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			About the book

			In the peaceful, privileged community of Crystal, Colorado, a group of close friends are raising their families in harmony. They’ve known each other for a decade, since their children were born, and their lives are entirely intertwined. 

			Until one day, news begins to spread that a gifted school will be opening its doors in the neighbourhood. There are only a few prestigious places, and the competition will be ferocious.  

			As parents and children begin to compete, cracks start to show in this picturesque community. Fault lines appear between friends and siblings, in marriages and careers, as old resentments start to simmer, and then burn. With long-buried secrets threatening to detonate under the pressure, it seems that everything this community has worked so hard to secure may shatter . . .

			Just how far will these parents go to give their children a good education, and what will be the ultimate price?

		

	
		
			Dedication

			For my father, Harry  : teacher, builder, badass

		

	
		
			Epigraph

			There is something so tantalizing about having a gifted child that some parents will go to almost any lengths to prove they have one.

			—­Sheila Moore and Roon Frost, The Little Boy Book

		

	
		
			Question 15

			A girl of eleven sits hunched over a test booklet, the cold room hushed around her. In her left hand she holds a pencil and beneath her forearm is a bubble sheet speckled with gray dots. A constellation of what she knows and doesn’t, can’t and can. Her elbows rest on either side of the open test. Framing her work, giving it bounds.

			She starts to fill in the next circle but at the first soft scratch of the ­pencil her hand freezes in place. She frowns at the booklet. Because the answer can’t be ­C—

			Or can it?

			She glances up at the wall clock, hears its soft pulsing.

			Two minutes left.

			Another dart of pain shoots through her tummy. She erases the mark and reads the question again.

			15. There are four boxes below and five figures to the right. The pictures in the upper two boxes fit together in a particular way. In the second row there is an empty box. Which of the five figures to the right goes with the pictures in the ­lower-­left box in the same way the pictures in the upper boxes go together?

			She stares at the ­lower-­left box. The colored shapes swarm on the page.

			A square, a circle, a trapezoid, a cone, a rhombus.

			Blue, red, green, yellow, purple.

			She twists a length of hair around a knuckle and tugs until a small patch of pain forms on her scalp. She imagines one of those ­coin-­operated claws from an arcade reaching down into her skull to pull the correct answer from the ­jumble-­jellied mess in her brain.

			Her lower lip slips into her mouth. Taste of salt. Her teeth compress the soft ribbon of flesh. Hard. Harder, until it hurts.

			But the answer won’t come.

			Next to her at the table sits a boy taking the same test. His hair is black but his skin is even paler than hers. He keeps rubbing sweat off his pencil hand by swiping his palm against his pants just above his right knee, where the khaki fabric has darkened. It’s very annoying and it’s very distracting.

			Another glance at the clock. One minute.

			There is a bad quivering part of her that wants to look down at the boy’s bubble sheet but so far she hasn’t seen their proctor blink once.

			Ms. Stark is her name. She warned them about cheating before the test. About keeping your eyes on your own work.

			So the girl decides not to look down at the boy’s bubble sheet. Instead she looks past Ms. Stark’s enormous owlish glasses to the far end of the cafeteria, closed off from the foyer by a wall of mirrored windows. Several panes have been covered in posters, one of them detached at an upper corner and hanging askew. Even without the posters you aren’t supposed to be able to see through the glass. Mostly you can’t.

			What you can see is the faint, swaying silhouettes of parents. They’re trying to stay quiet but she can hear their mumbling, their hissing, their breathing. They look like ghosts.

			One of them is her mother.

			As her gaze wanders across the glass she notices the rectangles and squares of the window panes and especially the shape formed by the folded top of the loose poster and the steel frame above. A square, a rectangle, a ­trapezoid—

			The answer is D.

			It comes to her like the bang of a gun, so suddenly she almost says it aloud. She looks down at Question 15 and sees the pattern in the ­lower-­left box. How it goes with the pattern shown in D the same way the patterns in the two upper boxes go together.

			Her shoulders relax and her nose tingles with the sweet smell of her own sweat. She starts to fill in the bubble but the moist yellow wood slips through her fingers, rolling across the desk and off the edge. A moment later she hears the whack and clatter as the pencil bounces on the floor.

			She leans over to retrieve it, grasping the rubber edge of the table with her right hand. The move requires her to push up slightly from her chair and take an awkward half step as she bends forward. She pincers the eraser between two fingertips and drags it back toward her. The whole maneuver takes no more than a few clock ticks, but by the time her head rises above the level of the table Ms. Stark is walking forward and clapping her hands.

			The bell rings.

			“Pencils down, booklets closed,” Ms. Stark calls out over the rattly clanging. Through the big glasses her eyes scan the room like a lighthouse beacon sweeps the shore.

			The girl looks down at her bubble sheet. She glances at Ms. Stark. At her bubble sheet again. Her hand glides over the surface of the table until the tip of her pencil has nearly reached the four empty circles for Question 15.

			“Emma Zellar, put your pencil down this instant.”

			The girl’s hand freezes with the tip of the pencil poised less than a centimeter above answer D. The ringing stops. She stares at the empty bubble, willing the cone of lead to lower and fill.

			“Now.”

			Voices in the lobby, growing louder. Someone out there laughs. 

			The parents know. The test is over.

			The girl follows the strange movement of her knuckles as she tilts the pencil down and sets it neatly on the booklet. The unfilled circle gapes at her until Ms. Stark comes by and sweeps the bubble sheet away.

		

	
		
			Part I

			Schooling

			Gifted children are used to doing very little work to get the results they desire.

			—­Vicki Caruana, Educating Your Gifted Child

		

	
		
			The New York Times

			Education Life

			Sunday, November 5, 2017

			Crystal Academy / Head of School

			The combined Colorado school districts of Wesley, Kendall, Madison, and Beulah Counties, along with the City of Crystal, are seeking a highly motivated and experienced educator, administrator, and advocate to serve as founding director of Crystal Academy, a new public magnet school for exceptional learners. Position to begin February 2018 in advance of initial admissions process. Duties and responsibilities to include the following:

			•	Deep understanding of and passionate advocacy for the special circumstances and needs of accelerated and exceptional learners

			•	Administrative oversight of a complex and challenging educational environment with statewide and national visibility

			•	Supervision of a large body of teachers and administrative staff at two locations (Lower School grades ­6–­8, Upper School grades ­9–­12)

			•	Service to a large student population along Colorado’s Front Range, characterized by wide racial, ethnic, religious, geograph­ical, and economic diversity

			•	Commitment to helping us forge a visionary, equitable, and inclusive admissions process that accounts for difference, diversity, and overall excellence

			To apply, visit www.crystalcolorado.gov/humanresources/apply now and search for position #41252. All applications posted by De­cember 1, 2017, will be considered. The City of Crystal is an Equal Opportunity Employer and does not discriminate on the basis of race, color, national origin or ancestry, gender, age, religious con­victions or affiliations, disability, sexual orientation, or genetic profile. The City of Crystal maintains compliance with the Americans with Disabilities Act.

		

	
		
			one

			Rose

			It was on the second Thursday in November that Rose got her earliest inkling of the gifted school. Months later she would swipe back through the calendar and finger that day as the beginning of it all. The hours that planted the seed, traced the faint shape of things to come. The school was still no more than a whisper in the air when she saw her friends late that afternoon, a mere ripple of unease as she settled into bed that night with her husband. But it was already a presence among them. A lurking virus, its symptoms yet to show.

			She spent that Thursday in the neuro ward, where her most severe case, a girl of fourteen, lingered at the tail end of an induced coma. Brain trauma with swelling, another helmetless cyclist felled on a city street. Her face was uninjured and serene, with good and improving color. Strong pulse, normal blood pressure, lungs ready to take over; on the edge of consciousness, though yet to return. Rose ran through the rest of the teen’s vitals, searching for something she might have missed.

			The parents hadn’t left the room for hours. The mother lay sleeping on the pullout, and the father sat slumped by the bedside. The crescents of skin beneath his eyes had darkened over the last three days, bruised with his fatigue.

			“When will she wake up, do you think?” he asked, only ­half-­aloud. His hands stroked his knees, as if petting twin cats.

			“Hard to say.” Rose touched his shoulder. “But we’ve weaned her from the pentobarbital and she’s breathing on her own. The rest is up to Lilly.”

			At the sound of his daughter’s name he looked up wanly. Rose answered more questions while bending to wipe a line of drool off Lilly’s cheek. The moisture had scooped out an indentation on the pillow, a soft cup of foam, and the girl’s parted lips vented a sour smell.

			When the father closed his eyes, Rose slipped out and strode down a row of rooms to check on an epilepsy case. Though reluctant to leave her patients behind, she would, in less than an hour, be rotating off her autumn cycle as inpatient attending in pediatric neurology, a hospital duty she performed for three ­two-­week stretches each year. Her department chair had tried to limit Rose to shorter stints, deeming her time in the lab more valuable, but Rose loved this part of her job and refused to surrender more of it. On-call weeks were her only chance to heal in the moment, to put a brain scan to a face. There was a part of her that thrived on the machines and the murmured consults, the cleaning agents and the collodion, even the ­rotten-­egg stink of a GI bleed down in the ER.

			The admit was an ­eight-­year-­old boy with an undiagnosed seizure disorder, doing fine now, though his latest episode had been alarming. Rose left detailed notes in the electronic file, demonstrating a few shortcuts in the new software system to a medical student on neurology rotation. She was back at the nursing station filling in a chart when a text from Gareth shook her phone.

			How about Shobu?

			??? she replied.

			For tonight. Rez at 7:15.

			Rose stared down at the screen, longing for a bath, a cuddle with her daughter, a ­movie—­anything but date night. Canceling again, though, would only make things worse. She texted Sounds good but had to remind him of her earlier, more agreeable plans: a round of drinks with friends, to celebrate a birthday. Then she would be home by ­six-­thirty for some time with Emma Q before the sitter came.

			Did Q practice? Rose texted.

			Yes.

			Do her math worksheets?

			Yes yes. Love u. 

			Rose set down her phone, even the lazy u a mild irritant these days. She didn’t like casually texting about love, not anymore, and her nerves were too dulled for an emoji.

			Minutes before end of shift a nurse’s voice summoned Rose back to Lilly’s room, and there she found the parents weeping and their daughter, ­glassy-­eyed but with a weak smile, returned to a world she had almost left forever.

			A ­skin-­slapping wind whipped down from the Continental Divide and scared up puffs of dust from the bricks. The brittle November air lifted Rose’s spirits as she ­speed-­walked up the Emerald Mall toward RockSalt. Pleasingly dark, not too loud, the bar served craft cocktails featuring spherical ice cubes with flower blossoms suspended inside; lavender martinis, hibiscus gimlets, daisy petals melting into gin. The place had become the favored haunt in recent months for the quartet of old friends. Inside, the youngest of the four, Azra, was already perched ­straight-­backed at a high table, busy on her phone.

			The two had an unspoken pact and always arrived fifteen minutes before the others. As Rose neared the table Azra looked up through the loose strands of her hair and leaned in for a hug. A climber’s strength in her taut frame, a lilac scent wafting up from the collar of her sweater, a cozy oversize knit. Azra ran a ­high-­end consignment store off the Emerald Mall once owned by her mother and always showed up wearing enviable finds. She was a Crystal native, one of the few Rose had encountered in this valley of new arrivals.

			“I can’t stay long,” Rose complained as she sat. “Date night tonight.”

			“Oh dear.”

			“I mean, once a week? Gareth wants to follow the counselor’s script to the letter. For me it’s ­just—”

			“Pressure?”

			Rose picked up a fork, fingered the tines. “I understand why it’s important, to show Emma Q we’re making an effort. But lately the one-on-one is excruciating.”

			“Though it’s only been, what, four months since you started therapy? Give it time.”

			“At least he’s trying,” Rose allowed, thinking: But am I? She wondered sometimes, because Gareth had done nothing wrong, really, aside from doing nothing at all.

			“I had the same issues with Beck, believe me,” Azra said. Rose watched her friend’s pretty lips work an olive. Azra had split with Beck after discovering his hook-ups with Sonja, their beloved Austrian au pair. Despite the tempestuous aftermath, the former couple had become oddly close since the divorce, their postmarital intimacy a continuing mystery to most of their friends. Rose almost envied the companionable rapport the two had established in the wake of their split, longed for that easy intimacy with Gareth, though she’d hardly trade her husband’s plodding consistency for Beck’s erratic bluster. Google total schlub jacked up on Viagra and Bernie rage, Azra liked to say, and you’ll see my ex-husband’s head shot.

			“Look, Rose,” she said, spitting out the olive pit. “Don’t be hard on yourself for trying to save your marriage.”

			Another thing Azra liked to say.

			Samantha breezed in promptly at five, chin up, scanning the place for her minions; she flitted her eyes between the two women’s faces and down to their ­half-­finished drinks, an eyebrow raised. She circled to give them each a brush of her lips, glossed in a soft pink, then pulled an empty stool from an adjoining table and squeezed it between theirs, forcing them to shift aside.

			“What did I miss?”

			They filled her in. Samantha rolled her eyes upward to the exposed ceiling beams. “I hope the Emmas worked on their History Day project,” she said to Rose. “Kev dropped the ball on Wednesday.”

			“We’ll see,” Rose said. One of Samantha’s tricks was to swerve any mention of Rose’s marital despair into lighthearted criticism of their husbands’ mutual shortcomings. Her own spouse, Kev, came in for occasional barbs, though always couched in terms of his hopelessness in the domestic sphere, which was Sam’s domain anyway as the only stay-at-home mom in their group.

			“What’s the subject?” Azra asked.

			Rose said, “Horses. What else?”

			“You’re so lucky you have boys.” Samantha glanced at Azra with a friendly smirk.

			Azra stared back, inscrutable. “Blessed by a thousand gods,” she said.

			Samantha was going on about shopping for a new car when Rose heard a distinctive cough that caused them all to swivel their heads and see Lauren, looking forlornly at two empty stools spaced wide, her friends clustered at the other half of the table. Quickly Azra jumped down to give her a hug and wish her a happy birthday. Samantha slid the extra stool to the next table as Rose shifted left, making them symmetrical.

			Lauren: easy to please, but you had to know how. She was a social worker for Youth and Family Services, possessed of a fierce social conscience that showed itself in ways both inspiring and, at times, prickly and ­harsh—­chiding Azra for driving a minivan, Samantha for wastefully drinking through plastic straws so she wouldn’t smear her lipstick. For her birthday Lauren never wanted a fuss made, nor a large gathering with the families. They’d tried this once, a surprise party two years after Julian died. Total disaster; Lauren had been miserable the whole evening. Since then they’d kept things small. Just the four of them, for cocktails.

			After drink orders and a birthday toast, Samantha brought up Thanksgiving. They’d all been invited to the Zellar house, and Sam wanted to nail down contributions.

			“We’ll have over thirty this year. Kill me now,” Sam said, with an ostentatious sigh. A Thanksgiving ­busy-­brag, quantity of guests as a measure of her family’s worth. They indulged their queen bee with talk of cranberries and yams until Lauren’s phone lit up.

			“It’s Xander,” she said, as if the president were texting in. Rose watched her turn aside on her stool and tap out a message to her son; like a pecking crow, sharp nose to the screen, head reared back to read his replies. Lauren had an interesting, ­wedge-­shaped face that Rose had always thought austerely beautiful, and like most Crystallites she was fit, though she favored outfits that accentuated her ­straight-­hipped frame. Most often khakis, worn with tucked-in ­button-­down shirts and a cell phone pouch strapped to her belt.

			When Lauren looked up, her frown lines softened. “He still doesn’t like being left alone.”

			“That’s sweet,” Azra said.

			“Last week ­he—”

			“Oh god, Emma Z loves an empty house,” Samantha said loudly, flagging the waitress. “She says it’s the only time she can do her reading without her parents getting in the way.”

			Lauren’s mouth tightened. Rose, sensing the tension, spread her arms over the backs of the adjacent chairs and looked across at Azra.

			“So, this Glen guy,” she said. Azra’s potential new beau, chair of anesthesiology at the Medical Center. Rose knew him slightly, though it was Samantha who’d played yenta last month. Their third date had been Wednesday night. “We want the full debrief.”

			“So did Glen,” Azra replied. “Didn’t happen.”

			A familiar joke but they laughed, relieved, because Azra centered them in a way the others never could, weaving accounts of her world they all thrived on, largely because it wasn’t theirs. Azra had dated half the single men in the Four Counties, it sometimes seemed, her joint custody of the twins leaving her more than enough ­child-­free time for all the films, concerts, art exhibits, and restaurant openings on the Front Range. The stories she chose to tell, though, usually concerned her mishaps, her uncomfortable ­fix-­ups; they were sculpted to make the others ­laugh—­never to wonder what so much freedom might feel like. 

			Rose wondered anyway. All the time.

			Lauren, on the other hand, had neither suffered nor enjoyed a date since her husband’s death eight years ago. Her hardened abstinence was almost a moral stance, all her attention on her brainy son. When Azra related her salty stories, Lauren would listen with her head cocked to the side and eyes blinking in wonder, as if enthralled by an acrobat or a virtuoso cellist: dazzled by a talent she would never possess, nor quite understand.

			Samantha reached into her fancy handbag and pulled out Lauren’s birthday card. For gifts they always went in for something together, this year a day package from the Aspen Room, a spa three blocks down the Emerald Mall. Salt rub, massage, facial, the whole package probably costing twice their combined contributions. Samantha would have made up the difference.

			Once Lauren had had a chance to gush over the present, Azra leaned forward and asked, “So have you made a decision yet, for next year?”

			Lauren’s face brightened. Another gift: the chance to talk about Xander, her favorite subject.

			“Still waffling. I wish Odyssey went through eighth grade, because it’s been great for him. But Xander really wants to be with the twins at St. Bridget’s.”

			“They’d be thrilled,” Azra said generously, though Rose suspected that Aidan and Charlie ­Unsworth-­Chaudhury would be ambivalent at best about the prospect of Xander Frye attending their school next fall. Xander currently went to Odyssey, a private elementary for high-IQ kids that ran only through sixth grade. Lauren had been deliberating for ­months—­frequently, ­loudly—­over whether to keep him there one last year, put him in the Crystal publics where Rose and Samantha’s Emmas went, or enroll him at St. Bridget’s, a fancy parochial in Kendall County that Azra and Beck’s twins attended. (Not my idea, Azra would frequently protest, hands in the air, always quick to identify herself as a proud product of the Crystal public ­schools—­but hey, it’s Beck’s money.)

			“The most important thing is that he continue to be challenged,” ­Lauren went on, and they all listened raptly, for her birthday. “It can be hard for him when he feels condescended to. And he has so many social handicaps.”

			“Not many academic ones, though,” Samantha observed.

			“Well, no. But if he’s going to switch the next year anyway, I’d rather bite the bullet now. I’m starting to resent the drive, the price tag. But I have to say, what you don’t find at Odyssey is the slower learners holding kids like Xander back.”

			Rose wedged her tongue between her teeth.

			“So a lot to think about,” said Azra, nonjudgmental as always. “But I’m sure you’ll do what’s best for him.” She turned to Samantha. “What about Emma Z?”

			“We looked at Odyssey for next year, and it isn’t a good fit. Z’s just so social. We’ve thought about St. Bridget’s too. Same problem. Plus with Kev on City Council it wouldn’t look good, having our daughter in a private.”

			“So she’ll go to Red Rocks,” Rose said, and it wasn’t a question: the Emmas had been inseparable since their earliest months. Samantha had said nothing to her about taking her daughter out of the Crystal publics.

			“Most likely.”

			The snag of doubt in Sam’s words hooked Rose by the ear and spun her head around.

			“Kev’s been looking into other options.”

			“Like what?”

			“Oh, this and that.” Waving a hand. “There’s this artsy charter school outside Denver. A few closer places. We’ll see.”

			Rose was about to ask more when the server approached.

			Closer places? Denver? She never found a good time to return to the subject before they finished their drinks. When the check arrived, Samantha whipped out a Visa and shoved the card and the bill back at the server. Rose started to object.

			“You got it last time,” Sam said breezily.

			Not true, almost never true, but that was Samantha. Rose watched as her friend tipped and signed and studiously avoided her gaze. There was something brittle in Samantha Zellar lately, a pointed aversion to certain matters. When she had insider knowledge, Sam was usually an impulsive spiller, unable to resist sharing what she possessed that others didn’­t—­and right then she knew something, Rose suspected. But she was waffling, playing it close.

			Outside, the air had a burning, gassy smell. Two jugglers twirled on the pedestrian mall, their batons wrapped at the ends with flaming rags. An assistant stood by, armed with a can of lighter fluid and an extinguisher. A portable fire pit sparked and flamed between the performers and shrouded their tricks in smoke as the four old friends paused to watch them for a while, to gather the warmth.

		

	
		
			two

			Rose

			She edged to the curb along Opal Lane, the ­dusk-­darkened yard warmed by the glow from their craftsman bungalow. Twelve years ago the house had felt both charming and enormous, with three bedrooms, one and a half baths, a ­half-­finished basement. It was a stretch to afford it on one salary, a harsh sentence for a ­Stanford-­trained neurologist saddled with student loans. But if you wanted to live in town and buy west of ­Thirty-­fifth ­Street—­anywhere close to the ­mountains—­you were looking at Palo Alto prices, the agents always said. 

			Rose set her bag down by the door and shrugged off her jacket, smelling garlic and spice, a doughy waft of ­home-­cranked pasta. Whatever his faults (and they were many), Gareth cooked like a reality show chef, favoring the starchy, ­carb-­laden end of the ingredient spectrum over the ­brain-­boosting vegetables and lean proteins Rose would have preferred for herself and their daughter. But when she was as hungry as she was now, it seemed his food must be the only reason she stayed with him. Sure as hell wasn’t the sex.

			“Hey, hon,” Gareth called cheerily from the kitchen. “I opened a nice Shiraz.”

			Rose tilted back her head and stood there in the dark, staring up. A nice Shiraz, she mouthed, and pressed the gapped teeth of her house key into the meaty flesh below her thumb. Hearing her daughter’s barky giggle, she walked down the narrow hall, through the living room, and into the kitchen, where her husband was stationed in front of the stove. A torn gray T-shirt spotted with tomato sauce arced over his softening midsection. Three days of stubble for date night.

			The Emmas sat together in front of a laptop, swinging their legs beneath the counter. Emma Q hunted and pecked at the keys.

			“Hey, sweetie. Hey, Z.” Rose planted a kiss on the crown of her daughter’s head. Girl sweat, flowery shampoo. Emma Zellar, Kev and Samantha’s girl, got a gentle pat on the back. “History Day?”

			Q nodded, intent on her work.

			“We made the banner.” Z pointed at the laptop.

			“To go across the top,” Q explained. “Now we’re doing captions.” Rose squinted at the screen.

			THE HORSE IN THE AMERICAN WEST BY EMMA ZELLAR AND EMMA ­HOLLAND-­QUINN

			The two lines were rendered in a rustic font, like a Dodge City saloon sign. The Emmas had been planning the joint project for weeks, the subject perfect for two ­horse-­obsessed ­fifth-­grade girls. Q was swept up in the romance of it, compiling lists of ­horse-­themed novels she’d read, famous Western myths of heroic equestrians. Last weekend, at Rose’s urging, Gareth had taken her to Denver for supplies, and they’d come home with old postcards featuring rodeo riders bucking on broncos, Native chieftains mounted on warhorses. In a burst of inspiration Rose had even helped them figure out a way to get clips from vintage Westerns looping on an old iPod, which she’d rigged to a poster board with plastic zip ties.

			The result was impressive, though from what Rose could see, Q had done most of the grunt work so far while Z ordered her around, taking over whenever her patience with Q’s deliberate pace ­ebbed—­as now, when Z nudged her friend aside and commandeered the keyboard, every inch her mother’s daughter. She was a speedy ­touch-­typist, her father’s hooded eyes intent on the screen as she banged away, laptop glowing on a ­heart-­shaped face nearly identical to Samantha’s, with that same creamy skin and perfect nose.

			Emma Q had a more rounded look, like Gareth. Rose kept waiting for their daughter to shed the last of her baby fat, though she had accepted that Q’s burly build might become a permanent feature. Her skin was almost translucent, veiny and blue in a certain quality of light. Rose had suffered that skin when she was young. Teachers had regarded her as sickly, a child to be treated with softness and care. She had learned early to take advantage of their regard though still worried sometimes that her daughter had internalized this projected frailty, this deference foisted on her by well-meaning elders.

			The Emmas started discussing the captions, every detail a delicate negotiation.

			Rose shook her head.

			“What?” Gareth said.

			“Just those two.” She nodded at the girls.

			“I know.” He sipped his wine. “They’ve been working hard.”

			“So have you.” Rose wanted to claw the words back, though she knew their therapist would endorse them.

			There’s a scaffold of kindness holding up every marriage. You two need to rebuild yours.

			Gareth blinked twice, visibly surprised by Rose’s gentle manner. “Okay, girls, pasta’s ready,” he said. “Tessa should be here any minute.”

			He slid two plates across the counter, laden with spaghetti and a Bolognese sauce, fragrant lengths of garlic bread as bookends. Z shut the laptop and pushed it aside, and the Emmas dug in.

			The bell rang while Rose was changing in the bedroom. Her husband’s heavy step sounded in the hall, then the front door moaned open.

			“Hi, Gareth.”

			“Hey, Tessa.”

			Rose listened to their small talk, aware of the little shiver of disquiet running down her arms as Lauren’s daughter entered their home for the first time in months. She swiped on a raspberry lip stain and walked out to the kitchen. The Emmas had moved their work to the table and now knelt on chairs, bent over a trifold, cutting and gluing. Tessa sat at the counter with her bared ankles crossed, her sketchbook already open. She flashed Rose a tentative smile.

			“When did you decide to go back to black?” Rose walked over and smoothed a palm over Tessa’s hair, ­straw-­like to the touch.

			“Just yesterday.” Tessa turned her chin, modeling. “You like?”

			“I do, I really do.” A lot better than hot pink, Rose thought, catching a chemical scent.

			Rose sat with her and chatted, and felt something like a shock to realize what a dazzler Lauren’s daughter had become over those first months of her junior year. The newly black hair, cut to bob at the nape of her neck, framed a pale face with an angular chin and smooth cheeks. Tessa was blinking a lot, maybe a contact was loose or dry, though the effect was oddly magical: a pair of butterflies quivering in tandem. Her eyes were a sea blue, perfectly matched by the polka dots covering the silk scarf tied loosely around her neck. Azra had commented just last week on Tessa’s unusual flair, how well she wedded her looks with an eclectic style peculiarly her own.

			So good to see any kind of beauty budding in this girl again. For years Tessa had been a favorite sitter for the younger kids, an older version of the Emmas. Sweet and open, wicked smart, a bit of a babbler but a joy to have around, the source of her mother’s often insufferable pride, for good reason. Lauren had compensated for Julian’s death by throwing herself into her daughter’s development and education. Advanced math, Chinese, martial arts, flute lessons with the principal player in the Colorado Symphony: by eighth grade Tessa had become a living, breathing benchmark, a proof of concept for the overinvested parenting they all practiced with varying degrees of obliviousness and guilt.

			Then, the summer before high school, something snapped.

			Rose had never quite extracted the full story from Lauren. A creative sequence of lies. A ­tenth-­grade boy with a bad reputation. A progression of risk that culminated one night when Emma Z, only eight at the time, was left alone for hours. Kev and Samantha had arrived home after midnight to find their daughter weeping under the covers, afraid to leave her bed for fear of the monsters that a wildly drunk Tessa had warned her would slice up her feet if they touched the floor.

			Tessa herself didn’t make it home until the next morning, smudged ­half ­circles beneath her eyes and a CVS bag dangling from her fingertips. Lauren confronted her at the door, but Tessa just snarled at her and disappeared into the bathroom. When she emerged an hour later, her flowing charcoal hair was gone, in its place a chopped salad dyed a cheap inky blue.

			As Tessa progressed through her early teens there had been more episodes: drinking, pills, cutting, a shoplifting bust at the mall. Lauren’s attempted interventions only made things worse, until finally she was forced to give her daughter a choice: a restrictive boarding school in Missouri for troubled girls or an intensive ­ninety-­day inpatient rehab program in Denver. Tessa chose rehab, and in the six months since returning she’d really started to pull herself together. Shed the nose rings, looked ­grown-­ups in the eye now.

			Then, a few weeks ago, Lauren had finally talked Rose into trying her daughter out as a sitter again. Tessa needed a job, she’d pleaded, and the Zellars wouldn’t budge, not until the teen had proved herself with the others.

			Everyone was rooting for her, or so Azra claimed. Rose wasn’t so sure. Samantha in particular seemed to take a guilty pleasure in watching for latent signs of Tessa’s next catastrophe.

			Rose saw her as a girl teetering on a knife’s edge, grasping for a hand.

			The doorbell chimed again. Gareth checked his phone and said, “That’ll be Kev.” He wiped his hands on a towel, looking displeased. Rose got up to answer.

			At the front door Kevin Zellar greeted her with a hearty “Hey, Doc!” and that amiable grin he switched on for business types and donors. His windbreaker rustled when he embraced her, and his breath smelled of mint, a taint of bourbon beneath the wintergreen. Kev wore his hair in a sandy sweep, combed but not fastidiously so. Rose followed his athletic stride down the hall into the kitchen.

			“Looking great, you two,” Kev said, taking in the trifold. He bent to give Emma Z a kiss and reached over to mess Q’s hair. “When’s it due?”

			“Monday,” said Z. “We have to finish this weekend.”

			“Looks ready to go.”

			“Glass of wine?” Rose asked him, mostly to annoy Gareth. “It’s a nice Shiraz.”

			“Why the hell not,” Kev said expansively, shrugging off his windbreaker.

			Behind him Gareth folded his arms. Her husband wanted to leave, get date night revved up, but after a curt nod from Rose he poured some Shiraz into a jelly jar and handed it over. Kev took a ­drawn-­out sip.

			“Long day?” Rose asked him, enjoying the moment.

			“Oh, you know, Doc, the usual. Disgruntled millionaires, twentysomething tech barons. Plus the mayor’s got a stick up his ass this week.” Kev ­fake-­grimaced and looked sheepishly at the Emmas. “Sorry, girls.”

			“Oh, believe me, Q hears worse than that in this house,” Rose said, for Gareth again.

			Tessa looked up from her sketchbook and laughed. Kev raised his jar and laughed with her, a low broker’s chuckle that played well in the political and financial circles in which the Zellars traveled. Kev served on the Crystal City Council while managing a ­high-­dollar equity fund and sitting on a dozen nonprofit boards. A bit of a flirt but rarely boorish or crude, though his attentiveness toward Rose could make Gareth squirm at times. The two men had so little in common, in bearing, looks, ambition.

			Rose hated herself for thinking in this cold way about her dutiful husband. But she also loathed dishonesty, as she’d said to their therapist many ­times—­all the false assurances that spouses whisper to themselves to keep the marital boat placid in the water.

			“You all set, sweet pea?” Kev asked his daughter.

			“Can I stay a little longer, Daddy?” Z wheedled. “Just so we can finish the captions? Please?”

			Kev looked at Rose. She shrugged. Kev tilted his jar at Gareth for another pour.

			“Fine with us, we’re getting sushi,” Gareth said, ignoring him. “Tessa, you mind?”

			“Nope.” Tessa pushed herself off the stool. Her blouse tightened against her chest.

			Rose narrowed her eyes. “Tessa,” she said pleasantly, “would you make sure Q’s lights are out by nine? You’ll probably have to take her Kindle away.”

			“No problem,” said Tessa. “I’ll just be in here, you guys.” She sauntered into the living room with her sketchbook.

			Gareth went back to the bedroom for a clean shirt and a fleece. When they left the house, Tessa was sitting by the gas fire and Kev at the kitchen table, helping himself to another pour of wine, watching the Emmas at their work.

		

	
		
			three

			Emma Z

			By fifth grade, the child’s brain has created a unique ‘self    ’ due to its one-of-a-kind neural pathways. The upgraded analytical ability also enables ­fifth ­graders’ noggins to become ­keenly—”

			“What’s a noggin?” asked Emma Z, lying on her side on Q’s bed.

			“Oh, sorry.” Emma Q slapped her hair with the open magazine. “It’s this. Your head.”

			“Then why don’t they just say that?”

			“I don’t know. Sorry,” Q said again.

			Z rolled onto her other side and looked out the bedroom window. The ­Holland-­Quinns’ house wasn’t very nice, like Z’s, and it wasn’t very big. All you could see from this window was the side of a much bigger house going up next door, replacing the tiny one that got knocked down last summer.

			All little houses in Crystal are destined for a ­scrape-­off, Emma Z’s father always joked.

			“Do you want me to keep going?” Q asked.

			“Fine,” Z sighed.

			Q took a loud breath and read on. “The upgraded analytic ability also enables fifth graders’ noggins to become keenly, painfully aware of how they fit, or don’t fit, into certain social groups. Partnered with dramatic imagination, your child may feel lonely and unaccepted, a social failure with fragile ­self-­esteem.” She paused. “Oh. My god.”

			“What?”

			“That’s a dangling modifier.”

			Z said nothing.

			Q explained: “Because ‘partnered’ doesn’t go with ‘your child,’ it goes with ‘analytic ability.’ So it shouldn’t ­be—­never mind. Sorry.”

			Emma Q was always sorry. Sorry for sounding too smart, sounding too stupid, eating too fast, reading too much, even though Z never cared how Q ate or read or what she sounded like when she talked.

			“Is there a more interesting part?”

			“I’m getting to it.” Q flipped a page. “Ooh, this is good. My mom ­underlined it. Your ­fifth ­grader is probably sliding into adolescence now, especially if she’s a girl. Don’t delay! Inform her or him about all the physical changes of puberty: breast development, pimples, bras, pubic and underarm hair, menstruation, larger ­testicles—”

			“That’s disgusting!” Z screeched and turned around, clutching a pillow. She threw it at Emma Q’s face, and the magazine fell from Q’s hands and fluttered to the floor.

			They rolled around for a while, clutching their stomachs and giggling, because breast development! and pubic hair! and menstruation! and especially testicles! which was probably the most revolting word Z had ever heard.

			When they calmed down, Z said, “Why does Rose even give you stuff like that?”

			Q shrugged. “She leaves magazines on the back of the toilet. She says she wants me to know what’s going on in my brain and my body. She says most parents think their kids are stupider than they really are, and so they try to hide things from them.”

			“Well, I’m reading Island of the Blue Dolphins right now.”

			“I read that in second grade.”

			“Me too.” Technically Z hadn’t started it yet, but it was sitting by her bed, along with ten other books her mom wanted her to read. Z hated reading but pretended to love it, because it was just easier that way.

			“Do you think it’s true, though?” Emma Q asked.

			“What?”

			“That stuff about kids who don’t belong. Who start to feel bad in fifth grade because they don’­t—­fit?”

			“Of course it’s true,” said Emma Z, sitting up on the bed, because this was something that was actually interesting. “There are lots of kids in our class who don’t fit with the rest of us. I mean, just think about Katie Johnston.”

			“She’s so, so fat,” said Emma Q in a whisper, even though they were alone.

			Emma Z smiled, looking at Q’s chubby arms. “And what about Caleb Bingham?”

			“He’s ­just—­you know.”

			Z thought of Caleb Bingham’s leg braces, the way he walked. “It’s really sad,” she said.

			“I know.”

			In the sympathetic silence that followed Z picked up her phone and texted her dad. 

			Can we go now?

			Down in the kitchen Emma Z’s father sat at the counter with Tessa, explaining something about money. Z fished a third cookie from a box in the cupboard and ignored Q’s frown. Q’s mom didn’t let her have second desserts.

			“Is that a good idea, though, do you think?” Tessa asked him, pushing some black hair behind her ear. Z looked at herself in the window above the sink and tried pushing her hair away like that. Tessa was prettier than she used to be, but the gesture looked better with long yellow hair, like Z’s.

			“Well, let me ask you,” said Kev. “What are these cheapskates paying you to sit Emma Q? Ten, twelve an hour?”

			“Fifteen,” said Tessa.

			His eyebrows went up. “Impressive. So let’s say you’re on for two hours. You combine that thirty with your next six or seven sitting gigs and buy yourself a ­two-­hundred-­dollar CD at ­two-­point-­seven percent with a ­sixty-­month term. You with me?”

			“Uh-huh,” Tessa said. She flashed a cautious glance at the Emmas and tightened her lips.

			Emma Z smiled. Uh-oh. There was an old joke in the families about her father’s money talk, which Tessa’s mom had once called Kevsplanation. Lauren did an amazing imitation of him that was always in Z’s head whenever Daddy started blabbing about investments and ­interest-­bearing checking accounts.

			“End of those five years you’ll end up with an extra, what, thirty bucks,” he went on. “Doesn’t sound like much. But you multiply that by ten, twenty, and so on, and soon you’re talking an investment of a couple thou, with a return in the low hundreds. Again, not big numbers, but you’ve got to think long term, Tessa. And that’s just a ­rinky-­dink CD. Better idea? Open a brokerage account, maybe a custodial Roth IRA, because then you’d capitalize ­on—”

			A loud giggle burst from Z’s throat. Tessa turned away with her hand on her mouth.

			Kev leaned back with his arms folded. “Oh, I see. So my life’s work is just a big joke to you girls, is that it?” He reached over and pulled Z to his lap. Z giggled wildly until her father spun her around and set her on the floor feetfirst.

			“Sorry, Kev,” said Tessa.

			“Offense taken.” Kev smiled. “Point I’m making is, the earlier you start the better. Doesn’t matter how.”

			“I understand.”

			“And hey.” His face got serious. “It’s good to see you, Tessa. Out and about.”

			“Thanks, Kev.” Tessa tossed her hair again, but she sounded serious too.

			“Good enough.” He knocked on the counter three times as he stood and looked down at Z. “You ready, sweet pea?”

			From the yard, as they walked to the car, Emma Z looked back through the front window of the little house and saw Tessa sit down with Emma Q on the sofa. Tessa began typing on her phone and Q was reading on her Kindle. They weren’t even talking. Honestly, they both looked kind of lonely.

			It must be so sad for Q, Emma Z thought, not to have a father like hers.

			Even sadder for Tessa, not to have a father at all.

		

	
		
			four

			Rose

			At Shobu they left their shoes in the vestibule and took a corner table low to the ground. Cushions rather than chairs, a space designed for intimacy. Ugh. When they were settled, Gareth split apart his chopsticks and toyed with the broken ends, waiting for Rose to crack their ­ever-­present ice.

			“The girls’ project looks good,” she said, treading the familiar. “Thank you for working with them on it.”

			“Well, I’ve learned as much as they have,” he said. “Did you know there were more than two million mustangs in the Western states at one point?”

			“Mm.”

			“And that it was Christopher Columbus who introduced horses to the New World?”

			“Really.”

			“Though apparently there’s a big debate over whether the Spanish mustang should be called an indigenous or invasive species, a native breed or a genetic interloper. Something about whether the same strain evolved in the New World, then crossed the Bering Sea before going extinct over here.”

			This made her ears perk up. “So there’s a scientific angle.”

			“­I—­guess so,” he said.

			“I didn’t see that on the trifold, though.”

			“Emma Z thought there was already too much going on.”

			“Could they maybe incorporate that into one of the panels?” she suggested. “Biohistory is big these days.”

			“It’s already over the top, don’t you think?”

			“What do you mean?”

			He shrugged. “I don’t know, all the bells and whistles. Whatever happened to good old book reports?”

			One of Gareth’s most annoying tics, these habitual bursts of Luddite nostalgia that made him sound like Rose’s father. Whatever happened to good old rotary phones? Good old typewriters? Good old manual transmissions?

			She placed her stoneware cup of miso soup against her lips. “History Day is competitive,” she said between sips, “just like everything else. But Flora ­Wilson-­Bianchi went all the way to nationals last year with a project on the Anasazi, and I don’t see why the Emmas can’t at least get to states with this horse thing.”

			Gareth cocked an eyebrow.

			“What?” she said.

			“States? They’re eleven, Rose.”

			“Mm.” She took a longer swallow, enjoying the heat.

			Gareth could be so pious about these things, regarding his status as a ­full-­time dad as a license to dismiss Rose’s concerns about Q’s development and education, to question her parenting suggestions while making her feel guilty for raising them at all. Their differences in ­approach—­the philosopher versus the helicopter, as Gareth had once infuriatingly termed ­it—­were what had finally driven them into therapy over the summer.

			Because Rose could handle Gareth’s passive attitude toward their marriage, toward Rose’s need for intimacy and passion; she had her friends and her work for those. But when it came to their daughter, she worried that his sense of failure and, well, stuckness would rub off on Q, that his ­laissez-­faire parenting style was already having an effect on their daughter’s body and mind, whether in Q’s overconsumption of the muffins and cookies he baked as ­after-­school snacks or in his unthinking indulgence of her ­whims—­as when he passively allowed her to slog through the Harry Potters for the third time rather than train her voracious reading habits on something new and challenging. Living in a pressure cooker like Crystal could be hard on kids, no doubt; but as Rose’s own education and career had taught her, it was possible to control most outcomes if you just worked steadily and planned ahead. She was still holding out hope that therapy might get Gareth to see the benefits of a more directed approach.

			“How were things at the hospital today?” he asked.

			A return to neutral ground, following the script. Very nice.

			Rose said, “Some tough cases.”

			“Back to the lab next week?”

			“This weekend, if that’s okay,” she said. “The ­pre-­application paperwork is due to the administration in a few weeks.”

			“The NIH neuro scheme?”

			She nodded and smiled, glad he’d remembered. For the past few weeks, and with the support of her chair and the dean of the medical school, Rose had been preparing her lab for a major grant application to the National Institutes of Health: five million dollars to fund a new center for the study of neurodegenerative disease. If she won it, the grant would fund the next decade of her career, take her through two promotions, support grad students and postdocs, procure new machines and laboratory ­equipment—­in short, make Rose the belle of the neurology ball. Putting together the grant would require countless late nights and serial weekends in the months ahead, all worth it in the end, she had to hope.

			Still, it was bittersweet, to have Gareth fill her in on the afternoon, share observations about their daughter she herself had been too swamped to enjoy. He made her laugh a few times as sushi came and went, remnants of a writerly wit that had once reduced her to a jittery mess.

			Oh yes, every detail of Gareth Quinn. The particular way he crossed his legs when he scribbled or typed. The curls clustered around his ears. How he revised his sentences while speaking, as if an editor’s pen were lodged in his frontal lobe; and what a lobe it was, or so the ­brain-­obsessed Rose had once thought.

			When they first met, he had just placed his short story collection, and soon after following her from Ann Arbor out to Stanford, he sold his first novel, though part of her must have worried even then that his ambition would be outstripped by circumstance. Because a ­six-­figure advance sure sounds like a lot when your ebullient fiancé first yawps about it over an extravagant wine at Chez Panisse, until you begin to understand some months later that it’s a ­low-­six-­figure advance, that 15 percent of it will go to the agent and 20 more to taxes, that the money will be arriving in six installments spread out over several ­years—­and that three of these installments will be conditional on the submission of a “highly anticipated” second novel, which your ­fiancé-­turned-­husband will never complete.

			That this was the case had become clear to Rose only after their move to Crystal. Something changed in their marriage then, in Gareth. An alteration imperceptible at first, but as Rose’s career took off, her husband’s sputtered to a stop, and with it went much of his charm and all of his ambition. Always a dispassionate intellectualizer, Gareth became ever more withdrawn, never wanting to fight or confront or yell, cultivating instead a studied indifference about virtually everything: whether to buy a new car, try a new restaurant, have a ­child . . .

			Which had always been the ­plan—­Rose’s plan. But in the face of Gareth’s ambivalence she saw a bleak future with this impassive man. Two months north of ­thirty-­five, she considered leaving him, started having avid fantasies about buying a condo off the Emerald Mall, finding a partner with drive and strong opinions, striking out on her own.

			Then, Emma.

			She could pinpoint the precise moment of conception: one of the few times they’d had sex in that whole rocky period. Rose had just learned that she’d won a first major grant for her pediatric neurology lab at Darlton. After celebrating over champagne with colleagues, she had tottered home to a ­five-­course celebratory meal prepared by her husband, who had also bought her flowers and chocolates, and so the ­diaphragm-­free lovemaking was at her initiative.

			Three weeks later, a missed period for the first time in her life.

			And now, twelve years later, ­this—­what?

			Entropy. Malaise. Slow, continuing decline. Gareth taught a fiction workshop at the community college every other semester. He kept their household running, made it easy for Rose to spend all the hours she did at the lab. But when he wasn’t teaching, Gareth tended to isolate himself, preferring time with the Emmas to ventures out into the adult world, whether for hospital functions or family gatherings. Beck Unsworth, ­Azra’s ex, was the one person in Crystal Gareth saw every now and then for a beer or a film, though Beck called infrequently now, busy with the twins’ hectic soccer schedules, plus a young wife and a new baby, the fruits of a sloppy affair. At least Gareth had never cheated, she often ­mused—­though maybe she would respect him more if he had. At least it would show a sense of purpose. A dedication. Zeal.

			She looked askance at her husband now, backlit by the sushi bar’s soft glow. For the last few minutes Rose had been picking at a sizeable ball of wasabi. Mindlessly she brought the chopsticks to her lips and swallowed it whole, as if it were nothing more than a piece of bread. Gareth stared at her, eyes shot wide, waiting for her to scream or grab for her water glass. Instead, with her tongue and gums igniting, Rose calmly reached her chopsticks into the rice bowl, lifted out a moderate hunk, and popped it in her mouth, heat tears building at the edges of her eyes.

			Later she stood in the bathroom doorway brushing her teeth, wishing their bedroom were large enough for a king. Another foot or two at night would do wonders for what was left of their marriage. Settling under the covers with her back to Gareth, she read a medical journal and waited for the touch of his hand at the top of her spine. When it came she tried not to flinch.

			“Not tonight, Gareth. I’m sorry, it’­s—”

			“It’s the wasabi,” he said. She laughed despite herself, turning to look up at him.

			“Next time.”

			“Okay.” He nodded, without visible resentment. Which somehow pissed her off.

			Then a thought occurred to her. She rolled onto her back and propped herself up on her elbows. “Hey, has Emma Z said anything about school next year?”

			“What do you mean?”

			“Samantha told me they’re looking at other options for sixth grade. Apparently Kev’s been poking around. Maybe a charter?”

			“Kev didn’t say anything.”

			“Weird.”

			“That would suck for Q, though, if Z went somewhere else.”

			“Yeah.”

			“Should we ask her? Emma, I mean?”

			“No, it’s probably nothing. I don’t want to worry her.” Rose turned back on her side and read until the letters tangled and blurred on the page. Her last sleepy impression was of her husband’s fingers slipping her journal from her hands, switching off her light.

			Episode #28: ALONE AT LAST!!!

			 . . . 6 ­views . . .

			TESSA [seated in dim light]: Hello, no one. It’s me again, with a big ­shout-­out to my millions of adoring fans, aka my squad from inpatient. Hey, Deke. Hey, Tiny. Hey, Jessica. ’Sup, Maurice? [long sigh] There’s something so creepy about an empty house, you know? I mean, not literally ­empty—­the little brat’s asleep upstairs and ­all—­but it’s quiet. I kind of need that sometimes. So, you guys, this is only my second time babysitting since I got back. It’s ridiculous that Q even needs a sitter, I mean, my mom left me alone with Xander when I was like ten so give me a break. Plus she’s such a little blob, just sits around reading and does whatever Rose tells her to do because she wants her to be such a “big achiever.” So cringey.

			[Camera wobbles as Tessa shifts on sofa; reclining now.]

			Anyway, so the big news, just in case you bitches are actually watching this. I got a job. A real job, not this bullshit. [Looks around.] It’s at a secondhand called BloomAgain. They sell fancy used stuff on consignment. The owner is Azra, this sweet friend of my mom’s, and she’s giving me three shifts a week because, quote, Tessa, I’ve always liked your style, unquote, but I mean, come on, it’s a pity job, obvs. But it pays pretty well, and you get a commission on all the stuff you sell, and besides you guys know clothes are my jam. And don’t worry, I’m not burning my paycheck on blow or pills or whatever like last time. ­Though . . . [looks left] a girl does have needs.

			[Reverse to view of kitchen. Open wine bottle and jelly jar on counter. Tessa’s hand pours red wine.]

			So, babysitting. Honestly? When you have to change diapers and feed them and all, it sucks. But once they’re older and kind of doing their own thing you get paid to basically do whatever. The fuck. You want.

			[Raises glass to mouth. Two sips. Pours rest of wine down drain.]

			Not exactly an environment conducive to sobriety, am I right? But I’m doing my best, you guys. I mean, come on, two sips?

			[Long sigh; phone propped against kitchen wall now, arms on counter, close-up with chin on wrists.]

			I’m so glad we have this vlog, cuz I really miss our squad, you know? Like I swear I’d even go back to ­forty-­day group at Sweet Meadow just to see you guys again, and I’m not even kidding. And the way they look at me now? I could have smacked that little worried frown off Rose’s face when I walked in tonight. Bitch tried to hide it but she’s so transparent, worried that I’ll snoop around and steal shit like I used to do, dig through their pathetic little lives. Everybody thinks I’m like Lizzie Borden or some killer nanny from the news, like they’ll come home and find their little kids butchered in their beds, or I’ll bang their disgusting husbands. They’re all so smug, think they know everything because they’re ­grown-­ups, but they don’t. They fucking don’t. [Bites lip, tears up.] It’s just that it’s hard sometimes to figure out why I should bother. What am I even doing this for? What do I even want out of life? It’s like group. Oh my god, do you guys remember Dr. ­Doocy—­Dr. Douchecanoe? [Moves closer to camera; in a low, mannish voice:] “What’s your ­five-­year plan? What’s your endgame, people?” [Backs away.] That’s the question, you know? What’s my endgame?
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