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To Mommy, Grandmommy, and to Taryn, a mother of three.




“Do you always watch for the longest day of the year and then miss it? I always watch for the longest day in the year and then miss it.”

“We ought to plan something.”

—F. Scott Fitzgerald, The Great Gatsby






To Whom It May Concern,

Babe Bennett cordially invites you to Birdsong on the weekend of the Summer Solstice, June the 22nd to June the 24th, for a celebration of life.

Babe passed away peacefully in Switzerland earlier this week.

If you are holding this invitation, you are among those named in her will. The reading will take place on Friday night, with the celebration on Sunday afternoon.

Your attendance is insisted upon. Lodging will be provided.

If you have any questions, please reach out to Miranda Collie at the enclosed address.








PROLOGUE


SUNDAY, THE DAY OF THE FUNERAL

If it had been her wedding, she wouldn’t have come.

But it was her funeral.

It didn’t seem like a funeral. With the smell of burning charcoal and freshly applied sunscreen, you would never know that someone was dead. Or that just moments ago, a sunburned crowd had looked on in horror as a casket was dropped, its lid swinging open to reveal its contents.

It’s as if the weather had been specially arranged ahead of time—storm fog burned off by noon, baby blue skies now decorated with puffs of wispy white clouds, a particularly cool breeze breathing through the gathering, lifting skirts and table linens. Melting ice shifted under the weight of wine bottles and beer cans. Even the ocean is obliging, moving like it’s tired from all its thrashing the night before.

Or, nights before. Plural.

Tears were tickling the corners of eyes, voices were soft with only-just-remembered anecdotes. And of course, on an island like Mercy, where life was fueled by tourism and local gossip, people were wondering what might have happened with the kids this weekend. Because that’s who they’ll always be to most of them. The kids.

The four of them, Didion, Sammie, Austin, and Matt, had been one of those era-defining forces back in the day. No one knew quite why they cared so much what happened to them—hundreds of other teenagers had been on the island back then—and before and since—bicycling around town, drinking too young, falling too hard in love. But who can really say what gives anyone or anything star quality?

Maybe it was Babe. Babe at Birdsong and the kids who orbited around it all.

A group of women, who had minutes earlier decided it was fine to open a bottle of wine before the service, whispered to each other now. No one could believe all four of the kids had come back. Did Sammie look like she was doing better these days? God, they hoped so. And Austin—so sad about him, all that potential—they’d all been rooting for him. Sweet Matt, always the levelheaded one, and now with that beautiful daughter. Was he happy?

“I don’t think so,” said one of the women. “I’m good at reading people, just look at his body language.”

“Oh, Sal, it’s a funeral, of course he’s not happy!”

“No, I know these things,” said the first woman, shutting one eye and sipping her wine.

And of course, Didion. Such a smart girl, so funny and beautiful when she was younger. A shame she’d gotten so serious these days—but wait, hadn’t they all heard that she, at least, was thriving up there in New York? She was a famous chef now, like the Barefoot Contessa or—well, none of them could name another chef off the top of their heads, but they all knew what they meant.

“You know they weren’t talking at the end. Didion and Babe.”

“No! Still?”

“Mm-hmm,” confirmed the woman who knows these things. “It must have been something to do with the way she died. You do know how she died, don’t you?”

The other women didn’t, and they all moved in close like fingers pinching in a cootie catcher. When she told them how Babe died, all the other women’s jaws dropped. Once they got their voices back, there was a chorus of sympathetic sounds before they lowered them even further and gave their opinions on it all.

Moments later, Didion’s name was called. She rose and made her way down the sandy aisle, up to the shade of the tent. It was one of those cabanas, another thing usually used for fun, that was now repurposed for this somber affair.

Didion fiddled with a folded piece of paper, torn from her kitchen notebook, days and days—possibly a lifetime—earlier, when she’d been in New York and she was a different person. When her hair was neat and her mission in life was clear, if fraught.

When she didn’t have many friends, but hey, she liked her co-workers fine, and loved talking to guests on the rare occasion she was freed from the stage of the open kitchen. She didn’t have love, a boyfriend or anything, but that was okay, there was no hurry. And maybe that wasn’t for her, anyway. It couldn’t be for everyone, right? Weren’t even college kids half-celibate these days? She’d started thinking maybe she could reframe it as intentional and not what it obviously was, which was the age-old story of the girl who got her heart broken once (twice, actually) and poured herself into her work instead.

That was all the old Didion. Friday Didion. The one who had fought through crowds at LaGuardia to board a plane she didn’t even want to be on to go somewhere she didn’t even want to go, and who was not the same one who stood in front of them all today.

Sunday Didion was pink in the cheeks, her copper hair wild and untamed. She looked like she’d just returned from the jungle. And maybe she had. It’s as good a way as any to describe what had transpired this weekend, at the pink house on the beach.

Didion saw herself differently now. Saw all of them differently. Most of all, saw her mother differently.

She opened the paper in her palm and looked at it, none of the words feeling right anymore. She glanced behind her at the reassembled, open casket. She shut her eyes and opened her mouth, all the words she’d prepared vanishing on her tongue. None of them mattered anymore.

What a difference a day makes.







PART ONE
F R I D A Y



some number of days earlier
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There’s an old joke on Mercy that there are three ways off the island—by bridge, by boat, or by burial. It’s usually told by leather-skinned bartenders and fishermen to tourists sporting brand-new floppy hats, as a playful way to warn them that boat and bridge really are the only routes off—and if a storm blows through, you’re stuck. But it doesn’t matter. Party line is that Mercy Island is so wonderful, you’d rather die than leave.

I, on the other hand, would rather die than return.

It’s hard for me to say that. And at face value, it makes no sense. Mercy Island is a sleepy, breezy island off the coast of Georgia, its weeping willows, oaks, and magnolia trees draped with Spanish moss, its buildings covered in crawling jasmine and ivy. The sunsets inspire daily hobby artists to set up camp en plein air with watercolors and tumblers of wine to capture the rich scarlet, luminous gold, hot pink, and streaking periwinkle that reflects on the calm, ever-cool water. When you lay down your towel for a day at the beach, your bag, fingernails, and clothes will go home with a fine dusting of the butter-soft sand that peaks like meringue all over the shore. When it’s hot, it feels like a Tennessee Williams play—a sort of madness wreaking havoc on its residents as they press ice cubes to their collarbones and let old wire fans blow their hair into a new shape. When the temperatures climb like that, people tend to get closer, rather than farther apart, though you’d think it’d be the opposite. Bands play and people dance, their thin cotton slipping off shoulders and up thighs, condensation from cold drinks leaving wet rings on every surface, strings from bikinis softly denting freshly baked skin and hiding tan lines.

Summers are endless here. The undisputed annual star, as the chilly, rainy gray days of winter and dewy, drizzly days of spring feel like nothing more than opening acts. Fall, with its crisp air and shattering leaves, is like the morning after a wedding. Warm in the afterglow, but a little melancholy now that the big moment is over.

I used to love Mercy Island. And I hate that I don’t anymore. Hate that. If Babe hadn’t died, I wonder just what it would have taken to get me where I am now: in the back of a car on the way from the airport, anxious nails scraping into the leather handle of my carry-on bag, on my way back to Birdsong.

When I learned she was gone, I’d felt numb. The most sadness I felt at the time was caused by the fact that I felt nothing, and knew I should. I kept waiting for it to hit me.

I’m still waiting for it to hit me.

“Can you— Sorry, could you pull over really quick? Right there, at the gas station?”

The driver looks at me in the rearview mirror.

“I’ll be quick.”

I get out and hear the familiar buzz of the turquoise neon sign that says SANDY’S GRAB N GO, followed by a listing of the gas prices—all staggeringly low way out here.

An icy wall of air-conditioning pummels me as I walk inside.

The bathroom doorknob still rattles, I see, its housing having been loose since I was at least fifteen years old.

I feel immediately like I’ve stepped into my own memories. I haven’t thought about the buzzing sign or the rattling doorknob in years, not consciously, and yet I know them so deeply. I’m not even over the bridge yet, and I already can’t believe this has all been sitting here, as it was. I’m not so vain as to have imagined that it all crumbled into ash when I sped out of here that night, almost never looking back, but … also I kind of am?

I plant my hands on the porcelain sink and stare at my reflection. I look like I’ve just been released from intensive care whenever I get off a plane. My undereyes are gray, my skin is sallow and pale, and my hair is a rat’s nest. People at work would never believe it. They’re used to seeing me as I am every single day, with my straightened red hair pulled back in a neat ponytail, my chef’s coat unmarred by even a single fleck of sauce. I never let the late nights show.

Look at me now.

My breath comes in nervous shudders I can’t quite explain, and I make an effort to breathe calmly through my nose and then out through my mouth. My back teeth grind as they do all day and all night, despite the attention I try to pay. I consciously relax my jaw. Redo my hair. Straighten up.

“It’s fine,” I say to my reflection, like a neurotic woman in a Nora Ephron movie, which I kind of am right now. “It’s fine.”

I buy an electrolyte water on the way out, just to have bought something, and feel equally knocked sideways when I exit the building as when I entered, finding myself facing the responding wall of humid Georgia air. Thick with the stinging scent of brine, the song of cicadas, and the damp, green heat of this part of the South.

“Thanks,” I say when I get back in the car. And then, as I do too often, I add, “Sorry.”

“All good,” says the driver.

The tires heave back into motion, guiding us out of the small lot, down the narrow road, and then to Mercy Bridge.

I used to roll down the window for this part, whether I was a kid in the back seat, or eventually a stringy teenager with my leg on the dash of my old Jeep, music blasting and being carried off out of the rushing air and into the sea spray.

I lean back against the headrest now, eyes shut, hand now gripping the smooth surface of my phone. I would give anything for a distraction, and yet this is the only time in history I can remember a restaurant group chat being completely silent. Really? No one needs to know where the bag of linens is hiding? No one is having trouble with the ever-broken ice machine?

I swipe on my phone screen, slipping through the habitual scroll of all the usual apps. It’s not much better in my phone. More doom, gloom, clickbait, and gossip. But it’s better than looking out the window.

I don’t need to. I know what’s out there.

There’s one long road that goes through the island, one artery, and off it, there are small, winding lanes, its capillaries, that lead to the tree houses that perch there on top of dunes and the little bungalows that huddle down amidst the sea oats. For every beautiful house covered in flowers with clean white trim, there is another with a wacky mailbox and a yard full of whimsical junk that has long since desaturated from sun-bleaching.

“You ever been here before?” asks the driver, and I realize for the first time that he has a strong Georgia accent, the one some people say is disappearing in this part of the South.

“Yeah,” I say. I don’t know how to quickly explain my relationship to the place, so I add, “I used to come every summer.”

“Did you now? Well, welcome home.”

“Thanks.” I shift in my seat.

“Where you visitin’ from?”

“New York.”

“Oh-ho! City girl, huh? You gonna come back to the old hometown, fall in love with an old flame, and give up life in the big city?”

I give a polite laugh. “Only if we also bake enough muffins to save the inn!”

He cracks up. “You watch those movies too? I love ’em, man. My wife got me into watching ’em—”

He goes on, talking about his love of formulaic romances and holiday movies and I listen absently, jiggling my foot, feeling grateful for his slow, unhurried, fifteen-miles-an-hour crawl. He’s matching the island’s pace. This is the kind of place where dogs run off-leash and children chase rogue soccer balls into the street. Outdoor cats live twenty years.

We drive past the center of town now and I only let my gaze briefly face out toward the warm, buzzing energy of a Mercy Island summer night. In even that flash, I see the huddles of rubber-limbed teenagers laughing out loud and the contrasting wind-bitten old men with their glasses of whiskey, surely chatting about the same things they do every day.

I do a double take at a barefoot woman dancing and can just barely catch the song that’s playing, even through the glass. “Brown Eyed Girl.” For a split second, my brain had clocked her as my mother.

I crack the window, beginning to crave soaking it in, but also starting to feel like I can’t breathe.

“You my-y, my brown eyed girl,” I hear a group, somewhere, singing along off-key.

“—anyway, that’s my take on it. World’s hard enough as it is, sometimes you gotta take a load off and watch a little somethin’ with a happy ending.”

“I agree,” I say. “I don’t even know the last time I sat down to watch a movie.”

“You kidding? Sounds like this little vacation is comin’ at the perfect time for you, Big City Girl.”

I don’t correct him to tell him it’s not a vacation. I don’t drag him into my stress by saying this is probably the one place on earth where I can definitely not relax. Instead, I sigh and lie, “You’re right about that.”

My breath catches as we move into the last stretch. The hundred heartbeats, as Babe used to say. Town is a hundred heartbeats from Birdsong. Usually I’d say she’s right, but my heart has been thrashing with the same intensity it used to when I was in college, shotgunning Red Bull vodkas.

The gates at the end of the drive are thrown open, as they have been for so long that ivy chains them to the wall and ground. A gas lamp flickers above the brass sign that bears the house’s name above the year it was built, 1912. Every carving dark behind a thick patina.

Boomboomboomboomboomboomboom.

What is wrong with me? Seriously, with this level of anxiety, you’d think I’m marching toward my own funeral.

I’m being ridiculous. It’s just a house. It’s just a sister. It’s just a celebration of life, as the invitation had said. It’s just a will.

There’s no reason to be so nervous. The past can’t crawl through time and suck me back in. I know that. It’s hardly more than a day trip. It’s eight o’clock now, that gives me four hours left of Friday, then tomorrow (I’ll try to sleep late, for once), then my flight out on Sunday night. That’s … what, like less than forty-eight hours? You can’t even properly prepare a roast chicken in that amount of time. And I’ll be sleeping for at least some of that. Maybe. If I can get my brain to turn off.

“Wait a minute,” he says. “You’re staying here? I didn’t recognize the address, I’ve been to a party here before!”

“That sounds about right.” Joyful memories start threatening to resurface then, and I struggle to let them. They’re too marred, too tainted by the worse ones that surround them. I bend to look out the window, up at the sight of it. Then to myself, I mutter, “Hooo-ly shit.”

Surrounded by a stretch of jade-green grass, tinted cornflower blue by the twilight, covered in vines, its stucco the color of sunburn.

Birdsong.

A house with a name really has no choice but to be filled with ancient memories and secrets, doesn’t it?

“There’s a real nice lady lives here, dang, what’s her name. Something cute. Babs? No that’s not it.”

“Babe,” I utter my mother’s name for the first time in as long as I can remember.

“Babe!” He gets out of the car and opens my door. “That’s it. She’s a good one. You tell her Joe Bixby said hello to her, okay?”

I’m shaking, ears ringing, I can barely hear him.

He gets out my suitcase and I hoist my carry-on duffel over my shoulder.

“You’ll tell her for me, won’t you? I’m sure she won’t remember me, but anyway.”

I then look at him, really, for the first time. He has a kind face. As before, I’m not going to correct him now. And not just because I don’t want to say the words out loud. I haven’t told anyone yet that she died. But because I don’t want to ruin his night. No reason to tell him the nice lady who lives in the pink house is dead and gone.

“It’s not like Babe to forget somebody.” It’s the truest thing I can muster.

He won’t accept the cash tip I try to hand him, despite my insistence. He tells me to have a fun weekend and goes on his way.

After a moment, his car has wound around the rest of the driveway, and I’m left alone. I smack at a mosquito on my ankle without looking and unclench my jaw as I stare up at the wraparound porch, its glowing light, and the weathered screen door. The storm door is open. There’s nothing but a few steps between me and whatever this weekend is about to be.

The foyer light is on and it casts a warm glow onto the entryway rug that will always be embedded with sand, no matter how many high-powered vacuums run over the fibers. The light is always on when someone is expected to arrive. It was always the first clue that you were welcome. Whether you were a guest coming over for one of Babe’s famous dinners, or one of us rushing back from a sudden downpour or tiptoeing in after a late-night bonfire, the light would be on and only turned off if the house was closed to the world for the night. I can’t help but feel warm at the sight of it. But then, like clockwork, that warmth is followed by a hollow feeling. A feeling that says, There’s a reason you haven’t seen it in so long.

After one glance behind me to see if I could run and catch Joe again, flee this whole thing, I pick up my bags and climb the steps and cross the threshold. Instinctively, I put my foot out behind me to catch the screen door, the spring having always been broken, so it usually slapped shut. But it yawns slowly closed, the hydraulic hinge repaired. I’m sure Babe had it done in the last few years, but it feels like a sign that she’s gone, and that things are already changing.

I hear voices quiet at the sound of my arrival. Whoever they are, they know I’ve arrived—and that means whatever happens next has already begun.
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I step into the pink house and kick off my tennis shoes out of habit. They land next to a pair of well-worn leather sandals I haven’t seen since they were new. Beside them is a pair of men’s loafers. I squint at them briefly and then put my bags on the narrow set of stairs that leads up to one end of the upstairs hall.

Just like on the ride over, I don’t need to scan the environment for its familiar details. I can shut my eyes and navigate this house as clearly as if they were open. I know it all, and I know it’ll be the same. The pictures on the mantel—my grandparents on the front porch with friends, drinking tiny martinis and smoking the cigarettes that ultimately killed them; Sammie and me back when we were both towheaded in matching pink bathing suits with tan lines on our behinds like two Coppertone babies, standing in the surf with our arms around each other; Babe at age twenty-two, right before she found out she was pregnant with me, leaning on her Bronco when it was new and getting ready for a Big Life that would never come.

No one understands how it could be nice, the smell of mildew, unless a house they’ve loved is by the sea. Some mildew smells dirty and musty and clammy, while some, like here, smells like long, empty days.

I walk past the games cupboard, the familiar afghan blankets folded on the only couch I’ve ever slept on that was more comfortable than a bed, the gleaming 1950s bar complete with a cabinet for liquor and racks for glasses, all lit by its automatic inside lightbulb that burns the color of candlelight, and a record player that still worked the last time I was here.

I hear my sister, and my heart pounds.

Despite myself, I feel a little excited to see her.

I can’t tell exactly what she’s saying or who she’s saying it to, and for a moment I’m silly enough to hope it’s him, but then remember he’d never wear loafers like the ones in the hall.

The timbre of her voice is the same. Light as air and heavy with the quality she had that always made people say she had an old soul.

A part of me wants to delay somehow, wonders if it might be easier for both of us if I do, but I find my body marching on anyway.

I open the sliding screen door and two heads turn to me from the outside table, which is set with cheese and crackers and an open bottle of wine, as if it’s some kind of nice night or something.

I take in both of them at once, unable to prioritize the sight of either of them. In a flash, I take in so much about my sister. How she’s changed. How she hasn’t.

Her hair, still that same light blond, is pulled into a side braid, hardly a flyaway to be seen. She’s barefoot, as she always was here. All of us were used to this place, once. Her legs are tucked up under her on the chair, still as lithe and limber as ever. Around her left ankle are some faded anklets made from embroidery floss. She’s tanned with a hint of scarlet on her freckled shoulders. She looks almost as she did a few years ago, and I’d need more time than I’m willing to stare in order to find the differences in her, besides a few new additions to the tiny tattoos that pepper her skin. I just barely clock a delicate V formation of starlings on her narrow tricep before I look away.

But beside her is someone I did not expect to see.

“Matt?” I ask in shock, accidentally, verbally skipping my sibling, walking past her as if the sight of her had not plumed in my mind like a smoke bomb.

“Didion!” He rises to greet me. I think we might hug, but then we don’t. He leans on the back of his chair, a hand in his pocket, another holding his wine. “How are you?”

I never know how to answer that question. “I’m great.” Probably not like that, considering. “How are you?”

“I’m, you know, I’m good,” he says. Then, “It’s so hard to answer. It’s been a long time. Everything is different.”

I give a laugh, my heart hammering in my chest. “I know. How’s your daughter?”

He points down into the lawn, where a little girl is playing quietly with two dolls.

I raise my eyebrows. “Ah, I see. She’s quiet.”

“For now,” he says. “Sorry, I’m in the way, Sammie.”

Sammie stands now and our eye contact is loaded. Usually, her expressions are easy to read. Her eyes are the only ones I’ve ever regarded as truly being a window to the soul. I used to wonder if that was true for everyone, or just me, who knew her so well. I guess I still wonder now, as I try to puzzle out if it’s the complexity of her feelings or the distance that’s grown between us that prevents me from being able to read her. Now, her pale, crystalline blue eyes, shaded by long dark lashes, are impossible.

We don’t hug either, which confirms it. We’re not going to go back to normal. We’re not going to remember what really matters or whatever, not going to set everything aside in the face of our shared loss. A spike of anger rises in me as I think I would if she did, but even as I feel it, I know she could say the same thing.

Sammie is usually quick with affection. She used to think nothing of springing her full body weight onto her friends and showering them in kid-like kisses. She would loop her arm under yours when you walked. Throw her legs on you when you sat next to her on the couch. She would braid your hair absently while telling a long, pointless, yet somehow interesting story about … I don’t know, a bug she saw in the yard. Instead of winding her fingers through mine now and leaning her head on my shoulder, she’s just standing there. Unwilling to share any part of herself.

“Did you fly?” she asks. She sounds a little sad maybe, and definitely as uncertain how to be as I am.

“Yeah, yeah. I flew.”

“Oh, shoot, let me get you a glass,” says Matt, heading toward the kitchen, and therefore to the cabinet of mismatched wineglasses.

“No, I’m good.”

I don’t even think before declining. It’s been my normal lately. Even at work when the staff stays after for shift drinks, I leave them to their fun. I always rationalize that it’s because I think I need some distance between us since I’m in a position of authority, but it’s really because I don’t know how to be myself around them, and even one drink makes it hard for me to hide my personality. Even on a shift like New Year’s Eve after crushing a night of beef Wellington and bananas Foster, I rejected a glass of Krug while we cleaned up.

“What, are you pregnant?” asks Sammie, immediately, instinctively.

“No?” I say too defensively, remembering just too late that are you pregnant used to be the joke we’d make whenever one of us didn’t want a drink. Until my recent era, it was understood that a Bennett woman never turned down a glass of wine. Not in a problematic way, just in a way like, if we were Barbies, we’d come with a little plastic champagne flute.

It’s just been a while since I’ve been offered a drink by anyone I don’t work with. It’s possible I’m working too much.

Then again, this trip might as well be business; it sure isn’t pleasure.

“Oh, okay, sure,” says Matt, sitting back down.

It would have been an easy lubricant, something to hold, something to break down the nerves that are so obviously buzzing between us all, or at least coming from me.

I can’t believe I’m standing here with them.

“So, Matt, are you … you just came for the funeral?” I laugh self-consciously. “I mean obviously, but—”

“I know what you mean,” he allows, even though I’m quite sure neither of us do, and then explains. “I’m actually here as executor of Babe’s estate. And, of course, to pay my respects.”

Estate. Respects. Executor.

Sammie stops fidgeting and takes a sip of her ruby-red wine. I’d guess it’s a Gamay.

“Hey, how’s the restaurant going?” he asks. “It looks great. I saw the Times article.”

“Oh.” I laugh, feel my cheeks flush. “I didn’t know that would be the headline.”

“What was it? ‘The Last Good Chef in New York’?”

“Yeah, that’s … what they wrote.”

“Can’t believe we’ve been in the city so long and we haven’t seen each other,” he says. “I kept meaning to reach out.”

“Same, it’s been—I’ve been so busy with everything.”

“Me too, yeah, the firm has been swamped.”

Matt is a lawyer and lives in Cobble Hill, and I live in Gramercy. Not only are we a stone’s throw from each other, but New York is infamous for ensuring that, if someone you know—especially someone you’re trying to avoid—lives there, you see each other everywhere.

It would be surprising if we hadn’t run into each other. But we have. Even if only one of us knows it.

One time I saw him at Sinclair Tavern and I made my boyfriend (at the time) leave with me, dashing out like I owed Matt money. Which, on top of everything else, I probably do.

“Yeah, don’t worry about it, it’s…” And then I give my well-worn spiel about my restaurant, Baccarat. A really, really nice place where high-rolling, flexing clientele can come drink rare wine and be served complimentary surprise-and-delight courses like they’ve seen on the recent influx of restaurant TV dramas, or where touristy families can come split meals and go home with the story of having been to one of the country’s greatest restaurants, spending a small fortune for the bragging rights.

“Sounds amazing,” he says, when I finish delivering a slightly more charitable summary. He tops up Sammie, who has quietly drained her glass. She watched me the whole time I talked, and I still can’t figure out her inscrutable eyes.

“It’s good,” I say to Matt. “You should come sometime, we’d love to have you.”

We. We as in the company. I couldn’t sound more impersonal.

“It looks good,” says Sammie. “I see the pictures.”

“You’d hate it, I think,” I say, without thinking.

There’s a beat of awful silence before she says, “Well, then.”

I want to take it back, but I don’t know how. “I only mean it’s really fussy. You, I feel like you don’t like that.”

“Maybe I do like fussy food now,” she says. “You wouldn’t know.”

“I wouldn’t know, you’re right. Sorry,” I say. “Where did you see pictures?”

“I know you probably think I live in some field making daisy chains all day, but I do actually have the internet.”

“But you don’t—” I start to say she doesn’t have Instagram anymore, and it’s only then, despite the past few years of looking her up, that I realize she might have blocked me. “Okay, I don’t think you live in a field.”

Matt has a sip and then says, “So are you both staying the whole weekend?”

“Of course,” says Sammie, at the same time as I say, “No, I booked a room in town at the Sandcastle.”

“You’re not staying here?” asks Sammie, looking horrified.

I flush. “No, I wasn’t sure what the deal was, so I just … booked a room. Are you, Matt?”

He nods. “Yeah, the invitation said accommodations would be provided. I figured I could see if my old room still fits.” His mouth turns up in a smile, his light joke a feeble attempt at defusing the tension.

There’s a sound then, of a car pulling up out front. Sound travels in a funny way around the property. Some sounds bounce through the lush canopy of trees and others seem to be swallowed by the atmosphere. And the funny thing about those sounds is they stick in your mind like a familiar melody.

My whole body freezes. It may sound like his tires, but it can’t be.

“Ah, that should be Ms. Collie,” says Matt, standing. “She’s going over the will with us. I’ll go greet her.”

Sammie and I both breathe in at the same time, and I know she’s hoping to suggest an alternative that doesn’t mean the two of us are left alone on the old porch with nothing but the candles and resentment flickering between us. That much of her mind, at least, I can still read.

I want to apologize and get through the hardest part. I want to know about her life. If she doesn’t live in a field, where does she live? Has she finally found a way to make money that wasn’t temporary? Is she, for the love of god, finally without the living satanic barnacle that is Johnny Hart?

I’ve always thought she was like Nicole Kidman’s character in Practical Magic, only without the whole keeping-in-touch-with-her-sister thing. Johnny Hart was her Jimmy Angelov.

All I really know about the last three years of my sister’s life is that it was about the same as all the years had been since we finished high school: She was constantly unrooted. Even when we were close, there was always some crisis that meant she had to change everything, detonate her entire life. Move across, out of, or back to the country. Eventually Sammie stopped telling me things, undoubtedly hearing my concern as bossy. It hurt to hear it filtered through other people. Thinking she would eventually come back around, I told Babe I didn’t want to know any more updates about Sammie’s life.

Our mother had reluctantly agreed, and hardly mentioned her name to me again. That was only a couple years ago, but knowing Sammie, anything could have changed since then. Everything could have. Everything probably did. I can only hope Johnny Hart was one of the things that did.

I open my mouth to tell Sammie I’m sorry we haven’t talked, but then she holds up a finger to pause me.

She furrows her brow and shifts her eyes in the direction of the sound coming from inside the house. “I thought the lawyer was a woman.”

I now hear the other voice too. Low. A little raspy. Deeply familiar.

No, no, no.

That’s when a golden retriever comes galloping out, straight to me, like she knew I’d be here.

“Oh my god,” I say.

“Is that—” asks Sammie.

I already know it’s her, but I reach under her red bandana for her tag just to make sure, scratching her velvet-soft ears as I do.

BIRDIE JAMES.

On the back, a phone number I have long since blocked.

I look up, and out strides Birdie’s owner. Someone I have long since tried to forget.

I should have taken that glass of wine.
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THE FIRST SUMMER, FIFTEEN YEARS AGO

Sammie and Didion sat on the front step of their father’s house in Charleston, waiting for the return of their mother. Sammie—fourteen years old and thrilled about being so grown-up—was anxious, excited energy, sitting on her hands the way her fourth-grade teacher once encouraged the wiggly child to do. A fifteen-year-old Didion was gnawing on her thumbnail, already conditioned to fear the worst, afraid her mother wouldn’t show at all.

Sammie had spent the morning spinning in circles like a clumsy ballerina while Didion ran around remembering all the last-minute things they’d need for the summer and which hadn’t occurred to their father. The tube of salicylic acid (for her own pimples; fourteen-year-old Sammie still had poreless skin), the box of tampons (for both of them), and the small stack of summer reading her sister had been assigned for her entrance into high school.

Their dad had remarried already, just less than a year after the divorce from Babe was finalized. The new wife, Anne, was a quiet, frail woman, as beige and neutral as the thousands of hard pillows and scratchy blankets she’d moved in with.

It was Babe who had left. It seemed so sudden. One day she was in the daily routine, packing lunches and watching old episodes of Sabrina the Teenage Witch with the girls on the sofa, and the next she was explaining that she hadn’t been happy in a long, long time, and that she needed to change things.

Didion had initially assumed that it meant they were all three leaving, that she and her sister would be part of whatever came next. She’d been excited even. Her dad was boring, their house was boring, and her mom was the best part of it all. She envisioned a girly house, one where they could make noise without worrying about waking up their dad and eat pizza all the time.

That wasn’t what happened.

Babe was moving to the beach house on Mercy Island. It was her family’s house, and with her parents getting older, no one was there most of the time.

Didion and Sammie’s parents had talked to them about it, saying things like don’t want to uproot you girls and so as not to disrupt your schooling. Babe’s childhood had been so inconsistent, she wanted to make sure it wasn’t that way for her girls. Neither of them knew what this meant at first, but Didion eventually realized it meant they would not be going with their mom. They’d be staying with their dad. Whatever Babe was changing, it included getting away from them.

Don’t worry, she had told them. You can come stay with me during summer break.

Then when Anne came into the picture, it all got even bleaker. Didion suddenly identified with Cinderella and with Sarah in A Little Princess. She was left behind with the strict, dreary people, and her beloved mother had gone. She felt melodramatic, brave, stoic, and sorry for herself all at once.

It was a new life Didion had not chosen, and the lack of control threatened to send her into a spiral. Everything was different.

Didion and Sammie had been inseparable and so similar for so long. The same things made them laugh and they borrowed each other’s clothes. Suddenly it was becoming clear how different they were.

Didion picked up on the tensions between the adults around her, while Sammie could tap out a jaunty rhythm with her hands on her knees for an entire tense car ride, not clocking the biting tone of their new stepmother or the weary frustration in that of their father’s. Didion would see things that needed to be done and do it, even if it bothered her, where Sammie seemed not to care if she had to—for example—go to school wearing a pair of pajama bottoms with a button-down because no one had thought to check the laundry basket in the girls’ bathroom.

Didion suddenly found herself washing their clothes and double-checking their backpacks, packing lunches and untangling Sammie’s fine hair that was always getting caught in tight knots.

It was temporary, she told herself. She ignored herself when she added on the question What’s going to change?

At least now it was summer. Time to be with their mom.

Babe’s Ford Bronco pulled up. She left it running and got out, pushing her sunglasses back into her freshly shorn hair.

In that moment, Didion knew that everything about their mother was different.
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NOW

“Hey, Red.”

Austin James gives that bone-melting half smile I remember so well, and I avert my eyes, as if the sight of him might actually burn my retinas. And Red. The old nickname pierces my eardrums as if he’d screamed it. A nickname he gave me the first summer we met. When we started to see the limits of who each other could be.

What the actual hell is he doing here?

And why, for the love of all that is holy, did he have to get hotter?

This tall, broad-shouldered, tapered-waist heartbreaker in those soft old blue jeans that hang on him like the most perfect Levi’s ad. I know those jeans as well as I know the guy wearing them. I have to actively block out the searing memories of frantically, eagerly unbuttoning them. Look at him, standing there in a backward hat with his dark blond waves flaring up just a little around the edge of it, behind his ears. His tan skin and the vein that goes down his forearm and to his perfect hands, his long, squared fingers. The ones he used to stir my whiskey in a glass with ice, that he used to move my hair off my face when it stuck to my cheek with salt water, the ones he used … in other ways. The thought of which makes me realize now that I haven’t been breathing since he stepped outside.

It’s his unpolished look that made him the kind of athlete known by even the least sports-aware. When I was in college, I had the incredible misfortune of being haunted by the vision of Austin on the walls of countless dorm rooms. Especially the Adidas ads. Especially the action shot of him hitting the ball with such incredible velocity that it cracked—as it really did in a US Open match once, when his serve reached over 155 miles per hour. He had a casual, slightly amused look on his face that in no way matched the intensity of his ability. Across the bottom of the poster, in taunting neon, it said AUSTIN “KILLJOY” JAMES.

I hate him. Or at least I really, really should.

“Sammie girl, it’s so good to see you.” He bends down and she throws her arms around his neck. She squeezes him so hard he laughs, that low rumble I was always trying to elicit from him.

He’s another one who’s been impossible to internet stalk, as he actually is completely absent from all social media and always has been. The only trace of him is in rare news articles I’m sometimes unlucky enough to get pushed.

Sammie doesn’t let go of him completely, pulling back for a moment to wonder at him, her eyes flitting between both of his, her smile big. “You’re here.”

He nods. “I am.”

She pulls him into her arms once more and he squeezes her back, lifting her tiny, five-foot-five frame off the ground several inches as he stands at his full height of six foot three.

“Matt, glad they didn’t cancel that flight after all. Was it rocky?” he asks, over Sammie’s head.

“Apparently the storm moved,” says Matt.

Sammie finally releases him and then steps back, hand over her mouth in awe.

I understand it. He’s the last person in the world I expected to see, here, again. Ever. Anywhere.

But he and Matt are talking like it hasn’t been that long. Do they keep in touch? The thought never occurred to me that they might. My ego is appalled.

The guys hug tight. “Where’s that kid of yours?”

Matt gestures toward his daughter. Austin tosses me a hooded look and I feel like I’m being pranked. Or like in fact I am the one who died, and surprise! I’m in hell!

The chorus of evening birds around us rises to a briefly treacherous volume, as if to confirm my suspicion.

“Austin!” comes a joyful voice, followed by the lumbering run of four-year-old Nora.

She wraps herself around his leg like a koala, and he says, “Hey, kid,” as he ruffles her dark hair. So, I guess Matt and Austin have been in touch. Four-year-olds don’t remember people they don’t ever see.

Me, for example.

My heart has been pounding at double speed for days, as if I had somehow known what was coming. As if I knew this weekend would come with the reunion of all the people I’ve spent a decade avoiding. But I hadn’t known. Had I?

My mother had often said she thought I had supernatural intuition. Ever since I was a kid. She had an aunt in Florida who was, apparently, the real thing. She had a little shop in Cassadaga, and did local fairs and carnivals and things. Babe said I had her gift. I had never believed her, and yet it was always hard to ignore dread in my gut or the weirdness after I’d felt like something was going to happen and then it did.

I’m not psychic. And if you asked my mother, she would have said it’s only because I didn’t practice. The gift was useless if it wasn’t honed, evidently. No, instead, I get strong instincts that I can’t quite figure out, and then something comes to pass and I know, deep in me somewhere, that the instinct had been foretelling. It’s like the gut feelings we all get, only they come on so strong they nearly knock me over.

That’s what I’d felt before coming here. Now I know this is why. Because we’d all be back here together. Well, all of us but Babe.

I register that while my thoughts are whirring, the others have been chatting about Austin’s drive in. He’s come straight from his parents’ place in Texas, yeah, they moved back a few years ago, no, he doesn’t make it out there as often as he’d like, yeah, his parents have found a nice community out there, hard to do these days, etc.

The doorbell rings and Birdie gives one bark. Austin says, “Hey,” quietly to her with a snap, and she goes to his side.

Matt stands to answer it. “This has to be the lawyer.”

“I’ll go with you,” says Sammie. The unmistakable skip in her step that means she wants to have a drive-by gossip session with Matt.

The dog comes over and starts sniffing me eagerly, tail wagging.

“Birdie. Here.” Austin whistles softly. “Leave her alone.”

“She’s fine!” I pet her and avoid looking up at him. I can’t help but smile down at her, though.

“Didion?”

I tilt my face farther away from him and hear him chuckle. The sound makes blood rush to my cheeks.

“Don’t laugh at me,” I say, sixteen again.

“Even when you’re funny?”

I shift my gaze to his, and my heart trips as I do.

“Oh, hi, Austin,” I say, dryly.

He lifts his chin at me once. “Hey.”

We stare at each other for a long moment, and then Matt comes to the back door. “Ms. Collie is here. It’s time for the will.”

Sammie is chatting cheerfully with the woman and leading her to the other, screened-in porch on the side of the house.

Austin opens the door, keeping a hand on it. “Come on, girls.”

Birdie and Nora go in, then I do. I’m not that near to him as I go by, but it’s close enough to feel his body heat and smell the woody, clean scent of him. Like palo santo and freshly folded laundry. He’s the only guy I’ve ever been frequently physically close to who never seems to have a moment of smelling anything but good, not his breath in the morning, not his sweat after hours of exertion. Of any kind.

He slides the door shut behind me and we leave the electric buzz of cicadas for a moment, the sound lulling and crescendoing again as we walk to the side porch, passing Matt and the lawyer where they sort paperwork and talk in low voices in the corner of the kitchen.

I sit down across the table from Sammie, who fiddles with the tablecloth, staring down at the weave. I spot the faint pink splotch there and remember it being from when she threw a tennis ball in the house and somehow it bounced perfectly off the wood floor and right into Babe’s fresh, boiling hot Le Creuset full of penne alla vodka. Sammie and I had both looked on in horror, both too used to our new household with the evil stepmother who only allowed clear or pale liquids in the living room with its white couch. Babe had laughed without concern for the stains that might outlive her, and said, Chinese food it is.

Sammie glances up at me and for a second, I feel like we’re silently remembering it together. And maybe we are.

Austin comes in holding a bottle of Mercy Brewing Co.’s pilsner.

“Where did that come from?” I ask.

“Picked it up on the way. Want one?”

“No, thanks.”

“Sammie?”

She nods.

She looks like she’s about to cry as she lifts her feet onto the chair, pretzels them, and lets her knees fall wide.

I’m sure it’s the grief. The shock of it all. The unexpected reunion. But part of me fears that she’s lost the spark that made her Sammie. That’s all I’ve ever been afraid of for her. That eventually something would come along and dull her shine. Be it in the form of an increasingly absent mother, a motorcycle-riding asshole, or something I don’t see coming.

I breathe in deeply.

Matt and Ms. Collie come out then. She has a round, nice face, and gives us all a look of sympathy.

“So … I took a look at the will,” says Matt. He glances at the other lawyer and then back at us. “It’s a little unusual.”

“How unusual?” I ask.

He nods slowly. “Let’s just say … it’s the kind of thing only Babe would think was a good idea.”

I raise my eyebrows and then say, at the same time as my sister, “Oh, shit.”






5


THE FIRST SUMMER, FIFTEEN YEARS AGO

Sammie didn’t seem to hold a single ounce of resentment for their mother, but Didion was having trouble acting like everything was normal.

Because it wasn’t. Their mother had checked out of their home like it was a hotel, and now they were supposed to live with her during the summer? It felt more like staying with a cool aunt than with an actual mother.

Gone was Babe’s enormous purse, replaced by nothing more than a credit card slipped into a jean-short pocket when they went out. Usually she dressed in normal mom clothes, cotton V-necks that had lost their shape over the course of a few washes in the laundry. Now she wore stringy sundresses and tank tops with no bra. She was tan and her wavy blond hair was cut short. She was thinner. She wore an anklet and a toe ring. She stayed up late and woke up late. There was no guarantee of a healthy breakfast prepared in the morning, and the fridge wasn’t stocked with applesauce and juice boxes, Hidden Valley ranch and bags of baby carrots. No, instead there were austere containers of god-knew-what and pickled somethings.

“No wonder she’s so skinny,” Sammie said once. “All she has to eat are ingredients.”

Didion was glad, on the one hand. Her mother was unquestionably happier. There was a light in her eyes and a pink tinge in her cheeks and she talked about friends she had and things she’d done. She never used to socialize at home; she had always been tired.

Didion was starting to worry about all kinds of adult things, seeing in herself the weariness she used to see in her mother. She was starting to recognize things like stress and obligation. Two things that were altogether missing from Babe now that she lived on Mercy.

She wasn’t as quick to hug as she used to be, and she didn’t care much how the girls spent their days. And when Didion mentioned that she missed their neighbor and friend Matt, Babe had shocked them once again by suggesting he come to stay.

“Long as he wants to!” she’d said.

The girls had shrilled in stereo at the suggestion. Matt was their one and only mutual best friend. He lived a few houses down from them and had since Didion was four years old. He was cute and charmed the grown-ups without being a suck-up. He had just gotten a bigger role than any other freshman had in the Spring musical. He had mean parents and a wit that made the dumb jocks and the teachers laugh alike.

On the surface, he was a relaxed kid with an easy smile. But at home, his parents yelled so loud that sometimes Didion and Sammie could hear them from their own backyard. His parents hated each other. Not like Wyatt and Babe had, which had been quiet and irritable. No, these two were hateful, despite being deeply Christian and preaching as they did at every block party.

So now, Babe and her daughters were crossing the bridge to retrieve Matt from the airport.

When he came out onto the pickup curb, Sammie flew from the car and jumped onto him, kissing both his cheeks about ten times. Didion hugged him and felt a knot in her stomach untangle.

“Thanks for having me,” Matt said graciously, climbing into the back seat.

“Of course! Of course.” Babe waved her hand in dismissal. “It’s gonna be great, you’ll get your own room and—oh, I got you kids some MoonPies! They’re in the freezer.”

MoonPies were a beloved treat of Babe’s from her own childhood. They were a southern staple, and the chocolate-flavored ones could be found in most grocery stores and gas stations south of Virginia. Less common, though, were the key lime–flavored ones—Babe’s favorite. It was an affection Sammie and Didion had definitely inherited, and they both shuffled excitedly at the mention of them.

“In the freezer?” Matt asked. Most people ate them at room temperature. Not Babe.

“It’s far superior, trust me.” She grinned.

“Huh.” Matt sounded skeptical. “Hey, want to see the present my parents gave me?” he said to the girls, changing topics in that breakneck way that only a teenager could. “It’s pretty cool.”

Didion got the feeling it was not, in fact, going to be cool, while Sammie gleefully nodded.

From his backpack he pulled a big, huge, heavy Bible.

Matt started to laugh as both girls reacted. Sammie went, “Oh,” with surprise, Didion said, “Ah,” with understanding.

“That’s not all,” he said, letting it fall open to the only bookmarked page. A passage was circled. The girls leaned in to read it.


Leviticus 20:13. “If a man lies with a male as with a woman, both of them have committed an abomination; they shall surely be put to death; their blood is upon them.”



Matt had not come out to either of the girls, or to anyone, as far as they knew. Certainly not his parents. The fact that he was gay remained something of an open secret.

Sammie rolled down the back window, heavy rain pouring in as they slowed at the end of the bridge. She took the Bible from his hands and with more strength than any of them knew she had, she hurled it Frisbee-like out of the car, over the guardrail, and into the water below.

Throwing things into the bay was not their style. They weren’t litterbugs. But on this one occasion, there was silent agreement—or, rather, raucous laughter—that indicated that Sammie’s actions were completely, one-hundred-percent justified.

“Sorry for littering,” Sammie said to Babe.

Babe’s gaze flitted up to meet theirs in the rearview mirror. A small smile played in her eyes as she looked back to the road ahead, saying, “I’m sure God forgives you.”
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NOW

Crickets are the only sound on the porch after Matt finishes telling us what’s in the will. Literal. Crickets.

“She left it all to … all of us?” repeats Sammie.

Matt nods, looking uncomfortable. “Yes. Birdsong and everything in it have been left to the two of you, and then for some reason, also to Austin and … to me.”

“Damn,” I say.

Austin, who has been scratching behind Birdie’s ears, sits up now, planting a palm on one of his knees and looking to Sammie and me. “I don’t know why, but I feel like I should apologize.”

“Ha,” I say, pointedly.

He gives me a look. “I don’t think we should start the apology game, there, Red. Not with so little time left in the night.”

“Oh, stop calling me that.”

Nora starts climbing into Sammie’s lap, and Matt says, “Nora, sweetie, let’s leave Sammie alone, why don’t you—”

“It’s okay,” says Sammie, gazing down at the little girl.

“Babe left a letter,” says Matt.

It’s the kind of thing you don’t necessarily get when someone dies. When people are elderly and have time to plan their wills, sure. Usually, a relatively young mother of fifty doesn’t have time to plan this kind of thing. Babe never did do things like other mothers. Like other people.

No one speaks at first and Ms. Collie looks uncomfortable, though I have to assume she deals with this kind of thing all the time.

“A letter,” says Sammie, wistful. “I’d hoped there’d be something like that.”

“Does someone want to read it?” asks Matt.

I volunteer.

Ms. Collie gives me a small smile.

The front of the letter says, in Babe’s slanting handwriting: For the Kids.

I stare at it for an extra beat, and then flip it over and crack the wax seal that’s there, pulling out the paper within, steadying my hands as I do. Years of using kitchen tweezers to place delicate garnishes without error has trained me to ignore all internal turmoil.

Kids,

What a funny letter I have to write for you. Like we all do, I had assumed this day would come a long, long time from now. But it’s here now and I have no choice but to accept it.

I pause, swallowing the lump in my throat, and then go on.

You will have learned now that I have left the house to you all. I hope you girls aren’t too upset with me about that (especially you, Sammie). But Matt, you’ve been like a third child to me. And Austin, the house wouldn’t be what it is without you (that damn bottom step!).

My one request is that you stay the whole weekend. What you choose to do with the property on Sunday is up to you. You’ll have Saturday to think about it. I hope you enjoy the little break from reality. Summer solstice, you know. The longest day of the year. Consider it a little borrowed time to slow down and remember your old selves.

I guess I have a second request too, but I’ll leave that to Miranda. You can get mad at her instead of me.

Love you all, more than you’ll ever know.

Babe/Mom

“What’s the other request?” asks Austin, a slight tone of amusement.

Ms. Collie holds out a basket she must have picked up while I was reading. “No screens.”

“No … screens?” I ask. “Like no phones?”

Miranda nods.

Austin doesn’t hesitate and tosses his phone in the basket without glancing at it.

Sammie smiles. “That’s so Mom. She hasn’t liked any technology since the iPod. Give me one sec, Miranda, I have to go get mine.”

That leaves Matt and me. We look at each other. Clearly neither of us can do it.

“I’m sorry, I can’t hand over my phone,” I say. “I can turn it off for the most part, obviously have it on silent, but I’m going to be getting work texts. I already took off for this weekend, which I really shouldn’t have done.”

“Shouldn’t have done,” repeats Austin with a tone of confusion.

I understand why. You’d think mothers dying would be a good enough reason to take off work. But what he doesn’t know is that I didn’t tell anyone why I was leaving. Hungry chefs hoping to replace me can smell weakness.

“I have a morning meeting tomorrow about a big case. I’ve got clients I need to be available for. Maybe I can turn in my phone, but not my computer. Unfortunately.”

Ms. Collie gives him an understanding look, but shakes her head. “Unless everybody stays and plays along, the house goes to nobody.”

Sammie comes back at that moment, a look of horror spreading across her face.

“I understand that,” says Matt, “and I respect it, but surely as executor, I—”

Ms. Collie shakes the basket at him.

He sighs. “Let me drop a line to my partner and the firm letting them know. When exactly will we have them returned?”

“Sunday morning,” she says. “Before the celebration.”

“The celebration,” I repeat. “Right.”

“It’ll do you good,” says Austin.

I roll my eyes and then pull my phone out of my pocket to jump on the restaurant group chat.

Now that dinner service is in full swing, there are more texts than on the way over.



Pastry—location on the lime pearls?







Has anyone seen the backup pillar candles? Ivory, not white?







Table 12 is a VIP, check folio in the office for deets




And then some specific off-group texts. One from my sous:



Can we chat in the morning about tomorrow night’s menu? I’m worried the crudo is too samey for the carpaccio, maybe we move one to Sunday?





Another from the expo:



Varnay still moving too slow. Give me the go-ahead to let him go if he doesn’t step it up this weekend.





I try to answer everything as quickly as I can and then send balong several things to keep in mind while I’m gone.

Sammie returns and tosses her phone in the basket with an irresponsible clatter. I glance up to see that it’s caseless and has a crack down the middle.

Finally, I give my phone one last look before shutting it off and setting it carefully in with the others.

“Just right in?” asks Matt, holding up his laptop.

“Right in,” says Miranda.

Once all our devices are put away, Miranda clears her throat and goes over a few more logistics.

I can barely listen. My overweary brain is starting to process what’s happening. Not the fact that Babe’s actually gone, I haven’t really been able to emotionally touch that yet. But the fact that I have to stay here. With them. No phone, no work. And that Babe left the whole house to all four of us.

In the frenzy with work and Babe’s death, it hadn’t really occurred to me that something like this would happen. And it never would have occurred to me that it would happen with all of us.

In a way, I’m not surprised. It’s typical Babe to do something mystifying like this. Sure, why wouldn’t she leave her beloved family home to her daughters and their childhood friend and an ex-boyfriend?

That letter too. Of course she had a specific, personal throwaway line for each of them, but not for me. Sammie, she thought might be upset about the house being shared. Matt was like a child to her, she said. And Austin, something about a step?

But nothing for me. No little anecdote or joke for me. No worries about how I might feel.

Of course not. Because I’m always fine.

Except for my temper. Which I admit is something I still need to work on. And when I say temper I don’t mean like, I might snap and stab someone in line at the grocery store. It’s more like, if I drop a Ping-Pong ball and it repeatedly bounces just out of reach for longer than three seconds I’m going to lose my shit. I’m not exactly the most patient person in the world, is all I’m saying.

It hadn’t occurred to me at all that we might inherit anything. But of course. Birdsong couldn’t just sit here as it always had. Something has to be done with it. Which means Babe really is gone. Of course I knew that, but something about her assets being transferred to us makes it feel all the more real.

A surge of questions and problems and issues and worries rises in me like bile and I stuff them down. No. Not for now.

“And are there any parameters in place for that?” Matt is asking Ms. Collie.

“No, not really,” she says. “But there will be property taxes due toward the end of the year. You’ll need to at least address those.”

Nora is on the ground now with Birdie, and she’s singing a tiny, whispered song to her. Sammie watches them, arms wrapped around her shins, cheek resting on her knee.

“Great, okay, so if we have questions I’ll have those ready for you on Sunday. There’s always something.” Matt laughs, and Ms. Collie chuckles back.

“I hope you all have a healing weekend,” she says, smiling at all of us and doing a toodle-oo wave.

“She’s leaving?” asks Sammie.

“Seems like it,” I say.

“But…” she starts, but then her sentence dies in the air.

I know what she means. I have a million questions but nothing to ask. How? Why? Really? More why?

A breeze picks up and carries with it the rich smell of basil and tomato vines that have been successfully growing on the right side of the house for years. I shut my eyes at the smell and it only makes it more potent. I can smell the fuzzy skin of peaches and the crisp aroma of mint. There’s usually a little light out there that makes the alley completely magical. It’s off now. Babe always kept it on.

I stand up and flick the switch and sit back down.

Austin hangs his head. He knows it was always on. Eventually, he was here often enough to memorize the place and all its patterns too.

When Matt returns, he says, “I’ve never seen this group of people quieter.”

We respond with more silence.

“It’s a lot,” Matt goes on, “but depending what we want to do with the property, it can be fairly straightforward. If we want to keep it, we’ll come up with arrangements that work for all of us. If we want to sell it, property here sells extremely well and extremely fast. Babe turned down offers all the time.”

This gives me a start. “Did you talk to her?”

He nods slowly. “Yeah.”

“Like … often?”

He hesitates and then nods again.

I look around, and then land on Austin. “What did she mean about the step?”

“I just fixed the broken one in the front staircase. It wasn’t a big deal,” he says.

“Sure it was,” Matt says, sitting down and allowing Nora to climb up onto his lap now. “You basically rebuilt this place for the next century, one project at a time.”

“You did?” I ask, softening a little more toward him.

“I helped out when I could.”

Matt gives him a look. One that means that’s a massive understatement. But he doesn’t push.

“It goes without saying that I will do whatever you want to do with Birdsong,” says Austin. “Or I guess it doesn’t go without saying, but … yeah, of course. I want to respect her wishes, but this is your family’s house.”

I say, “Exactly,” just as Sammie says, “It’s all of ours.”

She goes on to add, “After all that time, didn’t it become ours? Those summers were special. They were different. Not like what other people have.”

She’s always been such a romantic.

I used to be too. The morning mist, the sound of the ocean, the citrus trees, the humming refrigerator, the shuttered windows, the creaking steps … they had felt unusually possessed by the time we spent here. As if everything had led us to be here, then, together. Letting the mist fall on our faces and turning up the gravel with our bike tires. Preordained. Fated. Every single second of it.

There’s an old carved wooden sign in the front hall that reads TIME STANDS STILL AT BIRDSONG. It was always here, ever since we were kids and used to spend the odd week here with our grandparents. It always felt true. The days of summer felt as infinite as the stars back then.

Now, I don’t know where the time goes.

“I have to get the little one to bed,” says Matt, his daughter now writhing and groaning as she slowly stretches her way to the floor with her hand on the ground instead of her foot. “What do we think, same rooms?”

Sammie nods. “Of course.”

“God,” I say. “Shit, I forgot to call and cancel at the hotel. I was supposed to stay tonight and tomorrow.”

“We can go in the morning,” says Matt. “I’ll go with you.”

I nod.

“I’m going to go for a swim,” says Sammie.

“What? You can’t do that, it’s pitch black out there.”

She blinks at me. “Didion, stop.”

“Am I crazy?” I look to Austin for backup. Then to Matt.

“It’s pretty calm out there,” says Matt. “But you should be careful.”

“I’ll go out with you. Better to have a buddy system,” says Austin.

Sammie leaves the room without looking back at me.

“I know she’s an adult. But really? Do we need to worry about her going out and dying in the ocean right now? Or is that maybe like the last thing we all need?”

“Of course we don’t,” says Matt. He stands and scoots his daughter up higher on his hip, her hands pulling at his shirt collar. He untangles her fingers from the cotton.

“I’ll see you guys in the morning. Say goodnight, Nor.”

“Goodnight, Nor,” says the little girl, dissolving into giggles as she leans her entire body weight back over her father’s arm.

Matt widens his eyes at his daughter’s joke and says, “See you tomorrow, guys.”

“Night, Matt. Night, kid,” says Austin.

Then again, we are left alone.

The air is charged between us and I feel him look at me. As if dashing out of the path of a train, I bolt from the room, muttering something apologetic as I go.

I don’t follow Matt up the main staircase, instead going to the front hall where I put my bags, thinking very seriously about hoofing it to the hotel after all, as I am unable to call a car.

I look outside and see Austin’s beat-up old truck. He’s been driving it since he was fifteen years old and his dad gave it to him after winning it in a poker game. It hardly worked when he got it, but Austin fixed it up. Of course I can’t read it from here, but I recognize the faded bumper sticker and know that it says I GOT MY ASS HANDED TO ME AT HUXLEY POOL HALL. From the glow of the porch light, I can see the shape of a tennis racket in the back window.

I suddenly, vividly recall climbing on top of him in that driver’s seat, my body unable to get close enough to Austin’s, unable to get there fast enough.

I shudder and then shut the front door and turn off the hall light. I put my bare foot on the first step of the staircase, instinctively bracing for it to creak and bend threateningly in that way it always did. But it doesn’t.

That damn bottom step!

Austin.

Upstairs, I am faced with the long hall that leads to Babe’s room.

The moment is like something out of The Shining or Vertigo. Everything contracts as I see it and move toward it like a moth to a flame, dropping my bags on the Moroccan runner that runs straight to the double doors.

My hands itch to turn the knobs, or perhaps to knock. Like Babe might be there, on the other side. Or worse, that it’ll be so very obvious that she’s gone.

I turn away from the morbid temptation and toward my own familiar door.

My room is the same as it always was. Not in a shrine way, because I had never personalized it. My room was the one called “the canopy room” because the bed, maybe obviously, had an old canopy. Above the ancient, uniquely comfortable mattress hung a loose-knit crocheted drapery I’d stared at through countless hot, restless summer nights.

When I’ve gotten ready and crawled in, I feel like I’ve slipped back in time. I sigh and roll over to look out the window.

One of the things I used to love about this room was how I could lie on my side and look out to see the quiet, constant ocean. But tonight, it’s not just the ocean. There’s also Sammie. Austin. Birdie. All lit by the tiny lanterns that lead from the house to the water, stopping just short of where high tide rolls in.

She’s in the water, and I wonder if her bikini is purple or if it’s just the moonlight. Austin’s on the shore, jeans rolled up, beer bottle hanging from his fingertips. Even from here I can tell he’s laughing.

Then I see Matt making his way down the beach, a glass of wine in hand.

I roll over on my back and consider it. What if I were to just go out there? Loosen up. Reconnect. I bet, given the right circumstances, a few sentences could fix what’s broken. I could make a joke of it. Put it in the past.

For them, anyway. Not for me. As much as I wish it were that easy.

Despite it all, I find my eyes shutting, sleep finding me sooner than it ever usually does. At home I toss and turn all night, afraid of sleeping through my alarm and thus losing everything I’ve worked so hard for, or worrying about the extra steps in prep I need to do the next day. But I fall strangely into a thick, black sleep without even a moment of restless consciousness.

And when I finally do wake, it’s to the sound of a bloodcurdling scream.
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NOW

I don’t stop to think before I fly from the room and down the steps, my muscle memory making up for the fact that I haven’t consciously even remembered where I am. My eyes are barely adjusted to the bright morning light, but I don’t need my eyes to get from my room to anywhere in this house.

“Shit,” I shout, my foot slipping in my hurry. Once down, I call out, “Sammie?”

“Didion!”

I follow the sound to the den and push open the door. “What are—”

The words die in my throat as I see what caused her to scream.

“Oh my god.”

“Yeah.”

In the wood-paneled room, past the TV and the old floral couch, flanked by the shelf of DVDs and the table that holds a small lamp, there is a gleaming, polished, pink wooden casket. The room is as cold as a refrigerator as it always has been, where the AC works the best, but that’s not why my skin suddenly rises with goose bumps.

“Is that…” I start.

“It better be, Jesus Christ,” says Sammie.

“I certainly hope not.” Austin appears behind me. “If that’s Jesus Christ, we’re going to have a complete media fiasco on our hands.”

I turn. He’s got a healthy glow and dewy skin, and I gather from his outfit that he’s just returned from a run.

My gaze sticks on him a second too long, and I only realize when he starts to grin at me. I clear my throat. “You saw this?”

“Saw this morning. I thought about screaming, but thought Sammie was a better fit for that. And we couldn’t both do it.”

She gives a light laugh, still obviously horrified.

“Were we told this was going to happen? That it’d … she’d be here?”

“Ah, yeah, I hoped I’d get to warn you before you found her.” Matt ducks under Austin’s outstretched arm in the doorway, an apologetic expression on his face.

“You know something about this then?”

“I found another letter in the paperwork. This one from Babe’s friend in Switzerland.”

I roll my eyes. “Oh, god, Giulia? That murderer?”

“She’s not a murderer,” Sammie groans.

“Matter of perspective.”

Sammie sighs deeply and Matt hands her the letter. She reads it aloud.

Dearest Didion and Samantha,

Your mother has been dead, but I loved her! I am knowing now that she has experienced the fires of life, though I had not to know when we have constructed this construct for life.

It is my wish for us that you should treasure this box for Babe and use for any ceremonials to memorial for her life. Keeping for all evers! Understand we that is tradition in US but not her. Your mother’s friend and my friend is a craftsman and has been building this make for her as surprise, but alas has never been seen by her.

It is my belief to bury for you? And have visiting place, so this helps I hope. Burning is common here.

Apologizing for my English, I am not complete learning!

Without love, Giulia

When she’s done reading, Austin says, “Do you think she’s good at German?”

Matt bites in a smile.

“That is complete nonsense. Can we call someone?” I try to remember where I left my phone, then remember that I dropped it into a basket with all our other screens.

“Sunday I can ask Miranda, of course,” says Matt, composed again.

“Should…” says Sammie, “we open it?”

“Oh my god, Sam!” I exclaim.

“I want to see her! It’s not like there will be damage to like … to her face or anything.”

“No, but she’ll be dead!” I shoot back, looking at the others for a little support.

They look as lost as I feel.

“Well … what if she’s not in there? I mean, the letter says…” She reads it again. “‘It is my wish for us that you should treasure this box for Babe and use for any ceremonials to memorial for her life.’ And something about the fires of life? Didn’t Mom want to be cremated? Are those the fires of life?”

She’s asking me. “I have no idea, like Giulia, I don’t speak the language in that letter.”

“You don’t know what Mom wanted?”

“She didn’t tell me.”

I think she’s going to react to my tone, which was admittedly colder than I intended, but instead she drops her gaze to my chest. “Your bra is completely see-through, by the way.”

“Oh, my god.” I gasp and fold my arms in front of my exposed chest.

I’m in a butter-yellow bralette made of a fine mesh material. You can unquestionably see straight through to my nipples, which are, in this ice-cold room, quite prominent. In the frenzy to find the source of Sammie’s scream, I hadn’t thought about it.

“It’s fine, I’m gay and she’s your sister,” Matt quips.

“And I’ve seen them.” Austin’s sage-green eyes actively not dropping to my chest. Respectful, or whatever. But really, he doesn’t even seem tempted to glance.

“And Mom’s dead, so, nobody’s interested,” Sammie says on a breath.

On the way back upstairs to change, I physically shake my head to remove the image making its way in, like clearing a Magic 8 Ball.

Babe.

Dead.

Her body.

Downstairs.

Inches from where we’d stood. One quick motion from being seen—all we needed to do was lift the lid. And there she’d be.

In a way, I understand Sammie wanting to open it. It’s not like I don’t remember the ghoulish nights we spent hovering over a glowing laptop screen in a darkened room, googling pictures of dead Marilyn Monroe or JFK. We had lingered on the last, haunting pictures of Princess Diana, her in the elevator, in the car with her head turned, the men in the driver’s and passenger’s seats. The horrendous sight of the Mercedes under the Pont de l’Alma crumpled like a soda can.

Our ghoulishness followed the quick succession of our grandparents dying, both of whom had had open-casket funerals, revealing waxy, paper-thin skin and an emptiness there that really made us both believe in the soul. This was before the craze of true crime, which made all these curiosities a little more mainstream, or at least confirmed the commonality between so many of us to see the horrors and fascination of our mortality.

I really have had a lot of key players die in my life in the last fifteen years. Where are all the grown-ups? It’s not like new ones come in to replace them.

Or … actually I guess they do. I guess that’s supposed to be us.

The idea that Babe is down there right now, her own body left vacant … I can’t do that. I can’t see that. It’s such a cliché. She was so full of life, it’s impossible to imagine her dying. It’s so very, very true in the case of our mother. I might not have loved every moment of her, but I admired her for who she was.

No, no, this is exactly why I’ve been working so hard to avoid thinking about it. If I think about it too hard, I’ll get sad. If I get sad, I’ll feel shame, if I feel shame, I’ll start to regret! I’ll start to play back the years and think where I could have or should have done things differently. If I do that, I’m afraid I’ll never come back up again. That I’ll drown in all the time lost and mistakes made.

Because the truth is, I already know I messed up.

I grab a pillow off the bed and scream into it.



When I come back down a few minutes later, it’s to the smell of coffee. There’s an ancient espresso machine brought back from Italy by our grandfather. Sammie sticks the wand of the milk frother into a small metal pitcher and expertly raises and lowers it so that the high-pitched whine quickly quiets to a low rumble.

“Coffee?” Sammie offers, when she realizes I’m behind her.

“Please, god.”

Outside, Matt and Nora are sitting at the table. He has a coffee on ice, and Nora is coloring on a big piece of paper.

“Regular milk? Hot, iced?”

“Oh, black is fine. An Americano or espresso just by itself. Whatever’s easy.”

“So bitter.” She turns off the frother.

“I am not, it’s just—”

“No,” she interrupts, saving me from myself, “espresso by itself. It tastes so bitter to me.”

“Right. Obviously.”

“I’m more of a sweet person, myself.”

Her gaze goes to mine, as she leans back toward me dramatically, making it clear she is making an implication here. Me, bitter; her, sweet. She’s not the only one who would say so.

“I’ll do an Americano for you. You can go out if you want, I’ll bring it.”

I start to insist that she doesn’t have to wait on me, but fear it will only come out like I intend to hover over her. “I’ll be outside.”

The morning air is warm with a crisp breeze. Outside, the palm trees brush together in a way that always used to be calming with the ebb and flow of the tide. Now it all feels a little relentless.

“It’s so nice out,” says Matt.

“It is. And weird. Hi, Nora.”

She grins big but doesn’t take her eyes off her drawing.

“I’m going insane without my phone,” Matt whispers. “All I can think is how crazy everything must be at work.”

“Same. It’s not that I think the place would burn down without me there, but also … kind of?”

“Yes!” He shakes his head. “Are we narcissists?”

“I think we might be overworked people with a phone addiction.”

He shakes his head. “I never wanted her to become an iPad kid. We’re strict about her screen time. But not so much with ourselves.”

“Ha. Yeah. Same. I always think I’ll lay off it after work, but then I’m too tired to do anything but watch brain-dead TV and scroll. It’s awful.”

“Babe wasn’t wrong about what a life-suck they can be. Remember how nuts she was about it?”

My heart swells and then shrinks again. “Yeah, she said the iPhone was a sign of the end-times.”

We both make a face that means she wasn’t wrong.

“Are you doing okay with everything?”

For a split second, I wonder what it would be like to be honest. To tell him how very, very not okay I am, like I always used to do. Nothing was off-limits.

“Yeah, I’m good.” Then, trying to sound casual, I ask, “Where did uh … where did Austin go?”

Matt gives me a questioning look that I ignore. “He’s at the athletic club.”

“Really?”

“Yep.”

“Why is he…”

“He still practices, every day.” Matt’s eyes are heavy with meaning over his daughter’s head.

“Oh. I didn’t know that.”

I think of the young, promising athlete. Those old Adidas posters of the twenty-year-old prodigy on the road to Wimbledon. A road that got cratered a decade ago, only a few years into his career.

“Hey, by the way, I’m here if you want to talk.” Matt’s voice is low. “About what happened with Babe. She was so young, and the way she went was—”

“Here you go.” Sammie sets down a perfect Americano. Dense brown with the thick, tan crema on top.

“Thanks.” Then to Matt, “I’m okay, really. Thank you, though.”

Sammie sits down at the other end of the table and squints out at the water.

Matt clears his throat. “So what do you think you want to do about the house? Any first impressions?”

“Oh, we can’t possibly get rid of it,” Sammie insists. “It’s home.”

“I think we sell it, split whatever it makes, and then it’s over.”

Sammie shakes her head and leans back in her chair. “I don’t want that.”

It’s not surprising at all that we’re at an immediate stalemate.

“What happens if we can’t agree?” I ask.

“Not sure. There’s more paperwork to be delivered on Sunday, after we’ve met the requirements of staying the weekend. I’m sure we’ll get more information, but in the meantime, we should really try to be unanimous. Which … really only means the two of you need to agree. I’m with Austin, we’ll do whatever you want.”

Sammie fidgets and then gets up. “I’m going to go swim.” Then to me, she snarks, “Is that okay with you?”

“It was the middle of the night, Sammie. That’s the only reason I—”

“Mom would have let me do it.”

“No one should be letting you do anything, you’re an adult!” We both see that I accidentally backed myself into her point, not my own. She grins, and I sigh. “Whatever, it’s not the same thing! What time is it, by the way?”

“No idea. There’s not a single clock in this house.” Matt sits back in his chair.

“Wait, really?”

“Nope. Even the oven is too old school to have a clock on it. Trust me, I checked.”

“What about the TV?” I get a chill thinking of the TV and its proximity to Babe’s body.

“No cable at all, not even basic channels.”

“I kinda like it.” Sammie then takes off down the loud wooden steps and makes her way across the sand to the water, her hair swept up in the breeze.

Then, speaking gently, Matt asks, “You and Sam … when was the last time you two talked? Like, really talked?”

I don’t answer, but he correctly reads my facial expression.

“Not since…?”

“Yeah. Not really.”

“What?”

“Ow, Daddy.” Nora presses her ear to her shoulder.

“Sorry, honey.” Then to me, “Not even about everything with your mom?”

I hesitate. I don’t want to tell him that Sammie tried. Or, more rightly, I don’t want to tell him I ignored her calls.

“Do you remember how you two used to be?” asks Matt after a moment. When I’m silent, he says, “Because I do.”

Of course I do remember. I remember how we all used to be.

“I remember,” I concede.

There’s a knock on the front door, and Birdie appears from somewhere in the house to bark.

“I got it.” I stand and Birdie stops her barking, wagging her tail.

I open the front door to find a woman with a shock of short, white hair and enormous, thick, bug-eye glasses on, holding a large, overfull basket of goodies. I recognize her, I think, but can’t place her.

“Morning!” she says, brightly, as she then marches right into the house.

I follow the woman into the kitchen, catching her clean scent of soap and lemons.

“I’m sorry, I’m having trouble placing you—”

“Yes, of course, hon, don’t you remember me? Gladys from just up the road. I was afraid you wouldn’t recognize me without the red hair.”

I stare at her for a second, and then it comes back to me like a slap of salt water to the face. I smile. “Oh my god, Gladys! Duh, of course, I’m sorry!”

She chuckles and pinches me on the cheek. “It’s so good to see you back here, again.” She flattens soft fingers against my face. With raised eyebrows that immediately make me feel a little shamed, she says, “Been a long time, hasn’t it?”

“Yes, ma’am.” My polite, Southern roots back at the very sight of a respected elder.

She smiles back, and then gives me a light slap on the cheek before spotting Matt.

“And you’ve come back, please tell me that little girl is with you.” She looks past him and waves at Nora as she gives him a hug.

“You’re as gorgeous as ever,” he kisses her on the cheek.

“Oh, you.”

It’s unbelievable that I didn’t recognize Gladys, who has always been iconic. Her hair used to be maraschino cherry red, her glasses thinner in frame, her face less lined. She’s a widow who moved to the island in the early nineties, buying a little beach house with the money from her husband’s life insurance policy. She was an English teacher, and it shows. This woman can make a grown man put himself in time-out with the lift of an eyebrow.

“All right.” Gladys rolls up the sleeves further on her crisp, flawless white button-down. “We’ve got a few things in here that require explanation.”

She goes through the basket she came in with, telling us about the fudge from Willy’s, the salt water taffy and sour belts from Candyland, the popcorn from Colonel Kernel’s (butter, cheese, and kettle), a bottle of sauvignon blanc from Glinda’s Good Wine, and a selection of Fromager d’Affinois, Gruyère, pecorino (and more), plus crackers and a baguette from Holey Cheese. She warns us that the taffy will pull out any and all fillings and that the cheese must be room temperature, she was sent with strict instructions.

“This is so nice, you didn’t have to do this.”

“I didn’t. Babe did. Arranged for it before she died. Though of course, not a single business would let her pay. If you make it into town, I bet you’ll have a hard time paying for a drink.”

For some reason, this, of all things, makes me want to cry.

“Gladys?” A small voice comes from the porch, and we all turn to see damp, sandy-footed Sammie.

Gladys always had a soft spot for her, and she opens her arms and says, “Samantha Marie, come here this instant.”

She doesn’t think twice about soaking Gladys with the ocean water carried on her skin and in her bikini. I imagine countless former students would sooner die than even witness such a thing, but Gladys just laughs and pats her on the back.

I find myself wanting to implore her for support. Gladys, will you please tell Sammie it’s not okay to swim in the ocean alone at night?

I am certain she’d agree with me. But I manage to control myself.

“I’ll let you get back to your Saturday,” says Gladys. Her eyes catch on the open door to the den. “Good lord, is that your mother in there?”

We all turn toward the casket.

“Yes,” I say. I want to explain more, but can’t quite find the words.

Your mother has been dead, but I loved her!

Giulia’s sort-of words ring in my head.

“I thought she was going to be cremated.” Gladys glances between us all.

Sammie puts both hands up, like thank you.

“Guess not.” I give a helpless shrug.

Gladys tuts. “She loved a bit of attention, didn’t she?” She then turns her gaze back on each of us once. “I hope you make the most of your time here. Your generation is in such a hurry. We thought we were stressed in the sixties.”

I want her to stay and make me lunch and tell me everything’s going to be okay. To stay, and be the adult so that I don’t have to.

Yes, I do know my problem. Mommy issues, surprise, surprise. I just can’t fix it.

“Drop by if you need anything,” she says. “I’m just a quick walk through the dunes.”

The door shuts behind her and I stare at the casket in the den.

What the hell was your plan, Babe?






8


Nora is fussy, Matt says, so he bails on coming in to town with me to cancel my reservation at the Sandcastle Hotel. It’s fine with me. I think … we don’t exactly want to be one-on-one. We just want to want to.

Me, because I’m afraid to be caught in a conversation where I have to address anything or talk about Babe. Him because … well, probably a lot of reasons. We’ve gone years in the same city without seeing each other, so either he didn’t want to see me, or he’s probably hurt that I didn’t. Either way, I’m sure I’m not his favorite person right now. And the last thing I want is some sort of reluctant kindness out of pity.

Town’s not a far walk, but I’m bone-tired from working long shifts all week. I stand in the front hallway, considering what to do, when my eyes catch on Babe’s keys. I hesitate for a long moment before taking them off their hook.

There’s something about people’s keys that is, to me, as potent a memory trigger as any scent. The jingle of them is so specific to everyone, and impossible to recreate.

My father’s keys sounded like a knife on a whetstone when he picked them up.

Sammie’s had a high jingle like a glass bell, but a flat note from the plastic photo key chain she had on it, the one from the little photo booth at Funland in town. Matt, the heavy sound of the fob for his inherited BMW—the one thing his parents ever gave him, and it had come with strings.

Austin’s had the low, sure tone that came from the brass oval and its three simple keys.

And Babe’s were a Christmassy jingle. She always had the house keys of countless friends. Still had the key to her childhood home. Still had the key to my childhood home. It wasn’t exactly a custodian-level collection, but it was enough to make someone say, wow, you have a lot of keys. She was romantic about it. Nostalgic.

I pick them up and the sound tickles the inside of my ear in an uncomfortable way. The sound, like the stain on the tablecloth, outlasted her.

I go to the garage, where I see the ancient golf cart, turquoise with a white roof.

Then I see the outside freezer. The one that seals tight for a full minute after you open it to preserve the cold air.

Another thing that outlasted her.

I squint at the door and magnets holding a piece of paper on there.

I climb over the many hurdles of the garage and see that it’s what I thought it was.

A New York Times article that was printed out with low ink. The headline is: “The Last Good Chef in Manhattan.”

I’m not sure if it’s pride or embarrassment that grinds in my chest, or some blend of both as I remove it and look down at the grainy picture of me. I’m in the now-iconic blue crewneck sweatshirt with its chic, arched red font that reads BACCARAT. We only made five hundred of those sweatshirts, and it’s one of those quiet luxury items that became synonymous with being in the know. Women were pairing it with diamond tennis necklaces and expensive blowouts, men were rolling the sleeves up and perching themselves at bars hoping to be noticed for how cool they were.

I read through the article now, even though I have practically memorized it.


When Bennett was announced as Martinez’s successor at Baccarat, loyal patrons of the restaurant met the news with a guarded skepticism. Martinez, whose pedigree includes stints at Noma and Alinea, had crafted a menu with the unmistakable confidence of a chef who’d not only seen it all but reimagined it on her own terms. Her presence was so deeply woven into the fabric of the kitchen that the thought of anyone stepping into her role raised a pressing question: Would it be a fresh perspective—or a pale echo?

Against the odds, Bennett delivers—and then some.



I skip a few paragraphs.


In an era where gestures of social conscience often blur the line between sincerity and spectacle, Bennett’s donations to SATE—Serving Adolescents Through Eating—might have, at first glance, read as another well-intentioned initiative packaged for optics. The name alone could suggest an outstretched hand from on high. But dig a little deeper—learn about Bennett’s formative time working alongside José Andrés, or that her early contributions to the program were made anonymously—and the narrative shifts. What emerges is not performance, but purpose.



And the last line.


At Baccarat, dinner costs more than rent. Chef Bennett makes you feel like it’s worth it.



It isn’t. No meal is. That’s the big secret.

The article was practically a love letter. Everyone at Baccarat was elated to work at Manhattan’s current favorite restaurant. Gloved hands patted me on the back for a week, though I could tell some people didn’t think I was deserving of such praise.

It’s not that I wasn’t grateful. Of course I was. Hard work paying off feels good. It’s just that something about the article had felt hollow. It hadn’t felt real. It hadn’t felt joyful. If anything, it added further pressure and stress. The article made people see me.

And that meant that now, they were watching.

These days, every spotlight seems destined to grow so hot, it eventually scorches whoever stands beneath it. Burning them alive while the hordes watch with far, far more interest than they did when the praise glowed merely warm. Like a greedy audience in the Colosseum, hungry for blood.

I put the paper back, then remove it again and place it on top of the freezer, not wanting it to be seen by anyone else, and open the freezer door.

I don’t know what I’m looking for, but I find it.

Sourdough starter. Pomodoro. Pesto. Curry, red and green. Bolognese. Five kinds of stock.

Countless containers, neatly labeled. All in her loopy handwriting. All on green tape with Sharpie. A woman born of the restaurants she worked in. My freezer looks almost identical. My cabinets and fridge too. Only my labels indicate things like lacto-fermented white nectarine juice, pickled Castelfranco, koji butter, charred-shallot glaze, prik tum, dashi cubes, black-garlic base.

And there, wedged on the top shelf, a single key lime MoonPie.

Looking now at all the food my mother left behind, I finally cry.
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THE FIRST SUMMER, FIFTEEN YEARS AGO

Babe smiled, feeling Didion’s eyes on her.

Her daughter stood in the doorway, hands on the frame behind her, launching herself slowly off it and back again, watching her cook for the last fifteen minutes.

“Do you want to help?” When Didion nodded, Babe gently tilted her head. “Come on over. Grab an apron.”

Didion took a blue apron off the hook by the fridge and leaned her bony hip on the lower cabinets.

“How much do you know about herbs?” Babe asked.

Didion pulled a face, like a fishhook had grabbed her lip. She shrugged. “Mint?”

Babe set down her knife and scooped the slivered green tops of the scallion into a ramekin, then the more pungent white bits into another. She rinsed her hands, and then dried them on her own apron.

“Let’s go outside.”

Babe led Didion to the side garden, the little alley that spends most of the day shaded, but has glimmering sunshine in the morning, giving everything just enough of what it needs.

Babe knelt down on the ground beside the pots and her daughter copied her.

“You can’t cook if you don’t know what each ingredient tastes and smells like. Close your eyes.”

Didion did.

Babe brushed a sprig of mint under her daughter’s nose. “Can you smell it?”

“Mm-hmm.”

“Do you know what it is?”

Didion squirmed. Fifteen years old, but in some ways still just a kid. “Is it mint?”

“Yep. How about this one?”

They did this with every herb in the garden. The peppery-sweet basil. Piney rosemary. Soft lavender and sage. Bright cilantro. Spicy oregano. Chives. Parsley.

Mint was the only one Didion knew. After smelling all of them, Babe had her taste them.

The black kitten who lived outside, the one Babe had named Migla, tiptoed unheard around them, at one point snaking around Didion’s bare legs. She was too concentrated to even notice—until then she’d been easily startled by the creature.

Where most teenagers would have withdrawn from the exercise, Didion took second nibbles of almost all of them. She kept her eyes shut the entire time, until Babe told her to open them again.

“You know,” said Babe. “I think you might just be a chef one day. Maybe a really good one.”

Babe’s words were casual, but she moved away too quickly to see them settling in her daughter’s mind like seeds in soil, ready to take root.






10


NOW

After collecting myself, I decide I can’t take the Bronco. I can’t do more Babe.

More avoidance!

I put the keys back and take one of the bikes from the side of the house where they have always been stored, leaning together under a small rusted awning that was always there, perhaps put there for that purpose or maybe for something else, now defunct. I never asked. And now there’s no one to ask.

On the way into town, I go past a red truck, its rear tire jacked up, two men changing a flat. Both of them wave hello, and I wave back with a lift of two fingers from the handlebar.

The center of town is alive with weekend islanders. Outside Lawson’s Grocer there’s a woman in an old yellow T-shirt that says MERCY ISLAND FUN RUN 2001 on the back. People who live here love this island. I guarantee that woman, like Babe did, has a number of Mercy Island mugs in her kitchen. She’s got a young teenager with her who’s talking animatedly with another kid. Both of them gawky in braces and too-big feet they haven’t grown into yet. Must have been what we looked like, gallivanting around the island when we were teenagers.

I go slowly past the restaurants and look in. There’s a soccer game on at Fry & Tackle, a catch of the day and sports bar that sells bait in a small stall up front. There’s something about this that has always felt like a little too much fish life cycle for one place. A player on-screen scores a goal and the place erupts—guys cheering or crowing about the goal. The guy who scored tears off his red jersey and throws it into the stands. The camera cuts to a woman happy-crying as she holds up the sweaty shirt. I can’t help but think of the old days with Austin and me. When I was the heart-eyed girl in the stands.

I go by Sunhouse, a crooked old pub that used to be an actual house long before everything else cropped up. On the packed porch I see an old guy I swear I remember from a decade ago, tossing back a handful of Sunhouse’s famous bar mix, laughing with a buddy, both of them with half-drunk beers in front of them. A leashless dog with gray around his eyes and muzzle is sleeping at their feet. I realize that it’s Clio, a mutt who once followed us home before losing interest and returning to her owner.

The front desk girl at the Sandcastle Hotel helps me out of my room reservation, even getting me out of last night’s charge. Babe apparently bandaged her knee once when she crashed her bike as a kid.

I thank her and then go, telling myself I’m just getting some more exercise in, but then find myself where I always knew I’d wind up.

Slowing down outside Mercy Athletic Club.

It’s well past downtown, inland, on the marsh. It has a slightly different feel from the rest of the island. Quieter, in a way, because it’s less occupied. Louder because the marsh wrens titter and the grasshoppers drone. The trees are tall and the lawn is shady. It feels remote, though it’s not that far from everything else.

If anyone were to ask, it might be hard to believe I merely happened by.

But I’ve come all this way, and I feel like I’m about to pass out from heatstroke, so now I have no choice but to go in.

I prop my bike up against a tree near the entrance and go inside.

The cool indoors feels like jumping in an ice-cold pool. I have to stop and lean on the wall beside the door, fanning myself. I’ve been out of the air-conditioning of the hotel for twenty minutes, and my flesh is already saturated with the humid heat.

“Lordy,” I mutter, as I fan my face with a brochure from a table by the entrance.

It only strikes me a few seconds later that I have just said lordy.

Two women go by me in tennis whites, and one of them blinks at me. “Honey, your skin is as pink as a strawberry, you better get yourself some water.”

I can feel my pulse in my eyes, but just nod and say, “I will, ma’am.”

“That’s right. Have a good day now.”

I fling myself off the wall and go to the empty bar—yes, bar, it’s that kind of athletic club—where a bartender is polishing a glass and watching highlights from the soccer game I saw on at Fry & Tackle.

“Excuse me, hi. Could I grab some water from you?”

“Of course,” he says. He fills a glass, and I recognize it instantly as a Libbey Vina Goblet. One of those inane things you know if you’ve ever had to spend hours of your life on webstaurant.com. The most banal party trick on the face of the earth.

“Thanks.”

I take it and catch my breath, stepping away from the bar to drink it.

I put my hand on my hip and idly glance at the framed pictures on the walls. There are old pictures back to the 1930s leading all the way up to today. As it always did, my eyes catch on one of a young man with a cheesy smile and wrinkled nose, with a tennis racket slung over his shoulder. The plaque beneath it says AUSTIN “KILLJOY” JAMES, STATE CHAMPION followed by the year. He was sixteen years old, when he was about to become one of the world’s—and my—favorite people.

I finish the water and then place it back on the old wooden bar, leaving a couple dollars under the coaster.

“Thank you!” I call out.

“Sure thing, darlin’, have a good day now.”

I step back out into the hall. Okay, I’m cooled down now. I’ll go.

Hop on the bike and head back to Birdsong.

Yep, all I need to do is turn left and walk out the doors.

I turn right.

The halls of the building have a smell I remember so well. Freshly popped cans of tennis balls, old wood, a hint of that beachy mildew, decades of perspiration and soap, and astringent cleaning products which, somehow, smells nice.

I pass the indoor pool where a water aerobics class is doing vague but enthusiastic choreography to a Paul Simon song.

Eventually, I’m at doors that lead to the outdoor courts. I stand in front of the back door for only a few seconds, my hand on the frame before pushing it open and sneaking out.

A small crowd has gathered in the stands and I remember the way the aluminum would scald the backs of the thighs in summer and the way rain sounds as it falls on them.

I stand under one of the signature red-and-white-striped umbrellas, fringe trim blowing in the slight breeze that’s starting to pick up.

Austin’s back is to me, but even if it wasn’t, I know he’s so focused there’s no way he’ll notice me. When he plays, nothing matters more to him than that ball.

He’s dripping sweat, legs of chiseled marble, coiled to move. He squats and scoots up his shorts, preparing for his opponent to serve. When he does, Austin swings his racket and hits the ball back so fast I don’t see it, only hear the echoing CRACK.

Beside me, two young women sitting in striped canvas chairs clutch each other.

I get it, girls. I get it.

You almost can’t believe a human body can move so exquisitely. He’s so powerful. So precise. At such odds with his gentle touch off the court, his slow, relaxed way of being.

If it weren’t for the brace on his knee, you would almost believe he was still in his prime.

I only ever stood on the opposite side of the net from him one time. The ball came at me at such a velocity I genuinely saw my life flash before my eyes. I left the court laughing, almost crying, saying, nope, nope, nope, this is not how I die. He had pulled me into him, assured me he’d never hit me with the ball, and I believed him with his precise aim, but it was not worth the fear. Turned out, I preferred sitting in the bleachers with Sammie, whiling away warm, violet evenings and watching him instead.

I admit that I have not moved on from Austin the way most people move on from their exes. Things remind me of him all the time. I don’t indulge the urge, but if I did, he’d come up in conversation almost daily. I’d say it’s not because I’m hung up on him, but can I say that honestly?

I’ve talked it all through in therapy, every minute detail, connected him to every other part of my life, disconnected him from every other part of my life, and still, he never quite sinks into the past like he should. I can’t know for sure, but I’d bet that I’d remember almost every moment I ever spent with him, if challenged. No inside joke lost, no touch forgotten. All right there, on the shore of my mind washing up every low tide no matter how many times I send them out to sea.

The match goes on for fifteen minutes before the ump calls out, “Game and first set.”

The two men walk to the center net. Austin is calm, if drenched with sweat, but the other man’s chest is heaving. Even so, a smile breaks across his face as he shakes his head and then Austin’s hand.

Austin is about to turn around, so I quickly turn and duck inside to avoid being seen. The last thing he needs to know is that I hunted him down.

I get out of there as fast as I can without running, and I don’t stop moving until I’m back on my bike.
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I stop at Lawson’s for some groceries for dinner. No one asked, of course, but as the resident chef, it makes the most sense that I should make it, and I find myself eager to impress them, which embarasses me to admit, even to myself.

It’s been a long time since I’ve cooked anywhere but the restaurant, especially for other people, and I’m weirdly nervous. I think I’m just agitated and don’t know what to do with the energy. It’s one of the worst things about me. All feelings, all vulnerabilities are sent first through the irritability filter. You should see the bitch face I pull right before I cry. Unbelievable.

Lawson’s is a small shop, with aisles created by mismatched wooden bookshelves stacked with everything from Jiffy mix to locally pickled vegetables. When people need to do big shops they usually go into town on the mainland, but this is exactly the kind of place I like to buy ingredients. For one thing, because it limits the options, which prevents me from decision paralysis. But today the limitations aren’t working. I walk in circles, up and down the aisles, over and over.

I land on the idea of making homemade pasta, hoping and assuming that Babe still has—had—her KitchenAid with the pasta attachment.

I’ll do a tomato confit on bucatini, with a side Caesar salad made from scratch, homemade croutons, etc. Everybody likes pasta and salad, right?

It takes me almost an hour to get everything and then pay, feeling a little dizzy at the cost.

It’s so frustrating to live this way. I worked so hard, I’m successful even, and yet I still can’t open my banking app without covering one eye.

It’s only once I finish shopping and get outside with all three bags of groceries that I realize the huge mistake I’ve made.

I got here on a bike. How exactly did I think I was going to get all these heavy bags back to the house?

I stand there, in awe of how clueless I’d been, for a full minute. I could go back inside, ask them to hang on to everything while I go get the car, but then I’d wind up worrying about the tomatoes in the cold, or the cheese out of it—

“Need a hand?”

I squint up in the sunshine and see Austin, window of his truck down, sandy hair still damp from either sweat or a shower.

“No, I’m … I’ve got it.”

He laughs and nods, then takes off.

Even though I told him to go, I have the gall to be shocked that he went, but then I realize he’s just turning around.

A light sprinkling of rain starts despite the still-bright sunshine, as Austin rolls into the small parking lot, puts the truck in park, and leaves it running as he gets out and shuts his door behind him.

He smirks at the bags weighing me down. “What were you gonna do?”

Do not be charmed by him. Do not laugh it off like everything didn’t happen. Don’t pretend you’re fine.

“I had a plan,” I lie.

“Uh-huh. You all right changing your plan? I could use some company for that last hundred heartbeats.”

It makes me ache to hear him quoting my mother, and this softens me to him even further. “Sure, fine. Thank you.”

He takes the groceries out of my hands and puts them in the back seat, before picking up my bike with one hand and placing it in the bed of his truck.

“Get on in there,” he says, cocking his head at the passenger seat.

I take a deep breath and then climb in.

A flash of memories hits me. My feet up on the dash, driving west at sunset, Patsy Cline on the radio. Criminally, a beer in the cup holder. Windows open and skies bigger than I’d ever seen.

He pulls back out onto the main road.

“So, how was tennis?”

He readjusts the brim of his hat. “Pretty good. Hot out there.”

I can tell now that he hasn’t yet showered, and yet again, miraculously, he smells good.

“Did you win?”

“It was just practice. No winners.”

I let out a small breathy laugh. Very Austin to not admit to having won. “Right.”

He bends toward his steering wheel and looks up through the windshield. “Think it’s gonna be a bad one.”

For, I guess, the sake of being contrary, I cross my arms and say, “I don’t think so.”



We pull up at the house and Sammie comes outside onto the front porch. She looks so much like Babe in that moment that it gives me a start. My brain is able to weave an instant story about this all being an elaborate practical joke on Babe’s part, a surprise reunion.

As quickly as it happens, I understand that it’s not our mother. Only Sammie, whose blond hair gets curly in the salty humidity, making her resemble her more. Mine does the same thing, though my scarlet locks prevent anyone from mistaking us.

When I climb out, Sammie saunters down the last few steps and asks, “Well, well, well, where have you two been?”

“We weren’t together. He gave me a ride back from the grocery store.”

“Did you take a bike?” she asks, seeing Austin remove it from the bed of the truck.

“Yes, I took a bike.”

“Did you almost pass out again and need to be rescued?” she teases.

“Oh my god, that was literally one time and it was like one hundred entire degrees outside in like ninety-eight percent humidity. It was a heat wave, we weren’t even supposed to be outside.”

She chuckles and my claws retract a little. It’s been a while since I was around someone who knew me well enough to give me shit. People don’t talk about it much, but it really, really sucks being around a bunch of yes-people. I hate seeing the eggshells everyone walks on at Baccarat.

“Grab a bag,” I say.

Once we’re in the kitchen with everything, she starts unloading. “Why did you buy tomatoes? And basil and—you know Mom grows all this stuff out there.”

There’s a moment where I think we both mentally correct grows to grew, but neither of us says it aloud.

“I shouldn’t have, I guess, I wasn’t thinking about it.”

She nods. “It’s cool. Maybe next time.”

Another pause. There won’t be another meal. Maybe a snack or something in the morning, but this is probably the last meal we’ll all have together like this.

“Oh, by the way,” Sammie remembers. “Look what I found!”

She produces the cold key lime MoonPie from the garage.

“Yeah, I saw that,” I say.

This inspires shock in both her and Austin. Their incredulous replies come at the exact same time.

“And you didn’t tell me?” from Sammie.

“And you didn’t eat it?” from Austin.

We all laugh, and for a second it feels good. Almost easy.

“Well,” Sammie says, “I’m eating it then. Early bird gets the worm, but the second mouse gets the cheese.”

“Is the first mouse me? Isn’t the first mouse dead in that expression?” I ask.

“Oh, whatever.” She starts eating and leans on the counter. “Can I help you at all?” she asks, gesturing toward the food, her mouth full.

“No, that’s okay, I’ve got it.”

“Need anything from me?” asks Austin.

“No, really, I’m good, you guys can all go do whatever. I’ve got this.”

“All right, then. I’m going to go shower,” he says. “If anyone wants me.”

Our eyes catch briefly.

It used to be code. Code for meet me in the bathroom.

There’s no question we both remember this vividly.

I clear my throat and turn around, folding the paper grocery bags and putting them under the sink in the used-paper-bags spot.

I stand and then scream as I look out the kitchen sink window.

“What—” Sammie comes over. “Oh my god! Migla?”

“Is it her?” I lean closer.

The slim black cat stares at us with her bright green eyes, as startled as we are.

Sammie runs outside and down the steps until she’s in the patch of lawn beneath the sill. “Come here, Migla, come here.”

She reaches up for the cat. “No, Sam, you shouldn’t—”

But the cat steps gingerly down onto her shoulder and into her cradled arms.

I walk outside to see them more clearly, and Sammie beams up at me. “It’s her, it’s Migla. She looks as young as she ever did.”

Migla is an outdoor cat who sometimes visited Birdsong. Babe would put out water and sometimes other little cat-friendly snacks. She wasn’t our cat, exactly. No one knew where she came from or where she went. But every once in a while, I’d come downstairs or home from being out and she’d be here. I can conjure a distinct image now, of Babe sitting in one of the chairs outside, tan legs propped up on the table, reading a paperback book and absently stroking Migla, who faced the same direction, her tail slowly furling and unfurling.

We go back inside, and Migla—or the cat who looks an awful lot like her—is calm and unresisting in Sammie’s arms. I feel them both look at me.

“Yes? Do the spooky girls in the kitchen have something to say?”

Sammie smiles. “You two are so flirty still.”

“Who, me and the ghost of Migla?”

She gives me a look and I let out a tight puff of air. “No, we definitely are not.”

She tries to arch an eyebrow, but she’s never been able to do it as well as Babe and I could. It only makes her look more like a cartoon princess.

“Trust me, there’s nothing there.”

She makes a doubtful sound. Then, testing the waters, she says, “By the way, you’ll never guess who came by earlier.”

I’m distracted now, thinking what I need to do first. “Who?”

“Harrison.”

The name doesn’t register. I repeat the question. “Who?”

“Oh, come on, you remember him. Taylor Rae’s brother? Or did you really block out everything about life here?”

I draw back at her jab. “I didn’t block it all out.”

She stiffens and says, “Somehow that almost makes it worse. That you could—”

“I need to get started on this food.”

The almost-nice moment we’d been having crashes down around us.

“Yeah. You’re right. Don’t even know why I tried.”

She goes toward the back door and I try desperately to come up with something to say that will heal things again. Not all the way, but back to the way we were only a few seconds before.

I don’t come up with anything, and as she steps outside, she says, possibly to me or just to herself, “Oh, I think it might really rain.”
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It’s not raining. It’s pouring.

Big fat drops splat like water balloons onto the roof of the porch, and steady streams of water decant from the gutters. Sammie has done as we used to, and gone through the house throwing open every window so that the cross-breeze ripples through the house, bringing with it the charge of negative ions Babe always promised thunderstorms carried. What that meant was never explained, only that it was a good thing.

Austin and Matt are chatting outside on the porch, Nora on Austin’s lap while she colors again.

I set out a bowl of olives with a smaller bowl for the pits, feeling a surge of warmth at the familiarity of this dynamic, in this old house.

“Oh, it still works!” I hear Sammie exclaim from the other room, and then the telltale, earsplitting scratch of the needle on vinyl that could be heard whenever she was in charge of music.

A few seconds later, the low, warm voice of Bing Crosby comes to life. I recognize it instantly as the Hawaiian album, starting off with “Return to Paradise.”

It sends me back in time. To dreamy nights when I learned the breathtaking rapture of falling in love for the first time. There were a hundred nights like this, where torrential rain kept us inside and I had flitted around in gleeful anticipation of Austin’s arrival, or when he was here, and I saw how he fit so effortlessly into the long-established dynamic of Sammie, Babe, Matt, and me. Meanwhile, timeless, romantic music would sing and aromatic foods would sizzle on the stove, and I would be in awe every moment that this boy, this perfect, wonderful boy loved me back. An endless string of things had to happen to put us in each other’s paths, and they happened. I never took it for granted.

Well, not at first. I suppose we did both eventually do that.

I dip a wooden spoon into the confit to taste it.

Needs more salt. I pinch some in.

Sammie comes into the kitchen, unacknowledged tension buzzing between us.

“Wine?” she asks.

“No, thanks.”

Wordlessly, she pours herself a glass, then returns the bottle to the fridge before going outside.

Once there, she exclaims, “Oh my god.”

I look out the kitchen sink window and see what she sees. “No way.”

In the purple, gray haze, there is a figure of a man walking up the beach, standing out in a yellow raincoat. He’s dragging something heavy behind him.

I turn off the KitchenAid, leaving the long strands of bucatini to dangle several inches above the ground. I squint out at the beach. “Is that … Mr. Kelly?”

“No … surely he’s…” Matt says, slowly.

“Dead?” I finish.

“He was about a hundred when we were kids,” says Sammie. “Like little kids.”

“Does no one but our mother die on this island?” I shrill. “First Migla, now him?” The others laugh at the gallows humor, the way they always have.

As he gets closer, he puts out a hand and calls out some greeting we can’t hear. It’s definitely Mr. Kelly.

Austin stands and puts his hands in his pockets. “Nothing like a solid diet of Jack Daniel’s and cigarettes to carry you into a second century of life.”

Mr. Kelly is an ancient—possibly immortal—fisherman who lives on a houseboat nearby. He’s very nice, if also a little unsettling. Sort of like an affable, male wicked witch. He’s got what he calls summer teeth, as in summer here, summer there. And if there’s one thing that can be said about him it’s that he always has the best seafood on the island.

“Hi, Mr. Kelly!” Sammie waves enthusiastically, coming to the top of the steps beside Austin. Rain falls down on her but she doesn’t seem to mind, only swooshing her increasingly wild hair off her forehead.

When he gets close enough, Austin runs out and tries to help him. Mr. Kelly waves him off.

“I’ve been doing it all myself all this time, no need to start taking shortcuts now.” He laughs that raspy old smoker’s laugh, exposing even fewer summer teeth than last I saw him with. “How you kids doing on this fine afternoon?”

“Uh—” I glance at Sammie. “Good, how are you doing?”

“Alive and kickin’! Oh, that reminds me. Sorry to hear about Ms. Babe. She was a good one.”

Matt turns to me and mouths, that reminds me?

“Thank you so much,” says Sammie, a hand on his shoulder. “What can we do for you?”

“It’s not what you can do for me, it’s what I can do for you! I’ve got some wonderful black grouper, redfish, some white shrimp, scallops, and Bulls Bay oysters for ya,” he rasps, pronouncing it ersters. “Ms. Babe told me you’d be around here this Saturday and asked me to come by.”

“Come out of the rain, let me take a look,” I say.

Again, he accepts none of Austin’s help and lifts his massive cooler up the three steps onto the porch all on his own.

“I wish I’d known,” I say. “I went to Lawson’s and got stuff for dinner already.”

“No worries, not at all, Ms. Didion, I’ve got plenty of rounds left.”

“No, you know, let’s take a couple dozen oysters. Yeah, that’ll be good. You guys like oysters?”

Everyone nods except Nora who makes a face of unbridled disgust. It amuses me that she knows enough about them to be grossed out. Only a kid with a bougie father.

“I’ve got some cash inside, or do you prefer—”

“No, no, your money’s no good. No good at all.”

“Mr. Kelly, I—”

“Keep insisting, and you’ll start to insult me.” He laughs again. “Now here, take these in and put them on ice, do you need some ice?”

“If you have it,” I say, accepting the favor.

He gives me two bags of chipped ice. “You kids have a nice weekend now, don’t do anything I wouldn’t do!”

He chuckles again, and takes off into the storm.

“Nothing he wouldn’t do, well, good, that means we can smoke a joint and let off illegal fireworks then,” Matt deadpans.

“Oh my god, remember when he almost sank his boat? That was the most dramatic boat emergency I’ve ever seen that didn’t involve an iceberg.” Sammie cracks up.

I go back into the kitchen and catch Birdie having a Lady and the Tramp moment with the pasta I left dangling.

“Birdie!” I call out, but smile as she quickly steps away, making eye contact with me as she swallows her last bite.

I remember I need to salt the confit, and go do so as Matt comes in and says, “Smells good.”

“Thank you, hopefully it is.”

“What time is your flight tomorrow?” he asks, getting a glass of wine.

For reasons I can’t quite put my finger on, this sends a sinking feeling through my gut. “Seven.”

“Mine’s at nine,” he says. “LaGuardia?”

“Yes.” I shut my eyes as I stir the sauce. It is incredibly overwhelming to imagine this all behind me twenty-four hours from now. That I’ll be back in the city, struggling with the unbelievably frustrating rideshare pickup situation LGA is so famous for.

“Too bad we’re not on the same flight. But I’ll end up working the whole time anyway.” He rubs his face. “God, I’m gonna be up all night with everything I have to catch up on.”

I’m not sure what to say. Tears are threatening in my throat and I don’t understand their origin. I keep my back to him and chop some basil.

“I don’t want to bother you,” he says. “It really smells great though.”

He misinterprets my silence as disinterest, but really, I am only having trouble speaking through the sharp, painful knot of tears that has suddenly appeared in my throat.



Half an hour later, and I’m beyond frustrated. I haven’t made pasta with one of these machines in a long time, and the bucatini keeps coming out either too wet and stringy or in dry, shattered coils. I can’t get the balance right.

“Dammit,” I say, checking on the confit and burning my finger on the lid.

“Want me to shuck those oysters?” calls Austin. The window over the sink looks right out onto the porch from the side, so his voice doesn’t have to go far.

“Uh,” I say, wanting to say no, but aware that the jigsaw puzzle of timing is beginning to fall apart in a way it hasn’t for me in the kitchen in a very long time. “Sure.”

He comes in and takes the oyster knife out of the drawer where it’s always kept. Babe’s, her favorite ever since she worked at an oyster bar on King Street in Charleston.

He also gets out and opens a beer. I don’t even think before I comment, “You really shouldn’t drink and then—” Our eyes catch and I stop myself. “You are an adult. You are allll adults.”

“Appreciate that.”

I turn away and put another ball of dough in the machine. “But don’t come crying to me if you stab your hand down to the bone.”

“Oh … uh. I don’t think we have to worry about that, chef.”

I rear back at hearing Austin James call me chef, and then start to ask what he means—but then I see.

Two dozen oysters sitting in bags of what is now, mostly, water. I left them next to the stove.

“Dammit!” I say again, taking the oyster knife from Austin and hurrying to open one, though I already know, of course, they’re past the point of no return. When I do, the blade crunches out of the seam, stabbing straight into my hand, and I let out an involuntary yelp of pain, dropping both on the ground.

“Hey, hey, hey,” says Austin. “Let me see—”

“No, I’m fine, I’m fine.” I go to pick up the oyster and the knife and he stops me.

“Leave ’em, Red, let’s take care of your hand.”

“I don’t need help!”

“I’m not saying you do, Miss Scarlett, but let me give you a hand now that you’re suddenly missing one.”

His touch is gentle as I give a pained whimper of a laugh at his Gone with the Wind reference and let him touch me. He takes my bleeding fist into his palm, steady and unruffled by the sudden gush of blood.

For a moment, I am so tempted to let him save me. Unfortunately, I remember all too well what it feels like to need him and have him ripped away. I can’t slip for even a moment.

“I’ve got it.” I try to speak softly, competently, pulling my hand away and running it under cold water. The pain smarts, but I don’t allow it to show, letting my professional instincts come back into play.

“Okay. No help.” He steps away. “Should I toss them, or is that too much helping?”

He’s being nice, teasing me in the face of my obstinance, but regrettably, reeling from the pain and embarassment and unchecked well of other emotions, I snap, “Will you please leave the kitchen?”

He nods once and then turns his hat around from front to back, picking up and then swigging on his beer.

I hear Matt say, “She okay?”

Austin gives a silent answer, not forgetting how the sound travels. I want to know what he said, but then … feel pretty sure I know.

Didion doesn’t need anybody, and she’s being kind of a bitch about it. He’d never say that, but if I were encountering me? That’s about the nicest thing I’d say.






13


I slump in my seat, bandage wrapped around my palm, staring at the table. The meal is an unmitigated disaster. And not just because I got blood in the salad dressing.

The confit is far, far too salty, just past overcooked and into burned. I had plated it without tasting—which I never do. When had I oversalted? The bucatini fell to mush in the water, even though I only boiled it for two minutes. It should have come out a perfect al dente. And then I reserved too much pasta water in the sauce anyway.

The Caesar salad is the only edible thing on the table apart from the bread, and it’s only because I gave up and used a bottle of Newman’s Own from the pantry. Because again, blood in the dressing.

What the hell is wrong with me? I do this all day, every day, and have for years.

I know the easy answer is grief, but I feel fine! I’m dealing with it! So why, suddenly, can I not do the one stupid thing I’m good at?

Austin takes a bite of pasta soup. “I think it’s pretty good.”

As he does, Nora opens her mouth and lets her bite fall freely to the plate, saying, “Yeeeauch.”

Her father gasps. “Nora! That’s rude, isn’t it? Didion worked hard on your dinner!”

“She’s right. Nora, you’re right. It’s disgusting. I am a failure.”

“Daddy, she knows she’s a failure, it’s okay!”

It’s very obvious that everyone at the table finds this funny, possibly because my vibe has been so unpleasant, possibly just because it’s funny when kids are blazingly honest, but everyone else at least makes the polite effort to conceal their amusement.

“Nora, we’re going to chat about this in a little bit and then you’re going to give Didion an apology once you understand, okay?”

“I will, Daddy. When I understand.”

“So ridiculously cute,” Sammie says, skewering a slippery bite of pasta, nose tightening from the salt.

I give up. “Please don’t eat this. I think I saw some boxes of Kraft in the pantry.”

Sammie rises. “I got it. That’s some of the only cooking I can do.”



Twenty minutes later, we all have bowls of Sammie-doctored Kraft mac ’n’ cheese in front of us, the sloppy homemade pasta mess having been unceremoniously removed from the table and put in the trash.

Nora makes a sound of approval and then points at her bowl of orange noodles. “Now, this is good.”

Matt sighs at me. “I’m sorry.”

“Really brings out the terroir of the wine,” says Austin. “Don’t you think, Samantha?”

Sammie, a devilish grin crossing her face, sits up. “Oh, indubitably, my friend, quite right. I think it’s the way the radioactive neon juxtaposes with the organic nature of the varietal.”

Once again, I had abstained from having any wine, but I’m starting to wonder why.

“So, I hate to bring up the elephant in the room,” says Matt.

“Which elephant?” quips Austin.

“Ha, well. The house one. It would be great to be on the same page tomorrow when Miranda returns. What are we thinking we want to do?”

Sammie turns and looks in through the screen door. “How could we ever get rid of Birdsong?”

“You want to own a house with a bunch of people you haven’t seen in years?” I challenge.

Matt and Austin glance at each other. And then I see that even Sammie is turning her face away from me.

Oh. Shit.

“Do you guys … I mean, do you all like … hang out?”

“Well … not all the time or anything.” Matt looks uncomfortable. “Sammie and I have seen each other here and there. Austin and I have spent time together. I met his girlfriend last year when they were in town.”

My face flushes and I’m not sure which detail made it happen. The fact that they keep in touch? I mean, I’m not sure why I’m surprised. We all used to hang out, I’m the one who stopped. That doesn’t mean they’d have to—but wait, Austin has a girlfriend? Austin and said girlfriend were in town meaning … New York? Where I live?

Too close.

“Ex-girlfriend,” Austin corrects him.

“Oh, no, really?” asks Matt. “I liked that one.”

This feels like a betrayal, and I know I’m wrong to feel that way.

I shift my gaze to Sammie. She tilts her head at me. “I think you’re the only one who wanted to throw it all away.”

The temperature of my blood immediately rises, but I don’t take the bait. “Well, then, how often have you been down here? Would it even make sense to keep it?”

This time Matt outright winces.

“For fuck’s sake, am I the only one who—” I catch eyes on Nora, who looks gleeful. I realize I just said fuck at the top of my lungs. “Sorry, Matt.”

“She knows not to repeat it. It’s fine.”

“Look, Red, I’ve been here a lot over the years. My parents were still on Mercy for a while, so I came by whenever I was in town. Babe needed a lot of help around here, and I lent a hand when I could.”

The idea of him being here fixing steps and screen doors makes me feel nauseous. It aligns so much with the fantasies I had when I was younger, only it’s missing the key ingredient to me, which was … ya know, me being there too.

I’m fully aware that was my choice, but still.

I take a deep breath and then exhale. “Babe never mentioned any of that.”

I had asked her, years ago, not to talk to me about them. It’s amazing that she really did it. I think I’d assumed there wasn’t anything worth mentioning. Apparently I was wrong.

“Nora met her. My husband and I brought her down last year.”

I look at Matt and smile a little, though I’m afraid I look as pained as I feel.

“One of my favorite things about Mom, and this place, is that it’s been like a safe haven for me.” Sammie’s eyes are dewy with tears. “Every time I had a breakup, or something went wrong, I knew I could come here. I hate the idea that we wouldn’t have a place to go if we ever needed it. That’s what it’s always been. Even when Mom talked about her childhood years, you know? How her friends would come stay when they needed to, how her family would come take impromptu trips—”

“I remember, I was there, too,” I snap. I hate how my sadness keeps coming out so mean.

The fissure in my heart deepens as thunder rolls above us.

After what last happened with Austin … happened, I called Babe in tears. It’s the only time I’ve ever done something like that. I never ask for help, as my bloody hand can attest. It makes me feel physically seasick almost, to imagine telling someone I’m hurt or that I need anything.

But on this one occasion, I had no choice. I was hit so hard by the shock of the pain that I had to call my mother. It was the one and only time I ever returned to Birdsong.

“I think we should sell it,” I say, exposing nothing of the memory that just flashed through my mind.

“Really?” Sammie’s voice is weak.

“I don’t think it’s practical to keep it. I know it feels like a boon to get a property these days, but I think it’d more realistically serve us to sell it.”

“Serve us how?” A slight edge has worked its way into her tone.

I see the vein below her eye flicker. Say it.

“You want me to say it? Maybe you could use it to, you know … grow up a little.”

My words are harsh. Tough love.

Sammie doesn’t blink. “Yeah. Maybe you’re right. Dad’s gone. Mom’s gone. You’re gone. All I’ve got is me, right? Better make sure my bank account is stacked, because there’s no one left to save me.”

I want to say no, that I didn’t mean that. But that was how I felt. Even so, I can’t stand to confirm it.

“If you can’t say something nice, don’t say anything at all, huh?” she spits.

The silence on the porch is heavy.

After a long time, she puts a hand up and then lets it fall onto her lap. “Okay, Didion. I trust you. If that’s what you think we should do, then let’s do it. We sell Birdsong.”

And that is when the sky splits in half, a bolt of lightning cracking through the rain and hitting the beach in a dramatic burst of sand.

“Holy shit,” I shout, as Sammie says, “What the hell happened?” turning to look behind her.

“I was forced to go to way too much Sunday school to not feel like that”—Matt points at the spot on the sand—“was a sign of some kind.”

The doorbell rings.

Matt makes a face. “See now, if that is a horseman with three friends with him, don’t let him in.”

Austin tosses his napkin on the table and rises. “I’ll get it.”

He goes, and after a minute, he returns. He doesn’t say a word, but I can tell that something has just happened.

“Who was it?” Matt asks.

“One of the horsemen. The antichrist, told him to fuck off.”

Matt laughs, but my eyes shoot up to Austin. We used to have a not-quite-joke calling Johnny Hart the antichrist.

My eyes bore into Austin’s features, searching. His gaze lands on me, and I find the confirmation there.

He correctly reads my silent question and gives a curt nod that no one else notices.

No. No. No. I mouth, Johnny?

Another small nod.

Dread fills my chest, and it takes everything in me not to go to the front door and commit a very serious crime. As much as I hate to admit it, the only thing that stops me is the look on Austin’s face.






14


THE FIRST SUMMER, FIFTEEN YEARS AGO

Sammie shook Didion awake. “We’re going to a party. Just you and me.”

They didn’t worry about sneaking out. Their mother, who used to worry all the time about where they were, seemed not to care much anymore.

Fifteen minutes later, they were walking down the sandy, moonlit path to the bonfire on the beach.

It blazed brightly against the inky black sky, and the Top 40 playlist rang out from a speaker hidden somewhere in the sand, dampened by the mangroves and the sound of the water, only clear once you got close, and then it was blasting. The bonfire flames danced in Sammie’s eyes as she looked out at the mess of partyers, her teeth biting her bottom lip in excitement.

“They’re so nice,” she said to Didion, looping an arm through hers. “You’ll love them.”

Didion wanted to believe her, but couldn’t help but feel deeply intimidated.

Girls in bikinis laughed and squealed, guys pumped beer out of the keg, the loud buzz of comfortable conversation making Didion feel more like an outsider than usual. She wasn’t shy, but this was a lot all at once. Especially after the last two weeks, which had been mostly quiet and relaxed at Birdsong.

Didion wished they’d brought Matt along. If he was there, she could have talked to him.

Then again, if he was there, the two of them probably wouldn’t talk to anyone else, and maybe Sammie knew that.

“There they are!” Sammie pointed at a group of girls, grabbed her sister’s hand, and tore across the sand to see her new girlfriends, kicking her flimsy flip-flops off as she went.

Didion admired her sister for not acting different in front of these new friends. She didn’t play it cool, she didn’t act like she wasn’t excited. She ran right up and collapsed in a heap on the ground and said, “This is so great, I’ve never been to a party like this— This is my sister, Didion!”

“Hi!” Didion felt like she shouted, as if she’d been wearing headphones on a helicopter.

The girls introduced themselves, one by one. Taylor Rae, who had a strong, old-school Southern drawl and boobs so big you couldn’t ignore them. Mabel, who had skin speckled with cinnamon-colored freckles. Eva, in glasses and a collegiate sweatshirt.

Didion pointed at the arching letters on Eva’s chest. “Wow, are you going to Yale?”

“Hope so, one day,” said Eva.

It was one of those nights where you don’t know anyone and you hear a million names and feel completely out of the loop since everyone else seems to know each other. Sammie moved like water through these situations, filling every gap with a flowing, soft presence. But Didion didn’t know how to be, and felt like she should, as the older sister. She found herself smiling and laughing, but fidgeting with her fingers, wishing equally that she was having fun and that she could go home.

Taylor Rae offered them raspberry lemonade with vodka in it, holding up one of those plastic Tupperware pitchers everyone seems to grow up with. Sammie said yes immediately, but Didion hesitated before following suit.

Taylor Rae poured a few ounces into some pink Solo cups she had hidden somewhere, and then they all said cheers to new friends! before taking a sip.

It was actually not bad, though the vodka added a sharp, harsh, nose-tickling element Didion wasn’t used to. Like melted popsicles mixed with nail polish remover.

Nevertheless, an hour later, Didion was loosened up, actually starting to have a good time. This, she decided, must be why people like drinking. It can make a beach full of strangers way, way less scary.

She was even starting to like the girls. They were cheerful and welcoming. Mabel was a little dumb, Eva a little too smart for her own good, and Taylor Rae loud and brassy, but they were all cool in their own ways.

The random guy who joined them in the sand, however, was not as warm or easy to like. Even before he said his name was Johnny, Didion was thinking of Johnny Depp in Cry-Baby. It was the cheekbones, the bedroom eyes, the dark hair falling just so. He wasn’t flirting with Sammie exactly, but he was giving her enough quiet attention, and she was lapping it up. He lit up a joint and Sammie declined, as did the rest of the girls.

“I have to pee,” Didion said, then stood, dusted off her thighs, and took off to find a dark spot in the sandbanks.

As she did, she saw a group of people standing on top of a tall dune. She stared up at them where they stood, twenty feet up in the air. A girl screamed, and then all of them laughed. A guy in board shorts and a backward hat said, “All right, all right, step back.”

The next thing she knew, he did a backflip off the dune and into the sand below. The girls up top screamed and the guys laughed, one saying, “Dude, holy shit!”

Didion gasped and ran round the bend to where he would have landed, feeling sure she’d find someone with a broken neck lying there.

But instead, she ran straight into him.

“Sorry,” she uttered, her voice not even sounding like her own.

For the very first time, he cast his sage-green gaze down onto hers, his pupils flicking from one of her eyes to the next, then down to her lips and back again. “Where did you come from?”

“I was just—” Didion started. “I saw you flip off the thing and I thought maybe you’d be hurt. Or … you know, dead.”

He smiled, and she noticed the tiny imperfection in his otherwise perfectly straight, white teeth—a small chip in his left canine.

“You were worried about me?”

“No.” She felt her face go the color of Red Hots. “I wasn’t worried. I don’t even know you.”

He laughed once and held out his hand. “I’m Austin James.”

She took it. “I’m Didion. Bennett. I’m here for the summer.”

Austin James tilted his head at her. “Damn. That already doesn’t seem like enough time.”
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NOW

The heat pours through my bedroom window and wakes me up in the morning. That storm must have passed sometime in the night. It had still been raging when we all cleaned up from our Kraft dinner and went to bed.

There’s a weird feeling in my chest. This happens to me a lot. Sometimes it feels like dread or stress, sometimes guilt and regret—like I said something I shouldn’t have or did something embarrassing. But sometimes, like now, it’s not easily linked to something.

Except for everything, I guess. My mother is dead. My mother’s dead body is in a casket downstairs. I’m here with people I never thought I’d see again.

It’s already over.

The reality of that makes my head spin. The whirlwind of this weekend is already almost over. Today there will be a funeral. Then my mother, these people, and Birdsong will all be in my past. For real this time.

Is that … what I want?

I sit up and see that my clothes from yesterday are back in my suitcase, clean and folded like they were before I wore them and left them in a pile on the floor before bed.

Weird. Did someone do my laundry?

I follow the smell of coffee, down the stairs and to the kitchen. Everyone else is on the porch talking.

I pull myself an espresso and then go out to them. Austin is in his running clothes again. Nora with a plate of fruit and cheese in front of her. Matt clutching an iced coffee.

Sammie standing at the end of the table facing them all, her skin as white as a sheet.

I step out and all of them look in my direction. I tilt my head. “What’s up?”

Sammie swallows hard. “Didion … something weird is going on.”
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“Didion, what day is it?”

“‘Why, it’s Christmas Day,” I lethargically quote A Christmas Carol.

“Didion, be serious.”

I narrow my eyes at her. “It’s Sunday? Babe’s funeral?”

Sammie looks to Austin and Matt.

“Sammie, what?” I take a sip of my espresso. It is quite bitter.

“We all agree that today is supposed to be Sunday, correct?” Sammie’s voice is urgent. “We all remember arriving here Friday? The will, then yesterday, we had dinner together?”

Austin scratches his sharp jawbone with the back of a knuckle and looks at me. I look away.

I redirect to Sammie. “Are you okay?”

“I don’t think so.” She fans herself and walks in tight circles for a moment before rearing on everyone again. “Is everyone feeling normal?”

The answer is actually no. That feeling weighing me down gets heavier as the seconds tick by and we lose daylight on this trip.

“I feel fine, Sammie,” I lie. “Are you okay, did something happen?”

“Matt, I think you should take Nora inside. And then come back out.”

Sammie’s energy is frantic, but Matt does as she requests, looking concerned as he goes.

Easygoing Nora plods along with him and doesn’t mind the sudden relocation.

My sister refuses to speak before Matt returns, her unblinking eyes wide and rimmed with pink.

I’m starting to get worried now.

“Sammie, what’s happening?” Matt asks, sitting back down at the table.

“Okay.” She lets out a stream of air. “I went into town this morning, I took one of the bikes. And I went to Softie Creamery, and they had the specials up for Saturday. I told them, hey, you didn’t update the specials, and they didn’t get why I was pointing it out, and so then— Anyway, they said it was Saturday.”

“Okay…?” I glance to the others, who look just as confused as I feel.

“It’s supposed to be Sunday!” she shrills.

It shouldn’t, but this makes my blood run cold.

I don’t let it show. “Okay, so a couple of stoned teenagers thought it was the wrong day. It’s summer on Mercy Island, they probably don’t even know what month it is.”

She shakes her head darkly. “I talked to people. Everyone said it was Saturday. I’m telling you, I have this weird feeling. Right here.”

She gestures at her solar plexus. Exactly where my weird feelings live.

Sammie’s eyes go even wider as they drop down my arm. “Didion?”

“Yes?”

“Didn’t you cut your hand last night?”

“Yeah—” I lift it up. Everyone looks, and a silence falls over us.

My palm is completely unmarred. The wound last night had been deep. Not that even a papercut would heal overnight, but it was the kind of injury that leaves a scar.

“I did … didn’t I?”

Matt’s analytical face concentrates, his brow furrowed. “Is there any chance you just grazed it and … I don’t know, was it … tomato or something?”

“No.” Austin shakes his head. “I saw it. If I’d cut myself that bad, I’d have kicked up a lot more fuss than she did.”

He stands and comes over to me, lifting my hand to examine it, seeing only the unblemished, lined palm as I do.

“The dishwasher is emptied. My clothes were clean this morning. The wine we drank last night is still in there.” Sammie puts a hand on her chest. “It’s all like it was yesterday morning. No evidence of last night at all.”

“Maybe Babe hired someone to come clean up before we woke up? Restock everything?” Matt suggests.

It has to be a possibility, but I think we all feel the ring of its unlikelihood.

“Birdie would have barked at least, right, if someone came in?” I challenge.

Austin and I seem to realize at the same time that he’s still holding my hand and we both pull away.

Everyone is silent for a moment, and then there’s a knock at the door.

Birdie barks.

“I’ll go,” I say, crossing the room.

I open the door to see Glady’s bright white, platinum head, and enormous, magnified eyes. In her arms, a massive basket.

Again.

“Gladys?”

She grins. “I was afraid you wouldn’t recognize me without the red hair. How are you, love?” She leans forward, puckering for me to kiss her on one cheek, and then the other before walking inside.

“Gladys, you were here just yesterday,” I say, with wonder.

“Feels like it, doesn’t it? But I don’t even want to count how many years it’s really been since I saw y’all.”

I look at the others, who are all standing in a row and watching.

She sees them and says, “The whole gang! Oh, welcome home, you all.”

Austin, who wasn’t here for yesterday’s interaction, steps forward and gives her a hug, his large, vital frame making her look older and smaller than she even is. Matt hugs her hello. Sammie, eyes like saucers, is limp as Gladys gives her a squeeze.

“You all look like you’ve seen a ghost, are you all right?”

Sammie and I share a glance and then I try again. “Gladys, you didn’t need to bring another basket. We haven’t even gotten through the last one.”

“Last one? Did that damn Taylor Rae bring one by? I told her the basket was going to be my thing, your mother tasked me with it!”

Matt steps forward. “You brought us one yesterday.”

She rears back. “Don’t mess with an old lady. You’re going to start making me worry. My mother lived to be a hundred, sharp as a tack the whole time, but you never know—”

“No,” Sammie breathes. “You’re not crazy. I think we are. Thank you so much for coming by, Gladys.”

I give her a look and she makes a face back at me, one that means what do you want me to do?

“It’s so good to see you, Ms. Gladys,” says Austin. “Give that kitten a scratch for me.”

“Ha, hardly a kitten anymore. She’s almost as fat as I am.” Gladys is not fat in the least bit, but is the sort of woman who always says that kind of thing. “I’ll let you get back to your Saturday.”

Then, “Good lord, is that your mother in there?”

I nod.

She shakes her head.

I give it one last shot. “Can I see your phone for a second?” Then add, “We don’t have ours and you know our generation, always in a hurry, totally screen addicted.”

She looks baffled, and reaches into her baggy pocket and removes her phone. Hands it to me. I look at the lock screen and see the day, date, and time. Saturday.

“Did you all find your mom’s stash? You gotta be careful with that stuff. Some of those edibles will send you straight to the moon.”

“Never mind, Gladys, ignore us, we’re all a little out of sorts,” Sammie says, leading her to the door.

“All right, well, you all be well. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow?” I ask.

“For the funeral?” she says. “Goodness, it is tomorrow, isn’t it?”

“Sunday,” Matt answers.

“Phew. You all really got me worried. No more THC before the sun goes down, okay? Come on down if you need anything. You know I’m only a quick walk through the dunes.”

And off she goes. Just like yesterday.
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I pace around the back porch, hands at my temples. “This is just some Mercy Island, island time bullshit. Or some awful prank.”

“You know how Mom loved to prank,” Sammie shoots back, tone sardonic.

“Okay, not a prank, some sort of lesson or … or…”

She cuts me off. “Did she magically heal your hand? Is that easier to believe?”

“Easier to believe than what?”

“I’m not— I don’t know!”

I don’t either. All I do know is that I am doing Cirque du Soleil–level acrobatics to explain it away. So far, the best I seem to be able to do is keep pushing it from my mind like I do all big, scary thoughts.

“I can feel it,” Sammie goes on, “Mom always said I had real instincts, and I never totally believed her, but I’m telling you, I know something is off.”

This trips me up. She’d told us both that.

“So I take it Gladys came yesterday?” Austin asks.

“And she brought an identical basket.”

“I had some fudge from it,” he says. “Noticed the whole thing was gone when I woke up this morning.”

My heart is pounding, and even though I know, I know there’s a reasonable explanation for this, my nervous system is electrified.

Matt takes a big swig of coffee and then sets it down. He claps his hands together once and then stands. “Okay, let me give Miranda a call. See what the plan is for the celebration later and … I don’t know, see if there’s some kind of … see if she knows anything.”

“We don’t have our phones,” I remind him.

“Landline.”

“She still has the landline?” Had. Had the landline.

Matt grabs Miranda’s business card off the kitchen counter where it was left.

He dials and we all stand there, waiting.

No one answers. He dials again.

Waits. No answer.

As he does this, I flex and clench my left hand, remembering the searing pain of last night. There is no question. I had gone to sleep with it throbbing.

Matt sets down the handset. “Okay, we can give her a call in a bit. In the meantime, why don’t we go into town and see what’s going on. Maybe it’s low blood sugar. I’m sure it’ll make sense after a square meal.”

We all pretend to believe him.



Half an hour later, we’re loaded into Austin’s truck, and Matt is saying, “Drive extra safe, Austin. We’ve got a kid without a booster seat back here.”

Austin does a little salute and then we leave.

Sammie had immediately jumped straight into the back, which has left me back up front with Austin.

I turn on the radio and an old Paul McCartney song comes on, one from Ram. An album we listened to over and over our second summer when Babe decided it was time to introduce us to the solo careers of every Beatle.

“Everything is fine, I’m sure you’re right about the blood sugar thing, Matt,” I say, even though no one asked. I’m trying to comfort myself.

“Gotta be it,” he agrees.

“It’s whatever they put in that Kraft mac ’n’ cheese,” I go on.

“Yeah, it’s surprising they haven’t caught more shit for lacing their cheese powder with mescaline,” deadpans Austin.

I slink back in the seat and let my head roll to the side. Outside the window, I see the old red truck. Back wheel jacked up. Two guys working on it. They both wave.

I sit forward and watch them retreat into the distance.

I catch eyes with Sammie. It almost feels like she knows, though of course I didn’t mention seeing them yesterday.

I sit back again. It’s nothing. They probably needed to wait for a tire that fit or something.

We park in one of the spots by JJ’s Diner and get out.

“Now what?” asks Austin. “We really gonna sit down and eat right now?”

Matt nods. “If Babe taught us all anything, it’s that a good meal could only ever help.”

A curl of affection, of likeness twists in me. It’s a lesson she taught us all that I very much took to heart.

“This is—” Sammie’s words fail, and she lifts her arms and drops them like a flightless bird.

“I could go for some fries from Dusty’s,” says Austin.

“For breakfast?” I challenge, for a reason even I cannot fathom besides wanting to remain contrary.

He gives that half smile. “I’ll have ’em toss an egg on it.”

I roll my eyes.

The hostess smiles big at us when we ask for a table for four and a half, and then she crouches down to talk directly to Nora.

“You know, there’s another couple of kiddos over there about your age? Maybe I can get you a table near them.”

I want to tell her the last thing my brain needs right now is to be sat near a flurry of toddlers, but resist.

Nora is thrilled. “Really?”

The hostess laughs and takes a stack of four plastic menus and one paper one with crayons. “Right this way, y’all.”

Yacht rock blares as we make our way to the back patio, with its antique ceiling fans, wobbling threateningly on their well-worn brackets. All the wood is painted turquoise and definitely hasn’t been touched up since we were last here.

I find myself looking at the back right corner.

Austin catches me. “It’s still there.”

My cheeks burn, and I want to go see if he’s right. If there’s still a carving made by Austin with a pocketknife. A + D in a heart.

“I don’t know what you mean,” I lie.

He doesn’t buy it, and also doesn’t play my game, earning my begrudging respect. We share a reluctant smile.

“Oh, my god.” A voice comes out of the crowd. “Samantha Marie?”

We all turn, and see the rosy cheeks and—it has to be said—even more enviably enormous breasts of Taylor Rae.

She brings Sammie in for a huge hug, and the two don’t let go for almost a full minute, until finally they break away, stare at each other happily, and then she turns to see the rest of us.

“Austin! Matthew! Ugh, and Didion, my goodness, I’ve heard you’re a famous chef up there in the Big Apple!”

“Hardly.” I laugh.

“Oh, please, your mother had that article on her for weeks after it came out, she was always pullin’ it out of her back pocket and saying, that’s my daughter. Oh, I’m just so proud of you.”

I want to self-efface more, but sense it would not only be annoying, but make this exchange go on. And I don’t want to keep picturing Babe with a fold-softened printout of that article. It makes me ache to imagine. “Thanks, Taylor Rae.”

She beams and then glances behind her, and we all see Nora standing with another little girl, sizing each other up like two dogs in a park.

“Oh, looks like the two rascals have met.”

“I’m Holly Jo,” says the other little girl, face snarling in a way that doesn’t seem nasty, and seems more like she’s just young and figuring out how her features work. “My dad is a comscupscon worker.”

“She just learned her dad does construction,” Taylor Rae explains.

“My one dad is in New York, and my other dad is right there,” Nora points at Matt. “He’s a lawyer.”

Holly Jo screws up her face again. “Why?”

Nora shrugs. “Don’t know, really.”

Austin laughs, and Matt says, “To be honest, I ask myself the same question every day.”

Austin looks serious. “Do you really?”

Matt thinks for a second, and then answers. “You know, I really do.”

“Sammie, you have to come say hello to Mabel and her little one, they’re right over there. I’ll send her right back!” Taylor Rae claps her hands in a goodbye wave and then leads my sister away.

This leaves me with Matt and Austin.

“So has Sammie lost her mind, finally, do you think?” I ask.

Matt shakes his head. “Grief. It makes people crazy.”

“Although…” Austin points a few tables away, where a server is drawing on a chalkboard A-frame.

Matt and I look.


SUMMER SOLSTICE SATURDAY SPECIALS:


	* SUMMER TOAST W. WHIPPED RICOTTA

	* SHRIMP & HEIRLOOM GRITS

	* FRIED GREEN TOMATOES W. DUSTY AIOLI



“I love fried green tomatoes,” Matt groans. “We haven’t been doing gluten at home. Or dairy. Beau keeps threatening to go vegan. If he does that, I think I might actually have to divorce him.”

I’m hardly listening. Distracted, I stand up. “I’ll be right back.”

I walk through the restaurant and into the sunny center of town, feeling crazy even for checking. Look to busy Sunhouse, where I see the guys, their beer, their bar mix, Clio off-leash at their feet.

Not a huge surprise, right? No. They’re probably here every day. And no judgment, might I add. I would love to sit on the Sunhouse porch drinking beer, day in and day out.

Then I look to Fry & Tackle.

Soccer is definitely on, but I have no idea if it’s the same game as yesterday. I don’t even know what time I came here yesterday, hadn’t had a clock at Birdsong, a phone in my pocket, or any interest to hunt down the hour when I was here. I could ask someone if the goal got scored, and if the girl caught the jersey, but what would that even tell me? One of the teams playing is wearing red jerseys, but … that means almost nothing to me.

I lean against a water fountain. What are we even suggesting here? What is the worry? That we all hallucinated? That there’s a conspiracy?

No. No, rationally speaking, those things are not enough to prove anything. Especially on Mercy. This is silly. These people are on island time and they don’t remember the day. That’s all. Who cares?

Are all our lives really so monotonous that we need to look for divine intervention?

Ha. Well. Maybe.

But my hand. Could anything be more solid proof that something is happening here? Even if it’s just that I’m losing my entire mind?

I go back inside and stop by the girl working on the A-frame sign. She’s now doing an elaborate floral trim, and—if my restaurant experience tells me anything—avoiding any other worse side-work tasks. I tap her. “Excuse me?”

“Yeah?” She gives me a bright-eyed look.

“You wrote … Saturday specials here, right?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

I recoil at ma’am. “But … it’s Sunday morning, right?”

“I sure hope not.” She pulls a phone out of her apron and clicks on the screen as Gladys had done. As we would all, probably, do.

Saturday, 11:47.

I blink at it a few times. “I’m sorry, are you sure?”

Her smile has faded. “If it were Sunday morning and I were here and instead of at church with my grammy, my mother would kill me.” She laughs, like maybe this is all a joke, then looks seriously at me. “Do you need me to bring y’all some … water or somethin’?”

She thinks I’m drunk. Great. I’m a drunk ma’am on Mercy Island losing her mind. Just as I always nightmared.

“No, no. I’m fine. Sorry. Love the flowers, by the way.”

“Oh … thanks?”

Back at the table, I sit down, then register the plate of fries in the center and take one. “Holy shit,” I say, mouth a little on fire, but also in heaven. “I forgot how good those are.”

Good enough to make you briefly forget you’re going insane, Dusty’s fries are tossed in a proprietary blend and served with an aioli even I can’t figure out. Babe knew, but she would never tell me. It was a secret.

“I need to get away from them already.” Matt stands, tossing his napkin on the table. “I’m going to go check on Sammie and Nora.”

Left alone, Austin and I don’t speak for a second, and then he says, “Double-fried. The best.” Just as I snap, “Can you stop acting normal?”

He raises his eyebrows and takes a sip of his iced tea. “You want me to stop acting normal?”

“Yeah. We’re not cool.”

“I’m clear on that. But it’s your mom’s funeral. I’m sure she wouldn’t want us being shitty to each other either.”

“Don’t say what she’d … I’m not saying be shitty, I’m saying you’re acting like … like…”

Like nothing happened. And if he acts like it’s nothing, then what I did was a huge overreaction. And if it was a huge overreaction, then … what even happened?

“Okay, I’ll stop being normal. I’ll be awkward instead.”

“Great. Thank you.” I drench another perfectly crispy fry in the perfectly seasoned aioli.

“It’s hard, though,” he adds. “I’ve missed you.”

My breathing seems to stop completely before picking up at double pace.

I have to quickly ground myself. He means like a friend. We’ve known each other for years and now it’s been years. It’s polite, if anything. Not an overture.

I change the subject. “You know, we have a potato dish at my restaurant. It’s potato mille-feuille with truffle and thyme and crème fraiche on the plate.”

“Sounds good.”

“Yeah, compared to this?” I stuff my mouth again. “It sucks.”

He gives one of his low, deep laughs just as Matt comes back over.

“It was like the wailing women in Midsommar over there. Sammie was crying, and that set the other two off. She says she’ll be over in a sec.”

I’m tempted to go over. It was my job for so long to make sure Sammie was okay. But in this case, I don’t think I’d make her feel any better.

“So what do you think is going on?” I ask him.

He shakes his head and blinks a few times. “I really can’t say. It’s pretty crazy being back here together. Losing Babe … I mean, it affected us all. Can that make four normally sane people think something happened that didn’t?”

Austin looks over at my hand. I’m tracing mindless patterns into the condensation on my pint glass of water. He’s looking at my palm.

For a brief second, our eyes meet and I wonder if we’re both thinking about us. I am, anyway. I’d spent weeks after seeing him last, wondering how I’d been so sure something was happening that apparently wasn’t. I had felt no less crazy then.

“I don’t think so,” Austin says. “If it seems like something, it usually is.”

I scan his irises for a thousand different unspoken meanings. Something Babe used to reductively call girling. Doing the heavy emotional lifting for a guy, figuring them out.

I silently take the advice she gave, and accept what he said at face value, choosing not to read any further into it.

“Then I guess it’s something,” I say, and pop another fry in my mouth.
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Lunch is strained and brief. Sammie’s face is splotchy and pink from crying. She pushes her salad around, before finally getting up from the table completely.

“Where are you going?” I ask.

“I can’t sit here and eat like everything is fine. I’ll meet you at home.”

“Sammie—”

“Stop!” She rounds on me, a few people turning at her raised voice.

Austin puts a hand on the small of my back. “Hey, Red, let her go.”

I inhale deeply and take a sip of water. As soon as she’s gone, I remember something I’ve forgotten to be worried about.

“Wait, Austin, was it really him at the door last night?”

Austin dusts his hands off and gives me a grim look. “It was him.”

“Him who?” asks Matt.

“Him Johnny,” I answer.

“No. What the hell is he doing here?”

Austin is staring at a spot on the table. A rare glint of intensity in his face. “I told him she wasn’t around. But obviously he heard about Babe. He didn’t believe me.”

We all go quiet then.

Johnny was, is, always has been, always will be, the last thing Sammie needs.

Matt shudders. I know he’s remembering that night. I think we all are.

“Did he say … what he wanted?” asks Matt.

“I didn’t let him speak.”

My lizard brain lights up at his masculine protectiveness. I ignore it and flag down the server for the check.

She comes over and lowers her voice. “Your bill has been taken care of.”

“Taken care of?” I repeat.

“Dusty,” she explains. “He took care of it.”

We all look at each other. We know Dusty was fond of Babe, and vice versa.

“Thanks so much.” I pull a twenty out from my pocket and hand it over. She tries to reject it and I bully her into accepting it. Once she goes, I catch sight of the rest of the cash in my wallet. All the cash I’d brought with me. The two-hundred-something I used for groceries yesterday, to tip the athletic club bartender—returned.

I am frozen, staring at it.

If there’s anything I’ve learned in my adult life, it’s that money does not simply appear from nowhere, and once you’ve spent it, it’s gone.

“Should we try to see about getting a cab out of here later on?” Matt wipes crumbs off Nora’s front. “For the airport.”

It seems we are now starting to be in total denial that something is going on. No longer a reasonable doubt, just full-on rejection.

“I have the truck, I’ll drive you,” Austin says.

“That’s nice, thanks, Austin.”

I’m following behind them, still unable to speak.

Once out front, Austin looks up at the sky. “But we should probably make sure the bridge is open. Looks like it might storm again.”

Unlike yesterday, I believe him.
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The rain comes down, again, in a torrent. Just as it did yesterday.

“No answer at Miranda’s office,” says Matt, coming back in. His hair is messy from the hand he ran through it over and over after discovering that the bridge is, in fact, of course, closed. The storm is rolling in hard.

“Try again?” I ask, helplessly.

“I tried about twenty times.”

“I don’t know what to do, wasn’t there supposed to be a”—I use heavy air quotes—“‘celebration’ today? I mean, I have a flight and work, I think a critic is coming in this week, and I have about a million things to do.”

“I’m with you,” says Matt. “I’ll be incredibly behind after this.”

Sammie makes an exasperated sound and then flops her body onto the couch. She’s small and looks willowy, but she lands with a loud plop. “Can you listen to me for just like, two seconds?” Sammie’s airy voice drifts toward us, and we turn toward her. Her eyes are shut.

“I’m listening,” I say.

“I think … I think this is Mom.”

I sigh and pinch the bridge of my nose. “You mean you think Babe bribed everyone to make us lose all sense of reality? That, I can maybe buy.”

“No, I’m not saying that. Your hand!” She motions violently and then puts a pillow over her face.

“Look, Sammie, I know. It’s strange. Something is definitely going on. I’m not trying to play dumb, really. It’s just … what’s the other option, we believe … we believe…”

“Exactly, what are we trying to believe?”

“It feels ridiculous to suggest, but it does seem a lot like Groundhog Day, doesn’t it?” ventures Austin.

Sammie is visibly relieved to have gotten someone to budge and swipes a hand in his direction.

“You can’t be serious,” I object.

“You were in town yesterday, Red, did you see anything happen that was the same as today?”

I blush, thinking of my visit to the athletic center. Did he see me? “How did you know I was in town?”

“Because I picked you up from the grocery store?”

“Oh.” I go beet red, I can feel it. “Right.”

“After you swung by the club,” he adds, looking amused.

I might actually die.

“You went to the club?” interjects Sammie, taking a break from her panic to pry.

I look to Matt, who does an I’m not saying anything face.

I sigh. “I did notice on the way into town, those guys with the red pickup? They were there yesterday too.”

“Okay,” says Matt. “Circumstantial.”

“Agreed,” I say. “Some of the same guys at Sunhouse. Soccer was on at the sports bar, but I don’t know if it was the same game. Same colored jerseys.”

“Circumstantial, possibly irrelevant.”

Sammie gasps and looks past all of us. “Here he comes.”

We all follow her doe-eyed gaze and see him. Through the gray haze of rain, the yellow figure of Mr. Kelly, dragging his cooler.

Again. Exactly as he did before.
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“I was less surprised to see him yesterday when I thought he was dead,” Austin says, dryly.

“Oh god,” I say. “What if he is?”

Sammie appears beside me. “What if we all are?”

“I have to pee,” says Matt. “I’ll be so mad if you still have to pee in the afterlife.”

“Hi, Mr. Kelly!” Sammie calls out.

“How you kids doing on this fine afternoon?”

“Good, Mr. Kelly, and you?” says Matt.

“Alive and kickin’! Oh, that reminds me. Sorry to hear about Ms. Babe. She was a good one.”

“What do you have for us today?” asks Sammie. Then, with narrowed eyes: “Can’t be better than yesterday.”

“Yesterday? Oh, I don’t fish on Fridays. Fridays everyone goes out to eat anyway. But I wake up bright and early every Saturday and today, I’ve got some wonderful black grouper, redfish, some white shrimp, scallops, and Bulls Bay oysters for ya. Ms. Babe told me you’d be around here this Saturday and asked me to come by.”

I look into the cooler and see the same haul as yesterday. Not just the same variety. The same cuts. I’m a chef—or at least, I was—so it’s impossible for me to look at a collection of filleted fish and not notice every detail. Even the oysters. Random and jagged and varied to an eye not trained to notice, but I see those shells and know, without a doubt, that they are the same oysters as yesterday. The ones I left out by the stove. The ones I gashed my palm trying to open.

There are no identical oysters. And if there are some rare, freaky twin oysters out there, the odds are infinitesimal that two dozen oysters would all have a matching set from yesterday’s catch. The catch he says he didn’t do yesterday.

“Two dozen oysters,” I say. “And let’s do the black grouper. Thanks, Mr. Kelly.”

He hands it all over, offers me ice, I accept, he refuses any payment. All. Over. Again.

“Mr. Kelly, didn’t we see you yesterday?” I ask, one last gasping hope.

“Yesterday?” The look of confusion on his face so pure, it’s impossible to doubt.

“Never mind. Thank you.”

As soon as he’s disappeared into the sandy rain, I turn to Sammie and say, “Okay. I’m ready to freak out now.”
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“This is all a hallucination,” I suggest.

“I assure you, sweetheart, I’m very real,” says Austin.

I drag down the skin under my eyes and groan at him.

“Okay, let’s look at the facts here,” says lawyer-Matt. “What do we know?”

There’s silence for a second before I say, “We all remember yesterday.”

“Which would make sense if today is Sunday. So what evidence do we actually have that … something is—you know, something is—”

“That we’re living through the same Saturday a second time?” asks Sammie, walking back into the room from the garage, unwrapping what appears to be a second key lime MoonPie.

“Where did you get that?” I ask.

“Same place as yesterday.” She gives me wide, telling eyes.

“Wait,” Matt says, “you guys found MoonPies yesterday and you didn’t tell me?”

“Just the one,” Sammie corrects. “Do you want today’s?”

“Today’s?” I repeat, stunned at the ease with which some people can accept something that is literally impossible and absolutely not happening.

“Eh,” Matt hesitates. “It’s cold, right? Babe was never able to convince me that way was better.”

“And I basically had dibs,” Austin interjects, snatching it from Sammie’s hands. “I would have called dibs yesterday if I’d known that today would also be yesterday. You can get yours tomorrow, we’ll just leave it on the counter until it’s warmed up.” He winks at Matt.

Matt seems to accept this before shaking his head like a cartoon character escaping hypnosis. “We’re not just going to assume that tomorrow will also be Saturday.”

“Well, today is,” Sammie says.

“And so was yesterday,” Austin helpfully adds.

I let out an exasperated sigh. “Okay. The same things happened twice. Gladys came by and brought the basket. She said the same things. Unless we changed what we said,” I say.

“Mr. Kelly,” says Sammie.

“Everyone in town, even the dumbass kids, thinks it’s Saturday,” says Austin.

“Taylor Rae was talking about yesterday and how Friday is her and her husband’s date night and how she has to go do Sunday-night dinner with her in-laws tomorrow, but she hasn’t cooked anything yet,” says Sammie.

“Wait, what about the guy—her brother,” I say. “He didn’t come again.”

“We were in town,” says Sammie. “I don’t know exactly what time anything happened yesterday or today, but I don’t think we were home.”

“Okay, that one is up for debate. Reasonable doubt,” says Matt, with a flat smile.

“Oh my god.” I sit down and collapse rag doll–style over my knees. “What are we even saying?”

“I think,” says Matt, “we’re wondering if we’re stuck in a time loop.”
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I manage to avoid bleeding as I prepare dinner this time, but it’s still a mess.

Every shuck is bad. I shuck half of them sideways, losing all the liquid. I have a few good ones, but when I flipped the best one, I dropped it right on the floor. Birdie, luckily, was right there to lap it up.

I under- and then overcook the rice so that it comes out just as mushy as last night’s pasta. I overcook the fish. Afraid of a repeat of last night, I undersalt everything, which isn’t the worst problem but it sure doesn’t show my strengths. I find a bottle of wine in the fridge and try to open it and the cork crumbles into pieces as I do, all of which fall back into the bottle.

“We can always do more Kraft,” Sammie says. “It’s back too. I checked.”

I ignore her. “I don’t know what’s going on,” I say to Matt, who is helping by using a cheesecloth to decant and strain the wine—only because we need a new vessel, not because the ten-dollar pinot grigio needs to breathe. “I am better than this, I really am. What’s wrong with me?”

“Your mom died,” he says, bluntly. “Maybe it’s just that simple.”

I tap my front teeth together and then say, “Yeah.”

We eat dinner together, but no one seems to know what to say. We can’t chat like everything’s normal, but we’ve already been through it all already. All there is now is to wait and find out.

“I still say it’s Mom,” says Sammie. “She was a powerful person.”

“It’s not Babe,” I argue again, “it’s just—”

Thunder. And then immediately after, lightning strikes the beach.

I look at Matt.

“You’ve been to way too much Sunday school,” says Nora, half quoting him from last night.

No one says it, but for some reason, this feels like more confirmation. The mouths of babes.

Then the doorbell rings and I shoot up. “I’ll get it.”

I fly to the front door and open it.

Johnny Hart. In the flesh.

I step out and shut the door behind me. “What the hell are you doing here?”

He looks nervous. Innocent. Just a guy. That’s his game. He doesn’t have an attitude. To someone meeting him for the first time, he seems normal. Gentle, even. With his nineties-pretty-boy hair, swimming-pool blue eyes, and diamond-cut cheekbones. I’m sure most girls, like Sammie, wouldn’t know it’s bad until they’re in way too deep.

“I’m sorry about Babe,” he says. “She was always so nice. She was like a mother to me.”

“No, she wasn’t,” I spit, my voice escalating immediately, the fuse lit on my rage. I lower to a vicious whisper so as not to call attention to the doorway. “She was not. She was my mother. She was Sammie’s mother. And—”

“I want to talk to Sam. See she’s okay.” He presses the back of his forearm to his brow, shielding from the rain.

“She’s fine,” I say. “Now go, and never, ever come back, or I swear to god—”

“I’m sorry,” he says, backing away. “Sorry for bothering you. And, Didion?”

I’m clenching so hard I think a tooth might crack. “Yes?”

“I’m sorry to you too. About everything.”

My rage feels like angry moths in my stomach. Adrenaline rises and falls. A corner of my heart softens at the words, wants to believe him and purge the bad blood. But I bully the mollified edge, and say, “Go, Johnny. Do not come back here.”

He nods and then pulls the keys out of his front pocket. I shut my eyes against the sound and realize I know the melody of them, just as I knew Babe’s.

I go inside. Shut and lock the door behind me. Turn off the hall light.

Sammie stands when she sees me. “Didion, you look— Are you okay?”

“Yeah, yeah,” I say, my eyes catching on Austin’s, then Matt’s. They both know.

“Hey,” says Matt, redirecting. “Let’s get these dishes cleaned up. Didion cooked.”

Sammie tears her eyes away from me and says, “Right. Of course.”

I step into the downstairs powder room and yank on the chain light as I slide the door closed behind me. I plant a hand on the old wallpaper and look at my reflection. No wonder Sammie knew something was wrong. I’m bright red, but pale as a ghost.

I splash my face and press a damp washcloth to my neck and chest, under my ponytail and on the nape of my neck.

When I come out of the bathroom, Austin is right there.

“Sorry,” he says. “Birdie was standing here waiting for you. I was trying to get her to move along. I don’t just … do this.”

“Oh no.” I laugh a little. “I know.”

He stands up from petting the dog, and gives me a look that means you okay?

I nod reassuringly, then start to walk toward the kitchen to help clean up. He catches me gently by the upper arm and I stop. “What?”

“Can we talk?” he asks.

I stare up at him, feeling my resolve slip away. I recapture it and say, “Tell you what. If tomorrow is another Saturday, we can talk then.”

He smirks, and I hate him for it.

“Deal,” he says.

No one will let me help clean. I know they’re trying to be nice, but instead, I just end up feeling sent away from where everyone is. I know I could do as we used to do. Pull up one of the kitchen table chairs, put my feet on the adjacent one, and happily talk the night away.

I just don’t know how anymore.

So I tidy up the living room, then say goodnight, telling myself I’m being a grown-up, that I should take advantage of going to sleep so early.

As I lie in bed, I think about what I said to Austin. If tomorrow is another Saturday, we can talk then.

Against all my better judgment, with nowhere to hide in my own mind, I have to admit the embarrassing truth.

Not only have I started to believe in this time loop, but I’m also hoping for another Saturday. Whatever the hell that means.
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THE SECOND SUMMER, FOURTEEN YEARS AGO

It felt like every single resident of Mercy Island had descended upon Birdsong.

Motown blasted through the speakers brought by the Rucker brothers (two charming idiots around Didion’s and Sammie’s age), countless casseroles were being set on the ever-lengthening line of collapsible tables that had been dusted off from garages and then draped in plastic tablecloths. Some of the men had hobbled in holding each side of a heavy keg and put it in a plastic tub and filled it with ice. There were more buns than could ever possibly be needed.

Local restaurant owners Dusty and JJ were arguing about who made the best burger—both sounding so angry that anyone who didn’t know them (Dusty with a loud voice, JJ the town’s lovable grump) would think it might come to blows. But it wouldn’t. It never did.

A group of middle-aged women in conservative bathing suits and visors lay under the sun drinking iced tea (spiked or not, no one knew—but they knew).

The island’s children were running around so fast no one could keep track of them, but that was fine, because no one was trying to.

Going just as unnoticed was the group of gangly teenagers lingering near the cooler that held cans of beer and bottles of fruity, boozy spritzes.

Austin walked right up to the cooler and took out a can of Mercy pilsner and something pink for Didion, winking at her as he inconspicuously headed toward the ocean.

She was giggly as she half ran behind him to keep up.

After spending the entire first summer hanging out, undeniably flirting, Didion spent her sophomore year back in Charleston, unable to do anything but think about Austin James. It made all of her stepmother’s rules tolerable. She was indifferent to the guys around her, which made them more interested. Every night, she fell asleep thinking about Austin. Not even the real him, sometimes, just the idea of him. Daydreaming about what it would be like to have his arms around her at a bonfire like the one the night they met, to have everyone there know they were together. If he called her his girl, if he liked her back. If he said he loved her. If they had babies.

Ridiculous, as he hadn’t even said he liked her like that yet.

She had been certain the real him would pale in comparison when she returned. Maybe he wouldn’t even care about seeing her. But just two days after arriving, she was on her way to the secondhand bookstore when he drove his new (old) truck by her, then, cool as could be, honked, and said, Hey, you look like a girl I used to know.

Austin was busy all the time. He took tennis more seriously than anyone her age took anything. But whenever he had a free moment, it seemed he spent it with her. It would be just before dinner or maybe the blazing afternoon, and she’d hear his truck pull in over the gravel out front, and her heart would light up.

Matt was back for the summer again, which meant the four of them were now constantly together. Eating hot dogs on the porch, playing lawn games at dusk, listening to records in the living room on rainy days, and riding the transition from childhood to adulthood by confessing past embarrassments and sharing future dreams.

Tonight, Didion had a feeling it might be the first time Austin would kiss her. She had even picked an outfit with that in mind. She wanted to be dressed right for the occasion, that’s how sure she was that her gut feeling was right.

That night, the sun set as the kids hid beer bottles under their tented legs, buried into the sand, chatting and laughing and screaming about nothing the way only teenagers can do. When the purple-and-gold sunset gave way to the navy blue night sky, Mr. Kelly went out on his fishing boat and lit off an exorbitant number of fireworks there’s no way he legally was in possession of. Sammie and Matt took the opportunity to go steal more booze, leaving Austin and Didion alone.

They leaned back in the sand, propped up by their hands, staring up at the fireworks. Didion was smiling at the sight of her favorite ones, the shimmering gold kind that looked like glitter, when Austin said, “Hey.”

She turned to him, a burst of green light in the sky casting a brief glow on his face. Her body felt like jelly. His gaze dipped to her lips and then he glanced behind them in the direction of the house.

He put his arm around her, lifted her chin, and kissed her.

Austin tasted like salt and beer and something sweet. His fingers were calloused against her skin, his touch gentle. His kiss was soft at first, but as they breathed into it, passion started to grow, and Didion suddenly wanted to copy every movie she’d ever seen and tear his clothes off. What she’d do then, she wasn’t exactly sure.

They heard Sammie’s voice carry on the wind and broke apart. When she and Matt plunked down on the sand again next to them, they acted none the wiser. But in the darkness, Austin held Didion’s hand, and when she looked at her sister, Didion saw the hint of knowing in Sammie’s eyes. They were going to talk about it later, and probably all night long.

It’s not every day you have your first kiss.
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NOW

“Didion, wake up.”

I startle awake, peeling up off the mattress like a cobra, and turn, blinking to see Sammie standing in front of the window at the side of the bed.

“What time is it?” I ask, not fully alert yet, reaching instinctively for a phone that isn’t on the nightstand. I rub my eyes and blink in the bright sunshine.

“I don’t know what time it is,” she says, her eyes wide. “But I know what day it is.”
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“Okay, okay, let’s be rational, here,” says Matt.

He has set Nora up in the living room, introduced her to the bottom row of books on the shelves, where Babe always kept the kids’ books. He put on an old Ella Fitzgerald record to cover up our conversation.

Since, you know, you really shouldn’t talk about things like the world’s natural order completely shattering in front of a kid.

“What are our options?” Matt plants a hand on the table on the outside deck, where we’re all sitting.

“We’ve all suffered a psychotic break,” I suggest. “Or more likely, each of us assumes that we ourselves are the insane one.”

“Okay, that’s option one.” He scribbles on a legal pad from his bag, with a pen that glides across the yellow page. “What else?”

“Group hallucination,” Sammie says. “Did you ever hear about those people who danced uncontrollably in the streets for days? And some of them actually danced to death?”

“Strasbourg, 1518,” supplies Austin, unexpectedly. We all look at him. “They think it might have been ergot poisoning.”

“What is ergot?” asks Sammie.

“Okay, I know this one!” I say. “It grows on grains. Rye specifically. Did anyone eat a bunch of rotten rye?”

Austin nods. “A chemist made LSD out of it in the thirties.”

“We should really start a trivia team,” Matt quips. “But in the meantime, what else do we have?”

There’s silence, and then Sammie sighs. Then says, “Mom did something,” at nearly the same time as I predict what she’s going to say and argue, “What could she have done, Sam?”

“I don’t know. But she had a habit of making things happen, didn’t she? Remember how she used to say something was going to happen, and then it did? Like, she would say something good was coming. And the next thing you know, it would.”

I want to argue with her, but I know it’s true. We’ve all heard Babe’s stories. We all saw it. It was as small as finding a ten-dollar bill on the ground somewhere or as big as … well, the night of the bonfire when I met Austin. Babe said she had a good feeling about that night.

That being said, it was also the night Sammie met Johnny, so how good was it, really?

Come to think of it, Austin has been nothing but a disaster too. So maybe Babe’s instincts were completely full of shit.

“Sure,” I concede. “But she never stopped time.”

Sammie gasps. “Time stands still at Birdsong.”

“Too bad she couldn’t have just stuck with the classic live, laugh, love,” Austin says, dryly, stirring the melting ice into his coffee. “That’s simple enough, at least.”

“Guys, I’m really freaking out,” says Sammie.

“It’s okay, Sam, we’ll figure it out.” My words are ostensibly comforting, but I can hear that my tone is not.

“Okay, any other ideas?” Matt taps the end of his pen on the table in front of him.

“Everyone in town is playing along,” I suggest.

Austin points at my hand.

“Okay, well … maybe … I don’t know, maybe I just … maybe it was—”

“Didion, you could practically see bone,” Austin says.

Sammie recoils and then shakes her head, eyes shut. “I can’t think about it.”

“This is so absurd, we can’t possibly be actually trying to wrap our heads around something this ridiculous,” I say. “Are we? Are we really doing that?”

Sammie lifts her hands and lets them fall again. “I just went back into town, it’s all the very same as yesterday! Saturday, everywhere. Same people. The red truck. And also, I did something yesterday.”

“What?” I ask.

“I took a knife into the bathroom stall at Dusty’s and carved a big X into the wood. On top of all that old graffiti on the wooden doors, you know? I went back today and it was gone. Not as dramatic as your hand, but still.”

We’re all quiet.

Matt is the first to speak, his voice low. “You know, I think the part that troubles me the most is that I do believe it. I don’t think I’ve been truly shocked by anything since 2016.”

Austin hoots a laugh and says, “Amen to that.”

“I know,” agrees Sammie. “After everything that’s happened in the last few years, I seriously feel like if a T. rex started stomping through the suburbs with a bunch of Avengers flying around its head I would barely bat an eye.”

“Remember when the government essentially confirmed the likelihood of aliens and UFOs and everyone seemed to collectively decide they didn’t have time to worry about it?” asked Matt with a laugh.

“Right.” Sammie leans back, looking resigned. “So I kinda feel like … okay, let’s move past the part where we struggle to accept that’s something’s up. Because … it is. We’ve all lived thousands of days and nothing like this has ever happened, right?”

My ears are ringing and my skin is suddenly very hot. My breaths are coming shallow and fast. I feel like I’m about to burst.

“I need to get off this island.” I bolt out of my seat. “I’m sorry.”

I don’t know where I’m going. I just go until I open the fridge, and then stand there, letting the cold air wash over me.

I hate, hate, hate losing control. It troubles me way more than it seems to scare most people. I can’t smoke weed without having a panic attack. I can’t drink around people I don’t trust, or I get nervous. I hate roller coasters.

It’s not like I’m afraid of everything. I’m not always an anxious wreck. I don’t have trouble speaking in front of big crowds or meeting important people.

I’m a control freak. I’m exacting, I take over tasks when other people take too long. I have a habit of finishing people’s sentences—though I’m pretty good at keeping it in my head. I can’t think too much about the Big Scary Indifferent Universe or I start to feel untethered, which is one of the reasons I hated college, where that was 90 percent of every conversation.

The idea of disconnecting so thoroughly from reality like this, drifting off into the vast isolation of insanity will kill me. Like that guy in 2001: A Space Odyssey when HAL severed his lifeline and sent him spinning silently out into space.

It’s then that I look down at the counter next to the fridge. The MoonPie. It’s been left out to warm up for Matt.

I shut the fridge and run to the front hall, grab the first keys I see, which are Austin’s. I don’t hesitate, walking straight across the sharp gravel and climbing into his truck, revving it to life, and throwing it into reverse almost without looking.

I’m looking behind me, and jump out of my skin when I hear a bang.

“What the hell,” I mutter to myself, hand on my chest.

I’m afraid I ran over a rabbit or something, but then turn to see Austin, wrenching open the door and flinging himself into the passenger seat.

I gape at him. “What the hell are you doing?”

He shrugs. “Where we going?”

“Austin—”

“I want to go with you. Whatever you’re doing, it’s better if we do it together. Buddy system, remember?”

“I’m good, I don’t need—”

“Yeah, yeah, you don’t need help, we all get it. But you also don’t do great when things are out of your control, so why don’t we work together. For the sake of the group.”

I hesitate. “It’s not about not being able to accept help, it’s—ugh. Goddammit, Austin.” I shake my head, and then my hair trigger goes off. “Listen to me, I am still pissed as hell at you from Texas. I am not cool with you. I don’t want to act like everything is fine, or act like nothing happened, because it did, and I’m angry, and you don’t get to just—to just—”

“Good, so we’re finally talking about this?”

“We are not talking about this!” I reach across him and open his door. Gently but firmly, he grabs my wrist and stops me, shutting the door. “You said we could talk if it was Saturday again.”

“We don’t know if—” I make another angry sound and cover my face, letting my forehead fall to the wheel, my foot still heavy on the brake.

“For someone who prefers order, you sure are sexy when you let go a little. Even if it’s to have a tantrum.”

I look at him with wide, furious eyes. “You have some nerve, Killjoy.”

Austin laughs at my use of his athletic alias. I don’t know how he feels about it now, but he used to hate it. I always thought it was kind of hot.

He moves the car into park and says, “I don’t know what’s happening. I’m not the first guy to believe in all this woo-woo shit. But I’ve read enough books. I’ve seen enough movies. If something like this is going on, it’s usually because of unfinished business, right?”

“We’re not ghosts, Austin.” It comes out more like a plea than anything else.

“Hey, we don’t know that for sure, though.”

I look at him in horror and see the smirk.

“Stop trying to be funny!”

I am acting like a child. Isn’t this what everyone out there is craving? Especially women who date men—don’t they wish their men wanted to communicate?

Any buzzy internet psychology account or superqualified actual therapist would undoubtedly say that he’s doing the right thing, and I’m doing the wrong thing. I know that.

The problem is, I’ve kind of made grudge-holding my secondary full-time job for years now, even when I wanted to call all of them, to fix things, to apologize, to tell them how I was hurt. But then I never did, so it’s pretty hard to suddenly let that go.

But he’s right.

“Fine, you want to talk, let’s talk.” I lean back and cross my arms.

He points past me. I turn to look and see Gladys coming up the driveway, holding her heavy basket. I see now that when she arrives, she comes in a Barbie-pink golf cart.

“Ha. Wow. Good for her.”

She spots us and waves. We wave back.

“Okay, though, let’s go,” I say. “I can’t do that again.”

“Where to?” he asks.

The familiar words send a chill through me, softening everything that’s so rigid there.

I can’t help but say the other half of the inside joke. “I don’t know, but let’s just go until we hit water.”
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THE SECOND SUMMER, FOURTEEN YEARS AGO

Didion and Austin were inseparable for the rest of that summer. Didion would ride her bike through the sticky hot air all the way into the marshes to meet him at the tennis club. Sometimes he wouldn’t be out of his match yet, so she’d watch him, or drink a Shirley Temple at the bar.

Didion had also started working mornings at Brew Lagoon, so she always smelled like coffee and wore sticky black work shoes that were constantly getting hosed down and dried out on the back porch. But best of all, she had money. Not a lot. But enough to get what she needed. She was saving up for a car. It was her thinking that once she had a car—she was nearly sixteen, not far from getting her license—then she would never need to ask anyone for anything again. She could get out of her father’s ever-silent house, go to the beach, work a job on the weekends or after school, and have more money.

Plus, she liked working. Liked being good at something. People in town said she made the best drinks, and her manager even let her run a special last week—an iced vanilla latte with real vanilla bean syrup and frozen espresso ice cubes.

Austin would come out of his tennis lessons, pick her up in a big sweaty hug and spin her around. They kissed constantly, almost never taking their hands off each other unless they had to.

They’d go back to Birdsong, where he’d use the outdoor shower and she’d sit outside, keeping him company—this was something she and Sammie and her mother had always done. Sometimes, they’d go dive straight into the ocean, where he’d lift her onto his hips and they’d be moved backward and forward by the waves. Often, they’d hang out with Sammie and Matt, playing Ping-Pong on the back patio at Dusty’s, or go to the movies on particularly hot afternoons, emerging just as a lavender dusk descended.

As in love as they were, they argued often. She was impatient and he was stubborn. He took things literally and she sometimes seemed to speak in riddles, then became disproportionately heartbroken when he didn’t understand. She was terribly jealous, and he was an awful flirt. She knew, deep down, that the flirting was just how he moved through the world. He talked the same way to Babe as he did to Matt as he did to his tennis coach as he did to some random girl at a party. But it made Didion feel like she was being stabbed in the heart when she saw him with another girl. She tried to hide it, knew it was irrational and annoying, and she trusted him, but too often she’d find herself getting upset without even fully understanding why.

It didn’t faze him. He had the ability to heal the hurt feelings with the perfect joke, kiss, or apology, never letting either of them take anything too seriously for long.

They were the picture of teenage love. Him with his messy hair and tanned skin—paler around the wrists where he wore his sweatbands at practice—and her with her pink cheeks and bright eyes, all limbs in a sundress.

It was a Friday night toward the end of the summer, and they’d just had one of their particularly heated fights. One where she yelled until she was hoarse and he acted like he didn’t understand why she was mad, all because of some stupid thing they’d both forgotten by round two. They’d spent a day “broken up” before he showed up at Birdsong and threw actual pebbles at her actual window until she came over and opened it.

“What?” she hissed.

He cocked his head. “Wanna go for a drive?”

She glowered at him and he smiled. She turned away to hide the fact that she was losing her ire. She shut the window behind her, and then—as they both knew she would—crept down the steps, missing the creaking ones, and slipped out the front door, making sure to catch the broken screen door before it slammed shut. And then, in her white nightdress and bare feet, she climbed into his truck.

He put it in reverse and said, “Where to?”

“I don’t know,” she said, skin pulsing in the heat, and craving something like a religious cleansing after the melodrama of their fight, “but let’s just go until we hit water.”
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NOW

I pull up out front of the High Dive, a seafood shack on the far end of the island, by the fishing docks. The place gets rowdy at night, but by day it’s sustained by calm, steady business and has been since the 1930s. Last I was here, I knew them to be the perfect high/low blend of unpretentious and excellent quality food.

The tastes of this place, and so many others, are the basis I have for flavor. The food of my mother’s kitchen and this island set the gold standard for me that even some of the most buzzworthy restaurants haven’t been able to beat.

“Shit,” I say, “I’m not wearing any shoes. I can’t go in.”

Austin looks down at my feet. “It’s a shack on the beach, I don’t know how much it matters. We’ll sit outside.”

“Health code–wise, it matters.”

He wrinkles his nose at me. “I once watched you eat a cheeseburger you dropped on the ground.”

“Okay, that was a long time ago.”

“Like, the patty fell out—”

“I have grown since then, okay?” I can’t help but laugh. “But that was a really good burger.”

“I have some sneakers in the back.”

He leans back to reach for them, shirt lifting to expose his truly amazing stomach and the suggestive curvature that leads down from the waistband of his jeans. I tear my eyes away just as he sits back, holding up a pair of Nikes.

I hesitate and then snatch them. “God.”

I dust the sand off my feet and slip my size eights into his size twelves.

We walk up the boardwalk and I hear him chuckling behind me as my feet flap noisily on the planks.

“It’s not funny!” But I’m losing the battle with my straight face.

We hate him. Ignore his charm.

The A-frame outside advertises with glee that it’s SATURDAY! and tells us that ice-cold draft beers are five dollars.

For casual outside dining, there’s a quaint ordering window. I forgot about that, but it’s been on my “if I ever open a restaurant” dream board forever.

He orders fish and chips, I get the shrimp roll, and we decide to split an order of shrimp cocktail. You can, in my opinion, never have too much shrimp.

“You have the pilsner on draft?” he asks. When the cashier confirms, he says, “One of those.”

“Two,” I correct.

He looks at me in surprise. So far, I’ve been teetotaling this whole time. But I can’t resist. The smell of fried food, the ocean, and sunscreen in the air, plus the key advertising words of ice-cold have suckered me in.

“Two beers, please.” He hands over his card and then punches in a generous tip. I secretly, involuntarily add this to the pros column in the tally my mind is always making around him. This implies a cons column, but it’s very unpopulated. Mostly just big red letters that read: BROKE YOUR HEART MORE THAN ONCE.

“You don’t have to pay me back.”

“I didn’t plan on it,” I say. “You owe me.”

See: heartbreak.

He accepts this without comment as we sit down at a picnic table shaded by a live oak strung with fairy lights that can only be seen once you’re beneath its branches.

I take my feet out of the shoes under the table and rest them on top of the laces.

“So how do you make money these days?” I ask, then after taking my first sip of beer in who knows how long, I say, “Oh god, that’s good.”

“You’re not an alcoholic having a relapse and not telling us, right?”

“No,” I say, “though I appreciate the concern. I just work so much and feel like I can’t risk being anything but completely on my game.”

“So … what do you do for fun?”

“I do Pilates? And my gym has really good equipment.”

“Fun, I said.”

“There’s a steam room and a sauna.”

“Even I think that’s a little sad. And I’m me.”

Coming from a world-class athlete, I have to fold. “Fine. Right now, there’s not really any time for fun. I recognize this isn’t a great balance, but … the fun will come.”

“When?”

I let out a big exhale and say, “Great question.”

“At least you love your job, right? Cooking makes you happy.”

The words don’t ring true in this moment. But I know that they are, so I shrug. “Yeah.”

He looks unconvinced, but doesn’t press the matter.

“And you, what are you doing for work these days?” I ask this because I have to. Because he’s a ghost on the internet and I haven’t been able to properly stalk like we’re all supposed to be able to do these days. Isn’t that the trade-off for all the bad things about the internet? That we can stalk our exes and make sure they’re miserable and/or dating people who look like they probably suck and aren’t as funny or cool or smart as we are?

Austin raises his eyebrows and then says, adopting a spot-on Cary Grant accent, “Come now, how uncouth. Dreadfully tacky to talk about money, isn’t it, dear?”

I bite the inside of my cheek and run a hand through my hair. It’s inflated by an inch since we got here. “Well, I’m wondering. It’s been at least a year since I’ve seen you in a new Adidas ad. Speaking of which, isn’t it a crime to have Nikes in your truck?”

Austin gives a dry laugh. “Yeah, the old sponsorship well finally ran dry.”

“Oh.”

“They don’t love giving sponsorships to guys who haven’t played in a decade and don’t use social media.”

I nod. I don’t like it, but even the restaurant has to play that stupid game.

He goes on. “I, uh, I coach.” He makes his lips a flat line and says, “You’d be surprised what rich people are willing to pay a guy who almost went to Wimbledon.”

I tilt my head at him, unable to let this through, no matter how mad at him I am. “You didn’t just almost go. That makes it sound like you failed.”

He gives a half smile. “Didn’t I?”

I breathe in and try to manage the flood of feelings threatening. “No. And you know it.”

Again, I see he doesn’t buy it, but doesn’t argue either. “Okay, so why are you trying to sell the house, Chef Bennett?”

“Dreadfully tacky.”

“I’m just saying. Times articles, a fancy position at a fancy restaurant, on a fancy street, in a fancy city. You don’t seem broke.”

I roll my eyes.

“You brought it up.”

“I just don’t know when I’ll break even. I still have a shit ton of student loans, and I don’t know if you’ve heard much about those things? But they don’t … seem … to go down.” I punctuate each of the last few words with a light slap on the table. “Even when you can finally afford to pay every month.”

“You still have those? Damn. I’m sorry, Red.”

“Yep. Pretty hard to make any real dent, life costing what it does in New York. And pretty annoying to send a bunch of money into the void every month for something I didn’t even want to do. And all because Babe had to project her regrets onto me!”

And not onto Sammie, I don’t add. Because he knows. He was there. Babe always regretted not going to college, so she insisted I go. She said restaurants were all the same, that no matter how high you climb, you’re still in a hot kitchen, toiling away over a stove, on your feet twelve hours a day.

In a way, she was right. But in another, possibly more important way, she wasn’t.

So rather than going to culinary school or skipping it altogether, I did as she asked. I went to a state school where I learned nothing much and then never used my degree, pivoting right after graduation to work in restaurants.

“Four years of school and all I have to show for it is six figures of debt and some super dope beer pong skills,” I deadpan.

“You are pretty hard to beat.” He gives me a roguish smile.

“Makes it all worth it.”

He laughs. “But you’re right. It wasn’t fair that she made you go and not Sammie.”

I appreciate him not trying to rationalize it away like people often do.

Instead, Sammie got to backpack through Europe via an organic farming program. It was pretty painful seeing her pictures from the olive farm in Greece while I crammed for a biology test using information I forgot the actual instant class ended.

Austin sees me locked in my reverie and taps me under the table with his knee. “It’s just money, Red. It’ll come and it’ll go.”

“Easy for you to say. The guy who once got paid to drive an Aston Martin for a week.”

“That was a good week.”

“And still you never got rid of that old lemon.”

“I love that truck! Good memories in that truck.” He winks.

I die a little, again.

A girl comes over with a plastic tray. “Okay, I’ve got fish and chippies, roll, cocktail.”

“Thank you so much.”

“So can we finally talk about what happened?”

“I’m eating.”

He gives me a look. “You want to stay mad at each other.”

“It’s not my fault we’re in this mess.”

“That’s why we need to talk about it. I don’t think it’s my fault either.”

“Objectively crazy!” I nearly shout, shrilly, beer gone to my head already. I take a bite of my roll and nearly melt off my seat. The buttery brioche makes a loud crunch, pillowy and soft on the inside, the shrimp mixture flavorful but not too rich. I let out a moan.

He takes a mouthful of his golden, beer-battered fish and says, passionately, “Oh, god, yeah.”

We may as well be having sex.

When every single morsel has been enjoyed, we push our trays away and order another round of beer.

I put my elbow on the table and look out at the water. “I never do this.”

“Go on dates?”

“Ha ha,” I laugh, dryly, pretending his joke didn’t strike an actual chord in me. “No, like eat carbs and drink in the middle of the day. If I’m not at work, I’m thinking or texting or stressing about work. I’m actually surprised how little it’s coming to mind since being here.”

“Bigger stuff going on, I guess.”

Our beers arrive. “Yeah. I suppose losing your remaining parent will push some other stuff out of the way.”

We’re quiet for a minute. A few seagulls call out and a group of friends nearby erupts into laughter over a card game.

“I’m really sad she’s gone.”

My eyes lock onto his at his words. It’s the first time I’ve heard someone acknowledge it in a way that doesn’t feel like it’s for me. He’s not sorry to hear about it, sorry I lost a parent. He’s sad because he loved her too.

That’s the thing about mothers. One second, you’re off on a diatribe about all the ways she ruined your life, and the next you’re close to tears all because a boy you like is nice about her.

“I know you two had a lot of ups and downs, but she was your mom. I know it must be … I don’t know, hard doesn’t cover it.”

I nod curtly, trying to keep the emotion at bay. “Yeah. I don’t really know what to feel.”

“Can I … can I ask what happened with her?”

One of the many elephants in the room rears back and trumpets thunderously. I knew Matt knew. I knew my sister knew. I assumed someone had told Austin. Absolutely figures that he’d been tactful enough to not beg for answers until now.

“You mean how she … died?”

“It’s okay if you don’t want to talk about it, but I feel a little weird being here and not knowing the whole story.”

“Well, it started because Babe got diagnosed with MS last year.”

He emits a compassionate sound.

“Yeah. She’d been having symptoms for a long time, but we didn’t know what it was. I feel really bad now, because I was so impatient with her at times. I just thought she was drunk or stoned. She would slur or space out, totally forget things we talked about. I thought it was just more Babe stuff.”

“That’s fair,” he concedes.

“She was tired a lot. Then she wouldn’t go to the doctor, and we fought about that. Finally, she went and when she got back, she told me the doctor told her everything was fine.”

“But it wasn’t.”

“No. She told Sammie about the diagnosis. Not me.”

“Shit.”

I find myself leaping to their defense, even though I’m mad at both of them. “She didn’t mean to tell her and not me, I don’t think. Sammie showed up at her house and it was impossible not to tell her. Apparently. Things had taken a really bad turn by then.”

I don’t want to get into the details. I want to preserve the dignity my mother was so hell-bent on protecting, and I also don’t want to picture it.

“I worked at a camp in Michigan for a while, this tennis academy. One of the mothers had MS, and I got to know her pretty well. I have some limited knowledge of it. Really hard.”

“Right.”

“So … when she died?”

I take in a shuddering breath. This is where it gets even harder.

“She became pen pals with this woman in Switzerland. She’d vacationed here, god knows why, and in theory they were teaching each other their respective languages.”

“Would this be the extremely bilingual Giulia?”

“Yes.” I allow a laugh. “She’s a nurse there at a Death with Dignity facility.”

Austin’s face falls.

I go on. “Giulia connected Babe to the right people. And then it became this whole thing. Sammie was emotional about it but also supported her, said it was up to her and that everybody deserves the right to”—I catch my breath, which is coming unevenly now—“that choice. Which, you know, in a talking-at-a-dinner-party kind of way, I agree with. The more rights for freedom and autonomy we have, the better.”

“Yeah, ’course.”

“It’s different though, when it’s your mom.” I swallow. “I wasn’t trying to be on the opposite side of some kind of sociopolitical argument from them. I just thought…”

My words die there. I’ve never known exactly how to say it.

“She’s your mom. You didn’t want to lose her.”

“Right. I think it was a little rich coming from me, considering how little I talked to her and never visited and … I don’t know.”

“You all had trouble hearing each other sometimes.”

His input is not based on nothing. He heard, for years, about every little fight, every disagreement. Saw some, firsthand. And on top of that, liked me, understood me, and knew where I was coming from. Knew that I was well-intentioned. Believed me, even when it felt like they didn’t.

I’ve missed being around someone like him, someone who got me so well that they could give me the benefit of the doubt.

Well. Not just someone. Him. I’ve missed being around him.

“I just thought she’d change her mind. And I didn’t want to argue with her or with my sister, so I pulled away. Next thing I knew, I got that fucking invitation in the mail.”

Sammie hadn’t even called me. I guess she’d given up by that point.

“Wait, that’s how you found out?”

“Yup.”

He reaches across the table and takes my hand. The familiar feel of his big hand wrapping around mine sends a wave of comfort through me.

“Damn, dude.”

For some reason this makes me laugh. “Sorry. It’s just funny when you get so bro-y.”

“All right, wiseass.” He squeezes my hand once and then lets go. “Switzerland. Aren’t there places to do that here, now?”

“Yeah, well. Would you rather die in America or Switzerland?”

I see the dimple in his right cheek. “Fair enough.”

“Excuse me.”

We both turn at the unfamiliar voice and I see a face I vaguely recognize. A ginger-haired guy, tall and thin. If my hair is the color of deep copper, his is the color of orange marmalade. Looks a little like Domhnall Gleeson, but I don’t think that’s why he rings a bell.

“Oh, hey man, shit.” Austin stands and brings him into a hug. “How you been?”

“Good, good. I took over my dad’s store. He retired last year. Living up to the name of the place.” He smiles awkwardly. Then to me says, “Hey, Didion. I’m so sorry to hear about Babe.”

Then it hits me. Harrison, Taylor Rae’s brother. Once chubby with braces and weird hair, he’s now lean and good-looking. His dad’s store is Ennis & Sons Hardware.

“Harrison, hi,” I say. “Long time. You look—” I don’t know how to pay his after a compliment without also insulting his before, but he saves me.

“Less like a squat, rotund, forgotten Weasley?” he asks.

I laugh in surprise. “I wasn’t going to say that.”

But … yes, exactly. Austin and I exchange a look that means just that.

“I was actually—I was actually just getting ready to go stop by the house. Is uh, is Sammie around?” Harrison looks suddenly nervous.

“So you … didn’t come by yesterday?” I ask, though I know the answer.

“To your place?” Harrison looks mystified. “No, gosh, I haven’t been there since the last barbecue your mom had. Sammie was there but I barely talked to her. She looked great.”

“Yeah, she does,” I agree, narrowing my eyes at him.

Harrison totally loves Sammie. That’s a twist.

“Is she seeing anyone?” He looks embarrassed for asking.

“I don’t think so,” says Austin. “You should come by. Hey, why don’t you come for dinner tonight?”

I kick Austin under the table and he doesn’t flinch, but my toe instantly throbs. It’s like kicking a statue.

“Really?” he asks. “I’d love that. But I-I don’t want to intrude.”

Austin waves it away. “We’ve got plenty of time together. I think she’d love to see you.”

“If you’re sure. Can I bring anything?”

“Just yourself,” Austin says, at the same time as I say, “Alcohol.”
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THE SECOND SUMMER, FOURTEEN YEARS AGO

It was July 15, and Babe decided that it would be Halloween at Birdsong. All it took was Didion’s complaint that they never spent the holiday with their mother anymore for her to move the days of the year around, just for them.

Before the girls woke up, possibly long before they woke up, Babe had gone into the garage and pulled out every box of Halloween décor they had—which included some genuinely frightening decorations from the midcentury era. A possessed-looking black cat, a pumpkin/clown hybrid stuffed with something like fiberglass, and a ghost that looked like it just saw an even scarier ghost.

She draped orange lights around the awning of the back porch, hung Styrofoam bats by fishing wire, set foam pumpkins around the fireplace and the back steps. Candles burned everywhere, smelling pungently of cinnamon apple cider. She put a swath of scarlet lace over the bathroom mirror. She put a black tablecloth over the deck table and had strewn more candy down the center of it than either girl had ever seen outside of the seasonal item section at the grocery store.

When they came down the stairs to see this display, hearing the spooky vintage music she had on, both girls had screamed and clutched each other, their words a jumble as they asked their mother if she was serious, if they were really doing Halloween early. Babe beamed at them and flipped over the pumpkin pancakes she had on the stove. “Of course,” she said, “who said we had to do the year in order, anyway?”

It was as if Babe truly did have power over the universe. The sky was a dark, wicked green-black, a storm brewing, the wind whipping and howling through the open windows. It was even unseasonably cold.

It would take most people days to execute such a thorough Halloweenification, but Babe was never most people.

Most of all, what Didion loved was that this felt like she had her mother back. When she’d mentioned not having Halloween with her anymore, it had really been her unconscious way of saying you’re not around. It was fun to have the summers with her, fun to be at Birdsong—preferable to home by a long shot—but there were still nine months out of the year that they were motherless. She was a voice on the other end of the phone, and she sometimes forgot to call for weeks on end. Her doing this, her doing this for Didion especially, it made things better. At least for the day.

The two girls sat down at the table, soon joined by Matt. The three talked at hyper speed and a deafening volume about what costumes they could wear.

“Can Austin come?” asked Didion, poised to beg.

“He must come,” Babe responded with a smile.

Didion squealed.

Babe served them the pumpkin pancakes with bacon cut and arranged to look like spiders. She freshly juiced blood oranges and made them spiced white mochas.

The kids considered dressing up as the Sanderson sisters, the Owens sisters, Twilight characters, classics like black cats, ghosts—and landed on doing Dead Prom. Didion said it confidently and like it was a Thing, and Matt and Sammie didn’t miss a beat. They were immediately all on the same page that they’d do over-the-top eighties prom queen/prom king–style. Didion and Sammie had recently watched an old Disney movie called Susie Q and had become darkly fascinated by the idea of a beautiful girl dying tragically and dramatically in her teens.

Babe volunteered to make fake blood out of corn syrup for them, and to help them with their hair—she had been there, in the eighties, after all.

It was the most fun day Didion could ever remember having. They tore through the house and through the boxes in the garage, which held some of their grandmother’s clothing from the fifties and sixties. They were able to piece something together out of all the elaborate tulle and elbow-length gloves, the satin high heels and even—miraculously—a collection of costume jewelry that included tiaras.

After harvesting their costumes, Babe teased their hair and did their makeup in her bedroom while Practical Magic played in the corner on the small, ancient TV that lived on the dresser. She pomaded Matt’s hair. She did their makeup. And when Austin arrived, sporting a black eye from a fight at the tennis court when some guy lost his shit after Austin beat him—you really should have seen the other guy—Babe made it look even more dramatic. Both boys wore some awful old polyester suits that had once belonged to Babe’s father.

“What will you be?” Didion asked her mother. “Are you going to dress up?”

Babe had leaned close, putting the final touch of blue on her daughter’s eyelids, and said, “I’m going to be a witch.”

“A witch!”

She nodded. “Mm-hmm. You know, my aunt used to tell me we had witch blood.”

Didion smiled and pulled her chin in toward her chest. Both believing and not believing her mother. “What do you mean?”

“Well, our ancestors are from Lithuania. The last pagan country in Europe. It’s said that the witches there could conjure a storm from a clear sky.”

Didion eyed her mother, half-skeptical, half-intrigued.

“It’s true,” said Babe. “And this is a magical house. Surrounded by oaks, symbolizing time with no end. Looking out toward the horizon, where we can see the sun’s journey through the sky, day in, day out.”

It was starting to give Didion chills, so she shrugged her shoulders up to her ears and said, “You’re just trying to freak me out.”

Babe laughed at this, leaning on the bathroom counter and tossing the eyeliner back in its bag. “Maybe you’re right. Or maybe you’re not.” At these last words, she bent over and pinched Didion’s ribs, which sent her running out of the bathroom, screaming gleefully as her mother chased her.

When Babe emerged from her bedroom later, she looked like the most beautiful witch Didion had ever seen. Years later, she’d see a series of photos of Veronica Lake dressed like that, possibly as press for I Married a Witch, she wasn’t sure. The second Didion saw the pictures, she was transported back to this moment. The waved hair, the fishnets, the netting on the hat—where had she even gotten the hat?—it was all perfect. Didion was fifteen then. Knew her mother couldn’t really be a witch. But there was something about that day that brought back the childlike belief that maybe she was.

Babe arranged prosciutto to look like a hand, skewered olives onto mozzarella balls to look like eyeballs, and made spaghetti—which she insisted was in theme, calling it bloodworm stew. It made Sammie laugh, and grossed out Didion. She had just set it all out on the table when the power went out.

The girls looked at each other, the way young girls do when they actually want to believe something genuinely bizarre is going on.

They left the food for a few minutes to light a zillion candles, and then dug in.

After dinner, they all sat around a fire in the living room, telling scary stories for hours. Babe had a million of them. The others were making them up on the spot. Austin, better at it than anyone expected. What did a guy who seemingly had no apprehensions about anything know about fear?

It was almost ten when Babe told them she was going to bed. They all knew she was just letting them have the rest of the night to themselves. She never went to bed that early. But before she left them, she asked the girls to meet her in her room so she could give them makeup wipes for later.

The girls waited upstairs, taking pictures in the bathroom mirror, and Babe arrived a few minutes later, after getting herself a glass of red wine.

She sat down on the bed, leaning back against her soft headboard and beckoning them to come lie down with her. They did, all three of the Bennett girls looking in the direction of the French doors, thrown open to the elements, wind causing the lace curtains to billow, fine sea spray filling the room with a salty, blue perfume. “I want you two to know something.”

Didion looked up at her beautiful mother, still wearing her pointy hat, and recognized the rheumy look in her eyes. It was not her first glass of wine, Didion knew that. She’d developed an uncanny habit of tracking this kind of adult behavior. There was a tipping point, after which she didn’t like being around Babe anymore. Nothing bad ever happened, but she sometimes got sad, sometimes talked about the same old things. How different their father had once been, the dreams she’d had before getting pregnant, doling out advice about not having kids too early. All of which wound up sounding like regret, and none of which made Didion feel good. All of which made Didion feel like she had ruined her mother’s life.

“You are special. Both of you. Powerful. And in your life, you are going to feel things more deeply than others, you’re going to make things happen where other people couldn’t. You aren’t only smart, you’re awake.” She squeezed them as she said the last word, making them even more attentive. “There are going to be signs in your life, signs everyone else would miss, but you won’t miss them. You both have a gift, just like I do, just like all the women in our family have. The more you practice it, the better it will be.”

Was that the thing Didion had? Something in her that made her deeply aware of how everyone else in the room felt. She observed everything and couldn’t help but take note.

Didion squirmed and said, dubiously, “Really, Mom?”

She clutched her daughter harder and said, “Well, who do you think ordered the rain, special for Halloween?”

 … from a clear sky.

Sammie gasped. Didion thought her sister seemed about six years old in that moment.

“You’re only trying to scare us because it’s Halloween,” Didion said on the exhale of a sigh.

“Scare you? Not at all! Does it scare you to think you have power to change things?”

Didion didn’t know how to answer that.

“I like it,” said Sammie. “Follow my instincts, right?”

“That’s right. And I want to tell you one more thing,” said Babe.

Both girls leaned close, even Didion, who was cynical beyond her years.

“You will each get one big spell in your life.”

“One big spell?” Sammie repeated.

Babe nodded. “That’s right. One time in your life, you will get to ask the ancestors for one thing you really want. It has to be really big, though. Because it’s the only one you ever get.”

“Like what?” asked Didion.

“I don’t know how you’ll want to use it. But I’ll tell you how you shouldn’t. Not on any boys or girls you might have a crush on. If it’s true love, you won’t have to ask. And if you force the wrong love into your life, it’ll haunt you. Don’t ask for money or a job. Whatever it is, it had better serve your soul.”

Both girls nodded, though both of them were in a bit over their heads.

“You’ll know,” said Babe, seeming to sense it. “Just remember. One spell for something really, really special to happen.”

“How do we do it?” asked Sammie.

Babe smiled and pulled Sammie in even closer. “I’m glad you asked. You must be alone. In a very dark room. As quiet as can be. Then, simply ask for what you want.”

Sammie gasped again, then let out an audible exhale. “Wow.”

Didion couldn’t help but wonder why her mother had been a tired line cook in restaurants so long if she had the power to bend the will of the universe. Why even when she was happy, she always had a streak of sadness.

“Now go. Have fun.” She pushed them off her, smacking each of them on the butt, then stopped into her bathroom for a packet of makeup wipes and handed them to Didion. “And girls?” she said, just as they started to go. “There’s some wine in the fridge.”

Didion eyed her. “Do you want … more?”

“No.” She laughed. “I’m letting you know that I won’t notice if it goes missing. It’s a special night, after all.”

She winked at them, and the girls went out and shut the door.

The fun of being with Austin and Matt, the freedom of having their mother’s wine, the euphoria of Halloween in July, it ran the heavy thoughts of one big spell right out of their minds.

For that night, at least. The words would go on to ring in their minds for years to come, echoing into the future, reaching far beyond the death of the one who uttered them.
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NOW

When we pull back up to the house, Sammie comes running out of the front door and then hops from foot to foot on the hot gravel waiting for me to get out.

“What’s going on?” I ask.

“Harrison. He didn’t come. The first time it was Saturday he came, then yesterday we weren’t home, but today I was here and he didn’t come.”

I glance at Austin, who is getting groceries out of the bed of the truck. “That might be our fault.”

“Your fault?” She goes to Austin to help with the bags. “How?”

“Well, our fault for disrupting the pattern. We ran into him at the High Dive, and Austin invited him to dinner.”

“To dinner?” she exclaims, nearly dropping the bag. The one with eggs in it.

“Hey, careful.” I take it from her. “Yes, for dinner.”

“Oh, no, that guy has always had such a crush on me! Last time I saw him he asked if I wanted to go horseback riding with him.” She makes a face.

“That sounds fun,” says Austin, shutting the tailgate and heading toward the house. “What’s wrong with that? He’s a nice guy.”

“He’s too nice.”

“Or maybe you’re used to assholes.” I pull open the screen door. Sammie makes a sound and I turn to look at her. “What?”

Sammie lowers her voice, cocking her head toward Austin, who’s just out of earshot. “Speak for yourself. Maybe you’re the one rejecting the nice guy.”

“No, Austin is an asshole too. Maybe I should give Harrison a chance.”

“Back off, he’s my crush to unrequite!”

“That is not a word.”

“It is now.” She observes me for an extra beat, and then asks, “Why are you so relaxed? You seem almost normal.”

“Normal?”

“Like someone surgically removed the stick from your ass.”

“Ah, you know, I’d forgotten how pleasant you could be.”

But my gaze catches with hers, and for the first time, the eye contact sends us both laughing. Just like it always used to. I used to not even be able to look at my sister without laughing. On the occasions where we were in a serious setting, not allowed to laugh, we’d look at each other and it would be all we wanted to do. I’d have to breathe tightly through my nose and suck in my lips, practically holding my breath to stop from cracking up. Over nothing.

“I may have had a few beers with lunch,” I concede.

“At the High Dive? Oh I’m so jealous, I love that place. Did you get the shrimp roll?”

“Obviously.”

She groans. “I had cheese and crackers. That’s so much more fun. I want to have beer and shrimp rolls. Well, what’s dinner going to be?”

“Lobster thermidor and a beet and goat cheese salad.”

“Oh … really?”

I can sense her doubt. Practically hear her saying that maybe it’s too complicated considering how badly the pasta went. “I’m literally a professional chef, Sam, it’ll be fine. The other dinner stuff was a fluke. Two flukes. There’s no such thing as three flukes.”

Austin puts the bags down. “Careful, Sammie. Don’t poke the bear.”

I give him a look. “Am I the bear?”

“Not walking into that trap. I’m going to go get a quick workout in before it starts raining.”

I want to fight with him about everything he said, including being accused of potentially fighting. I land on: “Before it starts raining? Are we really just assuming it will?”

“Did you get shrimp at the grocery store, or did you stop yourself when you realized Mr. Kelly might be coming back around?” he challenges.

“Right.” I blink down at the jar of horseradish I got for cocktail sauce, with the intention of a shrimp appetizer. I’ve been pretty good at being in denial about my mother’s death, my severed relationship with my sister for almost a decade, the grudges against my old friends … why not this too?

“I’ve got an idea about that.” Matt comes in then. He takes in the groceries. “Lobster? Don’t you want to try something a little…”

“Fuck’s sake, guys, I cook way harder stuff like every night of my life!” I breathe in through my nose and count to three before saying, “Matt, you have an idea?”

“Yes. Okay, so I think we should try to stay up all night. If this is a mental thing, or if it’s … I don’t know, more than that, that’ll tell us something. Right?”

I consider for a moment, and then realize there’s a heavy weight on my chest at the idea. I dig deeper and think it might be because … maybe I don’t want to break the spell.

The spell.

I gasp and drop the carton of eggs on the floor.

“Didion!” Sammie puts a hand on my back. “What— Are you okay?”

“Birdie, no.” Austin whistles to prevent the dog from licking up the sharp, eggy mess.

The storm. What Babe said about oaks and time. The Lithuanian witches we supposedly hail from. All things I found ridiculous at worst or at best to be a cute story.

“Sorry,” I say, faintly.

“What is it?” Matt eyes me gravely.

“Nothing … nothing, I’ll be fine. I’ve got this, I can clean up. Don’t—You guys can go outside or—or…”

“Didion, talk to us.”

I look at her. Stare into her deep, pale blue eyes. I could tell her what I just remembered. That night we did Halloween in July, and Babe told us we were special. Told us we had one spell in our lifetime. She would know. She was there. She will know what this might mean.

What I’m suddenly certain it means.

This is Babe’s One Big Spell.
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I try to push the thought out of my mind, but it’s a bully. I decide not to tell Sammie my theory yet, having learned long ago to think before I speak. I try to keep my mind on my béchamel, but it breaks. I try to mince the garlic but get the tip of my finger, don’t notice at first, yet again peppering the kitchen with blood, then forget about the cut again until later, when I squeeze lemons right into the open wound.

When I go to drop the lobsters into the pot of boiling water, I get distracted by Birdie at my foot and am pinched painfully by a claw, drop it on the floor, and end up in a scene worthy of the Marx Brothers.

In the end, dinner is ruined again when I drastically overcook the lobsters, dealing with everything else. The lobsters, not the Marx Brothers.

I’m standing there, hands on hips, accepting that fact when I hear Austin behind me.

“You okay?”

I turn, and he takes in the bloody gauze on my finger, the lobster in the sink.

“Do I not seem okay?”

“You seem like a woman in a Hallmark movie. Except instead of flour on your face”—he licks his finger and swipes at my cheekbone—“it’s blood.”

I swat his hand away. “Stop that.” It doesn’t come out firm, like I’d like it to. It comes out as a whisper, a plea to touch me again. Instead of letting it linger, I nervously say, “I guess it doesn’t matter that I have a cut. It won’t be there in the morning.”

We stay in that weirdness for a second.

He takes a step back. “I know you don’t love accepting help, but maybe you can make an exception.”

“No, I’m fine. I’m just going to find something in the pantry or the freezer. It’ll be fine.”

He hesitates, and then says, “I actually—” He goes to the bottom drawer of the fridge. “I sort of prepared for this situation.”

“You what?”

He pulls out a few trays of raw burgers separated by parchment paper. “Don’t make this a whole thing, Red.”

“So you knew I’d screw it up. You were that sure.” I stare at the burgers, wondering how I’d missed him buying them.

“I thought it couldn’t hurt to have a backup.”

“Wow.”

Adrenaline has been coursing through me, as it does now, whenever I cook. Usually, it’s the right level of energy for a night at Baccarat, but here, where there’s no hurry, it’s rattling around inside me and turning into anxiety, making me edgy.

“Respectfully,” he ventures, as I arch an eyebrow, “this is a lot of dead lobsters for a kitchen that doesn’t plan on serving them.”

We both look over at the sink for a moment, before I say, “No—you know what, I’ll just go back to Lawson’s and—”

He catches me by the apron string tied around my waist and says, “You’re not going to go get five more poor lobsters. Let’s just eat the backup burgers.”

“No!”

“Why not?”

“I can do this, Austin.”

My words seem to come from somewhere deep inside me, bringing with them the threat of heavy tears. I breathe through the urge until they wane again.

“It’s okay to get a little help, sweetheart.”

My heart skips as he calls me that. The lilt of that Texas accent putting an undeniably sexy spin on the word.

“Don’t sweetheart me.” I try to mean it, but it comes out distinctly flirty.

“All right.” He laughs. “No sweetheart.”

Even there, it makes me feel weak.

“Look. You’re an amazing chef, everyone knows that. Is it not okay for the perfect Didion Bennett to falter sometimes?”

I think about Baccarat. The critics. The high-stakes meetings we have every week, sometimes more than that, about the razor’s edge the restaurant lives on. “Not really.”

“Not Chef Bennett, of Baccarat.” He seems to read my mind. “What about Didion Bennett, the girl I used to know, huh?”

“Yeah, well.” I turn to the counter and busy myself. “You don’t know her now.”

When he says nothing, I glance back at him.

He tilts his head at me now, exposes that dimple again, a shadow falling in his eyes. “It’s a pity your own foot can’t slip a little sometime.”

Oh, and do I catch the reference. The Philadelphia Story played once at the movie theater in town; Austin and I saw it together for the first time. The human frailty monologue struck a chord with us both, though it hadn’t come up until a fight later, when he referenced my so-called strength, my prejudice against weakness and blank intolerance, paraphrasing Cary Grant in his lines to Katharine Hepburn. The fight had erupted, and when we made up, that’s when I—like Tracy Lord in the movie—earned the nickname Red. For my hair, yes, but also for my temper. The temper he promised me he liked, because he liked all of me.

At the time, anyway.

“Is that all?” I ask.

He smiles at the obvious, reluctant warmth in my tone and takes the burgers in the direction of the covered grill outside, saying, “That’s the gist of it.”

Weighty emotion courses under my skin and presses on my lungs. I stare at a spot on the wall for a long time before I set it all aside, and go about cleaning the kitchen, as if I can scrub away all the feelings I’ve spent so long ignoring.

The ones that are rearing up like angry hyenas, refusing to be ignored any longer.
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Harrison is nervous, and it’s adorable. His presence takes some edge off the night. Sure, I may be caught in a time loop with everyone I’m mad at in the world, including the dead body of my mother, who, by the way, might have had the power to bend the universe. I may still be wildly attracted to the only guy I know for a fact would break my heart given any chance. I may have lost my ability to cook, which is usually the one thing I can do.

But look at Harrison! He’s in a little shirt, fiddling his fingers, gazing at my indifferent sister.

His anxiety somehow calms my own. Like how the world can be on fire, politicians can be destroying everything, illness and injustice coursing through the air, and still, you manage to laugh and coo as a puppy discovers and chases its own tail.

“Wine, Harrison?” I ask.

“Oh, sure, love some,” he says.

“Or beer,” offers Austin.

“Ah, uh, either—or—Didion said wine first, so let’s go with that.”

Austin and I catch each other’s eyes, and I have to look away.

I’m about to offer Harrison red or white when I realize he’ll probably go yet another shade paler if I do, so I just bring him a glass of sauvignon blanc.

I pour myself one too. If it’s just going to be another today tomorrow, then really, who cares?

I take a big chug of it before immediately topping it off, then put the bottle back in the fridge.

“Oh,” I say out loud as I get to the porch, as if the wine has already gone to my head. “I should have made a compound butter. It’s so good on burger buns.”

“Didion,” whispers Matt. “Do less.”

I puff out some air and plop down in a chair next to him.

“So, Harrison, you took over the old store, huh?” asks Austin.

“Yep, yep. And don’t think I’m letting you get away without the friends and family discount Dad always gives you.”

“Half the time I go buy materials, someone from Ennis shows up here after work to help me out with whatever the project is.”

“We pride ourselves on great service.” Harrison laughs.

Here. He said here.

I’m struck suddenly with an image of him here, in the years I wasn’t. A drill slung through a tool belt, lifting heavy things, sweating in the sun. Maybe sanding something.

Okay, that’s about one nailing reference away from turning into a sex fantasy. I cease it in its tracks and have another sip of wine before standing up and going to the kitchen to check on the shrimp cocktail chilling in the fridge.

It was the only thing anyone would let me do after Mr. Kelly came again. The cocktail sauce I made doesn’t hold up to the one we had earlier, but it’ll do.

The shrimp are cool enough, so I bring them out and put them on the table. And, as Matt blithely noted, the color of the sauce would conceal any more blood I manage to spill.

I try one and then groan to Matt, the only one tuned in to me. “Overcooked.”

“You’re so hard on yourself.”

He takes one, then tries to hide it, but I know he agrees. “I think that’s great.”

“—in place that my Dad never did. He wasn’t racist or anything, I’m not saying that—”

“What did I miss?” I whisper.

“Harrison is just talking about DEI for his store. It’s not nearly as bad as he’s making it sound.”

“—just want to make sure everyone is comfortable and that we’re doing the right thing,” says Harrison. “But enough about work.”

“Agreed,” I mutter.

Matt hides his smile and we both take a sip of wine.

“Sammie, what are you doing these days?” he asks. “I haven’t seen you around here in a bit. I’m worried now we’ll never get to see you around.”

“Oh, I’m actually … not sure what I’m doing next,” she says.

“What were you doing last?” I ask, ignoring Harrison’s questioning look. I’m sure he assumes that people sharing so much DNA would know exactly what was going on in each other’s lives.

Her icy gaze comes my way. “I was a nanny in Napa.”

“Really?”

“Yes, really.”

“How very Parent Trap. What happened? Why did you leave?”

She gnaws on her bottom lip. “The mother didn’t want me around anymore.”

“Oh my god. You weren’t sleeping with the father.”

“Didion!” She shoots daggers in my direction. “No! Wow, you really think the worst of me, don’t you?”

I had meant to be light. Kind of a joke, a little gossip. But that’s not how she took it. She took it as judgment, as she often does when it comes to us, and I never mean it that way.

“No! Sam, that’s not what I meant.”

“The little girl was always asking for me, if you must know. She started acting out when I wasn’t around.”

My cheeks go hot. “Oh.”

“Yeah, oh. She loved me.”

“I’m sorry. I—”

There’s an awkward beat.

“I’d have a hard time not having a crush on you if you—” says Harrison, then looks like he’d sooner die than finish the sentence. He does anyway. “If you were … if you were my nanny. Or I was the dad. Or, my nanny. I mean, my kid’s nanny.”

This magnificent gaffe restores some ease, puncturing a hole in Sammie’s tension.

“Oh, Harrison,” sighs Matt, patting his shoulder and standing. “I’m going to go check on Nora.”

“So, what will become of Birdsong?” Harrison asks.

He’s trying to get the conversation back on track, but of course this is a point of strain too.

“We think we’re going to sell it,” I say.

“Well, we don’t know for sure,” argues Sammie.

“Didn’t we kinda decide?”

Sammie looks sheepish. “I don’t know, the last few days here have made me wonder. How could we ever do without it?”

“I thought you all just got in yesterday,” says Harrison.

Austin, who is balancing on the back two legs of his chair, takes a sip of his beer and raises his eyebrows at Sammie, like uh-oh, what now?

She glances at him and then says, “Right, that’s what I meant. Only feels like a lot longer.”

Harrison nods. “I know what you mean.”

He’s such a nice guy. He’s so uncomfortable, but my god, is he trying.

Sammie goes on. “I used to picture us all here. With our kids.” She gestures in toward where she knows Nora to be.

I had too. Back before I decided I could never have kids without deeply screwing them up. When I was still fantasizing about doing it all with Austin.

“Anyway.” Sammie leans forward. “Harrison, how do you like being an uncle? Taylor Rae’s daughter is so, so cute.”

Austin gets up. “Gonna check on the burgers.”

Sammie shoots me a side-eye as Harrison answers her. It’s a look that says, I am certain, do not leave me alone with him.

“I love it. She’s such a great kid,” he wraps up.

“Cute,” I say. “Do you have a girlfriend?”

Harrison, good sport that he is, could not look more uncomfortable. “No, I don’t. I’d like one, though. I mean—not just any girlfriend. It’s not like I’ve decided I need a wife, so I’m on the hunt.” He does a manly-man gesture with a bent arm and clenched fist, and I watch him regret it.

Matt comes back outside. “What are we talking about?”

“Harrison really wants a girlfriend,” I quip.

“Didion!” hisses Sammie, eyes alight with surprised amusement.

Harrison smiles and says, “Oh, that wasn’t it exactly. One day, you know, I’d like to get married. You’re married, aren’t you?” Harrison is clearly desperate to get the spotlight off himself. “Do you recommend it?”

Matt shakes his head and grimaces. “I don’t know if it’s the best time to ask me that.”

“What? You and Beau are like the picture-perfect relationship,” Sammie says. “You’re being modest.”

She gives him a questioning look, but there’s no time for an answer when Austin rushes up onto the porch, white shirt damp from the rain. Abs and perfect shoulders embossed in cotton. He sees me looking and winks.

I roll my eyes.

“All right, burgers are ready,” he says. “Sammie, here’s yours.”

He puts it on her plate. It was separate from all the rest and looks different.

“Why does she get a special one?” I ask.

“It’s vegetarian. Here’s yours, princess.” He plops one down on my plate. “Harrison, and Matt. I have Nora’s here too.”

“Vegetarian?” I ask.

Sammie sighs. “Yeah, I’ve been vegetarian since I was about eighteen?”

I gape at her for a long moment. “Oh my god.” I slap my hand over my mouth. “I completely forgot that. Shit, Sammie, I’m sorry, I’ve been trying to serve you fish for the last three days.”

I feel awful. Dietary restrictions are not only something I care deeply about, but something I tend to thrive under.

“It’s okay. It was all complicated enough. And I eat fish on occasion anyway, so it was fine. Though seeing those lobsters in there kind of made me want to cry.”

“I’m so sorry,” I say again.

“It’s really fine. You don’t need to be weird about it. I didn’t remind you.”

I should have known. Of course I knew. I used to know everything about her. About all of them. Now Matt’s not only married with a kid, but maybe things aren’t as good as they seem? I don’t know how Sammie’s spent the last years of her twenties? And Austin, I’m so hung up on lingering touches, heart-melting nicknames, and tangled memories that I can’t even actually remember to be mad at him.

How is this where we all ended up?

“I’m going to grab some relish.” My voice comes out a little weak.

I hear the sliding door open behind me a moment later, as I’m chopping up some Wickles Pickles I found in the fridge. I assume it’s going to be Matt, maybe Sammie, possibly (hopefully?) (hopefully not?) Austin.

But it’s Harrison.

“Harrison, hi.” I lick my finger and put down my knife. “Bathroom is just around that corner there.”

“Oh, yes, I remember. Even if I didn’t, I could just follow the smell.”

I furrow my brow at him. “Um. Smell? Of…”

“The—oh, no, the smell, the candle. There’s a really great candle in there. Sorry.”

I laugh. “You scared me.”

He shakes his head. “Sorry. I just wanted to talk to you for a second.”

“Privately?”

He nods.

I wave for him to follow me into the living room, and once we’re there, I say, “You can hear everything on the porch from in there.”

“Gotcha. Thank you.”

“So … what’s up?”

He lets out a big breath, and then says, “I really like Sammie.”

I look down at the ground and then back at him, saying, “Yeah, I think we can all tell that.”

“Believe it or not, I’m usually pretty good at this. Girls like me. I can be really smooth.”

“Smooth, huh?”

“Yeah, I can. I know how shocking that must be given … everything I am tonight.”

Even talking to me, I can see what he means. He’s way more confident. More relaxed. He’s a really good-looking guy. Not my type—though, in the last several years of rare dates whenever I had time, I’ve wondered what exactly my type was. No one seems to hit the mark.

“So what’s the problem? You need someone to slap you out of it or something?”

“Basically,” he says. “What do I do? She’s always made me this way.”

“Always—Harrison, how long have you had a crush on my sister?”

“Kind of … forever?”

“Really?” My heart swells and I smile.

He nods. “And I’ve never been more of an idiot around anyone. She’s so pretty and cool, and she knows what she wants—”

I make a doubtful sound and then cover it with a cough. “Sorry, go on.”

“I become this sniveling jackass whenever I’m around her.”

“Why do you think that is?”

I have learned, after years of managing other people, and acting as live-in babysitter to Sammie, that usually people know the solution to their problem, and respond much better to it when they are the ones to suggest it.

“Because … I don’t know, I know the kind of guys she likes. Johnny Hart, namely.”

I remember just then, that if things are really the same tonight, he’s set to arrive any minute.

“Shit,” I say out loud.

“Yeah, I know. I hate that guy.”

“Well—yes, me too.”

“I mean he almost killed her, for god’s sake.”

My blood runs cold. The memory is there, sharp as glass, even if I’ve spent years dulling it.

“Yeah. I remember.”

“Sorry. That guy just really gets me going. I shouldn’t have brought that up.”

“No, it’s fine. Really.”

He looks like he wants to apologize again, but takes the hint from my tone and moves on. “Anyway. She likes assholes like that. Or at least that asshole. I don’t even know, are they still together?”

“I don’t think so. And it doesn’t matter. Because you should go for it.”

“Sammie, you mean?”

An idea is starting to form in my head.

“You have to loosen up, that’s all. Show her this side of you. This … normal side.”

He nods tightly, getting a little amped. “You’re right. I know. It’s easier said than done is all.”

“Listen, go back in there, and act like none of this matters. Act like you get a new chance tomorrow to get it right.” It’s not true of course. If anything, Sammie and the rest of us will remember. He is the one who gets too clean a blank slate. “Just try to be yourself, and don’t worry so much about what she thinks.”

“Yeah. You’re right. I don’t know what my problem is.”

“I do.” I smile. “You really like her.”

“I really do. And with your mom passing, which again, I’m so sorry about—”

“It’s okay.” Why do we always say that?

“I’m afraid I’ll never get another chance. I barely saw her as it is over the years, but now … what if I never see her again?”

I glance out at the porch and see Austin. He’s laughing at something Matt is saying. Harrison’s right. What force of universe would it take to get me back around Austin? If time standing still won’t give us a chance, then what ever could?

“Didion?”

“Sorry,” I say, coming back into the room. “You just got me thinking. You’re right. I don’t know what’s going to happen after this weekend. You have to shoot your shot.”

He smiles. “Is it okay if I hug you?”

“Yeah,” I say, and then step toward him.

His embrace is comforting and warm, and it makes me ask the most pathetic question I’ve ever asked myself.

When was the last time I let someone hug me?
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I bring my emergency relish outside in a ramekin and then sit down to eat my burger, and find that it’s gone.

“I put it back on the top shelf of the grill to keep it warm,” says Austin, and I notice that his plate is missing too. He waited to eat.

“Thanks,” I say.

He returns with both plates a second later, then looks out over the water as he takes a bite. There’s a distinctive crack of thunder off in the distance, and then Austin counts down with three fingers, then two, then one—points up just as the sky splits with lightning, landing like a meteor in the sand.

“Whoa,” says Harrison. “How … how did you do that, man?”

I pick up the burger, but then remember what comes next—if everything goes how it has.

Doorbell rings. Birdie barks.

I jump up, my knee knocking the table and making everything on it rattle. “I got it.”

Just as last night, I tear open the door and then look into Johnny’s beautiful, awful face.

“Go,” I say. “Forever. Go.”

“I—”

“I don’t care. Go.”

“I’m sorr—”

“You’re sorry about Babe, blah, blah, blah, we know, now get the hell out of here.”

He presses his lips into a firm line, then lifts his jean jacket up over his head and runs back out into the rain.

I shut the door. Lock it. Turn off the hall light.

I come back to the table, and Sammie stares at me. Then, like she can read my thoughts, and I’ve never been certain she can’t, her eyes flash wide.

“Sammie, don’t—”

But she’s gone.

I hear the front door open, the screen door creak, and her footsteps on the porch. We can’t hear what she shouts, but her voice carries over the house and onto the porch.

I look at Harrison, who gives me a resigned smile.

“It was him, wasn’t it?”
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THE THIRD SUMMER, THIRTEEN YEARS AGO

Didion’s hands shook as she shoved plates into the dishwasher. Her stomach flipped like she’d swallowed seawater, though nothing was wrong. Everything was fine. It should have been fine.

She and Sammie had spent the day on the beach, tanning and listening to the new Lana Del Rey album on repeat. They were both bronzed to the point of being cherry red on their shoulders and noses, Sammie already a mess of summer freckles, even though they’d only been at Birdsong for a week. Didion’s junior year had been ridiculously intense. She had been taking almost all AP classes, doing SAT prep after school most days, then working at a fancy steak restaurant as an expo on the weekends. Then, of course, taking the SATs themselves, which had been nerve-wracking and taken up almost all of her brain space in the days leading up to it and then in the weeks after as she awaited the results, which she still hadn’t received. The rest of it had gone to school applications and that subsequent anxiety.

Sammie’s sophomore year had not been stressful. She’d won homecoming queen in the fall, and spent most of her after-school time and weekends hanging out with her new boyfriend, Alex. He was in a band, had shaggy hair and a tongue piercing. Didion and Sammie’s father and his wife were asleep too early and too old and out of touch to remotely notice that she was constantly sneaking out to see him. It was only Didion who made her text constantly when she arrived and departed from places, and who had to go pick Sammie up in the middle of the night.

Didion didn’t resent her sister for this. Sammie was just being a teenager. The problem was only that it meant Didion didn’t get to be.

The one good thing that had yet come out of Didion’s premature adulthood was that she had worked hard and saved, and now she was the proud owner of a dented, ten-year-old Jeep Wrangler. Yes, she used it mostly to get to and from work and to get her sister from parties and playgrounds in the middle of the night, but she had a car!

Didion had driven them down to Birdsong herself, and they’d blasted music the whole way, with the windows down and the air-conditioning on, because no one could tell them no. They stopped at a gas station and Didion bought them snacks and sodas and candy and the three-and-a-half-hour drive felt positively Kerouacian, as it was the closest thing to a solo road trip they’d yet had in their lives.

But none of the SAT prep, college applications, or any of the rest of it was why Didion was stressed as she pressed START on the dishwasher and anxiously wiped down the counter.

The reason she was stressed was because she was going to see Austin. For the first time since last summer.

Sammie was on the porch listening to music and reading a magazine, feet up on the table, a fan circulating warm air. The house smelled of aloe vera gel. Didion looked at the time on her phone, over and over, and yet somehow after an hour, only two or three minutes would have passed, the clock moving at a snail’s pace toward ten PM.

He was coming back from a weeklong tennis clinic in Savannah, and ten was when he said he thought he’d be back.

Didion checked her phone and almost dropped it when she saw that there was a text from him.



running a little late—more like ten thirty




“Dammit.”

“Tell me he didn’t cancel!” Sammie exclaimed, hearing her through the kitchen window.

“No, he’s just running late.”

Sammie came into the kitchen. “That’s fine then, right? Late is fine.”

Sammie was nervous for her sister, she’d said it all day, which only made Didion feel more stressed out, even though it was nice of her to empathize.

“It’s weird that Mom’s not here,” said Sammie. “I thought she said she’d be back in time for dinner.”

“I know.” Didion checked her phone again, ostensibly for something from their mom, but really looking at Austin’s text again. “She’s been out so much since we got here this time.”

“It’s weird. Do you think she has a boyfriend?”

“A boyfriend? No. Right?”

“I don’t know. She’s out a lot. Maybe it’s a guy. Or a girl. It would be fun if she became a lesbian.”

Didion almost laughed, but stopped herself. “Sammie, you can’t say that.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know. It makes sexuality seem like a novelty or something.”

Sammie rolled her eyes. “Ugh, I can’t wait for you to stop talking like an SAT test.”

“Yeah, well, just wait until next year. Then it’ll be your turn.”

“Eh, I don’t think so.”

“What do you mean? Of course it will.”

“I don’t think I want to go to college. I think I want to travel.”

Didion let out a bark of a laugh. “Okay, how are you going to pay for that then? You don’t even have a job.”

“Why do you always say that like that? I’m fifteen, I’m a kid. I’m not supposed to work.”

“Yeah, well, why would you? I pay for everything. The movies, snacks, bowling, whatever, everything we do.”

Sammie blinked at her. “I always say thank you, and I never ask you to pay for any of that stuff.”

For some reason, this was even more annoying to Didion.

“Forget it,” she said, as she always did. “I’m going to go get ready.”

“Didion, you look great already. You shouldn’t do anything more, you look perfect.”

Sammie smiled at her sister, an earnest look in her puppy dog eyes. “It’ll be fine. He likes you for you, ya know? And last summer was last summer. I’m sure things will go right back to normal.”

Last year, just before the girls went back home for the school year, Austin and Didion had fought. She said they should break up because they were about to be three hours apart anyway and stormed off. Then he hadn’t followed her, so she cried herself to sleep and woke up the next morning to the conversation where they were supposed to make up like usual, but instead he said she was right. That he would be busy with tennis and she would be getting ready for the SATs and that they shouldn’t put pressure on the relationship.

She’d had to act cool, like she’d planned on saying the very same thing. Then she spent the entire fall thinking about him and moping and wallowing and composing a thousand messages she never sent. Then feeling hurt and rejected when he, just like she, never said a word.

Not until last week, when he texted her and said: are you coming back?

And she’d said yes.

And he’d said I’ll be back next Saturday.

The only other words they’d exchanged since then were about timing and the logistics of him coming to pick her up.

Didion pressed the screen on her phone again. “Yeah. What are you going to do tonight?”

“Oh…” She looked hangdog. “I might go out with Johnny.”

“Johnny?”

“You know the guy—”

“Oh, wait, that guy? Ugh. He sucks.”

“He does not!” Sammie laughed. “He’s really hot. And sweet actually.”

“Have you been hanging out with him? What about Alex?”

Sammie absently braided her hair and said, “I think I’m going to end things with him.”

“Thank god. He sucks too.”

“Didion!” Sammie pushed her on the shoulder and they both descended into giggles.



Finally, ten thirty ticked around, and Didion did everything she could not to stare out the window and wait for headlights.

When she eventually heard him, she pulled in a tense breath and checked herself in the mirror one more time.

He tapped the horn gently, and she stood in the kitchen counting to thirty before she went out. She didn’t want to seem desperate. She wasn’t desperate. She was an independent woman! Didn’t need a guy to be happy! Had a whole future in front of her! No green eyes or perfect crooked smile could woo her!

She left the house, door slapping shut behind her, flip-flops clapping on the porch steps, and into the warm night she went.

He leaned over the passenger seat and opened the door for her.

“Thanks,” she said, hoisting herself in. She couldn’t meet his eyes at first. She pretended to adjust the thong of her shoe and then messed with the seat belt. Finally, she had to look at him.

Okay. Yes. She was desperate for him.

He was even hotter than he’d been last year. Unlike all the simpy guys she knew, he had no online presence, so seeing how much he had changed was startling. His jaw was more defined. His nose sharper. He was broader and more muscular. But he also smelled like Austin. The look he gave her was the same. There was no question she wanted him back.

“Hey, Red.”

“Hi,” she said, to her own ears sounding like a squeaky toy compared to his hot, raspy voice.

“Where to?” he asked.

And in that moment, she had a feeling all was forgiven. It was from her side anyway. She missed him too much to care.

“Let’s just go until we hit water,” said Didion.

He smiled his signature cocksure smile, put the car in gear, and then pulled out of the driveway.



They wound up going to JJ’s Diner. One of the only places in town that didn’t start carding at night. She ordered a slice of coconut cream pie and a milkshake, and he got a full pancake breakfast after apparently surviving off of pure protein for the last few months. Which showed, by the way; the more closely she looked, the more she saw that his muscles were now sharp and sculpted in a way she didn’t even know they could be.

They talked for hours. Not about what happened. Not about their fight. Not even about what they’d been doing for the last year, though eventually they did that too. They just talked about … everything. Things they heard about or thought or dreamed or might want to do one day or would never want to do.

They talked until they’d cleared every morsel of food and drink. It was close to one AM when they emerged into the buggy, still-warm night. In the glow of the neon stripes that wrapped around the old fifties-style diner, he pulled her close and said, “I’ve missed you, sweetheart.”

It sent her into full-body shivers, despite the temperature. Most guys her age would have seemed like a toddler plodding around in their father’s loafers if they tried to say sweetheart, but he could do it. He sounded like a hot movie character, but not like he was trying to.

She stood on her tiptoes, threw her arms around his neck, and kissed him. And, thank god, he kissed her back.

She certainly wasn’t going to stay mad. She hadn’t been mad even the morning after their fight. They’d both been stupid. Young, a whole year ago.

Finally, he took her hand in his and said, “Let’s go look at all the drunk idiots.”

They walked through the town, observing the Saturday-night debauchery. Bad, bad, bad karaoke came pouring out of Dusty’s, a man singing a Spice Girls song, with the whole bar singing along. Outside Summer Place, Mercy’s resident fancy restaurant, late-night workers were cleaning up from a wedding, rolling extra tables out of the place and into the back of a pickup truck. And then, at Sunhouse, where an old Rolling Stones song played, they saw a familiar face among the crowd on the packed patio.

She almost didn’t recognize her.

“Is that … my mom?”

Austin followed her gaze. “Oh, boy.”

Babe, with her curly blond hair tossed messily off to one side, was sitting on a man’s lap, smoking a cigarette and telling a story that made everyone around her burst into a huge wave of laughter.

“She’s wasted,” said Didion. “Is she smoking?”

“She does seem to be.”

Didion was in shock. “Should I do something?”

“Do something? She’s an adult. She can take care of herself. It’s Saturday night.”

Didion wanted to say, She’s not an adult, she’s my mom, she’s supposed to be home for dinner and in bed by now.

She knew she couldn’t say that, because it was childish and unfair. But something about even knowing it was childish annoyed her. Why couldn’t she be childish? She was only a year older than Sammie, who only hours ago pronounced herself to be a kid, and here Didion was, checking herself for juvenile thoughts.

“Let’s go. I don’t want her to know I saw her.”

When they got into his truck, Austin was quiet for a moment, then said, “You know, it’s okay she’s out having fun.”

“Is she like this a lot? Do you see her out?”

Austin lived here full-time, after all. He was around her, technically, more than Didion was.

He didn’t say anything for a moment, and she made a face to prod him on.

“She’s the life of the party these days,” he said. “It doesn’t seem like a problem.”

Didion didn’t know how to answer that, or what follow-up questions to ask. But then her phone rang, saving her.

Sammie.

“One second.” She picked it up. “Hello?”

“Didion, can you come get me?”

“What’s wrong, are you okay? Where are you?”

“I’m sick.”

“Where are you,” she asked, more urgently now.

“I’m at the beach, I tried calling Mom, but…” Her voice faded away.

“Sam, it’s an island, where on the beach?”

She told her, and then Didion directed Austin.



They found her on the outskirts of a party, waiting on the street.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I drank way too much. I just—I didn’t mean to, but then I was trying to keep up with Johnny, which was so stupid—”

“Johnny?” asked Austin, looking in the rearview at Sammie, who was looking green. “Not Johnny Hart.”

And then she threw up all over the back seat.

“Oh my god!” Didion screamed.

“Oh my god!” Sammie screamed back. “I’m so sorry!”

She burst into tears.

“It’s fine,” said Austin, then laughing and making a face, he reached behind him and cranked open her window. “Maybe out there if it happens again, though.”

Austin stayed at the house for a while that night, even once the back of the car was cleaned up, even while Didion went in the bathroom and helped Sammie shower off and change into clean clothes. Didion tucked her sister into bed with a trash can next to her.

“I’m the worst,” Sammie muttered. “I’m the worst.”

“You’re not the worst,” Didion said, thinking, really it seemed like this Johnny guy was the worst.

Austin had to wake up early, Didion knew, so she told him he could go. After resisting, he finally relented.

Once he left, Didion sat down on the front porch and cried. Suddenly everything felt out of control. Her mother was out, having a life, smoking at bars. Her sister was hanging out with someone Didion didn’t even really know, going to parties on her own and drinking heavily.

She felt simultaneously like she had to be the grown-up and somehow like a child left behind as everyone moved on from the wholesome nature of youth into the darker, more sinister adulthood she didn’t yet feel equipped for.

Didion wished Matt were there. He was at Bible camp, bless his soul, where his parents forced him to spend the first week of the summer. He’d be at Birdsong next week, and it couldn’t come fast enough.

She wanted to be four years old again. Small and allowed to need things. Toted around by competent people whose job it was to keep her alive. When she could be tucked into bed, when she could be taken care of. When she was just a lump on the ground playing with the dog and it was her mother loading the dishwasher and carrying the burden of stress.

Didion didn’t fall asleep that night until she heard her mother return home, the storm door shut, her footsteps up the stairs and down the hallway. For a brief second, she thought her mother might stop in and kiss her goodnight like she used to. But she didn’t. She went straight to her own room.

Of course. Because Didion was not a child anymore.
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NOW

Mornings at my apartment in the city are gray and hollow. The sun doesn’t come through my window until late afternoon, when I am almost always at work. Mornings at Birdsong, on the other hand, are sleepy and cheerful. There’s a gentle feeling to the house. The birds sing enthusiastically outside every window, white boats speckle the horizon, and there’s the promise of all things bright and beautiful that hangs in the air.

Sometimes back in the day, somebody would have made or picked up breakfast, even if it was just a hunk of cheese with some crackers and grapes. The smell of coffee was always in the air. I loved it. There was always the sense of someone else taking care of things, which, by the time I was fifteen, I’d already come to appreciate.

Now, even with Babe gone—though still present, god help us—it’s the same.

I’m not even at the bottom of the staircase when I can smell the everything bagels, and I gravitate right to the happy yellow box from Holey Cheese and breathe in the scent.

I know New York is famous for its bagels, and they’re great, really they are, but there’s nothing like waking up and having Holey Cheese bagels already picked up and waiting for you.

Matt is on the back porch reading a ratty old book, but no one else seems to be around.

I pull myself an espresso, and while I wait, I look at the cookbooks. I recognize the spines so well. Eat, Drink, and Be Chinaberry, The Joy of Cooking, The New Moosewood Cookbook, Hot Sour Salty Sweet. But I zero in on the green journal beside them all.

I pull it off the shelf and its water-warped pages fall open.

My eyes prick at the sight of my mother’s scrawling handwriting. Unlike me, she was always a very loose chef. No recipes. No measuring. Just tasting it as she went along and essentially playing by ear. On occasion, she would write down the bones of something, and this was where she did it. I’d completely forgotten.

When people die, they leave behind hundreds of things we don’t know what to do with. Shoes and half-used face creams and their own personal memorabilia in the form of ticket stubs, playbills, other unknowable objects. Loved ones are tasked with removing clothes from hangers and drawers and deciding which items remind them, personally, most of the deceased, usually donating the rest. We all end up with strange trinkets or shirts we’ll never wear, all because we need something to hang on to. Some proof of life.

When my grandparents died, my mother had gone through this process, Birdsong housing most of the things she kept, from sets of china to glassware, records and books. And of course, the house itself had already been filled mostly with their things.

When my father died, his neutral effect on the world was reflected in how impersonal his belongings were. He had a collection of austere history books, toiletries, a closet of beige. In the days after his death, his wife had offered me the chance to take anything that I wanted. She’d keep the rest or otherwise deal with it. I had walked through the house I grew up in feeling sad, not only because he was gone, but because it almost seemed like he may as well have never been here at all. What was there to remember? It was this sort of thing that made me the saddest. A man born for middle management, capable of only as much love as seemed legally necessary when it came to his children.

I only kept one thing of my father’s, in the end. A fringed leather jacket I never once saw him wear. I was fascinated by it. Was it part of who he used to be, when Babe met him? Evidence of who he wanted to be? I couldn’t picture him wearing it at all. Maybe it was part of a costume, but even that felt impossible to imagine. I kept it, and never remembered to ask Babe about it. And now I’ll never know.

What Babe left behind is yet to be determined. A house we most likely, realistically, cannot keep. Its contents we will thusly never be able to store. But this, what I hold in my hand now, this is the most of my mother I could even imagine holding on to.

If you are lucky enough to grow up with a mother who can cook—or even scrape by in the kitchen—you will know that her food holds a special place in your stomach and heart. Like an asshole, she hadn’t written down measurements, not anywhere in this journal, but it’s as if she left clues. Like half of a cryptex, and I was the only person alive who might hold the other half—the taste memory and the skill to bring her food back to life.

Only problem being I have absolutely no idea what the hell she wrote. Her writing is impossible to read.

I take my espresso, a sweet onion bagel smeared with whipped scallion cream cheese and topped with Maldon salt, and the journal outside to the porch where Matt is reading.

“Hey,” I say. “Mind if I sit?”

He laughs like this is a silly question. “Of course.”

Using his foot, he scoots the chair closest to him.

I sit down with a big sigh. “This is so bizarre.”

“I know. But I’m kind of loving the break, if I’m honest. I haven’t had a single day off since I graduated.”

“I know the feeling.”

“I don’t think I would have bet on the two of us to be the workaholics,” he says with a smile.

“Not back then anyway, back then we thought we might be Broadway stars.”

He winces. “Don’t remind me. I can’t even think about the fedora I wore to prom without wanting to die.”

“Neither can I.”

He lightly kicks me under the table. “Hey, it’s worse for you, you were my date.”

“Proudly,” I say.

Austin and I were on shaky ground then, but he still planned to take me to prom. He would have, too, if it hadn’t fallen on the same weekend as the tournament that was about to put him on everyone’s radar.

While I was drinking Hi-C punch in a dress from the sale rack at Nordstrom, dancing to an ancient Usher song, he was in France playing in a grueling tournament. I saw videos after. Red clay, ads for Perrier and other luxury brands plastered around him, that smile. Our lives were starting to feel really different.

“Is Austin at the athletic club again?” I ask now.

“Mm-hmm. And Sammie has Nora down there.” He motions toward the beach.

“Oh.” I look out. From here, it looks like a toddler and a teenager. The sight of her, looking so young, with a kid … it gives me chills.

“She’s so good with her,” says Matt.

“Hey—yesterday you said that thing about now not being a good time to ask you about being happy in your marriage.” I wonder why I think now might be, and then ask, “Is everything okay?”

“In my marriage?”

“Or … whatever, homelife stuff. You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to.”

Matt takes off his sunglasses—Gregory Peck–worthy tortoiseshell—and leans back in his chair, rubbing his eyes. “My life is kind of a mess, actually.”

“Your life? Your life?”

He’s the only one I can stalk online, and his life looks great. I know the internet on the whole is a complete lie, but how much can it pretend?

“Beau and I didn’t used to fight much, but when we would, it was always like, one fight would cause another, then another, and we’d go through these bouts where we’d be in a new fight every day for like two weeks. Then it would stop. And lately, it’s just … not stopping.”

“Do you know why?”

“I do.” He looks out toward the beach. “He didn’t want a kid.”

“Oh my god. That’s … huge.” My heart pangs for Nora, and I hope she never, ever finds out. I know, firsthand, the pain of knowing.

“Yeah. I did. He thought he’d come around, and he knew how much I wanted us to have a kid. He loves her, obviously. Who wouldn’t?”

“Who wouldn’t?” I agree.

“But he’s just not really clocked in as a dad. Which is a really big problem, because I’m the one at work all the time.”

“What does he do?”

“He was a lawyer, too, but his firm fell apart a couple years ago, and then we had just gotten a surrogate for Nora. We decided he would take some time off. He hates it, hates being a stay-at-home dad. He’s visibly resentful when I come home from work. Which then means I can’t complain about work, and he’s showing his irritation to her, and it just kicks off the cycle. Every day is a trigger.”

“Well … the structure of your life itself seems like a trigger,” I venture.

He taps his nose and points at me. “Bingo.”

“So … what do you think you want to do?”

He shakes his head. “To be honest, it didn’t really hit me until I got down here. I’m so busy all the time. I’ve basically been lurching from one thing to the next and just coping in between.”

I nod. “I know that feeling too. Only it’s just me I have to worry about.”

“Yeah. Suddenly I’m a workaholic with a bad marriage and a kid caught in the middle and—” He stops and gives a sorry laugh. “Wow. I sound like my own father, if he’d gone to therapy.”

“Oh, god.”

“You’re right, there wasn’t enough god in it for my dad.”

This makes me laugh, remembering how sanctimonious his parents could be. How they’d hidden their fears behind religion.

“What do they think of you and Beau?”

“Complete denial.” He leans forward for his coffee. “We haven’t been able to talk politics in over a decade, they treat Nora like a kid I’m watching over, instead of their actual granddaughter, and they introduce Beau as my friend when we visit.”

“That’s so fucked.”

“Yup.”

“I’m really sorry.”

“Me too,” he says. Then: “You know, Nora spent a fair amount of time with Babe. Not in the last year, so much. But she knew her. She remembers her.”

We both look out in Nora’s direction. She’s packing a plastic green pail and Sammie is dribbling wet sand onto a turret.

“So strange. If I ever had a kid, they’d have nobody. No grandparents at all.”

“That’s not true, there will be another person involved, probably. They might have parents. They could suck, like mine, but he might have them.”

This makes me laugh. “Yeah. I don’t know. I’m not going to have kids anyway. Probably. I don’t know. I can’t even see myself dating, much less getting that far along in a relationship.”

“What about old Killjoy?” He gives me an impish grin.

“Austin? Pfft. You’re joking.”

“You’re joking if you think the chemistry between you two isn’t palpable.”

“It is not.”

“Oh, it is. Could cut it with a knife. What’s wrong with Austin? He’s a good guy.”

I give him a look. “I think we’ve learned that is not necessarily the case.”

He hesitates. “You know, I know that you saw him a couple years ago.”

His words squeeze my heart and momentarily stop it beating. “How?”

“He told me.”

“Everything?”

Matt shakes his head. “No. He said he was going to see you. Then he never brought it back up and I got the sense I shouldn’t ask.”

“Ah.” I pick up a poppy seed and rub it between my fingers. “I keep forgetting you all kept in touch.”

“Not enough that I ever heard what happened.”

I shift my gaze to his without moving my head. “I suppose you want to know?”

“Please, I haven’t seen a celebrity gossip post in days now. I’m dying over here.”

I almost tell him it’s nothing. I almost keep it all to myself, like I did back then. I told almost nobody about what happened that week that I saw him. Only Babe. I had to sit with the anger and the hurt all alone for all this time.

I take a sip of my coffee, take a deep breath, and tell my old friend the real reason I will never again fall for Austin James.
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TWO YEARS AGO

“You can do better,” said Chef Garza. “Faster. Better. I really need you to bring it, Bennett. Come on, you have to be able to keep up.”

It took everything in Didion to remain calm. She’d spent the entire service picking up Garza’s slack. She had put out about a hundred fires, one of them an actual fire, and did all of it while remaining calm. In this kitchen, it seemed that if you weren’t yelling or visibly panicking, you were perceived as not working hard. No. Didion’s strength was her ability to move effortlessly, quickly through the weeds without ever getting stuck in them. And as usual, Chef Garza misunderstood her.

“Yes, Chef,” said Didion, hands behind her back, fingernails carving half-moons into her palms.

“I don’t want to have to replace you, but I will. There are about a hundred chefs just like you out there, more talented, faster, prettier, better. And I’m giving you another chance to prove why I should keep you instead of finding one of them.”

“Sorry, how is it relevant that there are prettier chefs than me?” Didion bit back, the smallest drop of her ever-reserved anger leaking out.

Garza lifted his bushy brows at her. “Are you really going to make this into a feminist thing? Jesus, Bennett, get off the internet.”

It was hard to know where to begin with that. So, she said, “Yes, Chef.”

When she was finally released from Garza’s tiny, cigarette-stinking office, she burst out onto smoggy Madison Avenue, wanting to punch through a brick wall. She pulled out her phone to call her co-worker to vent, but then she saw a missed call from Austin James.

Austin fucking James. For the first time in eight years. She’d unblocked him years ago, never wanting to be the type of girl who has a long list of people she’s “cut out” of her life. But she hadn’t reached out, and neither had he. It wasn’t that surprising, because they’d broken up. And that was when they were kids, anyway. She hadn’t really expected to hear from him.

Until now.

She stopped dead in her tracks, pissing off at least two people on the street as she did so.

There was also a text.



Hey. Sorry for calling out of the blue, but … wanna talk?




“Oh my god,” Didion said out loud to herself. “Oh my god.”

There was no one in her life who would know how crazy this was. No one to text a screenshot to.

As it often did, her heart panged as it came up against the empty space that should be filled by her sister.

Whoa, did she just tap Austin’s name? And now, as it started to ring, she wasn’t hanging up. Her stomach was like a pinball machine.

And then suddenly, she was talking to a ghost from her past.

He’d been thinking about her.

He’d had a few drinks, it was probably a huge mistake to call her, he’d be embarrassed tomorrow.

She didn’t want him to be embarrassed.

She could hear him grinning into the other end of the phone as they chatted, her cheeks already aching from the excitement of hearing his voice again.

Ten minutes ago, she couldn’t have imagined where she’d be. It was as unexpected as if she had walked out of that restaurant and been flattened by a city bus.

“Hey, so I know this is … crazy,” he began. “Would you … would you want to meet up?”

“M-meet up?” Her voice wobbled. “When?”

“Tomorrow?”

“I have a job…”

“Quit.”

“Do you know how many people would kill for my job?”

Even as she said it, her mind whirred with the idea. He was kidding, she was sure. But she could quit. What if she did? What if she didn’t even give two weeks’ notice, and she just left?

She would never.

Would she?

Could she?

“Where are you?” he asked.

“New York.”

“Mm.”

“Where are you?”

“Texas. West Texas. Kinda middle of nowhere.”

A taxi screamed by and a shirtless man threw a cup of what she hoped to god was coffee hard on the sidewalk, and she only barely sidestepped in time to not get hit by it.

Cars honked, people shouted, a gust of trash air wafted her way. And all the time, her phone had been buzzing with messages on the group chat from the restaurant. She glanced at them and saw that Garza needed everyone to come in early tomorrow.

She took a deep breath and got ready to jump. “Okay.”

“Okay?”

For a horrible moment, she thought he’d say the whole thing was a joke. He was only messing with her, damn.

He didn’t.

Twenty-four hours later, she was in his old truck again, windows down, Patsy Cline on the radio. She was in a desert snow globe, the sky so huge, arching above them, a sunset of inky navy blue and streaks of hot orange, red, and yellow on the horizon, miles of nothing around them, only desert leading to mountain.

It was so perfect. She had been reckless, left her job. She wasn’t sure how she was going to pay rent—and she was going to need to move out anyway, since she lived with Garza’s niece.

Yet, she knew this was the kind of thing that made life worth living. Flying down the long empty road with days of the unknown pouring out in front of you, waiting to tumble the shape of you into something new.

He opened a beer when they got close enough—dangerous! Illegal! Reckless!—and nothing tasted better than that almost-cold Pacifico as they tore down the endless strip of road.

Not until they pulled up to the Stardust Motel. Checked in. Opened the door of their cheap room and slammed it shut behind them. As if they’d sworn to, the second they were alone, her body was against the wall, his body a wall against hers, hands grasping and lungs gasping, sounds of ecstasy and relief and surprise emitting from both of them with abandon.

It was like that for the next week.

They almost never came up for air. Their desire for each other was limitless. When they weren’t having sex, they were in the moments before or after sex, either in foreplay or the afterglow, a half-lidded focus on the vibrant, unfamiliar world.

They went to dive bars at night and ate fried food and drank smoky, citrusy ranch waters from pint glasses. Didion wore crop tops and jean shorts and a pair of secondhand cowboy boots bought from a shop in town. They played pool with strangers in noisy bars that got so competitive Didion lost her voice from laughing and yelling. There were dirty jokes from dirty old men that nevertheless, were funny, and were nevertheless, endearing. They heard fascinating stories from people they’d never see again. They had electric-blue makeouts in the chlorinated pool at the motel, and they lay in a sweaty sex heap on the squeaky bed as a box fan blew on them.

After years of deferring, yes-chef-ing, being clean and proper and quiet and respectable, she was wild and slutty and happy and tipsy and horny and imperfect. All the things she hadn’t been. It was the answer to the question she never knew to ask.

Who was Didion when she let go?

It was more them than they’d ever even been at Birdsong. This world that they shared with no one who knew them.

Everyone who met them thought they were together, and why wouldn’t they? He put his arm around her while they talked to new friends. Smacked her on the ass when she went for another round. Gave her piggyback rides to the car. She gave him shit and he loved it. They kissed outside in the moonlight, dust kicking up in the wind; they slow-danced to sorrowful slide guitar as the bar closed down around them.

It was like they had stepped into a different reality. One where they were together, here, in this life. This life with nothing but new moments of glorious nothing.

On her fourth day, they pulled off on the road after Didion spotted a cardboard sign that said PUPPIES in fat Sharpie ink.

Someone had found a pregnant golden retriever wandering around in a nearby town. The idea of this felt so unbelievably surreal, such a suburban dog living wildly out in the nowhere—a bit like how Didion saw herself. They went into this stranger’s house, followed them out to a mudroom, where there was indeed a litter of golden retriever puppies. A few months old. Past the snub-nosed part of development, and now in the furry, bouncy part. Downy blond fur and pink bellies.

One came bounding right up to Didion, jumped in her lap and curled up there, gazing at her, then panting at Austin.

“I’ve always wanted a dog,” Austin said.

“Me too.”

After hardly a moment of thought, he said, “We’ll take this one.”

Didion beamed. We.

It was so crazy! So against the rules! Who rescued a dog on a whim? Who talked in we without ever actually talking about the future?

It didn’t matter. They weren’t there to do things right. They were there to do things they wanted.

And then suddenly, they were three. They named her Birdie, after Birdsong. He put an old red Levi’s bandana around Birdie’s neck, folded to fit her. They brought her into bars with them and they became very, very popular with drunk girls. They were often as enamored with the beautiful man holding the end of the leash—which was actually the turquoise strap from her purse—but he didn’t give any of them a second look. Put his arm around Didion and showed them all whose he was, and who was his.

It was bliss.

Until the last day.

Didion had booked a round-trip ticket because of course she had. Anything else would have been at worst, presumptuous and delusional, and at best, inconvenient when eventually she had to return to real life.

She did have to return to real life, didn’t she?

The night before her flight, they drove back out of the depths of the desert and into Midland, where the airport was. It was physically painful for Didion to leave the nothing and drive into the oil town, full of its Tilted Kilts and Outback Steakhouses and traffic. A city that could bore you with its banality on a good day, but on a day like that, it almost killed her.

They checked into the chain hotel, which was offensively bright. She hated its huge parking lot and soda machines and bleach smell.

She wanted to be crazy. Wanted to be irresponsible. Wanted to say fuck it to everything, and drive right back out of that shithole town and back into the open air of nowhere.

Please, she silently implored him, ask me to stay. It can’t be me, it has to be you.

In their room, he took the sanitary matte plastic wrapping off the hotel room cups and filled them with woody, smoky sotol. Didion put her own bandana over the desk light in an effort to diffuse its light. Birdie curled up beside her and quickly fell asleep.

Once again, she held her breath and got ready to jump.

“What if I didn’t go?”

“What do you mean?” he asked her.

“What if I don’t get on the plane tomorrow?”

“I thought you had a job,” he said, giving that smile.

“I … quit. I quit to come.”

She had not told Austin this. She had only—
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NOW

The doorbell rings.

“Oh, goddammit, Gladys,” Matt says. He’s been enraptured by my story. “I’ll get the door. We’ll get the basket, say hi, then she’ll go. Do not forget where you were.”
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“I didn’t know you actually quit your job,” said Austin. He sounded worried.

“It’s fine, I hated it there. I’m not sure what I’ll do now, but … I don’t know, being here has made me wonder if I’m all that happy doing what I’m doing.”

“I think everyone feels that way on vacation.”

Didion could feel something changing. Some wall building back up between them.

“Right, sure,” she said.

Did she dare venture further, to tell him what she wanted? This hurt already.

“I think I need to do something different. Not this, exactly. Just something.”

He nodded. “Not this,” he confirmed.

She thought he looked relieved. “No,” she clarified, trying to save some face. “Obviously not.”

“So … not getting on a flight tomorrow? Why wouldn’t you…”

“Oh.” She backpedaled as hard as she could. “I only meant not back to New York.”

He narrowed his eyes. “Didion, what exactly are you trying to say here?”

“Nothing.”

Tears—of embarrassment maybe, or hurt, or dread—rose in her eyes, hot and sudden. So unlike her to feel without thinking first. To feel without curbing it. But she physically couldn’t.

“Didion, no, don’t cry.” He exhaled. “Dammit, I was afraid—dammit.”

She flew to the bathroom, where she slammed the door and then collapsed against it, hyperventilating silently for several minutes, crying in that awful way that wrenches the gut, suspending your breath.

After a while, he knocked softly on the door. “Didion?”

“Yeah,” she said, her voice completely normal. “Washing my face, I’ll be right out.”

When she re-emerged, he tilted his head at her. “I’m sorry, Didion. I didn’t mean anything by that, I only meant … I hurt you so much last time I saw you and I didn’t ever want to do that again. You never answered me after you left, and then years had gone by, and…”

“It’s fine. I’m tired, that’s all. Don’t want to go back to real life. It was fun. Thanks for inviting me down here.”

The air in the room was so taut, you could practically pluck at it like a guitar string.

“Hey, why don’t we play cards or something,” he said, his voice almost a whisper, as if he too were close to tears. “Why don’t you put on some music?”

“Okay, sure.” She tried so hard to sound like she didn’t care.

He tossed her his phone, which was the one connected to the portable speaker they’d been using. “I’ll go get some ice. The sotol is still pretty hot from the car.”

“Cool.”

He propped open the door, and then left.

She put his password into his phone and it opened right up to the last-used app, to a text message with someone named Aliana.



Aliana: When’s her flight?






Austin: Tomorrow morning






Aliana: You’re coming back after that?






Austin: Yep






Aliana: Amazing, I can’t wait to see you and meet our new dog lol






Austin: looking forward to being back, I’ll head to you as soon as I drop her off




The texts were followed by two kiss emojis from Aliana, and a responding one from him. Didion had never even seen him use an emoji, let alone that one.

Didion shamefully pulled the conversation down another inch and saw texts from a few days ago, when she had been here with him, and it was clear as day that this was his girlfriend.

Didion dropped the phone in horror. She didn’t want to believe what she was reading, wanted to give him the benefit of the doubt but how could she? The words were right there. This wasn’t some stupid romance movie with a misunderstanding. She read the words over and over, the letters starting to float and spread like alphabet soup.

She was going to throw up. Seeing herself referred to as her, as some sort of parcel he needed to unload. Our new dog. It was all too much.

Maybe it would have been different if she hadn’t been so open for those few days. Or if she hadn’t taken the leap and put herself out there, just then with Austin, suggesting that she not get on that plane. Because the truth was, she wanted him to ask her to stay and he already hadn’t. He was fine to send her back to her life, to sever this again. Then, when she asked for it, the connection between them snapped. Had she imagined it? It was already in the past. But even dreams feel so real when you’re in them, don’t they? Sometimes even for a while after you wake up, the logic holds or the pain stays.

She didn’t think about it as she raced to her shoes, grabbed her bag, the bandana. She was about to run, but then picked up his phone one more time.

Nothing made Didion angrier than to be embarrassed, and nothing had ever humiliated her like this before.

Birdie blinked at her from the bed and wagged her tail softly a few times. There had never been a sweeter puppy. Somehow, until just this moment, it hadn’t occurred to her that she really might never see her again. Birdie was a part of someone else’s life.

Her heart didn’t break. It turned to dust.

She clutched Austin’s phone with shaking hands. In one last moment of recklessness, she deleted her own number.
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“Wait, wait, wait,” says Matt. “This is crazy. You deleted your number?”

“And blocked him in my phone before I could change my mind. Then deleted his contact.”

“Wow. Blocking Queen.”

“Well, if it ain’t broke.”

Matt looks scandalized. “I mean. From a yes, girl perspective, you know … yes, girl. But also … why didn’t you just talk to him?”

“I couldn’t. I just couldn’t. I knew it was over. It was a mistake to go to begin with. I had been thinking something he hadn’t. It was all just so embarrassing. I don’t do well when I’m embarrassed.”

“No, I think we all remember the miming incident.”

My eyes shut of their own volition. “Being forced to mime in a high school hallway—I have no words for that.”

“How ironically mime-like.”

I can’t help but laugh at this, but then the laugh turns to a groan as I push my plate out of the way with my elbows and put my head down on the table.

“Didion.”

“Yes,” I say into the table.

“You know you have to talk to him, right?”

“No,” I huff.

“Didion…”

I sit back up. “Am I crazy though? That was pretty fucked-up, right?”

“Well, I’m pretty hardwired to believe there’s always way, way more than two sides to every story. But as your friend, yes, I can see exactly why you were so hurt.” Then, like he can’t help but want more juicy details, he asks, “What did you do when you left?”

“I went across the parking lot to a Chili’s and called an Uber. Went to the airport and then I called my mom.”

“Oh. Does Sammie know all of this?”

“No. We haven’t talked like this in a long time. You can tell her if you need someone to gossip with.” I say this last part more to lessen the impact of admitting that we hadn’t talked.

“Noted. Okay, so what did Babe do when you called her?”

“She flew me here. I stayed for a week figuring things out, and then I went back to New York, packed up all my stuff, moved in with a friend temporarily, and that’s when I got hired at Baccarat.”

“And here you are.”

“And here I am.”

We hear the front door, and then Austin comes in.

“And here he is,” says Matt.

“And here he fuckin’ is,” I say.

“Hey,” says Austin, slightly out of breath. He looks between us, and then says, “Why do I get the feeling you guys were just talking about me?”

It’s painful to see him with all of these memories right at the surface. I want to hit him or cry and scream, maybe even drop to my knees and beg him to love me back. Beg him to tell me it was all some crazy misunderstanding.

I hide the softer parts of me, instead rolling my eyes and laughing it off. “You’re so vain.”

Austin winks and goes upstairs.



After a few minutes, Sammie and Nora return from the water, intent on a snack. I take the opportunity to be alone, walking down the beach, not stopping until my feet are in the water. I stare down as it wraps itself around my feet, cool and cleansing, sand sinking beneath me.

When I called Babe from the Midland airport, she had spoken calmly and clearly. Asked if it would make me feel better to come to Birdsong. I could hardly talk I was crying so hard, finally gasping out a yes. The next thing I knew, there was a one-way ticket in my email.

She was always good in an emergency. Always knew how to be there in moments of devastation.

I landed in Georgia, walked out into the crisp fall air, and waited at the pickup curb. The relief I felt when I saw her car had made tears rise again in my throat. I suppressed them just long enough to get into the Bronco, still with desert dust on my boots, still wearing his sweatshirt. It still smelled of smoke and puppies and sex.

She had put an arm out, a wing, and said, oh, honey, and I leaned into her and cried like I never had before. People began honking, a man in a neon yellow outfit came to the window to tell us to move, and she shot him a wicked look that made him start directing traffic around us.

I stayed in her embrace for who knew how long, and then she finally broke away to turn up the old Julie London song on the radio, and we’d driven through the gray mist across the bridge to Mercy.

Once at home, she told me to shower. She had put out a set of pajamas for me—her softest, my favorite—and when I came downstairs, skin warm and pink from the hot water, eyes and throat raw from sobbing, she handed me a big pour of champagne. More jazz played, candles burned, and she made creamy tomato basil soup with gooey, buttery grilled cheese sandwiches. My favorite. And then I discovered she’d even made snickerdoodles, cheap box brownies, and coconut cream pie. On the counter, I saw she had picked up junk food. Cool Ranch Doritos, Smartfood popcorn, Double Stuf Oreos, Sour Skittles, and Sour Patch Kids. A smorgasbord of comfort.

“What do I do now?” I had asked her. I didn’t know what exactly I was asking about. For work, where to live, how to heal. What to do with all this pain and aching love I’d never be able to spend.

Babe knew. She smiled at me kindly and said, “You eat dinner.”

I had been cooking for years already by that point, but that was the first time it really hit me that food was the one love language that Babe and I understood. The two of us knew, deep in our souls, that the only surefire way to start feeling better was to have a good meal. Whatever that meant.

Birdsong, and Babe, had been a refuge that night. And for the next week, as I decided what to do with the wreckage of my life. The days had been long and cozy. I read three entire books. Babe let me talk when I wanted, and sulk when I needed. It was perfect.

I just had no idea, then, that it would be the last perfect time I ever spent with her.
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I don’t even try to cook that night. We send Mr. Kelly on his way with lots of thank yous. We all agree it’s for the best, and Matt and Austin go to Mr. Dragon’s to pick up a complete over-order of Chinese food instead.

I find Sammie in the den. With the coffin.

I knock on the doorframe. She looks up from where she’s sitting on the couch. “Hi.”

“Hi.”

“I feel like we’re ignoring her. When Harrison came by earlier and said he was sorry to hear about her passing, again, I just felt like … we’re here for a funeral, and we’re not even really grieving.”

“To be fair, there’s a lot going on,” I say. Then, “Can we talk?”

She looks surprised. “Sure.”

“Maybe … not in here?”

She sighs and gets up, gesturing for me to lead the way.

We go out to the back porch, which is where we’ve always gathered. I’ve lit the candles in the hurricane lanterns and plugged in the string lights.

“I feel like you’re going to propose.”

“I think this funeral is weird enough without that,” I quip.

She grins and says, “I love it out here.”

Once we’re seated, I get up the guts to say what I have to say. “Do you remember when we did Halloween here? That one July?”

She furrows her brow. “Oh—that. I thought we were going to talk about what happened.”

“Oh—you mean … Dad’s funeral and … all that?”

“Yeah, all that.”

“Right … uh … we can,” I say, feeling suddenly nervous. “I was thinking more about trying to figure out how to get out of this time loop we’re stuck in.”

A series of thoughts passes over my sister’s face, and I swear I can read some of them. She’s disappointed. Hurt, even, that I’d rather talk about getting out of here than about the conflict that broke us.

“Yeah, okay. Yes, I remember the Halloween.”

“Do you remember what she told us?”

“About being witches?”

“Okay, she didn’t say we were witches.”

“She pretty much did.”

“Well, I always took all of that as being really more just like … a mom telling her daughters to trust their gut and to believe in themselves and to think about what matters.”

She screws up her face. “I think she was saying we were witches.”

I bite my bottom lip and look at her. “So you think you’re a witch?”

She shrugs. “Not like … full-on.”

“Oh, not a full-on witch. Just part-time.”

I see the amusement in her eyes. “Kind of.”

I laugh and then stand up. “I need a drink.”

“Me too, please.”

I check on Nora, who’s playing with toys in the living room. It gives me a start. The toys are our old ones. And Babe’s before that. One is an old farmhouse that opens on a vertical seam. There’s also a wooden circus trailer with all sorts of animals.

There’s a deep pang in me as I think about how not very long ago it was us that size, playing with the toys that were already a generation older than us.

“Doing okay, Nor?” I ask.

She smiles up at me. “Doing okay.”

Birdie pants at me too, from her protective position beside the little girl.

“Good girl, Birdie. We’re right outside if you need us, Nora.”

“Mm-hmm!”

I go back out to the porch with the wine. “Did you find those old toys?”

She nods. “In the garage. They were a bitch to get out, too, so I’m not looking forward to having to do that all over again tomorrow.”

“God, this is weird. Cheers.”

She holds her glass up to mine. “Cheers.”

“Okay.” I set my glass down after a sip. I have really missed a good glass of wine. “She said the thing about the one big spell.”

“Yes,” says Sammie.

I blink at her. “Well … I think that might be what this is.”

She blinks back. “Me too.”

“You…”

“Yeah, I do too.”

“Oh.”

We stare at each other another minute, and then I say, “Okay, so when you say you do too, you mean you already thought of this?”

“Yeah, obviously. I thought you would have too.”

“I forgot all about it.”

“Really,” she says. “I think about that conversation just about every day.”

“What?”

“It’s sort of how I gauge things. How important things are to me, stuff like that. Whenever I want something, I think, would I be willing to ask the ancestors for this, and usually the answer is no, and then I release it.”

“Right.”

My sister has always been more woo-woo than I have. Before it was trendy, she used to say things like oh, she’s an Aquarius, well, no wonder, and she would collect pretty rocks and assign meaning to them. Babe once told me Sammie based an entire life change off of a tarot reading. I think that was the one where she quit her job as an administrative assistant and briefly moved to Hawaii.

“This is ridiculous, Babe was not a witch, she couldn’t do a spell, and neither can you, and neither can we for that matter.”

“You’re the one that brought it up!”

“I know I did, but it’s ridiculous, right?”

“Is an explanation more unreasonable than the fact that it’s actually very much happening?”

“Explanation feels like a big stretch of the word.”

“You know what I mean.”

We’re silent for a moment, the storm raging on, rain coming in sheets outside. I decide to just ask the thing I’ve been wondering in the back of my mind all day. “So,” I start. “What did Johnny want?”

Her face darkens. “Same as ever.”

“To get back together.”

They’ve been in an on-again, off-again, Sid and Nancy (without the drugs) relationship for far, far too long.

“He’s moving to Mexico and wants me to come.”

“Of course he is.” I lean back in my chair and take my ponytail down.

“That looks so pretty,” she says. “You should really wear it down more often. We’ve been here days and I’ve seen nothing but your freakishly small ears.”

I laugh and kick her gently in the shin. “Okay, so I was talking to Matt earlier, and he told me what’s going on with Beau. I think…” I lift my shoulders to my ears and then drop them. “Okay, let’s just say we’re going with this. Suspension of disbelief fully engaged. Babe trapped us all here together. We just have to make it through the weekend. Time stands still at Birdsong, blah blah blah.”

“Uh-huh.”

“Why would she do that?” I ask.

“Because she wanted us to be friends again. Knew we needed each other.”

“Maybe, maybe,” I say. “Or maybe it’s because we’ve all got something going on, some habit we’re supposed to break. Maybe Matt needs to figure out his marriage. Maybe you need to stop messing around with Johnny. Maybe Austin needs to stop being such an asshole.”

“And you?”

“And me what?”

“And what’s your thing?”

“Oh,” I say. “Right. Um. I’m having trouble cooking since being here, so it must be that.”

“Were you having that before?”

“No,” I say.

“It’s probably something deeper than that,” she suggests.

“Cooking is deep to me,” I say.

“You don’t have anything you need to work through? Something that stopping and slowing down would help with?”

A slew of options runs through my head, but I just say, “I mean, I’m an impatient asshole who has completely isolated herself and will evidently never find love or friendship again. But besides that.”

She rolls her eyes and just then the guys arrive back at the house, bringing with them the warming, familiar scent of Mr. Dragon’s Chinese food.

Austin brings out four Tsingtaos, and opens them with a heavy brass opener from the junk drawer that must have been here decades.

The food is as good as I remember. The orange chicken isn’t over-battered and over-fried like it is in most places, and the sauce is zesty. The chicken fried rice is buttery and bursting with garlicky flavor, not needing any soy sauce. The noodle of the dumpling has the perfect bite and tastes freshly made, each imperfect and clearly done by hand.

The egg rolls are crispy and mysterious, just as they should be, with delicious sticky sauce in a plastic ramekin, different from the gel you receive at most places. This is zippy and sweet and has a hint of spice.

As we eat, Sammie tells them our theory.

“I can see you two being witches,” says Austin.

“We are not— Oh my god,” I say. But my impatience makes everyone else laugh and I can’t help but find myself laughing too.

“All right, look, it’s a great, big, unknowable universe out there—”

I interrupt Austin with an “Oh, here we go.”

“And,” he goes on, a flirtatious sparkle in his eye, “we just don’t know how all of it works. Unless you do, sweetheart?”

I squint at him. “Go on.”

“So we know she wanted us here. She wanted us here together. And she wanted us here for longer than a minute. Because what would have happened if we’d just arrived on Friday and then left on Sunday like we all expected?”

“Nothing,” I say, eventually.

“We’d have gone back to our lives,” says Matt. “And our jobs. And our husbands.”

“I’m not exactly eager to get to the other side of this weekend, if I’m honest with you guys,” says Sammie. “For one thing … I kind of don’t have another side. And for another, once we leave here, it’s really all over. Mom. Birdsong. Us.”

Another elephant.

“I say we try staying up, or at least going into town and being there past midnight, seeing what happens when we’re among the masses,” says Austin.

There’s a pause, wherein Matt looks between Austin and me, then to Sammie.

“Sammie, will you come into the kitchen with me, real quick?” Matt asks, suddenly.

“Sure,” she says, not missing a beat.

Austin and I watch them go, and then look at each other.

“So that’s probably about us, right?” he asks.

“I’m guessing they’re sending us on this mission.”

Matt and Sammie return a few moments later, and Matt says, “So where were we?”

“We were descending upon the masses,” I say.

“Right,” says Matt. “So, I have to stay here because I have to put Nora to bed. Sammie?”

She yawns. “I’m exhausted.”

“You guys are pathetic,” I say.

“No, you two are pathetic,” says Matt. “You guys need to go be alone and talk about Texas. And if you don’t, I’m going to sit you down like the two idiots you are, and I’m going to make you talk about it.”

His words are such a surprise that I’m stunned into amused silence, my eyebrows raised.

“Welp,” says Austin. “Pretty hard to argue with that.”
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“Gin.”

“I hate this game.”

I lay my cards out and count up the points. “Forty-two to me, so I win. Again.”

I collect the cards, and flag down the server for more coffee.

“That’ll Be the Day” is playing over the speakers at JJ’s. It’s surprisingly busy, especially with teenagers, who I suppose still have limited places to go hang out all night on this island that aren’t the beach.

“Want to play again?” I ask, shuffling the cards.

“Absolutely not.”

The server refills our coffee, I thank her, and she goes.

I sit the wrong way on the booth, my back to the wall, legs extended on the seat.

Austin subtly gestures at the table across from ours. “You think they’re gonna make it?”

I look at the young couple. “How old are they even? They look eleven.”

“They’re probably like sixteen,” he says. “That’s what we used to look like, you know.”

“No,” I say. “Maybe it’s all the organic food they grew up eating, but there’s no way we looked that young when we … when you and I—”

“Sure we did.”

I make a face. “But we had sex. And you, no, you didn’t look that young, you always looked like you. Like this. You were a real guy. You were hot. Annoying, but hot.”

“That’s more than I thought I’d get out of you this weekend.”

I throw a sugar packet at him.

“So sweet of you.” He puts it back.

“No,” I say. “To answer your question, I don’t think they’ll make it.”

“Why not?”

“Too young. You can’t possibly meet the person you’re going to end up with at such a young age.”

He catches on and says, “I don’t know about that. Maybe they’ll just need to live a little before they tie that knot.”

My foolish, hopeful heart lifts at this, and I remember how it felt to be in that Holiday Inn with him. To put myself out there, hanging on the promise of his words, of the week that had preceded that moment, only to realize I was grasping at nothing.

“Nope,” I say. “Puppy love. That’s all.”

“So—”

I can sense he’s about to follow Matt’s instructions. To talk about the past. But I don’t want that.

“This place is crawling with teens. I feel like they’re about to sing ‘Beauty School Dropout.’”

He looks out at all of the youth. “Finding out we’re in a musical would actually be one step too far for me. A time loop is one thing. Even if I do think Groundhog Day is Bill Murray’s worst—”

“Shit, wait, what time is it?” I ask, cutting him off.

He’s the one facing the clock, so he looks up at it and says, “Eleven.”

“God. I thought it had to be later. When was the last time I asked you?”

“Ten fifty.”

“Damn. This is going to be the longest night ever.”

He taps the stack of the cards on the table and says, “Hey, you wanna get out of here?”

“We have to do the thing. The midnight thing.”

“Yeah, but it doesn’t need to be here.”

“So where?”

He puts down a wad of cash and holds out his hand.

“Let’s go, sweetheart.”
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The High Dive is every bit as rowdy as I remember it being at night. A complete contrast from the daytime vibe. Dark and lit mostly by the red glow of Mercy Brewing Co. signs, it is packed to the gills with people, all damp and mussed from the rain outside. Austin and I walk in as those first iconic notes of “Sweet Home Alabama” are played by the live band on the stage, everyone cheering in response.

It’s sweaty and smells of fresh fish and salt, but I love it. We snake through the crowd, and then Austin separates and holds a finger up to me, one minute, then goes to the bar. He stands at the service bar spot—the one that’s an absolute no-no for normal clientele, the kind of thing you can only get away with when you know the bartender.

And he does. He goes right over to him, and I realize I know him too. It’s Charlie Rucker, the big teddy bear of a guy who looks mean with all his tattoos and resting bitch face, until he smiles and then you realize he’s the sweetest soul. Austin steps onto the footrail to get more height and they do a bro hug over the mats and garnish tray, Charlie looking absolutely thrilled to see his buddy. Austin orders something, Charlie goes to get it, and then Austin turns around to look at me. One foot still on the rail, an elbow on the counter. I give him a questioning look, one that says what are you up to?

He grins.

I actually giggle.

This guy is going to be the absolute death of me.

Charlie returns, and then Austin says something and points in my direction. Charlie follows his finger and then lights up as he sees me; then, I guess remembering Babe, his face falls, and he lays a hand on his heart.

I smile at him and lay my hand on my heart back.

I see Charlie ask Austin one more thing, see Austin listen as Charlie points back at me. Austin shakes his head, laughing. Pushes his friend on the shoulder, who acts fake wounded and then looks back at me. Does a call me gesture, and then a wave to say it’s a joke before going on and taking care of someone else.

There’s an awful lot of sign language, lip-reading, and body language detective work needed in a busy bar. I’ve spent so long in the frenzy of the kitchen, where curt shorthand and professional silence are the name of the game. It’s nice being out here again.

Austin slides sideways to get back where I’m perching, holding two bottles of beer and two shots up in the air above the heads of most people he passes.

“What is this?” I yell, then smell the shots. Mezcal, I determine.

He leans close, having to yell to be heard, but also close enough that I can feel his warm breath on my ear. It gives me goose bumps.

“The mezcal you like.”

I raise my eyebrows in response.

I don’t do shots like this. I don’t drink beer, I don’t do late nights at bars. I don’t … oh, what do they call it … have fun?

“Screw it,” I say, mostly to myself, then hold my shot glass aloft.

He clinks it with his, and we shoot them together. The liquid smoke seems to fill every cobwebbed corner of my chest, singeing them away, and goes straight to my head. In a good way.

The band starts playing “Hotel California” and I’m suddenly one of the people cheering.

“I love this song!” I shout, then sing along. “Cool wind in my hair.”

Of course, it reminds me of being on my own dark desert highway with Austin, but I don’t let the thought bog me down.

Like you do on nights like this, I become friends with the girls next to us by the chorus, even trading off lyrics at the echoed lines—“any time of year.”

At the end, as the band transitions into a less iconic Jimmy Buffett song, I gasp and smack Austin.

“It’s like us!” I yell, and then he beckons me closer to his ear. I’m so close now that my lips graze him. “It’s like us! We’re like…” I’m realizing this is too much to explain in circumstances like this, where concepts longer than a few words can never be communicated. I try anyway. “It’s like we’re at the Hotel California, but we can never leave!”

He pulls away giving me a confused look but laughing and nodding.

“It is!” I say, then throwing my head back and laughing too.

A while later, I lean over to my new friends and ask the girl what time it is. She gets her phone out of her back pocket and shows me the screen.

11:48. Saturday.

I tap Austin and point to the screen.

Twelve minutes. Twelve minutes until we know what happens for everyone else.

I don’t know exactly what we expect this to accomplish. In movies where something like this happens, the hacks don’t work. You can’t outsmart it. There aren’t loopholes. You can’t leave until you figure out why you’re there to begin with.

Maybe it’s the booze, but I’m very clear right now on the fact that I don’t want it to end yet. It’s like my trip to Texas with Austin. I wanted to stay there. In that limbo between worlds. Ideally, you have a life you want to return to. Or maybe it’s like Austin said, maybe it’s just how everyone feels on vacation. The whole oh my gosh I could live here cliché.

Oh my gosh I could live here, in this time loop.

But also … right now, I kind of feel like I could.

The crowd has thickened since we arrived, closing in on us in such a way that my back is now almost completely pressed up against Austin’s front. I feel suddenly panicked at the idea that this could end, and I could lose my chance with him.

Chance to … what, though? Resolve things? Win him back? How foolish can I be?

I have to step back another few inches, closer to him still, when someone in front of us starts dancing.

“Sorry!” I yell to Austin.

He doesn’t say anything, and feeling awkward, I allow a little more space between us.

He hooks his finger around the back belt loop of my jean shorts and yanks me back into him. Fully this time.

Damn. We’re doing this. We’re admitting it’s still there. The want I’ve been ignoring.

I turn to look up at him and he smiles at me. I turn back to face the band and rest a little more of my weight against him. He puts a hand on my hip, a thumb under the bottom hem of my tank top, grazing against my bare skin. I shut my eyes and almost lose my balance at this simple touch.

I hold the cold beer bottle to my chest, suddenly feeling very hot.

My ears start to ring as his fingertips extend under my waistband, only barely, enough to suggest without asking for more. I gasp in air at this and know he can feel it. Know I can’t hide how much I want him.

Then again, I can feel how much he wants me too.

Eventually I can’t take it, and step a few inches forward. I don’t immediately know what I’m going to do. Pull him out by the shirt and bang him in the bathroom; run away on my own—but instead, I do neither. I go back to the girl and ask her the time again, apologizing. She says it’s fine, and then shows me her phone.

12:01AM. Saturday.

“Can you tell me what day it is?” I yell to her.

She looks confused, like she must have misheard. I have to ask twice more, and when she finally answers, she yells back, “Technically it’s Saturday?”

I go through hell trying to ask her what night she went out, if it’s Friday night to her, but I feel like we’re caught in an awful Abbott and Costello bit, and I finally give up and go back to Austin and tell him what happened.

He looks completely unbothered.

“Don’t you care?”

He shakes his head. “Not really.”

I give him a questioning look, and his sage-green gaze drops to my body and back up again.

I bite my bottom lip.

He pulls me in by my waistband again, this time with his finger by the button, drawing me in so my legs are on either side of his, where he leans against the bar. “I don’t care what day it is,” he yells, “I just want to be here. With you.”

Endorphins rush through my system at his words. My thighs are hot and weak being this close to him. Every touch sends a shock wave of pleasure through me. Anticipation hangs in my chest.

Does it really matter if you make a mistake, I wonder, as long as you know it’s a mistake?

The band is on to the Beach Boys now, the music a complete dichotomy with the passion building between Austin and me. Cotton-candy sweet versus body heat.

“We should go back,” he says.

For a second, I’m afraid of what he means. Afraid he’s stopping this before it goes too far. But then I see the hunger in his eyes, and I know exactly what he means.
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My ears ring as we go from the loud bar and out into the night, past the smokers, to his truck. As it roars to life, he says, “I gotta be honest with you, Didion. I’m not sure I can wait for it until we’re back at the house.”

“We got it. We can do this.”

His bedroom eyes drag away from mine. “Uh-huh.”

He throws the car in reverse, peeling out from under the kudzu. It’s then that I realize the storm has stopped. When did it stop? Did it just transpose itself inside me, so that now thunder and lightning course through my body?

It feels possible.

The silence isn’t awkward. It’s charged.

I stare straight ahead, aware of every movement he makes. He reaches over and puts a hand on my bare thigh, squeezes it, and says, “Goddammit, Didion. What do you do to me?”

It’s hard for me to reach out and touch him. His past rejections have made me a coward. But I fight through it and put a hand on his neck, touching the warm skin there, then run my fingers up into the waves of his hair.

He turns and looks at me with those hooded eyes again, and shakes his head one time. I know he’s not telling me to stop.

“Fuck it,” he says, repeating my words and sentiment from earlier.

He pulls off down a side road, to a stretch of empty beach, where there never is and never was anyone, except for people trying to find a way to be alone.

On this particular night, it’s just us.

He throws the car into park, reaches a hand across me, and pulls me toward him by the back of my neck, hand in my hair. Then, his lips are on mine. Fast. Starving.

I kiss him back, both of us ravenous for each other. His kiss is like water after countless days in the desert. I drink him in like he’s saving my life, and he does the same to me.

We’re clumsy with the gearshift and console between us. I reach across him, grasping for bare skin, coming up against the ridges of his muscles under his shirt and touching the absurdly fatless stomach beneath. My hand glides down to the sharp hip bones that I’ve ridden so hard in the past that they left bruises on my inner thighs.

He unhooks my bra with the same ease he might snap his fingers, and then reaches under it, his calloused fingers on my softest skin.

I whisper his name, and he whispers mine back, my real name, not the nickname he so often uses.

“Jesus, Didion.”

He pulls away and I’m left panting beside him.

“Don’t stop,” I beg.

Austin gets out of the car, walks around the front, and then opens the passenger’s side door.

I turn my body toward him, and he stands between my legs, shifting me so my jean shorts are on his and I can feel him, and I bet he can feel how bad I want him too.

He unbuttons my jeans, and then gives me a look to make sure it’s okay. I wet my lips and nod, heart pounding.

He pulls them off, while I lift myself up by the handle above the window to help him. He throws them to the footwell and moves me to the edge of the seat, where he shifts the gusset of my underwear to the side and then, with one more glance of approval, puts his mouth on me.

I let out a cry that echoes in the emptiness around us before being swallowed by the sound of the waves. I keep one hand on the handle above me and put one hand on his head as he demonstrates why exactly I’ve had so much trouble forgetting him.

I have no idea what he does. It’s not overly complicated, no performative techniques, and it’s not lazy, either, no dull repetitive motion. It’s just a wash of sensation followed by another wash of sensation until finally it builds and builds, my toes curling, my back arching, and then my own wave is cresting and he doesn’t stop, doesn’t slow, doesn’t pull away until my breaths are shuddering and my legs are shaking, much of the power to hold my body upright having vanished.

He kisses my neck, groans against me, and I reach for his jeans, undoing his button fly and pulling him toward me.

And look. Size doesn’t matter. But size can be hot. And in Austin’s case, it’s really hot.

The feeling of him inside me overwhelms my body and I’m no longer aware of what noises come out of my mouth or his or what I’m saying. If people were to walk up to us now, I’d simply keep going and wave them away. Nothing matters more than feeling Austin completely. Against me, inside me, kissing me, touching me, pulling my hair gently and using just enough force to make me feel like I’m in steady hands, but not so much that I ever feel urged in a direction I don’t want to go.

He whispers in my ear, and even the feeling of his words sends a shiver through me that begins to crescendo inside me again. He’s almost there, and I’m almost there, and then suddenly we’re there together, and he asks if he should pull out.

“Fuck it,” I say, one last time. He doesn’t hesitate.

He goes deeper and we finish at the same time, my body clenching around his until the internal noise in us starts to die down and we’re left breathing there together, limbs weak.

Austin looks at me before we fully disconnect, and he lifts my chin, kisses me without a word. It’s gentle and long. Unhurried. So much is being said as we linger in this raw moment.

I don’t know who pulls away first, it seems to happen in unison.

“Want to go in?”

“In?”

He gestures in the direction of the ocean.

“Into the water?”

He nods.

“I’m pretty sure I was recently a real dick about people swimming in the middle of the night.”

“Maybe it’s time for you to stop taking your own advice.”
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THE FOURTH SUMMER, TWELVE YEARS AGO

Didion had a boyfriend, and it wasn’t Austin. She was dating a tall, brilliant Austrian guy named Felix, who could do long division in his head, but could also make a party out of even the dullest night. He was hot, smart, and nice. It wasn’t exactly the heart-stopping addiction she’d had to Austin, but that was first love, she figured. That was the insane hormones of being young. She was growing up. Maybe love changed as you got older. In fact, she knew it did. Of course it did.

At the end of last summer, Didion had been the one to end things with Austin. Then, she was choosing to be optimistic about college. Didn’t want to be the girl who showed up with a boyfriend. Knew how much stress that would put on them. She had foolishly thought he’d be around when she came back for him.

But then, instead of going to college twenty minutes away and sticking around Mercy, a famous tennis coach took him under his gilded wing, and now Austin was becoming a household name.

The problem was, Felix was not on Mercy that summer. And Austin was.

If anything, the heat between them had gotten spicier with the new obstacle of her unavailability.

The fact that they weren’t together wasn’t a good enough reason for him to stay away. After all, so many summers had passed by then, and Matt, Sammie, Austin, and Didion were friends. Real friends. Matt and Austin picked up some odd jobs in town together, Austin and Sammie nerded out about music and movies, and Austin and Didion … well, Austin and Didion didn’t hook up. Which was, somehow, as richly intoxicating as when they did.

Their breakup had not been dramatic. They both knew their lives were in different places. Literally. He was traveling so much for tennis, his face suddenly gracing the pages of Sports Illustrated and screens of ESPN. She was … wasting time in college, wishing things were different, but not knowing exactly how.

All to say, there was no bad blood. Just no relationship.

Instead of neutralizing the attraction, it seemed to make it more intense.

Every moment alone felt scandalous and fraught with danger.

Didion had asked her sister what drew her toward Johnny, because it seemed so foreign, so different from what she had with Austin.

The answer was always a troublingly undetailed I love him, and Didion got the feeling that there was a web of strings attached that had somehow convinced Sammie she was the most integral piece in his delicate Jenga tower, and that it would all crash down without her. And why wouldn’t she believe him? Terrible sadness surrounded him like quicksand, and if she was the only anchor aboveground, well, who was she to let go?

The thing that made Johnny so bad was his insidiousness. He didn’t hit her or anything. He didn’t verbally abuse her, though he wasn’t exactly Romeo. Whenever Didion tried to tell Sammie how she felt about Johnny, she came up empty. Said something weak like, He just … sucks. It was more about all the things he wasn’t.

He wasn’t warm. He wasn’t smart. He wasn’t kind. He wasn’t funny or fun to be around. He didn’t fit in with the rest of them. Not in a cliquish way, but in a chemical, oil-and-vinegar way. He wasn’t positive or uplifting or good-natured. He wasn’t good enough for Sammie. He wasn’t going anywhere in life. He wasn’t aware, seemingly, of anything that came before his lifetime, vintage for him meaning whatever cartoon he watched as a kid.

And when she was with him, it seemed like bad things happened. The people he hung around were trashy and dangerous, so stories of hard lives or dark nights crashed through into Sammie’s world. Stories of overdoses or criminally bad family dynamics, girls crying to her about abusive boyfriends they refused to leave—and it all left Sammie weighed down. She thought she could help all those people, she anguished over all of it, and every night it was something else.

On this particular July night, they were at a party in someone’s enormous house in Savannah. Matt and Sammie were there, too, but Sammie was off somewhere with Johnny, and Matt was flirting intensely with the guy who had invited them.

This left Austin and Didion very much alone in the crowd, buoys in the unfamiliar ocean. They both tried, really hard, not to spend time only with each other. It only made them more aware of every single breath the other drew.

Didion took a handful of sour cream and onion chips from a bag on the kitchen counter and looked into the ornate living room where a ridiculous girl in no bra and a miniskirt was bent over the piano, talking to Austin.

Jealousy coursed through her. Unfair. Unwarranted. She had no right to feel that way. None at all. And yet …

He was flirting with her. There was no mistaking it. That posture. The challenging, amused look he wore.

She touched his forearm, running a finger down the vein that wrapped around the bone—girls loved that vein. Didion loved that vein.

He lifted his hand, and Didion thought for a moment he might be pulling away from her, but instead, he touched her spaghetti strap, straightening it out where it was twisted.

Didion felt possessive, but strangely unintimidated. It made her mad, but in a way that … turned her on, just a little? Maybe? Somehow, it felt like this was still a part of Austin and Didion’s story. In a way that intrigued her, and made her want to mess with him back.

She went over to the phone plugged into the aux cable and queued a song. Not their song, not some “What a Wonderful World” romantic song they might one day dance to at a wedding. They had a million songs for a million moments. She picked one that said what she wanted to say.

“Blind” by Hercules & Love Affair. No messaging in the lyrics. No, but it was a trigger to a memory.

Last summer. A dark club they’d ventured to after hearing they didn’t card. Just the two of them. The place was lit only by a disco ball and purple, blue, and green flashing lights. It reeked of weed and it was sweaty and claustrophobic. Didion had felt like she was in an episode of this British show she’d binged, Skins, rolling on hard drugs, but she was only high on Austin.

That, and off sticky pink shots.

They danced together. She leaned back on him, hand on his neck, in his hair—sweaty and intoxicating. He kissed her neck, right where she liked, and moaned against her. She shut her eyes and sank into the sensory overload. They were among strangers and no one watched them. He ran his hands down her jean shorts, farther, and farther as she writhed against him, until he put pressure on her in a way that made her let out a sound no one but he could hear.

They had gone to the bathroom, racing through the crowd, and had sex right there.

All while this song played.

Didion walked up to a group of guys at the house in Savannah and started talking to them. When the song started, she could feel Austin’s eyes on her. After a long swig of her spiked sweet tea, she looked across the party to him. He smirked, gave one small shake of his head.

She gave him a look. Who, me? What did I do?

His eyes said, You know exactly what you’re doing.
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NOW

“So did you do it?”

I nearly choke on my coffee.

Austin and I look up from the step of the back porch where we’re sitting, after throwing a tennis ball for Birdie.

“Do…” I ask. Because the answer is yes. We definitely … did it.

“Stay up?” Sammie tiptoes up and then sits down on the stretch of lawn between us at the beach walkway. “All night?”

We don’t look at each other, but I am very aware of the face he’s making.

“Yeah, we did,” he confirms.

We did end up going for a swim in the ocean last night, and when we got into the dark, inky water, we were surrounded by bioluminescent algae. A magical phenomenon I forgot about completely until I saw it again.

Then we came home, salty and flushed and a little cold from the early-morning air. We showered in the warm outdoor shower, making out, skin on wet skin. Dried off, my body feeling spent and tired in a dreamy way it hasn’t been in years. Then he took me to my room, where he insisted on tucking me in.

He kissed me, the fire lighting between us again. He shut the door and we had sex again. The quiet but desperate kind. Where every movement seems to blast through the sleeping house, but you can’t possibly stop, not without dying.

We had watched the sky turn periwinkle with the dawn, and I fell asleep watching a fishing boat go by outside, lulled unconscious by Austin’s calm, steady breathing behind me. His warm chest against my shoulder blades.

We woke up this morning, together, in my bed. And despite having seen the day remain Saturday on that girl’s phone, I wondered sadly if maybe we had somehow broken the loop. It was hard to tell one sunny morning from another on an island like this.

But then he woke up, went for a morning run—which apparently he does every day even without the prompting of a magical element—and went into town and confirmed it.

Saturday. Again.

I had nearly drowned in the relief I felt. It was close to seven AM when he came back, and either the adrenaline or the magic of whatever happens every night here left me feeling refreshed and well rested. Certainly not like I drank coffee in the middle of the night, did shots, and then swam through a sex haze all night.

In the sleeping house, all pale shadows and morning birds outside the windows, he had kissed me in the kitchen. And for the briefest moment, I indulged the fantasy that this was our life. Just as I had done in Texas. Imagined this was how we lived. This was our kitchen now, filled with our memories, and that we were home. Our coffee, our Birdie lying on the porch outside.

I know how silly this is, considering what happens every time we’ve gotten together. But if I can’t have the real thing, then I have to allow myself to wallow around in the fantasy, just for a moment.

“And?” prompts Sammie.

“And?” I repeat, having lost track of what she’s asking.

“Lordy, Didion, what happened at midnight?”

“Oh—it went to midnight, but the day stayed Saturday. On a girl’s phone.”

“Well, what did she think of it?”

“She didn’t—I mean it was a loud bar, we couldn’t really hear each other.”

Sammie looks between us. “You guys were at a loud bar?”

“The High Dive,” says Austin, helpfully.

She pouts. “I love that place. Was there a Dad Band playing?”

We nod.

“Fun.” She sulks. “But okay, so you didn’t get anyone else’s impression of it? Like did they think it was still basically Friday night?”

“I didn’t really get that far with her. Like I said, it was hard to hear.”

“So, did you ask anyone outside, where it was quieter?”

We both go silent.

“Then what did you d— Oh my god.”

I have no poker face, so I stand and say, “I’m going to get some more coffee. Anyone need any?”

“You two did it!” she says, like a wicked child. “You hooked up!”

“I’ll take one,” Austin calls back toward me.

I get another espresso for us both, try to get all my smiling out of the way, and then go back outside.

Sammie has not tired herself out by the time I return.

“So you talked about everything? Is everything fixed between you two?” she asks.

I wave my hand back and forth to say kind of and he says, “She’s being stubborn. Won’t talk about it.”

“I am not stubborn!”

Sammie smiles. “Listen to you, it’s like old times. I should have known you had hooked up when I came down and your hair was down. Hiding those weird ears, finally.”

“My ears are not weird!” I touch them defensively.

“They’re all small and pointy,” Sammie says, teasingly. “They freak me out.”

“Your whole face freaks me out, look how tiny your nose is!”

Her mouth falls open and she kicks sand at my feet, which makes me laugh like a maniac.

Nora comes running out, and goes straight to Sammie in a hug using her whole body.

“Hello!” Sammie falls backward dramatically. “You’ve killed me, Nora!”

“Nooo,” Nora coos, poking Sammie’s face. “You’re not died.”

“You’re right, I’m not died, oh!” Birdie comes over and nuzzles Nora and Sammie until they both giggle.

Then Sammie sits up, points at me and Austin, looking behind us at—I assume, Matt—and mouths, They banged.

“We can see you,” I say.

“Yeah,” she says, a clear duh in her tone, “I know.”



Austin volunteers to go get breakfast sandwiches from Brew Lagoon, which leaves Matt, Sammie, and me on the porch, all keeping a loose eye on Nora, who is playing a game of solo pretend that sometimes seems to involve Birdie.

“Wow, what if your mom did all of this so that you could just get railed out and loosen up a little bit, huh?” says Matt, looking devilish over his mason jar of iced coffee.

“I would love to argue with that,” I say on a sigh, “but my mother knew few boundaries.”

“I’ll say,” Sammie agrees. “Being dead isn’t even enough to stop her.”

“So how was it?” Matt pries. “Was it like old sparks were back in full force or was it sorta eh.”

“Well, it was not eh.”

I give them a brief, abbreviated, PG-13 retelling of how it all went down.

“This is the most exciting thing that’s happened to me in ages,” says Matt. “Is that pathetic?”

“Yes,” my sister and I answer in unison.

“But … same,” I add. “What did you guys do?”

They exchange a dark look.

“Oh, god, what happened.”

“Nothing!” Sammie exclaims. Then, “Well, I sort of … went out with Johnny.”

I shake my head. “Your funeral.”

Everyone lets the line go by.

“We just went to the pier and talked. I realized … I can spend time with him right now and he won’t remember it. So I asked him all kinds of things. About when he cheated on me, and about what he wants, about if he realizes the impact of what he … what he did.”

I have to literally, actually, physically bite my tongue to keep from speaking. I unconsciously pull my hair tie off my wrist and put my hair back up.

“No, no, no ponytail!” Sammie tugs on my wrist. “We want relaxed Didion!”

“I’m just hot, it’s fine.”

Though she’s right. Whoever I was for the last twelve hours seems to have worn off. The free, happy, tranquil Didion has been shoved back into her cabinet, and now stressed, big-sister Didion is back. I don’t even want to do it. It’s not on purpose. It’s just automatic.

Austin returns with breakfast a few minutes later. Everyone claims their own, and we unwrap them.

Another culinary win for Mercy Island. It’s so nice to have a meal that doesn’t involve foam.

Austin is the first to break the comfortable silence. “Okay, I have an idea.”

“Love an idea,” Matt says, squirting a dash of hot sauce onto his sandwich.

“Last night we did Matt’s way. We stayed up.” A flit of his eyes to me. “It didn’t work. I say tonight, we do it someone else’s way.”

“Like how?” asks Sammie.

“I don’t know. What do we think this is all about? And how do we think we should address it?”

We all think, and then finally I say, “I think we probably all have habits we need to break. Like, I don’t know, not jumping on the back of some pretty boy’s motorcycle every time he shows up.”

“He doesn’t have a motorcycle anymore!”

“Why not?” Matt challenges.

She hesitates. “He crashed it.”

“There it is,” he says.

“Again,” she says.

“Jesus,” I say.

“Okay, fine,” yields Sammie. “Maybe I need to break the pattern we’re stuck in. But … not stop it altogether?”

I let out an exasperated sound. “No—okay, you know what? I think it’s a good idea, Austin—”

“Shocker,” Sammie says with a grin.

“Shut up,” I say, unable to stop smiling. I regain my composure. “I think it’s a great idea, and I volunteer. Let’s do it my way today.”

“Sounds good to me,” Austin says.

“Which means,” I add, “that when that doorbell rings later and that Cry-Baby wannabe shows up, you are not going to answer the door. However, when Harrison arrives, feel free to hang out as much as you want!”

Sammie makes a face. “What do you know, Didion wants to play parent to everybody.”

“I do not want that. We’re all taking a turn, I’m only saying that my idea includes not going out with the world’s worst boyfriend.”

“Uh-huh,” Sammie says. “But you can go out with the world’s second-worst boyfriend.”

Austin’s eyebrows raise. “Hey, what the hell?”

“Austin is not the world’s second-worst boyfriend,” Matt argues. “I like Austin!”

Austin grins at him and holds up his beer. “See, that’s a good friend, thank you, Matt, I like you too.”

“Hey, back off,” I say, “he’s my ex-crush to unrequite.”

Sammie looks at me, catching the callback. “See? Just like that, it’s a word!”

I laugh.

“All right,” says Austin. “Challenge accepted.”

“Okay, so what you’re suggesting,” clarifies Matt, “is we each take a stab at breaking this—”

“Spell, I think you can call it a spell,” says Sammie.

Matt gives me a flash of a look and then hides his smile as he says, “Right. So we each have our idea of how to break it, and we try it. Like Bill Murray trying to get out of town or—”

“Wait, have we tried that?” I ask.

“Bridge shuts down early, I asked,” says Austin.

“Right. Okay. So where do we start?” asks Matt.

“Well, if Babe were here, she’d say that before we talk details,” I say, “we have to eat.”
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The staff at Baccarat would carve their eyes out with a tourné knife if they saw the state of the Birdsong kitchen right now. I don’t even know how it happened. Usually, I am beyond neat and tidy as I cook. Even the tea towel looped through my apron string is normally still a crisp rectangle by the end of the night. But among all the things I seem to have lost, my ability to neatly mise and clean as I go is gone with them.

“What the hell happened?” asks Matt, coming in from the beach, dusting his feet off on the deck before stepping in. “It’s been like half an hour.”

“Mm!” I suck some sauce off my thumb and turn. “Here, taste this, does this taste like Babe’s garlic sauce?”

I bring over a wooden spoon and let him taste it.

“I don’t remember it well enough. But that kind of tastes like flour?”

I taste it too. “Okay, the flour hasn’t cooked down yet, but I at least got the texture right. I just wish I could read her handwriting.”

He looks at the journal. “Roasted, raw, sauteed, dash cream, salted butter—”

“Wait, you can read that?” I come over and hold up the book. I flip to a page that has a stir-fry sauce recipe. “Can you read that?”

“Lemongrass, grated ginger, white pepper—”

“Oh, my god.” I throw down the book, grab him by the head, keeping my saucy fingers off him, and kiss him between the eyebrows. “You are a genius, Matt.”

“No problem.” He laughs. “Okay, I’m going up—”

“Oh, no, no, no. You’re not going anywhere, you are going to help me figure out Babe’s recipes.”

Doorbell. Birdie.

“Gladys,” says Matt.

I go over to the door. “Maybe she knows something.” I open it. “Gladys!”

“Didion! I was afraid you wouldn’t recognize me without the red hair. How are you, love?” She leans forward, and I kiss her on both cheeks before letting her in.

“Hey, Gladys, did Babe happen to say anything to you about us coming to visit?”

“Good to see you too.” She puts the basket down, and eyes me. “Honey, is everything okay?” she asks. “You seem a little … more you than usual.”

I catch a glimpse of myself in the decorative mirror nearby and see that I look, yes, a little crazed.

“I’m fine. So … nothing about any…” I glance at Matt. I don’t want to sound insane. But I need to know. I go for it anyway: “Spells or anything?”

Gladys looks at Matt too. “Did she hit her head? Or did she finally inherit her mother’s crazy?”

Matt comes over and puts a hand on my shoulder. “She’s fine. Grief.” He makes a what can you do? gesture.

Gladys nods, and then says her next line. “I’ll let you get back to your Saturday. Good lord, is that your mother in there?”

“Yes, yes,” I say, tossing my tea towel over my shoulder and going back into the kitchen, where I’ve just smelled my garlic sauce burning.
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“So your way is … making enough sauce to fill a kiddie pool?” asks Sammie.

“Do not,” says Matt, who is a limp heap in his chair, a rag over his eyes. “Do not question her methods.”

I see Austin and Sammie exchange a look, and I plant a foot on my own chair like Captain Morgan and say, “Well? Eat!”

“You’re scaring me,” says Sammie.

“Oh, come on,” I say. “As you can see, I’ve made many, many dishes.”

I go on to tell them about each one. Yes, a lot of sauces, but also some rice and pasta and bread to soak it all up.

“You had trouble making one meal, so you thought, let’s make sixty. I see the logic,” says Austin, taking a scoop of rice.

“This is almost everything in Babe’s cooking journal. Thankfully I had Matt as translator and sous chef for the day, thank you, Matt.”

He glares at me.

My reputation as a chef is a good one. Usually, I’m skilled. I’m good at what I do. But I’m exacting. I’m at a ten at the start of every service. People don’t always love working under me because—well, I have high standards. I say it’s because I’m a drill sergeant and only the strong survive. But the truth is, I am irascible. I have hundreds of timers and tasks going in my head at the same time, and sometimes I forget to use my words to communicate what I need. That being said, I never shout. I am never a dick. I’m just … firm. Stern.

But also, very often, people seem to have no ability to think for themselves. I don’t want to have to tell everyone to pay attention and see the things I see, but for some reason it seems I always need to!

Even thinking about it is raising my blood pressure.

Point is. For Matt, I think his stage shift working for me in the Birdsong kitchen may have irreparably changed his opinions on the service industry.

“And again, sorry about all the bossiness.”

Matt waves a hand at me and reaches for an overfilled glass of wine.

Sammie stares at everything in front of her. “It’s … just … it’s an awful lot of sauces.”

“Yes, that’s why there’s crudités and baguettes and rice, and proteins to put them on!” I say, like it’s obvious. “Is this not self-explanatory?”

“Okay.” Matt stands. “So this goes with this, and this goes with this, this would be best with any of these three dishes, if you try these two together—”

He goes on, perfectly dictating everything I had told him about every dish on the table. I beam with pride, but the other two just look on blankly.

“You know what, I’m just gonna try a little bit of everything with everything else,” says Austin, scooping some hollandaise onto his plate.

He picks up a piece of jerk chicken, and I say, “That might overwhelm the hollandaise.”

He drops the chicken on his plate and gives me a look.

“I’ll stop,” I say. “I’ll stop.” Then after another moment, “Oh, but save room for dessert, we have a tiramisu that should hopefully be great.”

Thunder, lightning. Both of which seem to foreshadow that the tiramisu will not, in fact, be great at all.

I finally start loading up my own plate and begin to see this how everyone else does. A table full of dips. An offering of wet things and some seemingly unrelated other things.

When the doorbell rings, I say, “Nope!”

“Come on, Didion,” says Sammie.

“No, today is my day. When it’s your day, you can decide what you want all of us to do. We can all go out and hang out at the pier with Johnny Hart and consider making a huge mistake, but tonight is my night.”

This is the first time no one goes to the door, so the bell rings again.

Sammie glowers at me.

“Okay, okay,” she says, sitting back down. “I’ll have more salty liquids.”

“So, how exactly is this going to stop the time warp?” asks Austin. “I thought your theory was that we’ve all got stuff we need to work on.”

I look down at the table and open my mouth, but then am not sure how to answer.

“I think I just thought … food was what Babe and I shared. I guess I thought, if I could make her recipes…”

The somewhat teasing mood shifts, and empathy fills the air.

The truth is, my heart was a tangle today. My mind, itself, like a soupy dip. I’d known I was making a mistake last night, I’d actively thought, I am making a mistake and that’s okay. But now, today-me is struggling to know what to do with the aftermath.

Sure, there’s every possibility we will be trapped in this limbo for all of eternity, and I’ll have plenty of time with Austin. Nothing seems off the table to me at this point. But what if we figure it out? What if we break out of it, and we have to go back to real life?

It feels actually unimaginable to me to put my chef coat on and step back into that gleaming, stainless steel and ceramic kitchen. To go back to clarifying consommé and timing out soufflé. Even if I do get my talent back, how could I go back to the bright lights of that kitchen with its constant beeping timers and tick-tick-ticking gas stove and the empty nights alone where I collapse in an overly fragrant puddle on my couch and watch reruns of Gilmore Girls until I fall asleep, then do it all over again the next day? Every day? Forever? Until my blood pressure finally peaks and I die young of a stroke from being overworked and underliving like my father?

I had cooked today because it allows me not to feel. But I remember a time when I cooked because it was what made me feel.

I stand up and go to the fridge and get the dessert. I bring out four forks, plop it in the center of all the other food, and then take a fork straight to the middle and carve out a messy, unattractive bite and stuff it in my mouth.

“Can we … all? Have dessert instead of sauce?” asks Sammie.

“I’m not your parent,” I say, mouth full. “You can have straight whiskey and nothing else if you want it.”

Everyone moves their plates out of the way, and forks into the tiramisu.

“Okay, this is actually really good,” Sammie says.

I look to Matt, who grins at me.

I roll my eyes. “Matt made it.”

“Did you really?” asks Sammie.

“Man, that’s good,” Austin says. “You should be a chef.”

“Oh, screw you guys,” I say.

The others laugh.

“Well, it was your idea to do the frozen chocolate bar thing on the top,” says Matt, taking another bite.

We all eat contentedly for a while, until it’s almost entirely devoured.

But then Sammie gasps. “Wait—”

She jumps up from the table and runs to the freezer. Comes back with half of the foil-wrapped chocolate bar in her hand. “Is this what you used?”

“Yes…?” I say, not getting it.

She starts laughing, and then bites her lip and winces at me. “This is a mushroom chocolate bar. I gave it to Mom when she was sick.”

I stare at her blankly. But then I understand. “It’s—like—”

“Like … magic mushrooms.”
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AFTER THE FOURTH SUMMER, TWELVE YEARS AGO, WINTER BREAK

“I’m not learning anything,” Didion said, hovering in the doorway of her mother’s bedroom.

Babe shut her eyes and put an earring into her left lobe. “Didion, we are not having this conversation again.”

“It’s a huge waste of money. I’m just getting drunk and then going to forty-five-minute classes and talking about what the green light means in The Great Gatsby. Like, we know, it represents how untouchable Daisy is and how she’s just a faint glimmering hope he has that he can never reach. I talked about it in sophomore year of high school and here we are, doing it again!”

“Then it should be easy!” said Babe, taking the last sip from her glass, ice rattling.

Didion rolled her eyes. “That is so not the point.”

“Then what is the point, exactly, hon, because it sounds like you’re complaining about being in college. Which is a luxury many people will never have.”

“It’s a total waste! I’m never going to do anything that requires a college degree, it’s pointless.”

“It helps with everything!”

“It doesn’t help with cooking!”

Babe scoffed. “Did I make it look that glamorous? You want to be a cook that bad?”

“I don’t want to cook because it’s glamorous, I want to be a chef because I love it.”

“So then what? You want to open your own restaurant? Do you know how hard that is?”

“Maybe! I don’t know, but it’s the talent I have, so that’s the one I want to use.”

“It’s not. Happening!”

“I’m an adult!”

“You are. But if you don’t do this, I will never forgive you.”

Didion screwed up her face, feeling hurt and angry all at once. “You’ll never forgive me for not going to college? How melodramatic is that?”

“Didion, I—I want something better for you than I had. And I never want you to be dependent on a man. I want you to make your own money, and I don’t want you to stand on your feet all day until you’re too tired to do it anymore and you run out of money and—”

A flush was rising in Babe’s cheeks.

“Is that why you quit restaurants? Because you were too tired?”

Babe shook her head. “Didion, you’re going to go back to school. You’re one year down. Three left. You have no idea how fast that will go by, and then when you’re old like me, you’ll be able to look back and say that you did something. How would you feel in three years when you can’t find a job, and you think, I could have a whole college degree by now?”

Didion wanted to tell Babe that she wasn’t old. That she was younger than most of the moms Didion knew.

Instead, Didion let out a furious burst of sound. “I have nothing to use it for! And besides, you’re not even making Sammie apply anywhere! Which is incredibly unfair!”

“Sammie is different from you,” she said. “I can’t make her do anything, and if she doesn’t want to be there, she won’t get anything out of it.”

Didion barked a laugh. “Oh, so since I’m the golden child and she’s a total flake, I have to do something I hate? Why should the standards be different for me than they are for her?”

“Stop it.” Babe’s tone was so icy and biting that it took Didion by surprise. “This conversation is over.”

She pushed past her.

“You are so immature,” said Didion.

Her mother stopped at the top of the stairs. “How much of this is you wanting to go follow Austin around the world while he chases a dream that has nothing to do with you?”

This felt like a slap.

“It’s not about him, it’s—”

“It’s not? You fell in love too young, Didion. Every summer you two are together.”

“I have a boyfriend, remember Felix?” Didion spat.

Babe scoffed. “Felix.”

“I like him a lot, Mom.”

“Right. I’m sure you do. So aren’t you worried about leaving him behind if you quit school?”

She had her there.

“It doesn’t matter. And even if I did want to follow Austin around, which I don’t and he hasn’t asked me to—”

“If you do this, you’ll end up knocked up by twenty-two just like I did, and then you’ll watch all your dreams go by you.”

“What—” She didn’t know what to say. It felt a lot like her mother was saying she regretted she was ever born. “What dreams?”

She looked at the ground. “I love cooking, but it wasn’t what I wanted out of life. I didn’t want to serve other people. I wanted something bigger.”

“Like what, you’re talking in riddles!” Didion was so hurt by what her mother was saying, but the only way she could get the feeling out was to yell.

Her mother looked up at her sadly. “I didn’t even get to find out. I became so busy being your mother that I never got to figure out what my dreams were. One second I was young and had everything ahead of me, and the next I was throwing up in trash cans, the next after that I was giving birth to a baby I had no idea what to do with. Then the postpartum depression, the weight I could never, ever lose. Stuck in an endless daily loop of the same thing, over and over again, dropping you off at school, picking you up, making dinner—not a single moment of variety left. We had Sammie because I thought doing it on purpose would make it feel like I’d chosen some part of my life.”

“And did it?” Didion spat. She was fuming. Let her mother say it all, finally, so it was out in the open.

“You know…” Babe laughed. “It sort of did. Sammie was so easy, so affectionate, so—”

“All the things I wasn’t?”

Babe stared at her daughter. “You were never an easy child.”

This wounded Didion almost as much as everything else combined. All she did was try to be the easy one. She took on so much extra pressure so as never to complain. And yet Sammie came off as the easy one because, what, she was needier and sweeter?

It felt like the world was morphing into something new, something worse, around Didion with this information. “So, you’re saying everything that’s wrong with your life is all my fault for being born? Because that really wasn’t my choice.”

Babe’s eyebrows flitted up and her gaze fell to the ground. “No, it wasn’t mine either.”

Didion knew her father’s stance on abortion, but she’d never considered it in regards to herself, her own existence. And yet in that moment, it became very clear that this was what her mom was implying.

Something in Didion shut down. “Well, that’s your problem. Not mine, and you can’t take it out on me. I’m an adult now.”

Babe laughed again. “Eighteen is not an adult. Eighteen is a child. And as long as you’re living under my roof, you will do as I say.”

“First of all”—Didion laughed back—“I don’t live under your roof, and second of all, this is an awful lot of parenting after not doing a single lick of it in years.”

“You don’t live under my roof? What do you call this, Didion? Because you don’t get to take it for granted that you come back here every summer.”

Another slap. Did she want to push back? Possibly lose Birdsong, lose the island, lose her life here?

“I didn’t think so. Now drop it.” Babe knew her daughter too well. Didion looked away. Her mother left.

Didion fumed in her mother’s room for close to an hour. The outside sounds did nothing to calm her like they usually did. She walked around, hating Babe with everything she had. On the bed, there was a three-card spread of tarot, and a candle was still burning in the bathroom, one of those tall prayer candles. On the balcony there was an ashtray with a joint in it. She smelled her mother’s glass on the vanity and it smelled like nail polish remover.

Well, if her mom could get messed up all the time, then so could Didion.

She went downstairs and found Matt, who was studying on the screened-in porch.

“Let’s go to that party.”

“At Johnny’s?” he asked.

“Yeah.”

Matt groaned. “I can’t stand that guy.”

“I know, me neither, but I need to get out of here. I just had another fight with my mom.”

“About school?”

“Yep.” Didion texted Sammie. still there? we’re gonna come

Half an hour later, they were at Johnny’s house. His parents were out of town, and the place was overrun with wasted teenagers, a subwoofer pumping so hard Didion could feel it vibrate in her lungs.

They found Sammie in a back bedroom, dark except for a purple, pink, and green disco ball lamp, the walls covered in hippie tapestries. It smelled like skunks, and Didion knew enough by now to know there was weed.

Sammie jumped up and flung her arms around Didion and Matt.

When someone offered Didion a joint, she hesitated, then took it. Surprising her sister and her friend, and even herself.

Sammie didn’t smoke a lot, she wasn’t a stoner, but she had this sort of California-cool-girl vibe about her, and Didion wanted to be more like that. To care less.

Who was she kidding? She was just trying to rebel.

Matt smoked a little too, and Sammie screamed something about how crazy they were being.

It hit Didion hard and fast. She felt dizzy and disconnected. Her thoughts started coming in shouts. It felt like everyone around her was completely fine, feeling totally normal, and she was the only one who knew that something terrible was going to happen.

Her mouth was dry and her heart pounded in her ears. She was jumpy, almost rocketing out of her skin when Sammie touched her elbow.

It was awful. She hated it.

“How long does this last?” she asked Matt.

“Are you okay?” he asked, looking concerned.

“Am I?”

He laughed then, and she felt completely, unfairly betrayed by him.

She then became ultra-aware of her bladder. She clenched her pelvic floor, suddenly afraid she might pee herself.

She ran to find a bathroom, running into Johnny on the way, who laughed at her.

There was a long line, and Didion was starting to panic.

She tried to explain to the other girls in line, but the words wouldn’t come out right.

Didion ran out back, thinking maybe she could pee in the yard or something, but there were too many people to find any privacy.

She ran out front, where she found him. Austin.

He caught her as she ran up to him, his hands on her arms. She touched his face and asked if he was mad at her. He said he wasn’t.

She explained that she was probably going to pee herself, and he started to understand that she was stoned.

He told her to get in his car, and then he drove her down the road, the one mile it took to get to JJ’s Diner.

She ran in, and had never been more grateful for a toilet. After going—only about a teaspoon coming out anyway—she had panted over her knees and vowed never, ever to do that shit again.
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NOW

“Oh my god, oh my god,” I say, fanning my face. “Should I go throw up? What do I do?”

Austin takes another big bite of the tainted dessert, and says, “I say you just go with it, Red. Think you could use it.”

I shake my head and then press two fingers to my pulse. “My heart rate is very high.”

“That’s because you’re panicking,” says Sammie in a soothing tone, putting a hand on my back.

“We get drug tested at work. I can’t fail that, I can’t.”

“Psilocybin actually doesn’t turn up on drug screens,” Austin provides, helpfully.

“Hey,” says Matt, standing and also coming over to me. “Didion, look at me.”

I do, my eyebrows in a fretful knit, eyes wide.

“You’re going to be fine. People do this all the time. Do you want me to tell you why this isn’t a big deal?”

I lose the strength in my legs and melt down onto the floor. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry!”

This is so not like me. I never let anyone see me sweat. But losing control like this scares me too much, and it happened so unexpectedly that I didn’t have time to put up my usually strong facade. I’m also not a total square, I don’t care if other people do it! I just don’t want to! It messes with my whole I-hate-losing-control thing!

“Hey,” says Matt. “Listen. Mushrooms are pretty tame in small doses like this. You probably didn’t have that much anyway.”

Sammie makes a sound that means I wouldn’t be so sure about that.

I look at her in horror. “I melted half the chocolate bar! I grated a bunch on top!”

“Didion, look at me. It cannot stop your heart. Cannot shut down your organs. Doctors use it therapeutically all the time for everything from migraines to PTSD. If anything, it could be a good thing.”

“Don’t you have to be in a good headspace for something like this?” I’m breathless.

Austin crouches down too and says, “So let’s get in a good headspace.”

Sammie sits down and holds my hand, and the guys set about putting the dishes from dinner away and lighting candles. Austin puts on some calm jazz and gets me some water.

“What if you go with it?” asks Sammie. “Maybe it would be good for you to let go, like Austin said.”

Yes, in theory, this might be true. But in reality—or whatever we’re in right now—I’ve got a death grip on the steering wheel of my life. I might want to let go, but I don’t even know how.

I realize that I’ve said this out loud when Sammie says, “I know you do. I know.”



Twenty minutes later, and my panicking has … actually started to subside. The house is calm, and I’m suddenly struck by its beauty. The lights glow with a soft warmth, the music feels like it’s coming from another time. I say something out loud about loving Artie Shaw.

Against all odds, I am kind of okay. More than okay, actually. Maybe even peaceful? I feel gooey inside and like the world is really only as small as Birdsong right now.

It all feels like a movie. Or like Disney World, the Tower of Terror. Like someone designed Birdsong, intentionally, every detail.

Designed. The way the one book on the mantel leans against the others at an angle. The open window. Sammie’s sweatshirt thrown over the back of the kitchen chair. The things on the table that have accumulated there over the course of the day. Austin’s keys, the bottle of wine. Nora’s copy of The Giving Tree, which, to all our horror, she loves.

It feels so intentional, all these things, to have—wait.

“Nora,” I say, alarmed. “Where is she?”

“She’s in bed,” Matt answers. “Thankfully she was tired from being at the beach earlier with Sammie. She would have been all over that tiramisu.”

Sammie shivers at the thought.

I lean back against the unbelievably soft leather of the arm chair and stretch my legs out. It feels good to be long.

I keep trying to put my finger on what it feels like. Everything is really so nice. It strikes me how adorable we all are. Just little people with our little accessories, keys, jackets, shoes that fit our feet just right, that we have to get things that fit our bodies. It’s so cute! Oh my god.

I start trying to explain this to Sammie, who immediately says, “Yes. Just for us. Our personal things.” She then pulls gently at the ponytail band in my hair so that it tumbles freely over my shoulders. “Your hair smells so good. Is that the shampoo in the hall bathroom?”

Matt is looking at the books on the shelf. Austin is getting a fire lit.

I see Birdsong through new eyes. I’m seeing it for what it is, in a way, this little shelter on the beach that has stood here, housing us all and our memories, for so long. And it has so many rules of its own. By the fireplace, the hanging rack with all the tools—Austin is using the little pincer things to flip a small log, just as my grandfather would have. And beside him on the hearth is the old, very folksy seventies square pillow that always perches there, an extra seat in a pinch. How many times have I sat on it and warmed myself up, looking out at this living room full of different people?

I get up to explore, like it’s a museum.

The Le Creuset pots and pans in the kitchen, scarred by fire from all of Babe’s cooking. The small collection of pictures and tickets and ancient, out-of-date things that have been pinned there with magnets. How have I not slowed down to wonder at them yet? The Lawson’s church key magnet with a seven-digit phone number from pre–area code days. The torn piece of paper listing Gene Autry’s Cowboy Code, which includes never shooting first, honesty, tolerance.

Sammie comes up to me after a while and she smiles. “Are you feeling okay?”

I nod. “It’s weird.” My voice feels weird, distant. “I should be freaking out right now.”

“About which part?” she asks, curiously.

“The mushrooms. Babe. The time thing. Austin. All of this.”

“But you’re not.”

This makes me laugh, and then I say, “No. I’m taking a tour of the house.” More laughing, and then, “Do you want to come?”

She nods and puts a hand in mine, and I feel like we’re eight years old again, playing pretend. Pretending the world is unfamiliar and mysterious. Which, of course, it is.

She understands what we’re doing immediately, as we go to the side porch and stand in the doorway. Birdie comes up behind us, and as if leading us—though really only being a dog who always wants to go outside—she takes us to the side door that leads to the alley garden.

We step out, protected somewhat from the rain by the canopy of trees.

It’s unbelievable out here.

Rain falls in pitter-patters above us, and the old Disney song “Little April Shower” from Bambi is suddenly playing in my head—somehow in such exact time that it’s really as if someone actually pressed play on it. I ask Sammie if she can hear it, and she nods.

“Drip drip drop little April shower,” she sings, just as I was on that part in my head.

I go over to the herbs and smell the rosemary, the mint, the basil, the tomato vine. I’m taken back to yet another memory, when Babe had taken me outside and had me smell each one, then taste them all. I had repressed the exact memory, but somewhere in my consciousness, I think of that every time I cook.

Migla the cat bounds out of the bushes then, damp, and runs inside. It makes sense to me, as she was in that memory too, so of course she should arrive then.

The peaches smell so strongly, I don’t know how I haven’t made a million pies since arriving. I pull one down from the leafy branches—which are sort of spinning and moving like pinwheels—feeling its fuzzy skin. I take a bite, and it’s the most insane explosion of flavor, I can almost hear it. I suddenly want to pair it with goat cheese and mint and watercress.

I hand one to Sammie, who takes it, and then responds just as gratefully as I had to its flavor.

I cannot now relate to the self who has spent a decade in New York making food she doesn’t care about to live in an apartment she never sees. She doesn’t go to Broadway shows or shop for fakes on Canal Street or go to Blue Ribbon for escargots at one AM. What she’d do to meet up with friends at Sheep Meadow in Central Park on the first warm spring day with a bottle of wine. She doesn’t do what you’re supposed to do in New York. But she’s also not doing this, putting bare feet into the damp, grassy earth and feeling the soft soil give beneath her feet. She’s not standing in the world and letting herself feel it. She’s controlling everything she can. And why would she? Why, when experiencing it is so much nicer?

I try to explain this to Sammie, and I think I’m sounding like a high idiot—I’m sure I am—but she gets it, again.

“We should bring the boys out here,” says Sammie. “They’ll love it.”

She calls out for them and they come out a minute later, both looking so beautiful I could cry. The garden light bounces off Matt’s perfect, moisturized skin and he looks like a painting. Austin is the picture of a guy, and I don’t know how to further explain that. He just looks like the kind of guy that warrants a crush. The picture of a boyfriend, if that makes sense. My eyes drift down his strong forearms, the ones that can catapult a tennis ball practically through time and space with the power they hold. I shiver as I think how he has repurposed that strength on me, so many times.

He comes over to me and puts one of those arms around me, kisses me on top of the head, and says, “Doin’ all right?”

And I say, “Yeah,” with such convincing enthusiasm that it makes him laugh.

We’re out there a few minutes or maybe a couple of hours, I’m not sure. It’s funny, it’s not how I thought mushrooms would be. It’s not like we’re all slack-jawed, staring at things and saying, dude, whoa. It’s really just made everyone a little quieter, less sharply aware of how we ought to be filling silences. We’re just existing together, noticing what’s around.

Eventually we go back in, Birdie sopping wet, but no one cares. It’s never been a house for much worry like that. I hate going to people’s houses where you feel afraid of splashing a bit of water on the counter or worry about what might happen if, god forbid, you spill your glass of wine. This is a house that absorbs mistakes and casts no judgment for them, holds no stoicism for its forgiveness.

Sammie gets a stack of beach towels. She ends up with the old The Little Mermaid one, I get a striped one I know was stolen from the Sandcastle Hotel, and the guys get ones that would be indistinct to anyone else, but to me—maybe to us all—they’re deeply familiar.

I spot Migla curled up by the fire on a blanket folded there.

I get the urge then to go outside again. I say, “Actually…,” and then I go out through the sliding door and run out into the rain with complete abandon, tearing my shirt off, then my bra, and then my jean shorts, leaving on only my thong. I think I know they’ll follow.

And they do. Buddy system.

No one tells me not to jump into the water, and I realize then that it’s because I’m usually the one who would say not to. And instead of seeing this as a bad thing, as pressure, as a demand for me to be the adult in the room, it actually means I have freedom. If no one else will take on the responsibility, it doesn’t mean I have to. No one has to.

Sammie gets naked and jumps in the water with me. It’s surprisingly calm, despite the storm. The water lists in and out, but doesn’t churn. Plus, I know this water so well. Know how far out it stays shallow and where the jetty is.

The guys strip down too, and come into the water. Matt in his boxers, Austin completely naked.

Matt swims up to me and says, “His dick really is huge,” which makes me laugh so hard my mouth fills with water. No one else asks what we’re laughing at.

“I think it actually makes sense,” I call out, over the loud, loud rain. “Like, of course we’re here.”

There’s a ripple of agreement through everyone.

Sammie floats on her back near me and then she says, “Harrison is really nice, isn’t he?”

I nod, and then when I realize she might not be able to see me, I say, “Yeah, he is.”

When we finally go inside, picking up our respective towels again, I feel more sober and about as relaxed as I can ever remember feeling. The house is cozy and sweet and filled with textures that seem designed to make me happy.

I excuse myself, still nude except for the striped towel, and go upstairs.

I pad quietly down the hall, not wanting to be heard. Maybe because I want this moment to be just for me, or maybe I’m just trying not to disturb the peace of the house. Maybe not wanting to be heard by the ghosts. I stop in front of Babe’s bedroom doors. I think I’m there a long time before I finally open them.

I step inside and shut the doors behind me, soaking in the rich scent of her perfume that still dances in the air as if it were just sprayed. I flip the switch.

It goes to a brass floor lamp in the corner, against the built-in bookshelf, and behind the velvet chaise longue that has been here since Babe was a child. Her bed is made, and I wonder if it was made last by her. It looks like it. She always made it the same way, probably some inherited way of doing it, with the top folded down and the sheets splayed neatly on top—pattern facing the right way up, which is only accomplished by putting it upside down. At the foot of the bed, an old knitted blanket that I always hated because it was too itchy.

I open the balcony doors and let the wind gust in, and for a second it makes the room feel so alive I feel like I might be sent back in time. And why not? Would it even surprise me?

I open her dresser drawers, and touch her things. Soft satin slips she wore to bed, cotton bras, cushy socks. T-shirts, jeans. In the closet, her flowy dresses and rarely needed coats and jackets.

Her bathroom, still neatly arranged.

It really is like a gallery. One of those displays you can hardly believe. This is the very brush Empress Sisi used on her famous long locks, right here having traveled through time to be borne witness by you.

Her toothbrush. Her shampoo. Her conditioner. It makes me feel dizzy. She had all this time before she chose to go, and she didn’t pack up this house, not even her toothbrush. She must have known we’d prefer it this way. Prefer it to be preserved until we can let it all go on our own time.

A wave of nausea rocks through me at the idea of selling the house. We can’t. How could we? Sammie is right. The idea of all this in boxes, stripped down to its bare bones, only to be sold to someone else who might come in and fill this place with seashells and signs from T.J.Maxx that say something stupid like MERMAID PARKING ONLY or BEACH HAIR, DON’T CARE. They’d probably let the old tomato vines, smuggled from Italy when my grandfather was young and heedless, die. And what about the birds that sing outside these windows, the generations of them that have stayed around here, only to sing to us, every passing generation of us? Aren’t they ours?

A while later, after the discovery of the writhing pattern on the wallpaper in the living room and the fact that we all agree about the key jingle sound thing that I’d never actually said out loud to anyone else, Sammie calls me into the powder room.

I squeeze in next to her.

“What is it?” I ask.

And then she points at the mirror. I follow to our reflection. At first I don’t know what she’s pointing at, I just see us, but then I understand.

I look into her beautiful face, and then into my own. I feel far away and also harshly present.

I stare at each of us until it hits me, and I gasp.

She nods, like we’re communicating completely through brain waves.

In her face, and in my own, I can see our mother. I have her thin nose. She has her blond hair. I have the full lips and she has the dark lashes.

It has never been clearer to me then, and it feels deeply profound, that we are our mother’s daughters.
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“Well, I can’t say I’m all that shocked that making forty kinds of sauce and then getting high out of our minds didn’t work,” I say, as we all gather, for what feels like the hundredth time, for coffee on the back porch. I’m unwrapping the MoonPie today.

“No, not really surprising,” agrees Sammie. “But great news, now it’s my turn.”

“Oh god,” I say. “What are you going to make us do?”
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Sammie’s plan consists of mostly tanning on the beach with iced coffee and donuts, and she won’t tell us what her idea actually is until the evening. At which point, we all learn that she’s starting to lose her mind.

“I don’t know why it isn’t working.” Sammie releases Austin’s and my hands and then we all let go too.

I open my eyes. We are sitting around the coffee table in the living room, all lights turned off, only candles lighting the room. We’re all in black, for reasons Sammie did not explain, and she is wearing the Halloween witch hat from the garage where she said it was easy to find, she only had to climb into the rafters and move ten or twelve boxes.



The table in front of us is laid out with a few of Babe’s things. Sammie and I went into her bedroom together after I told her I’d explored there last night. We got a bottle of her perfume, one of her soft cashmere sweaters, the kitchen journal, and a few other odds and ends.

“I wish I could google what to do,” she groans.

“You wish you could google how to do a séance?” I ask.

“Well, yeah! Why not? There would be an answer.” She lays back on the ground, pouting. Birdie comes over to lick her face.

“Do you think that anywhere, they would say to wear a moth-bitten old witch hat?”

She fake-glares at me.

“Anyone want the last piece?” asks Austin, holding up a piece of cheese pizza, ordered from Woody Woodfire.

“All you,” Matt answers.

Sammie and I wave it off.

Sammie shoots up. “Wait, do you think there’s a Ouija board here?”

“Hell! No!” I exclaim vehemently. “We are not doing a Ouija board in this house, absolutely not.”

Matt winces. “I knew a girl who did that in high school, she asked if the ghost was in the room. It said yes, and she asked where, and it said in the corner, and then after that day the plant in the corner started to die from the top down.”

I shiver. “No, see, hate. Hate, hate, hate.”

Sammie gives me a look. “Oh, so little miss doesn’t believe in witches is too afraid of a game mass-produced by Hasbro?”

“Parker Brothers,” Austin corrects.

“Not exactly,” Matt says. When we all look at him, he clarifies: “Hasbro has owned Parker Brothers since ninety-one. Ouija boards usually have the Hasbro logo on them these days. So you’re both right. And wrong.”

Austin gives him a look of impressed approval. “You are damn good, I’ll give you that.”

“Trivia night at the corner bar is basically all I live for these days,” Matt confesses.

Sammie clears her throat and gestures with her eyes in the direction of the bedrooms.

“And my daughter!” Matt hastens to add.

“Listen, there is darkness in that game,” I insist.

“You have to admit you believe in a thing or two in order to be afraid of a little old game.”

“I don’t know what I believe, but I don’t mess with Ouija, that’s all I’m saying!”

“I’m going to go look anyway.” Sammie goes to the game cabinet. We had once been the same size as the cabinet when we crouched down looking for Hi Ho! Cherry-O and Candy Land.

“Can’t we just play a rousing game of Trivial Pursuit?” pleads Matt.

Sammie doesn’t answer, but keeps looking.

“Why not?” he asks anyway.

“Because you’ve memorized all the cards,” Austin answers for all of us.

“I have not!”

“From which sport did the rallying cry ‘tallyho!’ originate?” recites Austin, looking at his palm like it holds a card.

Matt sighs. “That’s obvious, it’s foxhunting. But—”

“Who was the first New York Met inducted into the Baseball Hall of Fame?” Austin goes on to ask.

Matt hesitates. “Tom Seaver.”

“I rest my case.” Then Austin adds, “You haven’t seen a game of baseball in your life.”

“Yes, I have, I—” Matt furrows his brow. “Maybe that was hockey.”

Sammie pauses in her search. “You’re not sure if it was baseball or hockey?”

“It was right after I passed the bar! I just remember we were going to a game of some kind.”

All of us laugh.

“See, look how much fun we’re all having because of trivia,” Matt asserts.

“Nothing in there.” Sammie closes the cabinet back up, and then stands with her hands on her hips. She looks around the room and then her eyes land on the pizza box. “I have an idea.”

She runs off toward the kitchen, and Matt, Austin, and I share a worried look.

She returns with a Sharpie, and then rips off the lid of the pizza box.

I gape at her. “You are not going to make a Ouija board out of that.”

“It’ll be fun! It’s not going to be some plant-rotting ghost, we’re trying to talk to Mom!”

“That’s so much worse,” I whine.

Sammie points her marker at me. “And this time, we’re doing it in there.”

I follow her point to the den.

“No!” I shoot back.

“Yes!” she fires back, matching my pitch and tone. She starts in on writing the alphabet on the cardboard.

“We don’t even have the thingy.” I move my hand to indicate what the thingy is.

“The planchette,” supplies Austin. When Matt looks at him, Austin shrugs.

Matt shakes his head. “I’m telling you. We could be champions.”

“We could be heroes,” I quote, remembering the millions of times Matt and I used to duet in front of the mirror to “Elephant Love Medley” from Moulin Rouge!

“Forever and ever,” he half sings back.

Austin exhales loudly. “Thank god we’re not doing screens. I don’t think I can possibly watch that movie again.”

I smile at him. “But you would.”

He smiles back and taps my foot with his. “Yeah, yeah, I would. It’s a good movie.”

“Okay, done,” Sammie announces. “As for a planchette, I have already thought of this.” She gets up, goes to the bookshelf, and brings back a big, heavy, clear paperweight. “Am I right? Pretty good!”

I stare at it and try one more time. “I really don’t want to do this.”

“Hey, I sat out on the porch with Harrison today, just like you wanted me to, and just like I did yesterday.”

“I didn’t make you do it today, that was all you.”

Even in the candlelight, I see her blush. “Well … he’s actually pretty funny. Did you know he reads like a hundred books a year?”

“No wonder he wants a girlfriend,” Austin jibes. “No offense to reading.”

We all know this is a joke, since he might be the most well-read of all of us.

Sammie enlists us to help move the candles into the den, and soon enough, we’re piled into the room, crowded around a different coffee table. This time with a casket next to us, the reflection of the candles dancing in the gleaming pink surface and off the brass handles.

“This is horrible,” I hiss.

“It’s nice,” Sammie hisses back.

The way the palm trees whip against the window now reminds me of a time when we all piled in here—Babe … alive at the time—and watched Jurassic Park. I’d never seen it before. We ate popcorn and mint chocolate chip ice cream, and everyone laughed at Sammie, who screamed every time a dinosaur came on screen. The movie experience became mostly us silently hoping another one was about to appear, and then it would, and then she’d scream, and all of us would laugh so hard it hurt.

“Okay, hands on,” directs Sammie. “Didion. Hands.”

“Mmmbleh.” I reluctantly put my fingertips on the paperweight.

Sammie tilts her head upward, taking this completely seriously. “Mom? Are you there?”

The weight moves, slowly, toward yes.

I let out a disbelieving puff of air and Sammie glares at me.

“Mom, are you in the room with us?”

It moves toward no.

I get chills. I blame it on the freezing cold air-conditioning pumping through the vents, but I know it’s more than that.

Sammie furrows her brow. “Mom, why did you want us to be here?”

It doesn’t move at first, and then slowly, it does. All our fingers so lightly touching it that they keep coming off.
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And then it stops.

“Because birds!” I exclaim, unhelpfully.

“She obviously means Birdsong,” explains Sammie. “Okay, but why? Like … what do you want us to do?”

It’s still for a long beat, and then it moves again.
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“And also, gather, and live, laugh, love,” I joke.

But then … it keeps going.
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“Family … meal.” Sammie breathes. “Didion?”

She’s seen the look on my face.
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THE NIGHT BEFORE THANKSGIVING, TEN YEARS AGO, DIDION’S JUNIOR YEAR IN COLLEGE

Didion stared at her phone. A text from her mother.



Give me a call. You should come.




She let her phone clatter onto her desk and then walked in a limp circle around her silent apartment.

The whole campus was empty. Her apartment was empty. Her complex was empty. And it was bitterly cold outside, not the blustery, sunny late fall day they sometimes got. The whole last week had been gray and cold and wet. Didion’s weird, possibly racist, definitely stupid roommate left for home yesterday and even though she couldn’t stand her, the vacant apartment felt suddenly cavernous.

Sammie had been texting Didion too. Lots of emojis with big begging eyes.

The thing was, Didion actually loved Thanksgiving. Really loved her mother’s Thanksgiving food. She made buttery mashed potatoes, umami-laden stuffing, biscuits with salted butter, and she omitted turkey completely, which she insisted was dry and not worth it, and instead made juicy chicken with crispy skin using something she called the “Keller method,” which Didion was a few years from knowing about. All of this was drenched in a truly special gravy. She also made a cranberry sangria that made Didion’s mouth water to even think about.

The problem was going back to Birdsong and being with her mother.

For the last couple of years, it seemed like they were chemically unable to understand each other. For one thing, Didion was finding it difficult to forget the time her mother had basically told her she was a mistake that she regretted. As somebody who worked hard to make everything as easy on those around her as humanly possible, it troubled her greatly to imagine that her mother’s unrest was because of her. Her mother was the life of the party on Mercy Island, but what happened when the party stopped? Where did the life go?

Every time she talked to Babe, she had this distinct tone of coping or getting by. Or maybe Didion was imagining it, creating something to feel guilty for and then resentful about.

It didn’t help that her mom hadn’t come to visit her once in Baltimore, but had flown out to meet Sammie on an Italian vineyard for over a month last spring.

Not that Didion didn’t understand the allure of sun-drenched Italian wine country versus the interminably cold days of spring in Maryland, but still. It was the principle of it all. And worse than that, she had just had Austin and his new girlfriend over for dinner.

For dinner.

Didion had no right to be angry about this, as she was still dating Felix and therefore did not have a single leg to stand on.

But still, what an incredible betrayal from her mother.

Babe had apologized for both, saying Sammie had been homesick and really seemed to need a friendly face—she was a lot farther away and a lot less resilient than Didion, after all. And as for Austin, it was just dinner. His girlfriend, Naomi, a tennis player herself, had been very nice. The two had met and hit it off a few months ago, they weren’t that serious, Babe had just thought, why not? She insisted that they didn’t have what Didion and Austin had, but again, Didion had a hard time hearing Babe’s opinion on them at all these days.

The resentments for things like this leaked out in all their conversations. Babe wasn’t present when Didion needed her, giving advice like It’ll all work out and saying things like You’re strong, you can handle it. Babe had also recently donated an entire box of Didion’s old belongings from the garage, insisting that she thought she’d told her it was okay on a previous call. Which she had not.

Her mom was just scatterbrained these days. She wasn’t like other moms. Her friends had moms who sent money or came and visited and took them all out to brunch. They had moms who lived quiet lives in the suburbs. Not moms who did a nude figure drawing class—meaning, posed as the model—and then sent her daughters the resulting drawings.

Part of what made Didion so mad was that she wasn’t sure if she had any right to be mad. Her mom was just a person. But Didion wanted her to be something she wasn’t. And Babe wanted her to be something she wasn’t. An academic, set on a path toward money and probably a nuclear family and savings account.

Her phone rang on the desk, the aluminum rattling against the particleboard as it vibrated.

She answered, “Yeah.”

“Didion,” said Babe, in that voice that always made Didion feel ridiculous and like a pouting, sulking child.

“What?”

“Can we please have a conversation?”

Didion shrugged, realized she couldn’t be seen and then said, “Fine.”

Babe sighed. “Look. I’m sorry things have been tense lately. I think it’s normal, moms and daughters struggle during this phase of life. You’re becoming a woman, and I’m going through menopause and figuring out who I am in a whole new way. No children in the house—”

“We haven’t been in your house full-time in forever, so I don’t think you can claim empty-nester syndrome.”

“Well, okay. I don’t mean just you. You, Matt, Austin, all your friends, everyone coming in and going out and everything … anyway, that’s not what I want to talk about. I want you to come for Thanksgiving.”

“Why? So we can fight over mashed potatoes in person instead of over the phone?”

Babe is quiet for a long moment, and Didion stares at the floor, waiting for her to go on.

“In restaurants, there’s something called family meal. Have you encountered this?”

“No.”

She’d only worked at the steakhouse and coffee shop, and neither had anything called that.

“It’s a meal the kitchen makes for everybody. Front of house, back of house. Whoever’s working. Everyone eats the same thing and takes a beat before a busy service. It’s a time to reset, to refuel, for everyone to catch their breath and realign with each other before the shift.”

“Okay … isn’t that called eating dinner?”

“No. It means something. Everyone is the same. Eating the same thing. Choosing to sit together. It’s not a time to fight, it’s a time to be calm, be with each other. You and I understand that, right? Food. What it can do?”

“Mm.”

“Mm,” she repeated. Again, that tone that made Didion feel ridiculous. “So, will you come? Have family meal with us?”

Didion sighed.

“I could really do with some help on the stuffing,” Babe went on. “You make it better than I do, these days.”

Didion knew this wasn’t true, but reluctantly appreciated it anyway.

Didion caved. Praise worked wonders on her, especially when it came from her mother. “Fine. But only because I can’t stand the idea of bad stuffing out there somewhere.”

Babe laughed, that raspy, earthy laugh of hers, and then said, “Flight’s in three hours. Check your email.”

“You already bought a ticket?” Didion’s tone was back to testy.

Babe diverted it instantly. “Before you get upset, it was a refundable ticket. Plus, I thought there was no way you’d stay up there if you knew Austin and his parents were coming.”

Didion’s heart lurched. “Is she coming too?”

Babe knew she meant Naomi. “I don’t think so. Do you want to bring Felix?”

Didion considered this. Felix obviously had no plans to go all the way back to Austria for an American holiday, so they had planned to order takeout and watch movies.

Did she really want to bring Felix around Austin, though?

“No,” said Didion. “He’ll understand.”



That Thanksgiving was an important one. Didion learned the Keller method for roasting chicken (though still didn’t know why it was called that). She learned the joy of setting aside all your shit to have a great meal.

And, possibly the biggest change that occurred over that long weekend, Didion took a perfect record of romantic fidelity and smashed it into a million, zillion, tiny little pieces.

It was Austin’s fault. Didion was never supposed to see how well he pulled off a flannel.
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NOW

“I don’t get it; I’ve been trying to make food for all of us for days now. Is she just trying to rub in the fact that I suck at cooking now?” I ask.

“Yes,” says Matt, “your mother took some time from beyond the grave to rub your nose in your overcooked shrimp cocktail.”

I gasp. “You said it was good!”

Matt rolls his eyes. “Okay, I lied, it tasted like eating a cat toy.”

If looks could kill, he’d be dead.

After the words family meal appeared, the board had gone quiet. Nothing more to say. Not even goodbye like all polite Ouija ghosts are supposed to do.

“It creeps me out, the idea that she really could communicate like that,” I say.

“Through a pizza box?” asks Matt.

“No—well, yes. But also, I don’t like the idea that she’s sitting there somewhere and can talk to us.” I gesture, for some reason at the sky, as if she might actually be up there sitting on a cloud with a harp nearby or something.

“So you believe it?” says Sammie. “You just don’t like it?”

“I don’t know.” I chew the inside of my cheek. “Family meal is weird. I’ve never talked about that with any of you guys, right?”

They all shake their heads.

“One Thanksgiving she wanted me to come back.” My eyes land on Austin and he grins at me, immediately remembering.

I have to look away.

I go on to explain what the expression means in restaurants, and then say, “And for the two of us, it kind of became a code word. Sort of an apology, or a verbal breaking of bread. When we couldn’t communicate with other words. Like a truce, kinda.”

“And that worked?” asks Sammie. “Because … you guys weren’t talking at the end.”

“Yeah, well, code words don’t really work when the words you’re not saying are ‘Hey, don’t kill yourself.’”

The room is quiet. Just the sound of the crackling wood, then a log shifting. Austin stands to readjust it.

“Did you ever even actually say that to her though?” asks Sammie. “Or did you assume that your silence would communicate for you? Because I’ve been on the other end of your silent treatment, and let me tell you, it only communicates one thing.”

I feel like I’ve been suddenly hit in the head by a rogue soccer ball. Which makes me feel embarrassed. Which makes me shut down.

“You know,” I say suddenly, “I think I’m going to head up to bed.”

“Didion, maybe it’s time—” starts Matt.

“No, no, it’s the wine, I think I had too much. It’s not about what you said, Sammie. We can talk about it later. I’m tired.”

I can’t look any of them in the eye as I go.

I hear soft steps behind me as I get to the upstairs hall, and smile sadly as I turn around to see Birdie.

“Come here, puppy. You’re so nice.” I scratch her behind the ears and whisper, “You want to sleep with me?”

She pants at me and I go into my room, shutting the door behind us. She jumps right up onto the bed and curls up into a tiny fox-like ball.

I’m glad she’s with me, because as I lie there, not tired at all, I spend hours hearing the tones of their voices, laughter, and the music they play. I wish so badly I could get out of my own way. Stop blaming them and feeling sorry for myself. And yet here I am, again, running away. As I stare out the window, I wonder just what it would take, if not this, to break me out of my fortress of self-protection.
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I stay hidden in my room the next morning, rolling around on the bed trying to fall back asleep. Someone had quietly opened the door at some point and beckoned Birdie out. Possibly that same someone had put a thermos of coffee by my bedside with an old MERCY JAZZ NIGHTS mug. As if they knew I might need to stay in here a little longer this morning. I pour out a sip, grateful.

I’m afraid to emerge. I don’t want to face anything. I don’t want to talk to my sister about what a bitch I was. Have been. Often am. A sudden burst of music blares from downstairs, and I rocket up in bed. I blink and listen for a moment, then rush to my door and dash down the steps.

I had expected to eventually come down and see a dark, quiet house left over in a mood from when I went upstairs early last night.

Quite the opposite.

Austin is shirtless in the kitchen flipping pancakes, the smell of bacon and maple syrup and melted butter filling the air.

He spots me just as the chorus to “Love Will Keep Us Together” starts, flips his hat around, and comes over, sauntering to the beat, mouthing the words. Just stop! ’Cause I really love you, stop, I’ll be thinking of you.

I can’t help but laugh, and he holds a hand out, spins me around in a circle.

He leads and I’m a floppy half-awake rag doll, but it doesn’t matter, because he’s able to dance for the both of us. This song had played one memorable time at Dusty’s when I beat him at Ping-Pong.

The song gets to the ba-da-da-das and he says, “Bacon or sausage?”

“Bacon? What’s … going on?”

He pops a grape in his mouth from a nearby bowl and says, “It’s my day, sweetheart.”
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I don’t even know how he does it. How? How does a person throw together a raucous party on a dime like this?

I don’t know. But Killjoy does it.

Charlie Rucker, the High Dive bartender, and his brother, Boomer, bring two enormous speakers and set them up outside. Charlie gives me a big hug and says, “I had work later, but I got my shift covered. I had to see the Birdsong gang!”

Weird. The shift when we saw him last. In the future and the past and nowhere in between.

Boomer hugged me too, saying, “I did not have work because I’m funemployed at the moment? But anyway, sorry about your mom. And also congratulations on still being hot.”

Matt was next to me when they said this, and he cracked up. The Ruckers were the kind of sweet, kind of dumb teddy bears you can’t help but find endearing.

Gladys and her divine sisterhood of old biddies show up with bottles of wine and a six-pack of beer, wearing big hats and bathing suits. All of them stop to give a warm, if cursory, acknowledgment of Babe’s death and promise to be here tomorrow for the service.

Taylor Rae, her husband, Ryan, daughter Holly Jo, Mabel, and her kid came, both with tinfoil-wrapped plates.

Harrison shows up, too, with a guy I remember he used to always hang around with, plus his and Taylor Rae’s other two brothers.

And then suddenly, as if life were normal and this is the sort of way I might spend any Saturday, I’m knee-deep in a game of cornhole.

“Oh come on!” I shout, when my bag goes in the hole instead of on the board, putting us beyond the final score limit and setting us back again. We’d been about to win.

It’s probably obvious given every other corner of my personality, but I’m very competitive.

“I get this, it’s game,” Austin taunts, holding his bag up to me. “Blow on it for good luck?”

“I wish you nothing but sand.”

He shrugs. “All right, I’ll do it without you then.”

His goes right in the hole, giving his team the three points they needed to win. He unceremoniously tosses his other bags one by one, onto the sand a few feet from us, staring at me gloatingly. I pretend to be angry, and realize then that I hadn’t actually cared so much about winning as I usually would.

His teammate, Des, is a guy I’ve never met who works at the tennis club. He comes over now to celebrate with him. He’s loud and cheerful, with a loose magnetism that makes you feel like you’ve known him forever.

“Ooh, you were doing so well, too,” he teases. “But I guess all great things come to an end, huh?”

I run my tongue over my teeth and cross my arms, playing into the competitive banter. “Yeah, yeah, well, when you have a professional athlete on your team.”

“Former professional,” Des corrects, arm around Austin, patting him on the chest. “Now he’s just an athletic club rat.”

“Fuck off,” Austin says, grinning.

Des, I’m sensing, is the kind of guy who has a good ability to tell how and when to give people shit.

“I need sunscreen, but I will rematch you and I will win,” I shout as I walk away.

“We’ll see, we’ll see. I heard Gladys kicked your ass at beer pong earlier.”

I rush back. “Oh my god, she did not say that—Gladys!” I call across the sand. “You did not say you beat me at beer pong.”

In her low, steady Southern accent, fanning herself, she says, “Don’t rob me of my truth, honey.” Her friends laugh. Only on an island like this would nobody let you catch a break just because your mother died.

And I love them all for it.

I go back up to the house, rinsing my feet with the hose before I go in.

A Carole King song is playing and Sammie and Nora are dancing in the kitchen as Sammie refills her mimosa glass.

“Can I get one of those?” I ask.

“A mimosa?” she hesitates. Surprised. “Sure.”

“And hey, I’m sorry about—” I start.

“It’s fine,” she says, giving me a sad smile. “We don’t have to do this. We should just have fun. It’s Austin’s day after all.”

“Having fun, fun, fun,” says Nora spinning around in circles on the ground.

“That’s right, Nor,” she says.

Matt comes to the back door and says, “Hey, Nora, want to see a cool gecko?”

“Ooh!” she says, and off she goes.

“You’re really good with kids,” I say to Sammie.

She smiles and says, “They’re so fun. They don’t care about how they look or what everyone is thinking around them. They’re just livin’.”

This makes me laugh. “Yep … they are. Funny to see her here, playing with our toys and reading those old books.”

“I know!” she whispers. “It’s kind of crazy, right? I still feel like a kid sometimes.”

This doesn’t surprise me, and I let it pass without comment.

“Do you think you’ll have kids?” she asks.

“Me? Oh, god. Uh … probably not.”

“Really?” Her face falls. “But you’d be so good at it.”

I shrug. “What about you?”

“It’s funny, when I was younger, I kind of just wanted to go out and do my own thing,” she muses. “But these days, I kind of feel like I’ve done enough of that. Seen enough. I feel ready.” Then, sensing my concern, she adds, “I’m just missing the guy, obviously.”

“Not Johnny.”

“Not Johnny, no. But you know, you and Austin would have such cute babies!”

I give her a light push on the shoulder. “That’s not gonna happen. We’re just … it’s the being here of it all. Austin and I aren’t getting back together. Obviously, I don’t even—”

She watches me tumble through my clunky words. “Uh-huh.” She finally fills my glass and hands it over. “Or maybe you’re soulmates.”

“Yeah, well, you wouldn’t say that if you knew what happened in Texas.”

“Matt told me.”

I take a big sip of my drink. “Wow, he really did?”

She drops her chin. “Who loves good gossip more than Matt?”

“Besides a Bennett woman?” I say with a drawl.

She matches it. “Besides us, no one, darlin’.”

I sigh. “Well, that’s true. Then you know what a jerk Austin was.”

“I do,” she says. “But you know … that boy loves you more than anything.”

I try not to levitate at the idea. “He doesn’t. He likes flirting. And … you know.”

“I think he likes flirting and having sex with you,” she supplies for me, “but it’s more than that.”

“Maybe.” I have a grape.

“I mean when we were here last. That last summer you guys were a couple … was he so wrong in what he said?”

“Sure felt like it.”

“Yeah, then. But now?”

“I don’t know.”

“I think you should forgive him.” She leans back on the counter.

“Maybe if he asks to be forgiven, I’ll consider it. But for now? He hasn’t asked me for anything of the kind.”

She thinks about my words, and then says, “Fair enough.”

I swirl my mimosa and wonder … what exactly would feel fair to me?
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The party goes until the rain rolls in, when everyone runs to bring everything inside. Bless the people of this town, the party may be ending, but no one lets it ruin their mood and everyone pitches in.

Taylor Rae comes up to me before leaving, saying, “Oh, it’s so great having y’all back here for the weekend. Stay longer! Move home!”

There’s that word again. Home.

Also … stay longer. Ha. “I wish we could.”

She tilts her head at me. “Are y’all able to keep the house?”

We haven’t talked about it again. Not since the accidental mushroom night when I privately realized I could never get rid of this place. Or to let go of any of this, any of them, ever again.

“I’m not sure yet,” I answer.

“I hope you can. Well, we’ll see you tomorrow for the service. Please, let me know if I can bring anything at all, I’m throwin’ some casseroles in the oven tonight.”

My heart blooms at her words. I’m realizing now that it wasn’t just each other that we had here. We had a lot of friends. A lot of people around to make us feel whole. I don’t usually idealize the past—maybe, if anything, I do too much of the opposite. But this is good. Looking around this house, full of all these people who know their way around—who can empty trash and find the towels—it feels like what it takes to constitute a real life.

“Of course, Tay.” I reach out for a hug, and then breathe in the vanilla apple spice of her hair. “Thank you for coming.”

“And am I crazy,” she whispers, “or is there something going on between your sister and my brother?”

We look over to where Harrison and Sammie are standing. Sammie is fiddling with the end of her braid, smiling at him as he talks.

“I think you might be right,” I say.



Most everyone leaves over the next half hour and the only stragglers left behind are Charlie, his brother, Boomer, and Harrison.

“Okay, next stop is Dusty’s for karaoke,” Austin announces.

I gaze at him like a love-drunk schoolgirl. He’s tan from the hours in the sun and it’s only made his eyes and the slight golden luster of his hair pop more.

He catches me ogling him and I make a caught face that makes him laugh.

“We’re going to take the golf cart,” he says. “Harrison, you’ll go with the Ruckers, and we’ll meet you there. Snag a table. Sound good?”

“I have a booster seat in the back seat of my truck if you want me to take Nora,” Charlie says. “My niece is about the same age.”

Man, people really started having kids a couple years ago, didn’t they?

“Sure,” Matt says. When they go to set up the booster seat, I give him a look, and he asks, “What?”

“You don’t worry about letting someone else drive her?”

He sighs. “If you have a kid, you’ll realize that every single second of your life is an opportunity to worry. You have to remember you’ve got your own life too. She’s in the hands of good people. It’s safer than a golf cart and it’s about a two-minute drive. She’ll be fine.”

Something about his words strikes a chord in me. Babe used to worry all the time when we were kids. To the point of it being sort of annoying. Like she couldn’t trust us to do anything on our own. When she moved here, I took the change to mean she didn’t care anymore. Maybe she just started to remember she needed care too.



It’s a whole production getting the golf cart out of the garage. First, it’s under about three layers of dust and loaded with boxes, including the Halloween decorations and backup pots and pans. Then, we can’t get the rain cover to stay shut, and the zipper threatens to break about ten times. In the end, we give up and resolve to be damp.

Then, the battery is dead. This would stop most normal people, but Austin and I are uniquely stubborn, so we insist on following through. I hunt down the jumper box to charge it and then Austin’s truck.

The tinny little radio lets out a version of “Bad, Bad Leroy Brown” that is such bad quality it feels like something that would play in a fallout shelter, but we’ve all got a road beer for the five-minute (in a golf cart) drive, and everyone is in high spirits.

Matt and I are trying to remember our lines from a play in tenth grade. Sammie is chatting in a stream of consciousness about everything that happened at the party earlier, and Austin is drumming out the rhythm of the music as he drives, one arm on the bench behind Sammie, listening to her chat, chat, chat.

Dusty’s is teeming with drunk locals, sunburned and waterlogged. The floors are wet and punctuated with yellow caution cones.

We find Charlie and Boomer on the small stage, untangling long XLR cables, Nora sitting contentedly at a table nearby with a Shirley Temple, a set of crayons, and a paper place mat.

“We had to beg him to get it out of storage,” Charlie explains when he sees us. “But we did it!”

Just the sight of the brothers makes me laugh. They are the exact same size and shape as Tweedledee and Tweedledum, and I’ve always adored them. They’re the kind of guys who would give you their last dollar.

“What are you smilin’ about, Red?” Austin asks, coming up beside me.

“The Ruckers. I’ve missed ’em.”

We look up at them and as we do, Boomer slips off the stage and onto the floor a few inches below. This makes Nora laugh from her spot at the table, where she swings her feet.

Looking at this happy scene, you’d never know that shit is about to seriously hit the fan.
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THE SIXTH SUMMER, TEN YEARS AGO

“Okay, person, place, or animal, and … go.” Matt flipped over the hourglass and Sammie and Didion started to draw on their pads of paper.

Didion drew one sloping line and Austin guessed, “Paris—the Eiffel Tower!”

“Yes!” She threw down her pencil and screamed.

“What the— Are you guys being serious?” Sammie flipped around their paper. “This is one line!”

Austin shrugged. “It’s obviously the Eiffel Tower, Sam, come on.”

Didion could hardly catch her breath from laughing.

The next time it was just Sammie’s turn to draw, Austin and Didion leaned over the table and watched her drawing.

“Cow,” guessed Matt.

Sammie pointed furiously at the arches on the figure’s feet with the tip of the pencil.

“Running cow,” he guessed. “Cow roller coaster? Cow ice skates.”

Austin leaned over to Didion and pulled her chair closer. He whispered into her ear, “Rocking horse.”

She nodded, having figured it out a second before he said it.

Sammie set down her pencil briefly, staring at Matt. “You think the clue on the card is cow ice skates?”

“I don’t know!”

She scribbled out her drawing, eyes darting to the hourglass. This time she drew an even more perfect, obvious rocking horse.

“Cow … shoes.”

“Enough with the cow! It’s not a cow!”

“No talking!” Austin and Didion say together, an inside joke from the many, many times they’d played this game.

Sammie was purple with frustration now, and Austin and Didion were clutching each other, laughing so hard.

“Time’s up,” Didion announced.

Sammie rounded on Matt. “You think the people at Pictionary were like, okay, what’s some stuff that there is on earth? Hmm, palm trees, thermometers, running a marathon, cow roller coaster…”

“Snowshoes? Skis!”

“Are you still guessing?!”

“Wait.” Matt caught his breath. “What was it?”

“Rocking horse!” they all yelled at the same time.

Austin wiped tears of laughter away from under his eyes and then looked at his phone for the time. “Okay, okay, so if we’re going to this thing, we better head out.”

“Ah, okay, let me check my makeup one more time. I am never playing with you again, Matt!” Sammie called out, running into the powder room.

The four of them were all dressed up, with somewhere they didn’t want to go. Johnny’s parents were renewing their vows. They wouldn’t have even been going to the ceremony if it weren’t for the fact that Johnny’s mother, Racquel, was a beloved member of the community. How she had spawned such an awful son, no one could be sure. She was the only reason Dusty didn’t press charges when Johnny broke into his restaurant and stole all the money from the till when he was thirteen and, as everyone decided to put it, going through something.

Nevertheless, they were all cleaned up and ready to go endure it. Sammie was in a loose, pink floral dress, her blond hair curled. Didion was in a tube top dress in a pretty blue that reminded her of the dress from The Sound of Music. The guys were in button-downs and nice pants.

“Okay, should we do a shot before we go?” asked Didion. “I don’t know about you guys, but I could do with one.”

The guys agreed, and then Sammie hesitated before saying, “Um … sure.”

Didion gave her a questioning look. She never usually turned down a drink. Especially during the summers at Birdsong, when all rules were off.

“No, yeah. I’m just nervous.”

Didion poured four shots of rum for them and then called out, “Mom? You want one? A shot?”

“Sure, one sec.”

Babe had been doing her new favorite thing, which was watercolors on the side porch. They heard her set things down, and then she came in and accepted her glass.

Didion saw an exchanged look go between Sammie and Babe, a tiny shake of Sammie’s head.

What … was that?

They clinked glasses and then Didion watched as Sammie turned around, clearly trying to hide the fact that she hadn’t taken hers.

“All right, I’m gonna go call a car,” said Austin. Then, sensing a weird vibe, he elbowed Matt.

They both left, saying bye to Babe, to go wait on the front porch.

As soon as she heard the screen door clap shut, Didion asked, “Is something going on?”

Her sister and mother looked at each other, and Didion waved a hand between them and said, “This is what I’m talking about, what’s going on?”

Sammie took a deep breath, and then gave Didion the last answer in the world she expected. “I’m pregnant.”

At first Didion laughed. But then she saw the earnestness in her sister’s face and the floor fell out from beneath her. “You’re … I’m sorry, what?”

“I wasn’t going to tell you tonight. Not like this.”

Didion felt like all the organs in her body had evaporated. “This—you … with Johnny Hart?”

“Didion, stop it.”

This, from Babe.

“I’m sorry, are you going to be her mother, or does that fall to me again?” spat Didion. “Johnny is disgusting. He’s a pig and an asshole and … what, you’re going to start a family together like some kind of Normal Rockwell painting?”

“Mom wasn’t that much older than me when she had you,” said Sammie.

“Yeah, and how did that work out for you?” said Didion, seething at her mother. “Fifteen years in and you completely gave up.”

Babe’s eyes darkened. “That is not what happened.”

“Oh, yeah? Then what was it? What was it that made you go from full-time to part-time mom? Because most parents don’t get to do that, you know.”

Didion was so angry she was shaking. Her field of view had shrunk so that she had no peripheral vision. Years of staying quiet, dealing on her own, and now she was boiling over.

She couldn’t begin to communicate why this was as upsetting as it was. She didn’t understand it herself. Was it that they had a secret without her? Was it that Didion was afraid of her sister slipping away into some strange new life? Was it that she was making a mistake with an awful guy?

The only question was why on earth Sammie was with him. She could never give a better answer than the simple I love him. If this really happened, Sammie would be tethered to Johnny forever. They all would be. Including this child, who would suffer one way or another, from either an absent father or from a present one.

“You give me shit about Austin,” said Didion, her voice much stronger than she thought it’d come out. “But not now? Isn’t this what you were afraid of? Me getting knocked up and ruining my—”

“Stop that, Didion!”

Babe’s sharp words were punctuated by a slap in the face.

Didion gasped and put a hand on her burning cheek.

All three women looked horrified.

“Honey—”

Didion shook her head and backed away.

Her mother had never laid a hand on her before, and she never would again. The mistake, the betrayal would ring through every conversation they had for the rest of Babe’s life. But that night, Didion was in too much shock to do more than numbly march forward.

Matt came in. “Car’s here.” Picking up on the tension, as he was well practiced at doing, he added, “Sorry.”

Didion should have been crying. Should have run to her room and collapsed from hurt. Instead, she learned what happens to her when the pain is big enough. She shuts down. She goes numb. She keeps moving.

“It’s fine,” said Didion. “Let’s go watch Johnny’s parents renew their stupid vows. Why not?”

When Didion walked outside, Austin saw her scarlet cheek in the glow of the porch light and he drew back, giving her an urgent, questioning look. She shook her head. Later.

He did not want to let it go, that much was obvious, and he held her close for the whole drive.



As anyone might have been able to guess, that night did not go well. It ended with everyone drunk and screaming in a parking lot. Well, Sammie and Didion were screaming. Austin was standing behind Didion, not stopping her, but there if things escalated further. Matt looked like he was going to be sick. Johnny was feeding the fire. And no one had ever heard Sammie so angry.

A spitting rain was coming down, the night muggy and full of mosquitos.

It was only when Johnny stepped up to Didion, looking like he might actually hit her, that Austin pushed him away from her.

Johnny had the audacity to laugh. “She loves me, Didion, I think you’re going to have to accept it and stop acting like such a cunt.” Then he threw his arm around Sammie, kissing her hard. Sammie pushed on him, but he only pressed harder.

Austin snapped.

He pulled Johnny off her now, the turbulence of which landed Sammie on the ground.

Johnny was hitting Austin, who didn’t hit back.

Didn’t hit back.

Just kept him away from the girls.

Until Johnny planted a hard kick right beneath Austin’s kneecap.

The loud crack that echoed in the night was as loud as any tennis ball Austin had ever hit. It sounded like wood splintering.

Didion didn’t stop yelling. She yelled until noise was hardly coming out. Austin punched Johnny once, hard in the face, right on his razor-sharp cheekbones, immediately splitting the skin.

Matt went to Austin and pulled him back.

It was a blur as Johnny handed Sammie her helmet. As he got onto his Triumph Bonneville, roared it to life.

Didion ran after her sister, screaming at her. “Do not get on that fucking bike. If you do, we’re so done.”

Sammie had hesitated, the rain starting to pelt harder on her happy pink dress. She looked small and frail and deeply confused. A hand quickly, compulsively going to her stomach before she pulled it away.

“I mean it, Sammie. Do not take me for granted. I can only help you if you help yourself.”

Then, without meeting her eyes, Sammie climbed up behind Johnny, and they took off into the night.

The rain came down harder and harder until it was enough to send the Triumph skidding on the bridge, crumpling beneath the wheels of an oncoming truck. The police would go on to say they were lucky to be alive. Well, the two of them were.

The baby was gone in a heartbeat.
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NOW

“After love, after love, after love,” sings Matt on stage.

“Do you think he knows he’s doing a Cher impression as well as singing the song?” Austin asks.

I laugh. “Possibly not. Another drink?”

“Sure, I can get it.”

He starts to stand but I press him gently back into his chair. “No, no, it’s fine.”

I’m pleasantly buzzed enough to be confident, so I bend back down and kiss him on the cheek. When I start to pull away, he pulls me back down by the hem of my shirt and kisses me on the lips.

We kiss for a long moment, and then I pull back and look at him. Shake my head. “Oh, Austin, Austin, Austin.”

He smacks me on the ass, and I do a little skip and then go up to the bar, giggling like an idiot.

Dusty is working behind the bar tonight. A big, tall, gray man as he has been my whole life, he looks exactly the same as when I was fifteen and coming in to play Ping-Pong on the patio.

“Two more crushes, Dusty.”

“You got it, hon. Gotta go get some more grapefruits, it’ll be just a sec.”

“Okay!”

I can’t stop smiling. I just feel like things are righting themselves in the universe, even though so much is wrong. Maybe you have to go so far in one direction that it starts to double back. So cold it burns.

“Didion?”

I turn at the sound of my name, and blink a few times at the girl in glasses standing across from me. Then I realize who it is. “Eva!”

Eva, who I first met while she was wearing a Yale sweatshirt the night I met Austin. She had indeed gone on to be accepted to Yale, and last I heard she was a professor at some university.

“What are you doing down here?” I ask, giving her a hug.

“Visiting my parents, seeing the girls, you know. What about you?”

“Oh—”

This is the first time I’ve had to tell someone. Out loud. I didn’t mention it to anyone at work. Didn’t even say why I needed the time off. We aren’t that kind of restaurant. Everything gets checked at the door.

“My mother died.”

Eva’s eyes go wide, and then she looks confused. “Babe? But … she was so young, what happened?”

It’s not easy to explain. Not cancer. Not a car wreck. A choice.

“Sorry—I shouldn’t have asked. I know better than that, you don’t have to tell me.”

“It’s fine. She was sick for a while. Died last week.”

“God, I am so sorry to hear that. I loved your mom. She let my parents stay with her when their place flooded a few years ago.”

“That sounds like her,” I admit.

Her eyes flit behind me. “Whole gang here, huh?”

I look over and see Sammie telling a story with big gesticulations. Austin listening. Matt picking another song while Boomer does his version of “Papa Don’t Preach.”

A song I really hated for a while.

“Babe wanted us here, so … we came. Funeral is tomorrow if you want to come.”

“Over at the house?”

“Yep.”

There’s something in her eyes as she looks back at our table again. “It’s so none of my business, but are you and Austin a thing again?”

My heart lurches. Tell me this is not another shoe dropping.

“No.”

There’s a lump in my throat. Not sure if I’m lying or not.

She looks like she wants to say something, and then thinks better of it. “I should get back to my table. I’ll stop by tomorrow.”

I almost let her go. “Wait, Eva.”

She turns back. “Hmm?”

“Were you going to say something? About Austin?”

“It’s really not my place.”

Dusty comes up from the back with an arm full of grapefruits and sets about making our drinks.

“Eva,” I say. “Respectfully, spit it out.” I give a little laugh, trying to make her feel comfortable, even though I’m feeling less okay by the second.

“It’s just … I know I don’t have the full story, but I see you and your sister going back to these guys, and … I don’t know. Sammie and Johnny, I know that’s sort of on another level, but Austin—did you know I went out with him for a little bit?”

It feels like a knife to the gut. He’s the only person who has ever inspired unhealthy jealousy in me. “No, I didn’t.”

“It was like, nothing. It was in college, only for a few weeks. I know that was a long time ago, but I’ve known him since we were all growing up. That is a guy with about a million commitment issues. The only things I’ve ever seen him commit to are his truck and tennis.”

I hate my cheeks for turning as red as I know they are. “No, of course. Really, we’re not getting back together.”

She shakes her head. “Look at me, I’m back home for a few hours, and suddenly I’m meddling in everybody’s lives like a townie. I should shut up. Your mom just died. I don’t even know why I said anything.”

“No, it’s fine. I can appreciate a girl looking out for another girl. And trust me, I’m doing my best with Sammie too.”

“I teach feminist literature and I have a bad habit of letting it leak out into everything else. But what do I know, I think Elizabeth should have dumped Mr. Darcy and run for the hills.”

Another Bennet woman who set her sights on an impossible man. Though she got hers in the end, and I have a feeling I won’t. Even with how good it all feels—it never results in anything real. Why would now be any different?

I laugh to stop from crying, and then say, “Thank you,” when Dusty brings over the crushes. “It was really good seeing you, Eva.”

“Please ignore me, really,” she says. “It was great seeing you too. Sorry again to hear about your mom.”

We hug again and then she goes off to whoever she came with.

By the time I go back to the table, I feel like reality has landed squarely on my shoulders, getting heavier and heavier by the second.

I’m sorry Babe is gone, but I’m also relieved. She was so harsh to me, seemingly only me, so many times. She redirected my life because of her own regrets—of which I was very much one. If I shut my eyes, I can still feel the shock of her hand making contact with my face. I never forgave her for that, and why should I? She was a lost woman with a score to settle, and with no clear opponent, she picked her oldest daughter. The one who hadn’t been on purpose, the one who had derailed her life.

My sister had chosen a horrible guy over me. Austin had let me go, time and time again. And Matt, he hadn’t done one big thing, but he hadn’t tried very hard, had he? None of them did. I know it was a two-way street, that I’d had every opportunity to reach out to them over the years.

But so did they.

And they didn’t.

Sure, Austin did, one night when the buzz was loud enough and he decided to have a fling for old time’s sake. Sammie did when our mother was on the brink of death, and she wanted to argue about it with me.

All I do in life is look for where I can be better, do better. I always take the blame if possible, because it means I can change things for next time. I take so much responsibility. But for whatever reason, I had drawn the line with this group. Was it a grudge? Or was it a boundary?

Why am I here, playing The Big Chill with them when they had not shown me that they cared when it mattered? Because believe it or not, Babe’s funeral is not when it matters most. All the years I’ve spent without them were.

Everything starts to boil over, and I’m not sure what I’m going to do with the explosive energy, so I stand up and burst outside onto the patio.

I don’t stop moving until I hit the pier, rushing through the thick rain under the threatening sky. It feels better to be there, amidst the elements, where I am not the only thing charged.

My lungs feel like they’re going to burst. My throat is so constricted I might suffocate. My skin burns. My teeth are clenched like a vise, and my heartbeat is pounding in my ears. Every thought and feeling I’ve suppressed for the last decade—longer even, is suddenly rising to the surface, or perhaps the tide is going out and exposing everything embedded in the sand beneath. I’m trying to breathe, trying to steady myself, but I can’t. I’m not sure if I’m crying or letting out a sound. I’m out here in the deafening rain, on the shifting pier, churning waves crashing against the old wood beneath my feet.

I’m starting to fear that I am the most volatile force on this island.
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THREE YEARS AGO, NEW YEAR’S EVE

It should have been a time for celebrating. Peace on Earth, mirth, festivity. Instead, just before Christmas, Didion got the news that her father had died.

Didion and Sammie’s father was a smart, hardworking man. He wasn’t a vulnerable person, not silly or teasing. He didn’t joke, didn’t need music or art in his life. Or maybe he did, but didn’t know it. He never played with his daughters or ruffled their hair. His relationship with them was almost formal, professional. He would ground them or discuss work ethic with them if need be, but he wasn’t a man with much personality. He had rigid beliefs that seemed inherited and never questioned. Old-fashioned.

When Babe had met him, he was very handsome, which did a lot of heavy lifting, making his quiet indifference seem like stoicism. Didion had once asked her mother why they’d been together, and Babe had said:

“When I first met your father, he seemed like someone on the brink of something interesting. He was right there, on the precipice, but then he never jumped. And he spent the rest of his life backing away from the edge.”

They had divorced the way they had married. Efficiently, without much fuss. And then, because he was the type of man to be married, he found a new wife quickly.

Didion hadn’t liked or disliked her father. He did not elicit any strong feelings as he seemed incapable of holding them himself. Sammie could sometimes get a laugh out of him, but mostly, he was as dry as could be.

The thing he was, and had always been, was responsible. He never missed a payment on a bill, he had all the savings accounts one is supposed to have, he made appointments for the dentist and yearly checkups like clockwork. His consistency, his stability, was something that had drawn Babe to him to begin with. It was something she had lacked growing up, and wanted to make sure she gave to her children.

It was hard to grieve a man like that. Didion didn’t know how to feel. Losing a father felt like such a big, horrible moment. Losing him, losing Wyatt Bennett, felt like losing a grandfather she hardly knew. In fact, when she did lose her distant grandparents, it hadn’t felt much different.

Which made it all the stranger when the planning of his funeral landed on Didion’s lap.

She hadn’t been out of school for very long. She still felt like a kid, or like she ought to feel like a kid, but suddenly she was fielding calls from his lawyer and her uncle and having to figure out, quickly, how to get a body cremated. How to put on a funeral, write an obituary, order flowers, handle a death certificate—and how to use his money to pay for it. He had, of course, as a responsible man, created a will and a fund for such an event, and luckily his lawyer made things pretty straightforward, but … the point was, it was the very last thing Didion felt capable of dealing with.

And all because his wife was a shriveling, benzo’d-out mess who hadn’t been able to do anything herself. She was a shell of a woman, her knobby, bony knuckles clutching a tissue at all times. Her emotion rising to the surface if anyone so much as hinted at the fact that she could pick up some of the slack.

The funeral was going to be held in a church in Charleston—because his wife didn’t have the ability to help, but she did have demands—and there would be a small reception afterward at his house. Didion had arranged everything, would be cooking the food herself (food for guests had been the one thing her father hadn’t thought of) and had gotten a horrible black dress and sensible shoes for the occasion.

Her father’s house was empty, with his widow evidently holding grief court at her sister’s. So Didion spent two weeks in the vacant home, completely alone over the holidays. Eventually, she was desperate to get out, and so she went to Birdsong. Where she always wanted to go when the world felt cruel.

She hadn’t told her mother she was coming. She never needed to, but as soon as she arrived, she wished she had.

She found her mother and her sister sitting on the side porch, drinking wine and eating olives, playing cards and listening to Duran Duran. Both of them in sweaters and matching slipper-socks due to the misty chill in the air of Mercy Island in December.

Her sister’s face fell when she saw her.

“So this is why you’re too busy to help with Dad’s funeral?” Didion said, letting her duffel bag fall to the floor. “This is what you’re doing because you can’t handle it?”

“Didion … I’m sorry.” She put down her hand of cards. “I didn’t know what to do, so I came to Mom.”

Babe stood up and went over to Didion. “Honey, how are you holding up? How’s the planning going?”

Didion let Babe hug her, but didn’t embrace her back. There was something so infuriating about seeing the two of them sitting here playing Fried Green Tomatoes after she’d spent the last fourteen days on the phone with banks, lawyers, churches, and every other famously heartless entity. It didn’t help that her sister was responding infrequently and with limp apologies. She had asked can I help? but in a way that made it impossible for Didion to say yes, because she was so knee-deep in everything, that it would actually be harder to explain than to just do it herself.

And Didion knew, logically, that Babe didn’t technically need to take care of it, but how come it didn’t fall to her instead of to Didion?

The only person who had been remotely helping was Matt, despite how busy he was. He translated a few legal documents for her, clarified language, etc. But that was it. Only him.

Babe released Didion, and asked, “Wine?”

Didion sat down at the table, across from Sammie, who was in a bikini top and jean shorts. Didion couldn’t help but let her eyes fall down her sister’s body to the large, jagged scar on her sister’s rib cage.

“Sure, wine sounds good,” said Didion.

Sammie tucked her legs up to hide the scar, feeling her sister’s gaze.

It had been like this a lot lately. Hard to talk to her. Hard to get her to talk back. And Didion was pretty sure she knew why.

It was always like this whenever she got back with goddamn Johnny Hart.

You’d have thought that the incident with Austin, the motorcycle, and the baby would have deterred her, but in fact, Sammie had still spent an unacceptable amount of the last seven years falling in and out of what she incorrectly referred to as love with him. It made Didion so, so angry. She couldn’t understand it.

The reasons to hate Johnny were endless, but the most offensive of them all was the fact that Sammie and Johnny had recently moved to LA together completely on her earnings from her last job, and once they got there, he made excuse after excuse for not getting his own job before he eventually sold the car.

The car being … Didion’s Jeep. The one her sister had borrowed for the move. The one Didion wasn’t using much, so she’d loaned to Sammie, with the intention of flying out and driving it back. She never got the chance, because Johnny sold it without asking.

The car Didion had scrimped and saved for. The first thing that meant freedom to her. Gone.

He had apologized, clearly with Sammie holding a gun to his head, but Didion could tell he didn’t believe he had done anything wrong.

Babe put the glass in front of Didion, and then topped up her own.

“So, are you driving back with me on Tuesday?” asked Didion.

Sammie looked at her mother, then back to Didion. “For his funeral?”

“Yes…?”

“Oh, um … I actually…”

Didion prickled. “You are actually joking. He’s our father, Sammie.”

She shook her head. “I want to grieve him in my own way, and … I don’t know, I just don’t want…”

“This is insane. Are you coming?” Didion asked her mother.

Babe gave her a sad look. “Honey, I don’t think so.”

It wasn’t like it was some retirement party she’d planned and they weren’t going. It was his funeral. She’d spent every ounce of energy she had on making this event happen, and the only remaining people in her entire family were not even going to go.

If not for him, then for her.

But she didn’t want to have to ask. She didn’t want them to go because she made them. If they weren’t going, she had all the information she needed.

“This is absolutely crazy,” Didion stood.

“Where are you going?” asked Sammie. “Please, Didion, don’t leave.”

She stormed away, into the kitchen, and then came back, planting her hands on either side of the doorjamb.

“Are you still with him?” she demanded.

Sammie looked away.

“What is wrong with you?”

This question she directed at Babe, who raised her eyebrows, holding her hands up. Don’t shoot. “I can’t make Sammie do anything she doesn’t want to do.”

“Yeah, but you could try, right?” Didion’s tone was snotty, a translation of her anger. “Never seemed to have a problem trying to make me do things I didn’t want to do.”

Neither of them said anything. And it was like she could see the ending writing itself. This had been a long time coming.

“Fuck this.” Didion picked up her bag and flew out of the house, all the way to her father’s sensible Camry—the one she had to return to his wife after the funeral, and had to borrow since Johnny had sold her Jeep.

She tore out of the driveway, kicking up gravel under the tires as she went, and opened up her phone. Before she knew it, her thumb was hovering over Austin’s contact, huffs of steaming breath coming out of her mouth and hanging in the chilly air.

They hadn’t talked in years. After his injury, he’d grown distant, that confident stoicism that used to set her alight being perverted to keep her shut out, his firm jaw ever clenched and grating, his brow always furrowed in pained contemplation. Whenever she tried to discuss it—his career, their relationship, any of it—she could barely get him to look her in the eye. She missed those eyes. He was terse, he was distracted, he was absent. It had been so long since she’d heard him laugh. And, she one day realized, so long since she’d felt loved.

She started to wonder if that was because, maybe, she wasn’t anymore.

She’d held on for as long as she could, but she was in college, and it wasn’t any better to feel unloved long-distance than it was up close.

She gave him every opportunity to show her that she was wrong, that he didn’t want to lose her. Every opportunity. She wanted him to fight for her. It would have been easy. But when, one windy night on the beach, she sat next to him on the lifeguard stand and confessed from beneath her collegiate hoodie that she needed something to change or she couldn’t do it anymore, he’d seemed almost relieved.

“I think that’s probably been a long time comin’, Red.”

It was like one of his fastballs to her gut.

He’d told her it was for the best. That he couldn’t be what she needed, and that what he needed was to train, to do his PT and try to climb back up to the place he’d fallen from. He had lost, according to him, the “only thing that mattered.”

“You know what I mean,” he’d weakly added.

But Didion had heard enough. She left him there and then, half tempted to take his car and leave him stranded on the beach. Deciding that would be probably a bit too cruel, even considering everything, she simply walked home.

And cried. A lot.

And blocked him absolutely everywhere. Even his email address.

And they hadn’t spoken since.

So why, then, would she call him now? As she drove away from Birdsong, her heart ached for someone who would just … care for her. Someone who could catch her if she fell. She felt an awful lot like falling.

But that wasn’t who Austin was anymore, was it? He’d proven that. How on earth had she forgotten that, even for a moment? The last thing she needed right now was to give some boy the opportunity to let her down.

No. If nobody was going to be around to catch her, then she simply wouldn’t fall.

She’d take care of herself, like always. Only this time, she’d take care of just herself.

And she’d fucking leave.

To hell with all of them, to hell with Birdsong, and to hell with Mercy Island.

It was time for her to move on. To move into a life that was truly her own. Her dad was gone. The people of her past were dead to her too.

The next number she dialed was her friend Lane. The one who had a two-bedroom apartment in New York and no roommate. Lane was a friend from school, a silver-spoon rich kid who’d had a job in commercial real estate lined up for her as soon as she went through the motions of an undergrad degree. She’d been begging Didion to come visit. She hadn’t thought she would.

But the day after her father’s funeral, Lane was about to become the first step on Didion’s path toward a new life. One that led away from the ghosts of her past. Away from Birdsong.

Away from them.
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NOW

“Didion!”

I hear my sister’s voice traveling through the sheets of rain and whipping wind, but I don’t turn around.

Finally, she reaches me and puts a hand on my shoulder. I let it be there for a moment, and then step away, turning around to see all three of them there.

“What are you doing out here?” Sammie yells over the rain.

I physically cannot find words.

Matt steps forward, squinting, blinking in the tumult. “What’s going on?”

I shake my head. Then, I finally find words.

“I’m still so mad at all of you,” I call out. “More than anything, I’m mad because—because you made me have to be mad at you. I don’t want this! I never wanted this!”

The jumble of words comes out as a result of my jumble of thoughts, my hair plastering to my forehead and shoulders.

Austin calls out, “Hey, Red.”

I breathe hard and lift a hand, then let it fall.

“Are we doing this? Are we gonna have this out? Finally?”

I stare at him for a long moment, and then nod.

Yes. We’re doing this. Finally.
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The ride back is awful. It’s terrible to be world-endingly livid and then have to get into something as silly as a golf cart.

We have no other choice. We squeeze in. No one talking, silently aware that we shouldn’t, so as not to upset Nora, who’s on Sammie’s lap this time.

Matt drives. Instead of taking us to Birdsong, he goes down the road, past the dunes, and up to another house.

Gladys’s house.

He picks up Nora and runs with her up the garden path, shielding her from the pouring rain. We all watch in silence as he rings the bell, waits under the awning. Gladys opens the door in that crisp, white shirt, and I just know her house is warm and cozy as it always was. He says something to her and she listens, before smiling down at Nora and holding out her hand. Nora takes it, and then Matt runs back to the golf cart.

I wonder if Sammie is remembering all the times as little kids we went over there, just like that, to be watched for a while so the grown-ups could go to dinner or do something else. Maybe to fight, like we were about to.

As soon as he’s back in, he says, “I listened to enough adults arguing as a kid. She’s heard enough between me and Beau. I’m not putting her through that here.”

This makes me feel worse, and I wish again that I could stuff it all down, not care. Let bygones be bygones. Water under the bridge. Not talk out the details.

It doesn’t matter how much I want that, because I can’t do it. The sadness and anger from all those years ago live in me like an anvil. Heavy, immovable, weighing me down, and present in every step I make.

It’s time to finally split open my flesh and remove it. Even if it kills me.

When we get back, no one peels off to shower or dry off. Sammie gets the pile of towels, but that’s the most we bother with.

We trudge out to the back porch and sit down at the table, the string lights absurdly merry above us, the storm reflectively wild and tempestuous.

Everyone sits but me, and the silence is physically painful. I stand facing the inside of the house, hand clamped around my mouth, thumb needling at the hard, tense muscle in my jaw. I can’t believe this is reality (is it though?) and that I’m about to finally face the demons.

“I have no idea what to say,” I start. “We’ve barely talked for years. With the exception of one extremely ill-advised trip to the middle of nowhere.” I don’t look at Austin, but I feel his eyes on me.

After a long moment, Sammie speaks.

“It wasn’t fair that you abandoned me the way you did.”

“Oh, please,” I half whisper. “Abandon you? You were an adult. And making your own choices, I think that much was very clear.”

“Are you mad because I kept getting back with Johnny? Because I didn’t want to go to our father’s funeral? Because I got pregnant?”

“All of the above!”

“It’s my life! I was allowed to do all those things!”

“Yeah, but—”

“But what? You iced me out because…”

“Because I did everything for you for years, gave up my childhood to take care of you and then you were just going to throw it all away! For someone so terrible. Forget selling my car and cheating on you and being generally unbearable, what about what he did to Austin? How do you live with that?”

She looks ashamed, face turning away. I can see she’s trying not to cry and pain fills my chest. I do my best to ignore it.

Austin looks uncomfortable, moving forward to lean on the table.

“Since I was fifteen years old I’ve felt like I was the only adult in the room, and I never asked for that. Then when Dad’s fucking funeral happened and I had to do everything again and Babe didn’t help and you didn’t help and his wife didn’t help … and then I asked you to come, and you didn’t.” I breathe.

“I know, but—”

“And don’t even get me started on Babe’s ridiculous Switzerland plan.” I’m shaking now. “You were so gung ho about it from the jump you may as well have been holding the needle.”

“I was not gung ho about her dying, Didion, I was supportive of her wishes. Trust me when I say that she never even remotely hesitated. Don’t you know the feeling of talking to someone and knowing there’s not a single point in arguing with them? She had made up her mind.”

I wonder if she knows she’s mirroring Babe’s own words about Sammie herself. She couldn’t make her do something she didn’t want to do. And so she wouldn’t even try.

“But you should have tried!”

“I tried,” Matt says, then.

“You—”

“I tried to talk her out of it. I do believe in it and I think it’s fair for people to want to do. But it’s different when you know the person wanting to make that choice.”

I nod. “Yeah. It really is.” I round on Austin. “I tried to come to you that night.”

“I know. I’m sorry,” he says. “I was not myself during that time. Not at all.”

When I saw him in Texas, he had tried to talk about the past. Maybe I was attempting to be cool, maybe I was afraid of getting upset, maybe I was afraid I’d get hurt all over again, maybe I thought we’d have time to talk about it later. It was all of that, I think. But I had stopped him. Told him I just wanted to be in the moment, to have fun and not go through it all. It worked. Fighting, breaking up, and then not talking about it had been our pattern in the past. I know it sounds toxic, but in a way, it was also releasing old baggage. I rarely even remembered the old resentments.

Now, on the other hand.

“Then again! In Texas! I feel like … I felt so disposable. And Sammie, that night of the crash, I said it was Johnny or it was me.”

“Yeah, how do you think that felt? Hearing my sister give me an ultimatum where one of the options was that she’d give me up?”

“Oh, come on,” I insist.

“No, you come on! Ultimatums are not healthy!”

“I know that. We were children, but the thing is that you still left!”

“For years, you’ve made me feel like some of the choices I make in my own life will, if I’m not careful, cost me your very conditional love. You’d be hurt when I’d get back with Johnny and not tell you, but would you have told you?”

I’m at a loss.

“When I told you three years ago, you immediately left Mercy Island and practically stopped speaking to me. Doesn’t feel proportionate, and certainly doesn’t make me feel like it’s safe to talk to you about things.”

I exhale. Unable to explain everything going through my mind.

“That’s a simplification. You’re allowed to make your own mistakes, but he almost killed you, you lost the baby, and he ruined Austin’s career, all in one night. That’s not even to mention how much hurt he put you through every other day of your relationship. That should have been enough right there, but you got back with him over and over for years. Forgive me for thinking that’s shockingly stupid.”

Even as I say it, I know there’s a much, much healthier way to express this, but I don’t have access to it right now.

“And,” I gather the nerve to go on, “Sammie, it’s so hard to love you as much as I do. I’m always afraid of losing you, like I’ve lost everyone else.”

“Like we have lost everyone else. They were my grandparents too. My parents too.”

Put like that, I feel nauseous.

“But I know what you mean,” she generously adds.

“Joke’s on me, though. It’s not like the distance made me love you less. Instead I just got exactly what I was afraid of. I lost you anyway.” I shake my head and look down at my bare feet. “I do owe you an apology, Austin.”

He looks surprised and leans back in his chair. “Okay, let’s see where this is going.”

“I’m sorry I expected something from you that you couldn’t give. I knew better in Texas than to fall for old Killjoy’s famous charm, but I did, and then, you know”—I laugh—“I did it all over again this weekend. So I’m sorry for thinking there was more here than there is. Clearly, I was wrong over and over again.”

“Not really an apology, is it?” he asks.

“Don’t you dare try to be cute right now,” I scold. “I know this is all probably my fault for ignoring everybody and for not getting in contact, but I just didn’t want to be the one to do it like I always— Do you even know why I left?”

Austin drops his chin. “I put it together. Phone, music, texts. Yeah. I figured it out.”

“How could you have done that to me?”

“Dammit, Didion,” yells Matt, to everyone’s surprise. “You are not the main character!”
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Everyone goes silent.

Rather than show that it hurts, I keep my expression blank.

“I never said I was.”

“Oh, come on. You’re acting like it. You’re acting like everything that’s gone on has happened to you. But that’s not true!” He shakes his head. “I’m not saying it to hurt you. I’m saying it to remind you that you’re not some isolated person and everything is happening only to you. You’re not free of fault either.”

“Trust me,” I argue. “I’ve been in therapy for years, and all I do is try to figure out how everything that goes wrong is mine to own. I don’t want it to be your fault. His fault. Her fault. Fucking Babe’s fault. But some stuff is.”

“Yeah, some stuff is,” he agrees. “And you know what? Therapy only goes so far. Then come your friends.”

These words make tears sting behind my eyes again.

“Are you the friends?” I ask.

“Yes!” he exclaims, then sighs. “Jesus, okay. Let’s get it all out there.”

“Fine,” I say.

“You’re not alone, Didion. You never were.” He hesitates, and then seems to decide to go for it. “If you asked anything about me or my life, for example, maybe you could see that there’s a way to connect that doesn’t mean you have to carry all that pain! Do you know how much it’s sucked to not be treated like a friend for the last few years? When all the shit went down with you and Sammie and Babe, I heard about it from Sammie. I called her to find out why the hell you weren’t talking to me. I didn’t even know you’d moved to the same city I lived in until you’d been living there for a year.”

A rush of shame goes through me. “I shouldn’t have ignored you. I know that. And I am sorry. It was a bathwater, baby situation and that is really unfair.”

“I’m not mad about being ignored as much as I am hurt that when you got that angry, you didn’t trust me. Like you didn’t trust any of us with your feelings.”

There’s a ring of truth in this, something that starts to crack my hard veneer. But it’s also unfair. “That feels like a pretty crazy way to turn my feelings around on me.”

“I’m not. To be honest with you, I think Babe hung you out to dry with your dad’s funeral and she did that a lot to you. She didn’t do it to Sammie, and that’s bullshit. Do you know that if you had called me then, I would have told you I was on your side?”

“No,” I admit.

“You shutting us all out didn’t just mean you had to deal with it on your own. You hurt us too. Or, I’ll speak for just myself. You hurt me too. It felt like all those years of friendship meant nothing, hadn’t earned any of your trust. I know how hard-won it is, but didn’t all of us deserve the benefit of the doubt?”

I shake my head. “I didn’t want to be the one to fix everything. I’d been fixing everything for so long.”

“Yeah, and whose fault is that?” he challenged.

“It’s not my—”

“Nobody asked you to do the things you did for everyone. Nobody even needed you to, a lot of the time. The thing is, you don’t trust anybody to know what they need. You work tirelessly behind the scenes to give people things they never asked for, and won’t appreciate like you hope, but instead you could just … talk. Ask people how they feel and what they need instead of guessing. I bet it would be much less thankless, and much less work. But you don’t do that, and do you know why?”

“I—” I feel like a child. Maybe I am one.

“Your mother. That’s why.”

Oddly, I want to defend her. Insist it is my fault after all. But I don’t.

“Babe didn’t talk to you. Either of you. She just up and left one day, became an unrecognizable coastal aunt, and left you to deal with raising yourselves. Sammie wasn’t old enough to communicate her needs—or even a lack thereof—to you, nor was she old enough to be expected to. And you weren’t old enough to know where your responsibilities ended. You were just old enough to know that you weren’t supposed to be handling things on your own, to know that you were supposed to have a mother around. You figured out what her job was meant to be, and you did it. Someone had to, right?”

The words settle on my chest like a warm blanket, and I realize how badly I needed someone to say them.

“But that wasn’t Sammie’s fault. She was, and still is, just living. You love her, so you bleed for her. But that doesn’t feel like love—not to either of you.”

This hits me like a freight train. I feel my chin quiver as my eyes well up.

Sammie looks at me. “And you know … you know I saw you, right? Everything you did. The laundry at Dad’s, buying the tampons, paying for everything … I saw that. And maybe it’s silly, but … I think there was a moment there where we both had the chance to grow up way too fast. And then you did it for both of us. Selfishly, I let you. Because I was a kid.”

“So was I,” I whisper.

I see Austin hang his head. He knows it all. We lay in dark rooms, speaking in soft voices, tears falling down my temples and into my ears as he laid a hand on my stomach and touched my hair and listened. He hated it for me, I knew that.

I had forgotten that.

“You shouldn’t have had to do that. You didn’t have to. But you did do it, and I’m so grateful.” Sammie’s voice pitches up as she starts to cry. “I’m so grateful you did because I got to be a stupid kid for a whole lot longer. The only problem is…” She swallows. “You didn’t.”

The truth of her words settles on all of us.

Matt puts a hand on her wrist and rubs her skin with his thumb.

“I’m so jealous of you,” I admit, the tears finally falling. “I wanted to run around messing up in my twenties like you did.”

This makes her laugh, which makes me emit one bark of laughter.

“It’s not all it’s cracked up to be.” She sniffs, wiping her cheeks with her other hand.

“I just didn’t do anything for myself, for all that time. And I think … I think being so angry was the way I did, finally, do something just for me.”

Matt leans over toward me. “Look, Didion, the thing is, you and I have so much in common. In my tumultuous household, I had to be the grown-up too. Way earlier than I wanted. And I’m the peacekeeper, always. Even right now. Even though I want to throw things at you and yell at you for hardly asking anything about my life since being here.”

“You can definitely throw things at me.”

“No, it’s your mom’s funeral. It’s okay that you’re preoccupied. The problem is that you ended our friendship out of nowhere and now there’s no time for talking about the other things.”

“You know, none of us like Johnny,” agrees Austin. “We totally all could have ganged up on her.”

Sammie laughs, and then sniffles again. “He doesn’t even make me happy, I don’t know what my problem is. I hate him for what he did to you and to us and to my baby and … I hate him for … well, I kind of just hate him.”

“Thank the lord,” says Matt.

“He’s like a drug,” she confesses. “Nothing better ever comes along, so I keep falling back into him. Even though I know I’m not leaving room for anything better. It’s ridiculous. If I met me in a bar bathroom and heard my story, I’d talk me out of being with him so fast!”

“It didn’t feel great when you stayed with him after that night,” admits Austin. “He did kind of ruin my life.”

She puts her face in her hands and groans. “I know. Which is why I also barely reach out.” Then to me, “It’s not only you, you know. None of us are good at being friends anymore.”

Matt and Austin exchange a look, and then Austin says, “Matt and I are pretty good at it.”

“We could be better,” concedes Matt. “We’ve been talking about going to Costa Rica for years and haven’t done it.”

We all laugh and I play with a loose splinter of wood on the old table.

“I think,” I start, without really knowing where I’m going. “I think I’m really, really pissed at Babe.”

Everyone goes quiet again.

“Tell us,” Matt prompts.

I look up at them all, and then do.

Everything from the school years spent without her, the resentment about college, the shooting pain in my heart after the slap. The way she made me feel like a mistake, a life-ruiner. The reason she could never pursue her dreams or lose weight or anything else she put onto me. But also how all of it hurt more because of the things she did that made my life so rich. The herbs in the garden. Halloween in July. Teaching me to love food and to heal through it. As I say it, empathy grows in my stomach like a live oak, branches low and winding.

I understand that being a mother doesn’t mean you like taking care of other people all the time—I could sure empathize with that. I could see now that the way she changed was about her own self-preservation. It was how she found her way to something like peace, even if life didn’t bloom into something grand. I had always, a little bit, resented how much love she showed everyone else around me, but now I see that by loving Matt and Austin, and all the friends we trucked through the house with—she was also showing her love to me and Sammie.

I had expected love the way I show it. I show love by providing acts of service and doing favors before anyone even knows they need them done. In that way we were so similar. But then we were also so very, very different. I think both of us got hung up on the wrong things; she was stuck on all the ways we were the same, and I was stuck on all the ways we were different. And now I’m pretty sure that I will spend the rest of my life uncovering the ways my mother showed her love. The ways we were so very, very alike.

When I’m finished venting, I feel like a body with no skeleton. I hadn’t realized how long it’s been since I told people how I felt. Yes, my therapist. But Matt was right.

Then come your friends.

Then come the tears that I, for once, don’t suppress and I say, “She was my mom.” My breath comes in shards. “And I can’t believe my mom is a part of the past now. Entirely. That I can never yell at her, and we can never fix all this stupid shit. It’s so unfair that she died while I was still so caught up in my own”—I gesture frenetically around me—“bullshit to just … talk to her and ask her. Anything. Stop assuming. Give her the chance to be human and be allowed to mess up.”

All three of them stand and come over to me, which only makes me cry harder. I shake against them and they hold me tighter.

“It’s like I expect everyone to be perfect, not just me. My stupid perfectionism is like … completely unfair to everybody.” My throat catches. “But she wasn’t perfect. And neither am I.”

“No, no,” they all say in some form. Which makes me laugh-cry again.

Everyone goes back to their seats, Austin giving me a kiss on the head first, and then he says, “I’m not either. I mess up all the time. Pretty spectacularly with you, Red.”

“I am also not perfect,” admits Matt. “I’m diving into work and parenthood and avoiding the truth, which is that, uh”—he nods and stares at a spot on the horizon—“I sort of hate my life.”

“What?” I ask. “Really?”

“Yeah, see, if you’d asked, it’s juicy,” he says, smiling.

I laugh, but then ask, “What do you mean?”

“Well, you know how much I hated all the yelling growing up.” He sees us all nod. “That’s my house now. Beau didn’t want kids, I pressed him on it, we both thought he’d come around, but he is resentful still and I’m at work all the time, and this makes us fight. I spend all day arguing in court and then come home and fight there. Oh, and then I wind down with some nice reality TV. It’s almost interesting how much I’ve tailored my life to be full of all my worst triggers. Everything is yelling!”

“Holy shit,” Sammie utters. “I’m so sorry, Matt.”

“It’s okay. Or, it’s not okay. Being here has kind of helped me realize that. I need a change.”

“Me too,” I say. “Not to reroute it back to me, but I can relate. I used to love cooking and now it’s like … it’s horrible.” I laugh, a little hysterically. “Everyone makes it seem like reaching to be the best is a good thing, but I don’t want to be the best. I want to cook good food and make people happy. And I’m sick to death of New York!”

“Me too!” agrees Matt. “I miss grass! I miss air.”

“I miss air too!”

“I’m so sick of being stuffed in an overfull train from the seventies that comes fifteen whole minutes late, has no A/C in August, and stops in between stations for longer than Google Maps said it would take to get where I was going in the first place.”

“Hate it,” I say. “Let’s leave New York.”

“Let’s leave New York.”

We both smile and then he stands and says, “It’s time for booze again, right?”

“Oh yeah,” we all agree.

“I’ll help.” Sammie stands.

Austin and I look at each other. A muscle twitches in his jaw and he gives me those soft, irresistible eyes. “I’m sorry, Didion.”

I know what he means. And for the first time, I’m sorry feels like it contains everything in its simple, seven letters to make it actually feel better.

I nod at him and smile. “I know. Me too.”

The other two return with all the fixings needed for gin martinis with a twist, including a lemon from the garden.

“Yes,” I say, approvingly.

Matt points his stirring spoon at me. “I make a very good martini.”

“I believe you.”

He sets about making them and then Sammie says, “Guys?”

We all look at her, Matt stirring.

She inhales deeply and then exhales. “You’re all really, really right about Johnny. I was stuck in something for a long time, a different, much worse loop than this.” She gives a laugh. “And I’m too fucking smart for that. I don’t know how to grow up really. But I do know how to block someone and completely ice them out.” She looks at me. “I learned from my sister.”

This brings tears back to my eyes even as I laugh, and I stand and go to her.

We hug. Hard. Tight. In the twisty, coiled way we used to do all the time, but haven’t in years.

Something inside me settles back into place.

“It’s time to let go. Of all this,” Sammie says.

I look at Austin, my heart fluttering as I do. “Yeah,” I say. “Time to let it go.”
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The sky is clearing up at the same time of night that it always does. I look up to see the first stars peeking out from behind the clouds. The string lights twinkle, and the familiar sounds of a Mercy Island night ring in my ears louder, and more pleasantly, than ever before. Inside, Sammie and Matt appear to still be alternating wildly between crying and laughing. I see them clink their wineglasses together for something.

A moment later I hear the screen door slide open, and know before I see him that it’s Austin.

My heart pounds. “Okay. Let’s talk.”

Austin gives a tight smile and looks up at the same stretch of sky I was just focused on. I can tell that he’s feeling nervous.

“I … I guess I just want to explain my side. Look, thing is, I’d been out there in the desert for a while. Aliana was a great girl. She was smart, beautiful, everyone loved her.”

“Loving how this conversation is going so far,” I quip.

“Stick with me,” he says. “Nothing is wrong with this girl. But I was struggling to put a label on it. Which was driving me crazy, because I don’t want to be that guy, the guy who strings someone along because he’s scared of the word girlfriend. I wasn’t that guy, I’d never been that guy. Think about us, Red, did I ever struggle to commit to you?”

“Um. Yes?”

“Besides the end. And besides Texas. How about every summer you came to Mercy? Did I ever hesitate?”

“No.”

“I looked forward to you coming every year, even when I was sure that one day you’d come back and have a boyfriend. And then you did. I had to keep my eyes off you.”

“Neither of us kept in touch when I wasn’t here.”

“Sometimes I felt like you didn’t want to bring your ol’ summer boyfriend home with you. But this isn’t about that. Point is, I never had trouble committing to you. Over and over. And years later, I was struggling to do it. So when she asked if I was seeing other people, asked if I wanted to be dating around, I told her the truth, which was … I didn’t.”

“Okay…”

“Then we were together. And it didn’t feel different than it had before we made it official. I thought I was doing the right thing. Trying to get past those clichéd commitment issues. And then one night, I was catching up with your mom.”

I squirm a little.

“And she said how great you were doing, said you had some job at a fancy place in New York. I was so happy for you. And again, I felt like the hometown boy from your past that … that of course you went on to do big things. And of course I didn’t.”

“That’s not true, your face was on billboards, you were on the screens at Times Square. On way too many dorm room walls when I was in college.”

“For about fifteen minutes, yeah,” he says, darkly. “But it’s fine, I didn’t need the fame, it’s not about that. It’s about the fact that I was so happy for you. And because I’m selfish and stupid, I got off the phone with her and I called you. I shouldn’t have. I should have let you be.”

“You’re suggesting that by even calling me, you’d turn my life upside down?”

He smirks. “Did it?”

“That was a coincidence.”

“It’s not that I thought I would turn your life upside down. I thought we’d turn each other’s lives upside down. And, shit, Didion, I didn’t even know what my life was. I still don’t.”

“The desert with beautiful, perfect, everyone-loves-her Aliana?”

“Yeah, well. It never felt like the beach with beautiful, imperfect, most-people-love-her Didion Bennett.”

I narrow my eyes at his teasing jab. “Uh-huh. First love is different, that’s all.” I try to sound like I believe it.

“It is.”

When he’s silent, I turn back to him and stare into his beautiful green eyes that I now see are rimmed with pink.

“So what are you…” I ask.

“I lied to her. Well, I white-lied. Told her a friend was coming into town. Just didn’t tell her who. And then I drove two towns over and spent the week with you. I was on air that whole time, Red. I felt so complete with you there. I kept having these little fantasies about what it would be like if that was our life, you know?”

I do know. I really, really do. “Mm.”

“Getting Birdie, even. I wanted to play house with you. But then—” He rubs his face and says, “Someone texted Aliana saying they saw me in town and that I had a puppy. She knew I was hanging out with an old friend, and I may have described you more as being like a sister than, uh … than you were. I told her I got a dog, told her I was coming back. I felt like shit. I’d cheated on her and I didn’t even hide it well. It’s about the shittiest thing I’ve ever done. There’s no excuse for it. I was just all fucked up. I never thought you’d come, and then you said you would, and I still didn’t believe you’d show up. I drove three hours to that airport thinking there was no way I’d see you. And fool that I was, I thought if I did, I could just be friends with you. But that went to shit the second I saw that fiery hair of yours.”

He moves a piece of it off my face and puts it behind my ear.

“I had myself convinced we could do it as friends too,” I confess. “That wasn’t going to happen. Soon as I saw those abs.”

He lets out a little laugh, and I do too. Of course it wasn’t the abs. It was his eyes. It was his smell. It was his hair, it was the solidity of him, the realness of him. It was him.

“Soon as I drove you back into Midland, it started hitting me what I’d done. And then you started talking about wanting to give up everything in New York. You weren’t being … you know … super clear, but that’s what it sounded like.”

I nod. “Yeah. That’s what I meant.”

“I felt like such an asshole. I’d never done anything like what I did to Aliana. And then you were talking about giving up this once-in-a-lifetime experience—if there’s anyone who knows what it feels like to lose it all, it’s me. I couldn’t have you do that for me. Especially when I had just learned the depths of what a dickhead I could be.”

My chest is shaky. I’m getting the answers I’ve wanted for so long. I’d always thought they’d make me feel guiltier or angrier. But instead, I feel … better.

I could be pissed about the infidelity, kick up a fit about the principle of it. But fuck. I get it. I know he’s not that guy any more than I am all the jerks I’ve been along the way.

“Right,” I say. “Well, like I said. We can let it go. I understand. And you’re not a dickhead. I think everyone gets messy somewhere along the line like that. Felix comes to mind.”

He laughs. “Felix. That guy had it coming.”

I punch him in the arm. “He was nice!”

“Yeah, so was Aliana.”

“God. Did she ever find out?”

“I told her. I had to, I’d been so clumsy, she’d find out eventually, and I didn’t want to embarrass her. Further anyway.”

“How did she react?”

Austin shakes his head. “Like a saint. She already knew all about you. I’d told her. Talked about you more than I realized. She was—” He laughs. “She was actually rooting for us, she said.”

“Wow. She really does sound like a nice person.”

“She is. And she’s happy these days. Met another great woman, they opened up a little coffee shop, baby on the way.”

“Everyone with their babies,” I say.

It’s funny. I had built her up to be something different in my head for all these years. Some cocky, hot girl with Austin wrapped around her finger. But like I was coming to discover, people are more than what you think of them.

“The thing is, Didion, I still don’t know what I’m doing with my life. I’m still figuring out what I am without being one of the tennis greats. If I’m not Killjoy.” He gives an embarrassed laugh, even though it’s a name the world gave him. “And I’m still selfish.”

“You’re not.”

“I am.” He turns to me. “Because I still want to disrupt your life.”
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“What are you saying, Austin?”

“I’m saying … I don’t know if I would have had the guts to ask before, but maybe … okay, maybe I should backtrack.”

I furrow my brow at him in mock confusion. “You really are nervous, aren’t you?”

He stretches his hands out and then plants them on his thighs. “Yep, I am, Red.”

“Why?”

But I know why. I know where this is going. And for once, I don’t feel panicked. I don’t second-guess my instincts.

“Because I love you. I’ve always loved you. I’m always gonna love you. And there’s a reason I can’t find this feeling anywhere else. It’s because it’s not lust. It’s not just love. It’s you.”

My skin alights with goose bumps. “You love me.”

“I obviously fucking love you, Didion. We were just too young. And then I was too messed up. But now we’re here, and it still feels good, it still feels right. I don’t have any doubt in my mind that I could be with you for the rest of my life, and love you every day, and work harder on our relationship than I ever worked on anything.”

“Even tennis?” I challenge, pretending my body isn’t entirely made up of fluttering butterflies now.

“Way more than tennis. It scares the shit out of me, because I’m afraid of losing you. But I do believe it’s better to love and lose. And I already lost you. So many times. Now I just want to love you.”

My chin trembles and I breathe in to combat the emotion. “You’re not … are you being serious?”

“Can you imagine if I wasn’t?”

This makes me laugh, just as tears start to fall down my cheeks and I say, “Actually, I can. That’s how little I trust!”

He laughs too, and then puts a hand out. “You don’t have to do it all at once. You don’t have to commit or decide everything right now. For now, will you put your hand in mine?”

I do.

“And will you let me kiss you?”

I nod.

And he does. For better or worse, I feel very aware that I do have to do it all right now. It may be a risk. Even so, I am letting myself fall, and for once …

I trust it.

“I’m sorry I deleted my number in your phone,” I whisper, making close, deep eye contact.

“That’s okay.” He smiles. “I had it memorized.”
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The weirdest thing happens. And that thing is … nothing. It’s not Sunday. Maybe we’ve all seen too many movies, but having a massive climax of hashed-out beef really made us think it would end right then and there.

But it doesn’t.

Unbelievably, this otherworldly experience that once seemed impossible to believe has become a fact. It’s like when you hear about prisoners who find ways to be fulfilled despite their captivity. There’s a peace and acceptance that’s been missing from my life, and as I talk to the others, it’s been missing from theirs too. Austin’s jerking from one town to the next, chasing a past that can never be rewritten. Matt’s turbulent life and its inherent stress, the way it conflicts with his values. Sammie’s unrest and chaos. My high-pressure, passion-killing career. What we’d had in life before coming this weekend was not peace or acceptance. It was a passive resignation of climbing onward but never feeling like enough.

Instead of fighting it and trying so damn hard, we sort of take a pause and allow the time to pass. Or not pass, depending on how you look at it.

And what begins to happen feels an awful lot like those long, endless summers when we were kids. Life on island time.

In the mornings, someone makes coffee and usually gets bagels or cooks. One of us gets to eat that day’s MoonPie. Gladys comes by. Sammie and I have started going down to the beach to tan, which usually we’re too conscious of the long-term ramifications of to do anymore. We’ve been catching up. She told me about the millions of lives she’s lived in the last few years. I see her chaos now as a vibrant way to be, and something you can only do when you’re young and full of energy. Can only do if you’re brave and full of hope.

I tell her about the disastrous dates and the celebrity guests and the meals at the restaurant. I even see my own stress differently now. Describing it this way and looking at it in the rearview, the anguish and stress have already sunk to the bottom, allowing the amazing, lucky, earned success to be filled, too, with incredible moments. I’m realizing that even the hardest times in life get the rose-colored-glasses treatment if only you can actually allow them to become the past.

Matt and Nora come down with us sometimes, sometimes they stay inside and read or play Hi Ho! Cherry-O—the same one from our childhood. One Saturday, Matt finds a bottle of Veuve in the bottom of the pantry, and we realize we could have been having that every night too. We add it to the daily routine.

What I’d forgotten about this kind of love is that it creates a culture. A micro-civilization with its own rules and laws and patterns and jokes and language. It’s as if I’ve been in a foreign country, maybe even on an unfamiliar planet, for so long that I had started to forget what shaped me. But as we get more and more comfortable together, close again, able to give each other shit and tease and chat for hours, I remember that I was once fluent here and I knew my way around. I didn’t know where I was going back then, but I knew where I was, and that I was a part of something solid and certain.

During the storm, we play cards or Scrabble, we chat about movies and TV—Matt and I had both devoured this soap opera called Brilliance and excitedly shared theories about why we think it ended. Sort of our Twin Peaks. Harrison comes by, and now Sammie lets him in. He hangs out with us the whole day sometimes, or she goes into town with him. Either way, by the end of the night, she’s all smiles.

When the doorbell rings at night, we all ignore it. Sammie fighting every urge in her to go answer Johnny’s call. But she’s getting better at it. She even breathes now.

Austin and I are just like kids again, always stealing little moments alone and getting laughed at by the others. It’s … honestly, bliss.

Lightning strikes.

Eventually we sleep.

And then we wake up and do it all over again.

Until one morning, when I wake up, and I feel something different.

The day starts as it, literally, always does, but the weird feeling in my chest doesn’t go away. It’s something in me, a desire, a want. A hunger.

I realize by midafternoon, after Gladys has come by but before Harrison, that I am itching to cook.

Austin and I take a trip to the grocery store. A picture of domestic bliss.

Hand in hand, we walk down the old, familiar aisles of Lawson’s, pulling everything we want off the shelves. Usually I have trouble deciding, and once I land on something, I make it as complicated as I can. It’s never just pasta with red sauce, is it? It’s handmade bucatini with confit.

Not today. Today, I feel a million miles from the person who bought those ingredients all those Saturdays ago.

If something looks good, we pick it up and put it in the basket. Watermelon, corn in the husk, vibrant green cilantro, a block of feta, about three other kinds of cheese. Popcorn. A bottle of fresh cream, a hunk of fresh bread, butter the color of marigolds. Bulbs of garlic with streaks of purple in their paper. Juicy lemons and limes. Vanilla bean I smell before I find. Ten random jars of local spices. A jar of pickled carrots from someone’s local garden.

It costs hundreds of dollars, but I shrug and say, “It comes and goes,” as I hand over my card.

He stops me, hands his own over to the cashier. He winks, and says, “I invested well.”

To which I ask, “Wait, are you rich?”

“Thanks so much,” he says to the cashier. “Sorry about her, she’s from New York.”

“I am not, I’m from here,” I correct, and then we go out into the rain and back to the car, where, gleefully, I ask him how much money he has in the way you can only do when you’ve known someone as long and as well as I have known Austin James.

Back at the house, I find Babe’s stash of aprons and hand them out to everyone and start assigning tasks.

We listen to records, from old obscure eighties to crackling Hawaiian ones, even a Christmas album when Austin asks Nora to help him pick out the next one.

Sammie harvests tomatoes and herbs and citrus from the backyard in a big basket and then chops them up, as expertly as Babe would have done. Matt puts himself in charge of making a batch of margaritas, having found the Vitamix in the cabinets and a bottle of mezcal in our purchases.

I don’t measure a single thing. I don’t even know what I’m cooking at first. It’s like I’m guided by some food god or Remy in a chef’s hat or something. All I know is that I want this chopped, that rinsed, this pureed.

At one point, I take Nora out with an umbrella to the alley in the garden, and show her the smells of the different herbs. She memorizes them immediately.

Over the course of the next two hours, the house gets warmer from the heat of the stove and starts to plume with the harmonious aroma of ingredients born to be together. There is nothing better than salt, garlic, butter, and onion cooking in a pan. Each perfect in their own right, but so much better when they combine.

I mix together roasted, fresh, and sauteed garlic with a dash of white wine, some cream, and flour—not even thinking about Babe’s garlic sauce. And of course. That’s how I figure it out, after attempting all those days ago.

I make a creamy tomato basil soup with grilled cheese sandwiches, a salad of freshly roasted corn, juicy watermelon, more tomatoes, cucumber, cilantro, and feta with a spicy watermelon vinaigrette. It goes beautifully with Matt’s watermelon mezcal margaritas—which he thankfully made way too much of. I spread the garlic sauce on the bread of the sandwiches and drop it in the center of the tomato soup.

Sammie lights every candle on the porch and we eat with the music cranked up loud. We laugh and argue and form perfect bites to share with each other.

Austin tells me it’s the best tomato soup and grilled cheese sandwich he’s ever had—a record previously held by his Irish cousin, Cillian.

We don’t clean up the kitchen. Matt jokes that it’ll just be clean in the morning anyway.

I’m not so sure. The reason I’m not bothering is not because of the time loop. It’s because it’s not as important to me that everything be spotless, like it was a few days ago.

Nora discovers an iPod and asks what it is, and then we gather in the living room, spending hours picking songs on it. It was out-of-date even when we were teenagers, but we had loaded it with our music anyway, all of us wanting to share music with Babe the way she shared her records with us. In the end, it ended up with about sixty gigabytes of all our favorite songs.

At one point Sammie stands up on one of the chairs and says, “Who’s going to give me bangs?”

“I am,” says Matt, immediately.

I want to say that it’s a huge mistake. But that’s old Didion.

“Do it!” I say instead.

She laughs. “Why not, right? They’ll just grow back tomorrow.”

“And if they don’t?” Austin asks, amused.

She looks at Matt. “Then they better look good.”

They run off into the kitchen to find the scissors.

“If I didn’t know better, I’d say they look like they’re sixteen again,” Austin says, warmly.

I feel a wave of fondness as I remember him at sixteen. Fearless and, yes, probably much gawkier than I remember him being. I pull his face toward mine and kiss him.

The other two come out cooing at the sight of us.

They actually cut the bangs, and despite how many margaritas he’s had, Matt does a pretty good job. Even so, Sammie screams at the sight of herself—her hair has always been precious, she was one of those children who cried if anyone tried to cut it—and at first I worry she’ll be upset, but then she laughs so hard she falls on the ground and I decide to make popcorn.

We reminisce about the past some, remembering when Austin did an accidental belly flop after miscalculating off the high dive at the indoor pool at the athletic club. When Matt watched Suits and then we put together in real time that that is why he became a lawyer. I remember when Sammie found Babe’s vibrator and asked what it was in front of everyone. And unfortunately, everyone remembers the time I accidentally texted all of them something I had really only meant to send to Austin.

I even stand up at one point, taking center stage the way I never do anymore, and tell a story. I did the voices and everything. It’s one of those nights that cannot be forced, where we laugh until our stomachs seize and we cry, and in Sammie’s case, nearly pee ourselves.

Without it feeling sappy or like something we should do, we talk about Babe. Her food, of course. Her music—she loved Kate Bush and Fleetwood Mac, and none of us can hear either without thinking of her. Her style. How she never shied away from anything any of us told her, no matter how embarrassing or silly. She treated us all like adults—for better or worse.

Matt mentions how much she hated to be embarrassed.

“Did she?” I ask.

And everyone agrees so wholeheartedly that I’m surprised.

“Where do you think you get it?” asks Sammie. She’s teasing me, but then she says, sadly, “So much of her reasoning for wanting to die this way was the with dignity part. She kept saying she didn’t want us to see her when she was so far gone, didn’t want to be remembered that way. I know that the disease is hell. But I think that she didn’t want to be … a sick person. Didn’t want to need anything from anyone.”

Sammie could just as well be talking about me, and we’re all aware of it.

So much of the distance I put between us all was to do with feeling deeply embarrassed. How embarrassing.

She backpedals a little. “At least that’s what it seemed like from the conversations toward the end.”

Amazingly, this doesn’t tank the night. Somehow, a few minutes later, we’re all laughing again, even though the realization about me and my mother would ring in my ears for a long time to come.

We carry on until it’s very, very late—though we don’t know what time it is, only stopping when Sammie falls asleep, Disney princess–like on the couch, her arms folded under her chin, Babe’s old witch hat from the garage still on her head from when she retrieved it earlier.

“I’ll take her up. Getting tired too. I don’t know what time it is, but the sun is starting to come up, and I think that’s my cue,” says Matt, just as he had done with Nora hours before. “See you guys tomorrow.”

He leads her upstairs, and she goes with him, body drooping contentedly, leaning so completely on his in a way I don’t think mine has ever done on anyone.

“Want to go to bed?” asks Austin. Never gets old, getting to answer that question together.

I nod, and we turn everything off. For a moment, I stop and linger in the den. Look at the casket for a long moment, and then turn back to Austin.

Once upstairs, I see Matt shutting the doors to Babe’s room.

He whispers, “She wanted to sleep in there.”

I wait for this to feel weird, but then it doesn’t.

Matt says goodnight again, and then goes into his bedroom.

I look up at Austin. He understands implicitly, though I don’t say a word. He leans down and kisses me gently before saying, “Goodnight, Red.”

And then I go into Babe’s room. As soon as I do, Sammie lifts her messy-haired head.

She smiles sleepily. “You came.”

I grin back and crawl onto the familiar mattress, flopping down on the pillow next to her. “Of course I did.”







PART THREE
SUNDAY








65


There’s a moment just between sleep and full consciousness where reality bends. Pieces of the world are there, but known facts and truths are forgotten. That’s what happens for me the next morning, when I awaken in my mother’s bedroom. For a brief moment there, I may be six years old and recovering from a cold, maybe fifteen and freaked out from a weird dream, sixteen and sleeping in the big bed because she wasn’t home. Maybe some other time that never happened. Sometime in the last ten years when I would have fallen asleep in there after rewatching The Sound of Music and eating ice cream in bed with her. All of these realities exist at once in the few seconds it takes for me to remember.

The person beside me is my sister, not my mother. My head hurts.

Another few seconds of rubbing my face and slowly sitting up in bed, and I come fully into waking.

It’s not sunny outside, not like it has been every morning. It’s raining, the French doors are open. My sister … has bangs.

I gasp aloud and dash to the balcony, almost slipping on the dewy floor. As I do this, my head sloshes painfully like a ball full of water. I press a hand to my forehead. “Ow.”

I’m hungover.

Holy shit. It’s—

“It’s over, isn’t it?”

I turn at the sound of Sammie’s groggy voice and nod. “I think so.”

She makes an unpleasant face. “Does that mean I have bangs?”

I wince. “You do.”

She falls flat back on the mattress, her body bouncing a few times as she does. “Why did you let me do that?”

A few days ago, that might have made me stiffen, so frustrated by the idea of being expected to be responsible that I couldn’t even let a joke go by. Instead, now I just bite my bottom lip and laugh, saying, “I like them.”

She throws a pillow at me.

We slip into jean shorts, step into the rain boots in the front hall closet, and take the Bronco into town. I notice the red pickup truck with the jacked-up tire is gone.

There’s a bustle around the small church as people pour out. We go to Brew Lagoon and see a chalkboard sign that reads:

Sunday Special: Zebra Domes and, surprisingly, Babe’s Brew!

We ask what Babe’s Brew is, and the barista explains that a woman in town had recently died and it was her favorite drink. An iced macchiato with fresh cream, and a salted vanilla-honey syrup.

We order four.

Believing it’s Sunday doesn’t take nearly as much convincing as believing in all the Saturdays.

After all, this is what’s supposed to happen. The trick of the Saturdays already, amazingly, beginning to get stowed away by the overworked rational side of my brain.

We come back into the house, running in from the rain and kicking our boots off in disorderly piles before padding into the kitchen, where we find Austin and Matt.

“No run today?” I ask him.

He makes a face and shakes his head slowly and dramatically. “Absolutely not.”

“Good to know you’re not actually superhuman,” I say.

He comes over and picks me up by the thighs.

Sammie makes an aww sound as he looks up at me, sleepily, and then drops me slowly back to the ground.

“Say it,” he says.

I look into his tired eyes. “Fine, you’re superhuman.”

“Thank you.” He pinches me on the waist, and I smack him away playfully.

Matt and Sammie both laugh at us.

“So … it looks like it’s Sunday,” Sammie finally says.

The guys both nod. “Yeah, we put that together.”

There’s a sound behind us and we turn to see that Migla the cat has dashed in through the gap in the open sliding door. She shakes her fur of the dampness in her coat and goes somewhere else in the house, completely disinterested in us.

Then there’s a knock at the door.

We all go together like a sitcom family, and open it up to see Ms. Collie.

“Happy Sunday!” She holds up the basket holding our phones and Matt’s laptop. “I’m sure you’ve been missing these!”
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I know it sounds stupid, like the girl who goes to London for a week and comes back with an accent, but there’s something suddenly weird about the idea of my phone. It seems so pointless and empty. Even as I know I’m sure I’ll get sucked back into using the timers and texting and occasional doomscrolling and countless hours of podcasts—in that moment, it just seems like a toy I’ve lost complete interest in and no longer see the point of.

Ms. Collie is in the kitchen now, strangely in socks, per the no-shoes rule, and I wonder if she was in socks the other day when she came too, and if I was truly so distracted by life that I had actually not noticed this stranger’s feet.

“Was the weekend good?” she asks. “I love this house. It’s just paradise.”

“It was great.” Matt’s voice has a hint of the professionalism back again. “So, are there any other documents we need to think about today? Do we know the plan for the celebration later?”

“Oh, yes, of course. I have this letter from Babe.” She hands it over to him. “And as for the service itself, I believe the town has that covered. You should be able to sit back and relax. You know, as much as you can, given the circumstances.” She makes a sympathetic face. “Now, I’m going to head back out, I just wanted to make sure you had everything you needed. I’ll be back in a few hours for the service.”

Matt walks her to the door, and then returns with the letter. “Who wants to read it?”

Sammie takes it from him and then opens it with shaking hands.

Begins to read.
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Kids,

I only had one request for you all. Stay the weekend. But I had asked the universe—and the ancestors—for something too. I asked them to give you what you needed. I asked them to bring you happiness. Whatever that looks like.

I don’t know how yesterday went for you, being back together. It was only one day, after all. Is it really possible that you have all reconnected, as I so fervently wish that you would? I never knew anyone connected like the four of you were. You had something special. I imagine you still do. I hope you found a glimmer of it.

I’ve tried to write you all letters on your own, but ended up writing too much and then throwing them all away. Also, my mind is foggy, and I only have so much energy to speak in a cogent way. I didn’t want to send anything confusing.

Sammie stops reading for a second and we all take a moment to silently recall Guilia’s beyond-confusing letter.

She starts again:

Matt, I love you. I love our Nora. You are such an anchor, I hope you remember to take what you want as you go through life. If it doesn’t feel good, something needs to change.

Austin. You sweet thing. I’ve never met a man quite like you. I hope you remember that your outrageous athleticism was always the least interesting thing about you.

Sammie! I probably babied you too much. I never wanted you to feel a moment of pain, and sometimes I worry that it meant you felt more. I don’t want to play this card, but … please seek someone more worthy of your love. Yours is the purest, and you deserve someone who sees that.

To all of you, I hope the decision of what to do with the house isn’t too big. I wanted to leave it to all of you in hopes that a truly balanced decision would come out of it—Matt with your reason, Austin with your easy faith in possibility, Sammie with your tender heart, and Didion with her clear-eyed practicality.

Don’t worry about me. Keep it if it will bring you the most happiness. Sell it if that will bring more. There is no wrong answer.

I love you,

Babe/Mom

Sammie is crying and chewing on her thumbnail as she reaches the end. We all read it again, silently, one at a time. Looking for hidden messages in her words. As if we wouldn’t read it again and again and have the rest of our lives to wonder.

But my heart breaks again. I am omitted, again, from my mother’s last words. But then Matt hands me another letter. This one labeled just for me.

I take it. Stare down at it for a long moment, and then nod at the others, and take it into the side porch to read it.

I unfold it with shaking hands, some part of me actually afraid there might be something terrible in here. Even though I knew she wouldn’t do that, she wasn’t that cruel.

My Didion,

I know. I want you to know that I know. I was hard on you. I put pressure on you to do things you didn’t want to, things I didn’t make Sammie do. I can see now how incredibly unfair that was.

The thing is, you have always been so much more like me than you know. You’re smart and everyone knows you’ll do big things, but I wonder if you question whether you want to or not? Is being capable of greatness necessarily an indication that you should grasp it? Is greatness all so that we can be remembered how we want to be?

When you were fifteen years old, and your sister was fourteen, I tried to take my life. I was so depressed. Your father made me feel lonelier than if I were in an empty room. It was the weekend you spent with your grandparents. It’s funny, the time was a turning point for me, but I wonder if you even remember it.

It was not a cry for help. I took my entire bottle of Xanax, and your father came home and rushed me to the hospital. I’m incredibly sad for my younger self now, horrified that she intended to leave her body to be found that way, to leave you girls to wonder. I was so unhappy. I didn’t know what to do.

Your father knew something needed to change. He asked me what would give me the greatest chance of never doing that again. I realized I needed to get away from him. He wasn’t the reason for my unhappiness, don’t get me wrong. He was kind. But he sure didn’t help.

I told my mother what happened, and she offered Birdsong to me. She told me the people there were good and that I could find a life there, if I wanted it. Instead of death, I was actually being put out to pasture—Birdsong. Mercy was my “big farm upstate.”

This is why I stepped down from full-time parenthood. I knew your father and his life choices wouldn’t inspire much in you, but at least I couldn’t harm you. I couldn’t be a full-time parent, risk relapsing again into my depression—if not suicide, then even just by the harm of being around my misery. You, in particular, have always been so perceptive. So aware of everyone in every room and what they need. I think you would have burned out fast being with me all the time.

So what I’m trying to tell you, Didion, is that every moment of my life since the night your father found me in our bathroom has been borrowed. I wasn’t supposed to get any of this. And wouldn’t you know it—those summers with you all, I came to live for them.

I’m not telling you who or what you are anymore. I’m only trying to tell you who I am, finally. I tried to reroute you away from the path I’d taken, as if I could somehow save myself. You are smarter, cooler, and kinder than I ever was. I hope you’re happy. I’m sorry I was so incapable of keeping us all together. I hope with all my might that you and Sammie found each other again this weekend. In so many ways—ways I’m not clearheaded enough to list here—it is my fault that you two have fallen away from one another.

For the rest of your life, when you think of a new reason to resent me, to blame me, to be frustrated with me, or wish I’d been more for you, just know that I am sorry. I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry.

I know you didn’t agree with the way I chose to go. The illness has been hell, but something about my brain chemistry, too, has made life harder for me than it seems to be for other people. I feel bone-tired, my love. I’m ready to rest.

Of course, I expect that you will share as much of this as you want with the others, with Sammie. I don’t mean to put something else on your shoulders. You can keep it all to yourself if you want. I thought I should say it to you alone, because you are my first daughter. The first thing that ever happened to me that ever felt bigger than me, than my sadness. I owed you the truth, and I hope it doesn’t burden you.

Part of me fears that’s inevitable. Wants to throw the whole letter away. But I have to risk it. I hope it’s the right thing.

I love you more than I ever told you. You are the heart of my heart.

Babe

The long letter is made longer by the ten times I reread it. It feels like the last key for her cryptic life. I understand her so completely, and so suddenly now. Of course. Of course to all of it. She says how perceptive I am, but how had I missed all of that?

“It’s not a burden,” I whisper to the letter. “I’m glad you told me.”

As I do, Migla appears from seemingly nowhere and strides over to me, across the table, and curls up in my lap.

I pet her soft, downy fur and don’t rush to rejoin the others. I need a minute, and I know they’ll let me take it.
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Everywhere you look, someone is handling something. The Ruckers are putting the speakers back up, a woman I remember vaguely is ushering in a metric fuckton of flowers, Dusty is setting up Sterno burners beneath catering pans. Taylor Rae is stacking hot-pink programs with Babe’s face on them.

“Aren’t you worried about the rain?” I ask her, looking at the threatening sky and all the paper. It’s stopped raining, but it’s an awful green-gray out.

She laughs. “You think your mother would allow for anything but sunshine on the day of her funeral?” She makes a face like this is ridiculous.

Harrison and his brothers set up chairs on the beach. Boomer Rucker calls out my name.

“Hey, Ms. Didion?”

“Ms. Didion? Boomer, we’re the same age. I actually think I’m younger than you.”

“I know, I know, but it’s a funeral, so I … thought I’d show you a sign of respect?”

“Okay, well, never respect me again.”

“Of course.” He chugs down the steps and comes over. “I actually wanted to quickly get your approval on something? I made a playlist for Ms. Babe, but now I’m worried it’s … disrespectful. Speaking of respect.”

“Why are you asking me?”

“You seem like the grown-up of the group?”

I glance at the others, who hide their amusement, and then say, “Okay, let me see it.”

I skim through the playlist. “No Woman, No Cry,” “Stairway to Heaven,” “(Don’t Fear) The Reaper,” “Heaven Must Be Missing an Angel.”

“It’s batshit.” I hand the phone back. “She’d love it.”

We all try to do things, but come up empty, unsure how to help, and keep finding ourselves watching everyone else.

Gladys puts up a table of pictures. Of Babe. Of us.

When Gladys catches sight of our lost, wandering crew of four, plus Nora on Matt’s hip, she stomps over and puts her hands on her hips. “What on earth are you all doing? Go get ready, heaven’s sake, you look like you’ve been at a music festival for a month.”

We all go up at her insistence. Sammie and I go to Babe’s room. I shower first, and as I soap myself with Babe’s sandalwood body wash, listening to Sammie chatter on the other side of the curtain, I cry. I don’t make a sound. I don’t want her to know. I’m not crying because I’m miserable. I’m crying because I’ve missed her, I’ve missed it here. I’ve missed this. This. Whatever this is.

The words from Babe’s letter are ringing in my head like an old song I’ve only just heard for the first time—fresh to me, but locked in the past.

I do something then that I don’t usually do. I stick my weeping face out of the curtain and tell my sister I love her. That I’m sorry, again. She gives me a big wet hug, and then goes right back to her perch to carry on talking, which makes me laugh deeply.

I wash my hair and face and eventually stick my hand out and my sister hands me a towel. I climb out, leaving the water running, and she climbs in to replace me. Like we, once upon a time, always used to do.

I moisturize and brush out the knots in my hair, Sammie is talking about a girl she knew who got caught up with this multi-level marketing scheme, and even though it feels too normal for a supernatural weekend and too normal for a funeral, it also feels the way life always feels. Like you never quite match up with what you’re supposed to be doing, and really it’s because there’s nothing you’re supposed to do.

We put on makeup, blow-dry our hair, taking it all in turns, and then we put on the black dresses we brought—which look hilariously similar. Conservative and girly, hitting just past the mid-thigh.

They look so similar that when we put them on, we hold hands and laugh looking in the mirror. For the first time since we got them back, Sammie uses her phone to take a picture where we look like the twins from The Shining. It closes the long gap since the last picture we took. She bemoans her bangs, and then just as quickly decides she likes them.

I still haven’t turned my phone on. Cannot face the inevitable onslaught of messages from Baccarat. I might be ready to change my life (how, I’m not sure yet) but I’m not quite ready to face it just yet.

When we emerge back downstairs, we see that Taylor Rae was right. The clouds have parted, and blue sky shimmers above the scene. I look at Taylor Rae, who points up and winks at me.

My sister and I ask everyone if there’s anything we can do, and everyone says no. They’re in the kitchen, the garage, they’re everywhere and it doesn’t feel remotely intrusive, though I recognize it could to someone else—maybe even me, before this weekend. Instead, it feels nice. Like when someone you love takes a bite of food off your plate without asking. It’s nice to be known and to … well, I guess to trust.

We find Matt and Austin and Nora, Birdie underfoot, playing with a bocce set on the front lawn, the white ball at the roots of the biggest live oak on the property.

“No one will let us do anything,” explains Austin.

“Us either,” I say.

“Want to play?” he asks. “Or do I really want to awaken the beast so early in the day?”

I squint at him and then take the red ball out of his hand. “You’re goin’ down, Killjoy.”

We pass twenty or so minutes under the low-hanging branches. Someone somewhere turns on string lights. I thought they were only in the back, but they’re here, too, sparkling in the shade. I like that the house always has new things to discover. Things Babe left behind. I bet there are millions. From the freezer full of food to the lights and everything in between.

I’m just celebrating roundly beating everyone at bocce when the screen door yawns open and we turn to see the front porch. “Girls and boys, it’s time to come on in.”

Sammie takes Nora in her arms and walks up the steps with Matt. Austin pulls me gently by the arm to pause my following them.

“How are you feeling?” he asks.

Seconds ago, I was absolutely fine, but the kindness of his question makes me immediately get tearful. I laugh and sniff them away, saying, “Guess I’m doing okay, if a little unpredictable?”

He gives me a small smile and then wipes the tear from under my eye and kisses me where it had been. “I’ve got you. We’ve got you.”

I step forward into him and let him hug me for a moment, shutting my eyes and taking a deep breath before facing it.



It’s all starting to feel real, after so many days of something that barely resembled reality. It doesn’t look like a normal funeral. For one thing, most everyone is in bright colors. The men who are usually in T-shirts and tank tops are in breezy button-downs, many of the women in sundresses and hats. Respectably dressed up, but not for a somber affair.

I think the thing that makes it feel the most like the funeral that it is, is the quiet.

To quote Matt from our first night here, I’ve never seen this group of people quieter.

Gladys and Ms. Collie seem to be in charge of everything, so it’s Gladys who directs the boys as they try to get the casket out of the small den. I’m shocked they don’t ding the TV or knock off a single DVD or VHS tape from the shelves.

I relax a little once the casket is out of the house with all its angles and obstacles.

Sammie, Nora, and I follow behind as we start down the aisle, our bare feet sinking a little in the sand, already nearly dry from the storm earlier.

I take a deep breath. After this, it’s just a few more hours, and then whatever comes next … comes next.

We’re almost at the front, where a few hotel suitcase stands have been set up, and where a woman in elaborate but secular robes stands and waits. Flowers surround the scene, millions of white petals rippling gently in the wind. I can just smell them on the breeze …

And that’s when Boomer’s hand slips.

The casket clatters to the ground, the lid opening as it flips upside down, its contents falling out onto the sand.
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Everyone looks at the scene in horror, hands racing to mouths, people turning away so as not to bear witness.

Boomer has stepped back after emitting a small shriek I wouldn’t have thought he was capable of. His brother is muttering things about murdering him.

The rest of us stare down at the sand.

Not in horror, like we all started. Now more … in confusion.

There’s no body.

Only a box.

Sammie hesitates a moment, everyone muttering and chattering quietly as she goes over and picks it up. “It’s addressed to us.”
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All of us stare down at the box on the kitchen counter. I touch it and then remove my hand like it’s a jack-in-the-box. “Should we open it?”

We’re back in the house again, the mystified townsfolk left outside to whisper about the shock of what just happened.

“We have to open it,” says Austin. “Otherwise, we’ll wait another several days only to eventually discover that there’s another box inside this one.”

Matt produces a box cutter and cuts the tape.

I admit that there’s a small, childish part of me that thinks—it was all a joke! It was an elaborate lesson! She’s alive somewhere, in a kaftan and her big handmade earrings, ready to reach out her wings and gather us in toward her.

But, as the clear-eyed pragmatist of the group, I also know this is not a possibility.

Inside the box is something wrapped thoroughly with Bubble Wrap and packing tape. When we get that undone, we find an ornate figurine of a yellow wren. It takes only a moment of inspection to recognize it as an urn.

“Yeah, I’m going to open this one, too,” says Sammie.

She unscrews the top, and inside there is a tightly tied plastic bag of gray ashes.

“Wow,” she says, in wonder. “There she is.”

I shiver at the sight, thinking of the old saying: ashes to ashes. I always found it nice, if sad.

The finality of seeing inside the urn feels like the last thing I was waiting for. Something like acceptance clicks in me.

“You know, for a second, I thought it might all be some elaborate ruse,” says Sammie.

I put an arm around her. “I did too.”

“Wouldn’t put it past her,” Austin agrees.

“I just can’t believe they mailed her,” says Matt.

Ms. Collie comes in then. “Everything all right?”

“Yes, did you know there was a box inside this casket?”

“I did, didn’t I mention that on Friday? I could swear I did.”

We all gawp at her. “No,” Matt says. “We were under the impression there was a body in here.”

“Oh, no, Ms. Babe was cremated. Didn’t you read Giulia’s letter?”

“We … did…” I say, slowly.

“Here.” She goes to her bag and ruffles through a million papers before pulling a xeroxed copy out. She puts on a pair of reading glasses and goes back through it, and I think we all expect her to see it as confusing, but instead, she says, “Yes, right here. Your mother has been dead, but I loved her, I am knowing now that she has experienced the fires of life, though I had not to know when we have constructed this construct for life.”

We blink at her. I start, “Right, so—”

“So she found out she was cremated after the casket was built.” She looks back at the letter. “It is my wish for us that you should treasure this box for Babe and use for any ceremonials to memorial for her life, understand that is tradition in US, blah, blah, blah, their friend was a craftsman and he was building it as a surprise. Yes, so they thought it was traditional in the States to do a burial, a craftsman friend of theirs built it but Babe died before he finished. They sent it along anyway in case the family wished to use it for a ceremony.”

“You got all that”—Austin points at the letter—“from that.”

“Yes, of course! I see that maybe it’s not that clear. But my mother was not a native English speaker, so perhaps my threshold is a bit higher for bungled words.” She chortles.

“A bit,” agrees Sammie.

“I’m surprised you thought she’d be in there. She died a fair bit of time ago already, you know.”

“We’re not morticians, Ms. Collie! We’re not embalmers! We don’t know these things!” I say, a little hysterically. This is so weird and honestly, so funny.

“I did think it seemed like a stretch,” admits Matt, “but what was the option, to open it up? Obviously not.”

“I’m sorry for the misunderstanding, y’all,” says Ms. Collie. “Do you need another minute in here?”

“You guys ready?” asks Matt.

All of us nod, and then we follow her back outside, Sammie clutching the urn under her arm. Austin laughs into my hair and says, “Your mom was almost as crazy as you are.”
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I fold and unfold the paper from my dress pocket. A sheet of kitchen notebook paper scrawled with words I’d thought I might say when my life and I were back in New York. I scan them and feel that none of them resonate anymore. There’s a bitterness that I just don’t feel now.

I look back at the casket, where the wren has been set on top. And then I speak from the heart.

“Before this weekend, I wasn’t sure what I was going to say about my mother. It’s easy to say what we all know, which is that she was funny, the life of the party, kind of a stoner by the end.”

People laugh and a few people make sounds of enthusiastic agreement.

“She was smart and beautiful and there when anyone needed her. But everyone here knows all that. Everyone’s going to spend the rest of the day, and beyond, talking about all her nuggets of advice, her one-liners, her … eccentricities.”

I look out at the faces and realize how many of them I know. Gladys and Taylor Rae’s family, of course, but also Eva. Mabel. Mr. Kelly. Dusty. JJ. And so many more faces I haven’t thought about in years. More babies thrown out with the bathwater. People who had played gotcher-nose with me when I was little and who came over and sat with my mom until the wee hours of the morning. People who had known my father. My grandparents.

What the hell had I been doing, cutting myself off at the root like that? No wonder I’d so thoroughly convinced myself I was alone. I’d done everything I could to make sure I was.

“Instead of saying all that, I’d rather just say thank you, to all of you. For knowing her and loving her and being there for us, for me, my sister, Austin, Matt—when we were kids. For Babe. Always.” I waver before going on. “The thing is, I don’t think my mother was very happy. Not in a big, fulfilled dreams kind of way. Looking back now, I can see that in our childhood, she was going through the motions. And we all know how special she was, she probably should have been … I don’t know, a movie star or a singer or, well, not a singer. She couldn’t carry a tune to save her life.”

A round of quiet laughter.

“When she moved here, it was all of you, this place, the magic of this island. That’s how she found happiness. She wasn’t some mystical being. She was just a woman who had something special, and I’m so glad all of you could see it too. Because”—tears catch in my throat—“I don’t think she did. I don’t think she knew how we all saw her. She was the center of our lives for so long and I know all of us here saw her as something larger than life. Now she’s larger than death. Because in so many ways, she’s not going anywhere. She’s here, and she always will be.”

I have said most of these words to a spot in the sand and staring off into the distance at Birdsong. Its sturdy pink walls and happy open windows, stretching ivy. Sammie was right all along. Birdsong is our mother.

I look into the faces of the congregation now and see that almost all of them are tearful. This makes me say, “Sorry,” with a self-conscious laugh. “Can someone come up and share a funny story or something?”

I step down, tears just streaming down my face unbidden. In my seat, Austin, Matt, and Sammie put arms around me, Sammie the closest, hugging the hardest, crying against me.

“I’ll go,” comes a voice.

Mr. Ennis, Taylor Rae and Harrison’s father. I’d forgotten about him. He was always hilarious. And he still is, as he gets up and manages to get us all laughing again within just a few words. He tells a story about a day out on a boat with Babe and a few other unlikely folks, and by the end of the story we are all laughing so hard we can’t even hear what he is saying.

This energy is contagious, and for the next hour, people trade off telling more stories about her. Things we’ve never heard. Eventually people stop going up to the front, then they start standing individually, and then eventually the whole crowd is in a loud, cheerful, woeful conversation.

“That wasn’t Easter, that was Memorial Day! I remember because—”

And, “She put him in his place, my god, I’ve never seen a boy shake in his boots like that!”

And: “I thought it was a fox, I almost sent the dogs out to run it off, but then I saw it was her!”



The stories go back to when Babe herself was a child here. When the oldest folks here were our age now. When she was a feisty kid with a cross little face, running naked through the neighbors’ yards, or a wild teenager “borrowing” cars and getting caught smoking weed behind the church.

It settles Babe into a different place in my mind, just as the letter had. A reframing of her as a complete person in a way I’d never been able to truly grasp before.

I wish so much that I could have her back, now that I feel I know her. But sometimes we only get lucky enough to understand people once they’re gone.

The service disintegrates into a party organically, even the woman in robes tearing them off in the warmth of the afternoon, sitting with her feet up on a chair, drinking rosé from a plastic cup.

People, of course, keep coming up to Sammie and me to pay their respects and tell us how sorry they are that she’s gone. It’s actually nice. Not like my father’s funeral, when I’d had to field hundreds of dry hands and perfunctory words from people I didn’t remotely know—alone.

“Another One Bites the Dust” is playing when Matt gets our attention and says, “Sorry to interrupt—you guys want to come inside for a sec?”

Sammie and I excuse ourselves from our conversation and follow him.

“I finally turned on my computer, which”—he makes a face—“fuck all of that. But amidst the six thousand emails, I had one from Babe’s financial advisor.”

He grins. “I think you’re going to be able to pay off your student loans, Didion.”
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It turns out that the one thing Babe learned from our father was how to deal with money. He had left her with instructions for what to do with his life insurance money, when the time came, and he’d made it clear that it went to us and not either of his wives. She had also, it seemed, taken his advice for her own. She had a small inheritance when her parents passed. Money she’d set aside, resulting in an account for us—just for Sammie and me.

The amount is staggering.

“Now I really am going to quit,” I say. As if I weren’t going to anyway, even without a parachute.

I don’t know why, in so many movies, when a windfall descends upon a character, they so often tear up the check or otherwise don’t seem to care.

Because as soon as Sammie and I clarify that Matt is a) sure and b) not messing with us and c) absolutely sure, we squeal and hug each other.

It doesn’t take away from the grief of losing our mother to learn that she had done something to make our lives easier once she left us behind.

It just means she left us with the gift of choice.

Of freedom.



When we re-emerge, the funeral is in full-on party swing. Hot-pink programs everywhere, plates stacked high with food, cocktails and beer in plastic cups, the volume on the music raised. I see a couple of women crying, but they’re also laughing.

It feels amazing to look around and see all these friendly faces. The people who make up this unique, bizarre little island.

Except for one.

“Shit,” I say, just as we get back to Austin and Nora.

The other three look in the direction of my deathly glare.

Austin stands, but Sammie puts a hand on his chest. “I got it.”

She walks across the sand and we all watch with bated breath.

Sammie crosses her arms, pulling her shoulder up to her ear and then dropping it as she gets to him. He opens his arms to her, but she steps back, shaking her head.

“Attagirl, Sammie,” says Austin.

We can’t hear what she’s saying, but eventually he nods and starts to walk away. She grabs his arm, and my heart stills.

“No, no,” I say out loud. “Come on, Sammie.”

And then she pulls back her fist and punches him right in the nose.

Austin and Matt take a step in their direction. I am shocked. A little extreme, but you couldn’t ask for a better sign that it’s really over.

Sammie says something more and then points toward the road away from Birdsong.

He clutches his face and we catch the slightest sound of him saying, “Broke my fucking nose!”

He leaves and she comes back to us, looking about a hundred and eighty pounds lighter.

“Whew.” She holds up her bright red fist, her bleeding knuckles. “I think when the adrenaline wears off, this is really gonna hurt.”
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We sit at the water’s break and watch the sky turn red, then gold, then purple. Planted in the sand beside us is a bottle of champagne we stole from a cooler at the house. I say stole, but it is our mother’s funeral. I don’t think anyone would mind. Plus, it’s not like there was a shortage up there.

Birdie is playing in the water as it goes in and out, Nora with her, both looking at mysterious nothings just under the sea-foam. Sammie and Matt have just read Babe’s letter to me, and Austin is on the last page now.

When he finishes, he hands it back to me. “How do you two feel?”

Sammie blinks out at the water and nods, trancelike. “It helps.”

I nod too. “It helps.”

“Hey, so,” I start. “What do you guys think about keeping Birdsong?”

They all turn to look at me.

Sammie clutches my wrist, where I hold my knees up to my chest. “Didion, really?”

I nod. “Yeah. You were right. It’s home.”

She smiles that big Sammie smile I was missing the first night we arrived, and then throws her arms around me. At first I just let her hug me, but then I hug her back, squeezing her so hard she falls back in the sand and squeals.

“Thank god.” Matt sighs. “I didn’t want to impact the decision, but do you have any idea how much better it is to have property than money right now?!”

“That,” says Austin. “But also look up there.”

We all look up at the house, dusty twilight air falling on the stucco, a breeze blowing the curtains into Babe’s room. The party is still raging, the lights glowing and the music pumping.

“Not everyone gets a place like this.”

His gaze drops to mine, and he smiles and winks at me. My worn-out heart surges.

Matt pours the last of the champagne into each of our glasses. “I have a crazy suggestion.”

“Nothing is crazy anymore,” I say.

He laughs. “Okay, well … how do you guys feel about staying another night or two?”

We all look at each other. The answer is so obviously yes.

“Well, then … what do we do now?” asks Sammie.

I look back up at Birdsong, then turn to my friends. “We eat dinner.”






PART FOUR


Five Years Later






Epilogue


“Okay, what do you think about that?” Didion asks, stepping aside so Audra can see her reflection.

“Good.” Audra plays with her headband and readjusts it on her own terms. “Better.”

Nora comes to the doorway in her black unitard. “Audra, come on, Aunt Sammie wants to take our picture before we go trick-or-treating, come on, come on.” She bounces from foot to foot and holds her flapping hand out for Audra to take.

Didion nods at her daughter when she looks back for approval. “You’re ready.”

She beams, her sage-green eyes glinting, her wild mane of red hair an unbrushable mess. It’s long for a four-year-old, as she, like her Aunt Sammie when she was young, will not let anyone with a pair of scissors anywhere close to it.

It got a little mullet-y at one point, and Didion and Austin trimmed it while she was asleep, figuring she’d never notice. But of course, they should know their sharp little daughter better. She notices everything.

Didion follows the hyper girls down the stairs to Sammie, who is standing in the living room with a film camera, waving them in. “Hurry up, you two! I’m seconds from peeing myself, let’s go.”

Sammie is dressed like Cinderella, and is nine months pregnant—due to burst at any second. The sight of a pregnant Disney princess is truly hilarious, and she has begged the ancestors to let her have the baby already about a hundred times in the last few weeks.

In the kitchen, Harrison and Austin are keeping an eye on Didion’s meal, like she asked. Keeping an eye, in this case, means drinking beer and making sure the chili doesn’t burn. Seeing her come into the kitchen, Harrison lifts the lid of the sauce to show he is doing his promised duty.

Didion laughs and turns the stove down. “You are released.”

“Harrison!” Sammie calls. “Can you come take our picture?”

Taylor Rae is there, wrangling the kids. She’s used to this kind of chaos.

Harrison goes off, leaving Austin and Didion alone in the kitchen. It’s strewn with spices not yet put away and cooking utensils not yet washed, but it glows warmly with the candlelight and orange Christmas lights on the porch.

Austin takes his wife by the waist and kisses her. “Hey.”

She smiles up at him. “Hey. You look cute.”

“You do too.” He takes her hand in the air like they’re dancing and lets her step away to show him the final product. At their daughter’s request, they are dressed as a cowboy and cowgirl. No one is sure why, as it is completely unrelated to her fairy costume.

“Thank you very much,” Didion says, stepping back in and allowing him to put his arms around her.

“You think she’s gonna have that baby tonight?” he asks, motioning into the other room.

“Could be.” She looks at her sister, whose hand is pressed up against her poor, tired back.

“I think she’s ready to go. And it’s Halloween. It just seems right. I think it’s a Halloween baby.”

She grins at him. “You’ve gotten so mystical lately.”

“Blame it on Audra.”

To say Audra was a surprise would be an understatement. Five years ago, after Babe’s funeral, they stayed a few extra days at Birdsong before returning to their real lives. In that time, they all made plans for the future. Matt workshopped what he’d say to Beau when he got home. Sammie sheepishly asked if it was okay with everyone if she stayed at Birdsong for a while—the answer was, of course, yes. Didion reluctantly opened her work texts. Austin, who had a tennis clinic in Montreal, asked if she’d come with him. Didion pretended to think about it, but fooled none of them.

On that Tuesday, she got on a plane and went back to New York to a now completely foreign life. She told the team at Baccarat she was leaving and managed not to cave when they seemed genuinely sad to see her go. Item by item, she took her things out of her apartment and put them on the street—almost everything gone between trips up the stairs, as Manhattan streets are like the Bermuda Triangle. On her last night, there was nothing but a mattress on the floor.

Matt left Beau, who put up no fight—which both relieved and secretly offended Matt. On Didion’s last night in Manhattan, Matt slept over, and the two of them put on a playlist of throwbacks and ordered the city’s best Chinese food and drank wine on the fire escape. The summer night in the city was the very best Didion had ever had. Maybe it wasn’t New York she hated so much, she thought, as being alone in New York.

The next day, Matt and Nora drove down to Mercy to stay at Birdsong with Sammie, and Didion got on the train to Montreal to meet Austin.

A few weeks later, Didion found out she was pregnant.

And listen, Didion and Austin were hardly chaste—any touch between them was likely to turn into something more. But they were careful. It was only the one time they weren’t—that one night on the beach, during the long, long weekend. The doctor pinpointed that Saturday as the date of conception. What he couldn’t know was that there were weeks of that Saturday.

So maybe it was one of the rare, small-percentage-of-a-chance pregnancies warned about on contraception packaging and he was wrong about the date of conception. Or maybe it was something a little more.

Austin sure believed it was.

The other surprise about Audra was how unbelievably happy it made them both to find out she was coming. Didion was certain she’d never have children—had been starting to doubt she’d even have a long-term relationship. And then suddenly she was pregnant and it was so obviously the rightest thing to ever have happened to her.

Well. Maybe neck and neck with giving Austin that last chance.

Austin accepted a job as a coach in—of all places—Brooklyn, and for the next few years, Didion rediscovered the city and fell in love with it for the first time. As she did, she took some time off and developed a recipe book of Babe’s food as she slowly worked her way through that green journal. At first, the recipe book was just for them. Then maybe for the folks on Mercy Island. But then Matt convinced her to send it to a friend of his who worked in publishing, and the next thing she knew … it was a cookbook. A Family Meal by Didion & Babe Bennett.

It wasn’t a phenomenon or anything—noncelebrity cookbooks rarely are these days—but the book and its story of a daughter rediscovering her mother’s recipes reached the right people. Lots of the right people, the pink book in enough places to be considered a real success. Though Didion, truly, would have thought it was if it had stayed in the plastic-bound version she gave to her sister for Christmas.

“How do I look?”

They turn to see Matt, and both laugh before they can find their manners. He’s dressed as Batman, as requested by his Catwoman daughter. He has just returned from his adventure out into Mercy’s wilderness to retrieve beer and wine. They have plenty of candy, but forgot about themselves.

Birdie, in her signature, but now very in-theme bandana, comes running down the stairs with Migla at her heels, and the two animals run outside onto the porch, completely part of their own plot.

“Have you told him?” asks Matt. “Or did I let the Catwoman out of the bag?”

Didion squints at him. “You totally know I didn’t tell him yet.”

“I know, but I want to talk about it!”

Didion turns to Austin. “We got the restaurant. All the permits, everything.”

Austin drops his chin to his chest. “Are you serious?”

Didion nods.

Austin’s face splits into a smile and he picks Didion up off the ground and spins her around.

“Did you tell him?” Sammie squeals and tries to jump up, but falls back against the couch. “I’m excited! You just can’t tell because I’m a beached whale!”

“Did everyone else know?” asks Austin.

“Kind of,” Didion admits.

Harrison comes back in, saying, “And don’t worry, my guys will be there to help you out the whole time.”

Didion tilts her head at him. “Harrison, you have your hands full.”

“Equal priority!” he insists, taking a beer out of the case Matt has returned with.

Since Babe’s funeral, Birdsong has been the sanctuary it was always meant to be. Sammie and Matt stayed while they figured out their next steps. Sammie’s next steps being travel—for the first time in her life, with enough money to actually do it—and Matt’s were getting a job at a nonprofit in Savannah (and taking a major pay cut to which he was not adjusting very well, though after a recent promotion, he is getting closer to his usual standard of living).

Sammie fell in love with Harrison over the course of a long year. He didn’t mind. He’d waited long enough for her. Eventually, he started joining her on her trips abroad. And a couple of years ago, she’d come back to Birdsong and gotten herself a job as a kindergarten teacher at Mercy Montessori. She loved it.

Last Christmas, Harrison had surprised her with the news that he’d bought a property on the other side of Mercy, near the marshes and the athletic club. An old fixer-upper that Harrison and his hardware-store team have already made more charming than Sammie ever could have dreamed of. He was building her dreamhouse. And now it was almost ready to move into.

Which left Birdsong.

To the delight of all, Didion and Austin had made the decision to move in themselves. To start a life there. Their time in the city had been wonderful, but they missed their friends. They wanted Audra to be with Nora and Matt and Sammie, and to grow up with her cousin.

The one who was about to make his entrance.

“Uh—guys?”

Everyone turns to Sammie. “I think— See, I thought I— Long story short, my water broke I think?”

Didion turns off the stove completely and looks at her husband, who says, “Told ya.”

Taylor Rae stays behind at the house to give out candy and to get ahold of Harrison, who has just taken the girls trick-or-treating. Sammie, Austin, Didion, and Matt dash out the front door—almost knocking over the pink coffin full of candy—and load into the Bronco.

The girls sit in the back, Didion holding her sister’s hand.

“Is it horrible? I don’t think I can do it,” says Sammie, her words strained.

“It is, it sucks,” confesses Didion. “But you can do it.”

Sammie, looking somehow more adorable than ever in her blue princess costume, nods back. “I can’t believe I’m about to have a baby.”

Didion looks into her eyes and then up front. Matt is up there, going through Sammie’s go bag, double-checking for the thousandth time. And Austin, who is driving her mother’s old car. Her heart still flips every time she sees him and remembers he’s hers. That she’s his.

“Turn it up, turn it up, I need to drown out my own thoughts,” says Sammie when a Dinah Washington song comes on the radio. She squeezes her sister’s hand.

Didion laughs when she realizes what song it is. And how right the lyrics are. This beautiful life that was unimaginable five years ago before a long weekend changed everything.

Yes, Dinah. What a difference a day makes.
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