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			For my family and yours

		

	
		
			MONDAY

		

	
		
			one

			“Hugs!” Viv announced before throwing her arms around Pete, smothering him in a warm, familial embrace. Her boobs mashed into the zippers of his safari vest, but so it went with hugs. Pete wasn’t a hugger, so she always gave him fair warning. She stepped back and looked him up and down. Little brother. Rosy-cheeked and unwed, well into his thirties. The safari vest perhaps wasn’t helping in that regard, but that was Pete: Life was one big nature hike. Her gaze finally settled on the brown fedora, clean and not at all broken in. A new purchase for the trip and a bold move for Pete. She resolved not to tease him about it, and not to let their father do so either. “Weird being back here, right?”

			“It is weird,” Pete said. “Familiar and strange. Like a dream.”

			They’d spent much of their childhood summers on the island before their parents sold their dinky little summer home, explaining to the kids that they’d outgrown it. None of the Pickfords had been back until now. They both took in the scene. The island airport terminal was small, white, and more charming than an airport ought to be. Regular airports and their impersonal shittiness at least gave off a no-nonsense vibe: We’re here to get a job done. This place, from the outside, looked like it might be a golf pro shop or a small café where wealthy people ordered egg-white omelets. Out front, an American flag flapped at the top of a tall pole. A nice little breeze came from Lake Michigan.

			“Did that outfit come with a compass?” Viv asked. “You wanna lead us to the hotel?”

			“The hotel sends carriages, actually,” Pete said. “With a driver and everything, though I read that the horses can get you there on their own. They know the island like the back of their, well, I suppose, hoof.”

			Viv punched his shoulder. “Back of their hoof. Classic Pete.” How was this adorable, brilliant dope alone? A loss for any number of women out there who surely would be as fond of him as he was of snails, sea slugs, and other moist, aquatic things. He was a scientist. Who wouldn’t want to date a scientist? For a time, Viv worried he’d come to regret being so consumed by his work, the double career of slogging around in the muck, panning for specimens, then getting cleaned up and mentoring grad students. But now she had to envy him. A single duffel bag and no one to worry about.

			She tilted her head back. “My god, I forgot about the air here. I’m retroactively grossed out by how Chicago smells.”

			“It’s the lack of cars.” Pete took a deep, nostril-flaring breath. “And the negative ions from the lake.”

			“The what, now?”

			Pete shifted to explanation mode, as if there were a whiteboard behind him. “The force of the crashing waves produces negative ions. Which is a good thing! It filters out pollutants. Boosts your mood a bit.” He gave the brim of his fedora a little tug. He seemed not to have settled on how it ought to rest on his head. Viv was already won over by it. It was easy enough to picture him leading a troop of students on a nature center hike, as he often did in his spare time. A spiffy hat was just the thing to distinguish him as the leader.

			“Can we talk about the hat? Because I love it.”

			Pete quickly took it off and shyly turned it in his hands. “High praise coming from you.”

			Viv that day wore a floral sundress, shockingly bright, the pattern like campy, vintage wallpaper. Red-framed sunglasses and lipstick to match. Beside her were a pair of roller suitcases, polished aluminum ones that gleamed in the sun. The cases were fitted out with a pair of locks that you were meant to turn in unison, as if she were transporting plutonium.

			Pete looked around. “No Warren?”

			“Nope. There’s some mega-crisis at his work.”

			“The whole week?”

			“The whole damned week. Blah blah merger. Streamlining the synergy. I’m making it sound cooler than it is. But he’s been put in charge of stuff, so, yay?”

			“You holding up okay?” He meant about their mother, who had passed away some three months back. Returning to the island had actually been their mother’s idea and had been on the books for some time. The island and their former home had been her thing, and she’d been insistent on having everyone attend this little reunion. Her insistence surprised Viv, as her parents had been tight-lipped about the abrupt sale of their former island home; kids eventually learned not to ask. Then her mom’s sudden passing transformed the week into a tribute. Their father decreed, via email, there’d be no mourning on this trip. This was to be happy, family time.

			“Holding up, for sure. A bit worried about the old man finding his way forward. She handled the little stuff, you know? It’s like, he paid for that big house, but does he even know how it works? When we were home for the funeral, I caught him pouring Palmolive into the dishwasher. I had to explain the difference between soap and detergent. His fault for just now learning this stuff, but it kinda broke my heart.”

			Pete bit his lip and nodded. Then, turning his head. “Is that Ashley?” motioning toward the young teen seated on a white bench beneath the airport’s curtained awning.

			Viv took a breath before answering. “Ash, not Ashley. She’s become very insistent about it. Got all of her teachers well trained.”

			“Oh! Okay. Is this—can I ask—is this a gender thing?”

			“More like an I-hate-my-name thing. We have entered the defiant years. Which, really, is all we’ve ever had with Ash.”

			“Apple doesn’t fall far,” Pete said. “And how is Ash doing?”

			“As well as any high school sophomore, which is to say: not amazing. She had a falling-out with her friend group, and she’s acting like she doesn’t care, but she does. I’m hoping our time on the island will do her some good. It gives you distance, you know? Like, the bullshit back home can’t find me here. It can’t travel over water. Ash! Come say hello to your uncle!”

			Ash looked up from her book. “Science uncle!”

			Viv said to Pete, “Hope you like the moniker. For a while, we were referring to our other sibling as ‘wayward uncle.’ Sometimes ‘prodigal uncle’ or ‘struggling uncle.’ ”

			“Struggling. I think that’s fair. Makes it sound like he’s trying to do better.”

			“It’s generous is what it is.”

			“I like that I’m ‘science uncle.’ ” He looked at Ash fondly. “Actually, I’ve got a little surprise that might interest her. It involves mollusks.”

			“Well, color me intrigued.”

			Ash joined them and they surveyed the half-dozen horse-drawn carriages, lined up and waiting. “So we’re supposed to just pick one or what?” Viv approached one of the carriages, gesturing at the pair of horses with her chin. “Those two know where the Grand Hotel is?”

			The man’s eyebrows shot up. “Grand Hotel, they call it. Just a sec.” He summoned another driver, whose carriage, previously hidden by the others, emerged, led by a massive pair of steeds. Tourists turned to admire the scene: this cherry-red carriage, lacquered and polished and glistening in the sun. Its driver wore a red coat and a top hat. Pete and Ash sidled up beside Viv. Without a word, the driver climbed down and efficiently gathered up their luggage and stored it on the roof. Even the ropes securing the luggage were charming, brass grommets and all. He then opened a door for Viv and company, setting out a little step stool for them. “I could get used to this!” Pete said, beaming. His enthusiasm was met with a faint nod from the driver: the decorum of a butler who strove to remain unseen.

			They began to move. Rhythmic clomps from hooves on asphalt. Viv decided not to think too hard about it. Not to consider whether it was right and just for these magnificent animals to spend their days carting a bunch of yahoos around a cheesy vacation island. She needed the week to be restful, and that included all the noise in her head. The town’s shops came into view. That morning, getting into an Uber out front of her home in Evanston, she could have offered up just a small handful of details about the island. She remembered their house, which was long gone (she’d caught a painful glimpse on Google Street View), and she recalled a few of the ice cream parlors and a little boat shack by the water. But now that she was here, memories were unlocked. Everything was right where she’d left it, all of it candy-colored and vibrant. There was the fudge shop where she first took her lifelong stance against white chocolate. There was the hokey little island gifts boutique where she bought a nautical rope bracelet and wore it until college. The flow of memories kept on, as if a levee had broken. The flavor of root beer rock candy. The smell of hose water on hot cement. Lightning bugs. Waffle cones. Shops that only sold wooden toys. Bicycles with wicker baskets. Mini golf and fireworks. Childhood. Then beyond childhood. They’d kept the house until Viv was about Ash’s age. Her final summer there left Viv with a story she almost never told, save for one time in college while playing Never Have I Ever, when she bluntly proclaimed: Never have I ever fucked in a rowboat…then, declaring herself guilty, drank.

			Brilliant, really, how over the top the island was. Some of the dopey visitors would believe they were seeing life as it once was. And another portion, the one that included herself, would admire how the island had doubled down on the kitsch. It wasn’t the set of a movie; it was the set of a musical. It was all so perfectly frivolous. Only candy stores and T-shirt shops and ice cream and coffee. Not a single item that could help a person in an emergency. No Band-Aids, tampons, antiseptic. It would’ve broken the spell to admit that the body had needs that could not be met with lemonade and saltwater taffy. She had lied about her husband’s work. They’d been having problems. Or, rather, a single, mountain-size problem, and the one thing she and Warren could agree on is that they needed some space. If she’d had her druthers, she would be off in wine country with a college friend. But the timing was what it was, and so now she was getting carted along by a pair of horses down Main Street. Of course it was called Main Street. Viv picked out the horse scents. Breath. Hair. A faint whiff of manure—not enough to be repulsive. Just enough to confirm the presence of a living thing. Reassuring, in a way.

			“We shall not want for fudge,” she said. Joann’s Fudge. May’s Fudge. Murdick’s Fudge. “Ash, give the book a rest for two seconds and look around!”

			Ash complied, resting a colorful Japanese graphic novel on the knees of her fuzzy pajama pants. She and her friends had never fully come out of quarantine. She raised her chin. “This town smells like funnel cake.”

			“They have a Starbucks now,” Pete pointed out. It was retrofitted into a cozy storefront, the corporate mermaid hand-carved into a round wooden shingle that hung from a wrought-iron signpost. Viv snapped a photo so she could text it to Warren. They had a thing for quaint-ified corporate storefronts. Ye olde Targets and such. She thought for a moment, then deleted the photo. Another cyclist passed the carriage, giving a chirpy little ring-ring from her bicycle bell. Everyone on the street seemed like movie extras, entering Viv’s field of vision on cue. The carriage briefly halted at an intersection so another carriage could pass. An elderly couple sat on a bench, eating ice cream out of oversize waffle cones. “I guess we were too young to really question what this place even is. But what is it?” she asked no one in particular. “A carnival without rides? A beach town without an ocean? A colonial village without the history?”

			The driver spoke up. “Many visitors want to know where all the cars are.” He seemed disappointed that no one had asked. “The island has been car-free since 1898, just a few years after the arrival of the horseless carriage, as we like to call it. Of course, the island does have a few emergency vehicles. Police, fire, ambulance, naturally.”

			“Do they have names?” Ash asked loudly.

			“What was that?” the driver politely asked.

			“The horses. They got names?”

			Her question pleased the driver. “Edwin and Hans. Hans is named after Clever Hans, a horse who was famous for his skills with arithmetic. His owner would challenge him with addition and subtraction problems, and Clever Hans would provide the correct answer with stomps of his hoof.”

			“That was fake, though,” Ash said.

			The driver turned around on his little seat. “Very good! It did turn out to be a bit of chicanery.”

			“Your horse is named after a liar.”

			“Ash.” Viv and Pete tightened their lips to stifle laughter.

			The driver transitioned back to being unseen.

			“Probably the cleverest animal, not counting primates, is the octopus,” Pete said brightly. “Easily the cleverest mollusk, in any case.”

			Neither Viv nor Ash had anything to say to that. Ash was back to her book. Viv watched Pete watching Ash. Meeting up with family had an effect on Viv. Her husband and child and day-to-day existence—that was everything, that was the entire world. But then a sibling came into view, and suddenly she felt seen. She would view her own life through his eyes, and it all shrank. Her life was no longer the entire world but a niche little museum she’d been curating. Here’s where we display our child’s current phase. And in this wing, we keep the husband. He’s part of the permanent collection.

			The museum was in shambles. Her mind was back on Warren. Blah blah merger. She’d rehearsed that. It’d be more convincing if the reason bored her. Merger. She hadn’t intended it ironically. They hadn’t committed to separating. Not yet. Viv was still processing Warren’s bombshell. Now that I know, it’s like I’ve always known. But of course I didn’t. Does that make any sense? He’d put his hand out on top of hers, as if her sole purpose in that moment was to understand that she had loved, had had an uncountable amount of sex with, and had created a child with a man who apparently had been gay the whole time. And her heart did go out to him. And she also could’ve killed Warren, as he sat there, wounded, as if this were some sort of saintly affliction. As if she were not merely supposed to understand, but to cheer him on, to wave from the dock as he departed, at long last, on his voyage of self-discovery.

			This was a predictable grief cycle, Viv supposed, though she’d skipped denial—which only amplified what followed: anger. Fuck Warren. Fuck him for not knowing himself. Fuck him for this revelation. Fuck him for dragging her into it. Fuck herself for not spotting it. She, of all people. Most of all, fuck him for having Ash with her—an act based on the premise that Viv and Warren were reliable, predictable beings. A union stable enough to grow in number. And now here she was, in a horse-drawn carriage with their child, while he was off doing god knows what or whom. Ash turned a page. At age fourteen, she was no stranger to the idea of two moms or two dads. Uncommon, but ultimately no more surprising than having a set of twins in your grade.

			So, are we done now? That’s what Viv had said to Warren. She still didn’t know. A separation made sense. She understood that. Not because either of them had a dire need for sex; it was more that the man she’d married was someone else now. Or he was the same, but more fully realized. And good for him. She did feel that. When she wasn’t grinding her teeth and wanting to murder him, she felt newly affectionate toward him. She took a breath. She had no illusions that this trip was going to correct anything. Even if she got a massage at the hotel spa. Even if she drank a whole bottle of prosecco in the tub. When she packed up her shiny suitcases and checked out of the hotel, the same three words would still be true: Warren likes guys. Cherry peanut fudge wasn’t going to fix that. Nor was croquet on a manicured lawn. Nor was the hotel’s famous porch, the world’s largest—such an odd bragging point—though, as the hotel came into view with an air of triumph, Viv found herself not just looking at it, but beholding it. It hadn’t held a significant spot in her memory, as, growing up, they’d associated it with ultra-wealthy tourists with no real connection to the island. Seeing it now, she found herself saying aloud, “Okay, now that’s a motherfucking porch.”

			The hotel was positioned on the hill, the island’s focal point. Like a grand piano, it was long, sleek, and elegantly curved. Eyes were drawn to it. Even Ash looked up. It really was something. Gleaming white, dotted with columns and flags and daisy-yellow awnings. Against the clear blue sky, it seemed like an impossible thing, boasting old-world refinement, seersucker suits, muddled cocktails, and people who wore white sweaters on the tennis court. In a matter of days, she would depart from the island with a plan. Together or apart? Two rocky paths lay ahead. Neither was perfect, but they had to pick one. Viv would use the time here to sort it out. Also, she would make a point to enjoy herself. Drink one of those muddled cocktails or lie around in a spa with slices of cucumber on her closed eyes while some quiet handlers painted her nails, massaged her calves, and daintily restored her as if she were a fresco.

			The horses increased their effort on the home stretch. The carriage ran alongside the hotel’s golf course. A man stood in the center of a blindingly white sand trap. He swung at a neon yellow ball, sending it and a comet’s tail of sand onto the green.

			Ash spoke up. “What’s up with that sand? Did they bleach it? It doesn’t even look real.”

			“Oh! I read about this,” Pete said. “That’s a special variety of quartz. It comes from Spruce Pine, North Carolina. Same quartz that they use in smartphones. Tech companies buy up the purest of it, and then some high-end golf courses pay good money for the leftovers.”

			“Wait,” Ash began, processing it all. “We’re on an island. Like, with beaches. They’ve already got sand. They seriously had a bunch of sand shipped in from somewhere?”

			“From North Carolina,” Pete said.

			“Sorry, that’s ridiculous. Why is this sand better? Because it’s white?”

			“Please don’t start,” Viv said.

			The road veered toward the hotel, and for the last several paces they were engulfed by tulips. The carriage came to a halt and a spry trio of bellhops appeared and briskly took down their luggage, passing suitcases one to the other, a spectacle of choreographed efficiency. Pete climbed down and offered a hand to young Ash, who merely tucked her book under her arm and leaped out, checkered Vans smacking the pavement. Pete then awkwardly offered a hand to Viv, who accepted it and stepped down. “So, Ash has discovered anime?”

			“Manga. It’s anime when it’s in video format. The number of times I’ve been corrected on that point. And those books are insane. I thought it was just going to be pixie girls shooting pink lasers from their eyes, but Ash is into these ghost-story manga books, and that shit gets dark. That’s not her only thing, though!” she was quick to add. “She loves science. I could see you two connecting. Hope you don’t mind if I shove the two of you together while we’re here.”

			“Shove away!”

			A wooden sign in the shape of an arrow indicated that the front desk was eighteen steps that way. Yet another uniformed official opened the door. For all their time on the island as kids, they’d never been inside the Grand. Viv was hit with a dizzying shock of color. “What in the what?” She was overcome by an onslaught of decorative whimsy. Green velvet couches on a black carpet patterned with red roses. Yellow floral love seats. Long and narrow black-and-white-checkered hallways. It was Christmas, it was Easter, it was Alice in Wonderland. It would’ve been gaudy if it weren’t so deliberate—someone had boldly stuck to their aesthetic guns. A graphic artist by trade, Viv was acutely aware of an establishment’s color palette—whether the goal was to soothe or to project vibrance or to establish a sense of refinement. This place strove for disbelief. You were meant to look twice at the vibrantly clashing couches and carpets, as if to make you think: Wow, they really went for it.

			A chipper young woman greeted them at the front desk. “Pickford,” Viv said to her. “Party of us.” She put her hand on Ash’s shoulder. “We’re one room.” She then jerked her thumb at Pete. “Indiana Jones is another. This’ll all be in our father’s name. H. L. Pickford. The H is for Harold, but on paperwork it’s H. L.”

			“Excellent.” The young lady typed on a clicky keyboard. Her eyes focused on something. “It actually looks like one of your party has already checked in.”

			“Huh.” Pete looked at his watch. “Dad’s flight doesn’t get in until late this afternoon.”

			“I see.” The woman typed something rapidly. “Okay, Pete. Pete Pickford checked in earlier this morning.”

			“Nope,” Viv said. “This is Pete.”

			Pete waved. The woman leaned into her computer screen. “Oh, I see. A gentleman named Corey Pickford. He explained that the room reserved for Pete actually was for him.” She looked up and grinned cautiously. To Pete, she said, “Perhaps you’re sharing the room, or…?”

			“No,” Viv said loudly. “No, he didn’t.”

			“Ooh, bad uncle!” said Ash, wiggling her fingertips.

			The young lady gripped the marble desktop. “Perhaps I could…”

			They waited to see what was on offer. The young lady smiled earnestly and stood there, bright-eyed and eager to help, with no actual course of action to take.

			“Awkward…” Ash said in a jokey way, still young enough to simply be a spectator to the grown-up drama. “What now? Pistols at dawn?”

			Pete replied kindly, “We weren’t expecting to see him. He’s been real hard to reach for a while, so this is a surprise—that’s all.”

			“And exactly what room is Mr. Corey Pickford in?” Viv asked.

			A moment later, Viv was marching down the hall with Pete and Ash in tow. She was now blind to the décor that had so recently gripped her senses. The three of them hurried past a tearoom, a billiards parlor, a quiet sitting nook. Viv led with her elbow, weaved through the hotel guests. Pete reached for her shoulder. “Maybe we should—” She wasn’t having it. Up a flight of stairs and then another, around another corner, and she was outside Room 323. She knocked three times and then peered into the eyehole.

			“That’s a concave lens,” Pete said.

			Viv knocked more forcefully. “Open up, Corey.”

			Footsteps within. The door opened and there he stood, wearing a terrycloth robe with Grand Hotel stitched on the breast in royal-blue thread. When had she seen him last? It’d been more than three years. Possibly five. He’d fallen off the face of the earth. Either hadn’t received their calls and texts or couldn’t be bothered to reply. Viv had slowly come to accept that he’d removed himself from their lives entirely. Seeing him in the flesh was dizzying. He put his hand to his forehead and smoothed a wisp of black hair away from his eyes. Though his freckles were long gone, he looked like someone who had once had freckles. Surprisingly, he didn’t look all that bad. On his feet were white slippers, emblazoned with the same hotel logo. His hand balled into a soft fist, which he raised to his mouth, shielding a deep, bearish yawn. Had this been someone’s young husband, he probably would’ve seemed cute. The little bastard.

			“Made yourself at home,” Viv said. “Just don’t put that robe in your suitcase when you leave. It’s not complimentary.”

			“You’re not complimentary,” Corey said sleepily.

			“You’re in Pete’s room!” Viv said. “You need to get out. Go get your own room.”

			Pete, as per usual, was in a big hurry to de-escalate. “Oh, I’m sure we can add another room to the account. Corey’s all settled. Glad you could make it, Corey.”

			Pete reached out to shake Corey’s hand. Corey stepped forward and hugged Pete vigorously, slow-dancing him back and forth. “Pete. My brother. Mi hermano. Good to see you. How’s life among the mollusks?”

			“I could ask you the same question,” Viv said. “Did you come alone, or did you bring one of your not-at-all-shady accomplices with you?”

			“Ashley! Loving the new look.”

			Corey put out a fist and Ash fist-bumped him, finishing with an exploding sound effect. “Call me Ash, please.”

			“Roger that. I actually never loved the name Ashley. Is it okay to say that?”

			“Not really,” Viv said. “Given that it was our grandmother’s name.”

			Corey went on. “For real, Pete, how are you?”

			“Good!” Pete answered eagerly. “Just glad to see you. Nice to have the family together.”

			“Um, yeah?” Viv said. “Corey, what in the hell? You can’t act like this is normal, you just suddenly being here. I mean, my god, the funeral! How many messages did I leave, did Pete leave? You wanna explain yourself?”

			Corey just looked at her, slightly disappointed, as if he’d known she was going to say exactly those words and why could she not bring herself to be more interesting? “Do I want to? Not particularly. I’m exhausted, if you want to know the truth, which is why I needed to get myself a room. Sorry for the mix-up, Pete. And I just filled up the tub and I’d like to jump in before the water goes cold. If you want to stick around while I have a bath, you can carry on with disliking me and whatnot.” He then looked sleepily at each of them in turn. “Ash, you got taller. Makes sense. And Pete, new hat. Love it. Viv, you can go ahead and age already. Looking fabulous, as always.”

			“Dad knows you’re here? He invited you? Sorry, that’s just really surprising. He was pretty hurt about you being completely absent over the past year, and I can’t say I blame him.”

			“Me neither! No one’s blaming him.”

			Viv shook her head. “Not everything is a joke, Corey. And as for watching you bathe, we’ll pass. But we’ll all have lunch at noon. You showed up for this thing, you’re going to be a part of it.”

			“Lunch sounds great. I also want to do the high tea thing at some point. Gal at the desk told me about it. She made it sound pretty fantastic.” He made a small pinching gesture with his fingers. “Tiny éclairs, she said.”

			“Noon,” Viv said. “And there’s a dress code.”

			Corey smiled. “Yep, yep. Got it. And, listen, I can’t wait to catch up, but I’ve got a real issue with wasting water, so I think it’s bath time for this weary traveler. More soon.” He slipped back into his room and shut the door.

		

	
		
			two

			Corey finished up his bath, got out, and removed the stopper. A little whirlpool formed and did its thing. The bath had been sorely needed. His trip to the island had begun at a bus depot in Queens the day before, where he waited in a nauseating haze of exhaust and looked with hard eyes at nothing in particular. Occasionally, he spat on the ground to drive the point home: Stay away. He hadn’t been followed. Finally, the bus arrived and, with a mechanical air blast, the massive door opened and he climbed onboard. The bus brought him to the New York Port Authority, where he waited two hours for a transfer. A stop in Newark and another in Harrisburg. The only passenger who acknowledged him was an older Black lady who seemed confused by the sight of him. She widened her eyes, making them huge behind her thick glasses, and blurted out, “You are a handsome man!” and then shook her head and muttered as she continued down the aisle. After the last transfer in Pittsburgh, he eased up. To fend off nerves about what he was carrying, he got overly chatty with the passengers, telling each a different story about who he was and where he was headed. He’d just completed his missionary work in Africa and was returning home to his estranged wife. He’d bought a rare violin online and was picking it up in person because he didn’t trust the mail. He was writing a column for a magazine on bus travel, and he had a few questions, if you didn’t mind. The seats on the bus were done up in fake velvet that looked like it might be comfortable but wasn’t. No matter. Sleep could. He supposed that when he finally arrived, the hotel would feel extra luxurious. He dried off and finally gave the room a good look. It was ridiculous, like being inside an expensive dollhouse. A ridiculous place filled with ridiculous people. Finding a buyer would be a cinch. He retrieved a black messenger bag from the closet, brought it to the bed, and undid the clasps. A square white bundle, tightly wrapped in clear plastic, slid onto the floral comforter. He picked it up, appreciated its weight. That same weight, in cash, was heading his way. No more handouts for him. No more lifelines. No more meeting up with his family only to be shamed. This was the springboard he needed. If there was a tragedy in it, it was that his family could never know. They’d simply be left to look for him in the gutter, while he soared high above, up and out and gone.

		

	
		
			three

			Pete had no trouble adding an extra room. The Pickford family’s four rooms were somehow in four different hallways. Pete slung his duffel over his shoulder and found his way to his. A single bed with a floral quilt. A shaded lamp on the nightstand and a little frilly tablecloth on the round reading table. This is what Pete imagined a bed and breakfast to be: a guest room in some thoughtful lady’s home. He was glad Corey had come. Elated, actually. But he hid his joy since Viv was so annoyed. Not that she didn’t have a point. But then, those two had always been at it, long before Corey got up to anything you would really call problematic. Pete saw himself as a peacemaker. Soother of the waters, his mother would sometimes say. Grow a nut sack already, was how his dad preferred to put it. His dad barked like a drill sergeant, firing off little one-liners so over the top you couldn’t take it personally. Or so Pete told himself. Sometimes it did get under his skin. He’d find himself flustered, not understanding why, while his two siblings battled, he was the one suddenly pleading his case: I never said I was a martyr—I just don’t think it matters who gets the last dinner roll. Grown-ups now, and still at it. Pete hoped their mother’s passing would be the wake-up call they needed. Let’s be there for one another. It sounded corny, but that was fine. They were a family and they cared about one another. Something could be corny and still be true.

			Pete slipped out of his hiking vest and T-shirt and did little torso twists in front of the bathroom mirror. Not a word from Viv about the seventeen pounds he’d lost. Perhaps it wasn’t her fault, as age hadn’t changed her much. Still a pretty blond girl, just like she was in high school. Still fashionable. Just a bit older. It crossed his mind that the carriage driver would’ve thought that he, Viv, and Ash were a family…and the fact of his being with a disproportionately attractive woman must’ve meant that Pete was rich. He was not.

			But the exercise was working. He knew for a fact he’d been getting results. He’d taken a selfie at the start of a diet-and-workout regimen four months ago. Celery and hard-boiled eggs, day in, day out. Laps at the university pool (during the painfully early hours when faculty were allowed). Pilates DVDs from the library. Little hand weights, just a few pounds, which seemed like nothing at the start of a workout—twenty minutes in, it was medieval torture. He’d count down to his cheat day, wherein he’d work his way through a half-dozen sugar-free Popsicles, which, cruelly, were no cheaper than the real thing. The fibrous nature of them was off-putting at first, but he quickly grew to love them and would linger with the bare Popsicle stick in his mouth, savoring the sweetened wood. At day’s end, there’d be a little woodpile of Popsicle sticks in the trash. No qualms there. Any regimen devoid of joy was a recipe for burnout. Strides had undeniably been made. His leather belt showed the worn groove where he used to fasten it. Hard evidence he’d gotten slimmer. But come on. No one, attempting to distinguish him in a crowd, would ever say, “That guy, the skinny one.” He rapidly put his T-shirt back on. The whole thing was absurd. The point of exercise was health, not aesthetics. He had more energy, was sleeping better, and could take the three flights of stairs to his office without getting winded. No question it had been worth it.

			He zipped open his duffel and dug out four cassette tapes, all Weird Al Yankovic: his self-titled debut; “Weird Al” Yankovic in 3-D; Dare to Be Stupid; and Polka Party! The plan had been to gift them to Ashley. He’d remembered his niece as a shy bookworm with an appreciation for Calvin and Hobbes and who could belch surprisingly, shockingly loud. She’d watched Monty Python and the Holy Grail with him during a visit when she was eight and she’d literally—literally—peed her pants laughing at the killer bunny who whizzed back and forth, blood in its mouth, taking down the knights one by one. The dark, wet spot on her jeans only made her laugh harder, and she’d beamed at Pete with a sweet, teary smile. Intelligent loner plus terrific sense of humor equals Weird Al fan. If the cassettes clicked (he figured she would appreciate the kitsch), she would later graduate to They Might Be Giants, and would plow through The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy series. But now Ashley was Ash, and Pete didn’t know a blessed thing about manga. And while he was a full professor in a biology department, his intricate knowledge of the cerebral ganglia of snails hardly carried over to understanding the human brain. On the topic of a pubescent teen, he was woefully out of his league.

			Pete noticed his reflection again. He fixed his posture and stood at a slight angle, imagining his portrait done in oils, softly lit by a brass lamp. With his back straight, he had a bit of a double chin. Maybe Darwin had a double chin. You’d never know, with the ascots in his youth and the bushy white beard in old age. Adaptation. Pete smiled at the thought of it. His chin didn’t matter. Seriousness lived in the eyes. Expert. That’s what he was. The nation’s foremost expert on gastropods. It took time to get comfortable saying that and writing it down on his CV. Nation’s foremost expert. What had led him to embrace that lofty epithet was an unexpected development on campus. Descendants of a renowned malacologist had endowed a new position in the biology department. The Stillman Berry Chair. Quickly dubbed the Berry Chair, and sometimes just Chairry—an if-you-know-you-know reference to the plush, anthropomorphic easy chair from Pee-wee’s Playhouse. Apt, as this was a cushy gig. It entailed a new office, a stipend that one did not typically see in academia, and, most important, freedom. No mandatory classes to teach. No mentoring obligations. Sure, a couple of publications were expected and an annual lecture was required, but that was it. In Pete’s world, this was beyond a dream come true. It was more like he’d told a genie his wildest dream and the genie had replied: “Let’s see if we can do a little better.”

			A rumor emerged that it would go to young blood. This wasn’t to be a gold wristwatch for some veteran on his way out. No, the chair would go to someone who would commit, who would flourish and become an institution in their own right. At first, Pete thought he’d sit it out. He was not a promotion-chaser. Find a job you love and you’ll never work another day in your life. He already had that. This business with the chair—it was all too dreamy. Like, sure, winning the lottery would be swell, but come on, grow up. But then…if not him, who? He tried on the idea and it fit well, fit perfectly. He indulged in visions of an office looking out at the old stone library. Time for research. A team of eager assistants at his disposal. That was key, as Pete believed he could do them some good, share with them everything he had wished he’d known when he was starting out. Not just navigating the singular depths of malacology, but, to be frank, all of the crap that went along with working in academia. He asked himself, in a voice that belonged to his father, why in the ever-loving hell would he not go for this?

			Pete then got a boost of confidence in the unlikeliest of places. He had stepped up to a urinal and unzipped when he realized the man in the neighboring urinal was Dave Campbell. As in the campus kingmaker Dave Campbell. What was his connection to the university’s money? No one seemed to know for sure. But the department heads, famously full of themselves, turned into nervous cadets whenever Dave Campbell came around. He was a fixture on every selection committee and seated onstage at every commencement ceremony. Whether or not you were a promotion-chaser, it behooved you to have Dave on your side. Hence Pete’s sudden shock when he realized who he was urinating next to. He had fixed his posture and, as his body shifted, he found—just his luck—he was on the verge of breaking wind. He restricted his lower muscles in an attempt to avoid disaster, though doing so brought his flow of urine to an abrupt stop. In a matter of seconds, he was in a state of pure agony, while Dave just stood there peeing, unawares. Having clamped down the lower half of his body, a rush of air sprung from his lungs, and in a desperate move to emit something other than a painful whine, Pete blurted out, “The Berry Chair!”

			Dave, flushing, then zipping, turned to Pete with a curious look. Then, to Pete’s surprise, Dave seemed to know who he was. “You’ll be putting your name in? Good man, Pickford. It’s about damned time you got some recognition. Good for you.” When Dave Campbell ran the water at the sink, Pete was free to unclench, and his bodily functions resumed silently, pleasantly. He rushed to finish up with the hopes of joining Dave at the sink, but Dave was already long gone. The conversation had played on a loop from then on. About damned time. He submitted his paperwork that evening. By the end of the week, word spread that the selection committee had an easy choice on their hands: Pete was the acknowledged front-runner.

			Though he would be the last one to ever say it, Pete was, in fact, something of a department celebrity. What had gained him notoriety was his discovery of a species of snail. He did air quotes when saying “discovered.” What he’d done was isolate distinctions within a class of freshwater snails. A minor revelation that proved to have some profound implications. Pete built off this discovery to redraw some lines in phylogenetic trees that had long been taken as fact. While the world at large—snails included—couldn’t have cared less, it shook things up in his very specific little enclave. The powers that be at Pete’s college were pleased to find his name and place of business suddenly appearing in every esteemed scientific journal in the country. He’d shared this news with his family when it happened. He’d only heard back from Viv, who wrote: Go, Pete!

			He reached into his duffel and found his sunglasses case. From inside, he retrieved and unfurled an argyle dress sock, dropping into his palm a small glass orb. Precious cargo, this was. The orb, no bigger than a Ping-Pong ball, had a flattened bottom so it could rest on a table. Embedded in the center was a tiny snail specimen. To the victor goes the spoils, in terms of naming a new species. And thus came Planorbella lydiavis into the world. A tribute to Lydia Pickford, their mother. Pete’s plan was to present it to his father that evening. He wouldn’t make a big spectacle of it. They weren’t there to mourn Mom, after all. But he’d done something significant here. He deserved to be proud of it. And the Berry Chair, when that was locked up, would wow his father as well. Pete had difficulty explaining scientific developments to his family, but his old man could wrap his head around money and respect. No rush on that, though. He would share that news when it was a done deal.

		

	
		
			four

			At noon, Viv approached the dining hall, and there was Pete, early and dutifully waiting. No Corey. Her heart sank and then rebounded. Because of course. No more. No more benefit of the doubt. She took no pleasure in being a pill about Corey. He was the one who’d removed himself from the family. And it hurt. For a long while, it had hurt. She was the one who’d reached out to him. Calls, texts, letters. Radio silence. For a solid year, there had been a hole in her heart. Then, after the dull ache lifted, she had to admit the silence had its upside. No news meant no troubling news. No drama. No stress. When he crossed her mind, she wished him the best and got back to her life. Seeing Pete standing there alone beside the host’s podium, she half wondered if she’d actually seen Corey that morning. Maybe he’d already packed up and moved on. She and Pete submitted to the smiling host’s authority and followed him to a small round table in the center of the bright and chirpy dining hall.

			“We’ll need a third chair,” Pete told the attendant politely. “Our brother is joining us.”

			“No rush on that,” Viv added. “He can scare himself up a chair when he arrives.”

			In a silent, sweeping motion, the attendant slid a third chair up to their tiny table, laid down a place setting, and was off. Viv picked up her white napkin, starched and frilled into a scallop shell, and snapped it loose. She regarded the empty seat, the emerald-green cup and saucer, rimmed with a band of gold. She made herself agitated with the thought that her slacker brother would receive this treatment instead of a nurse, a teacher, pretty much anyone.

			“I think we should give him a chance,” Pete said. He ran his fingertip down the side of his water glass, clearing a path in the condensation. Without the fedora, his receding hairline was visible. A tuft of brown hair remained, front and center, while his forehead inched back on either side. Viv gazed at it. The lone tuft was a peninsula that would erode, as more hair departed, into an island. Perhaps the mites or microbes or whatnot would set up their fudge shops. After he’d been stared at for some time, Pete said, “I guess Ash’s okay to be alone?”

			“Being alone is Ash’s jam. It makes me sad, but I’m a little bit in awe. When I was her age, I was so freaked out about not being invited to stuff. And I still am! But, with Ash, you’ve never met anyone more relieved to not be invited anywhere. For real, she’s my hero. Sometimes I wish she were more social, but you got to just let your kid be themself. It’s such a head trip. Having a kid completely rewires your brain. Your life isn’t all about you anymore.” Viv paused there. She believed in what she just said, fiercely believed it. But then there was Pete, polite and thoughtful and childless. “I’m rambling. And for someone who just claimed that my life isn’t all about me, I seem to be talking a whole lot. Tell me about you! Your life. You look good!”

			Pete straightened up when she said that. He liked hearing it.

			“So distinguished. I can just see you up there at the chalkboard with a tweed jacket and a pipe. I guess not a pipe.”

			He enjoyed that compliment less, though Viv meant it. Anyone looking at Pete would know he was smart. Smart, but he didn’t hold forth. He listened when she talked—actually listened. He didn’t just wait for his turn to speak. What a rare thing. Looking at him, she recalled a movie she had taken Ash to, one of those multiverse things where there’s a hundred Spidermen, each on a different path in a different world, but all of them with more or less the same origin story. Her brother there on the other side of the table was part stranger and part her. “Thank god for you, Pete. I’m glad you’ve got your shit together. And as for Corey, we’ve given him chances. I gave him a chance when he needed money for emergency dental work, which I suspected was bullshit—and it was. I gave him a chance when I let him be in my wedding party and he missed the photo session because he was hooking up with some skank on the catering staff. Has he ever paid you back? And how many payments did he actually make on that Camry? Oh, right, he stopped paying you because he claimed it had been stolen, which—again—bullshit. Need I go on? You get to a point where forgiveness is enabling.”

			Without looking up, he nodded. “You’re right. Of course, you’re right. But then what? What does it mean to not give him a chance?” He looked Viv in the eye. Gentle as he was, he could be commanding in his own quiet way. “I’m asking you. What does it mean? Because I don’t know how to do that and still have him be my brother.”

			A waiter, a tall, dark-skinned fellow with a shiny bald head, approached their table and set down three cocktail menus. “I understand you are waiting for a third, but for now can I please offer to bring something to drink?” he asked in a soothing Jamaican accent.

			“Vodka and cranberry,” Viv answered instantly, relieved for the interruption. She looked up, startled by her order but then considered and agreed with it. “Is there going to be a lime wedge or a sprig of mint or something in there?”

			“Only if the madam wishes.”

			“The madam will reserve her wishes for bigger and better things. Just the vodka and cranberry in a glass. With ice, just a bit.”

			“I shall see to it. And for sir?”

			“Do you have ginger ale?” Pete asked.

			“Indeed,” the waiter replied.

			“One ginger ale, please.”

			“Splendid. And when you are ready, please won’t you help yourself to our luncheon buffet, where you will find dishes both savory and sweet.” He waved his hand in the direction of the buffet tables. Indeed, it was an impressive spread. Rows of silver tureens warmed by Sterno flames or chilled by beds of ice. Smack in the center of it all was a glistening lump of red meat beneath a hot lamp. A chef stood behind it, honing his knife like a swashbuckler. At the end of the table were tiered trays of pastries and tea cakes, along with some cake pops and gummy worms to keep the kiddies happy.

			“If you want to grab some food, I can wait here so Corey can find us,” Pete offered.

			“The world doesn’t deserve you. Let’s not kid ourselves that Corey is going to participate in this family in any meaningful way. In fact, let’s stop kidding ourselves that this is a family. Now that Mom’s gone, what are we, even?”

			“Well.” Pete again touched the side of his water glass. He rubbed the moisture between his index finger and thumb. “I think that’s up to us. Dad still needs us. More than ever, actually. And Corey needs us too.” He put up his hands to fend off an interruption. “I know—I get it. He can be a handful.”

			“A handful. That’s something you say about a toddler. Or a dog you regret buying. Sure, he’s our kid brother, and it might feel like he’s the youngest person in our lives, but we’re talking about someone in his thirties. It’s not cute anymore. It hasn’t been for some time.”

			“Who’s not cute anymore?” a voice asked. The voice was Corey’s, though Viv had to look at him to be sure. He always did clean up nicely. Fresh-faced and hair neatly combed, he wore a sporty white polo shirt with a rim of navy blue on the collar. He blended in perfectly among the guests heading out for tennis or golf. He set down a plate of food and took a seat. On the breast of his shirt, stitched in gold thread, was a pair of crisscrossed croquet mallets.

			“You get that shirt at the gift shop?” Viv asked, smiling. Then her eyes narrowed. “You did not charge that to your room.”

			“Oh, Corey.” Pete shook his head. “Dad said he’d cover the room, but anything beyond that—”

			This amused Corey. He calmly picked up a fork and stabbed a sphere of honeydew melon. “Everyone at this table can relax about my shirt. I paid cash. When I set out on this little adventure, I got packed in a big old hurry. Now I’m improvising.” He bit into the melon ball, leaned back, and took in the dining hall. “These people paid some big bucks to feel a certain way for a few days, and I respect that. I’m not going to go ruining it for them with an inferior garment. Shame, though. I’ve got some numbers in my closet at home that would’ve played well here.” He looked at Viv in her loud floral dress. “Whereas you. You’re not feeling a little, I don’t know, circusy?”

			“Au contraire.” Viv examined her sleeves. “This dress rules. And I got two compliments on it in the elevator. The people have spoken.”

			“Ha!” Corey bit into a slice of toasted baguette.

			“Have we forgotten the Sunday-dinner-manners boot camp we all went through?” Viv asked. “No one starts eating until everyone is served?”

			Corey took another loud bite. “Who’s being served? I had to fetch this myself. Get up there! Quite the spread. They’ve got this watermelon that they carved up to look like a basket. Adorbs.” A dark wisp of hair fell in front of his eye, and when he smoothed it back, Viv caught a glimpse of their mother in him. He had that same sleekness. The carved jaw and angled cheekbones, which, on her, seemed distant and imperious. On him, it was elfin and youthful. There was a slight, intangible oddness to his handsomeness that made you look twice. The good looks of a model, the sort of attractiveness you resent.

			Viv rested her hands on the tablecloth. “I want to know why you’re here.”

			Corey gave the slightest grin. “For this. Your warmth.”

			“You need to give us a real answer.”

			Corey turned to Pete to see if this “us” was actually a thing. Pete nodded in solidarity with Viv. Corey answered, “I was invited.”

			Viv snorted. “You didn’t even tell Dad you were coming! And you were invited to your mother’s funeral as well. You couldn’t be bothered. But throw in a four-star hotel and somehow you manage.”

			Corey looked around. “This is a four-star hotel? I guess that’s why these nachos are so hoity-toity.” He bit loudly into a toasted hors d’oeuvre.

			“That’s bruschetta,” Viv said flatly. “And I get it. We’re all a bunch of frauds. Why join us, then? Why leave Brooklyn, where everyone is authentic or whatever they are?”

			“Brooklyn? I’ve lived in Queens for like three years now. Brooklyn got a little too, I don’t know.”

			“Hipstery?” Pete offered.

			“I was going to say insanely fucking expensive, but, sure, let’s go with hipstery.”

			“Pete and I buried our mother three months ago. I would have liked to have spent that day mourning, remembering, honoring our mother. Instead, Pete and I spent that day answering the same question over and over: Where’s your brother?”

			“Did you tell them I was in jail?”

			“What? No,” Viv said.

			“Because that would’ve been awkward, right? Even more distracting? Which is why I didn’t tell Dad or the two of you. I let everyone believe that I’m a flake. So when Dad spent the day reflecting—and remembering, honoring, et cetera—if I crossed his mind at all, he could conclude that he raised an airhead instead of a jailbird.”

			Viv and Pete met eyes.

			Corey took a mini–caprese salad skewer from his plate, slid off a cherry tomato, and ate it. “You can tell that the food is good because everyone’s so quiet.”

			“Is that true?” Pete asked. “Corey, were you really in jail? What for?”

			The tall Jamaican waiter returned with Viv’s and Pete’s drinks. Regarding Corey, he asked, “Something for you, sir?”

			“I’ve been enjoying the first few sips of this ice water. I was thinking I’d see it through.”

			“He means no thank you,” Viv said.

			“Very good.” The waiter departed.

			Viv leaned in. “I’m here with my child, Corey. You need to be straight with me. Were you actually in jail?”

			“Jeez, why would I make that up?”

			“No idea. But I don’t feel like I can believe something just because you said it.”

			Corey placed a hand on an imaginary Bible and raised the other. “So help me, god.”

			“Fine. What on earth were you in jail for?”

			“It’s personal and I’m not going to let anyone rub my face in it.”

			“Specifics,” Viv said sharply.

			Corey sighed. “A misunderstanding. My name was on some checks that didn’t clear. And there was a Venmo component to the whole thing. Totally nonviolent and totally harmless—pretty much a sham, really, when you consider what some of these Wall Street types get up to, probably. And—and!—it was supposed to be for six months, but I was out in two. Not to brag. But, look, of course I wanted to be there for Mom. And Dad. And all of us. I don’t think I ever apologized for that. Of course I feel like shit. And, Viv, I can assure you there’s nothing you can say that will make me feel worse than I already do. But you’re still welcome to have at it.”

			Pete reached his hand out, not all the way to Corey, but closer to him on the tablecloth. “Corey, we’re just glad you’re here.”

			“Hold up,” Viv said. “ ‘I don’t think I ever apologized.’ That’s not an apology.”

			Corey rolled his eyes. “You know what I mean.”

			“I do, actually. You mean to say misleading things. And what creeps me out is I know—for a fact, I know—that you sat down one day and figured out all these fake things to say so you can be dishonest or insincere or whatever suits you in that moment.”

			Corey was silent for a while. He actually seemed to be considering what she said. When he finally spoke, his words surprised her. “You’re right. I’m sorry I wasn’t there. I’m sorry for a lot of things. For everything, I guess.”

			“For everything,” Viv said.

			“I put you all through a lot. I’m aware of that. And I know there’s stuff I can’t fix, but I want you both to know that I’m trying to be better.”

			“That’s great, Corey,” Pete said.

			“What does ‘better’ mean?” Viv asked.

			“The word? The word better?”

			“What does it mean for you to say that? What are you saying is going to be different now?”

			Corey looked away while thinking it through. “I guess it means this: Neither of you ever says or does anything that’s a real problem, you know? I mean, you say stupid shit and all that. Everyone does! But you don’t do things that the rest of the family has to worry about. I want to be like that. I want to live a regular life. Well, not regular. What do I even mean? I guess functional. I just want things to work, you know? I had two months of alone time recently, and I’d like to think I used it well. In terms of sorting things out. Also, there was this lady who showed up once a week to lead these mindfulness meditation sessions—the last thing I thought I’d ever get into, but I think it did me some good.”

			Viv took a sip of her vodka and cranberry. Setting the glass down, she said, “Mindfulness.”

			Corey closed his eyes and rested his palms in a meditative pose. “It’s about being in the moment. Without judgment. You should try it, Viv.”

			“I call bullshit,” Viv said.

			“Hey, come on now,” Pete said.

			Viv put her hands up. “I love everything you’re saying. And if meditation has actually helped you, I think that’s wonderful. But you’ve burned us before—you know that, Corey.”

			“Fair,” he said.

			“So you can’t blame me for being skeptical. Building up trust after you’ve broken it—that takes time.”

			Corey put his hands together in a vaguely Eastern prayer gesture. “I acknowledge.”

			“Can you knock it off with the hands? Just—here’s the thing, Corey. Prove me wrong. Prove me wrong by letting us enjoy our time here. Believe me, I hope you make an asshole out of me.”

			Viv returned to her room. Ash was on the bed watching Teen Titans Go! on the Cartoon Network. “Brought you some chow.” She handed over a plate from the buffet. Cyborg and Beast Boy were formally debating hamburgers versus burritos. “Whose side are you on?” Viv asked.

			“Beast Boy’s right. Burritos.”

			“Very un-American of you. And yet correct.”

			Viv flung her body onto the bed next to her. Ash was unfazed. Thank god for this kid. What had Corey been up to at her age? Viv didn’t have to think long to recall. A month before Viv’s senior prom, word got out that the student government’s little lockbox had been broken into. The poor little school treasurer opened it and found it was empty. Everyone’s prom dues had piled up into thick stacks of tens and twenties. All of it wiped out. No one was ever caught or even accused, but it got back to Viv that one of the last kids seen near the principal’s office—where said box was kept—was her cutie-pie brother Corey, who had tagged along to a basketball game and wandered off. Viv brought the story up at dinner—not the bit about Corey, just that all that money had been stolen. Corey didn’t flinch. The next morning, she found a twenty-dollar bill on her bedroom floor. She was set to march right down to Mom and Dad, but she was a high school senior, and summer was a week away.

			Prom was supposed to be at a gussied-up convention room at a Radisson, but—to ensure that everyone learned a lesson—it was downgraded to the school gym. None of the students noticed any difference. Danny Sullivan still snuck in a flask of Southern Comfort and threw up in the parking lot. Sara Carr still cried through the evening but wouldn’t say why. Couples still danced and made out and after-partied in basements, and Jason Hughes still shouted, “This tux is rented!” before cannonballing, fully clothed, into a backyard pool, and no one learned a damned thing. For some time after, Viv felt it was on her. She could’ve spoken up. Had him deal with some real consequences and set him on a better path. Then came the resentment. Why was she in this at all? Where was his guilt? The only one who learned anything, she supposed, was Corey, who learned just how easy it all was going to be. And now prison. Maybe that was the bottom he needed to hit. Consequences, at long last. The world eventually catches up with you.

			“Can I just say thanks?”

			“You can.” Ash ate a cube of Swiss cheese. “What for?”

			“For you. Being so awesome.” She kissed the back of Ash’s head. Her child. Their child. Viv promised herself no contact with Warren while she was away. Leave it to Corey to mess that up. She got up and shut herself in the bathroom, sat on the edge of the tub, and texted Warren.

			Hey. We arrived safely. This hotel is bonkers. To use Ash’s words: Bad uncle is here.

			Warren did not instantly reply. Irritating. This left Viv speculating on what he might be up to, and it took a direction that Viv knew was unfair. Naturally, she rejected ancient stereotypes about homosexuals being extra promiscuous. But she was away and he was free. Free to, well, be himself. Perhaps he’d have kept this buried forever if Viv hadn’t caught him off guard. She had been at work when she got the news about her mother. Her mom, Lydia Pickford, had been playing tennis with a chatty neighbor she didn’t particularly care for, but viable tennis partners north of sixty were not in abundance. It was this chatty neighbor who called Viv with the news. “She collapsed right there on the court. One minute she’s scooting back and forth, spry as a goldfinch, waiting for my serve, the next minute she’s twisted on the ground. The paramedic said it may have been a stroke or an aneurysm.” She gave Viv the name of the hospital. “It was my turn to serve. I hit the ball right as she fell. I’m so sorry, but my serve struck her on the posterior.”

			“The posterior. You mean her ass?”

			“I’m afraid so!” the woman said frantically. “I had no idea!”

			Viv hung up and left her office in a daze, her Photoshop project unsaved on her work computer. She drove home safely and efficiently, flipping on the turn signal, checking her mirrors mechanically, like a high-functioning sleepwalker. Warren worked at home in a little room where they also folded laundry. She went straight to him to take him in her arms. He was startled to see her and quickly shut his laptop. “She’s gone,” Viv said. He seemed to immediately understand, even though her mother had been in perfect health, exceptional health for her age, was playing tennis! “Oh, Viv,” Warren said. They stood there, holding each other. In Warren’s embrace, she felt something she hadn’t felt since she was little: the reassurance of home, the place you run to when everything is falling apart, the foundational love of a mother—the one who pulls you in when the rest of the world pushes you away. Her mom was gone, but, somehow, she had this. Slowly, Viv opened her eyes and saw that Warren’s laptop hadn’t fully closed, a hand towel resting on the keyboard in the way. Her senses returned as if she were waking up. Noises from the laptop. People. Sex sounds. A video was playing. Viv, as if recalling a detail from a dream, realized she’d caught a glimpse of it before he went to shut it. He’d been watching porn. Viv, eyes wide now, asked Warren, “Are those guys?”

			In the hotel bathroom, Viv rested her phone on the toilet lid and waited. She hadn’t told anyone. It played on a loop in her head, the one-two punch she’d been dealt. Dead mom, gay husband. How’s that for a Tuesday? That was one of the ways she imagined saying it. Another was: I had the rug pulled out from under me and then the hardwood. But she knew what would happen if she told just one friend. That friend, despite having been sworn to secrecy, wouldn’t be able to keep quiet. It was just too much of a bombshell. And then that second person, having made no promises, would owe Viv nothing. Then it would be out. Then it would be real. Not that it wasn’t real. Yet Viv kept coming back to the same thought: If she’d gotten home a minute later…had taken the stairs up to Warren’s home office just a little more loudly…or if her mother hadn’t collapsed on a tennis court…then they could be right back where they were. Together. Happy. Happy enough. And her husband would be like any other husband: a man who got up to certain things and then deleted his browsing history before returning to his wife and child.

			She imagined Warren’s phone receiving her text now, buzzing on some guy’s bedside table. Some stranger, in the heat of it, pounding away at her husband. She wanted to throttle that man but also plead with him to be gentle. This was her Warren. But then another part of her wanted Warren to go through with it. Try it out in full and be sure. And realize he’d been wrong, so she wouldn’t lose him. So Ash would have a dad every day of the week. Had he even done that before? She assumed not. And to start now? They weren’t exactly young. And if you haven’t bungee-jumped by thirty…So much of this transition seemed improbable, and yet nobody who knew them would reject it outright. Warren? Really? Well, actually, yes. For all of the reasons that made him Warren. Empathy. Neatness. Attention to detail. A bottle of wine for the hostess. A handwritten thank-you note. The words her friends had always used to describe him: classy, urbane, wry. Like they couldn’t quite put their finger on it. For all the reasons her friends envied her—Where on earth did you find him?—this, finally, would add up. Vindication for their ball-scratching, fart-wafting husbands. Turns out they were just regular guys.

			Why hadn’t she seen it? She’d had plenty of gay friends. And since forever. Her best friend in high school, a delicate, freckled boy, had come out to her. They’d spent the summer making out in his basement, on a corduroy couch that left ridges in their thighs. When she nudged him to take it further, he stopped cold and then tearfully unburdened himself. Viv felt that she’d borne witness to something rare and special, like the birth of a fawn. Later came Viv’s first time for real with a boy on the island. An impossibly handsome boy she’d stalked for a few weeks, then never saw again due to her father’s rapid decision to dump their summer house. The flawless brevity of it. No time to let each other down. Abrupt and dreamy and perfect. It wasn’t until much later, after college, that she met Warren. Witty. Adept at puns, persistent with them, fully aware that they made Viv groan. And, honestly, quite adept in bed. Prior to Warren, any pleasure she’d received from men was incidental. The men were out to please themselves, and they occasionally bumped into a pleasure spot along the way. But Warren understood her, tended to her. Should she have known? The more she went over it, the more she circled back to a thought that unsettled her even more. In her lifetime, she had formed a deep connection with two kind, sensitive men, and they both had been gay. Lovely.

		

	
		
			five

			One of the most important revelations in Pete’s life was that exotic was just a spicy term for the unfamiliar. Jetting off to the Maldives to snorkel among the parrotfish was all well and good…but perhaps a bit shortsighted if you hadn’t yet thoroughly examined the wonders of your own backyard. The thin, bumpy shore of a vacation island just barely off the mainland of Michigan was plenty exotic. It was all a matter of remaining curious, of looking closely, then closer, then closer.

			He once thought he’d be a priest. The idea had come to him when he was twelve and his life was being ushered along by the decrees of a handful of authority figures. His parents. His teachers. The soccer coach. The school bus driver, at least on days when the kids were extra rambunctious and the driver (Pete now gleaned in hindsight) was particularly hungover. Rinse your plate in the sink. Calculate the remainder. Twenty jumping jacks! Stay in your seats and pipe the hell down! And then, on the occasional Sunday, his mom would take them to church and suddenly it was the word of god. Of god! Did that not take precedence over the other voices Pete had been asked to obey? Why, Pete wondered, did they not come every single Sunday? And why was everyone so plainly eager to leave the very second it ended, gathering coats and purses, bustling for the exit as if departing a plane?

			He came downstairs after bedtime one night, having prayed, having flossed, having neatly parted his hair, and checked, for a long while, his seriousness in the mirror. He went to tell his parents.

			“A priest!” his father said. “For Halloween?”

			“Don’t,” his mom warned his father.

			“So you mean for real? As a job?” his father went on.

			Pete gave a single, serious nod.

			His dad smiled. “Sorry, I just don’t see it.”

			Pete did his best to remain solemn, but his disappointment must have been apparent.

			“I mean, sure, that’s great, Petey. Go for it. I’m just saying, any day now the girls in your class are going to start looking pretty good, and then it’ll be arrivederci to the priesthood. Mark my words.”

			His mom could see Pete was hurt. “Well, I, for one, am proud. You would make an excellent priest. You’ll be great no matter what you end up doing.”

			“It’s the whole confession business I could never get behind,” his father went on. “Right out of the mafia playbook. Offering protection against a threat they invented.”

			“Harold!” his mother scolded.

			“Nice soul you got there. Be a real shame if something happened to it.”

			“Enough.”

			“Fine, don’t listen to me. I’m already done for. Save yourself, Pete, by all means. And put in a good word for the rest of us.”

			He never brought it up to them again. But the calling persisted. He kept the commandments, most of which were easy enough for a twelve-year-old. He honored his mother and father, quietly but obediently. Young Viv and Corey routinely called him out for being a kiss-ass. He prayed for them but secretly worried that if Corey were let into heaven, he would ruin it. When Sunday trips to church fell off, as they tended to when the kids got busy with sports and sleepovers, Pete went on his own, riding his bike and parking it outside the church. No need to lock it up—he was among people like himself: people who never stole, who never lied. People who kept the Sabbath holy. The third time he attended church alone, his bike got stolen. On the long walk home, he thought about forgiveness. He kicked a stone in anger. He knew he was supposed to forgive the thief. He did not want to. This opened something up in young Pete. Why could he not just decide to forgive? Was he not calling the shots in his brain? Or was it his soul that wanted to forgive but his brain felt cheated?

			He brought this question to his science teacher, Mr. Depcik, who kept a life-size plastic model of a human brain on his desk. Pete approached him after class and shared his story.

			“The soul,” Mr. Depcik began slowly, “is not something we tend to talk about in science class. Really, for the same reason we don’t talk about home runs when we discuss basketball. It’s a whole different ballgame, if you follow me. So while I appreciate that you came to me with this question, I don’t think I can answer it for you, except to say that the brain”—and here he picked up the plastic model, which slightly broke open in his hands—“is complicated. And thinking about your brain with your brain…You see what I mean? It’s a tricky thing.”

			Pete, a diligent student but still just twelve and not yet up to speed on social graces, went ahead and asked, “Do you go to church?”

			His teacher smiled. “On the record, my answer is that that’s a personal question. Off the record, let’s just say I’m one of those folks who is happy to claim that he’s spiritual but not religious, if that’s vague enough for you.”

			Pete waited expectantly for more.

			“Tell you what, when you get a bit older, I hope you’ll find your way to a book called Pilgrim at Tinker Creek. It’s not a science book, but it’s not not a science book. For me, that’s the book that comes to mind when I hear the term religious experience. And what I appreciate about that book is it makes it clear that you don’t necessarily have to wander off to the Himalayas. The simple creek down the road in your sleepy little town, when you look closely, is teeming with life in all of its variety and majesty and savagery. And in the end, that’s what science is. It’s looking closely. As close as you can look. And when you do that for long enough, and carefully enough, your mind gets blown. I don’t know of any greater celebration of what gets called ‘creation’ than the field of science. And—and here’s where I’ll get myself in trouble—that goes for sitting in a church for an hour or so. That time would be better spent looking at a droplet of algae under a microscope.”

			When the kids returned to school after spring break, Pete reconvened with Mr. Depcik. “That part in the book where it says that only one-celled animals perceive the universe correctly—is that true?”

			Mr. Depcik’s eyebrows raised. “Come again? Which book are we talking about?”

			“Pilgrim at Tinker Creek.”

			“Pilgrim—wait, you read it? Seriously? I was thinking maybe when you got to college, or—”

			Pete took the book from his backpack. A page was saved with a Ken Griffey, Jr., baseball card. He read aloud, “ ‘The sense impressions of one-celled animals are not edited for the brain…’ So that means all of us, the ones who aren’t one-celled animals, we’re seeing the world wrong?”

			Mr. Depcik scooted his chair back as if the question were so large it required more room. He considered carefully before answering. “As much as I’m a fan of that book, I hope you got up to some other stuff during spring break. I hope you shot off some bottle rockets or TP’ed a house or something. That’s my first response. The second thing I want to say is that these are questions you might wrestle with in a college philosophy class. I want to say that, but I can see how unsatisfying that response is. And how condescending it is. So, moving on, I suppose, to the third thing I will say, which is that we take in the world through our sense organs. Remarkable things, they are. But are they infallible? I mean, can they be wrong about things?”

			“I know what infallible means,” Pete said politely.

			“Excellent. Then you probably know that none of us are infallible, so bear with me as I continue to make some bad assumptions. My point is our eyes can be wrong. Ever ride your bike down the street on a bright, hot day, and the sunlight hits a little dip in the asphalt and it makes a tiny mirage? You approach and expect to see a puddle, but nothing’s there? Our eyes can be wrong. So can our ears. And our noses. Et cetera. So that passage in the book, I believe it’s making the point that the one-celled animals don’t even have any amazing-and-yet-flawed organs to take in the world. Whatever little they get, they get it straight. Does that make any sense?”

			Pete waited for more. He had felt that his next question was so obvious that Mr. Depcik was going to flow right into answering it before Pete could ask. After a moment, Pete shyly began, “But if science is about looking closely, but we can be wrong about what we’re seeing, then…then…”

			Up until that moment, Mr. Depcik navigated the conversation in a knowing way, as if his task were to carefully dole out just enough wisdom to set his student on the right course. That look left his face, and what remained was a curious, almost startled expression. “What’s your question, exactly?”

			“Then isn’t science flawed too?”

			Mr. Depcik folded his arms, though not defensively. After quietly considering this and eventually nodding, as if agreeing with some internal line of thought, he said, finally, “Everything is flawed. That’s the truth of it. Everything is flawed and no one really knows what the hell they’re doing. But science, flaws and all, got us to the moon and back. It’s the best we’ve got. Now, please please please go outside and do something. Smash a window with a brick and run like hell. Have a childhood, for the love of…”

			Pete shifted focus. That summer he became a junior volunteer at the nature center. He walked the trails, picking up litter with a sharpened stick. Wearing rubber gloves, he sifted owl pellets out from the sawdust in the aviary, and he stood at attention as the nature center’s director tweezed out the mouse bones and held them up to visiting students. At these same visits, Pete got to hold Ester, the aging corn snake, while the director explained how Ester used her tongue to smell. The younger kids would rear back on their carpet squares, and Pete would quietly revel in being seen as brave. The truth was, he couldn’t get that snake to bite him if he tried. No one said anything when he stopped going to church.

			The walk from the hotel down to the lake was not a long one. Pete pulled up a satellite map image that led him to a dusty, worn path through the woods. Then he crossed the narrow road—Lake Shore Drive, they called it—which ran along the island’s perimeter. A man came riding past on a tandem bike, the second seat empty, the second set of pedals spinning as if operated by a ghost. The man gave Pete a goofy smile and shrug, his best attempt to convey that this wasn’t the exact bike he would have chosen, but he was nonetheless enjoying himself. Pete gave him a hearty two-fingered salute. On the other side of the road was the lake, the stretch of sand so rocky and pitifully thin that no vacationer would bother with it. Pete enjoyed the silence. Had anyone been there, they may have been startled to see this man walking directly into the lake, not pausing to take off his shoes or roll up his pants. His shoes were waterproof. His pants would dry. Had he gone barefoot, he easily could’ve slipped on a mossy rock, or at the very least, he would have had to pull his socks back onto wet and sandy feet. No, thank you. This was decidedly not his first rodeo.

			Lake Michigan, at least this piece of it, was refreshingly clear. Water seeped into his socks and trickled down to his feet. The water was cold but not shockingly so. He waded in, knee-deep, gentle waves lapping his khakis. It didn’t take long for him to find what he was looking for: Cipangopaludina chinensis, more commonly known as the Chinese mystery snail. A regrettable name, which, to Pete, conjured cringey images from eighties movies when Asians were magical and sold gremlins in open-air markets. The Chinese mystery snail was not the most destructive invasive species, but it was concerning, nonetheless. Pete reached into the water and gently plucked it from a rock. He turned it in his fingers, its smooth, spiraled whorl satisfying and perfect, like the swirl on a soft-serve ice cream cone. What he held was a healthy female, its shell over an inch long, which meant Pete was supposed to report the location of his finding. That information, when conveyed, would merely get channeled back to someone very much like himself. The presence of this species was a known issue. Nonetheless, rules were rules. He snapped a pic with his phone that he would upload to a database when he got back to his hotel room.

			The Chinese mystery snail was no surprise. He had his eye out for a different snail, an elusive variety of Carthusian snail that—Pete was convinced—had been slipping into the country under the radar for years now. He’d yet to put his hands on a living species found in the American wild; no one had. But the signs were there. He’d seen their tracks, as it were, along the coasts of certain well-heeled areas of America. He and the Carthusian had a cat-and-mouse thing going. Pete was closing in. They were elusive little buggers, but an important piece in a puzzle that Pete had all but solved. The thing was, Pete had developed a theory that he knew was going to come off as laughable if he didn’t have some actual specimens on hand. His theory involved showing the connections between high interest rates and invasive species. Yes, hear him out. It really was quite simple. Let’s say you own a modest home and you have some money in your pocket. You get to a point where you might want to buy a bigger place. But real estate prices are through the roof, so you decide what you’ll do instead is spruce up your homestead. So what does that entail? Nine times out of ten, it entails kitchens and bathrooms. And what does upgrading your kitchen and bathroom entail? Nine times out of ten, it entails marble. And then the more you think about workers tromping around in your place for a week or two, the more you think: Go big or go home. Which means you spring for the fanciest, most overpriced marble you can get your hands on. Now, let’s say you’re the guy in the Mediterranean who supplies that marble. Business is booming! Marble is in demand and you’re filling orders as fast as you can. You’re moving product so quickly that maybe you’re not inspecting it as closely as you ought to. Little do you know, you’ve got stowaways. It was Pete’s intention to prove this, to shine a light on it. Not, obviously, because he thought he could single-handedly bring down interest rates. The point was to show that it was all connected.

			If he were being honest, Pete was tired of finding the Chinese mystery snail. He felt like a cop who kept catching the same low-level crook. Full-on abatement wasn’t feasible, but small steps still mattered. He once heard someone say that everyone believes that if they traveled far back in time, that any little thing they did—every worm they stepped on or rock they turned over—would render the present day unrecognizable…but no one believes that the same little things, done in the present, might have a great impact on the future. This particular snail gives birth to live, wiggling little juvenile snails, as many as a hundred at once. He told the snail, “Sorry, ma’am,” and walked it back up to Lake Shore Drive, where he set it on the asphalt and stomped it with his heel.

		

	
		
			six

			The family was supposed to meet up in the evening. Until then, Ash was free to wander. The hotel was full of old people and a few toddlers in goofy little suits. A whole week of this. Her mom was so full of it. About her dad and work or whatever that lie was. They thought she didn’t know a thing. Ha. If anything, she was way ahead of them. She’d come across a few websites in her family’s internet browser history that tipped her off. Granted, she was only there to clear her own tracks. Game recognize game. She wasn’t especially shocked at what she saw. Though she’d never seen two guys going at it before, it was more or less what she would’ve imagined, if she’d ever bothered to imagine it. What struck her was that she knew right away: Dad, not Mom. Mom was no prude. She made little kinky jokes and could be counted on to insert a hey-o! whenever anything sounded sexual. They’re setting up cornhole in the parking lot—hey-o! But that was just for show. Her mom would not be seeking out guy-on-guy action. Her dad, though…she could see it. She was surprised to find it reassuring. You could be that old and still not have figured it out. Ash didn’t know what she wanted. She wasn’t sure she wanted anything. At her school, girls kissed girls. Girls kissed boys. If the boys were kissing boys, they were keeping it quiet. But being gay was fine. Nobody cared. Maybe some of the dumb boys cared, but even then, not really.

			The lobby was full of giant potted plants. Spat her gum into her hand and stuck it on the underside of a rubbery leaf. Letting her Vans smack on the marble floor, she found her way outside. Way out on the lawn, a trio of girls Ash’s age were knocking around croquet balls, swinging and missing with their gavel-mallets and giggling like crazy. It made Ash think of Heathers, which her mom had shared when she’d gathered that things at school weren’t exactly great. She sized up the girls on the lawn, speculating on which Heather was the lead Heather. One of them spotted her and smiled and waved her over. So, okay, that was nice. A fourth, unused mallet lay in the grass.

			“Hey!” the girl said when Ash got close. She held out her phone. “Can you take our picture?”

			“Oh. Sure, yeah. Okay.”

			The three girls huddled up, arms over one another’s shoulders. One of them said, “Oh! The hotel should be in the background—it’s so pretty!”

			Still attached, the girls scooted themselves, a little three-headed monster shuffling in a half circle around Ash. She nodded when they were in the right spot. The girls smiled. Impossibly white teeth. Perfect skin. One of them gave a silly little peace sign. “Take a whole bunch!”

			Ash played it up for them. “Slay, girls! You’re crushing this! Love it love it love it! Okay, here you go!” She handed back the phone and walked off.

			“Thanks!” the girl said. Seconds later, “My god…look! She put it into selfie mode. It’s just pictures of her!”

			“Yeah, walk away—alone!” another called after her.

			Joke was on them. Being alone was Ash’s thing. The low-cut grass felt nice to walk on. The hotel grounds, with all the flowers and fountains, were fresh and bright and clean, and she found herself thinking: Even I get why this is nice. She didn’t mean to be aloof about the world. It had all started by accident, with a fall. In the second grade, she slipped from a branch of an apple tree in her backyard and broke her leg. The pain was so unique and total it almost didn’t hurt at all. It was like a loud noise that wouldn’t stop. Then came the cast and the crutches for six weeks, then a smaller cast for an extra three. What she recalled from that time was school recess and standing on the sidelines, watching everyone go nuts. Once or twice, someone would ask to try her crutches, and she would lean on a tree and wait while they hobbled around like it was a game. All that standing and watching and waiting. Six weeks in second grade was a lifetime. When the cast finally came off, she was free to run and join in, but she didn’t quite know how, and long after the injury healed, she remained a step behind or out of sync with the other kids. She dreamt about it—still did—that image of her stuck on the sidelines, unable to join in. In some dreams, the cast was back on. Sometimes both legs in a cast. Sometimes a wheelchair. Sometimes both feet in a bucket of cement. Worst of all was when there was nothing holding her back, but she still couldn’t move, couldn’t get her body to obey her brain. Even when she was really little, she knew this wasn’t about her leg. After a year or so, she couldn’t even remember which leg she broke. But she never got comfortable, always felt like there was the rest of the world and then her. The croquet girls were probably fine. Nice, maybe. But her envious gaze at those people had long since faded. What remained was a smirk.

		

	
		
			seven

			Pete patted the breast pocket of his zipper vest and stepped onto the porch. He felt the small bump made by the glass orb containing Planorbella lydiavis. Beneath the fabric, it made a slight mound like a tumor. He hadn’t anticipated nerves. He supposed he didn’t want to make too big a thing of it. No throat clearing, no tapping the side of a glass with a fork. It wasn’t his siblings’ fault they didn’t have an offering on par with a newly discovered species named for their mother. His line of work was a unique one. He spotted Viv first. She had changed into a bright-blue dress patterned with yellow starbursts. Ash was with her. Pete was pleased to find that Corey was in attendance and was dressed appropriately enough. All of them were seated in chairs positioned around their father, who looked particularly old. Not old like a wise sage or a professor emeritus but just—well—old. The blond hair that he’d kept through middle age had gone fully white. The beard that was normally well groomed had grown out. He was sharply dressed, as always. Casual blue slacks and boat shoes, a white oxford shirt, which he wore untucked. That, Pete noted, was unusual. His sleeves were unbuttoned at the ends, as if he couldn’t manage the buttons or that it simply wasn’t worth the effort.

			Corey held his hand to his heart and said to Pete, “Are we starting off with the pledge of allegiance?”

			“Come again?”

			“Your hand,” Corey said, gesturing. “You’re looking reverent.”

			Pete hadn’t realized he was protecting the Planorbella lydiavis. He brought his hand down.

			“Pete. My son. Welcome,” his father said. “My son.” That’s not how their father spoke. Seems they were in for something more than a chitchat. Nearby tables had ordered small plates of food. No one in Pete’s family had touched the menus, so neither did Pete. “I’m going to tell you a story, and I don’t care if you’ve already heard it. I’m going to talk, and you’re going to listen.” He surveyed the faces of his children. “Your great-grandfather came to this country with nothing. You brought more luggage on this trip than he brought across the Atlantic. No one was waiting for him when he got here. No home, no job, no family. Plenty of others were in the same boat—literally the same boat—and many of them found public assistance, took a cot in a shelter, lined up for bread. Not your great-grandfather. He came here to work. Even if he did line up for a meal, he’d insist on cleaning plates in the kitchen, sweeping the floors. That’s who he was, and that’s the work ethic he passed along to his son, your grandfather. That’s the work ethic I was raised with, and I can say with confidence that’s the example I set for all of you.”

			A waiter appeared and set down a stainless-steel Champagne bucket. The bucket was filled with ice and contained a bottle of Veuve Clicquot, which the waiter expertly popped open. Nearby patrons turned, delighted by the sound. He silently distributed glasses and filled only their father’s before returning the bottle to the ice bucket.

			“So we’re celebrating?” Pete asked.

			“In a manner of speaking.” Their father sipped his Champagne.

			Pete knew the next logical thing was to fill the remaining glasses, but he understood that he was supposed to stay put.

			“You never get so old that you can’t learn something. It took your mother’s passing for me to figure out how to be a regular person. Someone who fills up a cart at the grocery store. Someone who drags the trash cans to the curb. All of the glorious bullshit that comprises domestic life. As you know, your mother handled that. Now it falls to me.”

			“If we can help with that—” Viv began, quickly silenced by their father’s raised hand.

			“I suppose I’ll cut to it.” He turned to Corey. “Seems you’ve been living off the dole, unbeknownst to me. Looks like your mother sent the occasional wire transfer, and then it evolved into a direct-deposit situation.”

			Viv took Ash’s hand and began to stand up. “Maybe this isn’t for everyone’s ears?”

			“Stay,” their father said. “We’ve had our share of pussyfooting in this family. It ends now.” He turned back to Corey. “If you think she was helping you, she wasn’t. She did you a disservice, and I’m just sorry I didn’t spot it sooner. Maybe your mother couldn’t get past her own protective nature, but to exploit it the way you did…I can’t decide whether I find this pathetic or vulgar. Whatever it is, it’s done. No más.”

			Everyone—Ash included—now had their eyes on Corey. Viv suppressed a smile. Corey casually glanced at each family member in turn. Then, clapping his hands together, said, “Sounds good! Shall we drink to that?” He snatched the bottle from the ice bucket and filled his glass. He motioned the bottle at Viv, who hesitated, then relented. Pete did likewise. “You beat me to the punch, actually. I was just telling Viv and Pete at lunch that I’ve decided to pull my head out of my ass. So, believe me, I am one hundred percent on board with this. As always, I appreciate your swift-kick-in-the-ass approach to things. Just what I needed. Long overdue.” Corey raised his glass. “A toast, then? To new beginnings. For all of us.”

			Pete raised his glass. Viv rolled her eyes, looked to Ash, and lovingly rubbed her back. Their father stared Corey down. His old body still gave the suggestion of strength. He said finally, “Do you know what the word tautology means?”

			“Huh. I do not. The study of taut?”

			Without quite meaning to, Pete chimed in. “I know.”

			“I’m sure you do. Our scholar.” Their father turned to Corey. “Your mom was a mother. What does that sound like to you? Too obvious for words?”

			“You know what? Shit on me all you want but leave Mom out of it,” Corey said flatly.

			“You think you’re pretty slick. Your mother didn’t let you starve. That had more to do with her sense of duty than your powers of manipulation. You think you’re streetwise? You think you’re a con man? Maybe you are—I don’t know. My fault for not knowing. But I don’t think you’ve learned as much as you think you have.”

			Viv raised her Champagne glass to her lips and quietly smiled behind it.

			Pete waited, giving his father time to say more. The moment lingered until he and his siblings found themselves unsure where to look. It was time. “Speaking of Mom.” Pete unzipped one of his breast pockets. Using a few fingers, he fished out the small glass orb. He offered it to their father, who regarded Pete curiously before finally reaching out to accept it.

			“What am I looking at here?” He held the object up to the light.

			“A new species of snail. I discovered it last fall in an estuary.”

			“Okay…?”

			“I had the honor of naming it. What you are holding there is Planorbella lydiavis.”

			“Lydiavis?” Viv asked. “From ‘Lydia’? You named a species after Mom? Nice, Pete.”

			Their father turned the glass orb in his hand, inspecting the green-gray spot in the center. “So that’s your mother.”

			“Ha-ha, well, no, I named it after her. As a tribute.”

			“That’s lovely,” Viv said. “Such a thoughtful idea. If you’re able to get another specimen, I’d love to have one in glass like that.”

			“Wait, you discovered that?” Corey said. “Like, a whole new—what is it, a snail—that no one knew about? That’s pretty badass. The only thing I brought from New York is bedbugs, probably.”

			“Can I see?” Ash asked.

			He handed it over and turned to Pete. “Hell of a gesture. That’s a keeper, for sure.”

			“Um, yeah, Dad, I think you should probably keep it.” Viv laughed. “Pete, that is truly astounding. For the ages.” Viv took the orb and examined it. “Her name immortalized in the annals of science. That’s really something.” She offered it to Corey, who took a turn looking at it and then set it down on the small round table between them all. A centerpiece. They all appreciated it briefly and then the Planorbella lydiavis was just another thing on the table beside the coasters and napkins and Corey’s phone, with its cracked screen.

			“There’s this other thing,” Pete said, louder than he intended. “I’m up for a chair at work.”

			“What? Had you been standing this whole time?” Corey asked.

			“An endowed chair. Sort of like a fellowship. It comes with a pretty nice salary bump and a lot of freedom.”

			“Okay!” Their dad perked up. “Glad to hear it.”

			“It hasn’t been announced, but—”

			“Look at you!” Viv said, play-punching his shoulder. “Crushing it left and right.”

			Pete knew he ought to clarify things, but what was there to gain by deflating the moment?

			Viv said to their father, “So how are you, Dad? For real, how are you holding up?”

			Their father paused, appreciated the question. “Today makes it one hundred days. After a hundred days, a man should be able to function. And so I am.”

			“You’re allowed to grieve, Dad. I don’t know what one hundred days is supposed to mean. Take all the time you need,” Viv said.

			“You really want to know how I’m doing? Where my head’s at? Here it is. I’m glad she died first. I mean it. One of us had to, and that leaves the other one to wander the house like a living ghost. Hell, if anything, I’m jealous. Every shitty little thing that I have to do from here on out, she doesn’t have to do. Must be nice.”

			“It isn’t nice,” Corey said. “It isn’t anything. That’s nonexistence for you. Anyway, you’ll get your turn.”

			“True,” Viv said slowly. “But you also get more time with your family.” She tilted her head at Ash. “You get to watch your grandchild grow up.”

			“I do.” Their father looked at Ash, as if for the first time that evening. “Where’s your dad?”

			“Not here,” Ash said.

			“Warren had some work responsibilities that he couldn’t ignore. He sends his regrets,” Viv said.

			“He takes his job seriously. I appreciate that. I don’t have to tell you that I took my work seriously. I also don’t have to tell you that this involved sacrifices. There’s a balance to strike there. In that regard, I failed. It took your mom dying for me to see just how much I failed.” He refocused on Ash. “You appreciate that your dad’s a hard worker?”

			“Sure,” Ash said vaguely.

			“Sounds like you don’t?”

			“Oh, I’m sure he’s good at his job. And I think he’s a great guy. But I think he’s also benefiting from living in a society that was created by white males, for white males. And still disproportionally compensates them.”

			“Ha-ha, here we go,” Viv said.

			“That so…” their father said with detached interest. A lion taking its time to decide if the rabbit was worth it.

			“That is so,” Ash said.

			“I suppose it takes some time,” he said eventually, “to develop an appreciation for how the world works.”

			Ash was undeterred.

			“Our great-great whoever,” she said, “got more help than you are saying.”

			This got his attention. “Oh?”

			“He arrived in a segregated country. Segregated in his favor. Even if he was poor, it was a different kind of poor than other people were experiencing. Because of where they came from. Because of the color of their skin.”

			He turned to Viv. “This isn’t even private school, right? This is public school?”

			“Also segregated!” Ash chimed in. “Until embarrassingly recently. And still kinda segregated since it’s based on what house you can afford.”

			“If you’re trying to tell me the world ain’t fair, I’m way ahead of you. It’s not fair. Nothing is. I appreciate your moxie, Ashley—”

			“Ash,” she said.

			“Ash,” he conceded. “But at your age, you should probably do more listening than talking. I know, I know, you’ve learned a bunch of rallying cries and slogans. Except maybe this one: The worldview of anyone who doesn’t pay their own rent is cute at best.”

			Viv had kept an eye on this and now jumped in. “Okay, let’s all chill. This is a fun gathering, right?”

			“Yeah, boomer,” Pete offered.

			“What?” Their dad turned to Pete.

			“I meant ‘Okay, boomer.’ Never mind.” He shooed the attention away from himself.

			“Ash, I appreciate you,” Corey said. “I’m glad you and your generation are so engaged. You guys have it harder than people like us realize. I mean it! Growing up, we thought the world was for us. Just like you said. By us, for us. And we shouldn’t have felt that way, but we did, and it was comforting. You guys have way more information now. You see more than we ever did, and you’re right to find it bleak.”

			“Speaking of people who don’t pay their own rent,” their father said.

			“Be that as it may,” Corey said, “what I’m saying is maybe we listen to Ash instead of telling her to listen to us. You can make some great speeches about the past. That’s your turf. The past. But don’t pretend like you know what the world even is now. Ash knows more about that than any of us.”

			Ash stood. So young. So much intelligence in her eyes. At that age, Pete would’ve just sat there, maybe would’ve picked up the little wire cage that had held down the Champagne cork, twisted it into a little sculpture. Anything not to engage. He supposed you couldn’t just decide to be comfortable in your own skin. You were or you weren’t. Ash announced to the grown-ups, “I’m going to go back to the room. ’Night.”

			Viv refilled her Champagne glass.

			“Your kid is a badass,” Corey said.

			Viv didn’t answer. She had the expression of someone doing arithmetic in her head.

			Their father emitted a skeptical grunt while gripping his chair’s armrests. “Corey, you might be right. The present might not be for me.”

			“You need a hand?” Pete asked. Their father waved him off as he made his lurching way off the porch. His three children watched him go.

			“Welp, I think we all knew that ass-kicking was heading my way. Glad to have that behind me,” Corey said. “Maybe I shouldn’t have snapped at him, but he was out of line about Ash.”

			“Oh, you were happy to strike back at him,” Viv said. “But thanks.”

			Corey exhaled, then he turned to Pete. “How about we rake someone else over the coals for a change? What’s the latest with you, Petey-boy? You got a little lady in your life?”

			“Not at the moment. Work’s been busy.”

			“Ah! See, that’s the thing. That’s when it happens. When you’re not looking for it. Because you know what’s not attractive to a woman?”

			“Do tell,” Viv said.

			“I will! What’s not attractive is some guy who’s on the make, letting everyone know how desperate he is.”

			“ ‘On the make,’ ” Viv said. “What decade do you think this is?”

			“This is the age of Pete, that’s what decade it is. This man is discovering new snails and getting fancy promotions. A lesser man would be running around town, bragging on himself. Not Pete. Humble as fuck. That’s his secret weapon. Now, what about that lady? The one in the black dress, leaning on the railing there. With that little pink cocktail? She’s game. She wants to see where the night takes her.”

			“ ‘Game,’ ” Viv repeated. “Jesus.”

			“Why not say hello? I’m not saying hit on her. Have a conversation. Maybe let it slip what a genius you are. But subtle! Subtle is the key.”

			“Or don’t?” Viv said. “Pete, obviously do whatever you want.”

			“Are you doubting that we are in the age of Pete?” Corey said.

			Viv turned to Pete. “I actually would love to see you put yourself out there more. Just don’t let Mr. Slick over here pressure you.”

			How, Pete thought, were they still talking to him like this? As if he were a small child. Moreover, he suspected they might think he was a virgin. He was not. But how would they know? He’d never had a girlfriend they met. They never knew about his little undergraduate dalliance with his lab partner Sarah, a girl—now woman—whom he still Googled from time to time. She was married now. Pete had seen the wedding website and the registry and found it hilarious that a Godiva chocolate lava cake was on their list, and this led him to buy one for himself. It was phenomenal.

			Nor did they know about the graduate teaching assistant who’d pulled Pete into a maintenance closet. Before he quite knew what was happening, she had his fly down and performed fellatio upon him. This had been so unexpected that it was more disorienting than enjoyable—as if she had burst into an aria mid-conversation. Indeed, fellatio sounded like the name of an opera, and the phrase performed fellatio struck him as funny; he could almost see the words printed on a playbill. The instant he’d relaxed into the moment, it was over, and he found himself stammering: “Wow…thank you…sorry…are you okay…is there something I should do?” To which she merely replied, “You’re funny,” and slipped out the door, leaving him standing there, lightly soiled, wondering what in the bejeezus had just happened. All of which to say: He was not without experience. But how could he convey that to Corey and Viv without sounding like a creep? The woman Corey pointed out was pretty. But she seemed content, looking out at the fireflies blinking in the dark. Why bother her? And that’s just what he would say to Corey and Viv.

			“Why should I bother her? She seems perfectly content.”

			“Who said anything about bothering her? I’m just talking about saying hello,” Corey said.

			“And then what?”

			“Okay, I’m going to let you in on something here,” Corey told Pete, “about women. And I realize that every skeevy guy has some little system for tricking women into having sex. I’m not talking about that. I’m not interested in negging or dumbass little mind games. I actually reject the whole notion of having a strategy. Because here’s the thing: It doesn’t matter what you say. A woman either wants to talk to you or she doesn’t. And this is based on a few things. Her own situation, for one. What you look like. Sorry, we can all agree that the world shouldn’t be superficial, but here we are. And the third thing is just, I don’t even know what you’d call it, I guess just energy. There’s something in the air. Things are happening or they aren’t.”

			Viv leaned back in her chair. “I can’t believe it, but I think I agree with this.”

			Corey pointed at Viv. “See? But my whole point is: Don’t overthink it. Just be yourself and go say anything except ‘cunt’ or ‘whore.’ And then see what happens. If it’s nada, just move on and understand that you didn’t do anything wrong. Sometimes things are in the cards and sometimes they aren’t.”

			Viv now seemed onboard. She and Corey both looked at Pete like they were a set of parents politely urging their fearful little kid out the door. He didn’t love being given this assignment. He also didn’t love backing down from it. Also, here was Viv, suddenly being relaxed with Corey, in league with him in a playful way, as sometimes had happened when they were kids sneaking out, sneaking beers, sneaking cigarettes. Viv and Corey continued to stare at him until he felt his skin begin to redden. “Fine.” He got up.

			He approached the woman, feeling the dizzying sensation that overtook him when approaching a podium, heavy and weightless all at once. He situated himself next to her. She didn’t turn to look at him, but she did make a little movement that suggested she knew he was there. They both stood, watching the lightning bugs pulse in the dark. An icebreaker occurred to Pete, a pretty decent one at that. “When you were growing up, did you call them fireflies or lightning bugs?”

			The lady turned. She did not hate being asked this. “Huh. Lightning bugs, usually. But I guess sometimes fireflies?”

			“Midwest?”

			“What?”

			“Did you grow up in the Midwest? I ask because while the terms fireflies and lightning bugs exist everywhere, midwesterners are more likely to call them lightning bugs. Where in the Midwest?”

			“Cleveland.”

			“Ah! Cleveland.” Pete thought for a moment. “The Cuyahoga is a mighty river.”

			“Oh.” She shrugged. “Thanks?”

			Pete reached for another thing to say, something to ask. He felt like he was a few steps into a maze and had immediately chosen a dead-end path.

			“The way they light up, it seems like magic,” he said, “though of course there’s a scientific explanation. They emit a chemical called luciferin. And if you feel like you hear the name Lucifer in there, you’re right. Lucifer, after all, means ‘light-bearing.’ The bringer of light. Fiat lux! Same root.” He could hear his voice speeding up. “Luciferin reacts with oxygen to produce energy, which takes the form of light.”

			She gave him a searching look, not impolite or impatient, but simply confused as to why this stranger was suddenly reciting bug facts.

			“Anyway, we also called them lightning bugs when we were growing up, my sister and brother and I. Speaking of, I should probably see what they’re up to. Evening.”

			Pete left the woman and, with several rapid steps, returned to his chair. He half expected his siblings to be holding up numbers on white placards like diving judges. “I suck at this.”

			“What? No!” Viv said quickly. “She seemed interested. You could tell by her body language. Believe me, if she didn’t want you talking to her, she would have made it clear.”

			“You take my advice and just say anything?” Corey asked.

			“I did. We talked about lightning bugs.”

			“Aww,” Viv said.

			“That’s perfect,” Corey said. “I think you jumped ship too soon. Hey, there’s one.” He darted his eyes at a trio of ladies. “I’ll have an at-bat.” Corey leaped up and was gone.

			“And…Corey will now demonstrate how much better he is at this than I am,” Pete said. “Didn’t see that coming.”

			Corey approached the group and fixated on one of them. She was annoyed to have her shoulder tapped, but her face changed when she saw Corey. She wore what Pete assumed would be called a cocktail dress. It had some sequins or rhinestones that sparkled in the light when she moved her small shoulders.

			“Back off—he’s about to blast off,” Viv said.

			Pete chuckled. Neither of them had made that reference in years. It was a line that had made Corey locally famous for a year when he was still in elementary school. At age nine, he was cast in a television commercial for a short-lived breakfast cereal called Cocoa Rocket Blasters. The Pickford parents were not the sort who aspired to have their kids on TV. It all just sort of happened. Pete and Corey had been at the mall with their mom at the same time as some advertising folks who were scouting locations. One enterprising young exec spotted Corey and decided this kid had it. The guy approached their mother and flashed a big white smile. He introduced himself and retrieved a business card from the inside pocket of a silver pinstriped suit. He complimented Corey, called him “champ,” and explained his intentions. Seeing that their mother was uninterested—if not downright put off—the man leaned in and whispered some estimated dollar amounts in her ear.

			That evening, the Pickford parents deliberated and concluded they were open to it on the condition that any money earned would be invested in a mutual fund that would be turned over to Corey when he turned twenty-one. Moreover, they were onboard only if Corey was. When asked, he said, “Yeah, what the hey.” Phone calls were made, and two weeks later, Corey was seated at a breakfast table in a faux kitchen with a bowl of Cocoa Rocket Blasters before him, as well as a small glass of milk, another small glass of orange juice, and a piece of toast with a square pat of butter in the center.

			Corey was coached on his line—“Three…two…one…blast off!” He was to say this before lifting a noticeably large spoon, heaping with Cocoa Rocket Blasters. An actress was hired to play Corey’s mother, a blond woman with red lipstick who smoked cigarettes off camera until the very last second. Her role was to approach Corey, tousle his hair, and glance at the camera knowingly, as if to say: Look at this little scamp, eating lumps of sugar and cocoa powder for breakfast—childhood, am I right?

			On the first take, Corey, with a smirk, let his actress mother get close, and belted out, “Back off—I’m about to blast off!” He then chomped down a mouthful of cereal and locked eyes with the camera, eyebrows raised, full mouth smiling, a boy bursting with life.

			The surprised director gave it a moment and called cut. The mother stomped back to her cigarettes (Child actors, am I right?). The director stepped forward onto the set. Corey merely ate a second spoonful of cereal.

			The director considered what had just happened. “I love that.” The vocal rumblings of objections began, but he waved them off. “That was pitch-perfect. Spunky. A little bit obnoxious. That’s what this product is. We’re not selling shredded wheat here. This is junk food to scarf down while watching Saturday-morning cartoons. This is kids in the summer with energy to burn. ‘Back off’…I love it. Let’s run it a few more times with the new line, but I’m really feeling like we’ve already got it!”

			They did, in fact, have it. The commercial was a hit, and Corey was brought on for two follow-up ads: one for the all-new Cocoa-Peanut Rocket Blasters and one filmed with Corey and faux family at a campsite, to get the travel-size version of the cereal onto TV screens. They’d given the world a short-lived catchphrase. One of the kids on Home Improvement delivered the line, and the live studio audience laughed knowingly.

			Three months later, Cocoa Rocket Blasters and related products were pulled from the shelves, as a megacorporation bought up the brand so it could make it go away. But Corey now was that kid from those commercials, and soon an agent was in the mix. From there, it went badly. Corey apparently had struck lightning with his improvised line, a feat he was determined to re-create, to the infuriation of everyone else involved. Seven auditions, and he never once read a line as written. Soon enough, the agent let the Pickford parents know that Corey had been dropped. “I’m not sure he even wants it to work out. He just likes messing around. The kid can’t sit still. Too many of them Cocoa Rocket whatnots.” Corey’s short-lived television career began and ended in such a whirlwind that the now-grown Pickford kids found themselves checking the internet for posts about Cocoa Rocket Blasters for some confirmation that this, in fact, had one time been a thing. The cereal box showed up in clickbait slideshows (Only ’90s kids remember these!) but that kid from those commercials had been lost to history.

			When Corey turned twenty-one, the Pickford parents kept their word, turning the mutual fund over to him. “I’m glad one of you matured,” said his father, signing the last of the paperwork. It surprised no one when Corey burned right through it, hightailing it to New York and renting a loft in Brooklyn that could have housed a small company. As for how he spent his days, Pete and Viv didn’t have the slightest idea. Over the years, they were privy to some low grumblings from their parents about their wayward brother, but they never heard any specifics. There was a time when family friends, getting updates on the Pickford kids, would ask, “And Corey?” and then even that faded away as everyone came to understand that they weren’t supposed to ask.

			Corey had the full attention of the lady in the sparkly dress.

			Pete said to Viv, “His little strategy seems to be working out.”

			The lady laughed with a wicked glee at whatever Corey had said to her, and then the two of them began surveying the long stretch of the balcony, now in league, pointing at others and whispering.

			“Meh,” Viv said. “All the wrong people are confident.”

			When Corey finally turned to leave, the young woman reached out to him, then shyly turned the reach into a wave. She quickly returned to her friends, the three of them huddling up in laughter.

			“Very glad that I got to witness the patented Corey Pickford stratagem for talking to women,” Pete said as Corey rejoined his siblings.

			“Go on and tell us what you said,” Viv said. “You know damn well you’re dying to.”

			“Just the first thing that came to me. I gave her a little thought experiment. I said to her: ‘If you had five pounds of cocaine that you needed to sell, which one of these seersucker suckers would you try to sell it to?’ ”

			“Charming,” Viv said.

			“Right? And a lot more fun to answer than ‘So what dumbass job do you do?’ Et cetera. She had fun picking out buyers. Had a pretty good eye for it. Smart little cookie. Anyway, Viv, your turn.”

			“Ha-ha, nope.”

			“Why not? Warren’s not here. And no one is actually jumping into bed with anyone. This ain’t that kind of gathering. Go on. See if you still got that old razzle-dazzle.”

			“Pass. I have neither the razzle nor the dazzle. What I do have is a kid alone in a hotel room, and I ought to join her. ’Night.”

			Viv left, and then the Pickford boys were alone. Corey smiled at Pete, then looked away and smirked at some little inside joke. Pete could feel the quiet coming on. Corey thrived with an audience and was lost without one. Now that his parlor trick was done, what else did Corey even have?

			“Are you doing all right?” Pete asked sincerely. “With Dad cutting you off, how are you going to get by?”

			“No need to worry your pretty little head about that, brother-man.”

			“I am worried, actually. And I’m worried that you’re not worried. Being alive is expensive. Do you work? I seriously don’t even know if you have a job—or if you’ve ever had a job. Why is that? I feel like I have no idea what your life even is.”

			Corey opened his palms as if to say, Here I am, this is me. “Just doing what I do.”

			“So you have a job?”

			He shrugged. “Not at the moment.”

			“But you have worked?”

			“Sure, I’ve worked. I checked IDs at a bar for a bit. The owner was a jerk-off. I pick up things here and there. You know how you can pick up extra money? File this away: People will pay you to assemble their IKEA furniture. Stuff flies off the shelves at that place, but no one wants to put that shit together. I seriously have like a million Allen wrenches back home.”

			“And you live off that? In New York?”

			“New York isn’t just one thing. Every day’s a little different.”

			“Okay, well, I’m glad you’re getting by, but if you’re not earning enough money to save for retirement, that can really come back to bite you.”

			He dismissed this. “I don’t know. Even if I stuffed a few bucks under the mattress each month, I doubt I could survive off that in my old age.”

			“Well…” Pete smiled politely. “You put it in an account that earns interest over time so when you take it out, it’s a way bigger number than when you put it in. You…you do know how that works, right?”

			“Not always! The money I made as a kid? I got back the exact same amount. I remember because there was that photo of me holding up a check.”

			“Well, okay, maybe those stocks didn’t go up…but that doesn’t sound right. Still, you should seriously set up a retirement account, okay?”

			Corey stood up. “I’ll get right on that.” He stretched his neck to the left and right. “It’s been a long day and, for me, I think it’s at an end. It’s bedtime for this weary traveler.”

			Pete found himself abruptly alone. He sat for a moment, appreciating the night air. The porch was full and lively. Somewhere, not far, horses clomped on the pavement. Pete supposed if the world had been different, they’d all be looking up to Corey. What did every other species do? Look for food and find a mate. In that regard, Corey was plenty adept. Too bad for him that humanity created new rules for itself. Routines. Résumés. Credit scores. Security. Conformity. Call it what you want. You could snicker at it for only so long. Viv was right. Whatever was up with Corey, it wasn’t cute anymore.

			A waiter collected the Champagne glasses and asked if Pete would like another drink. He hadn’t anticipated the question, and he blurted out, “An old Manhattan. Please.”

			The waiter smiled kindly. “I wonder if you mean an old-fashioned? Or perhaps just a Manhattan?”

			“Which one’s better?”

			The waiter relaxed his voice and began talking for real. “Depends what you like. Our bartender is particular about his old-fashioneds. Rye, not bourbon. And a brandied cherry, not a maraschino. No substitutions. You know,” he said, leaning in, “they really want us to pretty much never say no to our guests. You want a PB and J at four a.m., you got it. But do not try to tell our bartender his business. It’s funny…people seem to like it that way. Makes them feel like they’re in good hands. What do you think? Have I sold you on the old-fashioned?”

			“I’m going to save that for another night. Sounds intense. Thank you, though.”

			The waiter departed and Pete sat alone, wondering why it had to be like this with his siblings. Every conversation a contest. They could never just be glad to see each other. Especially with their mother gone. Did that not give them some larger perspective? They were all they had. Pete stood to leave. His eye caught something, a bit of reflected light coming off the tiny round table. It was the Planorbella lydiavis. His father had forgotten to take it with him. Pete picked it up, turned it in the light, then zipped it back into his vest pocket.

		

	
		
			eight

			Corey treated the long porch like a subway platform, bumping and brushing his way unapologetically through clumps of men and women who said things about golf and the pool and whatever sad little vacation they’d taken the year before. He kept his shoulders stiff, knocking into men who gave him the eye. Let them say something. Let them please say just one word.

			At the end of the porch was a woman, older than he was but not by much, sitting on a rocking chair, drinking something with a lime in it. Short dark hair. Round glasses. A small dimple on her chin. She hadn’t dolled herself up like the other women on the porch, but Corey knew what he saw. She had that look. A bit of fire in her. There was an empty chair beside her. He sat down.

			Looking straight out into the night sky, Corey said, “You’re sexy.”

			He kept his eyes forward, but he knew she had raised her glass and sipped from it slowly, playing it cool. It was on. “My husband thinks so too.”

			“No, he doesn’t.”

			She let out a skeptical exhale.

			“I’m not saying he’s not into you. He is. In a sensible sort of way. When he looks at you, he thinks about what a responsible decision he’s made. Like, ‘See how smart I played it? Going for the plain girl?’ His words, not mine.”

			She stifled a laugh.

			“His loss. He’s never really seen you. Maybe you’ve never really let him. You’ve never really let yourself go with him, have you?”

			“Let myself go…”

			“In bed. And in general. You’ve gone there in your mind, I bet. You’ve had a glimpse of it. Letting go of everything you think you’re supposed to be. And of who he thinks you’re supposed to be.”

			He paused to give her time to object. She did not.

			“But here’s what I’m saying. I’m saying the real you is the one you’ve hidden. And this whole thing where you pretend to be a certain way, and he pretends to be a certain way…it serves a purpose, I get it. But you can only pretend for so long. He’d like you to pretend forever. He wants to believe you’re a part of this sensibility package that he’s assembled for himself. Tell me I’m wrong. Tell me there isn’t a Triple A card in his wallet and I’ll walk away right now.”

			He continued looking out at the night sky. He could tell she had smiled.

			“What do you want?”

			“Want? I don’t want anything. I’m telling you what I saw when I looked at you. I could be wrong. I’m wrong about stuff all the time.”

			“This would be one of those times.”

			“Is it, though? Because I don’t think it is. I’ll keep thinking about it. All night. Just me there by my lonesome in room three twenty-three. Just lying there thinking about it.”

			“It makes me sad to think this may have actually worked for you once.”

			Corey stood, put his hands on the porch railing. With the island so remote and the air so clean, the night sky was thick with stars. “Three twenty-three. So easy to remember. ’Night.”

			He walked back to his room alone. The patterned carpet made him dizzy. Though the hotel was crowded, the hallway was empty, and each time he turned a corner he half expected to encounter a rabbit with a pocket watch or the twin girls from The Shining. All he found was a silver room-service platter outside someone’s door with a slice of lemon meringue pie. A single bite had been taken. He brought it back to his room and bolted and chain-locked the door. His siblings had probably reconvened so they could talk about him for real. Or they were doing everything they could to not talk about him, which was essentially the same. No—worse. Well, the same. Whatever, fuck them. He’d let his dad have his little speech as if he hadn’t known it was coming. As if he hadn’t noticed that his checking account was no longer self-healing. But dragging his mom into it? She had never wanted him to feel bad about the money. She had made a point of saying so. I have your best interest at heart. She’d said this so insistently, her firm stance on the matter.

			He lowered himself to the floor and got into the lotus position. He relaxed his shoulders. Imagine you are a marionette, with a string pulling your head up, keeping your spine straight but loose. He had started out with guided meditations. Soon he’d memorized the speaker’s sensitive little voice, and now it was just another voice in his head, distracting him. Focus on this breath coming in…this breath going out. This breath coming in…this breath going out. Even those words played on a loop, and he found himself focusing on the words and not his breath. He tried again…. There, he did it. But now he was aware that he’d done it. He tried again. He’d heard that some people don’t have an inner monologue. Corey envied them. His head was the loudest place in the world.

			He tried breathing heavily, to give himself something to listen to…. The sound of his breath in the quiet room made him think of waves rolling in, waves rolling out. He hadn’t been down to the water yet, but when the bus had taken him over the long bridge, things had come back to him. The sound of the lake. Cool sand at night. He reeled his mind back in. Return to the breath…. How full of shit his dad was. Great-Grandpa So-and-So building the Statue of Liberty with his bare hands. Ash was the only one who saw through that bullshit. Ash!

			He’d lost it again. Return to the breath. Just this breath coming in…just this breath going out…He’d learned that meditation wasn’t about clearing your mind; it was about seeing where your mind went. Recognizing patterns. The pattern, the place he landed, was money. Always money. Did he have it? Where was he going to get it? His family was no different. It’s all they could ever talk about. Like, how dare their mother help out her son? Let’s not even act like that might be a good thing. Better if he lived on the street, doing some foul deed in an alley to earn a few bucks. That would have been better because of Great-Grandpa So-and-So’s bootstraps. And let’s not act like that world was this world. Back then, you find a quarter on the street? That’s dinner right there. Now the city of New York charges you fifty dollars for leaving your apartment. Also! Corey was the one who’d said their mom was the best. Did anyone else say a word in favor of their mother? They didn’t know the first thing. How lonesome she was. The total void that was their parents’ marriage. He was the one who’d become his mother’s confidant. The long late-night calls. The things she would tell him. She wanted out. But she wouldn’t do that to the family. For real? She stuck around for who? Viv and Pete? Those two couldn’t get away fast enough. They had no fucking idea. Return to the breath….

		

	
		
			TUESDAY

		

	
		
			nine

			Pete woke up late. Not at all like him, but the few glasses of Champagne were far more than he was used to, and he found himself bear-hugging a pillow that smelled faintly of lavender and bleach. His phone was vibrating, rattling loudly on the bedside table. Georgia area code, which was home.

			“Hello?”

			“Peter, hi, I am so sorry to be calling. I know you’re on vacation.”

			It took Pete a moment. It was Rachel, a program assistant—a “glorified receptionist,” she liked to say—in his university department. Rachel always had a smile for Pete when he stopped by her desk to look at her The Far Side page-a-day calendar. Though they were in coastal Georgia and it was always warm, she wore chunky sweaters because of the AC vent that blew directly down on her desk, a strong, cold current that made her spider plant undulate. Her sweaters always had cute animals on them, polar bears or koalas, and she kept a folded tissue tucked into the cuff of one sleeve. Pete felt she was too young to be putting herself out in the world that way, but there was a charm to it. Her breath always smelled like cough drops.

			“No problem. How are you, Rachel?”

			“I…It’s bad news, Peter. I’m so sorry, but I thought you would want to know right away. Maybe there’s something that can be done?”

			“Yikes. What’s going on?”

			“The Stillman Berry Chair. That fellowship or job or whatever…Well, there’s a new name in the mix, and, Peter, it doesn’t look good.”

			“A new name. Is it Gregory? I thought he was retiring.”

			“No, it’s worse. It’s someone new. Peter…”

			Rachel went on, speaking more rapidly; Pete had trouble following. Something something all of a sudden—something something—only moving down here for the weather—something something—won an Oscar!…And at that point she said the name of a science writer and documentarian, a big name, a writer whom Pete admired for his attempt to bring a bit of science to the general population. It had been a shared victory in Pete’s small circle when this fellow’s documentary, Among the Sloths, had won an Academy Award. A feather in the collective cap of those who studied animals for a living. The documentary featured him living, Jane Goodall–style, with a snuggle of sloths. Yes, a snuggle. One of those cutesy collective nouns for animals that any real scientist would scoff at. This guy found further glory when a clip from his Oscar acceptance speech went viral: “I want to thank everyone who takes some time to just be.” People began pasting this quote over their social media pics of their gardens and beach vacations. Pete owned three of this guy’s books, and as this news from Rachel sank in, he instantly downgraded their intellectual value. They were too simple, too quick to gloss over the nuances that made science a discipline rather than a hobby. What business did this pop-culture darling have in academia? The very idea that he was in line for the Berry Chair, or, wait, was he in line for it, or…?

			“It sounds like it’s a matter of if he wants it. Like it’s his for the taking. They’re trying to sell him on it, even. They keep calling him the Marquis. Like he’s an aristocrat.”

			“They’re calling him what? Oh, wait, I get it. Marquee. You know, like a sign above a movie theater. Marquee. They mean they can brag about him. He’d draw in students, is what they mean.”

			“Peter, I am so sorry.” She always called him Peter. The whole department did. He never told them that friends and family called him Pete. Now he regretted it. Maybe he’d been too professional, too focused. He could have cozied up more. He saw how his chummier colleagues skated by while Pete kept his head down and did the damned job.

			“Motherfucker.”

			“Peter!”

			“Sorry, sorry for my language.” Pete put his free hand to his face and rubbed his eyes. “It’s just frustrating.”

			“No, you should be mad. It’s…it’s total bullshit, you know?”

			Pete smiled. “You’re right. It’s total bullshit. Total motherfucking bullshit.”

			“Those fuckers.” Rachel giggled. “Those fucking fuckheads.”

			“Fuck them, right? Fuck their stupid faces.”

			“You should kick their asses. The Marquis too. Kick him in the balls.”

			Pete laughed into the phone.

			“I mean it. Rip his balls off.”

			“Wow. Okay.”

			Rachel snorted. “Sorry, it’s just—this sucks. You’re such a nice guy, and you totally deserve this. It stinks to see it go to some hotshot.”

			“So this is a done deal? He’s definitely taking it?”

			“It’s just talk for now. They haven’t bugged me about paperwork yet. That’s why I called, actually. I thought maybe you should know before it’s official in case there’s something you can do? Like maybe there’s—I don’t know—another letter of reference? Or a thing you’re about to publish that they haven’t seen yet?”

			“Ha. No. I don’t see me becoming a media darling overnight. This is how it goes. They know what they’re going to do. There’ll be some big song-and-dance about equity and fairness and keeping the field open and then they’ll do whatever they please.”

			“Ugh, I’m sorry. And now it does seem like I ruined your vacation. Peter, I’m so sorry.”

			“No, no, it’s fine. You’re trying to help. I understand. I…I should go.”

			“Yes! My god, yes. Go have fun. Forget I ever called!”

			Pete hung up. He made a motion as if to throw his phone against the wall and then didn’t. He took a breath and got out of bed, took a pair of khakis from his suitcase. He felt like he was hoisting a flag. The width on them. So much fabric. What did it matter if they’d gone a bit loose around the waist? Six months of laps at the university pool (not to mention the pricey prescription goggles). Side-bends and stretches. Some instructor on YouTube explaining what kettlebells were for. And he was in the same fat pants. No one had noticed, and why should they? At best, he was less doughy. That’s all he’d ever be: more or less doughy. He got dressed.

			Down at the hotel’s main dining room, he got a table for one.

			“Something to start?” The same graceful Jamaican waiter from the previous day’s lunch asked.

			“Tomato juice. No, a Bloody Mary.”

			The waiter smiled. “Excellent. And sir, I must say, I very much like your hat, but the restaurant would prefer if you did not wear it at the table.”

			Pete sat back in his chair and eyed the waiter. “They’re going to throw me out if I refuse?”

			Again, the waiter smiled. “A silly rule. I am merely required to convey it to you. I will be back with your Bloody Mary.”

			Pete took off his fedora and set it on the table. “I didn’t mean to be rude. I’m just having a not-so-great morning.”

			“Then I shall hurry to get you that drink.”

			It was early. Viv and Corey and their dad were either not up yet or just elsewhere. Pete sat alone, his fedora like a little dining partner. Four men in golf clothes were cracking one another up at a nearby table, their leader pretending to croon into a skillet potato at the end of his fork. Finance, Pete thought. Law. CEOs of something. Pete didn’t begrudge them their success. He just didn’t get it. A life spent moving money around, shuffling legal language—what was the appeal? It was this, apparently. It got you money, and money got you golf outings and hotels where all the breakfast entrées came with hollandaise. Did that make it worth it? Did they actually care about their jobs? Maybe he’d been thinking about it the wrong way. Maybe caring wasn’t the point. These guys probably didn’t care about knocking a ball into a hole in the ground. It was about doing it better than the other guy.

			The waiter returned and set down a brick-red Bloody Mary garnished with a leafy stalk of celery, a pickle spear, and a long wooden skewer with a grilled prawn, cherry tomato, green olive, cube of white cheese, wedge of orange bell pepper, black olive, and pepperoncini.

			“Have we come to a decision?” the waiter asked politely.

			Pete took a moment to behold the drink in front of him, a meal in itself. “Yes.” He perked up. “The Lake Superior walleye with breakfast potatoes and caper hollandaise.” He pointed to the item on the menu, a habit he’d developed after he’d been served the wrong entrée at a restaurant several years ago.

			“Very good.” The waiter turned to leave.

			“Actually!” Pete called. “The buttermilk pancakes…is there any way to get a half portion of those? As a side dish?”

			The waiter was all too happy to oblige. “I believe we can make this happen.”

			Alone again, Pete examined his Bloody Mary. How was he supposed to drink it with all that vegetation? He removed the wooden skewer, a little crudités totem pole, and started with the prawn. A drop of tomato juice plopped onto the starchy white tablecloth and slowly expanded into the fibers. Pete spread out a napkin between him and the drink and continued with the skewer, one by one. You’re too nice, Viv used to tell him. He never understood that. It made him think a little less of Viv, frankly. Too nice. How could someone think that unless they were knowingly drawn to jerks? And if this was the case, then weren’t they knowingly reinforcing jerks and increasing the world’s total jerkiness quotient? Possibly mating with said jerks and producing little jerklings? But he was starting to see it. Maybe the chair would’ve been his if they’d seen him as a leader. And leaders are likable, but they don’t need to be liked. Pete was nice, maybe too nice. Or was he nice at all? Or could he just not stand the idea of someone not liking him?

			Two full breakfasts arrived. A long filet of walleye sprinkled with fresh herbs, arugula salad, roasted potatoes, and a little ceramic tureen of hollandaise on one plate, and then a stack of pancakes topped, like a sundae, with fruit compote, whipped cream, slivered almonds, and a sprig of mint. “Anything else?” the server asked in a cordially joking tone.

			“I guess some coffee? A whole lot of it.”

			Pete went to work, toggling between sugar and salt.

		

	
		
			ten

			The porch in the morning was a different scene. Old folks reading actual paper newspapers. Flipping the pages, folding them in quarters. A dying art. Corey gave the island credit for not diving headfirst into the glossy future. Back home, whenever he stepped outside and the diesel hit his lungs and a trace of urine in the air found its way to his nostrils, the showdown began: him versus the city. When he’d first moved there, he’d relished the challenge of navigating it all, not just the streets and the subway, but the people. Constantly angling for position, staking your claim, keeping an eye out. The city’s elevated pulse seemed to match his own. There was no one secret, just a million little hacks. Learn the large-item trash schedule in upscale neighborhoods. Always something of value to bring home or pawn. Find the awful Chinese restaurant that somehow had excellent coffee and free refills. Sit there for long enough and they’d bring you some egg rolls out of their own sheer boredom. And he’d learned what not to do. For instance, the sub shop that had its bread delivered in a crate on the sidewalk at 6 a.m…. seemed like you could just help yourself, but it turned out those guys weren’t fucking around. For a while, all of this was thrilling. Then it became routine. Then he’d forgotten that life could be lived any other way. But here, it was nice. Fake, but nice. The shiny coffee urn on the porch and the little silver tongs for picking up raw sugar cubes made him smirk. Like, come on. Why is this on an island in Michigan? Who are we even trying to imitate? Where did this notion of refinement even come from? Come see life as it never was. But it was nice. And the coffee was excellent and made him realize that the coffee back at Lucky Palace No. 1 wasn’t great, it was just surprisingly not terrible, and he had really been in it for the fortune cookies, which, in hindsight, were just little edible manila envelopes. Corey sipped his coffee. He didn’t love being back on the island. Not that the memories were particularly good or bad. Younger Corey had the island all figured out. He came and went as he pleased, and, as far as his family knew, everything was on the level. They thought well of him then. Or well enough. Recalling it made him consider what young Corey would think of present-day Corey. Present-day Corey was all too aware that the coffee was free. He stepped to the porch rail and dumped the dregs onto the flowers below. An older lady noticed him with disapproval.

			“Nature’s best fertilizer. Or second best, wink-wink,” he told her. Back inside the hotel, he spotted Pete sitting alone, attacking his breakfast. He considered approaching him to say, Jeez, bro, that pancake do something to piss you off? Pete wasn’t his chipper self and didn’t look like he wanted company. This suited Corey, as he wasn’t ready for the talking portion of the day either.

			Back at his room, he inserted his key card and the light turned green. Later, he would understand this was the moment Andrew had been waiting for. Andrew, who’d been hiding around the corner, his back probably flat to the wall like someone being sneaky in a cartoon. But what was not a joke was how hard he hit Corey, full-on nailed him in the back of the head with his bony-knuckled fist. Brutal in itself, never mind that the front of Corey’s head smacked straight into the door and sent him flying forward, falling, and hitting his head a third time on a decorative wooden orb on the bed frame. At first, it didn’t hurt any more than sunlight hurt. Then everything was blinding white. Then pain.

			“Fuuck,” he said to no one, though there was Andrew, rearing up to kick him in the ribs. Andrew. Thankfully, it was only Andrew.

			“Where is it?”

			“Where’s what?”

			Andrew kicked him. The bastard. That first blow to the head, though cowardly, Corey could grant him. But his point had been made. Now this was just Andrew being a dick.

			“How about hello?” Corey managed. “Can we start with hello?”

			Andrew paced the room. The spindly bastard. Everyone had a skeleton inside him, but with Andrew there was no forgetting it. And with that red hair and all those angry freckles, even at his happiest, he looked irritated. Corey had pissed him off before, but this was something else.

			“They know,” Andrew said. He lunged for the tiny desk, opened the drawer, and found nothing but a small pad of paper, which he threw at Corey. “Where is it?”

			“ ‘They’—who’s ‘they’?”

			“The guy. Guys, actually. The owners of the package that I found. And that you stole from me.”

			A man had been passed out on the first-floor steps of their building. He would’ve looked dead if he hadn’t been breathing so loudly. His body sprawled across three or four steps on the stairway, a bike messenger bag at his feet. Corey and Andrew had met eyes in silent agreement. Inside their apartment, they laughed when they first saw the tightly wrapped white brick. Imagine if that’s what it looks like. And then: What else would it be? Quickly followed by: Shit, what do we do? Andrew wanted to return it. Set the messenger bag next to the guy or at least chuck it down the stairs and be done with it. Was there a reward for handing it over to the police? Probably not. Plus, they’d stolen it. It was Corey who took out his phone and started Googling. Whoa. Okay, I’m just saying. This, if we can sell this…this carries us for a year. Maybe more. We need to think about this.

			Now a head rush overtook everything. Corey raised a finger to silence Andrew until it passed. He endured a painful, deep breath. When he could speak again, he said, “What makes you think they know?”

			Andrew opened the nightstand drawer and found only a hotel edition of the Bible. He opened it, which made Corey laugh painfully. Did he think Corey had hollowed it out? Again, like a cartoon. “What makes me think?” He threw the Bible at Corey. “Asshole. Do you even know how bad you fucked me? The guys that have been lurking around our building—one of them shoved me up against the wall. They’ve been kicking doors in. Tenants call the cops and the guys clear out for an hour, then come back. And they’re gonna keep coming back. And you know when they’re going to stop? Never.”

			Corey felt his head. A tender lump had formed. This would stick with him a while. “Does our super know? He seems connected. Does he not have his own little crew of roughnecks?”

			“Ha! The super is loving it. Think, you dipshit. He wants everyone to move out. Every little scrub like you and me, clinging to our rent-controlled dumps. This is the moment he’s been waiting for.”

			He let that sink in, and Corey acknowledged it made sense. Andrew looked in the bathroom. “Why is there a used condom in the trash?”

			“Where else should a used condom be?”

			Andrew poked his head out and stared at Corey.

			“Had me a late-night visitor.”

			“You are ridiculous. So, here’s what’s going to happen.” He yanked Corey’s duffel bag from the closet and shook the contents out onto the floor. He didn’t find what he wanted. “You’re giving it to me and I’m taking it back.”

			Corey grinned. “You’re going to try to sell it back to them?”

			“Sell it back—my god, you’re a fucking moron. I spent the past two days waiting to get my ass kicked. Waiting to get my head blown off. And it’s going to be that way for me—and you—until they get this thing back. So, yeah, we’re returning it.”

			Corey propped himself up against the bed for support. “Think for a minute.” He paused to let Andrew do just that. “Everything you are saying shows what a stroke of luck this was. No more doubts about what we’ve got our hands on here. This is the real deal. What I’m hearing is that this package is valuable. Maybe more than we thought.”

			“Luck, my god. What’s lucky is I didn’t give them your exact whereabouts. Which—”

			“Yeah, wait, how did you—”

			“Genius that you are”—he took a letter from his back pocket and waved it at Corey—“you left a written invitation to this place on your bedroom floor.” He tossed the letter on the bed. “And like I said, they’ve been kicking doors in. They’ve been going into everyone’s apartment. Am I the first one to see that letter? I can’t promise that. I can’t promise they don’t know exactly where we are right this second.”

			Corey exhaled. “Okay. Fuck it, you’re right. I should’ve taken the invitation with me.”

			“No, dipshit, you shouldn’t have stolen the package from me. From us. You shouldn’t have fucked me over. We never should’ve taken the thing in the first place. We should have left that guy alone, or made sure he was okay or gotten him an ambulance or something.”

			Andrew scanned the clothing that had fallen from the duffel bag. He sifted through it with his foot. “So where the hell is it?”

			“Can we just back up a second?”

			“We cannot.”

			“Just listen. I was never trying to screw you over. Think about it. Maybe I ran because I was scared? I panicked, Andrew, that’s all. It was never about you.”

			“You panicked. You were so scared that you took the package with you. That’s how scared you were.”

			“Maybe I did you a favor. Even if those guys kicked our door down, what would they find? And what would the police find? Nothing. You’re the one who’s free. Not me. You don’t know what it’s like carrying this thing around like you’ve got a time bomb under your arm. I’m the one who took the risk, carrying this thing, crossing state lines with it.”

			“Ha! Don’t even. Actually, fine. Let me free you, then. Hand it over and I’ll be on my way. And you can get back to—whatever you’re doing here. Seriously, what is this place, Corey? I was in a horse-and-buggy today. What in the hell?”

			“I’m here with family.”

			“Yeah, but why? I thought you hated your family.”

			“It’s complicated. In fact, I’m in a fragile place right now, mental health–wise. Not to be rude, but I could do with a little space.”

			“Oh, fuck off.”

			“Fine, if you’re going to stick around, you’re going to hear me out. Think for a minute, Andrew. Think about what we’ve pulled off here. We got the package and ourselves out of there. Safely out of there. I took a risk, bringing that thing here, having it on me. I’m not asking you to thank me—I just want you to think about it for a second. Because the hard part’s over. We’re safe here, Andrew. No one can get to us.”

			“I got to you.”

			“Well, yeah, but that was a onetime thing. I’m telling you, no one can get to us here. We did it. We’re free. The hard part’s over. Selling it is easy. There’s always a buyer. That’s why this stuff exists. That’s why so many people take so many risks with this stuff, because there’s always a buyer. Risk-reward. You know about that, Andrew? Any idiot can have a job and work a certain amount of hours and whatnot. It’s the people who take risks—they’re the ones who make money. Real money. Life-changing money. That’s what we’ve got our hands on here.”

			Andrew went to speak, and Corey held up his hand, buying a few more seconds.

			“Now let’s talk about our second stroke of luck. Look at where we are. This place? The people who come here? They know a thing or two about risk and reward. These people didn’t get here by following every single rule. There are people here who will know a deal when they see it.”

			Andrew scoffed. “For real, you actually think that. My god, you’re not even kidding. You think you can sell it here? To one of these prancy guys?”

			“Correct. To one of these fruitcakes. To one of these aging trust-fund brats who’ve done a few stints in rehab. To one of these day-trader, alpha-male douches who will buy it from me just to show how slick they are at closing a deal.”

			Andrew paced the room. “You’re serious. You’re actually serious. Where do you think you’re going to sell it? On the golf course? You’re going to walk up to someone in your little—whatever that outfit is—and say, ‘Hi there, you looking to score some cocaine? Like, pounds of it?’ ”

			“No, that’s not how I would approach someone. But what we have on our hands here is the quintessential rich person’s drug. Even this variety of rich people with their yellow pants and their red pants and their plaid pants. Especially this variety. You’re familiar with the Kennedys? The famously sober Kennedys? Trust me, everyone here is on something.”

			“You’re telling me you’re going to sell it here. At this hotel. What, today? Tomorrow? Aren’t you only here for a few days?”

			“That’s to our advantage. Because the buyer—whoever that lucky soul is—won’t have a lot of time to decide. Trust me, that helps us.”

			“No one’s buying it, Corey. No one in their right mind—”

			“Would ever do anything bold if they thought about it for very long. Create a sense of urgency, that’s Sales One-oh-one, baby.”

			Andrew again paced the room. “So you’re a drug dealer now? Is that it?”

			“Nope. This is a one-and-done situation. And can we think for a moment about the guys we took it from? They were going to sell it and use the money to buy more. To fuck up more lives, to shove more people into walls.” He gestured sympathetically at Andrew. “Whereas we—what would we do? Pay rent. Buy groceries. Or—even better—move out. Let’s be honest—neither of us is in a good spot. We’re both ready to make some changes. And it’s nice to think it just takes grit, or whatever they say in football pep talks, but what it takes is money. We stepped into something here. Call it dumb luck or bad luck or whatever you want. Me, I’m calling it an opportunity. We need to sell it, Andrew.”

			Andrew continued pacing, shaking his head, and muttering to himself. “You know what? Okay. Here’s how this is going to go. I’m giving you twenty-four hours.”

			“Like, as a gift?”

			“Twenty-four hours to sell it. Or I take it back with me. And if we’re selling it here—in this place—you’re doing the talking. It was your bright idea to bring it here, so this is on you.”

			“Fine. Cool. Whatever.”

			“And my share is still the same.”

			“What? Why? If I’m doing all the legwork, what’s your job?”

			“My job is to keep my eyes on you. So you don’t run off with it. Again.”

			“Okay. That’s fair. But you understand you’re not, like, dining with my family, right? I don’t get a plus-one.”

			“I have zero interest in meeting any more of you, believe me.” Andrew flopped down on the bed. He flipped through the room-service menu. “What’s a seafood tower?”

			“You wanna take off your shoes? I have to sleep there.”

			“You wanna go fuck yourself? I had a long day. A full damned day on a Greyhound. You know you left that web page up on your laptop? You really couldn’t have made this any easier.”

			“If you’re ordering food, ask them to bring Advil.”

			“Pussy.”

			“Oh, and some lemon meringue pie. I had some last night. Pretty decent.”

			“Jesus, you really are one of these people.”

		

	
		
			eleven

			Viv changed into her workout gear and said to Ash, “You’ll be all right here for a bit? There’s a yoga session I’d like to go to.”

			“Why?”

			“Because I’ve reached an age where feeling okay requires work.”

			“When you’re done with yoga, can you bring me yogurt?”

			“Yogurt? Are you only asking because I said ‘yoga’? Or do you actually want it?”

			“Well, now I actually want it.”

			Viv grunted.

			“Don’t get mad at me. I didn’t invent the human brain.”

			Viv rode the elevator alone; its mirrored walls were more revealing than she would’ve preferred. Her Lululemon compression pants were crisscrossed with fabric panels and seams. Seeing herself in a mirror was like looking at a butcher’s diagram of a cow: here’s the sirloin, there’s the brisket, and behold, around the back, the rump. Out in the hallway, there were others like her, women and men dressed in spandex and fleece, meeting eyes as they walked and wordlessly agreeing that they were heading down the correct hallway.

			She laughed out loud when she walked into the room—an arched-ceiling ballroom with fluted columns and walls that made her think of pink frosting. Above was a massive crystal chandelier, the sort that might crush a dozen assailants if a swashbuckler were to slash just the right rope. On the floor were forty-some yoga mats, reverently positioned to face the instructor, who stood alone, waiting, smiling. She was young—younger than Viv had expected, though, she supposed, she hadn’t been expecting anything.

			The instructor’s straight brown hair was pulled back in a ponytail, and a tiny mic was clipped to her tank top. “Good morning, friends!” Viv liked her voice. Not too New Agey. “I’m Jane, and I’ll be leading you on a little yoga journey today. Let’s go ahead and find a mat and we’ll start out nice and easy, lying on our backs.”

			A ripple of knee and ankle joints sounded throughout the ballroom as the guests lowered themselves. Viv took a spot between a man in Under Armour running gear and a woman whose T-shirt said something about wine. Viv gazed up at the pink ceiling. She let out a deep exhale and rolled her head from one side to the other, eyes landing on the wine-shirt lady, who asked her, “Can we just stay like this?”

			“Let’s start out by doing some breathing,” Jane instructed.

			“I was already doing that,” whispered the Under Armour man. Without meaning to, Viv snickered audibly. The man was oddly familiar. Someone she perhaps knew, but who did not know her. Maybe he’d had a bit part on TV. A brief pause before the next instruction made Viv feel scolded.

			“In a session like this, we have a range of skill levels. A range of experience. We also have a range of life experience. One way of approaching yoga would be to set that experience aside and come to the mat as a blank slate. But I think we’re better served to take whatever is going on in our lives and to bring it to the mat. We can use this time to honor what we cherish in our lives right now. And to confront the things that we do not cherish.”

			The man beside Viv whispered, “Or we could just do yoga?”

			Viv kept quiet.

			“How about we take one more cleansing breath and then get started with downward-facing dog. If this is new for you, go ahead and keep an eye on me.”

			And so it began. Viv positioned herself, making a chevron of her body, as did the two or three dozen other bodies surrounding her. Upon command, they lowered to plank, then pivoted, raising one arm in the air, then pivoted the other way and raised the other arm. Back to plank for several breaths. She began to sweat. As she turned to the right, she saw the Under Armour man, his triceps bulging into three distinct lumps. Stupidly, she pieced together that tri means “three” and, indeed, she was looking at three muscles. The man turned, met eyes with her, and smiled. Viv quickly faced forward. The lady in front of her wore elaborate workout leggings that were stitched in the back to emphasize that the butt was two things, left and right, and hers was aggressively muscular; Viv imagined she could crack walnuts with it.

			Viv still hadn’t placed the Under Armour man, but she felt certain he was someone. If she were in a critical mood, she might have taken issue with a thing or two. Like his tan. He either hit the tanning beds or acquired it au naturel. Either way, it was a bit much. Same for the gleaming white teeth, which had to have been the result of professional bleaching or at least Crest whitening strips. But then what the hell was Viv’s problem? Was having nice skin and perfect teeth really the worst thing? Everyone was vain in some way or another, and at the heart of it all was insecurity. This poor guy was afraid of not being gorgeous. He caught Viv staring. She turned away. “Lift your tailbone and push back, keeping your back straight and your knees just slightly bent.”

			Viv did so. Her body loosened. She felt like an old piece of machinery, oiled back to life. Warren had been good about keeping fit. Lots of long runs with earbuds in, burning through nonfiction audiobooks he’d heard about on NPR. Fit, youthful, and with the brain of a Jeopardy! champ. If he did wind up back on the market, he wouldn’t be alone for long. She wasn’t so self-centered as to think that Warren’s sexual realization was a slight against her. But her mind kept finding its way there. Had age or familiarity nudged him away? If she had somehow kept herself at her high school weight, would that have mattered? Of course not. Stupid to even think it. But still. He had wanted her before. Now he wanted something else. She considered, also, that maybe he had needs she could still meet. Throw some toys into the mix? She was no prude. It was she, after all, who one night gamely tried slipping the tip of her finger up his ass. No real agenda there—just a little frisky and a little bored. He’d squirmed away, saying, “Yikes! No thank you!” “Yikes can be our safe word,” she’d said back.

			“And now raise your torso and extend your arms toward the ceiling, gently arching your back….”

			Would Warren have found Mr. Under Armour attractive? He wasn’t shy about giving due credit when a guy was handsome, but he never brought it up on his own. Over the course of their marriage, Viv had pointed out a small number of hotties. Jude Law. Alain Delon. That one guy who quit the Beatles before they got famous. Yep, that’s a good-looking guy, he would say matter-of-factly, like a sommelier identifying a wine he’d sipped. She supposed his lack of enthusiasm was an act or a disguise. She couldn’t help but feel like some sap who’d unknowingly been married to a KGB agent. The Under Armour man caught Viv staring a second time. From there on out, she kept her head bent to the right, her eyes landing on an older man who wore brown wooden beads that she vaguely associated with Buddhism. She needed to do this more often. Whatever was coming next for her and Warren, she would need strength. As a younger person, she’d seen exercise as a sort of vanity. A means of looking good, putting your body on display. Then she’d had a kid and the energy didn’t replenish itself like it once had. Being a parent was more than just money and good decisions. It was a bodily effort. Stamina was required.

			“And now we’ll transition to plank pose.”

			What was Warren doing right now? At that exact moment? She had asked him, “Is there someone?” This merely earned her a disappointed look, as if she had said, “Who taught you this?” She held in plank position, her dormant abs called to duty. Her body began to quiver. She exhaled, forced herself to feel calm, counted backward from ten slowly, trying her damnedest to telepathically will the instructor, Jane, to transition to the next pose.

			“And now, lowering to the ground, let’s move into extended child’s pose.”

			Oh, fuck yes. Viv remembered this one. She could do this all day. A worshipful pose, forehead to the mat, arms reaching out with palms to the floor. Anyone entering the room would have concluded that forty-odd grown-ups were worshipping this pristine twentysomething woman with perfect skin and a chestnut ponytail, and perhaps would also conclude that if you had to worship someone, you could do a lot worse.

			“And now, stretching your legs behind you, we will transition to cat-cow.”

			They hadn’t had sex since Warren’s revelation. She supposed that at some point, people just stopped. It became a sport you retired from and then you were watching the world from high up in a booth, like some aging athlete-turned-broadcaster. What if they were just done having sex? With anyone? Then what would it matter that Warren was gay? He’d be not-humping guys instead of not-humping her. They could live with that? Right? Maybe? Of course not.

			Jane instructed the guests to lie on their backs and to soften their gaze at the ceiling and perhaps, if it felt right, to gently close their eyes.

			“Place your palms together. Slowly raise your hands up to meet your third eye. Now, what comes next may seem a bit much, but if you are willing, please quietly say your name, and then ‘I love you.’ Like so: ‘Jane, I love you.’ ”

			Up until that moment, Viv had been all in. This, though. She pressed an elbow in the ground, hoisting herself up to leave. What she saw was a room filled with bodies on mats, eyes closed, prayer hands resting on their heads, all of their bodies an offering to the heavens. She lowered herself. The room remained silent. Viv inhaled deeply. Upon the exhale, without even intending to, she said, “Vivian, I love you.”

			No one had called her Vivian except her mother. She rose to her feet, eyes watery, air blurry, the ballroom suddenly collapsing upon her as she raced for the exit, chased by the sound of a stranger’s voice calling her name.

			Down the hallway, fast. Hand shielding her eyes. The checkered tile floor a blur. She caught a nauseating glimpse of the green vines on the wallpaper while scanning for an exit. She found one, pushed her way past an obliging doorman, got herself out into the open air, and breathed. Of course, there was a quaint bench waiting for her, painted white, nestled among a patch of daisies. She took a seat and let the tears stream down her cheeks. She thought she was done with all the blubbering. She’d done her share in the hospital, seated in a sad little chair beside her mother’s even sadder bed. And she’d done her share at home when she’d gotten the call, late at night, that her mother was “at long last at peace.” Then what followed was a flurry of logistics. Flights to book, an infuriatingly inhospitable funeral home to deal with, a post-funeral gathering to arrange, and a caterer’s website with too many choices—within twenty-four hours of her mother’s passing, she had been left to decide whether a platter of teriyaki chicken or mango salmon felt right. Vivian. She hated her name when said in full, though, when her mother said it, it had an air of importance. Vivian, we’re glad to see you’re doing so well. Vivian, your Warren really is quite the charmer. Vivian, Ashley is such a remarkable young woman. A tiny yellow bird landed near Viv’s feet, its feathers shockingly bright, as if it had been newly minted. It looked up at Viv inquisitively, waiting to see if she had any crumbs to offer. In a few seconds, it lost its patience and was gone.

			She found a bathroom to hide in while she collected herself. Because the bathroom was brilliantly lit and the mirror pristine, Viv was met with the clearest reflection she’d seen in some time. She remained slender enough and fit, though the early signs of aging were surfacing on her skin. Crow’s-feet was a term that never quite put the right image in her mind. The lines at the corner of her eyes made her think of desert ripples, neatly spaced and dry and permanent. She’d taken to jutting out her chin in photos. She bulged her eyes and lengthened her chin to stretch and smooth her facial features. This expression made her look comically old, like some dowager clutching her pearls while the Three Stooges clumsily destroyed her dining room.

			On her way back to Ash, she popped into a charming little juice bar tucked into a corner where two long hallways met. One other customer was there and, of course, it was Under Armour guy. He had just purchased a smoothie, a Barbie-pink concoction with a paper straw plopped into it. “Oh! Hello, you.” He took a sip of his smoothie, a ring of pineapple garnish brushing against his cheek. “All good?”

			“Say what?”

			He hurried to explain. “Sorry, it’s just—you sort of bolted out of there.”

			“Oh! Yes. You are not wrong. I just had something to attend to.”

			“Ah. And it’s resolved?”

			Viv took a breath. “My mom died.”

			“Shit! During the session?”

			“No, no. One hundred days ago.”

			“Okay.”

			“One hundred and one, actually. Sorry. Jesus. I’m not making any sense. Hello. I’m Viv.”

			Hearing this made him set his drink down on the counter. He put out his hands to ease her into what he was about to say. “I actually was going to ask you if your name was Viv.”

			“You—what?”

			“Viv Pickford, right? My god, it is you, isn’t it?” He gently put his hand on his heart, a delicate gesture that didn’t quite match his torso. “Viv, I’m Rob. I guess you knew me as Robbie? It was a long time ago. We were kids here together. On the island? Well, not kids.” He waited for her to recall. “I’m Robbie Coleman. Viv, wow. How long has it been?”

			“Robbie Coleman—holy shit!—no. For real?” She flung her arms up in surprise, then, shrugging and leaning in—I guess we hug?—hugged him. His embrace was brief and professional. He smelled like sandalwood. The memory of him surfaced. Yes, my god, this was him. How had she not seen it? The boy from that one last summer on the island. The boy from the rowboat that very first time. “So? Tell me—I don’t know—everything!” Viv struggled to keep up with herself. She gave his chest a little shove. “Ha! It’s really you. How in the hell are we both staying in this hotel?”

			“Yeah, about that,” he said slyly, “I actually have a little place here on the island. Thing is, you don’t get much around here by way of yoga studios, gyms, et cetera. So I kinda sorta maybe crash the gate from time to time? I realize I can do this stuff at home, but it turns out I need to be in a room with a person telling me to do it. Promise you won’t rat me out?”

			“You have a little place…” Viv smiled playfully. “Just a little whatever.”

			“Did that sound obnoxious?”

			“What, this old thing? I only live in it when I don’t care how I look.”

			“Truth told, it’s part of my feeble plan to be a fun dad.” He offered up his left hand for inspection. “There used to be a ring there.”

			“Ah! Well, condolences? Or congrats? I guess both? And you’re a dad!”

			“I indeed am a dad. A divorced dad with a summer home. The very portrait of midlife crisis. Condolences to you, by the way. I think I remember your mom. Your family—you guys were fixtures on the island way back when.”

			“Welp, those of us who remain are back for the week. It’s supposed to be a tribute to my mom. A memorial thing or a moving-on thing. I thought I had gotten my head together about all of this, but then the yoga instructor—who is great!—said something that threw me.”

			“I get it. I lost my dad a few years ago. A year after he died, I bought a tie at Brooks Brothers and I imagined him complimenting it and I completely lost it. It takes a while for your whole brain to update.”

			“Yes! Thank you. Yes, that’s it exactly.”

			Robbie raised his smoothie at the cashier. “This is really good, by the way.” He told Viv, “It’s strawberries, raspberries, pomegranate seeds, and—excuse me, what was that last one?”

			“Acai berries,” came the answer.

			“Yes,” Robbie said to Viv. “That. Probably more natural sugar than I need, but we all have our weaknesses. Can I get you one?”

			“Oh. No, thank you. I was just going to get—I don’t even know.”

			“Barkeep! One more, please.”

			The cashier saw something like approval on Viv’s face and he got started. Viv and Robbie took a moment to look at each other and just laugh at the fact of the two of them, after all these years, standing there in their glossy athletic wear.

			“Oh, hey, does this gathering include that one brother? One of them was always getting into something.”

			“Do you mean ponds or trouble?”

			“Trouble. But—right!—there was the nature-center brother as well. Okay, this is coming back. Two brothers. The Pickfords. You guys were part of the whole deal here for a while. Then not.”

			“My dad claims we’d outgrown it.”

			“And you’re married.” He’d noticed her ring.

			“Yup.”

			“Hubby’s not into yoga?”

			“Hubby’s not here.” Hearing the suggestiveness in her reply, she added, “Super busy with work. Just me and my kid for the week.”

			His eyes lit up at the mention of Viv’s kid. He had one the same age. They grumbled about the toils of parenting but agreed it was the best, the literal best thing ever.

			“Ash would like this. I should get back and share it with her.”

			“Ash. Cool name.”

			“Thanks. Yes. Ash is the best.”

			Numbers were exchanged, and they regarded each other with a silent, mutual: Huh. Wow. That just happened. Interesting.

			Back in her room, Viv took a long shower. The hotel, thankfully, had replenished the tiny bottles of shampoo and conditioner whose wonderful scents were apparently bergamot and fig. The steamy air felt luxurious and expensive. With her hands sudsy, her wedding ring easily slipped off. She reached out of the shower and set it on the toilet tank. She finished up and wrapped her body in an impossibly fluffy towel. She wanted to stay in that bathroom forever. At the sink, she wiped the fog from the mirror and got a look at herself. She let the towel fall. What she saw did not look bad. However old she felt, this was not an old woman’s body. She took her phone and, standing there in the nude, texted Warren.

			Go get some.

			She watched. A trio of bouncing dots indicated he was replying.

			Hmm?

			She wrote back. Go hook up with a man if you haven’t already. I am 100% serious. I am not ending my marriage on a hunch. I won’t be mad. I’ll be mad if you don’t! Send me proof! No, actually, don’t.

			The trio of dots reappeared, bounced there for a while, and then disappeared. Viv got dressed but left her wedding ring on the toilet.

		

	
		
			twelve

			Pete had planned on moping, but the day was uncooperatively gorgeous. Cobalt-blue sky with brilliant white cumulus clouds, like a Windows startup screen. Breakfast had perked up his mood and the Bloody Mary hadn’t hurt. He decided not to get too bent out of shape about the Berry Chair. In hindsight, it was just some shiny thing to want. A brass ring. He almost hadn’t applied for it, and now he wished he hadn’t. The perks would’ve been nice, but no one gets into science for the perks. Pete loved the work. And if the university wanted to parade around the Oscar winner, then so be it. Pete didn’t understand it, but he also didn’t understand university athletics or fraternities or any of the nonacademic things. Best, he decided, to just go on not understanding it. Do the work that he loved. Live his remarkably comfortable life. Enjoy the good days when they came. And this one was all right.

			The island was small and walkable, rimmed by a thin strip of rocky beach, not the sort you’d traverse barefoot. Spiky plants sprouted up between crags. This was nice, though. Living near the ocean as he did, all he ever heard about was the beach. And he hated the beach. It was just sun and glare and the sand was always littered with bottle caps and cigarette butts and now plastic bits from those electronic cigarette things. He could enjoy it when kids were there, having fun and being kids. But then there were the grown-ups, loud and primitive. He wanted there to be a funny YouTube clip with David Attenborough narrating a beach scene: The female positions her posterior to attract a mate. Soon, a potential candidate arrives, in the form of a young male wearing orange-tinted Oakleys. The female…acknowledges. But now a second male enters the scene. It seems he has already laid claim to the female. He carries two cans of Red Bull. He hands her one. And with that, the contest is over.

			Here, though, there was no one. Pete walked, rocks clacking beneath him, small waves rolling up to his feet. The more he walked, the better he felt. All this business with the chair would pass. Sure, his mind would now and then return to the dreamy, coveted job, and the pop-scientist documentarian whose feel-good lectures ultimately left you wondering what, if anything, you had just learned. He would perhaps pass the Marquis in the hall and suppress the desire to shake him by the shoulders: You don’t need this! It would pass. But it awoke something in him…a feeling that his life was not quite what it could be.

			He walked on. A half hour in, his armpits were damp. A good sign. Not that sweat was weight loss, but it was generating a cooling process that meant his body was burning calories. He’d set out on the walk with no particular agenda, but he now understood where he was headed. He was breaking a private rule: Don’t go back to the house. The summer house from their childhood, which, he knew, was long gone. But since he’d arrived, the tingle of reawakened memory kept interrupting his thoughts. Best to just head to the source and let the bygone days overtake him. Rip off the Band-Aid, as it were. The house was still some ways off. At the start of the walk, the absence of other people had made everything serene. Now it felt eerie. No one knew he was out here. He was beginning to reconsider this little mission when the dock from his youth came into view. This was a rickety wooden thing that jutted out into the lake from the small bit of beach in front of their house…or, where their house had been. As a boy, Pete had spent hours standing or sitting at the end of it, looking out at the lake. Filling an empty Coke bottle with lake water and holding it up to the sun. Clear water at first glance, though the zooplankton and phytoplankton would come into focus. One time, he’d even scooped up a host of larval fish. Yellow perch, he was fairly certain. Once, just before dawn, a massive lake sturgeon snaked along the surface, its row of bony dorsal fins making it look very much like a sea monster. Memories came on so rapidly, his mind seemed to have placed himself right there on the end of the dock—he could swear he saw himself standing there. A few steps closer and it became clear this was an actual young boy, not a nostalgic hallucination. Still, what a thing to be seeing this dock once again with a boy right where he’d stood so many years ago—decades, yes, but a half blink in geological time. Same dock, same lake, same sky. Same boy, alone, looking out at the water. Pete, unsettled, picked up his pace, needing the boy to come into focus.

			“Hello there!” Pete called out before stepping onto the dock. He was aware that kids were on alert about strangers—strange men, in particular. His scoutmaster outfit hopefully made him seem harmless—though perhaps it made him uniquely sinister. The boy, fortunately, smiled brightly and waved rapidly at Pete. “Hi!” the boy called out. “Welcome to Atlantis!”

			“Atlantis!” Pete said. “Well! And here I thought I was in Michigan.”

			“It’s Atlantis and I’m an Atlantean, which is someone from Atlantis.”

			“Indeed,” Pete said. “Well, I hope I can pass in safety.” This confused the boy. He had wild curls and long, full eyelashes, the sort Viv would’ve envied. New braces on his crooked teeth, the thin, zigzagging wire fighting a losing battle. Pete tried again. “Anything interesting happening in Atlantis today?”

			“Yes!” the boy said. “We’re having an election. Ricky is running for Atlantis president.”

			“Is he now? Well. Will you be voting for Ricky?”

			“I’m not allowed to vote until I’m a million. But everyone else here”—he gestured to an invisible crowd peeking out of the lake—“is over a million. Years are different in Atlantis.”

			“Are they? It seems like we’d be on the same calendar, since we’re—You know what? Never mind.”

			The boy got quiet. He looked out at the lake, making eye contact with his fellow Atlanteans, one by one. They apparently were speaking to him. Their words troubled the boy.

			“No!” he said out to the lake. “He is not our enemy. He is our friend. You will not hurt him.”

			“Are they upset with Ricky?” Pete asked.

			The boy turned to him and said gravely, “Not Ricky.” He looked to see if Pete understood the seriousness of the situation. The empty lake before him now made Pete uneasy. Who knew where the line was between what the boy wanted to see and what he actually saw? This was something the better directors of horror flicks had figured out: A spooky kid acting calm is so much scarier than a lunatic with a chainsaw. His work at the nature center put Pete in contact with a variety of kids, and he’d gotten pretty good at sizing them up. He could easily imagine a gossipy grown-up whispering, This one is a bit on the spectrum. A sun-faded rowboat was tied to the dock; it clunked into a piling with each wave. Little low, hollow thumps. Pete tried changing the subject.

			“Do you think I should vote for Ricky?”

			The question was so hopelessly stupid that it took the boy time to answer. “Yes!”

			“Well, as a visitor, I suppose I can’t vote, but, Ricky,” Pete addressed an imaginary man his own height, “I am certain you are the right Atlantean for the job, and I wish you the very best.”

			Again, Pete had disappointed the boy.

			“Ricky’s down here.” The boy pointed at his feet, resting next to which was a snail. How Pete had missed this, he could not fathom.

			“Well! You know, as a snail, Ricky would make a great ambassador for Atlantis. He could divide his time between land and water. In fact—wait, actually—that’s a…” Pete went down on one knee to get a better look. His posture was appropriately reverent. It was a Carthusian snail, the exact species he’d been looking for, the one he suspected was slipping into the country. But, no, it couldn’t be. Not here, on this dock where he’d stood as a child. What spell had the boy put on him? He gently picked it up, examined its foot. It was healthy, well fed, and most unmistakably a Carthusian snail.

			“Ricky doesn’t like to be picked up.”

			He kept the snail between his fingers. “You have got to be kidding me.”

			“Ricky never kids anyone. Can you put him down, please?”

			Pete looked around, wishing he had a colleague, a friend, another adult he could share this with. It was just too damned much. Pete looked to the boy, who was twisting his fingers and shifting from one foot to the other as if he desperately needed to urinate. “You have science class in school, right?” Pete asked. “Has your teacher ever talked about invasive species?”

			“Ricky wants to be put down,” the boy said.

			He tried again. “Ricky isn’t an Atlantean. But you were onto something. He does come from a whole other world. We might say he’s more of an alien. An alien in the sense that he belongs in a different environment.”

			The boy reddened. His eyes darted in a jittery panic and then, fixing them back on the lake, he shouted, “I was wrong! He is an enemy! Attack!”

			Pete kept the snail gently between his fingers. Had this been an incident at the nature center, he would’ve had an emergency contact number, and a few other grown-ups would have stepped in to help defuse the situation. Here, he was hopelessly alone. In Pete’s youth, his house and the other houses were visible, approachable. Now all he saw were newly built fortresses walled off with verdant growth. No one was out on the road or the beach. “I can see that you care about Ricky. That is wonderful. I care about Ricky too. In fact”—Pete waved his hand at the lake, the beach, the island—“I care about all of this. And everything we see here, it all works together. But sometimes things get out of place. Something shows up where it’s not supposed to be. And do you know whose fault that is?”

			The boy said nothing. His eyes were on the snail. His skin looked like it was burning.

			“It’s our fault. Well, not your fault. But people’s fault. A moment ago, I mentioned ‘invasive species.’ That term is a tad misleading. The species didn’t decide to be invasive. Either someone brought them to a new place on purpose or the species hitched a ride. I think Ricky here hitched a ride.”

			“Excuse me!” a voice called out. A woman was rapidly approaching from the house that had replaced Pete’s, her shoes loud on the gleaming white clamshell driveway. She walked down to the dock in a hurry. Pete was relieved for the intervention, but he would have some explaining to do. The woman wore a faded red sundress. She had the same black hair and freckles as the boy. She didn’t seem unkind, just short on patience. Anyone would’ve spotted her as a mom. “Can I help you?” Her hands were on her hips in a sort-of-fighting stance.

			“He was just telling me about a snail he found.”

			“He has Ricky!” the boy shouted. “He won’t give him back!”

			“Yes. Ricky,” Pete said.

			The woman now stood before him. “Swell. You met Ricky.” She looked Pete up and down. “Are you with the park service, or…?”

			“Hmm?”

			She glanced at his vest and then again met eyes with him.

			“Oh! No, not with the park service. Can I ask—this is going to sound strange—are you renovating your kitchen?”

			“What in the hell?”

			“Or maybe a bathroom?”

			She shook her head. “Kitchen.”

			Pete pumped a triumphant fist with his free hand. He then gestured toward the house. “Beautiful place. Are you redoing countertops? Maybe the floor? Any imported marble, is what I’m getting at.”

			“So you’re an interior designer?”

			“Ha-ha, no. I’m a scientist.”

			“A scientist.” She folded her arms.

			“A malacologist, if you want to get technical about it.”

			“I don’t.”

			Pete persisted. “I study mollusks, and I specialize in snails. And Ricky here is a long way from home. That’s a Monacha cartusiana.”

			“A what-a-ma-what-a-ma?”

			“A Carthusian snail. An invasive species. Where it belongs is the Mediterranean, sunning itself on the Riviera. A little umbrella in its drink.” Pete smiled. The lady did not. He could feel her thinking: Look, bub, it’s real cute that you play with snails for a living, but the rest of us are busy being grown-ups. She was about his age, and she reminded him of a certain type of girl he’d gone to high school with. Quietly pretty. A good student. And just a little bit too serious to care about being popular. Pete appreciated her need to be protective of her child. “What most likely happened is that this little guy was a baby or maybe not even hatched yet and was embedded in the pores of a marble slab over there in the Mediterranean and got tucked up all cozy and had a safe passage overseas.”

			The woman thought for a moment. “Ah, crap. Is this going to be a thing…” She motioned for Pete to follow her out of earshot from her son. “Is this going to be a thing where you have to kill the snail?”

			Pete made a clenched smile and sucked in air through his teeth. “I mean…”

			“Crap.”

			“Technically…that is supposed to be the thing that happens next.”

			“Can you not, though? Are you breaking the law if you don’t? Or the code? Is there a—what kind of scientist did you say you are?”

			“Malacologist.”

			“Is there a malacologist’s code where you have to do the right thing for the ecosystem?”

			“I’d like to think we all have an obligation to do the right thing for the ecosystem.”

			“Preaching to the choir. I’m the one who lives on an island with no cars. And here’s the thing: Oliver’s been going through some stuff lately, you know? He’s not the sort of kid who has an easy time with things. And his dad—who you can thank, by the way, for having marble shipped over from Italy—is not exactly in the picture anymore, and that hasn’t exactly made things easier on Oliver. Now, I’m not going to tell you that you should disobey the…the malacologist’s code, but—”

			“I never said there was a code,” Pete said flatly.

			“I’m just saying that if you take that snail away from him and kill it? You have no idea. It’d be like one last kick in the face for this kid. I really don’t know what it would do to him. Can you understand that? Do you have kids?”

			“I do not.”

			“Okay, but you know what they’re like. You were a kid once. We all were. Even his jerk-ass dad was. You remember what it’s like. Every little thing is the end of the world. And Oliver is what you would call a highly sensitive child. That might sound precious, but it’s a very real thing. Can’t you find some other snail to kill?”

			They turned their attention to the Carthusian snail, its antennae sprouting and retracting in the air. “I work with kids quite often. I know they can take things hard. But it eventually passes, doesn’t it?”

			The lady returned her hands to her hips. She was done reasoning with Pete. “Are you trying to explain my son to me?”

			“No! Of course not.”

			“I don’t know what kids you work with, but you don’t know Oliver. You don’t know the complete and total collapse you are about to leave me with here.”

			“I obviously wouldn’t destroy the snail in front of him.”

			She shook her head. “Are you seriously trying to tell me this one snail is going to tank the whole damned island? And need I add that the planet is already pretty much fucked?”

			She looked Pete over again, this time concluding that he must be joking. She, in particular, smirked at his hat. Pete quickly took it off and held it at his chest, which he immediately regretted. Like he was a state trooper at someone’s doorstep.

			“The last thing I want to do is to make Oliver sad. And I’m not going to tell you that this one snail is going to bring down the world. But here’s the thing about ecosystems: You need to take the system part of it to heart. It’s not about any one animal, it’s about the overall harmony that the system has painstakingly arrived at over thousands, if not millions, of years. That might be one little snail. A thumbtack is small, but it’s a big deal if you swallow it. Cancer cells are small. You see what I mean. When you’re dealing with a carefully arranged system, any little invasion matters. It matters more than we can see or calculate. And Ricky here”—he held up the snail—“found his way across the Atlantic. He can find his way out of the bathtub or whatever you’ve been keeping him in.”

			The lady let her arms fall at her side. “So that’s it. Marvelous. Well, I hope you’re happy.”

			She looked Pete in the eye. He was prepared to receive the weight of her wrath, but she wasn’t glaring at him. It was a searching look, almost sympathetic. She’d taken the time to understand his obligation. Why couldn’t he understand hers?

			“I’m sorry,” he said.

			Her last bit of hope faded away. She motioned for him to go. He turned to leave, and her boy Oliver immediately began to wail. Pete headed back down the dock, the snail secure between his thumb and index finger, its lower tentacle grazing his skin. The thin stretch of rocky beach before him remained empty. He walked in long strides, projecting a confident sense of purpose, though he very much wanted to vanish into thin air. Rachel, the program assistant, had asked if there was some publication he’d been sitting on. He most definitely had been sitting on something, and he now had the missing piece of the puzzle. If he could shake the world by the shoulders and tell it one thing, it was that an ecosystem wasn’t just something that happens in a pond. Everything is connected. As he made his way down the empty beach, he could hear the boy bawling and calling out, “Ricky!” and his mom consoling him and finally shouting after Pete, “See? See what you’ve done? Are you happy? Are you?”

		

	
		
			thirteen

			Corey sat alone at the bar for a solid hour before making his move. It was creeping up on noon. At that hour, no one was getting smashed. The bar was just a place to meet up and move on. Most of the patrons drank coffee or mimosas. One lady ordered an Irish coffee, which came with a thick dollop of whipped cream. That looked all right, but Corey couldn’t order one. Visually, it was too memorable. He needed to remain anonymous. Everyone who showed up had money in their pocket, but he was on the lookout for a specific vibe. At last, he found it in a guy, late twenties, who had the disheveled blond hair of a rich boy. He thought he was pretty spiffy in his blue blazer, white slacks, and suede loafers. Unimpressed by the polished brass-rail bar and oak walls, he messed around on his phone. Corey kept an eye on him, waiting for the moment to reveal itself. Something on the guy’s phone made him light up. He beamed and beat a drum roll on the bar with his hands. Corey let the ice cubes rattle in his glass as he approached. On the guy’s phone were some jagged stock market lines.

			“Finally some good news, right?” Corey said.

			The guy turned and eyed Corey skeptically.

			“Such a shit show. Got to take the good news when it comes,” Corey continued.

			The guy exhaled dismissively. Like, Yeah, no shit. Concluding that Corey didn’t merit eye contact, he gave his phone a long, lazy scroll.

			“You’re in finance, right?”

			“In a matter of speaking,” the guy said.

			Corey laughed as if the two were in on a private little joke. “Right. Who isn’t in finance? However a guy makes his money, at the end of the day, it’s money, right? We’re all chasing the same damned thing.”

			The guy gave Corey his attention impatiently, as if he had been generously hearing out the joke and now the punch line damn well better be worth it.

			“You, though. You’re in the thick of it, I can tell. Even on vacation, you’re not on vacation.”

			The guy liked hearing that. He took a small sip of his scotch. In his glass, a single, oversize square ice cube glistened like a gemstone.

			“And a place like this? No one gets to come here because they work nine to five. This is the extra-hours crowd. A risk-takers’ crowd. And, of course, the I-inherited-Daddy’s-money crowd. You’re not one of them, though. That’s clear enough.”

			The guy shifted in his chair, impatient again. He wore a watch with little boating flags instead of numbers. Corey would’ve played that angle if he knew anything about boats. The guy asked, “Was there something I can help you with?”

			“Ha! No help needed. I’m just talking.” He shook the ice cubes in his glass. “This stuff gets me talking.” Turning to the bartender. “Can I get another? And one for my friend here.”

			“I’m good,” the guy interjected.

			The bartender came over. “What were you having? My shift just started.”

			“You sure you’re good? You know what—we’re both good, thanks.”

			The bartender left.

			Corey held his glass and contemplated it. “Yeah, I’m good. This stuff only gets you so far. Sometimes it’s enough. Sometimes a man is in the market for a little something extra.”

			The guy laughed distantly. “So that’s what this is.”

			It was easy enough to picture this guy at some prep school, bleary-eyed before the disciplinary committee, his father signing an ungodly check to keep him from getting thrown out. Posh, but not soft. Some scrapes on the knuckles. He had brawled, at some point. Gotten himself thrown out of a rugby game.

			“This? This isn’t anything. This is two guys talking. One of whom, dare I say, had some good news today? Salut.” Corey briefly raised his glass. “If you’re in the market, I can fix it so you can celebrate in style.”

			“You want to get down to brass tacks?” the guy asked. “What are you slinging?”

			Brass tacks. Slinging. The mismatched phrases were the green light Corey needed. This guy was out of his element. More than that, he wanted Corey’s respect. Otherwise, why bother trying to sound cool? Corey had him.

			“Before we go there…” He shook his glass. The bartender dutifully returned. “We’re in need of a round. Whatever he’s having, I’ll have the same.”

			“I already said I was good,” the guy said.

			“Okay, false alarm. At ease,” he told the bartender, who made sure Corey knew how annoyed he was.

			“You were saying,” the guy said.

			“I was saying this is a risk-takers’ crowd. So, yeah, brass tacks. This would not be a retail transaction. Think wholesale. Think big on this one. Take your biggest thought and double it. Then go further.”

			“Wholesale,” the guy spun his phone on the counter like he was playing spin the bottle. “Interesting.”

			“It is, isn’t it? Interesting how you can save money by paying more. It’s about thinking long-term. You get it.”

			The guy smiled conspiratorially at Corey. “You do understand at some point you need to name the product.”

			“I understand,” Corey said. “Let’s do it like this. Ever go to a restaurant and order a Pepsi? And they say, we don’t have Pepsi, but we have…”

			The guy lit up. “Nice! Let me do a bump.”

			“Huh?”

			“Try before you buy!” the guy said enthusiastically. “You think I’m looking to get burnt?”

			“Never,” said Corey, “would I think that about you. But that thing I said about wholesale? That’s nonnegotiable.”

			“Okay, Mr. Big-Time. What are we talking here?”

			“Five pounds,” Corey said. Then he tilted his flat hand to the left and right. “Give or take an ounce.”

			The guy only had to think for a second before his face changed drastically. “But you’re not asking me to buy all of it? You understand, that’s not how these things work.”

			Corey answered confidently, “All or nothing.”

			“Five pounds?” the guy stage-whispered. Then he realized he had no reason whatsoever to whisper. “You’re serious? Do I look like a cartel? Five pounds! Are you fucking nuts?”

			“Whoa!” Corey said. He now raised his voice as well. “Five pounds in just the first week! That’s what my diet plan guarantees.”

			The guy settled down, but he was done with Corey. He knocked twice on the bar and made the sign-the-check gesture.

			“What I’m talking about,” Corey continued for the benefit of anyone overhearing, “is a systematic approach to weight loss that seeks not only to shed physical pounds, but to free the soul from the weight of sin.”

			The guy shook his head as he signed his check. “You can go fuck yourself.”

			“Like I said, alcohol can only get a man so far. At some point, you need to ask yourself, ‘What is this void I am trying to fill?’ And how can you truly fill it? Not with empty calories, my friend, but with the word of our lord Jesus Christ. And there’s an herbal supplement component to this as well.”

			The guy got off his barstool. “Stay the hell away from me.”

			Corey watched him go, suede loaders padding the marble. “John 3:16!” He called out after the guy, loud enough to get the attention of the few other customers at the bar. Without turning, the guy raised a middle finger and held it right up for everyone to see as he walked away.

			The seat next to Corey was soon taken by Andrew, who had been watching from the wings. “Crash and burn.”

			“I never said it’d happen on the first try. That’s just basic.”

			Andrew looked at the guy’s unfinished scotch and picked up the square block of ice which filled the width of his hand. “They can’t just use regular ice. Everything here’s gotta be a whole thing.” He dropped it back into the glass. “John 3:16. That’s the one they hold up at football games. What is it, exactly?”

			“Fuck if I know.”

		

	
		
			fourteen

			Ash, propped up in bed, lazily clicked through channel after channel after channel. Her mom, lying next to her, gave her a little kick in the thigh. “Go!” she told Ash. “Get out of this room! You’ve been a good sport. Go get away from this family for a bit. This is the last thing I would have wanted to do when I was your age.”

			“Oh? Isn’t this exactly what you did? Come to this island with your family?”

			“Yeah, no. Not the same. We came here to have fun. Not that this isn’t…”

			Ash smiled expectantly.

			“You’re obviously not having fun!” Viv shook her head. “You want some money? Let me give you some money. There’s a bookstore in town. And a Starbucks. And, I don’t know, you’ll figure it out.” Viv blindly fetched cash from her wallet and stuffed it into Ash’s hand. “Go!”

			Ash spread the folded bills between her fingers. “This’ll do!” She slipped into her Vans, stuffed her pockets with assorted necessities, and got out of there. She walked down the hall, running her hand on the wallpaper, sometimes grainy, sometimes velvety. The elevator deposited her into the lobby, with its sitting area and neighboring bar for the old folks. She fixated on an agitated man in the sitting area. The waiter wasn’t moving quickly enough for him, and he gave the air a little tap-tap with his finger, meaning, Let’s move it, pal, I am literally the only person in the world.

			“The check?” the waiter tried asking, but the man had no time for that.

			“Room two seventy-two.” He picked up the blazer that he’d draped over the cushy leather chair and made a big show of leaving impatiently.

			Ash took his seat, the leather still warm from his butt. Across from the sitting area there was a bar, and she spotted her uncle Corey sitting next to some man, a type who looked like Mr. Room 272. She thought she might go say hi, but whatever he was talking to the guy about, he was really into it. The same waiter came back to see if she wanted anything.

			“I can charge things to my room?” Ash asked.

			The waiter nodded politely, like this must be her first time anywhere.

			“I guess I just want a Sprite. Room Two seventy-two.”

			He wrote it down. Then looked up. “Two seventy-two?”

			“Yup!” She considered saying that the other guy was her dad and he’d be right back. Then she thought, No, let’s see what happens.

			“Very well. One Sprite.” He turned to leave.

			“And a slice of cake!” she called out.

			He turned to her like she ought to know she was pushing it. “Chocolate, vanilla, coconut, or carrot?”

			“Ew. Chocolate.”

			She waited and looked around. The little sitting area had just one other guy who was people-watching. He was doing an awful job of it, peeking over a newspaper that he was so obviously not reading. Ash realized he wasn’t scoping out the whole hotel. He was staring at two guys talking at the bar, one of whom was Corey. He was locked in on him.

			The waiter came back, carrying a round tray. Without a word, he set down a tall glass of Sprite. The slice of cake came on a plate zigzagged with chocolate syrup. A little puff of whipped cream and a mint leaf sticking out of it. He handed her a fork wrapped up on a cloth napkin. “Anything else?”

			“Not just yet,” she said.

			The guy was still staring at Corey. The cake was good. Several layers of frosting. She left a smudge like black lipstick on the Sprite glass. What did the guy want? It wasn’t a Hey, I’m checking you out sort of thing. It was more like I’m stalking you. And not in a fun way. He wasn’t trying to figure out if he had the right guy. He knew Corey, or at least recognized him. Ash considered her move. She could just go up to the guy and say, What the hell? but maybe that would make it worse? Like, for now he was just keeping an eye on Corey…but he was also hiding. If his cover was blown, then maybe he’d come after Corey for real. Try to hurt him. She liked Corey. Before this trip, he was just this guy her mom vented about. And, sure, the whole thing with him being a grown-up and still getting money from his mom, that was sad. But he had stuck up for her, taken her seriously when she talked. Her mom and dad pretty much never did that. Also, when her grandpa had cut him off in front of everyone, he just shrugged. Like, he was supposed to be embarrassed, but he was like, Sounds good! Cheers! For him, having money or not having it…who even cared? He seemed to get how stupid it all was.

			The seat of her chair began to vibrate, like one of those massage chairs at the mall. Ash stood and assessed what exactly was happening. It was a phone, not hers, vibrating there on the seat. A man approached, the impatient man who’d been sitting there. She handed him the phone, which he snatched from her like she’d stolen it or something. At that moment, the waiter, who was making the rounds, headed their way to see how he could help. She downed a final forkful of cake, waved bye-bye at the waiter, and was gone.

		

	
		
			fifteen

			Viv lay on the hotel bed and stared at the ceiling. A rare thing to have some solitude. She needed to be alone with the revelation that Robbie Coleman was still a person in the world. Not that she thought he’d died. She hadn’t thought of him at all, or at least not beyond that last summer on the island, their last night, in fact. The Fourth of July. That, she’d thought about plenty. She sat up on the edge of the bed and reveled in the woozy drunkenness brought on by this revelation. Robbie Coleman, alive and grown up and here.

			In a sudden burst of energy, she got herself together and left the hotel. It was a nice day. Stupidly nice. This island refused to be real. Even the few clouds were bright and puffy, the sort you would see from the window of a plane and feel comforted, as if you could flop down on them like a featherbed. She walked down the white gravel paths that took her through gardens and lawns and finally deposited her onto a regular street for regular people. She kept moving, for the exercise, to honor the spectacular weather, though after a few blocks she understood where she was heading. Back in the day, Robbie worked at a little shack on an island inlet where you could rent canoes and rowboats for half-day or full-day excursions. At the time, the boat shack hadn’t seemed particularly special, but now that Viv conjured it, it was the perfect picture of bygone summer. Dilapidated just so. Colorful buoys hung on the outer wall. A poster of something tacked to a wall inside, sun-bleached beyond recognition. A large white metal box with a red first-aid cross painted on it lay on a shelf for emergencies that never happened. Recalling it now, Viv remembered leaning on the outside of that half door, nervously pressing her thumbnail into the soft, weathered wood, pressing her thumbnail again to make an X, then a row of X’s, as she scrambled for questions to ask Robbie.

			Viv had a partner in this endeavor, her summer pal, Cindy. Cinnamon Cindy, whose copper-red hair drew praise from older women with boundary issues. Why, you’re a princess right out of a fairy tale! I just want to give those curls a tug! Viv and Cindy decreed that Robbie was the island’s cute boy. Every other boy was a far-distant second or worse. And so Viv and Cindy rented rowboats for the thrilling minute or two of talking to Robbie, filling out their names and addresses on purple-inked ditto sheets. “Do you need to know our weights?” Cindy, who was shorter and hence lighter, would ask. Then they would sit themselves down in a rowboat and Robbie would open the little half door and come striding out in his tank top and red trunks and get his hands on the stern and give the rowboat a thrust, launching them from the rocky beach into the water. And as the rowboat whooshed, bobbed, and eventually settled, Viv and Cindy would meet eyes and giggle, both of them virgins and both feeling like they’d just performed the act in miniature. Girls their age had already done it, so it wasn’t exactly out of the question. But Robbie was out of the question. Behind that half door that he rested his arms on, he was tantalizingly distant, half-removed from the world. But when he came out from the shack to heave them into the water, that was everything. That was the whole summer right there.

			Though decades had passed, retracing the path to the inlet was easy enough. It wasn’t like they could’ve moved it. Landmarks she’d forgotten began to pop up. The old stone farmhouse. She was on the right track. The small lighthouse with the candy-cane stripes. Getting close. A little side path off the main road, and she was there. The inlet lived on—but what in the hell had they done to it? What was this gleaming white boardwalk with the protective handrail? The shack was gone—that, Viv had expected—but in its place was a public restroom, a tiny white-brick house, thick locks on the pair of green doors. No rowboats to rent. No aimless teens whiling away the hours. Just some jackass on a Jet Ski, revving back and forth, tearing up the water and ruining what was otherwise a serene little view.

			Where had the young people gone? Horrible to think of them indoors, glued to their phones, rewiring their poor little brains in unfixable ways. Viv took pride in her outdoor childhood. So many rowboat excursions with Cinnamon Cindy, no more than fifty feet out in the shallow water. Just being there in a boat quickly got boring, so they brought things along. A travel set of watercolor paints. A French horn Cindy swiped from her brother. A leather-bound telescope that belonged to Viv’s dad. They’d wet their brushes in the lake and paint runny little pictures of nothing. I painted the lake, Viv recalled Cindy saying, holding up a warped, wet sheet of paper painted a blotchy blue. Neither of them could play the French horn, but they took turns with it, blasting screechy honks out over the lake, annoying nearby vacationers and startling a flock of mallards into flight. The telescope was for spying on Robbie, shamelessly so, until it finally got him to step out of the shack and shyly wave at them. Viv waved vigorously back, letting the telescope slip from her hand, causing it to smack the side of the boat and baton-spin into the water. Days later, her father noticed it was missing and he blamed Corey. Viv felt some guilt about not clearing that up. The telescope was likely still there, on the bottom of the lake, now rusted through and encrusted with moss and snails and wiggly things Pete could identify. Viv supposed she could look for it. Pick up a snorkeling kit at a shop in town. Recover the telescope and right a small wrong. The inlet wasn’t all that deep, a fact the girls discovered when they’d lost their oars, both of them, at the same time. A shrewd observer might have concluded that they’d planned it. Then, arms flailing, they called for help, specifically for Robbie to help. When Robbie finally emerged, he did not conceal his annoyance.

			“One of you just hop out and grab the oars!” he called out through cupped hands.

			“We can’t swim!” they shouted back.

			Shaking his head, Robbie kicked off his flip-flops and then, gloriously, peeled off his T-shirt and waded purposefully into the water. When he’d gotten waist deep, he dove forward and swam to them, competent and graceful. Gathering the oars, he handed them both to Viv. He kept his eyes on her as he swam backstroke for a few paces, then he turned over and swam back to shore.

			“He kind of sucks, actually,” Cindy then said, which made it official: Robbie was Viv’s.

			Viv hung around the lake that day until Robbie’s shift was done and they walked into town together, as if they’d been planning this all along. They stepped into an ice cream parlor for something to do.

			“So what’s the plan?” Viv asked. “Do we get a milkshake with two straws?”

			“And then rent a tandem bike,” Robbie added with a joking shrug.

			“Ooh, a little couple’s carriage ride!” Viv said.

			“Couple’s…”

			“Not—I mean, like, ha-ha, we’re on a date.”

			“Are we?”

			“Well,” Viv turned to him. “Actually, yeah. I think we are. Right?”

			Robbie smiled sweetly, reassuringly, and when the cashier rung up their ice cream cones, Robbie paid. Recalling all of this with some distance, Viv acknowledged there’d been something real there, something tangible and intense. Chalk it up to youthful hormones, chalk it up to whatever you wanted, there was no denying what she’d felt. Complete immersion. There was the two of them and then this insignificant thing known as the rest of the world. They wandered aimlessly, up and down the street, noticing what other couples were up to and suggesting they do that. We could buy a little brown dog and walk it. We could tie sweaters around our necks even though it’s summer. We could use the world’s biggest camera to take a photo of that statue. You mean that guy? Viv pointed to someone, and Robbie took her hand and scooted it three people over. No, that guy. As they let their hands fall, they linked pinky fingers, ironically, but only at first. They spent the rest of the day walking around like that. Any other nervous couple playing the same game would have pointed the two of them out.

			Naturally, all this had to happen on Viv’s final days on the island. The Pickfords’ very last day was the Fourth of July. They packed the house up in the early afternoon and spread out a blanket down by the water to watch the fireworks. Their mom cleaned out the cabinets and declared it was eat-it-or-toss-it time for the remaining snacks—junky things they never would’ve bought at home: Twinkies, raspberry-coconut Zingers, Dunkaroos, Fruit Gushers, little boxes of Froot Loops—all of this dumped out on the blanket like a burst piñata, and all the Pickford kids burnt out on it long before the fireworks started up. All three kids were old enough to get up and wander, though Pete stayed behind with Mom and Dad. Viv met Robbie at the boat shack. He had the day off because they didn’t want any boats in the inlet directly beneath the fireworks. But Robbie had keys for all the padlocks and, as soon as the sun went down, he unlocked a rowboat and quietly brought Viv out onto the water. As far as Viv knew, this is what romance was: Some strapping young lad expertly rowed while you gazed at the stars.

			The fanfare began. A lone whistle in the sky, then the first of the fireworks burst open and crackled and spread. Fireworks weren’t Viv’s thing. For Viv and her friends and everyone she knew, things were either lame or corny. Fireworks were corny. But out there on the water, just her and Robbie, a blooming starburst above them, the guttural opening verses of “Born in the U.S.A.” belting out of faraway loudspeakers…corniness be damned. Another round of starbursts: red, then blue, then white, then blue again, lighting up the sky just for the two of them—the music, the stars, George Washington crossing the goddamned Delaware, it was all just for them as they sat together, his arm around her, and they watched, then kissed, then kept kissing, then more, all through “Living in America,” “Pink Houses,” “American Girl.”…At the start of Neil Diamond’s “America,” their mouths separated and they met eyes. They understood what would follow. Clothes were shimmied off, knees knocking into wooden planks…Neil sang about huddling close and hanging on to a dream…a trickle of lake water cold on Viv’s backside…words hung in the sky about never looking back again…Robbie inside her now, painful but thrilling, the sky above exploding, a scene from a movie Viv would’ve scoffed at: Neil Diamond ushering her over the threshold, crooning some vague ode to immigration, fireworks bursting above her…Let it be corny, let her former, cynical self gag at the thought of it, let anyone who wasn’t currently having sex think whatever the hell they wanted: Viv had gone somewhere thrilling and new. Singed paper from the fireworks, falling like snowflakes, landed on their skin. They’re coming to America…They’re coming to America…They’re coming to America…How was this happening? How, with the dazzling sky above, was this real? Today…Today…Today…

			That night, back at their summer house, Viv couldn’t sleep. So she lay in bed, not a virgin. Got up to look in the mirror, not a virgin. She found one last piece of burnt firecracker paper in her hair. She held it between her fingers. It left an ashen smudge on her thumb that made her think of Ash Wednesday. A holy rite. Evidence that it had happened. Her first time, with the perfect boy, on the perfect night. The memory of it had been so precious, so untouchable, that she had left Robbie there, frozen in time. She hadn’t ever ruined it by Googling him or trying to re-create the moment with some other boy. She left it undisturbed, though the memory sometimes showed up on its own, spurred on by the scent of gunpowder, crackle of fireworks, or the impossibly sappy, yet glorious, beloved, and inescapable voice of Neil Diamond, who now and forever occupied a sacred space in Viv’s otherwise snarky heart.

			In the morning, the Pickfords ferried back to the mainland, loaded up their hunter-green Ford Explorer, and found their spot in the clogged summer traffic. The Pickford children sat three in a row, with agreeable Pete in the middle.

			“Know what I heard?” Pete suddenly said eagerly. “During the fireworks, a guy and a girl were out in a rowboat and they were doing it!”

			Viv, in a flash of panic, blurted out, “I heard that too!”

			Their dad checked the rearview with an odd look in his eye. He knew! But of course he didn’t. The wayback was filled with every last thing from the house, leaving a meager little porthole for their dad to shoot irritated glances through. Traffic was at a standstill. Drivers honked as if that would help. Their dad tipped the ash from his cigarette out the open window. Viv was the last thing on his mind. When he finally spoke, he said, “Either of you know what your brother got up to last night?”

			He meant Corey, who was out cold. His face against the car window, a bent nostril fogging the glass in little pulses.

			“Not a clue,” Viv said.

			Their mother sighed quietly, then unzipped her large denim purse and took out a wide paperback novel to which she devoted the remainder of the drive.

		

	
		
			sixteen

			Breathless in his hotel room, Pete placed the Carthusian snail in the tub. He closed up the stopper and let a cool thin trickle of water run. Keeping an eye on it, he called up Rachel at the university.

			“Rachel! It’s me. I’ve got something here. Something relevant. This could be big, actually. A game changer.”

			“Wow, okay. Um, hi, Peter! What’s going on?”

			“Monacha cartusiana is what’s going on. A magnificent specimen, far from home.”

			“Okay…I can tell you’re excited. Could you maybe explain this in a way that would be easier for me to understand?”

			“Monacha cartusiana! In Michigan! On an island in the Great Lakes! They’ve got plenty of invasive species out here, Rachel, but this one’s got some swagger. They’re showing up in ritzy coastal areas. It’s money, Rachel. It’s—it’s the economy, capitalism, globalization—it’s everything! No other registered findings in the United States yet, but I knew the little bastard was here. Ha!”

			“Okay! Well. Seems like you’ve got something there. I’m glad you sound happy. You were so down earlier. Peter, can I ask…why are you telling me?”

			“The chair! The job! Think about it. What does the—the Marquis have?”

			“An Oscar?”

			Pete stammered, “For…for…what? What actual scientific content was in that thing? And his TED Talk? Where he refers to the planet as Gaia, then basks in applause? Good for him. Glad he was able to impress all the nonacademics who control the money. But I’ve pieced something together here, Rachel. Something new. And that’s one thing the Marquis doesn’t have and never will have: anything new to say. He’s just elegant little metaphors and nice speeches. He’s good with the speeches, I’ll give him that. And I can appreciate his books. But what I’m talking about is new, Rachel!”

			“Peter, that does sound great. It really does.”

			“But?”

			“If you’re thinking this is going to change things with the board of directors and the chair…I’m not so sure.”

			Pete let a small laugh escape. “I suppose we’ll see. Can you put me through to Dave Campbell? Dave will want to hear about this. Provided that he still has an interest in actual science and doing some actual good on this planet.”

			“Dave, well, Dave is…I’m not so sure you want to talk to Dave.”

			“And why don’t I want to talk to him?”

			Silence for a moment. When Rachel returned to the phone, she spoke in a low voice. “I knew I shouldn’t have called. I’m sorry—I just felt so bad for you.”

			“Whoa, what’s going on?”

			“Okay, so you know how they sometimes have an emergency meeting that’s supposed to be a big deal and they have me sit in and take notes? Well, they had one today, and this whole business with the chair came up. Everyone’s super gung ho about the Marquis.”

			“Yes, but they haven’t heard what I’ve got to say.”

			“Actually, Peter, your name came up.”

			“Okay! Now we’re talking. So I’m at least a little bit in the mix?”

			“Dave—Money Dave?—he doesn’t want you to have the chair. They talked just for a few seconds about the other applicants, and when your name was mentioned, he was dead against it. A few people stuck up for you and the good work you’ve been doing, but Dave wouldn’t budge. His exact words: ‘I just don’t see him as the chair.’ ”

			Pete held the phone away from his face. He caught his reflection in the mirror. His skin was red. “He doesn’t see me as the chair. What does that mean? Did anyone ask him what that meant?”

			“No one asked.” After a pause, she added, “They seemed to get it.”

			“Get it? Get what?”

			“Well…you know how you are.”

			“How I am? No, tell me. How am I?”

			Rachel answered quickly, in damage-control mode. “You’re so nice, Peter. They all love you, so you don’t ever have to worry about that.”

			“I’m not worried about it. And I don’t need them to love me.”

			“Okay…” Rachel said.

			“What?”

			“Well, you can be shy. And a bit of a people pleaser, you know? Which is good! It’s a good thing to, you know, please people. People like that. Being pleased…Peter, are you still there?”

			“I’m here.”

			“Peter, Dave was the one who reached out to the Marquis. And since I’ve already blown the lid off of this thing, I’ll just tell you, he reached out to him after you applied. And maybe because you applied? Like, Dave was worried about it. They all love you, Peter, so I wouldn’t worry about Dave. I would look on the bright side! Don’t you already have your dream job?”

			“I thought I did.”

			“Come on, you do. And, it’s none of my business, but I think you should just keep doing what you’re doing. Like this thing with your new snail? That’s great! That’s why they love you so much. Even on vacation, you’re making little discoveries. That’s the good work they want you to do. And, Peter? Can I just say this as a friend? I maybe kind of get it. Like, you love your job. I know you do. You’ve told me. I’ve heard you say so many times: ‘Rachel, I friggin’ love my job.’ ”

			“When did I say that?”

			“You did. You must’ve. When I see you in the hallway and all that, I can see how happy you are to be there. Like, you’re pretty much the only one who seems happy. So you get to keep the job that I’m pretty sure you love. Is that such a bad thing?”

			Pete held the phone and stared at the mirror. He hadn’t shaved, and the stubble was most visible beneath his chin, inching down his neck. Shoulders slumped. Neck craned forward like some dumb vulture. His default stance, apparently. He took a breath, then answered. “I’ve been there almost ten years, and you’re the only one who’s being straight with me. Thanks for that.”

			Pete set his phone down on the edge of the sink. The Monacha cartusiana had made its way to the tub’s side and, in slow-motion undulations, was beginning the impossible upward climb. Pete picked it up, set it on the black-and-white tiled floor, and rested his boot heel on the shell. He looked at his face in the mirror. He kept looking until it got strange. That’s me. Every thought happens inside that head. That dumb melon of a head. When did his nose get so bulbous and craggy? Why did each cheek still have a little blush spot? How did he look so old and so young at once? Why did he look like this and not something else? He and Corey had the same parents. How had the genes been so cruelly carved up between them? You’re so nice. What was that? Was he even that nice? He was polite, sure. Accommodating. Yielding. Not the sort you would go to for a difficult decision. Not the sort who would risk being unliked. Not the sort you would respect. The mother of the boy on the dock had asked, “Are you happy?” No, he wasn’t happy. He was nice. And that was it. What he was looking at in that mirror, it would just be that, forever. He’d gone as far as he would go, and now it would just be this, day in and out, on repeat. His hair would get thinner, his face doughier, and he would continue being a fixture in the department. A fixture like a ratty couch that no one could be bothered to throw away. Oh, how fucking nice he was. How gloriously fucking nice. He gritted his teeth. An ugly rage overtook him and suddenly he was raising his boot high as he could and he held it for a second and then stomped it down hard. The snail was a mess of shards and slime beneath his heel. Again, he stomped down. Again and again, his voice shockingly loud against the bathroom walls: “I! Am! So! Fucking! Nice!”

		

	
		
			seventeen

			As a kid, Corey spent much of his time on the island alone. In the daytime, the only thing his parents required of him was to be away. Get out! Enjoy the island! We didn’t come all this way so you could watch TV! Just so he was outside, no one questioned where he was or why. The island was his and he took what he wanted. For a time, it was thrilling, what he could get up to. Then frustrating. In a year, he would be thirteen and hence a teen. Until then, he was just a kid, and he got away with everything and there was no point to it.

			Most nights he spent wandering a small strip of forest between the beach and the houses. At night, it got loud with bugs and was a bit spooky. Corey was drawn to that. The hairs rising on his arms, the feeling of being alert and alive. The world had finally won his attention. He learned early on that fear was a scam. Nothing was waiting for him on the other side of that wide tree. No ax-wielding maniac was going to come slashing his way through the woods. Fear was just this thing that made you want to run back home. A cheap babysitter, nothing more. He skulked his way along in the dark, quiet-stepping, sneaking up to trees and whacking them with a stick—his stick, the best stick in the damned forest. It was his bat, his cudgel, his wizard staff. It was childish, he knew that. But what else was there to do? Kids his age bored him. All they cared about was riding bikes. And sports. Shouting famous names as they threw or caught balls. Jordan! Bonds! Whoop-de-doo. So here Corey was, owning the forest. At the center was a well, dried up and ancient. A circle of chiseled stones in the middle of the woods. It made Corey imagine that a castle had been there, and the forest had swallowed it up with a massive, sucking, gurgling sound, until only this last bit of tower remained. Corey chucked stuff down, whatever he could find. Beer bottles, rocks, a wrench he took from the toolshed—all of it vanished into the black, plinking its way down but never hitting water.

			After a few nights, the forest lost its allure. The darkness no longer had that jolt, that bit of electricity. The forest was just a bunch of trees, and you could chuck only so many things down a well. It was time for something else. At the edge of the forest, on the side approaching the beach, tiny spots of lights floated up above the trees. Flecks of orange light, like the tips of cigarettes, rising up and vanishing. Corey followed the light. He heard music. Then voices. Between the last of the trees, he saw the bonfire and the college kids surrounding it. They were older than Viv. Adults, almost. Eight, maybe ten of them. Two of the boys wrestled in the sand. A girl on her boyfriend’s shoulders swayed her arms to “Hey Jealousy” by the Gin Blossoms, which blasted from a canary-yellow boom box. A pile of flip-flops and Tevas lay in a heap near a driftwood log. Corey walked right up. He still held his wizard staff from the forest. He claimed a spot in the semicircle of bodies and casually chucked his stick onto the fire and watched it catch and pop. He knew they were looking at him. Finally, one of the girls asked, “Are you lost?”

			Corey smiled like it was a stupid question. This earned him an appreciative laugh. The girls—he now counted five—all were beautiful. They mostly wore the same little getups. Jean shorts with stringy little rips and tears. Half shirts or tank tops. Bodies they wanted to show off. One wore a bikini top, her nipples pressing against the pink fabric. She was the queen bee. The guys wanted to be near her, but she was claimed by the lead guy, the tallest of them, the golden boy with shaggy blond beach hair and blue eyes. He wore a striped rugby with a popped collar and a necklace made of broken bits of shell.

			Another boy, who was maybe second or third in command, spoke next. “For real, kid, are you someone’s little brother?”

			“No one you’d know.”

			He waited out their stares. The extra boys—four in total—were figuring out how to feel about Corey’s arrival. The golden boy didn’t consider it noteworthy. He peeked over his beer while taking a sip. This was the most comfortable person Corey had ever seen. The other boys stood with folded arms, like they were blocking the way to something. Not golden boy. He didn’t need to claim his space because it couldn’t be taken from him. Standing there beside the fire, he glowed. The coveted girl wanted him, and the other girls knew he was out of reach. Best of all, he didn’t care, or seemed not to. Of course they wanted him. Of course this was his fire. Of course the other guys would do whatever he said. The world was his.

			“You want a beer?” he asked Corey.

			The group snickered. Corey coolly shrugged. He could take or leave a beer. Someone reached into a cooler and tossed Corey a cold, wet can of Miller Lite. Corey caught it and, in an easy, fluid motion, cracked it open, as if he’d been catching and opening beer cans all his life.

			“Oh, stop!” the bikini girl laughed, her chest bouncing, and for a glorious moment Corey felt her breasts might burst right out. He turned away and sipped the beer, his first. He was unsurprised by the taste. He hadn’t expected anything special.

			“What’s your name?” another girl asked. This one, Corey now noticed, was different from the others. A huskiness to her voice. She wore a hippie poncho and had several threaded ankle bracelets and a gold ring on one of her toes.

			“John,” Corey said. He didn’t need this leaking back to Viv, who would’ve been all too happy to rat him out.

			“So, John…” she said, “you got a big brother?” The other girls laughed; one of them play-slapped her. “What? He’s cute!”

			He smirked and took another sip. The beer had a grown-up taste. Life after candy.

			One of the extra guys flicked his cigarette butt into the fire. “We really want this kid running home, bragging about how he drank his very first beer?”

			“Not my first. Besides, my parents will be too wasted to notice.” Not true, but getting defensive wasn’t the right play.

			The golden boy looked at Corey appreciatively. “You can hang, just keep it quiet, all right?”

			Corey nodded. That was that. The college kids returned to their beer and conversations. One of them flipped the tape and “Mysterious Ways” started up. Corey felt the bikini girl’s chest drawing his eyes in like a magnet. He played it cool, kept his eyes on the fire, hiding the feeling of pure bliss that overcame him. This, finally, is what he’d been looking for. Whatever small rush he got from stealing five bucks from his mom’s purse, whatever fear he chased in the dark woods: Those little flickers of energy came and went like the sparks rising from the bonfire. Here, he had found the source. Girls. Beer. Music. A huge fire right there on the beach. No kids. No real adults. This, right here, was it. How much longer would the world make him wait? Could he not skip ahead the way some brainy kids skipped a grade? Corey savored the beer, thinking he’d be allowed just the one and sent on his way. But they were back in their small groups, speaking over one another, one girl constantly saying, Right?…Right?? A guy did an impression of someone they all knew and everyone cracked up. The raspy hippie girl called everyone “dude.” Dude, turn that shit up! Dude, you’re like standing an inch away from the fire! Dude, are we going to smoke this shit or not? She dug into the kangaroo pouch of her woolly poncho and retrieved a small, clear bag that she lolled back and forth.

			“Whoa,” said one of the extra boys, who wore a knit ski cap with little earflaps and braided tassels that flopped around as he moved. It was summer, but the hat was his thing. “Lemme smell.” He got his nose right into the little bag. “That stank!” He reeled back in delight. “That nasty stank. Load ’er up!”

			Corey approached.

			“Dude! This is off-limits.” She wasn’t being unkind. She was playing big sister.

			“I know. I just want to see.”

			She eyed Corey. “What do you think this is?”

			Corey knew. He also knew there were only wrong answers. If the cool kids called it “weed,” then you were lame for calling it “pot” or “grass.” Best not to answer. “I found a bag like that in my parents’ closet. I just want to see if it’s the same.”

			“Oh, shit!” the girl said. “Your parents know what’s up. You ever catch them smoking?”

			“Just once,” Corey said. The party chatter died down. They waited for the story. “It was late and they thought I was asleep.” He didn’t know where he was going with this, but he had their attention. Even the annoyed guys were listening.

			“And?” said the raspy girl.

			“Well, the TV was on pretty loud and it woke me up. I went downstairs and my dad was handing a joint to my mom.” They didn’t object to the word “joint.” They just wanted more. “They had a window open. I guess because of the smell? Anyway, when they saw me, they freaked out. I told them I woke up because of the TV. My dad grabbed the remote and I guess he thought he was turning it down, but he kept cranking it louder and louder. M*A*S*H was on and the sound of a helicopter was blasting from the TV. My mom didn’t realize my dad had turned it all the way up, so she thought there actually were helicopters, like, circling our house.”

			Corey paused and took a little sip, which delighted everyone.

			“So what happened?” the golden boy asked encouragingly. He had allowed Corey to hang out, and he was proud to have been proven right.

			“My mom flipped out. She goes and grabs a bag from her purse—a little bag like the one you have—and she dumps it out the window. My dad finally turns off the TV and it gets quiet and my mom’s like: ‘What happened to the helicopters?’ Then my dad cracks up, but he has to pretend like he’s just coughing because he doesn’t want to piss off my mom. Then my mom gets it, that the FBI wasn’t about to raid our house.”

			The raspy girl smiled warmly. “Dude, that’s friggin’ hilarious.”

			The floppy guy in the ski hat said mournfully, “All that weed, just wasted.”

			Everyone took that as the story’s sad moral. They began regrouping themselves.

			“Except…” They turned back to listen tentatively, like he hadn’t earned an encore. This had better be good. “The ground outside the window where she dumped it—after a while, a plant started to grow there.”

			“Shut up,” said raspy girl, friendly but skeptical. “For real?”

			The one annoyed boy spoke up. “It magically grew overnight. Jack and the fucking beanstalk. Can we send this kid home already?”

			He needed to pivot.

			“After like a month it grew. My mom didn’t know what it was. She just pulled it out with some other weeds and chucked it out in the trash.”

			“That’s wild,” the raspy girl said. She opened the bag to him. “Here. Smell. Was that it?”

			Corey leaned in. Humid grass clippings and a stench like a passing garbage truck. “Yep, that’s it.”

			She pinched up a bit and loaded up a little brass pipe. “Promise you’ll keep an eye out for helicopters?”

			Corey kept his distance to keep the smell of smoke off him. He didn’t need his parents asking questions. He had every intention of coming back.

			In the morning, he returned to the empty beach. The remains of the bonfire smoldered in the sand. He found a stick and stirred the gray coals, upturning a bit of orange ember. He rushed to find sticks, something to rebuild the fire, as if the flames would rekindle the party, the guys and girls would reappear, the music would play, and he once again would be their little hero. All he could find were some strands of beach grass, green and alive. He tossed them on the little bit of orange there in the ashes. They sizzled and smoked and finally extinguished the fire for good. From there, the day dragged on. When the sun went down, he returned to the same spot, and sure enough, the same group had started up another fire. The air was cooler and the bikini girl from the night before wore a white T-shirt. The raspy girl spotted him and brightened, glad to have him back.

			“Johnboy!” the golden boy called out. Johnboy? Yes, he recalled. He’d said his name was John. “Johnboy, we’ve got a job for you.”

			The police, golden boy explained, had already been by once. All they’d said was to turn down the tunes. The tunes! They’d taken an interest because of recent reports of robberies. Corey knew all about the robberies. The whole island was talking about it. The cops had to step up their game. No one was getting mugged or anything, but things had gone missing. People came home and found that something was off. A piece of furniture had been moved. A book that had been left open was shut. A radio that definitely had been off was now loudly playing a station the owners didn’t recognize. Someone had been there. Someone possibly was still there. Husbands, gripping their five-irons, scanned their homes room by room, giving their wives the All clear! The police were called. Statements were taken. What went missing? A marble ashtray. A carved wooden spoonbill duck. A framed family photo vanished from a mantel. The island paper fixated on a story about a Rubik’s Cube. It had sat for years on a family’s coffee table. “We’ve never been able to get more than one side!” ran the quote. They came home to find it solved. No one had any great losses to claim, but it was unsettling. It was a matter of pride on the island that you didn’t have to lock your door. Locking your doors was a thing you did back in the world, where just anyone could come walking along. Here, people were known. And it was an island—how far could a thief really get? But most of all—though no one wanted to say it—no one needed to steal. Not here, in the land of summer homes. With no real hope of recovering random tchotchkes, the police responded by simply being more present. It wasn’t enough to just be seen strolling up and down Main Street, grazing on fudge samples and otherwise being quaint props in this living postcard of an island.

			“So how about this? You can hang, but we need you to be our lookout, okay? Like, walk a lap around the beach? Check the roads and let us know if anyone’s coming? Secure the perimeter, like in the movies. Can you do that for me, bud?”

			Corey didn’t love this. The night before, he was the guest of honor. Now he was—what? The little brother? The mascot?

			“I’ll get a beer for this?”

			Golden boy regretfully shook his head. “No can do. I think the cops will back off eventually, but if they see you drinking? Forget it.”

			Corey was silent, considering it, but leaning toward no.

			“Tell you what. End of the night, we give you a few bucks. A finsky.”

			Ski hat chimed in eagerly. “See what a finsky can do to a guy’s attitude?”

			“Ten,” Corey said.

			Golden boy respectfully agreed. “Ten it is.”

			Alone again. He walked a wide circle far beyond the bonfire. The sand was hardened by the cold waves from the lake. “Two Princes” played on their radio and some of the extra guys kicked a Hacky Sack, or tried to. Ski hat guy, with his lanky, floppy limbs, was a pro. He kept catching it on his foot and juggling it on his knees. The other two fumbled and missed and finally, predictably, kicked the thing into the fire. Laughter erupted. The song switched to “Jump Around,” and they did just that. At least from this distance, he was free to watch the girls bopping around, their breasts doing little jumps. The next song, “No Rain,” made the girls huddle and group-hug and sing together. Corey decided to wander.

			He found his way to the paved walking path, the music from the bonfire fading out, one last “Oh-oh-OH-oh!” from the girls singing along. He rejoined the regular people. A couple walked by holding hands, the guy pointing at the stars and explaining something about constellations. A horse and buggy trotted by, then an older man on a ten-speed bicycle. To hell with the bonfire crew. If anything, they wanted to make sure Corey wouldn’t talk to the cops. Rat them out for their beer and their drugs. So they gave him some fake little job and promised to throw a few bucks at him. And he fell for it, or he almost did. Ahead on the path, in a clump of bushes, a light zagged around. Corey approached, pretty sure he knew what was up. Pulling back a piney branch, he found his brother, Pete, on his knees, rooting in the dirt.

			“Corey!” He shined the light in Corey’s face. “Check this out!” He then trained the light on a squishy little lizard.

			“What did you find this time?”

			“Four-toed salamander! A big one too!”

			“Huh. Doesn’t look that big. Is four toes a little or a lot?”

			“For the front legs, it’s normal. But for the back, most have five.”

			“Cool,” Corey said dryly. “What are you going to do with it?”

			“Do with it? Nothing. I’m just looking at it.”

			“Okay. Why?”

			Pete’s knees were planted in the wet dirt. He wore thick glasses and dorky little cargo shorts, the pockets stuffed with who knows what. Nice kid. Never mean to anyone. Not his fault that he wore glasses, but he at least could’ve asked for better ones. He knew what a dork everyone thought he was. They told him all the time. He stopped caring or maybe never cared. Weird that Corey wanted to coach his big brother, make him less of a dweeb. “Pete, why do you like this stuff? Lizards and bugs and shit. Why?”

			The question confused him. “Because it’s awesome! Here.” He gently cupped the salamander in his little hands. “Wanna hold him?”

			“Not really.”

			“Scared?”

			“Fine.” He reached out. Pete carefully deposited the salamander into his hands. It was spongy and its little feet felt weird on his palm. He picked it up by its tail to get a better look. The salamander twitched in a spazzy moment of panic. Then it fell, but the tail was still between Corey’s finger and thumb, wiggling frantically. “Jesus!” He flung the tail somewhere into the bush. “What the fuck just happened?”

			Pete seemed to be crying, almost choking on his sobs. Corey would hear about this at home, how he broke Pete’s lizard. Then he realized Pete was laughing. At him. “Ha! Your face! When he did that? On my god, your face!”

			“What the hell? Did I break it?”

			“They lose their tail when they think they’re in danger. So they can get away. I knew he was going to do that! Ha! You totally fell for it.”

			Corey wiped his hand on his shirt. “Ya got me.”

			Pete, still chuckling, went back to scanning with his flashlight. Maybe Pete had it figured out. Like golden boy, he wasn’t bothered by what anyone thought. But the girls kept trying to get close to golden boy—Pete wouldn’t ever have that. Maybe he didn’t want it, or maybe he thought he didn’t. But he would. And then what? All Corey could picture was a girl-version of Pete. Pete with a blond wig and little librarian glasses. Sad to think about it. But then, Pete was out here doing what he wanted, even if it was weird as shit. What was Corey doing? A fake errand for people who didn’t want him around. Fuck that. He’d go collect his ten bucks and call it a night.

			He found his way back to the fire. An extra boy and an extra girl settled for each other and sat on a driftwood log and made out, closed eyes, heads rolling, oblivious. The Hacky Sack pro wandered off to take a piss but hadn’t wandered far enough. Everyone could hear his pee carving into the sand.

			“Johnboy!” golden boy called out. His girl had her arms draped around his neck. “Killer job tonight, my man. You tell the cops to fuck off?”

			Corey said, “Yup.”

			“Ha! This kid rules. Let’s get you that beer now. Wait! No, it was money, right? We were going to give you money?” He checked his pockets in fidgety little movements. He seemed different. He still glowed, but he wasn’t so relaxed. Very definitely not relaxed. “Shit! Was it five bucks we said?”

			“Ten,” said Corey. “But whatever. It doesn’t matter.”

			“Fuck that! It matters! You kicked those cops’ ass! Anyone got any cash?”

			Raspy girl dug through her poncho but found nothing. The couple on the log were attached by the mouth.

			“For real?” golden boy said. “How do none of us have any money?”

			“Here!” said his girl. She turned to Corey and pulled up her shirt. Her boobs out for him to see, lit up by the firelight.

			Corey was stunned and must’ve looked so.

			Golden boy cracked up. “Whoa! Yeah, I’d say that’s worth ten bucks!”

			She gave her body a little shake before pulling her shirt back down. She winked at Corey and then threw her arms around golden boy and the two of them had their tongues in each other’s mouths. Corey stood there, floored, unable to pretend like he’d seen it all before.

			“Dude.” The raspy girl put her hand on Corey’s shoulder kindly. “Probably time for you to head home? Thanks for looking out.”

			Corey took the path home through the little forest. He spat down the empty well as he walked past. Pete had gotten home before him. Viv was there as well. The two of them on the couch, their young bodies wedged in between Mom and Dad. A black-and-white movie on the TV.

			“Hey!” he said, readying himself for the performance. “Me and Mikey went to Sadie’s to get ice cream. The freezer had broken and stuff was melting so they were just giving it away. They let us have a scoop of every flavor. Mikey got—”

			“Cor, we’re watching this,” his dad said.

			Pete still had dirt on his knees. Viv was examining the polish on her nails. On the TV, one car chased another along a cliff road, close-ups of wheels veering over the edge. He’d gotten away with it. Again. Maybe he should’ve been happy. What he’d seen! If they only knew! Like they’d care. He was invisible. He went to the little room he shared with Pete and lay down on his slim bed with the thin mattress. He thought of the girl, her boobs out just for him. That should’ve been enough. He should have been able to live in that image, fall asleep in it. Now he felt foolish. Like he was a dog. Some stray dog, sniffing around the college kids. She’d shown her tits to get rid of him. A table scrap to shut him up. He was still awake when the TV was turned off and Pete quietly made his way into the darkened bedroom and, fearful of making noise, slowly slipped himself into bed. In minutes, he was lightly snoring, a feat that quietly amazed Corey, the way Pete seemed to be able to just shut down. In these dark hours, Corey was left alone with a worry that never caught up to him in the daytime. Only at night, when his family was asleep and he was awake and alone in the world and his thoughts grew loud and his mind raced and his thoughts were no longer his, they just showed up, loud and unkind, and in these moments Corey felt that there was something deeply wrong with him and the thoughts and voices knew and, with his eyes closed, what he saw was a path ahead of him in the darkness and he was running, to where he did not know, but just running, just barely ahead of the voices that had taken on a life, turned into some awful thing that he could sense but could not see because that would mean turning around to look but the only thing he could do to save himself was to keep moving.

			Sleep wasn’t going to come. He got out of bed. No particular plan except to move. All the lights in the house were out. He went to the kitchen and opened the fridge. The inside buzzed and, in the dark house, the fridge light was glaring. He took out a bottle of orange soda and drank deeply from it.

			“Corey?” His mom emerged from his parents’ room. His dad was snoring. “Oh, sweetie, don’t drink that if you can’t sleep. All that sugar.”

			He returned the bottle. She smoothed his hair from his forehead so she could get a good look at him. “Are you okay?” She understood that he wasn’t.

			“It’s loud.”

			“Sweetie, what’s loud?”

			“In my head. I can’t—” He put his hands on his ears and shook his head. “I can’t.”

			“Oh, Corey.” She hugged him and held him. Releasing him, she looked into his eyes. What she saw concerned her. “It’s loud inside your head?”

			He nodded sadly.

			“I think I know what you mean.”

			“You do?” he asked hopefully.

			“Does it feel like—how can I explain—does it feel like there’s a TV that you can’t turn off?”

			“Yes!”

			She nodded. “I do understand, Corey. I’m sorry. I know exactly what you mean.”

			“What do I do?” he asked, a quiver in his voice.

			She shook her head. “I wish I knew. Oh, sweetie, I’m so sorry. Sometimes these things are worse at night.”

			Corey shifted his feet. “How come it’s me? Pete’s asleep. Viv’s asleep. Why are me and you up?”

			Here, she smiled slyly and said, “Maybe we’ve got a bit more going on up here.” She tapped his head playfully. “But don’t tell them I said that.”

			This made Corey smile.

			She asked, “Do you think you could try to go back to sleep?”

			“No!” He hadn’t meant to sound so insistent. So scared.

			She thought for a moment. “Tell you what. Let’s find something else to focus on, okay? Should we work on a puzzle?”

			“No, thanks.”

			“Okay, I’ve got it. Here.” She reached over and shut the fridge, leaving them in pure darkness. She walked him over to the couch. “Since we can’t turn off that imaginary TV…” She turned on their small television set and turned the volume low. Static on most of the channels, but she landed on the opening sequence of I Love Lucy.

			“There we go.” She sat down next to him. “We’ll just let Lucy take it from here. Just watch. Try not to think about anything. Just watch.”

			He gave it a shot, secretly disappointed that there wasn’t a vitamin or some awful grape-flavored medicine that would supposedly do the trick. Funny enough, the episode involved Lucy doing a commercial for a health tonic. She had to drink the tonic over and over in rehearsals, which made her loopy. She kept messing up the lines. “Reminds me of a certain someone who liked to say the wrong line in commercials,” his mom said playfully. Corey leaned into her. He didn’t make it to the end of the episode. When he woke up, it was light out. The TV was off, a blanket covered him, and his mom was gone.

			That night there were fireworks. Their last day on the island, and his parents laid out a blanket by the water and dumped out all the food they weren’t going to bring home. Pete settled in with them. Corey hung around until it got dark. He decided to be a good sport and played several games of Uno with Pete, who kept getting all the good cards. Skip, skip, reverse, skip. “How is skip and reverse the same thing?” Corey asked indignantly.

			“It’s the same when you only have two people,” Pete said. “Draw four, blue.”

			Corey drew four cards. None of them blue. He drew an extra card, then another. Then he spread all of his cards down, faceup. “I’m out.”

			“You forfeit? Looks like I”—Pete gathered and shuffled the deck—“am the real número uno.”

			“Bravo.” Corey got up. No one said anything when he wandered off.

			He was cutting through his forest when the fireworks and some loud, cheesy music started up. At the beach, a smaller bonfire was under way. Golden boy and boob girl and raspy girl and ski hat and a few other extras sat there in the sand, eyes up at the sky, watching the fireworks. Corey didn’t get it. After you see one, do you not already know what the rest will look like? This group was no better than the ones down at the main beach. No radio this time. No Hackey Sack. No one offering him a beer. No one particularly happy to see him.

			“Hey,” he said to the girl who had flashed him. She merely turned to the others, eyes narrowed, conveying, Seriously?

			“Johnboy,” golden boy began in a regretful voice. “The cops aren’t messing around tonight. This probably ain’t the best place for you to be.”

			“You hear why?” ski hat asked. “Those robberies? Someone actually stole a cop’s wallet. Someone’s got some balls.”

			“How do you steal a cop’s wallet?” raspy girl asked. “Did that even happen? I swear they made that up. Like, they gave themselves an excuse to act all fascist.” She turned to Corey. “It’s a free country, dude. Stay if you want.”

			Corey sat down next to her. Golden boy had lost his magic, but raspy girl was okay. The sand was cool, and as the fireworks bloomed, one after another, he found it was enjoyable enough to sit and watch. He wanted to lean on the raspy girl. She’d be okay with that. She had a warmth to her. Maybe it was the poncho that looked like a blanket or the fact that she didn’t mind being a bit smelly, but she made Corey think of an old basset hound, floppy and smelly and warm. She took a brass pipe from her pouch and flicked a lighter at it a few times until it lit.

			Golden boy turned. “Maybe don’t? Cops have already been by.”

			She inhaled, then let smoke escape from her nostrils like a dragon. “Right, they’ve been by. They crossed us off their list. Fuck them.”

			“Fuck tha police,” ski hat added.

			Raspy girl continued. “Also, this song sucks. The woman’s cleaning up the kitchen and the man says he can remember when she could stop a clock? What the fuck? Like, she’s doing all the work and he’s like: ‘You used to be hot.’ ”

			“Ain’t that America,” said ski hat, taking the pipe from her. “I don’t think I’ve ever even seen a pink house. Not even in this corny place.”

			“Ah, crap,” one of the extra boys said. A pair of cops were approaching, marching across the sand like soldiers. Everyone sprang to their feet except for raspy girl, who defiantly stayed put. Golden boy pulled Corey aside. He had a handful of something concealed in his palm, which he slyly slid into Corey’s pocket. “Walk away. I’ll find you.”

			Ski hat tossed the pipe into the fire, right there in front of the cops, who stood there, unamused. The lead cop, who had a belly and a gray mustache, said to them, “Everyone enjoying themselves? Looks like it.”

			“Happy Fourth, officers,” golden boy said. “We’re just watching the fireworks.”

			“Real cute,” the lead cop said. “All right, folks. I’m going to need you to empty your pockets.”

			Raspy girl clumsily got to her feet. “Whoa! Not happening.”

			The cop eyed her impatiently. “We gave you all some leeway. You know damn well we did. Didn’t really keep up your end of the bargain, did you?”

			“What bargain?” she said back. “What are you even talking about?” She then tried to hold in a cough, which backfired, as it sent her into a brief coughing fit. Both cops smiled.

			“How ’bout we get this over with? Empty your pockets and you can get back to enjoying the festivities.”

			Raspy girl regained her composure. “What you’re asking is illegal.”

			The second cop folded his arms. “Funny how every buzzed teenager is a lawyer.”

			“Search and seizure, right? That’s—” She looked to the others for support. “Illegal search and seizure, that’s a thing.”

			A voice, garbled with static, came out of a walkie-talkie strapped to the cop’s belt. The cop twisted a knob to silence it. “Let’s try it like this: You can empty your pockets—all of you can empty your pockets—which shouldn’t be a problem if you’ve got nothing to hide. But if you do have a problem with it, you can walk on down to the station with us and make a statement about why you have a problem with it. Now, that’s not how you want to spend your evening, is it?”

			The raspy girl said boldly, “It was your wallet, wasn’t it? Empty our pockets. That’s why.”

			Corey began to leave. The lead cop grabbed his shoulder. “Ho there, little buddy! What’s the rush?”

			An icy shock from the cop’s strong fingers gave Corey a quick thrill. He made his voice shaky and said, “I was looking for my sister. I was supposed to tell her to come home.”

			The cop looked him over. “Who’s your sister?”

			“Viv,” he said without thinking.

			“Viv…are you Pickford’s kid? Corey, right?” Now he was the friendly policeman who comes to your school to let you know he’s your buddy. “This isn’t the best place for you to be hanging around. I don’t think your old man would appreciate it.”

			“That’s what I told him!” golden boy said, suddenly trying to be teacher’s pet. Whatever glow he once had was long gone. “Maybe you know my dad too?”

			“I’ll get to you in a second,” the cop shot back.

			Corey said in a nervous voice, “I don’t see her here, so I guess I better go.” He could feel the eyes on him. They thought his name was John.

			“Took your dad three shots to get out of a sand trap this morning. You can tell him I told you that. Now, why don’t you go find him and your mom and enjoy the fireworks? This crowd isn’t for you.”

			“Thanks.” Corey went on his way. He waited for golden boy to call out to Johnboy or Corey. All he could hear was the raspy girl start back in, arguing that on today of all days…was this holiday not about freedom from tyranny? Her voice died out as he got closer to his forest, until all he could hear was the music from the distant loudspeakers, blasting They’re coming to America…they’re coming to America…they’re coming to America…Back in the forest, he wondered why he said his sister’s name was Viv. Because it was true? He would need to keep on guard for that. Too easy to accidentally tell the truth. Crossing through the woods, he came to the well. He removed the thing golden boy slipped into his pocket. It was a little bag, like the one the raspy girl had, but the stuff was white. He tore it open. It was chalky on his fingertips. He had some sense of what this was. He dumped the contents into his palm and let it sift through his fingers, a tiny snowstorm shaking down into the well, onto the marble ashtray, the wooden duck, a couple of framed photos, and an emptied policeman’s wallet.

		

	
		
			eighteen

			Viv made plans to meet up with Robbie at The Dairy Godmother, a coy move on her part, as they’d gone there together as teenagers. She would see if he remembered. If so, she’d pretend she’d forgotten all about it. The scene was all worked out in her head. She’d get there first, claim a little table for two, and position herself so she could watch him walk in. His look, when he saw her, would be revealing. He apparently had a similar plan; she ran into him on the way. She spotted him on the opposite sidewalk. Chambray shirt, khaki shorts, boat shoes. He was tall, a head above the tourists. Handsome by any standard. A face from a magazine ad for an expensive watch. A man who had lived and earned. He didn’t seem full of himself, but he moved along the street comfortably, noticing the flowers in the hanging baskets, smiling as he shifted his body to make way for a baby carriage. He spotted Viv and brightened more, stepping out into the street to come to her. She was a teenager again, giddy and alive. She met him halfway in the middle of the street, and the dreamy spell was abruptly broken by a chirpy little ring-ring from a bicycle that nearly took her down.

			“Hello again!” he greeted her and they stood for a second, unsure whether to hug again, or perhaps a festive peck on the cheek because they were grown and mature and on an island designed to make you forget the world.

			“Think this place sells coffee?” Viv asked, referencing the shabby-chic We Sell Coffee! placard, complete with mug and steam lines.

			“If they don’t, I’ll torch the place. After you.” He held the door—a couple, as far as anyone knew. The shop was pleasantly chilly, and the air was rich with buttery vanilla from the fresh waffle cones. Each flavor in its gleaming tin had a little garnish to drive the point home. Crumbled Oreos on the cookies and cream. A drizzle of caramel on the butter pecan.

			“Nope,” Viv said. “Sticking with coffee. Can’t let the terrorists win.”

			They got their coffee and sat and talked. Conversation came easily. They caught up on the basics: the remainder of high school, all of college, careers, marriage, kids—all of this making Viv realize that she’d known basically nothing about him. It was jarring, really, to have him take shape right there at a tiny table in an ice cream parlor with little heart-backed chairs. He had spent a year in Germany living with a host family, where he milked goats and had been tasked with putting down a horse because the family just loved it too damned much to pull the trigger.

			“The trigger?” Viv asked.

			Robbie made a shotgun-pumping gesture.

			“Jesus!”

			“I know. Totally wasn’t in the brochure.”

			“Well, that was very noble of you. The Germans are a delicate breed.”

			Viv told him about her years out of college and her tiny, shitty apartment above a Puerto Rican restaurant, where she, admittedly, was part of a first wave of gentrifiers in a Chicago neighborhood that remained pretty rough. She’d been home sick one weekday when someone broke in, and she remained motionless in bed as the thief came and went without incident, taking only a clock that she didn’t much care about. “Of course that neighborhood is ridiculous now. The Puerto Rican restaurant is now a Warby Parker. No one to blame but myself, I suppose.”

			They sat talking for an hour. This was a first for Viv: civilly catching up with someone she’d casually slept with. It was easy, so perfectly comfortable. Maybe it was because neither of them had ended it. They had been young and their lives had been on other people’s schedules. But the brevity of their time together was what had made it so perfect. It wasn’t some movie cheapened by sequels. A onetime, youthful, magical thing. And now here she was, talking to him. He’d aged beautifully, but he’d aged. Up close, his skin had a few dark speckles from the sun. That hair was more salt than pepper. She considered making a Fifty Shades of Grey joke, but they’d gotten this far without sexual innuendo. Robbie tilted his coffee mug to inspect its emptiness. Viv wasn’t ready to be done. “Siblings?” she asked.

			“Three. All guys. I’m the baby.”

			“Whoa. They kick the shit out of you?”

			“Constantly. I hated them, wished them dead every single day. Now we’re best friends. Funny how that works.”

			“Huh. I never kicked the shit out of my brothers. Maybe that’s where we went wrong.”

			“Went wrong?”

			“Well, what you just said about being best friends. I don’t have that. I love them, I really do. But it’s a mess. Corey, the one you remember, never stopped getting himself into trouble. When he was little, it was like: Wow, that kid’s a firecracker! But now he’s a grown-up, getting into grown-up trouble, and I can’t figure out why he’s supposed to matter more than any random person on the street. Like, why does he get to take up so much space in my head? And I’ve got a kid! And it’s like, do I even want this guy—my own brother—around my child? That’s the thing with having a kid: It makes the decision for you. My child is everything and my brother is not my problem.”

			“Sorry, that’s tough. No one gets under your skin like family. So what’s his deal? Is this a substance-abuse thing?”

			“No. I almost wish it was. Then there’d at least be a recovery road map to follow. I don’t even know what you’d call it. I think if he’d grown up in a different era or with a different family, he’d be on some sort of medication. Like, there’s some puzzle piece missing or some dial that could have been tweaked. But I’m worried we’re past that. And then Pete—my scientist brother, Pete—is wonderful. But he’s one of those people whose job is his life. So we just talk about that. I tell him about being married and having a kid, but it feels like I’m rubbing it in his face. So, that one’s terrific, a saint, but everything’s pretty surface-level.”

			“Huh,” Robbie said. “That’s kind of sad. Since my divorce, I’ve actually connected with my brothers. We’re in touch all the time. Like, we’re actually in each other’s lives now.”

			“I can see how that could be nice. I’m glad you have that.”

			“I’m sorry you don’t. But our situations are different. It’s not like you’re reeling from a failed marriage.”

			Viv was about to say some banal thing about no marriage being perfect, it takes work, et cetera. But then, no, if not him, then who? In this tiny shop on this tiny island, she could say anything, couldn’t she? Classified intelligence, Cold War secrets—what safer place to say such things aloud?

			“My husband is gay.”

			“Whoa!” Robbie darted his eyes as if Viv had just used a racial slur. Then he smiled. Then the smile faded. “You’re not joking, are you?”

			Viv shook her head.

			“Oh! Well. I gather this is new? You didn’t go into the marriage with that on the table, right?” He asked this with genuine concern and interest. She appreciated how different his reaction might have been. Since he engaged with this sensitively, she felt she could make some follow-on assumptions about his recycling habits and voting record.

			“Brand-spankin’ new. And damned if we know what we’re supposed to do about it.”

			“Yikes. Yeah, that’s a lot. Does your daughter know?”

			“Not yet. You’re actually the first person I’ve told.”

			“Me?” He looked around as if she might have meant someone else. “Okay…what did I do to deserve this honor?”

			“Well, you’re here. And we’re on this ridiculous island. So I guess this is me tiptoeing into letting it be a little bit real.”

			“Viv,” he said. It was comforting to hear him say her name. “I can’t pretend that I know what you’re going through. But I’ve been in a…let’s say a fractured marriage. And if I’ve learned anything, it’s that you can’t kick the can down the road forever. You’re going to need to deal with it. And you’re going to need to tell people.”

			“Do I, though?”

			“Yes! So they know. So they can be there for you.”

			Viv turned her head, felt herself well up.

			“So…” He shifted in his chair. “What does this mean? For your marriage?”

			“TBD. My mind’s in a different place every time I think about it. One minute, I feel like: It’s over! Of course it’s over! The next minute I’m wondering if it even matters. I swear, before any of this happened, here’s the advice I would give people who were thinking about getting married. I would tell them: Don’t ask yourself if you want to have sex with just this one person forever. Ask yourself if you want to watch TV with just this one person forever. Because that’s mostly what you’re going to be doing.”

			“Huh. Interesting. Could you make that work? Like, an open-marriage thing? He’s maybe allowed to go off and have flings? And you are too? Then you come back to home base and live your lives?”

			“I’ve heard dumber things,” Viv said.

			“Okay, here’s a question. And please go ahead and tell me to mind my own business. But has he been with men?”

			“No. At least I don’t think so. Not yet, anyway. But I told him to!”

			Again, he smiled, then didn’t. “Really?”

			“I stand by that. I’m not blowing up my marriage on a feeling…on a hunch.”

			Robbie shifted again, this time retreating a little. “I admit my ignorance here, but do you need to have sex with a man to be gay?”

			Viv shrugged. “Seems like one of the key features.”

			“Well, yeah, but I don’t think I magically became straight the first time I had sex with a woman.”

			The statement hung in the air, and the two of them silently acknowledged that they were going to talk about it.

			“So…” Robbie began. “Can we agree there’s an elephant in the room?”

			“Is there?” Viv said coyly.

			He leaned in, made full eye contact. “Yes.”

			“And me without my elephant gun.”

			He smiled. “Same Viv.”

			“Same Viv you had sex with?”

			“Oh! Wow, no. Actually, I meant…” His face reddened slightly. Suddenly a boy again.

			“Same Viv in name only,” she said. “We were kids. And I don’t think we really knew what we were doing. Actually, that’s not fair. You knew what you were doing. Not in a gross way. Just that I haven’t forgotten. I’ve thought about it.” She raised her coffee cup to her lips, found it empty. “I think about it. If we really want to call out that elephant, I’ll go ahead and say I think about it fondly.”

			“Then why didn’t you write back?”

			“Hmm?”

			“My letters. I must’ve sent a dozen letters. To your address? Here on the island?”

			“Wait, what?”

			“I had your address from the little canoe waiver sheet. That was the only way I knew to get in touch. You were just gone! You didn’t say goodbye, and you never came back. I remember getting the courage to go knock on the door. The place was cleaned out. But you know what?” He gave the air a little wave with his hands, wafting his question away. “Like you said, we were kids. Forget I brought it up.”

			“I never got any letters.”

			“Really? You don’t need to humor me, if that’s what you’re doing. I’m a little embarrassed to even be talking about it. But, really? You didn’t?”

			“That night—that was my last night on the island until now. Our parents sold the place, and we weren’t supposed to ask why. But I promise I didn’t get any letters. Nothing was forwarded to us. Not that I’m aware of.”

			He leaned back, shook his head at the ceiling. “I wanted to believe that. I kept telling myself that’s what happened.”

			“So you wrote to me. What did you write? Tell me what I missed!”

			“I guess it just seemed like you really liked me. And I liked you. And that whole night—not to sound like a cheeseball, but that was pretty special, right? Believe me, I know how cheesy that sounds.”

			Viv wanted to reach out, put her hand on his. “It was special. Set a high bar. For the longest time, I expected there to be actual fireworks.”

			“The fireworks! My god. I had burnt firecracker paper in my hair the next morning.”

			“Same!” Satisfying to have that detail confirmed.

			“It did set a high bar,” he agreed. “Not just that time in the rowboat. I mean all of it. I’ve met plenty of wonderful people in my life, and my wife—my ex-wife—is genuinely an amazing person. But the way I felt those few days, way back when…There was a whole”—he searched for a worthy word—“intensity to it. And then I didn’t hear from you! Which—okay—I now understand wasn’t your fault.”

			Viv did her best to look blameless and flustered.

			“Not your fault, I get it. But I kept imagining you reading my letters to your friends, laughing out loud and tearing them up. I mean, to be so young and to have someone’s heart in your hands. It’s scary to think about. Like when a toddler gets ahold of a gun.” He caught himself, then shook his head. “Jesus, I’m sorry. You’re the one going through something big and here I am dumping all of this on you.”

			Now she did put her hand on his. He moved his hand around so his was on top of hers.

			“I’ve been chasing that feeling too,” Viv said. This was not a thought she ever actually had. But when she said those words, she recognized the truth in it. Every little nagging doubt, every passing feeling of emptiness, every time she felt that things weren’t quite what they could’ve been: This was why. Nothing had ever felt the way it had with Robbie. And now here he was.

		

	
		
			nineteen

			Pete left his room, marched down the hall, took the stairs to the lobby, and soon was back out in the sunlight. He got himself to town and pushed his way through the saloon doors at Sally’s Candies. Rows of clear, acrylic apothecary canisters filled with saltwater taffy lined the shelves. A trio of barrels in the center of the shop contained taffy and rainbow-colored candy canes and chocolate gold coins, overflowing like pirate treasure. Pete grabbed the nearest clear canister, lid and all, and brought it to the counter and set it on the scale. The digital numbers shot up, as did the eyebrows of the girl behind the counter. She smiled cautiously.

			“Ha-ha, um, we have bags that you fill, actually. Or”—she thumbed back at the shelf behind her—“we have these commemorative tins. Now, the tins come with an assortment of taffies, but I’m thinking you maybe just want blueberry blast?”

			“I want this. Whatever the price is, I’ll pay it.”

			The girl shot a nervous look at the second salesgirl, who was busy curling ribbons with a pair of stainless-steel scissors. The ribbon girl focused intensely on her work. No help there. The one stuck dealing with Pete said, “I actually think we have this quantity ready to go in a shipping box. Sometimes we get bulk orders online. Why don’t I see what I can find for you?”

			She darted to the back of the shop. Pete opened his Velcro wallet, extracted a few twenty-dollar bills, and tossed them on the counter. He left with the canister tucked under his arm. Walking through town, he passed an unmanned carriage, the horse dutifully waiting for its next assignment. He dumped the taffy into the seat of the carriage, gave the horse a friendly pat on the nose, and was on his way. He swapped the empty canister from one arm to another as he made the long walk back to the spot where their house had once been. Along the water, he noticed a sailboat, tied up to a dock, bobbing in the small waves. An old boat, though one of the planks was fresh and new. Pete recalled the ship of Theseus, each plank replaced over time. Does it remain the same ship? If not, when did it stop being the same? After the first replaced plank? After the last? If all the discarded planks were reassembled, would that be the true ship? The story was one of his go-to’s when explaining cell renewal: Your body continually replaces its cells, yet everyone recognizes you as the same person. That house that replaced his, though…not a trace of its identity carried over. Without knocking on the door or announcing himself, Pete got to work. That kid, Oliver, had found one full-grown Carthusian snail. There would be others. To the owners’ credit, they had left the yard wild. Sure, they’d made a little path out of paving stones and dug a fake little pond, but otherwise it was wild grass, mossy rocks, and ferns.

			In minutes, Pete spotted a Carthusian that had worked its clunky body up the length of a thin maple sapling. He dropped it into the clear-plastic taffy canister. No concerns about just dropping it in there. Tough little buggers. He had just found his second snail when the boy appeared, red-faced and livid. Then he saw the canister.

			“Ricky!” He held the canister up. “That’s not Ricky.”

			“It’s another Ricky. The same but different. And here’s another.” Pete dropped it in. “Now Ricky has a friend. His name is also Ricky.”

			The boy considered this, then brightened. “Rickies! Yes!”

			“I bet I’ll find more,” Pete said. “I mean, I know that I can. I’ve got really good eyes for finding Rickies. I’m kind of an expert.”

			The boy inspected the two snails, neither of which showed any interest in the other. “Can I help?”

			Pete didn’t look up from his work. He found a long twig and used it to sort the grass. “You? I don’t know. You really need to have the eyes of an eagle.” He turned to the boy seriously. “This isn’t playtime. This is science. You really think you’re ready?”

			The boy stood up straight. “I found the first Ricky.”

			Pete gave the boy his full attention. This was not the sort of kid who would make friends easily. All this business about Atlantis and the snail running for president…such a creative young mind, though Pete understood that he retreated into his imagination because he had nowhere else to go.

			“That’s right. You did find the first Ricky. Sir, I would be honored if you would help look for more.”

			He put out his hand and the boy shook it. Pete nodded seriously, letting the boy know there was a solemn understanding between the two of them. “My name is Pete. Can you remind me of your name?”

			“Oliver!”

			“Well, Oliver, first order of business is to find you a stick. See how I’m using this to poke around the grass?”

			Oliver bolted, arms pumping, turned a corner around the side of the house and quickly returned, stick in hand. “How’s this?” The stick was a sword, a second little stick tied on as a crossbar.

			“Let’s have a look.” Pete inspected it, turning his wrist to feel its balance. “I have never seen its equal.”

			“What?” Oliver scrunched up his nose.

			“It’s perfect. So here’s what we want to do. Use your stick—sorry, your sword—to just sort of move the grass around gently. We’re not in a fight with the grass. Just gently brushing the grass this way, then that way. You got it. Ever hunt for Easter eggs?”

			“Yes!”

			“Okay, same thing. Let your eyes do the work and the snails will appear. The stick is to help you look. And it keeps your hands out of the grass. Your mom will want to do a tick check when we’re done. I’ve spent some time on this island. Tick city.”

			“Excuse me!” A voice called out. Oliver’s mother. “Just what in the hell do you think you’re doing?”

			Pete, naturally, was expecting this. Before he could speak, Oliver jumped in.

			“Mom! We’ve already found two Rickies! And this is my finding stick! And—wait! Look!” He reached into the grass and came up with a new snail. “Three! Three Rickies!”

			Pete smiled politely. She took a moment to sort out her thoughts: her annoyance at Pete…her relief that her son was happy…her grudging acceptance that she ought not rock the boat. She motioned with her head for Pete to come over. When she had him one-on-one, she said firmly, “You have no idea the fit my son threw when you first showed your face around here. And now you’re back here on my property, unannounced, uninvited, snooping around. And, great, my son is happy again and it looks like you’ve roped him into your little project.” She exhaled, put her hands on her hips. “So, okay, here’s what’s going to happen. I’m going to allow this. But I’ve got my eyes on you. And if a single thing sets my son off, I’ll have the cops here in a heartbeat and they’re not going to give two shits about your snails or your code—”

			“I never said—”

			“All they’re going to hear is that some creep is harassing a small boy. Do you follow me? You want your name in that police report? A little something for anyone who ever looks up your name online? In fact, what is your name? If you’re going to be here on my lawn, with my son, you should show me some ID.”

			Pete took out his wallet and handed her, in turn, his driver’s license, his faculty ID, and his nature-center ID and key card. “Actually…” He handed her his wallet. “Why don’t you hang on to all of it?”

			She stood there with his ID cards and wallet in her cupped hands, looking vaguely revolted, as if he’d peeled off his socks and handed them to her. Finally, with a small, reluctant nod, she conceded. Yes, this did cover it.

			“Okay,” she said. “If you manage not to set him off while you guys do your thing here, you can have this back.”

			“Deal. I’m Pete!”

			“I gathered.” She raised her cupped hands.

			“Right. Well, them Carthusian snails aren’t going to leap into that jug on their own. Oliver! Find any more?”

			“No!” he called back. “Wait! Yes!” Oliver proudly held up a snail. “Do I put him in with the others?”

			“Right-o, partner!”

			The lady rolled her eyes.

			“I didn’t catch your name,” Pete said.

			She shifted impatiently. “Guy, I’m tolerating this because he’s finally happy.”

			“Understood.”

			She relented. He wasn’t a threat. He was just there to do his weird little job. “Rebecca,” she said.

			“Hello, Rebecca.” He gave the brim of his fedora a little tug. She hid a small smile. “Better get back to it.”

			As promised, she kept her eyes on them, positioning a porch chair to keep herself in the shade and the two of them in view. Pete kept to his work, showing Oliver how the snails liked to hide themselves in mulch. “They’re great climbers too. Look, here’s one on this burdock root.”

			He stole little glances at Rebecca when he could. She had put on sunglasses and hid behind them like a teenage lifeguard who might or might not be watching the pool. A half hour in, she was scrolling on her phone. Pete and Oliver kept to their work. The next snail Pete spotted was a bulky Carthusian, granddaddy of them all, who’d found his way onto the side of the AC unit. It seemed to enjoy the droning vibration of the steel cabinet, like it had found itself a massage chair. The AC unit was new. Everything about the house was new. The off-white bricks were flecked with mica and sparkled in the sun. The green garden hose, perfectly coiled on its reel, seemed unused. When Pete’s house was there, the grass was worn down to dusty dirt from all the kids booking across the lawns, cutting through backyards, hopping fences, and being young. They had no AC, and so the windows were usually open. Corey and Viv had taken advantage, lowering themselves out the window at night like they were in a Norman Rockwell painting titled Summer Hijinks. Pete had kept to himself those summers, content to catch fireflies in the backyard. Recalling this, he could hear his mom’s voice, how it had sounded through the window when she and his dad talked in the kitchen at night.

			Then take him out to the driving range and show him how to swing a golf club, if you’re so worried about him.

			I’m not saying I’m worried. All I’m saying is I see Corey going out and being social and having a life. Corey gets out in the world! He does things! He has friends!

			Does he?

			He must! A good-looking kid like that? With his confidence?

			Things aren’t as easy for Corey as you think. And you could be more subtle with the favoritism.

			Whereas Pete…there he is, all alone, messing around in the dirt. If his younger brother can figure it out, why can’t he?

			He wouldn’t be alone if you’d spend time with him.

			Or if you did! Why is this on me? Can you take him to one of your tennis things?

			The last thing he wants is to spend time with his mother.

			Is that the last thing he wants, or…

			You could at least ask him. Maybe he’d love to try golf. The most random people play golf. Football players, doctors, presidents. Why not him?

			Look, I’m not even saying this is a problem to be fixed. I’m just saying it’s depressing.

			If you aren’t going to do anything about it, then don’t bring it up.

			Don’t tell you how I feel?

			Yes. Don’t insert your negativity and then do nothing.

			Fine. I won’t. And you’ll also do nothing. But your nothing will somehow be better than my nothing. Congrats.

			By the time they had gathered thirteen Carthusians, Pete’s armpits were damp and he badly needed to pee. He knew the exact grove of trees where he could conceal himself, but damned if he was going to be pulling his thing out within a mile of Rebecca and Oliver. Damned also if he would ask if he could use the bathroom. To Pete’s relief, Rebecca stood and said, “It’s about time for Ollie to have some lunch.” Her tone left no room for doubt: Pete was supposed to leave.

			“What’s for lunch?” Oliver asked.

			“Tuna sandwich and carrot sticks.”

			“Barf.”

			Pete politely interjected, “That’s an excellent lunch for a scientist.”

			“Really?”

			Pete put his hand on his heart. “I swear to you, it’s all we ever eat.”

			“Can he stay?” Oliver shouted. “It’s his favorite food!”

			“Actually, I really need to be going.”

			Rebecca motioned to the taffy canister. Some of the snails had made it up the inner walls. One was clinging, upside down, to the lid. “And the fate of those things?”

			“Best not to think about it. Um, my wallet?”

			“Ah! Right.” She retrieved it and tossed it to him.

			Pete went over and got the canister. The sight of this set Oliver off again. His face went red and he pursed his lips to hold it all in, but in a second he was wailing. Rebecca hurried to him and took on the voice of a seasoned paramedic. “Ollie, I want you to breathe. Breathe with me. Long breath in…hold it for three seconds…long breath out…”

			Oliver was not doing this.

			Rebecca shot a glance at Pete, the same Are you happy? look he’d gotten from her before. Then her eyes softened and he saw the desperation in her.

			“I don’t want to intrude any more than I already have, but if it would help for me to stay…”

			Rebecca exhaled, took stock of the situation. She shook her head at the sight of Pete standing there, sweaty pits, canister of snails in his hands. “Okay, scientists,” she said to both of them. “The two of you can have lunch on the porch. Tuna sandwiches and carrot sticks. That’s what scientists eat, right?” A pointed look at Pete.

			The porch was cool and pleasant. Pete and Oliver sat on deck chairs, the canister between them. One of the snails had suctioned itself to the lid. It fell abruptly, bouncing when it hit the bottom. This cracked up Oliver and his laughter put a smile on Rebecca’s face when she emerged from the house with a tray of sandwiches.

			“Ollie, you’ll need to wash your hands before you eat.” Looking at Pete, she said, “I suppose you’ll want to as well.”

			The inside was deliciously cool. White-tiled floors and a thick carpet in the living room where a long, L-shaped couch faced a breathtakingly enormous TV. The kitchen counter and island were made of gleaming white marble. Pete gave the island a little knock-knock with his knuckle.

			“For the record,” Rebecca said, “I would’ve been fine with something from Lowe’s.”

			“I kind of have to, like, use the bathroom. Is that all right?”

			Rebecca again shook her head, this time with fond amusement, like he actually was her son’s little playmate. “Do what ya gotta do.”

			Relieved to get that done, Pete washed his hands and dried them on a burgundy hand towel. On the bathroom wall in an oval frame was a photo of Rebecca and Oliver and a man, apparently Oliver’s dad. Oliver was a few years younger, and they all looked happy enough. The dad didn’t look particularly evil. Or special. He seemed like every other Grand Hotel guest who went, Blah blah my portfolio, better move them stocks around, dividends and so forth. This guy who walked out on his son, a kid with above-average needs.

			Back on the porch, Oliver hadn’t touched his sandwich.

			“Hope you weren’t waiting on my account,” Pete said.

			“Welcome to the eternal struggle,” Rebecca said.

			“I’m telling you, Ollie—can I call you Ollie?—this is scientist food.” Pete took a bite of his sandwich. Quickly wiping his mouth with the back of his hand, he said to Rebecca, “Thanks for this.”

			Oliver said to him, “I don’t believe you. Grown-ups tell lies to make you eat.”

			“I would never lie about sandwiches,” Pete said.

			“He’s always been like this. Even the stuff that every kid likes. Mac and cheese. Chicken fingers. He’s not having it. Picky eater from day one.”

			Oliver nodded proudly.

			“How come you’re always such a fussy young man?” Pete asked in an earnest voice. “Don’t want no Cap’n Crunch, don’t want no Raisin Bran.”

			“Wait,” Rebecca said. “Why do I know that?”

			Pete continued admonishing Oliver via Weird Al, his recitation turning into song. Kids were starving in Japan…Oliver wouldn’t get no dessert ’til he cleaned off his plate.

			“Oh, god,” Rebecca said. “ ‘Eat it’! I forgot all about that.”

			Pete sang on, going full gusto.

			Oliver lit up, excited and perplexed. “What is happening?”

			Pete began doing the jerky-armed snaps that Weird Al via Michael Jackson did in the video. Rebecca hid her mouth while laughing. “Sorry, this is just so dorky!”

			Oliver was beaming. “Are you making this up?”

			Rebecca reached out, touched Pete’s dancing arm gently to make him stop. “Okay, that was fun, but if Weird Al becomes a thing around here, I will literally kill you.”

			“What’s Weird Al?” Oliver asked.

			Pete smiled. “It begins.”

			Rebecca pointed a silent don’t-you-dare gesture at Pete.

			“Have you watched the video recently? It really holds up.”

			“No. Just no,” Rebecca said.

			“Can I see?” Oliver asked, beaming.

			Pete said to Rebecca, “The people have spoken.”

			“Ugh. Fine. But do you realize you might be sentencing me to hear this on repeat for the next few months? Can you live with that?”

			Pete cued up the video on his phone. “I can. Just a sec, buddy.”

			The video began and Pete handed his phone to Oliver. Rebecca huddled in to chaperone the viewing, but a few seconds in, she was the one beaming. Oliver laughed at the more obvious jokes but took more interest in his mother’s laughter.

			“It’s making fun of a famous song and music video,” she explained.

			“I’m not sure he’s even making fun of it, per se. When you look at Weird Al’s catalog, the songs he’s parodying are good songs. I don’t think he picks them because he hates them. I think it’s more about not taking yourself too seriously. Like, when someone’s put on a pedestal, it’s okay to give that pedestal a little shake. Just to keep things in check.”

			Without looking up, Rebecca said, “Did you just mansplain Weird Al to me?”

			“Oh! No, I just meant—”

			“That was a joke,” Rebecca said. “Maybe don’t take yourself too seriously.”

		

	
		
			twenty

			Ash wasn’t spying, exactly. She just wanted to see who this old friend was. She figured it was a guy because all of her mom’s women friends were girlfriends. Meeting up with my girlfriends tonight! Go ahead and microwave yourself something! The town was full of things to duck behind. Most of the shops had columns out front. Horse buggies kept passing by. Ash made a game out of it, though she was most definitely not spying. Her mom met up with a guy. A handsome guy, in a regular sort of way, but her mom totally perked up when she saw him. Ash supposed she should feel betrayed. Like, how dare you? You and Dad are still married, and Dad is way better than this basic handsome guy. Really, she just felt embarrassed. Like, her mom was suddenly a dopey little teenager, all bright-eyed and smiley.

			Her mom and the guy disappeared into an ice cream shop, and now Ash had nothing to do. The town was seriously just ice cream, fudge, pizza slices, more fudge, and cheesy little gift shops with names like the Trading Post that sold moccasins that were supposed to look Native American because they were decorated in beads probably made in China. She figured she’d go back to her room until dinner. Coming up on the sidewalk were three girls, the croquet girls who had asked Ash to take their picture. Ash made a move to cross the street, then didn’t. She walked straight at them, neither fast nor slow. They all had ice cream cones, pink ice cream with little bits of bubble gum. Ash waited for a smirk or a shoulder-shove, but they walked right on by, gabbing about some boy from either their school or TV.

			She kept on walking, a ghost, apparently, up the gravel path to the hotel, everything bright and glaring, the yellow flowers, the weird white golf sand, the grass mowed into stripes of light and dark green. Inside the hotel, she saw Corey marching across the lobby, like he was in the middle of some annoying thing.

			“Hey!” she called out to him.

			He saw her and switched to uncle mode. “Oh! Ash. What’s up?”

			“Hey, um, maybe this sounds weird, but earlier I was sitting on one of those chairs over there, and you were in that bar, and there was this guy who was totally rawdogging you.”

			He looked down at her. He was taller than she’d realized. “He was…fucking me without a condom?”

			“What? Oh! God! Mad-dogging you. Sorry, wrong dogging. Ew.”

			“Okay, that makes more sense. So some guy was staring me down?” He actually seemed concerned. “What did he look like?”

			Ash described him. As she did, he got less worried. “Okay. Got it. Good to know. Tell you what…how about you don’t mention this to your mom? You know what I mean, right? Like, I’m not exactly her favorite person. She can be a little…is it okay to say this? A little judgy?”

			“Um, yeah?”

			“See! You get it. So, for real, thanks for letting me know about the mad-dog guy. That’s a bit creepy. I’ll keep an eye out for that. And you too, right?”

			He put out his fist, and she bumped it.

			“Cool,” he said. “Thanks, Ash. You know, you’re not like the rest of these guys. I mean, the people here. And me neither, right? They have this whole way of being, of going through life. And it’s fine. They’re happy, or they think they are. But people like me and you, we’re outside of all that. Doing our own thing. And so we’ll look out for each other, right?”

			Ash smiled. “Right.”

			“Cool. You know…I always had a good feeling about you. Hey, there’s this thing I gotta do, but I’ll see you at dinner, right? Be on time! The old man loves to make a whole thing out of it when someone’s late.”

		

	
		
			twenty-one

			Corey tried two more times at the hotel. Both guys had that look, that itch to get up to something. The first guy seemed game—was game—then he noticed Andrew gawking from across the bar, all the subtlety of an air horn. The guy panicked, like Corey must’ve been wearing a wire. He bolted, and Corey ended up paying for his untouched drink. The second guy, once he caught on, told Corey to “walk the fuck away,” a comment Corey smirked at. Sizing the man up again, he realized he was rougher, fitter, and more physically capable than his boating shirt and white shorts suggested. Corey walked the fuck away.

			“Just a matter of time before one of these guys goes up to that desk there and complains about you.” Andrew folded his arms like he wasn’t part of it. But he had a point.

			“There’s a buyer on this island. We just need to be flexible in how we think about this.”

			“You have no idea what you’re doing. Not a fucking clue.”

			“I have seen and held drugs on this island. There’s a market. There’s a buyer. You always give up this easily?”

			“The only thing I’m giving up on,” Andrew said, poking him in the chest, “is you.”

			“You actually would get along pretty well with my family.”

			It was late afternoon. Corey talked Andrew into walking down to the beach, the one where they had bonfires every night. There’d be some college kids looking to take things up a notch. And money. Better yet: unearned money. That’s the kind of money, he explained to Andrew, we’re looking for. Pretty much one hundred percent of the time when you meet some jag throwing around money—that’s not money he earned. That right there is the guy we want to find. Unconvinced, but with nothing else to do, Andrew came along, muttering little grievances. He wasn’t going to let a minute go by without letting Corey know what bullshit he thought this all was.

			“You didn’t use to be such a killjoy,” Corey said.

			“You stole from me, remember? You put me in danger. That ring a bell?”

			“Still. All this negativity, it’s a bad look. Not the energy we want to bring to this transaction. In a sense, you could say what we’re selling is a lifestyle. An upbeat one. So, try and be a bit more chipper.”

			“In a sense, you could say I’m going to beat your ass into the pavement if you don’t get this shit sorted out.”

			“See? That’s what I’m talking about. Negative.”

			Andrew changed his voice and did a dumb little dance. “Whoop-dee-doo, here I am with Corey the dumbass, on his dumbass island for wieners, and he thinks he can sell a bunch of drugs, and he thinks that no one can see through his bullshit, la-dee-dah!”

			“Well, now you went too far in the other direction. Here”—he pointed—“this is the place I’m talking about. I think. Huh.” It was definitely the right beach because it was right off the same road, and it’s not like they would’ve moved the road. But it was different. Thinner, for one thing. Also, the small strip of forest—Corey’s forest—was gone. Bulldozed and paved over. A parking lot in its place. On the beach, an elderly couple sat in expensive beach chairs and read paperback novels. Otherwise, the place was empty. A large sign was posted with a list of rules, little pictures of dogs, tents, wine bottles, and fires…all in red circles with slashes through them. By Order of Police—with a picture of a sheriff’s badge to make it clear they weren’t fucking around.

			“Seems promising!” Andrew said. “Wait…it didn’t work. Here I was being chipper. And yet…” He looked at his empty hands.

			“Obviously, some changes have been made. This is why we keep flexible, like I said.”

			“When did you say that?”

			“All the time! I’m always saying it.”

			“Jesus,” Andrew said.

			“Just one thing I want to take a look at. Come on.” Corey led Andrew over to the parking lot, which was split in two with a raised median. A thick, cast-iron circle, like a double-size manhole, was riveted into the cement. Corey stamped a foot onto it. “There used to be a well here.”

			“A well full of money?” Andrew asked.

			“Nope.”

			“Cool story, then. The clock is ticking. Not the best time for a stroll down memory lane, genius.”

			By then, Corey was needed back at the hotel for dinner with family. This was his one reprieve from Andrew, who took up a spot on the bed, found the TV remote, and was flipping through the room-service menu when Corey departed, dressed once again in the white polo shirt from the gift shop and his cleanest pants. He got to the dining hall early so he’d be seated first and could be welcoming and generous to his siblings as they straggled in after. When he got there, the little greeter-guy at the podium put out his palm and said in a low and discreet voice, “Sir, jackets are required for dinner.” He said this like Corey had his fly down. Before Corey could protest, he added, “I’m afraid it’s hotel policy.” He was sympathetic but firm: a silly old rule, but he simply could not budge. Corey could see him rehearsing the line in a mirror, and he had to admit, he nailed it.

			“It’s a perfectly fine rule,” Corey said. “Unfortunately, I’m just now hearing of it.”

			The guy gave a consoling little nod.

			“You seem like you’ve been working here a while. Am I the first dope to show up without a jacket? What’d you do the last time this happened?”

			Without answering, the guy caught the eye of another hotel attendant and, with a small jerk of his head, had him come over. It was impressive, really, the system these guys cooked up. Like they were Secret Service.

			“Can you help this guest find a jacket for dinner?”

			“Of course!” The attendant had been waiting his whole life to be asked. “If you would follow me.”

			Corey found he didn’t hate this whole display. The polite show. In a way, that’s all anyone was doing. Being in the world was a performance. These guys had perfected it. Corey could actually see himself at that podium in a spiffy uniform, sizing up each guest, knowing exactly which type of charm to use on them. The attendant led him through a door marked Staff. Suddenly, it was an office. Desks and computers and supplies.

			“How long does it take to become the top guy around here?”

			The attendant patted a fellow attendant on the shoulder as they crossed paths. “The top guy?”

			“Yeah. The man in charge. Your boss’s boss’s boss. The chain has to end somewhere.”

			The attendant smiled appreciatively. “I don’t think a guest has ever asked me that.”

			“A year? Five years?”

			“Well! It really all depends on what you mean. Sure, there’s the owner, but then there’s the board of trustees. The city council has some involvement as well, given the hotel’s age and the zoning and the taxes.”

			“Forget it. I get chatty sometimes.”

			The attendant looked Corey over. “Forty slim?”

			“Huh? Are we giving ourselves rap names now?”

			The attendant gave a tight-lipped smile. He had his performance to keep up and Corey wasn’t going to make him break. “Your jacket size, sir.”

			“Oh. Maybe.” Corey just then noticed that he’d been led to a row of jackets on hooks. They were all the same shade of navy blue. Spare uniform jackets. He was going to have to sit down for dinner with his family looking like a staff member on break, and he could already hear his dad and Viv taking shots at him. But the first jacket he tried fit well enough. Corey did a button and shifted to the left and right.

			The attendant let his guard down a bit. “That really is perfect. I mean it. If a tailor made you a jacket from scratch, that’s exactly how it ought to fit.”

			Corey pointed to the hotel monogram on the chest. “Can I expect the employee discount?”

			The attendant patted Corey’s shoulder. “Let’s get you to your table.”

			The jacket ordeal sank his big plan to get to the table first. Everyone was already there. All eyes on him as he approached. He embraced it, widening his arms like, Get a load of this!

			“Nice!” Viv said. No eye roll. She was being kind.

			His dad nodded understandingly. “Guess they aren’t farting around on the jacket rule.”

			“It looks nice on you,” Pete said. Then quickly added, “I don’t mean that as a put-down. It really does look sharp.”

			His dad wore a dark linen blazer, and Pete was in a corduroy jacket with the little elbow patches that they hand out at colleges. No one had had to tell them to wear a jacket. Viv began to talk about the small things in town that had changed, the many things that hadn’t, and the shop owners whom you swore you recognized, even though it had been—what, twenty-five years?

			“I know!” Pete chimed in. He had stopped into one of the taffy shops and reported that even the flavors were the same. “Except for salted caramel. You never would’ve seen that when we were kids.”

			“Oh, did they have rock candy?” Viv asked eagerly. “I remember discovering that here and thinking: What are these delicious magical crystals? How am I just now learning that edible sugar-diamonds are a thing?”

			Corey felt himself going quiet. Everyone talked on about the shops and the fudge and the things they remembered.

			“That smell!” Viv said. “That horse smell. Which in a weird way isn’t a bad smell? Even though it’s kind of gross, right? Because manure is definitely part of that smell? Oh, speaking of smell, what about that time Pete got sprayed by a skunk!”

			Pete shook his head. “Ugh. Don’t remind me.”

			“Because you were always outside,” Viv said. “We all were.” She turned to Ash. “See, there’s this thing called ‘outside’ and kids used to go there. Pete had to bathe in tomato juice to get rid of the smell.”

			Their father spoke up, “Your mom bought all the tomato juice in town. Way too much of it. Bloody Marys for weeks—weeks!”

			“The skunk thing’s not a happy memory, actually,” Pete said quietly.

			Their father seemed pleased, having everyone there at the table, being decent. That was the point, Corey supposed, to sit and remember. His siblings talked on. Corey didn’t have much to contribute. He had no particular fond memory to rehash. His main thought about their youthful time on the island was that life was this thing that was going to happen. What are you going to be? What are you going to do? Now it was What are you doing? Why isn’t it working?

			But no. Fuck all that. His life wasn’t over. He was young. Not as young as he had been, but young. He glanced over at the man at the podium, laying on the charm. Corey absolutely could do that job. He would crush that job. Even if the food was just okay—let’s face it; it was just okay—he would be the reason guests loved it. He would make them believe the evening was every bit as sophisticated as they’d hoped it would be. He’d make them believe they were the reason it was so refined. He could do that job. He could do plenty of jobs. Because what did you even need to do for most jobs? Stay confident. Be quick on your feet. Make people feel like they’re in good hands. This whole thing with the package and Andrew breathing down his neck…he didn’t need any of it. Why not just give it to Andrew and send him packing? Or do Andrew and the world a favor and just dump it? Yes. Actually, yes. Because fuck it. That package was nothing more than a springboard. A springboard he didn’t need. Corey looked again at his siblings, his dad, the people at the other tables, deep in their conversations, sawing at their steaks, raising their wineglasses. He could be one of these people. He could be anyone.

			“Remember when the whole island lost power for a day?” Corey said abruptly. They were startled, then pleased, that he’d perked up. “There was that big storm. We played Clue all day. And by candlelight when it got dark.”

			“And you kept winning!” Viv joined in.

			“Yeah, I probably was cheating.”

			“I think you were just good at it. Good at figuring out who did what.”

			“Eh, I kind of remember getting up to some funny business with the cards.”

			Viv pointed enthusiastically at Pete. “Professor Plum! We always made you be Professor Plum! It’s like we knew what life had in store for you.” Turning to Corey: “Mr. Green. The ruthless businessman.”

			“Miss Scarlet,” Corey said back at her.

			“That’s right, I was Miss Scarlet. Mom was Mrs. Peacock.”

			A brief pause as the mention of their mother hung in the air. Then Corey looked at his father. “Colonel Mustard over here.”

			Their father played along, making a mustache-twirling gesture.

			“But you and Mom only played one round,” Viv said. “You went off to mess with the fuse box, and Mom had some urgent business in the sunroom. The Bridges of Madison County wasn’t going to read itself. She was always quick to leave a room.”

			They talked through the remainder of dinner, talked through the distribution of dessert menus, were still talking when the server returned to see if they had decided on dessert—the menus remained unread. Surrounding tables were cleared, crumbs swept away with tiny brushes. Their father’s head briefly dipped in a sleepy nod, and this nudged Viv to flag down the check.

			Corey stood and gave his jacket collar a playful tug. “Someone’s going to want this back.” He excused himself to the bathroom, where he found himself alone. He admired the jacket in the mirror. He liked the way he looked. He wasn’t one for posing in front of mirrors, but he found himself checking his profile from the right and left. Even tried out the face he would use when greeting a guest. A warm smile, not too eager.

			“Good evening,” he said to the mirror. “So glad you could join us. Your table is right this way.” He found that raising his eyebrows slightly made him seem alert and ready to serve. “So glad to have you. If I may show you to your table?” No, don’t make it a question. “It would be my pleasure,” he said suavely, “to show you to your table.”

			The toilet in one of the stalls flushed. Some shuffling from within and then a man appeared, tucking his shirt as he approached the sink. He gave Corey an odd look.

			“Good evening,” Corey said in his greeter voice. “I trust the toilet was to your satisfaction?” He had the hotel jacket on. What the fuck did this guy know? The man rapidly washed his hands and bolted.

			Corey did a button on the jacket. It really was an uncannily perfect fit. He relaxed his shoulders and stuck his hands in the pockets. His left hand touched something tucked deep inside. He took it out and stared blankly at it. Then he caught his reflection in the mirror—him in that jacket, holding a thick, expertly rolled joint between his fingers. He slipped the joint into his shirt pocket and removed the jacket. Written on the inside label in Sharpie was the name Dixon.

		

	
		
			WEDNESDAY

		

	
		
			twenty-two

			Pete returned the next morning. Rebecca and Oliver weren’t out on the lawn or on the porch. He hadn’t exactly been invited back. It seemed he ought to leave, but he had walked all that way. He rang the bell, which played a little doorbell song, echoing inside the airy house. No answer. When the doorbell song ended, he allowed himself one more ring before giving up. Rapid, impatient steps inside. Rebecca saw him through the glass and made an exasperated face. She opened the door. “Not a great time just now. It’s meltdown central over here. Thanks for understanding.”

			She wore pajama pants, slippers, and a long cardigan tied with a belt. Whatever battle she was fighting, it had started early, and she was losing. Having Pete there was just one more thing. She went to close the door.

			“Is that Dad?” Oliver shouted from upstairs.

			“No! It’s the snail man from yesterday.” She whispered to Pete, “Sorry—what was your name again?”

			“Pete.”

			“Pete, you’re catching us at a rough time. It’s Oliver’s birthday and his father was supposed to be here.” This, apparently, being par for the course.

			“Sorry, that really stinks.”

			She changed her tone, ready to confide in him. “Honestly…” She stepped out onto the porch to speak to him for real. “For Oliver it’s more about consistency. It’s not like he has a great relationship with his dad or even enjoys his dad’s company all that much. And the feeling’s mutual in that regard, the prick. But Oliver’s got it in his head that he sees his dad on his birthday. That kid, he lives and dies by routine and predictability.”

			“I think that’s common for kids that—well, for kids. All kids.”

			She nodded agreeably. He’d become something more than just an intruder. “It’s a big thing for Oliver. Which, I’ll add, is why he really lost it when you took that snail from him.” She sized Pete up again and nodded at her conclusion. “You fixed it, though. That was nice.”

			“Any chance I can say happy birthday to him?”

			Rebecca thought about this. “That could work. He was expecting an extra voice in the room telling him happy birthday. You wouldn’t mind?”

			“Nothing to it!”

			She shook her head at his naïveté. “You have no idea of the bomb you just agreed to defuse, buddy. But if you want to try, have at it. I think he’s done with me for the day.”

			She brought him inside and walked up the stairs with him. A mini Oliver license plate was fixed to a bedroom door.

			“Ollie, Pete is here. He wanted to wish you a happy birthday.”

			“I don’t know Pete,” Oliver shouted back. “Pete isn’t anybody!”

			She glanced at Pete like, See, you dummy?

			“Hey, bud!” He gave the door a soft little knock-knock. “You and I found so many snails yesterday, remember?”

			“No, I don’t. I was seven. That was a year ago.”

			Pete mimed to Rebecca the act of turning the doorknob. She gave him the go-ahead. Oliver was facedown in his bed. It was a beach house bedroom, sparse and white. A vintage lifesaver hung on the wall, and a rustic This Way to the Beach sign pointed in not quite the right direction. More notable were the handwritten posters that read I Am Loved. One on each wall. Pete was startled, then captivated. These weren’t shabby-chic Life, Laugh, Love signs. The message felt abrupt and urgent.

			“There’s my fellow scientist.”

			Oliver turned and looked up. He was red-faced, but not teary-eyed. He’d been screaming, not crying.

			“If you’re up for it, maybe we can hunt us up some more snails?”

			He just glared. Pete felt like he was facing a wild dog. He tried again.

			“So! What are you hoping to get for your birthday? Did you open any presents yet?”

			This made him inhale ferociously. Pete braced himself for an outburst, but none came. Rebecca had been right. He was in over his head. He glanced around the room for some harmless thing to ask about. His eyes kept landing on I Am Loved.

			“Hey, can you tell me about these posters? I like ’em.”

			“Those are stupid.” Oliver slammed his head back down. “Stupid and wrong and a lie!”

			Rebecca walked in. “You are loved, Ollie.”

			“Shut up!”

			“Oliver, you are loved,” she said in a clear and practiced voice. Applying it like a salve. “Oliver, I love you and your father loves you.”

			“And I think you’re pretty great,” Pete added.

			Rebecca nodded reassuringly.

			“Oliver, love is your foundation. Whatever happens, you are loved. Your father can’t be here, and that’s too bad, but you are loved. When you are sad, you are loved. When you are happy, you are loved.” She went on, reciting it like an oath—an oath she believed in deeply. “When you go to bed, you are loved. When you wake up, you are loved.” She changed her voice now. “Oliver, we can’t control what other people do. We can’t control what they think or how they feel about us. And we can’t let those thoughts and feelings define who we are. You are loved and have value and are great whether or not people are being nice or mean. Do you hear me, Ollie?”

			She sat on the bed next to Oliver, her hand on his small, shaking body. Pete felt that if he tried to speak, his voice would break. He barely managed to whisper, “Excuse me,” before hurrying out of the room. He found his way to a bathroom and locked the door. His back to the door as if guarding it, he slowly slid to the floor and rested his hands on the cool tiles. He heard his father’s voice echoing from that exact same location so many years ago. How depressing he found Pete. How useless his interests. So disappointing and friendless. Behind this, perhaps, was a desire for more. More for Pete. More life, more happiness. For a time, he told himself that. It may even have been true. But none of it sounded like love. Was that it? His sheepish need to be liked? Or at least likable? His avoidance of confrontation. His terror of saying or doing anything that someone might not want to hear. This is how they saw him at the university. What a perfectly nice man. Competent. Reliable. At the top of his field. But a leader? Ha, no. Not that one, with his eager eyes and nervous laugh. Too nice. Too polite to speak up and take what was his. He kicked his legs out, resting them on the thick, shaggy bath mat. Spotless, this bathroom. The kind of clean that only professionals can make happen. Matching hand towels. A ceramic soap dispenser in the shape of a scallop shell. Such a beautiful house and such a sad kid. He got up and ran the faucet. Tilting his head, he drank a few gulps of cold water. Wiping his mouth on his sleeve, he returned to Oliver’s room.

			“Oliver, you rock, my man!” he said more loudly than he intended to. “And to think: All the hard work you did yesterday, you never once even mentioned that it’s your birthday! Because you were focused on the work. You’re a true scientist, Oliver, and I’m proud to have worked with you.”

			Oliver now sat up straight. The red hadn’t left his face, and while he seemed committed to being angry, his eyes brightened. He loved hearing this.

			“And so,” Pete said, not quite sure where to take this, “how about a birthday high-five?”

			Even Oliver seemed to think that was a little odd, but he went with it.

			“Yes! And I bet your mom has some fun stuff planned for the two of you, so I’m going to wish you a happy birthday and let you get to it!” Pete turned to Rebecca. “Congrats on raising such a cool kid, and thanks for letting me drop in. You take care now.”

			“Can he have some cake?” Oliver asked brightly.

			“We’re not doing cake until later,” Rebecca said.

			Pete had vivid memories of this sort of thing. Cake has to happen later, for no reason.

			“Can he come back for cake?” Oliver asked.

			“I’m sure Mr. Pete is busy.”

			Oliver’s skin reddened again. Before it went further, Pete jumped in. “If it’s really okay with your mom, I would be happy to stop by for cake.”

			“You really don’t have to do that,” Rebecca said.

			“Yes, he does!” Oliver shouted.

			Pete looked at Oliver seriously. “One thing you should know about me is that I’m sort of a cake expert. So I need to know: Is this going to be a good cake? Because if not…” He shook his fist.

			“It’s vanilla.”

			Pete exhaled loudly, clucked his tongue a few times. “You know, I just remembered I’m actually really busy today.”

			“The frosting is vanilla. The cake is chocolate!”

			“Ah! Okay, then. Now we’re talking.”

		

	
		
			twenty-three

			Viv was insistent on carving out some one-on-one time with her father and daughter. Weighing what the island had to offer, she got inspired: a carriage ride around the island, one where the horse led the way with no actual human driver—hence no extra person to make an awkward ride just a little more awkward. The trip would bring them near the spot where their old house was. This would give Viv a chance to ask her question. All her father had to do was sit. He didn’t conceal that he’d just as soon be elsewhere. Viv resolved not to be annoyed by this. She had the remainder of her long, healthy, yoga-and-smoothie life to be annoyed. For this little outing, she would be Fun Viv. She arranged for the buggy to meet them right in front of the hotel. A dusty man in a tattered cowboy hat drove the buggy up, an extra horse trotting alongside them. The man hopped out, adjusted something on the buggy horse’s bridle. He made a few clicking sounds with the side of his mouth—a sort of code between him and the horse—and he gave it two loving slaps on the neck. He said to Viv and company, “One lap ’round the island.” He twirled his index finger. “She’ll get you back here in one piece. No need to touch the reins. Best if you don’t.”

			He didn’t wait for questions or gratitude. He just leaped onto his extra horse and trotted off.

			“So, for real, we just ride in it? Like a driverless car?” Ash asked.

			Viv’s dad, fueled by a string of small curses, hoisted himself up and into the buggy.

			Viv wisely took the middle spot, knowing Ash would want the end. They sat awkwardly for a moment, then Viv spoke loudly to the horse, “Um…go?”

			It didn’t work. Then it did. The horse began clomping and, with a jerk, the buggy lunged forward and steadied into a comfortable roll.

			“And we’re off!” Viv said. Silence followed. Neither her father nor Ash had any patience for small talk. Viv refrained from announcing what a perfect day it was, what a nice break it had been, how being on an island really made it feel like they’d left the world behind. They trotted down the hotel’s long drive and through the tiny town. New arrivals gawked at this driverless buggy. They’d become the thing she’d smirked at when they arrived; they were now part of the island’s quirky character. The town ended in a blink, and they were on the long perimeter road that outlined the island. The lake and trees and fresh air and clean sky did something good for Viv. She felt like a lady in a Victorian story, seeking health near the waters. The buggy entered a canopy of trees, and they passed by trail entrances leading into the woods. Signs on wooden posts showed illustrations of the frogs, turtles, and foxes that one might encounter.

			“Look!” Viv stage-whispered. A pair of baby deer snuck through the woods, just off the road. The mother deer came into view, eyeing the buggy until it passed, raising her head slightly, like: Yeah, that’s what I thought.

			“The charm wears off when you have ’em in your neighborhood,” her dad said. “Once they start dropping turds on your lawn, you see ’em for the nuisance they are.”

			“Their turds are natural,” Ash said. “Your lawn is the abomination.”

			“Do we have to?” Viv said.

			“Well, lawns,” Ash added. “Not your lawn. Or, not just your lawn.”

			He turned to face Ash. “Huh. You’re one of these halt-all-progress-to-save-the-planet people?”

			Viv looked at an imaginary watch on her wrist. “This didn’t take long.”

			Ash replied confidently. “I didn’t say halt all progress. But, yes, I am in favor of saving the planet. We can live comfortably without overusing natural resources.”

			“The planet’s going to be just fine,” he said.

			“The planet already isn’t fine! Glaciers are melting, sea levels are rising, the ocean is heating up. That’s not something that might happen—it’s happening! But people seem to think that their own selfish desire to do whatever they want is more important than addressing the problem! And—maybe worse—the people who think they’re helping aren’t. Congratulating themselves for driving electric cars that are charged off the power grid…Do those drivers even know where that power comes from?”

			Viv recalled sparring with him like this when she was Ash’s age. Back then, it was the ozone layer…the horrors of globalization (Viv was always fuzzy on that one)…gay marriage. He heard Ash out, not with an open mind, exactly. He listened closely enough to craft a rebuttal. Of course it would be a rebuttal. How exhausting it must be for him. An entire lifetime of naysaying. Irritably confident that any new idea was wrong.

			When Ash finished, he replied simply, “Dinosaurs once ruled this place and now they’re gone. The planet lived on.”

			“See!” Ash said triumphantly. “Mass extinctions are real!”

			“And the planet lived on,” he said again. “Dinosaurs came and went, but humans get to live forever? Why?”

			Ash wasn’t about to back down. “So don’t even try? Is that what you’re saying?”

			“I’m not saying don’t try. What I am saying is the human race eventually gets wiped out. If you think kicking that can down the road a few thousand years is the way to go, more power to you. But the motivation to do so just might be—what was your word?—selfish. But hell, go for it. You’re young and you’ve got energy and the world hasn’t poisoned your brain. Yet. A piece of advice, though? Any plan that’s dependent upon people doing the right thing is going to crash and burn.”

			Ash looked away and quietly said, “Jesus…”

			“Here’s a thought!” Viv offered. “What if we didn’t talk about the demise of the human race?”

			“Fine,” her dad said flatly.

			Viv scrambled for a topic. “Dad, why don’t you go ahead and give Ash some dirt.”

			“Dirt?”

			“On me. Stupid stuff I got up to as a kid. The stuff that I now probably get on Ash’s case about.”

			He waved her off. “You were small potatoes. You probably got up to all sorts of bullshit, but you were smart about it. Kept it out of our faces.” Here, he turned to Ash. “Remember that. Your mom here knows you’re getting up to some bullshit. Just don’t let her see it and you’ll keep the peace. If she sees it, she’s got to do something about it because she doesn’t want to be a bad mother. So, go off, do your bullshit, keep it out of sight, and everyone’s happy. Got it?”

			Ash gave him a little salute. She didn’t seem to regard her grandfather as a person. He was like an angry, enchanted oak tree in a story. A knotty, ancient tree that could talk but only said grumpy things.

			“What about Uncle Corey?” Ash asked.

			Viv jumped in. “We don’t have to get into that.”

			“Now, that was some actual bullshit,” her dad said.

			“Happy times!” Viv sang. “We are here for happy times!”

			The timing worked in Viv’s favor: Familiar territory came into view just as she was in need of a change of subject. They’d reached the bend of the island where their house had been. Viv felt a sensation she’d only known when returning from a long trip, when the end was finally in sight: My body feels like it’s home. The house was long gone—in fact, most of the houses she recalled were. Little palaces sprouted up in the same spots, with thicker lawns, taller hedges, brighter flowers. She offered out innocently, “That’s where the house was.”

			Her father was unmoved.

			“Hey, so here’s a random question for ya. After you sold the place, did any mail ever get forwarded back home?”

			“Mail? You’re asking me about mail?”

			“Yeah, mail. Post office. Envelope. Stamp. You’re familiar.”

			“Why are you asking me this?”

			“I had a friend. This girl named Cindy. Do you remember Cindy? Cinnamon Cindy? We palled around for a few summers. She found me on Facebook a while back. Said she sent me some letters.”

			Ash took an interest, turning to see her grandfather’s reply.

			“Okay. Well, no, I am not aware of any mail from however many decades ago. Look, when we left, we left. Didn’t look back. I doubt the local post office would’ve known what to do with any mail. It’s not like we actually moved. We just had a crappy little summer shack for a while, then we dumped it.”

			He was done talking about it, but she pressed on. “But why, though?”

			“You guys outgrew it! It served a purpose. Some nice memories, but it was time for the next chapter.”

			“Huh, okay. I didn’t really feel like we’d outgrown it. I feel like I really connected with some of the people here. There were friendships that were important to me. And, yes, I completely appreciate how lucky we were to ever have that place. When you look at what houses cost now, my god. But just think: If that house were still there…if this buggy pulled up to that little gravel driveway…I feel like everything would be right where it was. This island always feels that way to me. Time just stops.”

			“Sentimentality is a bitch,” her dad said. “Best to keep looking forward.”

			“Then why are we here?”

			He shifted from grumpiness to actual anger. “It was important to your mother!”

			“Okay! Sorry…”

			“She wanted all of us to get together here one last time. With her. She didn’t get that chance. This is the least I can do, and I don’t need anyone twisting the knife—”

			He stopped suddenly. It was as if he’d caught his reflection in the mirror and saw how red-faced he’d gotten. “Look, sorry. Clearly, this has stirred some things up. The real story, which we didn’t tell you at the time, was I needed the money.” He took a breath, glancing for a moment at the trees above. “I was gearing up to start a business. No guarantee if it would sink or swim. I needed a decent pot of money to get started. So that house turned into money that I turned into a company. That company put you through college. We didn’t tell you this at the time. No way to explain what a gamble I was taking. The whole thing could’ve gone south, and there were some rough years early on. You’re a parent now, so you’ll get this: You don’t always share every little thing. You say as much as you need to. You get that, right?”

			“Yeah, I get it,” Viv said.

			“Not that you keep anything from Ashley here.”

			“Ash,” Ash said.

			Her grandfather said agreeably, “Right. Ash. Ash, your mom and dad don’t tell you everything. Just what you need to know. You get that, right?”

			Ash turned to Viv and, with a knowing little grin, said, “Oh, I am well aware of that.”

		

	
		
			twenty-four

			“Specifically Dixon?” the concierge asked Corey, doing the whole cordial bit—I am your personal servant, my good sir—but he found the request a little funny.

			“Yes, specifically Dixon.”

			The guy let one of his eyebrows creep up. “Perhaps if you told me the nature of your…need, I can find some way to assist you.”

			“The need is personal.” Corey waited the concierge out. Sure enough, he caved. He typed on a tiny little laptop and leaned in to read the screen. “Mr. Dixon’s shift begins in an hour.” He looked up at Corey. “Are you sure there’s no way we can accommodate you sooner?”

			“ ’Fraid not!”

			The concierge let out a tiny sigh, which he followed up with a forced smile. “Very well. As soon as Mr. Dixon arrives, we can let him know that you’d like to speak to him.”

			Corey arranged for Dixon to meet him at that very spot. When the time came, Dixon was there, bright-eyed and up for anything. He was a Jamaican man. Corey recognized him as the waiter from lunch on that very first day. Shiny bald head. Shiny black shoes. Gleaming white teeth. Everything about him was squeaky clean, like he’d just come off the line at the handsome-man factory.

			“Wonderful to make your acquaintance,” he said warmly after Corey introduced himself. “And how can I be of service?”

			Corey had the joint that he’d found in Dixon’s jacket. He palmed it and passed it over to Dixon in a handshake.

			Dixon was momentarily confused. Then a wide smile emerged. “Ah! Yes!” He pointed a long index finger at Corey. “You are the man who borrowed the jacket! Thank you for this. I thought it was lost.”

			He carefully slipped the joint into his shirt pocket.

			“And now, the matter that I can help you with?”

			Corey looked around to see if they were being watched. Aside from Andrew, who was lurking far away, no one paid them any mind.

			“Well, the matter,” Corey lowered his voice, “is related to the fun stuff there in your pocket.”

			The smile did not leave Dixon’s face. “I am afraid I do not follow.”

			“Tell ya what—how about me and you take a little walk so we can talk more comfortably?”

			Dixon, still cheerful, said with some hesitancy, “If it’s to be a short walk. They do need me on the floor here inside.”

			“Just a quick minute.” He put his hand on Dixon’s shoulder and guided him to the hotel’s porch.

			“And here we are!” Dixon said. “And the matter at hand is…?”

			Corey gave his pitch just as he’d worked it out in his head. Easing into it, vague euphemism, building into blunt euphemism, ending with Corey laying it on the line sensibly, presenting it as a rare opportunity to make a financially savvy move, one that could land a decent chunk of change in Dixon’s hand quicker than he could imagine. “I’m guessing you head back to Jamaica at the end of the summer? You could definitely unload it before then. Maybe even quit the job here and enjoy the island. Lord knows you’ve earned it.”

			Dixon listened to all of this respectfully, firmly in his hotel demeanor. When it was clear that Corey’s pitch had ended, Dixon’s grin erupted into a laugh. “Man, you’re serious?”

			Corey was undeterred. “Serious as a heart attack.”

			“And why, because of this?” He retrieved the joint from his pocket, held it between them openly. “Man, this is legal! You think because I have this, I want to sell drugs for you?”

			Corey replied in a strong whisper. “Not for me, for you! You would be selling it on your own behalf! Or keep it, if you want! That’s the beauty! You’re in the driver’s seat.”

			Dixon’s musical laugh was no longer friendly. “Man, let me be clear: The answer is no. The best I can offer is I don’t report this. And that’s what I should do. But I won’t. But, god, man! What are you thinking?”

			Corey was disappointed but prepared. He took a folded slip of paper from his pocket and handed it to Dixon.

			“What’s this?” Dixon unfolded it and saw a phone number written on it.

			“Maybe you change your mind. Or maybe one of your colleagues knows a good thing when they see it.”

			Dixon shook his head. “In your own handwriting. Jesus, man.”

			“Just promise me you’ll give it some thought.”

			Again, that smile. “I promise I won’t!” He tried handing the slip of paper back to Corey.

			“Nope. That’s for you.”

			“I keep this and we’re done? Fine, then.” He stuffed the paper in his pocket. “We are done. I must say goodbye now. I have a job to do.” He leaned into Corey and said in his least friendly voice yet, “Let me tell you, man, if word gets out that someone is trying to sell this stuff to guests? And they ask us if we know anything? Man, I know something. I said I won’t report you, so okay. But I won’t tell lies for you.” He leaned back and patted Corey on the shoulder, returning to full hospitality mode, laying the accent on thick. “And we do hope you enjoy the remainder of your stay!”

			Dixon left Corey standing there on the porch. The closest person to him was an older man on a rocking chair reading Newsweek. He hadn’t overheard or noticed or cared. No one did. Andrew came to find him.

			“I don’t see you doing a little victory dance, so I guess that’s that.”

			“That ain’t that,” Corey said, though he was feeling very much like that was that. He’d found one—just one—promising lead, and it was a dead end. “Let’s go back to the room and figure this shit out.”

			As they walked, Corey talked in fitful little whispers about trying out the workers down at the ferry terminal. Who knows what came back and forth on those boats? Boom! There’s a lead. And those horse guys down at the stables. All those weird animal meds and syringes. Pain pills that would knock out an elephant. Boom! Another lead. Corey’s phone buzzed with an incoming text. Dixon had come to his senses. No, it was Viv. She wrote to him and Pete:

			Dad says he’s tired, so no family dinner tonight. Just go do whatever.

			Pete was quick to respond.

			Roger that!

			Corey and Andrew got on the elevator. In the mirrored walls, Corey noticed the small wrinkles around his eyes. When did that happen? He stepped back and examined himself, turning his face left and right.

			“What the hell are you doing?” Andrew said.

			Corey ignored him. He was still young, or at least youthful. Wasn’t he? Well, no. People called him “young man” sometimes—though he struggled to recall the last time that had happened. So, okay. He’d gotten a bit older. That was to be expected. When age found its momentum, it went for it. His dad had gone downhill fast, though he remained a presence, a voice in his head…a voice Corey was determined to prove wrong. He could get it together. He wasn’t a lost cause. A joke. Not quite a real person. He’d had a good decade of living outside the official order of things. He’d sniffed out the big scam and he wasn’t biting. For a year or so, he’d walked free, a liberated man among the masses. Then the money had run out and suddenly he was just a guy who couldn’t hack it. But no, it wasn’t going to end like that. He would find a way back in.

			By the time they’d gotten back to the room, Corey had made the decision. Andrew could take the package home. Or try to sell it here. Or dump it out. Or shove it up his ass. Corey was out. Without a word, Corey removed the bottom drawer entirely from the dresser. The package was still stowed away in those few inches between the floor and where the dresser had been.

			He tossed it to Andrew. “Show’s over. You win. Enjoy.”

			Andrew held the package stupidly. “For real?”

			“Look, you gave me a shot at this. I struck out. It’s yours now.”

			Andrew looked at it like it was brand new. For a moment, he had won. Then it sank in. Sure, this thing was valuable. It was also dangerous. And Andrew was in the same spot Corey had been in, except now he was alone. No Corey to do the smooth-talking. No Corey to share the risk.

			“You’re sure about this?” Andrew asked, still holding the package just as he’d caught it.

			“You’ve been fair. You can go return it with a little apology note attached to it. Or you can…I really don’t give a shit what you do. Time’s up here, though, buddy boy. Hope you enjoyed your stay. No room service back in our Queens shithole. That’s the thing about these places: They just remind you how much your life blows.”

			Andrew suddenly was a lost little orphan. “I can stay tonight, though. Right? It’s already getting late, and I’m going to have to sort out things with a ferry boat and another bus.” He stood there, his dopey Adam’s apple sticking out. It had never occurred to him what it would mean to get his way. To carry that thing on a painfully slow trip halfway across the country.

			Corey suddenly felt for him. Not that Corey knew what he was going to do next, but Andrew was twice as clueless. “Sure thing, bud. One last night of room service. Maybe even spring for a pay-per-view movie. How about it?”

			They did just that, lying there on the bed with their cheeseburgers and curly fries, watching TV like a couple of boys. Corey sprung for one of the Planet of the Apes reboots. Andrew craned his head back and lowered a curly fry into his mouth, like a Roman emperor being fed grapes. “Any movie where apes have guns is awesome.”

		

	
		
			twenty-five

			Viv met Pete at the Island Haberdashery. I need to pick out a shirt, he’d explained via text. Viv was on it. She found him staring at a rack of long-sleeve dress shirts in bewilderment.

			“Trying to blend in with the natives?” Viv asked.

			“I always wear the same stuff. I don’t have shirts like these. I just have garb. Nature garb.”

			“That jacket you wore to dinner last night, the one with the elbow patches. That was nice.”

			“That’s work garb. I want something different. And you know about this stuff.”

			“Okay, I’m game. What are we going for? Are you trying to look like the guys at the hotel? Salmon pants and a white shirt? An embroidered belt with dogs on it? Either the world’s loudest socks or no socks at all?”

			“No. Definitely no.”

			“Maybe you try on a bunch of stuff, and we’ll do a thumbs-down/thumbs-up montage?”

			Pete looked at Viv. “I was really hoping you could help me…”

			“Yes! Sorry. How about this? Tell me the occasion? Is this just something to wear at dinner? Something for back home? What are we talking about here?”

			With some reluctance, Pete replied, “I’m going to a party.”

			“Here? Whoa! Pete, did you meet someone?”

			“It’s nothing like that.”

			“Okay, but whose party is it?”

			“It’s a birthday party. For a kid. He’s turning eight.”

			“Totally not weird.”

			Pete sighed. “It’s a long story. This kid found a rare snail, an invasive species, and it kind of became a thing.”

			Viv smiled. “You know, when some people go on vacation, they sleep in. They swim. They play tennis.”

			“Welp.” Pete interlaced his fingers, palms out, and cracked his knuckles. “I’m not those people.”

			“And the world is a better place for it. This eight-year-old has parents, I presume?”

			“Yes. I’ve met his mother.”

			“Ah! There it is.”

			“There what is?”

			“Nothing, nothing. So! Now that I know what we’re dealing with, I can be of some use. What size shirt do you wear?”

			“Large.”

			“Oh, Pete.”

			“I’ve been working out! There’s no shame in being—”

			“No, I meant size as in number. Shoulders, sleeve, neck. You want to take this seriously, we’re going to get precise.” She spotted a clerk. “Hey! Can you help my brother with some measurements?”

			The clerk happily scurried over and unfurled a pink fabric tape measure. He spread the tape across Pete’s chest, down his arm, then, waltzing around Pete, he slipped behind and measured his shoulders. Flipping a notepad from his pocket, he wrote down a series of numbers, handed Pete the torn page, and was gone.

			“Okay!” Viv said. “Now we’ve got something to work with.”

			Pete searched the racks for a shirt that matched up to his numbers.

			“Actually,” Viv said, “we’re going to size up just a bit.”

			“Up? I was kinda hoping to look less big, not more big.”

			“That’s the idea. A slightly larger shirt will hang on you in a flattering way. The sleeves will be a tad too long, but you roll them up, and bingo! There’s the noncommittal, sorta-casual look you’re going for.”

			“Huh. Interesting.” Pete turned to the row of shirts. “So…” He took a white shirt with light-blue windowpane stripes and held it to his chest. “How about this nifty little number?”

			“Sorry, no. You’re going to have a globe effect with those lines.”

			“I’m not fat,” Pete said firmly.

			Viv reached past him. “Let’s try this.” She took down a navy-blue shirt with white buttons. “The size is exactly what we want. Give ’er a whirl.”

			Pete tried it on. Like Viv said, it did hang on him nicely.

			“Now, let’s roll those sleeves up just a bit.”

			He did so. The insides of the sleeves had their own little pattern, white with little blue flowers. He showed them to Viv. “Most shirts don’t do this, right?”

			“They don’t, but I’m into it. It adds a bit of interest. You’ve got something up your sleeve.”

			“Flowers, though?”

			“A hint of floral is a nice touch. You’re a sensitive guy. Embrace it.”

			“Okay, thanks.” Pete viewed himself in a full-length mirror. “Yeah…okay…I think we have something here. Hey, what if I had a matching handkerchief? Like a pocket square. Same fabric as this floral pattern here?”

			“You would miss your little date because I would murder you.”

			Pete turned to her. “I don’t know what I’m doing. I don’t have a date with anyone. This kid’s mom is actually kind of annoyed with me.”

			Viv looked at him. “You’re not an idiot. You feel like there’s something there. Follow that feeling. Go with your gut.”

			“No choice,” he said, patting his belly. “If I could leave my gut at home, I would.”

			On the long walk to the house, Pete enjoyed the sight of the floral cuffs as he lightly swung his arms. He’d texted Rebecca to ensure that it was still okay to come. He got a little thumbs-up. He had a gift for Oliver, which he carried in a small white paper bag stuffed with blue tissue paper provided by an overly cordial lady in the hotel gift shop. Pete let the bag swing freely as he walked in his new breezy shirt. It was late afternoon, and the day had cooled off. Pete felt good. More than good. He was glad he’d gotten the news about the Marquis and shithead Dave Campbell and all of that nonsense while he was away from campus. When he was there, head-down in his work, it was all too easy to forget that the rest of the world existed. Out here, say the name Dave Campbell and watch absolutely no one turn their head. How silly and self-important it all was: everyone vying to be king of this little sandbox. Here he was in a beautiful place on his way to a party in his new threads. Life was good.

			He rang the bell at the house and the little doorbell song started up. Rebecca opened up and regarded Pete with a surprised look. Pete panicked. Was he not supposed to actually show up? Then she said, “No uniform tonight?”

			“Uniform?”

			“Your other outfit. I guess I thought…Never mind. Come in, come in…”

			A warm and wonderful smell came from the kitchen. Lasagna bubbled in a glass pan. A wooden salad bowl with matching tongs stood beside it on the marble counter. So this was going to be a whole thing.

			“Are you able to stay for dinner?” Rebecca asked.

			It wasn’t clear what Pete’s answer was supposed to be. “Is that all right?”

			“Yes! My god, I made way too much food.”

			Pete looked around. “The…other guests?”

			“You’re looking at it, bub.”

			Oliver wore SpongeBob pajamas and was bouncing on the sectional couch. Seeing Pete, he shouted, “Watch!” Then, scooting the ottoman back several feet, he stood on it, took a few starter jumps, then leapt and soared, arms spread wide, pure joy, and face-planted into the plush couch cushions. He sprang up and looked at Pete expectantly.

			“That was excellent,” Pete said. “Ten out of ten.”

			“He never tires of that,” Rebecca said. “For a while, I tried to rein it in, but I lost. The couch is a trampoline now.”

			Oliver readied himself for another jump.

			“I was going to have a glass of wine,” Rebecca said. Again, unclear if Pete was included. The bottle she uncorked was large, a sort of double-bottle. It had a drawing of a kangaroo on it. The wineglass she filled was tall and roomy. She retrieved a second, identical glass from a rack suspended beneath a high kitchen cabinet. She wore jeans and a blue-and-white-striped shirt that was faded and softened with age. Looking to Pete, she said, “Yes? No?”

			“Oh! Yeah, sure. Thanks.”

			They sat across from each other at the kitchen island. She seemed grateful to be sitting, to have another grown-up to talk to. She was lovely. Beautiful, in an unassuming way. It was her eyes, Pete concluded. Intelligent. Kind. Welcoming. Pete hadn’t thought of her like that (or hadn’t realized it) until Viv nudged him. Thanks, Viv. Fortunately, she was so plainly out of his league that he could relax. In fact, to his pleasant surprise, he felt totally comfortable. Normally, if he was required to go to a party, he would befriend the host’s dog or find himself staring at the framed photos, feeling somewhat in awe of the other guests, how they floated from one conversation to another, somehow knowing how to join a conversation, how to step away. On one occasion, the host had a thousand-piece jigsaw puzzle laid out on his dining room table. Pete had never felt so grateful in his life.

			“Is it time for cake?” Oliver called from the couch.

			“We need to eat real food first,” Rebecca said back.

			“What are we having?” Oliver shouted.

			“Are you kidding? Lasagna. I spent an hour making it.” She turned to Pete. “Birthday dinner. He gets to pick.”

			“Lasagna fan! Just like Garfield.” He called over to Oliver. “I bet you hate Mondays as well.”

			“Who’s Garfield?” Oliver asked.

			Pete shook his head. “It’s your birthday, so I’ll let that slide.”

			“Can we have lasagna now so we can have cake?” Oliver asked.

			“Yes, fine. Just—” Rebecca took a sip of wine. “Just hang tight, birthday boy.”

			She carved out a large brick of lasagna with a spatula.

			“The end piece!” Oliver called out.

			“On it.” She dished it out on a large plate. She turned to Pete, “Any dietary issues? You’re not one of those gluten-free people, are you?”

			“No, ma’am.”

			“You know…” She carved out another slice. A significant cheese-pull stretched from the pan to the plate. “I had snails once. Honeymoon in Paris. Just seemed like the thing to do.”

			“What did you think?”

			She scrunched up her nose. “They were fine. I don’t think I’d order them again. Might as well have been tofu. Not sure why the French decided that snails are chichi.”

			She sipped her wine again. Pete did likewise.

			“Is that an issue for you? People eating snails? Does that, like, cut into your livelihood or something?”

			He brushed this off. “People have been eating snails for tens of thousands of years. They’re easy to catch. I don’t think we’ve put a real dent in the snail population. So, have at it.”

			“What about those ones you’ve been finding in the yard? Can we eat those?”

			“Wouldn’t be the best idea. They can carry parasites. The ones you had in Paris were likely farmed. Helix pomatia, I’m guessing. Burgundy snails.”

			“Only if they’re from the Burgundy region,” she said coyly. “Otherwise, they’re just sparkling mollusks.”

			Pete chuckled. “Ha! I’ll have to remember that.” He took a long sip of wine and once again took the house in. “This is just the summer home, right? You’re not here year-round?”

			“Correct. And for the record, this is my husband’s house. Well, his family’s house, but it’s pretty much his. And they got a deal on it, or the land, anyway. If Curtis—my husband,” she added sourly, “were around, he’d be in a big hurry to tell the story. It’s kind of this legendary tale in his family. They’re from the Midwest, so they can’t have anything nice without telling you how they got a deal on it.”

			“Huh.” Pete said. “Do tell.”

			“Oh, it’s not my story.”

			Pete ran his finger around the top of his wineglass. He asked coolly, “I’d be curious to hear it.” He placed his hands on the marble counter. “The changes to this island, the development on it. This marble, those snails. It’s all part of a bigger story. Do you know what was here before? On this land?”

			She shook her head. “Another house, I guess. Not like this ridiculous Cheesecake Factory extravaganza that you see before you.”

			“And you said they got it for cheap?”

			“Oh, that.” She relented. “It had something to do with the guy selling it. He needed cash in a big hurry, apparently.”

			“How come? Do you happen to know?”

			“Curtis”—again, she grimaced at his name—“knows the story. The local Realtor had the inside scoop. I guess the guy was about to get sued or something—”

			“Sued?” Pete said a bit too eagerly. Shifting his tone, he asked, “What was he being sued for?”

			“Oh—” Rebecca waved her hand dismissively. “That’s neither here nor there.”

			Pete casually chased a cherry tomato with his fork. “I’d be curious to know.”

			Rebecca made a strained face. “I think…it was something about his job. He maybe stole something or took someone’s idea or screwed someone out of something and profited from it. He was settling out of court! That was it. And the Realtor got ahold of this story and apparently kept saying, ‘We got this guy by the balls! The balls!’ ”

			“Huh.”

			“Anyway, whenever Curtis and his family tell the story, this guy’s balls come up because they can’t just own something nice, they have to tell their little story.”

			Rebecca tended to some small tasks in the kitchen, and Pete went quiet for a few minutes. Could this have been true? Pete considered the timeline. It added up. His father started up his company around the time the house was sold. His company had been centered around some sort of proprietary technology—Pete never knew the ins and outs of it. His father wasn’t a developer or inventor, so it stood to reason that the intellectual property came from somewhere. Had his father built a business around something he didn’t have the rights to? Something stolen? The import of this blossomed. His father’s pride in having forged his own path in the world. The last of the self-made men. More than pride: He lorded it over his kids. Pete, for working in academia, a place that, as his father would have it, pilfered suburban parents out of thousands upon thousands of dollars so their kiddies could come home at Thanksgiving and rail against their parents’ generation and their values and suburban sprawl and basically everything that had made their fancy education possible. Viv, for working at a job that seemed more fun than lucrative, designing logos for nonprofit organizations and such. And Corey, of course, for simply not working. Their father had gotten sued. Settled out of court. Perhaps he and Corey weren’t too different. His father simply knew enough to work through the official channels.

			Oliver sat on the couch with his plate on his lap, eating and watching TV. Wild Kratts was on, a show that Pete knew in passing and appreciated for its efforts to introduce children to the animal kingdom. This particular episode was on anglerfish. Rebecca turned to her son and affectionately watched him watching TV. She became misty-eyed, seeing his tiny body there on the couch, a miniature person in cartoon pajamas. Beneath her fond gaze, she was considering something quite serious. She lowered her eyes, swallowed, and turned her attention to her wineglass, which she held by the stem. She swirled it delicately, creating a tiny crimson whirlpool. This was a mom sitting across from Pete. He’d been around a few. They’d pick up their kids at the nature center and chat with him briefly, usually about the next thing they had to chauffeur their kid to. Always on to the next thing. Rebecca had that look, her mind a little bit elsewhere, her attention constantly tugged on by some unending to-do list. Pete considered finding some harmless thing to comment on. That the lasagna was terrific or that he liked the wine. She sat easily in silence, was grateful for it, so Pete merely ate, glancing around while chewing, noting the mounted fish on the wall. A lake sturgeon and a northern pike. He wanted to ask who caught them, but the answer quite possibly was Oliver’s dad, so nuts to that.

			Oliver dropped his fork and knife onto his plate with a loud clank. “Done! Cake!”

			Rebecca conceded that it was time. Tucked away on the counter was a cake on a pedestal stand, which she retrieved and set down on the edge of the island. When Pete had been a kid at that very spot, the silverware was mismatched and the kitchen knives so dull that his parents didn’t care who handled them. And here was Rebecca with a ceramic pedestal, making a glorious birthday cake all the more glorious. Oliver giddily climbed onto a stool and hovered over the cake, admiring the decorative frosting and the several long, squiggly lines of sparkly cake gel on top of blue icing.

			“Nice-looking cake!” Pete said. “The decoration is…What do we have here?”

			“Box jellyfish!” Oliver all but shouted.

			“Of course it is,” Pete said. “I just wanted to make sure you knew what it was.”

			“I happen to think I did a pretty stellar job, given the request,” Rebecca said. “Especially considering the limited supplies that one can purchase on the island.”

			“That could only be a box jellyfish,” Pete confirmed. “I can almost taste the venom.”

			“Most deadly animal ever!” Oliver exclaimed.

			Pete supposed he should just let Oliver have it, but then why was he there if not to know a thing or two about the animal kingdom? “Well…let’s say the most dangerous animal in the ocean. To humans.”

			“Really?” Rebecca said. “More than sharks?”

			“Way more!” Oliver and Pete said in unison.

			“Yikes! Okay, then.” She tore into a pack of birthday candles and arranged them around the perimeter of the cake. Retrieving a wand lighter from a junk drawer, she lit the candles.

			“Don’t sing!” Oliver said.

			“Gladly,” Rebecca replied.

			Oliver blew out the candles in a single, triumphant gust. Cake was served. Oliver demanded a piece with the maximum number of tentacles. Pete’s department regularly acknowledged birthdays with last-minute store-bought cakes that had the dry consistency of cornbread and foamy, cloyingly sweet icing. Oliver’s birthday cake was excellent.

			“You made this,” Pete said to Rebecca. He pointed at the cake with his fork. “Why is this so good?”

			“Chocolate cake should always have a little espresso in it,” Rebecca answered matter-of-factly, so assured in the quality of her cake that she needn’t acknowledge the compliment. “And the vanilla icing gets a few drops of almond extract. It’s all about complexity.”

			Pete raised his wineglass. “Like fine wine.”

			“That isn’t good wine, really. But I like it. I don’t think I’d want to drink good wine all the time.”

			Pete set down his glass and wiped away a chocolate smudge with his thumb. Oliver attacked his cake, mowing it down to crumbs in a cartoonish flurry.

			“Time for presents?” Pete asked cautiously.

			“I already got my presents!” Oliver said, his mouth ecstatically full of cake.

			“I think Mr. Pete may have brought you something,” Rebecca said kindly.

			Pete handed it over. “Happy birthday, pal.”

			Oliver dug in, tossed the decorative tissues aside, and pulled out a handful of Weird Al cassette tapes. “What in the world?”

			“You know what these are?” Pete asked.

			Oliver shook his head. Pete explained, removing a cassette from the case, turning the cog with his pinky. “These are albums on cassette. This is how music worked before CDs and the internet. See, these go in a cassette player. Inside there’s something called a tape head that reads the magnetic patterns on the tape. Not too different from a needle on a phonograph, but that’s another story.”

			Oliver wasn’t interested in that, but he liked the photos of Weird Al in his silly outfits.

			“I can have these?”

			“That’s why I brought ’em!”

			“What do we say, Oliver?” his mom prompted.

			“Thanks!” He brought them to the couch. Pete followed.

			“I’m going to clean up. You boys have fun,” Rebecca said. She ran the faucet and rinsed the plates.

			Pete explained the album covers. “See, here on this one, where he’s underwater, and there’s a doughnut on a fishing hook?”

			“That’s funny.” Oliver sat up.

			Pete pulled up Nirvana’s Nevermind on his phone. “This is the original album, and it’s a little bit making fun of it. But not in a mean way. It’s just silly.”

			“I can see that baby’s penis.”

			“Everything all right over there?” Rebecca asked over the noise from the sink.

			“Just looking at album covers!” Pete called back.

			Oliver took out the inserts and unfolded them, fascinated and perplexed by it all. Rebecca, wiping her hands on a checkered towel, came to join them.

			“That’s super sweet. So…” she said to Pete, “I can’t imagine you picked those up here in town.”

			“I brought them from home,” Pete said, adding, in a lowered voice, “I have a niece who I thought would enjoy them. I was wrong about that.”

			“Oh. So, those are yours. Like, from your childhood? That’s…wow. That’s—”

			She got up and went out onto the porch. Pete sat with Oliver as he continued his inspection of his new gift. The song lyrics in their tiny print intrigued him. He read along, following the words with his fingertip. He seemed content enough to be left alone for a minute. Pete went to find Rebecca, tentatively joining her outside.

			“Hey, um, was that too much? Sorry, maybe that was a weird gift. No pun intended. I just thought he might—”

			“You met him a day ago.”

			“Shoot. You’re right. That was too much. I probably shouldn’t take them back, though. Maybe I should go? I’ll go.”

			“You met him a day ago,” she said insistently, “and you’re already so great with him. Why…” She threw her hands up. “Why can’t his dad do that? Why isn’t he here? You’re like proof. Proof that Oliver can connect with people.”

			Pete responded kindly. “Nothing to it. He’s a great kid.”

			“He’s going to be okay, right? I mean, you just met him, but a kid like that with his obsessions and his struggles…he can find a place in the world?”

			Pete took a moment to answer, not wanting her to believe she was looking at a grown-up version of her son. “I think that depends on what sort of place he wants to have in the world. He’s a sharp kid. There are less intelligent adults out there, making their way through life.”

			She nodded weepily. “Okay…okay.” She held her face in her hands, then snapped back up. “Sorry, this isn’t what you came here for. It was sweet of you to come have cake, and those tapes—that’s some show-and-tell gold. But please don’t feel like you have to stay. I’m a mess and Oliver’s sugar high should have him crashing in a bit.”

			She sipped her wine and looked out at the sky. The sound of the small lake waves lingered in the distance like static. The dock extended out into the water, disappearing into the darkness. Pete recalled early mornings sitting out there, alone, hearing the screech from a distant great horned owl, watching painted turtles peek up from the water.

			“I used to live here,” Pete said abruptly.

			Rebecca looked up.

			“In a different house. The one that was here before this one.”

			She took this in, regarding him cautiously.

			“That story about the guy your husband’s family all had by the balls? Pretty sure that was my dad.”

			Narrowing her eyes, she scrutinized him further, likely wondering what this strange man who had rapidly bonded with her son was after.

			“I didn’t mean to come back here. I actually was making a point not to. But then I got hit with some bad news, and I went out wandering from the hotel, feeling sorry for myself. I wound up back here.”

			Rebecca remained silent, but Pete could see that she welcomed the explanation.

			“We had a house here, once. A little thing, nothing fancy. Not like this. We all loved it. And then one of our summers here was our last, though we didn’t know it at the time. My parents were hush-hush about it, and I was too young to really question it. That lawsuit you mentioned, where the former owner needed money…That’s the first I’ve heard of it. I don’t know the details, but I imagine it isn’t great. There’s plenty about my dad that isn’t great, to be honest. But I don’t think he’s a bad man. Just a flawed man. And I guess I’m just now realizing an insecure man. As we all are. Or, we’re flawed men and women. And nonbinary. Not that they’re flawed, per se. Except that we all are.”

			“Okay.”

			“Your husband…It sounds like he’s got issues, but I’m sure there’s a reason you married him. What was it?”

			She hugged her knees to her chest and gave the question some thought. She shook her head. “Things were different then. Things were easier.” She nodded, having hit on it. “He’s a great guy when things are easy. Life of the friggin’ party. Turns out anyone can be the life of the party when things are easy.”

			“Well, I don’t know. I don’t think I’ve ever been the life of any party.”

			She scoffed. “What about this one? Do you have any idea how bleak this evening would’ve been if you hadn’t come over? You’re a good guy.”

			Pete stood there, letting her words hang in the air. Somewhere nearby, perhaps at that very spot, he had stood, a boy alone in the world. No more. He had grown. He was a man. A scientist. And he had saved a kid’s birthday party while his unworthy father was elsewhere. He sat down next to her on the little outdoor sofa.

			She sipped her wine again. Setting the glass down, she said, “What was the bad news? The thing you were feeling sorry for yourself about?”

			“Oh. You don’t want to hear about it.”

			“I’ll be the judge of that.”

			Pete sighed. “Basically, I was up for a promotion and then I got the rug pulled out from under me.”

			“How so?”

			Pete shook his head. “They figured out they could hire some famous guy instead. Well, famous in my little world, meaning not famous at all.”

			She adjusted herself on the polyvinyl cushion. “Anyone I would’ve heard of?”

			Pete told her his name, which struck her as distantly familiar. With some reluctance, he explained that the man had made a documentary about sloths that won an Oscar.

			“I saw that!” She covered her mouth, then spoke through her cupped hand, “I kind of loved it? Sorry, that’s probably not what you want to hear.”

			“That’s fine. You are perfectly welcome to like it.”

			She stood her ground. “Oh? Is it lowbrow in your academic world?”

			“It’s fine! I said it’s fine. I get why people liked it.”

			“No, no, but listen. I liked what it had to say about slowing down. Just focusing on one thing at a time. Or on nothing! There was a message there, an important one. But think!” She slapped him encouragingly on the knee. “Why did it resonate? Why did it find an audience? I feel like…we all know something’s wrong. None of us are living life right.” In her enthusiasm, she put her hand on his arm. Catching herself, she removed it and grabbed her wineglass. “Everything is too fast. And our damned phones are ruining our brains. We all know this, but we just keep on. So a story about someone who actually stepped away from it all—I feel like I needed that.”

			“Stepped away with a film crew.”

			“True. Fair.”

			“I get what you’re saying. But why bring sloths into it? It was hardly even about sloths. And what was that with him getting all kissy-faced with that one sloth?”

			She smiled. “Carol! I loved Carol. And he didn’t get kissy-faced—come on.”

			“I’m pretty sure he kissed that sloth on the lips. What was that?”

			“We seem to have struck a nerve here.”

			“Just—” Pete abruptly turned his head. “Fine. It’s fine! It’s a fine movie. I don’t fault you for liking it. But, come on, of course sloths are slow. It’s right there in the name!”

			“For the record,” she said playfully, “I concede that snails are slower than sloths.”

			“Yes! Thank you!” Pete said. “So much slower.”

			“Where’s your Oscar?”

			Pete showed his empty, Oscar-less hands.

			“So!” She turned toward him fully, crossing her legs on the polyvinyl cushion like they were two little kids huddling up. “Snails. Why?”

			“Why?”

			“Yes! Aren’t there like millions of bugs and creepy-crawlies on this planet? How did you land on snails?”

			Pete reared up for his response. “Well, I can tell you it’s not because they provide a metaphor for how to live.”

			“Okay. But why, then?”

			“Honestly, because they’re awesome. They’re these incredible little oddities hiding in plain sight. And the more you learn about them, the less you can cling to any sort of anthropocentric view of the universe.”

			“Come again?”

			“Just—the idea that humans are the be-all and end-all, the center of all things. Like those messed-up evolutionary charts that show all of earthly life leading up to man. So much of what we take to be normal, snails pull the rug out from under it. The way they mate? Do you know about this?”

			“Not especially.”

			“Most snails are hermaphrodites.”

			“Huh. Are we still supposed to say that? Isn’t it trans…it’s not nonbinary…what is it?”

			“For snails, hermaphrodite is correct. Many contain male and female reproductive organs. Do you know about the love dart?”

			“Do I want to?”

			“Many snails—including the Carthusians that Oliver and I have been gathering—they shoot a love dart at their mate. This is a real thing. Under a microscope, it looks like a little harpoon. Seriously, you could blow up a photo of it and put it on a wall in this house and people would think it was part of the nautical theme.”

			She straightened up in her seat so she could engage with this in full. “So the man…or the one acting as the man…the top, he shoots the love dart at the other one?”

			“They both have ’em. They shoot them at each other.”

			She smiled like they were in on a giddy little secret. “That’s wild! So the dart…does it contain—sorry—jizz?”

			“Ha, no. It’s more like hormones that make the receiving snail more receptive to the, well, jizz.”

			“And they shoot each other? Both get each other pregnant?”

			“Only mammals get pregnant, but, more or less, yes. Both can end up carrying eggs.”

			She looked over at the canister. In the dark, they could see the snails stuck on the sides and lid.

			“Look at those little pervs,” she said. “We know what you’re up to!”

			She got up. Pete stood as well. He was uncertain if he was supposed to follow her. Through the window, he could see Oliver sprawled out on the couch, limbs spread as if he’d fallen from a great height. Pete supposed that was his cue.

			Rebecca returned and he began, “I suppose I should—”

			“Have another glass of wine? Yes, you should.” She’d brought the bottle and his glass along. She filled his glass. “So, Peter—”

			“Pete.”

			“Pete. You’ve successfully blown my mind. What else do you got?”

		

	
		
			twenty-six

			Viv settled in, glad to have the bed and some quiet. Ash, thankfully, had taken to the island enough to be out and about. And so Viv found herself alone, flipping through a thousand channels of television. It was glorious. Had this been her own bedroom, there would’ve been the oppressive sight of a laundry basket and a stack of unresolved items on her dresser: an unopened letter that looked important, a single key whose purpose she could not recall, a faded receipt she was hanging on to for some reason. Here, there was nothing except her long legs spread out on the bed, a room-service menu, and solitude. She settled on a show and ordered food.

			A thousand channels, all of them awful. So many CSIs and Law & Orders. So much golf. She tried to get invested in a women’s basketball game—take that, patriarchy!—but the athletes were so fast, so agile, so coordinated, and so wholly unlike her that when one of them sank a three-pointer it was hard to feel any sort of kinship. Good for them; Viv clicked on. Room service arrived and the food was technically good. Excellent, even. She sat up in bed with her pretzel-crusted chicken breast and caramelized brussels sprouts and tried to feel euphoric. Had Warren been there, she would’ve loaded up a forkful and handed it to him: Seriously, try this! Alone, she almost had no evidence that it tasted good. Enjoyment was further complicated, as it turned out that eating well in bed was too much of a balancing act to feel luxurious. No obvious place to set her knife down.

			She supposed she could walk to the hotel bar for a drink. But then she’d still be alone but with witnesses. Or, worse, some other lonely guest would make small talk. Where are you from? How long are you staying? Really lucked out with the weather. Blah blah blah blah whatever. Wait, was she? Lonely? It had barely been an hour. And, oh, shit, was this what life had in store for her? Ash would be out the door in a few years. Warren was possibly out the door already. Yes, this was it. Except there’d be the unfolded laundry, the unopened mail, the drawer full of crap that made her angry. It became a battle of will. Her phone lay on the corner of the bed. Reaching for it meant giving in.

			Her thoughts turned to her mother. This trip was supposed to be a tribute. So, tribute away. She, for the most part, had been a kind woman. She had treated people well. Friendly little chats with the grocery cashier and bagger. Never got onboard with the self-checkout. Never got onboard with most of the world’s technological leaps. Smartphones, social media, any wearable device that was getting up to something. To her, the world was going through a phase, like a child. The internet arrived along with the Macarena, and her mother figured she could wait out both. When that didn’t work, the world began to irritate her. Anything new was suspect. Viv bought her an iPod Shuffle for Christmas when that was the hot item. It remained in its box. She had found it when helping clean things out of the house. Ash wanted to keep it because it was “hilariously retro.” The world kept on, though her mother was not having it. If Viv was being honest, it got ugly. She did not join in as the world got more comfortable with homosexuality. Out of nowhere, she had big opinions about the very notion of anyone being transgender. Viv suspected she felt the same way about cloud storage and wireless charging. Enough already! No more new things!

			She finished eating and set the plate aside. Staring at the ceiling, she said aloud, “What in the hell happened to me? I used to know how to be in a room!”

			Her phone buzzed with an incoming text. Yes!

			U up?

			It was Robbie. Robbie! Life returned to her body. She took a breath and crafted a restrained response.

			Um, yes. It’s 8:15.

			Too cold? Follow it up with a smiley face? Too late—he’d already replied.

			I know. I was trying to text like a cool kid. What are you up to?

			Viv smiled, relieved.

			Watching one of those shows where B-list celebrities eat things.

			She watched the blinking ellipses as he typed his response.

			That your whole plan for the evening?

			She texted back, explaining that her dad had given them the night off.

			So you’re just hanging out in your room?

			Looks like it.

			He replied with a prayer-hands emoji.

			Viv tried liking the emoji in a thumbs-up sort of way, but on her screen it rendered as a full-size heart. She scrutinized this, looked for an undo option, then remembered that she was an adult and even Ash wouldn’t have thought about it for more than two seconds. She set her phone down beside her. On the TV, some actor she kinda-sorta recognized ate fish tacos from a food truck near a beach, extreme close-ups of his face, eyes closed in downright ecstasy. “These tortillas! I can’t even.” Was life just this now? Vicarious entertainment? When her situation with Warren became official, certain friends would take her in. There would be dinners and girls’ nights and wine nights and long, teary hugs and cheery, insistent optimism about this exciting new chapter. And then those friends would return to their lives. She supposed she could take a ceramics class. Go to one of those places where you paint and drink wine. Figure out how to be amazed by birds.

			Another text came in.

			I have to admit…it makes me sad to think of you under house arrest while on vacation. Any chance you want some corn pudding?

			…

			Damn it!

			…

			*company. Not corn pudding. WTF would it correct to that?

			Whoa. She quickly sent back a laughing, tears-of-joy emoji. Then it maybe looked like she was laughing at the idea of him coming over, which she wasn’t. Again: whoa. The idea was not unreasonable. Limited time. A chance to catch up, again, with someone who had once held a special place in her life. It’s not like she was signing on to anything.

			But wasn’t she, though? A woman, any woman, saying to a man, any man: Yes, please do come into my hotel room. Unless that man was wheeling in the luggage, it meant something. Not as in anything goes. But something. A lawyer questioning her before a jury: And you did, in fact, invite him into your hotel room? No, she should not accept this offer. She was, after all, a married woman.

			Was she, though? What end game was there for her and Warren, really? Damned if she knew. She would take it one step at a time. And so, to Robbie’s question, did she want some company?

			Your family’s corn pudding recipe is the stuff of legend. How could I say no?

			In seconds, he replied:

			I’m going to need a straight answer

			Did she? Ash would return. There was safety in that. Viv would text her so there’d be no surprises. My old friend is going to hang for a bit. Ash wouldn’t leap to conclusions. Such conclusions would be heteronormative or sexist or boringly conventional. To his question, did she want company?

			Yes, please come over.

			He replied with a simple thumbs-up. Viv took stock of the room, and suddenly it was less tidy. As was she. How quickly could he even get there on an island without cars? She showered. Got herself into a clean, comfortable outfit—something she reasonably might have been wearing anyway. She propped up the bed pillows so they both could sit on the bed recliner-style and watch some dumb thing on TV and make fun of it.

			Robbie arrived more quickly than she would’ve thought possible. His white shirt brought out his tan. He presented her with a bottle of Champagne, a particularly posh-looking one, the neck wrapped in gold foil. Sweaty droplets on the green glass.

			“I thought this would pair well with the corn pudding. Which I forgot to bring.”

			“Nice. You swipe that off a room-service cart?”

			He smiled mischievously. “You wearing a wire?”

			He took in the room—the candy-striped wallpaper and the grass-green velvet curtains. “They really go for it with these rooms. It’s like being in a children’s book.”

			As far as he was concerned, there was nothing awkward about him being there. He began searching the room for Champagne glasses and, of course, there were none. Without a word, he went into the bathroom (a brief panic from Viv—had she flushed the toilet? Hadn’t Ash left a bra on the towel rack?) and he returned with a pair of glasses, each with a frilly little paper lid. “These do?”

			“I ain’t fancy,” Viv said.

			He tore into the golden foil and popped the Champagne, the sound shockingly loud in the wallpapered room. A wisp of vapor rose from the bottle as if he’d fired a gun. He filled the glasses and handed Viv one.

			“Now,” he said, claiming a side of the bed for himself and fixating on the TV. “What do we got here?”

			How comfortably he settled in. How comfortable all of it was. Yes, it seemed, this whole time it could’ve been him on the other side of the bed. Viv sipped her Champagne.

			“Did you actually steal this?”

			He turned to her. “Of course not.” There was a scent he was wearing, a faint one, nothing obnoxious. Pine or maybe cedar. A tree scent released with the swing of an ax. Easy to imagine him felling a tree—Viv suddenly laughed at herself for even thinking of it.

			“What?” he asked.

			“What?” she repeated tauntingly.

			“Okay.”

			He turned back to the TV. She reached out and slapped his chest twice, gamely. His muscles tightened up beneath her hand.

			“Oh!” he said. “Hello there.”

			“Hi.”

			“What were you laughing at?”

			“This!” She poked his chest repeatedly. “You. Are. Right. Here. It just feels like…I don’t know. Like some vivid dream that turned out not to be a dream.”

			He took her hand. To remove it, Viv worried. But no. He cupped it in his. “I am here,” he said. “And I’m happy to see you.”

			She glanced at his shorts. “How happy, exactly?”

			“Don’t.”

			“That’s off-limits. Got it.”

			“No, don’t—” he began. “Don’t joke your way into anything. Let’s at least be clear about—”

			Viv lunged forward and kissed him hard, feeling his mouth stiffen in surprise, then relax, then open. When they parted, he looked at her seriously. “For real?”

			She set her glass down on the bedside table.

			“For real.”

		

	
		
			twenty-seven

			Corey took a spot on the floor. He got into position and closed his eyes.

			“What in the hell are you doing?”

			Keeping his eyes closed, Corey answered, “Trying to unfuck my brain.”

			“Does that shit actually work? What’s it supposed to do?”

			Corey followed a breath in and out. “It’s supposed to help you concentrate,” he reluctantly explained. “Which is challenging when people are talking to you.”

			“Concentrate on what?”

			He let out a sigh. “On whatever the moment requires. It’s to help you be in the moment.” He opened his eyes. “But sometimes the moment blows.”

			His phone buzzed. “Great. This is probably my sister telling me dinner was never canceled and where the hell am I?”

			It wasn’t Viv. It was a number he didn’t recognize.

			Dixon gave me your number. Let’s meet. Bring it with.

			“Ho-lee shit.”

			“What?”

			Corey showed him.

			“What! Whoa!” Andrew scooted himself up in bed. “Okay. Okay, that’s something. What are you going to tell him?”

			Corey placed the phone on the nightstand and took a bite of his cheeseburger.

			“What the hell? Write him back! I thought we were selling it! I don’t want this thing on me.”

			Corey held up a finger and finished chewing. “I’m letting him stew. Make him want it.”

			Andrew brightened. “Ah!” He made a click-click noise and shot Corey with a finger gun. “Smart.”

			Corey and Andrew lay there watching TV as they played it cool for a few minutes. Corey finally replied with:

			Where

			The other guy wasn’t so worried about playing it cool. He fired back a Google Maps link. It brought up a location smack center in the island. The center was not the fun part. Corey’s childhood time on the island had mostly involved the perimeter. That’s why people went there. The shoreline, a view of the lake. The water made it an island. Switching the app to satellite view, he zoomed in and saw a thin road or two and then some small roofs. No stores, no parks, none of the McMansions that diseased the shoreline. He let Andrew see the map. “I’ll be honest: I’ve never been to…wherever this is.”

			“Is it a setup?”

			“Everything’s a setup. There’s plenty of ways for us to get fucked here. Let’s be smart.”

			Corey talked it through, pacing the room, throwing out this scenario and that. “It’s not the cops. The cops would’ve been all, ‘Knock-knock, can we speak to you for a minute?’ But Dixon got some hurt feelings when I politely suggested that he was passing up a good deal. So maybe it’s some friend who agreed to kick my ass. He’s got a big brother or a cousin. Maybe he’s from one of those cultures where cousins give a shit about each other. Or!—or just maybe this is legit. But I’m telling you, if we walk into this like we think it’s the real deal, that’s how we get fucked. That’s how they get the jump on us. So here’s how we play it. We show up like we’re the ones ready to walk. Make them sell to us—and I mean them, because this sure as shit ain’t just one guy. We look at them like they must be putting us on. And the most important thing is: We’ve done this a million times. We’ve done this so many times, we’re bored with it. It’s a pain in the ass for us to come meet them—that’s the vibe.”

			“They should come to us!”

			“Hell, no!” Corey said. “We need this. I’m talking about appearances. It’s about not appearing desperate. We don’t actually want to piss them off.”

			“Ah, got it! We’re playing it cool.”

			“Exactly. That’s exactly it.”

			They further hashed out the plan. Corey would do the talking. Andrew would have the package on him, hidden under his shirt, strapped to his back with his belt like a suicide bomb. Corey was confident on his price. A savvy buyer could divvy it up, cut it with something, and double it. Triple it. Maybe more. Corey had gleaned this from incognito searches online. Whatever the actual value, it was enough to get your door kicked in back home. They had something here. Corey and Andrew readied themselves.

			“We’re doing this,” Andrew said.

			“We’re doing this,” Corey agreed.

			They fist-bumped and then left the room, like two young actors walking out onstage.

			The walk took some time. It was already dark. Corey concluded that two guys walking and talking was less suspicious than two guys walking silently. And so he talked. He told Andrew about coming to the island as a kid. The summers of farting around, doing nothing. The root beer rock candy that his sister had mentioned at dinner. Corey talked about the house his family had. A small one, kind of janky, but all the houses were like that. No one expected the houses to be anything special. The jankiness was kind of nice. Like, go ahead and put your can of orange soda on the coffee table, no coaster required. No antiques. Nothing fancy. The fridge buzzed when you opened it. The couches were musty and broken. It was awesome. And, sure, if your family has a second house, you’re probably doing okay, but it’s not like this was mega-wealth. Corey speculated, aloud, about what in the hell had happened. Not with his family, but the world.

			“A good life used to be within reach for a regular guy,” he said to Andrew. “Now there’s a handful of people flaunting it, and the rest of the world can go fuck itself. And people are so confused! Like, why’s everyone so mad all the time? Well, I, for one, get it. It doesn’t surprise me one bit.”

			“Lotta stars out here.” Andrew pointed upward.

			“Totally. Some of those fuckers are probably planets.”

			Corey kept up the chatter as they walked through town, and soon they were alone on a gravel road, quiet except for the crickets. He kept an eye on Google Maps, watching the blue dot that was them creep up on their destination. A few long, flat dwellings came into view, like two long, thin motels on either side of the road. Door after door after door. The insides must have been tiny. Seasonal workers flew in from Jamaica and some of those goulash countries in Eastern Europe. They had to sleep somewhere. He and Andrew stopped. Any other time, Corey would’ve had some little comment about how they were like a pair of gunslingers strolling into town. But the fact was, he was scared. There were eyes on him—he could feel it. Maybe a cop was about to step out into the light. Maybe not a cop. Either way, things could get fucked in a hurry.

			“That you?” a voice called out.

			Corey didn’t reply. He merely spread his arms, as if to say: Here I am.

			Some motion in the darkness and then a man emerged. It wasn’t Dixon. Dixon was sleek and polished. This man was white, his skin roughened from the sun. A thorny tattoo on his neck. Corey knew the type: a year-rounder on the island. He probably understood that the summer folk and tourists kept this place afloat. He also understood that, for them, the island was a playground. For him, it was home. Not a bit of love for the tourists. He regarded Corey with a smirk, needing Corey to know how unimpressed he was. He got face-to-face with Corey, stood just close enough to make Corey lean back uncomfortably.

			“Let’s see.”

			Corey remained silent, merely shifting his posture, doing what little he could to gain the upper hand. The man eventually laughed.

			“You think I would just pony up the cash on your word?”

			Corey waited, then nodded at Andrew. Andrew found that the concealed bag wasn’t so easy to get at. After grabbing for it with his right and then left hand, he loosened the belt and the bag fell behind his back and smacked down on the gravel.

			The man laughed again. “You just lay an egg?”

			Two other men stepped out from the darkness. One white, the other Black. They laughed as well. No other input from these two. They were there to be bodies, to keep the main guy from being outnumbered. And these were just the men that Corey could see. So many darkened windows on both sides of the road. So many eyes on them.

			“The golden goose!” the man said. “What’s that story? No, the golden eggs. Don’t kill the goose that lays the golden eggs. Don’t nobody kill this man—he’s got cocaine falling out his ass.”

			The three laughed. Corey laughed too and, meeting eyes with Andrew, got him laughing as well.

			“Okay, okay.” The man settled everyone down. “Toss it here.”

			“Good one,” Corey said.

			“Come, let me see.”

			Corey picked up the bag. He showed him the bag up close.

			“Quit fucking around. Let me feel the damned thing.”

			“Fine. Feel.”

			Corey let him hold it. The man gave it a squeeze and bobbed it in his hand, appreciating its weight.

			“It’s a whole bunch, isn’t it?”

			Corey didn’t say anything.

			“You know that could be anything, right? A kid like you showing up here for a couple days…maybe you think you can pull some slick move. Dupe some locals. What do you care? It’s not like you’ll ever be back. So, what am I holding here? Baking soda? Talcum powder?”

			Corey hadn’t considered how he might prove what it was. A movie image came to his mind. Some guy piercing a plastic bag just like this one with a thin knife, lifting out a trace amount, and tabbing it on his tongue. In the movie (he didn’t know which—probably several) the guy had a scale and a marble countertop. He was most definitely indoors, not out on a street, in the dark, on an island, at the center of it, where people like him never went.

			“Why don’t you tell me,” Corey said, “how you’d like to be sure.”

			Turns out the movies weren’t too far off. The man retrieved a small pocketknife, so small it didn’t feel like a threat. The bag had a thick, industrial twist-tie, so there was no need to stab into it. Corey had Andrew hold it, and he carefully opened the package up. The man, just as carefully, extracted a trace amount. Like a TV cop, he wet his finger, dabbed the cocaine, then dabbed his tongue. He waited, then nodded. What remained on the knife, he quickly inhaled through one nostril. It made his head jerk slightly. Corey imagined the cocaine coursing through his head like a pinball, bouncing off this and that. His face settled and he said, “Okay! I concede the point. That’s the real deal right there.”

			Corey sealed the bag back up.

			“So?” the man said. “I didn’t see a price tag on that thing. How much?”

			Corey confidently said his number.

			The man repeated it evenly. Then again, incredulously. “These are American dollars we’re talking?”

			“You heard me,” Corey said.

			The man was unimpressed. “What you got there is good. But the price ain’t right, Bob Barker. Not happening.”

			Corey hadn’t pinned down his lowest price. But he knew his offer was a steal. Plus, whatever they got, he was splitting it with Andrew. He needed it to be a life-changing amount. A getting-the-hell-out-of-here amount. He tried waiting the man out. The guy wasn’t budging.

			“Why don’t you tell me what you had in mind,” Corey said reasonably.

			“I didn’t know you had that much. It’s a lot. But what you’re asking…cut that in half and we can talk.”

			“Half?” Corey tried the man’s strategy of being outraged. “Is this open-mic night? Unless you’re going to enjoy that whole thing yourself, my price is a steal. A smart man could triple the value. Maybe more.”

			The man’s eyes widened. “Triple the value? Where’d you get that?”

			“Half is a joke.”

			“Nice life you’re living, when that’s a joke.”

			“We came all the way out here,” Corey said. “We met you in good faith. But if you can’t offer a real price, we’re done here.”

			“Corey,” Andrew said. Corey silenced him.

			“Dixon told me everything,” the man said. “You tried selling him in broad daylight? Because he had a joint? I only have your number because he was making fun of you. However you stumbled into this, smart move would be to sell at my price, take the win, and don’t look back.”

			“If you can’t see the value in this?” Corey held the bag up. “Then I don’t even know what to say to you.” He handed the bag to Andrew, who tucked it up under his shirt. “We’re out.”

			“You’re sure?” Andrew said.

			“Listen to the goose!” the man said.

			Corey began walking. Andrew stood, stammering, and finally followed. Without turning back, Corey said loudly, “You got my number. When you’re ready with a real offer, let me know.”

		

	
		
			twenty-eight

			The hotel had something for everyone except Ash. One of the fancy little ballrooms was filled with giant foam blocks that toddlers stacked into towers and then toppled. Their mothers took videos of them, narrating in singsong voices. Then there were cocktail lounges and martini bars and a single, sad little room that was supposed to be a dance club, colored light flashing down on an empty dance floor, a bored DJ scrolling on his phone.

			Her mom had texted, Hanging with my old island pal, her best attempt at making it innocent. Not that Ash thought her mom was going to hook up, right there in their shared room. But neither could Ash imagine anything more uncomfortable than sitting there with the two of them, answering dumbassed questions about whether she liked school. She would not be crashing that little party. So, what to do? Maybe she’d look for Uncle Pete. She liked him. He reminded her of a station wagon, one of those old ones with fake wood panels. She liked what a shameless dork he was. She liked that he was a scientist. She liked science, the whole idea of it. Evidence. Facts. Measurements. Reality. Though she didn’t exactly love science class. She blamed the textbook. And the quizzes. And Mr. Chandry, who was annoying. So much of it bounced right off her brain. Peptide bonds. Valence shells. What ATP stood for. What RNA was. She was glad that other people did science. Hooray for those people. She knew, from memes, that mitochondria were the powerhouses of cells, and that this was likely all she would remember from high school.

			Anyway, she liked Uncle Pete. She texted him and didn’t get a reply. What was she supposed to do? Sit in the lobby all night? She went to the front desk and said she was with Pete Pickford and the larger family of Pickfords and was in need of a key. The girl at the desk was no older than Ash and was eager to help. Ash knew the type, a pretty, well-put-together girl who hoped that someone like Ash wouldn’t be too judgy. She did some quick typing and produced a key card. She wrote 323 on the sleeve, circled it, and slid it over. “All set!”

			When she got there, she recognized the door her mom had pounded on. Corey’s room, not Pete’s. Right. Corey had helped himself to Pete’s room. She knocked and waited. Then she let herself in. Turned out that Corey kept a tidy room. He even hung up his shirts on hangers. What was his deal, anyway? Sure, he wasn’t at the funeral, but he wasn’t anywhere. Pete was the one who showed up for stuff. Pete was her uncle. Corey was just this problem they couldn’t stop talking about. So many times, her mom held her phone up to her dad: Here’s the latest about you-know-who…Ash didn’t share the outrage. She felt bad for him, actually. On her mom’s phone, there was a group chat named Family. He wasn’t a part of it.

			She supposed he could return any minute. She plopped down on the bed and turned on the TV. Corey wouldn’t care about her shoes on the bed. Wouldn’t even notice. He might even be amused that she was there. If asked how she got a key, she would shrug. He would respect that. She flipped the channels. Disappointment after disappointment until she landed on The Office. She and her mom had bonded over that show. Her dad maintained loyalty to the original British version. Tory! accused her mom. Ash gave the British version a try, open to the idea that America had ruined a good thing. She found it overly cringey and homophobic. The American version was nice. The stuff with Jim and Pam was sweet. But mostly it seemed like work was the same as school: You just needed to be in the building. Like, you couldn’t go through life just wandering around. So, even if you weren’t doing much learning or working, that was fine. Attendance was what mattered. Just don’t be Corey, not working, not showing up for funerals.

			But, for real, what was his deal? She supposed she would look around and learn a few things. He hadn’t touched the minibar. Her mom hadn’t touched theirs either—claiming that everything in it cost exactly one million dollars. Not much to learn from his shirts on their hangers or the pair of jeans on the closet floor. He had a small duffel bag, which she promptly inspected. A crusty pair of socks and a Bic pen with a chewed-up cap. A Greyhound bus ticket and a handwritten letter, which she read. It was from Pete. Really hope we’ll see you out at the island! What a big, dopey sweetheart Uncle Pete was.

			She checked the bathroom. Pills? Needles? Was that it? On the sink, next to a comb with the hotel’s name on it in gold letters and a messy toothbrush, was a small bottle of Advil. Supposedly Advil. The childproof cap gave her some trouble, like it’d been glued shut. She got both thumbs behind it and—pop!—pills, like confetti, filled the air and rained down to the floor. Advil, all of them. She knelt down to gather them. A second, louder sound filled the air. Voices at the door—Corey’s and another’s. In a panic, she quickly shut the bathroom door, wanting to gather up what she spilled before explaining herself.

			“Whoa, why are you hiding that again? That’s mine now. Give it here.”

			Ash did not know that voice.

			“It’s yours? Why would it be yours?”

			That one Ash knew. That was Corey.

			“Twenty-four hours,” the strange voice said. “I told you.”

			“But it’s in play now! We’re starting to get some bites!”

			“Bites. One guy. And you pissed him off. It’s mine now—give it!”

			“You get back to New York…maybe the Port Authority has their dogs sniffing luggage. Just having that on you—that’s ten years right there.”

			“I’m not taking it back to New York. I’m selling it.”

			“Ha! To who?”

			“The guy!”

			“The guy? The low-baller? You think you can get him to come around on the price?”

			“I had no problem with the price he offered. And I’m going to find him and make the deal.”

			“What? Tonight? Alone? I’m sure as shit not going back out there.”

			“I’m not an idiot. Tomorrow. In the daylight. I know where to find him. You’re not needed.”

			Ash hadn’t moved. She was still down on one knee, Advil cap in hand. One of them would go to the bathroom eventually. They’d think she was spying. Which she was, but it’s not like she wanted to be. Shit. This was supposed to be Pete’s room. And her mom didn’t need to have a guy over. What in the hell? She hasn’t asked for this. But she was past that. Nothing to do but keep quiet. Maybe stay frozen? Let them think she’d had a stroke? Sleepwalking, maybe? God, no. Might as well claim amnesia. Who in the hell was this other guy? Had Corey met someone? Was everyone gay? No, they were selling something, obviously. Drugs, obviously. Corey said something about jail time and police dogs. Jesus. It sank in, just how bad this was. Just how little she knew about her uncle. No good reason to think he’d bother protecting her if this other sketchy guy flipped out. She remained in position, felt she could stay that way without blinking, without breathing. But something had to be done. Silently, she gathered the Advil from the floor, depositing the pills into the pocket of her jeans—she couldn’t risk the noise of the tiny plastic bottle. Slowly, she rose to her feet. Okay. What next? The bathroom offered just one place to hide, that being the shower. A newer hotel would’ve had a sliding glass door. Fortunately, this place was old and kitschy, and the shower curtain was thick and white and embroidered with roses. She stepped into the shower and quietly, quietly, slid the curtain shut.

			Okay. This could work. She was in the room because her mom was busy. True. Then she got tired. She didn’t want to take Corey’s bed, so she thought she’d sleep in the bathtub. Weird, but they already thought she was weird. And people slept in bathtubs when there was nowhere else. So now the trick was to sleep. Then, believably, she had already been asleep, had heard nothing, and all would be fine. One of them might come in, pull back the curtain, and she’d be the startled one. This absolutely could work. All she needed to do was sleep, or try to, or close her eyes, or be ready to close them.

		

	
		
			twenty-nine

			Rebecca listened, really listened, when Pete talked. She took an interest in their small house on that plot of land, was charmed by the idea of it, making little affectionate sounds as he told her about the long summer days, the classic summer camp vibe of it all. The little rowboat at the end of the dock. Board games that went on for hours. Mismatched dice and missing game pieces. Playing checkers with mostly bottle caps. Soda in the fridge at all times. “Those eight-packs of glass soda bottles?”

			“Yes!” Rebecca said ecstatically.

			“Unlimited soda. Totally unchecked. The number of glass bottles that went straight into the trash. I don’t even want to think about it.”

			Rebecca eyed her own house and seemed disappointed by what she saw. So grand and spotless. Pete grasped for another reminiscence that might hold her interest.

			“I want to get my feet wet,” she said from out of nowhere.

			“Sorry? Your feet?”

			“The lake!” she pointed. “You in?”

			Pete’s raised his eyebrows. “I suppose I am. Oliver will be all right here?”

			“When that boy crashes, he crashes hard. You gotta make the most of it. Come on!”

			He followed her off the porch, down to the water. It was dark, but the sky was thick with stars. The night animals were out. Throaty hiccup calls from the green frogs and the reedy moan of a far-off loon. The lake made small waves, a pleasant sound that made Pete think of being a kid, making waves in the bathtub with his hands. Rebecca kicked off her shoes and ran knee-deep into the lake, the water darkening her jeans.

			“Oh, my god, it’s freezing!” she said in a high, giddy voice. She looked to Pete. “Well? Don’t leave me hanging!”

			He took off his boots and socks and walked out into the water. Biting cold, painfully refreshing. “Do you—” His voice had an unexpected shiver. “Do you swim during the day? From what I recall, it’s not so bad when the sun’s out. My mom always stood out here, shouting about the rip current. ‘Watch out for the rip currents!’ ”

			“I swim never. Can’t even,” she said. She’d folded her arms tightly and was doing a little dance from one foot to the other. “It just wasn’t a thing where I grew up. Then I was an adult and what was I supposed to do? Sign up for swim class?”

			“Huh.” Pete shifted his feet beneath the water. His toes were getting numb. “A lake house but you don’t swim.”

			“Yep. I’m fine with just dipping my feet in, but, goddamn, it is cold.”

			She sloshed her way back to land. Pete stood there, captivated by the silhouette of this woman in the warm light from the house’s several windows. She smiled and nudged her head, telling him to come along. Back on the porch, she found her phone and checked in on a few things. Pete was determined not to be oblivious. Corey might have had a point. Something is happening or it isn’t. For a moment there, Pete thought maybe something was, but now she was on her phone and he worried the energy had shifted. But so be it. He felt good about the evening. Oliver remained happily asleep on the couch.

			“Well!” Pete said more loudly than he intended. “Thank you again for having me.”

			She turned. “You’re going?”

			“It’s—” Pete began, meaning to say that it was late, though he had no idea what time it was.

			“Thank you.” She looked at him intently. “You really made this special for him.”

			She reached out to hug him, sensing his awkwardness, which only made her lunge more assertively at him. She held him warmly, exhaled in a slow, sleepy way. When they parted, her eyes were joyously weepy. She looked at him again. Tilting her head. Assessing. Deciding. She kissed him on the lips, fully, insistently. Her hands were up and down his back, and he did likewise, matching her but not expanding upon anything, not quite believing this was happening. This woman. This beautiful, thoughtful, capable woman. A pause came, as if they had come up for air. She took his hand. “Why don’t we go back inside?”

			He let himself be led. Oliver was facedown on the sectional sofa, lips pursed against the cushion, rib cage expanding and retracting. She draped a blanket over him and then turned, warmly, to Pete. He understood what would happen next, and he very much wanted it to happen. But did you really do this with a child in the house? With a mom? Who was married—still married, Pete believed. Even if the dad was a sack of crap? He followed her up the stairs, still not quite believing it. He—Pete!—that little boy who’d spent so many long, lonely summer days with so much empty time to fill, whose mind had wandered and whose imagination had blossomed in ways that felt boundless…never would that boy have landed on the notion that he might one day, in this very spot, be heading to bed with an actual, beautiful, magnificent woman.

			She led him to an impossibly large bedroom and walked him to the bed, had him sit on the edge of it. She leaned down, kissed him again, and said, “Don’t go anywhere.”

			The bedroom had its own bathroom, and she disappeared into it, glancing back at him intently as she shut the door. He heard the sink running. The water would sober her. The sight of her reflection would bring her back to reality. The bedroom door was still open, light pouring in from the hallway. A small face appeared, peeking into the room. Two small hands gripping the doorframe.

			“I want a brother!” Oliver whispered loudly.

			Pete stood. “What?” he whispered back.

			“Are you going to touch butts and make a baby?”

			Pete quietly approached him. “No one’s going to do that.” He gently put his hand on Oliver’s shoulder and returned him to the hallway.

			“A brother!” Oliver said again, giving two eager thumbs-up.

			Pete whispered back. “Go to bed! Please!”

			Quickly, he shut the door and returned to his position on the bed. The sound of the water stopped. A few quiet noises from drawers and cabinets and then she reemerged wearing a burgundy robe. Backlit from the bathroom light, Pete felt he was seeing something primal, a fairy-tale image. Her hand found the light switch and then it was dark and a shadowy figure approached Pete, his eyes adjusting as she appeared before him. In a move he couldn’t have anticipated, he was the one to reach up and undo the sash, the robe opening before him like wings.

		

	
		
			thirty

			“Holy fucking shit.” Viv stared, wide-eyed, at the ceiling. Torso rising and falling. The feeling of having gotten off a roller coaster, back on solid ground but her body still pulsing with the thrilling turbulence of it all. Robbie was incredible. Almost too good. He worked on Viv like she was a piece of cardio equipment. For a moment, it seemed he might twirl his body above her like a pommel-horse gymnast. What a sleek, carved, Art Deco body he had. Too perfect. Quite possibly the most significant fuck of her life since her very first. Absolutely, it was. She felt new. She was new. She had stepped over into whatever was to come next. A new life. Not with Robbie, specifically, but not with Warren, specifically.

			Robbie propped himself up on an elbow. “You okay?”

			Viv laughed. She slapped his bare chest. “Yep. That’ll do. That’ll do.”

			“I mean—” He smiled. “With having done that?”

			She scooched up in bed. The air felt cool on her breasts and she felt entirely comfortable next to him. “More than okay.”

			Prior to this trip to the island, infidelity had never been on the table. Sure, she’d noticed people, as it turned out that the world didn’t simply vanish when you got married, but she hadn’t even indulged in any prolonged fantasies. But now here she was, with a man who wasn’t her husband, and it honestly felt right. Warren was free. She was free. And no sense in kidding themselves about it: What future did the two of them actually have? She ought to tell him. Let him off the hook for whatever he had gotten up to.

			She reached over to Robbie, arm around his torso, and settled back into the sheets and pillows. He was satisfyingly solid, like she had her arms around the trunk of an oak tree. She wasn’t normally a clinger. With Warren, when they parted, they found their own spaces in their bed and happily slept independent of each other. She could’ve held on to Robbie forever. They’d been deprived of that, that first time in the rowboat, neither of them knowing exactly how to end things. She recalled just then, for the first time in forever, the glimpse she’d caught of Robbie discreetly dropping his soiled condom in the lake, and how it floated and caught the light of the fireworks, like some shy jellyfish had risen to the surface to see the big show.

			Her phone buzzed and she covered herself with the sheet before grabbing it. A text from Ash.

			Watching a movie with uncle. Getting sleepy. Might doze off, k?

			Viv gave it a little heart.

			“My daughter.” Viv tossed her phone aside.

			The world came rushing back.

			“Right…” Robbie said, his eyes closed. “Daughters.” He made a little grunt of disappointment. “I have one of those as well.”

			“Mine is occupied for a bit. Do you have to hurry off?” Viv asked more eagerly than she’d intended.

			“Technically, no. But…”

			“Got it.” She withdrew her arm to free him up.

			“It’s just—I obviously told my daughter about you. If I’m suddenly out all night…”

			“I get it. Go on, scram.”

			He laughed and got himself out of bed. A stark tan line at his waist like a surfer. She thought about slapping his bare backside, but he had quickly yanked his athletic-looking underwear back into place, and with a few rapid movements he was dressed again. He looked down at her and smiled. In contemplating how to leave the room, a sense of shy awkwardness registered in his body in a twitchy way as he raced through this and that option and then, shrugging at his own conclusion, he leaned down and kissed her on the forehead.

			“See you,” he said.

			“Yeah,” she said. “See you.”

			Leaving, he paused, his body halfway out the door. He looked back at her fondly, then shook his head. “Viv Pickford. ’Night.” And he was gone.

			Viv reached for the pillow where his head had been. She hugged it to her chest. That felt good for a moment. Then it felt dumb. She chucked the pillow aside. She supposed she ought to get herself together. She got into her pajamas. Her dinner plate remained on the nightstand. Evidence of that, but not Robbie. But, no! The Champagne! She grabbed the bottle and took a swig from it, fizzy and sweet. She considered taking a selfie: drinking Champagne in bed, straight-up gangster. What she saw was messy hair and puffy skin. She tossed the phone aside and grabbed the remote. So many buttons. How were Info, Guide, and Menu different? She tossed it aside. Alone again. And so quickly.

		

	
		
			thirty-one

			Ash wasn’t one of those people who constantly had to pee, but hours had passed, and she was dying. The toilet was right there. And, technically, she could pee in the tub, but that would involve movement and adjusting, which she couldn’t risk. The shower curtain was at her elbow, and with any small touch, it made a shuffling sound way louder than it had any right to be. She lolled her head back and forth on the tiled wall. So many comforts just out of reach. Towels she could’ve propped behind her head. Robes that could’ve been blankets. But she was stuck in place, not daring to move. Her body actually fit the tub neatly. Had she been younger, her imagination would’ve taken over and she’d be bobsledding down a Swiss Alp or something. That part of her brain seemed to be gone, fallen off like a baby tooth. She needed to get out. Waiting until morning wouldn’t work. Her bladder would burst. She could run out the door quickly before they could react. Would they bother chasing her? Maybe. Whatever package they had with them…they’d think she was a thief. Her best plan was still terrible: She was a sleepwalker. But she couldn’t just sprint and then be a sleepwalker if caught. She would have to zombie-walk to the door.

			She raised herself slowly and stepped out of the tub. The bathroom light was on and, wisely, she turned it off before slowly working the knob on the bathroom door. Pitch-black at first, but her eyes adjusted. Corey was in bed. The other guy was asleep on the floor, a lanky guy who slept with his mouth open. Corey at least had let him have a pillow. Slowly, heel-toe, heel-toe, she made her way to the door. It wouldn’t open. Right, the deadbolt. She turned it, careful as she could, and inched the door open. Light from the hallway burst in, right on the lanky guy’s face. Nothing for Ash to do but move fast. With the door opened as little as possible, she wedged her body through. Luckily, the hallway light was so bright it blinded the lanky guy—as soon he opened his eyes, he winced and shut them, shielding his face and mumbling, “Whaaa…” By then, Ash was in the hallway, swiftly shutting the door behind her. Done.

			That face. The guy on the floor. Ash had seen him before. He had been the one peeking over the newspaper at Corey. Mad-dogging him. That was him on Corey’s floor, absolutely not a stranger. Ash had just a second to be alone with that thought. Two ladies turned the corner, both in dresses like they’d been at the prom. Maybe they had? They were carrying an ice sculpture of a swan, giggling as they shifted it from hand to hand, gripping with one hand while shaking off the other.

			“This thing is freezing!” one said.

			“It’s ice, dumbass!” said the other.

			They both cracked up. Whatever mission they were on, they hadn’t thought it through. They were drunk, obviously, and had thought it’d be hilarious to take this thing back to their room. Ash kept moving, approaching them only because they were in the way. How unbelievably loud they were.

			“Shit!” one of the ladies said when she saw Ash.

			The other, in a surprised panic, let go. The swan thumped to the floor, the curved neck snapping right off.

			“Ah, damn it!” the lady said, picking it up. She looked at Ash. “I thought you were a cop!”

			Both ladies laughed. The other said, “You have to tell us if you’re a cop!”

			Ash hurried by, feet quick on the dizzying checkered carpet, the room numbers counting down—317, 315, 313—as she ran.

			She turned a corner and listened. Aside from the cackling ladies, the hotel was silent. Downstairs, the lobby was empty. Just a lone receptionist who acknowledged her quietly, like a librarian. No one was out on the porch except a uniformed janitor with a brass broom and dustpan who swept up wine corks and toothpicks. There were way more stars out than she’d ever seen at home. The crickets were loud as a car alarm. What in the hell, Corey? He had played her. Acted like they were in on something together. Acted, that first night on the porch, like she was a real person and had something to say. But no. He was the same as the rest of them. Worse. Or, no—she was the one who had played him. Got herself in and out of his room and now she was out here and free. She needed a bathroom and a bed. She found her way to her own room and made no effort to be quiet with the key. Her mother was alone.

			“I’m back,” Ash said.

			This roused her mom but not enough to open her eyes. “Hmm? Good. Good.”

		

	
		
			THURSDAY

		

	
		
			thirty-two

			Pete was awoken by the sound of a man’s voice. “Who the fuck are you!”

			It was morning. Pete did not know the man, and, in that moment of waking, he knew not where he was…he hardly knew who he was. Still, his animal brain acknowledged that this man was a threat, and as Pete’s waking mind assembled itself, the world took shape and memory came flooding back. There were his clothes on the floor. There was Rebecca’s robe—no Rebecca. He now heard the shower running. For the most fleeting moment, he had a sweet recollection of making love to her, of holding her. The man grew larger, was approaching, running at Pete across the carpeted floor of the massive bedroom. Such a sweet, dreamy bliss the evening had been and now here was this man coming at him, fists ready. He was the cruel light of day. He was the manifestation of the plain fact that Pete had no business being there. He was upon Pete now. All of it too fast for Pete to think or hesitate. He lunged back at the man, bear-hug-tackling him, and then the two of them were on the carpet.

			The man was slim but strong. He landed blows on Pete’s sides as they rolled on the carpet, trying, as they could, to get traction, to grip something, but the two of them tumbled clumsily in a blur of limbs and curses. Pete caught glimpses of the man’s face as they brawled. Wisps of blond hair, a bald patch up top, hairs on his arms bleached from the sun. The husband, of course. The no-show bastard. Big opinions suddenly about who ought to be in his house. No denying the man’s strength; Pete felt the knotted muscles of his forearms as he tried fending him off. Pete, the larger of the two, caught a lucky break: In their final roll, Pete landed on top, his knee pinning down the man’s leg. The man’s hands shot up to Pete’s throat and squeezed, blinding Pete as he fought for air. Trying and failing to pry off the man’s hands, he simply began swinging his fists, finally landing a punch, then another, then more. The man’s hands left Pete’s throat and he shielded himself, or tried to, but the floodgates were open. Kettlebells at the gym, laps at the pool, the Pilates—yes, even the Pilates: It had all been for something, which turned out to be this. He’d done the work and was acing the test. Pete pummeled away, a lifetime of biting his tongue, a lifetime of not fighting back. It all came out now. He purged himself onto this man, this shithead who’d skipped his son’s birthday, knowing full well how it would destroy him. Well! Pete kept on. We’ll see who destroys who!

			“Stop!” A small voice cried out. Pete looked to the bathroom. The door was still shut. No, the voice came from the hallway. Oliver, wide-eyed, panicked, rapidly turning red. “No no no no no!” He fell to the floor and began smacking his own head, over and over. “No no no no no!” His little body pulled in on itself, compact, his skinny arms flailing, his skin shockingly red.

			“What? Oh, my god!” Rebecca this time, emerging from the bathroom, barely wrapped in a towel. “No! My god, no!”

			Pete stood and covered himself with his hands. The man beneath him bled from his nose, his hands shielding himself as if the beating were ongoing. Blood on his blue dress shirt. Blood on the white carpet. Oliver remained in crash position, still smacking himself. “No no no no no!”

			Rebecca ran to him with the urgency of a paramedic. Pure mom now. She held him, cradled his body. “You are loved, Oliver. You are loved.”

			Pete, covering himself with a hand, hurried over. Rebecca, without looking, shooed him away. “Go! Just go! Oliver, you are loved.”

			Oliver shook furiously and Rebecca held him tight, as if fending off an explosion.

			Pete suddenly returned to his body in full. Stupidly naked among the chaos that he had caused. He quickly snatched up his clothes. Unclear how much to dress himself before bolting out the door. He got his boxers and pants back on. His new shirt lay there. The tag from the store still on it, had been on it all night.

			Holding the shirt at his side, he quietly stepped past Rebecca’s husband, who was now in recovery mode, touching his own face, assessing. Rebecca continued with Oliver. You are loved. You are loved.

			“I’m—” Pete tried to say.

			Again, and with finality, she waved him off.

			“Sorry,” Pete finished and then showed himself out.

		

	
		
			thirty-three

			Robbie wasn’t at yoga and, honestly, that was fine. Viv needed to regroup. Yoga would be just the thing. Whatever dizzying heights her body had risen to, this series of guided movements, led by that soothing young instructor, would return her to—and she loathed this expression—her center. As for Robbie, she regretted nothing. Moving on was necessary. The hardest part was making that leap. She’d leapt.

			“Now, shifting from downward-facing dog, we will lower our bodies to plank…”

			Viv, along with the dozens of other bodies, dropped into push-up position, the lot of them looking like a middle-aged boot camp. In front of her was a couple whose giddy energy could only mean that they’d just met. Viv was absurdly put off by this, as if it meant that she and Robbie were not so special. Once—but only once—she glanced at the door, thinking maybe he’d been running late.

			“Holding…holding…just a few more breaths in plank…you got this…”

			Viv had this. But barely. Just as her arms began to shake, the instructor mercifully transitioned the group to child’s pose, glorious, though fleeting.

			“From here, if you’ve got it in you this morning, join me in crow pose…”

			Viv had never pulled off crow, a pose that resembled someone who had started doing a handstand and then froze a quarter way up. The instructor executed it perfectly, her body suspended on the strength of her lean forearms. Viv would’ve been in awe of this young goddess if she hadn’t been so flustered. After toppling over twice, Viv waited the instructor out. Others did the same, aside from a showy couple up front in matching black athletic wear. From there, it was on to tree pose, which was just a fancy way of standing on one foot, though Viv never could quite find stability in it. Seconds in, she began to wobble. Again, there was the instructor, front and center, poised on a single leg like an elegant seabird.

			When it finally ended, Viv was damp with sweat. It all felt like a bit much for a group of adults who wanted to briefly feel virtuous before day-drinking at the pool. She returned to the juice bar and the man blended her up the same pink concoction that Robbie had treated her to. As the blender roared and Viv waited, the young lady who had led the yoga sessions walked in.

			“Hey!” Viv said over the noise of the blender, which ended right as she spoke, making it seem that she was shouting in the young lady’s face. “Kicked it up a notch today, huh?”

			The lady—Jane, Viv recalled—smiled politely but distantly.

			Viv, feeling like her comment maybe rubbed Jane the wrong way, asked, “Can I get you something? My treat. These sessions have been the highlight of my stay here. One of the highlights.”

			The man behind the counter spotted Jane and, with a nod, got to work.

			“I’m good, thanks,” she said evenly. “They comp my meals. One of the perks.”

			Not a drop of sweat on her. Nice for her, being twenty-whatever, with so much time to devote to being in shape. Having engaged, or tried to, Viv fell into a trap: She could accept that her conversational attempts had failed, or she could power through. “You must see so many people come and go. Keeps it fresh, I guess?”

			It was a nothing sort of comment, but it made Jane turn from Viv and meet eyes with the man behind the smoothie bar in a knowing way.

			“What?” Viv asked.

			“Hmm?” Jane replied innocently.

			“Come on.” Viv smiled, trying to suggest that the two of them were in on something. “What was that?”

			Jane now eyed Viv curiously. “What was what?”

			Viv answered confidently. “Just now. There was some little inside joke here. What did I say?”

			Jane considered this, her eyes scanning Viv up and down. Viv suddenly felt foolish. And old. Why was she pushing this young woman, this girl, for a response? Being liberated from small talk was one of the few pleasures of aging. She could just walk away. And she began to.

			“Most people come and go,” Jane called after her.

			Viv turned and faced her.

			“But some people keep coming back. Like Robbie.”

			“Huh. Okay. Keep going.”

			“With what?” Jane asked, innocent again.

			“Oh, cut the shit. You’ve cued this whole thing up. Just say it.”

			“Robbie is a regular at my sessions. Good-looking guy. Lots of the ladies think so. He seems to…make friends quite easily.”

			Viv found herself adjusting her posture. She replied calmly. “I’ve known Robbie for years. We were kids on the island together.”

			“Okey-doke,” Jane said in a singsongy way.

			“We were!” Viv said, then immediately regretted it. Walk away. Just walk away.

			“I am glad that you’re enjoying the sessions.” Her voice was kinder now. “You seem nice, so…I just thought you should know.”

			Viv turned and left. Without looking back, Viv raised a middle finger in the air.

			“Namaste!” Jane called after her.

			Walking rapidly back toward her room, Viv chucked her untouched smoothie in the first trash can she saw. No, she thought. The instructor had the wrong guy. But of course she didn’t. She knew his name. Knew him. Quite possibly had even…But no, this was different. Viv had known him since forever. He was the main, significant boy from her youth. Except…how long had she even known him back then? Just a few days, really. Shit. Her phone buzzed. Robbie. Ha!

			Hey! Don’t want to intrude on family, but any chance we can meet up?

			She sat on a floral couch near the elevator. Unbelievable. She wrote back:

			Let’s.

			They agreed to meet in a little café in a nook of the hotel. Robbie got there first. Viv marched in and got right to it.

			“So! Congrats, I guess?”

			Robbie was startled. He smiled nervously. “On?”

			Viv took the seat across from him. “Your conquests. All them yoga ladies.”

			“Um…not sure what you’re talking about.”

			“Really? I think you do know. That instructor—Jane! That’s her name—she had plenty to say about you. Quite the regular in her sessions.”

			On the table was a little menu. Banana splits and espresso drinks with ice cream. Robbie grabbed the menu, studied it, then set it on the table and flicked it back and forth with his fingertips. “I told you myself,” he said, finally. “There’s really nowhere else on the island to—”

			“Quite the yoga lothario you are.”

			“Yoga lothario?”

			She reached over and poked him in the chest. “Yoga. Lothario. That’s you.”

			His head rolled back. “Oh, come on. What did Jane say?”

			“Jane.”

			“Yes! Jane! That’s her name. You said it a second ago.”

			“And how old is Jane? Twenty-two?”

			“Twenty-seven, if you must know.”

			“Ah! I beg your pardon, Sir Galahad. Why would Jane even have an opinion about it, unless…?”

			When she fought with Warren, which really wasn’t that often, they knew where they stood. No one would be storming off, slamming a door behind them. But Robbie—who was he, even? He swallowed, then stood his ground. “I feel like you’re saying I betrayed you. Did I?”

			“Was she the youngest?”

			“Need I remind you that I’m single? Where am I supposed to meet people? Am I supposed to get on some app like a teenager? Look, I know you’re brand new to being…unattached. So, let me tell you something: If you think you’re stepping back into the exact same game, you aren’t.”

			“You can understand how I might not love being the latest conquest?”

			A waitress came over. Robbie and Viv put on their polite faces and waved her away.

			“Obviously you weren’t a conquest. Obviously this was different. And as for anyone who came before—exactly what would you have me do? Just keep hopefully running out to the mailbox, waiting to see if you wrote back? Because I did that. For a long while I did that.”

			“I know. And that was sweet to hear.”

			“Okay. So what are you even saying? What do you want, exactly?”

			“I…” Viv hesitated. “I don’t know. I want to know what comes next.”

			“With…us?”

			“Yes! No! With anything! I don’t freaking know!”

			“Like I said, it really threw me to have you suddenly gone. But if we’re going to be honest, that just meant it ended then instead of later.”

			“Ouch. Thanks.”

			“How about you tell me. What was last night? What did you want that to be? Were we starting a relationship?”

			“Maybe?” Viv said, exasperated. “Is that insane? And you were the one who showed up at my door. What were you after? What do you want last night to be?”

			“I wanted to spend time with you.”

			“Spend time. You wanted to get laid.”

			“Viv.”

			“Well?”

			“Having you here—” He paused in thought. “I couldn’t just squander it. I couldn’t just say, ‘Hey! Fun running into you.’ I do mean it when I say I just wanted to spend time with you. And, sure, I’m glad we had sex. Do you regret it? Do you feel tricked or gaslighted or…?”

			“I don’t regret it,” Viv said truthfully. “I just don’t know what I’m supposed to do now.”

			They sat in silence long enough for the waitress to cautiously return. She waited for Viv and Robbie’s attention. When they looked up at her, she smiled and asked, “Have we come to a decision?”

		

	
		
			thirty-four

			Whose idea even was it to have lunch? No one wanted to be there. Pete slumped in his chair. He’d forgotten his little hat or given up on it. He wasn’t one to get moody, but when he did, he was all in. Viv, normally a talker, sat there with her jaw clenched tight. She needed the world to see that she was in no mood. Ash beat them all. She stared straight ahead, glaring at Corey. He assumed he was just caught in the path, because otherwise, what the hell? Their father was resting in his room, explaining that he needed “a breather,” one of those old-guy excuses that never gets questioned. Not that Corey was having the best day either, but a guy had to eat, and damned if he wanted to have another meal in bed next to Andrew, who’d been ordering the same plain cheeseburger for every meal, making a big stink about there being no ketchup, no mustard, no lettuce, just meat and cheese and bun, insisting that Corey recite all this into the phone. Corey had lived with the guy in New York for several months and somehow had never noticed what an absolute toddler he was.

			Lunch was a buffet situation, but everyone just sat there, too grumpy to eat.

			“Fuck it,” Corey said. “I’m getting food.”

			He joined the buffet line like an elementary school student, waited his turn, grabbed the silver tongs, and loaded his plate with enough bacon to make the lady behind him snicker. He added several pink éclairs for good measure. A young couple stood at the dessert station, inspecting a tower of pastel macarons. The woman, he realized, was the one from his first night at the hotel. Her husband looked exactly as Corey would’ve guessed.

			“Enjoying your stay?” Corey asked them.

			She turned, unfazed. “Certain aspects have been underwhelming.”

			“Well! Sorry to hear that.” He turned to leave. “If I can offer some advice? A place like this, you have to bring the right energy. Just a thought.”

			The husband, as Corey was leaving, said to his wife, “I didn’t realize you weren’t having a nice time.”

			Coffee was waiting back at the table. No one shook their heads at his ridiculous plate. They just sat there in angry defeat. He bit into an éclair and held his plate out to Ash. “No? You’re sure?”

			“No, thank you.” Dumbest question she’d ever been asked. Barrel of monkeys, that one.

			The éclair was cold and sweet and had a little candy daisy flower thingy stuck in the frosting. Damned if Corey was going to let these mopes ruin his day. Pete, trying to be all sly, scooted his coffee cup and saucer so it lined up with his left hand, not his right. Not that Pete was ever trying to be noticed, but something was up. “What’s going on there, Petey? You do something to your hand?”

			Pete looked away and reluctantly raised his right hand. The pinky knuckle was a dark, inky blue, like a marker had exploded beneath his skin.

			“Damn! You been brawling?”

			“Pete, what happened?” Viv asked.

			“That’s a classic boxer’s break right there,” Corey said. “What’s the other guy look like?”

			Pete’s head drooped. “Not great.”

			“Was this at the party?” Viv asked. “Oh, god.”

			“What’s this, now?” Corey asked. Finally, the table was waking up.

			“Forget it. I don’t want to talk about it.”

			“Is someone going to come looking for you? When you hit a guy, a lot of times they don’t like it.” Corey scanned the dining hall. “What party? At the hotel?”

			Pete raised his head. His brother, in that chair across the table, was a tired, broken man. Gray hairs showing up in his sideburns. Deep creases in his skin. They were old, all of them. When did that happen?

			“It was at our old house,” Pete said. “The new house where our old house was.”

			“Oh, damn!” Corey said.

			Pete went to reach for his coffee, then didn’t. “It’s this whole mansion now. This big white thing with hedges and air-conditioning and a kitchen with Italian marble.”

			“Ugh. I kind of hate that it’s fancy now. It’s still so crazy that our old place is completely gone,” Viv said.

			Pete nodded. “Dad sold it in a hurry. He was getting sued or something. Rebecca—the lady living there now—knew all about it.”

			“Wait, no.” Viv’s eyes darted at Ash. “That’s…okay, that’s weird. I literally just asked Dad why he sold the place, and it was all about needing money to start up a business.”

			“Huh,” Corey said. “Interesting.”

			Viv asked, “What did she say, exactly?”

			Pete, with some reluctance, went into it. “It’s all pretty secondhand. It’s her husband’s family’s house now. But it was something like Dad was getting sued for using someone else’s idea. Stealing it, really. No…he was about to get sued, and he settled out of court.”

			“Someone’s idea?” Ash asked. “How can someone own an idea?”

			Viv turned to her. “Maybe it’s best if you tune all this out.”

			Corey smiled. “The old man was getting sued.”

			“Settled out of court,” Pete said.

			“He was so insistent, though,” Viv said. “He needed money to start up his company. What a big gamble it was. We’re sure we believe this lady? No offense, Pete.”

			Pete sighed. “I cannot, for the life of me, think of why she would invent that story. Or why anyone would.”

			“He took someone’s idea…” Viv said quietly, like it was catching up with her. “Or stole it, I guess.”

			Ash decided this would be a good time to join in. “Well, duh. The self-made man. No such thing.”

			This sent a current through the table; everyone shifted and readied themselves. Pete looked to Corey, who looked to Viv, who glanced at Pete. Viv spoke first, which felt right. Her kid and all. “No. He still worked very hard. Constantly. All the man did was work.”

			Ash remained indignant. “Worked at what? Stealing people’s ideas?”

			Now Pete spoke up. “Ash,” he said seriously. “Our father built a business. He gave people jobs. People brought home paychecks because of him. Now, whatever this is…whatever happened at the beginning, it sounds like he paid the price.”

			Viv made a pushing motion with her hand, halting the topic in midair. She said, to herself, really, “Robbie’s letters. I would’ve gotten those.”

			Corey and Pete in unison said, “What?”

			“Robbie Coleman. This boy I knew back then. He wrote to me a whole bunch right after we moved. After Dad sold the place. I ran into him here and he told me about it.”

			Ash eyed her mom. “You ran into him.”

			“Yes! I happened to run into him.”

			Ash said to her mom but really to the table, “You’ve like spent all of your time with him.”

			“Come on—that’s not true.”

			“Too bad Grandpa sold that place. You could’ve lived happily ever after,” Ash said. “Extra happy! Since I wouldn’t have been born.”

			All of Viv’s patience was gone. “You need to stop.”

			“You and Dad wouldn’t have to split up because you never would’ve gotten together! Would’ve saved you both some time.”

			“Enough.” Viv held her head in her hands and exhaled hard. A steam valve.

			“I guess I just don’t get this whole obsession with this place. Like, imagine telling all this to a refugee, how you used to have an extra house just for fun.”

			Ash didn’t mind being outnumbered. Corey appreciated that. But he had an answer for her. “It’s the last time things were good. For us. It’s the last time we all acted like a family.”

			For a long moment, his words hung there, undisturbed. Pete and Viv took their time with it, lowering their eyes, making slow nods of recognition. That’s why their mom had wanted them here. That’s what she had been hoping to recapture. As if, somewhere on the island, there was some small ember that hadn’t quite died, that could be awoken, fanned back to life. That could bring them back together. Finally, Pete spoke. “Things did start slipping after that.”

			“You’re right,” Viv said to Corey earnestly. “You’re so right. Everyone went their own ways. Dad was working all the time. Mom was there, but she sort of disappeared. That’s why she wanted us to come back here.”

			The three siblings sat in shared silence. Then Ash started up again.

			“Sorry, but that’s your mom’s fault for feeling that way.”

			Corey stiffened. “What?”

			“It is! Think about what you’re saying! Do you need a special, extra house to be a family? Can poor people not be a family?”

			“You weren’t here for any of that.” He was overtaken by a feral anger. The fondness he had felt for Ash had quickly dwindled. “You can stay out of it.”

			She went on. “Oh, boo-hoo. All of you! You didn’t get to keep your second house on this cheesy island that ships in weird crystal sand.” Her eyes darted at a passing waiter. “And ships in people of color! So white people can relive their slave-owning fantasies.”

			Viv shot her a savage look and was on the verge of shutting her down, but it was Corey who spoke next. “Ash. Ashley. Whatever you would like to be called today. I like you a lot. But you are ridiculous.”

			Ash brightened. A sparring partner, finally. “Excuse me?”

			“You heard me. All this shit you say.”

			“What about it?”

			Corey leaned in. A flower centerpiece obscured his view of her, so he moved it aside.

			“The colored people on this island—”

			“People of color.”

			“Swell. You’re doing them a huge favor with that of. They fly them in to do the work that rich white kids like you don’t think you should have to do. Too busy having big opinions.”

			Ash saw her opening. “You wanna talk about privileged white people who don’t work?”

			“Privileged. That’s one of your words. Except it’s not.”

			“What does that mean?”

			“All this shit you say, it’s not, like, the conclusions you arrived at through life experience. These are just talking points you heard from some YouTuber.”

			Ash tilted her head, studied Corey. “Huh. Well, that’s funny. I thought you were the one who said people should listen to me. That I might actually know something about the world. Tell me. These—what did you call them? Talking points? Which of them are actually wrong?”

			“Probably none of them! But that’s not the point! The point is it’s just talk. And you don’t get to hold forth. Sorry, but you’re just a kid. Which is great! Be a kid! Live your life! And learn some shit and then you can make your little speeches. Sound good?”

			A coffee spoon rested near Ash’s hand. She grabbed it and threw it at him, hard. It hit him on the shoulder and went spinning away. She stood. “Here’s some talk: Go fuck yourself.” She left in a hurry, her chair tipping over backward.

			Corey called after her. “I do like you, Ash! All I’m saying is dial it back a bit.”

			A waiter discreetly righted the chair and was gone.

			“Go ahead and lay into me,” Corey said to Viv. “That was too much, I know.”

			“You’re fine. Maybe she’ll listen to you. She’s not going to listen to me.”

			Pete spoke up. “She said something. About you and Warren. Saved you some time…Is everything all right?”

			“Yes,” Viv said. Then, “No.” She gripped the table, her nails digging into the linen. “Warren and I are separating.” She looked up, checked their reactions.

			Pete asked, “Do you really mean that?”

			“It’s not official yet, but yes.”

			Corey summoned up his politest voice. “Can I ask…is this because of his sexuality?”

			Viv flinched.

			“Corey,” Pete said.

			He watched it play out on Viv’s face: disbelief, outrage, sadness. Scrutinizing him, she replied, “Why do you say that?”

			He raised his hands in surrender. “Just asking.”

			She looked to Pete, who hadn’t dismissed the question outright. He, too, waited for the answer.

			“Yes,” she answered. “Because of his sexuality.”

			Corey nodded understandingly.

			Viv, annoyed now, shook her head. “Where did that come from? Did he talk to you?”

			“Just a feeling I had. That I’ve always had,” Corey said. “And there was that one time when he opened a bag of potato chips with a pair of scissors.”

			“Fuck you.”

			“I’m joking!”

			“I know. Fuck me for not seeing it sooner.” She looked at Corey’s plate. “Pass that over here.”

			Viv bit into a piece of bacon and looked at Corey, reassessing him. “You knew.”

			Corey shrugged. “Everyone’s full of it. Not that Warren’s full of it, but everyone tells the world who they are. And you can take ’em at their word. Or not.” He picked up another pink éclair. “You know, I think I’m going to pay Dad a visit in his room. Have a little chat with the self-made man.”

		

	
		
			thirty-five

			Past noon and Pete was back in bed. He had left lunch without eating. He might never eat again. His mind might have been on Viv, with her marriage falling apart and what that meant for her and her daughter. And Warren, whom Pete had always liked, for having to sort out such a hefty revelation so far along in life. And on Corey, who had nothing figured out. And yet everything figured out. He was sharp in his way. And smug. But what about? Was it too late for Corey? Could he still become something? Did he even want to? It killed Pete to think it, but his ageless, aimless brother could end up on the street. Like, living in an alley, wrapped up in one of those dirty wool blankets that homeless folks get ahold of. And his father, alone in his hotel room, alone in the world. Three kids whom he didn’t know how to be around. His wife newly gone. Pete’s mind, having scanned all that, returned to that tortured image of Oliver on the bedroom floor, terrified out of his wits at the sight of Pete pummeling his father. A flashbulb memory, burnt into his brain. Pete, a forever villain in Oliver’s personal mythology. A therapist would most definitely be hearing about it.

			What to do now but ride out the clock? Twenty-four hours left and no desire to set foot outside his room. He yanked the sheets free and covered himself up to his head. He went to YouTube on his phone and typed baby e. The rest auto-filled: baby elephants. He went straight to his favorite: a preserve in Kenya where an elephant calf tromped around its muddy pen in gleeful pursuit of a bright beach ball. The baby elephant would corner the ball, curl its trunk over it, but could never quite possess it. The ball inevitably would pop away, launching to the other side of the pen, muddy water rolling right off it, and the baby elephant would clumsily gallop, puppylike, after the vibrant-colored ball floating in dark water.

			A knock at the door and a chirpy voice. “Housekeeping!”

			Pete called back from under the covers, “Occupied! No thank you! All good!”

			Back to the elephants. The next reel was set to Henry Mancini’s “Baby Elephant Walk” and featured a baby elephant following its mom, holding on to her tail with its trunk. He felt that image ought to spark fond memories of his mother. The trip was to honor her, after all. But what came to mind was Corey. His closeness to their mom in those later years always felt strategic, opportunistic. Their mom was no dope. She must’ve known what he was up to. But at least he had made an effort. Sure, Pete called home once a week, or maybe it was every other week. Once a month, for sure. Just updates. Things going on at work, things going on at home. How the weather had been, et cetera. As a kid, he knew he had checked all the boxes: good grades, never in trouble, clean bedroom…but he still felt she considered him “special” in a euphemistic way. For a time, he worried that, wherever he went, she would call ahead and let everyone know that Pete was a little different, so please be kind. When he landed his spot at the university, his mother’s response was a relieved “Oh, good…” as if he, against all odds, had found a friend.

			He watched the baby elephant and its mother and tried to place himself in it. What came to mind was the last night his family had had on the island when they were kids. The Fourth of July fireworks were under way, and he was on a blanket with his mom and dad while Viv and Corey were off doing who knows what. The sky lit up with blasts of ignited copper, strontium, and barium, the field before him illuminated in strobe flashes bright as day. What he saw were old people on blankets and clusters of kids in motion. And there he was, among the olds, sitting cross-legged and dutifully watching the display. His mother had put her hand on his shoulder, leaned in, and whispered, “You’re going to be just fine, Petey. You’re going to be just fine.”

			A call came in, interrupting the bliss of his elephant video. He didn’t recognize the number. He made a move to swipe the call away, and, in doing so, accidentally answered.

			“Hello?”

			“Pete. Hello, this is Rebecca. Pete—”

			“Oh!” Pete scooted up in bed. “Hello.”

			“Pete, Oliver is missing. Sorry to bother you with this, but he slipped out while Curtis and I were…well…the fact is, he’s gone, and I need to try everything.” She spoke quickly, but with a low, defeated voice. “You haven’t seen him? Of course you haven’t, but I need to ask.”

			“No. My god, no. I’m so sorry, Rebecca. For everything, I’m—” He kicked the blankets and sheets away.

			“The police are looking. The island isn’t that big. He’s had his episodes, but, Pete, I’ve never seen him like this. I need to find him. I need to try everything.”

			“I haven’t seen him. But I’ll look! I’m leaving now!”

			“Pete, no. I just needed to ask. The police are looking. And I should tell you that Curtis told them everything. He wants to press charges. I didn’t see what happened, not all of it, but I have to believe you were defending yourself. Still, I thought you should know.”

			“Rebecca, I am so sorry for that. For everything. I was being selfish. I should’ve just stayed away.”

			She exhaled. “Staying away is probably the right thing now. But if you—I don’t know—if you see him, if you can think of anywhere he would’ve run off to…”

			“I’m on my way.” Pete slipped on his boots.

			“Don’t! Or, whatever you do, be careful.”

			A man’s voice was in her background. The call dropped.

			He went to the bathroom and splashed cold water on his face. His right hand was still tender, the bruise darkening. That would have to wait. He was halfway out the door when he spotted his fedora resting on the room’s quaint writing desk. He grabbed it, put it on, and tugged the brim down hard. Quick down the narrow tunnel of a hallway, weaving past the housekeeping cart, past a fussy-looking woman with a Pomeranian peeking out of her Louis Vuitton handbag. Down the stairs—couldn’t wait for the elevator—feet rumbling, rubber soles squeaking on the cement steps, and then out into the lobby, bright—too bright—porters and luggage and golf bags, everything an obstacle, everything existing simply to be in his way. A familiar voice in the lobby called his name, but Pete kept on, pushing through the grand front doors, onto the porch and the porch steps and that voice from the lobby, he realized, belonged to Warren, Viv’s husband, which…no time to think about that…seemingly without taking a breath, Pete was out of the hotel, back in the world, fueled by the single greatest sense of purpose he’d ever felt in his life.

		

	
		
			thirty-six

			The first time Viv saw Warren was on the L in Chicago. It was late February, dark, and blindingly frigid. The subway cars were heated, sort of, but at each stop a fresh blast of cold air assaulted the passengers. Too cold to even talk about it. Spring would never come. Spring was a myth invented to get Chicagoans to endure the winter, to stave off chaos and mass suicide. Viv’s subway car was half-full, so she at least had a seat. She powered through the long ride by reading, holding a slim paperback in gloved hands. The book was part of a New Year’s resolution to read poetry. She’d enjoyed the literature classes she’d taken in college and, since graduating, she could feel that part of her brain shrinking. A friend recommended a slim volume of poems and lectures by e. e. cummings. She’d recalled that peculiar lowercase name from a survey of twentieth-century poetry, a class taught by a bearded grad student who invited everyone to his apartment at the end of the semester and who got way too drunk, spilling red wine on his shirt and shouting passionately about the bard—the bard! This book, though, was nice. Viv finished a page and was waiting for the open subway doors to close so she could slip her hand out of her glove, turn the page, and return her poor little fingers to warmth and safety. She sensed, but did not see, the body that took the seat across the aisle from her. This body then spoke: “ ‘The hellless hell of compulsory heaven-on-earth emphatically isn’t my pail of blueberries.’ ”

			Viv turned, ready to say some variation of What the fuck?, when she laid eyes on him. This was not, in her experience, the type of person who just steps into your subway car. It was a big city and there were plenty of cute guys. This one was in a sweet spot: well kempt yet unassumingly handsome. Approachable. Unaggressive. If he hadn’t spoken first, she would’ve guessed he was British. But he had spoken first and seemed up for saying more. He wore a navy-blue toggle coat that looked heavy, welcoming, and warm—but where was his hat?

			“My god, your ears!” Viv blurted out. They were a stinging, angry red.

			He made a move to touch his ear, then didn’t. “I gave my hat to a homeless person.”

			“Really? Wow, that was nice of—”

			“No, I don’t know why I said that. I just lost it somewhere. It’s probably on my chair at work.”

			Viv smiled. “What was that thing you said when you sat down? You don’t like blueberries?”

			“Ha! No. That book you’re reading. I guess you haven’t gotten to that part.”

			Viv looked at the book, still open in her hands, and there, at the top of the page she’d just turned to, was the very line he’d quoted. “Holy shit!” She showed him.

			“Okay, that’s…I was feeling pretty spiffy about knowing that one line. But now this is just weird.”

			“You can go ahead and feel spiffy. That was pretty good.” Spiffy seemed to be the right word for him. That coat. “So this chair with your hat on it—it’s in an office where you…?”

			“I’m a marine biologist,” he said.

			“Really?” Viv heard the chirpiness in her own voice.

			With some reluctance, he said, “Yep. In Chicago. In the winter. Work’s been slow. I’m sorry—I don’t know why I keep lying to you. I’m an urban planner.”

			“For real this time?”

			“With the Bureau of Housing Development. And yourself?”

			“Graphic design. At a boutique agency. Lots of logos for new businesses. If you ever need a word to look like a croissant, I’m your gal.”

			It turned out he did not need a word to look like a croissant, but he did have a rough sketch that attempted to illustrate how a bike and a bus lane could be added to the Jackson Boulevard Bridge without widening the bridge or impeding traffic. Biting down on the fingertip of his glove, he freed a hand and retrieved the sketch from inside his coat. “The issue the city is having with this is the bridge is corrugated, so there’s concerns about the visibility of the lane dividers. I know we can make this work, but they’re just not seeing it.”

			Viv examined the sketch, a scratchy thing in ballpoint pen on lined paper. “And what’s this section here?”

			“That would be the dedicated bus lane. They’re telling me it’s inefficient to have a lane on the bridge just for buses. And, yes, it would mean one fewer standard lane, but with the increased maneuverability…”

			The loudspeaker called out, “This is North/Clybourn…” Viv’s stop was after this one.

			“Okay, what if…” She set her book aside and retrieved a drawing pen from her bag. She added a few clean lines and arrows to show motion. “Is this what you’re getting at?”

			The clarity of what she’d added to the page flabbergasted him. “Yes! For the love of god, yes. That’s exactly what I’m trying to convey. You wouldn’t…No.”

			“I wouldn’t what?”

			“You wouldn’t want to help me with this for real? Like, help me create something I can actually bring down to the mayor’s office? Something not on loose-leaf?”

			Viv returned to her book. “Flattering. But working for free emphatically isn’t my pail of blueberries.”

			He returned the sketch to his coat pocket and put his glove back on. “Naturally, I would pay you.”

			“Interesting. You wanna have your people call my people?”

			“Or I could just call you?”

			Viv paused, looked him over again. Those poor red ears. She wanted to wrap him up in her scarf. She got out her pen again. “Let me see that sketch.”

			He gave it to her and she wrote her number on it.

			The subway stopped, unleashing another cold blast. They winced in unison. When the doors closed, he returned the sketch to his coat pocket. “To be clear…the thing with the sketch is for real. But I was hoping to get your phone number regardless.” He smiled. “See that? Just went and made it awkward.”

			“And you had a good thing going there for a bit.”

			“Right? It all happened so organically.”

			“And the blueberries thing.”

			“That was a once-in-a-lifetime miracle of timing. I really should have just played it cool and walked away. Sorry, but it’s all downhill from here.”

			“When I become uninterested, you’ll be the first to know.” Viv never felt so verbally spry, as if she’d found the perfect improv partner. This, she realized, must be what people mean when they claim there is a spark. The train again slowed to a stop. Viv’s stop. She remained seated.

			“I’m Warren. I’d shake your hand, but I don’t think I can take my gloves off again. It ain’t getting any warmer in here.”

			“Viv,” she said. She asked him if urban planners could do anything about heat on the subway, or about the traffic that was somehow worse on a Saturday afternoon than at rush hour.

			“Design only takes you so far,” he told her. “We live in a city where drivers will willingly get in an accident because they have the right of way.” He told her about his job, how the stories about city corruption that everyone believed and secretly a little bit loved were largely false—except when they weren’t. “More than once, I’ve seen someone hand over a fat, unmarked envelope, and then suddenly a decision gets reversed. I’m not saying it’s an everyday thing, but it happens.”

			She told him about her job, which contained no intrigue but a decent amount of creative freedom. She’d known plenty of people with her exact same degree who hadn’t found a place in the workforce, so she supposed she was lucky. Another stop came and went.

			“I suspect it’s more than luck. It took you all of two seconds to bring some much-needed clarity to my hopeless little sketch.”

			She’d had a good run with playing it cool, but she couldn’t stay on the train forever. The loudspeaker announced the next stop, and she formulated a lie about meeting a friend for dinner, about needing to double-check the map, but when she spoke, she found herself asking, “So where did you go to school?”

			He had gone to Northwestern, in leafy, lovely, and pricey Evanston. The move to Illinois from his home state of Wisconsin was jokingly regarded by family and friends as a betrayal. He majored in civil and environmental engineering, which—yes, he knew—sounded both highfalutin and meaningless. He interned with the city all throughout school and, after graduation, transitioned to a full-time employee without missing a beat. Viv told him about her time at Washington University in St. Louis, which she at first hated and then grew to love. It cemented her affection for the Midwest. Chicago had jobs and culture and something new, and she quickly came to love it, with the exception of the winters. Damn this weather.

			A pause. He took a moment to assess where they were. Finally, he said it, “So…what stop are you heading to?”

			Viv looked out the window. The Loop had come and gone, and they were heading south into neighborhoods that were new to her. She supposed she could save face and stick to her plan: meeting a friend at a restaurant. But at which stop? And what restaurant? She was outside her turf and it must’ve showed. “My stop was a long way back. I wanted to keep talking to you.”

			He seemed relieved. “Same. I was supposed to be on this train for two stops. Where in the hell are we?”

			They got off at the next stop and stood on the outdoor platform. Early evening, but the sun had long gone down. The platform was well lit, but the air was painful. Viv expected the poor guy’s ears to crackle and shatter. Some of the city’s L stations had little digital displays to let you know when the next train was coming. This scrappy little South Side outpost did not. There was nothing exactly wrong with the surrounding neighborhood, aside from being unfamiliar and a bit run-down. Viv wouldn’t have called it sketchy, but that’s because she was Viv, not because it wasn’t sketchy.

			Motioning with his chin, Warren pointed out a restaurant not far from the station. A flickering sign in the window indicated it was O en. “There?” he asked, his voice quivering. Yes. There.

			Hands stuffed in their pockets, they shuffled, penguin-legged, down the platform, down the corrugated metal steps, through the turnstile, and across the street. The restaurant door was locked. They both pounded at the window like they were in an actual emergency. An old man sitting alone at a table saw them, seemed surprised at their interest. He got himself out of his chair to let them in. They burst through the door. Warren cupped his hands over his ears.

			The old man said to him, “Your hat! Where is it?”

			“Is this place open?” Viv asked urgently.

			The man’s head bobbled yes/no. “For an hour more. Maybe two. Then we are done.” His tan skin and wispy white hair felt out of place. The man belonged on an island.

			“We just came in to get warm,” Warren said. “I hope that’s okay. And of course we’ll buy something.”

			Viv and Warren huddled together as if they were actual refugees and not just two dopes who’d missed their subway stops on purpose. Viv thawed and her senses returned. The place smelled wonderful.

			“No, no…” The old man shook his head and waved them out of the entryway. The place was tiny, dark, and empty. Wood-paneled walls and thick, heavy wooden chairs at the small tables. Some rattling noise of pans in the back. “No buying tonight. We tried! We tried being a restaurant for thirty-seven years! For much of that time, it worked. First year, packed! Second year, packed! So many years packed. But now, no. This year…” He waved grandly at the restaurant’s emptiness. “Tonight, then done. No more.”

			Warren removed his gloves and rubbed his hands vigorously. “This is the last night your restaurant is open? After thirty years?”

			“Thirty-seven! And yes, tonight, then done. Evi!” he shouted back at the kitchen. A woman appeared and they spoke to each other in, Viv assumed, Greek. The woman in the back was the man’s wife. They were a pair, a vaudeville act: loud voices, big gestures, comic shrugs, and dismissive waves.

			Warren whispered to Viv, like two kids whose parents were going at it, “Do we call a cab? I never take cabs, but…”

			The man turned. “Sit!” He pointed to a little round table. “So much food headed for the dumpster if you don’t eat.”

			They sat, as instructed. Viv whispered, “Are they feeding us?”

			They were. The man disappeared into the kitchen and returned with a steaming bowl of soup in each hand. He set them down in a big hurry. He retrieved two large spoons and dropped them down on the table. “Eat! I can see the cold on you. And you! With no hat! Here!” The wall was a collage of knickknacks. A mandolin with no strings. Several framed black-and-white photos. He grabbed an old fisherman’s hat from a peg and slapped it down on Warren’s head. “Sorry, no earflaps. Best we can do. Winter in Greece is not so cold.”

			Warren took the hat off so he could examine it.

			“Keep it!” the man scolded. “Is yours now.”

			The soup was sunny and lemony and dotted with bits of carrot and celery and sprinkled with fresh herbs. Viv had never tasted anything quite like it. It was hot and rich and intensely satisfying. “I feel like I’m being rescued by a Saint Bernard with a barrel of brandy around its neck.”

			She watched as the soup worked its magic on Warren. He contemplated the taste in a daze, then quickly went for more. It seemed he might weep. So rapt were they, they didn’t notice the man disappear back into the kitchen, but here he was again with another pair of dishes. Each had a block of baked feta resting on a salad of olives, cucumbers, and tomatoes. From high above, the man drizzled olive oil over the dishes. “I don’t want you to worry,” he said. “I mean it when I say this food was headed for the dumpster. Last night. I cannot bring all of this home.”

			“Oh, we’ll pay you,” Warren said.

			The man reached over and pulled the brim of Warren’s new hat down past his eyes. “You enjoy my food. That will be your payment. My last night. You will let me do this.”

			Off he went again.

			Viv whispered, “I normally don’t like feta. But this…” She pointed with her fork.

			“I know,” Warren said. “This is insane. How is this place not packed?”

			Through the window, they saw a train come and go. The man returned. He set a bottle of wine down on the table. “Forgive me. I neglected to bring this earlier.” He filled their glasses and said, “Yamas!” and again disappeared.

			Viv and Warren, alone again, looked at each other and burst out laughing.

			“Is this even happening right now?” Viv asked.

			“Seriously. Well, yamas!”

			They raised their glasses and drank. The wine was dark, spicy, and perfect.

			“So, Mr. Urban Planner,” Viv said. “Got any tricks up your sleeve? Can you save this place? Hand someone an unmarked envelope?”

			He shook his head regretfully. “When people pull strings, it’s to get a license. To get something approved. It’s to get something off the ground or to sidestep a rule. But if a place is failing, that’s that. All the corruption in the world couldn’t save old Comiskey or keep the Sears Tower or Marshall Field’s from being sold.”

			The man returned. “See? See how terrible our food is? That this neighborhood no longer cares for?” He made his hands into a megaphone and shouted at the window, “Sorry, we do not serve burritos!” Then to Warren and Viv. “I do enjoy burritos. Some of these new places…not so bad. But they have no need for us. Times change, no?”

			“We think your food is wonderful,” Viv told him.

			The man smiled. “Pretty lady, we are just getting started.”

			On cue, the woman from the kitchen emerged with a large tray, which she parked at the side of the table. “Some of everything.”

			She and the man began distributing small plates with spanakopita, dolmas, gigantes beans in red sauce, olives with preserved lemon—it was dizzying, how much food there was. The elder couple parked themselves down and observed.

			“Will you have something?” Warren asked.

			They shook their heads. The man said, “This is for you. Our final customers.”

			“Some wine, at least?” Warren asked.

			The man and his wife looked at each other. “Yes, we will have some wine.”

			The man poured a glass for his wife and himself and they scooted their chairs near, but not at, Warren and Viv’s table. With the sort of pride that only older people can truly feel, they sat and watched their two final, happy customers. The man motioned to the mandolin on the wall. “Some music would be nice. If that had strings, I would play.”

			“You can’t play the mandolin,” the woman said.

			“Because there is no strings.”

			“And you do not know how.”

			“Also that,” he said.

			Viv had warmed up enough to unbutton her coat, but not to remove it. Warren still wore the fisherman’s cap. Not a bad look on him, sitting there in his toggle coat. Such a fine-looking man. He might’ve been a prince.

			“This food really is tremendous,” he said.

			The older couple waved this off. The man’s eyes had grown misty. Thirty-seven years. Every day of Viv’s life and then some, this couple had been bringing out this magnificent food. When she got her Cabbage Patch Kid. Her ears pierced. Her period. Her high school diploma. Throughout all of this, this couple greeted customers, brought out the plates, tucked away in this forgotten nook of the city, framed pictures rattling as the trains went by.

			When they’d eaten all they could, the woman spoke up. “Coffee now. Yes, something hot for your cold journey home.”

			Warren and Viv did not protest. After some clanking around in the kitchen, the woman returned with two small cups of strong coffee. She then brought a plate with several small pieces of baklava. “Some dessert for the lovebirds.”

			Viv and Warren looked at each other. It would’ve felt awkward if this hadn’t been the exact right person on the most wonderfully awful and perfect night. Their relationship began then, at this woman’s decree. Lovebirds they were. They kept the fisherman’s hat. It was in a box in their attic, along with a violin that Warren had stopped playing, an expensive set of pastel pencils that Viv had used in college art classes, and other artifacts from their pre-Ash life.

			Viv sat in the hotel’s coffee lounge, waiting for Warren to meet her. He had texted: Hey, I’m here. At the hotel. So Warren. Some flair for a surprise entrance, but too respectful to simply barge in. He must’ve been rattled by Viv’s decree that he sleep with someone. Even if there had been some potential for him to walk in on her with another man—and, Viv realized, there certainly had been—he wouldn’t have wanted the drama. She nervously messed around with her phone and then, scolding herself, set it down firmly. Warren appeared in the entryway, nodded upon seeing her, and took the seat opposite from her. Full circle, Viv thought. It began at a small table in a dying restaurant, and now here they were.

			“Hey,” he said, taking a seat. He understood what the hotel was and had dressed for it. Normally, they kissed when reuniting.

			“Hey,” she said back.

			He didn’t know where to begin. “Ash is good?”

			“Good enough. We all had lunch. Corey pissed her off, but honestly—whatever.”

			He nodded thoughtfully. “So…I got your texts, obviously. Thanks for giving me permission, I guess.”

			“Permission?” It took Viv a moment. “Oh! To sleep with someone.” She nervously reached for her coffee, then stopped. Looking him in the eye, she asked, “Did you?”

			“What? No!”

			“How come?” she asked earnestly.

			The question flustered him. “Well…with who? It’s not like there’s a stable of…” He paused. “Of guys just waiting.”

			“Okay. Well, just know that it’s okay. I mean, as far as we’re concerned, it’s okay.”

			“Noted,” he said dryly. “As stated, I appreciate the permission.”

			Viv set herself firmly in her chair and said, “I slept with someone.” She meant to convey confidence, but it came out loud enough to turn heads.

			This time it was Warren reaching for his coffee. He held it, inspected the cup in his hands. “That was quick.”

			“No, it’s—” How even to explain? “Yeah, it was quick.”

			He looked at her like she was a stranger. Like she wasn’t a person in his life.

			“It wasn’t to punish you. Or because I was upset or even confused. I think I was just trying to make things real. Between us? This can’t work anymore, Warren. You know that, right?”

			“I do,” he said seriously. A smile then appeared, which he tried to suppress. Of all the lines to end a marriage on.

			“So now what?” Viv asked. “Because I really don’t know.”

			He thought before he answered. “Ash is the main thing, right?”

			She nodded in full agreement. “She is.”

			He glanced at his Apple Watch. “She’s meeting us, isn’t she?”

		

	
		
			thirty-seven

			Corey knocked on his father’s door and waited, hearing some slow, reluctant motions inside. When his father opened the door, he regarded Corey skeptically, as if he must’ve had some angle. No way Corey would just be paying a friendly visit.

			“Hey! I hated the idea of you sitting here all alone. Thought maybe we could spend a bit of time.” He held up a new deck of cards. “Picked these up at the gift shop. Five-card draw?”

			His father stood there in his slacks and an undershirt, looking not so thrilled about having Corey in his doorway. But what else was there to do? “Sure. I’ll play some cards with you.”

			Corey tore the cellophane wrapping from the deck. It clung with static to his hand; he shook it off over a trash can. He scooted around some furniture, clearing off the writing desk and arranging a chair on either side. It was the first time on this trip that he had gotten a good look at his father in a well-lit room. The man he remembered was gone. His eyelids sagged. His beard no longer looked intentional. He was like a vacant lot that belonged to no one.

			The cards were glossy and slippery. “I still take the jokers out. I remember you always insisted on that.”

			His father nodded. “Ruins the game. Too easy.”

			Corey dealt, then picked up his own cards, which were garbage. One jack and some randoms. Nothing he could make a straight or a flush out of. He’d imagined a showdown of poker faces, bluffs, and hard stares. Instead, things started off with a few unenthusiastic rounds, with both of them tossing their cards onto the desk indifferently. I got nothing. Pair of sevens. Almost a straight—but nothing.

			“Wanna play for money?” Corey asked.

			His dad looked up from his cards. “Do you have any money?”

			“I will,” he said. “If we’re playing for money.”

			His father’s laugh quickly turned into a deep, guttural cough.

			“Maybe next hand,” Corey said. “These cards are garbage.”

			His father’s throat cleared up. “You were dealt a perfectly good hand.”

			Corey showed him his cards.

			“In life, Corey. What in the hell happened?”

			A variety of retorts formulated in his mind, though none felt satisfactory. He dropped his cards on the table. “Fuck if I know.”

			“It’s getting late, Cor. Now, I’m not saying anyone ever completely gets it figured out, but come on. There’s a good brain in there. I know there is.”

			Corey gathered up the cards, shuffled, and dealt. “I’m not so sure about that. My brain might be the problem. It’s too easy not to focus.”

			“Can you focus enough to get a job?”

			“I don’t know. Maybe? But what would I even do? These jobs that Viv and Pete have…I don’t really get how that’s anything. Like, what? Looking at snails? Making little logos on a computer screen? No offense, but that just feels like—I don’t know. Nothing.”

			His father begrudgingly appreciated this. Then he paused and looked at Corey with some suspicion. “Maybe you think you can wait me out. Thinking there’ll be some money in it for you.”

			Corey’s phone buzzed. A text from Andrew.

			It’s gone!!!

			Corey said to his father, “Just a sec, I gotta…” and held up his phone. His father nodded.

			Corey wrote back: What is?

			U know!!!

			Take out the bottom dresser shelf.

			I did! It’s gone!!! Who? That Jamaican guy? The sketchy white dude?

			A call then came in from Andrew, which Corey declined. He wrote back. Can’t talk. Calm down and keep looking.

			YOU HAVE IT!!!

			No, I do not. I’m busy. Keep looking and stop texting me.

			FUCK!!!

			Corey replied with a thumbs-up. He returned his attention to his father. “What were you saying? Oh! When you die. Money for me. Honestly, I hadn’t thought of it.”

			“Bullshit.”

			“I hadn’t. But I’m thinking about it now.” He gathered up his cards. A pair of tens and two mismatched face cards. “Will there be any money?”

			“No.”

			“You spend it all? Got a second family in Canada?”

			“It all goes to Ashley.”

			Corey raised his eyebrows. “Ash?”

			“Whatever.”

			“What the hell did she ever do?”

			“Nothing yet. Which is the point. Her parents are real grown-ups with jobs, but it’s still tough. College tuition has exploded and homeownership is a fantasy.”

			“Fair.” He tossed away a few cards and picked up his new ones. Still just the pair of tens. “You’re sure that’s it? This isn’t supposed to be, like, a punishment or something?”

			“You’ve been provided for. And well past what would’ve been appropriate. Your mother…handled things in a certain way that, frankly, wasn’t very productive. Forgive me for speaking ill of the dead, but I wonder if you even realize that she did you a disservice.”

			Corey looked away. Outside, a yellow bird on a branch made eye contact, then flew away.

			His father kept on. “Do you understand what I mean? Living off the dole. Going through life with a safety net.”

			“Oh, I understand. You made your thoughts very clear. In front of Viv, and Pete, and Ash. Never could pass up a chance to shame me. Dragging Mom into it, though…” Corey made his father wait.

			“Yeah?”

			“That wasn’t right. Mom never wanted me to feel bad about that. She always said she had my best interest at heart. Made a point of saying it. You, though. Clearly, you don’t feel that way. And that’s fine. You can have your own opinion. But I don’t forgive you for speaking ill of the dead.”

			His father reassessed him, as if he might actually be worth engaging with fully. It felt as if there were an actual pot of money on the table between them.

			“The fact is…” Corey tossed his cards down. “You made me her problem.”

			“What’s that?”

			“You didn’t know what the hell to do about me. About…whatever is wrong with me. So rather than try and fail, you let her handle it and then blamed her for handling it badly.”

			This seemed to land. His father held on to his cards for something to look at.

			“Well?” Corey asked. “Do you accept that? That you turned your back on me and now you’re making a big show of blaming Mom for failing at something you wouldn’t even attempt?”

			“What was I supposed to attempt, Corey? What is this problem, exactly?”

			“The problem is me. I know that. I’m not trying to make my messed-up head and messed-up life your fault.”

			“Tell me, then,” his father said with a note of sympathy. “Tell me what’s going on in there.”

			“I just…” Corey began. “I can never just do one thing. Not all the way through. It’s focus, like I said. My brain is all over the place all the time. I can’t turn it off and I can’t just think about one thing.” He was veering from his purpose, but the words kept coming. “I can’t even just look at something. Right away, I start poking holes, looking for flaws, weaknesses. How can I knock that thing over? How can I mess this up? One time when you guys took us to an art museum, I remember walking by this little sculpture that was on a pedestal, and I had to keep my hands in my pockets because I knew—I just knew—I was going to shove the thing over. Not that I wanted to. I didn’t! I just knew it would happen. It’s always been like that. This…itch. This restless itch. It’s like—I don’t know—a shotgun blast without a barrel. Just everything, everywhere, all the time.” He looked at his father seriously. “I’m trying. I swear, I am. I’m trying to fix myself.”

			“Good.” Corey saw just a glimpse, a flicker of earnestness, that this man understood what he was saying. Then, a turn, something stiffened, and his father said the word again. “Good.”

			“Good,” Corey repeated. “Like, about time?”

			His father pretended to notice something outside the window. “I’m glad you’re getting your act together. Or trying to.”

			“You know what might have helped?”

			“What?”

			“Less bullshit. From you.”

			“From me? I thought you weren’t putting this on me.”

			“All of your bootstraps bullshit. Great-grandpa Whatever never took a nickel. You know that’s bullshit. And I don’t mean in some white-privilege, cancel-culture way. It’s bullshit to tell people that there’s something amazing about not asking for help.”

			“You got plenty of help.”

			“I did! Until you started paying attention.”

			A text appeared on Corey’s phone. Again, from Andrew.

			come to room yr neese was here last night

			His father said, “I’m doing you a service. And your mother didn’t. You’ll figure that out. Eventually.”

			Corey set his phone down. Neese? He got it. But no. That couldn’t be it. He looked out the window, at the long green lawn mowed into light- and dark-green stripes. At the far end of the hotel property was a stone fence, which he fixated on as his mind played out one thing and then another. A fence made of chiseled stone, like the ground had swallowed a castle. But yes. Smiling to himself, he returned from that little reverie and took stock of the cards and table before him.

			“We played some cards on the island when we were kids,” Corey said. “Remember that?”

			“I remember.”

			“I forgot all about it. But returning to a place makes you remember things. It was pretty great that we had so much time here. Thanks for that. You provided for us. I do appreciate that, you know. Even with everything I’m throwing at you.”

			“Okay,” his father said evenly.

			Corey eyed him. He’d given him a chance. “You know, Viv, Pete, and I have been doing a lot of talking about the time we spent here. Viv mentioned that you sold the house to start up your company?”

			“That’s right.”

			“Takes a lot of money to get something started, I suppose. Lots of risk involved. I appreciate that. Risk and reward. I’ve been thinking about that a lot lately. How much would you say it costs to start up a business? You don’t have to name a dollar amount, but let’s say this: Would you have been able to do it if you hadn’t sold the house here?”

			His dad shook his head seriously. “No way. I explained this to Viv. It was a big risk, like you said. Took a big swing.”

			“I totally get it. You needed a big influx of cash to get going. Makes perfect sense to me.” Corey shuffled the cards, then gave them three slow, loud gavel-taps on the table. “Except that’s not why you sold the house.”

			His father looked up.

			“No, you needed that money for other reasons. Legal reasons. You took a risk and it didn’t work out. Not at first.” Corey casually dealt the cards. Outwardly playing it cool to hide his pounding heart. “Hit a little snag, didn’t you?”

			His father set himself confidently, taking a practiced posture from his boardroom days. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

			“Settled out of court,” Corey said. He spotted the recognition in his father’s eyes.

			They both took a second to gather up their cards. Arranging his, his father asked, “Where are you getting this?”

			“But you still needed money. You had your big idea to get computer companies to put antivirus software on their machines before they sold them. Huge money maker for you…except it wasn’t your idea, so you paid the price for it. But you still needed money to get started, right?”

			“You’ve lost me,” his father said.

			“I don’t think I have. Mom never wanted me to feel bad about the money she sent me. She had my best interest at heart. That’s what she always said. Clever, wasn’t she? Like she was speaking in code.”

			His father set his cards facedown. “Go ahead and say what you want to say.”

			“You took my money from those commercials I did when I was a kid. You used it for your business. Admirable, in its way. You supported your family with it, and I get that. But that’s why I got back the exact same amount I put in.”

			“Easy there, Columbo. The fact is, you didn’t work for that interest.”

			“Neither did you! Why would it be yours? Because you asked someone to open an account? Wow, congrats. Let me pay you back for those five minutes.”

			His father looked away, smiling at Corey’s gall. Shaking his head, he relented. “You know what? Fine. Let’s say that money was yours. Maybe it was yours. It wasn’t doing you any good.”

			Corey threw up his hands. “You’re right! I’m not gonna argue with that. But you don’t get to take it from me and then act like I’m the asshole when Mom tries to give it back to right a wrong. That’s all she was doing. She never told me the whole story because she didn’t want to shame you. But you had no problem shaming her.”

			His father leaned back, removing himself. The gears were turning. Corey watched his father process a frustrating and unworthy problem. The little business meeting in his brain wrapped up and left him shaking his head and smiling in bemusement. He looked to Corey with a grudging respect. “Okay, Mr. Slick, I get it. We can turn the hose back on, but you need to understand it’s not permanent. All right? You’re not gonna get these payments forever.” His father returned to his cards as if the matter had been settled.

			“What? No. I don’t want any of it. I’m not asking you to turn it back on.”

			His apparent stupidity perplexed his father. “So what is this, then?”

			“I want you to tell the truth. You made a big show of making Mom look like this easily manipulated enabler. I want you to tell Pete and Viv exactly what happened. We’re here to honor Mom’s memory, not to throw her under the bus. So, honor it.”

			“Corey.” His father’s voice took on a salesman’s tone that made Corey think of used-car lots and checkered suits. “Just take the fucking money. You need it. What are you gonna do?”

			“I have no idea. I’m probably screwed. I thought I had something in the works here on this trip. Looks like I don’t. I don’t know anything anymore except this: You and I are the same. All right? You know how I sniffed this out? Because it’s what I probably would have done! You lie and you cut corners and you cheat. Just like me. You and I are the same. And you don’t get to make me feel like shit anymore.”

		

	
		
			thirty-eight

			A golf ball came bouncing onto the green and rolled up to Ash’s foot. It was still in motion when she gave it a little tap, plopping it into the hole. A pair of golfers on the fairway waved their clubs like angry old men with canes. Ash gave them a wiggly finger wave and kept walking. She’d gotten it out of her system, her anger at Corey, who was full of it, and kind of a little trust-fund bitch. But she had put that to rest, and now she would just ride out the clock. It was early afternoon, and they were leaving in the morning. As far as she could tell, they’d done whatever it was people do on this weird, dumb island. Nothing left but to watch TV in bed and get her mom to bring her food. On the path back up to the hotel, someone came running in her direction. That someone was her uncle Pete. Science uncle, heading somewhere in a hurry. She made a point of stepping aside to give him room. He gave her a quick nod and kept on, his arms pumping away as he ran.

			Inside the hotel, she went to the little gift shop. The snacks were a letdown. She hoped to find blue Takis or Flamin’ Hot Cheetos, but they had only old-people snacks, like sea-salt almonds and Kettle Chips. The only M&M’s were original and peanut. There are two genders! She settled on a Frappuccino that came in a glass bottle from a fridge that was mostly filled with Perrier. The Frappuccino wasn’t even mocha or vanilla—the flavor seriously was just coffee. If she could’ve checked out of the hotel that very second, she would’ve. Out of spite, she slipped out of the shop without paying. The cap made a satisfying pop when she opened it. She drank as she walked down the hotel hallway. It was cold and sweet and actually tasted all right. She imagined herself already in bed, phone in one hand, remote in the other, Frappuccino on the little bedside table. Things were looking decent.

			“You!” some guy said loudly.

			Ash kept walking. Had she been spotted? The guy may or may not have been talking to her.

			“You took it! I saw you!” he said again.

			Keep walking, Ash thought. Play it cool. Worst case, he marches you back to the shop and you charge it to the room. She took a sip and suddenly the bottle was tumbling down to the carpet. A splash of coffee splattered the wall; the rest glugged out of the bottle.

			“What the hell!” Ash said. The guy had grabbed her arm. “What the hell!” Louder this time, because they were alone in the hallway. It was not a security guard. It was the guy who had been mad-dogging Corey. His secret partner.

			“I saw you!” he said. “You were in our room!”

			Shit. The hallway light on his face. She thought he’d been blinded. He could tell that she recognized him. Now there was no denying it.

			“You’re Corey’s friend? He’s my uncle! Let go! He’s gonna be pissed! You need to stop!”

			He didn’t let go. “Uncle just needs to have a little chat.”

			He marched her down the hall.

			“Stop!” she shouted. She must’ve sounded like a girl squabbling with her brother. Corey would clear it up. Bitch that he was, he wouldn’t let this guy hurt her. Fine, she would go to the room, Corey would see her, and it’d be over. “He’s gonna kick your ass for this.”

			The guy opened the door. It was like a bomb had gone off.

			“Where’s my uncle?”

			He gave her a small shove into the room and shut the door. “Uncle will be right back.”

			He towered over her, like a panther ready to lunge. A bony, goony sort of guy with little dotted facial scars like he had damaging acne as a kid. His twitchy, spindly movements made Ash feel like he might take a swing at her. He blocked the door, and when Ash eyed the doorknob he looked at her like, Don’t even try it.

			“He’s your uncle? How do I even know that?” He got out his phone and rapidly texted someone. “Maybe you’re just trying to talk your way out of it. Who are you, for real?”

			“Jesus. Who are you? This is stupid.” She took out her phone as well, swiped it on.

			“Oh, hell no!” He lunged at her.

			She’d tapped the button to call her mom, or she thought she did. The phone was in his hand now. The call went through! Ash could hear her mom’s voicemail message.

			“Help!” Ash shouted. By then, he’d stopped the call and tossed her phone on the bed.

			He seemed to be just barely holding himself back. Her best move would be to kick him in the balls, but he was so fidgety, so in motion, that she would certainly fail and get punished for it.

			“Talk,” he demanded.

			Ash looked around for something to grab on to. Something to hit him with. All she saw was the mess of clothes, towels, pillows, and overturned dresser drawers. “About what?”

			“Look. You were here. And now it’s gone. It was you. And you have no idea how fucked I am. And how fucked you are. And how dead your uncle is. The only thing you can do to save him—and me—and yourself—is to give it back. So give it back!”

			“Give what back? You’re crazy and I seriously don’t know what you’re talking about!” She looked for something, anything, to defend herself with. A lamp with a broken bulb lay near the dresser.

			“Why did you just look there?”

			“What? Where?”

			“The dresser! You were in here! Fucking admit it or this is going to get ugly.”

			“They gave me the wrong key! At the desk! This was supposed to be my uncle’s room—my other uncle’s room—and that’s where I was trying to go.”

			“So you admit it! What were you—spying?”

			Ash held her hands out in defense. “I was in the bathroom and you guys came back and you were freaking out and I got scared!”

			“We had it.” He said this slowly, walking her through how profoundly simple it was. This was the very last bit of his patience. “It was here. Now it’s not. You were here. You just said it. So…now…you need to tell me where it is.”

			Ash’s phone buzzed. A call was coming in. Her mom’s photo on the screen. Ash went for it, but the guy grabbed her, held her back. Nothing left to do but scream.

		

	
		
			thirty-nine

			Pete gripped a park bench and caught his breath. His heart beat against his chest like it wanted out. He’d planned to run the whole way to the house. Slowing down would be disrespectful to the situation. Oliver was missing, and it was most definitely his fault. Suddenly, a golden retriever was in his face. Their sweaty noses touched. “You okay there?” the dog walker asked.

			Pete was too winded to respond. The dog and its walker moved on.

			His poor heart settled and he kept on, speed-walking now. Where would he look that Rebecca already hadn’t? No clue. No time for that. Just keep moving. The wind from the lake picked up, whipping and unpleasant. No one in sight as the house came into view. No one out front when he got there. He approached the porch, ready to raise his hands in a peace offering—just there to help. The taffy canister was overturned. On the porch was a mess of sickly globs that, for a second, looked like bird shit. It was the Carthusians. All of them smashed underfoot. Destroying them was protocol, but this was chilling. Blobs of ooze and smashed shells where Oliver’s angry foot had stamped down on them. Pete made a visor of his hands and looked into the window. The house seemed empty.

			No one on the dock. Nothing on the water but waves and the dock and the rowboat beside it, bobbing and smacking in the water. He checked the sides of the house and the back, beneath the kitchen window—he’d hid in a similar spot, listening to his parents go at it. Nothing.

			“Pete?” Rebecca’s voice called out from the house.

			He hurried to her on the front porch. She was in sweatpants, a cardigan, and slippers. The day had been nonstop for her. She was energized and exhausted. If asked, she probably would’ve said she was a mess. He’d never seen anyone so beautiful.

			“You shouldn’t be here!”

			“Have you found him?”

			“Curtis went to the police. They have a car. They’re driving around the island. And they may be looking for you as well. You really should go.”

			“I don’t care. I’m going to help.”

			“Okay, thank you, but Curtis and I looked everywhere.”

			“I’m sorry about last night. This is my fault. I shouldn’t have stayed over. I never should’ve come.”

			“No.” She allowed herself a little break. “Last night…I’m not sorry about last night.” She thought some more. “I’m glad. It’s just that the morning was—”

			“Yeah, that sucked.”

			She nodded. “It did.”

			“Oliver’s a great kid. I’m going to find him. I’m at least going to try to find him.”

			She looked off into the distance. “I really don’t know. Sorry, Pete, I really don’t know if him seeing you is for the best. When he has these episodes, he’s—”

			“He’s honest,” Pete interrupted. “He’s honest about how unhappy he is. And he wants the world to see how unhappy he is. I’ve never done that. And I don’t mean to be flippant about his struggles, but I admire him. I really do.”

			She bit her lower lip and turned her head away. Her eyes, when she returned them to him, were teary. “Pete…”

			“Holy shit!” he blurted out.

			Rebecca jolted. “What?”

			“Look!” He pointed toward the dock. Rebecca didn’t see it. Then she did. Oliver’s little head peeking out of the rowboat out on the lake. No longer tied to the dock, it was uncomfortably far out in the water, bobbing and crashing in the waves, moving like it had an agenda. “Atlantis. Shit.”

			She bolted down the porch steps, a slipper flying off as she sprinted. Pete ran after her.

			“Oliver!” Pete shouted out.

			His little head popped up above the hull, then disappeared again.

			“Shit shit shit shit shit!” Rebecca ran down the dock, losing the other slipper, her feet drumming on the wooden planks, her cardigan breezing like a cape. “Oliver!”

			The boat was a good twenty or thirty yards out and drifting fast.

			“I got ’em!” Pete rapidly removed the contents of his pockets. Off with his boots, his hat. His socks, he knew, would slow him down, but there was no time. Whatever Rebecca shouted was lost to Pete as he flung his body into the cold, choppy water.

		

	
		
			forty

			Warren had activated that find-a-friend setting on Ash’s phone, because of course he did. They heard Ash cry, “Hel—” on Viv’s voicemail before it cut off. She was close. In the hotel. What in the ever-loving fuck was going on? Ash was chill. Ash was easy. What? Seriously, just what? That voice, that half syllable, brought back those very first screams from baby Ashley. Baby A! What’s the matter, Baby A? Sounds like it’s naptime for Baby A! That all-consuming love, coupled with the belief, with no prior experience to support it, that Viv could take down a lion, if need be. How quickly had the day turned to shit. On her watch. An image came to her, a scene in court. As you can see, Your Honor, my wife—er, that is, ex-wife—clearly is not capable…and of course Warren wouldn’t. But still.

			Up a small staircase, around a corner. The hallway was familiar. Corey’s hallway. She and Warren closed in on the dot. A concerned couple stood outside a door. Warren and Viv’s fast approach made sense to them. They were instantly in league: fellow sane people concerned about the happenings on the other side of that door. Three-two-three. Corey’s door. The couple was returning from the pool. Robes, flip-flops, and novels. The husband, a red-haired man with a beard and a belly, told them, “We heard some shouting. I knocked on the door—pounded on it! No answer.”

			“Ashley!” Viv called out.

			Warren banged the door with his fist.

			“Mom!” she shouted from inside.

			“Fucking don’t!” a man’s voice inside hissed.

			The woman bystander gasped. “Their daughter!”

			Her husband said, “Want me to call security? I’m calling security.” He and his wife shuffled away, flip-flops smacking the carpet.

			Viv had seen Warren unhinged only two, maybe three times. This was something else. Warren pounded the door, rattled the knob. “Ash! Open up if you can!”

			“D…dad?”

			Warren, with the full weight of his runner’s body, kicked the door hard. It jolted, loud as a gunshot, but remained in place. Warren reared up and kicked again. Success. The door burst open and there was Ash and some lanky, menacing creep who’d been counting on the door staying shut.

			“Dad!” Ash lunged for her father. In a move that made Viv think of football, he slid past her and went for the man, whose arms were ready for him. They grappled, a sight Viv never expected to see: her husband in a physical altercation. Warren proved more than competent, quickly getting the better of this goony bastard who perhaps thought that his grungy streetness somehow equated to strength. The silence of the struggle surprised Viv. Where were the percussive sounds from the movies? It was over in seconds. The lanky man was on the floor.

			Viv took Ash in her arms. “Are you okay?”

			“I’m okay!”

			The man on the ground backed up like a crab. “I didn’t hurt her! I don’t want to hurt her! She stole from me! I need it back!”

			What followed was a flurry of outcries: Who is this guy what is he talking about where’s Corey Ash do you know what he’s talking about did you touch my daughter I will actually murder you if you touched my daughter—

			Ash was the first to speak in a controlled voice. “I have no idea what this guy is talking about.”

			Warren spoke next. Calmly. Savagely. He told the man on the floor. “If you touched her, I will actually kill you right here in this room. Did you touch her?”

			“I didn’t!” He flinched in advance of whatever was to come.

			To Ash, “Did he touch you?”

			“No. I guess he pushed me into the room.”

			Warren made a move.

			“Dad! I’m fine.”

			Warren stood over the man, silently commanding him to stay down, daring him to get up. Viv couldn’t help but think of the famous photo of Muhammad Ali towering over his felled opponent. The guy was staying put. Some decorum overtook the room.

			Viv spoke to the man. “What’s happening here? Who are you?”

			He swallowed, unsure if he should identify himself. “Andrew. I live with Corey in New York.”

			“Wait, wait, wait…what? No, Corey doesn’t get a plus-one,” Viv said. “What in the hell are you talking about?”

			Andrew explained it, sort of, glossing over the thing that went missing.

			“Just say it,” Viv told him. “What did my daughter supposedly take from you?”

			He shook his head. “Nope. All I’m saying is it’s important. Like, if I don’t get it back, I’m dead. Your brother? Dead.”

			Warren said to Ash, “You don’t have any idea what he’s talking about, right?”

			“No!” Ash protested.

			Viv turned back to Andrew, “So you’re Corey’s little partner in crime? You guys meet in jail?”

			This struck him as funny. “What? No. I’ve never been in jail. Neither has Corey, far as I know. I’m not a criminal. There’s just this one thing of mine that I need back. That’s all.”

			“Not a criminal,” Viv said. “Bullshit.”

			“Jail?” Warren said to Viv.

			Viv turned to Warren. “Yes! Three months ago, my brother was in jail, probably with this creep.” She pointed at Andrew.

			Andrew did some mental math and shook his head. “Three months ago, he was sitting on his ass in our apartment.”

			“No, he…” Viv stopped. “Oh, my fucking god. Of course not. That piece of shit.”

			She searched up the number for the island police.

			Warren spoke up. “Viv, are you really going to—”

			“Yes!” Viv turned to him. “We’ve got this fucking creep abducting our daughter, and my brother is carrying I assume drugs, and he’s who knows where and—”

			“I didn’t abduct anybody! I’m the one who got robbed!”

			“You grabbed my arm!” Ash snapped back. “That’s abduction.”

			“You’re the thief!” The two of them were suddenly squabbling siblings. “I know it wasn’t Dixon or any other Jamaicans or that sketchy guy with the neck tattoos. I freaking know when someone is lying.”

			Viv looked up from her phone. “Jamaicans? Ash, for real, what?”

			Wide-eyed, Ash shook her head, perplexed as Viv was.

			Viv let her arms drop. “You really don’t know anything about this?”

			“What?”

			“Well, fuck me, then! I don’t fucking know what to think! Jesus!”

			Warren reached out to her. “Let’s maybe just take a breath here. You call the police, you’re calling them on your brother.” He turned to Andrew. “Here’s a thought: Get the fuck out of here. Cut your losses and leave.”

			He shook his head defiantly. A pious protester at a sit-in. “Not without my stuff.”

			Viv said to Warren, “I seriously don’t care anymore. No more favors for Corey.”

			Warren spoke reluctantly. “I don’t know about calling the police on your brother.”

			“Really? Well, I don’t know who made that rule, but I know who’s benefiting from it.”

			Warren tried Andrew again. “People heard you in the hallway. They already called security. You need to leave.”

			“No one’s coming,” Andrew said confidently. “Those jags already forgot about you.” He leaned back, making a big show of getting comfortable.

			The number for the police was there on her phone. The room became silent. She initiated the call.

			“Calling,” she said to Andrew. She put the phone on speaker to leave no doubt.

			He smirked. “I know a bluff when I see one.”

			Everyone stopped. Two uniformed figures stood in the doorway. The phone was still ringing, but somehow the police were there. Everyone in the room looked at one another, suddenly united in disbelief.

			“Afternoon,” one of the officers said, aware that he’d just walked in on something. Both officers regarded Andrew there on the floor. Was this guy the victim? The perp? They glanced at Viv and Warren, acknowledging them as the true grown-ups. Warren went to speak, but then, with a spryness that didn’t match his body, Andrew sprang up and made for the door. Warren instinctively reached for him, but he slipped past. His plan was anyone’s guess, but the officers, standing side by side at the doorway, left little room for Andrew to escape. Over before it started, he was in their hands.

			“Easy there!” the officer said in mock politeness. “You Peter Pickford?”

			“No!” he shot back.

			“He’s not,” Viv, Warren, and Ash confirmed.

			“ID?” the officer asked.

			From the pocket of his gnarled jeans, Andrew produced a wallet and handed over an ID. Both officers examined it, looking back and forth at the card and Andrew. They then looked to Warren for confirmation.

			“That is not Pete Pickford,” Warren said.

			“What’s the big hurry? Was it something I said?”

			“My…boat. The ferry. I’m late.”

			Again the officers looked to the rest of them. Viv began to protest, and Warren reached out and put his hand on her shoulder. “This guy needs to leave, right?”

			“But…” she began, then she rapidly shook her head as if freeing herself from a trap. “Fine! Yes! This guy needs to get out of here.”

			The officer gave him his ID back. “Right, then. Go catch that boat.”

			Andrew, startled to find himself free, gave the room one last look, Ash one last savage glare, then was gone. The officers remained. They seemed to just then notice how destroyed the room was.

			Viv asked, “I’m sorry—you said you were looking for Pete Pickford?”

			“This is his room, isn’t it?”

			“No,” Ash and Viv said in unison.

			Viv then explained. “Mix-up at the front desk. Pete is in another room. What’s this about?”

			“We’ve received a complaint of assault. I’ve seen the victim, and, well, somebody did a number on the guy. Any chance you know where this Peter Pickford is?”

		

	
		
			forty-one

			With a troubling amount of effort, Pete came up for air. He reached with one arm, then the other, a heaving, laborious forward crawl. He fought against the weight of his clothes. Should’ve ditched the socks. And the pockets of his cargo pants were perfectly designed to catch water. From the dock, the waves had looked nominal. In the water, they hurled him like a toy. Chalk it up to atmospheric distortion from the lake or the fact that Pete was accustomed to swimming in calm indoor pools, but the rowboat was farther out than he’d thought. On he swam, inching off his socks as he went. That worked. That helped. The water was cold, but not painful. His right hand ached but was bearable. The next wave hit him just as he opened his mouth for air. He stopped and treaded, gasping and spitting.

			“Pete!” Rebecca called out.

			Regaining himself, he took the opportunity to unbuckle his belt, undo his pants. They cooperatively slipped right off. He didn’t love this, but the increased mobility was a game-changer. He swam on, attacking the water, coming at the boat like he meant to tear it to shreds. His time at the pool had served him well, but this was no cinch. Something grabbed and pulled his leg. What was it? A force in the water. The dock disrupted the flow of the waves. A rip current. Watch out for the rip currents! It had his body, pulled him like he was nothing. He kept his head up. A seagull glided high overhead. He knew not to swim against it, not to fight it. Escape meant getting out of the path, and when he made his move, he did so quickly, sidestepping the current, pulling his body out of it. The last of it tugged his foot, trying to keep him.

			The distance it pulled him seemed impossible. Seconds passed, but somehow he was even farther out than the boat. A lucky break! The waves shoved him forward. He swam with it, letting the water carry him. Oliver’s little head again peeked up over the rowboat’s hull. Pete caught him in snapshots as he raised his head for air, viewfinder glimpses of this boy who wasn’t terrified, who seemed curious about this strange body swimming toward him. Maybe even happy? Pete got there, got his hands on the gunwale, caught his breath. Oliver looked down at him, floating there in the water.

			“Are you taking me to Atlantis?”

			Pete wiped the water from his eyes. “Buddy—” He hadn’t realized how winded he was. “I need to bring you back to land.”

			“No!” He flattened his body on the bottom of the boat.

			“I can still see you, bud.”

			“Why were you killing my dad?” he asked, eyes skyward.

			“I wasn’t killing him. He’s fine. No one got killed.”

			“You were hurting him. I saw.”

			Pete lightly kicked, frog-legged, buoying his body in the cold water. “I was defending myself. It’s complicated. I’m sorry, buddy. That shouldn’t have happened.”

			Oliver raised himself. “Will I have a brother?”

			“No, I don’t think so.” The fact of him in bed with Rebecca now felt so distant and improbable it may as well have been a dream.

			“Crud.”

			“Do you want to go back to land now?”

			His eyes narrowed. “No!”

			“Okay.” Pete continued treading. The lake was numbing. Quite possibly the best thing for the inflammation in his hand and other bruised parts. “I can wait.”

			Oliver’s eyes lit up. “Are there sharks?”

			“Come on—you know the answer to that.”

			He soured. Pete raced to fix it. “The biggest fish out here is the lake sturgeon. They can get as long as seven feet. Imagine a really, really tall basketball player.”

			“Are you good at basketball?”

			“No.”

			“I’m bad at sports,” Oliver said rather proudly.

			“Same.” Pete inspected the rowboat. Nothing in there but Oliver and a crumpled Miller Lite can, faded from the sun. “You didn’t bring any food?”

			“Nope.”

			“First time running away? I was expecting to see some supplies. A walkie-talkie. A flashlight. Some binoculars. A thermos full of soup.”

			“Soup is dumb. I’m not running away. I’m going to Atlantis.”

			“That sounds like running away. You know your mom is worried about you, right?”

			Oliver looked out at his mom on the dock. She cautiously raised her hand.

			“I spent a lot of time on that dock when I was a kid. I was lonely, but I don’t think I realized it. There were a lot of things I didn’t realize. I didn’t know that I would go on to meet a bunch of interesting people and learn a lot of amazing things. But I did. And so will you.”

			Oliver scrunched his body up into a ball.

			“You’re going to be more than okay, Oliver. Your life is going to be amazing. Your mom is the best. And you know what?”

			He remained in a ball. “What?”

			“I bet she’ll let you have some birthday cake for breakfast.”

			His head popped up. “No, she won’t!”

			“You kidding? Of course she will. Watch!” He turned to the dock, now a good thirty yards away, and shouted, “Can Oliver have cake for breakfast?”

			Hanging on to a mooring post, she leaned forward, a hand cupped at her ear.

			He shouted again. “Oliver wants cake!”

			This, she heard. She hurried back toward the house.

			“Okay, bud.” He assessed the situation. “Here’s what we’re going to do. I’m going to turn the boat just a bit here and get myself behind it. Then I’m going to use the whole thing like a great big kickboard. But this boat’s going to need a captain. Think you can handle it?”

			He stood and began flexing his tiny arms.

			“Ha, that’s great. But I need a captain who’s sitting down so he can focus. Can you do that for me, bud?”

			Oliver got into position, seating himself with a proud posture. Pete worked his way to the stern, got his hands on it, and began kicking the water. No effect at first. The boat seemed unaware. A wave provided a helpful nudge, and they began to move. Pete flutter-kicked with pointed toes. The kickboard was part of his cool-down exercise at the pool, and though the lake water was frigid, it was a pleasant break from the stinging bromamines and trichloramine. He kicked on, finding a rhythm, guiding the boat and riding, when he could, the small waves, which raised and lowered his body, giving him intermittent glimpses of the shore, the land, the house. One of these glimpses included a car, a sight that rapidly went from perfectly normal to jarring. He readied himself for a proper look on the next upward heave. Three men approached the lake. Two in uniform. The third was Curtis, Rebecca’s husband. Oliver spun around, panicked.

			“It’s okay, buddy,” Pete told him. “Everything’s going to be okay.”

			At the next glimpse, Rebecca was there, moving in a hurry. Pete reached with his leg for the lake bottom and grazed the sand with his toe. The waves had grown more insistent, the boat’s path more assured. He hardly needed to kick. Two waves later, his feet comfortably reached the sand, and from there he walked the boat to shore, recalling, when the air hit his legs, that his pants were elsewhere. No matter. Oliver was found. Oliver was safe. Rebecca ran out into the water, wading in waist-deep, and met Oliver and his outstretched arms.

			“That’s him!” Curtis pointed.

			Pete walked the boat to shore, giving it a little shove onto the sand. The adrenaline had worn off and he was overcome with a debilitating fatigue. Too tired to care that he was standing there in his underpants.

			“Let me grab a towel.” Rebecca and Oliver went inside.

			“This is the man who assaulted me. In my home! I wish to press charges.” Curtis said to the officers, irritated that he even had to say it.

			“This guy?” one of the officers asked.

			“Yes! Him!” This was Pete’s first good look at Curtis’s face, post-fight. His left eye was darkened and iridescent, as if with indigo makeup. A segment of his lower lip was black.

			“The guy who just saved your kid?” Both officers eyed Curtis. Was this guy serious?

			Curtis stood there, indignant. His woven leather sandals reminded Pete of rattan furniture. He processed the situation and grew more agitated. “This man came into my house, did who knows what with my wife, and assaulted me!”

			An officer replied calmly. “Your wife tells us he was an invited guest to your son’s birthday party. The assault, we can talk about. Frankly, you both look worse for the wear.”

			Rebecca emerged from the house, running over with a towel.

			This flustered Curtis more. “Not the good towels, damn it!”

			She handed Pete the towel and he covered himself.

			“Can you at least make this guy leave, then? This is still my property, and I want this son of a bitch out of here!”

			The officers turned to Pete. One of them said, reasonably, “Probably for the best if you move along now.”

			“I left some things on the dock,” Pete said, otherwise indicating his intent to cooperate. He then asked Rebecca, “Can I say goodbye to Oliver?”

			Curtis answered, “Hell, no!”

			An officer said, more forcefully this time, “Best if you move along.”

			Rebecca sadly, reluctantly, nodded in agreement.

			“Understood.” Pete made his way down the dock, feeling the eyes on him as he went. He slipped on his boots, put on his hat, and, with a borrowed towel wrapped around his legs, began the long walk back to the hotel.

		

	
		
			forty-two

			Viv summoned Corey to her room, and he dutifully complied. Warren took Ash away to give them space. What in the actual fuck, was all Viv said. He sat on the edge of a tightly made bed while Viv paced in front of him. He explained about Andrew, about what went missing, about everything. He apologized, took full blame for putting Ash in danger; he even reminded her that the room key mix-up was his fault. As he spoke, her desire to lunge for his throat surprisingly softened. She normally felt immune to his charm. This wasn’t charm, though. The opposite, almost. She felt she was catching a glimpse of young Corey, a boy, well before he’d cooked up a strategy for navigating the world. He was suddenly guileless. You’re being real, she thought. My god, you’re being real.

			After Corey said his piece, Viv asked, “Why weren’t you at Mom’s funeral, Corey? That guy Andrew told us you were never in jail. And I think I believe him.”

			He told her simply, “I didn’t think I could handle it.”

			“You’re serious?” A bit of sympathy in her voice. “You are, aren’t you?”

			“She was the last person who gave a shit if I lived or died. I’m not trying to feel sorry for myself. It’s true. I haven’t been in your life. How much has that bothered you?”

			“I got used to it,” Viv admitted. “And you understand that when you’re not in my life, I’m not in yours, right? Did that bother you?”

			All Corey could do was shrug. “It felt better that way. Not seeing you and Pete. It felt better.”

			“That sucks, though, right? That it’s like this? I mean, everything that went down today, with Ash, obviously, I can’t have that. You understand that, right?”

			“It sucks and it’s my fault. I’m working on it, okay? I’ve said some bullshit on this trip, but I really am working on it.”

			“Okay.” She nodded. “Okay. Good. I’m glad.” She glanced at the mirror. “God, I’m a mess. You saw Dad’s text? Mandatory dinner. After the day we’ve had? I guess he doesn’t know that. Shit. It’s our last night on the island…. I guess we power through?”

			“You bet!” Corey said brightly. He opened the door and turned back before leaving. Something had returned. A spark, a bit of light behind the eyes. “See you in a bit.”

			“Oh,” she said quietly. “Oh, shit.”

			“What?”

			“You’ll be there, right? Corey. You can’t flake on this. Dad paid for everything.”

			Corey smiled. “Indeed he did.” He waved goodbye.

			“Wait!” She went to him and threw her arms around him.

			“Whoa! Okay.” He patted her back politely.

			“I get it, Corey. I get it. Take care of yourself, all right?”

			She took no satisfaction in being right. Warren, Pete, Viv, Ash, and their father avoided looking at the empty chair at dinner. They talked of harmless things. Warren’s arrival was the distraction they needed, and they suddenly became cheerleaders for the island and the hotel, telling him about the croquet and the pool and all the things hidden in the little hotel nooks. “You think you’ve found every little hidden café and juice bar, and then you turn a corner, and there’s another,” Viv said cheerfully. A waiter appeared, asking if they were ready to order, and their dad began to send him away.

			“Actually,” Viv said, “I’m pretty sure it’s just going to be us.”

			“I see,” their father said. Then, to the waiter, “We’ll still need a minute, thanks.” The waiter departed. All eyes on H. L. Pickford now. He addressed the table seriously. “I’m sorry that Corey isn’t here. The fact is, I owe him an apology. Your mother, as well. Let me explain.”

			He talked his way through it with a disarming humility. He apologized to his wife and son, both absent. He explained that he’d let himself off the hook while condemning his loved ones. “I’m realizing I lived my life feeling like I was steering a ship…always looking outward, never inward.” Viv supposed the moment might have felt triumphant: how imperious he could be, how superior. But of course he is flawed, Viv thought, like all of us. He spoke on, and what he confessed to was by no means admirable, but what Viv saw was a parent, a fellow parent, who had done his best to appear in control, not wanting his kids to know that he, like everyone, was finding his way in the dark.

			Dinner ended, their last on the island. Hugs all around before everyone made their way to their rooms. Viv and Warren took a spot on one bed, Ash on the other.

			Viv asked Warren, “You sure you don’t want to check out the town? It’s pretty. Lots of stuff to do.”

			“I’m good.” He changed the channel a few times, then tossed her the remote.

			Ash was immersed in her phone. Viv waved at her vigorously. Ash pointed at her headphones. “The do-not-disturb sign of the face. Respect it.”

			Viv mimed for her to free her ears. “Make sure you brush your teeth before you fall asleep.”

			She rolled her eyes. “Geez, Mom. I’m not a little kid.”

			The three of them watched TV, not leaving the room, not saying much. Ash fell asleep first. Viv sat up to look at her and be sure. She then turned to Warren and said, “Just be in my life, okay?” But he’d fallen asleep as well. She got changed in the bathroom, then looked back at her husband and daughter. Warren snored lightly. He always looked so childlike with his eyes closed, his limbs splayed like a boy at a sleepover. Quite possibly her last night in bed with him. He’d leave first. Then Ash. Not right away, but soon. College in a blink of an eye. Then the visits home would become less and less frequent. She found herself hoping that maybe Ash had just a tiny bit of Corey in her, the part that kept him in touch with their mom. Even if there was a strategy there, Viv would take it, just to have her girl on the phone, crashing on the couch, still being a little bit there.

			She began her vigilant hygiene ritual, first with the electric toothbrush she traveled with, then the ribbon floss. She spat in the sink. Housekeeping had cleaned the mirror; the reflection was uncanny, as if there were a second self there in the bathroom. She took herself in. Viv Pickford. What an unholy clusterfuck of a day it had been, and here she was, still flossing. If today hadn’t completely knocked her on her ass, she would be just fine. More than fine. If you think you’re stepping back into the exact same game…Robbie had said. She was glad she wasn’t. And she was glad she wouldn’t be settling into middle and then old age like a passenger heading for a fixed destination. What was next for her was unknown. A new chapter. Unknown and exciting and scary and new. And she wasn’t alone. She grabbed her phone and texted Pete.

			Good night, brother!

			Hardly a minute passed before he wrote back:

			’Night! Hey, I’m catching a later flight tomorrow. Something I have to do.

		

	
		
			FRIDAY

		

	
		
			forty-three

			Ash and her parents sat three in a row in a carriage that would take them to the little airport. Ash had snagged the end seat. She supposed that her world had fallen apart. She put on her headphones. Maybe her dad would move somewhere close by. Lots of her friends had parents who had split up. All of those friends had two bedrooms, one at each house. And the dads were usually chill about ordering takeout. That, she knew, was not how she should be thinking about it. But wasn’t she focusing on the positive? Isn’t that what a guidance counselor or a therapist would say? She couldn’t bring herself to care much about what she was supposed to think.

			Bad uncle had run off. Again. For the last time, maybe. Science uncle would stop sending microscopes and framed butterflies as presents. He’d switch to gift cards. She could see it: a tiny envelope under the Christmas tree instead of a huge box with a bow. Her mother would Frisbee-toss it to her: This is from Uncle Pete. Her mother in her Christmas pajamas and her bathrobe. Her dad emerging from the kitchen, wearing the reindeer slippers Ash had bought him years ago from her school’s holiday market, handing her mom a coffee cup. Except no. He wouldn’t be there, right? She’d be with one parent or the other, and the gift card would just be in an email. Her mom would still get a Christmas tree to prove that everything was just fine. Ash saw the scene so clearly that when her mom, sitting beside her in the carriage, spoke up, it was like she was roused from a dream. “How are people playing golf already? It’s so damned early.”

			The carriage brought them down the little road along the golf course. A man in yellow pants positioned himself in the weird white sand, lined up his golf club, wiggled his butt a few times, then swung. His neon-orange ball launched out of a cloud of white, making a pretty little arc and bouncing onto the green. The golfer admired his work, totally unaware of how much cocaine he had just sent airborne. Cocaine in the air, on the grass, on the man’s shoes, and in the cuffs of his ridiculous yellow pants. Maybe a German shepherd would maul him at the airport. How oblivious he was. Him and everyone. She had no regrets. She’d done her uncle a favor. Not that she’d meant to. What had she meant to do? Something real, she supposed. Some loud sort of Fuck you—not just at Corey, but at everyone who didn’t see or hear her, everyone who thought she was just this thing in the background of their own dumb lives. Her mom yawned, her shoulder nudging Ash. She nudged her mom back. Her mom had never been a morning person, but Ash liked being up early, when the grass looked wet and the world was just starting to move. Still so many hours in the day, and it made her smile to think of what she might get up to.

		

	
		
			forty-four

			Corey took a seat on a bus heading west. His ticket was for a small town in the Upper Peninsula of Michigan, not more than fifty miles from where he’d got on. He figured he’d be fine to stay on as long as he liked. The driver was engrossed in a talk radio program, arguing with it, occasionally slamming his hand on the steering wheel to drive a point home. He didn’t much notice when passengers got on or off. Corey didn’t love leaving like that, skipping out on dinner, not saying goodbye. But if he’d stayed, they’d think he was gloating. His dad would set the story straight about their mom and the money; Corey believed he would. But his dad would’ve shot him little glances, like, Bet you’re loving this. It was better, Corey thought, more pure, for his dad to just clear things up and to let them get on with their lives. And for Corey to get on with his.

			The details on that…he was working it out. But he’d accepted that nothing was going to fall into his lap anymore. That was fine, or it would have to be fine. He got the gist. Find a gig and keep showing up. Do the damned thing. He could handle that. The driver announced Corey’s stop. He stayed put. Two passengers got on. A young man and a young woman. With their messy hair and secondhand clothes, they carried themselves like drifters, though Corey could see that they’d benefited from some pricey dental work in their youth. They slipped the tall duffel bags from their backs and got themselves situated across the aisle from Corey.

			“That driver didn’t even look at our tickets,” the guy said in a low voice to the girl. “Maybe we can reuse them? Get them refunded?” He caught Corey’s eye. “We’re not, like, trying to steal. Just living on the cheap.”

			“Doing what you gotta do,” Corey said. “I get it.” He gave them a conspiratorial smile.

			They both brightened. “We slept under a bridge last night!” the girl said gleefully, though she looked bleary-eyed and exhausted.

			“In a tent under a bridge,” the guy said. “But it was still pretty hardcore. This rat or raccoon or maybe a person kept scratching at our tent all night.”

			They were eager for Corey to love this, and he let them believe that they’d found a fellow traveler. He began to talk, telling them about the time he slept under a bridge and was woken up by a confused, bearded man who was certain that Corey was his long-lost son. Corey told them that the man pulled an old Polaroid out of his coat pocket to show him. The kid didn’t look anything like me! But Corey joined the man on a little walk, and they found themselves in a diner, where they talked for hours as a waitress brought refill after refill of the world’s worst coffee. When they parted, the man gave him an old buffalo nickel that turned out to be worth four hundred dollars. None of this actually happened, but the kids loved hearing it. Because that was what they were after, Corey figured. Some glimpse of life at the fringes, outside of the world that their parents had prepped them for. Sure, he could burst their bubble. Let them know that it can be fun to scrape by when you’re young, but the charm wears off real quick. But they would get there. Corey spoke on and they listened gratefully, feeling vindicated. Yes, they were right to be traveling aimlessly. Right to feel like they were among the very few who were truly alive. As Corey found himself winding down, he took a different tone. Sounding almost fatherly, he said to them, “Hey, for real, though, be careful out there, okay?”

			The girl raised her eyebrows just slightly, and when the boy replied, “Sure, will do,” Corey could feel the forced cordiality, the voice of a young man speaking to an actual grown-up. In the lull that followed, the girl leaned on the boy and closed her eyes, and soon they were both asleep.

			Corey looked out the window at the thick pine trees and the long stretches of tall grass. The land was untouched, and the emptiness of it would have felt unsettling, except for the mile markers that Corey fixated on. The signs were in the three hundreds, the numbers decreasing as they went. Three eighty-six…three eighty-five. He might’ve used the time to sort things out. Where he’d get off. What he’d do next. What his life would be the next time he saw his family. There would be a next time. He wanted that. And the next time they saw him, he would be something. His mind went to the intervening time, the lowly job he would take, the day-in, day-out that would grind him down. This brought on the loudness in his head. He thought he might follow his breath to clear his mind, but instead he found himself focusing again on the mile marker signs. Three eighty-four…three eighty-three. The girl across the aisle snored lightly. The few other passengers were either reading or looking at their phones. Three eighty-two…three eighty-one. He settled in, taking in the scenery and waiting for the next sign. The numbers became a countdown. To what, he did not know. But he took some comfort in their predictability. The land before him was measured and known, and he felt confident that when the countdown ended, they’d be somewhere.

		

	
		
			forty-five

			One last trip to the dock. Pete didn’t know if Curtis was still around. Maybe the police would show up and tell him to leave. If so, he’d leave. Until then, he needed some time. Given what he’d been through, it felt like there ought to be a grace period, that he could go wherever, that none of the rules would apply, that everyone would know and stay away. He walked down the wooden planks, giving each piling a little pat as he went. The last time he left the island, he didn’t know it was the last time. At the end of the dock, he stood and looked out at the dark water. He supposed a montage might play through his mind: the hours spent there, the noises of childhood, the sound of his mother’s voice calling him inside. It’s raining, Pete! Can’t you see it’s raining? He unzipped a vest pocket and took out the Planorbella lydiavis. The snail was a mere pebble inside the glass. Pete?

			The voice was not his mother’s.

			“Pete?”

			Rebecca walked calmly from her porch to the dock. She wasn’t worried that he was there. With all she’d been through, she seemed pleased to see him. The poor woman. The poor, strong, magnificent woman.

			“How’s Oliver?” he asked.

			She smiled kindly. “He’s taking a nap. Kid’s had quite a few days. Curtis left. That whole mess is going to get messier.”

			“Again, I’m sorry about—”

			Before he could finish, she put her arms around him. “No more apologizing.” She held him for a while, then released him and looked into his eyes. “You’re a good man, Pete.”

			“You’re a good mom. And a great person,” he rushed to correct himself. “I mean a great mom and a great person. I…sorry…I’m not at my best. It’s…”

			A cool breeze kicked up, and the wind played with a wisp of her hair. She stuffed her hands into her oat-colored cardigan. She could see that he was fumbling over what to say. She politely rescued him. “What do you got there?”

			“Hmm? Oh, this.” He held up the Planorbella lydiavis. “This is a species of snail I discovered. It was up to me to name it. I named it after my mother. She passed away. That’s why my family came back here.”

			“Oh, Pete.” She made a move to hug him again but then focused on the glass orb. “You discovered a species of snail?”

			“I did. I had it encased in glass. I was going to give it to my dad, but, well, that didn’t work out.” He casually shook the orb in his palm. “I know this is going to sound corny, but I actually came down here to throw it into the lake.”

			“Really?”

			“Yeah. I’m normally not one for dramatic gestures. But I’m trying to change that.”

			“Can I see?”

			He handed it to her.

			She held it up, inspecting it in the sunlight. This was more than just courtesy; she actually was interested. For the first time, Pete could see Oliver in her. A youthful sense of wonder. Smiling, she again met eyes with him and asked, “Can I have it?”
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