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            I hope

            when you come home to yourself

            there are flowers lining the front porch

            that were left from all the women

            you were before.

            —Maia, When the Waves Come
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            2025

            Port Holcomb

         

         There were three things Hilary Simon knew without a doubt in the world. 

         
         The first was that when you were offering customers their grasshoppers at a supper club, you didn’t ask if they wanted them. You asked when. Did they want it with dinner, or afterward as a dessert? If gave an opportunity to say no; when reminded them that they were out to dinner, entitled to a little ice cream in their cocktail. She watched as the twenty-one-year-old
            with the blond ponytail her mom had hired last fall listlessly asked the couple she was serving if they wanted a grasshopper. The couple glanced down at their half-eaten rib eyes before shaking their heads. And it wasn’t
            like Hilary could blame the downfall of the Baumhaus Supper Club on one shoddy waitress, but it kind of reminded her of the
            kid working the popcorn stand when the last movie of the night ended at the theater. Everyone just wanted to go home. 
         

         
          The second was that although her mom had turned sixty-two that February, Remy Simon could have still run the Baumhaus if
            she wanted to. She didn’t want to, though, without Joseph. And Hilary understood that, too. The supper club might have come to them through Remy’s family, but it was always her dad’s love, not her mom’s. Remy might have been able to work the bar and boss around the cooks and plate a fish fry with the best of them. But the finances, the upkeep—all of that had been Joseph’s, until he’d died six months ago. 

         
         The third was that if Lacey Garrick’s arrest didn’t bring her sister home, she would never see Cass again. 

         
         Hilary couldn’t stop scrolling on her phone, reading stories about the momfluencer who’d just gotten arrested. Momfluencer—the only reason she even knew that stupid term was because of Cass. Hilary was thirty-three years old. She didn’t Tik and she didn’t Tok. Her life needed
            more filters than social media provided to look like anything but chaos. 
         

         
         But there was her least favorite momfluencer of all time, on every outlet Google News offered. Lacey Garrick; 2.4 million
            followers; mother of Sophie; aficionado of grocery hauls; kidnapper of sisters. 
         

         
         She looked terrible. Terrible, and Hilary had to admit, that made her smirk a little. Her famous blond locks were pulled up in a ratty ponytail as a police
            officer yanked her out of the giant brick house she and Cass and half a dozen other moms lived in. She didn’t even have any
            makeup on, and she was wearing a giant gray T-shirt with a frayed hem. None of her prairie dresses or Gen Z–approved mom jeans
            in sight. 
         

         
         The worst part was the story itself, of course. The abuse—man. Lacey Garrick was known for her elaborate birthday parties and how-to hairdos; her toxin-free living and gluten-free bread and plastic-free dishware. And, of course, the Mommune. But now, she would forever be known as the woman whose daughter escaped through a window, banging on the neighbor’s door and begging for a sandwich. 

         
         Hilary kept squinting at the background of every photo, seeing if she could catch a glimpse of Cass or Cass’s daughter, Eloise.
            But neither her sister nor her niece was anywhere to be found. 
         

         
         “Did you see?” It was Erin, Hilary’s sister-in-law. She plopped down on the barstool next to Hilary, sighing with exhaustion.
            Erin was so pregnant that every time Hilary saw her, she winced a little bit at the memory of that much discomfort slamming
            down on your bladder. 
         

         
         Hilary nodded. “I saw.” 

         
         “Your mom?” 

         
         “Not yet. I don’t think.” 

         
         They sat at the bar, sipping lemonades—Hilary’s with vodka. From her seat, she could easily watch her three kids jumping off
            the pier outside. She couldn’t believe they were braving the frigid May water, but it had gotten into the seventies this week, which had probably warmed the lake a bit. The pier was one of the highlights of the Baumhaus,
            and one of the things she knew they would miss the most. Hilary had put her kids in those crazy survival swimming lessons
            when they were very young, the ones where they throw you in the water in your clothes so you learn how to climb out. Cass
            had thought she was a monster, but look how well the three of them could swim now. Besides, the eight-year-old twins had life
            jackets on, and ten-year-old Fiona was watching them. 
         

         
         Cass always thought Hilary was a monster, anyway. But who’d followed the dragon straight to Riverton? 

         
         “I can’t stop reading about it,” Erin admitted, scrolling through her phone. “The little girl had duct tape marks on her wrists.” Hilary bit her lip. Every new detail made the story worse. Erin kept glancing at her, worry in her eyes, but
            she didn’t voice the question they were both thinking. 
         

         
         Suddenly, Remy bustled back behind the bar, greeting her regulars loudly. Remy did most things loudly. Her dark hair was a
            wild mane down her back, and her eyes were shining as she poured Jack Daniel’s and cracked opened cans of Coke. Remy had always
            been happiest behind the bar. 
         

         
         Hilary had spent her entire life at the Baumhaus Supper Club, which her great-grandfather had built with his own two hands.
            Before she’d even made it to kindergarten, she’d been filling drinks with the soda siphon and wiping down counters. The customers
            got a hoot out of it, and her mom would watch her while she worked the bar. The Baumhaus was where every Simon child had their
            birthday party, every Simon teenager waited tables, and every Simon adult had their wedding reception. 
         

         
         It was also where Hilary’s mom had thrown her a divorce party, six years after said wedding reception. 

         
         “Hello, my girls,” called Remy, shooting another stream of lemonade into Erin’s glass. “How’s my grandbaby cooking?” Erin
            was married to Hilary’s brother, Thomas, who worked sixty-hour weeks and was allergic to manual labor. 
         

         
         “She’s the size of a cantaloupe,” Erin informed her. Remy grimaced. That was a bit more detail than she needed. 

         
         “You heard about that crazy lady over in Riverton?” Ginny Rogers piped out. Ginny’s lips were so red it looked like she’d painted them with the ketchup from her french fries. Hilary had considered her old when she was a kid, but her face hadn’t changed in twenty years. Botox, she’d once told her cheerfully. Botulism, straight to my jowls. 

         
         Erin froze, but Remy kept moving, just wiping down the bar. “Now, which one would that be?” 

         
         “The gal Cassandra was so friendly with, hmm? Lucy?” 

         
         “Lacey,” said Erin automatically. Hilary gave her a look. She would have given Ginny one, but she’d known Ginny for too long
            to even try it. 
         

         
         “You need more pretzels, Bo?” Remy asked a man at the bar. She dove behind Cillian, the near-silent bartender who’d been at
            the Baumhaus for years. Hilary could never decide if she found him sexy or serial killeresque. 
         

         
         “Going to jail,” said Ginny triumphantly. “We warned Cassandra, didn’t we? We all did!” 
         

         
         God damn that stupid Ginny Rogers. Remy still didn’t stop moving. She wiped a spot on the bar as if her life depended on getting
            that particular stain out. 
         

         
         “For God’s sake, Remy, you’re going to break your wrist,” said Ginny. 

         
         Remy glanced up at Hilary; then, thinking better of it, at Erin. Erin had been a Simon for four years, but she was still shouldered
            with Do-as-Your-Mother-in-Law-Says Guilt. 
         

         
         Erin sighed and held up her phone. There was the headline: Illinois Influencer Lacey Garrick Arrested on Suspected Child Abuse.

         
         Remy leaned forward, squinting. “Damn, I don’t have my glasses on.” 

         
         “Lacey’s going to the clink,” Erin supplied. 

         
         “She should be going to hell,” muttered Remy. “It doesn’t say anything about—” 

         
         “Not a word,” confirmed Erin. 

         
         “Anyone talk to Jesse yet?” Remy asked them quietly, but both women shook their heads. 

         
         “We’ve got to get going to Fiona’s game,” Hilary said. She wasn’t exactly eager to sit around and play why-Cass-went-crazy
            with the Baumhaus regulars. “You need anything, Mom?” None of Remy’s children actually worked at the supper club, but usually
            whoever was around would pitch in a bit with cleaning glasses or refilling straws. 
         

         
         Remy shook her head just as the Baumhaus door swung open and the three kids ran in, barefoot and dripping. 

         
         “Guys!” snapped Hilary. “Dry off outside first! This is a restaurant!” 

         
         “Oh, who cares, Hilary,” said Remy, waving her hand. As if she would have ever let Hilary so much as walk on the porch of the Baumhaus barefoot. Fiona was in a bright yellow tankini and the twins, Wyatt and Levi, looked half frozen. The way
            the kids could swim in May never ceased to shock Hilary. They were lizards. 
         

         
         “Mom,” said Fiona, shivering, “the towels fell in the dirt, and—” 

         
         “Then go on to the car, and I’ll be right there,” said Hilary. “We have to go anyway. Fiona, you’ve got a game in thirty minutes.”
            
         

         
         Her daughter, who had begged Hilary until her ears fell off to play elite soccer this year, rolled her eyes so far up Hilary
            was surprised they didn’t get stuck there. 
         

         
         And God help her, but in that moment, all blond and tan and sharp angles, Fiona looked exactly like Cass. 

         
         

         The deer came out of nowhere. 

         
         It was such a cliché, that it happened in slow motion. But that was how it felt. The deer, a doe, bolted onto the road, out
            for a brisk afternoon jog. Cass Morgan slammed on her brakes, and thank God she was in a rental Jeep instead of her old piece-of-shit
            Camry. Otherwise, the thing would have gone right through her windshield. Instead, she bumped over it, a thump-thump, wheels squelching against dirty leaves and dirt from the road, spraying up to cover her windshield. 
         

         
         “Damnit!” she yelled. Another cliché. Her life was turning into a series of clichés. But here’s one she’d beat: she’d lived
            in northern Wisconsin since she was born, minus the past two years, and this was her first deer. Thirty-one years and this
            was the very first time she’d ever caused roadkill. She’d never even hit a squirrel. 
         

         
         “Mommy?” Just behind her, Eloise had woken up, still half asleep and red-cheeked. “What happened?” 

         
         “Hold on a minute, sweets.” Cass got out of the car, slamming the door shut and staring at the front of the Jeep. There was
            a gaping hole where something was supposed to be. And that was the complete and total summation of her car knowledge. Gaping holes = bad. 
         

         
          She hadn’t even thought about the dead animal splayed beyond her SUV, leaving streaks of blood, until a truck pulled up behind
            her. It was big enough to haul a horse around in.
         

         
         “You all right?” the guy called, hopping out and slamming the door hard. He was tall with red hair, and he had on—Carhartt. A hunter? She crossed her fingers. 

         
         “I’m fine,” she said. “The deer, though . . .” 

         
         “I can move it,” he said instantly. Thank God. Cass remembered sitting in the front seat of the car while her dad dragged
            dead deer off the road for weeping moms in minivans on at least two different occasions. She wasn’t touching that thing, but
            she would have felt bad leaving its disgusting corpse right in the middle of the road. 
         

         
         “You from here?” he said, as he heaved the deer to the side of the road. She shuddered. Did this seem like a time for small talk? 
         

         
         “What?” she asked, distractedly. She was so tired, she could barely get words from her ears to her brain. She and Eloise had
            spent the past two nights in a motel as she worked up the courage to go where she was headed and read the news obsessively.
            
         

         
         He nodded down M, the long, wooded street that went nowhere but Port Holcomb. “You from here? From Port Holcomb?”

         
         “Yeah,” she said. 

         
         “Then maybe you can help me,” he said. “I’m out of service, but I’m supposed to meet someone at Baumhaus. I think it’s a diner?”
            
         

         
         “It’s a supper club,” she said, half dazed. Of course. Of course this guy was going to the Baumhaus. God had a twisted sense of humor sometimes. 
         

         
         “A what?” 

         
         “A supper club. Relish trays? Grasshoppers?” The guy looked at her as if she were speaking Mandarin. 

         
         “I’m from South Carolina . . .” 

         
         “Finish going down M, then turn left at the fork. Mile and a half down on the right. Just past the storage units. You’ll see
            it.” 
         

         
         “Thanks,” he said. 

         
         A siren and a sheriff’s car. Oh, crap. Could you get a ticket for hitting a deer? It wasn’t her fault. The stupid thing had
            just—
         

         
         The door opened, and a man got out grinning. “Cassandra Morgan. What on earth are you doing here? Deer murder?” 

         
         She sighed with relief. “Benji. The thing came out of nowhere.” 

         
         “Yeah, well. I’ll call the DNR. You back to see your mom?” He was giving her an apprehensive look, and it made Cass feel all
            prickly. As if she wasn’t welcome in her hometown. 
         

         
         Well. She kind of wasn’t. 

         
         “Yeah.”

         
         “I was surprised I didn’t see you at Joseph’s funeral. I’m real sorry, by the way.” 

         
         Eloise waved out the back window excitedly. She seemed thrilled to be seeing an actual police officer. Like Chase from Paw Patrol, except, you know. Not a dog. She’d only been introduced to Paw Patrol two nights ago, in the motel, but she’d mainlined it for hours. 
         

         
         “You here for good?” Benji asked, glancing at the duffel bag on the front seat of her car.

         
         “I’m here for now.”

         
         “How’s—uh.” He coughed. “How’s Eloise?” 

         
         “She’s good,” she said, nodding toward the back seat. 

         
         “You hiding Jesse in there somewhere?” 

         
         “You giving me a ticket or what?” she snapped. She’d better get used to it. Seeing Cass without Jesse was like seeing a supper club without a fish fry special. But the thought of having to explain where Jesse was, over and over again, made her want to throw up. 

         
         Benji smirked. It reminded her of the shit-eating grin he used to wear when he scored a touchdown at football games in high
            school. “I think you’ve got enough trouble coming your way.” 
         

         
         

         Remy Simon stopped asking God for things about six months ago.

         
         She’d spent years asking for things she couldn’t seem to get. She asked for her dad to notice her more than how many clean
            napkins the supper club had, but he’d barely looked her way if he wasn’t asking her to plate some rib eye. She asked for her
            three kids to grow up with a love for their faith, and only one of them even went to church. She asked for Joseph to heal—miraculous
            healings happened, didn’t they? That’s how they got all those saints? But he’d died just the same. The cancer had been quick
            and brutal. 
         

         
         It was then, after they’d buried him at Sacred Hearts Cemetery and the last old woman at church had finished boxing up the
            leftover deli meat at the luncheon, that Remy resolved to stop praying about Cass. Cassandra Jane would do what she wanted,
            and she always had. Remy wasn’t sure the Lord himself could stop a will like that. 
         

         
         But to read about Lacey—she couldn’t help herself that night. Article after article as she lay in bed, scrolling and scrolling until her thumb was calloused. It sounded absolutely horrible. This was the woman her middle child had believed had all the answers? This was the guru Cass had entrusted her soul to for care? 
         

         
         The glow of Remy’s phone pulled her in like some kind of trance. Everyone was terrified of kids and their screens these days,
            especially Cass, who’d ironically been on her phone more than anyone Remy had ever met. But Remy sometimes felt like she needed
            one of those apps to kick you off social media after a certain time limit. She could go to bed at night absolutely exhausted
            from a long day at the supper club, mixing old-fashioneds and refilling ranch dressing containers. Then the siren song of
            her phone would call to her, and she’d find herself up at three a.m. reading one of her cousins and his ex-wife arguing in
            social media comments. 
         

         
         She opened her contacts and went to Cass’s name. There it was: the last time Remy had tried to reach out. Six months ago,
            almost to the date. 
         

         
         Info for Daddy’s funeral. And the link to his obituary. The texts above that—the health updates, the begging for her to come home, the request for
            photos of Eloise for Joseph’s hospital room—had all gone completely unanswered. She hadn’t heard from Cass in over a year,
            when her daughter had texted her: 
         

         
         
            I can’t give you what you want from me. Please stop contacting me. I hope you have a beautiful life. 

         

         And the things Remy could have said— Well, they went on and on. She could have raged at her daughter. Honestly, she could have slapped her across the face, not that she’d ever do such a thing. She could have screamed at her for being absent from her family on the day that mattered most. She could have hated her forever, for breaking her daddy’s heart and leaving like that. 

         
         But she hadn’t. She’d respected her wishes. Until Joseph was sick. 

         
         And then—she’d thought surely that Joseph’s cancer would be the thing that brought Cass home. She’d been certain of it. Cass and Joseph had always been
            so close. She and Remy had had their issues; that was true. They always had. It hadn’t been easy, like it had been with Hilary
            and Thomas. It had been strife and sass from the moment she’d come out. Hilary was the kind of baby that made you think you
            were naturally a wonderful parent. Cass was the kind of baby that reminded you why they hand out pamphlets about shaken baby
            syndrome at the hospital.
         

         
         But Cass and her father had always clicked so simply. Those two and their adventures—ice fishing in the middle of the lake
            until the stars were out, kayaking up at the Apostle Islands overnight, making homemade jerky with that fancy machine Joseph
            had bought online. The venison tasted too gamey for Remy, but everyone else had loved it. Cass and Joseph had never argued.
            Not even about Lacey. 
         

         
         Cass had been a wild thing as a girl, and Remy could respect that. She’d been a wild thing, too, until Camp Horizons and all that had entailed. But around her junior year of high school, Cass had started to slowly shift away from her old friends, and even away from her father. At first, Remy had chalked it up to the fact that she’d started seeing Jesse. They’d known Jesse Morgan since he was in diapers; it was a match made in Port Holcomb heaven. He was a good friend of Thomas’s and his parents owned the Corner Store. And the more time Cass wanted to spend with Jesse, the better, in Remy’s opinion. He was a bright kid. A good influence. He’d rub off on her. 

         
         But the last few years had been so heartbreaking. The day Cass left—left Jesse, left them, left the Baumhaus, left Port Holcomb—Joseph
            had cried. Remy had never, ever seen that. Not even when his own father shot himself in the garage. The idea of Cass driving
            away, with sweet little Eloise buckled into her booster seat, had just about killed Joseph. And the cancer had finished him
            off. 
         

         
         He hadn’t even been able to say goodbye. 

         
         Jesse had been at the funeral. He’d hugged Remy and it was that hug that almost broke her. Joseph loved his son-in-law like
            he was his own. Hilary’s idiot Nathan; well, Joseph had seen that shit coming a mile away. Common sense isn’t a flower that grows in every garden, he’d mutter whenever Nathan drank too much. They all drank too much, sure, but with Nathan it was different. Bad-different, addict-different, can’t-keep-a-job different. If he had shown up, Joseph would have reached down and haunted him like a poltergeist till he ran screaming. The thought almost
            made Remy chuckle, there in her bedroom. But Jesse—Joseph had always cared for Jesse. Left him his tackle box and everything,
            which Thomas had been a bit sour about. But Thomas was— Well. He wore suits to work. He couldn’t even bait a hook. 
         

         
         Remy’s thumb hovered over the text box. She wanted to send one simple message. She just wanted to know if Cass was okay. 

         
         
            I hope you have a beautiful life. 

         

         Well, I’m trying to, thought Remy. But her question was this: What kind of mother can have a beautiful life without their
            child?
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Two

         
         
            2025

            Port Holcomb

         

         Erin Willieg-now-Simon poked her head into her mother-in-law’s house. 

         
         “Remy?” she called out. “Remy, you home?” 

         
         It hadn’t been part of her Saturday afternoon plan to check on Thomas’s mom. No, the plan had been to drive into town to the Carter’s outlet, which was having a sale. She’d taken all of Hilary’s hand-me-downs with
            a smile but if her sister-in-law thought she was going to be dressing this baby in nothing but Bluey onesies and Mommy’s #1 Fan T-shirts, she was on crack. 
         

         
         But when she was driving past Remy’s, she’d seen the door wide open. Just hanging on its hinges, letting in all of the brisk, springtime air. A squirrel could have wandered in! A fox, for God’s sake! 
         

         
         This shouldn’t even be her job. The woman had three biological children. But it was always Erin, ever since Joseph had died.
            It was Erin Willieg-now-Simon almost every time. With Cass gone the past two years and Thomas always at work and Hilary being,
            well, Hilary, always half late to something or other, it had basically become her side gig. 
         

         
         “Remy!” she called again, stepping over a pile of important-looking papers. 

         
         “Yeah, yeah. I’m down here,” a voice called, sounding slightly out of breath. Erin hurried downstairs, not even bothering
            to kick off her wedge boots.
         

         
         Remy was where she often was, parked in front of her TV with a beer. “What are you doing here?”

         
         “Your door was open,” Erin said. “Your front door. Wide open. Your heat’s getting out.” 

         
         “Heat? Do you guys still have your heat on? It’s sixty-five degrees out, for God’s sake.” 

         
         “A squirrel could have come in.” 

         
         “I’d handle him, no problem,” Remy said, puffing out her chest a bit. Oh, God. Remy wielding a gun in her kitchen, which Erin
            was 98 percent sure she was implying, was the last thing she needed. 
         

         
         “Remy! Not the point!” 

         
         “The hinge is busted,” she said. “On the door. I’ve been meaning to fix it . . .” She waved a hand. Ever since Joseph had
            died, small things kept getting out of hand with the house. Remy was a business owner, but she acted like she was incapable of changing a light bulb sometimes. Then, Erin silently chastised herself—her mother-in-law
            was a widow. She should be more helpful. 
         

         
         “What? For how long? Thomas can come do it.” 

         
         “I can fix my own door,” Remy said. “I’ve just been busy at the Baumhaus. Damn dishwasher is out again. And with the sale.”
            
         

         
         The sale. When Remy had sat the three of them—Erin, Thomas, and Hilary—down three months back and told them she was selling the supper club, you’d have thought she’d announced she was becoming a flapper and moving to Paris. Thomas and Hilary had been horrified. Erin was the one to talk them down from their metaphorical ledge that night, while they drank old-fashioneds at the bar and pouted. Supper clubs weren’t just a huge amount of work; they were also going out of fashion, slowly but surely, for the past sixty or so years. The fish frys and relish trays hung on for dear life, but they really were a relic of the past more than a staple of the future. Remy had found a buyer who was interested in turning Baumhaus into a supper club–themed small plates restaurant, which would probably do pretty well. Although Erin wasn’t sure how most people in Port Holcomb felt
            about a small plate. Fish fry and small plate weren’t typically in the same sentence. 
         

         
         Remy was— Well. Not old, necessarily. But older. Too old to run a place like the Baumhaus by herself. And neither Hilary, Thomas, nor Cass had any
            interest in taking the place over. What was Remy supposed to do? She was being smart, really. Erin saw her reasoning. They
            probably thought Erin didn’t understand, because she wasn’t a real Simon. And that was true. The name was more than a name;
            it was an identity, and sometimes it was like a sweatshirt that had gone through the dryer too many times and didn’t fit quite
            right. 
         

         
         They’d come around. Well, Hilary and Thomas had. Who knew what Crazy Cass thought, off in her cult. Erin would feel a little
            bad thinking that, except for the fact that Thomas still mourned his sister as if she’d died when she hadn’t even bothered showing up for Joseph’s funeral.
         

         
         Joseph had always had a sweet spot for Erin. When she’d started dating Thomas seriously in law school, her friends didn’t get it. Krista Clarkson—Man, it was weird how close you could be in college and then barely remember each other’s face years later. She had laid bare her entire soul to Krista, multiple times, over late-night vodka Red Bulls. 

         
         “It’s just . . .” Then Krista would make this face. This winced-eye, head-cocked face that meant I’m about to give an opinion, whether you’d like one or not. “He’s kind of boring, isn’t he?” 
         

         
         Thomas Joseph Simon certainly was boring. He got his oil changed every three thousand miles and returned library books on
            time and called his mom like clockwork every three days. Who lived like that? Thomas did. When the rest of campus was taking
            shot skis at the Mifflin Street Block Party and drinking out of fishbowls at Wando’s, Thomas was studying, memorizing every
            textbook he could. 
         

         
         Erin wasn’t used to boring. It felt foreign to her, unfamiliar. Erin’s dad had a temper, the kind that sprang out of him unexpectedly
            and shattered windows. Sometimes ones her mom was standing in front of. Erin’s sisters turned eighteen and took off, one for
            California with a boy and one for Chicago with a criminal record. Erin had worked at Culver’s, running greasy paper bags out
            to cars in the drive-through line and counting every penny she saved. Her high school guidance counselor had helped her apply
            for student loans. She had taken on more debt than Krista could even dream of. 
         

         
         When you were used to that, well. You wanted boring. You craved it like a scoop of frozen custard on a hot July day. 
         

         
         The first time she’d met Remy and Joseph, Remy had been slightly standoffish. Erin had expected that. Thomas was obviously his mom’s favorite, and she seemed to be putting Erin through some kind of audition. But Joseph had gotten three different types of white wine at Piggly Wiggly because Thomas had told him she liked it. He danced with her at their wedding, since her own dad didn’t even know she was getting married. The fact that Joseph wouldn’t get to meet their baby was harder on her and Thomas than they wanted to admit. But at least Joseph had known they were finally going to have a baby after three miscarriages. At least he’d known there was another Simon, bursting into life right as he left it. 

         
         Just as Erin turned to head back upstairs, making a mental reminder to call Thomas after she went to Carter’s and ask him
            to go fix his mom’s stupid door, she heard the same front door open. 
         

         
         Careful footsteps walked in. After four years of marriage, Erin knew Thomas’s steps. It wasn’t him. Didn’t sound like Hilary
            either. Oddly, the cautious gait kind of reminded her of—
         

         
         “Mom?” 

         
         Erin spun back around and looked at Remy. 

         
         “Is that—” Erin hissed. 

         
         “Mom? You down there?” 

         
         Remy’s jaw dropped slightly. 

         
         It was. 

         
         She bounded down the stairs, all blond hair and sleepy eyes, Eloise folded in her arms. The four of them stared at each other
            in shock. Cass didn’t look like she’d been in a cult. Then again, things in Port Holcomb were often far more complex than how they looked. Looks could be deceiving. And the Simons, even a Willieg-now-Simon, knew that better than anybody. 

         
         

         Hilary and Nathan had been divorced for four years. The first few times she’d had to meet him at the Kwik Trip parking lot
            to hand off Fiona, Wyatt, and Levi, she’d felt like she was going to throw up. But now, it was just another task on her never-ending
            to-do list two Saturdays a month. It was strange, the things you could get used to. 
         

         
         Nathan had to take Breathalyzers on his phone before Hilary dropped off the kids. On his phone—it felt like something out of a video game, the little app the court made him download. But it worked. Hilary usually didn’t
            even ask to see them anymore. He’d been sober for a couple of years, at this point. And as complicated as it made her feel,
            the boys were always overjoyed to go to his house. 
         

         
         Fiona, on the other hand, usually did what she was doing that particular Saturday afternoon. 

         
         “You’re going to have fun,” Hilary reminded her sniffling daughter. “You’re going to have something cheesy and delicious that
            comes in a take-out bag for dinner, and then you’re going to play Mario Kart for hours.” Hilary refused to buy the kids a game console; they lived in a town full of playgrounds and trees and a stunning
            lake. They didn’t need to stare at a screen. But Nathan had gotten them all Nintendo Switches for Christmas and she had to
            admit it was helpful when trying to convince Fiona to go with a smile. 
         

         
         Besides, she often used her weekends without the kids to—not “practice self-care.” She hated that phrase, self-care, with its demand for bubble baths (which always felt weirdly lukewarm to her) and manicures (who could afford to get their nails done that often?). But a breather. A moment of peace. A morning of sleeping until she damn well pleased, only rising out of bed when her stomach was grumbling too loudly for her to hear whatever camper-life YouTuber she was watching at the moment. Why, she had no idea, since the thought of living in a tiny camper with her children made her want to flee the state. 

         
         The space it gave her art didn’t hurt either. Nathan gave her both the trauma that beautiful art sprang from and now, the
            time to create it. While they were married, he’d often put “your art” in air quotes. Not with his actual fingers, but with
            his words. His tone of voice, when she asked for a Saturday afternoon. Can’t we do something together as a family? What, like go to the beach, where she would pack every single thing and wiggle the kids into swimsuits and remember the SPF
            so he could drink a beer in the sand and fall asleep? 
         

         
         But not this weekend. This particular Saturday evening, she had somewhere to be. 

         
         Nathan’s Ford Explorer was patiently waiting in the parking lot. Well, look at that—on time and all. The boys launched out
            of the car and into his arms while Fiona gave her a final tearful hug. 
         

         
         “You can call me whenever you want to, like always,” Hilary promised. “Just ask Dad.” 

         
         “We’ll have fun, won’t we, kiddo?” Nathan said with a tight smile. Hilary felt the old urge she always did, the urge to smooth
            over the problem and assure him that of course, Fiona can’t wait, she’s so excited. The urge to spare Nathan from any pain or discomfort or sadness. To make his life as smooth as the lake on a flat, sunny
            day. 
         

         
         But look where that had gotten them. Fiona was not excited. She did not want to go. But she had to, because of which? Nathan’s
            stupid choices or Hilary’s filing for divorce? Neither. Both. A judge with a peanut butter stain on her blouse, signing important
            papers like the Queen of Sheba. 
         

         
         After three quick kisses and a reminder to Nathan about Fiona’s nighttime retainer, she got back into her car and sped toward
            her mother’s house. She couldn’t even listen to a podcast, or a Taylor Swift song she’d heard a thousand times. She rolled
            down her window and listened to cars whizzing by, on their way to shop at the pottery stores in town or to grab some cheese
            curds. 
         

         
         Port Holcomb, Wisconsin, wasn’t much. A classic Wisconsin town with five thousand people and a Main Street dotted with bars
            and frozen custard shops. It had St. Thérèse the Little Flower, which was one of the oldest churches in the diocese, and the
            Baumhaus, which was built by her very own great-grandfather in 1949. It had a Taco Bell, which Port Holcombians had thrown
            a fit about before realizing their love for Crunchwrap Supremes, and a Culver’s, which everyone begrudgingly accepted because
            it may have been a chain but at least it was a Wisconsin one. The best part of Port Holcomb was the rocky, secluded strip
            of Lake Holcomb beach, instead of the crowded Lake Michigan one. Hilary liked to go there and sketch on her child-free weekends.
            But today, she drove past the turn without so much as a glance. 
         

         
         Remy’s house was tucked away down off Redbird Lane. Joseph used to be obsessive about keeping his two acres neat and tidy; Hilary and her siblings weren’t even allowed to run through the sprinkler as kids because it would allegedly hurt his beloved Kentucky bluegrass. But Remy could barely start the mower, and Thomas always insisted he would do it and never actually did. It was late springtime, which meant everyone’s lawn looked like shit, but Remy’s was particularly brown and matted. 

         
         Hilary wondered, not for the first time, if her mom was going to take the money from the Baumhaus sale and buy a condo. This
            house wouldn’t go for that much, but it might do okay, if she found a young couple with fixer-upper skills to snag it. The
            location was beautiful; it was a short drive to town and walkable to the beach. In the wintertime, the roads were a bitch,
            but it was stunning when covered with soft blankets of snow. Like something out of a calendar. Hilary had tried to paint it
            a thousand times, but could never quite get the snowdrifts right. 
         

         
         It had been a picturesque place to have a childhood. The kind of place Norman Rockwell would have painted. It was too much
            for one widow who lived by herself, though. Remy needed someone to mow her lawn, and shovel her walk, and rake her leaves.
            The new condos on the west side of town would be perfect. But she knew her mom would throw a fit if she so much as suggested
            it. Things had to be Remy’s idea, always. 
         

         
         Hilary parked next to the blue Jeep, which she couldn’t help but notice had a giant hole in the front bumper. Yikes. When
            did Cass get a Jeep? Erin’s car wasn’t there, although she was the one who had originally texted Hilary in a panic. 
         

         
         Hilary burst through the front door, kicking off her shoes as she’d done a million times before. 

         
         “Hello?” she called out tentatively. 

         
         “In here, baby,” called Remy. She sounded happy and maybe a little tipsy. It was four p.m., for God’s sake. 

         
         But when Hilary stepped into the kitchen, there they were: her mother, holding a Miller Lite, with a tense smile. 

         
         And her sister. 

         
         A million pictures rushed through Hilary’s mind, like an Instagram scroll sped up. 

         
         Hilary and Cass as little girls, feet dangling off the back patio while they slurped on cherry-red Popsicles. 

         
         Hilary and Cass on the way to school, arguing over who got to pick the music (usually Top 40 for Cass, always indie folk for
            Hilary, which Cass dubbed Go Kill Yourself Music). 
         

         
         Hilary and Cass at Sacred Hearts, doodling on the back of the collection envelopes until their dad snatched the pens out of
            their hands. 
         

         
         Hilary and Cass at the Baumhaus, sneaking shots behind the bar while they were supposed to be waiting tables. 

         
         Hilary and Cass as young wives, then young moms, trading onesies back and forth and road-tripping to Target, sipping iced
            lavender lattes while comparing the chemicals in baby soap brands. Ignoring texts from Nathan and Jesse about when they’d
            be back. 
         

         
         Other ones, too. Ones of grief. Ones of sitting down on the couch, Hilary on one side and Thomas on the other, begging Cass not to go. Ones of a tear-streaked Eloise being loaded into the car. Ones of feelings so hurt that Hilary wasn’t sure she and Cass could ever be repaired. Ones of questions. So, so many questions. 
         

         
         But there would be time for those later, Hilary thought. She opened her arms, and her sister fell into them. 

         
         

         It was beyond weird, being in her childhood bedroom again. 

         
         Remy had barely changed a thing. Hilary’s side was still neat, organized, orderly. Her bookshelves still held a copy of The Sisterhood of the Traveling Pants and all of the Twilight books. She still had a pencil cup on her desk with freshly sharpened Ticonderogas waiting for her to come review her AP flash
            cards. Her bulletin board even had the same four photos: Hilary and her winning self-portrait at the Midwest Youth Art Show,
            Hilary and her parents at high school graduation, Hilary and her friend Lila—Leah? They weren’t even that close—with their
            cheeks squished together, and the three Simon siblings in Packers gear, arms thrown around one another, mid-laugh. 
         

         
         Cass’s, on the other hand, was bare. No dance team ribbons, no photos of her friends. She’d taken a lot when she’d first moved
            out, and had never really come back, even after she’d dropped out. She’d gotten married and moved right into Jesse’s. She’d
            spent the night at home now and then. But she hadn’t ever really come home. 
         

         
         When Cass thought of home, she still thought of a small room in a giant house. A room tucked into the corner of a giant estate,
            a room with a door that was always locked. 
         

         
         She squeezed her eyes shut. 

         
         A room where Lacey was down the hall. 

         
         Cass had left so quickly. That was always how Cass did things. She decided, and then she did them. That was how she’d dropped out of college. That was how she’d said yes to marrying Jesse, and yes to having a baby. That was how she’d taken the assistant job for Lacey Garrick, two million social media followers and counting. And that was how she’d joined the Mommune. 

         
         That was how she’d left, though, too. Throwing her things in a duffel bag, the same orange Nike one she’d had since her dance
            team days. She’d taken her and Eloise’s clothes, and not much else, leaving behind her ketone-drenched juicer and her binders
            of Mommune recruitment materials. She’d woken Eloise up, softly rubbing her hair, and gathered her into her arms wrapped in
            three thick afghans. Spring in Wisconsin could be bone-chilling; you never knew when the weather would turn on you. And they
            had to walk a mile and a half to the rental car office. 
         

         
         Later that morning, when her brother walked into Remy’s house, Cass held her breath. She’d understand if he was furious or
            confused or hated her. But she’d also known, when it was the middle of the night and she had nowhere to go, that it was Thomas
            she could text for money for the rental car, and it was Thomas who would send it, no questions asked. The baby brother who
            acted like the head of the family. 
         

         
         “Geez. Cass,” he said. Thomas opened his arms and she fell into them, just like she had with Hilary. Her stupid brother and stupid sister, who she loved more than this stupid life itself. Eloise sat in the corner, staring at some weird show about cats and a dollhouse on Netflix that Hilary had pulled up. She looked thrilled to be sitting on her long-lost grandmother’s couch. God, was that a Pop-Tart Remy had given her? 
         

         
         Stop, Cass reminded herself, taking a long, slow breath. It’s temporary.

         
         “What happened to the car?” he asked with a wince. 

         
         “I hit a deer. I’m sorry.” 

         
         “The rental insurance should cover it.” 

         
         “Did you think your wife made me up?” Cass asked. 

         
         “Hallucinated you,” he said. “Too much time around the nursery’s paint fumes.” Hilary, in the corner, cackled. That was kind
            of mean. Ganging up on Erin was an easy Simon game. 
         

         
         “She’s huge,” said Cass. “When is she due? I had no idea.” Of course she hadn’t. Cass hadn’t seen Thomas or Erin or Hilary
            or Remy for two long years. She barely knew them, it felt like, but when she’d seen how pregnant Erin was, her heart had leapt
            into her throat. She was an aunt again. Technically. And she hadn’t even known it. 
         

         
         “A month, give or take.” 

         
         “Boy or a girl?”

         
         “Girl. You told me you needed the car, by the way. You didn’t tell me you were coming home,” he pointed out. Cass didn’t know
            what to say. He hadn’t asked questions and she hadn’t answered them. 
         

         
         “Thomas! Tools? What the hell do you have your toolbox for?” Remy asked, barreling into the living room and clapping him on
            the back. 
         

         
         “I heard you had a broken door and a prodigal daughter.” 

         
         Remy snorted. “I told Erin I could fix it myself.” 

         
         “Still seems broken to me.” 

         
         “Oh, fine. I’ll go do it now. You grab yourself a beer. That toolbox looks like the same one Daddy gave you for high school graduation, for God’s sake. It could practically fit in your pocket. How do you fix anything in your house with that?” 

         
         “I get by,” Thomas said defensively. 

         
         “Erin has Jeff Parulski from high school come fix the garbage disposal whenever it breaks,” supplied Hilary. Thomas leaned
            over and flicked her on the temple, and she ducked. 
         

         
         “Where’s my niece?” he asked, peering into the living room. “Oh my goodness. Eloise! You’re so big! Remember me? Uncle Thomas?” 
         

         
         Eloise didn’t even turn from the TV screen. The uneasy feeling Cass had blossomed in her stomach like a weed. 

         
         “Maybe I should . . .” She leaned toward the remote. Hilary grabbed it and held it away from her. 

         
         “A little screen time won’t kill her,” she said. 

         
         And there—that fire of annoyance. Because Hilary was just being her same obnoxious self, wasn’t she? Hilary Rose Simon, Queen
            of Everything and Everyone. Just because she had kids first, and more of them, and twins, didn’t mean she was the expert. Cass could decide when and where Eloise watched TV. Cass could decide—
         

         
         But what should she decide? 

         
         She knew what Hilary would decide. She knew what Remy would decide. She definitely knew what Lacey would decide. 
         

         
         She swallowed. Fine. Eloise could watch the cats for a few more minutes. That was Cass’s decision. 
         

         
         “Sit,” said Hilary. “Talk to us.” 

         
         They sat down on the other couch, the same threadbare couch Remy and Joseph had had for years. Since the three of them were kids, practically. If Joseph had been there, he would have gone and gotten them coffee instead of just gesturing toward the pot. But a lot had changed since Cass had been gone. A lot, and then, not so much. 

         
         “How are the kids?” said Cass. Safe territory. Fiona, Wyatt, and Levi were easy to focus on. 

         
         “They’re good,” Hilary said gently. “The boys are growing like weeds. Driving each other nuts half the time, best friends
            half the time. And Fiona made the elite soccer team.” 
         

         
         “She doesn’t dance anymore?” asked Cass. 

         
         “No. She lost interest a while ago,” said Hilary. “She was never as good as you were.” Tight smiles. Slight compliments. They
            were walking on ice, carefully trying not to misstep. 
         

         
         “I have no idea what ‘elite soccer team’ means, but it sounds fancy. Can you play elite sports at nine?” 

         
         “Ten,” said Hilary. 

         
         “Ten. Wow. Last time I saw her—” She cut off, an awkward half smile. Fiona was eight the last time Cass had seen her. She
            remembered that last time well. 
         

         
         She remembered as Fiona sat on the front stoop, waiting with her brothers for Nathan to come and pick them up. As Thomas and
            Hilary sat on this very couch, asking Cass not to go. Pleading with her to stay.
         

         
         “Oh, Cass,” said Hilary quietly. “What happened?”
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         “All I’m saying,” Hilary told Cass over FaceTime, “is that there are pros and cons.” 

         
         Cass leaned over and glanced at baby Eloise, who was happily chewing on her plastic giraffe. She was trying to fold a massive
            pile of onesies with her phone propped up on a fat stack of books. “The pros being?” 
         

         
         They were waffling about their parents deciding to reopen the Baumhaus after three months of lockdown. COVID had changed their
            lives and taken out so many great restaurants—Tiana’s Panini Bar down on Main had been shuttered, and the last Cass heard,
            the Prancing Pony down by the lake was just hanging on by a thread and a loan from the bank. 
         

         
         “The cha-ching. This is peak season. They already had to let the waitstaff go. Jayla made a freaking GoFundMe last week, did you see that?”
            
         

         
         Cass winced. She had. Jayla had talked about being let go from her job after four years as a hardworking, dedicated employee. It was basically a middle finger to Remy and Joseph. But what the hell were they supposed to do? Keep paying a waitress who wasn’t waiting tables, because there were no tables to be waited on? With what money, exactly? The money they didn’t have just sitting around in a safe somewhere? Besides, Jayla would sneak shots behind the bar mid-shift when Cillian wasn’t
            looking. She wasn’t exactly Employee of the Year. 
         

         
         “And the cons?” Cass asked. 

         
         “All of us getting a horrible disease and slowly dying, choking on our last meager breaths while the internet crows about
            how right they were.” 
         

         
         “Bummer.” 

         
         “Truth. At least it would get me out of the Summer Jamboree for Fiona’s 5K class.” 

         
         Cass didn’t say what she was thinking—was it smart to even send Fiona to 5K in the fall? But who knew? The world was changing so fast. Nobody knew if they’d be locked down for another week
            or another month or another year. The supper club had done its duty; it had closed up shop in March when the governor had
            gone on TV and begged everyone to stay home. The take-out model didn’t really work for supper clubs. People didn’t come for
            the food, they came for the vibes. They’d already missed the Lenten fish fry season, and a summer without customers would
            be the death knell for the Baumhaus. Hilary did have a point. 
         

         
         Besides, Cass felt sorry for her sister. Cass got to stay home and snuggle Eloise, who was always happy to curl up on her
            lap and look at a book, munching on organic Puffs. Jesse was still working, too. The Corner Store, which his parents owned,
            sold food. Enough that it could be classified as a grocery store, anyway. Since it was summer, he was also working as a fishing
            guide on Lake Holcomb on his off days.
         

         
         Hilary, on the other hand, had a five-year-old and twin three-year-olds. And Nathan was home—always. He worked in software consulting, and he was always holed up in their bedroom, typing on the keyboard and asking her to get the kids to quiet down. Snapping at her to get them to quiet down, not that it was any of Cass’s business. And was he allowed to have a cocktail while he worked?
            
         

         
         Cass almost enjoyed the lockdown, not that she would ever say that in a million years. It made her feel like she and Eloise
            were tucked away in a safe little cocoon, away from all of the other people who demanded her daughter’s attention. Was she
            going a little stir-crazy? Sure. Did she pause after every cough and say a Hail Mary, even though she hadn’t been to a Catholic
            Mass in ages? Yeah. But she felt like she had everything she needed, right in front of her. It was peaceful. 
         

         
         “You want to go on a walk or something?” Hilary asked. She sounded hopeful. Cass pursed her lips together and her sister just
            sighed. 
         

         
         “Cass. Outside. It’s called fresh air for a reason.” 
         

         
         “I know! I know. But I just— Did you see the latest CDC numbers?” 

         
         “No, because I’m not a sadist and don’t get them texted directly to my phone.” 

         
         “Maybe next week.” 

         
         “Suit yourself. Don’t turn into the Unabomber or anything.” 

         
         Cass rolled her eyes and hung up after a quick love-you-talk-later-bye. 
         

         
         Hilary was— Well. She was Hilary, and Cass meant that in all the best and worst ways. She loved her big sister. She did! But they were so different, and just like the pandemic was highlighting everyone’s differences, it was highlighting theirs, too. Hilary was always so cavalier and carefree, painting in her garage and jumping into the lake. When they were kids, it was Cass who’d had the reputation for being unpredictable, and it was Hilary who was the quiet artist and uptight planner. It was Cass
            who’d had to call Hilary to come pick her up after drinking so much at Kyle Aldridge’s house that she threw up in the bushes,
            and Cass who’d barely scraped by with the grades for two years at Lake Country Tech. 
         

         
         But that was all a million years ago. Before— Well. Before a lot of things, Cass supposed. 

         
         Now, she was a different person. She and Hilary both were. They were mothers, and sometimes, in her very worst moments, Cass
            thought Hilary needed to act like one. She instead acted like COVID was nothing more than a bad cold, or like drowning wasn’t
            the most common cause of childhood death. She acted like her art was so important, like the time she made for it was so precious. She let some random woman she’d heard about from a Baumhaus customer watch
            her kids two days a week. She’d let Thomas’s girlfriend, Erin, watch them the other
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