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         Natalie walked through the blood, leaving a trail of red footprints across the laminate before she realized what she’d done.

         
         She always left the overhead lights on dim, preferring the illumination of the battery-operated candles along the mantelpiece,
            and she’d turned the lights down another notch as they began the cooldown. After helping a woman in the back row lengthen
            into a side bend, she’d come back to the front, ready to move them through a final sun salutation and then to the floor for
            seated poses.
         

         
         “Raise your arms over your heads, bringing the hands together,” Natalie said in her softest and most gentle voice, and all
            the students obeyed. Then suddenly Amanda Vergotti sat down on the floor, face gray as a gym towel.
         

         
         Natalie stared at the footprints leading back from her place at the front of the room to Amanda’s black rubber mat. She’s peeing blood, she thought. Then somebody started screaming.
         

         
         Later she would wonder if maybe the whole thing was her fault. Afterward Natalie would think that perhaps she’d been in too
            big a hurry, rushing the students along, her mind already moving on to her plans for later that night. Cassie’s voice echoed in her head, reminding her that yoga was
            more than a physical practice and that the people who came to her studio were entrusting her with their entire selves, not
            just their bodies. That’s why we always say that it’s not an exercise program, Cassie would surely tell her tomorrow. You can’t put people into poses without any awareness of what’s going on with them on the inside. But that was exactly what Natalie had done, and now a woman she’d known her entire life might be dying on the floor of her
            studio.
         

         
         She prayed for the first time in years. God, don’t let her die. God, please don’t let it be something I did. When Natalie was a child, Amanda—an unruly girl with long curly hair and a raspy laugh that made her sound several decades
            older than the rest of them—had been a friend of her sister Kaitlyn’s, but a few years ago she’d moved back to town, transformed
            from a wild teen to a sleek beauty with a rich husband in tow, and though Natalie was bemused by the change, she was glad
            to have Amanda as a client. She was the kind of yoga student who threw herself into the practice, insisting on the most advanced
            version of the pose as if she expected a gold star for her efforts, and Natalie had mostly allowed it, afraid that if she
            pushed back, Amanda might switch her allegiance to the Pilates studio two towns over.
         

         
         Kaitlyn appeared at her side, phone to her ear. “I’m talking to emergency dispatch,” she whispered. “The EMTs want to know
            if she might be pregnant.”
         

         
         “Could you be pregnant?” Natalie said, speaking as quietly as she could, hoping her voice wouldn’t reach the students still
            clustered behind her.
         

         
         “No,” Amanda whispered, shaking her head as tears ran down her cheeks. “We’re not . . . I know that’s not it.”

         
         But there was so much blood. Natalie snapped her fingers at the woman beside her and pointed at the cabinet along the back
            wall. “Towels,” she barked, and the woman, whose name she couldn’t remember, sprang into action, throwing open the doors of
            the cupboard, revealing half a dozen cheap loaner mats, blocks, straps, but no towels. “Locker room!” Natalie shouted. On
            her way to the door, the woman thrust a tote bag at her chest. Natalie pulled out a wadded pair of jeans and a white sweater
            and pressed them between Amanda’s legs. Amanda’s eyes fluttered and she vomited, quietly, as if she didn’t want to make a
            fuss.
         

         
         Someone handed Natalie a trash can, and she moved the towels to position the can by Amanda’s chin. The reek of the air freshener she’d sprayed in the can that morning turned her stomach. Amanda’s expression had gone from puzzled to astonished, as if she was looking at something the rest of them couldn’t see. Natalie found herself wondering whose sweater was turning red under her hands, and whether she’d want the studio to reimburse her for the damage. 

         
         Natalie didn’t hear the EMTs come in, but then a man in a uniform took her by the shoulders, gently tugging her away. They
            had their shoes on, Natalie realized, black sneakers making scuff marks across the floor. No one was supposed to wear shoes
            in the studio, but she couldn’t very well ask them to take them off, not at a moment like this. The EMTs wheeled the gurney
            out into the lobby, bumping the wheels over the plastic transition strip with more force than seemed necessary.
         

         
         Then they were gone. The other women gathered their things from the locker room and left in small groups, murmuring to each
            other. Natalie could hear Kaitlyn, at the front desk, apologizing and promising each of them a complimentary five-class pass.
            The gesture seemed both tactless and excessive, but Natalie didn’t have the energy to interfere. She grabbed the disinfectant
            spray and mopped up the blood and bile in the studio. The strangers’ shoes had tracked it all over the bamboo flooring, and
            she used up nearly a whole roll of paper towels.
         

         
         She tried to go back to her prayer, but she couldn’t stop picturing Amanda’s white face, her terror so palpable that Natalie
            might as well have absorbed it into her body. No matter how many deep breaths she made herself take, her heart galloped as
            if she’d just finished a five-mile run.
         

         
         After turning off the lights in the studio, Natalie found Kaitlyn saying goodbye to the last of the students. The skin around
            her eyes was red, as if she’d been scrubbing them with her knuckles. “I called her husband,” Kaitlyn said to Natalie as she
            closed the door and locked it. “He’s meeting them at the hospital.”
         

         
         Natalie leaned against the wall, trying to remember exactly what they’d been doing—what cues she’d given or hadn’t given—in the moments before Amanda collapsed. “What do you think is wrong with her?” she asked. “She said she wasn’t pregnant, but what else could make you bleed like that?” What had come from inside Amanda had looked vital, the body turned inside out. 

         
         “They don’t want kids,” Kaitlyn said. “I know this sounds crazy, but my first thought when I came in was that someone had
            hurt her, like she’d been shot or something. It was like a movie, where the police come in and draw the outline around the
            body on the floor.”
         

         
         Natalie shuddered. “How do you know they don’t want kids?”

         
         Kaitlyn lowered herself into the desk chair, propping her elbows on the ledge by the computer. “Amanda told me,” she said.
            “I was complaining about morning sickness, and she said that Matt had a vasectomy. She said she’d always known she didn’t
            want to be a mother.”
         

         
         “That’s pretty personal,” Natalie said, but Kaitlyn just shrugged. It was true that for many of the women who came through
            their doors, the studio was like the hair salon, a place to air secrets and grievances. Then, too, Amanda and Kaitlyn had
            been friends in high school, though as far as Natalie knew, they hadn’t spent much time together since Amanda moved home.
         

         
         Kaitlyn coughed and touched a finger to the corner of her eye, and Natalie wondered if her sister was more upset by what had
            happened to Amanda than she’d realized. “Did seeing that stress you out?” she asked. “Even though Amanda isn’t pregnant?”
         

         
         Kaitlyn shook her head. “No, it’s not that,” she said. “I was just wondering if one of us should have gone with her in the
            ambulance. I didn’t want to leave you alone to deal with the other students, but it must have been so scary for her.” She
            sighed and knitted her fingers behind her back, stretching out her shoulders. “Let me shut everything down here, and I’ll
            meet you out back in five.”
         

         
         Natalie nodded and pushed open the door to the locker room, which was a mess as usual. She picked up the towels and dumped them in the basket under the counter. The soap scum and scuff marks on the tile would have to wait for the cleaners. The sink was leaking again, and what should have been a minor irritation suddenly made her feel like screaming. Her father had designed Ewald Yoga to Natalie’s specifications—stucco walls painted butter yellow, a mirror wall in each practice room, and even the outline of the Blue Ridge Mountains stenciled above the front desk—but it seemed to her now that he’d also built in a series of little quirks and mistakes that kept the space from being quite perfect. Anyone who knew Trey Macready knew that no gift from him ever came without conditions, fine print you wouldn’t bother to read until it was too late. Sometimes Natalie wondered if he really wanted her to succeed, or if it would have given him more satisfaction to see her lose interest in running a business and go back to school for something practical, like radiology. 

         
         She knew her parents thought she’d only gotten into yoga because of Cassie, and maybe that was true, but Natalie resented
            the skepticism that her family still seemed to have about her staying power when the studio had been open for over a year
            and they were actually making a profit now. Kaitlyn taught the beginner classes while Natalie took the intermediates, the
            rooms filling to capacity with a motley assortment of regulars: blue-haired ladies from church; dazed new moms rushing through
            a workout during play group; a clique of Natalie’s old volleyball teammates; friends of her mother who worked part-time at
            the bank or the school board; the Garrett twins, who sometimes dressed alike even though they were nearly fifty. Still, there had been moments when Natalie wondered whether Ewald County wasn’t ready for enlightenment. Occasionally a high
            school classmate or old neighbor approached her in a store to tell her they were concerned about her; didn’t she know that
            yoga was satanic? Sometimes a student took her aside to say that chanting “Om shanti” made her uncomfortable because she didn’t
            want to pray to anyone but her Heavenly Father.
         

         
         And now Amanda Vergotti had almost died in her studio the day before Cassie arrived to spend a month at the lake. Natalie
            could already imagine the look of poorly concealed exasperation on her sister’s face when she found out what happened—as if
            Natalie’s failure to manage the situation was just another example of her general failure to adult.
         

         
         Natalie braced the basket of towels against her hip and carried it to the back door, where the red glow of the exit sign showed Kaitlyn sitting at the picnic table, facing the thin line of woods that separated them from the back lot of Macready Contracting. Natalie set the basket on the table and took out her cigarettes. A reddish-brown dog trotted by without acknowledging them, its brushy tail sticking up like a feather duster. 

         
         “Jay and Cassie are supposed to get in around noon,” Natalie said. “If you see them before I do, don’t say anything about
            Amanda, okay?”
         

         
         “I won’t.” A pickup blasting Top 40 country rolled over the tracks at the crossing, and Kaitlyn waited until the noise had
            faded before adding, “I finished that photo album for Daddy last night.”
         

         
         Natalie took another drag, not wanting to admit that she had no idea what Kaitlyn was talking about. At least she hadn’t forgotten
            that tomorrow was their father’s fiftieth birthday as well as their family’s annual fall bash, nicknamed the Felons’ Ball.
            The Felons’ Ball was always held on the Saturday before Thanksgiving, but when their mother had realized that this year’s
            date happened to coincide with Trey Macready’s half century, she’d gone all out, hiring a whole team of caterers and ordering
            enough monogrammed linens to wrap the county courthouse. “I found a box of old pictures in the attic,” Kaitlyn went on. “Mama
            and Daddy were so cute. They’re holding hands in almost every one.”
         

         
         The phone in Natalie’s hand buzzed, and she pressed decline before stuffing it back in her pocket. “I have to go,” she said,
            leaning forward to kiss Kaitlyn’s cheek. “If Luke smells cigarettes on you, tell him it was my fault. Tell him I held you
            down and forced you to inhale my secondhand smoke.”
         

         
         “That’s what he’ll think anyway,” Kaitlyn said.
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         Natalie took the shortcut around downtown, speeding past the rows of look-alike ranch houses behind Ewald Community Hospital.
            She looked up at the lighted windows and thought of Amanda in one of those white-walled rooms, waiting to find out what was
            wrong with her. Exercise and stretching were supposed to keep you healthy, but there were always so many ways the female body
            could betray itself.
         

         
         Stuck in the stuffy car, Natalie could smell her own sweat. They kept the studio at a sweltering eighty-eight degrees, but
            this wasn’t the good clean perspiration that came after a hard workout. When she pulled her tank top up over her nose, it
            was rank as old socks. Fear, she thought. Maybe she’d gone too fast, pushed too hard. Maybe Cassie’s unstated judgment was
            correct, and Natalie had no business taking on the health and well-being of others when she could barely manage her own.
         

         
         Her heart beat faster, and with it came something she had no words for—less an image than a feeling of cold, heaviness, her
            body being pulled down even as she fought to rise. For a moment she felt her lungs constrict. Gasping, she took her foot off
            the gas, and the guy behind her laid on his horn.
         

         
         Cassie and Jay called these intrusive memories, and said that yoga could sometimes trigger them but could also decrease their
            power. On their podcast, Hashtag Yoga, they talked a lot about a trauma-informed practice and how deep breathing and mindfulness could heal a dysregulated mind. Natalie had yet to experience the healing part, but then again, she’d never taken deep breathing and mindfulness very seriously, even after she started teaching. She’d majored in marketing in college, and she’d known that the only way to sell yoga in Ewald County was to take the woo-woo out of it and tell women it would make their butts look tight. 

         
         She pulled up her podcast app and switched on an episode she’d paused in the middle, coming in just in time to hear Jay describe
            the day he’d first seen Cassie popping into a handstand on Venice Beach. “She was stunning, but that wasn’t what got my attention,”
            Jay said, with a lift in his voice that made it sound as if he were smiling. “There was just this joy in her. I don’t know
            how else to describe it. It was like she was lit from within.”
         

         
         Natalie rolled her eyes and pretended to gag. She loved her sister, but Cassie was not the woman Jay described—this fey, mischievous
            sprite who sprinkled love and light wherever she trod. Natalie sometimes wondered if Cassie had genuinely fooled him, or if
            Jay was fully aware that he was describing her brand rather than her personality. Their courtship and marriage had been chronicled
            exhaustively on Instagram, from the joint selfies on Zuma Beach to the vacation in Bali to the destination wedding in Cozumel.
            Jay Desai had first become known in the yoga world for doing impossible poses in daring locations, but his fame had exploded
            once he’d added Cassie, whose wholesome prettiness made her a natural on social media. Natalie still remembered the way her
            breath had stopped when she first saw the photo of the two of them in scorpion pose on the rim of the Grand Canyon, their
            feet touching to form a heart.
         

         
         It still seemed strange to Natalie that her sister was famous, at least in the nichey way of influencer fame. Then again, Cassie had always believed that she was meant for someplace better than Ewald County. After high school, she wangled a scholarship to a small college in northern California where she majored in English and minored in gender studies, or, as their father chose to remember it, “underwater basket weaving.” After graduation she moved to LA, where she got her certification to teach yoga and met Jay. Now they went from one guest-teaching gig to another, crisscrossing the globe with their six-month-old daughter, Anjali, in tow. From something Cassie had said once, Natalie knew that they’d also been approached about sponsorships, but Cassie had turned them down, insisting that they didn’t want to commodify the practice. On the podcast, she gently steered the conversation from Jay’s reminiscences about their meet-cute into how love, like yoga, should make you a better person—more peaceful, more caring, more compassionate. 

         
         “It’s not just that we don’t want to hurt anybody, although of course that’s part of it,” she said in her teacher voice, the
            one that made it sound as if she was dispensing wisdom from a mountaintop in the Himalayas. “It also means being careful about
            our own words, thoughts, and actions so we can keep ourselves in a space of lovingkindness.”
         

         
         Natalie sighed and switched back to music, belting out the first words of “Strawberry Wine” in time with Deana Carter.

         
         As she turned onto Southridge Road, she caught a glimpse of the lake glimmering through a thin line of pines to her right.
            She was taking the same route that she would have taken to her parents’ house, but she wasn’t headed home, at least not right
            away. When she got to Macready Cove, she took the back way around the family property, skirting her parents’ driveway by turning
            onto a dirt two-track that led into the woods. The lights were on in the kitchen, which meant that her father was still up,
            probably smoking brisket and stocking the bar. Natalie had never asked her parents what they spent on the party, but she guessed
            that between food, liquor, and landscaping, the cost of the Felons’ Ball ranged into the thousands, maybe more. Trey Macready
            loved to host; it was the essence of his nature—an expansive generosity that was probably the reason he’d been so successful
            in business once he turned his full attention to his legitimate career.
         

         
         Two years ago her parents had done a complete remodel on the house, including building a new two-story boathouse set into the rocky cliffside above the dock. The new boathouse even had a covered porch where you could sit and look out at the lake, but Natalie still kept what she thought of as her spare kayak in an old tumbledown boatshed near the back way into the Hazel Valley dam. 

         
         She parked in a gravel lot near a rocky, overgrown beach and pulled her kayak out of the shed and into the shallows. She paddled
            out to the first blue buoy, and now she could see the lights of the TVA dam more than a mile away on the other side of the
            lake. On her left, she came up on an abandoned houseboat that her sisters and their friends had used as a party boat back
            in high school. Out of long habit, she took a wide circle around it, as if something might reach out and pull her onto the
            rotting deck.
         

         
         Now she glimpsed the lights of Ben’s boat. He was moving behind the windows, and as she got closer, she could hear the music
            pulsing from the speakers he’d installed in the galley kitchen. She was tying the kayak to the cleats on the dock when the
            door banged open and he barked, “On the ground, motherfucker, hands where I can see them.”
         

         
         Natalie crouched in the shadows, blood thrumming in her ears. “Ben,” she said, and she heard the gun clatter to the deck.

         
         “Holy shit, Natalie,” he said as he raised her to her feet and drew her into his arms. “I didn’t know you were coming. Why
            didn’t you call me back?”
         

         
         “I was teaching,” she said, wondering if she should tell him that the orders he’d barked at her just now sounded like dialogue
            from a second-rate action movie. “Did you drop your gun?”
         

         
         He bent to retrieve the pistol, a 9mm that he usually kept in the drawer beside his bed. “The safety was on,” he said, looking
            embarrassed. “Are you hungry? I was making fajitas.”
         

         
         He put his arm around her and led her into the boat’s cabin, where the smell of roasted meat and peppers rose in a cloud of steam from an iron skillet on the two-burner stove. He opened a seltzer for her, and she sat in the little cedarwood booth built into the curve of the stern. A small bookshelf stocked with Stephen King and Michael Connelly novels separated the kitchen from the bedroom, with its surprisingly spacious double bed, neatly made with pale-blue sheets and a patchwork quilt. Beside it was a mini dresser, with two drawers containing clothes and a third where he kept the postcards and letters he received from his son, Lanny, who’d joined the merchant marines after high school. 

         
         She watched Ben nudge the spatula across the skillet. He wasn’t exactly handsome, but there was something appealing about
            him—the tall, lanky body and longish hair that made him look much younger than his forty-nine years. He smelled good too,
            like the smoky cologne with hickory undertones that always made her think of barbecue. Most of the guys she knew around the
            lake dressed like frat boys, in khakis, boat shoes, and pastel polos, but Ben had always had a bit of a hippie vibe that made
            him stand out in their rural county. When she was a child, he’d always taken the more liberal position in drunken arguments
            with her father, though she’d never been sure if he really believed what he was saying or it was just to get a rise out of
            her dad. They still argued about everything from zoning laws to assault weapons bans, but Ben had been in recovery for twelve
            years now, and these days he drank peach seltzers instead of bourbon. “Did you park at your dad’s?” he asked, grinning at
            her over his shoulder.
         

         
         She knew what he was really asking: Did her dad know she was here? “I parked in the woods,” she said. “I was hoping I could
            stay the night, if it’s all right with you.”
         

         
         She could tell he was still smiling as he shook hot sauce into the skillet and slid it off the burner. “ ‘If it’s all right
            with me,’ ” he repeated mockingly. “Like you have to ask.”
         

         
         The phone in her pocket buzzed, and she slid it out to find a text from Kaitlyn. Amanda has fibroids, she said. I just got a call from her mom. They might have to do surgery but it sounds like it’s nothing life-threatening. See you tomorrow xoxo.

         
         Natalie closed her eyes and exhaled.

         
         “What?” Ben asked, but she shook her head.

         
         “Just tired,” she said. “Long day.”

         
         He took her hand and pulled her to her feet. “I know what you need,” he said, and though she would have rolled her eyes at a line like that from a younger man—maybe from any man—there was something about Ben that made her turn to jelly, her body responding as if it were no longer receiving commands from her brain. She stood passive while he pulled her shirt over her head and peeled her jeans to her ankles, where she kicked them to the side. Rising again, he slid one hand between her legs and used the other to tilt her chin up until she met his gaze. “You know I always take care of you,” he said, and she moaned because he was right, he was so right, he always did. 
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         The text woke her, the phone on the nightstand lighting up with an audible buzz. Croaker Farber is back in town.

         
         Natalie rolled over and folded a pillow behind her head. Ben lay naked on top of the sheets, light snores issuing from his
            mouth. The text was from her brother-in-law Luke, and he was still typing: He came up to me outside Tractor Supply. Think maybe he was drunk. I let your dad know but I wanted to warn you and Cassie
               to keep an eye out for him.

         
         “For fuck’s sake,” Natalie murmured. She hadn’t spoken to Croaker Farber since the fall of 2011, when she and her sisters
            had nearly died in a boat accident after attending a party with Croaker, Luke, and Lanny Marsh. After being convicted of inflicting
            bodily injury while operating a watercraft, Croaker had spent two years in a juvenile facility and then been released into
            the custody of relatives in the eastern part of the state.
         

         
         Before that, back in high school, Croaker and Luke and Ben’s son, Lanny, had been teammates and best friends, all of them good-looking and likable enough to get girls without trying that hard. The Farbers lived in a trailer park where lazy long-eared hounds of an indeterminate breed milled around the packed-dirt lot, but that hadn’t mattered when Croaker threw the winning touchdown against Tyndall County, when the boosters were falling all over themselves to introduce him to scouts from Tech and UVA. Natalie had assumed that even after he got out of juvie, he’d be too painfully aware of what he’d lost to ever want to come back home. What’s he doing here? she wrote. And why are you warning me? I never did anything to him.

         
         I know but he doesn’t see it that way. He thinks Trey ruined his life.

         
         She tossed her phone onto the built-in shelf and lay down again, planting kisses on Ben’s neck until he moaned and reached
            for her. “I have to go,” she said, pulling away. “Dad wants me there when the guests start showing up.”
         

         
         She didn’t want to tell Ben what Luke had said about Croaker Farber. She didn’t want to validate Luke’s concerns by repeating
            them. No matter how crazy he was, Croaker couldn’t possibly convince himself that it was a good idea to show up at the Felons’
            Ball uninvited.
         

         
         Natalie shivered as Ben’s hand moved down her body. “I want to see you tonight,” he said without opening his eyes. “Maybe
            we can meet up back here after the tournament.”
         

         
         She slapped his shoulder. “You just can’t get enough, can you?”

         
         He smiled drowsily. “I didn’t mean it like that,” he said. “We need to talk.”

         
         Natalie felt her palms begin to sweat. She’d managed to avoid any hint of seriousness or planning for the future in their
            relationship so far, but everyone knew that it was never a good thing when a man said he wanted to talk. “What’s wrong with
            right now?” she said. “I might be busy tonight.”
         

         
         But Ben shook his head. “I need coffee. I’ll find you at the party.”

         
         There was no way to press the issue without betraying more alarm than his casual tone had warranted. “I wish I had clean clothes,”
            she said, fishing her discarded panties out of the sheets and wrinkling her nose at them. “I didn’t think to pack a bag last
            night.”
         

         
         Ben yawned. “You left clothes here last time, remember?”

         
         They’d spent a weekend on the houseboat back in August, when her parents were out of town. “I did?” Natalie said. “But they’d
            be dirty.”
         

         
         “I took them to the laundromat with my stuff.”

         
         He looked so proud of himself that she felt a sudden wave of tenderness, and to keep him from seeing it, she turned her head
            away. “Shut up, you did not.”
         

         
         He sighed and lifted himself out of bed, bending over the tiny dresser and pulling out a pair of jeans and a pink tank top. “See?” Ben said. “Who’s looking out for you, girl?” He held out the stack of folded clothes, smiling as if he’d just made her come for the first time. 
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         The shape of the cove made it possible for Natalie to return the kayak to the old boatshed without fear of being seen from
            the house. Macready Cove was on the east end of the lake, invisible from the marina and nearly two miles away from Lake Monroe
            Resort and the hydroelectric dam that had called the lake into being back in the thirties. Tucked in their little corner of
            paradise on the back end of nowhere, the Macreadys were inaccessible to the world unless they chose to invite the world to
            visit, and she knew that was just how her father liked it.
         

         
         But Natalie wasn’t thinking about her father or the Felons’ Ball, the one day a year when he opened his doors to the movers
            and shakers within driving distance of Ewald County. She couldn’t get her mind off how different Ben had been that morning—the
            solemnity of We need to talk, and then the tender, almost sentimental way he’d touched her cheek after she took her clothes from his arms. Did he want
            to break up, or to make some kind of commitment, or even tell her parents? Natalie didn’t want to do any of those things,
            and she saw no reason why she and Ben couldn’t go on the way they were for a while longer, having great sex and then talking
            in the dark as the boat rocked them to sleep. She’d always thought they agreed on living in the moment, and his unexpected
            gravity had spooked her.
         

         
         She dipped her hand into the lake and splashed water on both cheeks. Today wasn’t just about her father, and it certainly wasn’t about her and Ben. Today would be the first time that she, Kaitlyn, and Cassie had been together since last Christmas, and Natalie had vowed to be a better sister starting today. She would not snap at Cassie for being condescending or roll her eyes if Kaitlyn said something naive. She would be mindful of her conditioned patterns and take care not to fall back into her role as the spoiled brat who would never grow up or step out of her family’s long shadow. She would show her family, and Cassie in particular, that she wasn’t that person anymore. 

         
         She retrieved her car, followed the dirt track to Southridge Road, and circled back as if she’d come from town. The extra
            steps took more time than she’d anticipated, and a steady stream of cars was already turning in at the gate. The guests who
            had settled in were lounging around the firepit or on the wide wraparound porch, staring out at the clear water and the autumn-fired
            foliage on the far shore. Some browsed the bagel bar set up by the outdoor kitchen cabana, while others lined up at the bar
            to give their orders to a blond girl with a pixie cut whose smile never wavered, not even when a loud man in a pink golf shirt
            spilled his drink into a jar of sliced oranges. Only the bocce court was untouched, roped off until after lunch.
         

         
         She found her father on the porch, wearing red suspenders and a fedora and reading the list of names on the whiteboard mounted
            on the wall. “Happy birthday,” Natalie said, kissing him on the cheek. “You’re going to let all those losers go first?” She
            gestured at the whiteboard, where her father and Jay were number eight on the rota.
         

         
         “Strategy,” her father said, rocking back on his heels. “You get the opening acts out of the way in the early afternoon, when
            nobody’s paying attention. Then about the time they get bored with socializing and looking at the lake, it’s time for the
            big dogs.” He slipped his arm around her shoulder. “Why, you thinking of playing this year?”
         

         
         “Wouldn’t do you much good,” Natalie said. She hesitated. “Are Cassie and Jay here yet?”

         
         He shook his head. “Ran into some kind of issue with the rental car.” Dropping his arm, he fixed his gaze on her for the first time, and she felt the same sensation she’d felt when he scolded her as a child, as if the bottom had just dropped out of her stomach. “Matt Vergotti called me this morning,” he said. “Doesn’t sound to me as if they’re feeling litigious, but you got to think about how something like this can affect your reputation.” 

         
         Her father had never presumed to give her advice about the studio before. She knew he thought it was funny that she and her
            sisters were making a living from yoga, which he’d persisted in calling “yogurt” for at least the first year after Cassie
            got her certification. She knew he thought of them as soft where he was hard, taking it easy after he had put in the work
            to move their family up in the world. “I don’t know why Matt felt the need to call you,” she said, trying to keep the frustration
            out of her voice. “I’m sorry for Amanda, but it’s not my fault.”
         

         
         “Well, you don’t know really that,” he said. “You don’t know how those movements might place stress on a woman’s system.”

         
         “Daddy, I do know,” Natalie insisted, but now, surprisingly, she found herself on the verge of tears. To stop them from spilling
            over, she had to swallow her words, biting her lip and balling her hands into fists. “Ask Cassie if you don’t believe me.
            There’s no universe where practicing yoga makes you bleed uncontrollably out of your vagina.”
         

         
         Her father put up his hands, as if the word vagina was a charm to make a middle-aged man absent himself from any given situation. “Kaitlyn’s talking to the caterers,” he said.
            “Why don’t you go on in and see if she needs help?” A red Buick had just turned into the parking area, and he waved and walked
            toward the car, calling back over his shoulder, “I know she’d appreciate it.”
         

         
         It was a petty kind of revenge not to listen, since Natalie knew he was right and Kaitlyn could use all the help she could get. The Felons’ Ball was a massive undertaking, bringing together nearly a hundred guests from all over the state. From her father’s perspective, it was less of a social occasion than a business opportunity, where locals mingled with the politicians, lobbyists, and entrepreneurs he hoped to convince to invest in Ewald County. He’d told Natalie more than once that the party had the same kind of potential for her. He thought she should be handing out business cards, touting the benefits of yoga over pimento cheese and deviled eggs, and maybe she would have been thinking along those lines if she hadn’t been so annoyed. Her sisters had always joked that Natalie was the favorite child, and though she’d sometimes felt guilty about it, she’d always counted on her father’s preference for her, his desire to keep her happy. Apparently that didn’t count for much when he decided that he knew better than she did about the female reproductive system. 

         
         Her mother was downstairs by the front steps, a wide smile plastered to her face as she waited to greet the arriving guests.
            Rosemary Macready wore a black puffer jacket over a calf-length sequined dress, and she cast a critical eye over Natalie’s
            tank top and jeans. “Couldn’t you at least put on a boa?” she said. “Just to make your father happy?”
         

         
         “No, I don’t want a boa,” Natalie snapped. “Did you know that Matt Vergotti called Daddy this morning? Because I guess if
            someone is concerned about what happens at my place of business, they automatically call my father instead of talking to me?”
         

         
         Her mother blinked, and Natalie could tell that she hadn’t known. “Now don’t make a fuss,” she said, light glinting off her
            diamond rings as she raised her hands in warning. “You know Matt and your father are in that men’s group at church. You don’t
            have to take everything so personally.”
         

         
         It was an old refrain, the fatal flaw that the family had agreed on when she was a little girl: Cassie was hotheaded, Kaitlyn
            was indecisive, and Natalie, everyone agreed, took things far too personally. She wanted to prove her mother wrong, but how
            could she make a rational argument when, once again, she found herself blinking back angry tears? “I feel like everything’s
            ruined,” she said. “I was so excited to have Cassie and Jay in the studio, and now the first thing they’re going to hear about
            is what happened to Amanda and how it’s all my fault.”
         

         
         Her mother looked down at the clipboard in her hand. She said, “I think you’re being a bit dramatic. Why don’t you get a drink
            and try to enjoy yourself? Remember, this is for Daddy.”
         

         
         Before Natalie could point out that it was only eleven a.m., her mother was distracted by a fat man in a black suit and white suspenders waddling toward her, hand outstretched. Natalie took advantage and slipped away toward the lake, scanning the crowd for Ben, who seemed at the moment like the only person who could make her feel better. 

         
         No one else looked like him. There were twenty men on the cliff steps and on the beach that might have passed for her father
            if you saw them from the right angle: gray-haired men in suspenders and fedoras, all a bit heavier than they should have been,
            their faces a bit too red, while Ben still looked more or less the same as when she was a teenager and used to watch him dive
            from the floating dock. Now and always, he looked like a man whose life found its truest form on vacation, who lived for blue
            skies and tailwinds and a Jimmy Buffett cover band on the hotel patio. Over the summer, he’d taken her with him on one of
            those trips. Natalie told everyone at home she was going to a yoga conference, and she and Ben spent three days lounging in
            their underwear at his condo in Big Pine Key.
         

         
         She was gazing toward the bend in the bank that hid the view of his houseboat when she heard a series of familiar yips and
            looked down to see Uncle Leo’s dog, Capone, nipping at the knee of her jeans. Behind him, her uncle came toward her with his
            arms outstretched. “Luke just got here with the cake for your daddy,” he said. “Three layers of double dutch fudge. Just promise
            you’ll save a piece for the rest of us.”
         

         
         It was an old joke, and Natalie grimaced despite her effort to smile as he drew her into a hug. “I gave up sugar,” she said.
            “So you don’t have to worry about me eating the whole cake this year, Uncle Leo.”
         

         
         He widened his eyes comically. “Well, why the goddamn didn’t anybody tell me? I would have brought you a banana.”

         
         A group of men near them guffawed. Uncle Leo was ten years younger than her father, and tried to counteract his natural baby
            face with a thick blond beard and sunglasses that made him look like he belonged on Miami Vice. His personality was like his clothes, oversize and loud, his southern accent so thick that it sometimes seemed like a parody. When they were little, he’d been the one that she and her sisters went to when they were afraid to go to their parents. He’d palmed them twenties, forged their mother’s signature on teachers’ notes, slipped them Barbies and Bratz dolls and, later on, beer and cigarettes. He had always given the impression of being more tolerant, more understanding, and more lenient than her father, and Natalie couldn’t entirely explain why she was still a little afraid of him. 

         
         He put his arm around her and led her away from the group of men, to the edge of the cliff looking down on their private beach.
            “I’ve got a question for you,” he said, his fingers digging into her shoulder. “Have you seen our friend Mr. Marsh today?
            I need to have a word with him.”
         

         
         She met his eyes, willing herself not to blush. Was it a coincidence that they happened to be looking for the same person,
            or was Uncle Leo hinting that he knew something about her and Ben? “I haven’t seen him today,” she said. “Maybe he’s still
            out on his boat.”
         

         
         “Well, shit,” Uncle Leo said, dropping his arm and turning to look out at the lake. “It’s been a long time since I tried to
            wedge my fat ass in one of those little kayaks. You think he has cell service out there?”
         

         
         Again the question felt like a trap. “You could take the motorboat,” she suggested.

         
         Uncle Leo shook his head. “It’s not important,” he said, but the restless way his eyes swept the horizon made her wonder if
            he was telling the truth.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            5.

         
         Cassie and Jay had arrived in her absence, and when Natalie made her way to the front of the house, she spotted Jay to the
            side of a group clustered around her father, who was telling a story that had his guests in fits of laughter. She’d come too
            late to hear the specifics, but she knew that it would be one of his greatest hits—the time that he and Uncle Leo and Ben
            climbed a water tower to escape from the old sheriff, or the time they picked up a stripper at a Richmond club and convinced
            her to skinny-dip in the fountain in front of the governor’s residence. The men were roaring, beating each other on the back,
            sounding more like a bunch of teenagers than middle-aged businessmen, thinning on top and soft around the middle.
         

         
         Natalie felt the settling effect that always came over her when she saw her father with a group of his peers. Trey and Leo
            Macready had once been the wildest among them, but now they were accepted by their community, called friends by these decent
            men who liked pretending to be bad guys one day out of the year but had never been charged with so much as a misdemeanor in
            real life. If the worst rumors about her father were true, she thought, these men would not have accepted his invitation in
            the first place.
         

         
         Jay had his daughter clasped to his shoulder while he chatted with her father’s lawyer, Lester Singletary. Mr. Singletary was short and round, and he made Jay look even more handsome by contrast, with his athletic build and high, sharp cheekbones. Natalie always felt a little flutter in her lower stomach when she looked at him, and she couldn’t help wondering if he looked at her the same way. 

         
         “Hey there,” he said, breaking into a grin as he transferred the baby to Natalie’s arms. “She’s been fussy today.”

         
         But Anjali was all smiles now, patting her aunt’s cheeks, her face scrunched in an expression of delight. Physically she was
            a miniature version of Cassie, with dark-brown hair, big eyes, and a button nose. “She recognizes me from FaceTime,” Natalie
            sang, batting her eyelashes.
         

         
         “Lester was just explaining why it’s called the Felons’ Ball,” Jay said, gesturing with his tumbler. Natalie tensed, but Mr.
            Singletary wore a jovial expression as he repeated himself: “I told him that it used to be the Flappers and Felons’ Ball,
            but you don’t see as many flappers around these days. Except your mama over there—I’m glad to see that she’s keeping up the
            tradition.”
         

         
         “It’s a little cold to be a flapper today,” Natalie said, trying to mirror his grin. Mr. Singletary must have known perfectly
            well why it was really called the Felons’ Ball, but she was glad to know that he hadn’t felt the need to trot out the old
            stories about the Macreadys for Jay’s benefit. She had never been sure how much Cassie had told her husband about where their
            money came from, but Natalie thought she wouldn’t blame her sister if she’d kept some of that information to herself.
         

         
         A man walking by stuck out his hand for Mr. Singletary, who boomed, “Nice to see y’all,” before moving away. 

         
         “You know, when Cassie first told me about the houseboats, I thought she meant like on the rivers in Europe,” Jay said, turning
            to look out at the lake. “The ones that look like boats that somebody decided to live in. These are actual houses, though.”
         

         
         Natalie had never seen a European houseboat, not even in a picture, but she wasn’t about to confess her ignorance to Jay.
            “Some of them are pretty fancy on the inside,” she said. “I know one family who has a hot tub and a full bar. Daddy’s friend
            Ben owns the one closest to the cove, if you ever wanted to see it.”
         

         
         Jay nodded, but absently, as if he wasn’t really listening. “I can see why your family held on to this place,” he said. “You’ve got a little piece of heaven right here.” 

         
         She beamed. “When the TVA bought up all the property around here, my great-granddaddy negotiated a deal to move the national
            forest line a quarter of a mile to the west, so he got to keep his land when everybody else around
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