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I come to on a Cessna, bumping through the air. My head is throbbing, and there is blood on my shirt. I have no idea how much time has passed. I look at my hands, expecting to see restraints, but there are none. Just an ordinary seatbelt looped around my waist. Who strapped me in? I don’t even remember boarding the plane.

Through the open door of the cockpit, I see the back of the pilot’s head. It’s just the two of us. There is snow in the mountains, wind buffeting the plane. The pilot seems completely focused on his controls, shoulders tense.

I reach up and touch my head. The blood has dried, leaving a sticky mess. My stomach rumbles. The last thing I ate was the French toast. How long ago was that? On the seat beside me, I find water and a sandwich wrapped in wax paper. I open the bottle and drink.

I unwrap my sandwich—ham and Swiss—and take a bite. Shit. My jaw hurts too much to chew. Someone must have punched me in the face after I hit the ground.

“Are we going home?” I ask the pilot.

“Depends on what you call home. We’re headed to Half Moon Bay.”

“They didn’t tell you anything about me?”

“First name, destination, that’s about it. I’m just a taxi driver, Jake.”

“But you’re a member, right?”

“Sure,” he says, his tone unreadable. “Fidelity to the Spouse, Loyalty to The Pact. Till death do us part.” He turns back just long enough to give me a look that warns me not to ask any more questions.

We hit an air pocket so hard my sandwich goes flying. An urgent beeping erupts. The pilot curses and frantically pushes buttons. He shouts something to air traffic control. We’re descending fast, and I’m clutching the armrests, thinking of Alice, going over our final conversation, wishing I’d said so many things.

Then, suddenly, the plane levels out, we gain altitude, and all appears to be well. I gather the pieces of my sandwich from the floor, wrap the whole mess back up in the wax paper, and set it on the seat beside me.

“Sorry for the turbulence,” the pilot says.

“Not your fault. Good save.”

Over sunny Sacramento, he finally relaxes, and we talk about the Golden State Warriors and their surprising run this season.

“What day is it?” I ask.

“Tuesday.”

I’m relieved to see the familiar coastline out my window, grateful for the sight of the little Half Moon Bay Airport. The landing is smooth. Once we touch down, the pilot turns and says, “Don’t make it a habit, right?”

“Don’t plan to.”

I grab my bag and step outside. Without killing the engines, the pilot closes the door, swings the plane around, and takes off again.

I walk into the airport café, order hot chocolate, and text Alice. It’s two P.M. on a weekday, so she’s probably embroiled in a thousand meetings. I don’t want to bother her, but I really need to see her.

A text reply arrives. Where are you?

Back in HMB.

Will leave in 5.

It’s more than twenty miles from Alice’s office to Half Moon Bay. She texts about traffic downtown, so I order food, almost the whole left side of the menu. The café is empty. The perky waitress in the perfectly pressed uniform hovers. When I pay the check, she says, “Have a good day, Friend.”

I go outside and sit on a bench to wait. It’s cold, the fog coming down in waves. By the time Alice’s old Jaguar pulls up, I’m frozen. I stand up, and as I’m checking to make sure I have everything, Alice walks over to the bench. She’s wearing a serious suit, but she has changed out of heels into sneakers for the drive. Her black hair is damp in the fog. Her lips are dark red, and I wonder if she did this for me. I hope so.

She rises on her tiptoes to kiss me. Only then do I realize how desperately I’ve missed her. Then she steps back and looks me up and down.

“At least you’re in one piece.” She reaches up and touches my jaw gently. “What happened?”

“Not sure.”

I wrap my arms around her.

“So why were you summoned?”

There’s so much I want to tell her, but I’m scared. The more she knows, the more dangerous it will be for her. Also, let’s face it, the truth is going to piss her off.

What I’d give to go back to the beginning—before the wedding, before Finnegan, before The Pact turned our lives upside down.
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I’ll be honest—the wedding was my idea. Maybe not the location, the place, the food, the music, all the things Alice knew how to do so well. The idea, though, that was mine. I’d known her for three and a half years. I wanted her, and marriage was the best way to ensure I didn’t lose her.

Alice didn’t have a good track record with permanence. In her earlier days, she was wild, impulsive, sometimes drawn too quickly to a fleeting, shining object. I worried that if I waited too long, she would be gone. The wedding, if I’m honest, was simply a means to permanence.

I proposed on a balmy Tuesday in January. Her father had died, and we were back in Alabama. He’d been her final living relative, and his unexpected death shook her in a way I hadn’t seen before. We spent the days after the funeral cleaning out Alice’s childhood home in a Birmingham suburb. In the mornings, we went through boxes in the attic, work space, and garage. The house was filled with artifacts of her family life: her father’s military career, her dead brother’s baseball exploits, her dead mother’s recipe books, faded pictures of her grandparents. It was like an archaeological treasure trove of a small, long-forgotten tribe from a lost civilization.

“I’m the last one,” she said. Not in a pitiful way, just matter-of-fact. She’d lost her mother to cancer, her brother to suicide. She had survived, but not unscathed. Looking back, I can see that her position as the only living member of the family made her more loving and reckless than she might have been otherwise. Had she not been so alone in the world, I’m not sure she would have said yes.

I’d ordered her engagement ring weeks earlier, and it arrived via UPS moments after she learned of her father’s death. I’m not sure why, but I slipped the box into my duffel bag as we were leaving for the airport.

Two weeks into the trip, we called a real estate agent and had him come out to appraise the house. We wandered through the rooms, the agent taking notes, scribbling frantically, like he was preparing for a test. At the end, we stood on the porch, waiting for his assessment.

“Are you sure you want to sell?” the agent asked.

“Yes,” Alice said.

“It’s just that—” He gestured toward us with his clipboard. “Why don’t you stay? Get married. Have kids. Build a life. This town needs families. My children are so bored. My boy has to play soccer because we don’t have enough kids to field a baseball team.”

“Well,” Alice said, looking out toward the street, “because.”

That was it. “Because.” The guy snapped back into real estate mode. He suggested a price, and Alice suggested a slightly lower one. “That’s below market value for this neighborhood,” he said, surprised.

“That’s okay. I just want it over with,” she replied.

He jotted a notation on his clipboard. “It will certainly make my job easier.”

Within hours, a truck pulled up, guys got out, and the house was stripped of the worn furniture and aging appliances. All that remained were two lounge chairs beside the pool, which hadn’t changed since the day it was dug and plastered in 1974.

The following morning, a different truck arrived with different men—stagers hired by the realtor. They loaded a whole new set of furniture into the house. They moved quickly and with confidence, putting large abstract paintings on the walls and small shining knickknacks on the shelves. When they were finished, the house was the same, only different: cleaner, sparser, devoid of the pesky items that give a home its soul.

The day after that, a parade of real estate agents led a pride of potential buyers through the rooms, all whispering, opening cabinets and closets, studying the sheet that provided the listing details. That afternoon, the agent called with four offers, and Alice accepted the highest. We packed our things, and I made reservations for a flight back to San Francisco.

In the evening, when the stars came out, Alice wandered outside to stare at the night sky and say goodbye to Alabama for good. It was a warm night, the scent of barbecues wafting up over the back fence. The outdoor lamps reflected brilliantly off of the pool, and the lounge chairs felt as comfortable as they must have been the first day her father dragged them out onto the patio, when his wife was beautiful and tan and his children were small and rambunctious. I sensed that this was as good as Alabama could get, and yet Alice seemed so sad, immune to the beauty that had snuck up on us without warning.

Later, I would tell our friends that the idea to seize that moment to propose came as an impulse. I wanted to make her feel better. I wanted to show her that there was a future. I wanted to bring her happiness on such a mournful day.

I walked out to the pool, knelt down, removed the ring from its box, and presented it to Alice in my sweaty palm. I didn’t say a word. She looked at me, she looked at the ring, she smiled.

“Okay,” she said.
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Our wedding was held in a pasture along the banks of the Russian River, a two-hour drive north of San Francisco. Months earlier, we’d gone out there to take a look at it. We drove right past it a couple of times, because it wasn’t marked from the road. When we opened the gate and walked down the path toward the river, Alice hugged me and said, “I love it.” At first, I thought she was joking. In places, the grass was five feet high.

The property was a huge, meandering dairy farm, with cows roaming the pasture. It was owned by the rhythm guitar player from Alice’s first band. Yes, she had been in a band, and it’s even possible you’ve heard their music, though we can talk about that later.

The day before the wedding, I drove right past the site again. This time, though, it was because it looked completely different. The guitar player, Jane, had spent weeks cutting, shaping, and resodding the pasture. It was amazing. It looked like a fairway from the world’s most perfect golf course. The grass moved up over the hill, then sloped down to the river. Jane said that she and her wife had been looking for a project.

There was a large tent, a patio, a pool, and a modern pool house. A stage rose above the river shore, and a gazebo stood on a mound overlooking all of it. The cows still wandered around in their slow, meditative way.

Chairs were brought in, tables, equipment, speakers, and umbrellas. While Alice wasn’t exactly keen on weddings, she loved parties. Although we hadn’t had one in the years I’d known her, I heard stories. Big shindigs in ballrooms, at beaches, in her past apartments; apparently it was a talent she possessed. So when it came to the arrangements, I stepped aside and let her do her thing. Months of planning, everything perfect, everything timed just right.

Two hundred people. It was supposed to be one hundred for me, one hundred for her, though in the end it was a bit lopsided. It was a funny guest list, like any wedding. My parents and grandmother, partners from my wife’s firm, co-workers from the clinic where I used to work, former clients, friends from college, graduate school, Alice’s old music friends, an off-kilter combination of others.

And Liam Finnegan and his wife.

They were the last to be invited, 201 and 202 on the guest list. Alice had met him three days before the wedding, at the law firm where she’d been working day and night for the past year. I know, it’s weird, my wife is a lawyer. If you knew her, it would surprise you too. And we can also talk about that, but later. The important part here is Finnegan—Finnegan and his wife, Liam and Fiona, guests 201 and 202.

At the firm, my wife had been the junior associate on Finnegan’s case. It was an intellectual property thing. Finnegan was a businessman now. Years earlier, however, he was a well-known front man for an Irish folk rock group. You’ve probably never heard his music, but maybe you’ve seen his name. It’s been in all of those British music magazines—Q, Uncut, Mojo. Dozens of musicians claim him as a key influence.

For days after Alice got the assignment, we had Finnegan’s discs on repeat in our house. The case was as straightforward as an intellectual property case can be. A young band had stolen a section of one of his songs and turned it into a huge hit. If you’re like me and don’t understand music on a technical level, you wouldn’t see the similarities, but if you’re a musician, my wife said, the theft was obvious.

The case resulted from a comment Finnegan had made a few years earlier. He told an interviewer that the band’s hit sounded suspiciously like a song from his second album. He didn’t plan to take it any further, but then the young band’s manager sent Finnegan a letter demanding that he apologize for the comment and publicly declare the song had not been stolen. Things devolved from there, ultimately leading to my wife working a million hours on her first big case.

As I said, she was the junior associate, so when the judgment came back in Finnegan’s favor, the partners took all the credit. A month later, the week before our wedding, Finnegan paid a visit to the firm. He had been awarded an insane amount of money, far more than he wanted, certainly more than he needed, so he wanted to thank everyone for their work. When he arrived, the partners led him to a conference room, where they regaled him with tales of their incredible strategy. At the end, he thanked them, but then asked if he could meet all the people who had really worked on the case. He cited a couple of the briefs and motions, surprising the partners with the level of attention he had paid to the finer details.

A brief he especially liked was one Alice had written. It was a funny, creative thing—insomuch as a legal brief can be either funny or creative. So the partners invited Alice into the conference room. At some point, someone mentioned that she was getting married that weekend. Finnegan remarked that he loved weddings. Alice, joking, asked, “Would you like to come to mine?” He surprised everyone by saying, “I’d be honored.” Later, as he was leaving, he stopped by Alice’s cubicle and she handed him an invitation.

Two days later, a messenger arrived at our apartment with a box. That week, a number of wedding gifts had been delivered, so it wasn’t really a surprise. The return address said The Finnegans. I opened the envelope; inside was a folded white card with a picture of a cake on the front. Tasteful.

To Alice and Jake, My supreme congratulations on the occasion of your impending nuptials. Respect marriage and it will provide you with much in return. Liam


The gifts we’d received up until that moment had been fairly unsurprising. There was an equation of sorts that allowed me to predict the contents of each gift before it was opened. The total cost of the gift was usually a combination of the net income of the giver multiplied by the years that we had known the person, over pi. Or something like that. Grandma bought us six full place settings of china. My cousin bought us a toaster.

With Finnegan, though, I had no way to calculate. He was a successful businessman, he had just won a substantial judgment, and he had a back catalog of songs that probably didn’t earn much money. The thing was, we hadn’t known him for long. Okay, we didn’t exactly know him at all.

Out of curiosity, I tore right into the package. It was a large, heavy box made of recycled wood, with a label burned into the top. At first, I thought it was a case of some tiny-production, crazy-elite Irish whiskey, which would have made sense. It’s exactly what the gift equation would have predicted.

It made me a little nervous. Alice and I didn’t own any hard alcohol. I should explain. Alice and I first met in a rehab facility north of Sonoma. I’d been practicing therapy for a few years by then, and I jumped at any chance to learn more. I’d been filling in for a friend, gaining work experience. On the second day, I led a therapy group that included Alice. She said she drank too much, and she needed to stop. Not forever, she said, just long enough to complete the changes necessary to stabilize her life. She said she’d never been a big drinker before but that a series of family tragedies had caused her to behave recklessly, and she wanted to get a handle on it. I was struck by her commitment and clarity.

Weeks later, back in the city, I decide to call her. I was running a group for schoolkids with similar issues, and I was hoping she might be willing to come and talk to them. She spoke about her own struggles in a way that cut to the heart of things, direct but engaging. I wanted to connect with the kids and I knew they would listen to her. It didn’t hurt that Alice was a musician. With her beat-up biker jacket, chopped black hair, and stories of life on the road, she looked and sounded cool.

Short story: She agreed to talk to my group, it went well, I took her to lunch, we became friends, months passed, we started dating, we bought a place together, and then, as you know, I proposed.

So, anyway, when Finnegan’s package arrived, I tensed up when I thought it was a bottle of some incredibly rare liquor. During the first few months I knew Alice, she never had a drink. But then sometime after that, she began to enjoy the occasional bottle of beer or a glass of wine with dinner. It isn’t the traditional path for people with issues related to alcohol. Still, it seemed to work for Alice. Only beer and wine, though. Hard liquor, she always joked, “ends up with someone in jail.” That was hard to picture, as Alice was more in control than anyone I knew.

I set the gift on the table. A substantial, elegant wood box.

The label on the front, though, seemed off.

THE PACT.

What kind of Irish whiskey is named The Pact?

I opened the box to find another wooden box inside, set in blue velvet. On each side, nestled into the fabric, was an extremely expensive-looking pen—silver, white gold, or maybe even platinum. I picked one up and was surprised by the heft, the construction. It was the sort of exquisite gift you bought for someone who had everything, which is why it was an odd gift for us. We both worked hard, and we were doing okay, but we didn’t have everything, by any means. For Alice’s law school graduation, I had, in fact, bought her a pen. It was a beautiful thing I’d purchased from a private dealer in Switzerland, after doing months of research into the surprisingly complex field of fine writing instruments. It was as if I’d opened a door expecting a small closet and had, instead, found an entire universe. I took great pains to pay for it in a roundabout way that hid the exorbitant cost. In the event that she ever lost it, I didn’t want her to be weighed down by the true depth of the loss.

I picked up Finnegan’s pen. Across the top of the wrapping paper, I scribbled a few circles, and then the phrase Thank you, Liam Finnegan! The ink flowed smoothly, the pen gliding across the slick paper.

Along the spine of the pen, something had been engraved.

The writing was so small I couldn’t read it. I remembered a magnifying glass that had come with a board game Alice bought me for Christmas. I rummaged through the hall closet. Behind Risk, Monopoly, and Boggle, I found the game, the magnifying glass still in its cellophane wrapper. I brought the pen into the light and held the glass up to it.

ALICE & JAKE, followed by the date of the wedding, and then simply DUNCANS MILLS, CALIFORNIA. I’ll admit, I was a little disappointed. I expected more from one of the world’s greatest living folksingers. Had the engraving contained the meaning of life, I wouldn’t have been surprised.

I pulled the other pen out and placed it on the table. Then I lifted out the smaller box. It had the same reclaimed wood, the same fancy hardware, and the same logo branded across the front: THE PACT. It was surprisingly heavy.

I tried to open it, only to discover that it was locked. I placed the box back on the table and searched through the packaging, looking for a key. At the bottom, I found no key, just a handwritten note:

Alice and Jake, Know this: The Pact will never leave you.


I stared at the note. What could it mean?

Alice had to work late, tying up loose ends with cases and projects before the wedding and honeymoon. When she finally did arrive, a million things had come up, and so the gift from Finnegan was forgotten.
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You can tell how a wedding is going to go from the first five minutes. If people show up a little late, moving slowly, you know it may be a grind. With our wedding, though, everyone arrived unusually early. My best man, Angelo Foti, and his wife, Tami, drove up from the city faster than expected. They stopped at a café in Guerneville to waste time. At the café, they noticed four other couples in wedding-type clothes. They introduced themselves, and apparently the party began then and there.

With the flow of friends and relatives, my nerves, and all the rest of it, it wasn’t until the ceremony had already begun that I realized Finnegan had shown up. I was looking at Alice in her great dress, walking down the aisle by herself, en route to me, of all people, when I caught a glimpse over her shoulder of Finnegan, standing there in the back row. He wore an impeccable suit with a pink tie. The woman with him, maybe five years his junior, wore a green dress. I was surprised to see them smiling, clearly happy to be there. I guess I was expecting Finnegan and the wife to be all business, a late arrival and an early departure, attending the attorney’s wedding—a social obligation, checking a box, nothing more. But it wasn’t like that at all.

I didn’t know this then, but I know it now. At a wedding, if you’re paying attention, you can spot the happily married couples. Maybe it’s a confirmation of the choice they made, maybe it’s just a belief in the convention of marriage. There is a look, easy to spot, hard to define, and the Finnegans had it. Before I glanced back to Alice—beautiful in her sleeveless white dress with a retro pillbox hat—Finnegan caught my eye, smiled, and raised an imaginary glass.

The vows happened so quickly. The ring, the kiss. Within minutes of Alice walking down the aisle, we were husband and wife, and then just as suddenly the reception was in full swing. I was caught up in conversations with friends, relatives, co-workers, a few old high school buddies, all of whom eagerly retold their versions of my life, often in the wrong order but in a positive light. It wasn’t until darkness had begun to fall that I saw Finnegan again. He was standing near the bandstand, watching Alice’s musician friends work their way through an eclectic selection of songs. He stood behind his wife, his arms wrapped around her waist. She was wearing his suit jacket in the cool night air, that contented look still on their faces.

I had lost track of Alice, so I scanned the crowd to find her. Then I realized she was standing onstage. Since I’d known her, she had never performed; it was as if she’d left that part of her life completely behind. The lights were out, but in the darkness I could see her pointing to friends, calling them to the stage. Jane, their old drummer, a friend from the law firm with his bass, and others, a group of people I didn’t know well, some of whom I’d never met, whose presence spoke of a whole life she’d had before me, an important part of her very essence that was somehow closed off to me. I was both sad and excited to see her in this light: sad because I couldn’t help feeling left out and inessential, yet happy because—well, because she remained a mystery to me in the best possible way. Alice reached her hand toward Finnegan. The place began to glow with bluish light, and I realized that, as Finnegan approached the stage, people had quietly retrieved their cellphones and were recording.

My wife stood there for the longest time. The voices died down, as if in anticipation. Finally, she stepped to the microphone. “Friends,” she said. “Thank you so much for being here.” Then she pointed at me, and an organ note rose up behind her. Finnegan was in his element, playing the keyboard. It was a beautiful and elusive sound, the organ leading the other instruments slowly into the fray. Alice stood there, looking at me, swaying gently to the music. As the lights rose, Finnegan circled into a melody I immediately recognized. It was an old song, Led Zeppelin at their best, subtle and infectious, a beautiful wedding song, “All My Love.” Alice’s singing came in quiet and unsure, but then grew in confidence. I’m not sure how, but she and Finnegan seemed to be on the same wavelength.

As the music lurched forward, she stepped into a circle of light, closed her eyes, and repeated the beautiful chorus, such a plain statement, and yet for the first time I realized that, yes, she did love me. I glanced around the tent, and in the low light I could see our friends and relatives, all swaying to the melody.

Then the song took a slight turn, and Alice sang the critical line that I had long forgotten, a simple question, though one that washed the rest of the lyrics in a thin layer of ambiguity and doubt. For a moment, I felt off-balance. I put a hand on the top of a chair to steady myself and looked around, everything cast in the glow of the moon: the crowd, the pasture, cows dozing in the field, the river. To the side of the stage, I could see Finnegan’s wife dancing in her green dress, her eyes closed, immersed in the music.

The party continued for hours. When dawn broke, a small group of us were left sitting around the pool, watching the sun come up over the river. Alice and I shared a lounge chair, the Finnegans sharing an adjacent one.

Eventually, the Finnegans collected their coats and shoes and moved to leave. “We’ll see you out,” Alice said. Walking them up the driveway, I felt as if I had known them for years. As they stepped into their Lamborghini—borrowed from a friend, Finnegan said, winking—I remembered the gift. “Oh,” I said, “I forgot to thank you. We were supposed to talk about your intriguing gift.”

“Of course,” Finnegan said. “All in due time.” His wife smiled. “Tomorrow we go back to Ireland, but I’ll email after you return from your honeymoon.”

And that was it. Two weeks in a mostly abandoned but once grand hotel on the Adriatic, a long flight home, and suddenly we were right back where we started—the same, only married. Was this the end, or just the beginning?
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After returning from our honeymoon, we were both careful to avoid the letdown that could so easily have come following the brilliant party and weeks on a peaceful, sunny beach. The first night, back in our small house in San Francisco, ten blocks from the edge of the continent and the least sunny beach anywhere, I pulled out the china from my grandmother and prepared a four-course meal, setting the table with cloth napkins and candles. We’d already been living together for more than two years, and I wanted marriage to feel different.

I cooked a recipe that I’d found online for a roast and potatoes. It was terrible—a thick brown meaty disaster. To her credit, Alice cleaned her plate and declared it delicious. Despite her small size—she’s just five foot five in her tallest heels—she can really dig into a plate of comfort food. I’ve always liked that about her. Fortunately, the yellow cake with chocolate frosting saved the meal. The following night, I tried another family dinner. I did better this time.

“Am I trying too hard?” I asked.

“Trying too hard to fatten me up, maybe,” Alice said, swirling a drumstick in the mashed potatoes.

After that, we drifted back into our old habits. We’d order sausage pizza or takeout and eat in front of the television. It was sometime during our binge-watching of an entire season of Life After Kindergarten that Alice’s cell pinged with an email.

Alice picked up the phone. “It’s from Finnegan,” she said.

“What did he say?”

She read aloud. “Thank you so much for welcoming Fiona and me to celebrate your nuptials. There is nothing we love more than a beautiful wedding and a rousing party. We were honored to be part of your special day.”

“Nice.”

“Fiona says that you and Jake remind her of us from twenty years ago,” she read. “She insists you come stay with us next summer at our place in the North.”

“Wow,” I said. “It sounds like they actually want to be friends.”

“Lastly, the gift,” Alice continued reading. “The Pact is something that Fiona and I received for our own wedding. It was left on our doorstep on a rainy Monday morning. It wasn’t until two weeks later that we learned it was from my childhood guitar teacher, an old man from Belfast.”

“Regift?” I asked, perplexed.

“No,” Alice replied, “I don’t think so.”

She looked down at the phone and continued. “It turned out to be the best gift Fiona and I received, and frankly the only one I actually remember. Over the years, we’ve given The Pact to a few young couples. It is not for everyone, I should begin with that, but in the short time I’ve come to know you and Jake, I sense it may be right for you. So, may I ask you a few questions?”

Alice quickly typed, Yes.

She stared at her phone.

Ping.

She read aloud again. “Pardon my boldness, but would you like your marriage to last forever—yes or no? This only works if you are honest.”

Alice glanced at me, a little puzzled, hesitated for maybe a second too long, and then she typed, Yes.

Ping.

She was looking increasingly intrigued, as if Finnegan were leading her down a darkened street.

“Do you believe that a long marriage will go through periods of happiness AND sadness, lightness AND darkness?”

Of course.

Ping.

“Are both of you willing to work to make your marriage last forever?”

“That goes without saying,” I said. Alice typed.

Ping.

“Do either of you give up easily?”

Nope.

“Are both of you open to new things? And are you willing to accept help from friends if they have your success and happiness in mind?”

Puzzling. Alice looked at me. “What do you think?”

“Yes, for me at least,” I said.

“Okay, me too,” she said, typing.

Ping.

“Splendid. Are you available on Saturday morning?”

She looked up. “Are we available?”

“Sure,” I said.

Yes, she typed. Are you in town?

“Sadly, I am in a studio outside Dublin. But my friend Vivian will visit your house to explain The Pact. If you are so inclined, I would be honored if you and Jake chose to join our very special group. Will ten a.m. work?”

Alice fiddled with her phone calendar before answering, once again, yes.

Ping.

“Brilliant. I’m certain you and Vivian will hit it off.”

After that, we waited, but no more emails came. Alice and I stared at the phone, waiting for it to ping again.

“Does any of this strike you as—complicated?” I asked finally.

Alice smiled. “How bad can it be?”
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A little about me. I work as a therapist and counselor. Although I had loving parents and, from the outside, what appeared to be an idyllic childhood, growing up was sometimes difficult. In hindsight, I didn’t choose my career so much as it chose me.

I arrived at UCLA as a biology major, though it didn’t last long. At the beginning of my second year, I took a job as a peer counselor for the College of Letters and Science. I enjoyed the training, and after that, the work. I liked talking to people, listening to their problems, helping them find a solution. When I graduated, I didn’t want my “career” in counseling to end, so I entered the graduate program in applied psychology at UC Santa Barbara. My postdoc internship brought me home to San Francisco, where I worked with at-risk teens.

Today I run a small counseling practice with two friends from that internship. When we started the group eighteen months ago in the remnants of an old vacuum repair shop in the Outer Richmond district, we worried we wouldn’t be able to make ends meet. At one point, we even considered selling coffee and my secretly famous chocolate chip cookies as a side business to help pay the rent.

In the end, however, the practice did seem to be surviving without any desperate intervention. My two partners, Evelyn (thirty-eight, single, super-smart, an only child from Oregon) and Ian (British, forty-one, also single, gay, the eldest of three), are both engaging, likable, and generally happy people, and I think this happiness just somehow willed the business to survive.

We each handle our own areas. Evelyn deals primarily with addiction, Ian specializes in adult anger management and OCD, and I take the kids and young adults. Patients who fit clearly into one of those categories are assigned to the appropriate partner, while everything else is divided evenly. Recently, though, we decided to branch out, or at least Evelyn did. I returned from the honeymoon to discover that she had arranged for me to lead our expansion into marriage counseling.

“Because I have so much experience with marriage?”

“Exactly.”

Evelyn, being the marketing genius, had already secured three new clients for me. When I protested, she showed me the emails in which she made it clear to the clients that I had a number of years of experience in counseling and precisely two weeks’ personal experience with marriage.

I have a fear of being unprepared. So when Evelyn dropped the news, I immediately went into panic mode and started studying up. I researched the evolution of marriage and was surprised to discover that monogomous marriage was only established in Western societies about eight hundred years ago.

I also discovered that married people live longer than single people. I’d heard that factoid before, but I never examined the actual studies. They’re quite convincing.

At the other end of the spectrum, Groucho Marx said, “Marriage is a wonderful institution, but who wants to live in an institution?”

I wrote down other quotes as well, gleaned from the Internet and a shelf of marriage books I purchased from the bookstore near my office.


A successful marriage requires falling in love many times, always with the same person.

Don’t smother each other, nothing grows in the shade.



Things like that. Quotes may be an oversimplification, the last refuge of the dilettante, but I like having them on hand in counseling sessions. Occasionally, something will come up and I won’t know what to say. A little Groucho Marx can break the ice, lead somewhere unexpected, or just give me a minute to collect my thoughts.
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Saturday morning, we got up early to prepare for Vivian’s arrival. At 9:45, Alice finished the vacuuming, and I took the cinnamon rolls out of the oven. Without discussion, we had both slightly overdressed. When I stepped out of the bedroom in a button-down shirt and khakis I hadn’t worn in months, Alice laughed.

“If I need a flat-screen TV from Best Buy,” she said, “you’re my man.”

Of course, we were just trying to present a slightly better version of ourselves and our tiny house with its sliver of a view of the Pacific Ocean. I’m not sure why we felt we needed to impress Vivian, but without ever acknowledging it out loud, we understood that we wanted to.

At 9:52, Alice finished changing clothes for the third time. She came into the living room and did a spin in her flowery blue dress. “Too much?”

“Perfect.”

“What about the shoes?”

She was wearing serious pumps, the kind she only ever wore to work. “Too formal,” I said.

“Right.” She disappeared down the hallway and returned in a pair of red Fluevogs.

“Just right,” I said.

I glanced out the front window, but there was no one there. I felt a little nervous, as if we were waiting to interview for a job that we hadn’t even applied for. Still, we wanted it. Between the box and the pens and the cryptic emails, Finnegan had made it sound so appealing—and, I’ll admit, so exclusive. At her heart, Alice is a true overachiever; anything she starts, she wants to complete. Anything she completes, she wants to win—whether it’s good for her or not.

At 9:59, I looked out the window again. The fog was thick, and I could see no cars in either direction.

Then the sound of shoes on the stairs. Heels, serious heels. Alice looked down at her Fluevogs, then at me, and whispered, “Wrong choice!”

I walked self-consciously to the door and opened it. “Vivian,” I said, more formally than I intended.

She was in a well-tailored but extraordinarily yellow dress. Tour de France yellow. She looked younger than I’d expected.

“You must be Jake,” she said. “And you,” she added, “must be Alice. You’re even more ravishing than your picture.”

Alice didn’t blush; she’s not a blusher. Instead, she tilted her head and gazed at Vivian, as if assessing her. Knowing Alice, she probably suspected Vivian had ulterior motives, but I could tell that Vivian was being sincere. Alice has that effect on people. Still, I knew Alice would have traded her high cheekbones, her big green eyes, her thick black hair—all of it—for a normal family, a living, loving family, a mother who hadn’t poisoned her liver, a father who hadn’t poisoned his lungs, and a brother who hadn’t taken what people erroneously call “the easy way out.”

Vivian herself was attractive in a way that comes from confidence, a good upbringing, and taste. She looked 80 percent business, 20 percent “Saturday-morning brunch with friends.” She carried a fine leather satchel and wore a strand of gleaming pearls. As the light caught her face, it occurred to me that she was actually in her late forties. Her hair was shiny, her skin had a glow—I imagined it was the result of an organic diet, regular exercise, and everything else in moderation. I imagined her with a good position in tech, some stock options, and a yearly bonus that never disappointed.

In my practice, when I meet potential clients for the first time, I can usually gauge the depth of their problems from one good glance. Over the years, anxiety, stress, and insecurity reveal themselves on a person’s face. Like a bend in a river, the stress or anxiety can wear on the face in tiny increments, until a slight pattern becomes noticeable to the naked eye.

In that instant, when the light broke through the fog, flooded into our living room, and literally shone upon Vivian’s face, it occurred to me that this woman had no stress, no anxiety, no insecurities.

“Coffee?” I asked.

“Please.”

Vivian sat in the big blue chair that cost half of Alice’s first paycheck from the law firm. She opened her briefcase and removed a laptop and a tiny projector.

Reluctantly, I went to the kitchen. Thinking back, I realize I was nervous about leaving Alice alone with Vivian. When I returned with the coffee, they were talking about our honeymoon and the beauty of the Adriatic coast. Vivian asked about our hotel by name. How did she know where we had stayed?

I sat next to Alice and lifted three rolls from the tray onto three dessert plates.

“Thank you,” Vivian said. “I love cinnamon rolls.”

Vivian connected her projector to the laptop, then stood up. “Mind if I take this picture down?” But she was already removing the frame from its spot on the wall. It was a Martin Parr photograph Alice had given me for my last birthday, a picture I had always admired but had never been able to afford. From far off, the photo showed a solitary man on a stormy day, swimming laps in a shabby public pool beside a wild green sea in a run-down Scottish town. When I asked Alice where she had bought it, she had laughed. “Bought it? If only it had been that easy.”

“So,” Vivian said, turning. “How much has Liam told you?”

“Actually,” Alice said, “he didn’t tell us anything.”

“Can we open the box?” Vivian asked. “You only need to bring the smaller one. We’ll need the pens too.”

I walked down the hallway into the back room, where we had stored the wedding gifts we hadn’t gotten around to addressing. Miss Manners says you get exactly one year to write a thank-you note, but in the world of email and instant messages that seems like an eternity. Every time I saw the gifts, I felt guilty for all the cards we’d yet to send out.

I placed the box and the pens on the coffee table in front of Vivian.

“Still locked,” she said with a smile. “You passed the first test.”

Alice nervously sipped her coffee. It wasn’t until after the honeymoon that she’d seen the box. When she did, she tried and failed to pick the lock with a pair of tweezers.

Vivian reached down into her briefcase and pulled out a set of gold keys. She found the right key and inserted it in the lock but didn’t turn it.

“I need verbal confirmation that you’re ready to proceed,” she said. She looked at Alice, waiting.

In hindsight, I realize we should have known, right then, that something was wrong. We should have sent Vivian away and refused to take Finnegan’s calls. We should have ended it all, before it really began. But we were young and curious, and our marriage was still fresh. And Finnegan’s gift was so unexpected, his messenger so eager, it would have seemed impolite to refuse.

Alice nodded. “We’re ready.”
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Vivian switched on the projector, and a slide displayed on the wall where my Martin Parr photo had been just minutes before.

THE PACT, it read.

Nothing more, nothing less. Courier font in big black letters against a blank background.

“So,” Vivian said, wiping her fingers on a napkin left over from our wedding. It still came as something of a shock—a happy shock—to see our names printed on the napkin: Alice & Jake. “I need to ask you both some questions.”

She pulled a black leather folio from her bag and opened it to reveal a yellow legal pad. The projector still shone the phrase THE PACT onto our wall. I tried not to look at those imposing words looming over us, over our new and fragile marriage.

“Neither of you has previously been married, correct?”

“Correct,” we replied in unison.

“What is the length of your longest previous relationship?”

“Two years,” Alice told her.

“Seven,” I said.

“Years?” Vivian asked.

I nodded.

“Interesting.” She wrote something on her notepad.

“How long did your parents’ marriages last?”

“Nineteen years,” Alice said.

“Forty-something,” I said, feeling an unearned pride in my parents’ matrimonial success. “It’s still going.”

“Excellent.” Vivian nodded. “And, Alice, did your parents’ marriage end in divorce?”

“No.” The death of her father was too recent, and I could tell she didn’t want to get into it. Alice is something of a closed book. As a therapist, not to mention her husband, I sometimes find it’s not the easiest trait to accept.

Vivian leaned forward, resting her elbows on the yellow pad. “What do you think is the most common reason that couples in the Western world get divorced?”

“You first,” Alice said, tapping me on the knee.

I didn’t have to think too hard. “Infidelity.”

Vivian and I looked at my wife. “Claustrophobia?” Alice offered.

Not the answer I was hoping for.

Vivian recorded our answers on the legal pad. “Do you think people should take responsibility for their actions?”

“Yes.”

“Yes.”

“Do you think marriage counseling can be helpful?”

“I sure hope so.” I laughed.

She scribbled. I leaned over to see what she was writing, but her handwriting was too small. Snapping the folio shut, she named two famous actors who had recently split. Over the past month, the tawdry details of their divorce had been everywhere. “So,” she asked, “which one of them, do you think, is responsible for the divorce?”

Alice was frowning, trying to figure out what Vivian wanted to hear. Like I said, Alice is an overachiever—she doesn’t just want to pass the test, she needs a perfect score. “I imagine the responsibility lies with both of them,” she replied. “While I don’t think the things she did with Tyler Doyle were all that mature, her husband could’ve handled it differently. He shouldn’t have posted those tweets, for one thing.”

Vivian nodded, and Alice sat up a little straighter, clearly pleased. It occurred to me that this must have been the way she acted back in school, always the girl with her hand in the air, eager and prepared. Now it made her seem vulnerable, in a good way; there was something sweetly incongruous about my wife—with her big job and her multimillion-dollar settlements and her very adult wardrobe—trying so hard to get the answer right.

“As always, I completely agree with my wife.”

“Good answer,” Vivian said, winking. “Just a few more. What is your signature drink?”

“Chocolate milk,” I said. “Hot chocolate when it’s cold.”

Alice thought for a second. “It used to be cranberry juice and vodka on the rocks. Now it’s Calistoga berry. What’s yours?”

Vivian seemed mildly surprised to have the tables turned. “Probably Green Spot, twelve year, neat.” She flipped through her packet. “The biggie: Do you want your marriage to last forever?”

“Yes.” I said it automatically. “Of course.”

“Yes,” Alice said. It seemed like she meant it, but then again, what if she was only saying it to pass the test?

“Finished,” Vivian said, sliding her folio into her leather bag. “Shall we look at the slides?”
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“The Pact is a group of like-minded individuals intent on achieving a similar goal,” Vivian began. “Created in 1992 on a small island off Northern Ireland by Orla Scott, The Pact has increased exponentially in size and commitment since that day. While our rules and bylaws have changed, our membership has grown, and our members have spread far and wide, the mission and spirit of The Pact remain true to the concept that Orla conceived in the very beginning.”

She edged forward in her chair, so that our knees were inches apart. Her computer still projected THE PACT on our wall.

“So it’s a club?” Alice asked.

“Kind of, yes,” Vivian said, “and also kind of no.”

The first slide featured a tall, trim woman standing in front of a white cottage, with the ocean in the background. “Orla Scott was a barrister, a criminal prosecutor,” Vivian narrated. “She was extremely driven—a careerist, in her words. She was married, no children. She wanted to be able to devote all of her time to her position, she wanted to rise within the Ministry of Justice, and she wanted nothing to hold her back. In her late thirties, all during the course of one year, Orla’s parents died, her husband left her, and her position was made redundant.”

Alice stared at the image on the wall. I imagined she felt a kind of kinship with Orla. She knew a thing or two about loss.

“Orla had prosecuted more than three thousand cases,” Vivian continued. “The rumor is that she won all of them. She was a cog in the Thatcher machine, and in an instant Thatcher was out of power and Orla was out of a job.

“Orla retreated to Rathlin, the island where she had grown up. She rented a cottage, expecting to stay a week or two, figure things out, and plot her next move. In the days that followed, however, she found herself increasingly drawn to the pace of island life, the quiet existence she’d known as a child. She realized that the things she valued the most seemed flimsy. She went to the island to help herself work through the stress and anxiety of losing her job, only to find that the layoff wasn’t as devastating as she’d imagined. What really threw her for a loop, it turned out, was the end of her marriage.

“Her husband was a man she had loved passionately in college. They married at a young age, then slowly drifted apart. When he asked her for a divorce, she was relieved—it was just one more complex set of problems she wouldn’t have to think about. When she was brutally honest with herself, she realized she’d seen the marriage as a nuisance—something that made her feel guilty every time she had to work late.

“She had gotten into criminal prosecution out of an idealism and a desire to help victims. In the months following the divorce, however, she took a hard look at her career. She lived on adrenaline, moving quickly from one case to another, no time to examine things from a larger perspective. Over time, she became part of a changing political landscape for which she had no deep respect. The inertia of day-to-day events swept her along.

“When all of this became clear to her, she began analyzing the arc of her marriage. She made an effort to rekindle their relationship, but he had already moved on.”

Vivian was talking faster now, enthralled with a story that she had probably told dozens of times.

“A year later, Orla was on her daily walk around the island when she met someone. Richard was an American tourist, traveling the islands of Northern Ireland alone, trying to connect with the distant roots of his family. Richard canceled his return flight, quit his job in the States, extended his room reservation at the only inn on the island, and eventually proposed marriage to Orla.”

I could see that something was bothering Alice. “In this story,” she said, “everyone gives up their jobs. Is that a requirement or something? Because Jake and I love our jobs.”

“I assure you that The Pact has many members, like your sponsor, who are exceedingly successful in business,” Vivian replied. “The Pact wants you to be you, only better.”

I was pretty sure I’d heard that slogan in summer camp.

“Orla was hesitant about Richard’s proposal,” Vivian told us. “She had come to understand all of the things she’d done that had led to the dissolution of her marriage. She didn’t want to repeat her mistakes. Orla believes that we are creatures of habit. Once in a groove, it’s hard to change.”

“But change is possible,” I insisted. “My practice—my entire field—is predicated on that notion.”

“Of course it is,” Vivian said. “And Orla would agree with you. She decided that, if her second marriage was to succeed, she needed a clear strategy to make that happen. For days, she wandered the coastline, contemplating marriage: the things that make it fail and the things that help it thrive. In her cottage, she typed out her ideas on the same typewriter her mother, an aspiring novelist, had used decades before. Over a period of seventeen days, the typed pages stacked up beside the typewriter, the manual grew, and the system for a solid marriage was created. Make no mistake: It is a system—a highly effective, scientifically based system, the merits of which have been proven time and again. Because Orla believes that marriage should not be left up to chance. In the end, the ideas that Orla had during those walks make up the very foundation of The Pact.”

“Did Orla and Richard ever get married?” I asked.

“Yes.”

Alice leaned forward. “And are they still married?”

Vivian nodded vigorously. “Of course they are. We all are. The Pact works. It works for Orla, it works for me, and it will work for you. Simply put, The Pact is two things. It is an agreement you make with your spouse. And it is membership within a group”—she clicked to a new slide and gestured toward the projection of happy people on a green lawn—“a fellowship of like-minded individuals, to support and enforce that agreement. Is that more clear?”

“Not entirely,” Alice said, smiling. “But I am intrigued.”

Vivian clicked forward a few slides. Most of them featured photos of well-heeled people having a good time together on stately lawns and in well-appointed rooms. She paused on a photo of Orla standing on a balcony, addressing a rapt crowd, with the bright sun and a vast desert at her back.

“Orla was originally drawn to legal work,” Vivian said. “She liked that the rules of law were hard and fast and, where they weren’t, legal precedence lit the way. It was comforting to know that the answers were all there for her to find. Orla realized that marriage, like society, needed a set of laws.

“She believed that British society had run pretty smoothly for hundreds of years because of these laws. Everyone knew what was expected. While people might have wanted to cheat or steal or even, God forbid, commit murder, the vast majority of citizens did not break the laws, because they knew the consequences. After Orla’s first marriage failed, it occurred to her that not only were the expectations for marriage unclear, so were the consequences.”

“So,” I said. “The Pact is an effort to bring the principles of British law to the institution of marriage?”

“It’s more than an effort. It’s really happening.” Vivian turned off the projector. “I can’t overstate the real value: The Pact brings community support, encouragement, and structure to the institution of marriage.”

“You mentioned consequences,” Alice said. “I’m not sure I understand.”

“Look,” Vivian said. “I was married once before. I was twenty-two, he was twenty-three. We met in high school and dated for an eternity. At first it was exciting, the two of us, together against the world, but then—I’m not sure when things changed—I started to feel so alone. We had problems, and there was no one I could turn to. He was cheating on me. I didn’t know why; I worried that it was my fault, but I didn’t know how to react. Divorce came so quickly, like it was the only door, and I just needed to get out.”

Vivian had a single tear at the corner of her eye. She sat up straighter and flicked the tear away with her fingertip. “When I met Jeremy, I was gun-shy. Just like Orla had been. Jeremy proposed, and I said yes, but I kept putting things off. I was terrified of making the same mistakes. Marriage conjured up such negative thoughts.”

“How did you end up in the organization?” Alice asked.

“I finally ran out of excuses. Jeremy was determined to set a date, so I let him, and everything moved forward rapidly. Two weeks before the wedding, I was away on business. I was sitting in the Virgin lounge in Glasgow, drinking Gordon’s, maybe one too many. I remember sitting alone, crying. Sobbing, actually. Loud enough that people around me got up and moved. Embarrassing. And then an older gentleman, well dressed, nice looking, came over and sat down next to me. He was on his way to see his son at college in Palo Alto. We talked and talked. I told him all about the wedding, and it felt good to be unloading my fears on this stranger, someone who didn’t have a stake in any of it. A volcano had erupted in Iceland, so our two-hour layover became eight hours. But the gentleman was so nice, so interesting, the delay turned out to be a pleasure. A few days later, a wedding present arrived in the mail. And here I am. Happily married for six years.”

She reached for the wooden box, turned the gold key in the lock, and opened the lid. Inside was a set of documents typed in dark blue ink on parchment paper. She removed the documents and placed them on the table. Beneath the documents were two identical small books bound in gold leather.

Alice reached out and ran her fingers over the books, intrigued.

Vivian handed one gold book to each of us. I was startled to see they were embossed with our names, the date of our wedding, and, in large block letters, THE PACT.

“This is The Manual,” Vivian told us. “You’ll need to memorize it.”

I opened the book and began flipping through it. The text was tiny.

Vivian’s phone began to buzz. She pulled it out and, sliding her finger across the screen, said, “Page forty-three: When your spouse calls, always answer.” When I gave her a quizzical look, she pointed at The Manual.

Vivian stepped out onto our front porch, shutting the door behind her. Alice lifted the book, eyes wide, and mouthed the word sorry. But she was smiling.

Don’t be, I mouthed back.

She leaned over and kissed me.

As I’ve mentioned, I proposed to Alice because I wanted to keep her. Since we had returned from the honeymoon, I worried that she would experience a postwedding letdown. Things so quickly returned to exactly as they had been before the wedding, and I was nervous. Alice requires a certain level of excitement. She gets bored easily.

So far, I decided that marriage, in the physical sense, wasn’t any different from living together. In the mental sense, however, marriage was a huge leap. I’m not sure how to explain it, but as soon as the minister spoke the words “I now pronounce you husband and wife,” I felt married. While I hoped Alice felt the same way, I couldn’t be certain. She did seem happier, but happiness sometimes fades.

For all of these reasons, I have to admit I liked this strange thing that Finnegan was dragging us into. Maybe it would bring more excitement to the new state of our relationship. Maybe it would make our bond feel different, stronger.

Vivian returned. “Time flies,” she said. “I need to get going. Shall we sign?” She pushed the parchment documents toward us. The print was tiny, and at the bottom of the form were two sets of signature blocks. Vivian signed her name on the left, above the title “Host.” Below that, Orla Scott had signed in blue ink. The word beneath her signature was “Founder.” On the right side, Finnegan had signed above “Sponsor.” My name had been typed in above the word “Husband.” Vivian handed us the engraved pens that came with our wooden box.

“May we keep the contracts for a couple of days?” Alice asked.

Vivian frowned. “Of course, if you need to, but I’m going out of town this afternoon and I’d really like to get your paperwork started as soon as possible. I’d hate for you to miss the next party.”

“Party?” Alice asked, perking up. Did I mention that Alice loves parties?

“It’s going to be spectacular.” Vivian gestured nonchalantly at the papers. “But I don’t mean to rush you. Take as much time as you want.”

“Okay,” Alice said, turning to the first page. Perhaps she had become more of an attorney than a musician. I scanned the pages, trying to concentrate, to pierce the impenetrable veil of doublespeak and legalese. I watched Alice’s face as she read; a couple of times she smiled, a couple of times she frowned. I couldn’t begin to guess what she was thinking. Eventually she turned the final page, picked up her pen, and signed. When she registered the surprise on my face, she hugged me and said, “This will be good for us, Jake. Besides, do you think I’d miss the party?”

By now, Vivian had started packing away the projector. I knew I should probably read the fine print. But Alice wanted to do this. And I wanted to make Alice happy. I felt the weight of the pen in my fingers as I signed my name.
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For all of us, of course, there is a gap between who we are and who we think we are. While I like to think the gap for me is small, I’ll acknowledge that it does exist. One indication? I think of myself as a fairly popular, likable person with an above-average number of friends. And yet I haven’t been invited to many weddings. I’m not sure why. Some people, like Alice, for example, get invited to weddings all the time.

The upside is that I can remember every wedding I’ve ever been invited to, including the very first one.

I was thirteen, and one of my favorite aunts was getting married in San Francisco. The relationship had developed quickly, and suddenly there was a wedding date. It was a Saturday in July, the reception at the cavernous United Irish Cultural Center. The floor was sticky, the smell of cheap beer from long-forgotten weddings rising from every crevice. A mariachi band was setting up on the stage, and enchiladas and tortillas appeared from the kitchen. A full bar stretched along the entire back wall, Irish bartenders dashing among the bottles. The place was packed. A guy handed me a beer, and no one seemed to mind. In fact, I instinctively knew it would have been considered an insult if I had refused.

My aunt was the head of a labor union, serious stuff. Her husband-to-be was a labor leader of equal stature, though from another
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