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			For Ken and Carol

		

	
		
			
				Virtue was no longer sought in temple or market place but in the home—one’s own home, and then the homes of one’s friends.

				—John Updike, Couples
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				And my friends all smell like weed or little babies.

				—Taylor Swift, “Florida!!!”

			

		

	
		
			
				One

				Caroline
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			Boston Cream

			It could have been a Boston cream, puffy white, the inside sweet vanilla pudding, but instead it was a jelly donut, glazed with sugar, filled with the sort of fluorescent red goo that could only be created in a food-science lab. Caroline didn’t even realize she’d stepped on the thing. She was dragging a suitcase, a backpack was thumping on her back, and her eyes were on the track numbers blinking in green over the platform doors. The voice over the loudspeaker was blaring boarding instructions, and Caroline dashed to her train, legs scissoring, suitcase wheels spinning along. Her shoe must have hit the jelly donut from the perfect angle, because when it burst, the jelly squirted straight up, directly hitting the crotch of her light jeans. She ran along the platform, feet pounding, oblivious, and by the time she hoisted her bag onto the overhead rack she had managed to coat her entire inseam with the sticky fuchsia slime, something she only noticed as she flopped down into her leather seat.

			“Oh my God, what on earth?” Caroline muttered, her glasses fogging in the warmth of the train. She unzipped her backpack and rummaged for a tissue. She had a computer, a charger, two lip balms, a book, a pouch full of pens, and a can of almonds. No tissues. “Does anyone have a Kleenex or a napkin?” she called out to the surrounding seats. The woman sitting across the aisle glanced up, made a horrified face, and shook her head before burying her nose back in her phone. Lovely. Caroline pulled a receipt from her wallet and started trying to wipe at the mess.

			“Here.” A hand appeared with a sheaf of paper napkins.

			“Thank you so much.” Caroline sighed, grabbing the napkins and wiping the jelly from her crotch. “This is such a disaster. I might need to change. Do you know which train car has the bathroom?”

			“Oh, no, I’m sorry, there aren’t bathrooms on the commuter rail. None at the station either.”

			Caroline looked up and finally registered the napkin-bearer. He was her age, with long, brown hair tucked behind his ears, a fleece jacket, a laptop bag hanging from his shoulder, and the vibe of someone who knew his way around a kayak or a climbing gym. She clearly wasn’t in New York anymore.

			“I guess I’ll just have to be covered in this stuff for the next hour,” Caroline muttered, resigned. “But thanks for the napkins.”

			“No problem.” The kayaker started loping off down the aisle. “I get it. I minored in women’s studies.”

			“What?” Caroline startled. “But it’s not—” she tried, but it was too late. He was already gone, the train door sliding closed behind him.

			The Good Guy

			Moving to Massachusetts was the most impulsive thing Caroline Lash had ever done. She recognized that was sort of sad. She was twenty-eight and that was plenty of time to amass some really bold impulses—she could have hooked up with a DJ at Coachella, she could have become a pastry chef at Le Cordon Bleu, she could have dropped out of high school and bartended at an eco-resort. But instead, she had taken the road more traveled by. She stayed in New York for college, attending Columbia, a mere fifty blocks north of her childhood apartment, she majored in English literature, and she spent her weekends drinking iced matcha the color of algae, shopping for vintage clothing in Bushwick, and going to flash tattoo parties where she never actually got a tattoo. She graduated on time, signed a lease for a studio on Third Street, and took a job as an editorial assistant at a publishing house, a position secured by her mother’s industry connections—her mother a bestselling thriller writer, and nepotism remaining a powerful currency in the small world of books.

			For six relatively happy years Caroline lived the life of a young person in New York publishing—complaining about her meager salary while accidentally spending three figures a week on espresso martinis, staying up all night reading manuscripts only to have them scooped away by more senior editors, and going to readings and parties at bookstores and private clubs, the publishing assistants’ Zara wool coats hanging misshapenly alongside the thick Irish wool of old money New York. Caroline was a writer herself, and so on the nights when she wasn’t perched on a folding chair next to a long-suffering publicist at the Strand or Greenlight, she would venture down to Le Dive to drink wine with her friend Nina and eavesdrop on people, writing down all the best bits of dialogue for her short stories. Nina was an actress, constantly auditioning, so she would arrive at the bar in character, dressed one day like a goth high school student, the next like a homesteader in a prairie skirt, resulting in the same guys accidentally hitting on them multiple nights in a row. These were guys with rings on their pinkies, guys with ironic mustaches, guys conspicuously carrying paperback copies of Kurt Vonnegut in their back pockets. They were funny, they were undatable, they were exhausting, and Caroline and Nina came up with a game where the first boy to mention he’d been to Mexico City had to buy them a round.

			Even though Caroline was initially hired at the publishing house because of her famous mother, it turned out she was pretty good at her job. She was a fast reader and had a gift for soothing anxious writers, for prying away their finished manuscripts before they overworked them like pie dough. Still, she felt her mother’s celebrity presence in every interaction—the jolt of recognition every time she said her last name, the fact that the older editors even bothered to say hello. She was given promotion after promotion, soon assisting the editor in chief, mastering the fine art of rolling calls from both his wife and his girlfriend, and then to associate editor, earning the right to handle authors on her own. The path to a real office with a door was clear ahead. (A closed door! Oh, to call the gynecologist from work! To eat salad at her desk like a wild animal unobserved!)

			But then, at twenty-eight, Caroline surprised even herself. She placed one of her short stories in The New Yorker, walked into her boss’s office, and gave notice. The other associate editors were shocked. Who left a paying job over one short story? Who thought that a decent six thousand words was enough to abandon an entire career? Only someone with a dream, a rich parent, and a twentysomething’s blind confidence in her own untested abilities.

			

			
				[image: ]
			

			Caroline’s mother, Gwendolyn Lash, was less than pleased with her daughter’s sudden unemployment. “Caroline, do you know how many people have read my books? Ten million. Do you know who reads The New Yorker? Nobody. They just skim the cartoons and then put it in their powder room to look smart.” Or “Caroline, don’t tell me you’re planning on writing in a coffee shop. You’ll end up gorging yourself on eight-dollar croissants and dating a barista with a screenplay.” As Gwendolyn sniffed and swiped, Caroline simultaneously realized two things: She was craving an almond croissant, and she really needed to get away from her mother.

			In a flurry of industry, Caroline applied to every fellowship and writer’s residency she could find. She sent her short stories off to New Hampshire and Sarasota, Wyoming and Alaska. It didn’t matter where she went, she just needed a bed, a desk, and maybe some of Nina’s Adderall prescription. When the email arrived from the Palmer Preston Foundation, Caroline screamed. She had been awarded a fellowship, complete with eighteen months in a seaside cottage, sponsored by the late Palmer Preston, the famous American author. Preston had lived in this tiny village of Greenhead, Massachusetts, had written his Pulitzer Prize–winning novels there, and now Caroline would go off and follow in this legend’s footsteps.

			As Caroline scrolled through the pictures of the fellowship cottage, she felt nearly drunk with excitement. The house had rickety wooden steps that led from a scrubby yard to a pebbly beach, two spartan bedrooms, a dated kitchen that hadn’t been renovated since the sixties, and a desk looking out at the water. It was the kind of writer’s retreat Caroline had always imagined for herself, the spot she pictured when her subway was trapped in the tunnel, or a rat ran over her sandaled foot. A room of one’s own! Of course, as Caroline googled the village of Greenhead, she saw that it was actually a fairly normal New England town, peppered with clam shacks and pizza parlors, nail salons and dog groomers, but still, there were acres of farmland, yellow marshes, old lobster boats, and a vast white sand beach far prettier than anything New York had to offer. It was, Caroline decided, the perfect place to hole up and write, to make a name for herself far beyond the long shadow of her famous mother.
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			Caroline had been in Greenhead for two weeks when she ran into the kayak-looking guy at the bank. They were waiting in line for the ATM, so she decided to say hello.

			Caroline tapped his shoulder. “Hi, we met on the train.”

			He turned around, puzzled. “The train?”

			“Remember, you gave me napkins?”

			He smiled uncertainly.

			“I just wanted to let you know that was actually a donut. A jelly donut. I stepped on it.”

			“A jelly donut,” he repeated, and Caroline briefly wondered if he didn’t speak English or if he was really high.

			“Yes, anyway, just wanted to let you know that red stuff was jelly. On my jeans.”

			“Cool, cool.” He grinned, then moved to take his turn at the ATM.

			Caroline rolled her eyes, wishing she hadn’t even bothered.

			A few days after that Caroline was getting out of her car at the drugstore when she saw him drive past. He leaned out the window and waved hello and Caroline nodded back. She bought her shampoo, a pack of batteries, and a tube of toothpaste, and when she walked out to the parking lot there was a waxy white bag on the roof of her car. She pulled it down and peered inside, where a jelly donut glistened with sugar.

			A guy left a donut on my car, Caroline texted her friend Nina.

			On your car? she texted back a few minutes later. Don’t eat it.

			Too late.

			Okay, well text me when you die of poison.

			Caroline sent the saluting emoji.
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			She settled into a routine in her little Greenhead cottage, waking up early and drinking a gallon of coffee while clacking away on her laptop. She discovered that her relationship to caffeine was as emotional as it was physical, that she would start her mornings grumpy and rise to a state of near euphoria before becoming crippled with anxiety and the inexplicable desire to clean the kitchen. When she got to that point, where it felt like she might chew off her own arm like a mouse caught in a glue trap, Caroline would burst out of the cottage door and stumble down the wooden steps to the beach below, where she would power walk back and forth until she figured out a new scene to write or the need to pee would drive her back inside.

			In the afternoons Caroline explored. She puttered around the little library at the top of Town Hill, she visited the former home of Palmer Preston, her literary benefactor, she joined a group of ladies from Essex on a tour of the High Street Cemetery, she spent fifty dollars at the Garden Club plant sale on some annuals for her front walkway before realizing she didn’t own a shovel.

			Why are you doing such old person stuff? asked Nina.

			I like what I like, Caroline replied.

			Remember when you had your twelfth birthday party at that German art museum?

			Shut up please

			Literally a social disaster

			I was a precocious child!!

			Still defending that choice. Brave.
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			Caroline wanted to visit Greenhead’s famous castle on the beach, so she booked herself a spot for the “Guest of the Cranes” tour, where guides dressed up in historical costumes and led them through the mansion impersonating maids or butlers of the grand house. The Crane Castle was at the end of Argilla Road, a massive Stuart-style country house surrounded by a hundred acres of marsh and farmland that overlooked a four-mile white-sand beach. There were gardens and pastures, amphitheaters with Grecian statues, reflecting pools and grand promenades winding through the grounds. As Caroline made her way to the visitor center, she could see other tours threading along the paths, the guides in old black top hats or bonnets, and she made a mental note not to mention a word of it to Nina.

			As she peered around the cavernous foyer of the castle waiting for the tour to begin, she was unsurprised to realize that the rest of her group was comprised of retirees and European families. A pair of bored Dutch teenagers with strange haircuts looked at their phones as their parents telescoped their selfie sticks. A husband and wife wore identical green parkas, purple hiking boots, and canvas explorer hats. A woman with the frazzled white hair of a witch blew her nose and then stuffed the tissue into her sleeve.

			“Welcome to Crane Castle!” a guide cried out from the edge of the foyer. “You have just traveled by locomotive for nearly nine hundred miles from Chicago to the seaside village of Greenhead to visit your dear friend Richard Teller Crane Junior and his wife, Florence!” The group shuffled over, murmuring in German and French. “My name is Martha, and I have been a scullery maid here for the Crane family since 1926….”

			“Hey,” a voice whispered. Caroline turned and realized with a start that the kayak guy, the jelly donut–giver, was part of the group.

			“It’s you again.” Caroline felt a smile spread across her face. He was taller than she had remembered, his dark hair shiny, the collar of a button-down shirt poking out from the neck of his jacket. Up close Caroline could see he had really nice skin, deep brown eyes, and his nose had a small bump where it must have been broken at some point.

			“Van Whittaker.” He stuck out his hand to shake.

			“Caroline Lash.”

			“What are you doing here?” he whispered.

			“Visiting my dear friend Richard Teller Crane Junior and his wife, Florence, of course.” Caroline cocked her head at the scullery maid.

			“Right, right. Same, obviously.” He laughed quietly and shook his head.

			“Richard Teller Crane Junior is the second-richest man in Chicago,” the guide continued, “but while most of his contemporaries set up summer residences in Newport with the Vanderbilts, Crane spotted the seaside town of Greenhead from his yacht and fell in love with the place.”

			“I love that Crane was ‘the second-richest man in Chicago.’ You know that must have ticked him off,” the guy whispered.

			Caroline snickered. “I’m only visiting him and Florence because the first-richest man was busy.”

			The group shuffled their way through the gallery and rotunda, Martha the Scullery Maid telling them all about the history of the castle. The Grand Allée that led to the ocean cliff had been designed by the famous Olmsted Brothers, creators of New York’s Central Park, and completed by the landscape architect Arthur Shurcliff, while the painting of Richard’s wife, Florence, had been done by John Singer Sargent himself. Caroline subtly tried to keep in step with Van, not pushing too far to the front of the group, not lingering too long over any painting or display. She couldn’t be sure, but it seemed like he was also trying to walk near her, like they were tethered together by invisible string.

			“Here, above the clock, you can see a wind indicator.” Martha pointed over the fireplace. “There are four such indicators in the house. This is because the Crane children are avid sailors, so when the wind is right, the family all races to the boat.”

			“A hundred years later a tech bro would invent an app that did the same thing and sell it for half a billion dollars,” Van murmured.

			“But sadly, the tech bro still wouldn’t be the second-richest man in Silicon Valley,” Caroline whispered back.

			There was a model of the family yacht, the Illyria, in a glass case on a sleeping porch, and a display of the blue-and-cream custom-designed china that the Cranes used in the ship’s mess.

			“Quick! The wind is blowing! Grab the soup tureen and climb aboard!” Caroline murmured, and Van muffled a laugh with his fist.

			As their group meandered through grand drawing rooms and elegantly appointed bedrooms, they crossed paths with other tours, their guides dressed as stable boys and chambermaids, monologuing away in an actorly fashion. There was something vaguely cringe about the guides, desperate theater kids stuck in the historic home rotation, and Caroline felt a pang for them. She thought she might be able to write a short story about a tour guide and tucked it away in the back of her mind for future use.

			They made their way through the bedrooms and back down the stairs before leaving the Great House to walk through the Rose Garden, Martha keeping up an animated stream of conversation with the crowd.

			“What are those islands in the distance?” asked the man with the mustache, pointing out across the ocean.

			“We scullery maids are mostly knowledgeable about the interior of the property,” Martha demurred. “Van? Do you know?” She turned to him expectantly. Caroline frowned, confused. How did the maid know her kayak guy?

			“Sure.” He walked easily to the front of the group. “So, that’s Plum Island, then the Isles of Shoals are those low ones, then you can actually see Agamenticus, which is in southern Maine, and Boar’s Head over there.” He pointed to various spots along the horizon.

			“Van, since we have you, do you want to tell them anything about the nesting sites?” Martha pushed.

			“Am I that predictable?” Van laughed and Martha looked at him like she wanted to rip off his shirt. Why was the scullery maid flirting with him? Caroline pulled her lip balm out of her pocket and applied a layer, feeling flustered. “The piping plover is a threatened species,” Van continued, “and one of the important things we’re doing here at Crane Beach is preserving their nesting site. You’ll see areas that are roped off, and that’s to protect the two dozen breeding pairs we have here. By paying for your tour today you not only support this beautiful castle but also our important work protecting wildlife.” Van nodded quickly at Martha and retreated to the back of the crowd.

			“What was that?” Caroline whispered, baffled.

			“Oh, I work here.” Van ducked his head down, embarrassed.

			“You’re a tour guide?”

			“No, I work for the Trustees of Reservations in land management. I’m an environmental scientist. Our offices are on the third floor.” He gestured up at the Great House.

			“So, you’re not here to visit your Chicago friends Richard and Florence?” Caroline looked at him in mock accusation.

			Van shook his head and smiled bashfully.

			“Wait.” Caroline realized something. “Did you just do the tour because I was doing it?”

			Van covered his face with his hands. “I was just going to say hi, but kind of got sucked in.”

			“Damn it! I was here thinking you spent your Wednesday mornings touring historic castles—which, by the way, is a totally normal thing to do—but you were actually at work!”

			“Uh, well,” Van looked at his watch, “if it makes you feel any better, I think I missed a semi-important meeting and am now supposed to be telling my staff what they’re doing today.”

			“I am also very busy and missing some important things.” Caroline nodded.

			“Maybe if you find a break in your busy and important schedule, we could grab a drink this weekend?”

			“Hmm.” Caroline pretended to think. “The Cranes do keep me pretty occupied with all the sailing and ballroom dancing, but I think I can manage.”

			They exchanged numbers, and as Caroline walked back to her car, she grinned hugely at every ancient European tourist she passed.

			Wow, you really committed to the bit with the Guest of a Crane thing, texted Nina.

			He thought it was funny too. He laughed.

			Was it a polite laugh?

			It would have been a big laugh but we had to be quiet

			Yikes. Please tell me you’re doing something normal for your first date

			I found a doll museum in Wenham!

			You’re killing me.
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			While the doll museum was tempting, Caroline and Van spent Friday night at the brewery drinking beer, Saturday at Appleton Farms hiking, and Sunday at Van’s house ostensibly getting a pair of binoculars but, in actuality, taking off their clothes and having sex in the middle of the day. Van’s house was out on the marsh off Jeffrey’s Neck Road with long views out the back, a basketball hoop, and a big screened-in porch. As Van parked his car and led Caroline inside, she caught a glimpse of herself in the hall mirror. She had left her long brown hair loose around her shoulders, her cheeks were pink from the cold, and you could just see the outline of her bra through her thin sweater.

			“I have two sets of binoculars, but I think you might freeze out there.” Van brought her up the stairs to the bedroom and riffled around in his chest of drawers. “Why don’t you borrow some extra layers?” He handed her a long-sleeve thermal and a soft, cream-colored sweatshirt. Caroline was tired of waiting for Van to kiss her, so instead of taking his shirts to the bathroom, Caroline pulled off her sweater and smiled as Van looked at her with the unbridled delight of a child looking at a birthday cake. He kissed her and took her to his bed, and Caroline grinned through the whole thing, glad to finally get naked with a boy who didn’t taste like Pabst Blue Ribbon or want her to subscribe to his Substack.
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			After they finished, as Van dozed in bed in the late afternoon, Caroline wandered the house dressed in Van’s cream-colored sweatshirt, investigating various artifacts and treasures. His place was neat and masculine, but every bookshelf was full, every windowsill was lined with little clues for Caroline to study. A pair of long feathers, maybe from a hawk, stuck out of a glass jar on the counter. Geodes, spilling with purple and white crystals, were arranged in a careful row. A dried blowfish, spines sharp, mouth open, was perched next to a little dish of shark’s teeth, and beyond that was a fossil showing the ancient outline of a fish. It was like the home of a very tidy mad scientist.

			“Come back to bed,” Van called down from his room, and Caroline skipped back up the stairs, her feet cold from the wooden floors. Van had pulled on a pair of boxers and was sitting propped up against the pillows. He patted the bed next to him for Caroline to climb in.

			“I was just looking at your collections.” She crawled over and pulled up the duvet to warm her feet.

			“Did you find the fox skull?”

			“No?” She looked at him curiously.

			“Oh, good. I was worried it would creep you out.” Van grinned.

			“Well, I didn’t find it, so we can just pretend you don’t have one.”

			“Perfect. I definitely don’t.”

			Caroline laughed. “Nah, it’s great. You like what you like.”

			“Yeah?”

			“Yep. You like plants and animals, books, and beautiful things.”

			“I do like beautiful things,” Van said, and jokingly raised an eyebrow at her.

			“Smooth.” Caroline winked. “So, what don’t you like?”

			“Mayonnaise?” Van suggested.

			“What else? Tell me five things you actually hate.”

			“Okay.” Van thought for a moment. “Corporate greed. Big oil. Golf. Mint-flavored chocolate. Astrology.”

			“Spoken like a true Capricorn.” Caroline nodded seriously, and Van snorted.

			“What are five things you hate?” he asked her.

			“Hmm.” Caroline thought. “Nepotism. Waiting in a long line for some hyperspecific food item that was featured on TikTok. Bad grammar. People who correct other people’s bad grammar. Sun-dried tomatoes.”

			“I believe it’s ‘people whom correct other people’s bad grammar.’ ”

			Caroline snickered. “Is this a bad time to tell you that I actually love mayonnaise?”

			“No…”

			“Mmm, so white and squishy.”

			“I’m going to be sick.”

			“Sometimes I just squirt it into my mouth.”

			“Please tell me you’re kidding,” Van groaned.

			“Or eat it straight with a spoon.”

			“Caroline, you were literally the perfect woman until this moment.”

			“I’m joking!” Caroline pulled Van’s hands off his face. “I would NEVER eat straight mayonnaise!”

			“Oh, thank God.”

			“But let’s go back to where you said I’m the perfect woman,” Caroline cajoled, and Van kissed her and took off the cream sweatshirt.
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			Van Whittaker was both the same as guys she’d dated before and also completely different. He was a passionate environmentalist, a serious person who recycled, who believed in taxes, who tried not to buy new things when he could fix something old. Caroline liked that he was a grown-up, a real person instead of some impossible man-child. At the same time, he was utterly unselfconscious, never seeming to care what he was wearing, or if something he liked was objectively uncool. He didn’t understand celebrities, he listened to the same music he’d liked in high school, his fanciest jacket was a fleece, and he occasionally wore a belt pack around his waist when they went hiking so that he could carry a pair of clippers and collect any invasive species they encountered, like garlic mustard or barberry vines. He picked up litter when they walked on the beach, empty beer cans or tattered candy wrappers, and once Caroline saw him pick up the plastic applicator of a tampon that had floated in from the sea and carry it in his hand two miles to put it in the trash. Caroline appreciated that she was a steward of the earth, but even she had her limits, and they hit long before touching a stranger’s tampon.

			Van took Caroline hiking along the paths in the woods of Castle Hill, through the cuts in the sand dunes, all along the beach from Cedar Point and Steep Hill down to the end closest to Gloucester and Good Harbor. There was an old wooden ship, a wreck from a hundred years ago buried deep in the sand, that reappeared when the storms beat the shore. There were huge tide pools that changed every year, moving with the contours of the beach. Osprey could be found on Choate Island, piping plovers nested in the fenced-off area by Baker’s Pasture, seals poked their heads up among the choppy waves.

			When Van asked her to kayak across the channel from her house on the Neck to Steep Hill she almost laughed. The kayaking guy kayaked! But it was February and freezing and so instead she asked for a raincheck, and they spent the afternoon making out, playing cards, and drinking hot toddies he made with whiskey and clover honey from Russell Orchards. He was always doing little things for her, cleaning the mud off her hiking boots, putting a patch over the rip in her screen door, setting ant traps around her kitchen. He wasn’t even her roommate, but he took care of the cottage like he was.

			He introduced her to his friends, a big group of townies who had all grown up in Greenhead and gone to high school together, who seemed to spend every weekend finding different ways to get drunk and wild in a town with only two bars. Caroline found their clique slightly impenetrable—they were older than her, most of them married with kids, but they drank like college students on spring break and communicated in private jokes and quotes and had strong opinions about sports Caroline couldn’t follow.

			Van introduced her to his parents after just a few weeks of dating, and it all happened so suddenly she didn’t even have time to get nervous or obsess over what to wear or bring. They were on their way to Boston, and he dropped by his parents’ house to pick up his dad’s parking pass. “He’s a professor at BU and even though he keeps talking about retiring he has access to a really great parking lot right by Fenway Park and so he can’t quit,” Van explained.

			Caroline had the ingrained snobbishness of all native New Yorkers, the view that life outside the city was provincial and possibly Republican, but Van’s parents had a Prius in the driveway, NPR on the radio, a copy of The New York Times dismantled on the counter, and Caroline breathed a sigh of relief. His mother had a chic little gray haircut with Anna Wintour bangs and his father wore round reading glasses with colorful plastic frames. Unlike Van’s friends, who seemed moderately insane, his parents felt like people she recognized, people who might have been the parents of her high school friends. His mom made them sourdough toast and scrambled eggs with chopped chives, and they sat around the table and talked about immigration and Ukraine and sustainable fisheries.

			When her own parents, Gregory and Gwendolyn Lash, announced their intention to visit Greenhead and see her fellowship cottage, Caroline nearly told Van to avoid them entirely. Her mother could be demanding and cranky, could pick a fight for no particular reason, and Caroline had visions of Gwendolyn wrinkling her nose at Van’s belt pack of weeds and ocean trash.

			“She’s just a difficult person,” Caroline tried to explain. They were curled up on Van’s couch, a fire in the fireplace. “I don’t know if she’s technically a narcissist, but she kind of exists in her own world and can be cutting and rude without really meaning to be?”

			“Oh, I’m not too easily offended.” Van shrugged.

			“I wish I wasn’t. She recently told me that the reason I’m such a bad driver is because I can’t tolerate conflict.”

			“I hope you fought back on that point.” Van playfully rubbed her shoulders like a boxing trainer.

			“In high school she refused to come to a single play—even when I was the lead in Our Town—because ‘watching bad theater disturbed her artistic sensibilities.’ ”

			Van snorted. “I was the plant in Little Shop of Horrors in the fourth grade. They made me be a plant.”

			“I feel like that’s your vibe, though,” Caroline teased. “As an environmentalist.”

			“It was basically Method acting,” Van agreed happily.
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			It turned out that Caroline didn’t need to worry about her parents’ visit. That despite his low-key demeanor, Van Whittaker excelled in the arts of parental charms. Before they arrived, he read several of Gwendolyn’s novels and asked her thoughtful questions about her creative process. He took Gregory out fishing on his boat at six in the morning and they caught a striped bass almost big enough to keep. He drove them to Gloucester to eat sushi, to Newburyport for chowder on a deck overlooking the marina, to Woodman’s in Essex for plates of fried clams served on wax paper in red plastic baskets.

			If Van were a blood type, he’d be O negative, that rare universal donor, compatible with anyone he liked. Caroline knew that Gwendolyn was more like AB positive, only able to donate to people exactly like her, and it thrilled her to watch her mother succumb to Van’s quiet appeal in spite of herself. She stood in her little kitchen drinking coffee watching her mother, resplendent in a black Eileen Fisher sweater (her mother only wore black, believing it to be slimming and also the uniform of New York’s creative class), peering through a pair of binoculars as Van, in fleece and a ridiculous pair of Crocs, pointed out the terns and cormorants across the channel by Plum Island.

			“Van seems more cosmopolitan than most New Englanders,” Gwendolyn told Caroline approvingly as they watched him drive away on the last night. “And well read too.”
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			Nina teased her incessantly about her perfect new boyfriend.

			Are you describing the plot of a Hallmark movie where a city girl moves to a small town? Does he wear plaid shirts and drive a truck? Is he the Good Guy who’s going to remind you of the true meaning of Christmas and family?

			He drives a Subaru and I’m pretty sure he’s agnostic, Caroline replied.

			So the plaid shirt is a yes?
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			The morning Van told Caroline about the baby was a bad one. It was a Tuesday and Caroline had just woken up and was still wearing her pajamas, a pair of sweatpants, and a Katz’s Deli T-shirt that said “Send a Salami” when Van knocked on the cottage door.

			“Hey.” Caroline let him in. “Are you playing hooky? Did the piping plovers give you a day off?” She kissed him hello.

			“Caroline,” Van started, and she realized that he looked exhausted, that something important was about to happen. “I have to tell you some news.”

			They sat down at her kitchen table and Caroline crossed her arms over her chest. She hated that she was still wearing her pajamas and felt like there should be a law against telling anyone bad news when they didn’t have on a bra.

			“You know my friend Bailey?”

			Caroline nodded. Bailey was one of his group, a beautiful blond who looked exactly the way she had always pictured the Wakefield twins from Sweet Valley High, or like one of the lifeguards on Baywatch.

			“She’s pregnant.” He paused. “And it’s mine.” Van was wearing an expression she’d never seen before, his eyebrows pinched in pain.

			“Oh.” Caroline felt her stomach drop. “I didn’t realize you were…” Her face flushed. She had just stupidly assumed that Van was hers, that everything she was feeling for him he was feeling too. But no.

			“We’re not. Bailey and I slept together in January, before I met you.” It was like Van was trying to squint at something very far away.

			“So, this was a couple months ago?”

			“Well, it was years ago and months ago. We dated in high school and sort of hooked up off and on after that, mostly when we were drinking. It didn’t mean anything. It’s not like with you.”

			Not like with you. Okay. “Is she keeping it?” Caroline asked. Maybe Van would go with Bailey to the appointment. Drive her home after. That made sense.

			“We talked about it last night. I said it was her decision, whether or not to keep it, but she’s thirty-four and all her friends have kids. She’s excited.”

			Excited. So, no appointment. “Are you excited?” Caroline asked slowly.

			“Not yet?” Van said honestly. “But I think I can be once the surprise wears off?”

			Oh. This is what people meant when they said they were “crushed.” Caroline felt like her heart was being squeezed in a vise and the pain was unbearable. This was the end of the most wonderful thing that had ever happened to her. “So, you’re breaking up with me.”

			“No.” Van got up from his chair and came over to hug Caroline. “Bailey is a good friend, and she is going to be a great mother, but I want to be with you. And she wants to be alone.”

			“But does she?” Caroline asked, her voice muffled by Van’s shoulder. “I don’t want to be in the middle.”

			“Bailey’s great, but that’s just not how it is between us. I promise.” Van was still wearing his jacket, and the zipper scratched against her cheek. It hurt, but she didn’t want to pull away.

			“I don’t know,” she said slowly.

			“You have every right to be angry.”

			Was she angry? Caroline couldn’t tell. It was just truly terrible. Something had been snatched out of her fingertips. She’d only known Van for a couple of months, but the idea of breaking up made her sick with grief. He was the nicest man she’d ever met. “I just think this is going to end in tears, Van.”

			“It doesn’t have to end.” Van looked at her pleadingly.

			“I need some time to think,” Caroline said, and crossed her arms across her braless chest.

			See? she texted Nina. No Hallmark movie has the Good Guy knock up his ex-girlfriend from high school.

			No. Nina agreed. The Good Guy definitely doesn’t do that.
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			Caroline spent the rest of the day in bed, not getting up to shower or eat or even change out of her Katz’s Deli T-shirt. She flipped through photos on her phone, selfies she had taken with Van at Appleton Farms, at Woodman’s, lying in his bed laughing about how his big feet hung off the edge. She found Bailey on Instagram and even though it felt like pushing on a bruise she scrolled through photo after photo, Bailey with her blond sisters on Christmas wearing matching tartan pajamas, Bailey somewhere tropical pretending to make a phone call on a conch shell, her bikini body angled just so, and finally Bailey with Van. It was a group photo from a ski trip, six of them arm in arm at the top of a mountain, squinting into the sun. Even in a neon hat and parka, Bailey’s beauty was obvious, in every sense of the word. She was genetically blessed with a heart-shaped face, flawless skin, and a big, shiny smile, but also well groomed to a kind of Platonic ideal of babehood. She was a body, while Caroline had always strongly identified as a brain. The fact that Van could like both her and this entirely different kind of girl felt inconceivable, the notion of an overlap on the “Bailey” and “Caroline” Venn diagram nonexistent.
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			On the second day Caroline tried to put Van out of her mind. She got out of bed and washed her hair and drank a gallon of coffee and clacked away on her laptop, but everything she wrote was garbage and the caffeine lit up her anxiety like a Christmas tree. She put on her jacket and paced Pavilion Beach. She cleaned the bathroom. She lay down on the small brown couch and stared at the wall. Had other writers come to this cottage to find themselves utterly shattered and heartbroken? Did they all stay? She called home to ask what her mother would do.

			“Caroline, darling.” Her mother never said “Hello” when she answered the phone, she just plunged into the middle of a conversation.

			“Hi, Mom.”

			“I’m glad you called. I’m in a bit of a pique, to be honest. You know my editor and I had agreed on the title of my new book, and now marketing is saying we have to change it.”

			“Oh, wow.”

			“And you know Daddy won’t let me talk to the marketing director anymore because apparently she has very thin skin and got her feelings hurt by our last discussion. Honestly, how can you work in this business with such thin skin?”

			“I don’t know,” Caroline said neutrally. She traced her fingers along the cracked leather of her sofa.

			“It’s a disaster. Anyway, I should run. Were you just calling to check in?”

			“Well.” Caroline wavered. Her mother would tell her to come back to New York, to leave Van and his baby and the Palmer Preston Fellowship behind. “I was actually calling because I’m stuck on today’s crossword. Did you get seven letters for ‘layer’?”

			“Oh, yes. It’s ‘stratum.’ S-T-R-A-T-U-M.”

			“Perfect. Thanks so much, Mom.”

			“All right, darling. Speak soon!” Gwendolyn hung up.
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			She could abandon the fellowship. She could go back to New York and reapply to other writing programs, ones that came with stipends or houses on Whidbey Island or little baskets of lunch delivered to your door. She could leave Greenhead and pretend she’d never met Van. But the truth was that she didn’t want to. What she wanted, more than anything, was to go back in time, to have it be exactly as it was two days ago, when she was falling in love with Van and he with her.
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			The previous Sunday, waking up from a weird dream, Caroline had rolled over to see Van reading a book next to her, propped up on a pillow. “Do you believe in ghosts?” she asked him, her voice still thick with sleep.

			Van put his finger in the book to mark his place. “Not really.” He looked at her seriously. “But when I was in the third grade, I became really obsessed with them.”

			“You did?” Caroline asked.

			“My grandmother died, and someone said something to me about how she would always watch over me.”

			“Kind of a heady concept for a kid.”

			“I took it really literally. I felt like she was always there. Like when I was sneaking Halloween candy in my room or when I was using the bathroom.”

			“You thought your dead grandmother was watching you pee?”

			“It fucked me up for a while,” Van confessed.

			“I bet!”

			“Then one day I just forgot about it.” Van shrugged.

			“I saw this thing where Neil deGrasse Tyson was talking about ghosts.” Caroline rubbed her eyes sleepily. “He said that there have been more than eighty billion people who have lived on earth. And there are about eight billion people now. So if ghosts existed, there would be ten ghosts for every person here.”

			“Wait, so you’re telling me not only was my grandmother watching me in the bathroom but so were nine other ancestors?”

			“It’s just math,” Caroline whispered, and as she crawled into his arms she pretended that all ten of Van’s ancestors were hovering over the bed, dressed in old-fashioned Patagonia.
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			Over the years Caroline had been in her fair share of relationships. She had dated guys for six months, even a year, but she had always felt like she was somehow tricking herself into calling it “love,” like she was overlooking some fundamental incompatibility for the sake of being in a relationship. After a lifetime with her difficult mother, Caroline was good at getting along, good at containing herself in the service of someone else, so that’s what she had done. But with Van it was different. There was nothing about him she didn’t like. There was nothing about herself she felt she had to conceal. She hadn’t known that it could be this way. And now that she knew, she couldn’t ever go back to the tepid and accommodating romances of her past.
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			On Saturday morning Caroline drove to Van’s house and knocked on his door. When he answered, handsome and sleepy in boxers and an old hoodie, a giant grin spread across his face. “Are you here to see the fox skull?”

			“In a minute.” Caroline tried to be serious, but it just felt so good to look at him again. She wanted to fall into his arms, into his bed. “I need to ask you some things.”

			“Of course,” said Van.

			Caroline took off her jacket and hung it on the back of a kitchen chair. She had worn her favorite jeans, a sweater with little buttons up the front that showed her collarbone, and she could feel Van’s eyes on her, could tell he was as happy to be looking at her as she him.

			“I’m sure you’re still getting used to the idea of having a baby,” Caroline started. “And neither of us can know what it’s actually going to be like.”

			Van nodded quietly.

			“But is there a world in which you want to try to be with Bailey? To raise the baby as a couple?”

			“No.” Van shook his head firmly. “Neither of us wants that.”

			“I can’t be the reason this kid doesn’t live with both parents. That would be such a terrible thing for me to do.”

			“You wouldn’t be.”

			“This isn’t a crush for me, Van. This isn’t infatuation. What you and I have is real to me.”

			“This week has been terrible. I thought I had ruined everything.” Van looked anguished.

			“So you want to try to make this work?” she asked.

			“Yes.” Van took her hand in his. “Please don’t break up with me.”

			“Okay.” Caroline pulled Van’s arms around her. And so it was decided. Caroline and Van would muddle through this awkward and messy thing, they would fall fully and completely in love, they would meet this new baby, and they would make a new kind of family. It wouldn’t end in tears, Caroline repeated to herself, because Van said it didn’t have to.

		

	
		
			
				Two

				Bailey
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			Honorable Discharge

			Bailey Newmarch was pregnant, and it was all anyone could talk about. They asked her how many weeks along she was, they asked her if it was a boy or a girl, they even asked if they could touch her belly, which was especially invasive since she was barely showing, and it would mostly just feel like touching another adult’s stomach. But somehow they couldn’t quite make themselves ask her the thing they most wanted to know, which was how Bailey, at the age of thirty-four, could find herself pregnant by another woman’s boyfriend.

			It was a disaster, honestly, but more like global warming and rising tides—a disaster that had been years in the making and shouldn’t have been quite so surprising to everyone. Bailey had been sleeping with Vanny Whittaker since they were in high school. They had sex in the back of cars; in vacant hotel rooms in Rockport, where Bailey’s sister worked in reception; once even in the janitor’s closet at school. They’d dated other people in college, but both moved back home in their twenties and picked up right where they left off, friends who found themselves at the same parties, friends who occasionally ended up in the same bed, then friends who, apparently, mixed their DNA to create a human.
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			“When I was pregnant people said the weirdest stuff to me,” Augusta told Bailey, cracking open a pistachio and dropping the shells onto her towel. They were sitting on Pavilion Beach watching Fran’s and Augusta’s children torture hermit crabs by collecting them in buckets and making them fight, screaming with joy and then abandoning the tiny creatures to die in the hot sun. “My mother-in-law kept asking me if I was constipated. This is a woman who closes the bathroom door to blow her nose and suddenly she wants to talk about my gastrointestinal issues.”

			“RJ’s father told me that if I had a C-section I should make sure to collect some vaginal discharge and put it on the baby’s head to give him some microbes,” said Fran, making a horrified face.

			Bailey pretended to throw up. “That should be illegal. Men should never use the word ‘discharge.’ ”

			“Unless they are talking about getting fired from the military.”

			“Or shooting a gun.”

			“Or a battery that is out of power.”

			“Hunh,” Bailey reflected. “I guess there are exceptions. But still, RJ’s dad was way out of line, Fran.”

			“Word.” Fran shook her head with disgust.
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			Awkward as the entire situation was, Bailey was pretty sure Vanny was in love with her, and that if she told him she wanted to get married he’d drop everything and buy her a ring. But as much as Bailey liked him, as much as she believed he was handsome and fun and always reciprocated oral, he was also…Vanny. He was just so entirely transparent and knowable. While Bailey had dated guys who were dark and mysterious, exciting and strange, Vanny was anything but. She’d known him since she was eleven years old, and in that entire time, he had never smoked a cigarette because his dad had promised him a thousand dollars on his eighteenth birthday if he never did. All their friends thought that was the best deal ever, but also, they wondered, couldn’t he just smoke and lie about it? He had four sweaters from J.Crew back then: a red, a gray, a green, and a striped, and he wore them in such a predictable rotation that Bailey knew even before seeing him on the path between the parking lot and the school each morning which one he’d be wearing. How could you ever really fall in love with a guy like that? You just couldn’t.

			Bailey had met Vanny’s girlfriend a few times. She seemed fine—in a probably-never-shaved-above-her-knees kind of way. She was a little younger than them, not even thirty, and she was always trying to recommend podcasts nobody had heard of. She had light-brown hair, parted down the middle, the porcelain skin and rosebud lips of a Victorian doll, and when she parked her car at Vanny’s mom’s she ran over a rhododendron and didn’t even notice, but it wasn’t really any of Bailey’s business.
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			Fran’s son had pulled down his swimsuit and was peeing into the ocean, his sweet little bum white as pizza dough. “London, pull up your pants!” Fran yelled, and he turned around and grinned proudly before yanking up his shorts and sprinting off down the beach to the rocks. “I swear to God, when school starts in the fall he’s going to go outside and pee in the soccer field. I’ve never met a human who loved going alfresco as much as this child.” She shook her head and popped open a can of wine, pouring half into a cup and offering it to Bailey, who waved it off.

			“Just for one day I’d like to know what it was like to pee outside as a guy,” mused Bailey.

			“I’d trade bodies with Colin for a day.” Augusta nodded, accepting the wine. “Just to see what it was like. And then I’d make him have my body and he could feel how he ruined it with our children.”

			“Right? I’d have to warn RJ about crossing his legs before he sneezes, about never running without a sports bra,” said Fran.

			“But don’t you worry they’d get it all wrong?” asked Bailey. “Like, they wouldn’t use any moisturizer, they’d probably leave on a wet bathing suit all day or forget to pee after sex, and then when you switched your bodies back, you’d have dry, scaly legs and a raging urinary tract infection.”

			“Ugh, they’d totally fuck it up,” agreed Fran sadly.
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			Bailey liked to think that she, Augusta, and Fran were like three different flavors in a variety pack. While Bailey was blond and tousled in the manner of a ’90s bombshell, Augusta was redheaded and slim with the kind of skin that needed nuclear-powered SPF, And Fran—Francesca—was dark-haired and boyish and utterly without vanity, her hair always in a ponytail, her feet in running shoes, her cutoff shorts made from jeans a decade out of style. The three were friends because they’d been thrown together for so long, friends who had celebrated their eighth birthdays together, who had slept over at one another’s childhood homes so many times they could find the bathroom in the dark, who knew where in their bedside tables one another’s moms kept their diaphragms and what their dads wore to sleep. They didn’t text each other “Let’s get together this week,” instead they texted “Where are you right now” or “I’m about to pull into your driveway” or “Come over and bring Gatorade and saltines, I’m hungover.”
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			All down the beach there were small groups just like them, women and children camped out for the afternoon on the pebbly sand, every so often spraying on a new coat of sunscreen, tying down a bright floppy hat, doling out peanut butter sandwiches, grapes, Goldfish, and peaches from the cooler. Bailey had spent the last four summers watching Augusta’s and Fran’s kids play on this beach, reading paperback novels and gossiping while her friends’ children dug in the sand, eating it by the handful. In some ways it felt like a relic of the past—women tending the children while the men were at work—but Augusta didn’t have a job (instead she had a rich family), Fran logged in weird hours for a geeky engineering company based in Hawaii, and Bailey made her own schedule doing freelance marketing, so there they were, old friends with time on their hands and long sunny days.

			“Hey, is Van coming to any of the doctor’s appointments?” asked Augusta. “Did he want to come hear the heartbeat?”

			“Nah, I didn’t ask him.” Bailey squinted out at Plum Island across the channel. She wasn’t being a martyr, she just found the idea of it too bizarre: Vanny sitting awkwardly in a chair as a technician put lubricant on a wand, Vanny turning his back as she took off her shirt and draped a paper gown across her chest. He’d probably try to hold her hand and it would annoy the fuck out of her.

			“Do you think he’ll do birthing classes with you?” pushed Augusta. “Does he want to be with you for delivery?”

			Bailey hadn’t thought that far ahead at all. Birth was five months away, and it reminded her of all the times she would wake up in the morning as a teenager and her mother would ask her what she wanted for dinner. How could you think about chicken when you hadn’t even put on deodorant?

			Bailey shrugged noncommittally and stretched back in her beach chair. Pavilion Beach was sheltered by Plum Island, so people moored their boats in the channel right off the shore. Among the fiberglass and aluminum cruisers there were six houseboats, all in various states of disrepair. When she was in college and home for the summers they spent dozens of nights on those houseboats, owned by the parents of some high school friends, drinking and playing beer pong. One night she and Vanny had passed hours and hours tossing Ping-Pong balls into cups and earnestly chatting on the bow of the green houseboat, but had somehow gotten separated at the end of the night and ended up on different moorings. She was dipping her feet in the water and drunkenly laughing with Fran when suddenly she heard Vanny shout, “I’m coming for you, Bailey!” and he dove off his boat with a splash and swam over to hers to spend the night, salt and Coors Light seeping out of his pores.
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			Augusta’s baby started fussing in her little tent and Bailey went to retrieve her. She held the squirming body awkwardly, paying special attention to her neck. Bailey wished she liked holding newborns, but she didn’t. It wasn’t just that they were fragile, it was that they also reminded her of hairless cats. There was just something too raw about their skin, too naked, and it made her wince slightly. She handed the child over to nurse and watched Augusta out of the corner of her eye, her friend twisting her strawberry-blond hair into a bun and pulling down her swimsuit to let the baby latch, while simultaneously carrying on a full conversation and sipping her tumbler of wine. Bailey still felt slightly shocked watching her uptight friend just casually breastfeeding. The whole thing was just a bit earthy, the random flashes of veins, the slurping noises. It wasn’t Augusta’s vibe. If you asked Bailey about it ten years ago, she would have said Augusta would be more likely to snort a line of cocaine on national television than pop out a nipple in public.

			Augusta draped the baby over her freckled shoulder like a sack of flour and thumped her back to make her burp. The other children straggled up, sandy and pink, their hair stiff from salt. They feasted on crackers and strawberries like seagulls, crying and snatching and scattering crumbs to the wind.

			“Is you having a baby?” asked London’s little brother, Hale.

			“Yes, I am,” said Bailey, poking his belly and scrunching her nose.

			“And you’re the mommy but Uncle Van can’t be the daddy because he likes Caroline better than you?” asked London.

			“LONDON, that is NOT what anybody said.” Fran looked at Bailey, horrified, but Bailey laughed easily.

			“Van is the daddy,” Bailey said. “But I’m the mommy and mommies rule the world, right guys?” She grinned at the three little boys.

			“I love Mommy,” said Charlie seriously.

			“I’m going to be a mommy when I grow up,” said Hale.

			“But daddies have a penis,” said London.

			“They do,” agreed Bailey solemnly. “They do.”

			Wap

			Bailey didn’t want to give the baby Van’s last name, she didn’t want Van with her at the obstetrician, but when she took infant CPR she figured he might as well come along. Vanny was the sort of guy who genuinely enjoyed thinking about ways he might be useful to strangers, the kind of person who pulled over to help when he saw someone struggling to change a tire, or parallel park, or once even carry a pull-out sofa up a third-floor walk-up, so she knew he’d say yes. He arrived ten minutes late to class, and Bailey wanted to ask if he’d stopped to help a road crew spread asphalt on the way, but the teacher was speaking, so instead she just rolled her eyes and pointed her chin at the empty plastic chair to her right.

			The class was held in a conference room at the hospital, and while most of the other students were pregnant women and their partners, there were also a handful of other adults there, and before they got started, they went around and introduced themselves and shared either their due dates or their reasons for taking CPR. There was a woman who was taking a job at a day care, a couple who was moving with their young child to a remote village in Mali, where the nearest hospital was two hours away, and a woman who had just given birth and couldn’t stop worrying about what might go wrong. “I just want to know what to do if he chokes on a grape or a hot dog,” the woman explained, wiping her eyes fretfully.

			“Okay, well, that’s a great starting point,” said the instructor, nodding. “We don’t ever want to give an infant a whole grape or a hot dog.”

			Bailey looked over and saw Vanny had pulled out a notebook and was writing “NO GRAPES OR HOT DOGS.” Bailey snickered. What kind of idiot would give a toothless newborn a hot dog?

			They reviewed the major choking hazards, and one of the men told a harrowing story about the time he had, as a child, almost died from a large piece of ice lodged in his throat.

			“That was probably incredibly scary,” agreed the instructor. “But you do know the ice would have melted before you actually died.”

			Bailey motioned for Vanny to hand her his pen and she wrote “ICE OK FOR BABIES” on the page and winked at him.

			When they were ready to practice the back slaps and chest compressions, the instructor pointed to a large plastic bin full of dolls and asked each couple to select one. Vanny retrieved the mangiest of them all, a dirty-looking doll with a missing leg. Bailey didn’t say anything but gave him a searching look.

			“I bet nobody picks this one,” Vanny said with a shrug.

			While everyone knew that you were supposed to time the chest compressions to the beat of “Stayin’ Alive” by the Bee Gees, the important thing was that you hit 100 to 120 beats per minute. According to the instructor this meant that there were actually a number of songs that you could use, like “I Will Survive” or “Cecilia.” Vanny wrote down “Stayin’ Alive” and even included the apostrophe.

			“Use whatever song works for you—I want you to just hit that rhythm,” the instructor said, and all the couples got down on their hands and knees to practice compressions on the floor. Van chose “Sweet Home Alabama” and sang quietly to himself as he pumped the doll’s chest, two centimeters down and up. All around the room couples hummed and sang to themselves, “Baby Shark” and “Hips Don’t Lie,” little plastic babies jumping like beans on the carpeting.

			When it was Bailey’s turn, she pulled the dirty baby over and started quietly singing Cardi B’s “WAP” while she did compressions. “Yeah, you fucking with some wet ass pussy. Bring a bucket and a mop for this wet ass pussy.” The rhythm was basically perfect.

			Vanny nodded approvingly and took out his pen, writing down the word “WAP” in his notebook. After they finished with compressions, the instructor moved on to risks of drowning, heart abnormalities, and ingestion of medicine or poison. Vanny took notes about using powdered dishwashing detergent rather than bright pods and vinegar instead of bleach while Bailey listened quietly, holding the plastic doll in her lap. She pictured the basket under her sink, the bottles of bright-blue window spray and wire scrubbers predoused in cleansing agents. They talked about keeping loose blankets away from the crib, about suffocation from letting babies sleep on their stomachs or fall asleep in your bed. The whole nighttime ritual took on an air of menace, and Bailey shuddered. The instructor handed out a packet and encouraged them to reread it once every few weeks, just to keep everything fresh. Bailey put the pages in her bag and added it to the list of things she needed to do before she gave birth: Make her parents get all their shots, purchase short-term disability insurance, arrange maternity leave with her marketing clients, cover all the electrical outlets, learn how to install the fancy new car seat with clips into her car. It was all so intimidating, so high stakes, and nobody ever talked about it. She felt like she had been tricked. This whole time everyone had focused on the nursery and the stroller and the clothing and all the great stuff you could buy when you had a baby, but not the practical things you had to learn and do to actually keep your child healthy and safe.

			She had to decide if she wanted to bank the cord blood to save the stem cells from the umbilical cord and the placenta. It cost thousands of dollars to store it in a medical facility and it seemed incredibly unlikely that they would ever use it, but Bailey worried that on the one in ten thousand chance the baby needed it, and she didn’t have it, she would never forgive herself. She worried she would buy the bouncer that the manufacturer ended up having to recall for safety. She worried about the toxic chemicals a new mattress could release, about tainted formula, about nonorganic cotton, about BPA in plastic bottles. It was too much for anyone to think about without going completely insane, and as the instructor thanked everyone for coming, Bailey felt tears spring to her eyes. There was no way she was qualified to do this. She wanted to ask the teacher to come home and live with her and just be there in case anything went wrong. Sure, she could push down on a doll, but what about real life, what about her own baby?

			She felt a hand on the back of her neck, and it was Vanny, gently rubbing the tense muscles. “You good?”

			Bailey quickly swiped at her eyes. She had Vanny. He would help her. He would install the car seat and do all the light switches. She gave him a small smile. “I’m just feeling really sad about leaving this doll here.”

			“See? I told you I picked a good one.” Vanny took Bailey’s bag and wrapped an arm around her shoulders, walking her out to the parking lot.

			Budweiser Manor

			Bailey had dreaded telling her parents she was pregnant, but they were bizarrely sanguine about the whole thing. They had watched Bailey’s sister Kylie marry a complete dirtbag, they had watched her other sister Madison spend tens of thousands of dollars on fertility treatments, so, Bailey supposed, there were worse things than watching Bailey have a free pregnancy in her thirties with a decent guy.

			The truth was that Bailey came from a deeply cheesy family. Her father, Jay, was a beer distributor for Anheuser-Busch who drove up and down the state selling spirits to package stores and restaurants. In 1975 he met her mother at a party on Prides Beach and fell crazily in love. Clara was magnetic and beautiful, and Jay was a man on the rise, promoted to sales manager and leasing a shiny new Saab convertible. They married in a blowout ceremony at the Myopia Hunt Club, a cake the size of a Great Dane, hockey-puck steaks, and scalloped potatoes for two hundred.

			He bought an old church on Heartbreak Road and converted it into a house. Until elementary school Bailey and her two sisters shared a room, but as Jay became more and more successful, promoted to a management position on the Budweiser account, then even higher up at Michelob, traveling three days a week to St. Louis, he poured his money into renovations. He built out a new kitchen with glossy marble countertops. He had a reflecting pool put in the center of the house beneath a skylight with a spiral staircase at the end. He and his architect designed an entire new wing, doubling the size of the place, princess bedrooms for each girl, a primary suite, and a playroom full of Barbies and dress-ups. Clara loved the house and obsessed over shelter magazines, training herself in the art of home decorating, hiring a glassblower to make them a custom chandelier for the foyer, scouring the shops in Boston for art and artifacts. Clara planted a garden and filled it with roses, all pink and white. They dug a pond back behind the house and made an island in the middle and bought two large mute swans that glided around their domain with an air of snooty serenity. Jay put in a hot tub on the deck, and a trampoline in the yard, and fenced it in with netting so Bailey and her sisters could jump and flip with abandon and never worry about concussing themselves off the side.

			Their house was the one all the little girls flocked to, eager for playdates and sleepovers, and long afternoons in the massive playroom where the Barbies enacted grand soap operas with lots of fighting and sex. For Bailey’s tenth birthday her mother, now pronouncing her name “C-LAR-uh” like a Spaniard, invited every girl in her class to ride in a pair of rented limos to the movie theater, where she gave them each a crisp twenty to buy whatever candy they wished, then whisked them back to the house for ice-cream sundaes under fairy lights in the garden. In high school, through her newly sophisticated teenage lens, Bailey saw how her family was over the top and tacky. She named her house “Budweiser Manor” and rolled her eyes at the fifteen-foot Christmas tree decorated entirely with glass angels, the massive sexed-out bathroom with two showerheads, the fussy gauze canopies over each four-poster bed. She cringed at her sisters’ matching BMW SUVs, her mother’s weekly manicure appointment, her father’s “CEO glow” maintained year-round with trips to the tanning salon. Her family was nouveau riche, tacky as hell, the human equivalent of Diet Coke served in Waterford crystal.

			Two years ago, Bailey’s parents had moved out of Budweiser Manor and into a retirement community. Her father wasn’t even retired, but when the golf club at Turner Hill built up their McMansions the developer struck a deal with the town to make it a community for residents over fifty, and Jay jumped at the chance to walk out his front door and onto the back nine. Bailey’s parents wanted to bring their swans to Turner Hill, but the bylaws of the community prohibited it. Their new house even had a little water feature, but the community board had said no. Canada geese and ducks splashed in the pond all day, but still swans remained banned.

			“They let in all sorts of other waterfowl but not swans? That’s bird racist, that’s what it is,” Clara complained.

			“You probably shouldn’t go around saying that to people,” Bailey had cautioned. But until Jay and Clara figured out how to get the swans into Turner Hill, Bailey had agreed to live in her childhood home with the swans. She gave up the lease on her little house on the river and returned to Heartbreak Road, the reluctant grand dame of Budweiser Manor.
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			Supportive as they were about the pregnancy, whenever Bailey talked to her parents about the baby’s name her mom became completely unhinged.

			“I don’t understand why you won’t just give the baby Vanny’s last name,” her mother protested.

			“Because it’s my baby, Mom,” Bailey explained for the millionth time.

			“Honey, we just think that if you don’t give the baby Vanny’s last name he’s going to start to think you don’t want to get married,” her father tried.

			“That is correct. I don’t want to get married.” Bailey really wasn’t sure how else to say it.

			“You don’t know that, honey,” her mother pushed. “A lot can change when the baby arrives.”

			They had this conversation about three times a week, everyone ignoring the fact that Van had a girlfriend, and they always reached an impasse. Of course, a lot would change when the baby arrived, and Bailey couldn’t pretend otherwise.
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			As best as she could guess, Bailey had gotten pregnant sometime after the holidays when instead of doing dry January, they all leaned in extra hard on chasing away the winter doldrums. They played Quarters and Flip Cup, Beirut and President. They woke up hungover and drank Bloody Marys, the vodka joining the alcohol already coursing through their systems. One night they made Mexican Manhattans and Fran fell asleep with her clothes on. The kids were off with their grandparents, so Bailey and Vanny had sex in London’s bed, a twin with Buzz Lightyear sheets, and Bailey felt appropriately guilty about it after. (She didn’t tell Fran, but she threw the sheets in the washing machine before she left.)

			Then, in February, Bailey was half asleep when she felt a sharp pinch. She assumed it was cramps, that she was getting her period early. The next day she had a spot in her underwear, but that was it, just a spot. A few weeks later, no real period in sight, Bailey called up Van with a problem. The swans who lived in her pond wouldn’t eat and Bailey was worried. She would normally call her parents, but Jay and Clara were in Florida playing golf, so Van came over on his way to work.

			The swans were named Hissy and Prissy, and they were total assholes. They flapped their wings aggressively whenever you went near them, they chased away smaller ducks and birds who encroached on their spot, and they would try and bite you if you so much as went to refill their water bowl. Despite all that, Bailey had a real soft spot for them. They were both female swans, pens, bought specially from a breeder for five hundred bucks a pop, and although the breeder had guaranteed the gender, Bailey’s mother had wanted to make sure they didn’t end up with tiny cygnets, so she hired a vet to come out and authenticate it with DNA testing, since cobs and pens were hard to tell apart and instances of sexing mistakes were rampant. (Bailey always felt a pang when she heard the phrase “sexing mistakes” since she felt she had made some of her own.) Hissy and Prissy had pinioned wings, so they couldn’t fly away, and the whole thing made Bailey sort of sad. In an age where everyone knew you were supposed to adopt a dog from the shelter rather than buy a purebred, the idea that her mother had sourced these cantankerous mute swans just to live sexless, decorative lives felt wildly out of touch.

			For years Bailey had watched her father take care of them. In the winter, when the pond froze over and there were no weeds or clumps of algae to eat, he moved the swans to the barn, where he covered the floor with hay, put on the small heaters, and brought them bowls of dry food. When Bailey was around, she would tag along, sneaking them bits of her pancakes to share. The pens spent four long months under the heaters until, finally, on the first warm day in spring, Bailey’s father would open the barn door and let them back out to their thawing pond.

			This year Bailey had done it all the same. When spring came and the ice on the pond turned to mud, Bailey opened the barn doors and Hissy and Prissy pushed past her as though they were breaking out of jail. They waddled across the grass squawking happily, splashing down past the reeds and spinning in dizzy circles on the water. They dipped their heads and yanked up weeds and declared their winter barn days over. But then, one Sunday, they moved up onto the little island to lay their eggs and just stayed there. Every morning while she drank her coffee Bailey had stomped down in her rubber boots to check on them. Every afternoon before she left the house she’d step out on the back deck and look again. It was weird, but they wouldn’t get back in the water. They just sat there on the little island, and Bailey had realized, with a jolt of horror, what that meant.

			The pens lay eggs, clutches of six or ten. The eggs weren’t fertilized—the vet had proved they were both lady birds so there was no mating involved—and usually after a few days they felt something in the eggs that made them understand they weren’t going to hatch, and they moved on. Once in a while, though, they seemed convinced there were chicks inside. They would sit on the eggs waiting for them to hatch week after week. When this happened, the only way to save them was to take away their eggs. It was, hands down, the worst part of swan husbandry. You could wait a couple of weeks to see if they figured it out on their own, but if you waited too long the pens would die, starving to death as they protected their hopeless eggs.

			It made Bailey miserable to think about. Even though Hissy and Prissy were assholes by nature, she felt she had developed a good relationship with them. They knew she brought them food and they no longer raised their wings angrily or snorted as long as she kept her distance. In the past her father had taken the eggs, wearing heavy gloves to protect himself from bites and scratches, but he wouldn’t be back in time.

			When Vanny rattled up in his Subaru Outback and pulled a lacrosse helmet and gloves out of the trunk, Bailey felt like she was watching Indiana Jones arrive with his whip.

			Together Bailey and Vanny performed the terrible task, wading out to the island, Bailey menacing the pens with a long broom, pushing them off the nest with the sharp bristles, Vanny darting in to snatch up the eggs as the swans flapped and screeched their furious cries. It was awful and frightening, and when it was over Vanny came into the kitchen and collapsed on a chair, examining the long scratch on his arm, which was either from Hissy’s claw or a swipe of Bailey’s broom.

			“Well, I’m traumatized,” Vanny said, pushing his long hair out of his eyes and balancing one socked foot across his knee. Bailey always thought he looked like he was stretching himself out for a nap. She made him a coffee in a go-cup, and when he left, she waved to him from the door feeling something she couldn’t quite name. As he drove away, Bailey realized what it was. She googled “implantation bleeding,” and everything went sideways. The spot in her underwear. The pinch in the night. It was an egg, fertilized, nestling into the lining of her uterus.

		

	
		
			
				Three

				Augusta
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			Pump And Dump

			Colin Nickerson peed in the shower. He kept a plastic bottle of Tums gas chews in his car, he had a slight unibrow, he frequently wore undershirts with holes in the armpits, and yet, as Augusta looked at him across the kitchen, she honestly thought he was the handsomest man she’d seen in her life. Not that she’d tell him that. They weren’t that kind of couple at all. In fact, Colin was more likely to read her an entire article from the business section of the paper than tell her she was pretty, but still, most days Augusta felt like she’d hit the marriage jackpot.

			Augusta had known Colin since she was eight years old. He was her older brother’s best friend, a big fifth grader when she was a lowly third, a high school senior when she was a shy, redheaded sophomore. They rarely spoke in her own house, Colin and Eben were too busy running through the kitchen grabbing snacks on their way to basketball, holed up in his room playing video games, or slamming car doors in the driveway as they took off for practice, a concert, a movie two towns away. But when they all moved back to Greenhead in their twenties, Colin seemed to see Augusta for the first time. Instead of dashing through the kitchen with a handful of Oreos, he would pull out a chair and ask Augusta about her day. When he came over with iced coffees, he’d get an extra for Augusta, creamy and gritty with sugar in the bottom. When he finally asked her to dinner, Augusta was so happy she felt like she might pass out at the table. After that first date, they were a couple. They stayed up late talking at night, filling in the gaps of their semishared childhood. Time after time Augusta would think she knew a story—the night Colin and Eben drove to Boston to see Green Day and some idiot knocked out their headlight in the parking garage—only to learn that she’d been suckered into the family-friendly version, that in fact Eben had chugged three beers and nailed the mailbox at Colin’s parents’ house. At first Eben seemed bemused by the entire thing, unclear on why his friend was hanging out with his little sister, but he didn’t object, and eight years later it was hard to remember a time Colin hadn’t been hers.
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			“Do you have cash for the babysitter?” Colin caught her looking at him and he smiled. He was trying to get their son, Charlie, to eat a piece of broccoli hidden inside a meatball, but Charlie wasn’t buying it. Charlie pinched his lips shut and turned his head so far to the side he briefly looked like an owl.

			“We can just do Venmo.”

			“I hate doing Venmo with babysitters. We pay Zoey twenty an hour, but we pay the other ones twenty-five, and if Zoey’s Venmo settings are public everyone will see, and we’ll have to match.” Colin gave up on the broccoli and just shoveled plain meatballs into Charlie’s mouth. Jane, who was six, had already finished her dinner and was delicately eating a popsicle, her white collared shirt covered in pink drips.

			“I think you can make it private in your own settings?” Augusta suggested, opening the fridge.

			“Don’t teenagers know how to see everything we do online? I just assume they can all hack into our accounts.”

			“Zoey’s too attractive to be a hacker. It’s the homely teenagers you have to worry about,” Augusta joked. She pulled out three little bottles of breastmilk and began decanting them into one. The liquid had separated into various states of thickness, some pale and thin as skim, some nearly butter. She gently shook them, the white solids sliding down the side of the plastic bottle like yogurt, and she gagged. It was so gross. One of the bottles of breastmilk was green. She died a little imagining Zoey, the eighteen-year-old babysitter, seeing it and wrinkling her nose, so she shoved that bottle to the back of the fridge behind the lettuce.

			When Zoey arrived, Colin ran upstairs to change his shirt and Augusta walked her through the contents of her pantry, pointing out the cheddar popcorn, pistachio nuts, the bag of crunchy chocolate cookies. She knew half the reason teenagers agreed to spend a Saturday night in her house was the chance to gorge on junk food, so she kept an entire stash purely for Zoey. Augusta had done her share of babysitting back in the day, and she had fond memories of eating Cheez-Its and watching late-night talk shows until the parents stumbled in the front door, buzzed and trying to hide it, handing her a fistful of bills while she surreptitiously wiped orange cracker crumbs from her chin.
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			In the car Augusta fired off a text to Bailey and Van, letting them know they would be at the restaurant in ten minutes. She reached over and put her hand on Colin’s knee, giving him a sweet little squeeze. “Colin, can I ask you a favor tonight?” she asked.

			“Be the designated driver so you can have a martini.”

			“Um, yes. Can I actually ask you two favors?”

			“Sure.”

			“When we talk about the newborn stuff, can we make it all sound fun?”

			“Make having a newborn baby sound fun?”

			“Yeah.” Augusta paused. “Or if not fun, exactly, just not terrible?”

			“Okay, not terrible. Got it.”

			“And maybe also don’t talk about what a psycho I was?”

			“So don’t talk about how you wouldn’t let my mother hold the baby?” Colin asked.

			“No.”

			“Or the time you cried because I got orange juice with pulp?”

			“No.”

			“What about how you bought five different strollers?” Colin teased.

			“There was a logic to it at the time,” said Augusta defensively. “I just want Bailey and Van to both be really excited about the baby.” She had asked them to dinner to give them advice on infants—the pediatrician, the feeding, the boring pieces you had to organize in advance so that when your life exploded and you were so tired you didn’t have two brain cells to rub together, you’d at least have the right kind of burp cloths to mop it all up with. But, Augusta admitted, it was more than that. She wanted to make sure Bailey and Van were in this together, that they realized how much easier it would be if the baby had two parents. Augusta knew, better than anyone, how hard it was to raise a child when the dad was off fucking someone else.

			“You do realize you’re trying to ‘Parent Trap’ your friends, right?” asked Colin.

			“What? Don’t be silly, Colin. I’m not trying to ‘Parent Trap’ anybody.” Augusta laughed. “But even if they don’t want to admit it, you know Bailey and Van are in love with each other.”

			“We’re just going to ignore the fact that Van has a girlfriend?”

			“Who? That girl with the glasses?”

			“Caroline Lash.”

			“She’s not his girlfriend.” Augusta rolled her eyes. Caroline Lash was probably a nice person, but as far as Augusta was concerned, she was a peripheral character. Sure, Caroline seemed content to follow Van around in the woods listening to him talk about mushrooms, and he probably liked the attention, but compared to his lifelong love for Bailey, Caroline Lash was a fling.

			They pulled into the parking lot at the 1640 Hart House and Colin came around to open Augusta’s door, taking her hand as they walked down the grassy path. The Hart House was a Greenhead institution, built back with the arrival of the Puritans. First a family home, it then became an inn and tavern, the place James Cagney or Eleanor Roosevelt would stay in the summer. Augusta loved it there, but even she recognized that it was hilariously New England, full of self-important plaques and people eating pot roast in low-ceilinged rooms where women were once accused of witchcraft.

			As the hostess led them down the narrow hall to their table, Augusta smiling hello to various acquaintances along the bar, she spotted her father and his second wife sitting in the Keeper’s Room, the little brown dining room with braided rugs and rickety wooden chairs.

			Augusta quickly ducked in to kiss her father on the cheek. “Hi, Daddy, hi, Samantha.”

			“Augusta, I love your dress.” Samantha had a husky smoker’s voice that always caught her by surprise. “How much was it?” Samantha was forty-two, only six years older than Augusta, and had the social skills of a chatbot.

			“Oh, ha, I’m not sure,” Augusta hedged awkwardly.

			“Bring the kids by some weekend,” George suggested. “Let’s get everyone on the boat.”

			They wouldn’t—her father liked the idea of grandchildren far better than actual grandchildren—but Augusta pretended she would and waved goodbye, following the dark hallway down to the tavern.
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			Far in the back of the restaurant, by the brick fireplace, was a table set for six. Van and Bailey sat at their places, light from the candles in hurricane lamps dancing on their faces, but between them were two uninvited guests: Caroline Lash and a ridiculously handsome stranger. Colin caught her eye and gave her a panicked look.

			“Augusta!” Bailey jumped up. She was wearing a white dress and her hair was so artfully tousled it almost looked like she’d spent a day at the beach instead of an hour with a Dyson Airwrap. “Danny O. was at the bar! He’s visiting his parents this week!”

			Now that she heard his name Augusta did sort of remember the handsome stranger. Danny had been a few grades older than them, and he’d gone to high school at Hamilton-Wenham. Bailey had hooked up with him in a boat on a trailer parked in the driveway at a house party their freshman year.

			Augusta tried to hide her annoyance as she took her seat between Colin and Van. When the server came around to take drink orders she studied Caroline. She was wearing some kind of vintage sundress and hardly any makeup. She looked twenty-two. Why was she there? Had Van invited her, or had she insisted on coming along?

			“So, Danny, where are you living these days?” tried Colin.

			“Miami.” Danny had a dimple in the middle of his chin that made Augusta think of Superman. “The bank sent me down there to help open the office and I was only supposed to stay a year, but I met a girl and it turned into five.”

			“Oh, you have a girlfriend?” Augusta perked up.

			“Ha, no.” Danny shook his head. “We broke up this fall. She wouldn’t stop going into my laptop to read my emails.”

			“Yikes.” Colin looked at him wide-eyed. “She had jealousy issues?”

			“No, way worse. She was embezzling from my clients.”

			“Oh, shit.” Bailey covered her mouth and Augusta laughed in spite of her bad mood.
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			They ordered wedge salads with bacon, artichoke dip with toasted bread, and steaks, Augusta’s medium rare. Bailey and Danny flirted and reminisced, Van told an elaborate story about a seal that had beached itself at Crane’s, and Augusta continued to surreptitiously observe Caroline. Did she know about Van and Bailey’s history, or did she think the pregnancy was from a onetime thing? Was she serious about Van, or was he just someone to date while she was in town? Augusta hated that Van was dating anyone. She didn’t need him to be a monk forever, but he could at least stay single until Bailey had the baby, just to see how it might go between them. It made her question Van’s priorities, made her wonder if he was as “good” as they had always assumed. She knocked back her cocktail and signaled for Colin to pour her a glass of red wine.

			“Do you girls still hang out with Fran Gianopoulos?” Danny asked.

			“Of course.” Bailey nodded. “I saw her this morning.”

			“Her brothers were crazy in school.”

			“Oh, they absolutely still are.”

			“Some of my buddies went to Vegas with them a couple years ago and Damien rolled in with two suitcases, one full of cash and one completely empty. He left with both full of cash and was banned for life from the MGM Grand.”

			“I can’t decide if Fran’s brothers are Mensa-level geniuses or total freaking morons.”

			“It’s a thin line,” chimed in Caroline. “Especially among the crypto-bro types.”

			“Right? They either become billionaires or go to prison.”

			“Van,” Augusta interrupted. She was annoyed at Van and, she realized, a little bit buzzed. “Have you told Caroline about the time you were arrested?”

			Bailey snorted and Van’s ears turned pink. “No…”

			“You were arrested?” Caroline asked curiously.

			“Our little felon,” joked Augusta, patting Van’s shoulder.

			“It wasn’t a felony.” Van shrugged off her hand. “We were sixteen and this guy Pete Lancaster was having a house party. His parents were away. The whole class was there. When the police came to break it up, I was in the bathroom, so I didn’t realize everyone had run out the back. When I opened the door and saw the cops I tried to go out the window.”

			“Caroline, it was honestly the funniest thing I’ve ever seen in my life.” Colin leaned across the table. “Imagine you’re out in the backyard and you just see Van diving headfirst out the bathroom window but then someone grabs his legs. So he’s just hanging there, waving his arms, like he’s trying to swim away.”

			“The police officers were actually laughing too,” Van admitted. “I got a five-hundred-dollar fine.”

			“Aw, that’s not so bad,” Caroline offered. “I was arrested once in high school too.”

			“You were?” Van looked up with interest and Augusta frowned.

			“It was just a protest,” Caroline explained.

			“I feel like getting arrested on purpose and getting arrested by accident are two entirely different things,” said Colin.

			“Completely,” Van agreed. “Getting arrested on purpose is brave. Getting arrested climbing out a bathroom window is—”

			“Embarrassing,” Bailey finished.

			“Well, we both have good stories for the grandchildren,” Caroline said agreeably, and Augusta cringed. Whose grandchildren was she talking about? Bailey’s? Hers? She tried to make eyes at Bailey but nobody else seemed to notice Caroline’s gaffe.

			“Did your parents freak out about it?” asked Colin.

			“They weren’t thrilled.” Caroline shrugged. She took a sip of her espresso martini and Augusta quietly snorted. Who ordered an espresso martini at the 1640 Hart House?

			“How old are you, Caroline?” Augusta asked suddenly.

			“Twenty-eight?” she answered, confused.

			“Got it.” Augusta nodded knowingly and she felt Colin put his hand on her knee under the table, as if telling her to cool it.

			“Babe,” Bailey interrupted, “we need to look at the castle summer concert schedule. We should book tickets early for the ones we want.”

			Augusta relented, sitting back in her chair and letting Bailey chatter happily about the cover bands coming to Crane’s. Soon Colin and Danny were comparing stories of run-ins with random celebrities—Colin had played golf with Bill Murray, Danny had been cursed out by a former Disney star at Ocean Prime—and by the time dinner was over Danny was feeding Bailey bites of chocolate lava cake, Van had his arm around Caroline’s chair, and Augusta had polished off most of a bottle of wine. Clearly Van would go home with Caroline, Bailey would bring Danny back to Budweiser Manor, and everyone would end the evening having sex with the wrong people.

			She excused herself to pee. When she passed by the Keeper’s Room, she saw Samantha sitting alone, looking at her phone. She knew it would be polite to go in to say goodnight, but instead she used the bathroom and washed her hands, plucking a few tissues from the box on the counter and stuffing them into her nursing bra. Despite the cocktails and the wine, Augusta’s buzz was wearing off. She had read somewhere that redheads metabolized alcohol better, and she felt like it was a good tradeoff for all the extra sunscreen she needed to use. On her way out, Augusta poked her head into the bar. The game was over, the TV switched to the Golf Channel, but Augusta saw her father down at the end, his hand on a woman’s lower back.

			“Hey, Dad?” she called out. “I think Samantha’s ready to go.” He turned and nodded, and Augusta stalked back to the table, her face flushed with annoyance.
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			In the car she slid her sandals off and texted Zoey to tell her they were on the way home. She felt bad; she had told the girl they’d only be gone two hours, but Zoey sent back a thumbs-up. She then texted her brother, Eben.

			I think Dad’s cheating on Samantha again.

			She watched her text deliver and then the little word “Read” popped up beneath the bubble. She waited for Eben to reply, but he didn’t. After a minute Augusta locked her screen and tossed her phone back into her bag.

			“Have I ever told you how perfect you are?” Augusta put her hand on Colin’s.

			“Because I let you drink a martini and listen to some random guy hit on Bailey all night?”

			“Yes, and because you’re not a narcissist who sleeps with half the town.”

			“Nah, I’ve only banged like a third of them.”

			“Shut up.” Augusta laughed.
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			On nights like this Augusta couldn’t figure out how her mother had married her father in the first place. She supposed her mother’s choices had been more circumscribed back in those days. Both her parents were from prominent Boston families; her mother, Annie, was five years younger than her father, and she said it had all happened so fast. They went to dinners, to polo matches, sailing in his boat. She met his grandmother, who kissed her on both cheeks and told her she had a lovely nose. Their families knew each other, their fathers belonged to the same clubs, their mothers attended the same lectures and events. Everyone kept saying they would have beautiful children, redheaded like their mother, slim like their father, and it seemed impossibly easy and right, so they tied the knot. Then Annie was pregnant with Eben, glowing with pride, and they bought the place in Greenhead, a huge pink house on top of a hill, with stables for horses. It was meant to be a weekend home, they would spend the week in Beacon Hill near where George worked, but when the baby was born, Annie couldn’t stand the city anymore. She wanted to spend her days walking in the fields with baby Eben, wanted to fall asleep at night with the windows open. Annie was lost in the early months of motherhood, barefoot and in love with the world, then pregnant again six months later. It wasn’t until baby Augusta was sleeping through the night that Annie looked up and realized George was barely around, that he was coming home from Boston late or not at all. He’d fallen headlong into an affair with a colleague’s college-age daughter, and by the time he left, his colleague threatening a lawsuit, Annie had two babies under two, a pair of black labs sleeping at her feet, and a resolution never to let a man into her bed ever again.

			Augusta’s father moved out west for a while, and so for her childhood she saw him only occasionally, maybe once a year, talking to him on birthdays and Christmas. She and Eben barely knew him, barely knew their grandparents on his side despite the large checks they sent, and their mother didn’t waste a single minute talking about him. He was no more present in their lives than a tax attorney or a dentist, someone they saw at annual intervals with a sense of mild obligation. But then, when Augusta was twenty-three, George moved back to Massachusetts. He had retired, had time on his hands, and was looking to get to know his adult children. Eben wasn’t buying it, but Augusta felt more sanguine about the whole thing. No, George wasn’t going to suddenly become her best friend or confidant after a lifetime of benign neglect, but she wouldn’t mind spending the occasional Sunday afternoon studying the man who held half her genetic material.

			When she and Colin got engaged, George offered to pay for the wedding and honeymoon. Annie had the money, hell, Augusta could have paid for it all herself from her trust, but George so badly wanted the chance to make up for all he’d missed. Sure, it meant that Augusta had to let him walk her down the aisle, and yes, this meant he and his latest baby-faced girlfriend sat in the front row at the ceremony, but Augusta felt that after two decades of missing out on a father figure it was nice. Eben disagreed and found the whole thing disrespectful to their mother. He was furious that Augusta just allowed George to buy his way into the family. Annie shrugged it off, but Eben couldn’t. Augusta had broken a rule in a book only Eben could see.

			Augusta mostly understood. Her father was self-absorbed and rigid, and he and Eben had nothing in common. Eben had been older when George left, so the rejection stung more. Maybe even more complicated, Eben was gay, a fact he only revealed in his twenties when he brought Max home from France, and George was old-fashioned and conservative. But whatever the reason, after Augusta’s wedding, Eben had pulled away from her, and Augusta knew she had basically traded her brother for four hours of open bar and two hundred pieces of steak.
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			When Augusta walked in the front door, the babysitter was sitting on the couch playing on her phone, and she quickly jumped up to relate the events of the evening: The baby hadn’t wanted much milk, Charlie had pooped, Jane watched Diary of a Wimpy Kid, and everyone had been asleep since eight. Zoey skipped out the door to her car and Augusta set about organizing her breast pump, sitting gingerly on the couch and arranging the plastic cones and tubes. The first moments were slightly painful, her breasts full and hard, milk dripping down her stomach, but then she relaxed into it, watching some documentary about the royal family as the machine sucked away. After ten minutes the pump was done and Augusta unhooked the bra and pulled the tubes out of the bottles, accidentally dropping a plastic attachment between the cushions.

			“Damn,” she muttered, putting the bottles on the coffee table and shoving her fingers down in the crack. She didn’t feel the plastic piece, but she did feel something else, and she pinched the fabric between her fingers and tugged it free. It was a pair of blue lace underwear, and they did not belong to her.

			Long Dark Night Of The Soul

			It was probably a New England thing, borne of Puritan ancestors, but Augusta was eminently cool in a crisis. When a texting teenager had once rear-ended her on the corner of County and Green Streets, she had first checked to make sure he was all right before telling him he was an idiot. When Jane got a wad of gum stuck in her hair the morning of school picture day, she fashioned her hair into a high bun and cut it out that evening. And so, of course, when Augusta found a stranger’s panties in her sofa, she carried them immediately to the trash can in the garage, pinched between two fingers. The underwear had a little tag on the inside, and as she flicked on the overhead lights, Augusta turned her hand to read it, Cosabella, size medium. It was mystifying. Augusta never wore that brand. Zoey, the babysitter, was probably ninety pounds, definitely not a size medium. Augusta couldn’t think of who else had been in their house recently. Her mother? The two sisters who came to clean on Wednesdays? Augusta wrinkled her nose at the smell of the trash. She untied a plastic garbage bag and tucked the underwear inside, amid the stinking mess of discarded food and wadded paper towels. She clamped the plastic lid back on the can and went inside to wash her hands.

			In the bedroom Colin was asleep, splayed out on top of the sheets, face covered by the crook of his elbow. Augusta clicked off the lamp. She shuffled down the hall to check on the kids. Jane and Charlie were both asleep in Charlie’s room. Jane had her own, but Charlie begged to have her nearby, he was afraid of the dark, and he insisted on keeping the gummy bear nightlight on the brightest setting. Jane, meanwhile, had a bedtime routine to rival a middle-aged soap star. She slept on a travel-size silk pillow, she used a matching sleep mask, and she had recently started asking Augusta to give her a face massage as she fell asleep. Augusta quietly lowered the window shades and adjusted their blankets before sneaking into Beatrix’s room. Beatrix still slept in a sleep sack, and she looked like a tiny glowworm nestled in her crib, asleep with her bum sticking up in the air.

			She crept back down to the kitchen and poured herself a glass of sparkling water, sitting at the kitchen island and scrolling anxiously on her phone. She thought about texting Bailey or Fran about the underwear. But she knew they would think she was being insane. They would wonder why she didn’t simply ask Colin. She couldn’t explain why, but Augusta didn’t want to. She put down the phone. Who the hell forgot their underwear? Augusta could say with great authority that she had never once forgotten to wear underwear. Sure, she’d gone without when necessary—a poorly packed suitcase, an unexpected period—but she’d never just pulled on her jeans and rolled out the door. Someone must have left the underwear on purpose. Someone wanted her to find them. But why?

			It was late, but Augusta was wired, miles from sleep. She cleaned the kitchen and when that was done, still buzzing, she attacked the drawers of children’s cups, matching rubber lids to plastic bottoms, discarding those with broken straws, leaky tops, and spout tops frayed with toothmarks. She then moved on to the front hall closet, a place of perpetual irritation for her. There were dozens and dozens of shoes, half of them disgusting with use, half of them nearly pristine but rejected by her children for reasons sundry and various: laces Jane refused to tie even though she knew how, soles that felt hard, buckles that were too fiddly, and one loathsome pair that shed glitter upon every wearing. Augusta collected the unworn shoes in a shopping bag and set it aside for donation, she put the slightly worn pairs that Jane had outgrown into a box to save for Beatrix, and she arranged what was left neatly onto the shelves. It was two in the morning, and Augusta sorted through ski jackets and mittens, fleece vests and stroller buntings, bits of Velcro and nylon that seemed expensive, but whose provenance was elusive.

			She and Colin had bought this house right after they got engaged. They had barely started looking when it came on the market, and the moment they walked in Augusta felt like it was home. Neither she nor Colin were impulsive by nature. Colin was the kind of guy who paid to buy the fully refundable airline tickets, who made pro and con lists before he took a new job, but he saw how much Augusta loved the house and they made the offer. He let her pick all the paint colors, let her choose the new kitchen countertops and cabinets; the only thing he asked for was a corner of the basement where he could play guitar. There was something both sweet and sort of tragic about his little setup. He kept his books down there on a shelf, rock ’n’ roll memoirs by Keith Richards, Bruce Springsteen, and Flea. He had a couple of framed posters and concert stubs on the wall. He kept his guitar on a stand made of steel and teak, and he would go down after the kids were asleep and drink a Scotch and play for an hour or two before bed most nights. Augusta had always loved that about him. He’d taken a job in finance after college, he’d earned his MBA, and now he worked at a fund in Boston, but he had a creative side too. She knew he wasn’t passionate about his job—what kid dreamed of one day attending investor meetings—but he still had this little place where he could be himself. She’d always thought that was lovely. But what if it was more complicated than that? What if the very thing she had admired for so long—her husband’s ability to play his role 90 percent of the time and his passion the other 10—was a sign that he wasn’t actually happy? What if his corner of the basement was the beginning of a bigger escape? Augusta thought of her own father, his late nights at the office, his ignominious exit from their family.
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			At four in the morning Augusta finished with the closet and sat on the floor in the hallway, her back against the wall. This was it. This was her long, dark night of the soul. And she was spending it organizing snow pants and sun hats. No. She felt it so powerfully she almost said it aloud. She would not quietly swallow it. She would not turn a blind eye. Augusta stood and went out to the garage and pulled the underwear from the trash. She shook them out and then brought them back to the living room where she shoved them between the cushions, exactly where she had found them.

		

	
		
			
				Four

				Caroline
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			A Blood Meal

			The first time Caroline Lash was bitten by a greenhead fly she screamed as though she had been stabbed. “That FUCKER!” She bent down and saw that her ankle was bleeding. “It’s like being assaulted by a potato peeler!”

			“It’s pretty interesting, actually,” explained Van. They were down on the pebbly beach in front of Caroline’s cottage. “They have scissorlike jaws, and they basically masticate the skin to lap up the blood.”

			“That’s not interesting, it’s horror! It’s like Demi Moore in The Substance!”

			“Does a bug bite her in that?”

			“Worse. She internalizes society’s pressure for women to conform to beauty standards!” Caroline’s ankle began to grow hot and red. “Am I going to lose a limb?”

			“Not if we act fast.” Van laughed, lifting her up and carrying her toward the water.

			“I feel like I’m bleeding out!” Caroline cried dramatically over his shoulder.

			Van snorted and set her down gently in the shallows. “A greenhead bite means you’re now officially a local.”

			If getting huge bloody welts made her a local, Caroline would just as soon stay a New Yorker. “I’m going to buy a huge can of bug spray with DEET and cover myself until I grow a third eye in the middle of my forehead. Bring on the neurotoxins.”

			“Oh no.” Van gently splashed salt water over her wound. “Bug spray won’t do anything. Greenheads are BEASTS. The females need a blood meal and they hunt in broad daylight.”

			“Jesus.”

			“You can run, but you can’t hide.” Van swatted one on his arm.
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			It was true. Greenhead season was the reason they could all afford to live in this otherwise idyllic seaside village. The flies appeared for the last two weeks of July and made the beaches and marshes a war zone. The Trustees put up big signs at Crane Beach that read “Greenhead Season: No Refunds,” and all the locals left town. Tourists who didn’t know better would try the beach, assuming a few bugs couldn’t be that bad, and would depart an hour later, bloody and horrified, never to return.

			Van and his friends retreated to Maine for a long weekend every greenhead season, to a cabin in Boothbay where his family owned a big plot of land. They had been going for a decade, piling into bunk beds, escaping the bloodsuckers, and drinking their faces off. When Van invited Caroline along, she was on the fence. Would it feel like she was crashing their party? Would they spend the whole time reminiscing about some random dude who went to their middle school, forcing Caroline to pretend she cared about some kid named “Townie” who locked their math teacher in the supply closet? “Everyone wants you to come,” Van promised. “My friends want to know you better.” They didn’t—five months into her relationship with Van they still barely seemed to register her presence—but Caroline appreciated the lie. She watched the greenheads bash their heavy bodies against the screens of her cottage, she looked down at the wound on her leg, still angry and swollen, and despite her better judgment, she agreed to go.

			Is Bailey going to be there? asked Nina.

			Yup. Blessed be the fruit.

			God, pregnant people are the worst

			That is an unpopular opinion

			It’s like it’s their birthday for nine months. Pregnant people get to do anything—cry, eat like a monster, be a savage bitch—and you can’t hold it against them.

			It’s like when your grandfather got senile

			Nina’s grandfather had once told Caroline most men preferred blonds and that she would look better with contact lenses.

			He truly lost his filter

			I can’t wait to be old and unfiltered. I’m going to deliver some HARD TRUTHS and nobody will be able to stop me!

			Oh, I get it now, texted Nina.

			What?

			All your old person shit! You’re practicing for your best era!

			Shut up.

			The Family Game

			Everyone decided to take a half day on Friday so that they could be in Boothbay for dinner, so Van picked Caroline up at her cottage and helped her carry her bags to the car. “When you say ‘cabin,’ how rustic are we talking?” asked Caroline. She was clutching a six-pack of cold brew cans and a flashlight she had found in the basement.

			“We have a Nespresso machine,” Van snickered.

			“Also, anything is fine, I’m really just curious, but how many bedrooms are there?” Caroline was still deeply traumatized from a trip to Southampton with her old boyfriend’s family for a wedding. His father, seeing how expensive the lodgings were, had reserved one hotel room for everyone to share, not telling anyone until they all arrived at check-in. Her boyfriend had flipped out and tried to get them a room of their own, but the hotel was fully booked—it was peak season—and no other accommodations could be secured. So Caroline spent the weekend sleeping on a pull-out sofa alongside her college boyfriend, three feet away from his younger brother and his parents, all of whom snored. To her complete horror, the father slept in some kind of nightgown, a sort of men’s dress that went down to his shins and revealed a thatch of hair on his chest. But the true zenith of discomfort came the morning of their departure, when the dad emerged from the bathroom, his lips white with toothpaste foam, and announced that he had accidentally been using Caroline’s toothbrush for two days. “So sorry, dear, they were the same color.”
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			“There are four bedrooms?” Van wrinkled his forehead as he thought. “I guess five if you count the sleeping porch?” Caroline nodded agreeably. A “sleeping porch” sounded romantic, as long as it was screened.

			As they drove the three hours up 95, through Portland and up to Freeport, Caroline played DJ and snooped around Van’s glove compartment. He kept his car meticulously clean, and Caroline couldn’t decide if it was normal and grown-up or slightly pathological. He stored glass cleaner and paper towels in the seatback pocket, he used a small vacuum to get out the sand after the beach, and before they went anywhere more than an hour away, he checked the tire pressure—something Caroline didn’t even know could be done outside an auto-body shop. “You really love your car, hunh?” she remarked once, as he used a straw and a bottle of keyboard cleaner to blow dust out of the gearshift.

			“I’ve had it since I was a freshman in college,” Van explained, like he was in a long-term relationship. “I had mixed feelings about even buying a car—fossil fuels and everything—so I promised myself I’d take really good care of it.” Caroline nodded, pretending that rationalized the keyboard cleaner.

			She hadn’t even owned a car until she moved to Greenhead, and she still had a mild panic attack every time she had to drive through a rotary. She barely knew how to fill it with gas, she had to take off her clogs to work the pedals, and she was always accidentally turning on the windshield wipers. The only virtue of owning a car, from what Caroline could tell, was the fact that you were frequently in really great outdoor lighting with a mirror on hand. The first time Caroline drove herself out to Appleton Farms to meet Van for a walk she had checked her reflection and noticed, with complete horror, a hair poking from her chin. She had tried to grab it with her fingernails, but it had been futile, and so she’d spent the entire walk trying to hide her face from Van, marching quickly ahead of him on the paths and feigning enthusiasm for “getting her heart rate up.” After that day Caroline made a point to keep a pair of tweezers in her glove compartment, and whenever she parked in a particularly sunny spot, she did a brief check to make sure she wasn’t walking around looking like Hagrid from Harry Potter.
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			When they got to the cabin there were already four cars outside, sporty SUVs and a Ford truck. “Who else is here?” she asked curiously. She had been hoping they would arrive first so that she could claim a good room.

			“Hmm, that one is Colin’s, the truck is RJ’s, black is Eben’s, and that’s my grandmother’s—she must be helping everyone settle in.”

			Van left the bags in the trunk and headed around the side of the house to the back. Caroline flipped down the visor and checked her hair in the mirror. She practiced her best “I-am-the-girlfriend-of-your-baby’s-father” smile before climbing out of the car and following Van up the stone path.
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			The property was lovely, like something out of a brochure for America. The cabin was shingled, light gray, and the back opened out on a rolling lawn that led down through a field of wildflowers to a dock and the ocean. There was a little shack—a boat house—filled with kayaks and canoes, a garden bursting with puffy hydrangea, and a hammock was strung between two trees. Caroline half expected a golden retriever to come up and lick her, or for Diane Keaton to come marching around the corner with a hat and watering can.

			Instead, a beautiful white-haired woman came striding up from the dock. His grandmother must have been almost ninety but moved with the wiry confidence of someone who took a multivitamin. She was carrying an oar in one hand, a fishing rod in the other. “Vanny! I’m just setting everyone up for a paddle. There’s enough time to get on the water before dinner. Hurry down!”

			Caroline smiled brightly and waited for the woman to acknowledge her. She looked like Van, long-limbed and slender, her nose sharp, her jaw not even softened with age. Van kissed his grandmother hello but before any introductions could be made, the woman swept up to the house and through the back door.

			“Sorry about that. It’s cocktail hour. She’s probably annoyed they had her out there a minute past five.” Van snickered. “Come on, let’s get on the water.”

			Down on the dock Augusta and Bailey were lying out in their swimsuits, soaking up the last of the sun as Fran paddleboarded around in circles and the guys hauled kayaks down to the water. Everyone looked tanned and happy, radiating New England heartiness. A little black dog raced excitedly back and forth on the path, growling and jumping on Caroline and getting wet paw prints on her shorts.

			“That dog gets so territorial about Van! She hates all his girlfriends.” RJ cackled. “Remember how Bailey had to let her sleep between them in the bed?”

			Caroline patted the dog awkwardly. Its sharp little toenails had scraped her shin.

			One by one Van’s friends hugged Caroline hello, barely touching her shoulders since they were all half naked in their swimsuits. Bailey looked like a fertility goddess, her rounded belly golden, her green bikini tied in loops at her hips and neck.

			“I’m so glad you could make it,” said Augusta. “We’ve been doing this same trip forever and it’ll be fun to have someone new in the mix.” She was wearing tortoiseshell sunglasses, and Caroline couldn’t quite see her eyes, but there was something in her voice that let her know this wasn’t really a welcome, that Augusta, in her prim and Old Yankee way, was informing Caroline that she had intruded on a sacred ritual, that she was no more welcome than a mailman dropping off a letter and then staying for dinner.

			“Do you feel like paddling?” asked Van quietly. “We could just go unpack our suitcases and settle in?” He was so sweet, always trying to make sure she was comfortable.

			“YOLO,” Caroline deadpanned, pasting a grin on her face and hefting a paddle awkwardly in her hand. Had she ever before held a paddle? She felt like she should be jousting or competing in one of the lesser-known Squid Games.
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			As Bailey and Augusta watched from the dock, Van showed her how to balance on her knees and adjust the paddle for her height. She wobbled a little but didn’t fall. Eben gave her a hearty wave from his board, but Caroline worried she’d capsize if she tried to return it. They started off slowly, Caroline crouching on her hands and knees whenever a wave rocked the board. The shoreline was wooded with docks poking out from each property. Fran and Max paddled side by side, chatting away. Colin and RJ shared a kayak and treated the outing like the Iron Man, already twenty yards ahead of everyone else. The sun sparkled on the water and Van took his time, patiently waiting for Caroline, showing her the osprey nest and explaining that the same couple came back every year, adding to the nest each time.

			“Seasonal residents,” Caroline joked. “They probably pay taxes in Florida.”

			“Ospreys mate for life,” Van said earnestly. “Well, unless they fail to produce chicks after two seasons.”

			“Then the male osprey joins a gym, gets on Hinge, and finds a teenager with daddy issues.” Caroline nodded.

			By the time Van and Caroline turned around at the point, the rest of the group was nearly back to the dock. Van climbed to his feet, adjusting his paddle and cutting quickly through the water. Caroline stood, teetered, and dropped back to her knees. She had never been very athletic, but she hadn’t ever cared; in fact she had sort of taken pride in it. She made a point to avoid any event with hockey or football, believing sports to be for meatheads and those with retrograde sexual politics. She’d grown up a city kid where the coolest guys in school had been musicians, where they didn’t have enough space for a soccer field, where you could take fencing to fulfill your PE requirement. Here in New England, she was suddenly surrounded by jocks, and it was a baffling development. Still, the air was warm, the water was clear, and nobody was making her throw or catch a ball, so she pushed along, following Van back across the cove. At the dock the little black dog was going crazy, running in frantic circles.

			“Lady! Lady! We’re back!” Van climbed the ladder and hoisted his board onto the dock, carrying it up to the boathouse as Lady jumped frantically at his heels. Caroline steered toward the ladder, unsure of how she might get out. Everyone else was gone, their kayaks drying on the grass. The water was deep, and she couldn’t quite figure out how to climb off the board while holding the paddle. As she tentatively put one foot on the lowest rung, she heard a splash and suddenly Lady was on her, scrabbling to get on the board, knocking Caroline sideways. “LADY, NO!” she screamed, and kicked the dog off her, dropping the paddle and tumbling into the water.

			When she emerged, sputtering, she saw Van’s grandmother on the lawn, watching her with a frown.

			Ugh, some people are so uptight about dog-kicking, texted Nina.

			It was not great

			I don’t care what everyone says. I think you’re a good person.

			Stop itttttt

			If you need me I’ll hop in an Uber and see you in eight hours, just say the word.

			No no I’m chill. I am going to make Van’s asshole friends LOVE ME
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			Dinner was already on the table and so Caroline changed into dry clothes without showering, wiping the mascara off her face with a clump of toilet paper and pulling her wet hair back with a clip.

			“I knew you wouldn’t have time to shop, so I organized supper,” Van’s grandmother informed her. “You kids will be in charge of your own meals tomorrow.”

			“Oh, glad to!” Caroline said quickly. Van’s grandmother was honestly the most terrifying person she had ever met. She was drinking a Gibson, the cocktail onion nestled in the bottom of the glass, and the table was laid with heavy silver. There was a small roast chicken, picked up from a nice grocery in town, a cold broccoli slaw sprinkled with shavings of carrot, and a plate of butter. Caroline looked around to see what the butter might be for.

			“There was a loaf of bread, but everyone ate it with the cheese plate while you were out,” murmured Fran apologetically.

			“This is plenty of food.” Van’s grandmother shook her head disapprovingly. “Whenever we have leftovers nobody eats them. You know, food waste is an enormous problem in this country.”

			“It’s actually shocking from an environmental perspective.” Van served Caroline a piece of chicken breast. “The food produced and then wasted in the United States generates more greenhouse gas emissions than thirty-seven million cars.”

			“Exactly.” Van’s grandmother nodded. “I think expiration dates are the problem. People throw away perfectly good food just because the label says it’s too old. I ignore the labels completely.”

			Caroline peered at the broccoli slaw and put a small spoonful on her plate. She was starving, but she forced herself to eat slowly, cutting her chicken into tiny bites to make it last. As they ate, they discussed the various environmental disasters impacting the property: rising tides, the depletion of oysters, the moth infestations, the increasing chances of wildfire due to climate change. It seemed like Van’s extended family owned houses all up and down this same cove, with various complicated arrangements made for who got to stay where on different summer weekends.

			“Now when is the baby due, Bailey?” asked Van’s grandmother.

			“End of September,” Bailey replied easily. She was freshly scrubbed and rosy-cheeked, dressed in denim shorts and an oversize white sweatshirt, her lashes long and dark, her blond hair loose around her shoulders. “I’m just starting the third trimester.”

			“And what about you?” His grandmother turned to Caroline.

			“Oh,” Caroline stammered. “I’m not having a baby.”

			“Of course you’re not. Where are you from? What do you do?”

			Had Van never mentioned her? “I’m from New York. I’m a writer.”

			“How exciting,” Van’s grandmother said. The word “exciting” had never sounded less so. It was like Caroline had said she was a lifestyle influencer or a Bitcoin trader, a fake job for a delusional person.

			“Caroline is really accomplished,” Van chimed in. “She had a story published in the—”

			“I am positively stuffed.” His grandmother exhaled dramatically. “If any of you want seconds, there is plenty of broccoli here. Let’s not let it go to waste.”
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			After Van’s grandmother retreated to her own house, RJ opened up the liquor cabinet and brought a half dozen dusty bottles over to the table. “Okay, we have Tanqueray. We have peach schnapps. We have Tito’s. Oh, nice, we have vermouth.”

			“I hope you have a strong stomach,” Fran whispered to Caroline.

			“We’re going to do martini shots!”

			“Do we have any olives?” asked Caroline. She really was hungry.

			“Sorry, no olives, just those little cocktail onions,” apologized Eben. “You don’t have to take a shot.”

			“I like martinis.” Caroline shrugged, and Van winked at her. Sure, Van’s friends were heavy drinkers, but Caroline had been sneaking into bars since she was a teenager and she could hold her own.

			“Okay, we’re going to play Family,” announced Bailey, ripping up a piece of paper and handing out golf pencils. “Caroline, do you know how to play?”

			“I feel like drinking games are more an elder millennial thing,” she demurred.

			“It’s not necessarily a drinking game—” Augusta frowned.

			“It is,” interrupted Colin.

			“Basically, everyone writes the name of a famous person on a piece of paper and sticks it in a hat. I’ll read them all out twice. Try to remember as many as you can. Then we go around and guess who put which name into the hat,” Bailey explained.

			“I always lose,” said Van glumly.

			“Because he doesn’t know any celebrities.”

			“And you always put too many Americans,” complained Max. “But if I put somebody French then you’ll all know it was me.”

			“Right, that’s part of the strategy. Put someone unexpected. When someone guesses your name you become part of their ‘family.’ ”

			“Okay, got it.” Caroline nodded.

			RJ passed around the little martini shots and they all took them quickly and handed him back the glasses. He then distributed cans of Summer Ale and High Noon for the game. He, Fran, and Colin each took a weed gummy too, but the others passed.

			Caroline fiddled with her pencil and thought for a moment. Maybe she could put down the writer Palmer Preston? He was a famous person and a Greenhead celebrity? No, if she put down the name of her fellowship sponsor, then everyone would know it was hers. She wrote down the name “Timothée Chalamet” and folded the paper in half.

			The game moved quickly at first, Augusta guessing that Colin was “Steve Jobs” because he had just read a biography about him, Max guessing that Eben was his childhood hero “Jane Goodall,” Fran guessing that RJ was “Tom Brady.” The couples all knew each other too well, could see the names that were bubbling around their subconscious, the magazines lying around the house, the podcasts they’d heard in the background. When it was Caroline’s turn, she guessed that Van was “Greta Thunberg,” it seemed logical he would pick someone like that, but Van shook his head and Caroline took a big drink of her beer, disappointed in herself.

			“I know who you are, Vanny,” said Bailey, turning to him with a smile. “You’re ‘Steven Tyler’ from Aerosmith.”

			“Ahhh, guilty.” Van got up and shuffled chairs to join Bailey’s “family.”

			“You had that CD in your car for all of high school.” Bailey scooted over to make room for him, resting her hand on her belly, and Caroline took another big sip, even though it wasn’t her turn.

			Fran’s phone rang and she got up to answer it, ducking into the kitchen. Caroline could hear her giving instructions on where her mother might find a specific cord for a raccoon-shaped nightlight.

			“Are your kids with your parents?” Caroline asked Augusta.

			“They’re with my mother,” Augusta replied curtly, and Caroline understood that she was being tacitly reprimanded for not knowing the specifics of Augusta’s family structure.

			“More accurately, they are with the horse girls,” Eben interjected. “There are these middle school girls who ride at Mom’s barn who go crazy for the chance to babysit.” Eben had seen his sister’s rudeness, and he was extending a hand to Caroline. She smiled at him gratefully.

			Augusta won the first round, guessing Max was “Greta Thunberg,” and they cracked new beers and played again, this time Caroline writing down “Tiger Woods,” to throw people off her scent. Fran won that round, and by the third everyone was too drunk to remember all the names and became distracted telling the story of some guy they’d known in tenth grade who had been sent away to military school for stealing a police car and was now teaching driver’s ed in Lynnfield.

			Caroline was about to search the pantry for crackers when Colin announced that he and RJ were going to the bar. He had put on a baseball cap and button-down.

			“You can’t drive.” Augusta looked upset.

			“We’re riding the bikes!” RJ was hammered. “Eben? Coming?”

			“Nope,” Eben declined. “I went to summer camp in Maine, and I can speak from experience that nothing good happens after midnight at a bar up here.”

			Augusta was whispering to Colin, clearly displeased, but Colin just kissed her forehead and followed RJ out the door.
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			After they left, Caroline brushed her teeth at the kitchen sink, aware that the entire cabin shared only one bathroom. She peed quickly and when Van came out to the sleeping porch she was nestled under a dusty old quilt with her book. She couldn’t fall asleep without reading, but on nights like this, nights where she was drunk enough to feel the lines of text weaving on the page, she knew she would have to wake up in the morning and move her bookmark back a dozen pages, with no memory of what she’d read.

			There were two single beds on opposite sides of the room, and after Van kissed her goodnight, he retreated to the other bed instead of climbing in with her. It made sense, he was six feet tall, but she still felt a little lonely. She turned out the light and waited for sleep to come. She heard the bathroom door open and close, she heard footsteps in the hall, a cough, and then the human noises subsided. She flipped her pillow and quietly rearranged her blankets. Her pajama bottoms were making her too hot and she felt itchy from the salt water. She tried to count out her breathing and relax, but she felt like she could hear every weird sound from the woods, mice and bats and nocturnal birds rustling around, wind and distant cars. The harder she tried to fall asleep, the more impossible it was.

			When she became aware of a different noise nearby, Caroline sat up to listen. Someone was knocking. Was it Colin or RJ? Were they locked out of the house? As quietly as she could, she pulled back the covers and crept to the door of the sleeping porch. The light outside the kitchen door was still on and so she walked carefully down the hall and stopped, peeking out the window. Nobody. She listened but heard nothing. Then the knocking again. It was coming from inside. Caroline turned the corner and there, outside Eben’s room, was Augusta, tapping on his door. Augusta saw her and so Caroline lifted her chin, silently asking her what to do. Augusta shook her head once and turned away, back toward her own room. Caroline stood there for a moment, unsure, before retreating to the sleeping porch.

			All night Caroline had seen that there was something going on between Augusta and her brother. The rhythms were off between them. Eben was so easy with everyone else. He gently teased them, he let his shoulder bump theirs when he laughed at the table, he collected their empty cups and stacked them up after the game. He didn’t do that with his sister and Colin. Eben seemed watchful around them.

			She quietly climbed back into her bed and pulled the covers high. It was so hard for her to figure out this group. If she had grown up in Greenhead, would they make more sense to her? Would they be her friends? Caroline didn’t think so. In some ways, they actually seemed unlikely friends for Van. They all treated him with such affection—who wouldn’t love Van?—but it was like they thought his seriousness and his intellect was a quirk rather than a virtue. Aw, Van understands the carbon cycle! That’s so funny! Look! Van knows the name of the governor of California! How random! It was like they were missing the very best parts of him. The parts she saw and loved.

			As Caroline tossed and turned her thoughts tipped into the specific anxiety that comes from insomnia in a strange house. What was she even doing here, in this remote cottage in Maine, surrounded by these people? She had left her apartment, she had left her friends, she’d left the career she’d worked so hard to earn. And why? Caroline had loudly offered a million excuses when she left New York. She had said she wanted to write. She had said she needed to get out from her mother’s shadow. She said New York had changed too much after the pandemic. But deep down she knew it was, in part, for a much stupider reason. Deep down, it was because of a boy named Ned Clark.
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			When Caroline had been promoted to associate editor at the publishing house, her boss gave her a corporate card and a mandate: Take a literary agent out to lunch every day until you find a new writer. It was both wonderful and terrible. Every single day she ate sushi or salmon, salads with shaved fennel or hamburgers on puffy brioche. But between each bite she had to learn to make professional lunch chat. Most of the agents were older than she was, so she’d try to impress them, reading up on their authors ahead of time and then delivering minor dissertations on their work. When the agent was her age, she could relax a little, even trade some light gossip, but the entire time there was still an elephant in the room: Caroline’s famous mother. She was just too big an industry figure to be ignored.

			In Caroline’s early childhood Gwendolyn Lash had been a normal, if somewhat successful, writer. She had typed away in her home office while Caroline’s father worked long hours at a white-shoe law firm. She had an agent, Marcy Pringle, who took her to lunch once a year, an event so exciting her mother would try on her entire closet before heading out the door. But when one of her books was made into a major Hollywood movie, her career took off and the orbit of their household had shifted. Caroline’s father stopped working at the firm, instead overseeing her mother’s book and film contracts. Her agent was no longer an Oz-like figure hiding behind an annual lunch; instead, Marcy Pringle saw Gwendolyn at least once a month, sitting in on marketing meetings and orchestrating international sales. Gwendolyn Lash had become a living legend—a household name, a Jeopardy! clue, and a very rich woman.

			As Caroline wined and dined the agent community, trying to establish herself as an editor, they pumped her for information about Gwendolyn. People wanted to know if she wrote her own books (she did), if she wrote the film scripts (she did), and if she was really as glamorous as she looked in her author photos (she was—she had a new photo taken for every book jacket, a massive production that involved lighting assistants, professional hair and makeup, and once a diamond necklace procured from the PR team at Cartier).

			When she asked Ned Clark to lunch, she couldn’t quite tell which kind of lunch it would be. He was five years older than her, he wore a suit and tie, he knew the coat-check girl by name, and he already had several bestsellers on his list. But he was funny, he smiled at Caroline like they had a secret, he almost always had a vape pen in his hand, and he never once mentioned her mother. Ned seemed unfazed by Caroline’s proximity to fame. His own star was on the rise, he owned a loft in Tribeca, and, according to another assistant at Caroline’s office, he had once brought Zosia Mamet as his date to the PEN gala.

			He made Caroline nervous, but after their lunch she couldn’t stop thinking about him. When he had emailed a week later, asking for drinks, she immediately said yes. But he didn’t try to kiss her at drinks. They had two cocktails, gin and tonics for Caroline, whiskey rocks for Ned, he vaped surreptitiously at their table, then put her in a taxi at nine. Caroline thought he liked her but couldn’t be sure. Why ask to see her again if his interest was purely professional?

			When his agency, Megavoice, held a holiday party on the roof of a hotel, Caroline was surprised to find herself on the guest list. Everyone else was a vice president, an executive editor, or a major Megavoice writer. Caroline borrowed a dress from her friend who worked for Hearst, a blue silk that brought out her eyes, and went to the party alone, planning to sip champagne in the corner while people-watching as the celebrity authors air-kissed and sparkled. Instead, Ned caught her right by the door as she came in, taking her by the elbow and steering her around the room, making introductions as though she were an important new client.

			Caroline kept waiting for him to pawn her off on a lowly Megavoice assistant or excuse himself to talk to someone with a corner office, but he didn’t, he ferried her from conversation to conversation until the bartenders started packing up for the night. By the coat check Caroline thanked Ned for the party, and he leaned in to brush her cheek goodbye and whispered in her ear, asking if he could come to her apartment.

			They took a taxi, Ned playing with his vape pen in the back seat and making Caroline laugh with gossip from the evening, the Granta writer who asked a waiter for cocaine, the CEO who spent the whole party calling Ned’s boss by the wrong name.

			Neither of them was drunk, and while Caroline offered to open a bottle of wine, Ned declined, instead kissing her gently and lifting her dress up over her head. He carefully hung it in the closet before unbuttoning his own shirt and leading Caroline to the bed. He kissed her while running his hands along her body, he whispered to her, asking if she wanted to keep going. She did, and while she didn’t come, she almost did, and that was about as good as she could expect from a first time with someone new. They fell asleep after, but when she woke in the night, her clock reading three, Ned was gone, had snuck out like a thief.

			She expected him to text or email the next day, but he didn’t, and not the day after that either. On the third day, Caroline’s mother called to ask if she’d ever met a Ned Clark. Caroline said she knew him vaguely, that they’d once had lunch. “Interesting,” her mother replied before changing the subject. When Caroline read in Publishers Lunch that her mother had switched agents, had left her longtime agent, Marcy Pringle, in favor of “the more dynamic agent experience at Megavoice,” and that Ned Clark would be taking over her books and television contracts, Caroline called him right away, but he didn’t pick up. She emailed him, calling him an asshole and a creep, but he didn’t answer those emails either, and the only time she saw him in her remaining year in New York, it was across the room at Quality Italian. He was having lunch with a famous tennis star, and when she caught his eye, he raised one finger before turning his attention back to his beautiful companion. That was it. One finger. Like he was telling her to wait for something that she knew would never come.

			Strong Maine Pipes

			The sun came streaming into the sleeping porch at six in the morning, and Caroline woke feeling headachy and hungover from her insomnia. She desperately had to pee and hoped that nobody was in the shower. It was weird to all share the old bathroom, a long narrow closet that hadn’t been touched since the 1960s, with a clawfoot tub and plaid wallpaper. Happily, Caroline seemed to be the first awake, so she peed quietly, wincing as the toilet flushed and the pipes shook thunderously. Caroline could hear Lady scurrying down the hall and scratching at the bathroom door. She splashed water on her face and brushed her teeth before sneaking back to the sleeping porch, Lady following closely behind.

			“Climb in,” Van croaked from his bed, and Caroline obliged, snuggling her nose into his neck and putting her cold feet on his warm legs. Van slipped his hand into her pajama top and ran his fingers along her ribs. On cue, Lady appeared, propping her paws up on the side of the mattress and whining. Van chuckled and cleared his throat. “What do you want to do this morning? Kayak? Hike?”

			“I’m down for whatever.” Caroline disentangled herself from him and forced herself to sound game.

			“You’re so cute when you lie.” Van poked her gently on the chin. “Let’s drive into town, just the two of us, and get a big breakfast with bacon, egg, and cheese. I’ll buy you all the coffee you can drink.” Caroline’s heart soared. She had never loved him more.
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			They grocery shopped after breakfast, collecting everything they would need to make lunch and dinner. Colin and RJ were still asleep when they got back, but everyone else was awake and groggy, and they gratefully accepted pastries and greasy bacon sandwiches.

			“Are you feeling okay, Bailey?” Van asked. “I know the beds here aren’t the most comfortable. Could you sleep?”

			“I always sleep like a rock here.” Bailey still had on pajamas, a tank top and shorts set, but somehow looked gorgeous, and Caroline studied her, the way she ripped off bits of croissant with her red fingernails, the way her lips looked like she’d been kissing all night.
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			Everyone wanted to kayak the inlet, but Caroline needed a little alone time, so she spread a towel out on the dock and read her book, Palmer Preston’s Tarbox. Preston had worked for The New Yorker before he moved to Greenhead in the 1960s with the idea that the salt air would help his psoriasis. He and his wife bought a house on High Street, the Polly Dole House, and from there created the masterworks that would win him every literary prize in America. As Caroline read, a black baseball cap shielding her face, she found herself fantasizing about the interviews she might give when her own first book came out. “Palmer Preston has always been a huge inspiration for me, and it was such an honor to receive his Greenhead fellowship, to breathe the same air he did.”

			

			
				[image: ]
			

			In the afternoon, Colin and RJ emerged from the cabin with stories about a dive bar with a live band, a white-bearded man everyone called Santa, and their unfortunate decision to eat some of the red pickled eggs the bar sold for a dollar.

			“Babe, I don’t think it’s the eggs making you feel so rough,” teased Fran. “I think it’s the twenty beers.”

			“But I had to drink the beers to kill the E. coli from the eggs!” RJ protested, and Colin looked sort of green.

			Caroline and Van played croquet with Eben and Max, they made grilled cheese with tomato and avocado, and then they all took a walk along the shoreline, winding down the cliffs and across some distant relative’s property to a rocky beach where they swam out to a diving platform and sunned themselves like seals.
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			That night they grilled chicken and corn on the cob wrapped in tin foil. Everyone had strong opinions on how corn was best cooked; boiled, steamed, or grilled in the husks. One of the real perils of New England in the summer, Caroline was learning, was the risk of dying of annoyance over how often people talked about corn. After dinner the others stayed up to play poker, but Caroline retreated to bed with her laptop to write. She slept deeply, the sounds of the porch less ominous than they had been the first night, and when she woke the sun was up and she could hear people moving around the cabin.

			As she padded barefoot down the hall toward the kitchen, she saw something on the floor and yelped in surprise, “Oh, gross.”

			RJ came out of his room and looked at the mess on the floor. “Lady had an accident.” He went to the kitchen, grabbed a paper towel, and scooped it up, dropping it in the toilet and flushing.

			“Are you supposed to flush paper towels?” Caroline asked doubtfully.

			“Strong Maine pipes,” RJ said, and shrugged.
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			He was wrong. The toilet was irrevocably clogged, and the more Van tinkered with it, removing the top and attacking it with a rubber plunger, the closer it came to overflowing. He finally turned off the water and called a plumber.

			“Bad news,” he reported. “He can’t come until tomorrow, so it looks like we’re peeing in the woods until then.” He turned to the girls apologetically. “I can take you over to one of the other houses and we can ask to use their bathroom if any of you’d like?”

			It was gallant, but Caroline was not being introduced to a potential future relative like that. She borrowed Van’s keys and drove to the coffee shop in town. In exchange for their facilities, Caroline bought fancy coffees for everyone in the house, teetering back to Van’s Subaru with two cardboard trays balanced in her hands. The Subaru was a little harder to drive than Caroline’s own car, and she gripped the steering wheel as though traversing flooded streets or heavy rain. She made it back to the house fine, but when she went to park along the edge of the driveway, she saw that someone had left the trunk of an SUV open and a kayak was sticking out the back. She nosed the car carefully behind it, but quickly realized the rear of her car was sticking out too far to let anyone pass. She reversed into the road and tried again, pulling up next to the SUV and attempting to parallel park. As she crept carefully backward, she heard Lady barking, running out the front door. Caroline meant to stomp the brake, but instead hit the gas and launched the car back with a terrible thump and a squeak. Had she killed Lady? Her heart was in her throat. But then she saw Lady zipping out into the lawn, barking her head off. Thank God. She had struck a tree.

			The whole thing was deeply humiliating. The entire group came out to see what Caroline had done, Van climbing in the driver’s seat to move the car forward off the tree, Eben inspecting the ugly scratch on the car, and Van’s grandmother—having materialized to bring them fresh towels—running her hand along the trunk of the tree, shaking her head with visible distress. The tree was, apparently, fifty years old, and even though it looked no different or more special than any of the other dozen trees along the driveway, a treasured part of the property. It wouldn’t die, but it was, as Van’s grandmother kept repeating, “permanently disfigured.”
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			After an appropriate mourning time, Eben convinced everyone to go on a sail. The boat couldn’t fit nine, so Caroline and Van volunteered to stay back. Van wanted to make a chicken-wire compost bin for the garden and Caroline agreed to help. After the disastrous morning it felt like a kind of penance, like the time her mother had caught her smoking and had her spend an entire morning picking litter in the park.

			“I’m so sorry about your car,” Caroline apologized again as they worked. Van had given Caroline thick gloves to hold the mesh in place while he used his fingers to carefully tie the wire to wooden posts. It was hot and she wanted to pull her hair into a ponytail but couldn’t with the gloves. “You take such good care of it and then I go and crash into a tree.”

			“It’s a dent. They can hammer it out in an hour.” Van shrugged like it was really no big deal and somehow his kindness made her feel even worse.

			“I bet Bailey never dented your car,” she said quietly.

			“What does Bailey have to do with this?”

			“I don’t know.” Tears sprang unexpectedly to her eyes. “I’m sure it’s in my head, but I just feel like everyone has been comparing us all weekend. Talking about her pregnancy and who the dog likes better.”

			“Hey.” Van stopped working and put his arms around her. Caroline flapped her big gloved hands against her sides helplessly. “Nobody cares who Lady likes better. What matters is who I like.”

			“I know.” Caroline felt like an idiot. “It’s just that I am bad at paddleboarding. At all sports, really. And your grandmother hates me. And Bailey’s so beautiful. And you have so much shared history. She knows things about you that I don’t. It’s weird.”

			“Caroline.” He ducked his head and looked Caroline in the eyes. “Bailey is great, I’m so glad she’s my friend, but it’s not romantic between us. Honestly, she’s really funny, but half the time we’re together we’re just bullshitting, having these nonsense conversations about, like, who from high school is getting divorced, or the difference between Delta-8 gummies and Delta-9. It’s not a deep connection.”

			“Okay.” Caroline pushed her hair up off her sweaty neck. “Remember, I don’t want to be in the middle.”

			“There is no middle. It’s you and me.” Van looked at her seriously and Caroline leaned in to kiss him. She believed him. On some level Caroline could tell that Van and Bailey were different creatures. Bailey was a leopard, beautiful and cunning and glamorous, while Van was a Border collie, the smartest, most loyal dog, the kind who was happiest when he got a lot of exercise and was assigned tasks.

			“But what is the difference between Delta-8 and Delta-9?” Caroline joked.

			“I’m glad you asked.” Van grinned. “So, it’s mainly about where they bind on the carbon atom chain…”
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			Did you survive the ritual new-girlfriend hazing by his friends? asked Nina

			Yeah, it was chill

			Did they make you do fraternity stuff like chug a beer and wear a blindfold?

			They kept calling me “the pledge” which was weird?

			Lol

			But seriously, I know it’s such a rough situation, but I really don’t think I have to worry about Bailey. I just don’t see her and Van getting back together.
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			Three little dots appeared and disappeared as Nina started and stopped typing her reply. Caroline waited, but after a few minutes Nina stopped writing, the dots vanished entirely, and Caroline knew Nina didn’t believe her.

		

	
		
			
				Five

				Fran
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			The Queen Ball

			Fran Gianopoulos talked in her sleep. She mumbled, she laughed, she carried on full conversations, and once she had even sung “The Star Spangled Banner” from beginning to end. RJ teased her endlessly about it, sometimes grabbing his phone in the middle of the night to record the really crazy stuff. On those mornings Fran would wake up and RJ would crack an eye open and just start laughing before tossing her his phone to listen for herself.

			“You know you’re a liability, right?” RJ said. “If the North Koreans knew about you, they’d snatch you out of bed.”

			Fran rolled her eyes, but it was sort of true. She worked for an engineering company with Navy contracts, and she’d signed about a zillion nondisclosure agreements promising never to talk about when, where, or how they repaired submarines.

			“If I start talking about work you can just put a pillow over my head and smother me, okay?”

			“Loose lips sink ships, Fran,” RJ said seriously.

			Those were their weekend mornings together, leisurely lie-ins where the kids crawled between them, where they put on movies in bed, letting everyone snack and get crumbs everywhere. Otherwise, RJ was out the door before Fran even made coffee. He was a contractor, and all his guys were on the building sites by seven at the latest, eating lunch at ten, done for the day at three. Fran, meanwhile, worked remotely supporting a team on Oahu, and so her hours were shifted five time zones. She fed the kids breakfast, she got them off to school or camp, she threw something in the slow cooker, she did laundry, she picked them up, and then she logged onto her computer from three until eleven, taking her lunch break for family dinner. It meant that she and RJ barely saw each other during the week, that they passed the kids like a baton, that they overlapped only in their sleep, but there they were, a two-income family socking away all they could for their retirement, even if it meant they were ships in the night. It was worth it, though. Fran was making good money, and after everything with her own family, that mattered more than anything.
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			It was a Sunday in August, and everyone was in her bed. RJ was dozing, London was watching a TV show about alligators in the Everglades, and Fran was helping Hale carefully arrange stickers in a volcano workbook.

			“Pumice is a vewy soft stone, filled with bubbles of air,” Hale informed her, smoothing the sticker with his thumb.

			“Nice, bud, that’s right,” Fran said absently. Hale was four and a born professor, constantly spouting facts, at least 30 percent of them accurate.

			“But you have to be careful of lava bombs. Lava bombs are vewy dangerous.”

			“They sound bad!” Fran had never heard of a lava bomb but as Hale peeled up a triangular black sticker she read the blurb about them, little spurts of molten lava that flew up into the air during an eruption and hardened in flight.

			“Can you bring me back a lava bomb from Hawaii?”

			“I’ll try,” Fran promised. “I’m not sure they sell them at the gift shop.” It would be her first trip away from the kids, her first time going to Hawaii, and even though it was six months away, even though she’d spend the entire time with a team of engineers in conference rooms, she was deliriously excited. The hotel was on the beach, there was a swimming pool, and Fran had already looked up the restaurant menu and picked exactly which type of cocktail—lychee martini—she would have the night of her arrival. She was also pretty sure the weed would be extraordinary in Hawaii but figured the Navy guys she worked with were unlikely to want to spark a jay.

			“Mom, are you going to go surfing?” London asked, glancing briefly away from the TV. His hair—dark and shiny like Fran’s—was still sticking up from sleep.

			“Nah, I don’t think so. It’s a work trip so I’m mostly going to be in meetings.”

			“But you’re always in meetings. Why do you have to go all the way to Hawaii for that?”

			It was a good question, one Fran had wondered herself, but after seven years working with the group it was the first time she’d been invited, and she wasn’t going to say no to a tropical getaway on someone else’s dime.

			“My company gets hired by people who live in Hawaii and sometimes they want to meet you face-to-face. But that’s it, pal, just meetings, nothing fun. I’ll save my surfing for when the whole family can go back together.”

			Hale snugged his head under her chin, and she inhaled his smell. She knew sometimes her kids were stinky and gamey. Hale had sweaty little hands and feet and she had recently instituted a rule where he had to swap back and forth between two pairs of sneakers so they could air out for a day in between, but she still loved his smell. He was going into pre-K and she worried about him in a huge classroom, twenty kids and only one teacher. The previous year, whenever his nursery school had emailed photos from the day, she saw he had somehow managed to wriggle into the teacher’s lap as she read a book, his little head under her chin. It made a small pinch in her heart to see him like that, still so sweet, out there in the world.
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			At nine thirty she put the kids in soccer shirts, pulled her hair in a ponytail, and drove the three of them to the athletic fields on Linebrook Road, where she spent two hours studiously ignoring both the soccer and the other parents while she played with her phone. She knew it was antisocial, but she had real friends.

			After the games were over Fran detoured on the way to her parents’ house, picking RJ up for lunch. Sundays were RJ’s day, so Fran knew he would have eaten a weed gummy already and would spend the afternoon with her family pleasantly buzzed and smiling. It was how they survived parenthood and life with small children: They took turns dosing themselves with weed, mushrooms, and booze, whatever made the hard edges softer. Fran had woken up the day before and dropped a tincture of CBD into her coffee, had eaten a square of shroom chocolate with her peanut butter toast, and had spent hours happily building a Lego dragon’s lair with London. They were responsible about it, though, they always made sure one of them was sober enough to play soccer with London, to brush Hale’s teeth, to—God forbid—drive anyone who needed stitches to the emergency room.

			They were also both really careful never to drive drunk. RJ had a friend, a real estate broker from Boston, who had gotten so many DUIs his car had been outfitted with a Breathalyzer. Every ten minutes he had to blow into a tube or the engine would shut off and RJ loved to imitate him driving fancy clients around to different apartments, blowing the tube in the middle of Storrow Drive while pitching a $2 million duplex in Southie with granite countertops.
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			There were already six cars parked around the circular driveway in front of Fran’s parents’ house, her brother Damien’s BMW, her brother Kon’s Mercedes Benz, an assortment of luxury cars all new and shiny, traded in every year for the latest models. The house looked new and shiny too, even though they had moved in nearly thirty years ago. The front door was framed by columns with wisteria climbing the portico, the garden was filled in for the summer with pink roses. If you didn’t know better, you’d think the Gianopoulos family was rich. You’d think they actually owned all this nice stuff.

			Fran sent RJ and the kids to the backyard and let herself into the house, waving hello to her father, her brothers, and their teenagers who were watching baseball in the living room, heading to the kitchen to help with lunch. Her mother was slicing tomatoes and arranging them on a platter with lettuce and onion and Fran took a quick peek at the wineglass tucked in the corner by the toaster oven, filled up to the very brim. Her mother claimed she liked to keep her drink out of the way while she was cooking, so that she wouldn’t break a glass, but Fran knew it was something more than that, maybe the feeling that by keeping it out of plain sight nobody would notice how often the glass was refilled.

			“How was church, Mom?” Fran’s parents went to Assumption of the Virgin Mary, the Greek Orthodox church in town, and Fran had grown up spending every weekend there.

			“Everyone asked about you. They wonder why your brothers come but you don’t, Francesca.” Some parents had mastered the art of the subtle guilt trip. Fran’s had not.

			“I told you, the boys have soccer.”

			“Don’t sign them for the next season. London is old enough to come sit with me.”

			“Okay, Mom.” The idea of London sitting still for a service was laughable.

			Together they chopped dill and made lemon rice, they toasted buns for the hamburgers, and Fran fetched her kids’ water bottles out of her bag and put them on the table along with the glasses and cloth napkins. She could hear London shouting happily in the yard, and Fran couldn’t help but notice that RJ was the only adult male in the place actually making himself useful. Sure, he was absolutely baked, but at least he was keeping an eye on the kids and contributing, unlike all the other guys watching TV, cursing and cheering at the game, oblivious to the work being done.

			It had always been this way with Fran’s brothers, their mother looking after everyone while the guys obsessed over football, basketball, baseball—whatever was on—to the point where Fran actively hated sports herself. Damien and Kon would scream at the TV when the Red Sox lost, would swear and pout when the Pats fell apart in the final quarter. They would thunder up the stairs, they would slam doors, they would lose their ever-loving minds. It was beyond normal fandom, it was like a huge dark cloud that hung over their house, the feeling that anger and blistering tempers were entirely out of their control. The drinking didn’t help their moods, but honestly, they had been like this since middle school, caring so deeply about their teams and letting their emotions run completely wild on the euphoria of a win or devastation of a loss. It was worse now that they were all older, though, because they spent so much money gambling. The stakes were higher. The money legitimized their glee and fury. Kon had a Picasso drawing, a “Pour Roby” worth a couple grand hung in his bedroom, that he bought from betting on the Pats. Damien had paid for a family trip to Aruba a couple of years ago after a big payout on a Celtics game. But as much as her brothers loved to talk about what they won off their teams, Fran knew they lost just as often.

			When lunch was ready Fran collected her boys from the yard and they all sat down at the table, leaving the game on, but muting the television. As they ate, her father and brothers staring at the screen, her mother visibly tipsy, Hale dominated the conversation, talking animatedly about cactus bees in his squeaky little voice. “Cactus bees are solitary creatures. Not like honeybees. Honeybees are social creatures.”

			RJ listened to Hale attentively. He was clearly super stoned, and Fran hoped she was the only one who could tell. Her mother hadn’t eaten a bite of her lunch, but her glass was empty, and it hit Fran with a painful zip in her throat.

			“Mom, eat.” Fran nudged the rice over toward her, and her mother gave her a quick smile and picked up her fork, moving some lettuce around on her plate, pretending she was going to eat. This was how it always went. Her mom drank too much. Her brothers gambled too much. Her dad had his head in the sand. She was annoyed at herself for letting it go on so long. For years, Fran had thought her family was rich. They lived in a McMansion, they drove nice cars, her mother wore neat Coach loafers and pretty gold bracelets. Sure, her parents both worked, her father for a company that supplied equipment to research labs, her mother for a travel agency. They were good jobs, but they didn’t make nearly enough to support their lifestyle. After graduation, while talking to her father about her new 401(k), Fran did the math and figured it all out. Her parents had nothing to show for the past forty years, nothing but debt, no plans for their own futures, and like everything else in their family, it would be Fran’s job to deal with it.

			That was part of why Fran and RJ weren’t married. They were in a committed relationship, they loved each other and their kids, but Fran wasn’t about to tie herself down to anyone’s finances. When they first met RJ had $40,000 in student loan debt. Fran had none. She had gone to Worcester Poly Tech on a full ride, and she’d worked nights and weekends to pay for her crappy off-campus apartment. She kept a careful notebook of all her expenses and planned to buy a house with the best mortgage rate. She bought a used car, she diverted 10 percent of her paycheck to savings each month, and even though RJ was inarguably the best lay of her life, she wasn’t about to pay for the four years he spent playing beer pong.

			“A swarm of male bees lands on the female bee and they all mate with her at once in a withing ball. Then the female lays her eggs and dies.” Hale was really on a roll now. He had ketchup on his cheek.

			“What’s a ‘withing ball’?” asked Damien’s teenage son, Sylvester.

			“Writhing, Syl.” London looked up from his burger. “Hale can’t say all his r’s. But he’s talking about a writhing ball of mating bees.”

			“Uh, okay.” Sylvester looked around in disbelief, but let Hale carry on.

			“A withing ball is different from a queen ball. When the honeybees make a queen ball they kill their queen.”

			“I feel like I don’t want to know about this,” Fran’s mother interjected.

			“The bees make a vewy tight knot around her and then flap their wings as hard as they can until it gets so hot the queen suffocates.”

			“Oh my God.” Sylvester looked horrified.

			“And they bite and sting her until she dies.” Hale smiled proudly.

			“Hale, that’s really gruesome. Maybe not lunchtime conversation,” Fran admonished him gently, and wiped his cheek.

			“But it’s TRUE!” Hale said indignantly. “It’s a QUEEN BALL!”

			“Just because it’s true doesn’t mean people want to hear it,” Fran’s mother said, and disappeared into the kitchen.
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			After everyone finished eating, Fran cleared the table while London followed his cousins off to watch the rest of the baseball game and RJ took Hale to use the bathroom, Hale still chattering away about bees and wasps. It was incredible how much her kids knew about animals and nature, how curious they were about things Fran had long ago stopped seeing or caring about. Together Fran and her boys spent long weekend afternoons studying creatures in tide pools, admiring rocks and shells. They wanted to know why the river was brown (the humic acid from the peatlands), why the beach had high and low tides (the moon’s gravitational pull), what that brown foamy stuff was that formed along the edge of the shore (Fran wasn’t sure but told them to wash their hands after touching it). It was simultaneously fascinating and excruciatingly boring, depending on her mood, how long Hale insisted on watching a sand crab skitter along the beach, whether or not it was her day to take mushrooms.

			In the evenings Fran read them library books about nature, all of them strangely alarming about what it meant to be the female in any species—the female octopus laying her clutch of eggs and then slipping off to a cave to starve, the salmon spawning and then dying weeks later, the mother scorpion giving birth and then passing away so that her babies might eat her very body for the nutrients. It wasn’t even shocking to her. London and Hale ate off her plate every time they went to a restaurant.

			Of course, when Fran had imagined having children, she had wanted to have girls, but it turned out that it was her lot in life to constantly be surrounded by guys. As the youngest in her own family, Fran had grown up steeped in boy culture. She had stuffed animals—piles and piles—but it was only at her friends’ houses that she played with Barbies or dressed up in costumes. Augusta had a huge collection of plastic horses that they kept in a bin and together Augusta and Fran spent hours brushing their manes with pink plastic combs, tying fiddly little bows on their tails. Bailey had two sisters, and when Fran was in elementary school, going to Bailey’s house was like entering a fantasy land of pink chiffon and watermelon-scented lip gloss. While Fran lived in a world of nerf guns and football pads, Bailey’s house was filled with magazines—Seventeen and Cosmopolitan—shelves full of Baby-Sitters Club and Nancy Drew. Bailey had a closet full of leotards and tutus, she had Strawberry Shortcake pajamas and sparkly jelly shoes. Bailey’s sisters were scary in their own way, screaming at the girls to get out of their rooms or to stop stealing their CDs, but it wasn’t like being at Fran’s house, where her brothers were constantly breaking their hockey sticks in their tantrums and trying to drown her in the swimming pool.

			Fran knew that just because she had sons, she didn’t have to recreate her family of origin, and so she made a point to be different. She talked to her boys about their feelings. She bought them baby dolls and jewelry-making kits. She had even signed them up for a dance class in the winter and would have kept with it if they hadn’t tried to charge everyone a hundred bucks for Nutcracker costumes. She had picked a good man too. RJ was thoughtful, patient, and rarely got angry. Sure, he self-medicated for life’s annoyances, but the kind of fury and aggression that characterized Fran’s childhood wasn’t part of his emotional vocabulary. RJ and Fran didn’t even fight. If he got really exasperated, he usually just went for a walk and came back smelling like weed. He overdid it sometimes—everyone in their circle did—woke up in the living-room chair still holding a can of beer, stayed at the party until 2:00 a.m. then had to be on a job site at 5:00, cut his shin running into a fence wasted on whiskey. But it was harmless, it was funny, and Fran knew she and RJ would outgrow the wild partying one of these days.

			Early on, RJ had tried to convince Fran to get married. He had proposed to her half a dozen times, but she wouldn’t bend. Fran had survived life with her brothers by keeping her own counsel, by never letting anyone see her weakness. And what was weaker than a wife? She would be RJ’s partner, they would one day be buried side by side, but, she gently explained, they didn’t need a license or a ceremony to lock them into anything. They stayed together every day out of love, not obligation, and wasn’t that actually even better?
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			Fran washed the wineglasses by hand, she threw the table linens in the machine, and she was contemplating pulling out the vacuum when RJ poked his head around the doorway. “Hey, we gotta go.”

			Fran nodded and grabbed her bag. Life with small children meant that they were always making quick escapes—someone was falling asleep, someone was getting cranky, someone was refusing to poop because they would only poop at home. She let RJ buckle the kids into the car, and as they drove home RJ turned the radio on to listen to the final inning of the Sox game. When they lost on a pop fly in the bottom of the ninth, RJ cursed.

			“Oh my God, seriously?” Fran teased him. “Now you’re going to get all emotional about sports? Come on! You’re my voice of reason!” She really couldn’t deal with another guy throwing tantrums over the Red Sox.

			“No, it’s just I feel bad for Kon,” RJ said, shaking his head.

			“He’ll survive,” Fran replied dryly. The boys were both listening with interest, and she smiled to make sure they knew it was just a sporting event, nothing worth worrying about.

			“No, I know, he will,” RJ agreed. “But your brother just lost his Picasso.”

			Big Feelings

			It was a humid Sunday when Van invited everyone out to the Neck to play basketball. Fran was a little hungover, but she bit off half a weed gummy and shaved her legs in the shower while RJ put on his sneakers and dressed the boys. The basketball court and the pirate ship playground were out by Pavilion, right across the parking lot from the little cottage where Caroline Lash lived. RJ parked and the kids took off, running to be the first to the top of the big slide. Fran had beach chairs in the trunk, and she set them up in the shade of a tree where she would be able to keep an eye on the boys and watch the basketball at the same time.

			“Fran, do you want to play until the guys get here? You can warm up with us,” Van coaxed, but she declined, kicking off her shoes and opening a can of wine. While Fran mostly hated sports because of the toxic culture of masculinity, she also hated how they interfered with her buzz. Fran had known a girl in college who liked to get high and then work out on the elliptical, and that habit seemed absolutely batshit to Fran, like wanting to eat an ice-cream cone at a funeral or pluck her eyebrows while having sex (though everyone had kinks, and who was she to judge?), but as far as she was concerned, sports were for idiots.

			Soon the others arrived, Colin, Eben, Max, and Van’s coworker Stavros. Various children—one for Colin, two for Stavros—joined London and Hale on the playground. The men divided into teams to play three-on-three and when Caroline walked over, wearing a checked sundress and carrying a book, Fran carefully explained who among the guys had a decent shot, and why, even though they were over thirty and none of them had played a competitive sport in a decade, they were all peacocking around the small asphalt court as though it were the NBA all-star game and Spike Lee was sitting in the front row.

			“Van, Colin, and Eben all played on the basketball team in high school. They took it insanely seriously back then. They practiced out here every weekend.”

			Caroline shaded her eyes to see the men better. “How lucky that Colin and Eben were best friends and then became brothers-in-law.”

			“It’s lucky but complicated,” hedged Fran. “Eben actually played baseball in college at Vassar. And Van could have played varsity soccer at Dartmouth but instead he did Ultimate Frisbee and the Outing Club. Here.” She passed Caroline a can of wine.

			Caroline dutifully opened the can and took a deep sip. Fran knew that Augusta had been launching a whisper campaign against Caroline, that out of loyalty to Bailey Fran was supposed to give her the cold shoulder, but she liked the girl in spite of herself. She was younger, sure, but she was clearly smart, she hated sports, and had a sort of sly sense of humor that Fran appreciated.

			“Where did Colin and RJ go to school?”

			“They went to the University of Virginia, then they both got jobs in Boston after college. Once RJ and I got serious, I talked him into moving up here.”

			“You didn’t want to live with him in Boston?”

			“I think if you grow up on the beach it’s hard to stay away for very long,” Fran said thoughtfully. They were all sort of religious about the beach, everyone in Greenhead was.

			Van pump-faked Max and took a shot, the ball falling neatly through the net without even touching the rim, and Fran and Caroline clapped. Stavros jumped on his back, whooping, and Van grinned, embarrassed. “Okay, give me the gossip.” Caroline raised her eyebrow. “What was Van like in high school? Anything I can tease him about?”

			“Let’s see.” Fran thought. “He was definitely considered cool, like one of the three acceptable guys to have a crush on. Girls liked Colin because he looked like a brown-haired Ken doll, they liked Eben because he was just so charismatic, and they liked Van for his floppy hair. But he was also kind of a geek? Like, he took all AP classes and he wouldn’t ever let anyone else drive his car.”

			“He loves that car,” Caroline agreed.

			“He did these driver safety lessons, like how to drive on black ice or whatever, but he kept trying to act like it was a cool thing to do, like he was training for Formula One or something, but I think they mostly had to drive between cones with a basket of tennis balls balanced on the hood.”

			“I’m dead.” She giggled. “So, what’s Bailey’s situation? Was she dating anyone serious before she got pregnant? Is there someone else?”

			“Oh, nobody specifically.” Fran shook her head. “Bailey is really good at making people fall in love with her—she loves the chase and the kill—but the moment someone seems too into her she gets the ick and moves on.”

			“Is that like a daddy issue or something?”

			“No?” Fran had to stop and think. She didn’t really think it was an “issue” at all. Bailey never seemed to get her heart broken, didn’t seem to be looking for anything in particular. “I think she’s just a solitary creature when it comes to mating.”

			Suddenly the children arrived in a swarm at their feet, Hale crying and clutching a broken stick. “They broke my staff!” he sobbed, huge tears running down his cheeks.

			“Your what? It’s just a stick, sweetie, you can find a new one.” Fran touched his sweaty head.

			“My STAFF!”

			The other boys joined in, all talking at once. “It’s part of the game, Hale. Ninjas break staffs.” London was sneaking glances at her out of the corner of his eye and Fran knew him well enough to know this meant he had broken it.

			“London, give him your staff,” she ordered.

			“No! I need this!” London said indignantly. “I found it!”

			“Okay, everyone put your staffs in a pile here. You can have them back when you find Hale a new one.” The boys grudgingly tossed their sticks into a pile and ran into the woods beyond the playground. “You wouldn’t believe how much time we spend fighting about sticks in our house.” Fran rolled her eyes.

			“Good thing they grow up, right?” Caroline tipped her chin toward the basketball court where Eben had just checked Colin with his hip so that Max could shoot.

			“Flagrant foul!” Van decreed.

			“Stop being a pussy!” Stavros called back, cackling. Caroline turned to Fran, wide-eyed, and they both snorted.

			Fran stretched her legs out and let the grass tickle her feet. The sun felt good on her face. In a little bit she’d get up and reapply the kids’ sunscreen.

			“What about Colin?” Caroline asked. “I can’t really get a read on him. He barely talked to me the whole time in Maine.”

			“Oh, he’s just quiet,” Fran deflected. While Colin was a little more reserved than the other guys, Fran suspected he was also following Augusta’s orders to give Caroline the cold shoulder. Colin came from a traditional family, and he sort of came off as a finance bro on the surface, but over the years Fran had gotten him to open up. He could talk forever about music, he knew a lot about politics, and he was always going off down these funny rabbit holes, learning everything he could about hot sauce, or pickles, or kimchi. Like RJ, he was kind of a bro, but he was an evolved bro.

			“God, you guys are such a tight crew, all old friends, all coupled up.” Caroline’s voice sounded wistful.

			It was true. They were a writhing ball of honeybees. “Do you have a friend group from high school?”

			“I have a few different groups rather than one big one,” Caroline said thoughtfully. “I have my best friend, Nina. I have my college crew, mostly actors. A few of them are in LA now, doing auditions, then two of my closest friends booked a gig singing musical medleys on a cruise ship. And I have my work friends, but since I quit my job, I’m realizing we don’t have as much to talk about.”

			“You quit because you published a story in The New Yorker, right? What kind of story was it?”

			“Oh.” Caroline looked embarrassed but pleased. “It was about this young American woman who gets mugged on the street in Portugal. It’s sort of about American privilege and the illusion of childhood.”

			Fran wanted to ask her more about it but suddenly her children arrived, Hale carrying what looked like a metal shower curtain rod. “He has a new staff!” announced London, and the boys all grabbed their sticks from the pile, each remarkably able to identify exactly which particular stick was their own.

			“What on earth is that pole?” she asked, horrified.

			“We found it on the edge of the driveway!”

			“It’s mine!” Hale said protectively.

			“No, no, no. You’re not going to be bashing around with a metal rod.” Fran directed the older boys to return the metal thing to the neighbor’s driveway and get Hale a different stick. Hale burst into tears and Fran pulled him into her lap, giving him a juice box and shooing the other children away.

			As Fran cuddled Hale and wiped his sweaty forehead there was suddenly a shout on the basketball court, grunting and scuffling and a mess of elbows and knees and then two of the men fell to the asphalt. Colin was down, his brother-in-law, Eben, sprawled on top of him. “What the FUCK?” Colin shouted. The others helped them up, and Fran watched as they circled around Colin, looking at his hand. “It’s fucking broken,” Colin cursed. His hair was mussed and he had a red mark on his cheek, maybe from the pavement. He held up his arm and Fran could see that his pinky finger was sticking out at an odd angle.

			Caroline leaped up and she and Van rushed Colin across the parking lot to her house to get ice.

			“Shit. But he was pulling on my shirt and fucking with me,” Eben said, exasperated. Max muttered something Fran couldn’t quite hear. “Yeah, let’s go.” Eben and his husband made to walk to their car.

			“Dude, you can’t leave.” RJ jogged after them. “You have to hang out and make sure Colin’s okay.”

			“It’s his finger,” Max said, rolling his eyes. “He’s not a concert pianist, he’s fine.”

			“No, come on, Eben,” RJ protested. “Your sister is going to freak out. If you leave then this becomes a big thing with Augusta too. Just stay until Colin comes back out. Stavros and I against you two. Come on.”

			“Fine.” Eben and Max reluctantly walked back to the court and checked the ball to start.

			Would this be the day Colin and Eben finally had it out? Fran had been bracing herself for an eruption between them ever since Augusta’s wedding. It seemed like such a small thing—a finger—but it really could tip them over the edge. It was funny how often life worked that way.

			Back in high school, when they all started drinking and going out, they became obsessed with “the shampoo effect.” When they had a big night of partying and followed it with a beer the next morning, they could get drunk again in an instant, the way a second squirt of shampoo in the shower produced outsized suds. It was because the alcohol hadn’t been fully metabolized, because instead of starting with a blood alcohol content of zero they were really starting with .03 or something. Fran thought about the shampoo effect at moments like this, and the way it applied to so many interpersonal dynamics—the way that in these old relationships nobody was ever really working from a clean slate, new feelings were built on old feelings. Fran’s own brothers had been so rude to her for so long that even a grunt or an eye roll was enough to send her spiraling into a dark mood. Van and Bailey had been sleeping together for so long that they fell back into bed with each other at the slightest provocation. Colin and Eben, best friends, now brothers-in-law, had so much unspoken frustration between them that a small moment in a pickup basketball game could instantly work them into a lather.
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			Fran waited nervously for Colin to come back to the asphalt court, watching Max and Eben play against RJ and Stavros, but when Colin strolled down from Caroline’s house, waving his hand and laughing, she saw he was going to sweep it under the rug and let the tension between him and Eben go.

			“Look, Caroline taped my finger to a popsicle stick!” He leaned in and showed off his hand to Fran. “And we decided that holding a cold beer counted as icing.” He flopped down in Caroline’s beach chair and popped the can open, sipping deeply and closing his eyes. They sat there together, Hale sipping his juice box, Colin his beer. There was a thing they said at Hale’s school when he was having a hard day. They said he was having “big feelings.” That never really went away, did it? You just got better at swallowing them, pushing them down to a place where those big feelings didn’t show quite so much.

			“Hey Fran!” hollered RJ. “If I hit this shot you have to do bedtime stories tonight!”

			“No!” Fran called back, but RJ had already tossed the ball high in the air and she watched as it fell, dropping neatly through the hoop with a swish.

			“Damn it.” Fran cursed and Colin winked at her.
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			In the late afternoon the game broke up, Colin shepherding Charlie into the car and driving off, waving his splinted hand out the window, Eben and Max heading home to shower before a dinner reservation in Gloucester, Stavros promising his kids pizza if they left their sticks behind. Caroline and Van were going to grill, so Fran and RJ decided to stay, ushering the boys across the parking lot and over to Caroline’s cottage, where they could clamber on the rocks of Pavilion Beach while the grown-ups cooked and talked.

			RJ was sweaty and red, and he drained beer after beer because, honestly, beer just tasted better than water when it was hot out.

			“Hey, it’s my day to get fucked up,” Fran objected.

			“It’s just beer,” RJ replied. “I drink beer to sober up.”

			RJ strongly believed that if he had too much whiskey, he could get himself back on track with a few beers. It made no sense, but they were both big advocates of cognitive liberty, so Fran let it lie.

			Caroline set plates and napkins on the picnic table and put together a salad while Van manned the grill, chicken for the grown-ups and hot dogs for the kids. The boys were playing by the tide pools down below and Fran could see Hale was using his T-shirt as a basket for rocks and shells.

			“So, how long have you and RJ been married?” Caroline asked.

			“We’ve been together nine years.” Fran smiled.

			“We’re not married,” RJ corrected.

			“Oh, my bad. I didn’t mean—”

			“I was broke when we met and Fran didn’t want to marry a bum,” joked RJ.

			“Stop.” Fran shook her head. They didn’t need to have this conversation again. All their friends already thought they were weird, the way they kept their finances separate, but it worked for them. Unlike 90 percent of couples out there, she and RJ never fought about money, never fought about a thing.

			“I ask her to marry me all the time,” RJ told Caroline. “I think a guy should marry the mother of his children—no offense, Van.”

			“None taken,” Van called over his shoulder.

			“RJ and I work just the way we are,” Fran said firmly.

			“And I saved ten grand on a diamond,” RJ interrupted.

			“See? Everyone’s happy.” Fran ruffled his hair. He was her person. Sure, she sometimes wished he took life more seriously, wished he worked as hard as she did to make their life nicer, but if she’d wanted to marry some straight-arrow investment banker she would have done that. Instead, she’d chosen someone who made her laugh.

		

	
		
			
				Six

				Bailey
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			Loudmouth

			Caroline Lash was always apologizing to Bailey. In the kitchen she would say, “Sorry, do you know where the forks are?” At the beach she would say, “Sorry, did you want a water?” In Augusta’s backyard she would wave away a bee on Bailey’s arm and say, “Sorry, it was a bee.”

			Bailey and Augusta joked about it. “Sorry I got you a present.” “Sorry I saved you from the fire.” “Sorry I gave you a kidney.” Bailey knew what Caroline was really saying. With every little microapology she was really saying “Sorry I stole your boyfriend.”

			It was the weekend, and they were on Loudmouth Beach, the part of Crane’s that looked across the water at the Neck. The tide was draining out, leaving an enormous pool between the sandbar and the beach. The sun had warmed the pool for hours and it was like a huge, deep bath, a good ten degrees warmer than the ocean. Fran’s and Augusta’s kids were chasing minnows with buckets. London was wearing goggles and acting as scout while Hale and Charlie dutifully followed his orders, jumping into the water whenever he saw a silver flicker of fish. Everyone had brought coolers of hard seltzer and vodka soda and the guys stood chest-deep in the tide pool drinking out of cozies. RJ had on a big straw lifeguarding hat and sunglasses and looked like a beachy version of Smokey the Bear, and Colin was wearing a long-sleeve rash guard and baseball cap, his neck slathered with whitish zinc. They were the dads, and as Bailey watched them drinking and laughing, she couldn’t help but notice the difference between them and the guys without kids. Vanny was shirtless and his body looked just like it had ten years ago, his stomach flat and his arms and chest muscled. Eben and Max were both slim and fit, wearing shorts that showed their tanned thighs. It was just true that once her friends had kids, they had less time to focus on caring slavishly for their own bodies—less time to go to the gym, less time to run for miles in the early morning hours. But it was more than that, it was the way the parents always had slightly random sunburns because after chasing around their children with sticks and sprays they could barely remember to grease up their own skin, it was the way the parents were always a week or two behind on a haircut or a day late on a shave. Bailey would never say something like that aloud, it sounded rude and judgmental, but she actually thought it was beautiful, that it was a sign of selflessness to have abandoned vanity for the sake of family. Not that she planned to do it herself. Vanity was a character flaw she had no intention of correcting.

			Augusta had a bag of fruit, peaches and plums, and she offered them around. She looked adorable in a green one-piece, her strawberry-blond hair in a ponytail, a spray of freckles across her nose. “No thanks, I’m trying to cut back on plums,” RJ said, patting his belly and taking a swig of vodka, and Colin cackled. Caroline took a peach, and out of the corner of her eye Bailey watched her eat it neatly, carefully folding the pit into a paper towel instead of tossing it into the dunes. Caroline was wearing a black bikini and a pair of small, oval sunglasses. Her skin was starting to tan and her hair was in small clips. Caroline was attractive, Bailey could admit it, but in an entirely different way than Bailey herself. While Bailey and her sisters spent their teenage years getting approached by sketchy men at the mall who said they were “model scouts,” Caroline looked like she should be playing the violin or writing with a fountain pen. She didn’t blow-dry or curl her brown hair, she wore glasses most of the time, but she had nice, delicate features, eyebrows she had clearly never overplucked, and small, perky boobs. Bailey turned to look at Hale and London so she’d stop watching the girl like a creep.

			“So, I asked RJ what he thought it would be like if we switched bodies for a day,” said Fran, wading over to where Bailey and Augusta stood watching the kids. Fran’s swimsuit was an old one, slightly stretched out and starting to curl along the straps.

			“Oh yeah? Did he give you detailed instructions on his body brushing practice?” Bailey joked.

			“Did he worry you’d wax all his chest hair and eyebrows?”

			“Ha! No, he said that if he were in my body he’d spend the whole day masturbating,” said Fran, laughing gleefully.

			“Oh, Lord, I don’t know about you, but Colin would be really disappointed if he tried that,” Augusta said.

			“You don’t think he could make it work?” asked Bailey curiously.

			“I mean, he’d get there, but I’m sure he’d just flop down on the bed and start stroking away and then realize that it’s actually a whole process,” Augusta said thoughtfully.

			“Like that the house has to be totally empty?”

			“And you can’t be too hungry or too full.”

			“And you have to clear your mind. No work or kids or anything stressful.”

			“God, no. If it’s been a stressful day just forget about it.”

			“This could actually be a really useful exercise,” mused Fran. “I mean, maybe if RJ spent a day trying and failing to get off, he would improve his whole foreplay routine.”

			“Oh my God, he totally would!” said Augusta, her cheeks pink with amusement. “He would take the kids out for the entire day and leave you alone with a case of wine and a stack of those hockey romance novels.”

			“I feel like I just learned a lot about you, babe,” said Bailey, and Augusta splashed her.
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			You weren’t allowed to take boats to the regular part of Crane’s, but this far down, around the point of Steep Hill, locals zipped back and forth between the beach and the Neck, dragging the little aluminum boats up on the sand, or anchoring fiberglass ones in the shallow water. It was a festive, happy scene, with families wading up to the beach with coolers on their heads, Jet Skis zipping by, teenagers cannonballing from the far rocks.

			Augusta fed the baby on a towel while her daughter Jane wove a bracelet out of tiny rubber bands and the little boys collected sticks up by the dunes to build a fort.

			“I think that if I had to go on Survivor I’d bring those boys with me.” Caroline nodded at London, Hale, and Charlie.

			“You can have them,” Fran joked.

			“I saw them hunting fish earlier, now they’re building a shelter out of sticks. They would slay the whole thing,” Caroline mused.

			“They’d probably love it,” agreed Augusta. “They wouldn’t have to shower or brush their teeth and they could pee outside all day.”

			“Bad news, though,” Fran cut in. “They only eat chicken fingers and pizza, they need a nightlight and stuffed animal to sleep, and if you don’t have enough wine on the island, you’ll probably lose your mind by the third day.”

			“Ah, fair.” Caroline grinned. “I actually knew a guy who was on Survivor. This actor with tribal tattoos. We went on a few dates, and he kept finding ways to bring up the show in every conversation.”

			“Cringe.” Fran wrinkled her nose.

			“I went to his apartment once and he casually had an old issue of Entertainment Weekly out on the coffee table with a picture of himself.”

			“Red flag,” said Augusta.

			“Gross,” agreed Bailey.
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			In the late afternoon Bailey moved her beach chair under an umbrella and opened a can of Diet Coke. She watched as Caroline and Vanny took off on a walk together, Vanny pointing out at Plum Island, pointing up at the castle. Bailey imagined he was telling her about the nesting habits of piping plovers or the history of New England fisheries. Vanny was a hopeless nerd and Bailey smiled to herself. Now that she was older, she was starting to realize that she’d been unfair to Van over the years. She knew he felt more strongly about her than she felt about him, but instead of cutting him loose she always sort of kept him waiting in the wings, someone to fall back on between boyfriends, someone to give her an ego boost when she needed it. It wasn’t that black-and-white, though. Sometimes she’d thought she might love him, or that she might grow to love him, or that they could have one of those deals where if they were both forty and single, they’d just go ahead and get married. But instead, Van had found someone new, and Bailey realized she might have fucked it all up.

			“Is it difficult to watch them together?” Max asked quietly. Bailey hadn’t realized she was being observed and she flushed.

			“No, no, it’s not.” She shook her head.

			“You don’t resent Caroline?” he asked. Max had been with Eben for years and Bailey had hung out with him at countless birthdays and barbecues, but he still sometimes surprised her. He was French, and he was direct in a way that nobody else was. She could feel her friends keeping an eye on her when Vanny and Caroline were around, but they went to great lengths to act like everything was normal. It was like they were afraid that if they pushed too hard the careful bubble of their friendship group would pop. She had thrown off the delicate balance with her pregnancy and it affected everyone. Max was tangential to the group, he relied less on keeping it all intact, so he could afford to say the things nobody else would. Or, maybe because he was French, he was just more comfortable with the shifting boundaries of romantic relationships. Didn’t they all just have torrid affairs and then go home for elaborate dinners of leeks and snails with their wives?

			“Max. I think Van and Caroline are cute together. I’m fine,” Bailey said firmly.

			“This group is so incestuous,” Max said, and rolled his eyes. “So secretive and sneaky.”

			“You love us,” Bailey teased.
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			There were going to be fireworks after eight, so they had packed dinner, pasta salad with grilled veggies, ham and cheese on baguettes, cucumber and tomato salad, brownies with bits of salty pretzel baked in. Eben and Max helped Bailey shake the sand off the blankets and set up the picnic. There was a plastic Tupperware carefully labeled “Adult Brownies” that Fran and the guys had been snacking on all afternoon, and Bailey kept those off to the side. They tied a trash bag to the handle of the wagon and gathered a dozen empty cans in another. Eben was wearing expensive sunglasses unlike anything he would have worn in high school and a tank top that showed off his sculpted arms.

			RJ and Colin were pretty hammered and probably had heatstroke. When the sun set Fran went over and pulled off RJ’s sunglasses and he looked around with delight at how much better he could see. They all had raccoon eyes that would look ridiculous for a week, their noses and cheeks burned various states of pink and brown. Colin pulled out his guitar and played quietly, and Augusta was watching him with what looked like longing. Colin wasn’t Bailey’s type, he wore vests with the name of his bank on the chest, and perhaps more importantly, Bailey knew about the secrets he kept from Augusta, but watching him play the guitar made her see why her best friend was so crazy about him. He was more serious than the other guys in their group, more reserved, the product of formal WASPy parenting, but he laughed the hardest when the others misbehaved. He wasn’t the life of the party, but his enthusiasm for whatever was happening at the center made the whole thing better and Bailey appreciated that. Colin improvised random melodies and let Charlie and Hale take turns running their fingers along the strings of the guitar, little squeaking noises somehow making it sound even prettier.

			“Sorry.” Caroline interrupted Bailey’s thoughts. She sat down on the chair next to her and brushed away imaginary sand from her legs.

			“Hey.” Bailey smiled lazily. “You having fun?”

			“Definitely.” Caroline nodded and they were silent for a moment, watching the boys play. “Hey, listen. I know this is awkward and maybe it’s better if I just don’t say anything, but I wanted to make sure you know that I only ever want to be a positive element for you.”

			Bailey looked at Caroline curiously. “Okay, thanks.” A positive element.

			Caroline had taken off her sunglasses but hadn’t replaced them with her glasses and her face looked naked. “Anyway. It’s an unusual situation and I just wanted to be really direct with you. And I hope you’ll always be direct with me if there is something you want or need.”

			It was funny. Caroline obviously meant this all kindly, she so clearly thought she was extending an olive branch, but Bailey didn’t want that. What was she going to say? “Please give me Van. I made a mistake and now I want him back.”

			On the other side of the blanket Augusta held her baby in her lap, sandy and pink-cheeked, glassy from the late hour. Fran sat next to RJ, her arm lazily draped around his shoulders. Eben and Max were together, looking at something on a phone. And then there was Van, his hair tucked behind his ears, his long legs, bare feet. He was so lovely, but he didn’t belong to her—she needed to let him go.

			“We’re good, babe,” Bailey said quietly.

			Colin was lighting sparklers and Bailey watched as he handed them out to the children, the boys crowing with delight. Jane lazily twirled her sparkler in a circle while London waved his back and forth in a zigzag. They made figure eights and squiggles, they danced and pretended the sparklers were magic wands and lightsabers, casting swirls of white in the dark. Even after they had sputtered and fizzled to smoke the streaky lines lingered in Bailey’s eyes, a memory of something bright that was gone.

			A Good Knock

			In the time of Jane Austen, a woman had to play the piano or sing or dance a quadrille to attract the romantic attention of a suitor, but in these modern times you just had to give witty banter in the DMs, and Bailey was grateful for that. She was lying in bed, eating salt-and-vinegar potato chips and flicking through photos of a minor celebrity’s plastic surgery journey, when a message popped up at the top of her screen.

			Coming to Boston for a few days want to hang

			Bailey waited a moment before responding. Mac Maker was a guy she’d known in college. He had been friends with her sophomore-year boyfriend, Robert Flynn, and she and Mac had hooked up at a wedding in Chicago three years ago. He lived in Los Angeles and worked in…something? Bailey couldn’t quite remember, but he had a set of wings tattooed on his chest and a chip on his front tooth that she found unaccountably sexy. What did it even cost to cap a tooth? A couple hundred dollars? He could obviously afford it, so rocking the chipped tooth was an aesthetic choice, and Bailey appreciated it the way she liked a scar or the hole from an old piercing.

			I thought Boston was a second-class city?

			Ugh it is but they have nerds there

			That rang a bell. Mac worked in tech. No. His job was somehow in computer-generated imagery.

			They also have hot girls, Bailey wrote, and added an emoji of a manicure.

			Yeah, there’s this one I’d like to see if she’s down

			Bailey started to write and then stopped. She knew he could see the little dots bobbing in the bubble as she typed.

			So, I’m pregnant, she wrote. She added a pregnant lady emoji just to be clear.

			Congratulations! Mac messaged back, and Bailey had to laugh. What else could he say?

			Sperm donor. Single and ready to hang out if that’s not weird?

			Nice, Mac replied, and then added a peach emoji. Bailey appreciated their shared desire for transparency via emoji and they made a plan for the following Thursday.

			Over the course of that week Bailey and Mac DMed constantly, a torrent of flirtation and innuendo. It was bizarre how Bailey was suddenly obsessed with sex. How did it evolutionarily make sense for a pregnant woman to want to bang all the time? They didn’t need to procreate! She’d done that part. Google said that it had to do with solidifying the partner relationship, most women really wanting to build a tight bond with the father of their children so that he would stick around after the birth. But for Bailey the constant state of sexual interest was wildly inconvenient. She liked her own pregnant body, though. Sure, she had a bump, bigger with every passing day, but her boobs had grown two cup sizes, her mouth looked like she’d had lip injections, and her hair was really shiny. She wanted to show it to someone.

			On the Thursday of their date Bailey dashed home after a meeting, showering, shaving her legs, and putting on her best underwear. As she looked in the mirror, fastening a pair of gold earrings, she assessed her face. Bailey always looked sort of sexed-out, even when she wasn’t. She thought it probably had to do with her eyes, and how they had slightly dark circles around them, and her hair, which was very fine and looked bed-tousled after even the smallest breeze. The fact that she often wore cowboy boots and sunglasses added to the effect, and all in all it served her well. She had what she called a “naturally flirtatious personality,” which meant that people were always falling in love with her or getting mad at her, depending on who it was she happened to be naturally flirting with. Once, she heard a guy refer to her as “sex on a stick,” and although she actually had no idea what that meant, she understood it to be a superpower.

			Mac was staying at the Liberty Hotel in Beacon Hill, and Bailey parked in the garage at Mass General and texted him that she was there. He met her in the hotel lobby, freshly shaven and wearing a crisp white T-shirt, and they walked a few blocks to a chic little cocktail bar where Mac ordered a whiskey, neat, and Bailey a club soda with bitters.

			“So, how’s Robert?” Bailey asked. She didn’t actually care, but her ex-boyfriend was one of the few things they had in common.

			“Two kids, job in reinsurance, totally boring.” Mac grinned before looking suddenly worried. “Not that having kids makes someone boring. He’s just a really boring person.”

			“Kids do make people really boring.” Bailey flicked her hair prettily. “I swear to God I’ve spent the past five years listening to my friends tell their birth stories and talk about strollers. It’s painful.”

			“But you wanted one on your own?”

			“Yeah, so random.” Bailey wasn’t sure why she’d lied to Mac about the sperm donor. The whole Vanny thing had just seemed like too much to get into over text.

			“The world could use a mini Bailey,” Mac said with a smile. He put his hand on her knee and Bailey felt all the blood in her body rush downward. Is this what it felt like to be a teenage boy? Completely turned on all the time? They chatted for an hour, then Mac invited her back to the hotel, and Bailey appreciated the novelty of leaving a bar sober, of a random hookup without the excuse of a few drinks.

			In Mac’s hotel room she was suddenly nervous, though, unsure whether or not to take off her shoes or sit on the bed. What if she had misunderstood this entire thing and he didn’t actually want to have sex? Or what if he hadn’t realized quite how pregnant she was and changed his mind? But then Mac started kissing her and unbuttoning her dress and she decided that no, she had not actually hallucinated their week of frantic flirtation.

			“You have a scar,” Bailey observed, running her hand along his forearm and biting her lip. A white line ran three inches down from his elbow.

			“Yeah,” Mac murmured. “I was in a bar fight, and someone threw a bottle.”

			“What?” Bailey widened her eyes. Mac was basically a stranger and it hit her all over again how little she knew about him.

			“Just messing. It’s from the dermatologist.” Mac’s eyes twinkled, amused.

			“No, I knew you were joking.”

			“Mm-hmm,” Mac teased. He reached over and pushed her hair behind her ear, kissing her neck until Bailey was so turned on she felt lightheaded. Bailey climbed on top of him, pulling her dress off over her head.

			“Is this okay?” She gestured at her belly.

			“It’s perfect.” Mac smiled. She loved his chipped tooth. He had buzzed his hair short and he looked like a boxer. He unhooked her bra and she stood up, slipping down her underwear as he took off his own and unwrapped a condom. When he entered her, it hurt for a brief second and then gave way. She sat on his lap and buried his face in her breasts. She ran her hands through his short hair and rocked into him. It all felt amazing, a week of pent-up need building, sparkly, until suddenly, everything felt too wet, strange. She looked down and that’s when she saw what was happening. There was blood everywhere.

			“Fuck, fuck, fuck.” She pushed herself back and off of him. “I’m fucking bleeding.”

			“Oh, shit.” It was all over Mac, his legs, the condom. The sheets were smeared.

			Bailey stumbled into the bathroom and turned on the shower, quickly washing herself, ripping open the box of hotel soap.

			“I’m so sorry.” Mac came in and pulled down a towel. “What can I do?”

			“Nothing.” Bailey saw the blood swirling in the drain and realized she was crying. It was horror. It was darkness on the edges of her vision. “I have to go.”

			“Can I come with you? Can I drive you?” Mac looked like he might cry himself.

			“No, it’s fine, I’ll call you later.” Bailey dried herself quickly, put on her bra, and folded a knot of toilet paper into her underwear. She was sobbing as she put her dress over her head and hurried to the elevator. From the street she called her doctor, pressing zero after zero after zero to get to the after-hours nurse for emergencies. Bailey cried as she paid the parking attendant in the garage, as she drove the twenty minutes to Beverly Hospital. She wanted to call Van. She wanted to call Augusta. She wanted someone to be with her, but she hated herself too much for it. She couldn’t imagine how she would tell Van what she had done, how she had ruined it all.

			The doctor who met her at the hospital was a woman Bailey had never met before. She had short gray hair, deep wrinkles around her eyes, and she put her hand on Bailey’s shoulder as she squirted warm jelly on her stomach and pushed the wand back and forth. Bailey looked at the ceiling, the bland poster on the wall, a watercolor of flowers. This was the room she would remember for the rest of her life. The doctor was quiet, the paper crinkled loudly under Bailey, and she could hear them both breathing. When the doctor turned the monitor for Bailey to see, the green on black outline of her baby emerged. She turned up the volume, and as they listened, she heard the underwater thrum, the pulsing rhythmic beat of the heart.

			“It looks like everything’s fine in there,” the doctor said, moving the wand to show her the baby’s arm, moving to its mouth. “I think you just gave your cervix a good knock.”

			“Really?” Bailey felt a thousand prayers lift from her chest. “It’s nothing? The baby’s fine?”

			“The baby is totally fine. And sex is fine. Maybe wait a day or two, but nothing to worry about. You didn’t do anything wrong.”

			“Jesus Christ.” Bailey sighed and then she felt the tears. They ran down the sides of her face into her hair. She cried and cried and couldn’t stop. She wanted this baby so much. She knew she wanted it. She knew she had chosen to keep it. But the thought that she had fucked it all up had nearly broken her. She felt shame and guilt and horror, worse than she had felt in the hotel room, worse than she had felt in the car.

			“Hey, hey, don’t cry.” The doctor rubbed her hand on Bailey’s knee through the blue gown. “Everything is okay. There’s nothing to cry about.”

			“I know,” Bailey sobbed. But this is how she was built, this is how she had always been. Maybe she was emotionally stupid, but always, in life, she saw the stakes long after the fact. She cried months after her grandfather died. She cried a year after her cousin lost her breasts to cancer. She just bobbed along through life, making dumb fucking decisions, keeping so cool all the time, emotionally distant and above the fray, never realizing how much she actually cared until it was way too late.
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			She texted Mac as she left the hospital. Everything is fine they just diagnosed you with a medically giant cock.

			Mac texted back immediately. Holy fuck I am SO HAPPY. I am so sorry. I really never could have forgiven myself. Can I see you tomorrow?

			I’m just going to take it easy. My doctor said I have to be on bedrest for a day. But it was so good to see you. I mean, reenactment of The Texas Chainsaw Massacre aside.

			Yeah, I think the housekeeping staff is going to have some questions.

			They’ll probably think you were in another bar fight, Bailey texted, and then added a wink emoji.

		

	
		
			
				Seven

				Augusta
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			Very Suspicious

			The lacy blue underwear stayed in the couch cushions for a month. Every night before bed Augusta sat on the sofa to pump, hooked up to the machine, surrounded by bottles and tubes, and she would slip her fingers down into the crack of the sofa. Augusta felt like she was losing her mind. Who did they belong to? Had she come back to the house? Was Colin seeing her somewhere else?

			Strangely, sex with Colin carried on like always. He still patted her bum when she bent over to put on her shoes, he still gave a low and appreciative whistle when he saw her getting out of the shower, they still closed the bedroom door once or twice a week and had sex after the kids were asleep. He didn’t touch her differently, he didn’t smell like strange perfume, he didn’t close his eyes and say the wrong name—I mean, even the biggest idiot in the world wouldn’t do that.

			“Do you think you would know if RJ were cheating on you?” Augusta asked Fran one afternoon. Augusta was waiting for Charlie’s chess camp to let out and Fran was picking up Hale. Fran was wearing ratty old sneakers and a Celtics hoodie and if it weren’t for her ponytail she could have been mistaken for a teenage boy.

			“RJ?” Fran asked with a laugh. “RJ couldn’t set up an affair without asking for my help. He’d have me make the dinner reservations, buy the flowers, and probably even watch them hook up to let him know he was doing it right.”

			“Be serious.” Augusta rolled her eyes. “What would make you suspect?”

			“I mean, I guess the usual things.” Fran shrugged. “If he changed the password on his phone or started hiding the screen when he texted.”

			“That makes sense.” Augusta thought about it. Colin mostly used his phone to check sports scores and watch videos of people falling off ladders. He wasn’t hiding his screen.

			“Do you remember that website Ashley Madison for cheating?” Fran asked.

			“Vaguely?” Augusta said uncertainly.

			“RJ’s friend was getting married and as a joke some of his groomsmen made a profile for him on the Ashley Madison site, then they had his fiancée pretend she had found it and was mad. The guy knew it was a joke and knew she was in on it, so it was just a bachelor party gag, and nobody really thought much of it. But then when the Ashley Madison site was hacked however many years ago all his data was released. So anyone going through it could see his name. Like, his employer, his in-laws, anyone. They all thought he was trying to cheat on his wife. Kind of awkward to explain.”

			“That’s horrible. I mean, that’s not even a funny joke to begin with,” Augusta said grumpily.

			“I mean, it’s sort of funny? But honestly, there is zero chance of RJ sleeping with someone else. He couldn’t deal with the germs. He had a one-night stand once in his early twenties and even though he wore a condom he was so freaked out about STDs he spent the next week getting tested for everything.”

			Augusta let the issue drop, but the whole conversation put her in a bad mood. Of course Fran thought cheating was a funny prank. Her parents were still married, and RJ was so hopeless he couldn’t have an affair if he tried. But it was more than that. Somewhere, deep down, Augusta felt like Fran was uncomfortable with her questions, but she couldn’t—or didn’t want to—push her on it.
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			Augusta asked Bailey her opinion when she went over to drop off her old bassinet. “What percent of people do you think have affairs?”

			“Um, probably everyone?” Bailey ventured. She had reached the uncomfortable portion of her third trimester where even her hands looked pregnant. “That’s why now, when you go on Tinder, all the married men say they are ‘ethically non monogamous.’ Because everyone wants to cheat but nobody wants to call it cheating.” She looked a little tired, but her makeup was perfect, her blond hair clean and shiny.

			“God, that’s depressing. Would you stay with someone who cheated on you?”

			“Yes, but I’d never get married in the first place,” Bailey said. “At this point I really don’t think I ever will.”

			“Oh, don’t say that!” Augusta’s eyes inexplicably filled with tears. “You’re still so young! You and Van could work out! Or you could meet someone divorced who already has kids, or an older guy who always wanted them!”

			“Thanks, babe,” said Bailey sarcastically. “I’m not worried that I’m, like, damaged goods. I just don’t see the point. I have a job, I have money, I have the baby, and I can have sex with anyone I want.”

			“God, you’re like a guy.” Augusta shook her head. She wasn’t sure she believed her.

			“I don’t think men and women are all that different,” Bailey disagreed. “We all feel torn between wanting stability and freedom. I just need less stability than you do.”

			“You say that like I’m some tradwife,” Augusta huffed, annoyed.

			“I don’t think you’re a tradwife, I just think your dad fucked you up. You want the thing you didn’t have as a kid.”

			Augusta felt like Bailey had slapped her. “That’s mean, Bailey.”

			“Shit! Sorry!” Bailey reached to hug her, but her belly was in the way. “Don’t listen to me! I’m exhausted and stressed out and have no idea what I’m talking about. Sorry, babe. I’m sorry.”

			Augusta forgave her but it still stung. Bailey was saying that Augusta needed Colin to be faithful because of her own father’s infidelity. Like wanting monogamy was something only a messed-up person would crave. And even more than that, she saw Bailey hadn’t asked the most obvious question. She didn’t ask why Augusta wanted to know about cheating. She didn’t ask if everything was okay with Colin.
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			When Augusta tried to talk to her mother about it, she only succeeded in making them both upset. “Mom?” she asked. “How did you know Dad was cheating on you?” They were in the barn by her mother’s pink house, her mother grooming her horses.

			“Why are you asking this?” Annie frowned.

			“Because I think Dad’s cheating again,” Augusta quickly deflected.

			“Oh, Augusta.” Annie shook her head. “I really don’t care, and you shouldn’t either.” She began to brush the horse’s coat with long, even strokes.

			“I just think he’s making Samantha look like an idiot. Everyone in town can see he’s cheating. It must be humiliating for her,” Augusta tried.

			“Augusta, honey, I don’t really want to talk about your father’s romantic life. I’m happy for you to have a relationship, but you shouldn’t get yourself invested in him. He disappoints people.”

			She felt guilty, dragging her parents into it, but at the same time, this was all sort of their fault. They hadn’t given Augusta a model for a successful marriage. She had no idea how to talk to Colin about this stuff, how to ask him if he was in love with someone else.

			It was devastating. Her brother was the only person in the world who knew Colin as well as she did, and yet he was the one person she couldn’t ask.
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			When Augusta was sixteen, she had the worst summer of her life. While her mother and Eben were completely fluent in French, Augusta had gotten a B-minus sophomore year, and her mother had decided Augusta needed to immerse herself in the language and do an exchange in Paris to get up to speed. Sylvie Renault was her mother’s college roommate and she had four children, the oldest of whom was just Augusta’s age. Sylvie was a member of the French parliament, she lived in an apartment on Avenue Montaigne in the 8th arrondissement, and she assured Annie that Augusta would tuck right into her fabulous famille and would return home in late August with a wider view of the world and a gorgeous Parisian accent.

			Augusta arrived with her suitcase in June and met the family: Sylvie and Thibault, and the children, Anne-Laure, Marie, Jean-Paul, and Serabet. Anne-Laure was skinny as a colt, with straight brown hair that hung in her eyes and thick glasses like Coke bottles. Marie was beautiful and haughty and immediately sneered at Augusta’s white American sneakers. Jean-Paul was ten, and he shook her hand perfunctorily before dashing over to the television where a soccer match was unfolding, and Serabet was five, pink, blond, and perpetually scowling at everything the world had to offer. The apartment, however, was divine. It was everything you might expect from a four-bedroom Parisian palace on the fanciest street in the city. There were oriental rugs and family heirlooms, gilded frames holding oil paintings, thick velvet curtains, and a grand piano in the salon. Augusta could tell at first glance that Anne-Laure wouldn’t be her bosom buddy, but when it came to summer accommodations in the most beautiful city in the world, a girl could do worse.

			And then, on Augusta’s second day in Paris, they left. There had been a lot of conversation at dinner, but frankly Augusta had only understood about half of it. Apparently, they had been talking about their family estate where they would be spending the summer. No one of a certain class was willing to spend the summer months in the city. Sylvie was from a well-to-do French family, and they had an estate that had been with them for generations. It was two hours north of Paris. Her aunt lived in the main house, a mansion maintained by a staff of four, while the Renault family took one of the smaller buildings on the property, a five-minute walk through the forest.

			When Augusta got out of the car, she nearly cried. It was a crumbling stone house with broken windows and patchy grass in the middle of absolutely nowhere. Augusta had been dreaming of patisseries and bistros, people-watching on the Champs Élysées, wandering the Tuileries, returning to Greenhead in the fall with a sophisticated French wardrobe and perhaps a secret smoking habit. Instead, there was a long brick wall surrounding the grounds, horse trails that led through pastures and over streams, wildflowers poking up all around them, the French countryside of a thousand American movies in which a middle-aged woman moves to France to fix up an old house and takes on a French lover—a fantasy for some, but for a sixteen-year-old it was a complete and total nightmare. Augusta shared a room with Anne-Laure and Marie, neither of whom made any effort to speak slowly or include her in conversation. There was a sad dirt courtyard, a single toilet, peeling wallpaper in the kitchen, and the telltale droppings of mice in the corners.

			Anne-Laure took horseback-riding lessons and so Augusta was forced to take them as well, even though she’d been riding since she was four. She hadn’t brought her own riding clothes—who expected to ride in Paris?—so she was given Anne-Laure’s extra riding pants, at least two sizes too small and so uncomfortable Augusta occasionally worried she was damaging her ovaries. The instructor taught only in French, using terms no American high schooler could hope to understand, and when Augusta failed to move her horse in the correct fashion he only yelled louder. One day Augusta’s horse became obsessed with another, bigger horse, a big black Arabian stallion, and would only walk around the ring with his nose directly in the other horse’s butt. It was horrible.

			Anne-Laure had cousins in the village, and she would run off with them, bringing along her sister Marie but never Augusta, coming home stinking of cigarette smoke and fun while Augusta read the same three novels over and over and tried unsuccessfully to teach Jean-Paul the rules of American baseball. The smallest child, Serabet, didn’t understand that Augusta spoke English, only that she didn’t speak French, and she treated her with the haughty attitude one might reserve for an especially stupid pet.

			There were flies everywhere, they came in through the broken windows. There were scurrying sounds that kept her awake at night. The days were hot and dusty and boring, the nights were cold and long. But Augusta’s biggest problem was the food. She was hungry all the time. They ate things for breakfast she couldn’t stomach—pieces of pork and stewed tomatoes—for lunch they would serve strange little cream-colored gelatins with specks of meat. By dinner Augusta would be starving, willing to eat anything they could offer, tortured through courses of strange salad and oily fish. Her kingdom for a chocolate croissant! Augusta had spent a hundred French classes pretending to order in a café, she knew all about croque monsieur and croque madame. But as much as Americans waxed rhapsodic about French tourist food, this was a whole other thing. There was a bread truck that came by once a week and rang a bell, and Augusta would run outside with her money and buy a baguette and eat the entire loaf, ravenous, while the other women in the village looked on in horror.

			Augusta was miserable, lonely, depressed. The parents talked to her as they might a seatmate on an airplane, with friendly detachment, but they mostly ignored her. She didn’t have a phone, she didn’t have a computer, and so with pen and paper she wrote long and pathetic letters home to her mother and to Bailey and Fran. Eben was spending his summer hiking across Europe with an American hosteling program, and he arrived in early August to visit.

			“Jesus Christ, Augusta, you look awful!” Eben was horrified when he saw her. Augusta knew she hadn’t been sleeping, hadn’t been getting enough to eat, but she hadn’t realized quite how bad it was. Eben took her to his hostel for the night and they stayed up late talking. Augusta was just so lonely and sad. “You’re not going back, Augusta. Pack your suitcase. This is insane.”

			The next morning, they returned to the decrepit Renault family outbuilding and packed her things. Eben explained that it was a family emergency, and he took Augusta back to Paris, and they spent the next week eating pain au chocolat and sleeping in a hostel for fifteen dollars a night where they shared a room with eighty strangers and Augusta had never been happier.

			When they got home Annie was horrified. “They just left you with the ten-year-old all day? Did they think you were their free babysitter?” She was shattered that Augusta had such a terrible experience in her beloved France. She called Sylvie to explain the “family emergency,” lying and saying that Augusta had developed kidney stones but hadn’t known how to explain it. It wasn’t ideal that the Renault family would now imagine her peeing blood, but as furious as Annie was, the Renault family did have an apartment on Avenue Montaigne and it was lovely to stay there when the family visited Paris.

			It took a while, but Augusta and Eben eventually began to joke about it, referring to it as the time he rescued his sister from her French captors. It was just a bad match, the wrong family, but it still was a blow to Augusta’s confidence. She had gone somewhere new and hadn’t been able to hack it. But Eben refused to tell that story, and in his hands it became a hilarious, ridiculous thing, an uninhabitable ruin in the French woods with mice the size of sheep and nothing to eat but bits of pork floating in aspic. That was the thing about Eben, he was always just so completely on her side. That’s why it hurt so much to feel him freeze her out.

			Correct Anatomical Language

			It was the housekeepers who eventually discovered the underwear in the sofa, laundering them, folding them into a neat square, and tucking them away in Augusta’s dresser drawer. When she found them that evening, putting on her pajamas after a shower, she was momentarily mortified that the two old Italian sisters who vacuumed her house thought she’d just abandoned her panties in the living room. But, she reasoned, they probably saw more embarrassing things all the time. After all, her mother’s housekeeper had been the first one to realize Augusta was having sex as a teenager when she found the used condom under Augusta’s bed. Augusta had walked in to grab her field hockey uniform just as the woman had picked it up with a tissue and, together, they both died of awkwardness on the spot.

			Augusta took the underwear in her drawer as a sign that the standoff had ended in a détente and threw the little square of blue lace in the trash. It wasn’t a smoking gun, it wasn’t a glass slipper, she wasn’t going to travel all around the kingdom of Greenhead asking women to try them on and see if they fit. Instead of obsessing over whatever Colin had done, Augusta decided to just focus on her kids for the rest of the summer. While Beatrix would still be home with her all day, Jane was about to start second grade and Charlie would be starting kindergarten in the fall. Augusta volunteered to be a class parent, as she had every year, and then on top of that agreed to lead the Parent Ambassador committee. Suddenly her calendar was completely full, and she set about making sure it was the same for every family in the school, organizing drinks following curriculum nights, class play dates on various half days, and holiday gatherings that filled every Saturday ad infinitum.
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			Augusta was sitting at the kitchen counter with her laptop working on plans for a kindergarten parents cocktail party when Charlie came bounding into the room in his pajamas. “Mom! Mom! Mom! Truth or dare?”

			“Don’t pick dare! He keeps daring me to put my head in the toilet.” Jane followed him in, her strawberry-blond hair dripping water on her shoulders, her face flushed prettily from the bath.

			“I’m definitely not putting my head in the toilet,” Augusta warned.

			“I won’t SAY THAT!” Charlie screamed, outraged.

			“Okay, okay, love. Calm down. I pick dare.” Augusta smiled.

			“I DARE YOU TO PUT YOUR HEAD IN THE TOILET!” Charlie screamed joyfully.

			“Hey, hey, hey.” Colin came in carrying two damp towels. “Mom’s busy in here. Leave her alone.”

			“Dad! Dad! Dad! Truth or dare?” Charlie bounced up and down on his toes.

			“Don’t pick dare,” Augusta warned.

			“Okay, truth.”

			“I TRUTH YOU TO PUT YOUR HEAD IN THE TOILET!” Charlie screamed.

			“Oh my God,” Jane groaned. “That’s not how it works.”

			“Guys, no more talking about toilets. You can watch twenty minutes of TV before bed. Go!” Colin ordered them out of the room.

			Augusta heard the opening bars of the theme song for The Simpsons start up and cringed. When Jane was little, Augusta and Colin had been so good about monitoring everything they watched on screens, but as Beatrix had sapped away more and more of their attention, they let the children start to watch television unsupervised. Weird words and phrases started to bleed into their vocabularies—Charlie randomly screaming “Bingo Beard-o!” Jane talking about “fart powder.” And once, to Augusta’s total horror, Charlie sweetly asking their grandmother, “What’s an alcoholic?”

			“I’m confused about Sailor’s parents,” Augusta mused aloud, turning back to her computer. She was putting together the Evite and had made a list of all the students in Charlie’s class, along with their parents’ email addresses. “Sailor has two dads, and I don’t know which one handles the family calendar.”

			“Maybe they both do?” Colin ventured.

			“Ha!” Augusta shook her head knowingly. “In every family there is one calendar tzar and it’s always the mom.”

			“Oh really?” Colin teased. “So, you’re the calendar tzar here?”

			“What are we doing next weekend?”

			Colin thought about it. “I have no idea.”

			“Exactly.” Augusta nodded, vindicated. “But for Sailor I just don’t know where to send the Evite.”

			“Just send it to both of them?”

			“But the website charges you if you exceed thirty email addresses and so I’m only including one adult per family.” It was hugely annoying, but after doing this for years for Jane’s class, Augusta had learned it was just the way. Everyone sent all birthday party invitations to the mothers. It was the etiquette, as firmly established as the fact that you should say “no gifts” on the invitation and everyone would bring gifts anyway.

			“How about I give you twenty bucks and you send it to all the dads,” offered Colin.

			“No, I’m just going to pick the one named Paul as the calendar tzar and if he doesn’t RSVP I’ll know I got it wrong.” And with a click of her mouse, Augusta fired off the first of nine thousand emails she would send as class parent.
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			Kindergarten curriculum night was held the final week of August, and it arrived, as always, amid a flurry of snarky emails from parents. Do we really need to spend two hours talking about sharing? Are they going to make us all sit in those little chairs again? Can we all agree we won’t ask any questions so we can go home by eight? Augusta, having been through all this before with Jane, adopted the role of elder statesman and responded only with a laughing emoji and a reminder that there would be drinks afterward.

			Zoey came to babysit again, taking off her chunky black boots by the door and putting her bag, an army-green thing with safety pins on it, in the closet. Augusta admired Zoey’s style, it was cute to see the teenagers dressing in vintage ’90s clothing, but she herself would no sooner wear combat boots in public than Tevas with socks, it was that far outside her sartorial comfort zone. Even as a kid Augusta had taken her style edicts from The Official Preppy Handbook, reasoning that if she always maintained a classic vibe she would never look back at old photos and wonder what the hell she’d been doing wearing mall bangs or tube tops.

			Augusta showed Zoey the pantry, freshly stocked with pita chips and chocolate-covered pretzels, reminded her how many ounces of milk to feed Beatrix before bed, and then darted off into the humid summer night with Colin. It was sad that an evening spent in a school gymnasium talking about STEM and early childhood development felt like a hot date, but she still thrilled slightly at the prospect of ditching the endless nighttime routine of children’s toothbrushing and bedtime stories.

			At the school the other parents clearly all had the same feeling. There was happy buzz, a sense that they were out after dark, hugging and kissing hello and laughing a little too loudly. Augusta knew all the teachers by name, and she made a point to do a circle around the gym and check in with everyone. Half the parents were new to the school, and she could see them awkwardly sticking name tags on their chests, writing their child’s name in small parentheses beneath their own. Fran and RJ were there, Hale was in the same class as Charlie, and they sat together on the bleachers and listened to the teachers speak one by one about the different subjects. The kindergarteners would learn to recognize their letters, they would practice the pincer grip while writing, they would use a ten frame to understand the basics of math. On top of all that, the school would focus on the whole child, would introduce them to a feelings meter that would help them articulate anger and sadness, would teach them dance and music, and they would learn about their bodies using correct anatomical language. Augusta and Colin had heard this all in Jane’s year, but Augusta wasn’t bored. School was this strange black box, this place her children disappeared off to every day, arriving home with only the vaguest details about how they had passed eight hours. It was honestly like they were in the CIA or something and had pledged to remain evasive about their movements. Sometimes Jane would slip and mention a dodgeball game at recess, or a cardboard boat designed to carry pennies, but most days she would only report who she sat with on the bus, and so Augusta found herself unpacking Jane’s leftover lunch and riffling through her backpack for clues, like a Roman prophet inspecting the entrails of a bird, seeking to divine meaning.
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			After curriculum night finished Augusta directed Charlie’s class to the brewery for drinks. She had reserved an area outside and cajoled along the people who were trying to dash home and relieve the babysitter early. The more cohesion she could get among the class parents, the easier it would be for her to strong-arm them into volunteering for the Christmas fair, the canned-food drive, and field trip chaperone duty.

			The brewery had picnic tables and the parents crowded around, Augusta taking a seat on the end of one and realizing too late that Colin had been trapped at another. He and RJ were with Alexia, the beautiful mom on their bus route, and a handful of new parents.

			“So, I have a question,” one of the new moms said, turning to Augusta. “When they talk about teaching the kids correct anatomical language, what exactly do they mean? Are they teaching sex ed in kindergarten?” The table all turned to Augusta expectantly.

			“No, they don’t talk about human reproduction until second grade, but I think it’s more fair warning that this language is going to be out there. Like the second graders might talk about it on the bus and your kindergartener might hear it.”

			“So, the bus is basically the dark web for children,” joked a dad wearing a hoodie. “They can find out about anything on the bus.”

			“And they trade stuff on the bus,” added another. “My kid asked for ten dollars the other day because she wanted to buy some boba tea key chain off some other girl.”

			“Did you let her do it?”

			“No! So, she went and traded her Tamagotchi that cost thirty bucks and then cried when she regretted the trade.”

			“But at least you don’t have to listen to a Tamagotchi beeping at you anymore.”

			“And the fucking SONGS they learn on the bus—oh, sorry, language!”

			“My kid learned every swear word on that bus,” said Fran knowingly. “He’s absolutely fluent in curses now.”

			“I let my kids swear at home,” countered a father in a black Grateful Dead T-shirt. “I swear and it’s hypocritical for me to tell them not to.”

			Augusta tried not to roll her eyes. There were always the “cool parents” in every class, the ones who thought they were reinventing the entire concept of authority by letting their kids swear, by doing away with bedtime, by letting them gorge themselves on Halloween candy until they felt sick so they would learn moderation naturally on their own. Augusta found it all highly irritating. It meant Jane was constantly complaining about how other kids were allowed to do various things she had forbidden, and at the end of the day it all smacked of laziness to Augusta. Really, while the cool parents made a case for teaching their kids independence and autonomy, weren’t these parents really just re-creating tiny versions of themselves? These were the kids with shrunken leather jackets, the kids wearing distressed denim, the kids who had strong opinions on Nirvana and Green Day even though they hadn’t ever heard them played outside their parents’ homes.

			Augusta wouldn’t take the bait and join in the conversation about swearing so she smiled blandly and glanced over at Colin. He and Alexia, the beautiful mom, were laughing about something, and Augusta felt a shot of jealousy. Was Alexia a size medium? She looked at the other women at Colin’s table. Marlow’s mom was a medium. Frankie’s mother was too. Colin caught her eye and smiled. He came over and whispered in her ear. “Are you hungry? Do you want me to get you a pretzel?”

			“I’m okay.” She squeezed his hand. And she was. Mostly. She had loved Colin for so long and she knew she would for the rest of her life. Maybe he cheated. Maybe he didn’t. She had to let it go.
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			After only an hour it started to rain so the party broke up early and Augusta and Colin drove home. As Colin hummed along to the radio, Augusta counted out cash for Zoey and gave him the highlights from her picnic table: Evan and Rachel had quit drinking but had gotten bizarrely into cigars and kept inviting people over to smoke, Doug and Jess had bought a new house with a pool but hadn’t realized the previous owners had played water polo and so the entire thing was ten feet deep with no shallow end, and Paul, Sailor’s dad, was indeed the calendar tzar parent.

			When they turned into their driveway there was a blue Jeep parked in front and Augusta turned to Colin, confused.

			“I have no idea.” He shook his head.

			Augusta felt her heart speed up. Who was in her house? Were the kids okay? Was Zoey? She jumped out of the car and dashed to the front door, throwing it open and running into the living room. “Zoey?” she called. At first Augusta couldn’t figure out what she was seeing on the sofa: Zoey’s bare back, a tangle of legs, and a pair of hands clutched around her waist. At the sound of her name, Zoey whipped her head around and tried to cover her breasts with her arms. There were discarded clothes on the coffee table, cushions on the floor, and lying back on the sofa, beneath Zoey, Augusta realized there was another girl, her hair long and blond, naked as the day she was born, most definitely a size medium.
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			That night in bed, as Augusta performed her painstaking antiaging rituals, she couldn’t stop smiling. The underwear had belonged to Zoey’s girlfriend! It was like the first day you woke up healthy after a long flu, the sensation of how good it felt to be alive in a body, unencumbered by the weighted blanket of sick.

			“I can’t believe this whole time Zoey was gay and didn’t say anything,” Augusta mused, carefully squeezing a dallop of collagen-infused lotion onto the backs of her hands and rubbing them together.

			“You expected her to self-report her sexuality?” Colin teased. He was lying on his back, his bedside lamp already off.

			“No, but we’re so obviously socially liberal. I mean, this is Massachusetts.”

			“She’s young. She’s probably still figuring it out.”

			“Looked like she had things pretty well figured out on the sofa,” Augusta cracked.

			“No, but maybe this is her first girlfriend, or maybe she’s bisexual.” Colin looked at the ceiling thoughtfully.

			“Colin, be real. She’s gay.” Augusta rolled her eyes. She pulled her lip mask from her bedside table drawer and carefully slicked on a layer. She basically preserved herself like a mummy every night before bed.

			“You’re going to decide her sexual identity because of something you glimpsed for two seconds?”

			“Well, that was a pretty revealing two seconds.” Augusta snickered.

			“Still, you can’t just decide she’s gay.”

			“Ugh, Colin, I have a gay brother.” Augusta rubbed lotion into her elbows.

			“Some of my best friends are Black,” Colin murmured.

			“What?” August asked, puzzled.

			“Never mind.” Colin put a pillow over his face.

			“Ohh, but in good news I think the hookup on the sofa is grounds to keep paying Zoey twenty an hour!” Augusta announced merrily.

			“Go to sleep, you crazy person,” Colin croaked out from under his pillow.

			Augusta clicked out the light, a smile on her carefully moisturized lips.

		

	
		
			
				Eight

				Fran
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			Sore Losers

			Fran knew that for lots of people, going home to their parents’ house made them revert into sullen and grouchy teenagers, but for Fran it was the opposite. Well, almost the opposite, because instead of reverting into a sullen and grouchy teenager, she developed into a sullen and grouchy adult. Some days, when her brothers were moaning about the unfairness of their jobs, her mother was sneaking around with her wine, and her father was silently glued to the television, she felt like the oldest woman in the world.

			Colin’s company had a box at Fenway and so he had invited RJ to the Red Sox–Yankees game and the boys, even though they were not going, were beside themselves with excitement. “Are you going to be on the jumbotron? Do they have free popcorn and pizza?” RJ had tried to downplay it, letting them know that while yes, there was free popcorn, most adults got a stomachache if they ate more than a bucket, and he wasn’t a huge fan of ballpark pizza, but the boys were still hysterical about the whole thing.

			Fran took them to her parents’ to watch the game, helping her mom cook dinner and letting everyone eat in the living room so that the boys wouldn’t miss a moment. Every time the camera panned the crowd Hale would scream that he’d seen RJ, insisting that the little red dot in the middle was Daddy’s red shirt. “That’s not him,” London scolded his brother crossly. “He’s in a box, and those are the bleachers.”

			Kon and Damien were even more riled up than usual, going on about what a streak the Red Sox had been on, how they had gone 22–8 for the month of August, and how the Yankees had been having trouble in the bullpen and their best hitter, Aaron Judge, was out with an injury. “This is it, guys, this is it!” Kon kept yelling every time the Red Sox made an out.

			“The fastest pitch in the world was one hundred and five miles per hour,” Hale informed them. “That’s faster than a cheetah. A cheetah can run seventy-five miles per hour.”

			“A peregrine falcon is faster,” London told him smugly. “It’s the fastest animal in the world.”

			“I KNOW THAT!” yelled Hale before Damien’s teenagers shushed him.

			Fran had watched countless baseball games growing up, raised on the rivalry between the Red Sox and the Yankees. She was astonished as an adult to visit New York and see people wearing Red Sox hats on the street, everyone minding their own business and letting them just carry on. If you wore a Yankees hat anywhere in Greenhead you’d be harassed until you pulled it off your head, people around Boston hated the Yankees that much.

			As Fran scraped the plates and loaded the dishwasher, she debated whether she’d let the boys stay for the whole game or take them home a bit early. If they blew past their bedtime, they would be groggy the whole next day, but a Red Sox–Yankees game was a special occasion and even Fran was starting to feel sucked into the drama of it.

			The score was mostly even until the seventh inning, when the Red Sox changed pitchers. The guy let in three runs in about twenty minutes and the mood in the room shifted. “What the fuck is that guy doing? He’s going to give Anthony Volpe a fucking meatball right down the middle?” Kon cursed.

			“Hey!” Fran looked at him sharply. “Don’t swear in front of my kids.” Kon ignored her.

			In the bottom of the seventh the Sox went scoreless and Damien went into the kitchen and came back with three beers, cracking them open and doling them out to his brother and father. Fran couldn’t tell how drunk they were—her brothers acted like animals in any state of inebriation—but the vibe was getting decidedly ugly in the room. When the Yankees loaded the bases in the top of the eighth, both Kon and Damien started screaming at the TV and Fran couldn’t take it anymore. She grabbed her bag, her kids’ water bottles, and marched them out to the car as they complained and pouted about missing the end of the game.

			“We can watch it at home, baby. Your uncles are just having a tantrum and we don’t need to be around for it.” By the time they got home Hale was asleep in his car seat and London was happy to just study his Pokémon binder in bed and so Fran didn’t even bother looking at the final score. When RJ came in after midnight, trying to pull back the blankets quietly, Fran rolled over and gave him a sleepy kiss.

			“Did you have fun?”

			“Yeah, I got on the jumbotron.”

			“You did?” Fran laughed quietly.

			“Don’t worry, Colin got it all on video.” RJ patted Fran’s hair sweetly and she snuggled up against him, glad that even though she lived with a total idiot, she’d picked a nice one.

			The Greasy Pole

			RJ had a deep and abiding devotion to buffoonery. He loved a prank, a costume party, any occasion to pursue the spectacularly ridiculous. He crawled with hundreds of grown men dressed as Santa Claus through the bars and pubs of Boston, he ran the Thanksgiving Turkey Trot with an actual uncooked turkey in his arms, and over the years Fran had seen him compete in more hot dog and pie-eating contests than she could count. In the early days of their relationship, when they were in their twenties and falling in love, Fran was charmed by his relentless pursuit of goofiness. She thought it was fun. But these days, Fran was starting to wonder if it might be a little excessive.

			This summer RJ had become obsessed with Gloucester’s Greasy Pole. Fran had grown up watching it every year. It was part of the Fiesta, the annual celebration of St. Peter that began among the Sicilian community. It originated as a celebration of the fishing season, a moment of gratitude for the fishermen who came home again in a time when a hundred boys a year died on the boats. Over time it had become a community homecoming, complete with a carnival, three days of live music, and hundreds of people pretending it was legal to wander through the streets drinking PBR from the can. As kids, Fran and her brothers went every summer, riding the Tilt-A-Whirl until they could barely stand, eating deep-fried Snickers and fluorescent snow cones. As they got older, they went to the parties, they snuck beers in the pockets of their hoodies, and they joined the throngs of people on the beach screaming and cheering for the Greasy Pole.

			The Greasy Pole was a forty-foot post perched like a diving board off a platform on the corner edge of Gloucester’s outer harbor. Back in the day they would cover the pole in motor oil and axle grease to make it slippery, but now they used Crisco, fourteen cans of it, to make the pole slick with goo. There was an Italian flag at the end, and the goal was to run the length and snatch the flag before falling twenty feet into the sea. There were people on Jet Skis ready to help haul you out, Coast Guard and EMTs, because inevitably, men didn’t fall cleanly into the water. They bounced their faces off the pole, splitting their lips and losing teeth, they knocked their backs, their wrists, their groins. Women could participate, sure, but Fran had never once seen one try. It seemed to be a uniquely male desire to publicly wreck yourself for the prize of bragging rights. Of course, when someone managed to get the flag, the crowd lost their ever-loving minds. They would swim out to the guy with the flag, nearly drowning him in the process. They’d haul him to shore and lift him on their shoulders. They’d carry him through the streets screaming “Viva San Pietro” and make him their king. His name would be engraved in brass on the wall, his photo in the paper.

			Still, none of Fran’s Greenhead friends had ever thought about signing up for the Greasy Pole. It was more a Gloucester thing than a Greenhead thing, and Gloucester was an insular community. They liked to say that in Gloucester your family tree was shaped like a wreath, that if you stuck around, you ran the very real risk of marrying your cousin. But RJ had a bunch of friends from Gloucester on his crew, a stonemason, an electrician he hired regularly, and they’d become close. When they removed a portico column after a demo out on Linebrook Road, RJ had brought it home and decided he was going to keep the column in their backyard and train to do the Greasy Pole himself. He laid it across a tarp and he and the guys covered the thing in dish soap and took turns trying to run across it. They were terrible. Hale and London were excited at first, spending hours in the yard with RJ slipping and sliding onto the grass, but they grew bored after realizing there was no way Fran would let them sign up for the real contest. The thing was, Fran didn’t actually think RJ would make it onto the list. She figured the sign-ups were mostly reserved for long-time competitors or their cousins and nephews. And RJ couldn’t even make it across the dish soap column, so he had no chance of crossing the real thing. But Fran had forgotten about the costumes.

			For a reason nobody could quite explain, it had become traditional for Greasy Pole contestants to dress up, wearing skirts, wigs, superhero capes, or face paint. And if there was one thing RJ couldn’t resist, it was the chance to make an ass of himself in a costume. He went to St. Peter’s Church the Wednesday before Fiesta and signed up at the card table in the foyer. His electrician, a man who must have had a legal name but who everyone referred to as “Sauce,” had a word with someone, and to Fran’s shock and chagrin, RJ made the cut.
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			There was a “courtesy round” in the morning, a chance for everyone to try out the pole and get a feel for the thing. It was sloppy with Crisco, dyed green this year for some mysterious reason, and the main rule was that nobody was allowed to grab the flag. If you made it to the end you had to jump into the water. Back in the seventies some moron had grabbed the flag in the courtesy round and had been reprimanded so severely for it that he ended up with a broken jaw. Fran needn’t have worried about RJ in the courtesy round because he made it two steps before falling, arms pinwheeling, into the water a few yards off the pier.

			Fran and the boys watched the courtesy round from the beach and then headed off to eat lunch and explore the carnival rides while RJ put on his costume and pregamed with the other contestants. RJ had decided to go as a greenhead fly, wearing lime-green spandex, black butterfly wings, and goggles. He was delighted with himself, and as Fran shepherded the kids from the beach, she saw him raise a can of Coors Light over his head and holler “Viva San Pietro” before running off with a bunch of men in long red wigs and mermaid skirts to go party in someone’s yard. She rolled her eyes.

			Are you at the fiesta yet? Fran’s brother Kon texted. He had been messaging and calling her all week, asking to “swing by and talk.” Fran suspected he wanted to apologize for the Yankees game, but his apologies always ended up being defenses of his shitty behavior, so she’d done her best to put him off.

			Yeah the boys and I are doing rides, she replied. If Kon wanted to apologize so badly he could come join her on the teacups.

			Fran and the boys worked their way through the carnival, first the Ferris wheel then the Gravitron, and then she held Hale’s hand and pretended not to be sick with anxiety while London went on a ride by himself that swung chairs around in a circle thirty feet off the ground. They split a cheesesteak sub and a plate of fries, and when the boys asked for ice cream, she splurged even though she’d already spent about seventy dollars.

			Her brothers found her sitting at a picnic table, Hale perched on her lap and dripping ice cream on her bare legs. Kon and Damien were holding foamy cups of beer, and they sat down on the opposite bench and together they listened to an old Sicilian man singing Sinatra covers.

			“I can’t believe you let RJ do the Greasy Pole.” Damien shook his head. “Have you ever seen how hard those guys fall? I value my balls too much for that.”

			“I’ve got two kids. What do I need his balls for?” Fran asked, and Damien snorted.

			“Can we talk for a minute?” Kon tipped his head to Hale.

			“Hale can hear it. He was there for the Yankees game.”

			“Just give the grown-ups a minute?” Kon tried again.

			She gently lifted Hale to his feet and nudged him over to join London with a scrum of boys throwing snaps on the ground, little twists of paper wrapped around gunpowder that hit the pavement with a pop.

			“We all had a lot riding on that Yankees game last week,” Kon said quietly. “They were supposed to win, they had everything going in their favor. It was bad fucking luck. But now we have a problem.”

			“What? You were all betting on that game?” Fran asked, looking from Kon to Damien. The betting apps were so insidious, just sitting there on the phone, waiting for you to fritter away your money. Kon and Damien had all the different ones downloaded, FanDuel, DraftKings, Fanatics, you name it.

			“It was a lock. The Red Sox pitchers were rested, and it was a bullpen game for the Yankees. The Sox had been crushing the home games and the Yankees were dealing with injuries. It was a no-brainer. But I guess Dad overextended himself.”

			“What do you mean, overextended? How much did he lose?”

			“Sixty grand.” Kon flicked at the foam on his beer.

			“Sixty grand?” Fran didn’t believe it. “Dad doesn’t have sixty grand. He doesn’t even own that car.”

			“I know.” He rubbed his face.

			“Where’d he get it from?”

			“It was his mortgage payments, his car payments, everything in his and Mom’s account.”

			“Why would he do that?” Fran asked in disbelief. It seemed so unlike her father.

			“Because he was already down. He’d been trying to catch up but got himself in a hole.”

			“How much of a hole?”

			“He’s twenty thousand behind on the mortgage and has another twenty-something in debt on credit cards.”

			“So he’s a hundred thousand dollars in debt? Does Mom know?”

			“She’s pissed. She’s threatening to go stay with Aunt Eileen.”

			“He needs a loan,” added Damien.

			“You guys.” Fran shook her head sadly. How stupid could they be? Imagine having sixty grand and letting it go in a day. Then there was Fran, carefully saving London’s clothes to pass down to Hale, buying her Costco shampoo, searching for coupon codes every time she ordered anyone a new pair of soccer cleats.

			“He needs to catch up on the mortgage payments. When you miss four the bank starts foreclosure. We just need your help, Fran. We’ll chip in next month when we have something.”

			She looked at her brother. Kon had held her head underwater in the swimming pool as a kid. Kon had locked her out of the house while her parents were at an anniversary party. Kon had taken her Halloween candy, had kicked a soccer ball at her as hard as he could, had called her “the Unibrow” until she was an adult. And yet. This was her father.

			“I don’t have a hundred grand, guys.” Fran stood up from the table.

			“Just talk to RJ. See what you can come up with,” Kon wheedled. “He owns his own business. You know he has it.”

			“I’m not asking RJ.” Hale had finished his ice cream. His face was sticky with vanilla, and he was trying to get the bigger boys to give him one of the little snaps to throw.

			“It’s your father, Fran. And Mom. They’re going to lose the house where they raised you,” Damien called, but she pretended she couldn’t hear him over the music.
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			In the late afternoon everyone gathered along the beach, first to watch the rowing races and then the main event. There were hundreds of boats in the harbor, there were Jet Skis and paddleboards and kayaks, and anyone who didn’t have a professional camera had their phone ready. In recent years people even flew drones over the whole spectacle to catch the Greasy Pole from above. It was easy to spot RJ among the crowd on the pier. There were dozens of guys waiting to walk the pole, half of them shirtless, still covered in green Crisco from the morning’s practice, the other half in costumes as varied as they were bizarre. There was a guy in a cowboy hat and vest, a guy dressed as Captain Hook, there were tutus and bunny ears and grass skirts. Fran had to assume that for every guy on that platform there was a mother or a wife standing on the beach, just dying of embarrassment over the whole thing.

			All the competitors knew that if you just walked, you’d fall in right away, so the key was to hurl yourself as quickly as you could toward the flag and see if the momentum could get you there before gravity kicked in. Some people tried to run straight, their toes facing the end of the pole, but the best ones knew how to run sideways so that their feet could kind of curl around the pole for purchase as they scrabbled like crabs. The first several guys only made it a few steps before sliding off into the water. A big man in a wrestling costume made it a third of the way before slipping, but on the way down he grabbed the pole with his arms and bear hugged it, hanging on like a sloth for a few extra moments before dropping into the harbor. A shirtless guy in red trunks hit his chin on the way down and an EMT on a Jet Ski darted over to haul him out of the water and bring him to shore. Blood poured down his neck and chest. He saluted the platform before climbing in the back of an ambulance to go get stitches on his chin.

			Fran felt a nervous tightness pass through her. What if RJ lost a tooth or broke his wrist? What if they had to pay a thousand dollars for dental work? What if he ended up on crutches? There was a line somewhere between the kind of fun that made you feel alive and the kind of fun that inconvenienced everyone around you. Fran couldn’t decide where the Greasy Pole fell. Sure, Fran had her share of hangover days where her parenting had been less than stellar, but for the most part she kept herself in check, always thinking about her kids, about dinner, about laundry, about her savings account. She felt awash in fury at her father. What was he thinking, betting away money he didn’t even have? It was stupid. It was selfish, inconceivably so.

			When RJ’s name was called London and Hale screamed and started jumping up and down like popcorn. “Get the flag, Daddy! Get the flag!” Hale was so excited he looked like he was going to faint, and Fran grinned in spite of herself, muttering an entirely different kind of prayer, one to ward off broken bones and teeth. With a whoop, RJ took off down the pole, half running, half skating on the green muck. At first it looked like he might actually make it, whirling his arms and flying along the beam. The crowd started screaming, but then halfway across he began to lose control. He was sliding, he was waving his arms, but then it was like he realized what was happening and gave in to the moment. He kicked himself back off the beam and flew, falling, falling, tumbling into a joyful backflip as he crashed down into the water. The crowd roared and Fran screamed and laughed. It was classic RJ, a spectacle of unruly glee even in defeat. When his head popped back out of the water he gave a wave, maybe to the crowd, but most likely to Fran and the boys, before swimming back out to the platform to cheer for the rest of the gang.

			RJ would stay out all night celebrating. He would drink and smoke and arrive home in an Uber long after midnight, covered in grease and seawater and probably somebody else’s tutu. And while he did that, Fran would run the laundry, would bathe the boys, would turn on nightlights, and would check under beds for monsters, because that was her job, and she felt it harden like a pit in her stomach—to put up with the bullshit, to clean up the mess, and to take care of everyone but herself.

		

	
		
			
				Nine

				Bailey
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			The Clam Box

			Bailey was standing in line at the Clam Box ordering herself french fries at eight in the morning when her water broke, and she knew, then and there, she would have to lie about that for the rest of her life. She called her doctor from the parking lot and asked to meet her at the hospital, she called the office and said she wasn’t coming in, and then finally she called Vanny and told him the baby was coming.

			There was a world in which Vanny would have been her first call—it was his baby, after all—but for lots of very good reasons, this was not that world. She could picture him now, trying to get himself out the door and over to Beverly Hospital. Running back and forth between the bedroom and the bathroom, packing his floss but forgetting his toothbrush, remembering it but deciding it looked too old and searching the drawer under the sink for a new one in a plastic case, worrying the go-bag didn’t have enough granola bars, so foraging in the kitchen, knocking over boxes like a bear, leaving a trail of snack foods in his wake. His heart was in the right place, but the rest of his body was always at least thirty minutes behind.

			By the time Vanny made it to the maternity wing, Bailey was six centimeters dilated and no longer cared that her cotton gown had a big tear in the armpit and revealed half her left breast. Everything hurt more than she had possibly imagined, and she alternated contractions with dry heaving, because apparently nausea was a totally normal part of birth that nobody had thought to mention in those stupid birthing classes she had attended, where they showed a graphic video with so much 1970s body hair that she drove home in total silence, too stunned to even listen to music.

			The nurses came and went, adjusting monitors, making notes, and delivering a tray of clear things: Jell-O, ice cubes, and a can of ginger ale that Bailey tried to drink before vomiting in a turquoise plastic bowl. Vanny put a wet cloth on her forehead, making her hair go all flat and weird, and while Bailey appreciated the gesture, she still sort of wanted him to fuck off.
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			Time moved strangely in the delivery room, and at some point Bailey was shocked to realize she’d been there for seven hours. It was like a night of blackout drinking or a red-eye flight, time travel but instead of waking up in London, she hadn’t moved an inch. For the first few hours the nurse kept asking Bailey if she felt like she had to push, and Bailey was confused. She knew pushing was part of it, so yes, she felt she should, but 99 percent of her brain was focused on not vomiting, and she was pretty sure that no matter how violently she retched she couldn’t push the baby up and out. After twelve hours the doctor announced Bailey was ten centimeters dilated and the nurse stopped asking if she wanted to push and started telling her to “bear down.” Bailey truly had no idea what that meant, the nurse might as well have been telling her to tighten her ear muscles or breathe through her armpits. She felt like she’d wandered into an advanced yoga class where nothing made sense, and everyone was talking about third eyes and specific nostrils. Bailey just carried on doing what she had been doing, hoping it was right. At some point in the fifteenth hour Vanny left and came back with breath smelling like a peanut butter sandwich, which was disgusting and made Bailey wonder how she had ever found him attractive. In the sixteenth, all the monitors fell off and a small team had to come in and reattach them, and Bailey felt bad about it even though she was also possibly dying. She was hot and cold, she vomited and shivered, and the nurse changed her into a fresh gown that covered more of her breast but far less below her waist and Bailey couldn’t have cared less.

			It was stunning to Bailey that this was how babies really came into the world. And through history most of them had done it without drugs, biting on a stick or something. It was too horrible, too outrageous, that in a society that had invented Wi-Fi and eyelash tinting and nanotechnology women still pushed babies out of their vaginas. For months Bailey had been studying the mothers she saw at the beach or at the grocery store, picturing them heaving with contractions and sweating while someone yelled at them to push. She leafed through magazines at the doctor’s office, looking at mother after mother, Michelle Obama, Martha Stewart, Princess Diana. They had all done it. She became strangely obsessed with Britney Spears, mother of two. Of course, everyone worried about Britney, walking barefoot through a gas station bathroom, hair extensions down her back, the conservatorship, the knife-juggling. And yet Britney had given birth, and this gave Bailey comfort. She thought about little Sean and Jayden as she chewed ice and balled her fists and somehow it actually helped.

			Something must have finally been working because the room began to fill with people—nurses and doctors for her, nurses and doctors for the baby, somebody’s boss with a clipboard, and a team of anesthesiologists, all strangely attractive men with blue caps. There was a part of Bailey’s brain that registered that she was lying with her legs wide open in a room full of strangers and she was briefly shocked by herself. She was usually the kind of person who turned slightly to the side when her picture was being taken to show off a flattering angle, but she also recognized that everything that happened in this place was outside of real life, and she could probably do anything or say anything she wanted and it was fine.

			Birth didn’t feel like a pop and a release, it honestly didn’t feel so very different from all the mysterious bearing down, but suddenly the doctor was lifting something up and Vanny was crying. Everyone moved quickly, sweeping away paper and changing out linens, and then Bailey saw the baby, red and white and wrinkled with a blue cord. The pediatric doctor took the baby into a corner of the room, weighed him, and cleaned him, then brought him over and put him on Bailey’s chest.

			They had decided months ago to name the baby Dylan; Vanny thought it was for the first concert he and Bailey had ever been to. They were in high school, and they had driven up to see Bob Dylan in Exeter, New Hampshire. That night his voice was terrible and creaky, and Bailey had spent the whole time wishing they’d gone to see Beyoncé at the Garden. Really, the baby was named Dylan for every crush Bailey had ever had, from Dylan in 90210 to Matt Dillon in Drugstore Cowboy. It was a glamorous name that Bailey knew meant her child would have shiny dark hair and soulful eyes. And he sort of did! Except he had no hair and looked a little like a scrawny chicken, but he was the most beautiful thing Bailey had ever seen.
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			The labor nurse took Bailey into the small bathroom to clean and dress her. Bailey had jelly legs, so the nurse held her up while she washed her thighs, helping her into a pair of stretchy, white hospital underwear that she layered with three horrifying sanitary pads, each thicker than an ice-cream sandwich. They left the delivery room in a bleary caravan, Dylan in a Lucite bassinet on wheels, Vanny carrying his backpack and the go-bag, the nurse pushing Bailey in a wheelchair. Next to the bed in the recovery room was a big binder of menus, sandwich shops and pizza parlors, and Bailey realized she was starving. It was the middle of the night but she and Vanny ordered like they had hangovers, turkey subs and potato chips and brownies and bright yellow sports drinks. Dylan was sleeping, wrapped up like a burrito in a white flannel blanket, wearing a tiny striped hat. When the food arrived, they picnicked on the bed, stuffing chips into their sandwiches and peering into the bassinet, laughing every time he twitched or fluttered his eyes.

			“Who does he look like?” Vanny asked.

			“I think all babies are supposed to look like the father at first. It’s like nature’s paternity test to make sure the dad protects his young.”

			“He definitely looks like a Dylan.” Vanny gazed at the baby, his eyes soft. Was he picturing Bob Dylan? Bailey tried to imagine the baby as a wizened old rock star with frazzled hair. It was like her brain could see two things at once, she could see how crazy the baby looked, his eyes swollen, his skin red, his tiny hands peeling, but she could also see he was the most beautiful child in the world, each fingernail a perfect shiny disc, each eyelash an impossible thing.

			They slept for a few hours, Bailey in her narrow hospital bed, Vanny upright in a wooden chair, Dylan between them in his bassinet. In the morning their mothers arrived, Bailey’s mother in a cloud of Dior perfume carrying an elaborate ribboned basket, and Van’s mother with a bouquet of thick-stalked sunflowers in a vase.

			“You know, all babies look sort of gross at first,” Clara said, as though she were admitting something they had all been thinking, and Bailey looked at Van and widened her eyes. “And you.” She gently pressed a finger on the broken blood vessels scattered across her daughter’s face. “You’re going to miss all those hormones that made your hair thicker.”

			“Strong work,” Juliette murmured. Vanny’s mother was wearing a long, ivory-colored dress with wooden clogs, reading glasses pushed up in her hair. She looked so capable and comfortable in the hospital that she might have picked up Dylan’s chart and started commenting on his APGAR score.

			“They told us visiting hours were over at eight tonight.” Clara pouted. Bailey glanced at the clock and saw that it was barely past breakfast time. She tried to shoot Vanny another look, but he was quietly stuffing the sandwich wrappers and empty chip bags into the trash.

			“Have you picked a name?” Clara asked, perching on the edge of Bailey’s bed.

			“We named him Dylan.” Vanny grinned. “Bailey and I went to see Dylan together in Exeter in high school.”

			“I love it!” Juliette clapped her hands. “You know he and I dated for a bit when I lived in New York.”

			“What?” Vanny looked stricken. “You dated Bob Dylan?”

			“Oh, not really dating. Things were much more relaxed back then,” Juliette said airily, waving a hand. “We were having fun.” She was so cool Bailey wanted to die.

			“Jesus Christ.” Vanny briefly closed his eyes.

			“What’s his full name?” Clara asked. “Dylan what?”

			“Dylan Whitaker Newmarch,” said Bailey.

			“Why not Dylan Newmarch Whitaker? Why not have Van’s name last?” Clara looked at her daughter, dismayed.

			“We’re giving him Vanny’s name as the middle and mine as the last.”

			Clara sighed theatrically. “Well, you don’t have to decide today.” Bailey had told her parents that Van had a girlfriend, told them to stop pushing her to be with him, but her mother had a special gift for forgetting things she didn’t want to hear.

			“Darling, let’s do presents.” Juliette put her arm around Clara, who immediately brightened. “Clara got the sweetest little layette from Newbury Street!”

			Thus distracted, they spent the next half hour opening ribbon-wrapped bundles of onesies and pants made of pale-blue organic cotton, cashmere and seersucker stroller blankets, and a knit rattle embroidered with the word “baby,” just in case there was any confusion.
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			All the pregnancy blogs had offered long lists of things to pack to make your stay in the hospital more comfortable. “Bring your pillows from home!” “Make sure to pack your own pajamas and flip-flops!” “You’ll want to bring makeup for after the baby is born since you will have those pictures forever!” But the sad fact was that no matter what Bailey wore or stuffed in her bag, there was no way to actually get comfortable in such a loud, bright place. The door was always opening and closing, the curtains yanked back along the metal rail. Machines beeped, temperatures were checked, breasts and stomach palpated, enormous hospital underwear whipped down for a peek, then yanked back up.

			By the time Clara and Juliet left that evening, Bailey and Vanny were dazed with exhaustion. “Do you want me to help you take a shower?” Vanny offered. Bailey was still unsteady on her feet, but there was no way she was letting Vanny see her naked, her stomach suddenly strange, her body still covered in the film of labor. There was a shower down the hall, and the nurse helped her carry a fresh gown and a towel (a thin, white hospital towel, worse than any Bailey had seen at a gym) and showed her how to flip the sign on the door to say it was occupied. There were no locks, the bathroom was huge, and Bailey felt certain a stranger was about to burst in, but she untied her ratty blue gown and dropped it in a bin in the corner. She was dizzy and so she kept a hand on the tiled wall as she peeled off her underwear and stepped into the warm water.

			There were the showers you took every morning before work, pleasant but businesslike, there were the luxurious showers you took after a day on the beach, the soap running down your back as you scrubbed the sunblock and sand from your skin, but this was a thousand, no, a million times better, a cleansing that felt nearly spiritual. Bailey pumped handfuls of liquid soap from the dispenser on the wall and washed her armpits, her shoulders, and her stomach. She scrubbed her hair until bubbles cascaded down her face and felt as though every gulp of the drain put another mile between her and the horror of the delivery room. After some time, she began to worry that the nurse would think she had slipped and fallen and she’d barge into the room with no lock, so she regretfully twisted the water off and dried herself on the towel, rough as a cat’s tongue.

			Back in the room Dylan was stirring, making a mewling noise, and Vanny was stretching his arms and rolling his shoulders, still stiff from his night in the chair. He was wearing the same pair of jeans he’d had on when he arrived, and a baseball cap covered his greasy hair.

			“You can shower now,” Bailey offered.

			“Oh, I think the showers are only for the mothers.” Vanny shook his head.

			“I’m sure it’s okay.”

			“Can I use that towel?” He gestured at the damp one Bailey had hung on the hook.

			“Of course.”

			Sometimes they were so formal together, and Bailey didn’t really understand why. She had known him for so long, but she wasn’t even sure she knew him that well. Sure, she could tell you the names of his childhood pets, the names of his aunts and uncles, and she could instantly recall his first kiss—Alexis Corrigan at the Roller Palace—but it had been years since they’d been an actual couple. If they were trying to trick immigration in a green card marriage scam, they would have failed spectacularly. She didn’t know what kind of razor he used, where he sat when he watched TV, or even if he had a bank account. (She assumed he did. He was a functional adult.)

			When Vanny left to shower, terrible towel in hand, Bailey was alone with the baby for the first time. “Dylan,” she whispered. “I’m your mother.” It was such a crazy thing to say to another human. She nursed him for ten minutes and then he passed out again and Bailey carefully lifted him back into the bassinet. She had read that a newborn’s belly was only the size of a gumdrop, so he got full from the tiniest bit of milk, then had to eat again hours later.

			She scrolled through her phone and picked her favorite pictures of Dylan, texting them to the group chain, Augusta and Colin, RJ and Fran, Eben and Max. They replied with a series of hearts and exclamation points, jokes about whether or not the baby had Vanny’s third nipple. (Vanny didn’t really have a third nipple, but someone had started the rumor back in high school and it had semi-stuck.) She assumed Vanny had texted Caroline, but she wasn’t going to ask.

			It was nearly ten, and Bailey knew she should try to sleep. Everyone said the second night was the hardest, that the baby had finally recovered from the exhaustion of birth and wanted to eat all the time. “Sleep when the baby sleeps,” they said over and over and over, like Bailey had some kind of switch on her back she could just flick on and off. She had wished for a switch like that her whole life, the ability to sleep on command on planes and in cars and the night before big exams. She knew the days were structured in a way to give everyone adequate time to rest, but getting her brain and body to calm down was a trick she had never entirely mastered.

			The door opened and Vanny crept quietly back into the room, now in a pair of fresh joggers and long-sleeve T-shirt, his hair damp and uncombed. “I fed him and he passed out fifteen minutes ago,” Bailey whispered. “We should try to sleep.”

			Vanny gave her a thumbs-up and moved his backpack to the floor, sitting down in the wooden chair, draping a sweatshirt across his chest, and using his bag as a footrest. Bailey fluffed her hospital pillow and nestled down on her side, facing Dylan and Vanny. The TV monitor made a faint buzzing noise, voices echoed in the hall, carts clinked past their door, and a symphony of quiet beeping played out across Bailey’s brain. She lay there for thirty minutes, forty, waiting to hear Vanny’s breathing settle. He quietly shifted in the chair and she could tell he wasn’t sleeping either. “You okay over there?” she whispered.

			“All good,” he whispered back.

			“I can’t sleep,” Bailey admitted.

			“It’s all right. You will.”

			“Do you want to come get in the bed?”

			“I don’t want to crowd you. The bed’s so small.”

			“I lost ten pounds today,” Bailey teased, and scooted over. Vanny considered and then climbed in, lying on his back, only the smallest inch between them, and they fell asleep.

			Five Crisp Hundreds

			The first two weeks of Dylan’s life were a slushy, happy, terrible mess. Bailey was delirious with her love for him, besotted with his tiny face, singing him nonsense pop songs about kissing and grand romance, but plagued with intrusive thoughts that arrived like dark smog, terrified he might seize or stop breathing at any moment. The nights were long, Bailey sleeping in snatches, but no sooner had she closed her eyes than Dylan was crying to eat again. She changed a wet diaper, she fed him and scrolled her phone, she clicked through her social media accounts and could see that she was truly alone, the only one awake, by herself at the end of the internet. She counted the hours until eight when her mother would arrive, drop her keys on the counter, wash her hands, and spread a cotton burp cloth over her shoulder, taking Dylan away for three hours so that Bailey could sleep.

			Her mother insisted that it was unhealthy to spend all day in pajamas, and she dressed Dylan like her doll, in elegant velvet overalls and soft collared shirts. Bailey dutifully followed orders, keeping her hair clean and pulling on fresh leggings, the idea of jeans still abhorrent. In the evenings Van would stop by after work, bringing along premade dinners that he bought at the Little River Store or the Green Grocer. Together they puzzled over Dylan’s tiny-baby strangeness—the slight crust on the top of his head, the skin peeling from his little hands, the horror of the umbilical cord drying like a dark worm on his belly.

			When Van shyly asked if he could bring Caroline to meet Dylan, Bailey was abashed that she hadn’t thought to offer it herself. She took special care with Dylan’s outfit that day and spent ten minutes in front of the mirror blending concealer under her eyes and spraying down the tiny flyaways, the “baby bangs” that had suddenly appeared along her hairline. Caroline brought thoughtful gifts, a signed children’s book for Dylan and a box of cookies from Sandpiper Bakery. Bailey tried to leave them alone with the baby in the living room, making herself busy in the kitchen with the coffee machine and a plate of muffins nobody wanted. It was horrible. Or maybe it was fine. Bailey didn’t even know. She couldn’t trust her own feelings, hormones coursing through her body making her cry about the T-shirt shrunk in the laundry, the flowers sent from Mac Maker. When they left and Bailey was once again alone with the baby, she brought him into her bed and cried as he nursed, then felt stupid and embarrassed and put music on the living room speakers and made herself sing to him until she felt better.

			In some ways, becoming a mother turned Bailey into a child all over again. She needed her parents in a way she hadn’t since she was in grade school, needed her mother to come watch Dylan so that she could shower, needed her father to heft the stroller from the trunk, to pick up pads at the pharmacy, to winterize the barn for Hissy and Prissy before the weather turned cold.

			Augusta helped a lot, and Bailey’s sisters stopped by with champagne and sushi, wonderful things she had missed for nine months but felt weirdly unenthusiastic about actually consuming. Instead, she wanted beer, thick and skunky, calorie-dense bread, and bagels heavy with cream cheese. She was aware that every single ounce Dylan gained was delivered by her own body and she ate with the abandon of a marathon runner or a teenager both drunk and high.
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			The fall passed in a blur, Dylan dressed as a tiny avocado for Halloween, Hale dressed as a “sexy ladybug” because for some reason the child-sized costume Fran had ordered him online came with fishnets and sequins. Bailey and Augusta took all the kids to pick apples at Russell Orchards with Dylan asleep in his car seat, they mulled apple cider with cinnamon sticks for the children and bourbon for the adults, and then somehow Bailey had agreed to fly to Florida to her parents’ condo on the beach. Flying with an infant was a disaster, like trying to calculate the tip at a restaurant while being attacked by a wild squirrel, there were just too many things to think about. She packed a diaper bag with a change of clothes for him, a clean T-shirt for herself, diapers, wipes, burp clothes, pacifiers, and for one delusional moment she even added a magazine, thinking she might read it at the gate, before taking the magazine back out and tossing it on the bed.

			Bailey couldn’t figure out how to carry the car seat, the suitcases, and the diaper bag all while pushing Dylan in the stroller, so her parents agreed to travel with her to the airport, booking a car service and arriving at her house with so much luggage that Bailey could barely close the trunk. How many golf clubs did two people need? While Jay sat up front with the driver, Bailey and Clara sat in the back with Dylan, cooing over his tiny basketball sneakers, as pointless as they were adorable. The driver dropped them off at the terminal, and as Bailey wrestled the car seat into a carrier bag Clara tried and failed to unfold the stroller. They traveled as one big, galumphing herd to check-in, dragging suitcases and hanging bags filled with dresses and blazers. At security Bailey had to collapse the stroller while seventy people watched, had to carry Dylan through the metal detector in her socked feet, had to reassemble herself—coat, phone, ticket, handbag, stroller, baby—while those same seventy people scowled at the slowdown. It wasn’t until they reached the gate that Bailey realized two things: Dylan had pooped, and the diaper bag was still in the car.
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			In Florida she spent long afternoons in the swimming pool, holding Dylan over her shoulder and occasionally dipping him in, watching his face tense and relax with the sensation. She wanted Van to see him in the pool, so she texted him videos, Dylan’s mouth pursing as the water tickled his feet. The family went out to dinner every night, her sisters, Kylie and Madison, in cropped tops and flowing skirts, their husbands in linen shirts unbuttoned a bit too far. Jay shook hands with the bartenders and ordered round after round of top-shelf spirits. Bailey would bring Dylan’s car seat to the restaurant and perch him on the banquette and then Uber with him back to the condo before dessert, too tired to make conversation amid the bustle of servers popping champagne and patrons picking crab and shrimp from ice.

			Bailey found herself watching her sisters and their husbands with fresh interest, the way Madison brushed the children’s teeth while Mitch played on his phone, the way Kylie rolled her eyes every time her husband made a joke. Together, they made a poor case for the traditional family.

			Kylie’s husband, Jeff, had one of those heads that looked too big for his body. It wasn’t that his body was small—he was probably six feet tall and went to the gym religiously—it was that his head had the sort of round and oversized look of a doll or a Hollywood celebrity, one who looked normal on-screen but slightly alarming in person. More than that, Jeff was a dick. Jeff and Kylie were engaged before Bailey ever found out how he and her sister had gotten together, and Jeff probably wouldn’t ever have told her if he hadn’t been day drinking on the golf course one Sunday afternoon. Kylie and Jeff had worked together at a family investment fund in Boston, Kylie the office manager, in charge of a small fleet of assistants who answered phones, ordered lunch, and complained bitterly about how much of their day was spent calling the dry cleaner. Jeff was a portfolio manager, only a few years older than Kylie, but outearning her tenfold. When Jeff first asked Kylie on a date she flatly refused. She didn’t date guys from work, she explained, and she was casually dating a Bruins hockey player. Jeff asked her again every few weeks, flirting relentlessly, writing notes on her message pad, asking to borrow her tape when he had his own, spelling out his name in paper clips on her desk. Kylie laughed and told him she was out of his league, which, of course, made him even more desperate to have her. They were joking around one day, Jeff sprawled on the leather chair across from her desk, when he made the proposal: He’d give her five hundred dollars to go on a date. No kissing, nothing, just a date. They were messing around, he didn’t mean it, but then he sort of did, and just to see how it felt, Kylie said yes. He took her to Craft, then the next week to Catch, weeks of dates that each ended with five crisp hundreds. Then one ended in a kiss, then a sleepover, then they were a couple.

			“How long did you keep paying her?” Bailey asked, incredulous.

			“It went on longer than it should have,” Jeff said, frowning darkly, and Bailey stopped asking questions because she was pretty sure she didn’t want to know anything else.
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			When it was time to fly back to Boston, Bailey cried. Her parents weren’t coming home, they were staying in Florida until April. “You’ll be fine, sweetie. You go back to work, and you’ll put Dylan in day care, and everything will go back to normal,” her mother said. Her brief season of helping with the newborn was over, and Clara was happily setting up golf foursomes and dinner parties with her Florida friends. Bailey was bereft.

			Kylie helped with Dylan on the trip home, but when they got to Budweiser Manor she and her family drove off, leaving Bailey and Dylan all alone. No, Bailey didn’t want to be married to Mitch or Jeff, but she felt a strange longing for another body in the house, and she understood why someone would pay five hundred dollars just so they wouldn’t be alone.

		

	
		
			
				Ten

				Caroline
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			Sweet Home

			When Van had taken Caroline to meet Dylan for the first time, she had felt like a nine-year-old on Bring Your Child to Work Day. Van was employed by this small creature, he had mastered the art of infant care, and he wanted to show Caroline what it might look like to one day grow up and hold down the job. “I’m super excited to see your office,” Caroline teased. “I hope I make a good impression on your new boss.”

			“I guess I should warn you, the guy’s a bit of a screamer,” Van cracked.

			“It’s generational.” Caroline sighed. “They just have a different understanding of the workplace culture.”

			The whole visit was fascinating. Caroline had never been inside Budweiser Manor, and she could barely keep herself from wandering room to room, exclaiming over the chandeliers, the mirrored side tables, the white sashes tied into bows on the back of each dining room chair. It looked like something out of a ’90s gangster movie or like the home a little girl would draw for herself. How could one house have so much white furniture? What would happen once Dylan was old enough to run around and smear Dorito dust all over everything?

			Dylan himself was lovely, though, and as Caroline had held him, she realized that she could see parts of Van in his face—the way his mouth pooched out when he frowned, the roundness of his eyes. When she and Van had their own baby would he look like Dylan? Or would her genes mix differently, taking away the poochy mouth but letting Van’s nose break through? She had texted Nina in the car on the way home.

			I met my stepson! Jk jk

			Imagine if Bailey heard you calling him that

			Ha ha someday she could tho! Crazy to think about.

			Do B and V have a legal custody agreement?

			I don’t know?

			You need to figure that out.

			I think it’s more an informal thing between them, super chill

			Well if you and Van are serious you need to know. And please say you’re still on birth control.

			Oops my IUD just fell out lol

			It was weird, Caroline had never asked Van about child support or custody. Had he officially agreed to pay a certain amount? Was he going to ask for some weekends? She was curious now that Nina had brought it up, but asking felt inappropriate, like asking for his tax returns or Pornhub history, so instead she had just told him that she liked his new boss and hoped that next time he’d let her use the photocopier.

			Caroline had been reluctant to tell her parents about Van’s baby, worried they would find the situation tawdry, so she brought it up carefully, making it sound liberal and generational and almost like Van had done a service for a childhood friend who wanted a baby.

			“Bailey is single by choice,” Caroline explained. “It’s such an interesting feminist phenomenon, actually, women choosing to have babies on their own. I know it wasn’t as common when you were my age.”

			“In vitro was still in the very early stages then,” said Gwendolyn authoritatively. “And people were really hush-hush about it.”

			“Good for Bailey,” Caroline’s dad said agreeably. “But I hope she’s in a strong financial position. Raising children is expensive on a single salary.”

			“She has a good job, Dad, it’s fine.” Caroline had once found a copy of her parents’ wedding announcement in The New York Times archive online. It talked about her father’s position as a lawyer, her mother’s two early books, her grandfather’s involvement in establishing what would become mutual funds, and then, at the bottom, a line that caught her like a bone in the throat: “Gwendolyn and Gregory Lash do not plan to have children.”

			So, even as Caroline pitched them Van’s baby as a gesture of feminist allyship, she assumed her parents understood a thing or two about an accidental pregnancy.
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			A few weeks later Caroline was drinking an iced matcha and scrolling through her social media feed when she saw a post from the Beekman Prize Foundation. They were announcing their annual honorees, and, to Caroline’s surprise, her mother was being awarded for her contribution to the literary community. Caroline let out an involuntary yip and called Gwendolyn right away.

			“Congratulations, Mom!”

			“Caroline, that is like congratulating Donald Trump on having Trump Tower named after him.”

			“What? No, you’re being honored.”

			“Caroline, please. Don’t patronize me.”

			Caroline sighed. Fall was always a fraught time for their household. It was literary prize season, the time that newspapers published their “Best Books of the Year” lists, the months the National Book Critics Circle, National Book Award, and the Booker all named their winners. That meant that it was a season with near limitless opportunities for feeling snubbed, and despite the Beekman acknowledgment, Gwendolyn was apparently more than a bit miffed.

			“Have they ever nominated me for an actual Beekman Prize? No. They save the proper awards for the quote-unquote literati and then they throw crumbs like this—‘contribution to the community’—at the ghettoized commercial genre writers.”

			“Mom, it’s an honor—”

			“It’s not. They know I single-handedly underwrite a dozen fellowships a year, they know I am the biggest financer of the Authors Guild, they know that when asked to support other writers I open my checkbook every single time. That’s why they are giving me this fake award, but when it comes to admitting that I’m an actual artist they can’t do it. They have to save the real Beekman Prizes for the weirdos. The ones who write about gutting fish while mourning their meth-head parents or the ones who write books they call ‘structurally playful’ because there’s no coherent plot. God forbid you write something accessible, sell a million copies, and have some talent!”

			Caroline had her parents on speakerphone, and as she listened to her mother rant, she mouthed an apology to Van, who grinned.

			Caroline’s father jumped in. “Macmillan has bought a table for the gala. We’d love it if you and Van would join us.”

			“Really? Those tables are like ten grand. I’m sure they have a bunch of executives they want to bring,” Caroline hedged.

			“I need you there, Caroline.” Gwendolyn came back on the line. “And it’s black tie, so Van will have to borrow something.”

			“I’m sure he has a tux, Mom,” Caroline quickly said. She was sure of no such thing, in fact she doubted he owned any pants with fewer than seven pockets, but it irritated her to hear her mother assume. She looked at Van, dressed in a Patagonia fleece, who shook his head.
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			The day of the prize ceremony Van took off work and they rode the train to New York, sitting next to each other on the left side of the car, sharing a pack of M&Ms, and watching the pretty coastal towns of Connecticut flash by, big houses on green lawns, boats moored along the inlets and harbors.

			At the Lash apartment they quickly dressed for the ceremony, Caroline wearing a rented silk dress and Van a tuxedo he borrowed from his father. They got stuck on the bow tie, the ends facing up and down rather than sideways, but together they watched a YouTube video and figured it out. When Caroline stood back to admire her handiwork she was momentarily surprised by the man before her. With his damp hair combed back behind his ears, with his face freshly shaven, with his shiny black shoes, Van looked kind of like the guy in a perfume ad who would dive off a cliff fully clothed, who would extend his arm to a ballerina as diaphanous curtains blew across his face. He looked like a goddamned smoke show.

			In the Cipriani ballroom Gwendolyn Lash greeted board members and patrons with kisses and the haughty grandeur of a villainous queen. She was gloriously outfitted in a black chiffon gown with a layered collar that framed her face like a dark rose. When Caroline spotted Ned Clark in her mother’s entourage, sipping a glass of whiskey, a flush bloomed in her cheeks. She took Van’s hand and led him to the opposite side of the ballroom, where the line for a glass of wine was longer, but they could hide among the swarm of young people in prom attire, the associate editors and book reviewers whose companies had splashed out thousands of dollars for an evening of elbow-rubbing with writers and celebrities.

			Of course, Caroline knew that among her milieu she was a cliché, the girl who only dated fuckboys in New York, who then left the city and immediately snagged a real boyfriend. But being a cliché made it no less sweet, and Caroline introduced Van in his perfume-ad finery to everyone she saw.

			As Caroline chatted, catching up on ten months of gossip, Van discreetly texted on his phone. He was distracted. Apparently, Dylan had a rash on his backside and Bailey couldn’t get it to calm down. No amount of Vaseline or Aquaphor was doing the trick, and she had bought a tube of old-fashioned Desitin at CVS. Van was concerned, though, because he had read somewhere about the possibly harmful effects of talc, or maybe it was petroleum, and maybe it was only bad if they ate it.

			After cocktails, a dozen servers in black vests streamed out of the kitchen striking chimes with small mallets, indicating that it was time to sit for dinner. Caroline found her place card between Van and a Macmillan executive and wedged her tiny purse under her chair. Ned was across the table and Caroline caught his eye and nodded coolly. It turned out their table was the V-est of the VIP, which should have been wonderfully fun for the guest of honor, but Caroline could tell, even from across the table, that her mother was peeved.

			“Donald and I were just talking about the judges of this year’s Beekman Prize,” Gwendolyn announced to the table. “All the authors on the fiction committee have previously won a major award of some sort.”

			“Absolutely,” her seatmate agreed. “It’s a fabulously accomplished group this year. Our judges have won the Booker Prize, the PEN/Faulkner, the Pulitzer, and of course the Beekman.”

			Caroline felt her body begin to tingle. This was exactly what her mother complained about. The elite literati closing ranks, celebrated for being celebrated, bestowing prizes upon one another.

			“I do wonder about prize committees in general,” Gwendolyn mused with faux innocence. “There really aren’t any rules governing how they make their decisions. Sometimes they just divide up all the books alphabetically between the judges, so the vast majority of books considered are only read by one person. What if your book just isn’t to that person’s particular taste? Or, it being such a small community, what if the judge and the writer know one another? It seems like a place where journalistic standards could be better applied.”

			“We would certainly ask judges to recuse themselves if they felt they had a conflict of interest,” said Donald tightly. “But by drawing together a fresh committee every year we’re bolstering the integrity of the prize.”

			“You know, Stephen King has never won a Pulitzer or an NBCC,” Gwendolyn continued, undaunted. “But he has sold three hundred and fifty million books, and President Obama awarded him a National Medal of Arts.” Caroline and her father exchanged a worried glance. Mom was spiraling.

			“I have no doubt you outsell both Stephen King and President Obama—possibly even Michelle,” interjected Ned Clark, proposing a toast. Everyone lifted their wineglasses and Caroline hoped that might be the end of her mother’s small fit. The program began a moment later as the master of ceremonies, a late-night host known for roasting conservatives, made his way to stage. Van quietly excused himself to take his phone to the men’s room and call Bailey.

			The salads were served, and the late-night host spoke to the everlasting appeal of books, the importance of literacy. Ned raised an eyebrow and Caroline pretended not to notice. Half an hour later, as the servers quietly cleared the salad plates, Van slipped back into his seat, and the host began to talk about Gwendolyn.

			“Now, this may be apocryphal, but there is a famous story about Dan Brown at the height of Da Vinci Code fever. This was 2003 and airport security was demanding a full cavity search, and he arrived at the airport in New Hampshire having forgotten his driver’s license. As he lined up to check in, he was afraid he wouldn’t be allowed on, but he quickly scanned the crowd and saw another passenger reading his book, so he took the jacket flap with his author photo to the kiosk and used his book as proof of ID.” The crowd roared. “Now Gwendolyn Lash has achieved that same level of ubiquity. In fact, a traveler could arrive at JFK airport and choose to buy her books from any of twelve different shops, could board the airplane and select among her four different movie adaptations from the in-flight entertainment, could enjoy a bottle of her Gwendolyn Lash merlot from a plastic cup while wearing one of the Gwendolyn Lash cashmere travel wraps sold at QVC. This is a writer so prolific and so successful her fans literally want to wear and drink her!” The audience responded warmly, clapping, and Caroline risked a look at her mother. She was smiling widely, but Caroline knew her face well enough to see the gritted teeth, the pulsing of her jaw. Gwendolyn Lash was pissed off. And yet, she was nothing if not professional. Gwendolyn rose to the applause and fluttered to the stage, the layers of her black dress making her appear to glide like an enormous bird of prey. She thanked the late-night comic, she thanked the board of the Beekman, she thanked her publisher, and then she delivered a speech Caroline had heard at three other awards dinners, about the importance of writing and truth-telling. It was a gracious and winning performance, and when Van squeezed her hand under the table, she squeezed it back.

			The entrées rolled out, salmon with almond slivers and rice, five green beans carefully arranged in a row, and Gwendolyn commanded the table’s attention by tapping her fork on her wineglass and proposing a “game.”

			“It is such a pleasure to be around such deep and wide-ranging readers, and so I think we should all go around and recite our favorite poems from memory.” After being publicly shamed for her QVC travel wraps, Gwendolyn was eager to prove her literary credibility. Gwendolyn suggested this game at every dinner party, and Caroline and her father each had a small mental roster of poetry for various occasions. Gregory recited “For the Anniversary of My Death” by W. S. Merwin, casting his eyes fondly on Gwendolyn with the line “And the love of one woman.” Ned Clark went next, reciting “Fire and Ice” by Robert Frost, and Caroline bit her lip with private amusement. The poem was one of his very shortest, a nine-line rhyming poem that just repeated “ice” and “twice” and “suffice” and Caroline pictured him delivering it in high school to meet the bare minimum of some memorization assignment. They continued around the table in order, guests reciting from Rita Dove and Louise Gluck, and Caroline noticed with rising alarm that everyone seemed to have a poem on the tips of their tongues. Van would go before her and she tapped his knee and gave him a small frown, trying to figure out if he would want to escape to the men’s room or just take a pass. Van was looking at his phone under the table, his screen a hideous photo gallery of childhood rashes. But when the table turned to him Van did fine, clearing his throat and reciting a poem about love and seasons of change. “If I leave here tomorrow, would you still remember me?” he asked. Caroline was surprised to feel a pang of melancholy, a longing for Van even though he was right next to her.

			As dessert and coffee were ferried out from the kitchen, guests stood and darted from table to table for last-minute hobnobbing and cheek kisses. Van ducked into the cloakroom so that he could FaceTime with Bailey and see Dylan’s rash more closely. Caroline excused herself to visit the ladies’ room only to discover a line forty people deep, publishing executives wearing statement necklaces, a flock of tipsy ravens in lipstick. She turned to give up and nearly ran smack into Ned Clark.

			“Ned.” Caroline took half a step back. Instead of a tux Ned was wearing a slim navy suit that revealed a glimpse of his shirt cuffs. His hair looked freshly cut and somehow even after a long and wine-fueled dinner his eyes were bright and sharp. “Nice poem,” Caroline said. “I think we did Robert Frost in ninth-grade English.”

			Ned cocked his head and smiled wryly. “Weren’t you precocious?”

			“Just literate.”

			“And your boyfriend? Did he learn his poem at a keg party?”

			“He actually went to school for environmental science and sustainability. So.” She set her mouth in a thin line.

			“Ah, well, that explains the long hair,” Ned replied.

			“I saw Mom’s real agent, Marcy Pringle, is here tonight. Did you say hello, or is it awkward now that you stole her client?”

			“Who? ‘The Stale Chip?’ Nah. With all the royalties she got you’d think she could afford a better facelift. Yikes.”

			Caroline felt hot with irritation. She opened her mouth and then closed it.

			“You’re doing the Palmer Preston Fellowship up in Greenhead, aren’t you?” Ned asked.

			“Are you stalking me?”

			“I’ve been there before. Megavoice represents Preston’s estate, and I go up occasionally to meet with the trustees.”

			Caroline felt the floor drop out from under her. Ned Clark was involved with Preston’s estate? Had he told them to give her the fellowship as some kind of gesture of pity? Or to get her out of New York? “I didn’t realize your star-fucking extended all the way to New England. Good for you,” she muttered sarcastically.

			“Anyway, wish I had time to talk, but this is a work event for me.” Ned gave her an enormous fake smile. “Glad your parents let you come.”
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			Caroline silently steamed in the car on the way back to the apartment, Van and Gregory chatting about the speeches, Gwendolyn tapping away at her phone. Caroline was lost in her own disgruntled thoughts when she realized her father was talking to her.

			“Did you feel that way, Caroline?”

			“What?”

			“When you wrote your New Yorker story about what happened in Portugal?”

			“What about it?”

			“Did you feel like you had to write it quickly before you forgot the experience?”

			“Oh, I guess so,” Caroline said.

			“I didn’t realize you were mugged in Portugal,” Van said, surprised.

			“It wasn’t a big deal. I got a scrape on my elbow,” Caroline explained.

			“I just thought your New Yorker story was made up.”

			“Oh, the story wasn’t exactly what happened, I just sort of took something real and then ran with it.” Caroline smiled.

			“You were always creative.” Gregory nodded. “I had this great idea for a novel once, but then when I sat down to write, I realized it was the plot of Shawshank Redemption. I think I even gave the characters the same names.” He laughed but Van looked pensive.
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			Back at the Lash apartment Caroline changed into her pajamas and Van stripped off his tux, flopping down beside her on the bed in his undershirt and boxers.

			“That was horrendous,” Caroline groaned, snugging herself up against him. Van smelled so good to her, some mysterious elixir made from deodorant, shampoo, and whatever amazing pheromones his body created.

			“Aw, it wasn’t that bad.”

			“Liar. You’re just a good sport.”

			“All good,” Van said absently.

			“You know, you were amazing at the table.” Caroline turned on her side to face him, his perfect profile, his chest against the cotton undershirt. “I love that you had a poem memorized and ready.”

			“Ah, yes, the great poet Ronnie Van Zant,” said Van with a laugh.

			“Who is that?”

			“Caroline, I was reciting the lyrics to ‘Freebird’ by Lynyrd Skynyrd.” Van beamed. He began to sing the poem aloud and it suddenly clicked why the verses had sounded so familiar. It was a song played on a thousand classic rock stations for fifty years. Caroline pulled her hair across her face and laughed with embarrassment—for herself and for Van at the same time. God. Van turned back to his phone. “I’m trying to figure out if Dylan has diaper rash or eczema. The rash is mostly on the inside of his butt. Here, look at this picture.” He turned the screen for Caroline to see.
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			They slept tangled up in her childhood bed that night and woke at nine, Caroline momentarily disoriented by the sounds of New York, the wheeze of a bus on the avenue, the wail of a siren across town. “We’re meeting Nina downtown for brunch.” She rubbed her eyes sleepily.

			“I’m not sure…” Van looked at his phone. “There’s an Acela at ten thirty but then the next one isn’t until noon…”

			“You want to head back right away?” Caroline asked, offended. “Let’s get brunch with Nina and then grab an afternoon train if we have to.”

			“The noon wouldn’t get us home until almost five and Dylan goes to bed at six.” Van looked sorry, but not sorry enough. “If you want to have brunch with Nina you should stay. You could take the later train.”

			Caroline frowned. The idea that Van was going back to Greenhead with or without her stung.

			“Okay, that’s fine,” Caroline said tightly. “We’ll just get bagels at the train station.” She got up and went to take a shower and texted Nina from the bathroom.

			Oh shit we can’t make brunch. Van has to get back for Dylan.

			Noooo!

			I’m so sorry

			Honestly it’s fine but I’m a little worried about you

			What? Why?

			I think you and Van are in really different places in life

			I know. But it’s like when your boyfriend goes away to college and you’re still in high school. It feels like a big difference but it’s not.

			Lol you say that like you had a boyfriend in high school

			So you ARE mad!

			No but seriously, I just want you to be careful with your heart

			He has a BABY not a terminal illness. Cut him some slack for now, OK? It’s a hectic time.

			I’m not interested in cutting some slack for a dude I don’t know. I am interested in taking care of my GIRL. YOU. I love you, ok?

			Ok ok ok, Caroline sent an emoji of a bagel and then turned her phone to Do Not Disturb.

			Dylan The Whole Time

			After the rash on Dylan’s bum cleared up, Van became focused on sleep training. After sleep training it was an ear infection. All through the month of December Caroline waited for things to get back to normal. Before Dylan was born, Van would drive straight to Caroline’s house after work, but now he went to Bailey’s first, arriving at Caroline’s cottage close to nine looking rumpled and dreamy, a blotch of spit-up on his shirt. When they walked at Appleton Farms, instead of noting the mussed grass of a deer trail or the feather of a hawk on the path, he talked about the nearsightedness of infants under six months, the advantages of playing babies classical music. He took parenting as seriously as he took everything else, reading countless articles about early childhood development. He was fascinated with Dylan, even the parts that were objectively disgusting, the hair that fell out on top of his head, the way you could almost see through his translucent pale skin. Caroline felt horribly jealous and, on top of that, guilty for judging a baby over his hideous skin. She had been so used to feeling the full force of Van’s care, manifested with oil changes for her car, cups of coffee delivered to her desk, waterproofing spray for her boots—Van’s love language being, obviously, “acts of service”—that she was startled by the shift. When he did come over, they made out and drank wine and watched movies at her cottage, but she noticed he kept looking at his phone, and when she peered over his shoulder, she saw he was just scrolling through pictures of Dylan, looking at a shared photo site Bailey had made for her friend group. It was better than catching her boyfriend on Tinder, but only barely.
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			For Christmas Caroline assumed she would return to New York, a restaurant dinner with her parents followed by a weekend of museums and light bickering, so was startled to learn the Lash family had entirely different plans.

			“We’re going to Anguilla with Ned Clark!” announced Gwendolyn.

			“What? Why?” Caroline was bewildered.

			“Because Megavoice represents about six writers with homes there and one of them invited Ned and asked him to bring his friends.”

			“Mom, Ned Clark is not your friend. He’s your literary agent! Why would you spend Christmas with your literary agent instead of your daughter? This is not normal!”

			“Oh, Caroline,” Gwendolyn tutted. “I blame this on myself for not giving you a sibling. You only children can be very territorial about your parents. You’re not used to sharing. But this is what most grown children eventually have to realize. Parents divide their time among siblings for holidays.”

			“Mom.” Caroline frowned. “Ned Clark is not my sibling.”

			“As adults we have the chance to create our own chosen families,” said Gwendolyn firmly, and left Caroline to fend for herself.
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			Bailey announced that she would take the baby back to Florida for the holidays and Van moped around like a lovesick teenager. His family was going to Maine for the week, and he invited Caroline to tag along, but all of his cousins would be there, meaning Van would be sharing the sleeping porch with three teenagers, so she decided to stay on the Neck and work on her writing instead. They exchanged gifts on the twenty-third, Caroline giving Van a new birding book from Sibley and Van presenting her with a shiny silver compost can for her kitchen counter. It was better than the Christmas her mother gave her a subscription box of Proactive for her hormonal acne, she reflected, but as soon as Van left, Caroline shoved the compost can under the sink next to the bucket of old sponges.
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			In January, along with a vague sense of impending doom, Caroline experienced her first true New England winter. She was shocked by just how much colder life was in her little cottage. She missed New York’s cozy taxi rides, the blasts of heat that came up through grates in the sidewalk, the feeling of eight million other bodies keeping the entire city ten degrees warmer.

			Van, of course, loved the cold. Over and over he repeated that “there was no such thing as bad weather, just bad clothing,” a statement so empirically false that Caroline found herself mentally tallying the survivors of hurricanes, tornados, and wildfires who would kick him in the shins for saying so. Still, she layered running tights under her jeans, she layered wool socks until her toes cramped in her boots, and she bought a pair of electric handwarmers shaped like happy avocados that she kept in the pockets of her coat. Van, meanwhile, pulled on his green wool hat and sauntered out into the world, comfortable as could be, as if there weren’t literal icicles hanging from the bumper of her car.

			One frigid Saturday in January they drove to the Crane Estate to hike the trails up in the dunes. Van had been with Dylan the night before, Caroline had eaten dinner alone with a crossword, and even once he got to the cottage and climbed into her bed, Caroline couldn’t shake the feeling that he was only there in body; his spirit was still somewhere over at Budweiser Manor.

			She parked her car in the town lot by a row of horse trailers—dogs and horses were allowed on the beach in the winter—and together she and Van walked the boardwalk to the beach to the trails in the dunes. Even though Greenhead was most wonderful in the summer, the season of beachcombing and fruit picking, Caroline could see that there was an almost alien beauty to the place in the winter. The marshes and the beach were covered in snow, tree branches froze and shimmered like glass, the river turned white and jagged as the tide pushed and pulled, buckling plates of ice along the banks. She and Van walked the long rolling hills from the castle to the cliff and stood at the top, looking down the beach and across the ocean at the islands in the distance.

			“Aw, Van, remember when you took a tour of your own workplace just to try to hit on me?” Caroline squinted at him playfully.

			“It’s a fine day for sailing, Mrs. Crane. Shall we grab the soup tureen?”

			“We should take a trip together this spring,” said Caroline, suddenly overcome with the idea. “We’ve been dating almost a year, we could do something special, like go to Portugal or Montenegro.”

			“I’ve never been to Portugal or Montenegro.”

			“I’ve only been to Portugal with my parents. We would have so much more fun. I’ll drag you to Lisbon and the Algarve, then I bet they even have cool Portuguese birds for you to watch.” Caroline bumped her shoulder against him happily.

			“Yeah.” Van laughed weakly. “I can’t go to Europe, though. I don’t have that kind of money. And I couldn’t leave Dylan for that long.”

			“I’d pay for it,” Caroline offered. “It wouldn’t be fancy, just flights and low-key hotels. We could go for a week, or five days.” Since her cottage was paid for by the fellowship, Caroline had hardly any expenses. She could easily swing a few thousand dollars to cover Van’s half.

			“I can’t just let you pay for stuff, Caroline.” Van turned to her, his eyes were sad and serious. “I need to be ready to pay for preschool, for summer childcare.”

			“Okay.” Caroline tried, “We could just go to Nashville or Memphis, stay in an Airbnb. Whatever. It doesn’t have to be international.”

			“That’s the thing, though.” Van looked pained. “I can’t go off traveling with you. I need to be here for Dylan.”

			Van was a college freshman while she was a high school senior. She had started repeating this to herself like a private mantra. “I get it, Van. He’s little. Soon you won’t need to be here all the time. But we can start to plan ahead for when he’s sleep trained.”

			“Caroline.” The expression on his face was so weird that she felt a pit in her stomach. “I want to be with him all the time.”

			“But that’s right now, Van, while he’s a baby. He’s not going to be a baby forever.”

			“No, but I’m going to be his dad forever.”

			“Obviously. I know that. I’m not saying don’t be his dad. I don’t even know what that means…” Caroline trailed off.

			“This isn’t fair to you,” Van said quietly.

			“It’s temporary, Van. We knew it would be weird and awkward. We knew we’d have to muddle through a tricky time when he was a baby. Remember? We talked about this. You asked me to try. This is me. Trying.”

			“But I didn’t get it back then. I thought having a baby was just that—having a baby. But it’s having a baby that becomes a child that becomes a person. And there’s no end date on that. I’m never going to be done. This is how it’s always going to be.”

			How it’s always going to be. “So, what does that mean for me?” Caroline asked.

			“I love you so much. I think you’re wonderful. But I can’t be a good boyfriend to you. I can’t go on vacation. I can’t go out to dinner. I can’t even spend an hour having brunch with your best friend. Do you know how shitty I feel about that?”

			“Yeah,” Caroline said quietly. “That was shitty.”

			“I want to be a good partner to you, but more than that, I want to be a good father.”

			“And you feel like I’m getting in the way? Of you being a father?”

			“I can’t do both,” Van said, and he looked so sad Caroline felt broken for him. She wanted to put her arms around him, but suddenly she didn’t know if she was allowed to touch him anymore.

			“So this is it? We’re breaking up?” Everything was happening so fast.

			“I’m sorry, Caroline.”

			She wanted to ask for a time-out. She wanted to go back ten minutes to when she was talking about Portugal and Montenegro and undo the entire thing. Control, alt, delete, don’t save document. Could she make him take it back? But, no, she realized. He was breaking up with her. He was telling her it was over. Caroline felt her nose and eyes stinging, the tears about to come, so she turned around and walked away as quickly as she could before Van could see. She stumbled down the path to the beach, the wind freezing on her wet face. In the parking lot she realized they had both come in her car, that Van would have to find his own way home, maybe borrow a truck from work, but she couldn’t stand to sit next to him, to have him watch her snot and sob and fall apart. It would be humiliating for her, and also unkind to him, to make him watch her suffer when he was hurting so much too. She got in her car and drove, leaving him behind.

			This wasn’t something that he had just blurted out. She now understood he had been thinking about it. Understood he had rehearsed some of this speech. She felt so stupid that while she’d been waiting for him at her cottage, eating her sad little dinners, thinking about the trips they would take, the children they would have, he had been planning his goodbye. She’d been delusional, pitiable, a fool. This whole time she had been so worried about the other woman in their relationship, so sure that Bailey would be the thing to tear them apart, but she’d been wrong. It had been Dylan the whole time.

		

	
		
			
				Eleven

				Fran
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			The Hurt Waist

			RJ was the biggest germaphobe Fran had ever met. He wouldn’t drink out of a cup his own children had used. He wouldn’t take a lick of Fran’s ice cream. He preferred to have his own tube of toothpaste, and he would rather have slammed a screen door on his finger than partake of a shared bowl of dip at a party. The guy was deathly afraid of germs (unless someone passed him a bong, and then suddenly he was fine with putting his mouth all over it). He was nuts, really, and so it shouldn’t have surprised Fran to realize that her children were growing into tiny little nutcases as well.

			London had been to the school nurse so many times with so many imagined ailments over the course of the last year that Fran and the nurse had become friends. Fran knew her coffee order, they texted each other happy birthday, and she’d even bought the woman a dog bed for her new puppy. It seemed like London just needed a break from the classroom, and so Fran and the nurse eventually came up with a system where, unless he was bleeding, she would just let him color quietly in her office for half an hour before sending him back to class. Unfortunately, over the summer she had taken a better-paying job working for the school in Manchester-by-the-Sea, and the nurse Greenhead hired to replace her was decidedly less interested in entertaining a seven-year-old who said his “waist hurt.” So far this year Fran had needed to pick him up early from school five times.

			Fran was in the middle of a complex plan for shipping an engine kit when her phone rang.

			“Hi, is this London’s mom?” The nurse’s voice was vaguely singsong. It was like she enjoyed telling parents to come get their kids. “There’s no emergency, but London’s not feeling so great. We took his temperature and it’s normal, but his teacher and I have decided that he’s not himself and should go home.”

			The thing was, there was really nothing to say once the nurse had decided your kid needed to leave. You could push back, you could insist they hold your kid in the office for the day, but then you just looked like a bad parent. Also, with Fran’s luck, it would be the one time he actually had appendicitis.

			When Fran arrived at the school, London at least had the decency to look embarrassed. He coughed and gave the nurse a little wave as he followed Fran back to the car. “How ya doing, bud?” She kissed his forehead, and it was cool and dry, no fever.

			“I’m okay. It’s just pain in my waist.”

			“Did you eat your lunch too fast?”

			“Maybe. Or maybe I had too much water? Like, I got too hydrated?”

			“That’s not very likely.”

			“Well, maybe I burped hard.”

			“Okay.” Fran sighed.

			She buckled him into the back seat and instead of driving him home where he would be underfoot as she worked, she decided to take him out to RJ’s job site so that he could keep an eye on him instead. Eben and Max had bought a massive house on Great Neck with water views and a kitchen that hadn’t been touched since the 1980s. Eben had hired RJ to handle the renovation—of course—and together they spent hours and hours discussing the merits of a gas fireplace versus electric, a wine cave versus a mudroom. It was both very boring and very sweet.

			When Fran pulled up to the house, Eben’s Jeep was parked out front right next to RJ’s truck.

			“Hey dude, why aren’t you at school?” Eben greeted them at the door and gave London a fist bump.

			“I have a hurt waist,” London said sheepishly, and slid past to find RJ.

			“God, I hate when my waist hurts.” Eben hugged Fran hello.

			“Sometimes I just get achy fingernails.”

			“I get earlobe pain.” They snickered and Eben and Fran walked around, checking out the new floors, the kitchen island, the Italian marble going into the bathrooms. Eben looked a lot like his sister, Augusta. They had the same fair skin, freckled in the summer, the same light hair, Augusta’s slightly more strawberry, Eben more blond. They were both slim and lanky, gawky as teenagers, but they had grown into their features. While he showed her the new fixtures, Eben flexed his fingers, cracking the knuckles, a gesture Fran had seen him do thousands of times, and it made her smile.

			It was funny, they had been out of high school for more than a decade, she and Eben were now friends, their lives totally intertwined, but Fran always felt that she knew him better than he realized. Maybe it was because he was Augusta’s older brother, because he, Colin, and Van had been so popular, so adored by the younger girls in school. She and the others in her grade had regarded the three of them the way most people would minor celebrities, keeping tabs on who they were dating, which parties they went to, who got caught sneaking beer into a White Stripes concert. When Van and Bailey started hooking up sophomore year it felt like Bruce Springsteen pulling Courtney Cox onstage, like she had been chosen. When Colin would say hi to them in the halls, Augusta and Fran would grin like idiots. In retrospect it was wild how obsessed they had all been with three guys who thought Mike’s Hard Lemonade was a fancy thing to bring to a party.
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			“Did you hear about Van?” Eben asked, his voice getting quiet as if Van might suddenly pop out of the pantry.

			“No, what happened?” Fran asked curiously.

			“He and Caroline broke up last week.” Eben looked flushed with guilt to be gossiping.

			“No fucking way.” Fran was shocked. She thought they were a good pair and it seemed like she and Van had already done the hard part, had already decided to stay together after the pregnancy news, after the birth. “Do you know why? Is she moving or something?”

			“I think the situation was just too weird—Van feeling pulled in two different directions.”

			Fran nodded. “Kids change everything.”

			“Yep.” Eben seemed to get it too, seemed to know Caroline had been a good thing for Van, but it felt traitorous to say more behind his back, so they looked at each other sadly and then carried on with the tour, Eben showing her the primary bedroom, the office, the guest room, and then a small room that he referred to as “the nursery.”

			“Where are you guys with the surrogate decision?” Fran asked. For a few months Eben and Max had been going back and forth, Eben wanting to adopt, Max wanting to have their own with a surrogate.

			“The surrogate thing is so complicated. It also means choosing an egg donor.”

			“Would you ever think about asking Augusta for an egg?”

			“No.” Eben frowned. “The genetic factor makes it risky. If we used my sister’s egg, the baby could be born with a stick up its butt.”

			Fran laughed. “I’ve heard that’s a concern.” It made Fran happy that Eben and Max were renovating this house. She had wondered over the years if Greenhead was gay enough for them, if Eben felt like he could live in the place he’d grown up. He had dated women in high school and Fran figured it was because coming out back then would have been hard. Sure, there were students who were out, but none of them seemed to be particularly thriving. Mostly kids seemed to stay closeted until they left town for college. But now Eben was making his dream home, planning to raise a family ten minutes away from the pink house where he grew up. Fran felt proud of the way Greenhead had changed, and then dumb for being proud—what had they all really done other than follow along with the changing times?
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			Fran and Eben found London in the great room reviewing the contents of his backpack.

			“What do you have there, bud?” Eben crouched down to take a closer look.

			“It’s a Bulbasaur Pokémon card. This one is really rare. By the time I’m a grown-up it could be worth probably a thousand dollars. Or like fifty thousand.”

			“Wow.” Fran and Eben exchanged grins. “Are you sure it’s safe to carry that thing around?”

			“Maybe I shouldn’t.” London looked worried.

			“Nah, you’ll take good care of it.” Eben patted his shoulder. “Show us what else you’ve got in there.” Together they sifted through London’s assortment: a tiny plastic catapult from inside a Kinder egg, a navy rubber bracelet with the Red Sox logo, a latex puddle of fake vomit, a Lego Batman figure, the Pokémon card, and the map.

			“Wow.” Fran admired his treasures. Her house was full of this exact detritus, remnants from birthday party goodie bags, plastic junk traded at school, beloved garbage collected all along her children’s travels, all destined for the landfill—if Fran could ever get them to throw it away.
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			It was two o’clock and Fran wanted to get back online before her boss noticed she was away from her desk, so she went up to the primary bath to let RJ know she was leaving London with him. He wasn’t there, he wasn’t in the guest bath, and Fran was confused until she heard voices outside, RJ’s laugh unmistakable. She found him on the third-floor deck smoking a joint with the tile guy, admiring the view across the bay.

			“Hey!” He scooped her into a hug. “What are you doing here?”

			“London wasn’t feeling well so I picked him up from school. I was thinking I’d leave him with you for the afternoon.” Fran cocked her head to the side, surveying the scene. The joint was mostly gone, a pack of American Spirits rested on the railing alongside a lighter and an empty bottle of Gatorade with a few butts in the bottom. Seemed liked they’d been out here for a while.

			“Oops, nope, we’re getting ready to do the primary bath tilework. Justin here said he only had an hour today, but somehow I convinced him to hang out and give me until four!” RJ started giggling. He was baked. She wasn’t going to let him drive London home. She forced herself to give RJ a tolerant smile and kiss goodbye.

			

			
				[image: ]
			

			Back downstairs Fran said her farewells to Eben, extracted London, and buckled him into the car, driving along the north side of the Neck, pretty little houses dotting the hill to the left, the ocean stretching forever off on her right. She was jealous of Eben and Max. She’d love a house on the Neck. Before her father lost all that money, she’d dreamed about one day building her own. That now seemed exceedingly unlikely. Fran had told RJ about the betting apps, about how much her father had lost, and RJ was outraged on her behalf, calling her brothers degenerates for getting her father gambling in the first place. “Your brothers need to make this right. Kon should sell his Land Rover. Damien should sell his boat. Or maybe your parents should downsize.” Fran agreed with him, and her brothers had each coughed up a few thousand dollars to cover a mortgage payment, but it wasn’t close to enough. Fran had her savings, but most of her money was locked up in her 401(k) or in the kids’ college funds. She gave her parents ten grand to help, but they were still drowning in debt; their salaries had barely been enough before they had fallen behind. Every time she thought about asking RJ to give them money, she felt sick. She had refused to marry him when he was young and broke. She hadn’t helped him with a penny of his student loans. Instead, she had made it crystal clear that theirs was a partnership with boundaries, with limits. She couldn’t now ask him to do for her the very thing she’d refused to do for him. All along Fran had thought of herself as the stronger one. RJ was the wild card, RJ was the loose cannon, and Fran was rock solid. On some level Fran had refused to marry him because she was protecting herself from his potential chaos. If she asked him for money, it would change the entire balance of their relationship. It would make her vulnerable in a way she couldn’t tolerate.

			She followed the curve of Jeffrey’s Neck Road down past the small beach where clammers waded, past the marshes, white with ice. She passed Strawberry Hill, dog walkers winding through the tall winter grass, and the gates of Cuvilly, where the nuns ran a preschool in an old dairy barn. She was all the way down on High Street by the Clam Box when her phone rang.

			“Hi, is this Hale’s mom?” It was the school nurse.

			“Yep. Me again.”

			“So there’s no emergency, but Hale says his ‘windpipe’ hurts.”

			Fran turned the car around.

			Honolulu

			If youth was wasted on the young, then business travel, Fran decided, was wasted on the childless. Her trip to Honolulu would be her first time away from the kids, and even though she knew she should be anxious about leaving her boys, sick with the idea of missing them, she couldn’t quite hide the thrill building in her chest.

			Fran did everything she could to make the week easy for RJ. She made her own gift-a-day calendar, buying London and Hale seven little toys each—fidgets and Pokémon cards and ring pops—wrapping them in paper, numbering them so that they could open one every evening of her trip, taping a little love note to each. London could read his notes, but Hale couldn’t, so his were mostly pictures of hearts and volcanos and bees. She loaded the fridge with ingredients for tacos and sandwiches, she made and froze a lasagna. Her mother had done this when Fran was in high school—she had gone away for a week when her sister had a baby—and when she came home the freezer was still full of food, Fran’s father having ordered the kids pizza seven nights in a row.

			Fran hadn’t set foot in an office in years, her wardrobe consisted entirely of jeans and T-shirts, so Augusta insisted she come over and borrow some clothing. “Fran, you can’t go to a professional conference dressed like the Celtics water boy,” she scolded. She handed Fran a stack of blue and white tops and a navy swimsuit because, apparently, Fran’s current suit was “fine if you’re cleaning a fish tank, but otherwise not a viable piece of clothing.”

			On the flight Fran meant to work, but instead reveled in the novelty of travel without children. She kept sitting up, suddenly worried she had forgotten a car seat, a stroller, and then remembering with a rush that she didn’t need to think about anyone but herself. Her company had booked her in business class, and as guilty as Fran felt for the extravagance, she couldn’t help but enjoy it, peering discreetly at her fellow passengers, mostly men on laptops, and wondering what important things they did. She drank a glass of white wine and watched six episodes of Modern Marvels, she ate an entire Share Size pack of chocolate-covered pretzels and read an issue of National Geographic cover to cover, she fell asleep and woke up with a jolt, smacking her legs into the tray table and hoping her seatmate didn’t notice. It was the best flight of her life, all twelve hours of it.

			When the plane landed in Honolulu it was five o’clock local time, so eleven back at home. Fran sent RJ a text to let him know she had arrived safely, and he sent back a photo of the boys from earlier that afternoon, London flashing a peace sign and Hale clutching a plastic lizard. There was a driver at baggage claim holding a placard with her name on it—again, giving Fran a private thrill and making her feel like a famous person—and he led her out the sliding doors to his car, the warm air hitting her face and sending a blast of happiness through her body. Families hugged and put flowered leis around each other’s necks, bright purple plumeria so powerfully perfumed that Fran could smell them as she walked by. After a day of recirculated air Fran felt her skin soaking up the humidity; she was like one of those little bath capsules that expanded in water, unfolding into a tiny foam crocodile or giraffe.

			The hotel entrance was something out of a movie, lit with tiki torches, hot pink bougainvillea spilling down massive planters. She checked in and a bellman led her to her room, pulling her suitcase ahead of her, winding down concrete paths past lava rock walls, trees cascading with yellow plumeria, and a dark and sexy restaurant where Fran could see the bar lit with candles. Her room was on the second floor with a balcony overlooking the ocean. The bellman pulled back the curtain and pointed to Moloka‘i, a silver mountain across the water she would have mistaken for a cloud. She handed him ten dollars, and when he left, instead of doing any of the things she would normally do when traveling with children—asking her boys who was hungry, who had to pee, frantically trying to find someone’s beloved stuffed animal so that he could go to sleep right away—she shucked off her shoes, pulled on her swimsuit, and tripped back down to the beach to plunge straight into the water.
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			Of course, she woke up at four in the morning, wired and convinced she had overslept. She had a text from Kon.

			They need 5K for the mortgage by the 20th. I’m tapped out.

			I’m traveling for work this week. Talk when I’m back.

			She couldn’t think of the last time her brother had texted her just to be nice. He only ever wanted things from her. Her father at least called her to thank her for the help. He had cried over the phone the previous week, grateful and embarrassed, and Fran hated it so much she hung up as soon as she could. She threw her phone in her bag and got dressed in Augusta’s clothes.
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			At the conference center she showed her ID to a man in a khaki suit and Hawaiian shirt who handed her a schedule, a lanyard printed with her name, and an envelope of cash. “What’s this?” she asked, peering at the neat stack of $50 bills.

			“That’s your conference stipend. For dinner or coffee or whatever you need.”

			“Oh, thanks.” Fran flushed. Her company had paid for her airfare and hotel, she knew the conference would be feeding her three meals a day, so she hadn’t anticipated cash on top of that. She tucked the envelope into her bag. She studied the map and made her way down the carpeted hallways to the King Kamehameha Large Conference Room, where the team from Ingalls would start the day. She smiled nervously, helping herself to a bottle of water and choosing a seat at the long table. As Fran looked around at her colleagues, about two dozen people shuffling around the pastry platter and finding chairs, she saw she was the only woman in the room. She wasn’t surprised—this was often the case in engineering—but since her group usually worked over email or Slack she hadn’t quite noticed how much she stood out. The guy next to her beamed at her enthusiastically and Fran smiled back, suddenly realizing how this conference was going to unfold.

			The truth was that Fran had been “nerd candy” since high school. It was her cross to bear as a good-looking girl majoring in science and engineering. She was forever surrounded by hopelessly geeky guys, boys with wispy facial hair, boys who wore mom jeans, then, later, men who talked too much about Star Wars or still bought and displayed model trains. Fran knew these boys only liked her because she was the sole female in their line of vision. She was the one they invited to their study groups, the one who willingly spent her weekends at Popsicle stick bridge-building competitions, the one who was nice enough to talk to them as they spit slightly because of their retainers. As Fran looked around the conference room at her colleagues, she felt like a queen bee swarmed by her writhing drones.

			Their CFO and lead data scientist started the day with a talk on how they could grow their business. After that Fran followed her schedule to a seminar on the future of the deep sea, then she attended a panel on clean energy. In each of the rooms Fran was one of only a few women, and found herself constantly fielding offers of coffee, bottled water, help with her chair, or a plug-in for her laptop charger. It was like being a visiting dignitary from the land of double X chromosomes, a rare and celebrated guest. The fact that Fran didn’t wear a wedding ring was certainly a factor.

			Lunch was served in a grand ballroom, and while Fran waited for the speakers to begin, declining an offer of Diet Coke from a sweet guy wearing transition lenses, she texted RJ. Hey how’s the home front? It was dinnertime back in Greenhead and Fran pictured the boys fresh from the bath, faces pink, eating chicken nuggets in their pajamas.

			Three little gray dots appeared. I love u mom. This is London

			Hi baby! Fran texted back. How was school?

			Can u catch Pokémon there and trade them with me? It will give me candy to evolve them.

			Fran laughed. You want me to spend my work trip in Hawaii playing Pokémon Go?

			Yes, London replied, and sent a heart emoji

			OK. I love you, buddy! Fran stashed her phone in her bag. Even though she found the whole thing kind of creepy from a privacy perspective, Fran had downloaded the Pokémon Go app on her phone so that Hale could use it while London used RJ’s. They were forever running around the park, holding their phones in front of them, and screaming about which imaginary creatures they had captured.

			After four more panels and then a dinner in the same ballroom, Fran made her way out to the front of the conference center where a car would take her back to the hotel. As she waited on a bench, she pulled out her phone and opened the game, logging in as Hale and immediately capturing a “Sandshrew” and a “Squirtle.” She sent London a Poké Ball gift, knowing he’d be excited when he woke up in the morning.

			“Oh nice, you got that Sandshrew.” A voice startled her, and she looked up. A guy her age grinned and waved his own phone. He was skinny, with his long, black hair in a ponytail, and he wore shorts and a loose linen shirt.

			“It’s for my kid—” Fran started to explain.

			“Mm-hmm, right,” the guy teased. “He looks like he’s having fun.”

			Fran laughed. “Are you part of the engineering conference?”

			“I am. I’m Cal.”

			“Fran.”

			Cal worked for another contractor, his specializing in unmanned underwater vehicles. His company did work with the Navy and with scientists at Woods Hole. He was also staying at the Mauna Kea, and as they rode back to the hotel, they tried to count how many women had been at each of their panels. There were women who worked in marketing, women who worked in HR, but Fran was a unicorn among the engineers, the ratio something like nine to one.

			As their car pulled in front of the hotel Cal slid out and Fran noticed something fall from his pocket. She bent down and scooped it up from the footwell. It was a vape pen.

			“Hey—”

			“Oh shit.” Cal covered his mouth.

			“Weed?” Fran asked, widening her eyes.
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			They spent the evening getting high on the beach and running around in the sand catching Pokémon, and it was the most fun Fran had had in months. Cal was unabashedly geeky, obsessed with online role-player games, George R. R. Martin, and Lord of the Rings. He had a tattoo of a dragon on his shoulder, and he confessed that for his last vacation he’d gone to Disneyland and visited the Star Wars park three days in a row.

			“How much does that cost?” Fran asked, aghast.

			“It’s like two hundred bucks a day.”

			“So you spent six hundred dollars going to a theme park?”

			“Oh no, with flights and hotel it was way more than that.” Cal laughed. “But that’s why we work, right? I’m single, so I don’t have to save for my kids to go to college, I don’t have to fly to some terrible small town to visit my in-laws at Christmas, I can just spend my money however I want.”

			“Whoa.” Fran tried to imagine a world where she could blow that kind of cash purely for her own entertainment.

			“Oh, don’t get jealous,” Cal teased.

			“I am jealous! But I’m also mentally trying to decide what I’d do if I didn’t have to spend all my money on kids’ summer camp and orthodontics and speech therapy.”

			“You could send yourself to the Harry Potter theme park,” Cal joked.

			“Nope. Here’s what I’d do if I didn’t have kids: I would get a massage once a week, I would order takeout sushi every night, and I’d throw out every single pair of socks that had bad elastic and just buy all new ones.”

			“Fran.” Cal looked at her in mock disappointment. “That is the most depressing thing I have ever heard. You’re going to use your newfound disposable income to buy socks.”

			“Shit, oh my God, you’re right.”

			“Dream bigger. Buy a toy. Like a motorcycle or a fast car.”

			“I’m not a motorcycle person.”

			“A yacht?” Cal suggested.

			“I’m not a yacht person either.”

			“Well, what kind of person are you?”

			“Cal!” Fran yelled in exasperation.

			“What?”

			“You can’t go asking me deep questions when I’m stoned! I’ll go and say something weird and freak out my new friend!”

			“Nah.” Cal bumped her knee with his own. “I like weird people.”
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			The light from the outdoor restaurant was playing on the water, music drifted from speakers hidden in the garden, and beautiful couples occasionally walked past along the beach, holding hands. Cal was in the gift shop buying potato chips when a man in a polo and leather flip-flops came over and crouched down next to Fran in the sand.

			“Hey, how’s it going?”

			“Hi,” Fran replied, confused. Had they met at the conference or was he hotel staff?

			“What are you up to?” His teeth were very white, and he looked like he had probably been in a fraternity.

			“Just hanging out,” Fran replied slowly.

			“My buddies and I are here for the golf tourney and we’ve been with the same foursome all day. We’re sick of talking to each other and we were wondering if you’d like to join us for a cocktail up at the bar, mix it up.”

			Oh, Fran realized. Not a coworker.

			“I’m actually just about to call it a night,” Fran said politely.

			“Booooo. Don’t be lame. Come talk to us,” he insisted.

			“I don’t think we like to talk about the same things,” Fran said. She saw Cal making his way down the path and wondered if he would think she knew this guy.

			“Ha!” White Teeth barked, surprised. “We’re pretty good conversationalists. We’re not going to talk about golf.”

			“No, I definitely don’t want to talk about golf.”

			“Well, what do you and your friends talk about? Gossip? We can gossip.”

			“We’re here for an engineering conference, so we were talking about drones,” Cal said, slipping into the conversation. He looked sort of heroic, but also like a skinny nerd with the munchies holding two giant bags of chips.

			“Drones! You’re funny. Okay, if that’s what you’re into, the boys can talk about drones. You’re both welcome.” The guy was chewing a piece of gum and he had leaned in close enough that Fran could smell the mint on his breath.

			“Nah.” Fran shook her head. “You guys couldn’t. Because unless you already know about the recent seizure of an unmanned underwater vehicle in the South China Sea and what it means for US security, especially now that the Chinese can camouflage drones to look like marine life, adding propulsion units that don’t require oxygen, markedly increasing the amount of time they can remain submerged and undetected, you’re just not going to be able to keep up. And we don’t want to spend our whole night explaining it to a bunch of guys.” Fran stared the man down.

			“Look, it’s fine if you don’t want to hang out.” The golfer got angrily to his feet. “You don’t need to be a bitch about it.”

			As he marched away Fran grinned happily. “I hate guys like that.”

			“But you could see why he was confused,” Cal offered. “Why would a woman possibly be sitting on the beach if not for the entertainment and stimulation of men?”

			“Obviously. And if I was sitting at the bar? Forget it.”

			“No, women only sit at bars alone if they want men to make sexual advances.”

			“True, true,” Fran agreed. “And after dark. It’s like a werewolf thing. The sun goes down and women all turn into possible sex objects.”

			“Werewolves are full moon,” Cal corrected. “Gremlins are after dark.”

			“You really are a nerd,” Fran said affectionately. As they walked back to the hotel with their potato chips, Fran decided that being mistaken for a sex worker was a universal part of the female experience, a rite of passage, as common as getting a period, breaking out from a bad eyebrow wax, or suffering from IBS but eating dairy anyway. It made her glad London and Hale were boys.
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			By unspoken agreement Fran and Cal smoked weed and played Pokémon on the beach the next night and the night after. In the mornings Fran would occasionally have a missed call from RJ or a text from London with a heart, she would plan to call back on her break, but as soon as she entered the conference center she was swept away by the swarm of activity, the talks, the breakout sessions, the brown-bag lunches, and the meet and greets. Fran got to know some of the guys on her team, she had coffee with her supervisor, and she took hours of notes on her laptop. There were tables of branded gifts, and Fran collected a portable phone charger, a fancy water bottle, an AirTag, and a waterproof laptop sleeve. She bought treasures for the boys at the hotel gift shop, little wooden surfboards on key chains, tiny glass bottles filled with sand, no different from the sand in Greenhead, but thirteen dollars a pop.

			On the fourth night of the conference Cal met Fran outside the center with a surprise. He handed her a gummy, and as Fran popped it into her mouth, Cal revealed that he’d booked them massages at the spa.

			“I hope that’s not weird. They aren’t in the same room or anything. You’re with a female masseuse. I just remembered what you said. And I had money from the random conference stipend, so I just wanted to book us both something nice.”

			“It’s not weird at all, but I’m paying for my own massage. You’re not treating,” Fran objected.

			“Nope. It’s already paid for. It was this, or I was just going to buy another lightsaber next time I go to Disney.”

			“Cal. You bought a lightsaber? What the fuck do you do with a lightsaber?” Fran giggled.

			“Um, sometimes I swing it around while I’m on conference calls?”

			Fran laughed. That sounded kind of fun, to be honest.
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			At the hotel, a woman in a crisp black uniform gave Fran a tour of the spa, showing her the lockers where she would leave her clothing, the robes and sandals she would wear, the steam room and sauna, and the relaxation room where she and Cal could rest for as long as they wished. The whole place smelled amazing and was filled with the sound of water gently cascading down lava rock walls, making Fran sort of want to pee.

			She changed into her robe, attaching the locker keys to her pocket with a safety pin and shuffling along the hall in the gray plastic shoes, feeling like a deeply glamorous geriatric patient. Fran’s masseuse was a tiny woman, but insanely strong, and prone to announcing facts about Fran’s lifestyle based on where she held tension. “Your neck is tight, you spend too much time at the computer,” or “You carried a baby on your right hip, you’re crooked.” Somehow the whole thing was enormously validating for Fran, a stranger literally able to feel the way her work and family was breaking her down bit by bit. Fran had never been high for a massage before, and it made the entire experience even better, her mind wandering happily as the masseuse thumbed a pressure point in Fran’s foot, making her left arm tingle like magic.

			All week Fran had pushed away thoughts about her real life: her father’s debt, her brothers’ selfishness, the increasing sense that something was unfair in her relationship with RJ. They both worked, they both took care of the kids, but it wasn’t a true fifty-fifty, not even close. Even if he technically spent just as many hours feeding them, driving them, squirting shampoo on their heads, he wasn’t on call the way Fran was. He didn’t check his phone to see if London’s teacher had emailed, he didn’t wake up in the night if he heard a cry, he didn’t spend his time with London going over the early-reading books, carefully sounding out the long and short a sounds. It sometimes felt like he treated parenting like a job where he was paid by the hour—he’d happily clock in and out, but the moment his shift was over he was four beers deep and out of uniform. Fran had been ignoring a little buzz in her chest, a growing resentment of him, and it was only in the quiet of this dark room, a stranger’s hands on her back, that she could acknowledge it for what it was.

			After the massage Fran wandered into the sauna, following the instructions on the sign to drizzle water on the hot rocks and sitting on the wooden bench as the steam turned her face red. After she was so hot that she felt vaguely dizzy, she found the relaxation room and poured herself a glass of water steeped in mint. She had spent more time with her thoughts this week than she had in seven years, maybe longer. Even though her days were filled with meetings, her evenings occupied with Cal, she still retired to her room every night, basking in the novelty of sleeping in her own bed, showering in silence, reading without anyone asking for a snack or putting their dirty socks on her pillow. But even thinking about Hale’s stinky socks gave Fran a quick pang. She missed her gamey little boys so much she thought she might cry.
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			On the last night of the conference, as all business travelers eventually must, Fran found herself at a karaoke bar. Cal’s team had rented the space and paid for an open bar and all around them men in khaki sipped sugary, hangover-inducing cocktails, lava flows and piña coladas and mudslides. Fran and Cal hid in the back, drinking vodka sodas and watching in horror as grown professional adults crooned “I Touch Myself” and “Sexual Healing” amid other professional adults, some of whom would decide their end-of-year bonuses. There was nothing stranger than corporate bonding, Fran reflected. It was like a version of fraternity hazing, where you were made to humiliate yourself, but not too much, made to drink in excess, but not show drunkenness, made to conjure the specter of sex but never, under any circumstances, engage in it. In some ways she was lucky in her chosen field. It was male dominated, but unlike investment banking or fintech she wasn’t subject to alpha dude activities like golf or strip clubs. Fran was a remote worker, but even the guys who worked on-site were more likely to bond over foosball and Ping-Pong. There was limited sexual tension in foosball.

			Every time one of Cal’s colleagues ventured to the back of the bar, insisting they take a turn on the microphone, Cal would claim he just needed a little more liquid courage and would get them another round. Fran didn’t want to sing, but even more than that, she wanted to be alone with Cal. They drank vodka after vodka. Fran ate a few greasy chicken wings, but still felt pretty hammered by the time they called a taxi and snuck out into the night. Back at the hotel they ordered room service to Cal’s room, grilled cheese and French fries, delivered with tiny glass bottles of ketchup and white linen napkins that seemed too nice for Fran to actually use wiping her greasy fingers. After they ate, they vaped and watched Life on the Discovery Channel narrated by Oprah Winfrey, Fran fascinated by the pulsing of the sea stars, the circular whirls of spawning fish.

			“Did you know that starfish are cannibalistic?” Fran asked.

			“Dark.”

			“So many fish are. The grossest ones are the sharks that eat their siblings in the womb.”

			“Siblicide. How biblical.”

			“I think my brothers would have eaten me,” Fran said sleepily. “I should go to bed.”

			“No, this is the best part,” Cal protested. “Oprah’s going to talk about the strawberry poison dart frog.”

			“Shit, I can’t miss that.” Fran laughed, propping her head up with a pillow and flicking her eyes sideways at Cal. He had perfect skin, a chin with a slight dimple at the center, his lips dark as plums. She had wanted to be close to him the whole night and the air between them felt charged. Cal felt Fran’s eyes on him and smiled. Fran waited to see what would happen next, her heart beating quickly, but Cal just grinned and ten minutes later they were asleep, Fran’s phone dead, her conference lanyard still around her neck.
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			In the morning Fran woke up on Cal’s bed thirstier than she had ever been in her life. She had a nagging feeling that she had done something wrong, but maybe she hadn’t. Cal was asleep on his side, and Fran got up quietly and padded down the hall to her room, carrying her shoes and laptop bag. In her room she plugged in her dead phone and when it came to life it chimed with a dozen missed calls and texts. They were from RJ’s phone.

			Hey London had a field trip today did u ever see a permission slip?

			He can’t go if we didn’t sign it

			Can Hale go to school if he vomited from eating too fast?

			Your brother keeps calling me WTF.

			Can we foster a dog? They said we could do six weeks. Wouldn’t that be fun?
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			Fran was hot with the beginning of a hangover. She packed her suitcase without bothering to fold anything, she bought a coffee in the lobby, and took a car to the airport, sending Cal’s call to voicemail and leaving without saying goodbye.

		

	
		
			
				Twelve

				Bailey
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			Bacon

			When Bailey was sixteen, she was a vegetarian for a year. It started because she accidentally watched some report on beef processing. She was so disgusted by the footage of the pink juices that she found herself gagging whenever she tried to eat a burger. It rapidly extended to chicken and turkey, and before long she was annoying her entire family by pretending to enjoy eggplant or eating only the bread and lettuce on her sandwiches. The thing that brought her back to the omnivorous fold, unsurprisingly, was bacon. She was at her grandmother’s one day and a plate of crispy bacon sat on the table. Without thinking, she reached out and snagged a piece. It was perfect. She ate seven strips and never looked back.

			When Bailey thought about her sex life, she wondered who her bacon would be, who might bring her back to her old self. At this point she had been celibate for six months, the longest run since she was a sophomore in high school. Her body was slowly healing, she was no longer bleeding, she could walk for an hour without getting dizzy, and the stitches had dissolved without her even noticing. Her stomach, which in the early weeks after birth had been loose and squishy like a deflated volleyball, had finally started to flatten out again. And yet, she had been skittish about the prospect of adult sleepovers ever since the shit show with Mac Maker at the hotel. Her sister Kylie felt strongly that Bailey needed to “get out of the house and have a date night.” She kept bringing it up and offering to babysit. “When Lulu was born, Jeff and I decided that we were going to have a date night every single week and we’ve done it ever since. Date nights have saved our marriage,” she said wisely. “It also means we prioritize our sex life. Physical touch is really important to Jeff.” Bailey fought back a gag. But the funny thing about Kylie’s insistence on a “date night” was that she didn’t seem to actually understand that Bailey wasn’t dating anyone. “Meet someone new!” she admonished. “When I was single, I’d go out on three different dates a week.”

			“The fact that you did that before Tinder is mind-blowing,” Bailey said. “I don’t even know how you found three different people without the internet.”

			“Oh, it was easy. Our fund shared an office building with about six other investment banks and there was one big cafeteria filled with almost all guys. I’d just pretend to have trouble opening the fridge for a Diet Coke and half the time someone helped me he’d end up asking me out.”

			“You were dating multiple guys who all worked in the same building?”

			“Yeah, it started to get a little awkward balancing all of them plus the Bruins players, but around that time things were getting serious with Jeff, so it all worked out for the best!”

			Bailey’s sisters were walking nightmares. Still, Bailey went on Tinder and lined up a date with a real estate investor who lived in Southie. They had cocktails and easy conversation, he was handsome and age appropriate, but halfway through her second drink Bailey started showing him photos of Dylan and everything got weird. It wasn’t that he minded her having a baby, it was that Bailey realized the intense longing she felt to be home cuddling Dylan far outweighed any desire she had to pull off the guy’s clothes. They said goodnight and Bailey was home by nine.
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			It was fine, Bailey decided, to just let that old part of her life go. If she needed to sip a martini in a bar, she could ask Augusta or Fran. If she needed to get off, she could do it on her own. She didn’t want to be dating when she could spend every single night with the guy she loved best. Sure, she was a little lonely, and she desperately missed flirting, but she felt like she was fine on her own.

			Fine, until the candle thing scared her half to death.
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			Over the past year Bailey had developed the most insane sense of smell. It was possibly the weirdest part about motherhood, even weirder than the random crying jags, the hair loss, or the tingling nipples. She felt like a drug dog or a truffle hunting pig, and while people talked about how strong smells affected women during pregnancy, she had been unprepared for the fact that her new superpower would stick around even after. Bailey could smell the flowers on the kitchen counter from two rooms away. She could smell leftover lasagna through the closed door of the refrigerator. And most troubling of all, she could smell the diaper pail from every single room in the house. Honestly, despite scented bags and pedal twisting mechanisms, there was nothing that actually worked to keep the horrific stench under control. Without her mother coming by to watch Dylan in the mornings, Bailey found herself unable to take out the diapers for days at a time. Dylan cried every time she put him down, and the act of pulling on boots and a jacket and hefting the steaming green bag out to the driveway while wearing the baby in his carrier just seemed utterly impossible. So, to make her house habitable, Bailey started burning candles nonstop, the expensive ones that cost sixty dollars and masked Budweiser Manor in perfume. It was like living in a sorority house where layers of vanilla and jasmine almost-but-not-quite obscured the stink of true filth.

			It was noon on a Tuesday and Bailey was in her pajamas, trying to make a bottle while Dylan sobbed uncontrollably against her chest. When the fire alarm went off it was shockingly loud, a screaming siren from the second floor, and her first impulse was to cover Dylan’s ears. She started for the staircase, but then, realizing she shouldn’t carry Dylan toward a fire, quickly unwrapped him from the carrier and lay him down in the middle of the kitchen floor. Upstairs the alarm was so loud Bailey could feel it in her teeth, and she saw smoke, acrid and black, billowing toward the ceiling. The candle—some off-brand thing delivered in a basket of cranberry scones and autumnal napkins she had received when Dylan was born—had come in a wooden dish rather than a glass votive, and instead of burning down and self-extinguishing, the wooden vessel had caught on fire. The flames were ten inches high, and Bailey, heart pounding out of her chest, searched frantically for something to throw on it. She had meant to buy a fire extinguisher, but she’d never done so. She grabbed a blanket, a beautiful cashmere stroller blanket, and hurled it at the candle, but only succeeded in tipping over the dish, spilling wax all over the dresser and setting the corner of the blanket on fire.

			“Shit!” Bailey swore. She ran into the bathroom and grabbed Dylan’s little bathtub, filling it with water. It seemed to be taking forever, Bailey breathing frantically as the faucet glugged. Just beyond the screaming of the alarm she could hear Dylan crying with outrage downstairs. She hefted the baby tub into the room and threw the water at the dresser, finally dousing the flames with an angry hiss. Black wax spattered everywhere, and the room filled with the stink of chemical smoke and burned goat hair from the blanket. She opened all the windows, turned on a fan, and aimed it at the fire alarm until the deafening scream stopped.

			Downstairs Dylan was purple with fury, and she scooped him off the floor. She was panting and shaking with adrenaline. “I’m so sorry, I’m so sorry.” She held him to her chest. What the hell had she been thinking? Starting a fire in a house with a baby? She wanted to call Van, but she felt too embarrassed by her own stupidity. She pushed her lips to Dylan’s head, rubbing his back and pacing until her heart slowed down and she could breathe again. An hour later, when he finally fell asleep in his bassinet, she ventured back upstairs. The house was freezing from the open windows and the room was trashed. Bailey set about bagging the burned remains of the candle and the baby blanket, crying as she took a hairdryer to melt the spilled wax so she could wipe it up with an old towel. When she was finished there was a dark ring on the dresser, but she covered it with a music box and vowed never to tell anyone what had happened. Deep down she was horribly shaken, though. She was alone, solely responsible for Dylan, the greatest love and duty of her life, and she was just one candle away from burning her whole stupid house down.
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			Even though Bailey was too proud to call Van about the pumpkin-scented-candle fire, she had started texting him at random times throughout the day. Now that he and Caroline Lash had broken up, Bailey didn’t have to worry as much about her accidental powers of flirtation, didn’t have to worry about making Caroline jealous, and she found herself sending Van links to interesting articles, memes about millennial parenting, and jokes about the healing powers of Diet Coke. They didn’t talk about Caroline, and life carried on as always, as though nothing had changed, but maybe everything had.
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			They went skiing as a group for Colin’s birthday in February, all eight of them plus their children crowding into Augusta’s father’s ski condo in Vermont. Bailey hadn’t been sure about coming—while most of the other kids were old enough for ski school, Dylan would need to be watched all day, but Augusta had hired a babysitter, and said Dylan could stay with her. The thing that really sold her on the trip was the ski outfit that Kylie loaned her. The pants and jacket were pink and silver and included a shiny belt, and when Van first saw her, he snickered and said she looked like “Winter Olympics Barbie,” and Bailey pretended to be offended but it was exactly the look she’d been going for.

			Back when Bailey and Van were in high school, they’d gone skiing together all the time. Not fancy trips, not overnights with après-ski at a lodge, or to elaborate mountains with moguls and jumps, nothing like that, but instead they’d taken day trips on a big school bus the town ran from the Greenhead rec center to one sad little ski run in Amesbury. It cost fifteen dollars to get a pass for the day, and it had been the thing back then to leave your ski tags on your jacket to show how many times you’d gone over the winter. By March both Bailey and Van had stacks so thick it was like wearing a deck of cards on a necklace.

			That little Amesbury slope had closed years ago, and Augusta’s condo was a zillion times nicer than anything they’d done as kids—but in a weird way, Bailey felt nostalgic for their crappy old day trips.

			Bailey started off slow, taking a few blues and greens by herself before making her way over to the harder runs. She spent an hour or two slowly remembering how to turn and building up her old confidence. On her last run before lunch Bailey spotted Vanny’s red jacket and caught up to him at the top of the mountain. She gestured that he should follow her and led him in a long, curving path, stopping once to pull out her phone and snap a selfie, both of them covered in helmets and goggles, jackets zipped up to their chins. Augusta had texted that they had a table for lunch in the lodge and Bailey was starving, so when they finished the run, she led Van over to the entrance and popped off her skis. “Hey, let’s leave our stuff together and go get food.”

			Van, still in his helmet and goggles, nodded and stacked his skis on hers and followed her inside. It was hot and loud, hundreds of skiers and children darting around the lodge with plates of burgers and cans of soda. Bailey found their table, right up front where the band was playing, and pulled off her helmet and gloves, sliding into the booth next to Fran, who gave her a searching look.

			“What?”

			“Did you pick up a guy while you were skiing?” Fran had to shout into Bailey’s ear over the music.

			“Who?” Bailey was confused. Fran tilted her head to Van, and when Bailey turned, she saw that standing next to her was a complete stranger, a man wearing Van’s same jacket, but otherwise different in every way. He grinned enthusiastically.

			“Hey!” The real Vanny walked up carrying a tray of food. “I just got a ton of chicken fingers and burgers for everyone. Grab whatever you want.”

			The stranger passed Bailey a hamburger and a packet of ketchup and started eating himself. Van looked at her questioningly and she shrugged, blushing.

			They had lunch with the stranger, a perfectly nice guy named Kyle, and when he asked Bailey if she wanted to ski a little more after lunch she lied and pretended her knee was bothering her and sent him back outside alone before falling apart laughing with Fran.
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			In the late afternoon they retreated to the condo to warm up by the fire. Bailey and Van sat together on the couch, both sweaty and red-cheeked in their long underwear and wool socks, and they played a game with Dylan, pretending to nibble his toes, making him laugh his gurgle-y laugh. The little boys were sprawled out on the carpet, Charlie and London poring over their Pokémon binders and arguing passionately about mythical creatures, using words like “Gengar” and “Ultra Beast.”

			“Do you have any idea what they’re talking about?” Bailey asked Colin.

			“Unfortunately, yes.”

			“I forgot my bank PIN the other day, but I could literally tell you the three evolutions of Charizard,” said Fran.

			“Same,” agreed Augusta. “I don’t understand how to reset the clock on my microwave, but I could talk to you extensively about the hunting habits of a honey badger.”

			“Are you talking about the honey badger?” Hale appeared in the doorway. “The honey badger doesn’t drink water. It gets all the fluid it needs from the blood of the snakes it eats.”

			“Knew that.” Fran nodded.
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			Bailey and Vanny put Dylan to bed together, reading him a book, singing him a lullaby, changing him out of one soft outfit into another because one had pictures of moons on it and was therefore “pajamas.” Bailey had set up Dylan’s bassinet next to her own bed and so as Van wrapped him in his sleep sack and laid him down, Bailey put a glass of water, her satin sleep mask, her jade roller, and her lip treatment on her nightstand and pulled down the side of the blankets so that she’d be able to slip in quietly later on without waking him.

			They ate dinner, pasta and salad and cake for Colin’s birthday, everyone in their long underwear or pajamas. They had champagne and then more wine and then while Augusta and Fran went and put the big kids to bed, the rest of them put on a scary movie, The Shining, and piled onto the couches. RJ was bombed, a red wine stain on his shirt, but he made everyone laugh doing Jack Nicholson imitations and then falling asleep at the scariest part. Fran had seemed annoyed at RJ all night, wincing when he knocked over his drink, perching on the opposite couch, but when Bailey asked her about it, Fran just grimaced and shook her head.

			Bailey and Van sat together, and she rested her legs across his lap. She wouldn’t have done that a month ago, but without Caroline in the picture she could, and he rubbed the arch of her foot with his thumb.

			Eben and Max had brought a joint and a huge jigsaw puzzle they set out on the table, half watching the movie and half absorbed in a thousand-piece depiction of a “Roman Orgy,” occasionally muttering “Here’s a nipple,” or “Pass me that foot.”

			Bailey nestled closer to Van, and he wrapped an arm around her shoulders. He had taken a shower after skiing and was wearing soft sweatpants and a long-sleeve T-shirt Bailey recognized from years ago, a faded line drawing of a fly fisherman on the pocket. Bailey took her finger and traced it along Van’s knee and he grew very still, and she could tell that while he was pretending to watch the movie, the only thing he was paying attention to was her. She caught his eye and cocked her head toward the kitchen.

			In the kitchen they kissed, Van holding Bailey’s hips with two hands. It was something they had done thousands of times, but it felt somehow different, charged with a new spark that was both tender and fluttery. Van slipped a hand in her shirt and under her bra and Bailey felt everything go warm. Van’s bedroom was upstairs, they couldn’t pass through the living room and disappear up there together without everyone seeing, and Dylan was asleep in Bailey’s room, so instead they opened the door to the pantry, a closet six feet deep lined with cans of soup and soda. In the dark they whispered quietly as they pulled off Van’s shirt and Bailey’s long underwear. Van kissed her breasts and then moved his mouth down further and further. Bailey leaned against the wall, knocking a can to the floor with a crash. They quietly giggled and Van kept going, Bailey’s hand in his hair. She was about to come, Van licking and pressing with his thumb, when suddenly the pantry door opened and the lights clicked on. From the kitchen their entire friend group screamed, first with horror and then, when they saw who had his face between Bailey’s knees, with total and complete delight.
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			So, it turned out that Vanny was Bailey’s bacon; he always had been. They had sex that night and again in the morning, and they spent the day playing with Dylan in the lodge and drinking hot cocoa while everyone else skied. They drove home together on Sunday night, and without any real discussion, Van followed her into Budweiser Manor and stayed.

			Of course, everything was a million times easier with Van around. He fed Hissy and Prissy, he brought out the dreaded diapers, and he took over the arduous process of sterilizing all the bottles and pump parts. With Van at home in the mornings Bailey could do a workout on her exercise bike, could blow-dry her hair, could even read the newspaper, which she really could have done all along, on her phone while feeding Dylan, but without Vanny watching over her shoulder she had ended up mostly reading Page Six and feeling very guilty about it. Van was a force for good in more ways than one, and together with Dylan things felt almost perfect.

		

	
		
			
				Thirteen

				Caroline
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			Arrowhead

			Caroline Lash didn’t have any friends. Without Van in her day-to-day life, she realized just how alone she was. Of course, she had Nina. She had her college friends auditioning for shows in LA and singing on a cruise ship somewhere in the Mediterranean. She had her publishing circle, a lively group text that she still followed closely. But she didn’t have anyone to meet for a coffee or invite over to watch Netflix. As much as she liked some of Van’s friends, it would be weird for her to call up Fran or Eben to hang out. She was a conditional member of the group, the side salad that came with the meal. She thought about packing up the cottage and slinking back to New York with her tail between her legs, but her fellowship wasn’t finished, she had to “demonstrate meaningful progress” on a novel. Ned Clark had been the one to send her to Greenhead in the first place, and she couldn’t let Van Whittaker be the one to send her back.

			In a moment of weakness, she called her mother to tell her Van had dumped her.

			“Caroline?” her father answered in a whisper.

			“Hi, Dad, what’s going on?” she whispered back.

			“I’ve taken your mother’s phone. She’s in an authorial voice blackout.”

			“A what? A blackout?”

			“For her authorial voice. You know how she finds that bad writing can infect her style, can screw up her entire lexicon. Well, last night her editor strong-armed her into attending an event for another one of her writers and, honey, it was horrendous. I could see your mother sponging it up like fine linen in a pool of Kool-Aid.”

			“Oh.” Caroline suppressed a laugh. “Well, I was just calling to catch up a little.”

			“She’s trying to do a hard reset right now, rereading her own work and not taking any calls or even listening to NPR. She doesn’t want to hear my voice either, that’s why I’m whispering.”

			“Okay, well, call me back when you guys are through the crisis,” Caroline said sarcastically.

			“Thanks, sweetheart,” he replied earnestly. “I’m sure you understand. Language can be so contagious.”

			They hung up and Caroline tossed her phone on her kitchen counter, annoyed. Her mother was in a rut. Well, she wasn’t the only one. In the weeks since she and Van had broken up, Caroline had been struggling with her work too. She had been trying to write about Greenhead, a novel about the Crane family in their castle, but the entire thing felt fake and stupid. She felt like she was holding little marionettes and dragging them around on a stage, the strings getting tangled, the mouths clacking open and shut. She had spent long days down in the basement archives of the Greenhead Public Library looking at old photos and reading about the Chicago industrialists. She had taken copious notes from her tours of the castle, had stomped around the gardens to breathe the same air the Crane family had so long ago, but the story just wasn’t alive.

			The secret Caroline was ashamed to admit was that even though she called herself a fiction writer, her work had never really been pure fiction. Her New Yorker story had been based on a real mugging she’d experienced, and everything else had hewn fairly close to the truth as well. She’d written a story in college about two counselors at a music camp who concealed their addictions under the cover of their wholesome veneer—a secret she had discovered one summer and sworn to keep. She’d written a story about a high school friend whose father went to jail for insider trading. Unbeknownst to Nina, Caroline had written about her as well, about her decision to lose her virginity to a boy she’d only known online. Caroline had shared the story with her workshop, had included it in her senior thesis, but never published it, not even in the campus literary journal, for fear of betraying her friend.

			That was the crux of it. Caroline could only write about people she knew firsthand, and as she sat at her desk, moving the Crane family marionettes around in their castle, she felt like a complete fraud.

			

			
				[image: ]
			

			All through February and March, between hours staring at her computer, she forced herself to go for long walks, having somehow absorbed Van’s WASPy belief that brisk walks in the cold could cure whatever ailed you, stomping around Appleton Farms, Strawberry Hill, the Audubon, and Crane Beach. It was weird, Caroline felt like in some ways she was becoming Van, wearing the same wool sweater or fleece vest for days at a time, pulling invasive weeds when she noticed them on the path, collecting litter as she walked. One day she found herself standing still and staring at a bird for twenty minutes and worried she might actually be mentally ill. Birdwatching!

			She hadn’t spoken to anyone but the barista at the coffee shop in days when she ran into Fran out on Strawberry Hill. It was low tide, and the river was out, leaving a rocky peninsula where you could stand on the mudflats and look all across the marsh, Little Neck, and the water tower in the distance. Hale and London were throwing rocks in the shallows as Fran used a stick to poke around the mud. She noticed Caroline and waved hello. “Oh my God, hi! What are you doing here?”

			“Just needed to get out of the house.” Caroline grinned shyly.

			Fran clambered up the rocks. “I heard you and Van broke up in January. I’m sorry.”

			“Yeah, thanks. I’m okay.”

			“I thought he might finally be over Bailey, but I guess not,” Fran said.

			“Van and Bailey are together now?” Caroline was startled.

			“Shit. Sorry. I shouldn’t have said anything.” Fran grimaced.

			“No, I’m glad you did. I’m just surprised. He told me so many times they wouldn’t ever be a couple. We had the conversation over and over.” Caroline felt woozy. Was she heartbroken? Was she furious?

			“It’s the shampoo effect.” Fran shook her head. “Van never really got Bailey out of his system. He just kept hanging around her and every time she showed him the slightest interest, he’d fall headlong and fully in love with her again.”

			Caroline felt a searing pain in her throat, the precursor to tears. She could see it: Van’s whole little group had been all over each other for thirty years, they’d never taken a break, never had the chance to regard one another soberly and ask if their friendships served them. They just had parties and got drunk and talked about each other, using one another as an excuse to never really grow up.

			“Sometimes it seemed like Van had a different persona for the group,” Caroline said. “When he and I were together we talked about ideas, books, the environment. But then he’d be around the guys, and he’d suddenly have an opinion on a basketball game, or he’d start talking in movie quotes.”

			“I don’t think RJ has ever talked to me about a book.” Fran frowned.
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			Together, they sat on a boulder and watched the boys in their bright hats and jackets crouching over to examine the stones, tossing some into the water and making small piles with others, their sorting system as mysterious to Caroline as it seemed necessary to the boys. It was funny how kids wanted to work. They didn’t relax the way adults did, they never just flopped on a bench and stared at the sky, instead they took on enormous and futile projects as though they were jobs—to collect all the driftwood on the beach, to build a wall of sand to keep the ocean at bay, to dig a hole to the center of the Earth.

			Van was a little like that too, devoting his whole career to the massive job of tending the sand dunes, preventing erosion to the beach. It was hard not to see deeper meaning there, Van’s abiding commitment to stability.

			“So, did Van move into Bailey’s house?” It hurt to ask, but at the same time Caroline felt starved for information about him.

			“Yeah.” Fran winced. “Kids change everything. I didn’t really understand that for a long time, but now I do.”

			“They make you want to be with the kid’s mother? Or father?”

			“Maybe, I don’t know. I more just mean that you can have this really clear vision of yourself, of your life philosophy, and then the reality of having children makes it all murky. You think you’re an environmentalist and you only buy things secondhand and then suddenly you’re neck-deep in plastic toys. You keep your maiden name and then you can’t get your kids off an airplane because your passports don’t match. You do everything you can to be independent, to pay your own way, to live exactly as you please, but then you have children and realize you have to stay in your lane, or you’ll break their hearts.”

			Fran seemed to be getting emotional, and Caroline wanted to hug her but wasn’t sure if she should. Something was seriously wrong, and Caroline didn’t know enough to ask the right questions.

			“Maybe those changes are just temporary?” suggested Caroline. “Having little kids looks really hard. Maybe once they get older you kind of get back to yourself?”

			“I don’t know,” Fran said doubtfully. “I’m always having these moments where I’m about to lose my shit in the cereal aisle, and then I step back and realize that one day my kids will be in college, that I’ll look back and wish my kids were young again, and I get so guilty. Like I’m squandering their childhood feeling annoyed at them or wishing they could brush their own teeth. And don’t get me wrong, I love my children more than life itself, but there isn’t a day in my house where I sleep as much as I want, where I don’t cut someone else’s food, where I don’t pick up someone’s underwear off the floor. Hale is four. So, what? I have another decade of picking up his underwear? And then another two decades of paying for his haircuts and dental care and education and phone bill?”

			“I mean, you should make him pick up his own underwear, but otherwise yeah, probably,” Caroline admitted, and Fran tried to smile.

			“It’s not that I resent it, and it’s not even that I want them to grow up faster. I don’t! I will never be happier than when they give me a grubby kiss, or offer me a sticky hand, or I hear one of them singing to himself in the next room. But my point is that once you have kids you can’t make your own rules, because you’re taking care of your children for twenty years in the middle of your life, you’re stuck with whoever you decided to co-parent with, and then one day you wake up and the kids are gone and sure, you can be yourself again, whatever that even means, but will you even know who that is anymore? What if you missed the love of your life in the meantime? Will you even know how to talk to your kids’ father like the person you fell in love with? Or will that person be long gone?” Fran pulled off her gloves and rubbed her eyes.

			There was nothing to say to that. Caroline had no idea what it was like to live for anyone but herself. She’d never sacrificed a thing, never felt she had to. “Does everyone with kids feel this way? Like they’re stuck?”

			“The women do.”

			“Does RJ?”

			“RJ does whatever RJ wants.”

			“Does Augusta feel stuck?” Caroline asked.

			“God, yes. She and Colin are even more screwed up than RJ and I are.”

			“They seem so perfect.” That was truly the word that came to mind whenever Caroline thought of Augusta. Perfect. Kind of a bitch, honestly, but perfect.

			“Colin’s been lying to Augusta his whole life. Their marriage is built around him lying and Augusta turning a blind eye.”

			“He cheats on her?” Caroline suddenly remembered the hallway in Maine, Augusta up in the night while Colin was at the bar.

			“No, he doesn’t cheat on her. But he never told her who he was with all through high school. He never told her who he used to hook up with.”

			“Who?” Caroline asked, confused. “Bailey?”

			“No.” Fran shook her head, exhausted. “Colin used to hook up with Eben. Colin was with Augusta’s brother.”

			“He what?”

			Suddenly Hale came running up with a triangular rock. “Mom! I found an arrowhead!”

			Caroline was still staring at Fran, her mouth open. Colin and Eben? No wonder Eben was so uncomfortable around them. And they had kept it a secret? Hale lifted the rock to Caroline’s face and she tried to focus. It was definitely not an arrowhead.

			“Wow, that’s amazing.” Fran smiled at Hale.

			“It could be from a million years ago. Maybe two.”

			“Humans weren’t alive a million years ago,” London said, stomping up and shaking his head indignantly.

			“I think they were.” Hale nodded.

			“Mom, can you please tell him that humans weren’t alive?”

			“Were they dead?” Hale looked worried.

			“No, they weren’t dead. Homo sapiens might have been on earth two million years ago,” Fran explained gently.

			“I SAID SO!” Hale bounced happily.

			“But any arrowheads we find are probably hundreds of years old, not millions.”

			“Ha!” London gloated.

			“You know, in western Massachusetts they found an arrowhead that they believe is thirteen thousand years old?” Fran continued. “It was in a potato field.”

			“Were you alive then?” Hale asked.

			“No, honey.”

			“I think this is very rare.” He admired his rock cheerfully.

			“Okay, we’re going to head home.” Fran hugged Caroline goodbye and she and the boys clambered over the rocks off toward the field, Hale’s squeaky little voice fading into the distance.

			Caroline was left reeling. How could Augusta not know about her husband and brother? And everyone else knew and just kept silent? And Van had moved in with Bailey? It gutted Caroline to hear it. To imagine him sleeping in her bed, making her coffee. She wanted to go to Bailey’s house and break something, she wanted to smash bottles of red wine over every stupid piece of white furniture. The ache spread through her, and along with it a sense of shame at her own foolishness. How could she have thought this might end any other way? Van was always going to want to be with Dylan. Dylan belonged to Bailey. How could he want one and not the other? But maybe it wasn’t forever? Maybe Caroline could wait it out. Would Van spend twenty years picking up Dylan’s underwear and then come back to Caroline? No. Because if Fran had been telling her anything it was that whenever Van came back—if he came back—he wouldn’t be the same at all.
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			The previous spring, when she left her job as a book editor, Caroline had turned over her ID, her company laptop, and her American Express card, but the one thing she kept was her subscription to an expensive publishing news website. It was honestly self-sabotaging, but she had never been able to break the habit of checking the new deals section once a week to see who among her agent friends had sold a manuscript, which editors had acquired a new writer, and what other gossip was shaking the book world in its insular and self-important way. But when Caroline logged in and saw the news of the Palmer Preston biopic being filmed in Greenhead, she was suddenly glad she had been torturing herself on such a regular basis. There was an A-list star signed on to play Palmer, and another to play his first wife. Interest in Palmer Preston’s backlist had surged, his sales were up by 500 percent, and they were reissuing all his old books with new covers, redesigned by a celebrity jacket designer.

			Caroline felt a tingly sense of anticipation, almost like she was having a premonition. Suddenly, she wasn’t off alone in a bucolic corner of the world, nursing heartbreak in a run-down cottage. Instead, she was a writer sitting at the very nexus of an enormous literary event. She wasn’t sure exactly why or how, but the movie felt important, like an opportunity for her to get out of her rut.

			Of course, Gwendolyn Lash found a way to put a small pin in Caroline’s balloon. “It’s absolutely thrilling for Ned Clark,” she reported smugly. “You know he represents the Preston estate, and he was the one to sell the rights to Hollywood. Preston’s grandson wrote the biography that they optioned for the script adaptation, and Ned has been part of the project since day one. He’s actually going to be a producer on the movie.”

			“Why does that make you so happy, Mom? Doesn’t it just mean your agent is going to be focused on the movie instead of you?” It wasn’t a nice thing to say, but Gwendolyn didn’t always bring out the best in Caroline.

			“What’s good for Ned is good for me, darling. The higher Ned’s star, the more negotiating power he has for all his clients.”

			Caroline harrumphed. She still hadn’t been able to square her antipathy for Ned with the idea that he had possibly given her an advantage with the fellowship committee. The notion that she had thought she won it on her own merits when really it was yet another gift of nepotism made her sick with self-loathing.

			“He’s going to be in Greenhead all summer. I hope you’ll show him around and spend some time with him. I think he could really help you with your writing career if you let him.”

			“I don’t need an agent, Mom, I just need to focus on my work.”

			“Look, I support you writing a ‘literary novel,’ but you need to be realistic about the publishing business. The fact that you’re my daughter will help get editors to read your book, but it’s not enough to push it through an acquisitions board. Literary fiction is so hard these days. Writers need a platform, a big social media following, they need to make a splash. If Ned took you on as a client, he could help you with all that.”

			Caroline snorted in annoyance. She understood all this. It was the drumbeat that sounded behind her every single day as she typed away on her stupid historical novel. “Mom, you’re forgetting that I actually worked in the industry. I know how it works.”

			“Well, honey,” Gwendolyn said smoothly. “If you know how it works, you’ll figure out how to make a splash on your own. But take Ned out for coffee. I think he could give you a hand.”

			“Thank you,” Caroline said tightly, wishing she could tell her mother exactly what Ned Clark could do with that stupid hand of his.

			She had never really considered telling her mother that Ned had slept with her. Maybe that had been a mistake. Maybe she should have warned Gwendolyn that he was a user, that he was a snake. But the thought of admitting to her mother that she’d been so gullible, that she’d fallen for a slick talker in a suit, was too humiliating. She already felt the full force of her mother’s judgment over her professional life, she couldn’t stand to feel that judgment over her heart as well.
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			That night Caroline looked over her bookshelf and pulled down a copy of Palmer Preston’s Tarbox. When it had first been published in 1968, he had set out to capture the changing sexual mores of the times. The pill was newly available, American attitudes about sex were suddenly flexible, it was a huge shift. People were torn between their puritanical upbringings and the idea that sex could be for fun. The book was full of affairs, couples meeting for afternoon trysts on the sunporch, hard drinking, an accidental pregnancy, an abortion, a divorce.

			Sixty years later the sexual mores had changed in America, but not exactly in the ways Palmer Preston might have predicted. Sexuality was now understood to be a spectrum, gay marriage was legal, and the whole concept of open marriage had become so normalized there were entire sections for it on Feeld, Tinder, Bumble, and Hinge. “Ethical nonmonogamy” had become the Birkenstock sandal of relationship statuses, ubiquitous, but still frankly unattractive.

			The more Caroline thought about how Greenhead had changed since the publication of Tarbox, the more convinced she became that they were living through another huge cultural revolution. You could see it even among Van’s social circle. Bailey and Van had a child before even becoming a couple. Fran and RJ were monogamous but unmarried, hard drinking, and high all the time. Weed and shrooms were totally acceptable, part of parenting culture the way Valium was for housewives in the ’60s. Colin was bisexual, first partners with one sibling and now married to another. Eben and Max were gay, but entirely monogamous and fairly traditional. Somehow, this little friend group was representative of something larger. No, it wasn’t San Francisco or New York, it wasn’t kitchen table polyamory or swinging, but it was still something. The germ of an idea began to form, and Caroline felt a buzz building in her chest. She had been drawn to Greenhead to follow in Palmer Preston’s footsteps. She just hadn’t known exactly how. But finally, she had an idea. She could turn her heartbreak into art.
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			For the next four weeks, all through the month of April, Caroline barely left her cottage except to buy coffee and winter fresh sugar-free gum with tooth whitener. She almost contemplated taking up smoking—it felt somehow right when conjuring the ghost of a 1960s writer and icon—but cigarettes made her stomach hurt and her hair smell, so she chewed her gum until her jaw throbbed and typed late into the nights. She wrote like a cultural anthropologist, like Margaret Mead, but instead of writing about sex and adultery in the islands of Samoa, of virgins and ceremonial princesses, she wrote about sex and parenthood in the marshes of Greenhead, of perfect Augusta’s hypocrisy, of Fran’s financial ruin, of gay babysitters and the princess of Budweiser Manor.

			She changed the names of course, she changed Augusta and Eben’s childhood horse farm to an apple orchard, changed Bailey’s swans to sheep. She disguised what she could, but told her story, the fact of her own heartbreak, the group’s icy treatment of her as an outsider, the revelation that life in the American suburbs was just as full of sex and drugs as Woodstock in the ’60s, that along the coastal towns of New England the sexual revolution had never really ended.

			When Caroline finished writing the short story, five thousand words long, she pitched the fiction editor who had published her at The New Yorker. The editor read it overnight and called her the next morning. She loved it, and with all the renewed interest in Preston’s work she knew they could create a real PR moment for the magazine. Preston had been, after all, a staff writer for The New Yorker, and their offices were going to feature largely in the biopic. Together Caroline and the editor crafted the logline that would appear with her bio in the front of the magazine: “In Greenhead, Massachusetts, Palmer Preston’s Tarbox is alive, but marriage might be dead.” They would only pay her $6,000 for the story, but that was beside the point. It was The New Yorker, and, once again, Caroline had gotten there all alone, no help from her mother, her friends, or even Ned Clark.

		

	
		
			
				Fourteen

				Augusta
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			The Last Straight Generation

			When Augusta was in the seventh grade there was a school camping trip to Sandwich, south of Boston. They spent the night in a row of orange canvas tents, walked ten minutes down the path to a bathhouse with gross toilets and showers, and passed a long and boring afternoon identifying trees and drawing pencil illustrations of leaves in their marble notebooks. Augusta was assigned a tent with three other girls she only socialized with peripherally, two who were in band and one who had hair down to her bum that she wore in braids that looked slightly Amish. Augusta had thought they were nice enough, had figured they liked her okay, but one evening, coming back from the bathhouse with her toothbrush, Augusta walked up to the tent and heard her name through the thin canvas.

			“Did you see the way Augusta was kissing up to Mr. Killbourne? She’s such a suck-up.”

			“She’s like ‘Mr. K., did you see my drawing? Aren’t I perfect?’ ”

			“She’s high on herself because she has horses. She thinks everyone wants to come over to her house to ride them, but I don’t. I think horses smell disgusting.”

			“ ‘Oh, Mr. K., let’s have an affair like my daddy.’ ”

			“ ‘Oh, Mr. K., come over to my horse farm so we can have sex.’ ”

			The tent dissolved into giggles and Augusta stood in the dark, holding her small, quilted toiletry kit, frozen with surprise. Is that what everyone thought? Did they all say it when she wasn’t around? She waited ten minutes and then crawled into the tent and pretended to fall asleep, eventually drifting off hours later, heartbroken to know that the only thing unusual about that night was that she had happened to overhear it, that there would always be gossip, there would always be people who didn’t like her, that other girls weren’t trustworthy creatures. There was nothing she could do but ignore it and swallow the hurt.
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			Augusta heard about Caroline Lash’s story in The New Yorker before she realized how much it would change everything. One of the mothers at school pickup, a woman named Christy who had only moved to Greenhead that year, was holding a copy of the magazine and reading it on the bench. “Did you hear there’s a piece about Greenhead in here?” she asked. “It’s about how all the couples in town are doing drugs and sleeping with each other.”

			“What?” Augusta scoffed. “Why would someone write that? And why would it be in The New Yorker?”

			“Probably because the girl who wrote it is Gwendolyn Lash’s daughter,” Christy said knowingly.

			“Caroline?”

			Christy flipped back a page. “Yeah, I wonder who it’s about. Apparently, she changed the names and says it’s ‘fiction’ but it’s not.”

			Augusta felt her mouth go dry. Would Caroline have written about Bailey and Van? Or Fran and RJ? “Can I have it after you’re done?”

			“Sure, or it’s online. Just search her name and Greenhead or Palmer Preston.”

			The door to the school opened before Augusta could find it on her phone, and Charlie came running out, backpack thumping, holding a painted cardboard egg carton covered in dental floss. “Mom! I made an aquarium!”

			As Augusta drove home, her phone dinged with text after text, the group chat with class parents, someone sharing the link, someone sending a popcorn emoji, someone asking how to get around the paywall, and someone else explaining it. At home Augusta handed the kids cheese sticks and pouches of dried fruit before clicking on the link to read for herself. As she skimmed the short story it was like looking at familiar photos through an Instagram filter, everything strange and distorted. There was Bailey, renamed but recognizable, living in her parents’ renovated church-mansion with a tacky reflecting pool in the middle. There were Fran and RJ, high on gummies at a kids’ soccer game. Augusta was there too, daughter of an old Boston family, raised with horses and married to her brother’s best friend. But there was so much that was wrong, reworked to make a point or to become tawdry. The Bailey character was cartoonishly cheap, all gel manicures and chunky highlights, manipulative and oversexed. Caroline had made Fran out to be some kind of victim, held hostage by the financial ruin of her family, tragically tied to a man whose drinking threatened to topple it all like a house of cards. Most absurd of all was the story of her own character, funhouse Augusta. Caroline had woven a love triangle between Augusta’s husband and her brother, a gay romance that the Augusta character had obliviously broken up, a delusional housewife so bent on keeping up appearances that she couldn’t even see what she had done. It was insane. It was salacious, it was gossipy, it was wrong, but it was just close enough to the truth that everyone would eat it up like candy.

			She texted the link to Bailey and Fran. Have you seen this insanity?

			Fran texted back first WTF???

			Caroline Lash is a horrible person, Bailey responded.

			It’s full of lies, Augusta typed.

			She makes me sound like an unfit mother, Fran replied.

			She makes me sound like a hooker, texted Bailey.

			Um, you guys, she makes Colin sound GAY, Augusta texted, and nobody replied.
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			Augusta’s father called five minutes later. “You and Colin need to get a lawyer right now. It’s libelous. They have printed that Colin is gay. This could ruin his career.”

			“Really?” Augusta was confused. “I don’t know if—”

			“Libel, Augusta. You can’t falsely accuse someone of being gay.”

			After they hung up, Augusta googled the issue, and quickly turned up a series of headlines about how saying someone was gay—correct or not—was no longer considered defamation. Augusta had to assume that the most famous magazine in the world had some experience with legal precedent.

			She texted Colin the story and asked him to call, but he was at work. She texted Eben as well, but he didn’t respond. The school text chain had gone quiet, and while Augusta wanted to believe it was because they had all gotten bored and moved on, she had a sinking feeling they had just started a private chat. Suddenly, with The New Yorker story, Augusta was thirteen again, standing outside the tent, gossip raging within.
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			She read the story again, slower this time. The “Augusta” character Caroline had drawn was an idiot, someone who had willfully snubbed her gay brother in exchange for their rich father’s approval. That wasn’t Augusta at all. Eben had been the one to freeze her out.

			Admittedly, her father hadn’t made an effort to get to know Max, but it wasn’t malicious, Augusta didn’t think. It was nothing compared to the way various friends’ and acquaintances’ families had responded to them coming out over the years. A girl from her American history class had told her family she was gay freshman year and her parents had driven up from Florida to bring her home. The girl never came back. A guy from Greenhead, someone she knew from the newspaper club, had moved to California after school and lived with a man, someone his parents would only ever acknowledge as “a roommate.” Looking back to Augusta’s childhood in the nineties and aughts there had been an entire generation of “roommates” and “friends,” shadow partners never truly acknowledged by families. A wealthy older uncle on her father’s side had someone they all called his “companion,” casting the relationship into a gray area that let people assume he was an elder caregiver. It was only at his funeral that she realized they had been a couple. Augusta had never asked about it and had sensed on some level that his wealth prevented her father from saying anything truly rude. But her father had never actually said anything negative about Eben’s sexual orientation. He just didn’t engage with it. Maybe, now that Augusta looked at it in the cold light of day, that was just as bad.
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			At six o’clock Augusta heard a car in the driveway, but when she opened the door it was Zoey, not Colin. She had forgotten that she and Colin had dinner plans, that she’d hired Zoey to babysit. She texted Colin again. Did you miss your train? What’s your ETA?

			As she waited for a reply, she dressed carefully in a long skirt and blue sweater, smoothing her hair into a bun and putting in the gold and diamond earrings Colin had given her on her birthday. Once she was ready, she joined Zoey downstairs, pouring herself a glass of wine and perching on a barstool while Zoey helped Jane and Charlie finish their dinner.

			“Zoey, when did you decide you were gay?” Augusta took a big sip of the sauvignon blanc. She could feel the wine calming her down, smoothing out the edges of her anxious afternoon.

			“Um, well, I didn’t ‘decide I was gay,’ ” Zoey corrected. The girl was wearing no makeup, her hair purposefully messy, her jeans frayed at the ankles.

			“No, no, of course. I mean, when did you realize you were gay.” Augusta shook her head, as though shaking off a bad idea.

			“I guess I had my first crush when I was five or six?” Zoey squinted thoughtfully. “But obviously I wasn’t examining my identity at that point.”

			“Five or six? That seems so young.” Augusta glanced at Charlie. He had spent the past several months talking obsessively about a kid in his class named Nash. He said Nash wanted to marry him. Augusta had written it off as just little kid sweetness, but what if she was wrong? Was Charlie gay? Could he already know that? No. That was ridiculous.

			“When did you realize you were straight?” Zoey asked, spearing a green bean and passing the fork to Charlie.

			“Realize I was straight?” Augusta barked out a laugh. “I don’t think that’s a moment.”

			“Okay.” Zoey grinned. “You know you millennials are the last straight generation, right?”

			“The last straight generation?”

			“Yeah.”

			“What does that even mean?” Augusta smiled in what she hoped seemed a friendly way.

			“Millennials still have so much baked-in prejudice. People my age are just more open and willing to be honest about their identity.”

			God, when did everyone become so obsessed with the idea of “identity”? The concept hadn’t crossed Augusta’s mind until suddenly it was everywhere. “So really everyone is gay, just people my age don’t admit it?”

			“Some people are just straight.” Zoey sighed impatiently. “But it’s telling that among your parents’ generation like three percent of them say they are queer while among people in Gen Z it’s more like thirty percent. Once the stigma is removed, more people come out as bi.”

			“Hmm.” Augusta pursed her lips thoughtfully. Of course, she knew most people weren’t 100 percent gay or 100 percent straight. Her brother, Eben, had dated plenty of women before he came out. She had always assumed that for Eben it was one of those “about the person” things. He met someone, he fell in love, and that person happened to be a man, so he was gay. It was like a soulmate thing, or something. Augusta herself was straight-straight. Probably in the 99th percentile. She liked the most traditional aspects of men—she liked that Colin was taller than her, that his sweatshirts were so big she swam in them, that he could drive a stick shift, that he could circle her ankle with his thumb and index finger. And Colin was the 99th percentile as well. Every woman he had ever dated was so feminine—Amy Sheffield, the girl he took to prom, was a tiny field hockey player with rosebud lips and long, auburn hair she curled every morning. Rachel Gold, Colin’s college girlfriend, was a slender Jewish girl from Santa Barbara who founded an organic snack food company and spoke in a baby voice. They were girly-girls, all of them.

			“Let me guess, your generation also thinks marriage is outdated,” Augusta said.

			“Not really. I’ll probably get married someday.”

			Augusta felt somehow validated by that, and then embarrassed for feeling validated by a teenager who had very recently been caught having sex on her sofa.

			As Augusta drained the last of her wine, she heard the crunch of tires on the gravel driveway and darted to the window just in time to see Colin climb out of an Uber. Thank God he was back. They could make it to the restaurant in time for dinner. He didn’t even need to change out of his work clothes. But where was his car? Had he left it at the train station? Had there been an accident? As Colin crossed the grass, she saw he was stumbling, and when he reached the porch he held the railing to steady himself on the steps. He was drunker than she’d ever seen him. Augusta opened the door to help but when Colin saw her, he froze, and he looked at her with such pain that in that moment Augusta knew. Understanding crashed down on her like a wave.

			Those early days of their relationship, when she and Colin had stayed up late talking at night, when he had peeled back the veneer on his teenage years with Eben—the beers at the concert, the dent in the car—had he peeled it all away? What if there was a whole other layer beneath that? A layer Colin hadn’t shared. A layer where Colin loved Eben and Eben loved him back. Augusta saw it in his face. So, it was true. The story was true, and Augusta was a fool, and everything they whispered in the tent was real, and the ground that held her and the life she knew collapsed into dust.

			Mushroom In The Rain

			Colin moved out the next day. They told the children he was traveling for work, and he stayed in a corporate apartment by his office. On weekends he would come and take the kids to the orchard, to the museum, or to House of Pizza for lunch, but he wasn’t to set foot in Augusta’s house again.

			Augusta’s mother thought she was being extreme, thought she should give Colin the chance to explain, but Augusta greeted the suggestion with disbelief. “When Dad had an affair with his colleague’s daughter, did you give him the chance to explain? I don’t think so, Mom. I can’t trust him anymore.”

			Eben called and left her a voicemail, asking to speak, but Augusta deleted it. She knew she couldn’t divorce her own brother, but she sure as hell wasn’t going to listen while he tried to justify lying to her for a decade and then gaslighting her into thinking she’d been the bad sibling. There were moments when she wondered if she was overreacting, when she thought maybe she should have heard them out, but then she would see Colin in her mind, kissing Eben, pressing him to the bed, and she would harden her resolve.
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			It was embarrassing to know that everyone in Greenhead was talking about her, but Augusta refused to stay home and hide. She wanted, years from now, for her children to look back and see a mother who had remained stoic in the face of humiliation, like Princess Diana going off and walking in fields of land mines after Charles dumped her for Camilla. Augusta signed up to direct the kindergarten play, Mushroom in the Rain, and arranged twenty costumes—bunny tails and fox ears and little yellow sparrow beaks on elastic—and while it wasn’t Angola or Bosnia, Augusta still felt a certain level of dignity when a class full of children sat neatly in a circle and watched her demonstrate proper scampering.

			She didn’t want to show favoritism, so she assigned Charlie to be one of the eight mushrooms, letting Fran’s son Hale have the fox. Charlie was happy enough and the night of the play he put on his gray pants and gray T-shirt and preened around the house and asked to have his picture taken.

			Zoey came over to babysit the girls, and when Augusta arrived at the auditorium, she saw there was a huge turnout and was surprised to realize she had butterflies. The hot mom, Alexia, was there, Fran and RJ were seated right up front, and even the cool dad in his Green Day T-shirt seemed to be caught up in the night’s festive spirit.

			The audience applauded as Augusta and the first mushroom took to the stage. “Once upon a time there was a mushroom in the rain,” she narrated. The piano tinkled out a few droplets and the mushroom grinned excitedly and waved to his mother. “The rain was soaking all the animals in the forest. Along came an ant, looking for a place to stay dry.”

			The piano made some ant noises and a little girl in red with pipe cleaners affixed to her shirt skittered onstage. “Can I come stay dry under you?”

			“YES!” shouted the mushroom.

			“As the rain fell, the mushroom expanded and grew bigger,” Augusta continued, and a second little child in gray clomped out from the wings and joined the first mushroom, holding hands to form a pretend awning for the ant.

			Next came a butterfly looking to dry off, and the pianist made some good butterfly music. Augusta felt herself relax and start to enjoy the evening. The children were performing beautifully, and both the ant and the butterfly were crouching relatively quietly under the mushroom.

			“Everything was now very wet, and the mushroom was growing and growing,” Augusta intoned. She heard a giggle in the audience. The piano player had different little tunes for each of the children, and the sparrows joined, followed by another mushroom, holding hands with the others in a circle.

			“The mushroom grew and grew, getting huge! It was so big and wet!” The giggle Augusta had heard earlier turned into a series of muffled whispers. The parents were snickering, but there was something about it that seemed strange. They weren’t laughing at the sweet bunnies or even the sparrows crouching on their toes. Augusta couldn’t figure out the joke, but she pressed on.

			“The bigger the mushroom got, the more the animals loved it—” A full-on peal of laughter from the audience startled her. She guided the final mushrooms to the stage, but it wasn’t until she announced the fox that it all suddenly clicked. The wetness, the big throbbing mushroom. She was basically narrating kindergarten woodland porn, erotica for forest-dwellers. She wanted to die, but she faked a smile for the final lines and clapped as the children took their bows. It was humiliating. Augusta, the virginal moron, misses the plot once again. But also, what the hell was wrong with everyone? It was a kindergarten play! Were they all so obsessed with sex they had to see it everywhere? Maybe this was on them, those parents out there in the dark theater who wrung their hands over “correct anatomical language” and then giggled like fools about a minor innuendo. Augusta collected her things backstage and ushered Charlie out the door to the parking lot, not stopping to say goodbye or even thank the piano player.

			As she buckled Charlie into his booster seat Fran came jogging up. “Hey, are you okay? Why are you leaving?”

			Augusta slammed the car door and spun to face her, hot with anger. “Did you know, Fran?”

			“What? Augusta—”

			“Did you know about Colin and Eben?” Augusta was suddenly done being Diana Spencer. She couldn’t go another moment in the dark. She needed to know who was with her, who was against her.

			“I did. But it was between you and Colin. Or Colin and Eben,” Fran stammered.

			“I can’t believe you. You’re a shitty friend.”

			“No,” Fran tried.

			“Did Van know? Did he tell Caroline?”

			“No, it was me. I didn’t mean to—”

			So there it was. “I will never, ever forgive you,” Augusta spat, getting into the car and slamming the door. She left Fran standing there and pulled quickly away, aware that she was shaking with rage.

			“Mommy, what happened?” asked Charlie.

			“Nothing, sweetie,” Augusta croaked, swiping at her eyes. She was crying and trying so hard to fight it. “You were so good and I am so very proud of you. I just got a bad headache and so that’s why I’m sad.”

			“Poor Mommy,” Charlie said quietly. “When we go home, I’ll get you a snack.”
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			Jane and Beatrix were still awake when they walked in the door, but Augusta couldn’t face them. She asked Zoey to stay for another hour and start the bedtime routine while she went back out for a bit. She was crying and she drove aimlessly, off toward the castle, but it was dark and the gates would be closed, so she turned around and headed downtown. As she crossed over the Choate Bridge, she saw the lights twinkling in the pub and, on impulse, pulled into one of the parking spots out front. She would sit alongside the old men and drink a glass of wine and stare at the game. The wine would be bad, and the game would be baseball? Basketball? She didn’t even know, but she just couldn’t be home.

			She found a seat and ordered from the woman behind the bar, an older lady with dry blond hair in a clip and gold necklaces that fell across her tan, crepey throat. The wine wasn’t good, but it was cold and she drank it quickly and ordered a second.

			She was furious with Fran. Furious to realize just how foolish she had been. If Fran knew about Colin and Eben then so did RJ. Van must have known too. And her own mother, Augusta realized with a start. How could her mother have missed it? Augusta was the only one who hadn’t seen what was right in front of her face.

			What was the most humiliating part? Was it that he had been with her brother, or that he had kept it a secret? Would she be more or less upset if Colin had slept with a sister? The fact that he had been with a man felt like an implicit rejection, or a double-layered deceit. He had hidden more than a relationship, but some part of himself. And she had shared everything with him, even the hard and shameful bits. She had told him about the time she’d passed out on a sofa in an off-campus house in college and woken up to find cigarettes stuffed up her nose, boys she didn’t know taking her picture. She told him about a one-night stand and broken condom at age twenty, the pharmacy clerk who refused to give her the morning-after pill for religious reasons, the gray dawn hours she spent driving around trying to find a Plan B. She showed him how she liked to be touched, where she wanted to be kissed. Colin was her intimate, her holder of secrets, her most sanctified. And yet he had kept this huge and heartbreaking thing locked away from her. And he had let it become a wedge between her and her own brother.
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			Augusta finished her second glass of wine and then a third. The crowd at the bar was turning, the kitchen closed, the old men eating fish and chips went home to bed, and only the true drunks remained. When the baseball game ended, the bar down the street at Riverview locked up and there was a changing of the guard, a flood of new bodies arriving at the pub. When Augusta felt hands on her shoulders she turned; it was Van’s friend Stavros, wasted and grinning hugely to see her there. They hugged like they were long-lost sailors meeting by chance at a tropical island port. Stavros was drinking whiskey and made Augusta take a sip. She locked her eyes on his and bolted the entire glass in one and he cheered and called for another round.

			The rest of the night Augusta would only ever be able to remember in flashes: shots of tequila, spilling the contents of her purse on the pub’s bathroom floor, leaning against Stavros on the sidewalk, dropping her keys on her own lawn. Had she really driven that drunk? Of the many things she would never forgive herself for, that would remain near the top. She must have given Zoey money, Zoey must have seen the whole thing. Augusta and Stavros had opened a bottle of red wine—she would discover a dark stain on the counter in the morning—then they were in her bed, and she remembered nothing more.

		

	
		
			
				Fifteen

				Bailey

			
			
				[image: ]
			

			The Ripple Effects

			For the last fifteen years, all anyone wanted was for Bailey and Van to be a couple, and now that they finally were together, now that they brushed their teeth side by side and mixed up their socks in the laundry and had kind but boring discussions every morning about how well or poorly they had slept, everyone else was in disarray. Colin had been kicked out of his house, Fran was constantly annoyed at RJ, Eben was devastated, and Augusta was having a deranged and unceasing emotional breakdown about her life.

			Caroline Lash’s stupid short story had destroyed them, had fractured their tight-knit group, and it was Van’s fault for having invited that little idiot into their circle in the first place. He had taken it upon himself to try to fix it, but it was honestly like watching one of those videos where an NFL player attempts to do ballet, all bulky and clumsy. Vanny was a WASP with a mid-level EQ and a lifetime of repressed feelings. He was ill-equipped for anything more emotionally complicated than a sandwich order, and so it fell on Bailey to help.
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			Bailey invited Augusta to the nail salon, and she showed up looking hungover and tired and like a horse that might scare easily. Augusta was mad at everyone in the group, furious that so many of them had known about Colin and never told her, but she was angriest at Fran. Bailey hugged her hello and treated Augusta like a bottle of seltzer that had been dropped on the pavement, resolving to open the conversation slowly and carefully, aware that it might all blow up. Together, Bailey and Augusta played the game they always played. While they got pedicures, they sat next to each other in giant massage chairs, the motorized fingers grinding up and down their backs, not speaking, just texting back and forth. They texted jokes, memes, pictures, and videos and the rule was that the first one to laugh out loud lost.

			Bailey sent a video of a teenage girl drinking the full carton of cold brew, not realizing it was the kind you were supposed to dilute with water.

			Augusta sent a video of a little girl running her father over with a golf cart.

			Bailey sent a video of a guy in rubber waders perfectly mimicking a loon call and wrote “Van initiating sex.”

			Augusta sent a picture of a suntanned, bleached blonde, wrinkled old woman looking like an animated corpse in lipstick and wrote “Your sisters before they got so old.” Bailey grinned.

			Bailey sent a video of a dog humping a mirror and wrote “Caroline Lash.”

			The manicurist tapped Bailey on the leg and held up a bottle of polish, sports car red, and Bailey nodded.

			Do you think Caroline does buff-no-polish? Bailey texted.

			Hundred percent, Augusta texted back. Full bush or landing strip?

			Barbie privates. Totally smooth.

			Augusta cracked a smile. She once had a sex dream and then apologized to herself

			Sorry I had an orgasm

			She totally said that to Van after

			And then Van made sure to offset the carbon emissions
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			After their toenails were painted Bailey and Augusta got twenty-minute back massages, climbing awkwardly onto the leather seats, face down on the paper headrest, careful not to mess up the polish.

			She wanted to talk to Augusta about everything, wanted to convince her to forgive Colin and Eben and Fran, but she couldn’t quite figure out where to start. Was she more upset about the fact that Colin and Eben had been together, or the fact that she hadn’t known? Bailey herself wasn’t sure where she would fall. She had never felt the need to come clean about her past to anyone, never wanted to exchange lists or numbers, to stay up late detailing for a new boyfriend the time she dated her TA or hooked up with some famous actor from a police drama.

			The masseuse moved to Bailey’s arms and hands, digging her thumbs into Bailey’s palms and pulling on each finger until they cracked. In some part of her brain, she registered the bustle and hum of clients at the salon checking in at the desk and a new voice in the room.

			“I mean, he was gay the whole time. He just married her to stay close to the brother. Can you imagine?”

			Bailey’s face was pressed against the headrest but she opened her eyes. Someone was talking on the phone, she couldn’t see anything and she didn’t recognize the voice.

			“It’s sad that in this day and age he didn’t feel comfortable just coming out. But also, how could she have missed it? It was her own husband…I know…I know…The poor thing. Okay, I’ll let you go. I have an appointment.” Bailey heard a door at the back of the salon open and close, the woman disappearing into the small rooms where they did brow and bikini waxes. Bailey felt her body flood with adrenaline. Is this what everyone was saying? People thought Colin had married Augusta as a cover?

			Bailey herself hadn’t known about Colin and Eben back in high school. Like everyone else, she’d been oblivious, she’d assumed they were best friends, the same way they were with Van. And Van had never said a word otherwise. It was only when Eben got so weird about his sister’s wedding that she figured it out. He was angry with Colin, angrier than he was with Augusta, and it didn’t make sense at first. Then, one night in Fran’s yard, everyone drinking and carrying on, she heard them arguing, Eben insisting they needed to tell Augusta, Colin refusing. Bailey was surprised, but also not. High school was a time of raging hormones, of experimentation, of hooking up with your boyfriend in his neighbor’s gardening shed. Weirder things had happened.

			But she could see, without a doubt, that Colin and Eben weren’t in love, not by a mile. Whatever had been between them back when they were teenagers had stopped a long time ago. The idea that Colin’s marriage to Augusta was a front was delusional. He loved her. So Bailey never said a word to anyone about what she had heard. It wasn’t her business, but also, on some deeper level, she wasn’t sure how Augusta would react. Would Augusta be able to shrug it off as a thing of the past? Or would she always wonder if their feelings for one another remained? There was something rigid and inflexible about Augusta that worried Bailey. She was so intent on creating the marriage her mother never had, so eager to make up for some concept of family she felt she had missed. She was clearly in love with Colin, he was clearly in love with her, and Bailey wasn’t going to be the one to break her heart.

			She felt hands on her shoulders, strong thumbs working up toward her neck, the back of her head, pulling her straighter and taller. Bailey briefly debated storming into the waxing room to see who had been talking on her phone. She’d rip the woman’s entire eyebrows off and leave her walking around looking like an alien Tilda Swinton. When the massage finished with a series of swift taps along her spine Bailey sat up and turned to Augusta. “Babe, did you hear that woman talking on her phone just now?”

			“No, I wasn’t listening.” Augusta was lying. Her hair was sticking up from the head massage and she looked in the mirror and frowned before fixing her ponytail.

			“People are idiots,” Bailey said quietly.

			“Oh my God, I look insane.” Augusta was wiping at the mascara that had stained under her eyes. “Just let it drop, Bailey.”

			They paid and walked out to the parking lot, but Bailey felt something tugging at her. She couldn’t just say goodbye without trying.

			“Hey, can I sit with you for a second?” Bailey asked. She climbed into Augusta’s passenger seat, moving a pile of children’s library books to the dashboard. “Can we talk about Colin?”

			“I don’t know, Bailey. I’m worried I don’t even know what I’m allowed to say. I don’t want to sound homophobic or conservative. I don’t know what I’m allowed to feel.” Augusta’s voice was thick.

			“It’s me, babe. You can say anything. What are you worried about? I won’t judge you.”

			“I’m judging myself.” Augusta put her head in her hands. “I can’t stop thinking about Colin having sex with Eben, with other guys, I’m running these different scenarios in my head, obsessively.”

			“Okay, and what do the scenarios make you feel?”

			“When I picture him with some faceless guy it’s fine, I mean, I can see it and it’s fine. Sure, I wonder if there were more guys, I wonder if it was more than just Eben, but I guess it even bothers me less than picturing him with another woman. Like I don’t feel that stab of jealousy.”

			“Okay, that’s interesting. I wasn’t sure if you…Well, some people…” Bailey stumbled. “Can I ask you something? Have you yourself ever made out with a girl or had a crush on someone?”

			“Bailey…” Augusta groaned uncomfortably.

			“I have,” Bailey volunteered. “I’ve had a couple crushes. I even slept with a girl from my first job. Allison. She’s gay and she wasn’t looking for a relationship with me, but it was a fun experience.”

			“I didn’t know that.”

			“I don’t kiss and tell.” Bailey shrugged. “So, what about you?”

			“No, nothing like that. But I’ve had daydreams.” Augusta’s cheeks flushed.

			“Really?” Bailey grinned. “Okay, that’s something.”

			“Yeah. But it feels so different for women. Like it’s sexy for women to sometimes fool around with other girls. It’s complicated with men. It’s just not something you hear about or talk about.”

			“Guys never talked about being bisexual when we were in high school and college. They acted like if you were bisexual you were gay but just not ready to say it.”

			Augusta shook her head. “I just keep thinking about how Colin didn’t feel comfortable telling me. Or is that why he is attracted to me? Am I masculine? But even if it has nothing to do with me, it was Eben—it was my brother. Imagine if Van slept with your sister.”

			“Ha!” Bailey barked with unexpected laughter. “Oh my God, I absolutely cannot.”

			“See?”

			“No, not like it’s so horrible, it’s just inconceivable. He thinks my sisters are such idiots. And you know Van would never be able to have sex with a woman he didn’t fully respect.” It was one of the most honorable and perplexing things about Van, really.

			“Fine, but God. I’m so angry. You know how heartbroken I’ve been about my rift with Eben. And this whole time I thought it was because I took money from my dad! Because I wanted a relationship with our father! But that wasn’t even it! He was freezing me out because he couldn’t tell me about Colin. And Colin and my mom and everyone let me think it was my fault.”

			“I know.” Bailey nodded. “It’s fucked up.”

			“So, what do I do with these feelings?”

			“Talk to Colin. Yell at him if you have to. And talk to Eben,” Bailey said, reaching out to hold Augusta’s hand.

			“I can’t.” Augusta closed her eyes. “Not until I know what I want.”

			The Snip

			Bailey’s brother-in-law had gotten a vasectomy and Bailey was suspicious. It was wildly out of character for Jeff, a man who couldn’t even bring his own plate to the sink, to take family planning initiative. Bailey assumed this meant he was sleeping with a coworker, a disgusting proposition, but when her sisters’ families arrived at Budweiser Manor she handed him a frozen bag of peas so he could ice his groin on the couch.

			“We’re just going to love on our guy this week,” Bailey’s sister Kylie cooed, unwrapping a sandwich from the sub shop and carrying it over to Jeff.

			“But not too much,” Jeff said grumpily. “No sex for three weeks.”

			Apparently, Jeff hadn’t really paid attention at his pre-op appointment, and was surprised to realize how many rules there were to the whole thing. He couldn’t ejaculate until the incision healed, and then for the three months following he needed to ejaculate dozens of times.

			“What happens if you forget and have sex this week?” asked Bailey’s other brother-in-law, Mitch.

			“I’ll pop a stitch.” Jeff scowled.

			“Does it hurt if you get hard?” Mitch asked.

			“Yeah, bro. I’m living like a monk here.” Jeff shook his head at the gravity of the situation and pulled a slice of pickle out of his sub.

			“You know, there are all sorts of great environmental reasons to have a vasectomy,” Van piped up. “They say the best action we can take on an individual level to help the planet is to have one fewer child.” Ever since Van moved in with Bailey, he had been on a tear about how much garbage the baby produced. He was trying to convince Bailey to switch to cloth diapers, but she was holding strong.

			“I’m basically Captain Planet,” said Jeff sarcastically.

			“And if fewer women are on the pill that means there isn’t as much estrogen being released into the water supply,” Van continued. “A vasectomy could actually be good for the aquatic ecosystems.”

			Both Jeff and Mitch were looking at Van with utter bafflement and Bailey stifled a laugh. Vanny was such a geek. “I’ve been on the pill since I was fifteen and it’s been a total pain.” For a decade and a half Bailey had switched pills every few years, constantly searching for one that wouldn’t make her boobs hurt, wouldn’t make her gain weight, wouldn’t be exchanged for a generic when her health-care provider randomly stopped covering it. “I’m all for guys taking a turn.”

			“In fairness the pill didn’t work out all that well for you,” Jeff cracked, pointing at baby Dylan.

			Bailey rolled her eyes. She’d taken the pill at more or less the same time every day, but between falling asleep at Fran’s house that January and throwing up from her hangover, there had been some inconsistencies.

			“Hey Jeff, did you see this clip from SportsCenter?” Mitch passed him his phone.

			“What the hell?” Jeff looked at the screen before flinging it back. Mitch cackled. His phone had been playing a video from Pornhub.

			“Mitch, that’s not funny. If Jeff rips a stitch he could get an infection,” Kylie scolded him.

			“Hey, I was going to get everyone some oysters for dinner tonight, light some candles, but maybe that’s too much of an aphrodisiac for Jeff?” Mitch batted his eyes.

			“Stop,” Jeff growled.

			“Van,” Kylie interrupted. “Would you get a vasectomy, or do you and Bailey think you’ll have another kid?”

			Bailey shot her sister a look. She and Van weren’t even talking about their Labor Day plans, never mind having more children together.

			“What?” Kylie pouted. “You make cute babies. You should give Dylan a sibling.”

			They did make a cute baby. Dylan was gorgeous. But whenever Bailey looked at Dylan she saw Van’s face. It was so confusing. She loved Dylan so much she sometimes worried she was deluding herself into thinking she liked Van more than she actually did. There was a reason she hadn’t wanted to be with him. There was a reason she had only ever wanted to be friends. But Dylan’s little face had cast some kind of spell on her.

			“Okay, I’m going to do some emails,” Van announced, heading upstairs and away from Bailey’s insane family.

			Jeff’s phone dinged with a text and when he looked at the screen he cursed again. “Stop sending me this stuff!”

			Mitch cackled. Bailey’s brothers-in-law were truly disgusting.
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			Dylan started fussing and Bailey carried him upstairs to feed him. She loved looking down at his little face as he ate. Once in a while she would catch his eye and it felt like they were working together on the most romantic, astonishing, heart-exploding project in the universe. Together they were building his bones, his skin, every single cell. She held him with one arm and with her other she stroked his hair and his tiny ear.

			She checked her phone and saw she had a message from Mac Maker. He was going to be in town and wanted to know if she was around to meet up. Bailey paused. The thought of a night with Mac felt like a shot of warmth in her stomach. A sexy bar, a martini in a cold glass, perfume, music, and flirting, and the feel of someone different. Bailey wanted to see Mac so much her throat had started to catch. But she and Van were sleeping in the same bed every night, they were taking turns making coffee and playing with Dylan and letting one another know when they were jumping in the shower. It was sweet. She was also ridiculously, insanely grateful for Van’s help. He could be annoying as fuck—lecturing about all the Amazon delivery boxes that arrived each afternoon, reading her unwelcome articles on the chemicals found in Diet Coke, deciding to make his own baby food when the pouches they sold at the grocery store were two dollars each. And she annoyed him too. Sometimes, just to amuse herself, Bailey would talk about things she knew would bother him, like the trend of brides trashing their wedding dresses, the healing power of crystals, the virtues of cosmetic injections, and then, just when she sensed he was about to melt down, she would take off her shirt or start kissing his ear and peace would be restored in the kingdom.

			She texted Mac and said she was sorry to miss him.
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			“Bailey?” Van came into the bedroom holding a pile of catalogs. “Do you need any of these? I’m just trying to clear up some space on the desk.”

			“Yeah, let me hang on to those.” Dylan had slowed down, and she scooped him over her shoulder to burp him in one practiced motion.

			“What are you shopping for? Do you really need more stuff?”

			“I don’t know, it’s just—” Bailey brushed her hair out of her eyes. “I’m just looking at them. I just like flipping through catalogs to relax.”

			“Shopping for the sake of shopping?” Van wrinkled his brow as though she were perusing photos of sexually transmitted diseases.

			“Looking at nice things? It’s enjoyable. Like going to a museum while sitting in your own house.”

			“I mean,” Van hedged. “That would be if you were looking at Rembrandts or Renoirs in an art book. Not…” Van flipped to a random page of an athleisurewear catalog. “ ‘A street-to-studio bodysuit with inner shelf bra.’ ”

			“Van.” Bailey frowned. “Just because you can wear the same four shirts every day of your life doesn’t mean I can.”

			“You could if you wanted to,” Van countered.

			“Absolutely not. Women can’t do that.”

			“Bailey, if you repeated the same outfit three times a week literally nobody on Planet Earth would notice or care.”

			“Do you really think that? You think I’d be as successful if I stopped spending money on clothes and hair and makeup?”

			“I think it’s a capitalist loop,” said Van. “Culture has reinforced the patriarchy with beauty standards. Women spend all this money buying dresses from Zara and lipstick from Sephora and then it all ends up in a landfill. It’s bad for women and it’s bad for the Earth.”

			“Thank you for explaining the patriarchy to me, Van,” said Bailey sarcastically.

			“I’m just saying that you have a choice here, Bailey. You don’t have to participate. My mother doesn’t shop or wear makeup.”

			“Um, your mother does wear makeup.” Bailey looked at Van in disbelief.

			“I don’t think so.” Van shook his head. “Not like you.”

			“Like me. Wow.” Bailey paused. She’d always sort of suspected that Van thought she was a superficial idiot, but he’d never said so outright. “There have been studies about this,” Bailey said. “Women who wear makeup make more money. Life goes better for women willing to play the game.”

			“But every woman who plays the game makes it worse for the next generation.” Van gestured with the catalog. “When you buy a—a—‘street-to-studio bodysuit’—you are upholding the beauty standard, you’re supporting the patriarchy, you’re supporting capitalism.”

			“Jesus, Van.”

			“I’m just—”

			“Goddamn it, Van!” Bailey snatched the catalog out of his hand in frustration. “I can do whatever I want! I get to decide! Not you!” Dylan startled and began to cry.

			“Okay,” Van relented. “I’m sorry. I get it. You’re just already so beautiful.”

			“I know.” Bailey sighed, shushing Dylan and patting him on the back, the fight gone out of her. It wasn’t Van’s fault. They were just spending so much time in close quarters. And Van was so different from her disgusting brothers-in-law. He didn’t love her for the well-groomed package. Or at least he didn’t think he did. Maybe he missed stupid Caroline and her nerd glasses.

			Dylan calmed and his little body relaxed. Bailey chose the path of peace. “Hey, take this guy.” Van nodded and reached for Dylan, carefully lifting him from Bailey’s lap and quietly carrying him off to his crib.

			Maybe Bailey made a mistake asking Van to move in. Maybe she thought she wanted a boyfriend when really all she’d needed was an au pair and a housekeeper. She clicked back into the text chain with Mac Maker and sent him a quick note.

			Hey, I actually think I might be around to meet up.

		

	
		
			
				Sixteen

				Caroline
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			Cisgendered Straight Girl Shit

			There was a period of time, right after Caroline’s New Yorker story had been accepted by the magazine, where Caroline had sort of floated on a cloud of happy anticipation. It was similar to the way she imagined the early weeks of a pregnancy might feel, a deep thrill that something enormous was germinating, invisible to everyone around. But it wasn’t long before the feeling had stumbled and tipped into a more complicated emotion.

			At odd hours of the day, waves of anxiety had begun radiating from her stomach. Would Van and his friends recognize themselves? Would they even read it? She had been so angry when she wrote the story, but once she’d had a little time to cool off, she saw she’d been scathing in her caricatures. But what could she do? Caroline tried to steady herself. She hadn’t actually expected the magazine to even take the piece—what were the chances? Once they had, she couldn’t very well go back and say she had cold feet.

			In between bouts of crippling anxiety, she had combed the internet for gossip about the Palmer Preston biopic. His first wife was apparently furious with the estate for approving the grandson’s script, and she wasn’t going to allow shooting inside her Labor-in-Vain property. The young Boston couple who had moved into Preston’s first house on High Street were thrilled, though, and were renting out their ground floor to the film crew and making a killing in the process. One Thursday afternoon Ned Clark had emailed Caroline out of the blue, cc’ing the Preston Fellowship director, asking if she’d be willing to let them shoot the cottage for two days, and of course Caroline agreed. It wasn’t hers, and she knew she only lived there by the grace of the author’s estate.

			The day the magazine went on sale the celebratory notes had poured in. Her friends from the publishing house cheered, Nina sent her a string of unhinged texts and memes, and her father was so proud he bought twenty copies. There it was. The feeling of validation that she had been chasing since the moment she quit her job. Gwendolyn and Gregory had sent a magnum of champagne to be delivered to her cottage door and it was sweet, but what was Caroline supposed to do with a magnum of champagne when she didn’t have a single friend to drink it with?

			The most incredible part of all was that people seemed to really love the story. After just one day her editor wrote to tell her that they were seeing a huge amount of traffic to the site and the story was being forwarded like wildfire and generating new subscribers. It wasn’t unheard of—every so often a story hit the zeitgeist and gained traction—but it was certainly unexpected. A baby literary agent from a small shop wrote to ask if she was seeking representation. Then a more serious agent wrote and asked the same. A film scout sent her a direct message asking who held the rights, and Caroline felt so shocked she had to sit down. Would someone base a movie on her story? What kind of money did that pay? Within the span of an afternoon, she had booked herself a train to New York for the following week, where she’d do three days of agent meetings, no doubt wearing something black and expensive that she took from her mother’s closet.

			Over the weekend, though, something online shifted. It started with a comment on the original New Yorker post, someone named “Amyyy374” wrote “Now we just celebrate outing people? No.” Amy’s comment was liked dozens of times and then began generating replies. “I thought this was fiction, but if it’s not that is seriously messed up.” And “This is about REAL people and has REAL implications for a family. Shame on Caroline Lash.”

			When Caroline saw that comment she ran to the bathroom, thinking she might throw up. Outing people? Had she outed Colin? No, that would be vile, a disgusting thing to do. She had concealed his identity. She had changed all the names. Nobody online was saying it was him. They were just being self-righteous for clout. Right? In the mirror she looked pale, and she splashed water on her face and vowed to take the rest of the day off social media. Never read the comments. Isn’t that what they said?

			On Monday morning Caroline parked at the train station and as she made her way to the platform, pulling her rolling suitcase behind her, she saw Fran across the street, walking toward the bank. “Fran!” she called out, and waved and Fran turned. They made eye contact, and even from twenty yards away Caroline could see the shift in her face, from brightness to recognition to cold disgust. Caroline boarded the train, shaking.

			For three days she walked around New York feeling like she was wearing her contact lenses inside out. She could see, but there was also something wrong and warped and she couldn’t shake it. She forced herself to look at social media each morning so that she would know what the agents were reading before the meetings, and she saw that the conversation had splintered and evolved. Entire threads were devoted to discussing the ways in which Caroline’s take on the sexual mores was suburban and twee: “It’s like she’s missed the entire advent of polyamory and thinks that having a baby outside wedlock is a scandal.” “This is the most sheltered cisgendered straight girl shit I have ever read.” And “This writer wouldn’t last ten minutes dating in Portland.” Other threads discussed the ways in which Caroline’s story served as a commentary on Palmer Preston’s work. “Preston was a known misogynist and it’s about time someone called that out. Bravo!” “Preston would roll over in his grave seeing this hack ride his coattails.” And “Is it just me or do you kind of want to see that guy from Saltburn play the bi character?”

			The agents couldn’t have cared less about the mixed reception. “The fact that a New Yorker story has been trending on social media for a week is incredible. Whatever they paid you, it wasn’t enough.” By the time she returned to Greenhead, Caroline had signed with a literary agent, had worn her mother’s clothes for the better part of a week, and felt so dizzy and nauseated that she was either having the time of her life or coming down with the flu.
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			The editor who eventually signed Caroline Lash’s novel-in-progress was a twenty-five-year-old with a butterfly finger tattoo and curtain bangs who lived in Bushwick. Caroline received $200,000 for the novel, paid out over four years, and when the signing payment hit her account, she went online and bought a first edition of Palmer Preston’s Tarbox for $500 from a rare-book seller in Jackson, Mississippi. Posting a photo of the book on Instagram artfully arranged on top of her publisher’s contract, Caroline felt first pleased and then overcome by a vague sense of ick, unsure if she was actually celebrating or performing celebration as some kind of prepublication branding exercise.

			Do you think it’s gross to share my book deal on social media? Caroline asked Nina.

			TBH yes…sorry

			Shit.

			But everything about social media is thirsty and gross. In fact, I am deleting Instagram, selling my iPhone, and going totally analog.

			I don’t believe you

			Ugh, FINE, but only because I’m addicted to playing Goat Simulator on the subway

			You and all the other hot girls
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			To clear her head, Caroline drove out to Marini Farms to buy a pint of their tiny little strawberries, deep red and densely seeded, sweeter than candy. She pulled up into the gravel parking lot in a cloud of dust and got out to admire the bouquets of sunflowers in a neat row of aluminum buckets. She had been spending so much time on her computer that she had barely registered the beginning of summer and its attendant explosion of fruit and flowers. Inside, the farmstand tables made from wooden pallets groaned under boxes of yellow squash and zucchini, bushels of fresh-cut scapes that tangled like smooth green snakes. There were piles of radishes, their white roots long and witchy, heavy purple beets rubber-banded together by their stalks, bouquets of asparagus, and giant heads of cauliflower. She spotted the strawberries up by the register, and Caroline felt her mouth begin to water. She had started toward them when she suddenly heard a little boy cry in outrage.

			“Mommy, Jane kicked me in the VAGINA!”

			“That’s not true!” A redheaded girl came running through the doors from the greenhouse clutching a honey straw. “Charlie kicked ME in the vagina! And I kicked him back in the PENIS!”

			They were Augusta’s children, the older two. With a start Caroline realized that Augusta herself stood at the counter, stacking ears of corn into a paper bag. She looked like an elegant milkmaid, her long red hair in a braid, her skin creamy, wearing a large white button-down and a pair of leather sandals.

			“Can you please not scream about your privates?” Augusta scolded them. “Just say that you kicked each other in the groin. Or better yet, just that you kicked each other.”

			Jane looked confused. “But that’s where he kicked me. In the vagina.”

			“Right, but.” Augusta looked at the teenager who was tallying up her groceries, as if for help. The teenager smiled bashfully. “Never mind. Did you each have a honey stick? Are those fifty cents? Let’s make sure to pay for those.” Augusta pulled out her wallet.

			Caroline wanted strawberries, but even more fiercely, she wanted to say something to Augusta. She wanted to apologize, but what if Augusta hadn’t seen the story? Had Fran told her about it? She didn’t know, she felt hot and nervous, and before she had time to decide Augusta looked up and they locked eyes.

			“Hi, Augusta.” Caroline quickly rushed toward her. “Hi. I’ve been meaning to reach out to you.”

			Augusta’s face changed in an instant. It was as though a cold breeze had blown up through her body. Her nostrils flared slightly and her eyes unfocused, looking through Caroline and beyond.

			“Jane? Charlie? Can each of you take one of these bags of corn out to the car? I’ll just pay.” Augusta turned and plucked her credit card from her wallet and held it over the reader.

			“Mom…” Jane looked back and forth from Caroline to Augusta, confused.

			“Come on, children. We don’t talk to strangers. Let’s go.” Augusta tucked her card back in its leather pocket and slung a net bag over one shoulder. She collected her receipt and folded it neatly, slipping it into her purse before hefting the flat of berries to her chest. She breezed out, her children trailing behind, sucking on their straws of honey.

			Caroline stood there, awash in humiliation. The cashier looked at her curiously. Tears sprang to her eyes, and she turned and scurried to her car. No strawberries. No pretty rhubarb or purple beets. She sat with her hands on the wheel, dust swirling in through the open windows, coating her throat, making it impossible to breathe.

			Blood And More Bugs

			Years ago, Caroline had read an interview with Joan Didion, who talked about her work as a journalist. She said that some of her success was because she was so small. She could take up very little space and became nearly invisible, free to spy unobserved. Well, Caroline had now rendered herself invisible too. Augusta had blanked her. Fran had blanked her. She was the ghost of Greenhead, alone and unseen, and instead of feeling free, Caroline felt like a piece of shit.

			She started going to the grocery store in Topsfield, afraid of running into someone at Marini’s or the Greengrocer. She made coffee at home instead of going to Zumi’s. When she walked at Crane Beach or in the dunes, she wore a low hat and sunglasses, like a disgraced celebrity incognito. She kept hoping to run into Van, hoping to explain herself, but she didn’t. It was July, it had been six months since that cold winter day at Castle Hill, six months since she’d seen his face. At night she had dreams of Van, vibrant and sometimes highly sexual, Van appearing in her cottage, kissing her, explaining in great detail how she needed to help him build a boat out of old plastic bottles. One night Caroline woke from a dream so vivid she felt sure Van was right there next to her in bed, certain his hands had just been on her body. When she realized she was alone, the grief was so sharp she couldn’t stand to roll back over alone, and she threw off her sheets and stumbled to the kitchen for a glass of water. It was like being haunted or being possessed. It was like going insane. She was desperately in love with a person who had utterly vanished.

			She pulled out her phone and opened Instagram, finding the page for Crane Castle where they sometimes used Van’s pictures of nesting plovers or beach roses. Van had an account, he never posted anything himself, but she saw that he had liked a photo of a horseshoe crab. She toggled over to his profile to see if he’d posted a picture of Dylan, but he hadn’t. His page still contained one sad photo of a tick and nothing more, his profile picture a gray outline of a head. Caroline meant to navigate away but somehow, instead, her thumb hit the call button. The screen changed to a green phone and Caroline realized with horror that she was calling Van at three in the morning. She jammed her finger on the red button to hang up, pounding the screen until it disconnected, flooding her body with relief. Thank Christ. She pictured Van across town, asleep in Bailey’s bed, his phone charging next to him. The next time he logged into Instagram he might see a missed call but knowing how disinterested Van was in social media it could be months from now, or he could never even notice.

			Caroline’s phone rang, a piercing shriek in her silent cottage, and she jumped, hand shaking.

			“Hello?”

			“Hey, did you call me?” Van sounded sleepy, his voice low and quiet.

			“Oh, God, Van, I am so sorry. It was a butt dial. I’m so sorry.” Caroline made a silent screaming face at the dark window of her kitchen.

			“I wasn’t asleep. I was on my phone scrolling.”

			“Still, I’m so sorry about that. Total accident.” Caroline bit her lip.

			“So, it was a butt dial?”

			“Yeah, my mistake.”

			“Caroline,” Van said, his voice teasing. “You know nobody butt dials anymore. That was a Nokia thing. You have an iPhone.”

			“No, I know—”

			“And I’m not sure exactly what you’re doing at three in the morning, but I feel like your phone wasn’t in your back pocket?”

			“Van…” Caroline groaned. “Ugh, I was looking to see if you posted any baby pictures on Instagram.”

			“Oh,” Van said softly, and she heard a catch in his voice. “I haven’t. But I could send you some. If you’d like.”

			“Yeah, I’d really like that.”

			“Okay, I will.” They were both quiet for a moment. “Anything else you’re thinking about?”

			He said it so kindly, with so much care, that Caroline felt a longing spread all the way from her throat to her stomach. He was the nicest man she had ever met. “I fucked up,” Caroline croaked, her voice breaking. “My story. I made everyone so upset.”

			“There have been some big feelings,” conceded Van. “But that’s what writers do, right? You write about what you know, you write about the people you know.”

			“It’s all I’ve ever been able to do. I can’t just make it up.”

			“I know,” he said softly.

			“They gave me a book contract, Van. To turn the story into a novel. And they want to make it a movie.”

			“They do?”

			Caroline couldn’t read Van’s tone. “Are you angry, Van? Do you hate me?” Caroline stood in her kitchen, staring at her reflection in the dark window. There were no lights on Little Neck and in the darkness she felt that she and Van might be the only people in the world.

			“I could never hate you, Caroline,” replied Van quietly. “I need to go.” And he ended the call.
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			Caroline felt nearly hungover the next morning, unable to eat, to think, or to write. The walls of her cottage closing in on her, Caroline dragged the kayak from her yard down to the water. She had read that the film crew was shooting out on Labor In Vain Road. If she paddled through the marshes to Gould’s Creek, she could go all the way up to the little bridge right by where Palmer Preston’s first wife lived, maybe see the action from the distance. She covered her nose and arms in sunscreen and tossed a water bottle into the hatch, shoving off the pebbly beach out toward Steep Hill.

			It was hard at first, the waves of the open ocean slapping the side of the kayak, the wind whipping on the water, but as Caroline followed the bend of Little Neck and entered the mouth of the river it got easier. Bigger boats motored past her, giving her a wide berth, and yet their wake still rocked her plastic shell. Her arms were tired, but the paddling wasn’t as hard as she might have expected. It was like she was being drawn to her destination by forces beyond her control. She turned into Gould’s Creek, leaving behind the bigger boats. Only little motorboats could follow, the muddy river too shallow at mid-tide. Caroline zipped along through the marshes, passing a few wooden docks piled with canoes and kayaks of their own. The banks of the river had been roasting in the sun and smelled strongly of peat moss, Caroline could hear crickets chirping and birds singing. A cormorant stood elegantly on one leg and turned its long neck to watch her pass. She felt better than she had in days. This is exactly what Van would have recommended. Somehow, out in nature, moving her body, her problems didn’t seem quite so terrible.

			The tide was pulling her along, she realized, that’s why it felt so easy to paddle. As the water flowed from the ocean up into the salt marsh it swept Caroline’s lightweight boat with it. She would have to remember to save some energy for the more difficult return home. The wind was gone back in the creek and when a buzzing fly circled her head, she stopped rowing to wave it away. She pulled her water bottle from the hatch and as she did, another fly landed on her arm and she slapped it dead, its fat fly body bouncing off the deck of her kayak with an audible bash. It had been a greenhead, a wicked, blood-licking greenhead. Caroline hadn’t realized it was already the season and she shuddered. So much had happened over the past year. Dylan had been born, Van had left her, she’d published her story. This July would be so different from the last. She wouldn’t be going to Maine with Van. She wouldn’t be watching basketball with Fran or helping the little boys gather sticks or sitting around the table playing Family.

			Up ahead was the Labor In Vain bridge and just next to it was the small dock belonging to the Palmer Preston house. She could see there were a few cars and a truck parked along the side. A small tent had been set up on the dirt where the dog walkers usually congregated, underneath the tent was a folding table, maybe serving coffee or sandwiches, and even from forty yards away Caroline could see that the people milling about were part of the film crew, all dressed in jeans and black t-shirts in the blazing heat.

			Another greenhead buzzed by Caroline’s face and as she waved it off, she felt a searing pain on her shin. A fly was biting her, but she couldn’t extract her leg from the cockpit to kill it. “Fuck!” she screamed, rocking back and forth and nearly capsizing. She was bleeding, she could feel it. “Goddamn it,” she muttered to herself. She turned the bow upstream toward home and started paddling, but the current was much stronger than she had expected. She rowed hard, but another fly landed on her shoulder, and she swatted it away and in the ten seconds it took her, the little kayak had been swept back again. The fly circled and then flew down into the cockpit toward her feet. “Go away! Go away!” Caroline screamed.

			She was being pulled backward, faster and faster, the tide sucking her little kayak closer to the bridge. She jammed her paddle into the mud and pulled her legs out of the hull, hoisting herself from the boat and into the waist-deep water. It was impossible. There was no way she could row home until the tide turned. She was starting to cry in frustration, and she dragged the boat over to the muddy shore and stood, dripping, waving away flies and trying to figure out what the hell to do. Greenheads loved wet skin, she remembered, and her bare legs would soon be covered in welts.

			“Are you okay?” called a woman in a baseball hat and sunglasses. She clambered down across the muddy rocks from the tent. She was wearing an earpiece and holding a half-eaten sandwich. “You’re bleeding. Do you need a ride?”

			“Oh, yeah.” Caroline smiled miserably. There was something ironic about the whole thing: the Palmer Preston film team saving her after sending her to this horrible little town in the first place. “That would be amazing.”

			“Let me call someone.” The woman pulled a walkie off her belt. “Ned? Can you bring your car down by craft services? Ned?”

			“Oh, no, never mind…” With mounting horror, Caroline realized what she had done. Somehow Caroline had managed to conjure Ned Clark, like an evil genie from a lamp.
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			Ned pulled up to the bridge ten minutes later dressed, as always, like he was about to win a new round of funding from a venture capitalist fraternity brother, wearing a white linen shirt and leather belt. To his credit, he didn’t look altogether shocked to see her and he helped Caroline haul her kayak off the riverbank and onto the roof of his car, not seeming to mind the brown water that ran down his sleeves.

			“If you wanted to see me you could have just called. You didn’t have to come spy on production.”

			“I wasn’t spying.” Caroline frowned. “How would I know you were here? You’re a literary agent, not a gaffer.”

			“Sure.” Ned raised an eyebrow. “What are the chances a producer would be on the set of his own film?” He handed her a bottle of Poland Spring and while she wanted to rebuff him and his single-use plastic, her own metal water bottle was empty, so she accepted it with a nod.

			“I didn’t realize greenhead season had started.” Caroline wiped at her shin, smearing the blood with her hand.

			“The location scout says that out in the marshes they get the greenheads a few days early.” Ned opened the passenger door and Caroline climbed in, noting the expensive leather interior, the air conditioning blowing quietly. He buckled his seatbelt and started the car. “I heard you sold a novel.”

			Caroline had spent so much time hating this person that it was oddly perplexing to be in his presence, like meeting Vladimir Putin in a pottery class, or sharing a park bench with Elon Musk. She felt both deflated and righteous and didn’t know what to do with her face. “It’s based on the story in the New Yorker.” She shrugged nonchalantly.

			“Congratulations.”

			Caroline looked at him like he’d dropped to one knee and offered her a rose. He was being inappropriately sincere. “Thanks,” she muttered.

			“So, do you always row your boat outside the homes of women who hate me?” Ned asked archly.

			“Palmer Preston’s first wife isn’t your biggest fan?”

			“Nope. She actually threatened to sue us. Obviously, the studio lawyers have been through all this before, so I don’t think she has a leg to stand on. I mean, if the royal family couldn’t stop them from making The Crown, I don’t think Preston’s ex can stop a movie that his estate wants to make.”

			“Why doesn’t she like it?” asked Caroline curiously.

			“The script focuses heavily on Tarbox. That book ruffled a lot of feathers.” Ned drove slowly down the sun-dappled road, curving past the grassy field full of dog walkers, past the hiking trails and houses nestled in the woods. It was annoying to see he was a comfortable driver. She’d been hoping an adulthood of taxis and subways meant he was as impaired as she was.

			“I didn’t realize people had mixed feelings about Preston’s books. It seems like he’s such a big local hero.” The town of Greenhead found any excuse they could to celebrate the man. They had a ceremony when they cut down the tree by his house, they had a party on what would have been his birthday, they probably had an envelope of his hair clippings in some barber shop for all she knew.

			“You have to remember how scandalous that book was—affairs, abortion, partner-swapping—everyone was talking about it, trying to guess who was who. Even though Preston had disguised his friends, everyone knew who they were, and everyone was talking about them.”

			“Did people get mad at him?”

			“Absolutely,” Ned said. “People got divorced because of the book. When he first moved to Greenhead there were twelve couples who were all part of his gang, six at the center. Preston was the ringleader, the social chair. They spent every Sunday playing volleyball or tennis, drinking and dancing. There were always parties, hard drinking. People slept around. It was the sixties. But a lot of their friends say those marriages could have survived if it weren’t for the scrutiny that came from the book.”

			“Because when he published Tarbox he told everyone’s secrets.”

			“I don’t think he meant to. But Greenhead is a small town. It was even smaller then. Out of the twelve marriages in the group only two of them survived the scandal.”

			“Does that disturb you? Making a movie that’s going to upset people?”

			“I suppose.” Ned considered. “But I represent the estate. Preston chose his grandson to helm the estate. He didn’t choose his ex-wife. We have to assume there was a reason for that, that he felt his grandson would serve his memory better. And the film does important things for his legacy.”

			“Once a writer is dead it’s hard to know what they might have wanted.”

			“It’s morally gray,” Ned agreed. “But that’s art. Art is supposed to challenge us, to make us uncomfortable.”

			“Hmmm.” Caroline reflected. Was her story making readers uncomfortable? Or just the subjects? “Would there be a situation where you wouldn’t make the movie? Where the human cost was too great?”

			“Sure,” Ned said slowly. “Are we talking about the Preston movie, or are you talking about your novel?”

			“Yeah,” Caroline said sheepishly. She tried to drink her water, but her heart was beating quickly, that terrible anxiety back in her chest.

			“I don’t know the situation, but I would say that you need to believe in your own creative abilities. This isn’t the only story you’ll ever write. You have so much more inside you, so don’t cling to it too tightly. Don’t blow up your whole life at the first opportunity.”

			It was bizarrely humane advice, a kindness from the last person she’d expect. “Ned?”

			“Yes, Caroline?” He arched an eyebrow.

			“Did you get the Preston estate to give me the fellowship?”

			“No.” Ned shook his head. “I had nothing to do with that. Even if I were involved in applications, I would have recused myself since we knew each other.”

			“Hunh.” Caroline digested this. So, she’d won the fellowship all on her own. There was relief there, but something still nagged at her. “One more question?”

			“Sure.”

			“Were you using me to get to my mother?”

			“Oh.”

			She’d said it. The thing she’d wanted to ask for more than a year. But instead of looking ashamed, Ned shrugged.

			“I wasn’t. The timing looks bad, but I wasn’t actually pursuing her. She fell in my lap after you and I had gone to that party.”

			“So then you just stopped speaking to me?”

			“Look, Caroline,” Ned said, almost kindly. “I wanted to fuck you, but I wanted to represent your mother more.”

			Caroline sat back in her seat in surprise. It was an insane thing to say, but it was honest. She hadn’t been crazy. Maybe that was enough.

			

			
				[image: ]
			

			Back at her cottage Caroline showered and covered her bites in antiseptic and band aids, making herself a dinner of cheese, crackers, and apple, eating over the kitchen sink. Through the window she could see families picnicking on Pavilion Beach, armed against the flies with long-sleeve shirts and bottles of Skin so Soft. Children dragged buckets across the pebbly shore, screaming at the small waves and chasing seagulls. Little boys collected sticks.

			When Caroline wrote her story, had she done something truly malicious? She had written her story from a place of hurt, she had been so focused on her own pain that she hadn’t really cared what it would do to other people, and the acknowledgment made her hot with shame. She had been deluding herself, thinking they might not read it, might not recognize themselves, and worst of all, she had outed Colin as bisexual. That was a million times more evil than calling Bailey cheesy or RJ a drunk. It was worse than just alienating herself. She had been vindictive toward their little group and hurt their families along with it, and she would hurt them again when the book was published and again with a film, with every interview, with each word that came out of her mouth.

			Her first-edition copy of Tarbox sat on her dining room table on top of her book contract, just where she had left them, two betrayals, one fifty years old and one brand new.
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			“Mom?” Caroline called home.

			“Caroline, I’m so glad you called. I need your advice. Your father and I are going to a summer soiree and the dress code is ‘garden chic.’ I was going to wear that dress from the awards dinner, but Daddy says I shouldn’t wear black.”

			“You should wear whatever makes you feel good, Mom.”

			“See? GREGORY, CAROLINE SAYS I CAN WEAR BLACK!”

			“Hey, Mom? I was calling because Van and I broke up.” Over the entire spring her mother had never asked her about Van, so Caroline hadn’t said a word.

			“Oh, no! Why?”

			“Well,” Caroline said slowly. “He wanted to spend more time with the baby.”

			“What baby?” asked Gwendolyn. Caroline could hear her mother clanking around in the kitchen as they spoke.

			“Remember? His friend Bailey? Who he,” Caroline stumbled. “helped get pregnant?”

			“Oh, right. The one who wanted to have a child on her own.”

			“Well, I think I might have given you the wrong impression of the situation. Bailey and Van had been a couple before I met him. And it turns out Van wanted to be a dad.”

			“Oh. That is a plot twist,” Gwendolyn mused. “But better her than you, darling.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“If Van wanted a baby, it’s better he realized it now so he could have the child with someone else. You don’t want to be a mother yet.”

			“What?”

			“Caroline, you are a writer. History is littered with women writers who were destroyed by parenthood! They drain you of your creative energy. Right now you are in an absolutely critical stage of your writing career. You’re finding your voice. Motherhood would derail everything.”

			Caroline snorted. What a thing to say. “Is that why you didn’t want to have children?”

			“What do you mean?” Gwendolyn stopped banging around the kitchen.

			“In your wedding announcement when you said you didn’t plan to have children. Was that so that I didn’t drain you of your creative energy?”

			“Oh!” Gwendolyn laughed. “I put that in the announcement to torment your grandmother! Believe it or not, my mother and I had a difficult relationship. But Daddy and I always planned to have a baby. You were very much wanted, Caroline.”

			“Mom?” Caroline’s voice cracked. She looked around her little cottage, a place of such joy and heartbreak. “I think I need to come home.”

		

	
		
			
				Seventeen

				Augusta
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			A Shimmer Of Truth

			Augusta hadn’t spoken to Fran in two months when they ran into each other on the boardwalk at Crane’s. It was the longest they had gone without speaking in their lives, even counting the time they were twelve and Fran burned off a piece of Augusta’s hair with a flat iron and Augusta called her an idiot.

			Augusta wanted to walk right by, she was still furious Fran had told Caroline about Colin and Eben, but the children greeted each other with the extravagance of astronauts returned from space, falling all over one another and hugging, dropping buckets and towels and blocking the ramp for anyone else trying to get past, and so Augusta herded them all over to the benches so they could carry on with minimal obstruction.

			“I GOT A GIGANTAMAX MEOWTH!” screamed Hale.

			“THAT’S FOUR HUNDRED DAMAGE!” screamed Charlie.

			“It’s like TWO FIFTY.” London scoffed dismissively.

			“You should keep it in the plastic so you can sell it.” Jane sniffed.

			“If I have to have one more conversation about Pokémon, I am going to commit myself to a sanatorium,” said Augusta. She wasn’t ready to forgive Fran, but seeing their kids together was cracking something open inside her.

			“We could talk about dinosaurs instead,” offered Fran. “Or ninjas?”

			“Submarine mechanics?” Augusta raised an eyebrow.

			“Perfect.” Fran smiled. “I’d love that.”
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			They ushered the kids down the boardwalk and across the hot sand to the town side of the beach, where all the Greenhead residents congregated. They laid out their blankets and chairs and Fran helped Augusta set up the little tent for Beatrix, even though now she was too busy crashing around and trying to eat seaweed to stay put. Augusta didn’t bring up Colin, didn’t bring up the New Yorker story, and Fran seemed to want to follow her lead, so they drank canned seltzer and slicked on sunscreen and handed out goldfish just like they had every summer for years.

			“Did you hear about the scandal in the bullfrog group at camp?” Augusta asked, raising her eyebrow.

			“No, what happened?”

			“The second-grade boys were all naming their penises and yelling the names during water sports. The counselors had to take them aside and then tell the parents.”

			Fran laughed. “Hale named his penis a few months ago.”

			“What did he name it?” Augusta widened her eyes merrily.

			“ ‘Princess Penis.’ ”

			“What?” Augusta cackled. “At least he’s using the correct anatomical language.”

			“Hey, your brother asked me to send him a bunch of pictures for his website.” Fran wiped sand off her water bottle and took a glug.

			“Eben did? What website?” Augusta asked, confused.

			“For finding a baby to adopt. Did he ask you? Or maybe he already has all the same pictures you have,” Fran hedged awkwardly.

			“I knew they had decided to adopt, but I didn’t know where they were in the process.” It stung to realize Fran knew more about her brother’s life than she did.

			“They’re working with an agency, but they have to make this website so that birth mothers can check them out. Pictures of them together, pictures of their house, little paragraphs about what they do for work and why they would be a good adoptive family.”

			“That’s so sweet,” said Augusta quietly.

			Fran tried to lighten the mood. “The funny part is that Eben says he and Max mostly have pictures of them drinking wine with friends, or shirtless at the beach. They have hundreds of pictures of them at parties and none of them in collared shirts.”

			Augusta giggled. “Even when Max wears a collared shirt, he has at least four buttons undone.”

			There was a mom camped out just down the beach wearing a T-shirt that said “Good Vibes” in loopy script. She was screaming at her kids for getting sand on the picnic blanket. Augusta tipped her chin at the lady, raising her eyebrows, and Fran laughed. Their own children were digging a pit by the water, and Augusta squinted, trying to figure out what Hale was using to dig. It seemed to be a spatula. Where on earth had he found a spatula? She was pretty sure he’d brought it from home.

			“How are your folks doing?” Augusta asked, putting more sunblock on her arms.

			“Not great,” Fran admitted. “My dad’s having financial issues.”

			“Did he lose his job?”

			“No, you know how my brothers are with gambling? They put some of the apps on my dad’s phone and he let his betting get out of control.”

			“Does he have a gambling addiction?” Augusta asked, wide-eyed. She didn’t even know anyone who gambled.

			“I don’t think so? But he lost sixty grand, he already had forty in other debt, and the bank is threatening to foreclose on the house.”

			“You and your brothers can’t swing a loan?” A hundred grand was a lot, sure, but somebody had to have it in savings. Or in stocks they could sell if they had to.

			“We’ve been chipping away at it, we’ve knocked out twenty-five thousand dollars to keep him afloat, but my brothers and I don’t have that much cash lying around.”

			“What about RJ? He must have a lot of cash flow from his business?”

			“I’m not asking him. It’s my family, I don’t want to make it his problem.”

			“Fran, that’s insane.” Augusta stared at her with disbelief. “You’re a couple.”

			“But we don’t share accounts. He has his money, I have mine. It’s not fair for me to ask him.”

			“Fran,” Augusta said firmly. “I know I’m the last person who should be giving advice on marriage right now, but from the outside it looks like you’re making life too complicated. RJ loves you. He wants to marry you. He’d be happy to share his money with you. You’ve been holding him at arm’s length for years—but why? Just let him help.”

			“I don’t know if I want to,” Fran whispered. “Something happened in Hawaii.”

			“What?” Augusta stared at Fran. Now that Augusta was looking closely, Fran seemed tired; the circles around her eyes were dark and puffy. Her T-shirt was an old one, her hair was in a messy ponytail, which was sort of par for the course, but all together Augusta saw that Fran was hanging on by a thread.

			“I met someone,” Fran whispered. “His name is Cal. We didn’t kiss or anything, but I fell asleep in his bed.” She started to cry.

			“Oh, Fran.” Augusta moved next to her and put her arm around her shoulders. “But you didn’t kiss him. You just slept!”

			“I feel so guilty, but I don’t even know if it was a mistake, like, I might do it again. I felt something so intense with Cal. When I was with him, I felt like I was twenty again, just so easy and light. And I took pictures of us together and I can’t stand to delete them, and I hid them on my phone, and I just feel like the worst person in the world.”

			“Honey. You’re not the worst person in the world. You’re just in this in-between thing where you don’t get what you need from RJ, but you aren’t allowed to get it anywhere else. You’re stuck.” Augusta rubbed Fran’s arm.

			“I love RJ, but while I was in Hawaii a switch flipped for me. All these things I used to find cute and funny now feel childish and dumb. He’s loud and he’s messy and he’s just like another kid for me to take care of. He’s always been like this, but suddenly it just annoys the fuck out of me.”

			“Living with a man is always kind of annoying.”

			“But when I read the way Caroline Lash wrote about him—it was so mean, but something had a shimmer of truth. He just looked like such a jackass. It’s like the optical illusion of the vases that are also people’s faces—once you see it you can’t stop.”

			“Yeah, Caroline’s story was…revealing.” Augusta frowned.

			“I’m so sorry about everything,” Fran said. “I’m so sorry I told her about Colin. I was overwhelmed by what I did with Cal and I was having an emotional meltdown and I just sort of vomited it out. It was such a betrayal and I’m really, really sorry.”

			“It’s okay,” Augusta said, and held Fran close, and Fran started crying even harder, shoulders shaking until she calmed down, wiping her eyes and nose. Augusta kissed her cheek and Fran smiled at her sadly.

			They moved on, feeding the children sandwiches, fixing hats, spearing straws into juice boxes, and helping locate towels, but Augusta kept thinking about Fran and Caroline. Fran had been nothing but kind to the girl. She’d been the most welcoming of the entire group, and this was how Caroline had repaid her. It made Augusta understand why her circle of friends was so tight and closed off, why Greenhead and Gloucester were too. Every time you opened yourself up to an outsider you made yourself vulnerable. There was safety in old friendships, even if those friendships were imperfect, in knowing the loyalty ran so deep. Caroline had elbowed her way into their lives and then pulled out a knife.

			Caveman

			Every day the children brought something disgusting home from camp: A plastic tub of slime that was studded with bits of dirt and hair, a dreamcatcher made of yarn and crusty sharp seagull feathers, a rock glitter-painted green, a robot constructed of empty toilet paper tubes from the bathrooms of strangers. Augusta pretended to admire it all and then ordered everyone into the bath, dumping in half a cup of strawberry-scented soap. She scrubbed their feet until the facecloth turned brown, she rubbed at blue marker on wrists and elbows, and she even tried to get at the dirt under their fingernails with a nailbrush until their screaming and crying became too operatic. They looked like they had been gardening, like they were potters, like they had been scratching their way through underground tunnels. They were horrifying, they were summer children.

			When the email about head lice came from the camp nurse Augusta wrinkled her nose and felt sorry for the parents who had been so caught off guard. Didn’t they know to label their kids’ hats, to tie their daughters’ long hair into tight ponytails, to keep an eye out for telltale scratching? She ran a dutiful comb over Charlie and Jane, but apparently the main infester was a little girl named Scarlet who was in the tadpole group, and neither of Augusta’s children played with her. Augusta said a brief prayer of thanks for this small mercy amid the other chaos of disrupted summertime childcare.

			Her babysitter, Zoey, had been a huge help since the end of the school year, and had sort of been absorbed into the family life. Augusta paid her to come three hours five days a week, from camp pickup through dinner, but Zoey ended up staying later most nights, lingering over olives and leftover grilled cheese, the kids eating popsicles in front of the iPad while Augusta folded laundry and talked about Zoey’s girlfriend. Zoey and Meg would be going to different colleges in the fall and couldn’t decide whether or not to stay together. Zoey wanted to see other people, but her girlfriend was going to school in Virginia and worried everyone there would be straight.

			“You can’t stay with Meg just because she wants a safety net in case her school isn’t gay enough,” cautioned Augusta. “You need to meet as many people as you can in college. You should date twenty people before you get serious about anyone.”

			“Is that what you did?” asked Zoey.

			“Sort of?” Augusta tossed a pair of balled socks into the pile on the sofa. “We didn’t really ‘date’ in college, we mostly ‘hung out’ or ‘hooked up,’ but I learned a lot about myself and about what I did and didn’t want in a partner.” Augusta had gone out with the bratty son of a DC lawyer who spent more time with his weed dealer than with Augusta. She had gone out with a lacrosse-playing chem major who cheated on her with his study partner. Her senior year she had gone out with the editor of the school paper, who laughed so hard at his own jokes he once gave himself the hiccups.

			“Do you think if you dated more people, you still would have married Colin?” Zoey asked.

			“Yes,” Augusta admitted. “I had been in love with Colin since I was a kid. I just didn’t imagine he’d ever pick me.” The first months of being with Colin were the happiest of Augusta’s whole life. It was unreal that anyone ever got to feel that way. It had been like drugs, or like taking off a bad bra at the end of a long day. She couldn’t have walked away, even if she had wanted to. Now that he was gone, she missed him so much she woke up crying in the night. She couldn’t eat. She was drinking too much. She had to watch a YouTube video to figure out how to override the settings on the air conditioning. Colin had been in charge of that.

			“So why are you and Colin separated?” Zoey asked curiously.

			“Because he lied to me,” answered Augusta. She didn’t know how much Zoey had heard about the story, they hadn’t discussed anything except for the fact that Colin had moved out.

			“My dad cheated on my mom when I was younger,” Zoey said quietly. She had put olives on her fingers and was nibbling them off one at a time. “He moved out for a year and then she forgave him, and he moved back in.”

			“When was that?”

			“I was in seventh grade?”

			“Do you think your mom made the right decision?”

			“I do. He made a mistake and regretted it. She’s happier with him than without him. In some ways they are nicer to each other now than they were when I was little. It’s like they realized that they have a choice, and they are choosing to be married.”

			“But did people know about the affair? Like your grandparents, or your mom’s friends?” Augusta was trying to fish the lost drawstring out of the waistband of Charlie’s shorts.

			“Sure.” Zoey wiped olive juice off her hands. “But it’s none of their business. It’s just about my mom and my dad.”

			Augusta wanted to say more, but maybe Zoey had a point. If every marriage was different, maybe every betrayal was as well. It was just all tangled up. Her brother. The secret. The magazine. She was so used to understanding herself, so used to knowing why she felt happy or unhappy, but pinpointing her own feelings about this whole Colin thing was tricky. She wanted to make neat little piles of her outrage, to measure them up against one another. This many grains of fury for being with her own brother. This many for keeping a secret locked away. This many for making her look stupid in front of the outside world. But, Augusta reflected, maybe that third pile was just vanity. Maybe she could decide to stop caring so much about her image, her reputation. If she could let go of the little grains in that pile, how much anger would she have left?

			“So, who is that guy you had over?” asked Zoey.

			Stavros. Augusta hadn’t said anything about him to Zoey but every time she thought about what she had seen—Augusta slurring, stumbling in with Stavros from the bar—she died of humiliation. “No, he’s a friend. I was pretty drunk and it was stupid.”

			“We’ve all been there.” Zoey grinned.

			“What?” Augusta laughed, surprised. “Please don’t tell me you’ve had a regrettable drunken hookup!”

			“Well, I don’t drink, so it was sober. Maybe that’s worse?” Zoey was blushing furiously.

			“Oh my God, what happened?”

			“There was this girl from my farming project at Appleton. I don’t even think she’s beautiful. But there’s just something weirdly attractive about her?”

			“Like the French jolie-laide thing. I get it.”

			“YES. We ended up making out behind a tractor.” Zoey groaned.

			Augusta screamed with glee. “Now THAT is what you’re supposed to be doing as a teenager!”

			“That guy you brought home was definitely ‘jolie-laide.’ ” Zoey raised her eyebrows and smirked. It was true. Stavros had thick caterpillar eyebrows and hands like shovels, but was somehow still sexy.

			“I knowwwww.” Augusta buried her face in a handful of clean laundry. She had seen Stavros at her kids’ camp the week before. He jogged across the parking lot to give her a hug and they made awkward small talk about the tyranny of the camp counselors, college drama majors drunk on power and charging parents twenty-five dollars a pop for tie-dye camp T-shirts that would inevitably ruin a load of laundry. They weren’t flirting. They weren’t talking about that night. They were both just doing damage control, making sure their secret was safe.

			When Zoey left to go home, Augusta put her children to bed and then sat out on the back porch, listening to the crickets, wishing Colin were next to her. It was weird she’d been attracted to Stavros. But sexual attraction was a wild card. You could love how someone looked on paper but then feel nothing in person. You could think a guy was dumb as rocks, hate his clothes, and still want to jump his bones. This was why sex was the messy magic at the center of life. It didn’t always make sense, but the power was undeniable.
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			When she was a senior in college, Augusta had slept with a caveman. It was a relationship too confusing for her to even make sense of now, but she’d developed a fierce sexual attraction to a football player named Robbie O’Keefe who was objectively ugly, unkempt, and strange. It started one night at a bar, both of them a little drunk, making out in a dark corner. The next morning Augusta’s friends teased her about it at breakfast. “Did he taste like Doritos and weed?” “Did he make grunting noises while he groped your rack?” “You didn’t want to go back to his cave and braid his back hair?” It was mortifying. But still, the next weekend Augusta found herself looking for him, hoping they might cross paths at one of the campus bars. Of course, they did, and she ended up bringing him back to her room, where she took off her shirt and made out with him until sunrise.

			They didn’t tell anyone about their late-night visits, Augusta because it was too weird to explain, and Robbie because, well, she supposed he didn’t talk to his football friends about much aside from beer pong. There were things about him that grossed her out—the little hairs of his mustache curled over his lip, piles of red Solo cups littered his dorm room floor, and she once made him stop kissing her and chew a piece of gum because he tasted like an Italian sub. But still, they slept together every weekend for two months until it stopped as suddenly as it started. He began dating a girl from home, or she went away for spring break and broke the magnetic pull of weird attraction—she didn’t even remember or care what actually happened, the main point was that she never told anyone about it, she was too puzzled by the whole thing, confused about the ways in which sexual attraction defied her normal tastes.

			She knew that wasn’t what had happened between Colin and Eben—it wasn’t a sexual infatuation as inconsequential as the caveman—but sexual desire was layered. Maybe he was as confused by himself as Augusta had been. Or maybe not. Maybe he knew himself and Augusta had just been too closed off to let him tell her. She knew she could be judgmental, she knew she could be rigid about certain things. Was Colin afraid she wouldn’t love him if she knew he was bisexual? Had she made him feel that her love was, in some way, conditional? If so, that was her fault, and the idea of it made her hot with shame.
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			On Saturday Augusta dressed the children for a day at the beach with Colin. She packed a bag of dry clothes and underwear, hats and sunblock, a cooler with Beatrix’s milk, and four different kinds of granola bars. What did children eat before granola bars? They made up such a huge portion of her children’s diet it was impossible to imagine.

			Augusta was filling their water bottles at the sink when Jane came in, her flip-flops slapping the kitchen floor. “Mom, my ear is really itchy.”

			“Your ear? Is it from the pool at camp?” Augusta had swimmer’s ear as a child. She remembered lying on the couch as her mother put in cold drops.

			“I don’t know.” Jane tilted her head to the side so Augusta could look at her ear. It looked normal, but the skin behind it was red.

			“Have you been scratching?” Augusta held Jane’s chin in her hand and pushed her hair back around her neck. As she did, a bug fell out. “Oh my God.”

			“What?”

			“Hold still.” Augusta carefully lifted the hair around Jane’s ear. Another bug. And another. They were huge, like big pieces of rice, their legs translucent white.

			“What is it, Mom? Is it from swimming?”

			“No. It’s lice.”

			“LICE??” Jane screamed. “I don’t want LICE!”

			Now that she had seen one, she realized that Jane’s hair was full of them. They weren’t on the top, where Augusta had checked with the comb, but they were all through the back of her hair, all behind her ears and neck.

			“What are you doing?” Charlie came in wearing his swimsuit and goggles.

			“Charlie, keep away from your sister!” Augusta ordered.

			“Why? Is she sick?” Charlie looked afraid.

			“No, she just has lice, and I don’t want you to get them.”

			“I DON’T WANT LICE!” Charlie screamed. “WHAT ARE LICE?”

			Augusta washed her hands and began to check Charlie’s hair along the back of his neck. One, two, three. He had them too, little grains of rice crawling on his scalp. “Goddamn it.”

			“SWEAR JAR!” Charlie cried.

			“Stay right where you are.” Augusta had a box of lice shampoo in her bathroom, bought during the previous year’s school outbreak. She’d never had to use it, but it had lived in the back of the cabinet along with the hideous hospital maxi pads and a pack of emergency pregnancy tests. Augusta checked her hair in the mirror. She couldn’t see behind her own ears or along her own neck, but suddenly she felt overwhelmingly itchy. Was it psychosomatic? Was she covered in nits? She and Charlie had napped on the same pillow. She and Jane used the same brush. Of course she had lice. There was no way she didn’t.

			In the next room Beatrix started crying. Augusta ran to pick her up. Could the baby have lice? She hardly had any hair. And if she did, was it safe to use the lice shampoo? It was full of horrible chemicals. Augusta was beginning to hyperventilate when she heard a knock at the door. It was Colin, come to pick up the children for the beach.

			“Don’t come in!” Augusta yelled. “Don’t come in!”

			“Augusta?” Colin looked worried and Augusta waved her hand furiously at him.

			“We have LICE!” she sobbed. “Scarlet in the tadpole group gave us LICE and NOBODY EVEN PLAYS WITH HER!” Augusta and Beatrix were both crying now and Charlie and Jane were looking back and forth between their parents, trying to figure out who they were allowed to hug and how frightened they should be.

			“Scarlet the tadpole?” asked Colin.

			“Yes, Daddy,” Charlie said seriously. “She’s a tadpole.”

			“Okay, guys. Everything is all right.” Colin came into the house, closing the door behind him.

			“You don’t want to come in, Colin.” Augusta waved him away. “I need to give them the shampoo and then we need to wash all their bedding and then find all the stuffed animals and bag them in plastic. And I think we might need to clean the cars? Or their car seats? And also I think I probably have lice, but I don’t know because I can’t see my own head.” Augusta felt tears streaming down her face and she swiped them away. It was horrible. It was mortifying. She had tried so hard to be brave and dignified and now this. “You can have them tomorrow and I’ll make up the extra day for you, just go and come back tomorrow.”

			“I’m not leaving, Augusta.”

			“You don’t want to get lice.”

			“I don’t care about lice,” said Colin gently, reaching over and putting his arms around Augusta and the crying Beatrix.

			“Don’t let your head touch mine,” Augusta sobbed.

			“I don’t care about lice,” Colin repeated, and he took his head and rubbed it against Augusta’s. “If my family has lice, I want it too.”

			“Oh my God, you’re insane.” Augusta started laughing, letting him hug her.

			“Daddy is trying to get lice!” Jane cried, delighted.

			“EVERYBODY IN THE FAMILY HAS TO HAVE LICE!” screamed Charlie.

			“Everybody in the family,” agreed Colin cheerfully as Augusta sobbed against his chest.
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			Together Augusta and Colin set up a lice-combing station in the kitchen, picking out bugs, nits, and eggs with the tiny plastic comb, wiping them on paper towels and crowing with delight when they found really big ones. It was disgusting but weirdly satisfying once you let go of the horror. Colin found a bug and few eggs on Augusta’s scalp, nothing more, and together they began the epic cycle of laundry to clean all the sheets and towels and bedding in the entire house. It was like being with a real caveman, Augusta reflected, picking little bugs out of their hair and grooming one another. But this time Augusta was done with secrets.
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			Swedish Fish

			Bailey prepared for her date with Mac Maker like she was going to her high school prom. She got a bikini wax and a pedicure, she bought new underwear and deep-conditioned her hair, and she carefully applied self-tanner, walking around the house naked for an hour so that her clothes wouldn’t give her weird orange lines. She put three condoms in her purse and told Van she was meeting her old sorority sisters for drinks and not to wait up. She felt guilty, but not guilty enough to stay home, and she kissed Dylan goodbye and tripped off into the night.
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			She met Mac at a rooftop bar, and when she saw him, dressed in a starched white T-shirt, her stomach did a happy flip. They ordered martinis and sat side by side at the bar, his knee bumping hers playfully as they talked. She told him about Dylan and showed him a few pictures and he joked about how when they met Dylan could give him a right cross to the chin for what he’d done all those months ago.

			They went back to Mac’s hotel and undressed slowly, kissing and laughing, and even though Bailey’s body was different than it had been, she knew she looked good and she could tell Mac thought so too. They had sex, and when it was over Mac found them both bottles of water in the mini fridge and they lay there, his arm around her, recovering and talking quietly.

			“Did you always want to be a mom?” Mac asked, running a hand over Bailey’s stomach.

			“Not really? I assumed it would happen, but I didn’t think about it that much.”

			“But you didn’t want to wait a few years to see if you met the right guy before you just went for it on your own?”

			Oh, Bailey had sort of forgotten she had told Mac she’d used a sperm donor. “My hometown is really small. I know everyone there and there isn’t really ‘the right guy,’ ” Bailey hedged.

			“That’s amazing. It’s such a turn-on to see a girl like you who can just do it all on her own.”

			“Ha, yeah.” Bailey swallowed. All on her own. She didn’t want to keep talking about it, so she kissed Mac and soon they were having sex again, Bailey’s mind empty of everything except for their bodies.

			When they finished, she took a shower, noticing the perfume of the hotel soap, wondering if it would cling to her. She carefully redid her makeup and dressed, smoothing the wrinkles from her skirt. Van would probably be long asleep when she got home, but she didn’t want to roll in looking sexed out and shady.

			“You coming back to Boston again anytime soon?” Bailey asked. Mac was still naked in bed, looking at his phone.

			“Probably not until after the holidays.” He flicked at the screen. “My girlfriend has a work trip to Spain and so I’m going to go over there with her for a few months.”

			“Your girlfriend?” Bailey frowned.

			“Yeah—I thought I told you?” Mac looked up, suddenly alarmed. “Didn’t we talk about it? She travels for work and so we both see people. It’s all above board. I thought we—”

			“No, no, you probably mentioned it.” Bailed forced a smile. “So let me know when you’re back around and we’ll hook up.” She pressed her mouth to his for a brief kiss and then grabbed her bag and left.
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			A girlfriend. Of course he had a girlfriend. There wasn’t a world in which Bailey could be mad, and she was surprised to realize she wasn’t. Sure, she liked Mac, but he lived across the country. She hadn’t been holding out some secret hope they’d fall in love. It wasn’t ever like that.

			When she got back to Budweiser Manor the house was quiet and Bailey silently wiped off her makeup and changed into soft pajamas, but instead of crawling into her own bed with Van she let herself into Dylan’s room, curling up into the big soft chair by his crib and listening to him breathe, trying to hear over the complicated rhythms of her own heart.

			

			
				[image: ]
			

			On Saturday Bailey made a pitcher of margaritas and invited Fran and RJ over to drink it with her. Van put Dylan in his carrier and led the little boys around the pond with minnow nets while Hissy and Prissy angrily screeched and hissed at everyone.

			“You know what would be fun?” asked RJ. “If you put in a rope swing from that tree over there into the pond.”

			“Yeah, I think Dylan would really enjoy that.” Bailey rolled her eyes.

			“What about a zip line? Like from the roof?”

			“RJ, if I see you on my roof, I will absolutely call the police.”

			“Do you think there’s rope in the barn?” asked RJ.

			“Please don’t break your neck,” said Fran.

			“I’m going to look.” RJ tromped off with his drink in hand.

			“He is an absolute lunatic.” Bailey shook her head and Fran rolled her eyes. They stretched out on the patio chairs, a bowl of corn chips between them, and Fran slid off her sandals.

			“How’s it going with Van?” Fran asked. “You guys happy living together?”

			“Eh, mostly,” Bailey hedged. Van had found a tick on his calf and put it in an orange prescription bottle in the bathroom in case it needed testing. That morning Bailey had opened it, thinking it was her allergy medicine, and screamed. One day he randomly asked her if she believed in God, and when Bailey shrugged and said no, he acted disappointed, like he—a guy who hadn’t gone to church a day in his life—thought she needed to. “I don’t know what the fuck we’re doing.”

			They drank their margaritas in companionable silence, watching London and Hale fishing a lost net out of the shallows, watching Van pull weeds around the pond. That was the thing about Van, he was always doing something helpful. He was practically perfect. And the fact that Bailey couldn’t appreciate it made her feel like an asshole.

			“I had sex with someone else,” Bailey said quietly.

			“Yeah?” Fran looked at her curiously.

			“Yeah. I think that’s something I’ll probably always do.”

			Fran nodded but didn’t ask any more questions and Bailey didn’t offer up anything else, but she knew they understood each other in a way that hardly anyone else could. Fran and Augusta had loved Bailey since she was a little girl, since before boys or sex or money or kids. Maybe most people sought out that kind of unconditional love in romantic partners, but Bailey didn’t. She got it from her friends, and it was the gift of a lifetime.
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			At the end of the day, it was a bag of Swedish Fish that did them in. Van wanted Bailey and Dylan to spend Labor Day at his weird Yankee family’s nightmare starvation cottage in Maine. Bailey could deal with the place when the rest of her friends were there, but not without them, so she refused. Van didn’t want to leave her alone with Dylan for the long weekend, so they settled into a grouchy détente where instead of taking the baby for walks on the beach or around the castle, they stayed home and got on each other’s nerves. Van turned off the air-conditioning when Bailey wasn’t looking. Van rewashed bottles Bailey had already done a fine enough job on. He bought a little machine that he used to check for radon in the basement, he obsessed over mold in the vents, and one day he went all around Budweiser Manor with a little pencil and counted exactly how many plastic bottles they had in the house. (There were 167, which, in fairness, seemed like an astronomical number, but as far as Bailey knew they weren’t selling contact lens solution in refillable clay pots, so it was what it was.)

			Things came to a head one morning when Bailey was eating Swedish Fish while sitting on the Peloton. Dylan was napping and she’d changed into workout clothes, but once she’d started the class, the beefcake instructor in a tank top telling everyone to crank that resistance and get up out of the saddle, Bailey was overcome with a strong sense of ennui. There was no way the beefcake instructor had children. If he was up in the night, it was because his hookup was sneaking out of his bedroom at 3:00 a.m. He looked bright-eyed and freshly groomed and had the comportment of a man who knew how many thousands of people watched his classes and paid special attention to his slightly too-tight shorts. He was playing Lady Gaga and dancing on the pedals and the whole thing was frankly exhausting.

			There was a half-eaten bag of gummy candy on the desk and Bailey leaned over, leaving her feet clipped into the bike, and snagged the package. Maybe if she just had a couple she’d feel less like a slug in a puddle of Dramamine.

			Bailey was spacing out, nibbling the head off a fish and listening to the instructor talk about Britney’s discography, when Van walked in. “Are you eating Swedish Fish WHILE you work out?”

			“Oh, not really.” Bailey blushed.

			“Sugar is the absolute last thing you want to have before a ride.” Van reached to take the bag out of Bailey’s hand. “This has an insane glycemic index. Your blood sugar is going to spike—that’s the glucose level in your blood. I know it feels good now, but during your workout you’re going to crash and burn.”

			“Are you kidding me?” Bailey snapped.

			“What?” Van looked genuinely mystified.

			“I KNOW that!” Bailey felt herself grow hot with annoyance.

			“Okay?” Van looked around and peered at the screen, as though the beefcake might be able to explain why Bailey was so mad.

			“You know what?” Bailey twisted her feet out of the pedals and slid off the bike in a dismount that was less graceful than she’d hoped. “You’re unbelievable. You think you are just the expert on everything.”

			“Bailey, it’s just that processed sugar is so bad for you—”

			“So is ninety percent of what I love. This might sound insane to you, Van, but not everybody lives according to your code of ethics at all times.” Bailey was building up a head of steam. “I like tequila, I like reality television, I like Botox and manicures, and sometimes when nobody is looking I take a big slug of pickle juice from the jar.”

			“Pickle juice isn’t actually—”

			“That’s not the point. You just have an entirely different standard for how people should live, and that standard is not only unattainable, but it’s tiresome. I don’t want to spend my whole life feeling guilty because I am culturally less than you are, or because I can actually lie on the couch and relax while you have to move around constantly FIXING things. We’re made different, Van. You don’t like that I buy things just because they are beautiful. You don’t like that I use wrapping paper instead of old newspaper. That I wear antiperspirant instead of deodorant. You don’t like my sisters or my parents. Honestly, Van? I’m not really sure you like me.” Bailey couldn’t tell if she was angry or sad, if she was making shit up or telling the truth. She pulled off her cycling shoes and stared at him.

			“I like you so much, Bailey,” Van said quietly. But he didn’t go to her and she didn’t go to him either.
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			For her entire life, Bailey would always feel a jolt of guilt whenever she thought about the first time she kissed Van. She was fifteen, it was the night of the Halloween party, and she was dressed as a white witch, silver makeup and hair sprayed with chalk. Every year the upperclassmen built a maze in the Cave, the lockers under the cafeteria, duct-taping together cardboard boxes to make tunnels. Some alleys were dead ends, some had strobe lights or tape recorders that played the sounds of screaming, some had kids hiding behind black curtains with plastic hatchets. (A senior named James had petitioned to hide with a chainsaw to scare the freshmen but was denied.) Bailey and Augusta had gone to the party together but, somehow, they had been separated in the crowd of teenagers in rubber masks and wigs, and so Bailey had wandered down to the Cave. From the door she saw Van across the room, standing on top of the stairs. He caught her eye and pointed at the maze, wordlessly inviting her to go in. She grinned and ducked down into the entrance: a big oval monster mouth carved with X-ACTO knives. She crawled along on her hands and knees. The tunnels smelled like a mix of floor polish and glue, and as Bailey felt her way along the path, she heard people calling out, laughing, the thrum of the dance party upstairs. There were other people in the maze, and sometimes she could feel the walls shake as someone crawled past in a neighboring tunnel. There was a shriek and then laughter. She crawled until she reached a dead end where it was so dark she couldn’t even be sure what she was touching, some paper pasted to the walls, bumpy and damp. Bailey turned around and retraced her path, back into the middle of the maze. She heard someone crawling toward her and she stopped and waited until there he was, Van, a small flashlight in his hand.

			“Hi.”

			“Hey, isn’t a flashlight cheating?” Bailey teased. They were face-to-face, both on their hands and knees.

			“I helped build the maze, so I don’t need to cheat.”

			“Oh, so you just crawl around looking for sophomore girls in distress?” Bailey took the flashlight and shone it at the floor, letting her eyes adjust.

			“Nah, I was only looking for you.” Van wasn’t wearing a costume. He had on a dark T-shirt and Bailey could see his collarbone where it gapped away from his chest. He had a freckle there and Bailey suddenly reached forward and touched it, her fingertip right below his neck. Van froze for a moment and then leaned toward her on his hands, and she met him with a kiss. She moved her fingers across his shoulder and into the back of his hair. He smelled like fresh laundry and Speed Stick and Bailey felt his tongue with hers. And then, a mental image arrived, unbidden: Van walking up the path to the school, wearing his bike helmet and backpack, straps over both shoulders. Who walked around like that? She pulled away.

			“Don’t tell anyone about that, okay?” she whispered.

			“Okay,” Van whispered back, and she couldn’t quite read his smile.

			Two weeks later they had sex in his childhood bedroom while his parents were at the American Repertory Theater in Boston watching King Lear. They slept together off and on from that fall out, they went to concerts, they swam at the reservoir, they spent countless nights sneaking off together at various parties, they came to be so close, but whenever Bailey thought about their first kiss, she felt a rush of shame for the terrible thing she had said.
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			Van moved his stuff out that week. They cried and they hugged Dylan between them, and Bailey promised Van could come over whenever he wanted, he could sleep in the guest room, he could take Dylan on trips and read him bedtime stories every night of the week. She could tell it was a relief to Van as well, that he had been struggling just as much as she had.

			As she watched his car pull out of the driveway, she moved Dylan’s little arm back and forth in a wave. Maybe it wasn’t that Van didn’t like her enough. Maybe she didn’t like him enough either. Or maybe they liked each other a lot but liking each other wasn’t the same as being in love. They had tried. They had done their best and they had been kind, but deep down they had always known it wasn’t meant to be.

			Truth

			Two weeks later Bailey was feeding the swans in her nightgown like an actress with a niche OnlyFans when Vanny rattled up in his Subaru.

			“Get in, loser, we’re going shopping.” He grinned.

			“What?” Bailey stared at him.

			“That’s a quote from Mean Girls.” Van blushed.

			“Duh. But where are we going?”

			“Eben and Max’s adoption came through.”

			“Oh my God!” Bailey screamed, and ran upstairs to put on some pants.
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			The baby was in Ohio, so Eben and Max had left at four in the morning to meet her at the hospital. They had been slowly moving into their renovated house on the Neck, figuring they had all the time in the world, but suddenly they were about to bring home a baby, and half their worldly belongings were in boxes.

			Augusta was hanging curtains in the nursery when Bailey arrived, and she hopped down to give her a hug. “It’s a baby girl but we’re not doing pink, or anything gendered. We’re doing the nursery in whites and neutrals.” Augusta announced this with the seriousness of an international diplomat bringing down the Berlin Wall, and so Bailey nodded solemnly and tried to honor the moment without smirking. The house was an absolute disaster, crates of dishes in the hallway, bedding in plastic cases in the garage, a giant wrought-iron chandelier mysteriously in the bathtub.

			“They just finished the painting,” Augusta explained. “They had been talking to this mom in Ohio about adopting the baby, but she seemed to be deciding between them and this straight couple in Tulsa, and Eben was convinced she was going to choose the straight couple. But apparently the mom liked the idea that she’d always be the mother in some way, even if she never meets the kid.” Augusta shrugged.

			Bailey hadn’t ever thought about it, but that made sense to her on some level. The baby would have two dads and then, somewhere in Ohio, her only mom.

			Dylan was with Bailey’s parents, Fran’s kids were with her mother, Augusta’s with hers, and so they spent the entire day working, RJ and Colin driving back and forth between Eben’s old house and the new one, moving sofas, tables, and the king-size bed that nearly hospitalized them both. Fran organized the kitchen, having an engineer’s logic for the placement of cooking utensils and glasses, Van tackled the lighting fixtures, the television, the speakers, and all the electronics, and Bailey did the bedrooms, unrolling rugs, hanging clothes in the closets, and making up the beds with her best hospital corners, a skill she had learned entirely from watching reality shows about yachting.
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			At eight, exhausted but finally finished, they ordered pizza and opened a case of Bud Heavy, sitting around the big wooden table on the deck and comparing their minor injuries and laughing about the couch cushions RJ accidentally let fly out the back of his truck on Jeffrey’s Neck Road. It felt like they could have been twenty again, a summer weekend by the water, nothing to worry about except for making each other laugh and carry on.

			“Anyone want to play a game?” Fran suggested.

			“Quarters?” suggested RJ.

			“Flip Cup?” Colin tried.

			“I can’t chug beer anymore.” Bailey shook her head.

			“Let’s play truth or dare,” suggested Van, and everyone looked at him, bewildered.

			“Dude, are you a middle school girl?” asked Colin.

			“Truth or dare, Colin?” Van shot back.

			“Dare.” Colin looked amused.

			“I dare you to drink a bottle of baby formula.”

			Colin pretended to object but went inside to grab one and they all cheered.

			They went around, Bailey admitting to a sex dream about the Amazon delivery guy, Augusta chewing a piece of gum that had been in RJ’s mouth, Van taking off his shirt and doing ten push-ups on the deck.

			When RJ picked dare, he was obviously hoping to be asked to jump off something tall wearing a costume, but instead Bailey dared him to open up his phone and show everyone the pictures in his hidden folder.

			“Whoa, that’s gangster, Bailey,” Augusta cautioned. “RJ, you don’t need to do that.”

			“Wait, now I really want to know what RJ has hidden on his phone.” Bailey laughed. Would it be super gross porn? Photos of someone they knew?

			“Fuck it, I’ll do it if everyone else will.” RJ grinned.

			“Everyone?” Augusta balked. “I feel like we already know enough about each other. Caroline Lash aired our dirty laundry.”

			“Yeah, this is too much,” Fran agreed.

			“No, let’s do it,” said Colin suddenly. “Let’s get it all out there.”

			And so they did. RJ opened his phone and they passed it around, his hidden photo folder full of underwear models and brunettes in swimsuits. Fran rolled her eyes good-naturedly.

			Bailey went next, hers a series of naked selfies, both pregnant and not, and the guys glanced at them only briefly before passing the phone along, careful not to be overly weird and pervy.

			Augusta’s were boring, all photos of her forehead before and after using her red light facemask, and Colin’s were even less exciting, banking screengrabs and 401(k) passwords. “What did you think I’d have on there?” Colin looked up mischievously and Bailey let out a surprised laugh and then covered her mouth.

			Van went next and Bailey waited curiously for the phone to get to her. Would Van have pictures of Caroline? Pictures of her? Instead, the photos were close-ups of skin, torsos, and legs, all too close to discern even real shapes or the owner. “Who the fuck is this, Vanny? This is the weirdest bunch of nudes I’ve ever seen.”

			“Oh, they’re me,” Van admitted, embarrassed. “My dermatologist has me keeping track of my moles to make sure none of them are cancerous. So I keep them hidden.”

			Bailey cackled. It was the most Van thing of all time. Even his darkest secrets were dorky and kind of great.

			“Okay, last but not least, Fran.” RJ held out his hand for her phone.

			“I’m going to pass.”

			“No way!” Bailey cried. “I showed everyone my nudes!”

			“Skip me. I’ll do something else.” Fran shook her head.

			“You can just show me,” RJ wheedled. He took the phone from Fran, tapped through to her hidden folder, and then held it to her face to open. As he flicked through the pictures he frowned, and Fran watched him silently. “Who is this guy?” he asked, and Bailey realized she’d made a terrible mistake.
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			Horse

			Fran could have lied. She could have told RJ she didn’t know how the hidden folder worked, that Cal was just some friend from work, that she hit the wrong button trying to save the pictures to the cloud. But she didn’t. They got in the car and as RJ drove, she told him the truth.

			“Are you having an affair?” he asked, looking hard at the road.

			“No,” Fran said quietly. “I met him at the conference in Hawaii. We hung out in the evenings and became friends. We never hooked up or kissed or anything. But it was still something.”

			“Like an emotional affair?”

			“We fell asleep in the same bed on the last night. We were drunk and watching a movie. I haven’t spoken to him since.”

			“Oh.” RJ looked relieved.

			“But it shook me, RJ. I feel guilty—really guilty—but spending time with Cal made me realize I’m not happy with our life.”

			“You’re not happy with our life?” RJ repeated.

			“I don’t think I am,” said Fran carefully.

			“Fuck, Fran. You spend a couple days on a tropical island and discover that vacation is more fun than normal life? I mean, of course it is.”

			“It’s not that, RJ. It’s us. Do you realize how much I’ve had to change since we met? Do you realize how much adult shit I do all the time now?”

			“Same, Fran. I run a business. I’m a father.”

			“And you smoke weed at work and you get high to play with the kids and you do the absolute bare minimum until it’s my turn to parent and then I get to do all the boring and un-fun stuff like…like…take them to the doctor or sign them up for speech therapy or cut their toenails. Have you ever cut their toenails?” Fran found herself getting angry.

			“You never ASKED me to cut their toenails!” RJ exploded. “And you get fucked up too! That’s our deal! We take turns! Now you’re suddenly going to act like I need to go to Promises Malibu when you do the exact same thing?”

			“I don’t do the exact same thing, RJ,” Fran pushed back. “For every drink I have, you have six. For every half a gummy I take, you rip a bong hit.”

			“I didn’t realize you were keeping score, Fran. Is that how you want it to be? You want to be one of those couples who goes tit for tat on everything? I put away half the groceries and you do the other half? I washed six dishes so you need to wash six now?”

			“I’m not saying that, RJ,” Fran said, frustrated.

			“You want me to quit drinking? Quit weed? Maybe wear a suit to work?”

			“Sure, that would be great.” She couldn’t imagine any of it.

			“You’re a fucking tough case, Fran.” RJ shook his head. “I ask you to marry me for years. I move to your hometown. I spend every weekend with your family. I fucking love you so much, but instead you tell me you’re not happy with our life. I really don’t know what to do with that.”

			They pulled into her parents’ driveway and within moments the boys came spilling out the door, London climbing into the back seat and doing his own seat belt, Fran getting out to help Hale.

			“The boys ate such a good dinner.” Fran’s mother walked up to the car. “Hale had TWO hamburgers.” Fran could barely look at her mother, sure that the fight would show all over her face.

			“AND WE PUT CHOCOLATE SAUCE ON ICE CREAM!” Hale screamed. He had spots of ketchup and chocolate all over his shirt. Fran laughed weakly.

			The boys chattered the whole way home, but Fran could feel RJ’s anger radiating from the driver’s seat. They avoided each other as they got the kids ready for bed, as they read stories and turned on nightlights and fixed the curtains. Hale fell asleep right away, but Fran lay with London, gently running her fingernails up and down his back through his pajamas, giving him scratchies as he drifted off. Was she being unfair asking RJ to grow up? Maybe instead of coming down on him with a litany of complaints she should have been telling him her annoyances one by one. But who wanted to constantly be policing their partner? That was half the reason she had resisted becoming “a wife.” It seemed there was a whole cultural construct around that role—the “happy wife, happy life” thing, the women who made their husbands leave the party early, who allowed them just one golf weekend a quarter, who told them they needed to get a haircut or lay off the carbs or put on a belt. Fran couldn’t stand the idea of being that kind of person.

			London’s breathing had settled into a deep rhythm and so Fran crept out of the room. RJ wasn’t in the kitchen, wasn’t in the shower, and Fran wondered where he’d gone. The car was out front, the keys on the table. Fran listened and then heard the thunk of a basketball in the driveway. She went into the kitchen and cracked open a can of seltzer, watching RJ through the window as he moved around the key, practicing his shot from the corner, from the free throw line. She knew him so well, knew he couldn’t just sit with his feelings, that he had to move his body, run or climb a hill when his emotions became overwhelming. But she also knew herself. She couldn’t go to sleep angry, she couldn’t leave this unresolved between them, so she opened the kitchen door and stepped outside.
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			“Can I play?” Fran held her hands out for the ball and RJ looked at her a moment before nodding and giving her a bounce pass. “Horse?” She took an easy layup and then passed it back to RJ for him to do the same. She threw her next shot from the elbow and RJ followed, then she missed from the top of the key and bounced the ball to RJ for his turn.

			“Why didn’t you tell me about Cal before?” asked RJ. “Why did I have to see those pictures to find out?” The ball rattled through the rim and Fran walked to his spot on the pavement.

			“I wasn’t ready for a big conversation.” Fran lined her fingers up on the ball. “I knew that once I told you we’d have to really talk about our relationship, and I just wasn’t there.”

			“About how I drink and smoke too much and don’t help enough with the kids?”

			“Yeah, and about the money.”

			“The money?” RJ looked genuinely mystified. “What money?”

			“The money my dad lost on the betting apps. His mortgage.”

			“But we did talk about that. We said your brothers should help him and he should downsize,” RJ said, confused.

			“No, you said that. I’ve been trying to help them, but after I cover my half of the mortgage, the cars, all that stuff, I don’t have enough left.”

			“Did you want me to give it to them?”

			“Not give, but loan, maybe?” Fran realized she was about to cry. She felt humiliated asking him, asking in the same breath she’d told him he was a bad partner, that she’d fallen asleep with another man.

			“Sure, Fran. I can loan it to them. Anything you want. I’ll buy their house outright. That’s fine. Anything I have is yours. You should know that.”

			“I just feel like a jerk.” Fran dribbled the ball hard against the ground and then threw it up, bouncing it off the backboard. “I wouldn’t help you with your student loans and now here I am asking for you to help me.”

			“Fran. We were young, we were just starting out. I never would have expected you to pay my loans. But that was ten years ago. We have kids now. We’re a family. Do I think your brothers are idiots? Yes. Do I think your parents make some questionable financial choices? Yes. But if you want to pay for their house, let’s pay for their house.”

			“I think I have to ask for more, though.” Fran shook her head.

			“What?” asked RJ.

			Fran thought for a moment. “If I make this shot and you miss it, you need to stop drinking.”

			“Wow.” RJ laughed, surprised. “Do you really think I drink too much?”

			“I do.” Fran wanted to backpedal, but she pressed on. “Our family would be better off if you stopped for a while.”

			“Go for it.” RJ gestured to the ball.

			Fran lined up at the elbow and shot, the ball arcing through the air and swishing neatly through the net. RJ grabbed the ball, bringing it to her spot and pausing for a moment before shooting. With one hand he lobbed it through the air, missing the whole basket by a mile, the ball landing with a thump in the grass. “Oops.” He winked. “Guess I don’t drink anymore. Take another.”

			“Okay.” Fran fetched the ball and positioned herself in the paint. “If I get this you have to take over all the kids’ appointments. All the dentists and doctors and speech therapists.” She bounced the ball off the backboard and through the hoop. Again, RJ took her spot and clumsily lobbed it with one hand, an airball into the weeds. “Okay, I’m the appointment guy now. Next?”

			“Hmmm.” Fran smiled mischievously, “If I get this one, no Greasy Pole next year.” RJ pretended to look horrified and Fran took the shot. The ball teetered on the rim but missed and RJ pumped his fist. “Okay, your turn.”

			RJ took the ball and walked as close to the basket as he could, an unmissable shot. “Fran, if I get this basket and you miss it, you have to marry me.” He looked at her quickly and then turned, popping the ball through the hoop.

			“It’s a pretty easy shot, RJ,” Fran said, making her way to the base of the basket. She held the ball over her head, looked at RJ, and then, instead of even shooting, she dropped the ball to the ground. “Oops.” She smiled and took RJ in her arms.

			Ten Million Dollars

			The following Sunday Fran went to see her parents while RJ took London and Hale to a Pokémon card trading exhibition at a Marriott hotel in Burlington. As Fran pulled into their driveway, she noted the usual array of luxury cars: Kon’s Land Rover, Damien’s BMW, her parents’ Lexus and Volvo SUV. Inside, her mother was watering the houseplants while her father and brothers watched ESPN.

			“Hey, guys, let’s have this family meeting.” Fran dropped her phone and keys on the counter.

			“The ‘FAMILY MEETING’!” Damien snorted. “Is this Succession? Are you making a play for Dad’s company, Shiv?”

			“Wait wait, we need all the Waystar Royco shareholders here, Fran. If it’s going to be a real family meeting.” Kon cracked. He was wearing a backward baseball cap and Fran wanted to punch him. They made no move to get up from the couch.

			“Damien. Konstantin. That’s enough,” Fran’s mother growled, watering can in hand, and both boys got up and came quickly into the dining room. It had been a hard year for her mother, Fran knew. She had forgiven Fran’s father for the gambling losses, for falling behind on the house payments, but it had shaken her to realize how close they were cutting it, how easy it would be to lose everything.

			Fran’s father had been suffering too, but more quietly. He didn’t want to talk about the money, it pained him to look foolish in front of them, and Fran knew that if her brothers hadn’t told her about his debts, he would have let the bank repossess his house and cars before bringing it up. That was the thing about Fran’s relationship with her parents. They hated anything that subverted their traditional roles, and Fran knew her independence drove them crazy. Of course, for her entire life she had done what they asked of her, she did well in school, she went to church with her mom, she visited all sorts of elderly relatives at their behest, but she never told them a thing that mattered. She never introduced them to a boyfriend, never talked about fights or prom or minor heartbreaks, never even asked for their help applying to colleges, just wrote her essays and presented it all to her parents as a fait accompli. It annoyed them that Fran was so intent on doing things her own way, and for years they had taken it as a silent rebuke, as a rejection of their parenting, and so Fran saw, plain as day, how painful it was to accept her help.

			“I talked to RJ, and I have an offer, but the offer comes with strings.” Fran sat down. “RJ is going to lend you seventy-five grand and get you entirely out of credit card debt and caught up on the mortgage—”

			“Oh, Francesca,” her father muttered quietly.

			“But the strings. No more gambling for anyone—Dad, Kon, or Damien.”

			“Fuck off.” Kon rolled his eyes.

			“That’s my offer.” Fran shrugged. “Take it or leave it. If you have a better option for the mortgage, just say so.”

			“I’m a strategic better, Fran,” Damien objected. “I make money gambling. I don’t have a problem.”

			“If you make so much money, where’s your seventy-five grand?” Fran frowned at her brother.

			“You don’t need to be condescending about it,” complained Damien. “You can just do the right thing without having to drag us.”

			“I’m not done,” Fran continued. “I want everyone here to delete FanDuel, delete DraftKings, delete all the apps and close out your accounts. Then, Mom and Dad, once your leases are up, we’re going to trade in the Volvo and the Lexus for normal cars. No more Caribbean vacations, no more handbags, no more frivolous spending until RJ is paid back in full. Deal?”

			Fran’s parents both nodded.

			“You know, I gave them four grand and I did it without acting like a total bitch,” said Damien.

			“Damien, stop it.” Fran’s mother glared at him.

			“I’m just saying, this isn’t how you treat family. If your parents need you, you help them, you don’t give them sanctimonious lectures about their cars.”

			“Yeah, Fran, you’re doing your part, and that’s great and all, but you can’t walk in here and shit on everyone about their life choices just because you’re holding the purse strings at the moment.” Kon took off his baseball cap and flexed the brim.

			“You know what?” Fran said. “This actually is how you treat family. You tell them when they’re making mistakes and you help them get back on track. I’ve spent my entire life letting everyone around me live any way they please—drinking, smoking, gambling, spending—even when it was making my life harder. That was my whole thing—‘live and let live.’ But that doesn’t work for me anymore. Kon and Damien, you guys are assholes to me. If you want me in your life you need to start treating me the way you treat Mom, the way you treat your wives. If not? I’m done.” Fran slapped the table with her hand and for a minute everyone was stunned into silence. Kon put his baseball cap back on and Damien studied his fingernails. Eventually Kon leaned forward and put his hand on Fran’s.

			“Just don’t make me sell my car,” he whispered, and Fran rolled her eyes.
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			For the rest of the afternoon the five of them sorted through the monthly expenses and set up a budgeting program. Kon and Damien deleted their apps (permanently or temporarily, Fran couldn’t be sure), and Fran set up a wire for the mortgage payment. When they finished, Fran’s mother started dinner and her father invited her outside to look at something in the yard.

			For years, Fran’s father had tended to their landscaping like it was the White House lawn and he was hosting the Egg Roll. He cut the grass obsessively, he trimmed the hedges as if they would be measured with a ruler. He got on his hands and knees to weed between the flagstones, even if he was wearing his nice pants. But as he led her toward the far corner of the lawn Fran saw something new. It was a sort of circular path, lined with little rocks, and what looked alarmingly like wildflowers at the center.

			“So, I’ve been listening to this radio program on my phone,” he started. “It’s for men who are trying to be the best versions of themselves.”

			Alarm bells rang in Fran’s ears. “Is it a podcast, Dad?”

			“Yeah, that’s right. A podcast.”

			Christ. If her father was bringing her out in the yard to talk about being red-pilled or the feminist myth of the patriarchy or cryptocurrency, she was going to light the whole house on fire. “Okay…”

			“One of my favorites was about meditation. So I studied Zen gardens, and I made this mandala out of pebbles and flowers.”

			“Oh, wow.” As they got closer Fran could see that he had mowed a round labyrinth into the grass, creating a sort of path. “So, you walk around it in circles?”

			“Yep.” Fran’s father was blushing furiously. “The podcast said that making the mandala would help me connect with nature, and then walking it would help me control some of my impulses.”

			“I think that’s awesome, Dad.” Fran leaned over and hugged him. “Can I walk it with you?”
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			They were just putting dinner on the table when Hale came bursting through the door. “LONDON HAS A NINETY-NINE CHARIZARD FIRST EDITION HOLOGRAM AND IT’S WORTH FOUR MILLION DOLLARS!” He was so excited he was pink in the face and hopping around.

			“That’s so great, sweetie.” Fran kissed him. “Do you need to pee? You’re wiggling a lot.”

			“AND I GOT AN AUTOGRAPH FROM DR. FUJI!”

			“Wow, I can’t wait to see it.” Fran tried to shepherd him toward the bathroom, but London came bounding in.

			“Mom! I brought my 1999 Charizard first edition and this guy there said it was worth four hundred dollars!”

			Fran’s family was looking at London in amusement. “Well, did you sell it to him?” Kon asked.

			“No!” London looked insulted. “I’m keeping it as an investment.”

			“Hey!” RJ came in last, carrying the boys’ water bottles, Pokémon binders, and a big envelope. “Did London tell you?”

			“About his four-hundred-dollar Pokémon card?” Fran grinned.

			“No, babe, four THOUSAND.” RJ kissed her hello.

			“Right.”

			“I’m serious. They have all these dealers there and London kept saying this card was really valuable, so we went up and showed it to a couple different dealers. They offered us four grand for the card.”

			“WHAT? Did you take it?” Fran looked at him in disbelief.

			“Nope.” RJ shrugged. “But we bought this sweet plastic case to protect it!” He pulled the thing out of the envelope. It looked like a totally normal card, now encased in an eight-inch sleeve.

			“Watch out,” joked Kon. “Fran’s on a tear. She’s probably going to make him sell his whole binder.”

		

	
		
			
				Twenty

				Augusta
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			Three’s A Crowd

			Augusta couldn’t stop thinking about the hidden folder on Colin’s phone. Not about the screenshots of passwords, she already knew all those, but what he might have wanted to keep hidden if he weren’t afraid of her seeing. Colin had let go of the corporate apartment in Boston, he had moved back into their house and into her bed, but Augusta still couldn’t shake the feeling that even if she was starting to forgive him, there was a hole in her understanding about her husband, a sexual-shaped lacuna she wanted to uncover.

			At dinner, as Colin helped Charlie spear green beans and Beatrix delicately tossed hers on the floor, Augusta watched her husband’s face. He truly was the most handsome man she’d ever kissed. Even as he got older, even as a light splay of creases arrived, a precursor to the wrinkles he would one day have by his eyes, Augusta saw how gorgeous she would always find him. She loved his sturdy jaw, his thick short hair, his bottom lip, slightly fuller than her own. He looked like his parents, a perfect mix of his father’s heavy brow and his mother’s pretty mouth. His parents had to be part of this whole thing, she figured, the reason Colin had been closeted for so long. They were traditional with a capital T, the sort of couple who went to church because it was socially required rather than because of their actual faith, the sort of couple who owned pearls and cuff links and wore them regularly. Colin’s father had gone to Princeton for undergrad and then Harvard Law before working his way up to partner at a top Boston firm. Colin’s mother had been a professional wife, keeping their calendar full of dinners and galas and serving on the board of at least five different organizations. Augusta hadn’t known them very well in high school, despite Colin’s friendship with Eben. His parents never came to the pink house for dinner, but Augusta knew they had been as strict as they had been loving.

			After dinner Colin cleaned the kitchen while Augusta gave the children a quick bath and helped them into their cotton pajamas. She braided Jane’s hair and brushed Charlie’s teeth with a bubblegum toothpaste that made his spit bright blue. After the kids were tucked in, lights off and doors closed, Augusta opened a bottle of wine and poured two glasses, carrying them to the bedroom, where Colin was checking sports scores on his phone.

			“Oh, hi.” He looked up, pleased.

			“Oh hi,” Augusta responded playfully, handing him a glass of wine and locking the bedroom door.

			“This is a nice idea.” Colin pulled off his socks and unbuttoned his shirt.

			“I actually was thinking about something.”

			“Oh yeah?” Colin took off his belt and dropped it on the floor with a grin.

			“Do you want to watch porn together?” Augusta asked, raising an eyebrow.

			“Um, hunh.” Colin suddenly went still. “We haven’t done that.”

			“No, I know, I was just thinking that maybe we could watch something that you like, so that I could learn more.”

			“Oh, we don’t have to—”

			“I think it would be good.” Augusta smiled awkwardly. “I want to think about the things you’re thinking about. Like, see what else you like.”

			“Okay.” Colin nodded.

			“So, when you watch porn, do you watch two men together?” Augusta pulled out her phone. “Are there certain search terms I should use?”

			“Yeah, try ‘watersports,’ ” Colin cracked, and Augusta giggled. “ ‘Ping-Pong’?” he suggested.

			“Oh my God.” Augusta scooted herself next to him on the bed. “Okay, no, for real.”

			“Um, well, how about a threesome?” He wasn’t looking at her, exactly.

			“Yeah, great. What site do I…?” Augusta held her phone out hopelessly.

			“Here.” Colin swiped and typed.

			“Let me just get the lights?” Augusta jumped up and turned down all but the bedside lamps. “And the pillows.” She removed the three decorative pillows from the bed. “Great.” She took a big sip of her wine and climbed back in next to Colin. “Okay, press play.”

			Colin started the video and Augusta watched as two men took turns kissing a woman. The room looked like an ugly hotel room, the couch a cheap gray tweed with metal legs, the kitchenette in the background all black shiny countertops. Where did they film this? Some Red Roof Inn outside Memphis? Yuck. Was all porn like this? She tried to make herself stop judging the set and pay attention to the people. “Do you think those are her real breasts?” Augusta whispered. They didn’t seem real, but Augusta couldn’t be sure.

			“I don’t know,” Colin whispered back. Augusta didn’t find any of the actors especially attractive. The woman had a good figure, but her eyes were sort of deep-set and her chin long. Then men weren’t exactly her type either, one with a slightly scrunched face that reminded her of a bulldog, the other with a blobby-looking tattoo across his back. Augusta suddenly felt a gnawing sense of worry. Was this what Colin liked? If he liked men who looked like this she couldn’t possibly compete. It was worse than realizing your husband loved brunettes while you were a redhead, worse than realizing he liked curvy women while you were shaped like a reed. They had something Augusta couldn’t possibly make up for and she felt herself starting to spiral. Pull it together, she admonished herself. This is about Colin. About learning.

			Colin’s eyes were fixed on the screen, but in a way that looked slightly frozen. Augusta kissed his neck, and he sat still. She reached her hand down past his waistband, but Colin gently stopped her. “I’m not…this isn’t…”

			“Oh, okay,” Augusta whispered. They watched the screen in silence for another minute or two and then Augusta tried again, running her hand up and down his chest.

			“I…I…Augusta.” Colin paused the phone and sat up.

			“What?” she asked, alarmed. Could he tell she was faking it? Was she radiating her own discomfort?

			“I really don’t want to watch porn with you.”

			“Okay,” Augusta said, embarrassed. “Am I doing something wrong?”

			“No.” Colin hugged her close and she couldn’t see his face, but she could tell he wanted it that way. He talked over her shoulder. “That’s just not who we are. What we have totally works. We don’t need to watch these strangers pretend to have a threesome to connect with each other.”

			“But I want to know what you like,” Augusta said.

			“I really appreciate that, Auggie. But this is just…I don’t…Look.” He pulled back so she could finally see his face. “I’m in bed with the most beautiful woman in the world. Why do I need to watch an actress with a weird chin simulate an orgasm?”

			“I thought her chin was weird too!” Augusta confessed.

			“Okay, can we not do that again?” Colin looked relieved.

			“Lots of couples watch porn together. But maybe we’d like more high-end porn? With a better set design and lighting?”

			“The black countertops were horrible, right?” Colin grinned.

			“Oh my God, YES!” Augusta clapped her hands together.

			“Why don’t we just talk about what we like?” Colin looked at Augusta hopefully. “I’ll tell you anything you want to know.”

			“Oh.” Colin made it sound so simple. For months, really years, Augusta had been trying to guess what he was thinking, what he wanted, deep down. Maybe it was that simple, though. Maybe she could just ask him. “Okay.” She turned to face her husband. “I have some questions for you.”

			Apple Press

			The rest of September passed in a blur of beach days with sweatshirts and towels draped across legs, dinners on the porch where the sun set by seven, last rides in the boat before they pulled it out for the season. Then it was Bailey’s birthday with a cookout at Budweiser Manor, and the mad rush of packed lunches and new backpacks and the sudden realization that all Charlie’s pants were shin-length since he had grown like a weed. Augusta went to see Eben’s baby at least twice a week. They had named her Issa, short for Isabel, in honor of Eben’s grandmother, and Max was already teaching the baby French, committed to raising her completely bilingual.

			“You can tell she’s smart,” Augusta’s mother insisted. “I’ve never seen a baby so alert this young.”

			“Hey!” Augusta objected, but she didn’t mean it. Her mother had spent eight years maintaining that Augusta’s children were the most brilliant, beautiful creatures on the planet. It was only fair that Issa had a turn. When Augusta’s father and Samantha visited the baby, bringing a silver rattle from Tiffany, as useless as it was expensive, Samantha sat on Eben’s couch and asked him if the birth parents were “good-looking people,” and Augusta had to leave the room to avoid a fit of giggles.
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			For Halloween Augusta made costumes for the children: a witch outfit for Jane, a green shiny dragon’s cape for Charlie, and a mermaid costume for Beatrix, the whole thing studded with purple and turquoise rhinestones. Beatrix tore after Charlie like a wobbly drunk, crashing into the doorframes and falling on her bedazzled mermaid bum.

			Russell Orchards had a Halloween party with hayrides, a petting zoo, and mulled cider and everyone dressed up for it, a hundred kids in Spiderman and Elsa costumes hopped up on sugar, chasing the geese and poking the sheep while their parents tried to alternately scold them and take their pictures. Fran and RJ were there with the boys, Hale reprising his role as a sexy ladybug, and London something called a “Charizard” that he insisted was “really valuable.” The other adults took the big kids off to get in line for the hayride, and Augusta wandered aimlessly with Beatrix, letting her tumble gently in the dry grass and hold on to fence posts, squatting up and down and looking thrilled with herself.

			Augusta spotted her brother by the rabbit hutch, carrying baby Issa in a sling and eating something out of a wax paper bag, dropping crumbs on her head.

			“Shit—I’ve lost half my scone down there.” Eben grimaced.

			“Is she sleeping?” Augusta peeked in. Issa’s eyes were closed, her squishy little cheek pressed against Eben’s crumb-covered chest.

			“Yeah, last night she slept for five hours, and all the parenting sites say that counts as ‘sleeping through the night.’ ”

			“Congratulations?”

			“Max got up with her, so he’s home napping.”

			“That’s good because I actually wanted to talk just the two of us,” said Augusta. She felt like they should sit down for this, but between Beatrix trying to stick her fingers in the rabbit hutch and Issa on Eben’s chest she’d just have to do it standing. “I wanted to apologize for everything with Dad. I know it was awkward when I took money from him for my wedding.”

			“Oh.” Eben shook his head. “I’m the one who’s sorry. There’s just been so much unsaid between us, and it compounded to a place where I felt like if I started trying to talk to you, I didn’t even know what I might let slip.”

			“Because Colin asked you to keep your history private.”

			“I had to honor that, Augusta. I know it seems messed up, but Colin didn’t want to come out. I had to observe his rules. I’m never going to out someone who isn’t ready.”

			“But what about your loyalty to me? I’m your sister.”

			“I know. Maybe I got it wrong. It was a lose-lose situation.”

			“I get that.”

			“And then the baby thing added more distance between us,” Eben confessed.

			“The baby thing?”

			“Max and I wanted a baby so much. But it was such a hard process, researching surrogates, learning about egg donors, hiring a reproductive attorney. And then we heard more and more horror stories about surrogates and Max got cold feet and so we started trying to adopt and the whole time I just felt so frustrated. I think it’s the way women might feel when they’re having fertility struggles and all their friends are getting pregnant by accident. I saw you and Colin having these beautiful children without thinking twice and it felt so unfair to me, and we weren’t in a place where I could say that, so part of me sort of closed off.”

			“You’ve had a lot on your plate.” Augusta gently pried a dirty candy wrapper out of Beatrix’s fingers and Beatrix shrieked in outrage before grabbing a handful of dirt and rubbing it on her face. “Can I ask you something? Did you still have feelings for Colin when he and I started dating?”

			“No,” Eben answered firmly. “Absolutely not. I haven’t had feelings for him since I was seventeen.”

			“Nothing? Because if I—”

			“Augusta, that’s like me asking if you still have feelings for Andrew Eagleman from your eight-grade prom, or that Caveman guy from college.”

			“Oh, nooooo.” Augusta laughed. “Don’t compare Colin to the Caveman.”

			“He was weirdly hot, though, right?” Eben said thoughtfully.

			“THANK YOU!”
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			When the kids came back from the hayride, they all went to the barn to drink cider and watch the apple press. The barn was ramshackle and dusty, fragrant with cloves and cinnamon, chocolate chip cookies, and fresh-baked pies. The kids all swarmed to the back, where through the wall of windows you could see the huge green press, apples running up a conveyor belt, squished into pulp, and then poured into a giant accordion-like contraption that squeezed out the juice. Even as an adult, there was something oddly satisfying about watching the fruit skitter down the chutes, the water spraying everywhere, the gooey pulp shooting from a hose, and Augusta perched on a wooden stool next to Fran, half chatting, half utterly absorbed in the apple drama.

			Bailey arrived with Dylan in a stroller, a little lion’s mane tied around his head. He had just turned one and was clearly Van’s child, constantly on the move, walking a little but mostly crawling at top speed, opening anything he could get his hands on, knocking furniture over and pulling everything out of cabinets. “You’re staying buckled for now, Bubba.” Bailey shook her head at Dylan, and he offered her a gummy smile. She looked glamorous as ever in brown suede boots and a shearling jacket, and when she hugged Augusta, she enveloped her in a cloud of perfume.

			“Is Van coming?”

			“Yeah, he was riding his bike out here. He’s training for a triathlon, which sounds like my personal version of hell, but you know how he is.” Bailey shrugged.

			“Are you guys getting along?”

			“It’s really good.” Bailey beamed. “Now that Dylan is a little bigger and eating real food Van can actually take him for weekends sometimes, so we’re kind of moving to a new phase where we’re both seeing lots of Dylan but separately. We’re not attached at the hip and annoying the fuck out of each other anymore. It’s just…easier.”

			“And Van’s happy?” Fran asked. She was wearing a college hoodie and ratty old sneakers and she looked like she could be on her way to haul in lobster traps or drive a Zamboni.

			“I dunno,” said Bailey thoughtfully. “I think he’s doing this triathlon to keep himself busy. I actually think he misses Caroline Lash.”

			“Seriously?” Augusta was surprised.

			“Do they still talk?” asked Fran.

			“No. Van knows it would be disloyal for him to see her again. And she moved back to New York. I heard some surfer guy with a curly mullet moved into the fellowship cottage on Pavilion.”

			“Hunh.” Augusta thought about it. “You know, Caroline was sort of doomed from the start.”

			“Why?”

			“She fell in love with someone who was fundamentally unavailable. And on top of that, I was pretty cold to her.” Augusta shrugged. “I wanted you and Van to be a couple, so I was unfriendly on purpose. I’m not saying that outing Colin was a good thing to do, I still think she sucks.”

			“She does suck,” Fran said thoughtfully. “But we did finally get our shit together, though. RJ isn’t drinking, he and I are getting married, Colin and Eben can be friends again, and Bailey…well, Bailey was perfect all along and didn’t need to change.” She smiled and Bailey patted her hair.

			Bailey’s phone buzzed and she looked at it and pretended to roll her eyes while looking privately pleased.

			“What?”

			“Just this guy. We went out twice and he’s now texting me to hang out again. He sent me flowers after our first date!” Bailey sighed helplessly like this was one of life’s great annoyances, being constantly love bombed by any male who crossed her path.

			“Anyone we know?” asked Fran.

			“No.” Bailey shook her head. “He was in town for that movie. He’s a producer or an agent or something. His name is Ned Clark.”

			“Hunh.” Augusta shrugged. “Well, let the poor guy down easy.”
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			Van arrived, sweaty and wearing his helmet indoors, and joined the other guys by the windows. Augusta watched them jostling around, cheering for the orchard worker in a green hairnet who dumped a fresh load of apples into the chute. She felt a smile on her lips. She watched Fran and Bailey, her dearest friends, all grown up but the same people she’d loved as a girl. The children crowded against the glass, bumping up against each other like puppies, shrieking with delight as the apples skittered along the tracks, and Augusta was flooded with a deep sense of gratitude so powerful, so light, that she felt her heart might burst like an apple in the press, a pulpy, happy mess of joy.

		

	
		
			
				Epilogue

				Caroline
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			One year later

			Caroline Lash pulled into the parking lot and turned off the engine. Even now she had to take a moment and collect herself after a drive, to let the adrenaline subside, to congratulate herself on having made it to her destination without a major traffic violation or incident. She pulled her handbag into her lap and reviewed the contents: bottle of water, box of Sharpies for signing her name, index cards with prepared remarks, and a copy of her book, still a surreal object for her to behold, her name in raised script across the front.

			Before getting out of the car Caroline flipped down her visor to check her reflection. Her glasses were clean, her eyebrows were groomed, and her hair was magically doing the right thing despite the humidity—the power of a three-hundred-dollar salon haircut, paid for by Gwendolyn Lash. She looked good. Authorial. But in the afternoon light Caroline glimpsed a hair sticking out of her chin and she grabbed the tweezers from her glove compartment to banish it. Just as she had yanked it free, there was a rap on the windshield, sudden and loud, and Caroline startled, dropping the tweezers into the gearshift. There, on the other side of the glass, was Ned Clark, grinning hugely.

			“Jesus. What are you doing here?” Caroline swung her door open.

			“I have lots of clients at the Newburyport Book Festival.” Ned reached for Caroline’s bag and helped her out of the car.

			“You do?”

			“No.” Ned snorted. “I’m here for you. Plus, I was up in Greenhead and this was ten minutes away.”

			It was a truly unexpected turn of events. Over the past year, Ned had become Caroline’s literary agent. Stranger still, they had become friends. After Caroline realized that she couldn’t publish the novel about Van’s circle, Ned swooped in and took care of canceling the contract. She apologized to the Bushwick editor with curtain bangs, she apologized to her old agent, and she gave back the advance, leaving the fellowship cottage behind and returning home to sleep in her childhood bedroom. She was the lowest of the low. For weeks she mourned her lost novel, her moment in the sun, and, as all writers must, she contemplated law school. But then one day, staring at her ceiling as her parents whispered worriedly in the next room, she had a revelation. While she had long been trapped by her need to write about real people, real things, she could stop scribbling notes about everyone around her and turn her pen on herself.

			In a white heat fueled by stomach-destroying quantities of coffee, Caroline wrote a new novel, a satirical roman à clef about the publishing industry. She told the story of a young woman, daughter of a famous writer, the product of deeply entrenched nepotism, born to great privilege and denying it at every turn. Set amid the trendy coffee shops and alt-lit poetry slams of the Lower East Side, populated by men with ironic mustaches and women drinking espresso martinis, the spoiled narrator must escape to Mexico City, where she finally reckons with the life she has been handed on a silver platter. Caroline’s novel was an arrow, aimed directly at herself.

			Ned Clark sold the finished manuscript to an older editor Caroline had always admired, earning her an advance that was just slightly less than what she’d been paid the first time. Together Ned and her new publisher planned a media rollout that involved a Substack, a podcast, and a mother-daughter profile in The New York Times, a piece so emotionally taxing to Caroline that she felt she might actually have paid her penance.

			Gregory and Gwendolyn Lash were no less pleased this time around than they had been with her first book deal. Her father went with her to buy a copy at the bookstore the Tuesday it went on sale, her friends all posted selfies with their own hardcovers, and Nina brought a massive bouquet of flowers to her launch event, coming straight from an audition and sporting a full-body leather catsuit.
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			The Newburyport Book Festival was bustling with people but Ned cleared a path through the crowd, escorting Caroline from her car through the lobby of the theater, where he delivered her to the flustered event coordinator. At first Caroline assumed there must be a second event going on at the same time, or at least some confusion about which member of the Lash family would be reading. “No, no,” the coordinator assured her. “Everyone’s here for you!”

			They led her to the main stage, a theater that seated a hundred people, and a tech dressed in black carefully slipped a microphone down Caroline’s top. The lights shone brightly on the podium, and even though she was sort of blinded, she jumped right into her presentation, a self-deprecating speech about her creative process, a look at the research she had conducted on a two-week trip to Mexico, and then a brief reading from the novel itself. At the end of her remarks the coordinator opened it up for questions and two young volunteers ran microphones around the theater, the speakers glitching and squealing every time they handed them to someone new.

			“What drew you to these characters?” asked a woman in Gloria Steinem glasses. The woman looked vaguely familiar, and Caroline briefly wondered if she knew her from Greenhead but, she was realizing, everyone at book readings looked vaguely familiar. It was a funny thing—publishing a book was sort of like getting to experience your own funeral. People you hadn’t thought of in ages came out of the woodwork, old teachers, camp friends, a second cousin’s ex-girlfriend you’d met once at a wedding.

			“I guess I wanted to make fun of myself,” Caroline answered. “It’s so easy to be the sly observer, to eavesdrop on conversations, to point out the ridiculous in others. It’s much harder to do it to yourself. I have a lot in common with my main character…Though,” Caroline paused thoughtfully, “if you really hated her, we could pretend she’s totally made up.” Caroline smiled at the crowd’s soft laughter and squinted out at the audience to try to see who else might have a question. There were rows of women in chunky knit sweaters and denim jackets, their hair swept back in clips or parted down the middle, their faces obscured by glasses, or their lips painted red. These were Caroline’s people. She smiled cheerfully, inviting more questions, and as her eyes roamed the crowd, she suddenly saw a familiar face in the back row. It was Van Whittaker, wearing his olive-green shirt, his shiny hair tucked behind his ears. But then, as she peered out into the lights, suddenly it wasn’t. It was another man, much older, with the wrong nose, the wrong teeth. This kept happening to Caroline. She kept seeing Van when he wasn’t there, running up to a stranger in line at the deli and nearly tapping him on the shoulder.

			“Can you talk a little bit about ambition in your book? Do you think the character’s ambition is a flaw?”

			“Oh, sure.” Caroline felt half her brain responding while her eyes continued to scan the faces in the crowd. She hadn’t realized how much she had been hoping Van might come to see her, hoping he thought about her as much as she thought about him. Even if he was with Bailey, she just wanted to see his face one more time, to say sorry in person. When she left Greenhead Caroline had mailed handwritten apology letters to Fran and RJ, Augusta and Colin, Eben and Max, and Bailey and Van. She hadn’t heard back—the letters had not necessitated responses—but over the holidays she had received a Christmas card from Augusta that both she and Colin had signed, and it had made Caroline cry with relief. Augusta and Colin were still together, and in some way, she was forgiven.

			Caroline answered the question about ambition, and then a follow-up question about mother-daughter relationships, and after it was over the coordinator pulled Caroline to a side table to sign books. It was so weird being the one to sit at the signing table, doing the very thing she had watched Gwendolyn Lash do for years. Caroline kept fighting off impostor syndrome, feeling like she should get up and let someone else sit down, then silently scolding herself and trying to enjoy the moment. Ned announced his departure—his assistant was “still rolling calls from LA”—and Caroline hugged him goodbye. His collared shirt felt expensive to the touch, and she fleetingly wondered where he had learned to be like this, to exude a sense of casual luxury like a cologne. She appreciated it, but she no longer felt it was sexy. She had come to like a man with weeds in his belt pack, scraps of trash in his pockets.
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			Caroline finished signing, posed for a few photos, and then tossed her water bottle, her book, and her note cards back into her bag before heading out to her car. On the theater stairs she rummaged for her keys, strangely adrift. The event had been wonderful, a huge turnout. Why did she feel so let down?

			She made her way along the grassy path, noticing the smell of the ocean in the air. It reminded her of the cottage. She closed her eyes for a moment and pretended she was there, by the little shingled house, surrounded by beach roses. When she opened her eyes, the parking lot was nearly empty, everyone else having dashed off home, or to a restaurant, or a lively bar along the boardwalk. Caroline’s car was parked under the trees, and as she walked up, keys in hand, she saw something strange on the roof. Had someone forgotten their lunch? It was a white paper bag. She half ran and plucked the bag from the roof, her heart in her throat as she peered inside. There, nestled in wax paper, was a jelly donut, sprinkled with sugar.
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