should be proud
            of. What you should have done was apologize for the disruptive class, accept the hand you were dealt, maybe thank them for
            letting you use the pool as long as they did, and then find another way to get your service hours!”
         

         
         The hand I was dealt. Maybe I just can’t be a role model at all times, forever trying to live up to this ideal people want from me. My fingers curl into fists as I try to contain my rage. If I can just squeeze hard enough, maybe I can keep it all in check. 

         
         “You still have a deadline coming up for those hours. Now what are you going to do?” His face is flushed, and it’s clear I’m
            not the only one trying to contain myself.
         

         
         I’d been thinking about asking Coach to get me an extension, hoping maybe he could speak to the committee on my behalf, but
            clearly it’s not the time to request that.
         

         
         “I’ll figure it out,” I answer, hoping I’m right. We stare at each other a moment—processing the situation, I guess—and something
            in his gaze makes me feel as though he’s seeing a new part of me, the shitty side, the angry girl who maybe never deserved
            to be here in the first place. I look away, not wanting him to find any other parts of me he might not like. With my eyes
            toward the wet floor, the red of my toenails a bright contrast to the gray tiles beneath my feet, I ask, “Do you really have
            to report this to the committee?”
         

         
         He’s silent, and my heart speeds up. He actually may have been serious.

         
         “What if they suspend me from the team?” I ask, suddenly filled with panic. I can’t lose my spot. Swimming is the only thing
            people have ever respected me for. Even worse, the thought of being separated from my teammates, being tossed out of the group
            like a soldier dishonorably discharged . . . What would that do to the friendships I’ve built? These people are my family.
            The only family I really have left. The routine of our practices, the regular forced proximity, is something I simply cannot
            lose, especially not when the rest of my life is such a mess.
         

         
         “That’s not really their call to make,” Coach says, and I can hear the warning he’s giving me. Though the committee makes decisions about money, the grants and conditions, Coach is in charge of who is or isn’t allowed to swim with the team. 

         
         “I’ll make it up to the people at the club, Coach,” I plead, feeling frantic. “I’ll do anything you want. It was so stupid
            of me, I know. I’ll go there and apologize again.” I try to think of anything else I can do to redeem myself.
         

         
         “No.” He holds up a hand. “Do not go to Hollyhock. Nobody wants to see you there. I assured Kathleen last night that I’d find
            someone else to fill your role and that you’d be staying far, far away.”
         

         
         “Someone else?” I’m instantly filled with jealousy as I glance back toward the pool. Though practice is over, everyone’s still
            in the water, just chatting and horsing around. Which one of them is getting my spot?
         

         
         A gentleness returns to Coach’s voice. Maybe he’s finally understanding how disappointed I am. “Rajiv Singh is starting tomorrow,”
            he explains, naming one of the seniors on the men’s diving team. I don’t know much about Rajiv, except that he supposedly
            has a great reverse pike. His impeccable form and chiseled jaw have been the subject of many conversations among my teammates.
         

         
         “And I’m not going to be able to get you an extension on your community service,” he adds, as if he heard my earlier thoughts.
            “So you’d better figure that one out fast.”
         

         
         I nod, knowing I now won’t be able to earn anything close to the amount of money I’d been hoping for this summer—not when I still have so many hours of service to complete, so many hours of practice each week, and a résumé suited mostly to low-paying jobs. I just have to hope Glory won’t accrue too many extra expenses before I’ve secured the money to pay for them. I wonder again if I could move Glory to a less expensive facility, but then I remember the other homes I read about online, with their tiny rooms and neglected patients. I refuse to send my grandmother to a place like that. Once the house is sold, we should be fine, but I have no idea how long that’s going to take. 

         
         “I’ll talk to the committee myself,” I say. Surely if I explain what’s been going on with my grandmother, that I’m single-handedly
            responsible for her care, they might be flexible.
         

         
         Coach’s eyebrows lower in response. “You have certain obligations, Sonny. Responsibilities. You’re already pushing the limit.”

         
         Yeah, I know I have responsibilities. So fucking many. If there’s one thing I clearly understand here, it’s the nature of
            responsibility. I consider telling him about the binder, how Glory has left me with nothing but empty pockets and tidal waves
            of anger. But I know better than to show my vulnerabilities. It’s been drilled into me by every coach I’ve ever had.
         

         
         “It’s part of being a superior student athlete,” he continues. “I always thought you understood that, but now, having watched
            you shirk your service requirement last semester and then start this mess at the club, I don’t know.” He studies me for another
            moment and then shakes his head in obvious disappointment. “I just don’t get what’s going on with you. All I know for sure
            is that you’d better turn this ship around or you’re going to be sorry. Trust me, nobody wants what’s best for you more than
            I do, but you keep getting in your own way. I’m not sure what kind of tough love you need to get back on the right path here,
            but let’s both hope we don’t have to find out.”
         

         
         He turns away from me then, leaving me to suffer the hurt of his words alone.

         
         

         I spend that entire afternoon at the mall, dropping my résumé with every retail store willing to accept it. Once I find a
            new job, I’ll figure out how to squeeze in the community service. I’m just walking out of American Eagle when I get a call
            from Bobby, the real estate broker.
         

         
         “McKenna, I’ve got great news,” he says in his gravelly smoker’s rasp.

         
         “Tell me.” I’m relieved to hear his enthusiasm. I don’t have room in my brain for any more negativity.

         
         “The buyers I told you about, the young family? They just put in an offer at almost ninety thousand dollars over asking!”

         
         I stop in my tracks, blocking the entrance to the store. “What? Why?!” Ninety thousand dollars is almost twenty percent more
            profit than I was expecting. With that kind of money, I’d have enough for Glory’s extra care and even some left over.
         

         
         “They loved the house, and they don’t want to risk losing it to someone else.”

         
         My chest fills with warmth thinking about a young family moving into the house. It softens the blow of having to leave, and
            I actually feel excited. That house isn’t just the place where my grandparents raised my mother. It’s also where Glory brought
            me back to life after we lost Mom, where she taught me to be resilient and to hold on to hope. The idea of another family
            creating happy memories in the place that sheltered my own family so well makes it feel bearable, even kind of right.
         

         
         “That’s amazing. Tell them I accept the offer. Tell them yes!”

         
         “There’s just one catch. One change they conditioned the deal on,” Bobby hedges.

         
         “It’s fine,” I say, laughing with relief. “Whatever they’re asking for, they can have it.”

         
         “They want to take possession in two weeks.”

         
         “Two weeks?” I balk. That’s no time at all. “But it’ll still be summer in two weeks.” I have very specifically told Bobby
            that I need to stay in the house until the school year starts again, when I can move back to the dorms.
         

         
         “Right, I know, but it’s just a few weeks’ difference. Surely you can figure something out. Use some of the profit to rent
            an apartment for the month if you have to. You’ll certainly be collecting enough to do that.”
         

         
         He’s right that it’s a huge profit, enough to cover so many different possibilities, and I’d be crazy to pass it up. I could
            probably stay with Lark and Rae for those few weeks, splitting the time between them so I don’t drive either of them too crazy.
            There’s no reason to waste the proceeds on renting a place when it’ll be such a short time. The situation is not ideal, but
            I really can’t argue with an extra ninety thousand dollars.
         

         
         “Okay, let’s do it,” I say. “Let’s close this deal!”

         
         

         Twelve days later, I’m standing in the middle of Glory’s front yard with the last remaining items from the house scattered all around me. Small items like lamps and vases sit on plastic tables, while a couple of larger pieces remain in the driveway. There are the bookshelves from the den, where Glory kept her collection of gardening books, and a paisley loveseat, which probably wasn’t even cool when Glory and Grandpa bought it a million years ago. The yellow paper tickets we affixed to each item wave in the afternoon’s light breeze, as if each piece is calling out to be chosen, carried away to another home to be loved. It makes me think of that line from Grey’s Anatomy: “Pick me, choose me, love me!”
         

         
         Lark and Amber are sitting at the folding table we’ve set up as a makeshift checkout counter. Rae and Anya are helping a heavyset
            man as he ties Glory’s chestnut dining table to the roof of his car.
         

         
         I feel like a tennis ball is lodged inside my throat as I watch them finish up, one more piece of my childhood on its way
            to disappearing. When Rae suggested I sell off Glory’s belongings, I was initially reluctant, but it didn’t take long for
            me to realize how wasteful and expensive it would be to store all her things when nobody would be using them. Who knows how
            long it’ll be before I have a home of my own, not to mention whether I’ll even want her things by then. Rae recruited Amber
            to organize the sale, and before I knew it, more than half of my teammates were rallying around me, demanding to get involved.
            With so many girls willing to help, the idea of a last-minute yard sale suddenly seemed manageable, maybe even a no-brainer.
            Even so, as I watch the man and his little girl drive away with Glory’s table on their roof, it’s hard not to weep.
         

         
         “Okay, ladies,” Rae says, bounding back toward me. “Let’s see if we can off-load these ceramic dishes on the next folks who
            show. Even if you sell them at ten cents apiece.”
         

         
         Everything I’ve grown up with has somehow become almost worthless, and it’s nothing short of heartbreaking. Rae notices the expression on my face and says, “Oh, sweetie, I know it’s rough. Why don’t you go sit with Lark and count the money? Money makes everyone feel better.” 

         
         I laugh lightly at her words as another car approaches the house. When the vehicle comes to a stop along the curb, I realize
            it’s Leo and his mom. I feel a little burst of joy at the sight of Leo’s face through the window. I suppose I’ve been missing
            his frank questions and deadpan responses more than I realized.
         

         
         His mom climbs out from the driver’s side and searches the scene in front of her. She’s dressed in denim shorts and a pale
            blue tank top, with a bunch of dangly necklaces hanging to the middle of her chest. She’s pretty in a relaxed way, like she
            doesn’t have to try at all, and I’m suddenly a little embarrassed. I imagine what the yard must look like through her eyes.
            Enough buyers have come through today that what’s left on display is meager and disjointed. Dishes and nightstands are strewn
            about the lawn, throw pillows and a few framed watercolors, everything now in disarray. My friends and I have been out in
            the hot sun for the last three hours, and we’re all disheveled, ponytails crooked and sweat marks on our t-shirts. It’s an
            awkward way to meet Leo and Beck’s mom for the first time.
         

         
         She must already think I’m a screwup for the way I let the swim lessons deteriorate. I can’t remember feeling this self-conscious
            in a long time, and I wish I could hide before his mom lays eyes on me.
         

         
         But then I notice the expression on Berry’s face—how she looks a little out of sorts too. Leo has just emerged from the passenger side of the car and is saying something to her, but her eyes are vacant as if she doesn’t even know where she is. I remember something my mom used to tell me when she was sick, that we had to keep in mind we weren’t the only people struggling, and so we had better always be kind. Whatever Leo’s mom is struggling with, it’s not my business. But I wonder. 

         
         I make my way over to the car and wave a hand at Leo. He doesn’t wave back as the two of them come forward to greet me at
            the edge of the yard.
         

         
         His mom speaks first.

         
         “Forgive us for showing up unannounced,” she says. “Harrison mentioned you were having a garage sale, and Leo, well, I suppose
            he wanted to come see his friend in action.” She glances at the slim pickings behind me. “Looks like you’ve been making out
            like a bandit, huh?”
         

         
         “I’m so glad you guys came. It’s great to finally meet you in person, Mrs. Becker.”

         
         “Please, call me Berry or I’ll feel a million years old.”

         
         “I’ve never been to a garage sale,” Leo says, looking toward the house behind me. “But this house doesn’t have a garage.”

         
         I smile. “Well, you don’t really need a garage. It’s just what people call it when they sell their personal belongings and
            housewares from right outside their homes. You could call it a yard sale or a tag sale too. The phrases and expressions people
            use don’t always make perfect sense, but we just try to get used to them anyway.”
         

         
         “Yes, exactly,” Berry says as she appraises me.

         
         Leo nods and starts looking around at the items on display.

         
         “But why would people buy any of this?” he asks. “I wouldn’t want any of these things. It looks like a bunch of old junk.”

         
         “Leo!” Berry admonishes him. “It’s not nice to say negative things about other people’s belongings.”

         
         “No, Berry, it’s fine.” I smile, and since Leo might not understand the facial cue, I clarify. “I kind of agree with you, Leo. All the nicest things sold pretty quickly. I don’t think anyone’s going to want what’s left. These items are probably only special to me now, but I don’t have any use for them anymore.” We all survey the yard for a moment longer, and the vibe feels so somber I can hardly bear it. Forcing cheer into my voice, I say, “But come, meet my friends.” 

         
         I reach out for Leo’s arm to bring him over to where Lark and Amber are sitting, but he jerks away before I make contact.

         
         “Sorry, Leo. I forgot myself.”

         
         Before he can respond, Rae comes bounding over.

         
         “Is this the all-time famous and epic Leo?” she asks, and I’m reminded of how Beck called me famous when we met too.

         
         “I’m not famous,” Leo says in his monotone cadence.

         
         Rae doesn’t skip a beat. “But you are Leo, aren’t you?”
         

         
         “Epic Leo,” he says with a little lift of his lip. “I like that.”

         
         Berry has stepped a few feet away from us, and I can tell she’s trying to give Leo space to interact without her hovering.
            Something about her feigned disinterest makes me miss my mom so fiercely in that moment. I glance over at my friends, who
            are all calling out to Leo to come introduce himself, and I remind myself again that family can come in many different forms.
            With these girls in my corner, I still have something special.
         

         
         “Come on, epic Leo,” I say. “Let me introduce you to the others.”
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         We’re almost back to the house when Leo asks me, “Do you think we should have a garage sale, like McKenna? We have a garage
            at our house, so we could do it the way you’re supposed to. Would people want to buy our junk?”
         

         
         Back when I was a kid, growing up on the other side of the Island, we used to have lots of yard sales. My family needed every
            extra penny we could get. Years ago, after the boys outgrew all their baby gear and toys, I suggested doing a yard sale so
            we could recoup a tiny percentage of the veritable fortune we’d spent on baby supplies over the years, but Phil said it wasn’t
            necessary. Then he dropped a comment about it being trashy, lugging all your belongings onto your lawn for the whole neighborhood
            to see. That was pretty much the end of my experience with secondhand sales.
         

         
         “Do you have things you’d like to sell?” I ask Leo, wondering if this is just his general idolization of McKenna. After seeing how she’s managing so much on her own, and how well she communicates with Leo, I don’t blame him for the hero worship. I’m glad for him to have connected with another person he can look up to. 

         
         “Yes, I do,” he says after a moment. “If I sell my things and people pay me money, the money would be mine to use how I want,
            right? The same as when the YMCA pays me?”
         

         
         “Yes, of course.” I’m sure he’s thinking about his long wish list of aeronautical items.

         
         “Can you have a yard sale if you only have four items to sell?” he asks.

         
         “Depends, I guess. What would you want to sell?”

         
         “The HS720.”

         
         That was the first drone we bought him, right after he started high school. He’s long since upgraded to bigger, fancier products
            thanks to the money he earns at the Y.
         

         
         “And the prop guards and landing gear,” he continues. “And the LEGO NINJAGO set I forgot to give to Sebastian before he left.”

         
         “Usually tag sales have more to choose from. If they have just a few items to sell, people often use the internet instead.
            Like shopping online, but the reverse.”
         

         
         “I don’t have anything else to sell at a garage sale yet. I don’t think we should have a garage sale. Online is a superior
            choice.”
         

         
         All the better, since I don’t have the bandwidth to take on a single additional obligation at the moment.

         
         We climb out of the car and head inside. Despite my sister’s aggressive encouragement, I still haven’t gotten Phil alone yet
            to demand answers from him.
         

         
         When I walk into the kitchen, he’s sitting at the table with his laptop open.

         
         “Leo was in quite a hurry to get upstairs,” he says with a question in his voice, waiting for me to tell him why.

         
         I’m sure Leo’s gone off to figure out how to list items for sale online, but all I offer Phil is “Yup.”

         
         At my clipped response, Phil shrugs and turns back to his computer screen.

         
         Now is the time. I should just dive in.

         
         But I’m afraid.

         
         Once we really have this conversation, I won’t be able to unknow whatever I find out. After all my time pining for answers,
            I’m no longer sure I want them.
         

         
         

         Stalling as I try to find that nerve I had the other day with Yvonne, I pull out my phone and check my email.

         
         Underneath some promotional junk and a message from Neil that I am not dealing with now, there’s a message from Karyn that
            I swipe instead. She wants to know if Leo would like to join one of the indoor swim groups at the Y.
         

         
         “Karen’s offering to let Leo swim at the Y, but do you think they’d let him student-teach?” I ask Phil, my habitual eagerness
            for his opinion overriding my urge to pretend he’s invisible.
         

         
         “No harm in asking,” he says, twisting in his chair to look back at me. “But you might want to make sure they’ll give him
            actual responsibility, not just pay him lip service.”
         

         
         After the way McKenna offered Leo so much control over their lessons, fake or superficial duties would just feel demeaning.

         
         “You’re right. I’m going to write Karyn, see what she says.”

         
         “Good call. I’ll be curious to hear how she responds.” Phil nods at me, giving me a little extra encouragement, and I realize this is the most collaborative conversation he and I have had about Leo, about anything, in many weeks. It hits me then how much I miss him. I don’t know this man he’s become recently, and I want my husband back. 

         
         I can’t put it off any longer. I need to know why he’s continued to pull further and further away from me, acting like only
            the worst version of himself.
         

         
         Walking closer to him, I search his face for clues. The shadows under his eyes are still dark, and his skin looks a little
            papery. But mostly he just looks like himself. I feel so sad knowing that whatever has been going on, something has been lost
            between us.
         

         
         “Do you have cancer?” I blurt out.

         
         He rears back like he’s been smacked.

         
         “Cancer? What are you talking about?”

         
         He looks genuinely surprised, and maybe I’ve really missed the mark. Either that, or he’s a much better actor than I realized.

         
         “The way you’ve been behaving,” I say. “There’s more here than just ongoing grief. I’m sure of that much. It makes sense if
            you’re sick, like battling cancer or something. I’ve been worrying about you.” My throat tightens with emotion. His head moves
            up in the start of a slow nod, as though he’s processing my words and deciding how to respond. A flash of something defensive
            crosses his face, but then his features soften again.
         

         
         Looking up at me, he says, “You don’t need to worry about me. I promise. That’s not—” He stops abruptly, and now I’m desperate
            to know what he’s decided not to say. If I push, he’ll clam up, so I wait.
         

         
         “My health is fine,” he finally says.

         
         “But your dark circles, the medicine you were hiding in your pocket . . . And you’re spending extra time with your father, maybe cherishing final normal moments with him?” 

         
         “No, hon, it’s not like that.” He reaches out for my hand, a pleading note in his voice.

         
         I yank my arm away, too betrayed for his touch.

         
         “Okay, so then what exactly is it like? Having an affair? Because that’s the only other explanation that makes sense.”
         

         
         “For the love of God! Berry!” Phil pushes out of the chair and stands, maybe so he can get better range as he shouts back
            at me, “There is no other woman!”
         

         
         “Okay, go ahead and explain the perfume you reeked of yesterday morning. Enough of this bullshit, Phil. It’s time to come
            clean. I’m not some idiot who can’t tell that you’re acting strange in a million different ways. Spit it out.”
         

         
         “There could never be another woman,” he says, no longer yelling as he reaches for my hand again. “You have to know that.
            Ever since I first saw you sitting in that booth at Friendly’s, I knew I couldn’t live without the woman with those ice-blue
            eyes and the bold voice that carried halfway across the restaurant. I’ve spent my whole life trying to make sure I deserve
            you. I’d never jeopardize this.” He motions back and forth between us. “Being with anyone else? I’d honestly never, ever want
            to.”
         

         
         But then his voice goes quiet again. “Berry,” he says, and in that one word, I know there’s something else. Whatever it is,
            it’s difficult, something I’m not going to like. I grab the back of the chair beside me, bracing myself.
         

         
         “The thing is,” he starts gently, “I don’t want to tell you.” I can hear the pain in his voice as he says it. “Can you please . . .
            can you just trust me?”
         

         
         That’s a good question. Can I “just trust him”? As I look into his dark eyes, I think of all the arguments we’ve had over these past months, how moody and withdrawn he’s been, and most of all, how he’s fought me on Leo’s care. And that’s when I realize he’s gotten the question all wrong. 

         
         “I think, Phil,” I answer him sadly, “it’s you who’s lost trust in me.”
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         For my last night in the house, I’ll be curled up in a sleeping bag on the hardwood floor, probably getting weepy about saying
            goodbye to the place that’s been my home for so long. Everything I’m taking with me is stuffed in my car, and the closing
            is scheduled for tomorrow morning. After that, the new buyers will take possession, and I will spend four and a half weeks
            couch surfing between Lark’s and Rae’s summer housing until it’s time to move back to my own dorm.
         

         
         Outside, the rain has been pouring for the last hour, with intermittent bouts of thunder and lightning. The noise feels like
            exclamation points on my gloomy mood. I keep wandering between the different rooms, especially my bedroom, then Glory’s. Even
            empty, the nooks and crannies of these spaces bring back so many memories.
         

         
         Standing at the kitchen counter, I take a few last bites from the container of chicken and rice I picked up from Chipotle. I had to walk through a deluge to get it, but I’d finished cleaning out the fridge earlier in the day, and I was starving enough to put up with getting soaked out there. I scarfed down a few bites as soon as I got home and then took a long shower to warm up. 

         
         Now dressed in dry sleep shorts and a comfy sweatshirt, I polish off the remaining food and toss the empty containers back
            in the takeout bag, which I’m using as the lone trash bag in the house.
         

         
         My phone dings and I grab for it, hoping it’s Glory. She’s been harder to reach these last few weeks. And when we do talk,
            she often zones out or falls asleep. I can feel her slipping through my fingers, disappearing deeper into an abyss with each
            passing day. And maybe this is the cruelest way there is to lose someone, watching the old Glory fade away in tiny increments,
            piece by piece, one memory at a time. It feels like fragments of myself are disappearing right along with her.
         

         
         I look down at my phone. Of course the text is not from her.

         
         Coach Cat: I talked to housing, and it looks like I can get you into the dorms a week early. Meantime, don’t get too blue tonight. Look at this as the start of a new leg of your journey. You know what they say: When one door
               closes . . .

         
         Things have been strained between Coach and me ever since the day he dressed me down for “assaulting a member” at Hollyhock.
            But yesterday he overheard Rae and me talking about the family that’s buying Glory’s house. He asked a bunch of questions,
            and after listening to my answers, he softened a little. I feel buoyed by his message, remembering that Glory isn’t the only
            person who looks out for me.
         

         
         I’m okay, but appreciate the pep talk, Dad. I add a little smiley face.
         

         
         After I hit Send, I feel, for the first time in recent memory, regret that I don’t have a dad, that I’ve been left to handle so much on my own. Not necessarily because I missed out on that specific relationship, but because a dad would have been one more person who was mine. 

         
         I consider texting Glory to say good night, but she probably won’t respond, and then I’ll only feel sadder. Instead, I head
            to my bedroom, flipping off the light and burrowing into the thin sleeping bag on the floor. I already left the other set
            of keys with Bobby the broker to give to the new owners. Tomorrow I’ll lock the front door of this house one last time. Then
            I’ll go to the lawyer’s office to sign whatever they need and officially transfer title to the house. I made a list of important
            details I want to give the new people, like how the ice maker sometimes makes a funny noise but they can usually just ignore
            it, or that they’d better remember to replace the batteries in the doorbell every six months or they’ll never know when they
            have visitors. I want to hug them and tell them I hope they’ll love the house as much as we did. Maybe we’ll exchange numbers
            and they’ll tell me I can come visit anytime.
         

         
         Maybe it will all be okay.

         
         

         Except the next day, things don’t unfold how I expect.

         
         When I arrive at the office of Aitana Fernandez, the lawyer my broker recommended, the buyers aren’t there. Apparently they
            signed everything the day before and only sent their lawyer, a crotchety older man named Archie, in their place. So I don’t
            get to meet the wonderful young family who’ll be taking possession after all.
         

         
         How I wish that was the worst of it.

         
         After I settle in at the shiny conference table, the frizzy-haired lawyer pushes a huge stack of papers toward me. It takes a while for me to sign on all the dotted lines, document after document, but finally, Aitana hands me a check. I look at the amount and blink to make sure I’m seeing properly. 

         
         “What is this?” I ask.

         
         “It’s your proceeds. From the sale.”

         
         “This is only a quarter of the purchase price.”

         
         “Right. Because of the reverse mortgage,” Bobby the broker says as he leans over to pat my arm.

         
         “Reverse mortgage? What is that?” I ask.

         
         “I told you,” Bobby says, defensiveness in his voice. He glances at the attorney and then back to me. “Your grandmother had
            a reverse mortgage on the house. I told you.”
         

         
         So much new information had been thrown at me while we were preparing for the sale. Maybe he did mention it, but what the
            hell do I know about real estate and mortgages?
         

         
         “I didn’t know that meant I wasn’t getting all of it.” I look over at Aitana helplessly.

         
         She and Bobby then explain to me what it means to have a reverse mortgage—the important detail being that Glory had taken
            out a loan at some point using the house as collateral. So it’s the bank, not me, who’s getting all the money I’d been waiting
            for, the money I’d been so foolishly sure would save us.
         

         
         

         I’m on my third set of freestyle laps, and I can barely focus after the disastrous events of my morning. I’m pretty sure I’m crying, but thankfully, having my face under the water makes it hard to tell. I keep running calculations in my head as I push my body through the water, turning my head to the side for brief gasps of air and trying to figure out how to stretch the much-smaller-than-expected check. When I turn for the next breath, I clock movement in my peripheral vision and see Coach Cat at the side of the pool, waving his arms and trying to catch someone’s attention, maybe mine. I’m only two strokes away from the starting block, so I just finish the lap and look up to where he’s storming over to my lane. His face is a darker shade of red than I’ve ever seen it, and I can tell something is very, very wrong. 

         
         Before I can ask what’s going on, he barks a command at me.

         
         “Out of the pool! Now!”

         
         “What? Why? What happened?” I plant my hands on the pool’s edge and haul myself out of the water.

         
         “I just got another call from Hollyhock,” he says, his tone expectant.

         
         I wait, unsure what he’s going to say next.

         
         “Well?” he demands. “What do you have to say for yourself?”

         
         “About what, Coach? I don’t know what you’re talking about. The club’s just randomly calling you to complain about me now?”

         
         “Oh, don’t give me that bullshit!” he roars, and I take a step back. I’ve never seen him this angry. “Why did you go back
            there? Do you have any idea what you’ve done?”
         

         
         Some of the other swimmers have stopped their laps to watch us.

         
         “Go back? I didn’t go back. I haven’t. Honestly, I don’t even know what you’re talking about, but you’re being totally scary
            right now.” Water is dripping from my hair and suit down my body to the floor, but I barely feel it as Coach continues.
         

         
         “Good! You should be scared. What kind of stunt . . . I can’t believe this!” His voice keeps getting louder. “Gasoline, McKenna?! Oil paint?
            You know full well how much damage those materials can cause!”
         

         
         “Coach!” Now I’m panicking and yelling too. “Stop it! I have no idea what this is about!”

         
         Suddenly our assistant coach, Marcy, is hurrying over, an expression of alarm on her face. “Warren, what’s going on?” she
            asks, looking from Coach to me and back to Coach.
         

         
         “Our friend McKenna here thought it’d be a good idea to send the people at Hollyhock Country Club a message,” he tells Marcy.
            “Show them how she felt about being fired, or how she doesn’t respect their rules, or God knows what else she was trying to
            say! You want to tell Marcy what you did, Sonny, or should I?”
         

         
         “I didn’t do anything!”

         
         A look of grave disappointment crosses Coach’s face before he looks back at Marcy.

         
         “Yeah, she didn’t do anything except pour gallons of paint and gasoline into the club’s seventy-five-foot swimming pool last
            night. Late, so no one on-site would notice the oily sheen on the water. It left plenty of time for the fuel to seep into
            the filters and then the pump.” He looks back at me. “That’s what you wanted, right? Maximum damage.”
         

         
         I’m stunned into silence.

         
         “They’ll have to drain the whole pool into a special hazardous waste removal truck, and you can bet your bottom dollar that both the filter and the pump are completely destroyed. Brand-new pool equipment. The pool walls and floors are stained, and they may need to acid-wash the whole pool. Thousands and thousands of dollars, Sonny. That’s what this childish stunt of yours is going to cost the club. Hazardous waste and material degradation. Kathleen said so much, I lost track. And for what?! Did you think it would make them hire you back? You’d better hope they don’t find proof, Sonny, because you’ll almost certainly get arrested. Is that what you wanted? To go to prison?” 

         
         “Prison?!” I shout back. “Coach, I had nothing to do with any of that! I didn’t even know about it until right this minute!
            Why do you think it was me?”
         

         
         He stares back at me, examining my face, and I think he’s finally hearing me. His features slacken, as if he’s realized he
            jumped too quickly to the wrong conclusion.
         

         
         “Coach,” I hurry to say. “You know me. You know I’d never do anything like that.”

         
         He shakes his head and lets out a long sigh.

         
         “That’s the problem, Sonny. I do know you. I know how quick you are to anger, how you make irrational, stupid choices when
            you’re mad.”
         

         
         “Yeah, maybe, but nothing like this.” I can hear the pleading in my voice, but my desperation seems to stoke the flames of
            his anger.
         

         
         “It just sounds like bullshit to me, McKenna. There’s no one else who’d have reason to do this. It was so clearly revenge . . .
            All because a private club didn’t want to act as a charity? What exactly did you think would come of this? Once they find
            proof, I don’t think there’ll be anything I can do to protect you. God knows you don’t deserve it!”
         

         
         As shocked as I am that someone poured a bunch of toxic waste into the country club pool, I’m more stunned they think I’m the one who did it. Most of all, I’m floored that Coach believes them, that his first instinct is to think the worst of me. Until this moment, I really believed he cared about me, just like a surrogate dad. But a family member is supposed to give you the benefit of the doubt. I’m so incensed by his lack of belief in me, how quick he is to assume I’ve done these terrible things, that I’m blinded by rage. I open my mouth and tear into him even worse than he just laid into me. 

         
         “Are you out of your fucking mind? Proof? Let them find proof! I didn’t do shit, Coach! Their proof will show I had nothing
            to do with any of this! How could you think, after all the time we’ve spent together, that I would do something like that?
            But you’re not even questioning it. I thought you knew me. I thought you prided yourself on getting to know all your swimmers
            so, so well. Apparently you don’t know shit about me if you think I’d throw gasoline in a pool. I can’t even afford the fucking
            gas, you asshole!”
         

         
         No sooner are the words out of my mouth than I want to take them all back, reach into the air, grab them, and stuff them back
            into my mouth, where no one will ever hear them. I know better than to speak to Coach like this. He may have been an ass,
            but he’s my coach, and he deserves respect, if not for who he is then at least for his position. I’ve seen other swimmers
            lose it on a coach a time or two in the past, and I know full well it always ends the same way.
         

         
         “Coach,” I start. “Coach, I am so sorry.”

         
         “Pack up your locker, McKenna.”

         
         “No, Coach, no, I am so sorry. I didn’t mean— I shouldn’t have said all that.”

         
         “Damn it, Sonny. You’ve given me no choice. You’re off the team.”
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         Few places are more deserted than a New York elementary school in late July. But because Stillwell is a private institution,
            some skeleton staff, including a few key administrators, keep showing up to prep for fall. It’s so quiet in the building that
            when my phone rings from inside my bag, I’m startled nearly halfway out of my seat.
         

         
         “Harrison!” I answer with delight as I recover. “To what do I owe the pleasure of a midday call?”

         
         “Hey. I’ve got a meeting with Vinny in a few minutes, but I wanted to give you a heads-up.” He’s speaking in hushed tones,
            as if he doesn’t want to be overheard. “I think we need to take a pause before letting Leo hang out with McKenna anymore.”
         

         
         “Why would you say that?”

         
         “You know Duncan Wallace from my office?”

         
         I’ve never met the guy, but Harrison talks about him plenty.

         
         “Sure,” I prod.

         
         “His parents belong to Hollyhock. He’d been planning to take time off today for some sort of family day at the club with his wife and kids, but he ended up coming into work. Apparently the events got canceled because somebody vandalized the pool. They’re saying that an employee who was recently fired poured gasoline or paint or something into the water and caused thousands of dollars of damage.” 

         
         “That’s terrible. Why would somebody do that?”

         
         “Mom.”

         
         I take a moment longer and then gasp. “You don’t think McKenna . . . ?” I’m appalled at the very suggestion. “Because the
            club wouldn’t let her hold the swim lessons? No, baby, I don’t think so. She seems so grounded and sensible. She’s not some
            disgruntled worker who would go off the rails like that.”
         

         
         “I’m not sure, Ma. She’s told me herself that she sometimes gets so angry she can’t control herself. I found it endearing
            when she was talking about it, but maybe I was being a little blind. She was so pissed off about the lessons getting canceled.
            Then she was accused of assaulting one of their members. I mean, how well do we really know her?”
         

         
         The question does make me think.

         
         “Maybe she thought she was being some kind of hero,” he continues. “But it’s pretty wack to pour toxins into a private pool.
            And don’t get me started on the environmental implications. I hate to say it, but maybe she’s not the angel we thought she
            was.”
         

         
         “So you think we should all cut her off? You’re going to end things with her too?”

         
         “There’s nothing to end, Ma. It was one date. Maybe not even a date. I don’t know what she thought. But this is about Leo.
            The last thing he needs is to get mixed up with trouble. So yeah, I’m going to stop texting her, and we should make sure Leo
            knows not to contact her either. That’s all I’m saying.”
         

         
         He’s not wrong, and we do have plenty enough drama going on in our house already.

         
         “Listen, Ma. I gotta run.”

         
         When we hang up, I try to imagine that kind, accomplished young woman sneaking onto the grounds of a country club under cover
            of night, canisters of gasoline in her hands, and I just don’t see it. Leo had been building such a nice relationship with
            her, and I hate to make him give that up because of some cockamamie theory Harrison’s cooked up. But then I consider the possibility
            she really did do the things he’s accused her of. That’s not the kind of behavior I want Leo anywhere near. If he was able
            to connect so deeply with McKenna, I have to hope others could bring out the best in him too. Better safe than sorry and all
            that. Leo will have to find other mentors, other people to inspire him.
         

         
         I turn back to my computer and try to focus on the faculty résumés I’m supposed to be reviewing. When I make it to the third
            application for our junior art teacher position without remembering a single detail from the others, I accept that I’m too
            distracted. I just cannot stop thinking about Hollyhock. What Harrison described sounds more like something gang members would
            do as an initiation prank, not the actions of an NCAA Division 1 athlete and promising nursing student. I Google the number
            for Hollyhock, deciding to do some recon of my own. A receptionist picks up, and I ask to be transferred to the manager of
            the club.
         

         
         After a few moments of classical music, a woman answers, sounding frazzled. “This is Kathleen.”

         
         “Hi, I’m sorry to bother you, but I was hoping you could tell me if you know who’s responsible for the vandalism of your pool.”

         
         “I’m sorry, who’s this?” she asks, her voice defensive, as if I have no right to be asking. And I guess I don’t.

         
         “Oh, sorry. This is Berry Selinger. My son, Leo Becker, was one of the special-needs students being taught by McKenna Jamison.”

         
         “I see.” There’s a pause, and then she says, “I’m sorry, Ms. Selinger, but we can’t give out any information about the incident
            yet. So if that’s all . . .” I’m sure she’s got a lot to deal with, remediating whatever happened.
         

         
         “I don’t want to keep you,” I tell her. “It’s just that my son has developed quite a friendship with McKenna, and I’m trying
            to figure out if maybe this is not a productive relationship for him to continue. He’s not socially aware the way a neurotypical
            kid would be, and I just don’t want him to be taken advantage of.”
         

         
         The woman lets out a loud breath. “Yeah, I can understand that.” Her tone mellows as she continues. “Look, we don’t have any
            proof, but all signs are pointing to McKenna. You’re probably right to be cautious. Whoever did this definitely intended to
            cause extensive harm. That’s really all I can say.”
         

         
         I try to imagine the damage at the club. I don’t know much about swimming pool maintenance, but I grew up around plenty of
            auto-body shops, and I’m well aware that once gasoline and oil paint get where they don’t belong, there are no easy fixes.
            I’m sure it’ll cost the club a fortune to rectify, though they’ve surely got good insurance. “Will she get arrested?”
         

         
         “Well, again, we don’t have any proof. We lost power during the storm, and it didn’t get restored until about four a.m. Our generator covers the basics—lights and refrigerators—but it doesn’t power the security cameras. If it was McKenna, she was pretty clever about it. Almost as if she waited for the right night to make her move. I’d be wary of a person that calculating. That’s all I can tell you.” 

         
         When we hang up, I allow myself a minute to wonder when exactly I became so naïve. As a girl growing up in Bay Shore, I never
            bought into anybody’s bullshit. I’m so disappointed in myself for falling for McKenna’s song and dance and exposing my sweet
            Leo to her. Even worse, I’m angry at myself for putting up with Phil’s refusal to share whatever dirty little secret he’s
            hiding. It’s not enough that he admitted to something. I don’t care whether he’s ready to share with me. Sometimes we’re not ready to do the hard things, but we don’t get a choice.
            And I’m all finished handing out free passes.
         

         
         

         Tonight, when Phil gets home from work, I’m waiting in the mudroom. As he walks in from the garage and sees me standing there,
            his eyes light up for a second, but then he registers the expression on my face.
         

         
         “You’re not taking one step farther into this house until you tell me what the hell is going on.”

         
         “Berry, come on.” He drops his bag beside the door and tries to move around me, but I’m fast and I block his path.

         
         “I mean it. I don’t know when I became Berry the Pushover, but no more. We don’t do this. Not you and me.”

         
         “For fuck’s sake, Berry. Please don’t do this. You’re putting me in an impossible position.”

         
         “I am?” I ask incredulously. “I’m putting you in a bad position? I’m not the one who’s been disappearing for hours on end, hiding pharmacy bags and god knows what else. Either you spit it out right now, or you turn around and find yourself somewhere else to stay.” 

         
         Phil twists around to look at the door, as if he’s actually deciding whether to stay or go, and then he looks back at me,
            his eyes unreadable.
         

         
         We’re both silent for so long that everything starts to feel surreal. I just keep staring at his face, willing him to finally
            come clean, praying for it not to be as awful as all the different things I’m imagining. He’s clearly fighting some sort of
            war within himself. As the seconds drag, it begins to feel like I can’t see him at all. And if that’s not a perfect metaphor
            for this situation, I don’t know what is.
         

         
         Finally, when I’m nearly faint from the strangeness of it all, Phil opens his mouth. But instead of speaking, he just starts
            to sob.
         

         
         “Phil, honey, what is it?” On instinct, I’m wrapping my arms around him, guiding his head onto my shoulder as his body shakes.
            “You’ve got to tell me. What’s happening?”
         

         
         “I’m not who you thought I was, okay?”

         
         “What?”

         
         He lifts his head and swipes beneath his eyes. He meets my gaze and then quickly looks away. “I’m not sick, I’m not having
            an affair. I’m just a pathetic loser.”
         

         
         “A loser?” As I repeat the word, it dawns on me this has to be about something financial.

         
         “I’ve been trying to take care of everything so you’d never know. The worst part of all of this has been imagining you seeing
            me the way I’ve been forced to see myself.”
         

         
         I pull him by the hand into the kitchen and point toward the table.

         
         “Sit. Start at the beginning. All of it.”

         
         He does as I say, slumping into his chair, still wiping at his eyes.

         
         “It was the home health monitoring devices. We never should have invested so much in them. And then the warehouse in Connecticut.
            We’re paying rent to store those devices, but they’re not selling, and we’re getting deeper and deeper in the hole. The business
            is tanking. And I’ve tried a million things to save it. But come next week, we have to declare.”
         

         
         “Declare what?”

         
         “Chapter 7. Total bankruptcy and liquidation.”

         
         He looks up at me, waiting for my reaction.

         
         “What else?” I ask.

         
         “What do you mean ‘what else’? That’s it. That’s the whole story. Isn’t that enough?”

         
         I struggle to maintain my composure as I respond.

         
         “That’s it? That’s the big, scary, secret thing? The thing you couldn’t trust me with? All these months of sneaking around,
            the moodiness, the travel, letting me think you’re having an affair, that maybe you’re fucking dying . . . All of it, and
            it’s just some business troubles?”
         

         
         He shoots out of his chair at my words.

         
         “It’s not just some business troubles! We completely screwed up. The company I spent years building. My employees. I can’t even bear to think how this is going to affect Christo!” He nearly yelps the name of his longtime executive assistant. “What will he do now? And all the other employees. Berry, this isn’t just business troubles. It’s our whole livelihood. My employees, my reputation, my self-respect—I’ve lost everything! All these people depend on me, and I’ve let them down. This is what they live on! I can’t stand the sight of myself, and the idea of you looking at me the same way I do . . . I don’t know if I can survive it. I’ve been working hard my whole life, trying to make something of myself, and I’ve got exactly nothing to show for it!” 

         
         “That’s bullshit.”

         
         Phil winces at my language, but I’m well past catering to the sensitivities of his ears. I point a finger at his chest as
            I step closer. “Your company is not everything. I’m sorry that something you worked so hard on has started to fall apart.
            I am, but that’s it. That’s all this is. You will find another way to earn money. It’s not our whole livelihood. Have you
            forgotten that we are a double-income household?” I motion toward the little desk in the corner where so many of my materials
            from Stillwell are scattered. “I can steer the ship for a while, and that can be okay. And may I remind you that I’m up for
            a lucrative promotion? You are so much more than your paycheck, Phil! You’ve always tied your identity too closely to your
            earnings. Enough!
         

         
         “And since you can’t seem to see yourself for who you are, let me clear things up. You are the man who never leaves his wife
            to do dishes on her own, the one who listens to his teenage son list flight path changes nearly every night, the one who makes
            sure the walkway is salted each time it snows so the postman doesn’t slip. I don’t know what your damn parents taught you,
            but this is life! Sometimes you have a lot, sometimes you have a little, and you just figure it out.” I lean even closer,
            our noses nearly touching. “What you do not do is keep secrets from the one person who has supported everything you’ve ever done. You don’t sneak around and come back smelling like perfume, letting the woman who would lie down on railroad tracks for you wonder why you’ve replaced her!” Remembering those other questions, I step back. “Speaking of, care to explain the perfume? And the dress shirt? And the trips to Westchester? None of those details make sense.” 

         
         Is it possible he’s still lying to me?

         
         “Dean and I have been trying to find investors on our own, but nothing has panned out. We took on too much risk, and nobody
            wants to get involved. I finally asked my dad for help.” His shoulders have dropped so low, he looks like he can barely tolerate
            being inside his own body.
         

         
         “Dad knows venture capitalists. I’ve been walking him through all the details of what’s going on so we could strategize about—”

         
         “Hold up,” I interrupt as I take a step back. “You told your father? You told your father. And not me.” I have to repeat this
            information to digest it. “The same father whose values made you afraid to tell me?” After all the years of his parents teaching
            him to measure his self-worth by the number of zeros in his bank account, and he was still more comfortable going to his dad.
         

         
         “Phil, you know I have never cared about how much money you make! So long as we can take care of our kids and put food on
            the table, we can figure everything out. Is this why you haven’t wanted to pay for any extra services for Leo? Instead of owning your own failures, you started taking things
            away from our kid who needs them. So I wouldn’t notice our bank statements looking different? Are you kidding me? Why wouldn’t
            you trust me to handle this, the same way we’ve handled so many other things together?”
         

         
         “I’ve lost trust in everything except you. I can’t lose anything else. First my mom. Then the business. I’m having trouble letting go with Leo. It’s too much.”
            His eyes are wet as he says it, and I start to soften.
         

         
         But then I think again of the rest. “You still haven’t explained the perfume.”

         
         “It was an investor I had a breakfast meeting with. She and I were right next to each other, looking over reports.” He looks
            away from me again.
         

         
         “So why didn’t you just say that? ‘Gee, Berry, it was just a breakfast meeting.’ You wouldn’t have had to get into all the
            details. So why?”
         

         
         “I don’t know, okay? I just didn’t want you to have to think about any of it, none of it! Not when I promised to be the one
            to provide for you, and I failed to live up to everything I swore I’d do. It doesn’t matter anyway, because that investor’s
            not interested. None of them are. It’s over. We’re closing up shop.” He drops his head into his hands. “I don’t know, Berry.
            I don’t know what’s going to happen, or how I’m going to support us now.”
         

         
         “Would you shut up? We are going to be okay. Even if I don’t get the promotion. I can pick up some tutoring like I used to
            do. You’ve carried us for long enough. I can be the one to bear that burden now. And you can use this opportunity for a fresh
            start, to find something you really want to do.”
         

         
         “Who’s going to hire a man well into his fifties? I’ve made such a mess of my career.” He looks so devastated that my anger
            continues to melt. It must have been so hard keeping this to himself all these months, all because he was so beaten down by
            loss.
         

         
         “It’s not 1950 anymore, Phil. Plenty of people would want the expertise of a highly educated former executive with specialized
            skills. You’ll see. You’ll call a headhunter. In the meantime, let me take care of everything. I’ve got this.”
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         I don’t start crying until I’ve started the car, where I’ve got every last item from my swim locker stuffed in a bag behind
            me. Maybe I shouldn’t be driving in such a state, but since I’m clearly not the best at making good choices, I chalk this
            up to one more error of judgment on my part. By the time I reach Juniper Groves, my eyes are so red, there’s no way to hide
            I’ve been crying.
         

         
         Grabbing a t-shirt from my swim bag to dry my face, I take a deep breath. The scent of chlorine emanating from the shirt is
            as familiar as it is crushing when it fills my nose. Glancing in the rearview mirror again, I twist my wet ponytail into a
            bun, and it only accentuates how beaten down I look. I should wait a few minutes and let my features return to a less alarming
            state, but I’m desperate to talk to my grandmother.
         

         
         Ever since I was a little kid, Glory’s had a way of taking whatever I’ve done wrong and helping me rearrange the pieces on the board. Like that time senior year when I got fired from Monte Pizza for pouring a pitcher of Dr Pepper on the manager who’d been getting handsy with waitresses. After lecturing me about all the better ways I could have handled the situation, she sat with me while I updated my résumé and made a list of other restaurants where I should apply. She was the one who suggested I start looking for work closer to Meadowbrook so I could keep the job into college, and that’s how I ended up waiting tables at the Sizz. There were countless other incidents like that, where Glory managed to turn another one of my shitty situations into an excellent opportunity. 

         
         Thinking about all that now, I feel like I can’t waste another second outside of her wise presence. I quit waiting for my
            post-crying aura to fade and hurry out of the car. When I approach reception to check in, I don’t recognize the woman at the
            desk today.
         

         
         “Where’s Rhonda?” I ask, perhaps too abruptly. She’s been so warm to me every time I visit, and I was looking forward to seeing
            a friendly face.
         

         
         “This isn’t her shift,” the dark-haired woman responds. “I’m Tanya, here every weekday morning.”

         
         Of course I wouldn’t know who’s on duty during this time because I’m always at swim practice. She chews the wad of gum in
            her mouth aggressively and looks up at me expectantly.
         

         
         I tell her I’m there to visit Gloria Jamison, and she makes a few clicks on the computer in front of her.

         
         “The residents are just finishing up breakfast, but I see you’re on the approved list. You can go on up.”

         
         Upstairs are several sitting areas, with floral upholstered sofas arranged across from sturdy, hard-backed chairs. I move down the hall and end up in a mostly empty breakfast room. Only a few stragglers remain, reading their morning newspapers over cups of coffee. I’m about to turn toward the living quarters—“the apartments,” as they call them—when I notice Glory at a table tucked into the far corner of the room. She’s sitting by herself, shaking her head back and forth. 

         
         Even from across the room, I can see something isn’t right.

         
         “Glory,” I say as I reach her.

         
         She looks up at me with wide eyes. “Can you help me?” she asks.

         
         My chest tightens at the vacant look in her eyes.

         
         “Of course. Anything you need.” I lean down and start to give her a hug hello, but she stiffens. “What’s wrong?” I ask.

         
         “I can’t remember where I’ve put my shopping list. Larry’s going to kill me. I thought I had it here.” She looks down at her
            half-eaten bowl of oatmeal. “But there’s nothing. He’s going to be so angry.”
         

         
         “Who’s Larry?” I ask, hoping I can bring her back from wherever she’s gone. Maybe a change of scenery will help. “Why don’t
            we go look in your apartment?”
         

         
         She winces at the suggestion and then looks at me with a hard expression. “My apartment? I can’t take you to my apartment.
            I don’t bring strangers home.”
         

         
         “Glory, it’s me, McKenna.”

         
         “No,” she says, pushing her chair out from the table. “I won’t go with you. No.” She’s still shaking her head as she stands.

         
         I reach out for her arm, and she yanks it away.

         
         “Don’t touch me!” she snaps.

         
         I know this is her disease talking, but the pain of it stings just the same.

         
         “Glory, please, it’s me, your granddaughter.”

         
         “I have to . . .” She turns back toward the table as if she’s checking for something, and then looks back at me. “I can’t find it. Not here.” She moves around to the other side of the table, tilting the little napkin dispenser and the plastic salt and pepper shakers, looking under each one. 

         
         She looks toward the room’s exit, mumbling something I can’t make out. And then I catch sight of Mauricia, one of the nurses,
            hurrying toward us.
         

         
         “Hold up there, Gloria,” Mauricia says in a loud, overly upbeat voice. “I was hoping I could walk along with you to your room.
            Do you mind waiting on me for just one moment while I have a word with my friend?”
         

         
         Glory looks back at Mauricia, her gaze still steely. But after a second, she gives a curt nod.

         
         The nurse tips her head to the side, indicating I should walk a few steps with her.

         
         “I’m so sorry, McKenna,” she says. “She’s been like this all morning. We took her on an early morning walk before breakfast
            and the agitation died down, but she hasn’t come back to herself yet.”
         

         
         “But she will, right? Come back to herself, I mean.” I ask every time I see her like this, and I always get some version of
            the same answer.
         

         
         Mauricia glances at Glory, who’s gone back to rearranging things on the table, still looking for whatever list she imagines
            is missing. “Most likely. But once the fits start coming like this, no one can say which lucid moment is the last. I’m so
            sorry, sweetie. Why don’t you let me get her settled back in her room, and you go hang outside a bit? Maybe in another twenty
            minutes she could be ready for a visitor.”
         

         
         I wander out to the garden, where wide walkways are surrounded by the kinds of flowers I generally hate. They’re the same types everyone brought when my mom was dying: orange-red daylilies, yellow zinnias, some pink coneflowers. None of the less common ones that Glory loved adding to her garden, like chocolate cosmos, or our favorite, the blue morning glories. 

         
         I’m the only one outside, so I settle on a bench, hoping I won’t have to be alone with my thoughts for too long.

         
         Leaning my head back to let the sun warm my face, I start running calculations in my head again, the same ones I’ve been going
            over since I left the bank. Except now I have to recalibrate, accounting for the fact that without my spot on the team, I
            no longer qualify for any scholarship money.
         

         
         Back when Glory and I first started exploring different colleges, I’d been so shocked by how much it could cost, even as an
            in-state student. By then, my heart was already set on becoming a nurse, and I was so grateful that my swimming had done just
            what my mom always promised it would. Thanks to all those years of practice, I’d been granted a golden ticket, with access
            to a life I’d never have been able to afford otherwise. I’d been so close to the finish line.
         

         
         Until I went and ruined it all.

         
         I’m filled with so much shame that it’s hard to breathe. What my mother would think if she could see me now. Imagining her
            reaction, I feel a million splinters shooting through my veins. After all the things we sacrificed so I could follow my dreams
            and get a nursing degree, I’ve landed at a place where it may have all been for nothing.
         

         
         With the proceeds from the house, I should have enough to pay the ongoing expenses for Glory’s care and either my tuition or my housing, but not both. I wish I could just move in with Lark or Rae, but their rooms are so tiny already. I’m lucky as it is that they’ve agreed to house me for the few weeks until school starts. I can hardly ask for two more years of hospitality. Maybe if I rotated between all my different teammates, I wouldn’t be too much of an imposition on any particular person, but the idea feels ridiculous. Even though all my earthly belongings are currently stuffed inside the trunk of Glory’s car, I do need a place to live. 

         
         As I scroll through apartment rentals on my phone, I’m floored by how expensive they are. Page after page, everything is so
            far outside my budget that it’s laughable.
         

         
         When I glance at the time, I realize I’ve been waiting more than half an hour for Mauricia. I should probably go back in,
            check to make sure Glory’s okay, but my phone rings, Lark’s name lighting up the screen. Even though I knew she’d call at
            the first opportunity after witnessing the scene at the pool earlier, I’m still so relieved to be hearing from her.
         

         
         “Hey,” I say into the phone, holding back a sob. Maybe she can talk to Coach. Maybe if the whole team rallies behind me, he’ll
            reconsider.
         

         
         “McKenna, how could you?” Her voice is harsh, accusatory, not at all the soft embrace I’d been waiting for.

         
         “How could I . . . ?” It takes me a second to catch on. “You’re taking Coach’s side?” I balk.

         
         “You realize that your actions put the entire swim team at risk. This affects all of us, you know. We’re all connected.”

         
         “But I didn’t do it!” I argue. “How could you even think that I would?”

         
         “Darian saw you.”

         
         “Darian? What are you talking about? He saw me what?”

         
         “You were at the dumpster, soaking wet, like you’d been out in the rain for a good long while. Looking a wreck. He saw you.”

         
         It takes me a second to piece together what she’s saying, and then I get it. “No, Lark! I was picking up food at Chipotle.”

         
         “Which just so happens to be not so far from the club,” she says as if she’s solved the case.

         
         “Yeah, and neither is my house! I wanted Chipotle for dinner, so I used their dumpster for some of the last crap I had to
            toss before the move. What was Darian even doing in town? And why are you talking to him?”
         

         
         “That’s not really the point right now.” Her voice is all sharp edges. “He knows what he saw.”

         
         “That’s it?” I demand. “He places me at a dumpster, with wet hair, during a rainstorm, and that’s enough to convince you I’m guilty as charged?”
         

         
         “I’ve seen you when somebody pisses you off, McKenna. I know how nuts you can get, and I know how mad you were about what
            happened.”
         

         
         “Yeah, sometimes I yell, but I don’t go around destroying property. Is this seriously what you think of me?”

         
         “Look, I don’t know if you did or if you didn’t mess up the pool at the club. Whether it was your grandma’s old gardening supplies you were chucking into that dumpster or empty gas cans, it’s almost beside the point. I saw how you acted with Coach with my own eyes. Landing yourself in the middle of all this drama, it’s seriously problematic. It isn’t good for any of us. You know as well as I do that swimming and the team always come first. That’s where your focus should have been, and it’s where my focus needs to be. Vandalism, destruction of property, assault . . . I’ve worked too long and too hard to be associated with anything like that, and I don’t doubt for one second that you’d say the same if the tables were turned.” 

         
         Her words are such a shock, I find myself gasping for breath. None of this makes any sense. My entire world has become unrecognizable.

         
         “But I would never get involved in things like that! You know I wouldn’t!” I shout back at her.

         
         “Actually, I don’t know, McKenna. I don’t know that at all. Rae and I saw all that cash falling out of your wallet last month at the Sizz. Before
            the yard sale, before you sold the house. That was really just from swim lessons? Who knows what cagey shit you’ve been doing?
            I don’t mean to be a bitch. Really, I don’t. But I can’t risk letting you bring me or the team down along with you.”
         

         
         “What? Everyone feels this way?”

         
         “You know how it is, McKenna. I’m sorry.”

         
         “Wait, we’re just, like, done? After everything?”

         
         “Work out your shit,” she answers more gently. The sadness I detect in her voice hits me like a brick to the face as she adds,
            “Find somewhere else to stay. Believe it or not, I will be rooting for you to find your way.”
         

         
         “Somewhere else to stay? I don’t have anywhere . . .” I stop speaking as I realize she’s hung up.

         
         At some point during our conversation, I stood, though I don’t remember doing it. I look around the garden in confusion. As
            I start replaying the conversation in my head, Mauricia finally emerges from the building.
         

         
         Thank goodness, because there’s never been a moment when I’ve needed Glory more.

         
         But as Mauricia approaches me, she says, “I’m sorry, sweetie, but your grandma’s fallen asleep. It took a while to settle her, and I think the agitation was just too much for her.” 

         
         “I can wait,” I say.

         
         Mauricia hears the sogginess in my voice and puts a hand on my arm.

         
         “There’s no telling how long she’ll stay down, or who she’ll be when she wakes up. I’m sorry, honey, but I think it’s best
            to prepare yourself. She was your caretaker, but now you’re hers. Roles have a way of reversing like that, whether we like
            it or not. Now it’s time to just focus on how you can give her the comfort and peace she needs.”
         

         
         But I don’t have anything to give her. I don’t have anything at all.
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         The morning sky is still dark as I peer outside the door of the recreation center. The last thing I want is to bump into any
            of my former teammates and have them realize I’m using the school’s fitness facility for my regular showers. The staff hasn’t
            questioned my odd hours. It’s been easy enough to pull off since they all recognize my face from before, but I don’t want
            people knowing this building has been my only option for decent hygiene.
         

         
         The October air has just recently turned cooler, and it’s uncomfortable against my wet hair as I hurry to the car. I drop
            my toiletry bag into the passenger seat and sink behind the wheel of the Camry. There are still three hours before my first
            class, and I have a pharmacology test I haven’t finished studying for. I decide to move the car to a lot on the south side
            of campus. I’ll have to take a shuttle from there to the library, but I can’t knock the free parking.
         

         
         After Lark excommunicated me over the summer, the rest of the team decided to follow her lead. I couldn’t believe they’d just write me off like that. All of them, like a bunch of sheep. When I confronted Rae, she told me it was a direct order from Coach: “No contact, no drama, no exceptions.” He warned them that the NCAA might investigate and that the best way to protect themselves and their swim careers was to stay far away from me. 

         
         It doesn’t seem to matter that no one ever found any actual evidence of me being involved in the vandalism. Even so, I’ve
            been entirely cut off. Couch surfing between my friends’ dorms and apartments obviously became beyond the realm of possibility.
         

         
         Things might have turned out fine if the landlord with the one affordable apartment I found would have been willing to accept
            a lessee with no credit history. He did offer to waive the credit requirements if I could provide a cosigner. For a split
            second, I thought about asking Coach, but then my brain landed back on planet earth.
         

         
         Luckily, Glory’s Camry has a pretty comfortable backseat, and no one seems to bother me if I find an out-of-the-way parking
            spot for the night. I haven’t figured out yet what I’ll do when the winter weather arrives. Probably no one would notice if
            I slept at a library carrel high up in the stacks with my head down on a desk. Students pull all-nighters studying all the
            time during college, don’t they? I could probably also spend a night here or there in student lounges. It won’t be like this
            forever, and once I graduate with my nursing degree, everything will be better. I’ll be able to get a job, earn money, and
            have enough financial security that I won’t need anyone. Maybe then I’ll stop getting attached to more people who are only
            going to abandon me.
         

         
         

         I make my way up the steps of the library and find a seat at a table on the main floor, where more people tend to congregate. It’s not the best spot for serious studying—lots of people coming and going, creating distractions as they walk by. But lately I’ve been finding that the quietness of deserted places feels oppressive. 

         
         Opening my notes, I turn my attention to the pages on endocrine drugs. I’m still taking my schoolwork seriously. There’s no
            point living the way I have been if I’m just going to screw up my studies.
         

         
         The topics we cover in the nursing program are of genuine interest to me, and two hours pass in no time. I promised my mom
            I was going to be one of the best nurses out there, and I meant it. Being able to lose myself in the subject matter feels
            like a gift, the only time I get a break from thinking about everything I’ve lost. I’m just finishing up the section on corticosteroids
            and Cushing’s syndrome when I hear familiar voices behind me.
         

         
         Twisting around, I see that Rae, Amber, and Chloe have just entered the lobby. They’re with two other girls who must be first-years
            on the team. They’re all carrying backpacks and chatting loudly, laughing and talking over each other. I catch snippets as
            they approach the study area, and it sounds like they’re debating who ate the biggest breakfast at the Sizz. When Chloe lets
            out a particularly loud cackle, the librarian at the desk behind me shushes them pointedly. They all glance over, and Rae’s
            eyes lock on mine. I lift a hand in greeting, but she’s already looked away.
         

         
         They choose a table at the opposite end of the study area. I watch for a moment, trying not to picture myself sitting in the
            empty seat across from Amber. Instead, I turn my eyes back to the screen in front of me, where I find myself rereading the
            same information over and over without absorbing any of it.
         

         
         When Rae gets up a short while later and starts walking toward the restroom, I pop out of my chair and follow her. By the time I get there, she’s already in a stall, so I wait. There’s no one else in the bathroom, and I take the opportunity to glance at myself in the mirror. I’ve given up on makeup, but my clothes are relatively clean thanks to the Coin Laundry & Suds a couple of miles away on Nesconset Highway. I’m skinnier than I used to be, but I don’t look homeless. Maybe just a little beaten down, which I am, so that tracks. 

         
         The toilet flushes, and Rae walks out from the center stall. When she sees me, she lets out a frustrated huff.

         
         “McKenna, come on,” she says. “You’ve got to move on.” Her expression is so flat as she looks back at me. It’s the first time
            I’ve ever been unable to see the dimple in her cheek.
         

         
         “How can you all just write me off like this?” I ask. “It’s been months already. The NCAA isn’t doing anything, and they’re
            not going to because I didn’t do any of the crap I was accused of. If I had, wouldn’t there be some proof by now? But there’s
            literally nothing.”
         

         
         “We haven’t written you off. We’re just keeping some distance.” She moves around me toward the sink and starts washing her
            hands.
         

         
         “Distance?” My voice is rising. “You guys don’t even talk to me anymore.”

         
         She doesn’t answer as she rinses the suds from her palms. After she turns off the water and grabs a paper towel from the dispenser,
            she turns back toward me.
         

         
         “I don’t know how many times I have to say this, but you got yourself involved in some really sketchy stuff. The entire team was humiliated by what you were accused of. We have needs and goals too. Influxer accounts, other endorsements . . . The way people see us matters. I hope you know I do wish you well, really, but the fact is, this isn’t just about you.” She tosses the paper towel into the trash and walks out of the bathroom, leaving me alone again. 

         
         

         After my last class of the day, I drive over to Juniper Groves.

         
         “McKenna!” Rhonda the receptionist says with delight. “If only all granddaughters were as devoted as you, I think we’d have
            a much happier geriatric community.”
         

         
         “Thanks, Rhonda.” I smile back at her, this woman who is the closest thing I have to a friend, and then head up the familiar
            grand staircase. I don’t see much point in telling Rhonda I’m only here so often because my life is a complete disaster. I
            should be spending my free time looking for a job. I know that. But between the effort of studying, keeping myself clean,
            getting in my clinic hours, and finding places to sleep each night, I just don’t think it’s humanly possible.
         

         
         When I get to Glory’s room, I’m surprised to find her awake. She’s been sleeping so much lately. But she’s sitting in the
            big recliner chair with a tray of food on a snack table beside her. When she sees me, her eyes grow wide and she smiles. I
            allow myself the moment to enjoy it before she says what I know will come next.
         

         
         “Heather, I didn’t know you were coming today!” I don’t correct her. “Let’s get you some food.” She starts looking around,
            most likely to ask one of the nurses to bring another tray.
         

         
         “No, Glory, I’m fine,” I say, arranging the smaller chair opposite her.

         
         Mauricia walks back in then, a pitcher of water in her hand.

         
         “Mauri,” she says. “Come meet my daughter.”

         
         Mauricia looks down at me with a gentle smile and says, “Of course, we’ve already met. It’s always so nice to see you.”

         
         Glory and I talk for a few minutes, a chat consisting mainly of questions from her about events that may or may not have been
            a part of her earlier life. I do my best to answer blandly, and then I read to her from the copy of Marjorie Morningstar I found in the nursing home’s library a few weeks earlier. On the rare occasions she’s awake for my visits, we make our way
            through different books, a few chapters at a time. I can’t say if she remembers the plots from one session to the next, but
            she seems to like listening to me read. After about twenty minutes, her eyes start closing, so I press the call button and
            Mauricia helps me get her back in bed. Then I pull the small chair closer to her bed, where I’ll start on my homework, like
            usual.
         

         
         Mauricia moves across the room to pick up Glory’s tray, but I tell her to leave it.

         
         “No reason to waste perfectly good meatloaf,” I say. “I’ll finish it.”

         
         This isn’t the first time I’ve asked to finish the leftover food. Mauricia’s eyes rove over my face for a moment, and then
            she rolls the snack table across the floor, positioning the tray in front of me.
         

         
         

         I wake with a start. It’s no surprise I dozed off in the quiet of Glory’s room, especially with the bliss of a full belly. The bedside clock says it’s 9:15 p.m., more than an hour after the end of visiting hours. A prickle of hope rises in me that Mauricia is gone for the night, and maybe I can stay until morning in this warm room where I won’t have to worry about strange characters emerging during the night. A blanket on the back of the large recliner chair beckons to me. 

         
         Moving quietly so I don’t wake Glory, I make my way toward the fabric-covered chair. But the door to the room pushes open,
            and Mauricia pokes her head inside.
         

         
         “Oh, good,” she says. “I didn’t want to wake you. I know what a busy schedule you college kids keep, but we’re long past visiting
            hours. You go on home, and we’ll see you tomorrow.” She opens the door wider as if for emphasis.
         

         
         Trying not to let the disappointment show on my face, I grab my bag and make my way back toward the wide staircase, down to
            the lobby, and out into the darkness of the cold, lonely night. Before driving back toward the public lot near school, I sit
            in the car, turning the heat to full blast and scrolling through my texts.
         

         
         I’ve received an automated notification from the US Postal Service—the PO Box I rented is up for renewal. I had assumed that
            the three-month term I selected would be long enough, that surely I’d have things figured out by now. Yet I’m no closer to
            solving my housing problem than I was at the start of the term.
         

         
         How could I have made such a mess of everything? My eyes fill, and I don’t bother wiping the tear that spills over. I’ve been crying so much recently, it’s hardly even noteworthy. I just feel so utterly and completely alone. I was supposed to be an overachiever, one of the best swimmers of my generation, making my way through college with perfect grades and equally impressive friends. And somehow now I have nobody left and not so much as a roof over my head. It has taken every last ounce of my effort to keep my grades in a place I’m comfortable with, which is nowhere near the top-tier GPA I was pulling off before. I can’t stop thinking about everything I’ve lost, and it hurts so much, I feel as though I would hardly even notice if my limbs fell off. I try to pull myself back from the abyss that has been dragging me deeper with each passing day, to bring my attention back to something in the present, something concrete. I look back at the messages on my phone, taking a deep breath, reminding myself that I’ve already made it through three months. I just need to keep taking it one day at a time. 

         
         I start to feel just a little calmer, as if the phone is tethering me to something, even though all I’m looking at are promotional
            messages from ALO, SwimOutlet, and the poke bowl place I used to love, back before it became one more commercial establishment
            that didn’t fit into my budget.
         

         
         But beneath those, I find one more unread message. When I see who it’s from, my breath catches.
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         Hollis is at the house for dinner. It’s taking some time for me to get past the way he and Phil were in cahoots behind my
            back, angling to fix Phil’s company without ever telling me anything about it. I’m trying to move forward, and with each evening
            that Phil spends telling me about his day, how he’s handling the bankruptcy, sharing both his successes and fears with me,
            I feel our relationship healing.
         

         
         It also helps that Hollis has been more of a mensch than ever with Leo. He arrived twenty minutes before I got home from work
            and will be spending the night. He announced a few weeks ago that he’d like to spend one night with us a month to help out,
            but I’m pretty sure the opposite is true—he’s lonely. Maybe the recent work he did with Phil knocked something loose inside
            him, reminded him how nice it is to feel needed. Either way, he’s always been a much better grandfather than he ever was a
            father.
         

         
         I’m unpacking a grocery delivery when Stella calls.

         
         “I just got off the phone with Greer,” she says. Greer Franklin is a second-grade teacher, and she and Stella have gotten very friendly over the past couple of years. “She said the nonfiction text unit is a disaster. Whatever Neil Rumson gave them links to last year’s anthology, which we no longer have. Then it asks the students to circle glossary entries, but they haven’t even introduced glossaries yet. She had a whole litany of issues. I wrote it all down and just emailed it over.” 

         
         I stop pulling items from the grocery bag as I take a steadying breath. What Stella just relayed is eerily similar to what
            I heard from Lorrie Cyrus on the fourth-grade team about the new math assignments from Neil and how the materials jumped right
            to the standard algorithm before students had learned area models or partial products. And two days before I spoke with her,
            the entire kindergarten team came to see me because the tubs of manipulatives Neil ordered for the counting and sorting unit
            didn’t have any of the sets they were supposed to, just random numbers, many of which were stuck together with dried glue.
         

         
         All the new strategies Neil Rumson outlined at our meeting back in June are turning out to cause one hiccup after another.
            This lack of alignment with school standards ultimately reflects on me. With each mistake being made, I can feel the promotion
            to permanent principal slipping further and further from my grasp. More important than my own self-pity is the fact that we
            can’t let our students suffer for my mistakes.
         

         
         “Let’s organize an urgent review of the curriculum,” I tell Stella. “Tomorrow. We gather teachers, department chairs. We have
            to fix this.”
         

         
         “I’m on it,” Stella tells me. “I’ll start sending calendar invites. I knew you’d know what to do.”

         
         As I hang up, I hear Leo come in the front door. He’ll be happy to find Hollis waiting in the living room. They’ve always gotten on like gangbusters. Hollis has a knack for tech, so he and Leo like to debate the merits of the newest gadgets from places like Brookstone and Sharper Image. 

         
         “I got a ninety on my history essay,” Leo says to Hollis by way of greeting.

         
         Hollis grunts, and I assume it’s the sound effect that accompanies my father-in-law rising from the couch. He’s never been
            a hugger, and he knows better than to invade Leo’s personal space anyway, but he’s got old-fashioned values and still rises
            to greet people.
         

         
         “Come, let’s go tell your mom the good news,” he says.

         
         “It’s not good news,” Leo answers. “Last time I got a ninety-two. A ninety is worse than a ninety-two, so this is bad news.
            Sad news, bad news. Bad news bears. More bad news.”
         

         
         My heart stutters at his words. The past few months have been so hard for Leo, but I thought he’d finally begun perking back
            up. When we talked to his psychiatrist in August to see if we should switch his medication, the therapist said Leo’s moodiness
            was normal and, in fact, a good, appropriate response to being separated from someone he’d grown fond of. While Phil and I
            agreed that it had been lovely to see Leo develop the friendship with McKenna, telling him he had to stay away from her hurt
            all of us so much. I’m still not sure it was worth it.
         

         
         But then, a couple of weeks ago, Leo suddenly came back to himself. He stopped moping around and even started asking about
            studying education in college to pursue a teaching career.
         

         
         “I have to get into college, Grandpa,” Leo says, and I can breathe again. I love seeing him focused on his future.

         
         Phil and I are still working out the finances of it all, but at least we’re working together again instead of working against each other, as we did for all those months. 

         
         “A ninety on an essay isn’t going to keep you out of college, kid,” Hollis says with a smile in his voice. “Especially not
            with all those hundreds you get in your multi-quadruple-quadrilateral-dimensional-whatever-it-is math classes.”
         

         
         “There’s no class called that. I take dimensional analysis,” Leo says as they appear at the entry to the kitchen.

         
         “Right,” Hollis says. “I should have mentioned I was joking.”

         
         “It’s not a good joke because it doesn’t make sense. Multi-quadruple means multiple sets of quadruples, which are configurations
            of charges or magnetic poles, and quadrilaterals are shapes with four sides, but we’re talking about dimensions, not shapes,
            because it’s not geometry.”
         

         
         “I brought you something,” Hollis says, heading over to the computer desk in the kitchen and picking up a catalog.

         
         Leo looks down at the Hammacher Schlemmer catalog, with its picture of some high-tech charging station on the cover, and nods
            vehemently as if Hollis did just the right thing. Soon they’ll be busy debating what they think of each new gizmo for sale.
         

         
         “Great, thanks,” Leo says, reaching out for the magazine. “I’ll look at it upstairs.”

         
         As he heads out of the room, Hollis looks over at me and pulls a face. “Guess he’s growing a little more independent.”

         
         Before I can answer, the sound of the garage opening fills the room. When the noise quiets, he adds, “Maybe I’m not as useful
            as I thought I’d be. If you send Leo off to one of those college programs, soon you won’t need me around at all.”
         

         
         “We’ll always need you, Dad,” I say, because it seems like the right thing to say, even though it’s not the truth. When Phil finally revealed his business problems and how he’d turned to his father as a last resort, I’d spent several days convincing Phil of exactly the opposite: that we did not need Hollis, that in fact, much of what Hollis had taught Phil was unproductive, that Phil might actually blossom and come into his own in new ways without the heavy hand of his father on his shoulder. Each time I spoke these things aloud, I felt like I was talking about Leo too. If we want him to be ready to fly the coop in a couple of years, it’s time for us to let him make his own decisions, put himself out there, and take risks. I resolve on the spot that I’m going to tell Phil as much later. 

         
         “Berry!” Phil calls with excitement as he comes into the kitchen, but as soon as he sees his dad, his expression gets more
            guarded.
         

         
         “Dad, hey.” Phil marches dutifully across the kitchen and reaches out to shake his father’s hand. This strikes me as bizarre
            every time it happens, the way they keep each other literally at arm’s length. Like I said, the man’s not a hugger.
         

         
         “I’m just going to change out of my work clothes, and then I’ll start dinner.”

         
         “Wait,” Hollis says, looking from Phil back to me. “What were you so excited to tell Berry when you walked in?”

         
         Phil’s eyes meet mine, and I can see him thinking through something, reaching a decision as he turns back to his father.

         
         “You know what, yeah. Let’s do this.”

         
         “Son?” Hollis asks, clearly confused. I don’t know what’s happening either.

         
         “I found a new job,” Phil says.

         
         “Phil!” Hollis says as I yelp with joy. “Wonderful news.”

         
         But Phil holds up a hand to shut us both down.

         
         “It’s freelance. It doesn’t come with an office or an impressive title, and the pay, it’s not a salary. Just an hourly rate.”

         
         “Then why are you taking it?” Hollis asks. “I’ll get my computer, make some more calls. We can do better. That’s not . . .
            No, you don’t need to do something like that. You deserve something with more prestige.” He starts walking toward his bag
            to find his laptop.
         

         
         “Dad, no.” Phil’s voice rises in frustration. “I’m excited about this position. It’s what I want to do. You’ve got to stop
            pressuring me to do what you want—to be who you want. I’m not like you, Dad. I can’t keep living a life where my entire self-worth
            comes from the numbers in my bank account, like it always did for you. Not anymore. If you want to think I’m some kind of
            loser now, you go ahead, but I’m not going to think that about myself, and neither is Berry.”
         

         
         “A loser?” Hollis balks. “I would never think you’re a loser. I just want what’s best for you. Why is it so wrong to want
            my son to succeed?” He staggers a little, like he can’t quite bear the weight of Phil’s accusations. I’m tempted to step in
            but don’t want to interrupt father and son.
         

         
         “Then stop acting like my value begins and ends with my job title! My whole life, it’s what you’ve taught me!” Phil shouts
            back.
         

         
         “I never said that. I wanted you to have opportunities. To be able to afford the things I knew you’d want.”

         
         “You had no idea what I wanted!”

         
         I see the color rising on Phil’s neck, and I know he’s only going to get more heated if he keeps going. I put a gentle hand on his arm hoping to prevent him from saying something he’ll regret. 

         
         In the sudden silence, the air feels laden with so much hurt for both of them. I take pity on Hollis, whose face is nearly
            purple as he continues digesting Phil’s words.
         

         
         “Look,” I tell him. “I think it’s great that Phil’s excited about the new gig. He and I are going to move forward from here.
            Maybe you two could agree to do the same?”
         

         
         The men look at each other for a long moment, and finally, Hollis nods.

         
         “Great.” I clap my hands once, hoping that part of the conversation is officially over. “Now tell us about the new job.” Then
            I give a little squeeze to Phil’s forearm, and he smiles down at me gratefully.
         

         
         

         After Phil has explained that he’s found a position consulting for pharmaceutical companies—which, frankly, sounds perfect
            for him—and after Hollis has offered stilted congratulations to his son, I head upstairs.
         

         
         Reaching the landing up top, I hear quiet music coming from Leo’s bedroom.

         
         The door is half open, so I poke my head in and see Leo standing in front of his desk, watching something on his computer.
            He’s moving his arms in jerky motions, as if he’s imitating something on the screen, as if he’s trying to dance.
         

         
         When he notices me, he pauses the video.

         
         “What are you up to?” I ask casually, wondering if he’s back to thinking about prom again.

         
         “I’m learning jujitsu, so I’m busy,” he says, and then he turns the video back on.

         
         I watch him from the hallway a little longer, noting that the movements he’s making look very far from any sort of martial art. 

         
         “Are you going to watch the whole time?” he asks as the video comes to an end. “I still have more of these to do.”

         
         “May I come in and talk with you for a few minutes?” I ask, careful to respect the boundaries that he’s made clear are important
            to him, like ownership over his bedroom.
         

         
         He nods, and when I walk to his bed to sit down, he lowers himself in his desk chair, swiveling to face me. Not so long ago,
            I would have had to tell him to do that, to turn toward me for our conversation. Thinking about how much he’s grown recently,
            I feel a bittersweet tug in my heart and wonder if I’m actually becoming just like Hollis—a parent who’s no longer needed.
         

         
         “Why do you want to learn jujitsu?”

         
         “Marvin told me it might help me.” Marvin is one of the middle-aged guys in the IT department at the Y.

         
         “Help you with what?”

         
         “He said it might help me make friends. If other kids know I’m tough, they won’t make fun of me.”

         
         I don’t hate the idea of Leo having some self-defense skills, but I doubt he’s going to learn what he needs to know from watching
            YouTube in his bedroom.
         

         
         “If you really want to learn, we could sign you up for a class,” I offer, but I realize my mistake as soon as the words leave
            my mouth.
         

         
         “No,” he says, clamming up.

         
         We spent weeks trying to convince Leo to get involved in another group activity after the fiasco with the swim lessons, and he shot us down every time. 

         
         “Is someone making fun of you?” I ask as the rest of what he said registers.

         
         “They didn’t today.”

         
         “What about other days?” No one at school has been able to fill the hole Sebastian left behind, but at some point over the
            summer, Leo came to terms with the idea of finishing high school as a loner. “Have kids been mocking you?”
         

         
         “I don’t know.” He’s not deflecting. I understand that he actually doesn’t know what the behavior of the other kids means.

         
         “If you don’t want to take a class, then no class,” I say. “You’re old enough to make your own choices and do what makes you
            happy. I don’t want to stand in your way. I’ll get out of here so you can get back to work.”
         

         
         I find Phil sitting at his desk in our home office. He’s updating his email signature with his new professional role listed
            at the bottom. I fill him in on what’s going on with Neil and the chaos I’ve allowed that man to create with our curriculum.
         

         
         “So much for being the front-runner for principal,” I say as I flop down on the small loveseat opposite him. “I should have
            caught those errors before the plan made its way to the board. I’ll be lucky if I don’t get canned.”
         

         
         “Hardly,” Phil says. “This is your sweet spot, Berry. You’ve been studying curriculum tools since the day you started at Stillwell. No one knows more about cutting-edge educational strategies than you. Never mind triaging complicated situations. Micromanaging isn’t always a bad thing. You know so much about this field. Fire up those formidable brain cells of yours and get to work.” 

         
         It’s just the pep talk I need. Phil’s right. I know exactly what to do.

         
         

         By the time our emergency meeting is set to begin the next morning, I’ve already taken care of most of the discrepancies.
            I spent hours on the shared drive, replacing Neil’s broken and incorrect links, connecting PDFs from open educational resources
            to our curriculum portal, swapping in the right lesson sequences, relabeling one folder after another, realigning everything.
            When the teachers walk in, I hand out a single sheet titled “Corrected Materials: Ready to Teach Today.” The children of Stillwell
            Elementary Academy will not suffer any additional gaps in their teaching, not on my watch.
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            October 2023

         

         There’s a text waiting for me from Leo.

         
         I haven’t heard from him since that day we went walking around his neighborhood back in July, and truthfully I’ve been a little
            hurt. But I didn’t think it was my place to reach out to a high schooler whose family didn’t want anything to do with me.
            Beck had made it clear that he didn’t want any drama in his life, and after everything that happened at Hollyhock, he didn’t
            think we should see each other again.
         

         
         Whatever.

         
         It wasn’t even a real date.

         
         I click the text and see a very long message from him.

         
         Hi, McKenna, this is Leo Becker writing this text message. I was your teaching assistant for the Mighty Marlins, when you
               used to give swim lessons at the country club called Hollyhock in Cedar Woods, Long Island.

         
         I can’t help but smile at the introduction, which is so quintessentially Leo.

         
         Do you remember I told you I want to be a teacher? I know you can’t answer that question while I’m still texting to you. I wanted to tell you that I’m going to apply to college next year. There is a program where I can learn to be a teacher. I thought it would be good if you told me more about how to be a teacher before I start the program so I can have NO BAD DAYS in college. Hahahahahaha. That was a joke. Because you taught me to say no bad days.

         
         The message goes on and on, listing topics Leo would like to study and all the different subjects he’d like to teach, though
            it sounds like he’s especially focused on kids in the lower elementary grades. While I’m reading through his rambling thoughts,
            I remind myself that Leo’s parents probably don’t want him talking to me.
         

         
         But looking down at his message, I just don’t care. I’ve missed the kid, and the fact is, he matters to me. I’m not just going
            to turn him away. Especially when I don’t have anyone else in my life. It’s entirely possible that I need him way more than
            he needs me.
         

         
         The further I read through the text, the clearer it becomes that he’s not really asking for advice about teaching anyway.
            He tells me his dad has been too busy recently and hasn’t been free to work on airplane models, and Leo doesn’t like this,
            even though his dad is “very bad at aligning and installing control surfaces.” His mom has also been busy trying to get some promotion at work. He doesn’t mention Beck in the text. My main takeaway
            from his eight paragraphs is that he’s lonely. Not that he says it outright, but it’s pretty obvious.
         

         
         I respond immediately.

         
         Hi, Leo. I’m so glad you wrote to me. I’m sorry if you were waiting awhile for my response. I was visiting with my grandmother, and
               I wasn’t looking at my phone. I’d love to hear more about how you’ve been spending your time since July. Write me back whenever
               it’s a good time for you.

         
         I’ve wondered if he’s seen any of the kids from our lessons, assuming they’re all still spending time at the Y, but I haven’t felt like I could ask anyone. I set my phone down in the cupholder, and before I’ve even pressed the button to turn on the car, the phone vibrates with another text. 

         
         Right now is a good time to write. The right time to write. Haha. They’re homophones.

         
         I laugh and then start my drive back to the free parking lot near school. The whole way over, I hear the phone vibrating with
            more incoming texts. The first thing I’ll have to do once I find a good spot for the car—somewhere I’ll feel safe, or safe-ish,
            overnight—is to write back to teach him some texting etiquette. Despite the barrage of texts he’s sending, I’m smiling. It
            feels really nice that another human wants to talk to me, and especially nice that it’s someone I like as much as Leo.
         

         
         After I’m finally parked, we text back and forth for about forty minutes, until I’m startled by a knock on my window.

         
         It’s a cop.

         
         “Yes, Officer?” I ask while the window’s still rolling down.

         
         “You’re going to have to move along now, young lady.” He’s an older Black guy with a puffy police jacket open over his paunch.

         
         “Oh, okay.” I hold up my phone for him to see. “Just wanted to catch up on some texts before I hit the road. I’ll just be
            a few more minutes,” I lie, hoping he’ll leave.
         

         
         “Nope,” he says, and now I see the pity in his eyes. “I’ve seen you here the last few nights. You can’t be sleeping out in your car like this. It’s not safe.” His gaze travels to my backseat, where there’s a pillow and a blanket crumpled up on one side, a pile of laundry in the footwell. “There’s a shelter in Port Jeff. I can call over and see if they’ve got space.” He reaches for something at his belt, but I interrupt him before he gets hold of it. 

         
         “No, no, it’s fine. I was just having an issue with my roommate in the dorm, wanted some time away. I can go back now though.”
            I am not going to a shelter. I’ve heard enough horror stories about women being assaulted, belongings being stolen, drugs,
            weapons. It’s not like I’m the same as those people anyway. I’m a college student, for god’s sake. This isn’t my real life.
            Doesn’t everybody rough it a little in college?
         

         
         He hesitates a moment, clearly trying to decide whether he should believe me. Then he gives a quick nod.

         
         “Good thing,” he says. “Just remembered that the Port Jeff shelter is for men only. You under twenty-one?”

         
         I nod. “For a few more months.”

         
         “Closest one for you then would be out in Riverhead. But like you said, you got somewhere to go. So let’s get to it. It’s
            okay if you want to leave the car, but please don’t let me find you inside it when I circle back this way in an hour.”
         

         
         I’m not driving forty-five minutes out to Riverhead only to stay somewhere that might be less safe than this parking lot.

         
         I shift the car into drive and start running through alternate ideas in my head. I’m pretty sure the health sciences library
            is the only twenty-four-hour library on campus, and as a nursing student, I know the space well. The problem is that the quiet
            study carrels close at eight p.m. Only the common area is open overnight. I can probably get away with falling asleep on my
            books for a night or two.
         

         
         With few other options, I suppose it’ll have to do for now.

         
         When I finally walk through the mahogany doors of the library, it’s almost eleven p.m. There’s one woman working behind the service desk, her fluffy gray curls like a cloud around her face. A few students are set up at tables in the common area. I head over to the table farthest from the service desk and pull a study packet from my backpack. Next I position my laptop in front of me, plugging it into the outlet on the table so it can charge. I hope it’ll hide my head from the librarian’s view when I lean down on the table to sleep. 

         
         I have just a few more things to take care of first. Pulling out my phone to open the Citibank app, I stare at the number
            in the account. I ask myself again whether I really need to be living this way, or am I punishing myself? For not accepting
            sooner that Glory needed help, for not checking on our finances when she started exhibiting signs of dementia. I’ve learned
            over and over in class that when brain function deteriorates from diseases like Alzheimer’s, older people can begin to make
            poor financial decisions. Some end up trusting scammers, and I keep wondering if Glory did, or if she lost so much money another
            way, or if we just never had it at all. Maybe I’m trying to repent for screwing up my Hollyhock job so royally when it was
            one of the few things that could have helped us. The list goes on and on. And the fact is, yes, I am leaning into the suffering.
            It’s what I deserve.
         

         
         Another text comes in while I’m staring at the numbers on my screen. Leo again.

         
         Even though it feels indulgent to soak up his adoration, there’s no universe in which my self-flagellation should result in
            him being punished too. So I get busy reading all the messages he sent while I was relocating to the library, and then I tell
            him what I know he needs to hear.
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            November 2023

         

         A knock against the open door of my office startles me.

         
         I look up from the budget report to find Stella in the doorway with a worried expression on her face.

         
         “Mr. Tomashefsky is here to see you.” Her tone tells me he’s standing close enough to hear my response, so I don’t let on
            that his arrival feels like a blow to the ribs. Generally, Piotr Tomashefsky visits us in person only when he has bad news
            to deliver, which I assume means the board has heard about the many issues with the curriculum, and consequences will be forthcoming.
         

         
         “Send him on in.” I force brightness into my voice.

         
         “Berry!” Piotr says with a hint of an Eastern European accent as he walks into the office, his arms held out to the sides
            as if this is the meeting we’ve all been waiting for. His six-foot-five frame makes the room feel suddenly claustrophobic.
         

         
         I stand to greet him, shake his hand, and then shimmy one of the chairs opposite my desk into better position.

         
         “Please, sit.” I motion to the upholstered chair. “To what do I owe the pleasure?” I ask while reminding myself to breathe.

         
         Piotr opens the button of his suit jacket and makes himself comfortable, his long legs folding neatly in front of him.

         
         “I heard about the situation with Neil.”

         
         Well, at least we’re not hiding the ball.

         
         “There was a lot of good in the plan he proposed,” I start, wondering how I can sugarcoat the fact that I allowed our curriculum
            coordinator to implement school-wide changes that were full of flaws. I’d hoped the solutions we put in place to address the
            deficiencies would be sufficient, but clearly, if Piotr is here to discuss it, I haven’t done enough.
         

         
         Piotr holds up a hand as if he doesn’t want to hear it.

         
         “No need to protect Neil,” he says. “Rumson’s plan was a Trojan horse, featuring all the right buzzwords, twenty-first-century
            skills, data-driven experiential learning, enough to get him all the recognition he was seeking. He had to know the problems
            wouldn’t start coming out until school was well underway, and I assume he expected you to take the fall. But instead, you
            stepped in quickly and decisively to rectify the situation. Thank heavens you were here to right the ship. The school board
            took notice.”
         

         
         I’m stunned by his words. I’ve been feeling so guilty for allowing Neil’s faulty curriculum plan to disrupt our program of
            study, even briefly.
         

         
         “I never should have allowed him to send that plan to the board.”

         
         “Nonsense.” Piotr waves a hand in the air. “The way the framework was written was intentionally deceitful, and six other educators
            sitting on the school board have assured me they were fooled as well. It was simply a bid for promotion with little concern
            for the well-being of our students. Hardly the type of character we’d want as our principal.”
         

         
         “No, I suppose not,” I answer, wondering how the board found out so much about what happened. “So now you’ll have to find other candidates to add to your search?” 

         
         “On the contrary, this incident has ended the search.”

         
         My heart deflates at the lost opportunity, and I consider what a good thing it is that I’ve kept in touch with so many of
            my old tutoring clients.
         

         
         I try not to let the disappointment show on my face as Piotr continues. “We’d already narrowed the pool to two candidates,
            and Neil has disqualified himself. If you’re still willing, I’m hoping you’ll accept the principal position on a full-time,
            permanent basis.”
         

         
         “Oh!” My hand flies to my chest. “Well, of course I’m still interested. Forgive me, Piotr, I did not see the meeting going
            this way.” This is a far cry from getting sacked. My emotions careen from relief to excitement to pure joy. Then, as usual,
            they veer to Leo. With all the upheaval he’s experienced this summer, maybe it’s not the time. But when will it ever be time?
            When will life cease getting in my way? When I think of everything we’ve been through recently, and in all the years leading
            up to today, suddenly I don’t see the trials and tribulations only as hardships. I can now see the ways they’ve led to profound
            growth, making us stronger, more resilient, and ready for whatever comes next. I’ve wanted this job so fiercely, for so long,
            and I know in my core that I’m ready for the added responsibilities.
         

         
         “Yes, yes, of course I want it. I accept! Thank you, Piotr!”

         
         After he leaves, Stella bursts into my office.

         
         “Ohmygod, Berry!” She squeals like an excited teenager coming in for a hug, and I love her for it.

         
         I smile sheepishly. I can’t wait to tell Phil and Leo, and I already know what they’ll say. That I made the right choice, that they’ll be fine without me around as much, that they don’t need me as much as I think they do. 

         
         

         Halfway through dinner that night, I hear the front door open, and then Harrison is bounding into the kitchen.

         
         “I heard the good news!” he says.

         
         He’s dressed in his work clothes: khakis and a lavender button-down, sleeves rolled as usual. It’s sweet he came here straight
            from work, but still, I look accusingly from Leo to Phil, trying to figure out who snitched.
         

         
         “Dad texted me. And before you say you can’t take the job because you have too many other responsibilities, I’m here to help
            you see why that’s not true.”
         

         
         “You don’t have to give a whole PowerPoint. I already said yes.”

         
         “You did?” Harrison sounds so surprised that I almost cringe. I hate that he doesn’t have faith in me to do anything other
            than worry.
         

         
         “How am I supposed to convince you to start that restaurant you’ve been dreaming of if I won’t follow dreams of my own?”

         
         “Leo has convinced you he’ll survive without you at his beck and call?”

         
         Before I can answer, Leo tells Harrison, “You shouldn’t say ‘beck and call’ because it might confuse people who call you Beck.
            Beck is at your beck and call. What is a beck anyway? We should look that up.” He starts pulling his phone from his pocket,
            and Phil and I say nearly in unison, “Not at the table.”
         

         
         After shoving the phone away, he tells Harrison, “Mom can stay at work as long as she wants. I’m going to be busy too. Starting
            Monday.”
         

         
         “Something heating up at the Y?” Harrison asks.

         
         “The Y is the same temperature it’s always been,” Leo answers, and Harrison has to correct himself.

         
         “What I meant by that expression was to ask whether there’s something new and exciting happening at the Y that’s going to
            take up a lot of your time.”
         

         
         “Oh, so ‘heating up’ is a metaphor for something new and exciting.” Leo processes this information, and from the way he nods,
            he seems to be tucking the information into a file folder to remember. Then he says, “What’s heating up is that I got a job
            as a teaching assistant.”
         

         
         Harrison glances at me and then back to Leo. “More swimming?” he asks, a note of caution in his voice.

         
         “No, I’m working at STEM Wunderkinds. Wunderkind is a German word that means wonder child, but people use it to describe kids who are very smart or who do something very
            impressive.”
         

         
         “Oh, so you’re a wunderkind?” Harrison’s lip ticks up as he teases his brother.

         
         Leo thinks this is very funny and starts bouncing slightly the way he does when he laughs. “Ha, no, I’m not a wunderkind.
            I’m helping to teach the wunderkinds!”
         

         
         “That’s great, man,” Harrison says in the easy way he has with Leo. “I’m so glad, but just wondering, what changed your mind
            about going to a new class?” Harrison had been leading the charge trying to get Leo to join a new activity. I hope he’s not
            hurt he wasn’t the one who ultimately convinced his younger brother to put himself out there again.
         

         
         Leo’s eyes shoot to me, and for a moment, I think he’s picking up on Harrison’s bruised feelings, looking to me for assistance, but I know the nuance of the situation is too subtle for him to note. It’s something else, almost as if he doesn’t want me to know why he decided to join the robotics class. 

         
         “I want to be a teacher one day, so I have to keep practicing,” Leo tells Harrison. “And Mom gave me permission to use rideshares,
            so I can go by myself.”
         

         
         Harrison raises his eyebrows, clearly impressed by these new developments.

         
         “They’re going to pay him too,” Phil adds, reaching across the table for the bowl of rice and scooping out another helping.

         
         “I still don’t know what convinced you, babe, but I’m so glad you made this choice,” I tell Leo. His new job means he’ll have
            more to occupy him while I’m busy at work, and also, it’s evidence that my sweet son is really getting ready to put himself
            out into the world. It would seem to many people like such a small thing, the decision to take a part-time job, to earn some
            money and build a résumé, but it’s so much bigger.
         

         
         Harrison pulls out the empty chair at the table, drops into the seat, and says to Leo, “I’m glad you’re doing something that’ll
            help you achieve your dreams.” He looks pointedly at me. “It’s good to listen to people when they try to convince you to do
            something that’s actually good for you, right?”
         

         
         And then I see it again, a look on Leo’s face almost like panic. His eyes dart back toward mine again, and he says, “Once
            you’re old enough to make your own decisions, you should do what makes you happy.”
         

         
         He’s parroting my own words back to me, but listening to them now, I feel as if someone has just touched an ice cube to the
            back of my neck. Just what is Leo trying to justify?
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         I’m not sure how long I’ve been asleep when I feel somebody shaking me. I open my eyes reluctantly and find some girl around
            my age standing over me. It takes a couple of seconds, but then I recognize her from my nutrition class. I’m on the couch
            in the second-floor lounge of Monroe Hall, where I’ve spent the last six nights curled up on various pieces of furniture.
            It’s not so hard getting into the building, and it’s a lot more comfortable than sleeping at the desks in the library. Nobody’s
            given me trouble for setting myself up here. It’s a big dorm, and people wouldn’t necessarily know I’m not one of the residents.
            I’ve been making sure to get out early in the mornings, hoping others assume I just passed out studying or something. And
            it’s been working pretty well. Except now I’ve got this girl, Mandy or Mindy or something, probably coming to mess it up for
            me.
         

         
         I sit up on the little loveseat and push my hair out of my eyes.

         
         “Yeah, I’m up, I’m up,” I say. “What is it?”

         
         “Sorry, I didn’t want to disturb you, but it’s almost eight and I thought you might, that you might . . .” She’s got light brown hair, straight, shoulder-length, basically unremarkable, but I’m struck by how clean it looks, the shine on it making me realize what a mess I’m becoming. 

         
         I’m busy thinking about her hair instead of processing her words, but when they finally land, I jump up and start gathering
            the old fleece blanket I brought in with me.
         

         
         “Shit, why didn’t my alarm go off?” I look at my phone and see that the battery is dead. Great. Just great.

         
         The girl looks back at me blankly. I don’t have time for this. If people notice me camped out here like some deadbeat off
            the streets, I’m going to lose this as an option too. The light coming in through the window is glaring enough that it should
            have woken me even without the alarm. Now it’s too late for me to shower, unless I want to bump into a shit-ton of people
            coming in and out of the rec center, wondering why I’m using their showers if I’m no longer on the swim team.
         

         
         “I gotta go,” I say, grabbing my tote off the floor and hurrying out with my blanket bunched in my arms.

         
         Thinking about my gross morning breath and which campus building makes the most sense for doing my morning wash-up, it doesn’t
            occur to me until I’m almost all the way back to my car on the other side of campus to wonder about Mindy or Mandy and what
            exactly she knows about me.
         

         
         

         Wednesday is my busiest day at school, and I’m exhausted when I finally walk into nutrition class at four in the afternoon.
            I see the girl from the dorm sitting across the way, but we’re in a large lecture room that’s already filling up with other
            students. She’s busy typing on her laptop and doesn’t look my way.
         

         
         As class begins and Professor Dunwoodie starts her lecture on the role of diet in managing chronic disease, a text comes across my laptop. 

         
         Leo has been asking for my advice on how to talk to some girl he met. I felt pretty proud of myself when he told me a few
            weeks earlier that I was the one who convinced him to look for teaching assistant jobs, but the romantic advice is trickier.
            I don’t know anything about this girl, Tatiana, except that she’s a teaching assistant in the 3D printing class across the
            hall from the class Leo’s helping in. I’ve asked him a lot of questions about her, but all he’s told me is that she goes to
            the Catholic school a few blocks away from his high school and she has very symmetrical features. Maybe today will be the
            day I convince him to talk to her.
         

         
         Except when I read his text, I see that it’s not about Tatiana at all.

         
         Is cheating always a bad thing to do?

         
         Oh, crap. I can’t even imagine what this is about, but I don’t like the idea of Leo getting himself into trouble.

         
         Normally, I try to avoid distractions like texting during class. I keep telling myself that if I’m literally living on the
            streets to afford my degree, I’d damn well better make the most of my time here. But Leo’s text has me anxious to respond
            right away.
         

         
         Generally speaking, yes, it’s bad to cheat. Why do you ask?

         
         I brace for his response.

         
         I don’t want to say.

         
         Me: How am I supposed to help if you won’t tell me what’s going on?

         
         Leo: It’s something from a chat room, but they told me it was a secret.

         
         Me: Look, Leo, I really want to answer properly. This sounds like a complicated situation. I’m in class, and I should be paying attention to the professor. Can you wait an hour before you do anything, and then we can text about it?

         
         Leo: I can wait an hour, but I don’t want to text about it. I don’t want to write things down.

         
         Me: I know you don’t like to talk on the phone, but maybe I can call you after class?

         
         Leo: No, thank you. We shouldn’t talk on the phone.

         
         My stomach lurches. I know he frequents a lot of aviation chats with tech wizards from all over the world, and I’m worried
            he might really be in some sort of trouble.
         

         
         Me: Ok, do NOTHING about this situation until you talk to me. Promise me. And meet me at the Sizz in 90 minutes. I’ll send you
               the address.

         
         Leo: Ok, I can meet you. I know where the Sizz is.

         
         Me: Promise me you won’t make any final decisions. Promise!

         
         Leo: Ok, I promise.

         
         

         An hour and forty-five minutes later, I’m sweating under my winter jacket as I race to the Sizz. In my hurry to get ready earlier this morning, I’d moved my car to a different lot than usual, closer to my first class. But by the end of the day, I’d forgotten this and gone back to P-Lot, where I usually park. After a few seconds freaking out that my car was stolen and I’d lost everything I owned, I remembered parking elsewhere, but then I had to hoof it all the way across campus again. Those extra minutes traipsing back and forth cost me, and I’m worried Leo will think I’ve stood him up. Of course he’s not answering his phone. I just hope he hasn’t left and gone off to do some awful thing with internet wackos before I could stop him. 

         
         But when I get to the Sizz, he’s standing right inside the doorway, wrapped in a hunter green puffer jacket with a matching
            winter beanie on his head. His oversized noise-canceling headphones are positioned on top of the hat, covering his ears.
         

         
         When he sees me, he moves the headphones to his neck.

         
         “I don’t like maple syrup because it ends up touching all the foods on the plate,” he says.

         
         “Hello, Leo. It’s so nice to see you after all this time,” I answer pointedly, and to my surprise, he seems to get the message
            I was trying to send.
         

         
         “Hello, McKenna,” he mimics back to me. “It’s nice to see you too.”

         
         Not gonna lie. I’m impressed.

         
         Once I’ve said hello to my old boss, Eleni, we settle into a booth. Leo doesn’t want any food because it’s not his usual dinnertime,
            and I only order coffee. I still have one more container of Cup-a-Soup in my car, and prices here are sort of bougie.
         

         
         “Okay, let’s hear what’s going on.”

         
         Leo looks around us, like he wants to make sure no one’s listening.

         
         “I got offered a job,” he says, then adds in a whisper, “from Shadow Jet Racing.”

         
         “Awesome. What’s Shadow Jet Racing?” I ask, but he nearly jumps out of his seat.

         
         “Shh, shh!” He looks around in a panic, but nobody’s paying any attention to us.

         
         “Sorry.” I lower my voice to a conspiratorial whisper and repeat the question. “What’s Shadow Jet Racing?”

         
         “They’re an underground drone racing league.”

         
         “Okay, I seriously have no idea what you’re talking about.”

         
         At my words, Leo launches into a lengthy explanation of drone racing leagues. Apparently that’s a thing. There are aboveboard
            drone racing leagues, like the aptly named Drone Racing League, where pilots race high-tech drones through specific real-world
            courses. Evidently it’s an emerging sport, and there’s currently a Major League Drone Racing group in development, but there
            are already strict regulations, standardized courses, large-scale production, and televised broadcasts. People compete for
            prize money, trophies, and, of course, glory. Now this, the competitive aspect, I can relate to.
         

         
         Leo then explains the underground drone racing leagues, where people compete at more local levels. The courses can be more
            difficult because they’re unregulated, and because of this, they pose greater risk of injury to the pilots and spectators.
            But people like the underground racing because it’s more accessible and amateurs can get involved more easily.
         

         
         “Okay, so these people want you to race for them?” I’m not surprised. I’m aware of how deeply Leo loves all things aviation
            and the time he’s spent building and flying his own drones.
         

         
         “No, they want me to help them win.”

         
         “Please explain.”

         
         “I know how to hack into the software of lots of different drones. Once I’m in, I can adjust the settings to help Shadow Jet
            know where their competitors are in real time. I can even alter the other drone’s performance mid-flight.”
         

         
         “Oh my god.”

         
         “I know. It’s actually very interesting how this type of hacking works.” He starts giving me technical details of what he needs to do from his computer in order to infiltrate the software, but I’ve never been techy, and everything he’s saying is gibberish to me. 

         
         “Leo, this isn’t the point. You said it’s cheating, what they asked you to do.”

         
         “Yes, it is, but I can do things with the software that no one else can.”

         
         “I’m sure it must feel nice to be so good at something, and you probably want to show it off, but we have to think about more
            than just how you’d feel in the moment. Wait . . . How did these people even find you?”
         

         
         “Through one of the Subreddits I like.”

         
         Of course, because everything goes back to Reddit with these gamers and tech kids.

         
         “Is it just the glory? Is that why you want to do it?” I think I can explain to him how that feeling is fleeting and how each
            time you win something, your mind automatically starts worrying about the next contest, the next race, the next way to prove
            you’re good enough.
         

         
         “They said they’d pay me.”

         
         I don’t like the sound of this at all. I’m about to say as much, but then I hear my name.

         
         I look up, and there’s Mandy or Mindy from nutrition class again. It’s starting to feel like she’s following me.

         
         “McKenna, hi. I’m sorry to interrupt, but I just wanted to apologize for this morning.”

         
         “Oh, no, you’re fine. No worries,” I say, turning back to Leo. I don’t know what her deal is, but I’m not that interested in finding out, especially not with Leo here. He doesn’t need to know about my drama. He’s got enough of his own right now. 

         
         But dear old Mandy/Mindy keeps talking. “I just, I did a research project on campus housing earlier in the semester, and I
            know you don’t live in our dorm. I just thought you’d want to get out of the lounge before the RA started asking questions.
            You know, in case you wanted to come back if you don’t have anywhere else to go.”
         

         
         Okay, fine, that is nice of her, but I don’t want Leo picking up on what this is about.

         
         “You actually did me a big favor. I would have been late to microbiology, and that class is so freaking hard. So we’re all
            good.” Maybe she thinks there’s a good reason I can’t sleep in my own dorm right now, like a bad boyfriend or roommate drama.
            I decide not to ask and just be grateful she was kind.
         

         
         But after she leaves, Leo asks me, “Why were you sleeping in a student lounge?”

         
         “Oh, that just happens in college sometimes,” I start, but my voice betrays me by cracking like I’m about to sob. I push past
            the lump, hoping Leo missed the chink in my armor. “People study so much, sometimes you just end up falling asleep wherever
            you’re doing work. Student lounges, other dorms, your car.” I wince as I say it. Why did I mention the car?
         

         
         He’s examining me more intently than usual as he asks, “Why did she think you might not have anywhere else to go?”

         
         “Let’s make a game plan for how you’re going to answer these folks from the racing league,” I say, ignoring his question.

         
         “But why would you study in a different dorm? Is something wrong with your dorm?”

         
         As soon as we find something I don’t want to discuss, now the kid is suddenly astute?

         
         “Don’t worry about that,” I say, keeping my tone as light as I can. “I’m all good. I want to talk about the racing league.
            I think you could end up in real trouble if you get involved with these people. What you’ve described sounds like it’s probably
            illegal. And either way, it’s definitely immoral. You won’t feel good about yourself if you know you helped them cheat. That’s
            not something you want to live with the rest of your life.”
         

         
         To my relief, he refocuses on the racing.

         
         “What if they get mad at me and stop responding to me on the chat?” he asks.

         
         “I know how much you must want to keep your friends.” I can now relate to how exceedingly precious friendships feel when you
            don’t have so many of them. “But these aren’t the kind of friends you want. A real friend should never ask you to do something
            that would make you feel disappointed in yourself. Or at least they should accept it when you tell them you’re not comfortable
            with what they’ve asked. If they can’t do that, then they were never really your friend in the first place.” I can see the
            wheels turning in his head as he processes what I’m saying. “And besides, who needs so many online friends when you’re starting
            to make more connections IRL anyway?”
         

         
         He reaches into his pocket and pulls out one of his small planes, a blue one with a green checked pattern. I’ve made him uncomfortable,
            maybe because he doesn’t know what I mean.
         

         
         “In real life,” I clarify.

         
         “I know what IRL means.”

         
         Then I realize what’s made him flustered, and I can’t help but smile.

         
         “I was talking about Tatiana,” I say, and his cheeks turn pink. His crush on her must be more intense than I realized. I feel
            a flicker of concern, hoping this girl won’t hurt him, but then I kick myself. Shame on me for doubting him yet again.
         

         
         “She asked me if I want to get Starbucks with her after our classes on Friday,” he says, looking off toward the empty booth
            beside us as he speaks.
         

         
         “Leo!” I squeal in delight. “That’s fantastic! You see? Asking her those questions about the way the printers in her class
            function totally worked. People love it when you take an interest in them and their passions like that. Good for you!”
         

         
         The movements of his fingers against the wheels of his plane get faster, agitated.

         
         “What is it?” I ask.

         
         “I didn’t say yes.”

         
         “You told her no?” My voice rises with panic. “Why would you do that?”

         
         “I didn’t tell her no. I just didn’t answer.”

         
         “What? Why not? Why would you not answer the girl you’ve been wanting to ask out for weeks? Can you please put the airplane
            down?”
         

         
         He looks down at the plane and then back toward the next table.

         
         “I wasn’t sure what to say.” He doesn’t put the airplane away, but he does stop spinning the wheels.

         
         “Okay, we’re going to fix this right now. Let’s see your phone.”

         
         Once he’s got his phone in his hands, the Matchbox plane does end up back in his pocket.

         
         “Okay, write these words. ‘Hi, Tatiana. I’m sorry for the delayed response. I would love to go to Starbucks Friday. Count me in.’” 

         
         “But then I’ll have to go for coffee with her.”

         
         “Yes, exactly. That’s the point, Leo. You have to actually go on the date to go on a date.”

         
         “But what if she doesn’t like me?” he asks. “It’s fun thinking about going out with her, but once we actually go out, if it’s
            bad, then I won’t get to look forward to the idea of it anymore.”
         

         
         “Okay, I get where you’re coming from, but this is life. Everyone has to deal with this kind of uncertainty sometimes. There
            are plenty of people we meet who don’t like us and won’t change their minds no matter what we do. You need to know that’s
            a fact of human existence, and it’s completely okay. When you don’t hit it off with a person, you have to just keep trying
            with the next person, and the one after that, and the one after that. Eventually you’ll find people who are the right match
            for you. You will. But the surest way to prevent yourself from finding those people is to give up before you’ve even given
            yourselves a chance to get along.”
         

         
         He’s quiet for a long moment, and then his eyes go back to his phone. He starts typing, and then I hear the little whoosh as he presses Send.
         

         
         “I did it,” he says.

         
         “Yeah, you did.” I pump a fist in the air because I know full well he wouldn’t return a high five.

         
         “Now how about you respond to the drone-racing guy and tell him to find somebody else for his degenerate activities?”

         
         Leo nods, and we work together on crafting the message. After he sends that one too, I let out a breath of relief. The last thing I want to see is Leo getting involved with tech lowlifes and finding himself anywhere near real trouble. He’s way too good for that. 

         
         I pay the small check, and Leo and I head out to the street, where the sky has now darkened.

         
         “Okay, kid,” I say. “Have a good night.”

         
         “Okay,” he says, and I turn to walk back toward my car. After a beat, I realize Leo’s walking right behind me.

         
         “Didn’t you say you parked your bike on Overton? That’s down the hill.” I point in the direction behind him.

         
         “I’m not going home yet. I’m going with you.”

         
         “With me?” I repeat as I stop in the middle of the sidewalk. “Why?”

         
         “I want to see where you live to see what’s wrong with your dorm.”

         
         A weight drops in my stomach. I don’t want to lie to the kid, and I know that once he gets focused on something, he fixates.
            I should have known he wouldn’t just drop it when I tried to redirect us earlier.
         

         
         “It’s really not a good time for this, Leo.” I start walking again.

         
         “Why not?” He’s huffing a little, trying to keep pace with me.

         
         “Because it’s not, okay?” I don’t want the very last person who still respects me to know I’ve been living out of my car and
            sleeping in public spaces, to know how royally fucked up a situation I’ve managed to get into. But I know how he is once he
            gets stuck on a topic, and he’s not going to give it a rest until he gets to the bottom of this mystery.
         

         
         “That’s not a reason,” he says, looking me right in the eye, and something about his gaze finally meeting mine, the quiet
            resolve of it, somehow breaks me.
         

         
         “Okay, fine. Fine, you want to know where I live?” I ask as we approach my car. I unlock the doors and open up the trunk. “I live here.” I point at my two duffels full of clothing and towels in the trunk. “And I sleep there.” I motion to the backseat, where there are still a couple of messy blankets. “Or I sleep in a lounge in one of the dorms. I move around to wherever I can. Are you satisfied? Is this what you wanted to know?” 

         
         Leo’s looking at me with shock on his face, and I feel terrible that I’m upsetting him, but for some reason I can’t rein myself
            in.
         

         
         “But why would you sleep in your car?”

         
         “Because I don’t have a home, Leo. Because I lost my scholarship and I don’t have enough money to pay for housing if I also
            want to pay for my tuition and my grandmother’s medical care, which she needs a lot more than I need a comfortable bed.”
         

         
         “But why would you choose going to school over having a place to live?”

         
         It’s a reasonable thing to ask, and when I think about the answer, I feel a little calmer, centered even. Like I’m motivated
            and choosing to sacrifice for a reason that’s important to me.
         

         
         “You know how you want to be a teacher?” I ask.

         
         He nods.

         
         “Once you decided it, you wanted it so much, right?”

         
         He nods again.

         
         “That’s how I feel about nursing. Except I’ve wanted it since I was five years old, ever since I saw the way those ladies took care of my mom when she was sick with cancer. I told my mother that no matter what, I was going to become a nurse, and I was going to help patients like her feel better, and I was going to keep their daughters from growing up without their moms. I chose this.” My feeling of empowerment keeps growing. “I didn’t want to wait. I’m already halfway to my degree, and my grades are still good. Once I graduate, I’ll be able to get a job, and then a place to live. I will be okay. And in the meantime, I will get through this. And who knows?” I stare off into the distance behind my car and envision the same scenario I’ve been dreaming of more and more frequently. “Maybe one of these days they’ll find out who really vandalized the pool, and I’ll be exonerated, maybe even get my scholarship back.” 

         
         “What pool?”

         
         Oh, crap.

         
         I forgot Leo doesn’t know what really happened after the swim lessons got canceled. I suppose it’s time to fill him in.

         
         I tell him all of it, how I got fired, how I reacted inappropriately in so many ways, losing my spot on the team, losing my
            friends, losing my housing, and how nobody believes I wasn’t the one who poured all those toxic substances into the pool,
            even though it’s something I would never ever do.
         

         
         When I finish, he asks, “But why don’t they just check the security cameras from the country club?”

         
         “There was a bad storm earlier that night. It wiped out the power to the cameras, so they have no proof of who was really
            there.”
         

         
         “Is that all you’d need? Proof of who was there that night?” He has a hopeful look in his eye that I don’t understand.

         
         “Yeah, but it doesn’t exist, so . . .” I raise my hands like that’s that.

         
         “McKenna,” Leo says, looking back in the direction we came from. “I can get you proof.”
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         “Something’s going on with Leo,” I say as I walk into the family room.

         
         Phil makes a couple more clicks on his laptop and then looks up at me from the sofa. Ever since he started the new job, he’s
            been busier than either of us expected. The good news is he’s actually making more money than he was before the supply company
            went belly-up. The bad news is that he seems permanently attached to his computer.
         

         
         As our eyes meet, I can already hear what he’s going to say. That I was finally starting to ease up. That I should let the
            boy have his privacy. That Leo’s been making headway, spending time with that girl from Wunderkinds, meeting some of her friends,
            and that I should leave well enough alone.
         

         
         “I’ve been thinking the same thing,” he says.

         
         “You have?” I lower myself onto the arm of the couch beside him.

         
         “Do you think it’s something to do with Tatiana?” Phil asks.

         
         But we both shake our heads. It’s not Tatiana. She was over at the house just a few days ago, and I heard her complaining to Leo that he’s been blowing her off, spending too much time on some research he’s doing. 

         
         I relay this to Phil, who says, “Yeah, that sounds right, research. But what’s he looking into?”

         
         “Beats me. Look, I know you said I should quit it with the snooping, but don’t you think maybe this warrants a peek through
            his stuff? Maybe his browser history if nothing else.”
         

         
         “Definitely not.” Phil blanches. “One thing I know for sure is you should never search a teenage boy’s browser history.”

         
         “Gross, Phil.” I shove his arm. “But I’m serious. We’re responsible for his well-being. Who knows what he’s getting into up
            there?”
         

         
         “I think we have to trust him,” Phil says. “If we want to send him off to that college program in a year and a half, we have
            to start letting go. Start believing in him and letting him make his own mistakes, if that’s what this is.”
         

         
         I know Phil’s right. That doesn’t make it any easier when I agree to let the chips fall where they may.
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         It’s been a full month since I’ve had a coherent conversation with Glory. It’s not that she’s asleep every time I visit, but
            she’s so out of it. She stares into space, or she says things that have no logical relation to anything around us. I’m not
            sure if she knows I’m here, if she knows who I am, or if she even knows herself anymore. I’m aware she can live many years
            in this state, and the doctors tell me she’s still in good shape physically, so she probably will. But when I watch her gazing
            off into the horizon for endless hours, as if she inhabits some great abyss I can’t access, it’s clear I’ve already lost her.
         

         
         I’ve been sitting with her in the first-floor sunroom for half an hour now. The staff uses a wheelchair for her sometimes, even though she’s capable of walking when she feels like it. Mauricia wheeled her down here with me, and she’s been sitting in that sad-looking contraption with a blanket over her lap and her eyes turned toward the window ever since. There’s a light dusting of snow on the grassy yard outside, a few scrawny birch trees in the middle distance, their leafless branches reaching up toward the sky as if they’re begging for warmer sunshine to come back. It’s not a view I would choose to get lost in, and the Glory I know, the one who could out-garden anyone in the neighborhood, would never have settled for this kind of sparsity in her own backyard, much less chosen to stare at it as though stargazing. 

         
         But this is a different Glory. This one is so much quieter and thinner than the one I’ve always known. This one doesn’t ask
            for saltier fries or make jokes with strangers. She just stares into space, locked inside of herself, moving her lips periodically
            as though having a conversation only she can hear. No amount of repeated effort on my part can change what’s happening to
            her. It’s completely out of my control, which makes it even harder to bear.
         

         
         Were she still her old self, she’d probably have long since figured out my housing disaster. It’s getting harder to keep up
            my physical appearance without any steady home base. Between my classwork, clinic hours, and running around campus looking
            for the least conspicuous places to brush my teeth, constantly switching up my rotation of warm places to sleep, I’m just
            wiped out, and it must show. Mauricia is definitely catching on. She’s been cramming extra plates of food onto Glory’s tray
            when I’m around, and she actually let me spend the night two nights ago. “It can’t be all the time,” she told me the next
            afternoon, her voice firm, but she put a hand on my arm in a gesture that reached something raw inside me. I had to turn away
            so she wouldn’t see my eyes well up.
         

         
         I’ve been bringing my knapsack inside during every visit. If Glory’s not going to talk with me anyway, I might as well get
            schoolwork done. I haven’t felt like looking at my notes today though. I just want some time to sit in the silence and be
            sad.
         

         
         But then my phone pings with a text.

         
         Leo. I’d been so hopeful when he told me he could get proof of what really happened at Hollyhock. I’d believed him instantly and wholeheartedly. But as it turned out, the proof he thought he had was long gone. 

         
         He’d been flying a drone that night after the storm cleared, letting it hover over Hollyhock. Apparently, lots of drones automatically
            save footage of what they pass in flight. If the drone was there at the right time, it was possible Leo inadvertently recorded
            the entire act of vandalism and it had just been sitting unwatched on the drone ever since.
         

         
         But then he told me the bad news. He’d sold the drone online and shipped it to some guy in New Jersey.

         
         “Just write to him and ask him if I can go get it. I’ll buy it back from him,” I said, even though I had no idea what a drone
            might cost, and I definitely didn’t have extra funds sitting around to cover it.
         

         
         It only took two hours for Leo to get back to me that night, telling me he’d written to the buyer.

         
         But that was two months ago now, and the buyer never responded.

         
         I’d long since given up hope, but not Leo. The kid followed up with the guy through some website called DroneTrader no fewer
            than six times. There was no reply, and eventually I told him he had to leave it alone. I didn’t want Leo to get in trouble
            for harassment, and this quest was a long shot anyway. The drone would have to have been in the exact right place at the exact
            right time, and we had to hope the new owner hadn’t yet deleted the footage. With chances so slim, it didn’t seem worth chasing down this
            long-lost device.
         

         
         But when I look at Leo’s message, I feel a flicker of excitement.

         
         The buyer wrote back. He hasn’t been going on DroneTrader so he didn’t see my messages.

         
         I keep looking at the phone, waiting for the next message to come in, but there’s nothing. Not even the little dots indicating
            he’s typing. After another two minutes, I lose my patience.
         

         
         Leo!! What else did he say?

         
         The three dots appear. And then disappear. And then appear again.

         
         I don’t want you to be mad at me for lying. I didn’t lie. I didn’t know I was incorrect.

         
         My heart sinks again.

         
         Me: He doesn’t have it anymore, does he?

         
         I press Send and then hastily add:

         
         I’m not mad at you. This isn’t your fault.

         
         Leo: When he bought the drone it wasn’t for him. It was a gift for his nephew who uses drone parts to build custom remote-controlled
               vehicles. He said he’s sure Arnie has disassembled it by now.

         
         Welp. There you have it.

         
         I’m no worse off than I was a minute ago, but somehow, I feel so much shittier. I guess it’s easier to just never get your
            hopes up.
         

         
         I click out of my texts and open Instagram, but the first picture that pops up is Lark and Rae toasting margaritas at a bar.
            Nice to see they miss me. I close the app before I can subject myself to any more torture.
         

         
         “Heather,” Glory says, calling me by my mom’s name again and startling me back into the present.

         
         “Glory, hi,” I say, taking her hand just as Mauricia appears at the doorway and starts making her way toward us.

         
         Glory looks from Mauricia back to me, then down to where I’m holding her hand. She rears back, like she’s affronted by the contact. 

         
         “You’re not Heather.” She rips her hand away and slaps me across the face.
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         It’s been five hours, and Leo’s still missing. The police were here. They left twenty minutes ago, and I still can’t catch
            my breath.
         

         
         Yvonne is in the kitchen, banging pots around as she cooks a meal none of us will have the stomach to eat. Harrison and Phil
            are out in the driveway, huddled up conferring about something. I step closer to the picture window in the living room to
            peer out, and then Phil’s jogging back into the house, back to me.
         

         
         He takes both my hands and waits for me to meet his eyes so he can know I’m listening.

         
         “I’m terrified too,” he says in a rush. “I don’t know what to do either. But we’re doing this together. I’m not shutting you
            out this time. Whatever we’re feeling, we tell each other. Deal?”
         

         
         “Just find him. Please, Phil.” My voice breaks.

         
         After Phil drives off to do some searching of his own, my phone rings from its spot on the coffee table, and I dive for it.

         
         But it’s only my assistant, Stella. I realize I never called to tell anyone I wasn’t coming in. I can’t think about work right now. All that time I spent trying to lock in the job of principal, and now that I’ve done it, none of it matters. With Leo missing, nothing else is important. Maybe if I hadn’t been so busy running the school, trying so hard to prove myself, I would have been around to figure out what was going on with my son. I send the call to voicemail instead of just letting it ring out. I don’t want to tie up the line for a single second. 

         
         The police promised they’d check all of Leo’s favorite places: the Y, the American Airpower Museum, the facilities office
            at his school, the local Best Buy, even our synagogue. I turn back toward the window and watch Phil’s car disappear down the
            street.
         

         
         I’m suddenly assaulted by mental images of the terrible places Phil might find him. Near the mall, trying to fend off a mob
            of teenage bullies. Lying in a roadside ditch after a hit-and-run. The images keep getting worse, an endless slideshow of
            horrifying possibilities. He could have drowned in the water at West Meadow Beach or been beaten to a pulp by a stranger who
            couldn’t understand his unusual behaviors. I’m well aware that people on the spectrum are at greater risk during muggings—that
            if a robber makes demands while holding someone at gunpoint, a kid with autism can take it too literally and end up getting
            shot. I picture that now, step-by-step, a guy with a gun saying, “Don’t move or I’ll shoot.” It wouldn’t matter what follow-up
            instructions the guy gave, like “gimme your wallet” or whatever. Leo would not move. And he would get himself killed.
         

         
         As Harrison walks back inside, I have a new thought.

         
         “The Grab-N-Go! Oh god, Harrison! It’s within walking distance!” I start turning in circles looking for my purse. “My keys, we have to go.” I picture my sweet boy, lying wounded on the ground in that run-down convenience store at the gas station. I can see it so clearly in my mind’s eye, Leo confused and losing consciousness. 

         
         “Mom, the police want us to stay here in case he comes home.”

         
         “But there could have been a mugging. He might’ve been there!” I spot my leather bag by the stairs and beeline for it.

         
         I’m fishing around frantically, trying to find my keys, when Harrison comes up beside me and takes my arm.

         
         “Mom. Mom! Stop!”

         
         The stern tone of his voice halts me. I look up at him, hand still in my purse.

         
         “Just, could you take a breath? He wouldn’t go to the Grab-N-Go,” Harrison says gently. “Remember he hates it in there? It’s
            filled with dust and flickering fluorescent lighting.”
         

         
         He’s right. Every time we stop in for some little item, Leo insists on waiting in the car. I let out a long breath. He wouldn’t
            go there. He’s somewhere else.
         

         
         “But I can’t just sit here. I can’t stay here and do nothing when my child could be anywhere. Like literally anywhere in the
            whole wide world.” I look back toward the big picture window. My eyes can’t even see to the end of our little street, and
            meanwhile there are thousands and thousands of miles beyond it. The idea of Leo being out there all alone and in trouble is
            too much to bear. Why did I ever think he should be trained to go out into the world on his own? I imagined a scenario where
            I could let go, and now it seems I may have lost him completely.
         

         
         

         It’s been almost thirty hours since I first called the police, and we still haven’t found him. Not even a trace.

         
         Thirty hours. So much can happen in just a few minutes, and we’re talking about thirty hours. Each time I try to picture where he is, another piece of me breaks inside. 

         
         There’s a knock at the front door, and I jump from the couch in the living room. Yanking the door open, I find one of the
            cops who was here the day before, the one they call Finch. He and another guy have been taking turns patrolling our area since
            yesterday.
         

         
         I spent the night pacing the house, looking out from different windows, checking every vantage point, and begging God to send
            Leo home. At one point, I did fall asleep in a kitchen chair after Phil covered me with a plaid throw blanket, but I woke
            with a start just a few minutes later and went back to Leo’s room. I keep searching his stuff, digging for any clue among
            his airplane manuals and rock collection.
         

         
         “We had a hit with video surveillance,” Finch says, looking from me to Phil, who’s hurrying out from the kitchen.

         
         “He was at the Port Jefferson bus station early this morning.”

         
         “Port Jeff?” Phil says as Harrison and Yvonne emerge from the kitchen too. Phil reaches into his pocket, and I know he’s grabbing
            for his car keys. Meeting my eyes, he says, “Let’s go get him.”
         

         
         Finch holds up a hand. “Sir, there’s more.” He looks down at the tablet in his hand, scrolling over the screen. “There was
            another hit afterward, at Penn Station.”
         

         
         My hand flies to my chest. Leo can’t be at Penn Station by himself. It’s a zoo! The crowds, the dirt, the noise. A disaster waiting to happen. How long has he been there? I can’t even think about all the different ways he could be at risk. “He’s going to hate that! All those people rushing past, the screeching of the trains.” I’m so frantic I can barely tell up from down. I spot my flip-flops in a basket near the door and dash toward them. 

         
         “Ma’am, hold up,” Finch says. “After Penn Station, he was spotted at the Port Authority.”

         
         I don’t understand any of this. Leo never goes anywhere so far away on his own, and I can’t understand why he’d even want
            to.
         

         
         “Port Authority?” Phil demands, looking at me. “Where is he trying to go?”

         
         “Call the Port Authority police!” I shriek, looking toward Finch. “He can’t be there by himself. Someone has to get to him.”

         
         “Ma’am,” Finch says. He’s infuriatingly calm, no urgency to his tone at all. “This footage is from several hours ago.” He
            shakes his head and starts scrolling through something on his tablet. “Yup,” he says. “Subject seen at Port Authority at nine
            a.m.”
         

         
         “Don’t call him the ‘subject’!” I’m totally losing it.

         
         Finch ignores my outburst. “He was spotted on the upper level, near a vending machine.”

         
         “But it’s nearly two! What has he been doing since nine a.m.?”

         
         “I’m sorry, ma’am,” Finch says. “That’s the last image we have. Sometimes the crowd can create blind spots for the cameras,
            and it was rush hour. It’s possible he got on a train or a bus or walked out of the station. We’re going to dispatch more
            units to the Port Authority, have them check areas where the subject—where your son—might have moved, places that might not
            be covered by the cameras. The bathrooms, stairwells, nearby gates.”
         

         
         Oh, Leo. I can just see him, huddled in a bathroom stall, overwhelmed by the environment, hiding from everything. His noise-canceling headphones won’t be enough to drown out the chaos of the situation. I imagine he’s holding one of his little airplanes, running his fingers over the wheels, not soothed at all. 

         
         “Please.” I grab onto Finch’s forearm. There is so much fear, so much panic, it’s hard to form words. I just look up at the
            policeman and repeat myself. “Please.”
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         If the older man working the night shift at 7-Eleven thinks the combination of items I’ve brought to the counter is odd, he
            doesn’t let on. I’m sure people buy all sorts of weird stuff at these places, so my little haul of peanut butter, tuna packets,
            baby wipes, batteries, and duct tape doesn’t seem to faze him. I’ve been getting better at choosing only essential items when
            I go for supplies, but I notice a display of car air fresheners off to the side and can’t stop myself from grabbing one. Having
            caught a whiff of the sour smell coming off my sweatshirt, I decide air freshener is essential too.
         

         
         As soon as I’m back in the car, I hang the little pine-scented tree around the mirror. It’s probably going to take a lot more
            than a three-inch piece of cardboard to freshen up this space, but here’s hoping. I’m just turning on the car to head back
            to campus when my phone rings with a number I don’t know.
         

         
         “Hello?”

         
         “Is this McKenna Jamison?” the man on the other end of the line asks in a gravelly voice.

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “This is Officer Haversham with the Cedar Hills Police Department.”

         
         My first thought is Hollyhock. They must have found something, and now they want me to come in for questioning.

         
         “I understand you have a relationship with a young man named Leo Becker.”

         
         “Leo?” I straighten in my seat. “Is he okay?”

         
         “He’s gone missing, ma’am, and we’re calling around to see if anyone knows where he might be. When was the last time you saw
            him?”
         

         
         “How could Leo be missing? His whole existence is about sticking to routines. It’s actually really sweet. He goes to the same
            few places, like the Y, his school, this place called Wunderkinds. I’m sure you could find the address online.”
         

         
         “The last time you saw him, ma’am?”

         
         The cop on the line is so serious that I start to worry something is really wrong. I rack my brain, trying to be helpful.

         
         “We had coffee,” I tell the cop. “It was like two or three months ago. I haven’t seen him since. But he just texted me the
            other day. He’d spent that day working at the Y. Did you call over there? There’s a woman, Karyn, maybe she could help.”
         

         
         “Did he mention anything out of the ordinary? Maybe he was in some kind of trouble?”

         
         “Oh, shit.”

         
         “Ma’am?”

         
         “The drone racing league.”

         
         I know Leo wanted me to keep our conversation confidential, but if he’s gotten involved with bad people, he could really be in danger. I thought I’d convinced him to stay uninvolved, but what if he went ahead and helped them cheat anyway? And now someone wants to hurt him? 

         
         I tell the cop everything I can remember about our conversation.

         
         “Please, please let me know if you find him.”

         
         “I’ll make a note. Thank you for your time.”

         
         When we hang up, I’m still parked outside of 7-Eleven. I watch a silver-haired man go inside and head straight for the counter.
            He and the guy at the register start talking, and I can tell even from far away that they’re making jokes and catching up.
            It’s so different from how things are for Leo, who struggles to make friends wherever he goes. It hurts my heart to think
            about where he might be, what might have happened to him. I feel so powerless just sitting here, worrying.
         

         
         Before I can stop myself, I dial Beck’s number. Even though he made it clear he didn’t want to stay in contact, I think this
            situation calls for an exception to be made.
         

         
         “McKenna.” He’s all business as he answers. “Do you know where he is?”

         
         “No, that’s why I’m calling. How can I help?”

         
         “You can’t help, McKenna.” His words bite. “If you don’t know where he is, there’s nothing for us to discuss.”

         
         “Wait, did you call Tatiana?” I ask, mentioning the girl from Wunderkinds. “He’s been—”

         
         “Yes, we called Tatiana. Wait, how do you know about Tatiana?” His voice is laced with unspoken accusations.

         
         “We’ve been talking, Leo and I. Mostly texting. And he—”

         
         Beck cuts me off again. “I thought you weren’t in contact anymore.”

         
         “He reached out. I wasn’t going to turn him away.”

         
         “Right, and as soon as the two of you reconnect, he makes a break for it.”

         
         “Not as soon as we reconnect. We’ve been back in touch for a few months.”

         
         “Well, that’s just great.” His voice is full of sarcasm. “So is this something you brought into his life, some kind of trouble
            like at Hollyhock?”
         

         
         “Beck! I wasn’t the one who did those things to the pool. You know that.”

         
         “McKenna, look. I want to give you the benefit of the doubt, hand to god, I do. If it were any guy besides my kid brother,
            I’d be willing to hear you out. But protecting Leo has always been first priority for me. Always will be.”
         

         
         “I understand.” And I do, but I still feel a weight in my chest at his willingness to cast me aside. I won’t let my bruised
            ego stand in the way of helping Leo though. “I can tell you what I told the cop, about the drone racing league.”
         

         
         I fill him in, and he asks, “But he never mentioned a location, somewhere they asked him to go?”

         
         “Not to me.” I shake my head, even though he can’t see me.

         
         “I appreciate this, McKenna. From the heart. But I’ve got to go.” And then he just hangs up. 
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         It’s the third day, and he’s still gone. My brain can barely grasp it. Cops have been coming and going on a loop. They’ve
            sent officers to speak with people from the high school, the Y, the robotics class. They met with Tatiana and even called
            McKenna. Nobody knows where he is.
         

         
         While we waited for them to check the Port Authority yesterday, I continued imagining horrible scenarios, but especially the
            ones with cops trying to touch Leo, making him melt down. I pictured him terrified. Hitting them, getting hit back, then being
            handcuffed and dragged away, writhing in agony with all those hands on him.
         

         
         But they didn’t find him there. They searched every bathroom of the Port Authority, put out an APB, did all their cop things,
            and nothing. His phone’s been offline since he disappeared. I don’t know if that was intentional, or if the battery is dead,
            or if the phone was stolen, destroyed. I don’t know anything at all.
         

         
         Yvonne is here again. She’s walking into the living room with a steaming bowl in her hand. I assume it’s matzah ball soup. We always said matzah ball soup was magic, the cure for everything from runny noses to heartbreak. But not this. 

         
         At the expression on my face she says, “Just a few spoonfuls. You need your energy.” Setting the bowl on the coffee table,
            she scurries from the room in a move that’s positively un-Yvonne. I feel a little bad for scaring her away, so I pull the
            soup closer and take a mouthful. I can hardly swallow it. Sinking deeper into the couch cushions, I wipe another tear from
            under my eye.
         

         
         But then Phil comes running through the front door.

         
         “They got another hit! They know where he is!”

         
         It takes me a split second to process, and then I’m running toward the garage. “Let’s go!”

         
         “Wait, wait, wait.” Phil reaches for my arm. “He left again. He’s on a bus. They’re intercepting the bus.”

         
         I stop and look at Phil. “A bus? Where?”

         
         “He showed up on a camera at a bus station in Richmond.”

         
         “Richmond?!” I shriek. “How the hell did he get to Richmond?” It’s a dumb question. Phil just said the bus station. I can’t
            breathe. Leo all the way in Richmond by himself. I can barely let the kid out of my sight, and now he’s halfway down the East
            Coast.
         

         
         Suddenly Yvonne is beside me.

         
         “Breathe, Berry. You have to breathe. Leo needs for you to breathe right now.”

         
         I grab her arm and inhale through my nose.

         
         “That’s good,” she says. “The police are going to get him.” She looks over at Phil. “They’re going to stop the bus?”

         
         At her words I start hyperventilating again. “He’s going to be so scared. He’ll think he’s in trouble. We have to talk to
            them. Get me on the phone with them.”
         

         
         The officers are back inside now. I don’t know when they came in. I’ve suddenly forgotten all their names.

         
         One of them hurries toward us from where she was standing near the dining room, her hands up in the universal “don’t shoot”
            pose.
         

         
         “We’ve prepped them,” she says. “They know Leo has autism. They know to treat him accordingly.”

         
         She’s wrong. There are plenty of stories of cops knowing they were dealing with an autistic person and doing everything wrong
            anyway.
         

         
         “You have to relax,” Yvonne says. “There’s nothing you can do from here.” She starts steering me back toward the sofa.

         
         I stand firm, not responding to the nudging. “There has to be something I can do. I can’t just sit here eating fucking soup.”

         
         “They’ll call as soon as they’ve got him,” the female officer says. “But this is good. This is good news.”

         
         I look over at Phil, and I can see on his face that he’s a little calmer, that he’s relieved. His eyes fall to the soup on
            the table. There’s still steam rising from it.
         

         
         “You should eat,” he tells me.

         
         But I can’t. I can’t do anything until my boy is back home.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            39
McKenna

         
         
            April 2024

         

         “Georgia? Like the state? I have no idea why Leo would have been going down there.” This is what I tell Beck when he calls
            me Thursday afternoon. I’ve just left the library, and I’m walking back to my car on the other side of campus.
         

         
         The police have found Leo, and Beck’s parents are on their way down to southern Virginia, where the cops apparently intercepted
            him. Leo hasn’t told the police why he was on this pilgrimage to the South, so Beck says he’s calling to see if I have another
            guess.
         

         
         “I think you’re going to have to wait until Leo wants to tell you.”

         
         “It’s no wonder he likes you so much. Seems like you really respect him,” Beck says, and I can’t help but roll my eyes. If
            Beck thought I was so great, he shouldn’t have ghosted me after what happened at Hollyhock. But then he pulls back again anyway.
            “That said, the texting between you two, it’s got to stop.”
         

         
         “Whatever, Beck.” I tap my thumb against the phone and disconnect the call.

         
         

         The next night when my phone rings, I’m shocked to see Leo’s number on the screen. So much for Beck and his grand plans to boot me from Leo’s life. I step out of Glory’s room and answer from the hallway. 

         
         “Leo! Everyone was so worried about you.”

         
         “I didn’t get the drone. I’m sorry. They caught me and made me come home before I got there. Are you mad I couldn’t get it?”

         
         “The drone? What drone?” And then, all of a sudden, I realize. I can’t believe I didn’t think of it sooner. “Oh my god, Leo.
            You found the nephew? How?”
         

         
         “No, I never found him because they caught me first. But I was on my way to his house in Alpharetta. That’s a town in Georgia,”
            he says.
         

         
         “How did you find his address though?” I repeat my question.

         
         “The buyer sent me a message last week. He said his nephew said I could have it back, that he never disassembled the drone,
            so it was still intact. He didn’t want to pay for shipping, so I’d have to pick it up.”
         

         
         “So you decided to go all the way there? Why didn’t you just call the guy?”

         
         “His uncle said if I wanted it back, I had to pick it up.” Leo repeats this point as if it’s obvious.

         
         “Leo!” I’m so frustrated that he put himself in this situation to help me, but I force myself to rein in my voice before continuing.
            “I know when people give you instructions, it feels like you have to do exactly what they say, but sometimes there are other
            options, and it’s okay to ask. I bet the guy would have worked out a different arrangement with you had you just asked.” I
            know Leo interprets things hyperliterally, but I hate what his whole family just went through all because of me.
         

         
         Before he answers, I get another incoming call. Glancing down at the screen, my stomach drops.

         
         “Leo, I’m going to have to call you back.”

         
         As I switch over to the other line, preparing for the tongue-lashing I know is coming my way, I notice Mauricia outside another
            resident’s room, watching me from down the hall. She must see something on my face. I nod to let her know I’m okay, and she
            proceeds into the room where she was headed.
         

         
         I move the phone back to my ear and say cautiously, “Hi, Berry.”

         
         “McKenna, we need to talk.”

         
         

         I’m seated in the Becker family’s living room with Berry and her husband, Phil, and Phil’s father, Hollis. Phil’s dad has
            a Roman nose like his son and closely cut white hair. Even though they’re much older, they both look so much like Leo and
            Beck that it’s a little unnerving. I shift my eyes away from them and study my surroundings instead.
         

         
         It’s the first time I’ve been inside a private home since we closed on Glory’s house, and I’m struck by so many small things
            I didn’t realize I’d been missing. The lingering smell of pancakes wafting in from the kitchen, the framed family photos hanging
            in the foyer, the pile of shoes near the door. I’m not here to get nostalgic though. Berry purposely invited me at a time
            when Leo would be out, so I brace for whatever is coming.
         

         
         “Leo explained to us why he went searching for the drone,” she says as soon as she sits opposite me.

         
         “I’m so sorry,” I rush back at her, glancing at Phil and Hollis too. “I didn’t ask him to do that. If I’d known his intention, I would’ve told him not to go, I swear. I know how dangerous it was for him to set off all alone like that. And to go to some stranger’s house? The guy could have been an axe murderer.” 

         
         Berry holds up her hand to get me to stop talking.

         
         “He’s not an axe murderer. I actually spoke to him by phone yesterday, and he’s very personable. He’s the manager of a nice
            hotel right outside Atlanta.”
         

         
         “Thank god. I’m sorry Leo went on this wild-goose chase for me. If I had known what he was planning, I swear, I never would
            have been on board with it. You have to believe me.”
         

         
         “We’re not mad, McKenna. Not at you. Leo shouldn’t have gone off by himself like that, but we understand why he wanted to
            help you. We still want to help you.”
         

         
         Some of the tension I’d been holding in my shoulders releases at her words. I nod appreciatively, though I don’t think there’s
            anything they can do.
         

         
         “That’s why I called the guy,” Berry continues. “To ask if he still had the drone.”

         
         Even though I know better, I feel my hopes rising.

         
         “Oh my god, does he have it?”

         
         “He does,” Phil says, leaning forward. I can tell he’s preparing to deliver bad news. “But he deleted all the footage from
            the camera module when he first received the package from his uncle.”
         

         
         I slump back against the cushions. So it was all for nothing. Leo risked his safety, sent his family into days of panic, wreaked
            havoc for so many people, and it was all for nothing.
         

         
         “But my dad here”—Phil puts a hand on his father’s shoulder—“is apparently some kind of tech-hoarder, and he still had the
            footage on his computer.”
         

         
         Hollis nods as I say, “On his computer? I don’t understand.”

         
         Phil and Hollis explain in tandem that when Leo first got the drone, Hollis wanted to watch one of the flights, so Leo set
            up the drone to stream to his grandfather’s computer. Afterward, Leo told Hollis how to turn off the functionality, but Hollis
            never bothered. Anything the drone recorded was also saved locally to Hollis’s computer.
         

         
         “Wait, so you have the video? Like right now?”

         
         Phil pushes an iPad across the coffee table, tapping the screen to bring it to life. There’s a frozen image waiting on the
            screen, a traffic light, bright red against a dark night sky.
         

         
         “All you have to do is press Play,” Hollis says.

         
         I follow his instruction, and then I’m watching a video of flight footage. It’s a little disorienting as the camera flies
            over houses and yards, streets with moving cars, then dense forest areas. All this time, I’d been imagining the video would
            look like the kind of grainy night vision images you see in movies with military action scenes. But this looks more like something
            I’d have shot using my phone. I watch the screen get lighter and darker and then lighter again as the drone flies over different
            locations, streetlights, shopping centers, homes.
         

         
         “You should skip ahead, Dad,” Berry says.

         
         Hollis slides his finger along the bottom of the screen, and then I see the Hollyhock pool come into view. The deck lighting
            must have been attached to the generator, because there’s enough ambient glow that I can make out the whole area. It’s also
            clear that the drone didn’t arrive until after the vandalism already happened. I can tell as soon as the pool comes into view
            that the liquid in it is not regular pool water. There’s a sheen to the surface that’s full of swirling patterns.
         

         
         “So we’re too late?” I look up at Berry, whose eyes are still focused on the screen. “All this effort, and it doesn’t even show anything?” 

         
         “Keep watching,” she says.

         
         And that’s when I see it.

         
         A figure comes out of the shadows, a person in a dark raincoat. They run over to the pool and pick something up from the edge,
            like a forgotten item. Their hair is tied back in a long ponytail, and I can tell that I’m clearly looking at a woman. Someone
            with hair much longer than mine, and darker.
         

         
         And then she turns, and I see her face plain as day.

         
         I gasp. “Vanessa? That’s my coach’s daughter.” And if there was any doubt as to what she was doing there, I can also see the
            item she’s holding now. A paint can.
         

         
         She looks directly at the drone. Maybe she heard some sort of noise coming from it or caught sight of a light flashing in
            the dark sky, and then she runs out of the frame.
         

         
         “There’s absolutely no question,” I tell them. “That was Vanessa Catapano.” I look back at the screen now, where the video
            continues to play the drone’s flight over the golf course. “But why on earth would she want to damage the pool of the club
            that her own family’s been going to for years?” I wonder for a second whether she felt the same as I did about the cancelation
            of the special-needs lessons, if she was trying to get revenge on the club herself. But that doesn’t make sense.
         

         
         Berry reaches across the table and puts her hand on my arm. “The who and the why of it don’t really matter anymore, sweetie.
            The most obvious thing from this video is that the person who vandalized the pool was not you.”
         

         
         And then it hits me. “This clears me. It proves it. My scholarship. My housing. I can get it all back!”

         
         They’re all smiling at me, nodding happily. As if we’ve been a team all along. As if they didn’t assume the worst of me, just
            like everybody else.
         

         
         “We owe you a big apology,” Berry says. “A lot of people do.”

         
         Before I can answer, Phil says, “Leo mentioned you’ve been sleeping in your car.”

         
         I can feel my cheeks start to heat with shame at the idea of this perfect, wholesome family knowing how I’ve been living.
            But looking at their faces, I don’t see judgment. Berry’s eyebrows are pulled so low, her expression can’t be anything other
            than compassion.
         

         
         Phil’s dad seems to sense my discomfort, and he pushes himself off the couch with a grunt.

         
         “I’ll let you folks finish this conversation without me. There’s some leftover soup in the fridge with my name on it.”

         
         As he makes his way from the room, shuffling a little in a way that reminds me of Glory, I turn back to Phil.

         
         “I have a lot of expenses,” I offer. “I had to make some cuts.” That’s the best explanation I have for why the system failed
            me so completely.
         

         
         Berry stands then and walks over to where I’m sitting. Placing a hand on my shoulder, she asks, “How about you stay in our
            spare room for the weekend? On Monday, you can go over to see the people in charge at your school and get all your awards
            reinstated.” Her voice is full of confidence that come Monday, my whole life will go back to normal.
         

         
         Will it though? Will they even take me back on the team? With eight months since I last trained, my endurance and strength will have plummeted. It would take months for me to get back in shape, well into next summer, and then I’d only have my senior year left to compete. I think about my teammates, all the so-called friends who abandoned me. I picture them lining up to apologize to me, and I don’t hate it. 

         
         “I think maybe I’d better call my coach,” I say, rising from the sofa.

         
         

         Berry insisted on setting me up in their second-floor guest room. She wouldn’t hear of me even stepping outside to make phone
            calls until I promised I wouldn’t spend another night sleeping in a parking lot. So now I’m here in this little bedroom, with
            its fluffy white duvet covering a twin bed, and cheery powder-blue carpet beneath my feet.
         

         
         “As far as I’m concerned, you’re part of the family,” Berry says as she places a couple of clean towels on the foot of the
            bed for me.
         

         
         “Because I was teaching Leo to swim?” I’m enjoying her kindness, but it does seem a little over-the-top given the circumstances.

         
         “Not that.” She waves a hand in the air dismissively. “It’s the other things.”

         
         “What other things?”

         
         She rolls her eyes at me, at the same time smiling as if I’ve made a cute joke. “Why don’t you go ahead and make your calls? We’ll talk.” After a gentle squeeze to my shoulder, she leaves the room and shuts the door. Given how little physical contact I’ve had since getting thrown off the team and losing my friends, Berry’s frequent pats to my arm are especially noticeable, but I can’t say I mind. 

         
         After she leaves, I go digging in my tote. The shabbiness of the green nylon bag is so glaring next to the pristine comforter
            that once I’ve pulled out my phone, I hide the bag away, shoving it in a crevice between the dresser and the opposite wall.
         

         
         Rather than dialing Coach like I planned, I pull up my list of favorites and press on Lark’s name.

         
         After one ring, her voicemail picks up. It’s been so hurtful having her screen my calls all these months, but I remind myself
            to focus instead on the knowledge that I will soon be forgiven. I don’t leave a voicemail. She might not listen to it anyway.
            Next, I do dial Coach.
         

         
         “What do you need, McKenna?” he asks, his tone harried. He sounds annoyed, as though I’ve been bugging him for months, when
            I think I’ve actually done a really admirable job of staying out of his way.
         

         
         “I have proof that I wasn’t the one who damaged the pool at Hollyhock.” I take a big gulp of air and add, “It was Vanessa.”

         
         He’s silent for a beat and then says in a tone of deep exhaustion, “I can’t even begin to imagine why you would make an accusation
            like that. Whether you’re making this up or actually believe the delusion, you clearly need help. The university provides
            free mental health services to students. I should have suggested it sooner. I can connect you—”
         

         
         I interrupt. “There’s video.”

         
         “Of what? Of my daughter?” he asks as if there’s no way what I’m saying is true.

         
         “I can send it.” I pull up the recording that I now have saved on my phone and text the link to Coach.

         
         I can hear when his phone pings with receipt.

         
         “Call me back after you’ve watched.”

         
         

         After I finish cleaning myself up in the en suite bathroom, which includes taking the best shower I’ve had in months, I put
            my dirty clothes back on and make my way downstairs.
         

         
         Murmuring voices are coming from the kitchen, and when I wander in, I find Beck standing at the center island, his attention
            on a cutting board in front of him. A woman I’ve never met is seated at the kitchen table.
         

         
         When she notices me approaching, she rises with a toothpaste-commercial smile and an outstretched hand. “You must be McKenna.
            I keep hearing how utterly fabulous you are, and it’s a pleasure to finally meet you.”
         

         
         My eyes meet Beck’s, where he’s chopping herbs into neat little piles. He’s still as good-looking as he was last summer, but
            now I’m wary. “This is Aunt Yvonne,” he says.
         

         
         As I shake her hand, I tell her, “I’m not sure I’m so fabulous. Just long-suffering and wrongly accused.”

         
         “Well, hopefully your luck is about to turn,” she answers. “I heard all about the way you’ve been counseling our Leo, and
            I’d like to think we’ll be able to offer you some help in return, or at least some good Karma.”
         

         
         “Counseling?” I look from Yvonne to Beck.

         
         Beck stops his chopping. “When Leo was missing, my parents got access to all his texts. They know you were the one who convinced
            him to take the teaching position at the STEM place. And then you got him to talk to Tatiana. Plus that stuff you told me
            about the drone racing league.”
         

         
         “Yes, darling,” Yvonne pipes in. “Now they’re going to love you until your dying day, and nothing you do can ever change that.”

         
         It’s a nice thought. Having people who will love me until the day I die.

         
         “And I’ve been feeling pretty terrible about the way I acted with you,” Beck adds. “I was quite the asshole.”

         
         “Darling, language.”

         
         “Sorry, Auntie.” He grins at her. “But I really was a prick.” Then he looks back at me. “All I wanted was to protect my brother.
            I’m sorry you had to bear the fallout of that. You didn’t deserve it, and I should’ve realized my first instincts about you
            were the right ones.” He keeps his eyes on me, waiting for my response, but I’m not sure if I want to open myself up to him
            again.
         

         
         “I have to go visit my grandmother,” I say. “Do you think I could throw a little laundry in the machine before I go?”

         
         “Have at it,” he says. “And don’t be surprised if my mom has everything folded and ironed by the time you get back,” he calls
            after me as I head out to my car. “You’re a hero in this house.”
         

         
         Nobody has folded my laundry since before my mom died. I feel my eyes start to well up at the idea. I’m being ridiculous.
            It’s just laundry.
         

         
         As I grab the bag of dirty clothing from the backseat, I picture the ways my life is about to change again. We have proof
            I didn’t do the awful things people said. I’m going to clear my name with the school, my coach, my team. My friends will realize
            they never should have ghosted me, and I can finally get back the life I had before.
         

         
         But as I walk back into the house and head toward the laundry room, I start to wonder: Do I even want that?
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         I convinced McKenna to come back to the house for dinner after her classes so she can tell us all about her great comeback
            at the school. I want to hear every last detail about the coach apologizing to her, the scholarship committee giving back
            her financial award, and the housing they’ll be offering her. I assume they’ll be setting her up with something pretty quickly.
            Except it’s only eleven a.m. when I get the text from her saying no one from the committee is available to meet with her until
            Wednesday.
         

         
         Well, you’ll have to stay with us until you get everything worked out, and I won’t take no for an answer, I write back.
         

         
         I’ve just left a fifth-grade classroom, where I was watching Ms. Kaplan finish her lesson on geography. Each child in the class is being assigned a US state on which to do an in-depth project, and they’ll share their findings with the class through presentations in a week. It’s an old-fashioned assignment, something I remember doing at my own elementary school, but these kids are going to include interactive digital presentation tools, AI research, and social media travel blog simulations. It’s a relief to see everything running smoothly despite my absence while we searched for Leo. Piotr Tomashefsky says it’s the sign of a good administrator when the people on your team can run the show without you, and I’m beginning to believe he’s right. 

         
         Which is why, when I received an email from Leo’s guidance counselor earlier this morning asking for a meeting, I didn’t request
            a telephone conference instead. Nor did I stress about missing a couple of hours at Stillwell. I’m more capable of multitasking
            than I ever realized, and with each passing day, I’m learning that I have, in fact, taught people in my life to get along
            just fine without me. I don’t need to be physically present in order for my people to succeed.
         

         
         As I drive the few miles over to Leo’s high school, I wonder what I’m walking into. After Leo’s little sojourn to the South,
            his school might be worried he’s an ongoing flight risk now, that they could be liable if he disappears again. Or there may
            be some other scenario they’re complaining about that I’m not creative enough to dream up on my own.
         

         
         The eleventh-grade counselor is Amara Links. She’s a beautiful young woman who’s always dressed meticulously, and if she didn’t
            remind me so much of Yvonne with her seemingly effortless well of coolness, I’d probably hate her.
         

         
         “Thanks for coming in,” Amara says as I take a chair in her office. It’s always a strange feeling for me to be on the guest
            side of the desk in school settings.
         

         
         After we exchange basic pleasantries, she says, “I know you’ve had some recent excitement with Leo, but I hope that hasn’t
            changed your mind about him applying to college programs.”
         

         
         “No, not at all. If anything, I think he showed us all that he can navigate more of the world than we realized.”

         
         “I’m glad we agree on that. I’ve been noticing he’s grown so much even since the start of school this year. He’s more social, even interacting a little with other students in his classes, and he just seems more comfortable in his own skin. I hope you don’t mind, but before his recent adventures, I reached out to a former colleague who’s an administrator at Whitby College. She finally got back to me, and she thinks Leo would be an excellent fit for their college support program.” 

         
         

         When I get home, I’m still floating on excitement over all the possibilities I can now see in Leo’s future. It’s true, Leo
            has gotten so much more comfortable with himself even in just the last few months. I know so much of his growth is because
            of his relationship with McKenna. When I read over all their old text exchanges, I was stunned by the way she communicated
            with him. It was as though she could really see him in a way no one else has, not even me. Instead of coddling him, she challenged
            him, and it brought him to a new place where he believes in himself in ways he never did before. I will be grateful to that
            girl until my last breath.
         

         
         I find Leo in the kitchen with Phil. They’re standing at the oven pressing lots of buttons.

         
         “What’s going on, guys?” I ask.

         
         “Dad is teaching me how to use the oven.”

         
         Phil barks out a laugh. “It started out that way. We were going to reheat the coconut chicken Harrison made, but Leo’s figured
            out all sorts of functionality on this thing I never knew about. Were you aware it has a delayed start and timed bake option?”
            He looks back at the tablet in his hand, where I assume he’s getting all the info about the oven.
         

         
         “You’re going to eat coconut chicken?” I ask Leo.

         
         “No,” Leo says without offering more.

         
         “You wanted to help because McKenna is coming?” I ask.

         
         “No,” he says again, turning his attention back to Phil’s scrolling.

         
         “Then why?”

         
         “I want to know how to use the tools in the kitchen. It turns out I’m better at it than Dad anyway.”

         
         “It turns out you’re better at lots of stuff than we realized,” I tell him. But at least we’re finally starting to see it.
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         It’s amazing the things we take for granted. Waking up with access to a sink where you can brush your teeth before hopping
            into a nice warm shower. Making a piece of toast and then heading out the door of a safe, dry home. I hadn’t realized how
            much of a toll my living situation had been taking on me, but with this moment of respite, everything has become clearer.
            Now that I’ve been reminded of how much better life can be with a home, I’m even more nervous that the scholarship committee
            isn’t going to clear me, that I’m going to end up right back in my car in a matter of days.
         

         
         “McKenna!” I look up to see Mandy/Mindy approaching me. She’s holding two cups from Starbucks in her hand. “I figured I’d
            see you in class,” she says. “I thought maybe you’d want one.” She holds out the cup tentatively.
         

         
         “Wow, that was really nice of you,” I say, taking the cup and tasting the warm latte. “Mandy?” I add.

         
         “Andi,” she corrects matter-of-factly, then takes a sip of her own coffee. “People always hear Mandy for some reason. I’m used to it, so I’ll answer to either one.” She shrugs good-naturedly as her dark eyes roam over me. “You look different, good. Have you resolved whatever . . . stuff . . . was going on?” 

         
         “Oh, I . . .” I hesitate, not sure I want to share anything with this girl I barely know. As angry as I am about everything
            that happened, I still don’t want to go parading my problems or bad-mouthing Coach’s daughter all over campus.
         

         
         She waves a hand in the air like she’s erasing a whiteboard, taking back what she said.

         
         “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to pry. I’m just happy to see you looking well.” She shrugs again as though it’s no big deal, and
            then asks, “Want to sit together in class?”
         

         
         And I do want to. It’s time for me to start making some changes, and maybe letting in some new people is one of them.

         
         

         When class ends, Andi waves goodbye and heads toward her dorm. I can’t believe I’ve been in various classes with her for almost
            three years, and I’m only just now getting to know her. I wonder what else I’ve missed during my time at Meadowbrook.
         

         
         I turn in the opposite direction to hit the library until my afternoon class, and that’s when I notice Coach Cat. He’s leaning
            against the outside of the brick building.
         

         
         “Sonny,” he says. “A word?” He motions to a wooden bench across the walkway.

         
         I nod, zipping up my light jacket and following him. I wonder if he’s already talked to the committee, if he’s come to tell
            me everything’s been hashed out and I’m back on the team. Maybe it’s a good sign that he’s calling me Sonny again. Except
            then I notice the tense set of his shoulders. He’s not here to deliver good news.
         

         
         “Vanessa owned up after I confronted her.” He reaches into his pocket and hands me an envelope. “It’s a letter. An apology.”

         
         I can’t help feeling suddenly irate.

         
         “This is what I get? A note? I’ll pass.” I try to hand it back, but he doesn’t take it. “Coach, I lost my spot on the team
            because of her, my scholarship, all my friends. My housing! I’ve been sleeping in my car for eight months because of what
            she did, for fuck’s sake.”
         

         
         “In your car?” He blanches. “Sonny, why didn’t you tell me?”

         
         “You knew I’d lose all of that when you kicked me off the team.” My tone is even, measured now. I’m impressed with myself
            for keeping my cool.
         

         
         “Yeah, but I figured you’d work it out somehow, or at least come to me if you couldn’t.”

         
         “You’d made it very clear by then that I wasn’t your problem.”

         
         He blinks hard, clearly shaken by this revelation. “I would have helped you. I would have done something if I’d known!”

         
         I don’t respond because I’m not sure I believe him.

         
         “Listen,” he says. “I’ve talked with the people at Hollyhock, confessed what my daughter did. I’m reimbursing them for all
            the repairs, so now I’m out several thousand dollars. Told Vanessa she’s going to be working to pay us back until she’s a
            senior citizen.” He shakes his head because we both know the girl’s probably never going to pay her parents back the full
            amount. “She’s a minor, so they’re not going to press charges. The club revoked our family membership, so Paula’s obviously
            not happy about that.” He stares off into the distance, and I catch a slight shake in the hand by his side. He’s clearly rattled.
            “Losing our country club membership is hardly as bad as being homeless for eight months. I’m so sorry things went down how
            they did, Sonny.”
         

         
         There’s regret etched into each line on his face, and I do appreciate it, but there’s so much I still don’t understand.

         
         “Why’d she do it though? It doesn’t make any sense.”

         
         He closes his eyes for a moment, as if searching for answers within himself.

         
         He rubs a hand over his face and lets out a long breath. “I didn’t know it was even possible to feel this much guilt. The
            ways I’ve neglected her over the years and didn’t even see it. Always putting the team first. Constantly crowing about the
            achievements of other young women, while ignoring my own kid’s interests. This whole thing, all of it is my fault. I have
            a lot of work ahead of me with her. So much I have to fix.”
         

         
         He doesn’t look at me, keeping his eyes pointed toward the grassy quad beside the building. I wait for him to say more, about
            how he feels guilty for what he did to me too, but he’s still focused on Vanessa.
         

         
         “It’s no secret I wanted my child to be an athlete. Got myself a theater kid instead. She spent years being jealous of the
            girls on the team. When I got attached to you, gave you a nickname like you were my own kid, she got so angry. Add to that
            how Paula and I have been having problems recently, maybe separating, and Vanessa blames me. They both do. Something inside
            her just snapped. It’s all there in the letter. It was always about hurting me, not you.”
         

         
         “And yet I’m the one who’s been suffering all these months.”

         
         “I lost my star swimmer,” he says, “and I had to put up with all the questions from the administrators and the NCAA, trying
            to protect you. It hasn’t exactly been a cakewalk for me either.”
         

         
         “You’re serious right now?” Comparing what we’ve been through feels too ridiculous, which I think he realizes too.

         
         “I’ve been in touch with the scholarship committee. I’m pretty sure they’re prepared to give you back everything they took away. When you meet with them tomorrow, you might even push for a little more if you tell them how hard you’ve had it in the interim. Fuck, McKenna. I would have helped you.” It feels like he needs to convince himself of this, repeating it so vehemently. “You need somewhere to stay in the meantime?” he asks. 

         
         I rise to my feet, feeling a lightness as I say, “I’ve got some people looking out for me now. I’m good.”

         
         

         We’re meeting at the financial aid office in the Union building. There are five of us seated around a large mahogany conference
            table—besides Coach Cat and me, there’s Greg Bianchi, the director of financial aid, Bob Palmer, the athletic director, and
            a woman named Keisha Winthrop who introduced herself to me today as “both counsel and conduct officer,” whatever that means.
         

         
         Berry offered to come with me as my representative. From working at a school, she said she knows a lot about how these committees
            function. As much as I appreciated the idea of having someone in my corner, she’s already doing so much just by letting me
            stay in her house. I told her I could handle this on my own. Though now that I’m here in this stark, sterile room, with the
            hard plastic of this cheap chair pushing against my back, I kind of do wish I’d brought her.
         

         
         Once we’re all seated, Greg Bianchi speaks first.

         
         “Good afternoon, McKenna,” he says, behaving so formally that I feel certain I’m not going to like what he has to say. “Coach Catapano advised us that there have been some new developments regarding the circumstances that resulted in your removal from the women’s swim team before the start of last semester.” 

         
         “Yes,” I say, nodding. I have my hands clasped on the table in front of me, hoping I won’t start shaking.

         
         “We have here your academic record as well as the record of your enviable athletic performance.” He motions to the laptop
            that’s open in front of him. “In light of the new information we’ve received, it seems we have sufficient grounds to approve
            Coach Cat’s request to have you reinstated on the team.”
         

         
         “Yes, and I concur,” says Bob, the bald athletic director. “You were one of the brightest stars of the team. Of course, it’ll
            be an uphill battle getting you back into shape, but I believe an athlete of your caliber understands what’s required and
            will make every effort to return to your previous level of fitness.”
         

         
         It’s not just the physical fitness, but also my technique, my muscle memory, my water sense. All of that will have suffered
            from the time off. It’s exhausting just thinking about how much training I’ll have to do to get myself even close to where
            I was before getting cut.
         

         
         “And the scholarship award?” I ask.

         
         “Well, we would of course reinstate your award. Same terms as what you had before, with an additional grant to compensate
            you for the errors that were made on our end.”
         

         
         “Wait, you’re giving me money? Over and above my original award?”

         
         “It seems only fair after the way you’ve been treated,” says Bianchi, glancing at the conduct officer. That’s when I realize
            he doesn’t feel guilt. He’s afraid of liability.
         

         
         Suddenly, I can see everything so clearly.

         
         All that pressure, the constant struggle to be good enough, how easily people were willing to discard me.

         
         I take a few deep breaths while they wait for me to answer. On the tail end of the last inhale, in just three-tenths of a
            second, I’ve decided.
         

         
         “Here’s the thing,” I say. “I don’t want my spot on the team. It was a toxic experience for me. The physical demands, academic
            demands, service demands, the social media requirements, being the face of Meadowbrook athletics, living up to everyone’s
            vision of the perfect girl, the role model, everything you piled onto me when I was first granted my scholarship. How can
            you expect so much of people, kids who are just becoming adults? It was always too much. Maybe getting booted from the team
            was a blessing in disguise that helped me finally see the truth. So yeah, you can take your offer and you can shove it. Thanks
            but no thanks, folks.” I start to stand, still in shock that I’ve voiced the thoughts I’ve only just begun to admit to myself.
            “I’d rather keep living out of my car than subject myself to all that again.”
         

         
         “McKenna, wait,” Keisha, the lawyer, says. “We won’t pressure you to reclaim your spot on the team. But maybe you want to
            take some time to think it over?”
         

         
         “No, that’s fine. I know my mind.” I reach for the tote beside my chair. I cannot believe I’m giving up all the benefits they’ve
            offered, but I can’t do it. I just can’t.
         

         
         “Well then, let’s try to figure out another way to make up for what you’ve been through, shall we?”
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         Phil and I are just finishing the dinner dishes when McKenna gets back. We’d invited her to eat with us again, but she wanted
            to spend the evening visiting with her grandmother.
         

         
         Leo greets her in the foyer, and I hear them exchange pleasantries in such a casual, typical way that I actually get a little
            teary. Leo sounds almost like he could be any other sixteen-year-old opening the door for a friend. Their voices get quieter,
            and I turn off the faucet in hopes of catching more of the conversation, but it’s too muffled from so far away. Phil finishes
            drying the Pyrex he’s holding and bumps his hip against mine with a playful smile. The way his lips dance says your hovering is mildly endearing.
         

         
         I smile back, rolling my eyes in a way that feels like flirting, and then turn toward the cabinet to put away the saucepan.
            Then McKenna comes bounding into the kitchen, bringing all her wild energy with her.
         

         
         “I had my meeting,” she says. “With the committee?” Her voice gets higher at the end, as if we might have forgotten.

         
         “We’ve been thinking about it all day!” How could she not know that? The poor thing, she’s been so alone, she must have forgotten what it’s like to have people rooting for her. “Come, sit.” I motion to the kitchen table, where a few crumbs still need to be wiped up. “I want to hear every detail.” 

         
         As we settle into the chairs, I notice McKenna’s wearing an expression I can’t quite name. I look over to Phil, who’s filling
            a glass of water for himself from the sink.
         

         
         “Anyone else want one?” he asks. But nobody does, so he comes and sits beside me at the table.

         
         I can’t take this suspense a single second longer. “Spill it, babe!”

         
         She glances at Leo and then looks back to Phil and me.

         
         “They offered me my scholarship back.”

         
         “Oh my god, that’s amazing!” I clap my hands together. “I knew you’d get back your place on the team. You see? Everything
            is working out after all. You just needed to have faith.”
         

         
         Even Leo has cracked a smile. “McKenna is back on the swim team,” he says.

         
         But McKenna shakes her head. “I didn’t take it.”

         
         Our smiles fall.

         
         “Why in the world not?” Phil asks, his glass halfway to his mouth.

         
         “Because I realized, while I was sitting in that room with them, with their lawyer and their rules and their expectations
            and all that pressure to be exactly who they want me to be, that it wasn’t the right thing for me anymore.”
         

         
         Phil looks just as stunned as I feel. Only Leo seems nonplussed as he goes over to the oven and starts pushing buttons again.

         
         “Well,” I say over the beeps coming from the oven, “it was brave of you to make that choice. But what are you going to do about housing?” I glance at Phil, wondering if we could take her in for the remainder of her time in school. It’s only a year and a half, the same amount of time Leo has until he finishes high school. Once she gets a job, she could get her own place. It might actually be a wonderful thing for our son to have her around all the time. Phil looks back at me, and it’s like he can read my mind. He shrugs and offers me a small smile, tacitly agreeing to whatever cockamamie idea I’ve got cooking in my head. 

         
         I open my mouth to make the offer, but McKenna speaks first.

         
         “Something even better,” she says with a smile so wide that I wonder if it makes her cheeks hurt. “I guess they’re afraid
            of liability or whatever. I’m not sure whether it’s for wrongfully depriving me of funds they’d promised or that they can’t
            knowingly turn a blind eye when a student’s unhoused. They said they can’t just give me money if I’m not on the team, but
            they offered an alternative. If I work as a resident advisor in a dorm, like a lot of upperclassmen do, I’d be entitled to
            free housing from the school. Not only that, but a spot just opened in one of their living and learning communities—”
         

         
         “What’s a living and learning community?” Leo interrupts as he comes back to the table and hovers over McKenna’s shoulder.

         
         She twists in her seat to look up at him. “It’s a college dorm where the school puts groups of students together because they all share a particular interest. Like maybe if they have a program in sustainability and the environment, the school will offer students the option of living in a dorm with other kids studying the environment too. That makes it easier for the sustainability kids to get together outside class, to work on sustainability projects or access resources related to environmentalism. It’s supposed to enhance the learning, make it richer and deeper.” 

         
         “Do they have aviation living and learning communities?” he asks.

         
         McKenna smiles so fondly at Leo that I want to give her a million hugs.

         
         “I don’t know, but I’m sure you could look into that.”

         
         “What does a resident advisor do?” he asks.

         
         “If you sit back in your seat so I can stop craning my neck, I’ll tell you.”

         
         Leo dutifully returns to his seat, and McKenna continues. “They live in a dorm full of other students, usually younger ones,
            and help out when the residents need things. There can be mentoring involved, or just helping kids sort through problems they’re
            having at school, social problems, educational challenges. It’s someone who can offer a little extra support or help to students
            who need it.”
         

         
         “You’d be good at that,” Leo says. “You gave me a lot of help back when I needed it.”

         
         By the way he phrased that, he probably doesn’t realize it, but he’s basically just announced that he no longer needs help,
            that he’s in a good place. Phil notices though. He reaches under the table and squeezes my thigh. These are the moments you
            wait for.
         

         
         “That’s nice of you to say, Leo. I will always give you support if you need it. You just let me know.”

         
         “What’s the theme for the living and learning community with the opening at your school?” Leo asks.

         
         McKenna looks from Leo to me with an expression of pure glee on her face.

         
         “It’s the Health and Wellness LLC. And I can move in tomorrow!”

         
         She looks so excited that I jump out of my chair with a squeal and race around the table to hug her.

         
         “Honey, that’s wonderful! It’s the perfect thing for you!”

         
         As she sinks into my arms, I can feel the relief oozing out of her, the triumph of finally figuring out exactly where she
            belongs.
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            “Phil, we have to go!” It’s been downright impossible to pull him away from his computer recently. It turns out he loves consulting
               for medical start-up companies, advising on product sourcing, distribution, and market positioning, more than he ever liked
               dealing with regulatory and compliance issues or cash flow management at his own company. “Phil! The emails can wait! But
               your son cannot!”
            

            
            “Sorry, sorry,” Phil says as he comes scrambling out of the home office, still fiddling with the knot of his tie. “I got caught
               up.”
            

            
            He hurries along behind me as we head out to the driveway, where Leo’s already in the car with Hollis and Yvonne, the ignition
               running. Though it’s been several months since Leo got his learner’s permit, I don’t know if I’ll ever get used to the sight
               of my baby sitting in the driver’s seat. I also don’t know if he’ll ever progress beyond the learner’s permit, but I do know
               it’s worth letting him try.
            

            
            As usual, Southreach Senior High School’s graduation ceremony is being held in the auditorium at Meadowbrook in order to accommodate the many friends and family who want to attend. When we get there, the seats have already started filling up, and I feel a little frantic to find six seats together. But then I spot Harrison, where he and McKenna have already saved seats for the rest of us. The way she’s looking at him, leaning toward him as he talks, I think maybe she’s beginning to budge about going on one of the dates he keeps asking her for. She catches sight of us and pops up, motioning us over. 

            
            “You go on back, honey,” I tell Leo as the others go to the seats. “Now you see where we’ll be sitting so you can wave to
               us from the stage.”
            

            
            “I’m not going to do that,” he says. “You will be able to see me even if I don’t wave. So I won’t wave. I don’t need to, so
               I’m not going to do that.” He walks away, holding his cap and gown, heading down toward the stage.
            

            
            I make my way over to the others, apologizing to the people who stand to let us slide into the row.

            
            As I settle in beside Phil, I give McKenna a quick hug and then lean across her toward Harrison.

            
            “You all set for later?” I ask him.

            
            “Damon’s there now, setting everything up.” Harrison and two of his friends are working on opening their dream restaurant,
               a farm-to-table bistro they’ll call Meadow & Tide that serves sustainably sourced, locally grown food. For now they’ve started
               with a food truck, but it bears the same name and will open officially in a week. We decided a graduation picnic would be
               the perfect way to test everything out. If it does as well as they’re expecting, they might open a few more trucks. It’s not
               time to quit his day job yet, but he’s on his way.
            

            
            We’re interrupted from chatting when the first notes of the Pomp and Circumstance march beginning flowing from the speakers, and of course, the waterworks are instant for me.
            

            
            That song.

            
            My baby.

            
            Then we sit quietly and listen to opening remarks from Principal Chung. Next, the valedictorian, Paige Lopez, gives a boring
               but sweet speech about the importance of working hard and being changemakers in the future. And then, finally, it’s the moment
               we’ve been waiting for.
            

            
            As Leo walks up to the podium, Phil grabs my hand and squeezes. With my other hand, I take hold of McKenna’s.

            
            In his dark green cap and gown, Leo appears to be the picture of composure. He walks slowly and deliberately, just like we
               practiced. When he reaches the lectern, he removes a small green airplane from his pocket and puts it on the stand so it’ll
               be there in case he needs it. And then he begins reciting the speech that he’s spent the last month practicing.
            

            
            “Good evening, ladies and gentlemen, faculty, staff, and fellow graduates.

            
            “I asked my mother why the kids in my class would have voted for me to be the one who gives the student speech for Southreach
               Senior High School, and she told me it’s because I’ve had many challenges during my life, and that people like to hear about
               times when people were able to overcome obstacles. My mother also told me she would help me write my speech.”
            

            
            The crowd chuckles at this, as I’d told Leo they would. He nods at the audience, like they’ve done the right thing, and then
               continues.
            

            
            “Here is what she told me to say: High school has been a journey, and for me, it hasn’t always been easy. I’ve spent a lot of time feeling different, like I was following a script that everyone else knew by heart, but I was still trying to figure out. 

            
            “But that isn’t how I talk, so I told my mom I would write the rest myself.”

            
            More light chuckles from the crowd.

            
            “I watched a lot of YouTube videos to learn what graduation speeches sound like. I watched seventeen. The clearest thing I
               learned from them was that the student speakers give a lot of advice. So my first piece of advice to the class of 2025 is
               that after you leave high school, if there’s something you need to know about, you should look on YouTube.”
            

            
            One of the kids onstage behind Leo calls out in agreement. “Right on, Becker!”

            
            Leo flinches slightly but continues.

            
            “Second, from watching the videos, I learned that lots of speakers thank their families. That was boring to listen to, and
               I didn’t want to be boring, so I thanked my family yesterday. The other thing almost all the speakers talked about was something
               they learned in high school. I would have liked to hear more about what they learned in their classes, but they talked about
               the things they learned outside of class.
            

            
            “Outside of class was the hardest part of school for me. I don’t always know what to say to people, and I don’t like it when kids are running and shouting in the halls. So being at school but not in class made me feel bad sometimes. My friend Sebastian left after tenth grade. I knew I’d have to be outside of class so much without him. For two more years. Three hundred and sixty days. Because New York requires 180 days of school a year. So for two years of school, that’s 360 days. I thought I wouldn’t ever be happy for any of those days. Not at school, not ever again.” 

            
            He looks up from his written speech and gazes out into the crowd. The vacant look in his eyes tells me he’s stuck on this
               thought.
            

            
            “Wouldn’t ever be happy,” he repeats aloud. “Not without Sebastian.”

            
            The old me would have stood up or done some kind of signal to get Leo to move back to his prepared remarks, but I take a deep
               breath and wait.
            

            
            “Not happy without Sebastian, not at school,” he says again.

            
            If the speech is going to be a disaster, so be it. At least he had the confidence to try, and I won’t undermine that by swooping
               in to save the day.
            

            
            But then he looks back down at the lectern and starts reading again.

            
            “But then I made a new friend last summer. Her name is McKenna. She is very bossy, and I wasn’t sure if I liked her at first.
               But she ended up teaching me new things and helping me make my life better, and since that also happened outside of class,
               that’s what I’m going to tell you about in this speech.
            

            
            “McKenna used to be on her college swim team. She is a very, very good swimmer. She got to go to school for free, which she
               needed so she could get a degree to become a nurse. But then something very bad happened to her. Because of that thing, she
               lost her scholarship, and also her home, and a lot of her friends.
            

            
            “But she didn’t give up. She didn’t quit school. Instead, she started working harder and kept doing all the things she needed to get her degree. It turned out that the bad thing that happened to her wasn’t even her fault. She says I’m the one who proved that to everyone. She says I was brave and that being brave and kind makes me the hero in her story. 

            
            “What I’ve learned from helping her is that being able to do something better than everybody else isn’t what makes a person
               a hero. Becoming a hero happens when you try as hard as you can, even when you’re worried the thing you’re trying for might
               be impossible. It also happens when you believe in yourself even if nobody else does.”
            

            
            He looks out into the crowd then, as though he’s just had an idea. Without referring to his notes, he says, “Or maybe all
               you have to do to be a hero is try to always do what’s right and not quit just because something feels too hard.”
            

            
            Yes! I want to jump up and start clapping, but I know there’s more left to his script.

            
            “Last month, McKenna graduated, and now she has a job where she sits at a desk at a hospital. And once she passes her nursing
               exam, she will start seeing patients just as she’s always wanted. She’ll be able to help more people, which means she can
               keep being a hero too.
            

            
            “My next piece of advice . . . Wait, what number am I on? Oh, right. Number three. Remember that success isn’t only about
               never failing. And lastly, advice piece number four. This is the important one, which is why I saved it to say last, because
               people like to put important things last in their speeches. Number four is that even if people don’t think you can do something,
               try the hard things anyway. That’s how you become a hero too. So I guess what I’m saying is that all of us can be heroes.
               You just have to try.
            

            
            “Congratulations, class of 2025. The runway is open, the engines are ready, and we are cleared for takeoff!”

            
         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Author’s Note

         
         I grew up watching my mother do something extraordinary. In the 1970s, when autism was still greatly misunderstood and often
            misdiagnosed, she began working with children with special needs, and she never stopped. Over the course of her career, she
            became a pioneer in the field, working to create effective intervention, education, and treatment strategies for young people
            with autism. She was a classroom teacher, school administrator, researcher, university professor, and president of highly
            regarded state, national, and international organizations. In addition to training teachers, psychologists, speech pathologists,
            and other professionals to teach students on the autism spectrum, she also created the nation’s first college support program
            for students with autism and served as the head of a large international school. I was lucky enough to tag along during many
            of those years, visiting schools and programs by her side, getting to know the kids she believed in so fiercely. Her work
            didn’t just change their lives; it changed mine. My mother saw talent and value in every human being. She taught me that every
            child deserves to be seen, to be challenged, and most of all, to be respected and understood.
         

         
         That early exposure shaped the way I see the world and the stories I want to tell. My previous novel, Counting Backwards, explored the tragic legacy of real-life Carrie Buck, a young woman sterilized against her will in the name of eugenics.
            While writing that book, I felt a deep need to push back against the idea that neurodivergence or disability should ever be
            seen as something to be eliminated. With Breathing Under Water, I wanted to go further, to write a story where a teen with autism isn’t sidelined or saved but is instead at the heart of
            the story, helping someone else find her way.
         

         
         As I developed the idea, I came across a startling statistic: Nearly eight percent of college students in the US experience
            homelessness. That number stunned me, and it stuck with me. I began imagining what it would look like for two very different
            young people, both navigating real and invisible challenges, to find each other at a crossroads. One seemingly has everything
            but is secretly falling apart. The other has faced judgment and limitation his whole life but knows exactly who he is.
         

         
         I also found myself thinking about survival skills—not just emotional ones, but literal ones. I’d read that over forty percent
            of Americans can’t swim and that public pools were closing for lack of lifeguards. It struck me how many basic safety skills
            we overlook, and how much we take for granted regarding who gets taught what, and why. My characters—Berry, Leo, and McKenna—came
            to life around all of these questions.
         

         
         Breathing Under Water is ultimately a story about resilience, connection, and the refusal to underestimate people, even (and especially) when they’re struggling. It’s
            about recognizing how much more we’re capable of when someone believes in us, and how powerful it can be when we begin to
            believe in ourselves.
         

         
         For readers seeking more information or guidance about autism, the following are excellent starting points:

         
          

         
            Association for Science in Autism Treatment: https://asatonline.org/

            Autism Society: https://autismsociety.org

            Autism Speaks: https://www.autismspeaks.org/

            Organization for Autism Research: https://researchautism.org/

         

         To learn more about athlete mental health advocacy and how to support student athletes who feel they are under too much pressure,
            I recommend:
         

         
         
            The Hidden Opponent: https://www.thehiddenopponent.org/

            Morgan’s Message: https://www.morgansmessage.org/

         

         
      
   
      
      
         
            Discussion Questions

         
         
            	Both Berry and McKenna enter the story believing they understand who they are. How does each character’s self-image shift
               over the course of the novel?
            

            	Berry often tries to hold everything together for everyone else. When does that strength become a weakness?

            	McKenna’s ambition is both admirable and isolating. How does the novel balance those two truths?

            	Which character surprised you most—and why?

            	The novel asks who carries the emotional labor in a family. Who do you think carries the most weight, and does he or she realize
               it?
            

            	In what ways do the characters protect one another, and in what ways do they unintentionally hold each other back?

            	The book explores the tension between independence and needing help. Which characters struggle the most with accepting support?

            	How do societal expectations around motherhood, success, and achievement influence Berry’s, McKenna’s, and Glory’s decisions?
               
            

            	Several characters are forced to reconsider long-held identities. Which reinvention felt most earned to you?

            	What lessons do you think McKenna learned from her mother before she died? Which were most valuable? Were any detrimental?

            	Are there moments when characters make choices you disagreed with but understood emotionally?

            	The story avoids simple villains. How does this affect the way you judged characters’ actions?

            	The title Breathing Under Water suggests survival under pressure. What does “breathing under water” mean for different characters?
            

            	How did the dual perspectives shape your understanding of events? Did your loyalties shift as the story progressed? 

            	Did you ever find yourself judging a character harshly before later understanding them?

            	How do Berry and McKenna challenge each other’s assumptions about success, responsibility, and identity?

            	Throughout the novel, characters struggle with the tension between caring for others and caring for themselves. Which characters
               do you think strike that balance well, and which do not?
            

            	What moment in the novel felt like the true turning point for Berry or McKenna? Did you recognize its importance when it happened,
               or only later?
            

            	McKenna’s ambition is one kind of pressure. How does it compare with the expectations facing Phil, Leo, and Beck?

            	How do different supporting characters, like Coach Catapano, Lark, Glory, and others, define what it means to protect someone?
               
            

            	By the end of the novel, how has the story redefined what strength looks like?
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            Breathing Under Water

            
               “Jacqueline Friedland has done it again. With her signature mix of empathy and deft plotting, she takes us inside the lives
                  of characters holding fast to their place on the margins until you are breathlessly rooting for them with every turn of the
                  page.” 
               

               —Nicola Kraus, #1 New York Times bestselling author of The Nanny Diaries and The Best We Could Hope For 
               

               “A thoughtful and compassionate exploration of caregiving, ambition, and the ripple effects of loving someone with profound
                  needs. This is a layered, emotionally resonant novel that will give book clubs plenty to discuss.”
               

               —Tracey Garvis Graves, New York Times bestselling author of The Girl He Used to Know

               “Engrossing and deeply moving, Breathing Under Water is a graceful exploration of womanhood at every age and stage. Jacqueline Friedland expertly captures the fierce love and
                  quiet resilience of motherhood, the intense pressures of coming of age, and the unexpected ways in which we save each other.
                  An unforgettable story with indelible characters that will stay with readers long after the final page, this is a must-read
                  novel of the year!” 
               

               —Kristy Woodson Harvey, New York Times bestselling author of Summer State of Mind 

               “This big-hearted novel grabbed me from page one and didn’t let me go. Jacqueline is a master of writing characters so real,
                  it feels like they could walk out of the book and right into your living room—and she’s done it again.”
               

               —Colleen Oakley, USA TODAY bestselling author of Jane and Dan at the End of the World

            

         
         
            Counting Backwards

            
               “Like Perkins-Valdez’s Take My Hand, Friedland’s novel exposes a shocking betrayal of women by government institutions . . . incredibly resonant in these uncertain
                  times.”
               

               —Fiona Davis, New York Times bestselling author of The Spectacular

               “Friedland fearlessly explores issues of incarceration and eugenics . . . a riveting, compelling story—but it’s also an important
                  one, reminding us that history’s darkest aspects can echo forward into our present day.”
               

               —Kelly Rimmer, New York Times bestselling author of The German Wife

               “Counting Backwards is more than a powerful read. Ultimately it teaches us all how to move forward.”
               

               —Lisa Barr, New York Times bestselling author of The Goddess of Warsaw

               “A tightly woven dual-timeline novel that explores the sins of a family member . . . Jacqueline Friedland’s ripped-from-the-headlines story is an Erin Brockovich for our times.”
               

               —Jill Santopolo, New York Times bestselling author of The Light We Lost

               “Counting Backwards examines the ways women’s bodies have been used against them in American society both past and present . . . Friedland explores
                  both responsibility and redemption with heft and grace.”
               

               —Jo Piazza, national and international bestselling author of The Sicilian Inheritance

               “Jacqueline Friedland uncovers a shameful moment in our country’s history and in so doing, brings into the light people whom
                  time has largely forgotten.”
               

               —Daisy Alpert Florin, author of My Last Innocent Year

               “Counting Backwards is truly a book for this moment . . . a tour de force about family, female independence, and embracing what really matters.”
               

               —Lynda Cohen Loigman, author of The Love Elixir of Augusta Stern

               “Bold, timely, and inspired by shocking real-life events, Counting Backwards had me gripped from its opening chapter . . . Friedland doesn’t shy away from tackling hard questions about social responsibility,
                  ancestral loyalty, and—perhaps most crucially—what we owe ourselves.”
               

               —Carola Lovering, bestselling author of Tell Me Lies and Bye, Baby

               “A gripping, timely, and important read. In Counting Backwards, Jacqueline Friedland has crafted a nuanced, powerful, and eye-opening novel, driving home the urgency and fragility of women’s
                  reproductive rights. This is a thought-provoking story, perfect for lively book club discussion.”
               

               —Yvette Manessis Corporon, internationally bestselling author of Daughter of Ruins

               “Counting Backwards sheds light on historical and modern injustices against women through two resilient female leads, court cases that will leave
                  you stunned, and twists you won’t see coming.”
               

               —Gabriella Saab, author of The Last Checkmate
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