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Dedication

For my Leahey ladies. Always.





Epigraph

Her stockings are torn but she is beautiful.

—ADRIENNE RICH
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Beach Week 2022

DAY SIX

Peter Cameron had been missing for a few hours when they found his body floating near the 97th Street Jetty. A fisherman spotted him just before 5:30 a.m., one sleeve of his teal gingham button-down caught between two rocks, the other fluttering with the current, his limp and bloated body bathed in early morning sun. “We got lucky,” the detective tells Tess Cameron when he calls her an hour later. “He must have fallen into the marina. The rip tide pulled him toward the jetty. It’s the only reason he didn’t sink, and then we may have never found him.”

“Lucky,” Tess repeats, her voice hopeful. She’s in the kitchen of their vacation home in Rocky Cape, New Jersey. They bought it three years ago—before the world shut down and prices ballooned, their foresight a point of dubious personal pride. This is their first summer living in it after two years of gutting the insides, the scent of new paint clinging to the walls like an old habit. She runs a hand along the counter, made from a tree that fell during a thunderstorm in the backyard of their home just outside of Philadelphia. Peter spent countless weekends at the Shore house during the renovation, making sure that it was all perfect for her. It had, in fact, come together perfectly, her dream retreat for her beautiful family of four. She rubs a thumb across the fresh ding in the wood at the corner of the island, where she had thrown a baby monitor at Peter less than forty-eight hours earlier as he revealed all the secrets he’d been keeping from her. The monitor missed his head by an inch, but left its bite and a reminder of Tess’s anger in the butcher block.

Still, even now, as she cradles her cell against her ear, she can’t help but appreciate the serenity the space encourages, the way it taunts her to relax, despite the situation. She’s been worried since 1:17 a.m., to be precise, when she groggily rolled toward Peter’s side of the bed and realized it was empty. Tess checked her phone, three missed calls from him, her heart pounding as she opened her voicemail inbox. Tess, she listened to Peter say, his voice distant, slurred. I’m so, so, so, so sorry. I don’t deserve you. I don’t deserve the twins. I love you. I love you. I love you. She felt annoyed at first. He had promised not to drink, to come home with a clear head. She listened more closely and heard some rustling, like he was walking and carelessly holding his phone. I’ll fix this, he said. I’ll fix it. He said nothing else, but the call didn’t end. Tess flipped her phone, pressing her ear near the speaker, hoping for some sort of clue, some hint of where he was. After a minute of jumbled white noise, she heard a quick gasp and—well, she wasn’t sure. A splash maybe? Then the line went dead. She immediately called 911.

“So he’s okay?” she asks the detective. She pulls her phone from her ear and presses “speaker,” noticing it’s a little after 7 a.m. The twins are still sleeping, their chubby fifteen-month-old limbs curled in their cribs, each of them snuggled cozily in matching sleep sacks. “Thank god.” She sits on a rattan barstool and takes a sip of her espresso, her fourth of the morning. Her hand shakes, from either caffeine or fear, she’s not sure. All Tess can think about is the thousand ways she wants to apologize, to sit down with Peter like the reasonable partners they are and talk—not scream, just talk—about their problems, about the ways Peter messed up, yes, but also the ways she didn’t listen to him, didn’t see his cries for help. She wants to erase yesterday’s fight, erase the things she spat at him just before he left for the Devines’ party. She wants to hold Peter in her arms and never let go, to drag him to Uncle Joe’s Pancake House for breakfast with the twins, laughing as all three stuff their faces with stacks of chocolate chip goodness. “Is he there? Can you put him on?”

There’s a pause on the other side of the line, and Tess’s stomach drops. “Mrs. Cameron, I’m so sorry for the confusion.” The detective gulps, and she hears him take a deep breath. “Your husband’s dead.”

Tess stares at her cell phone on the island counter, the entire act feeling detached from reality, like she’s watching a movie of someone else’s life. Because this can’t be hers. She can’t have a life without Peter in it. She collapses to the floor, the noise escaping the deepest parts of her like a deer bleeding out. The twins’ monitor suddenly lights up and they’re crying too. Mama mama mama, they shout. Dada dada dada. But he’s not coming. Not for the twins, or for Tess.

She knows only one thing for certain. Somehow, this is the Devines’ fault.

Blocks away, the Devine sisters sip freshly poured cups of coffee—black for Kimmy, with oat milk and honey for Erin—on the back deck of their childhood home. It’s off the kitchen and family room; like most waterfront houses in Rocky Cape, the floor plan is inverted, so they loom above their backyard, quietly taking in the glassy surface of the bay, the only disturbance the occasional mullet or bluefish leaping toward survival. “So,” Kimmy says, breaking the silence, “would you rate last night a disaster of major proportions, or a disaster of epic proportions?”

Erin laughs, but she’s missing her signature lightness, her eyes still puffy from crying herself to sleep. She takes another sip of her coffee, then pulls her legs up to her chest and looks back toward the bay. “Do you regret coming back?” she asks, not able to meet her big sister’s eyes.

Kimmy reaches across the table, her hand on Erin’s. “We all make mistakes, Er.”

Erin turns to her sister, her hand retreating like Kimmy’s is covered in muck. “That’s your sage advice?” Her brows vee in irritation, and Kimmy realizes she’s said the exact wrong thing. “We all make mistakes, Erin. Except me, because I’m perfect and can do no wrong.” Erin pitches her voice and flutters her arms, her impression of Kimmy like a prissy brownnose tattling on the class cheat.

“Is there a reason you insist on acting like a ten-year-old every second of your life?” Kimmy rolls her eyes. “You know that’s not what I think.” Because she’s made mistakes too; fifteen years ago, when she left this place and swore she’d never be back—and this past week, when she found herself hypnotized by the steady crash of the ocean’s waves. Their calm reassurance, their soothing siren call, made her think this town had softened like a piece of glass washed up with the tide. How easily she was lulled back to the past, slipping it on like a pair of last year’s sandals, broken in and comfortable, forgetting about the blisters they gave her when worn too long. “To answer your question: It’s weird to be home. I don’t regret it, but I feel like my body’s fighting between rationality and muscle memory.” And want, she thinks. Fifteen years of ignoring it, only for it to explode with a sudden and spectacular speed.

“I am glad you’re here.” Erin’s expression lightens, and Kimmy thinks of the night before, the way Erin’s wails bounced across the freshly cut front lawn of the yacht club, her body shaking in Kimmy’s arms with each sob. How she ushered Erin into an Uber before anyone could see her, the drama hidden from the crowd of everyone important to the future of their family’s business tipsily gossiping inside. “Seriously, I couldn’t get through this without you. Who else will keep the Peeping Tom that is Carissa Devine out of my business?” She nods toward the sliding glass door between the deck and the eat-in kitchen, where their mom stands, her hand on the handle but unmoving.

“Oh god.” Kimmy stands and opens the door for Carissa. “Hello, Mother dear,” she says with a playful curtsy. “May we help you?”

Carissa stands there, her face pale and her eyes looking past them at the water, as if in a trance.

“Mom, what’s wrong?” Erin asks, also rising from her chair.

“Peter Cameron.” She pauses. “He’s dead.”

“What?” Erin asks, her face confused. “What do you mean?”

Carissa shakes her head, as if to snap awake, her shocked expression replaced with one of motherly duty, the type she only wears during the most serious conversations. “Ben Lamb just called. You know he’s a detective now? Peter never came home from the party last night, and Tess called the police.”

“This doesn’t make sense,” Kimmy says. “He was just with us. Literally hours ago. This can’t be true.”

Carissa looks back at the bay, her eyes fluttering as she talks. Kimmy and Erin’s dad, Bill, is circling it, his arms splashing against the navy surface as he completes his morning swim. “They think it was a suicide.”

Erin drops her mug and it shatters, creamy coffee and ceramic shards scattering across the deck. The phrase “happy place,” etched into one side, is now in pieces, the letters as disjointed as the thoughts in her head.

“Oh, honey.” Carissa rushes inside to grab a towel. Erin crouches to pick up the fragments, her motion mindlessly robotic. It’s not until she slices the tip of her finger, the blood dripping against the wood of the deck, that she looks up to see Kimmy crouching next to her, her hand wrapping around Erin’s finger to pressure the cut, but it’s too big, too deep to stop, and now both their hands are bloody.

Kimmy looks up at Erin, her mouth tight. “Er, what did you do?”
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Beach Week 2022

DAY ONE

Kimmy pulls up to her childhood home, the familiar crackle of the crushed seashell driveway rumbling under her car’s wheels. Erin runs across the front lawn, wrists covered in bangles and charm bracelets that sing like wind chimes as she waves, her sheer cover-up floating with each skip.

“You’re here!” Erin says. “Here, here, here! And damn, did you travel in style.” She bounces as she opens the driver’s-side door and bends over the front seat of Kimmy’s white Tesla.

“Oh, stop. It’s just a rental.” Kimmy breathes in Erin, the blend of jasmine and sandalwood from the Love Potion essential oil she ironically started using during her (still pending) divorce.

“Sis,” Kimmy says, closing her eyes as she holds Erin. They squeeze tighter for a second, the tips of Kimmy’s fingers indenting her sister’s back. “God, I missed you. Let me take you in, you little beam of sunshine.” Erin lets go and steps away from the car, twirling again.

She’s fitter than she was three Decembers before, the last time Kimmy saw her in person, when they both visited their parents’ house on 114th Street in Rocky Cape for Christmas. Erin was there with Kent, her husband at the time. She seemed off, malnourished and disengaged. Kimmy had been in town for less than thirty-six hours, so she never got to press Erin on what was up. And then, during the height of early COVID, she announced she was getting divorced and moved home. A few months later, their mom told Kimmy that Erin had a miscarriage after two rounds of IVF and three failed embryo transfers, and it had been the final straw in her marriage to Kent; Erin never told Kimmy because she’d been embarrassed, not wanting to burden Kimmy with her problems. Seeing Erin, the bright smile and tanned skin and full figure—which she’d lost in the months leading up to her divorce, when she’d cut out almost anything that wasn’t organic and green and recommended by a fertility influencer—Kimmy lets out a sigh of relief and clicks off her seat belt. Their mom had been right. “You’re glowing, Erin. Really, truly glowing.” She crawls out of her car and opens her arms. “Come here and give this sap one more hug.”

It seems being home cured Erin, the sun and sand and salty air doing what it has for so many others: giving her a new start, or at least the promise of one. “Mom’s waiting,” Erin says, transitioning from a hug to a sideways embrace, her arms still around Kimmy as she pulls her toward their house. A single step past the threshold and Kimmy teleports to the late 2000s. Familiarity kicks in as she slings her flip-flops off to the shoe bucket to her right, the ceramic tile in the circular foyer cold under her feet. The storm-blue walls, which had been a light shade of butter all through Kimmy’s high school years, are still covered in framed photographs snaking the stairwell. Kimmy takes them in as they walk upstairs: she and Erin sandy on the beach, their toddler thighs like four croissants; Kimmy with her prom up-do, Erin beaming next to her in a T-shirt; their senior photos airbrushed to two-dimensionality. Above, a hand-blown glass chandelier hangs, the first big purchase Kimmy’s parents made after opening a second Devine’s Hardware and Home store in Oceanwind two decades ago. Kimmy had been embarrassed by the fixture for most of her teen years; it screams nineties, its multicolored glow like a jellyfish explosion. Now, though, she understands the pride it represents, the hard work and planning and saving. Of having Made It. After building a career that is solely hers and closing the biggest deal of her professional life a few months ago, she can finally afford a Made It purchase of her own. She’s still not sure what, exactly, her chandelier is, but she thinks, This is mine, every single time she checks her bank accounts. No one can touch it. I will never have to go back.

Yet here she is, in her childhood home. Kimmy was in London for the bulk of 2020, only able to FaceTime with her family, and then she was wrapped up in a career-making deal that kept her away even after COVID flight restrictions eased. When her dad started complaining of back pain this past April, Erin joked to Kimmy that he had the man-cold version of long COVID, and they both laughed about it until he came in from a five-mile run in May and collapsed on the kitchen floor. Carissa called Kimmy with the news of his heart attack—he was stable, going to be fine, totally fine, she added—but in a straight tone Kimmy hadn’t heard before, said, “It’s time to come home, Kimberly. The stress of running Devine’s is killing your father. We need you.” Her mom’s call gave her the push, but in truth it was the emptiness of her daily hustle that made her leap. What was the point of working to live if her life had so totally and completely become all about work? She quit her job at her private equity firm the next month, wrapped up the polished world she had spent over a decade curating, and moved back to Rocky Cape—to be with her family, and to take over the business.

Already, she feels the pull toward the past, everything about this place like a revisionist tidal wave, knocking out all the bad and leaving the good untouched, vivid and grasping at Kimmy’s most ancient longings. Her mind wanders for a moment to him, wondering if he’ll be at Beach Week. She wants to ask Erin if she has any new gossip, nudging her to spill whatever she’s heard about his whereabouts, but she shakes the thought. One minute at home and she’s already reverted to a boy-crazy teen with a heart-pounding crush. She inhales, her rib cage expanding. Stop being desperate, she tells herself. You are better than that. You have bigger things to worry about. Exhale.

“If it isn’t my long-lost daughter.” Carissa walks toward Kimmy with her arms open and hips sashaying. Despite the humidity, her hair falls in a perfectly straight line just below her chin, the gray invisible, edges smoothed from keratin—and despite the hours she spends on the beach weekly, her forehead is unwrinkled, hardly moving under the weight of her thrice-annual Botox treatment. “Oh, my sweet girl, I’ve missed having you here in my arms.” The top of Carissa’s head brushes the bottom of her oldest daughter’s chin, her petite frame giving her a pixie vibe.

“Hi, Mom.” Kimmy pats Carissa’s shoulder as she pulls away. “It’s not like I don’t call you multiple times a week. You act like I’m coming home from war or something.”

“No mother should ever go more than two years without holding her daughter. I’ve hated that I see you more on my phone screen than I do in person,” Carissa says, going in for a second hug. “And now, after all this time, I finally get both my girls under the same roof for good.” She places her hands on Kimmy’s upper arms and smiles, her happiness brimming.

“Kimmy, come look in the kitchen,” Erin says. “The club sent over some cocktails and apps for us to test before your homecoming party on Saturday and OMG are they to die for.” Kimmy follows Erin into the kitchen, the quartzite island covered in plates of hors d’oeuvres and two pitchers of sparkling orange liquid.

Kimmy picks up a short rib and takes a huge bite, the sauce dripping down her chin. “Oh yikes,” she says, dabbing her face with a napkin. “Apparently I’m starving.”

“Try this one.” Erin pushes over a pulled pork slider topped with coleslaw. Kimmy stuffs the whole thing in her mouth, crossing her eyes at Erin as she chews and swallows. Something about being under this roof with her baby sister brings out her inner child, which feels like it’s been hibernating for far too long.

“That was impressive,” Erin says, laughing. Kimmy beams back; it’s so good to hear her sister laugh again.

“Or obnoxious, if you’d like my opinion,” Carissa says, her penchant for Emily Post–approved etiquette never tired. She slides two martini glasses full of bubbly Aperol spritzes to Kimmy and Erin. She picks up her own, her eyes already welling. “To my girls. Finally, finally, finally all together.”

“Jeez, Mom. We’ve been reunited for, what? Five minutes? And you’ve already brought the waterworks,” Erin says, but the three look at one another, smiling, as they each take a sip.

There’s a minor lull, then Kimmy asks, “The club isn’t serving spritzes in these, right?” Her drink sloshes up the rim of her glass. “That would be a hot mess. And super nineties, which I understand are back, but not like this; these glasses scream mashed potato bar unless you’re serving martinis or Manhattans.” She takes another sip. “Also, let’s pass on all the sloppy comfort food? I don’t want to have, like, a barbeque beard while catching up with Mr. and Mrs. Wilson.”

“Are these better for you, princess? God, you are annoying.” Erin turns around and pulls out thin juice glasses, setting them on the island near Kimmy. “Obviously the club knows what it’s doing. Only, what,” she says, looking at her watch, “two minutes at home and Miss Bossy Pants has already emerged. Sometimes it cracks me up that you were such a shit show at the end of high school. Like, who even was that girl?”

Kimmy wants to avoid that particular walk down memory lane; she turns to her mom. “How’s Dad? Is he home?”

Carissa waves her hand in the air. “He’s at the boardwalk setting up for the auction. And you know how he is. ‘Everything’s fine! I’m fine! I don’t want to talk about it!’ I think he’s convinced if he ignores it, his hypertension will just go away. He hasn’t told anyone he’s planning to retire, just so you know,” she says, trailing off with a warning eye.

“Who am I going to tell?” Kimmy laughs. “Besides Erin, Nikki’s the only person I talk to from here, and she’s not even coming back for Beach Week.”

Carissa nods, holding eye contact a beat longer than normal, then points to a console table off the kitchen where vases with mixes of peonies, parrot tulips, and gloriosa lilies sit in various combinations. “These are all for you, by the way. Aren’t they stunning?” Carissa says, walking to the display and petting the edge of a vase.

“Oh, wow,” Kimmy says, following Carissa. She picks a card up from an arrangement. Welcome home, Kimmy! We’re so proud of the amazing woman you’ve become. “Aw, look—this one is from the Camerons. How are they?” Kimmy hadn’t heard their name in years, save the occasional update from her parents. They had been the Devines’ neighbors for a few summers. Peter was their only son and Erin’s teenage crush—and, if Kimmy remembered, he seemed to enjoy her adoration a touch too much. Kimmy once caught Erin carving a heart with PC at its center inside her desk drawer; Kimmy promised she wouldn’t tell their parents that Erin had vandalized their property if she did Kimmy’s chores for two weeks.

“In Florida most of the time,” Carissa says. “They sold their house a few years ago, but Peter—their son, remember him?—he and his wife bought a place on Ninety-Ninth Street. They’re the sweetest couple with the most adorable twins. Erin’s seen Peter a few times since he’s been back. He RSVP’d that he’s coming on Saturday.”

Kimmy looks over her shoulder at Erin, giving her a what-am-I-missing look, but Erin just nods her head, then takes another sip of her drink. “You know, Stevie grows the peonies in this tiny, sheltered greenhouse she built herself,” Erin says, changing the subject. “And obviously she still remembers your favorite flowers. I swear I didn’t even mention it to her.”

“Stevie? As in, Stephanie Long?” Kimmy puts her drink on the island, her lips suddenly pursed. She doesn’t want to make it a thing, but how could it not be? The last time Kimmy talked to Stevie, they were both newly eighteen, slinging insults at each other as they watched their once impenetrable friendship crumble in real time.

“Yes, duh. The Flower Box is still the best place here unless you want, like, a total granny bouquet. And you know they have the best prices. That hasn’t changed, even since Stevie took over.”

“You talk to her? To Stevie, I mean?”

Carissa looks at both her daughters, raising her hands. Shortly after Kimmy and Stevie fell out, she would poke and prod during her conversations with Kimmy to see if there was any hope for reconciliation. But all Kimmy did was shut down, telling her mom that she could never understand. So Carissa stopped, and now it’s an unspoken rule that they don’t discuss Stevie. “I’m going to call your father and check that all’s okay with the auction prep.” She backs away, nearly scurrying out of the kitchen. Kimmy looks to Erin for an explanation.

“Yeah.” Erin’s gaze turns to the floor, not wanting to see the shock crossing her sister’s face. “We do a morning walk about once a week. Honestly, Kimmy, I thought enough time had passed. I was so alone when I first moved home. And Stevie has always been like a second sister to me.”

Kimmy’s throat catches. Her saliva turns sour, the memory of it all like bile she thought she had expelled. “God, this town is so fucking small.” She presses her temple with one hand, the other pushing against the counter. “Erin—” She stops when she sees her sister’s expression, the worry that Erin’s done something unforgivable sparking a disorienting déjà vu. “It’s fine,” Kimmy says suddenly, picking up her drink and taking a sip. She licks the mustache of orange kissing her top lip. “Fine. Totally fine.”

Erin puts her hand on Kimmy’s arm, the warmth a reminder of the love Kimmy will always have for her. “Are you sure? Because I can stop the walks. It’s different now that you’re home.”

Kimmy’s watch suddenly vibrates. “Shit, I need to get ready for the auction.” Kimmy gives Erin’s right cheek a quick pat. “We’re good, Erin. Always.”

“Always,” Erin says with a smile, humming as she turns to the sink to pour out their drinks.
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Their legs push against the sand like pulled taffy, stretching then hitting but never breaking, over and over, the cycle mesmerizing as the tension forms the perfect shape. The afternoon air is fresh, the beach hardly marked, minus Stevie and Kimmy’s footprints. They run in silence, pacing each other to push a little harder, churn a little faster. There’s a shadow over the beach, that friendly fall light that looks like it’s out of a movie, hopeful yet sentimental. When they pass the Windbreaker Hotel, the two-and-a-half-mile mark, Stevie pauses, hands on knees, eyes facing the ocean. Kimmy jogs in place, her weight shifting from left to right.

“You okay?” she asks, still bouncing.

Stevie lifts her chest, shaking her arms, her hips, her legs. “Fine, I think.” She massages her right knee, then kicks her leg behind, holding her ankle against her butt. The stretch doesn’t help, the slight pain in her knee tenacious. “Actually, can we walk back?” Stevie sees the annoyance in Kimmy’s face, just a flash, before she says okay.

They take the first few steps in silence, Kimmy pressing pause on the tiny iPod shuffle attached to her bra strap and pulling out her headphones. “Your knee again?”

Stevie nods, giving her leg another kick. The feeling persists, a stab that keeps thrumming. She limps for a few steps, then feels it calm, her walking pained but not impossible. “My dad thinks I’m overreacting, but my mom wants me to go see a doctor about it. I think she’s afraid it’s serious.” Kimmy bites her lip. They both know a serious injury isn’t a possibility; Stevie’s legs are her ticket to an out-of-state college. Her parents got divorced two years earlier after her dad lost his fifth sales job in three years; they’re still negotiating his alimony payments, the only reason he’s stayed in Rocky Cape. The Flower Shop, which her mom solely owns, pays the bills and puts dinner on the table, but it doesn’t provide oodles in extra cash each year and definitely won’t cover much beyond a New Jersey public university tuition. Her dad is adamant Stevie should have bigger dreams than taking over the family business, and says if she doesn’t want to end up like him, she needs a private college education. So there can’t be problems with her knee, as he repeatedly makes very clear, never owning his own measly contributions to her education fund. Stevie doesn’t know what she wants, what she should want; she just knows she doesn’t want to let anyone down. “Honestly, I’m sure it’s nothing.”

Kimmy grips her shoulder. “It’ll be totally okay.” They take a few more steps in silence, then Kimmy gently punches Stevie on her upper arm. “You better ice that before we go to Nick’s.” She smiles, knowing the mention of his name will make Stevie completely forget her knee.

“Ugh,” she says, the slightest hitch in her walk. “Am I pathetic? I’m totally pathetic.”

“Stop.” Kimmy hops in front of Stevie, grabbing her hands as she walks backward. “He’ll come around. I mean, you started reading the Bible for him, for Christ’s sake. What more does he want from you?”

Stevie says nothing, loosening the tie holding her frizzed hair, letting her curls fall before scooping them again, pulling her pony tighter and tighter until it nearly gives her a facelift. Kimmy’s hair is in a single French braid, the sections even as they weave toward the nape of her neck, her highlights—painted on at the fancy salon in Philly her mom drives her and her sister to every six weeks—like woven gold. They’re about the same height, but Stevie always feels like Kimmy is inches taller, her bones elvish compared to Stevie’s denser build. The one plus: Stevie’s boobs are way bigger, a point she secretly relishes. She doesn’t fault Kimmy for the easy way things seem to come to her—good grades, excellent race times, attention from boys; it’s part of what makes being her friend so fun, the proximity to a way of life Stevie craves, the proximity to being the best. But a part of Stevie is always a little happy when she hears the guys make fun of Kimmy’s flat chest behind her back.

“Want to get ready at my house?” Kimmy asks, her hand cupped over her eyes as the sun sharpens overhead.

“Ooh, cool beans. Race you back there?” Stevie says, then tries a slow jog again. Her knee still hurts, but not like before. She doesn’t want to miss today’s workout, so she pushes past, her trot turning into a run. Kimmy, a few feet behind, fumbles to put in her headphones. She presses play, and within seconds she’s next to Stevie, dots of sweat collecting on Stevie’s upper lip. Kimmy picks up the pace and Stevie sprints to stay by her side.

In Kimmy’s room, Stevie splays her body in an X on the queen-size mattress, her head surrounded by jewel-tone throw pillows embroidered with shiny beads and tassels. They wear flared jeans and chunky white sneakers, topped with oversize sweatshirts (Kimmy’s borrowed from her boyfriend, Brian, and Stevie’s, ripped in a V at the neckline, from her collection of XC team gear) with tight camis underneath, their weekend uniform. Stevie adjusts the hot-pink push-up bra she got at Victoria’s Secret a few weeks ago, not thinking anyone will see it, but just in case. Kimmy goes braless, for the exact same reason.

“Here,” Kimmy says, throwing Stevie an assortment of lip gloss in metallic packaging. “My mom just ordered these for Devine’s. She’s trying to find new ways of getting people into the store. Cute, right?” Stevie pulls a tube from the box, screwing off its clear cap. It smells like a cotton-candy-injected strawberry, the taste tickling her tongue as she shellacs her lips. She hops off the bed and stands next to Kimmy, cocking one hip and putting a hand on the other.

“Ooh, pretty!” Kimmy says, turning to face Stevie for a second, then turning back toward the mirror, mascara wand in hand.

“That’s hot,” Stevie says, doing her best Paris Hilton and pursing her lips into a kiss. She flips her hair, strutting in a circle.

“Oh my god, Stevie. You kill me.” Kimmy isn’t actually laughing, too concentrated on separating each lash as she bats her lids, her face inches from the mirror, but she gives a small smile. Stevie is always doing impressions, her way of deflecting compliments. Sometimes Kimmy thinks the guys would be more into Stevie if she wasn’t always trying so hard to be funny. Over the past year, she noticed they increasingly prefer when they, not the girls, are the ones making everyone laugh. Like her boyfriend, Brian; he’s called Stevie “quirky”—code for weird—more than a few times.

She grabs the tube and puts some on her lips too. “Twins,” Kimmy says, her arm draped over Stevie’s shoulders. They look nothing alike, complete foils in many ways, but have been inseparable since they were five, when they both sat at the Orange Table in kindergarten.

Stevie looks at the gloss on Kimmy, a ping of envy hitting so fast she almost doesn’t notice. The gloss settles better on Kimmy’s lips, of course, but she swats away the thought and puts her arm around Kimmy’s waist. “Twins,” she repeats, the evening light spilling through the bedroom window, landing so Kimmy’s profile slightly shadows Stevie’s face.

The door flies open, Erin bursting in, knobby knees poking out of a frayed jean skirt, her lanky legs barely filling her Uggs. “Um, knock much?” Kimmy says, chucking the tube of gloss at Erin’s head, missing by an inch.

“Psycho,” Erin says, her hands Ferris wheeling around her ears as she looks to Stevie, her audience. Laugh, her eyes say, plead, her need for validation the scarlet letter of teenhood. Erin was a bit of a disjointed bloomer, all her features developing at different times, a confusing Picasso until this past summer, when it all came together. So long as she isn’t slouching, her big lips and doe eyes and frail collarbone make her look more mature than Kimmy, who’s only fourteen months older but two grades above Erin. “Where are you guys going tonight?” Erin asks, sinking into the bed.

“Young Life at Nick’s,” Stevie says, referencing the weekly evangelical club Stevie attends because it’s hosted by Nick, and Kimmy attends because Stevie needs a wingwoman. She plops back into an X on the bed, her dark hair falling into a halo around her crown. Erin takes a few strands, starting to braid them as she asks more questions.

“Ooh, Nick’s,” Erin says, batting her eyes at Stevie. “Are you still Nick Rolland’s biggest fan?”

Stevie picks up a pillow, throwing it at Erin, missing and instead hitting Kimmy’s back. The mascara wand in her hand slips, a streak of black trailing across her cheek.

“Can you two not?” she asks, muttering “children” under her breath. Stevie turns on the bed, belly down, her body between Erin and the pillows. “Do you like my new look?” she asks, mouth smooshed in a fish shape, slurpy sounds rolling off the thick sheen. Erin grabs the pillow from behind Stevie and smacks her face.

“Freako,” she says, her vocabulary of late composed of reductive words that all end with o. Though not sisters by blood, Erin and Stevie have a bond that’s nearly as close as Erin’s with Kimmy, Stevie almost as consistent a presence in Erin’s life. A softer presence, one without the fighting and competition and occasional resentment, the normal stuff of teenage sisterhood that, despite its banal commonness, always feels impossible in the moment. Sometimes, when Stevie’s over for sleepovers with Kimmy, she sneaks into Erin’s room to ask about school or boys or dance, then launches into a complaint about Kimmy, like the time Kimmy wouldn’t talk to Stevie for twenty minutes after Stevie beat her in a game of gin rummy. Erin loves when they complain about Kimmy; Stevie’s the only other person who understands what it’s like to know someone so well, so deeply, you both adore and detest them with all your heart.

“That looks ridiculous,” Erin says, smearing her finger across Stevie’s lips. “What is this goo, anyway? It smells like Rainbow Brite barfed all over you.” She lifts her finger, covered in pink gloss, to her nose and makes a face.

“Don’t hate me cause you ain’t me,” Stevie says, hopping up from the bed and looking out the window. “Ooh.” She points to a huge moving truck parked in front of the house next door. “New neighbors? They have to be shoobies, right?” The three girls huddle by the window, their noses nearly pressed against the glass. A woman with bright pink readers propped atop a sleek blond bob motions the movers toward the house, a conductor leading her symphony. The furniture and décor are shades of candy pastels, hues embraced by vacationers in the area who don’t have to worry about everyday wear.

“Oh yeah,” Kimmy says. “Carissa already got the scoop. She said their last name is Cameron and they live in the Philly suburbs. They’re planning to come for part of the summer. It doesn’t sound like they’ll have a ton of renters. The dad’s a doctor or something, I can’t remember exactly.”

From behind the woman, a boy—no, a man, maybe a few years older than them, appears. “Mmm, well okay, then,” Stevie says. “At least they’re hot shoobies.”

Erin presses her nose harder, her breath fogging the glass. “Drool much?” Kimmy says, walking away to finish her makeup. Erin closes her eyes, imaging a life where her sister isn’t such a bitch.

Kimmy’s phone, charging on her nightstand, pings, and Erin, the closest, picks it up to pass to Kimmy, but pauses, and unable to resist her little sisterly urge, she flips open the phone to snoop. “Um, Kimmy,” she says, “why are you texting with Justin Fitzpatrick?”

“Oh my god, random. Let me see!” Stevie crawls on top of Erin, grabbing for the phone. They wrestle a moment, the phone bouncing between their grasps. Kimmy runs over, grabbing it midair, and clicks the text open on her keypad.

los3r u going to YL tonite

She’s surprised. Justin is not the Bible-thumping type.

Of course, it’s at Nick’s. You going? Didn’t take you for a Jesus lover

He answers almost immediately.

down wit g-o-d, u kno me

cya there brah

Kimmy pauses for a second, a flit of illicit energy jolting her body, then startled, she shuts her phone, tossing it into her bag. “Stevie, you ready?”

“Um, so you’re just going to ignore my question?” Erin asks, her tiny frame curled against the edge of the bed as she stares at Kimmy. “What would your precious boyfriend, Brian, say?” she adds, a mischievous grin springing to her lips. Brian Accardi is co-captain of the soccer team, the only junior ever to earn the title. A member of the National Honor Society. Class president. Kimmy is also a proud member of the NHS, as well as vice president of their school’s Key Club and captain-in-waiting of the cross-country team, just biding her time until senior year. They’ve been friends since freshman year of high school; she knew of him, had seen him play against her school’s soccer team during middle school and junior high district matches. Brian always seemed to have a girlfriend, usually a cheerleader or field hockey player or dancer, their common trait performing athletic feats in skirts. Kimmy was taken too; she had a long-distance boyfriend she met over the summer, who lived in Morristown. He was two years older, and since both of them were inherent homebodies, they fit into one another’s social lives perfectly, rarely seeing each other in person—until his senior year, when he started going out more and Kimmy felt him drift, which led her to hang out with Brian and his friends more and more throughout her sophomore year. By the summer before their junior year, Kimmy was single and so was Brian. They shared a first kiss in Derek Kasanaar’s hot tub, walking their towel-clad bodies into Derek’s living room to applause from him and his longtime girlfriend Katie Ray, Stevie, Nick, and Ben Lamb, the fourth and oft disregarded wheel to the Brian-Derek-Nick trifecta. Kimmy felt like she’d not only been initiated into the Rocky Cape Club of Golden Children, but named its queen.

“You really are a psycho, you know that?” Kimmy says, throwing her phone in her purse. “We have American history together, so Justin is a friend. Am I not allowed to have those? And he’s friends with Brian. So stop being a loser.” Still, she feels her cheeks warm, hopes their flush goes unnoticed.

Stevie shrugs, jumping off the bed. “Do you want to come to Nick’s tonight, Erin? It’s mostly juniors and seniors, but this get-together is technically for whoever.”

“Stevie,” Kimmy starts, “she can’t—”

“That sounds like a wonderful idea!” Carissa is in the hallway, full laundry basket cradled against her stomach. She’s in workout clothes, her hair swept into a high pony, post-powerwalk flyaways springing near her temples. “Erin, I think it would do you good to spend a little time with the Bible.” Carissa isn’t religious, but she’s spiritual, something she told Kimmy every Sunday growing up when Kimmy asked why they weren’t going to church, why they had to miss out on what, in the years before parties and licenses, was the highlight of social activity on the weekends. These days, building an entire evening around worship is far less appealing to Kimmy, but Young Life at Nick’s doesn’t usually feel religious. His dad is an assistant coach on the soccer team, so most of the players attend, plus friends and girlfriends and Nick’s groupies, who pant when Nick, with his dark wavy hair and Crest commercial smile, follows his Bible passage reading with an acoustic rendition of the Wallflowers’ “One Headlight.” Stevie had thus far avoided being clumped into the groupie crowd by becoming Nick’s best girl friend, but anyone with eyes knows she is, without a doubt, hoping to be his Mary Magdalene.

Kimmy wants to tell her mom Erin can’t join them because she doesn’t want to deal with a tagalong sibling, but really she doesn’t want to deal with the gawking. Erin had become undeniably beautiful over the summer, and people—random sales associates at the mall, a modeling scout in Philly, and worst of all, Kimmy’s guy friends—were starting to notice. The attention made Kimmy feel both protective of her sister and jealous, not ready to surrender her role as the Devine sister making heads turn. Instead, she’s quiet, never one to talk back to her mom; that’s Erin’s role. She folds her arms across her chest, glaring at Erin.

“Sure.” Erin shrugs, like she isn’t turning what was supposed to be a super-fun night into a babysitting adventure for Kimmy.

“Just don’t embarrass me, okay?” Kimmy watches Erin glance at her reflection, smoothing her jean skirt, tucking her hair behind her ears, running her fingers underneath her eyes to perfect her makeup. She sees her little sister in her kindergarten dance recital, their mom plopping bright blue eye shadow on her lids, curling her hair until she looked like she was shipped straight from a southern beauty pageant, Erin’s eyes unsure, yet her demeanor acquiescent, seeking Carissa’s favor. Kimmy almost hugs her, but the feeling flits away as Kimmy’s mind drifts to her own issues—like having to babysit her clingy little sister at the night’s social event. “Can we go? Now?” Kimmy snaps her fingers in Erin’s face, rushing out the door of her room, brushing past her mom, who’s grinning like a fool.

“Have fun, babies!” Carissa calls down the hallway at Kimmy’s back, tense with bottled irritation. “Cherish these moments, girls. I would have killed to have a built-in best friend!”

Erin crawls into the rear row of Stevie’s Accord, the fabric worn from years of her older brother’s friends piling in. The front seats and wheel are covered in faux leopard fur, Stevie’s attempt to personalize the tired gray interior. Kimmy pops a tape adapter into the cassette player, plugging the auxiliary cord into her iPod. Corinne Bailey Rae blasts, both Stevie and Kimmy hand-cranking their windows down, the chilly fall air whipping their hair as they sing the words at the top of their lungs. Erin only knows the chorus, but rolls her window down too, letting the air sting her face, savoring the feeling of being one of them.

They pull into Nick’s driveway, and Erin suddenly feels small and unwelcome, a leech grasping on to her big sister. She gets quiet, folding her arms across her chest as they walk up the front steps, her slouch, which she worked to get rid of all last summer, returning.

“Come here, little one,” Kimmy says, putting her arm around Erin as they walk to Nick’s front door. “It’s just people from school. They don’t bite.” Erin nods, appreciating Kimmy’s sisterly protection while also feeling vexed by her condescension, their power imbalance always obvious, always irking Erin while somehow pushing her to mimic Kimmy more deeply.

They’re inland, on a half-acre slice of green lined with pristine landscaping, parked at the end of the line of cars snaking the driveway, some spilling onto the street. The front door is unlocked, wafts of pizza and Axe body spray lingering in the entry hallway. In the kitchen, a few people graze around the island, stuffing their faces with cheesy bread and snacking on plates of snickerdoodles and platters of crudités, ranch bucket in the center. Erin eyes the scene, looking for someone, anyone she might know.

“Oh my god, Fitzy’s here?” Erin asks, spotting the first familiar face to come into the kitchen. She elbows Kimmy in the side, who pulls her arm back and gives a scolding look.

“What did I say about not embarrassing me?” she whispers, no louder than a hiss. Stevie has already wandered off, likely searching for Nick like a lost puppy. Erin tightens her lips.

“Sup, Legs?” Justin Fitzpatrick says to Kimmy, using the nickname Kimmy picked up when she came in first in the 13 and Under category in Rocky Cape’s Turtle Trot 5K—at age eight. The whole town still talks about it, their parents bringing it up at every dinner party they can. Erin doesn’t have a story like that, a small moment of precocity or excellence in her childhood. She was—is—average, unspecial. Normal. “And sup, Little Legs?” Erin whimpers hi, shrinking the tiniest bit so she can slip under the radar, watching her sister watch her. Justin cradles a piece of celery in his hand, crunching down as he looks back at Kimmy. His jawline sharpens and Erin sees Kimmy notice, her eyes on him like he’s Brad Pitt in Ocean’s Eleven.

“I can’t believe you’re here,” Kimmy says, a smirk spreading across her face. Her voice is different with boys. Lighter, fizzy. Usually Erin makes fun of it; this time she observes, watches its charm ooze in real time. “So was I incorrect in assuming this isn’t your usual Saturday night scene?”

“Si, chica,” Justin says, swallowing what’s left of the stick. “But bonding with the team, you know? Not that Mr. Rolland gives any of us much choice.” He plays soccer with Nick and Brian, and Mr. Rolland, in addition to being the assistant coach, is the team’s biggest booster. “This shit could get real boring, but seeing your polished li’l face makes it a touch better.”

“Oh, just a touch?” She jabs his shoulder. “Sorry I couldn’t be more satisfying, Justin.” Minus teachers, Kimmy’s one of the only people at school who calls him by his actual name. To everyone else, even Erin, he’s Fitzy. Erin feels uncomfortable, a third wheel. She can’t be the only one who sees this, who senses the naked flirtation, the electric hum, but no one is looking, her eyes the only two on them. It doesn’t matter, though; her sister, she knows, will never do anything about it, not one to deviate from the yellow brick road she’s laid toward her future, especially with someone she considers to be on a vastly differing path. Justin’s mediocre grades and love of weed would never pass the Devine parents’ approval gauge, Erin knows.

“Don’t temp me, Legs.” Justin fake-punches Kimmy’s stomach, never making contact. She laughs, but her gaze quickly floats over his right shoulder.

“Brian!” She walks right past Justin, their flirtation evaporating in an instant, Brian’s hands immediately on Kimmy’s waist, his lips on hers. She pulls away, but his grip on her waist only tightens, her upper body arched back and her pelvis mashed into his, leaving Erin and Justin alone. Justin watches Kimmy and Brian, a new piece of celery dangling from his lip, forgotten, like him. Erin recognizes his expression, his longing. She’s felt it about so many things, especially when it comes to things in Kimmy’s life.

She clears her throat. “I’m gonna head outside,” she says. Justin snaps out of his daze, crunching down on the celery.

“Aight.” He wraps an arm around Erin. “I’ll escort you, Li’l Legs.”

“It’s Erin,” she adds, looking up at him. He smells like smoked apples, a twisted orchard on the cusp of being overripe.

Justin shakes his head. “No shit, I know that.” He tsks, pulling her closer for a second. “You’re friends with Reid, right? I’ve seen you with my bro and his crew when they do their dumbass skate tricks in the parking lot.” He laughs, his embrace loosening as they walk down the steps of the back porch to the yard, clumps of kids splattered throughout. Erin doesn’t recognize some—they must be from Oceanwind, their high school’s soccer coach is Nick’s dad’s best friend—but smiles as they walk toward a group of players.

“Erin?” A girl in tight jeans, which Erin later notes have bedazzled logos across the back pockets, with a slouchy stud-lined leather bag perched on her shoulder, charges toward her. Her hair is so blond it’s nearly white, its crimpy length like a mermaid’s. Fall weather has started to creep in, but her tan is dark, and Erin bets she permanently smells like Hawaiian Tropic. “Erin Devine? Oh my god, it’s been so long!” Her arms are open, going in for a hug. It’s not until they embrace that Erin realizes it’s Madison Jensen, whose family owns a small chain of hotels along the Jersey Shore, their clout almost as feared as Mrs. Jensen’s snobbishess. Kimmy’s parents know the Jensens from the club, and Erin and Madison had a few dance classes together as girls. Their parents had hosted one another for dinner a few times when Kimmy and Erin were little, all three playing together as the adults had stilted conversation. Erin still remembers Madison’s room, how it was lined with a shelf near the crown molding where Collector Edition Barbies still in their boxes perched in a row like a wallpaper border. She told Erin she got them at the Barbie store at King of Prussia, the one with pillars filled with floating pink high heels at its entrance, the same store Carissa rarely let Erin visit, and even when she did she was never allowed to get a Collector Edition Barbie. Not until you can show me you’re responsible enough, Carissa said, referring to the piles of burnt-hair Barbies, their skulls half exposed, Erin had experimented on while playing salon. As Erin looked around Madison’s room, she thought, She has everything I’ve ever wanted.

“Madison, hi!” Erin says, slowing her pace. Justin stalls, his eyes on Madison. A sliver of her stomach shows, the rest hidden by a glittery tank top and velour hoodie with a shiny J zipper. “What are you doing here? I thought you were at boarding school at Lawrenceville?”

“Not anymore!” she says, flipping a chunk of her near-white hair over her shoulder. “I’m starting at Rocky High on Monday. Which is why I’m here, not because I’ve turned into some church girl. No offense, I mean.” Peter’s parents own the local Toyota and Lexus dealerships; it makes sense that the Rollands and Jensens are friends.

“None taken,” Erin says, raising her hands. “I’m just here because my sister’s here.” She doesn’t acknowledge her excitement at being invited, instead agreeing that the event is decidedly uncool.

“Okay, phew.” She flips her hair over her shoulder again, her hands doing their own dance as she talks. “Honestly, since I was gone last year I know, like, zero of the Cape kids,” her eyes suddenly moving to Justin. “Speaking of, hi.” Her smile shines even in the dark. “I’m Madison, a soon-to-be junior at Rocky High and in desperate need of friends.” She speaks with an ease that intrigues Erin, her tone enticing rather than desperate.

Justin sticks out a hand. “Justin Fitzpatrick.” His fingers lace her smooth palm, their hands lingering. “Happy to be your personal tour guide, should you find yourself needing an escort.”

“Yo, Fitzy,” someone yells, breaking the moment. He looks over her
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