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For my parents, to whom I owe so much





August 1990

Like everyone at the beach club that day, Maggie heard the crash. She jumped up from the sandcastle she was building and spotted her brother, Topher, diving off the bow of his skiff and disappearing into the blue-black water along the lighthouse’s rocky promontory. A moment later, he resurfaced holding something she couldn’t make out from the shore.

Alice, Maggie’s middle sister, scrambled to the top of the rickety lifeguard stand and shouted down to Maggie, “Get Mom!”

Maggie hesitated. She wanted to see what was happening with her brother. Plus, she felt confident about her chances of winning the Port Haven Beach Club sandcastle competition. But when Alice shouted again, Maggie took off down the beach toward her family’s house. She liked all the eyes on her as she ran, fists curled and arms pumping. From the dock, someone yelled, “Call 911!”

At the jetty that cut across the shoreline in front of her house, she scrambled over the rocks covered in slippery seaweed, slicing the inside of her ankle against a jagged edge. It stung, but she didn’t stop. She hurried up the creaky stairs along the bluff and through the fence gate, calling for her mother. The geese fluttered their wings and scattered, frightened by her screams. She sprinted across the slope of lawn, wet from the sprinklers, and toward the white-and-blue clapboard Victorian, which suddenly seemed massive and terrifyingly empty.

She called out again, and to her relief, her mother appeared from the garden holding a paintbrush in her teeth and wearing her floppy straw sun hat. Her easel was set up by the lavender blooms she’d been painting all week, and splashes of red and blue covered her smock. She tucked her paintbrush behind her ear. “What’s this about?” she asked.

“Something happened,” Maggie said breathlessly. Her lungs burned from the running.

Her mother lowered herself to inspect the blood on Maggie’s ankle. “Did you fall?”

Maggie shook her head and pointed to the bay.

“Is someone hurt?” her mother asked, standing.

Maggie wasn’t sure. She’d heard the crash and then seen Topher dive into the water. Her oldest sister, Cait, was supposed to be on her brother’s boat, but she hadn’t seen her there. “The boat . . . Topher jumped in . . .” She grabbed her mother’s hand. “Just come!”

Her mother untied her smock and chucked it in the direction of her easel, then raced past Maggie toward the beach club. At the dock, they found Topher helping Cait and his best friend, Luke, carry someone off his boat. Maggie tried to follow after her mother, but Alice yanked her by her bathing suit strap, and they stood next to the kayak racks with the club’s camp counselors.

Waiters in black pants and white polos trickled out from the clubhouse to smoke cigarettes and watch. It seemed that no one knew what was going on.

“Is Topher doing CPR?” Maggie asked

Alice. Alice nodded.

Topher had practiced CPR on Maggie’s favorite Cabbage Patch doll while training as a lifeguard, his big hands pumping the doll’s puffy chest. She’d gotten annoyed with him then but felt proud watching him now. “On who?” she asked.

Their father rushed past them from the direction of the parking lot. He must have come from work because he was in his suit, but Maggie didn’t know how he’d gotten there so quickly. He didn’t acknowledge them as he rushed down the narrow dock.

“On Daniel Larkin,” Alice finally answered.

Daniel was Luke’s younger brother. He had given Maggie her first “toasted almond,” a dunk in the bay and then a roll in the sand, at the Fourth of July barbecue a few weeks ago. Like Alice, he was starting the tenth grade at Saint Mary’s that fall.

When the ambulance arrived, the onlookers scurried to the beach. Maggie gnawed at her thumbnail. The summer sky was bright, and she had to squint and hold her hand over her forehead to look out at the bay. For a while, it seemed to her like not much was happening; then, in a flurry, the paramedics loaded Daniel onto a board and rushed him off the dock. Luke leapt into the back of the ambulance and they closed the doors. The sirens blared, and just like that, they were gone.

At the dock house, Topher stood next to their parents, talking to two police officers. It was odd for Maggie to see her mother there in her loose linen shirt, her feet bare. All of Maggie’s friends’ mothers were younger and wore tennis whites, ate lunch at the clubhouse, and drank cocktails on the adults-only patio for happy hour.

Another police officer took pictures of Topher’s boat, which bobbed gently against the dock’s edge. There was a dent in the bow, Maggie noticed, and she imagined her brother was upset about that. He’d bought the boat that spring, all with his own money. It had been falling apart, but he’d rebuilt most of it himself.

“Why are the police here?” Alice asked Cait as she walked off the dock.

“I don’t know,” Cait said in a sharp voice, and turned toward the water. She hugged herself tightly, gripping the silver Saint Jude pendant she’d discovered in their grandfather’s junk drawer years ago, anxiously chewing on it.

Maggie scanned the bay to see what her oldest sister was looking for, but all she found were a pair of sailboats scuttling across the horizon and boats anchored around the lighthouse for its annual fundraiser event.

“What’s happening with Topher?” Alice persisted. “Is he in trouble?”

Cait turned back. “I don’t know,” she said again. But then, “Daniel was driving his boat. The steering wheel got jammed or something and they hit a rock by the lighthouse. I guess he flipped overboard.”

Maggie watched her brother and parents on the dock. Her mother held Topher by the arm, and her father gestured toward the boat to one of the officers. Beneath Topher’s aviator sunglasses, his face was shiny and red. She didn’t understand why he’d be in trouble if he wasn’t even the one driving the boat. Maybe Daniel should be in trouble. If he wasn’t too hurt, she guessed. She imagined him returning to the beach club with a bandage around his head and everyone at camp making him a WELCOME BACK poster during craft class like they did when she’d had her appendix removed last summer.

Another police car arrived, and Topher and her parents walked off the dock toward the clubhouse.

“Where are they going?” Maggie asked, but her sisters ignored her.

Alice nudged Cait. “Why was Daniel driving Topher’s boat?”

Cait leaned in closer to Alice. “Will you just shut up?” she hissed. Then she turned to Maggie. “Go find your camp group.”

“Camp’s over,” Maggie said.

“Then go play with your friends.”

Maggie started to protest—why did being the youngest always mean being left out?—but all Cait had to do was raise her brow.

Back at the beach, Maggie found she’d been left out of the fun there, too. They’d canceled the sandcastle competition, and all the popsicles were now gone. She sat at the foot of the lifeguard stand and finished reading the last chapter of her most recent Baby-Sitters Club book, then followed her friends to the pool for a game of sharks and minnows. As they passed the clubhouse, she tried to spot her family, but the patio was empty, and she worried they’d left without her. Finally, Cait appeared at the pool’s edge and told her to get her stuff.

Maggie walked back home along the pebbled beach with her sisters. They were quiet, and it looked like Cait had been crying.

“Where’s Topher?” she asked. “And Mom and Dad?”

“At the police station,” Cait said.

“Why?”

“We don’t know,” Alice said. “They could be at the hospital.”

That made Maggie feel better. “I’m going to make Daniel a poster,” she said.

Her sisters stopped and exchanged glances. Cait closed her eyes and puffed out her cheeks.

“Just tell her,” Alice said.

“Tell me what?”

Cait opened her eyes again. She held on to the beach towel wrapped around her neck and straightened her back. “Daniel’s dead,” she said.

Maggie looked at her sisters, but they didn’t say anything else, eyes fixed on the path ahead. There was so much Maggie wanted to ask, but she knew Cait would tell her to shut up like she had Alice.

Cait stepped over the broken shell of a horseshoe crab. “Everything’s different now,” she said.

And she kept on walking.
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1.

MAGGIE

Maggie and her girlfriend, Isabel, crossed the border into New York. The drive from southern Vermont, where they taught at a boarding school, to Port Haven on the North Fork of Long Island, usually took Maggie about six hours, but it was the day before Thanksgiving and traffic was piling up. Maggie also hadn’t accounted for the unexpected snowstorm making its way along the Eastern Seaboard.

Isabel picked through a bag of pistachios. “Prep me on your family,” she said, and curled her long legs beneath her on the passenger side of Maggie’s twenty-something-year-old Jeep Wagoneer. “Like a game. One word to describe each of them.”

“Hmm—”

“No thinking,” Isabel said. “What does Kerouac say about getting to the truth?”

“I don’t know.”

“Sure you do.” Isabel snapped her fingers. “‘First thought, best thought’!”

“That’s Ginsberg.”

“I told you you knew.”

Maggie laughed, which relieved some of the pressure that had been building inside her. Not only was she bringing a girlfriend home for the first time, but something had happened that morning that had thrown her. Headmaster Cunningham, in his characteristically formal voice, had told her he’d like to speak with her first thing on Monday when she was back from Thanksgiving. He didn’t specify what the meeting was about, but she’d avoided opening the calendar invite his secretary had sent because she worried it would reference something to do with her disastrous trip to Boston last weekend. She’d gone to attend an Anne Carson event at the Museum of Fine Arts and ended up seeing her ex, Sarah. Maggie had tried to put her anxiety aside for the visit home—she had enough to worry about with her mother meeting Isabel—but that proved more difficult than she’d expected. Throughout the drive, her mind drifted to Sarah leaning in to kiss her, and her stomach felt sour and twisty.

A sporty BMW behind them flashed its headlights.

“I think they want you to move over,” Isabel said.

As Maggie switched lanes, the BMW zoomed past them, and the passenger stuck his middle finger out the window.

“Jesus,” Maggie said.

“I like that you’re a slow driver. It reminds me of my dad.”

Maggie checked the speedometer, which was indeed hovering just above the speed limit.

When they’d first gotten on the road, she’d decided not to use the GPS on her phone because she didn’t want a text from Sarah popping up while she drove.

Isabel relaxed back against the headrest. Her dark hair hung in a low-slung ponytail that made the car smell like coconut every time she adjusted it.

Maggie turned down the radio. “Okay,” she said. “I’ll play.” It was better than stewing in her anxiety. “Let’s start with Cait.”

“And the word for her is—”

“Fiery.”

Other words might have been more precise—explosive, for one—but Maggie was trying to keep things positive, even though her oldest sister hadn’t returned any of her calls recently. She hadn’t even responded to Maggie’s text about bringing Isabel home for the holiday.

“She was also always the prettiest,” Maggie said. “Still is.”

“I’ll see about that.” Isabel flashed her that wink Maggie found irresistible.

Maggie actually looked a lot like Cait. Whereas Topher and Alice took after their mother—all strawberry-blond curls and hazel eyes—Maggie and Cait had their father’s straight brown hair, blue eyes, and lanky build. But Cait had some quality Maggie didn’t, something that wasn’t just about her full lips and smooth complexion. It was in the way she carried herself, almost like a warning. While it had gotten Cait attention ever since puberty, it wasn’t something Maggie envied.

“Who’s next?” Isabel asked.

“Alice,” Maggie said. “Middle sister. The word for her is . . . Mom, I guess.”

“Isn’t that, I don’t know, more like her role? Maybe the word is maternal?”

“She’s such a mom. You’ll see.”

“Fine. What about your mom, then?”

Maggie had spent plenty of time that morning thinking about Nora. She knew her mother wouldn’t be outright rude to Isabel, but her discomfort with Maggie being gay would make it difficult for her to be warm and welcoming.

“Nora is . . . opaque. I mean, I told you she was literally raised by nuns in an orphanage in Ireland, so she had it pretty rough.” Then she said, “I’ve never felt like I’ve known her. Not really. Or that she wanted to be known.”

“Doesn’t everyone want to be known?”

Maggie held out her palm for pistachios. “I’m not sure if it’s even possible to know someone fully.” She cracked a shell in her teeth, and the nut popped into her mouth, salty and slightly stale.

“Maybe, but that’s different from wanting to be known.”

Maggie conceded.

“And your dad?”

“Robert.” Maggie tapped the steering wheel. “For him, I’d say obliging.”

Isabel laughed. “In a house full of women, what other choice did he have?”

“Well, it wasn’t always that way, before my brother . . .”

Isabel shook her head. “Oh God, why did I say that?”

Traffic slowed to a stop and Maggie reached for Isabel’s hand. “It’s okay,” she said.

After a long moment, Isabel said, “It’s just, you never talk about him.”

“Yeah,” Maggie said, shrugging. “I know.”

Isabel placed her hand high on Maggie’s thigh and kissed her neck, sending shivers along Maggie’s body. After what Maggie had done in Boston, she did not feel like she deserved any of Isabel’s affection, and receiving it now was almost hard. Still, when Isabel leaned in closer and pressed her lips against Maggie’s, she kissed her back—not only to avoid making Isabel suspicious but because it was exactly what she wanted to do. Isabel’s breath smelled earthy and sweet: pistachios.

The blare of a car horn behind them broke the moment, and Maggie reluctantly pulled away from Isabel, put the car back in gear, and drove on.

* * *

Maggie first spoke to Isabel last winter while conducting phone interviews for the writer-in-residence program at Grove Academy, where she taught English. Isabel was her last call. Maggie had already favored Isabel’s plays over the work of the other top candidate, a language poet who used only words containing the vowels a and o, but she approached the call cautiously.

Sarah, the mother of one of Maggie’s students, warned her that choosing an openly gay writer might come across as playing favorites. It was a fair point, but since Sarah was also the married woman Maggie had been sleeping with for the past year, the irony of Sarah’s cautioning about moral lines and clear judgment wasn’t lost on her.

After Maggie and Isabel hit it off, chatting far past the half hour they’d scheduled, Maggie submitted her recommendation to the English department.

Coincidence or not, the next day Sarah called to tell Maggie that she’d confessed their affair to her husband, Frank, but that she’d decided not to leave him. Sarah had been the most constant person in Maggie’s life for nearly a year, and the breakup was devastating, if not entirely unexpected. Sarah promised to protect Maggie and not tell Frank who the affair was with, but the fact that he was a trustee at Grove made Maggie paranoid about losing her job. Plus, Sarah’s son, Oliver, was still in her class, and Maggie had to email teacher evaluations of his work to Sarah and Frank at the end of every quarter.

After a few miserable months of waiting for Sarah to change her mind, while having an unsatisfying, largely drunken fling with a bartender from town, Maggie finally met Isabel at a welcome ceremony the first week of summer school. It was a bluebell Sunday afternoon. Maggie arrived at the library late, dressed in the paint-stained overalls she’d worn to rip out the moldy carpet in the uninhabited cabin she’d recently purchased and was restoring off campus. She leaned against the back wall with her arms crossed and listened as Isabel read from a play in progress about her Venezuelan grandmother, who was a seamstress at the White House during World War II.

Isabel was not the California surfer girl Maggie had imagined. There was something almost somber in her beauty, and her long dark hair and high cheekbones reminded Maggie of the painting of an Indigenous woman that greeted visitors at the school’s main entrance. Isabel’s voice was raspy but sweet, almost masculine. She wore a white linen button-down tucked into worn Levi’s, with a braided leather belt that wrapped around her waist twice. She was funny and charming and entirely self-possessed, and Maggie knew right away that she was in trouble.

After the reading, they all gathered in the garden outside the library. Maggie chatted with a few seniors there for the summer program but watched Isabel, too, with quick sidelong glances. She waited until they were alone to introduce herself.

Isabel filled a small plate with cheese and grapes, and Maggie handed her a pint of beer from the local brewery catering the event.

“I like your play,” Maggie said. “Did your grandmother really work for Eleanor Roosevelt and read her tarot cards?”

Isabel was about to answer when a few faculty members approached, and the conversation turned to the recent announcement that the current English department chair was retiring. Maggie caught Isabel studying her more closely when someone mentioned talk of Maggie being the possible replacement. Though Maggie waved away the rumors, she hoped they were true.

After the event, Maggie and Isabel walked back from the main campus to the faculty residence hall.

“This is me,” Maggie said when they arrived at her door. “There’s a communal porch out back. I have some extra beers if you want?”

“I start classes tomorrow and haven’t even unpacked, so I should probably—”

“Of course,” Maggie said. “Some other time.”

“Definitely.” Isabel headed toward her door, then turned. “Oh, and my grandmother did claim she read Eleanor Roosevelt’s tarot cards, but she never let the truth get in the way of a good story, so who knows?”

Maggie laughed.

Isabel pointed to Maggie’s sneakers lying on her doormat. “You run?”

“Used to. It’s been a while. There are some great trails around here, though. I have a map you can borrow.”

“Why don’t you show me?” Isabel said. “Maybe tomorrow after class?”

A laugh echoed from somewhere on the other side of the quad. The dining hall bell rang and drowned out the buzz of cicadas in the nearby bushes. The yellow lamps flicked on across campus as they did every evening at five p.m. The world around Maggie was as familiar as ever, and yet before her stood an enchanting woman asking her to go for a run tomorrow.

“I’d love to,” Maggie said.

Maggie hadn’t gone running in well over a year, but the next afternoon she led Isabel to her favorite trail along the back of the campus, exhausting herself by sprinting faster than normal in an effort to make a good impression. At the top of the trail, they sat on the rocky cliffs of a waterfall and chatted with two students who were on field study for their earth science class.

“The kids seem nice here,” Isabel said as they walked back down the mountain. “I’ve never taught high school.”

Maggie loved her students, a quirky and gifted cohort, and felt like a proud parent when she talked about them. Grove was her first teaching job out of graduate school, but she couldn’t imagine ever wanting to leave the historic stone buildings and sprawling green campus. “They’re great,” she said. “Smart. They’ll test you the first week, though, so don’t be afraid to push back.”

“Good to know,” Isabel said, laughing. Then, more seriously, “Are you out to them?”

Well, that didn’t take long. People were more likely to be surprised when Maggie told them she was gay than to figure it out on their own. Then again, most of the women she’d been in relationships with, including Sarah, regarded themselves as straight, so perhaps that played a part. She wondered what Isabel detected that gave it away, and glanced down at her outfit—running shorts and an old Grove T-shirt—as though it might reveal something.

“It’s not what you look like.” Isabel laughed. “It’s . . . the way you look at me.”

“How do I—”

Isabel fixed her dark, heavy-lidded eyes on Maggie.

“Oh.” Maggie felt her face redden and tried to hide it by adjusting the brim of her hat.

The sun filtered through the canopy of eastern hemlocks surrounding them on the trail.

“Anyway,” Maggie said. “I am. Out, I mean. I teach a seminar on contemporary queer literature in the upper school.”

“And to think I had you pegged as an Austen or Woolf girl.”

“Well, I dabbled in college.” Maggie laughed. “But, really, don’t worry about it. Everyone’s cool here.”

“I wasn’t worried. Just curious.”

They walked on until, suddenly, Isabel grabbed Maggie’s arm and pulled her to a crouch. “Shh,” she whispered. She placed one hand on Maggie’s sweaty back and, with the other, pointed through the trees and around the bend to a deer and two fawns drinking from the moss-covered edge of a stream. The closeness of Isabel’s breath and the heady scent of her sweat made Maggie feel like she was on the brink of something new, something she wasn’t entirely sure how to name. They watched until a branch beneath Maggie’s foot snapped, and the three creatures sprinted across the water without making a sound.

“They’re like ghosts,” Maggie said.

Isabel stood and reached for her hand, pulling her up.

For the rest of the summer, Maggie and Isabel ran together every morning, shared most meals, and drank whiskey on the communal porch at night, their thighs touching beneath the flannel throw they’d share when the temperature dropped after sunset. Isabel helped Maggie restore the wood-burning stove in the cabin, and Maggie acted out the part of Eleanor Roosevelt, mid-Atlantic accent and all, whenever Isabel staged a reading from her play. They made each other laugh and never seemed to run out of things to talk about.

Still, it felt safer to keep some distance. Maggie’s crushes before had been consumed with urgency and angst. What unfolded with Isabel was different. There was a steadiness that almost confused her. Her first instinct wasn’t to rip off Isabel’s clothes, have sex, and then leave—she wanted something more, which scared her. She sensed the attraction was mutual, but her heart felt like an easy target, and she wasn’t sure it was a good idea to get involved with another person from the school, especially with the chair position opening.

One rainy morning in August, she and Isabel went for a run to celebrate Maggie’s thirty-fourth birthday. After, Maggie was home changing out of her wet clothes when there was a knock at her door. She opened it to find Isabel holding a chocolate cupcake with a candle and reached for the plate.

“Wait, wait.” Isabel pulled a lighter from her back pocket and lit the candle. “Make a wish!”

Maggie met Isabel’s golden-brown eyes, and thought You as she blew out the flame.

Isabel stepped into the apartment and stood close enough that Maggie recognized that something between them had shifted.

“What was your wish?” Isabel asked quietly.

Before Maggie could answer, they were kissing. Isabel’s lips tasted like salt from the run. As they stumbled toward the bedroom, Isabel undressed her, kissing her all over, and then Maggie did the same to Isabel, revealing her long body, her hair dark and full. They lay on the bed together, skin on skin, and suddenly Maggie felt like she might cry. They stayed there for a long moment, lips hovering, eyes open, until Isabel took her chin, closed her eyes, and kissed her again—softly, then fully.

They spent that night, and every night after, together. Every night, that is, until last Friday, when Maggie went to Boston. Sarah had heard from a mutual friend that Maggie would be in the city and texted her a last-minute invitation to stop by for a glass of wine before the reading. Maggie hadn’t spoken to Sarah in almost a year by then, but she made the decision, which she regretted immediately, to accept. She told herself it was a chance for closure, and she’d meant it.

A few days after Boston, on the evening before Maggie was leaving to spend Thanksgiving with her family in Port Haven, she brought a bottle of wine to Isabel’s. Isabel had planned to stay on campus to work on her play throughout the break, but she was now considering heading to Connecticut for the weekend to visit friends.

Maggie searched Isabel’s drawers for a shirt to borrow for Thanksgiving dinner. If they couldn’t be together, Maggie wanted to wear something that smelled like her.

Isabel lay on the bed, a teacup of wine resting on her stomach, her head propped on a pillow.

“How about this?” Maggie said, holding up a navy fisherman knit sweater.

“Sure,” Isabel said. “I’ll give it an extra spritz of my perfume.”

Maggie gave her a thumbs-up and sat on the bed.

“Is something wrong?” Isabel asked. “You seem off tonight. Or is it just that you’re going to miss me?”

“I am going to miss you,” Maggie said. Then: “But I also feel like you’re being, I don’t know, cagey.” She crossed her arms. She knew her distrust sprang from her own recent indiscretion, but she couldn’t stop herself. Her whole body buzzed with suspicion.

“Cagey?” Isabel sat up. “How am I being cagey?”

“Just some friends in Connecticut?”

Isabel laughed. “You’re jealous!” She placed the teacup on the night-stand and tossed a pillow at Maggie.

“No I’m not.” She threw the pillow back, and Isabel caught it with one hand, tucking it behind her head as she lay back down.

“I don’t know what’s gotten into you,” Isabel said. She reached for Maggie’s hand, pulling her closer until their foreheads pressed together. “I don’t even want to go to Connecticut.”

“Come with me, then,” Maggie heard herself say.

Isabel sat up again. “Really?”

No, Maggie thought. She wasn’t sure she was ready to introduce Isabel to her family just yet, but now that it was out there, what could she say but “Yes, really.”

“I don’t want to impose,” Isabel said. “Would your mom be okay having me there?”

“Don’t worry about that. I’ll call her in the morning.”

But Maggie was worried. Growing up, she and her mother had been close. Her parents were in their forties when she was born, and as she was the youngest, they weren’t as overwhelmed with her as they had been with the older three. Maggie mostly spent her time as she liked: with her face in a book. It wasn’t until she was in high school and the only one left in the house that Nora started to pay more attention to her comings and goings. Nora disapproved of how she dressed (like a tomboy) and who she spent time with (theater kids who dyed their hair and spontaneously broke into songs and monologues). When Nora first suspected Maggie was gay, she frog-marched her straight to Father Kelly, the family priest, who counseled Maggie to find salvation by simply not acting on her feelings. That was all it took for Maggie to stop talking to her mother about anything having to do with her heart. When she came out officially, years later, in college, her mother cried for months, and since then they’d settled into a deepening distance. Maggie had never mentioned Sarah to her parents, but she’d inserted Isabel’s name into some of her phone calls home over the last few months. Though her mother never inquired further, Maggie tried to be grateful that, at the very least, her parents knew there was someone in her life.

The following morning, Maggie called home to say she’d be bringing Isabel for Thanksgiving.

“Will she not want to see her own family?” her mother asked.

Maggie’s stomach tightened. “She’ll see them in a few weeks for Christmas break.”

“Oh, well. How was I to know that?”

Being there the whole weekend was beginning to seem like a terrible idea. “We might only stay Wednesday and Thursday nights,” Maggie said. “We’ll see how it goes.”

* * *

Maggie gently nudged Isabel awake as she pulled off the expressway. The storm had picked up, but she was hungry and wanted to grab a late lunch in the village before heading to her parents’.

“Are you worried about your mom?” Isabel asked.

“I guess.” Maggie had actually spent the last half of the drive still thinking about her meeting with Headmaster Cunningham, but that was the last thing she wanted to talk about. “Yeah, maybe.”

“It’s going to be fine. I mean, come on. It’s 2015. We could legally get married now.”

Maggie laughed, carefully turning onto the snow-covered, ostentatiously charming Main Street of downtown Port Haven. “Maybe when it’s the pope sanctioning marriage equality and not the Supreme Court, my mother might be swayed.”

Port Haven village was only a mile away from Maggie’s childhood home. When she was younger, she and her sisters rode their bikes to the diner to get milkshakes. Back then, the village was just a narrow strip of brick buildings—Anchor Pizzeria, O’Reilly’s Tavern, a bait-and-tackle shop, and Captain’s Diner. There was always a smattering of tourists throughout the summer, but everything changed in the early nineties when the New York Times ran a feature about the town’s “laid-back vibe” and “accessibility to Manhattan.” They designated it “an old whaling port and seaside village on the eastern end of Long Island, without the Hamptons’ pretension or price tag.”

Within ten years, the town’s summer population had tripled. Main Street was extended several blocks toward the beach, and it now boasted ice cream stands, a fudge shop, a winery featuring local vineyards, and more cafés than anyone needed. In the past year alone, two new farm-to-table and dock-to-table restaurants had popped up. Maggie’s parents were always talking about a developer who was petitioning the town to open a beach campground along the harbor. But come November, most of the day-trippers were gone, and there was plenty of space outside the diner, where Maggie parked her Jeep.

As she searched for her wallet in her backpack, Isabel played with the faded mala beads that had dangled from the Jeep’s rearview mirror ever since Topher taught Maggie how to drive when she was in high school.

“These are beautiful,” Isabel said. “I’ve meant to ask where they’re from.”

Maggie studied the scuffed wooden beads in Isabel’s hands. “New Orleans? Ashram in India? Dollar store in Chinatown?” She shrugged. “Choose your own adventure. They’re my brother’s. Or were.”

“Ah,” Isabel said. She released the beads.

“This was his car first,” Maggie said.

“I didn’t know that.”

Topher must have told Maggie where the beads were from at some point, but the memory was long gone. She barely noticed them anymore. She pulled them to her nose, almost expecting to catch a whiff of the lingering sandalwood and vanilla of Topher’s cologne, but all that greeted her was the smell of mildew.

“What would Topher’s word be?” Isabel asked.

The word came to Maggie faster than all the others. “Liar,” she said.

“Liar,” Isabel echoed, but with a question in her voice.

When the word was repeated back to her, Maggie wondered if it was fair. Not because he wasn’t one—he was—but because she was, too. They all were.




2.

CAIT

Cait swallowed a Xanax and fished her phone out of her tote while Poppy’s Furby prattled away beside her. She had hoped her daughter would doze off once the plane hit cruising altitude, like her twin brother, Augustus, but Poppy was more interested in pushing every button on her seat and causing a mess with her sticker book and a bowl of warm rosemary almonds. All Cait wanted was two minutes of peace to read Luke’s email, which had popped up on her phone during boarding, but the plane’s Wi-Fi connection was dismal, and she could only catch the subject line—this weekend—and the first few words of the email—call me when you’re settled . . .

“Mummy?” Poppy whispered.

Cait froze.

“Mummy!” Poppy nudged Cait’s arm. “Stop looking at your phone.”

Cait laid her phone on her lap. “Yes, darling?”

“I want to color.”

Coloring. Perfect. Cait searched Poppy’s backpack, relieved to find a Wizard of Oz coloring book and a box of crayons. She was almost ready to forgive their nanny, Ruthie, who’d packed travel toys and snacks but forgotten Juju, Poppy’s beloved stuffed elephant, which led to a complete meltdown at Heathrow security. Cait had bought the Furby at the airport gift shop despite—or maybe because of—Bram’s recent warning that if Cait kept rewarding Poppy’s tantrums, she would grow up to be just like her. A year had passed since Bram had finally signed the divorce papers, but Cait still resented him for the hell he’d put her through to complete the process, not to mention the astonishing cost of the lawyers.

As Poppy flipped through the pages to find one to color, Cait picked up her phone and tried to retrieve the email.

“I want you to watch me,” Poppy said.

“Ooh,” Cait said. “Lovely.”

“You’re not looking.”

Cait put her phone down. “I am.”

“It’s Dorothy!” Poppy ripped the page out and handed it to Cait.

The entire picture was covered in Poppy’s new favorite color: fireengine red. All of Dorothy, the sky, the yellow brick road—it looked like a massacre.

“This one’s for Grammy.” Poppy held up a picture of Munchkinland.

“She’ll love it,” Cait assured her. “And maybe you can use different colors? Like the sky is blue and the brick road is—”

Poppy grabbed her red crayon. “I know, but I like red.”

Cait buzzed the flight attendant to find out what was happening with the internet.

“It’s not working,” the flight attendant said.

Cait forced a smile. “Right. That’s why I’m asking. Is it going to be fixed?”

“Let me check.”

“Thanks,” Cait said, and ordered a Bulleit Rye for herself and an apple juice and pretzels for Poppy. Over the last year, she’d traveled up to four nights a week while trying to make partner. She’d watch mothers board the plane with children the same age as the twins and fight back tears because she missed them so much. Now here they were beside her, and all she longed for was to be alone. Being a single mother of twins still felt like a joke the universe was playing on her.

For sure it had cost her the partnership at McHenry & Adams, despite all those nights away and bringing in more clients than any other associate two years running. “Look under the table,” she’d told Raymond and Will last week when they announced that Neil made partner over her. “You’re all wearing the same shoes. I quit.” She drank two glasses of Veuve Clicquot at the Wolseley across the street, then went for a long walk in Green Park. She could not believe how many people were out and about, just strolling. Don’t any of you have jobs? She was in no position to quit, really. She had some savings, but the divorce had made a sizable dent. She sat on a bench by a mother feeding her toddler apple slices. Drinking champagne on an empty stomach gave her a feeling of lightness she suspected would dissipate as soon as the reality of what she’d done sank in, and she’d have to make plans for what was next.

But so far, it hadn’t. When she’d returned her laptop to the office yesterday, the morning was full of sunshine, and a feeling of liberation washed over her as she left for the last time.

“Here you go.”

Cait smiled as the flight attendant handed her their drinks. She could almost see herself from another perspective. A confident, independent mother sitting in first class with her beautiful children. Bram may have been useless as a father, but at least he’d passed on his Dutch bone structure. What a charmed life, she imagined the flight attendant thinking.

“Cheers,” she said, following the script, and clinked glasses with Poppy.

Poppy clutched the red crayon and made furious strokes across the page. Cait was about to show her, again, the correct way to hold a writing utensil, but she decided to let it go for now. Five years old is still a baby. Obviously she would be upset about Juju. Why was Cait always so hard on her?

But she knew why. Whereas Augustus was blessed with an easygoing temperament, Poppy was most like her. Not just hungry but bottomless.

Cait tried the Wi-Fi once more but couldn’t get a signal. Frustrated, she set her phone on the tray table next to her drink, slid on her eye mask, and settled into the seat. The Xanax and whiskey were beginning to work their magic, and all the sharp edges softened. She wasn’t sure how long she was asleep before Poppy jolted her awake, standing in the aisle with tears streaming down her face. Cait started to speak, but her words ran together in a garbled mess. She struggled to sit up, gripping the armrests to orient herself. “What’s wrong?” she finally managed.

Poppy pouted. “I had to go to the loo. And you’re going to be very angry at me.”

Cait placed her hand on Poppy’s cheek and checked her pants. “Did you wee yourself?”

Poppy pulled away, frowning. “No!”

“What is it, then?” She strove to keep her words clear and distinct, regretting the whiskey.

Poppy leaned against the seat in front of her, and the man in it stirred.

“Sorry,” Cait said to him, and pulled Poppy onto her lap. “Why am I going to be angry?”

Poppy buried her face in her hands, and when Cait pried them away, Poppy mumbled something that sounded like disown.

“Darling.” Cait stifled a laugh. “Whatever it is, I’m not going to disown you.”

Poppy peeked her face out from behind her hands. “No. I dropped your phone. It’s in the toilet.”

Cait jerked up, and Poppy fell to the floor, where she let out a wail.

“Is everything okay?” the man asked.

“Yes, thank you,” Cait said.

She started to lift Poppy, but when Poppy flung herself back onto the floor, she kneeled and whispered into her ear, “Stand up and stop making a fuss or—”

“I want Juju!” Poppy sobbed.

More people turned to see what was happening, and the flight attendant appeared behind the curtain to ask if Poppy needed anything.

“She’s not hurt,” Cait said. “She’s just upset because . . . Can you watch them for a minute? I need to find my phone.”

The flight attendant explained that it was not her job to watch children, but Cait hurried past her, locating her phone in the bathroom, wedged in the toilet’s hole and soaking in some blue sludge. She used a clump of paper towels to retrieve and dry it off. Another flight attendant appeared at the door.

“Oh, dear,” she said.

Cait turned on her phone, and a streak of obnoxiously fluorescent lines blipped across the screen before it blacked out. “Do you have any dry rice?”

“We don’t have that.”

A lump formed in Cait’s throat as she wrapped her phone in fresh paper towels. She couldn’t even remember the last time she had backed it up. Panic rushed through her body, settling into a helpless despair for everything she had likely lost. All those precious photos she had taken of the twins in the Cotswolds for her holiday cards. And what about the résumé she had updated in the Notes app and the contacts she’d been reaching out to for job leads? Had any of that been saved?

To make matters worse, she hadn’t gotten around to buying a new laptop, and now she had no private way to read Luke’s email or to get in touch with him during her visit to her parent’s house that weekend. She and Luke had been trying to make plans to see each other, but nothing was definite yet, because she would have to sneak away from her family to make it happen.

She returned to her seat to find both kids sitting calmly and listening to audiobooks, which annoyed her nearly as much as it relieved her. The flight attendant patted Cait on the arm. “The internet’s back up!”

“Great,” Cait said. “Thanks.”

The flight attendant tried to clear what was left of the watery Bulliet Rye, but Cait retrieved it and drank it in one gulp.

“I’ll have another.” She handed her the empty glass.

What was she thinking, telling Ruthie she didn’t need her to come on the trip? But even before quitting the firm, Cait worried about money. Ruthie’s wages. The twins’ private school tuition, which Bram negotiated his way out of in the divorce settlement, because he made—what?—ten thousand euros a year less than her. The mortgage on the flat in Clapham. Even these three first-class tickets to New York had cost more than renting the house in the Cotswolds that October.

It wasn’t just the money. It was how Alice would judge her for bringing a nanny home.

Cait could hear the voice of her therapist, Dr. Wagner, inside her head. And what would that mean? For your sister to judge you like that?

Since moving to London, Cait had mostly avoided holidays with her family, which had turned into subdued affairs where Alice and her mother cooked, and her father made a teary toast. Instead, she’d spend them with Bram’s family in Amsterdam or would fly her parents in for the week before Christmas. Sometimes Maggie would visit for her winter break.

Things had been—fine. That’s the word Cait supposed she would use to describe her life before Luke reached out to her last month, the first time in well over a decade. With her endless travel for work, and the weekends consumed with shuffling the kids from piano classes to soccer practices, she didn’t have time to think beyond what was most pressing and urgent. She’d gone on a few dates on the rare night the kids were with Bram, but often she’d find herself in bed with a bottle of bubbly, hoping to stumble across a halfway decent Netflix series that she hadn’t already binged.

Her social life was pretty much nonexistent. She’d never been good with female friendships, and her two closest friends in London were the wives of Bram’s colleagues at Deutsche Bank. She’d quickly come to learn that leaving her marriage made her a threat—either an unwelcome reminder that their own marriages could fail or an image of freedom they secretly envied.

When she first met Bram at a party in law school at Columbia, she thought he was just another rich European grad student who casually referenced deep-water soloing in Mallorca and spent summers hiking Mount Fuji with his grandparents. He had grown up in Amsterdam, and his mother was half Japanese; he could speak Japanese, Dutch, German, and a beautifully accented English he’d used to seduce Cait away from all the meaningless flings and party boys she used to date. Still, she would have laughed if someone had told her in those early days that she would marry him. He was good-looking, and they had fun together, but he was often petulant, and his thirst for adrenaline reminded her a bit too much of Topher. She considered him just another fling. When he asked her to marry him—while taking tequila shots at a bar on the Lower East Side a couple of days after Topher died—she thought he was kidding, but she’d just been too vulnerable and disoriented to resist.

The first few years postwedding weren’t bad. They settled into London and their jobs, traveled for both work and play. They lived independent lives, but that wasn’t a problem until Cait decided it was time to start a family. They’d always talked about having kids, but now Bram wasn’t sure he wanted them anymore. Eventually, he said he was willing to go along with it if it was important to her. It took a year for her to get pregnant, and in that time, they started fighting about everything—in particular, Cait’s long hours at work (“Do you even have time to fit a kid into your life?”) and whether to stay in London, which she wanted, or move to Amsterdam to be closer to his family, which he wanted. They both panicked when the first ultrasound revealed twins. Despite the night nurses and live-in nanny, the first few years were an exhausting sprint. She knew the marriage was over when she began to cringe at his touch. It wasn’t just the sex that repulsed her. Her entire body revolted if he put his feet on her lap while they sat on the couch or if he tried to hold her hand as they walked down the street. She could no longer stand the smell of him eating his sardines and saltines, the curdled sound of his breathing—even his accent started to grate on her. Really, though, she just couldn’t look fifty years down the road and see growing old with him.

She’d been the one to ask for the divorce, but when she shared with Dr. Wagner that she loathed being alone, he quickly scribbled something in his notebook. She still sometimes wondered what he’d written. She began to feel that while things with Bram had never been perfect, at least when they were together, there was someone to text when her plane landed or to wake in the middle of the night when the fire alarm malfunctioned and she had no idea how to change the battery.

She hadn’t seen or spoken to Luke Larkin since the night of Topher’s wake thirteen years





































OEBPS/xhtml/toc.xhtml






		Cover



		Title page



		Contents



		Dedication page



		August 1990



		THANKSGIVING



		1. MAGGIE



		2. CAIT



		3. ALICE



		4. MAGGIE



		5. ALICE



		6. CAIT



		7. ALICE



		8. MAGGIE



		9. CAIT



		10. ALICE



		11. MAGGIE



		12. ALICE



		13. MAGGIE



		14. CAIT



		15. MAGGIE



		16. ALICE



		17. CAIT



		18. MAGGIE



		19. CAIT



		20. ALICE



		21. CAIT



		22. ALICE



		23. MAGGIE



		24. ALICE



		25. CAIT



		26. MAGGIE



		27. ALICE



		28. CAIT



		29. MAGGIE



		30. ALICE



		31. CAIT









		Acknowledgments



		Copyright page











Guide





			Cover



			Title page



			Contents













		iii



		v



		vi



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280



		281



		282



		iv











OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
MANTLE





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
HEATHER AIMEE

R ST,






