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				New York Times Editors’ Choice

				Continued Praise for Rock the Boat:

			
			
				“The perfect summer beach read for anyone who craves a smart story with a happy ending.”

				—Oprah Daily

				“[A] witty, heartfelt debut novel about a belated coming-of-age. Dorey-Stein…spins a diverting yarn about friendship and family.”

				—The New York Times Book Review (Editors’ Choice)

				“A lively, intelligent read that confidently renders everything from a busy back bar to the slow process of grief.”

				—People

				“It’ll hit you right in the feelings. Beck, will you please write a sequel?”

				—HelloGiggles

				“A sizzling summer read…Whip-smart and perfectly capturing that delicate balance between your younger and adult selves, Dorey-Stein’s book will have you—gasp!—craving a reunion with your high school pals.”

				—EOnline

				“Following up on the success to her Obama White House memoir From the Corner of the Oval, Beck Dorey-Stein is turning to fiction with her debut novel, filled with similar coming-of-age themes and circumstances. Protagonist Kate Campbell returns to her New England hometown for the summer, finding she needs to reevaluate a few things in her life before she is ready to move back to Manhattan. Of course, that’s if she moves back, after diving deep into some of the relationships and secrets that consume her seaside community.”

				—Fortune

				“In Rock the Boat, Beck Dorey-Stein has given us the perfect summer read—sharp, irreverent, and compulsively readable—about how the best stuff in life is always what you didn’t plan.”

				—Lauren Weisberger, New York Times bestselling author of The Devil Wears Prada and Where the Grass Is Green and the Girls Are Pretty

				“Beck Dorey-Stein’s buoyant first novel is about finding out who you are and what matters most when everything tips sideways. It’s about rediscovering what love costs and finding your way back to the people who truly mean home. Funny and effervescent, hope- and heart-filled, Rock the Boat is a breath of delicious and utterly fresh air.”

				—Paula McLain, author of The Paris Wife and When the Stars Go Dark

				“Brimming with wit and warmth, and peopled with a terrifically vibrant cast of characters, Rock the Boat is a delightful, whip-smart page-turner with an expansive heart.”

				—Claire Lombardo, author of The Most Fun We Ever Had

				“What a cocktail of a book, topped with frothy, delicious wit. Beck Dorey-Stein nails the pathos and comedy of that slippery, sideways path to (sigh) adulthood. We can be awful to the people we feel safest with—those who love us and who have known us the longest—and Dorey-Stein captures that truth beautifully. I’m wildly grateful to have discovered a novelist who delivers this amount of sheer pleasure on a page.”

				—Judy Blundell, author of The High Season

				“Rock the Boat is the warm, wonderful escape I’ve been wishing for. A novel with gorgeous sentences and complex, kind characters set in a Garden State beach town—what more could you want? Mix yourself a Paloma and sink in…. Dorey-Stein’s debut novel is sheer delight.”

				—Amanda Eyre Ward, author of The Jetsetters

				“A witty and endearing escape, a summertime must-read.”

				—Booklist

				“The author perfectly captures what it means to come home again and rediscover yourself in the process. Make room in your beach bag for this cozy summer read.”

				—Kirkus Reviews
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					O enchanted land of my childhood, a cultural petri dish from which regularly issues forth greatness. New Jersey, in case you didn’t know it, has got beaches. Beautiful beaches. And they’re not all crawling with roid-raging trolls with reality shows. I grew up summering on those beaches and they are awesome. Jersey’s got farmland, beautiful bedroom communities where that woman from Real Housewives who looks like Dr. Zaius does not live nor anyone like her. Even the refineries, the endless cloverleaves of turnpikes and expressways twisting in unknowable patterns over the wetlands, are to me somehow beautiful.

					To know Jersey is to love her.

					—Anthony Bourdain
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			Road to Nowhere

			Kate Campbell opened her eyes but couldn’t see a thing. It was the middle of the night and, like a young Miss Clavel only less French and more ginger, she knew something was not right. Recalling the details of the previous evening, however, she realized it was just the opposite—nothing was wrong, and everything was finally about to be extremely right.

			Kate smiled in the dark as all the evidence accumulated to form an arrow pointing at a singular fact: Thomas would propose to her in the morning. Wriggling back under the covers, Kate grinned as she imagined what everyone would think besides It’s about time. Of course it was about time; it had been twelve years.

			Despite—or maybe because of—the countless, candid conversations they’d had about how and when to get engaged, Kate was shocked that Thomas would spring this on her. It was impressive, really, to still surprise someone after more than a decade of dating (never mind those two rocky breaks when he was stressed in med school, or those six months his first year of surgical residency, or this second fellowship). They’d agreed forever ago that the only real incentive to marry would be if they wanted to start a family, and they hadn’t even discussed children in the last six months because Thomas’s fellowship was basically Kill Bill only in long, white coats and with far more blood.

			But the end of the fellowship was finally in sight with an offer at the same hospital, and their conversation the night before was undeniable evidence of an imminent proposal. They’d been in a cab crossing back over the Brooklyn Bridge, Kate watching the fare tick up and up, when Thomas had asked if she’d like to go to brunch at Norman’s in the morning.

			“Before New Hampshire?”

			“Mm-hmm,” Thomas said, looking at his phone.

			“With Aggie and Marta?” Thomas’s sister and sister-in-law lived above them in the building Thomas’s grandparents owned. They would carpool to New Hampshire together for Easter Sunday, just as they’d done every Easter since they were twenty-two.

			“Just us,” Thomas had said, as he continued to stare down at his phone. This calculated attempt to plan a casual brunch without Aggie and Marta seemed odd to Kate, like inserting a key only to find the door already unlocked. It momentarily jostled her out of her midnight stupor, but she had been too tired to explore what Thomas’s suggestion might mean—until now, hours before dawn, when his odd behavior had, poof, turned into proof.

			But proposing in April? Kate wrinkled her nose. April in New York was horrific—an open sewage drain of a month with damp clothes and nagging colds, everyone trudging through the office as bedraggled and psychotic as the Times Square pigeons. Kate had assumed that if this was going to be the year, Thomas would have waited for May, and asked while they were on vacation with his friends.

			As the sun rose, however, Kate warmed to Thomas’s strategy: He would pop the question now so they could then drive up to New Hampshire to celebrate with the Mosby clan over Easter. She hoped but doubted that Thomas had thought to include her family in some way, which was not his strong suit, only because his family was big and fun and…a lot. All three generations and extended branches of Mosbys lived here in the city, mostly on the Upper East Side but everyone in Manhattan, or what Thomas jokingly referred to as “the only island that matters.” It was easy enough to forget that Kate did come with her own small family of four from a tiny beach town in New Jersey. Technically, Sea Point was only a three-hour drive from the city—the same distance as New Hampshire—but it felt worlds apart from her life in New York because the rest of the Campbells found the city as daunting as Thomas found Sea Point “quaint.”

			Kate closed her eyes and hoped the sleepless night wouldn’t show on her face when they asked a stranger to snap their picture after she’d said yes—or maybe Thomas had hired a photographer to hide in the bushes for candids? She wondered if he had thought to size his grandmother’s engagement ring just before emitting a low groan: She had become the kind of person she despised, and she wasn’t sure whether to blame her work, her generation, or herself.

			As a rising star at Artemis Public Relations, Kate’s craft was bending stories into taglines. Recently, she’d caught herself treating her own life like a client’s portfolio, and her online profile reflected her professional life’s permeation into the personal—her photos were flawless, her captions simple and clever. Kate envisioned colleagues, acquaintances, and ghosts from the past viewing her engagement photo with envy, even googling Thomas. In two days, she’d post a cute photo—the ring tastefully included but not prominently featured—with a low-key caption, something along the lines of: We did a thing.

			

			—

			Three hours later, Kate encouraged Thomas to take his time in the shower so she could strategize her caught-off-guard look. Each hanger held a jacket or sweater that wouldn’t be good enough for her future mother-in-law, Evelyn, who would apologize to her friends for Kate’s poor taste as they pinched her phone screen and zoomed in to inspect every inch of the engagement photos. But here, this wasn’t bad—a blue-checked dress Thomas had once said made her look like a sexy Raggedy Anne. The dress showed effort without letting Thomas know that she knew.

			“Almost ready?” Kate yelled through the bathroom door.

			“Done yesterday,” Thomas called over the high-pitched groan of the pipes. The water pressure was barely more than a sad dribble, but Kate wasn’t about to complain after four years living rent free. Then again, Kate thought, maybe she could raise the issue once she became a Mosby.

			Running a brush through her hair and a rake through her thoughts, Kate found herself feeling triumphant rather than joyful—or maybe joyfully triumphant. She’d put in so much time, given all of her twenties to this relationship, and endured a decade’s worth of saccharine smiles from ancient strangers inquiring, “So when do you think you’ll…?”

			The imminent proposal felt validating in a way that probably wasn’t especially feminist, and yet, wouldn’t anyone feel victorious when they finally saw the big return on their risky investment? And it had been downright dicey at times—after twelve years, the bottom had dropped out more than once, usually in direct correlation to where Thomas was in the medical gauntlet. Even last night at the party, Kate had worried they were heading toward the red when she’d gestured to the spinach stuck in his front teeth and Thomas had rolled his eyes before skulking off, leaving her alone in the kitchen.

			Now, Kate gave herself a once-over in the mirror: Her strawberry-blond hair rippled down in obedient, tame waves, the freckles across her nose were visible but not chaotic like they would be by mid-June. The dark, pronounced eyebrows she’d hated as a kid were cooperating today, and after she’d drawn a bronze rim around her wide green eyes, Kate took private delight in the double takes that her heart-shaped face so often invited.

			Just last week, she’d been confused for the breakout actress from that Netflix show while ordering at Barney Greengrass. Kate no longer blushed when she disappointed strangers bold enough to approach her—in fact, she wore big black sunglasses to encourage such speculation. Tourists came from small towns like hers to gawk at the city’s glamour and so Kate indulged in their celebrity-sighting fantasies not only because it was fun but also because it proved just how far she had come since arriving in New York fifteen years ago as a college freshman.

			The toilet flushed and the bathroom door opened.

			“You look nice,” Thomas said, checking his hair in the mirror. “Where’s my putty?”

			Kate handed him the hair product half hidden under her brush—it arrived every month from a tiny shop in Vancouver and cost more than their utility bills—but he wouldn’t know that. Thomas dropped his keys twice before successfully tucking them into his jacket pocket. Nerves, Kate deduced, flashing him a well-glossed grin. “We haven’t been to Norman’s in ages!” she announced to Thomas’s reflection in the hallway mirror.

			“Back to where it all began,” he replied, slipping his bare feet into the walking loafers to which the entire Mosby clan subscribed.

			The spring of their junior year of college, Kate and Thomas had met in the bathroom line at Norman’s just after two a.m. According to Kate, he’d complimented her purple Shark watch and according to Thomas, he’d made fun of her purple Shark watch. Several hours later, they’d staggered out of the diner and straight into each other’s world.

			Now, as Kate clutched Thomas’s hand on the walk back to where they’d first met, she surrendered to the overwhelming affection she had for New York, the greatest of cities that she’d come to see as hers. In the West Village, beautiful strangers swirled around her like gorgeous pieces of moving furniture—enriching the milieu with their statement pieces, their curated indifference. The anonymity among other well-heeled intellects is what Kate loved the most—even more than that woman’s vintage handbag as they crossed Greenwich. Her hand in Thomas’s, Kate smiled at ten-year-old twins clad in thousand-dollar down jackets and beamed with the knowledge that she’d never felt more at home than she did here, among the ambition and creative genius that charged the city with its own electricity. Joan Didion had been right when she’d written, “New York was no mere city. It was instead an infinitely romantic notion, the mysterious nexus of all love and money and power, the shining and perishable dream itself.”

			Kate knew that each one of these power-walking New Yorkers would arrive at the café or yoga studio or sound bath and untuck their scarves as they shed their aloofness, exchanging it for the cultivated mindfulness they’d been practicing in therapy. Changing identities in New York was easier than renting bowling shoes in New Jersey, though both would give you break-in blisters. The birthplace of the rebirth, the key to making it in Manhattan was believing you belonged—along with easy access to a dependable dry cleaner.

			“I’m so sorry to bother you but aren’t you—” a tourist in her early forties asked as she grinned at Kate while they waited to cross Hudson. The woman was gripping her phone and Kate saw her camera app already open, the lens in selfie mode.

			“No, she isn’t,” Thomas interjected; he had zero tolerance for out-of-towners, except for his West Coast friends and the easily placed Eaton type.

			Turning the corner and spotting the diner’s iconic neon sign, Kate sped toward it, appreciating how her future was waiting inside her past—she’d have to play around with that idea for subsequent content captions or maybe even her vows. Like the city itself, the best thing about Norman’s was that it weeded out the weaklings. The diner achieved this through an impossibly heavy glass door that, like everything else at Norman’s, hadn’t changed in the last seventy years. If you were a regular and of a particular age, the hostess would hit the handicapped automatic button from the inside—if you were anyone else, you were on your own. Kate ignored Thomas as he swore under his breath and used both hands to yank open the door. Inside, while Thomas massaged his shoulder, Kate scanned the room and approached the hostess stand with a request: “May we have that corner booth?”

			The hostess followed Kate’s finger past the servers and bussers racing around with big brown trays, narrowly avoiding collisions. Thomas had once joked that navigating Norman’s reminded him of driving in Rome—harrowing, and safer to do a little buzzed.

			“You know them?” she asked, looking at the two willowy blondes sipping coffee through straws, occupying the booth to which Kate pointed.

			“No,” Kate ceded, “but we’ll wait. We’ve done it before. It’s kind of our booth.”

			At this moment, Thomas looked up from his phone and met the hostess’s disgust with an apologetic smile. “Kate, they haven’t even gotten their food yet.”

			Acquiescing only to disguise her comprehension of what today meant—would mean forever—Kate followed the hostess to the vacant, freestanding table by the jukebox, closest to the restrooms. “First time for everything,” she sighed, forcing a smile and ignoring a man’s phlegmy cough at a neighboring booth.

			Glenda, the notoriously grumpy server who seemed to despise Kate as much as she adored Thomas—who was never Thomas but always Baby or Honey or Honey Baby on especially frisky days—asked Baby what he’d like to drink and walked away without looking at Kate. Until The New Yorker had featured what they termed “The Glenda Phenomenon” in their “Shouts and Murmurs” column, Glenda had been unaware that she’d starred in so many ungraduated short stories that the NYU English Department had unanimously voted to place a moratorium on the use of her likeness.

			Glenda returned with two coffees, two orange juices, and the infamous attitude that made her so vital in preserving the city’s folklore. After ordering their usual, Thomas leaned forward and said he needed to ask Kate something.

			“Are you,” Thomas began, reaching across the table for her winter-white hand. Her caramelized skin from Mexico, Kate silently lamented, had blanched as soon as they’d touched down at LaGuardia. “Happy?” Thomas stared at her, waiting for her response, with the bluest eyes Kate had ever seen. Mayflower blue, she liked to joke, because his grandmother never missed an opportunity to mention their Plymouth forebearers.

			“The happiest,” Kate crooned, arching her back to sit up straight, basking in the moment like a cat in afternoon sun.

			“Really?” he said, drawing slow circles on the back of her hand with his thumb.

			“Really,” Kate said. “I am the happiest.”

			She felt Thomas’s hand retreat to retrieve the ring from the pocket in his jacket. But he didn’t reach for the pocket. He just sat back, his eyes so wide that they became two Mayflower blue islands surrounded by an ocean of white shock.

			Thomas held out his hands again and she met him halfway, ignoring some primordial sense of panic. He flipped her right hand over and traced the lines of her veins across the pale underbelly of her wrist. Kate waited. She felt light-headed before realizing she hadn’t taken a breath since she’d said “happiest.” Leaning forward and speaking slowly, in a low voice that would haunt her for months, Thomas confessed: “I’m not happy. I’m really, really not happy.”

			

			—

			Six hours later, Kate’s parents flanked her as they walked out of the Jane Street apartment and toward their parked car, which offended passersby with its flashing hazard lights and yellow Jersey plates. Buckled in the back, Kate closed her eyes and tried to understand what had just happened, how this implosion of her life had occurred.

			In the diner, she’d actually laughed when Thomas had said he wasn’t happy. She’d almost said, This is a weird way to start a proposal. But then Thomas’s eyes had welled with tears and instead of asking “Will you,” he’d said, “This isn’t fair.”

			That’s when time had sped up and stood still.

			Kate had swallowed vomit before bolting from the booth and pushing through the hulking diner door like it was nothing but a string curtain. On the street corner, she’d put her hands on her knees and her head between her legs as Thomas stood behind her and calmly explained he would go to New Hampshire as planned; he was using his vacation days to stay up there for the week so she would have time to pack her stuff and figure out next steps. They’d walked up Eighth Avenue in silence, too stunned to speak. When a subway grate blew the city’s bad breath up Kate’s dress and Thomas looked embarrassed for her—like they were no longer on the same team, no longer a we—Kate broke into a run only to arrive back on Jane Street and realize the apartment keys were in Thomas’s pocket.

			Waiting on the steps, she’d called her sister.

			“Can you go to a friend’s place?” Bernadette asked. “You shouldn’t be in that apartment by yourself—oh, Christ, and tomorrow’s Easter.”

			“My friends are his friends,” Kate whimpered.

			“Is it Nora?” Bernadette dared.

			“He swears there’s no one else.”

			Bernadette scoffed and muttered a string of uncomplimentary expletives under her breath before saying she’d figure something out. They hung up just as Thomas rounded the corner and reluctantly offered that she could come to New Hampshire for Easter, as long as she could keep the weekend drama-free since his grandmother was in remission.

			“He wants me to go with him,” Kate lied.

			“No, he doesn’t,” Bernadette said just as Thomas cleared his throat and clarified that he needed to be alone, that New Hampshire was only an option if she had nowhere else to go.

			“Stay there,” Bernadette growled. “Or book a train home and I’ll pick you up.”

			After unlocking the front door, Thomas grabbed a pre-packed suitcase he’d hidden behind the white couch, kissed Kate’s forehead, and explained he was being cruel to be kind before asking her to drop her Jane Street keys in the mailbox when she left. An hour later and alone in the apartment, Kate had cried herself to exhaustion. Staring up at the ceiling, she listened to the rhythm of the raindrops and Rolodexed her regrets: She should have said yes to that puppy Thomas had wanted the previous summer, yes to another hour at the party the night before, and no to that early SoulCycle class when he’d been sleeping off his week of overnight shifts. The regrets poured down as the rain picked up, and the incessant tapping against the window reminded Kate of her least favorite client, Hal, who liked to express his annoyance by impatiently drumming his manicured fingernails on the conference room table.

			Kate groped for her phone, ignored the incoming call from Bernadette, and composed an email to her boss and her boss’s boss at Artemis PR, who just so happened to be Evelyn Mosby. In three lines, Kate quit her job. She didn’t even bother to read through the memo before hitting “send.” It was over. She’d lost the big investment so it was time to burn it all down. The momentary flex of independence felt good, like the warm licks of a bonfire—until everything inevitably turned to ash.

			“You did WHAT?” Bernadette yelled into the phone five minutes later. Kate heard their parents, Sally and Dirk, gasp in the background when Bernadette relayed the latest bit of breaking news. “Write back and apologize or—wait, no, just put your phone down. You’re out of your mind. Hold on—okay, Mom and Dad are going to drive up right now, but no more emails.”

			It was only when Dirk and Sally Campbell appeared on the Jane Street front stoop and her mom said “Oh Katie” that she let her body go slack and allowed her parents to organize the evacuation. Kate curled up in the corner of their queen bed that she realized was now just Thomas’s and watched the clumsy pile of wire dry cleaner hangers spill off the down comforter and onto the hardwood floor. As her father loaded luggage, her mother worked to dismantle her closet, while Kate pored over Thomas’s social media presence, trying to understand who could have infiltrated their life when Thomas worked all the time. Kate had met the other fellows in his program and felt a shred of comfort that they weren’t his type before realizing she had no idea what Thomas’s type was if it wasn’t her.

			From the closet, Sally scoffed about the kind of people who hung their jeans, knowing full well Thomas had turned her daughter into that kind of person. Locking herself in the bathroom, Kate secretly texted Thomas. If Bernadette had come up with their parents, she would have confiscated Kate’s phone upon arrival to avoid this very situation, but Bernadette was at home with her daughter and so Kate was in the bathroom texting. Thomas replied immediately, proving to Kate that he still loved her and that this was just another dramatic hiccup. Taking a deep breath, Kate opened the message and saw it was the automatic reply she’d set up for him years ago so that he wouldn’t be tempted to text and drive.

			Three suitcases and countless overstuffed trash bags later, Sally barked out directions from the passenger seat like a Marine on a rescue mission as Dirk navigated their way out of the West Village. A sign above the Holland Tunnel warned in flashing lights and far too late, STAY ALERT! The city disappeared behind them and the road ahead narrowed into darkness.

			It took several moments for Kate’s eyes to adjust to the blur of white tiles erasing the life she’d built for herself. Leaving the city this way—worried parents in the front, all earthly possessions in the back—felt like a permanent sentence. Driving under the Hudson, away from New York, was the equivalent of crossing the river Styx, only without the romantic promise of an afterlife.

			Emerging from the tunnel, the GPS mechanically welcomed them to New Jersey with as much enthusiasm as one could muster for the state. Dirk and Sally let out a joint sigh of relief as they merged onto 95 South. The sun had set and hundreds of red taillights idled in the stand-still traffic, reminding Kate of worker ants. Fifteen years in the city and she’d never had to commute.

			Merging onto the Garden State Parkway, Kate listened to the steady grunt of her parents’ rusty SUV that was bad for the environment but good for moving two daughters in and out of dorm rooms, group houses, and apartments. She let her forehead thud against the window with every bump in the road and watched with envy as oncoming traffic headed north, toward the city, toward the epicenter of everything. One car’s high beams temporarily blinded all of them and her mom squawked: “It’s like they’re shining a flashlight directly in our faces!” Sally Campbell didn’t know, how could she, but at the mention of a flashlight, the memory rushed at Kate without warning. She closed her eyes and allowed the curtains to lift.

			She’d been dating Thomas for six months when he’d surprised her with a trip to his parents’ vacant ski lodge in New Hampshire the first crisp fall weekend in October. Kate had expected the lodge to smell musty, a thick layer of dust making her sneeze every few seconds, the cupboards bare except for mouse droppings. But when Thomas opened the front door, the exposed wood beams sparkled and a crackling fire in the great room beckoned. This wasn’t anything like her uncle’s double-wide in the Poconos, which he’d optimistically called his lodge—this was what happened when Martha Stewart masturbated to pictures of John Muir for a week and then designed a rustic-themed mansion accordingly. It was outdoorsy-chic, a cozy-rugged cabin meant for early-morning ski runs and twenty-person dinner parties. It was beautiful and all theirs for the weekend.

			“I called ahead.” Thomas shrugged nonchalantly before explaining that the caretaker had swung by.

			After fooling around in the living room, under the direct supervision of a mounted moose head, they got dressed and bundled up for a walk through the idyllic gloam. Thomas wanted to show Kate the boarding school campus where he’d spent his formative years—a stunning hundred-acre sprawl that seemed more like a movie set version of a school than an actual institution. As they walked, Thomas tossed a flashlight to himself like the sweet Eagle Scout he was—he’d brought it so they could find their way home in the dark because an Eagle Scout was always prepared.

			The school’s gothic architecture, beginning with the twelve-foot-high stone wall that surrounded the campus, was designed to intimidate. “Our kids will go here,” Thomas had said, hugging his arms around the flagpole in the center of the quad and grinning at her like a schoolboy with a crush.

			“Our kids?” Kate smirked. They were twenty-one. They were kids. But the vision of her own children attending a place like this…she could feel her insides shift and the throbbing wound from her own high school experience, buried yet still raw after all these years, seemed to finally quell as she imagined crossing this quad as a mother in a responsible green cardigan and espadrilles, a familiar figure heading to the school play, a contributing member of this community. She would belong.

			“Yeah, our kids,” Thomas affirmed. Kate could barely make out Thomas’s outline as he launched himself from the flagpole, pulled Kate into a hug, and nuzzled his face into her neck. She heard him rustling in his pockets right before he pulled out the flashlight and held it below Kate’s chin, clicking it on with his thumb.

			“What are you doing?”

			“I want to see your face when I tell you,” he murmured.

			“Tell me what?”

			“I love you,” he whispered. His lips against her ear as he said it, the way he sounded out of breath, and smiling. She couldn’t see him but she knew the sound of his smile, and because he’d put that dumb flashlight under her chin, he saw that she was smiling too, maybe even tearing up because this was a moment she would remember forever—she knew it then, even as it was still happening. “I love you,” he said again, squeezing her even tighter, “and we are going to make the most beautiful children, and they’ll attend Evergreen, and they’ll have your right brain and my left brain, so they’ll all be valedictorians. But mostly”—Thomas gripped Kate’s shoulders and spun her around so she faced him—“I love you. And I will always love you. Like Whitney Houston will always love you, but with blueberry pancakes and morning sex, even when we’re in our nineties.” He scooped her up just then and carried her across the quad like a groom whisking his bride across the threshold, bellowing “I Will Always Love You” so loud that his voice ricocheted off the stone walls. Thomas had shined the flashlight ahead of them through the woods and back to the cabin, their path clear and bright.

			At the end of the weekend, Kate had grabbed the flashlight and taken it back to New York. It was sturdier and more pragmatic than an engagement ring, but it promised the same thing: I will always love you. For years, they kept the flashlight on their coffee table, a centerpiece they hoped guests would ask after, which they did, until it disappeared during their New Year’s Eve party the previous year.

			“Dirk!” Sally shrieked as the entire car swerved, jolting Kate out of the memory.

			“There was a turtle!” her father yelled back.

			“Did you hit it?” Kate asked reluctantly, peering past her own reflection to outside the window. The Garden State Parkway had narrowed to two lanes and was empty. Tall, narrow trees stood guard on either side. They must be driving through the Pine Barrens now.

			“Sure didn’t,” her father said proudly. “And he was almost to the white line of the shoulder, so I bet he makes it.”

			“Oh, so it’s a he?” her mother asked. “How very twentieth century of you.”

			As her history-teaching parents sparred about pronouns, Kate tried to nestle back into the memory of visiting Evergreen for the first time, but she couldn’t—it felt as awkward as trying to wriggle back into a wet bathing suit.

			Now they took the exit for Sea Point, passing the billboard that reminded tourists in peeling turquoise paint: NEW JERSEY’S BEST-KEPT SECRET! The lighthouse illuminated the raindrops on the windshield so they shimmered like diamonds before continuing its revolution through the darkness. The salt in the damp air and the sound of the crashing waves were undeniable: Kate was back where she’d began. In real life, and in one day, she’d lost Thomas, quit her job, and returned to her least favorite place.

			“Lots of construction happening,” her father said as they coasted through the sleeping town. Kate peered out at the shops and restaurants—the windows that weren’t still boarded up from the most recent hurricane were dark and empty—everyone somewhere warmer, better, until the high season.

		

	
		
		
			MVP

			For as long as Ziggy Miller could remember, Easter in Sea Point was an aggressive publicity stunt to resurrect the town like it was Jesus’s only stop on his comeback tour. This was the first year, however, that Ziggy found the annual endeavor humiliating. He was sick of pandering to tourists, sick of everyone using his hometown as an escape from real life. Sea Point was not Disneyworld or the front cover of the Williams Sonoma Easter catalog, no matter how many papier-mâché eggs occupied the front lawns of the gingerbread houses on Ocean Avenue.

			They did the same thing at Christmas, when the town took its cues from the likes of Bedford Falls and Whoville and hosted a meet-and-greet with Mr. and Mrs. Claus, a tour of the elves’ workshop, and a highly competitive Shirtless Santa 1k on the beach that usually ended in a Shirtless Santa brawl on the boardwalk. Tourists came from far and wide for the big holidays in the off-season, eagerly escaping to this little fantasy beach town at the edge of the world.

			Carrying a large rock through the empty church the night before Easter Sunday, Ziggy dropped it too close to the ball valve, almost breaking the new filter. One inch over and he would have busted the waterfall he’d spent all night building. He told himself to focus on the project—as ridiculous as it may be. Even if Sea Point was the only town he knew of that had an Easter pageant that included a waterfall and a Bruce Springsteen a cappella group, it was still a real place where real people lived and, as he knew all too well, real people died.

			Ziggy couldn’t believe that Walter Beam, the youth pastor who also ran the Sea Point Theater Troupe, had asked Ziggy to build the waterfall this year. Alone. But Walter had asked, and Ziggy had agreed, “Because yes is easier than no,” Ziggy’s mother used to say the night before school bake sales. She’d open the oven door, squint into the 400-degree heat, and pull out a fifth batch of brownies while explaining that volunteer work rarely involved volunteering but rather preying on those with the greatest sense of obligation or lowest tolerance of guilt. But that had been in another life.

			Stepping away from the project, Ziggy wondered, how was a waterfall any sort of priority? Didn’t Jesus live in the desert? Wasn’t an Easter pageant that included a crucifixion a little intense for kids, even if the Springsteen a cappella group sang “Tougher Than the Rest”?

			Emerging from St. Mary’s Church well after dark, Ziggy cursed the sudden rainstorm as he hustled to his truck. Fiddling with the radio while waiting for the heat to kick in, Ziggy watched a silver Porsche SUV with Pennsylvania plates pull up and honk impatiently. He couldn’t make out the driver’s face in the glint of his rearview mirror, but Ziggy did see two white hands hovering above the wheel, fleshy parentheses of frustration asking the usual question of an idling car in a packed parking lot.

			Ziggy gave the silver Porsche an apologetic wave before backing out and flicking on his turn signal to make a left onto Ocean Avenue. In February, he’d moved out of his apartment above the surf shop and back into his parents’ house—or, rather, his mother’s house—which meant he now had to drive across town, from West to East Sea Point, instead of walking a block to the little oasis he’d given up when his dad had dropped dead. But he had no choice, considering that only last night Bev had attempted to cut her hair again, most likely around four a.m., when the sleeping pill had partially worn off. Before heading out to work this morning, Ziggy had sat across from her at the kitchen table and mustered the grace to dub her hack job “very rock and roll” when it was actually very disturbing.

			Now driving past two teenagers skateboarding with boogie boards tucked under their arms, Ziggy felt a wave of nostalgia. In spite of himself, he loved Sea Point. He loved that he’d grown up by the ocean, surrounded by nature he was free to explore without parental supervision. As a kid, he’d adventured alone or with a pack of boys via feet, bike, or board all over town, and during the off-season, if it got too cold or too dark, they’d wave down an oncoming car that undoubtedly belonged to a familiar face. He loved that, from an aerial view, the town appeared as an inverted heart—as if all elements of the natural world had conspired to illustrate just how special Sea Point was.

			Of course, he hadn’t always felt such affection for his hometown. Like most local kids, Ziggy had learned from the older boys in the back of the school bus that he’d grown up in what appeared to be the ball sack of New Jersey, America’s armpit. In fairness, their interpretation was not wrong—an inverted heart shared a scrotal likeness. But most adults described the geography as an inverted heart. Some even capitalized on it: Every summer during the high season, Sea Point sold hundreds of thousands of dollars of merchandise emblazoned with a red heart stitched upside down, which had felt particularly apt to Ziggy since February.

			Driving home alone in the dark, Ziggy considered his life’s trajectory and instantly felt his shoulders tense from the particular weight of carrying a legacy. Miller Values Plumbing (MVP) had served as a pillar of the Sea Point community for three generations, beginning with Ziggy’s grandfather, who’d returned from Vietnam a staunch believer in isolationism, daily vacuuming, and not dying in Hammonton, the town where he’d been born. When an army buddy offered him a job renovating a bar at the edge of nowhere, Ziggy’s grandfather loaded his wife and nine-year-old son into a rusted-out truck and gunned it down the highway toward the family’s fate.

			“Before I could read a clock, I knew it was only a matter of time before I took over the business,” Zeke used to say. The MVP origin story had played like a pop song throughout Ziggy’s childhood, a track consistently introduced at every new client’s house. Bored housewives, mesmerized by the handsome handyman, would linger near the leaking sink or ancient boiler and listen to the chorus line Ziggy knew by heart. “I started keeping my father’s books when I was twelve and never stopped,” Zeke would say, impressing young and old women alike, and making Ziggy beam with pride. His father could fix anything, and he’d taught Ziggy everything.

			Almost everything, Ziggy thought now, switching on his high beams to alert the possums, raccoons, and foxes that he was heading their way. He drove toward the lighthouse, its beam appearing and disappearing in slow, tired circles. An empty Ocean Avenue stretched out before Ziggy, and it was impossible not to see the rest of his life in the endless concrete that led him toward more darkness.

			His father had taught him how to install gas lines, reroute pipes, and repair everything from dishwashers to septic tanks. But the billing system had felt so instinctual to Zeke that he put off showing his own son how to calculate estimates and factor in material and labor costs. “It’s just faster for me to do it,” was Zeke’s response whenever Ziggy asked about a customer’s payment plan. “We’re too busy,” Zeke would say. “You have the rest of your life to learn that stuff.”

			And then, two months ago, at the age of fifty-four, Zeke dropped dead of a heart attack. He left his thirty-four-year-old son without an understanding of the books or a plan for the business. Every morning since February fifth, Ziggy had woken up with a metastasizing mass of grief at his center. He’d walk along the boardwalk and wonder at all the people laughing—how could they do it without Zeke Miller among them? Existing in the void of his father’s absence felt like drowning in a black hole, except the gravitational pull was inside Ziggy, drawing him away from the world, toward nothing.

			Imagining Zeke beside him was how Ziggy coped in the After. Here in the truck, his dad sat next to him, window down and cursing the bad radio reception before asking Ziggy if he was hungry, which is how Ziggy realized he’d never eaten dinner.

			Pulling a U-turn and parking right in front of the Wawa, Ziggy found himself waiting in line, dazed, with a turkey hoagie and SunChips. He watched the hot dogs perambulate in their own grease before he opened his wallet and let his gaze travel lazily over the information on his driver’s license: thirty-four years old. Five foot nine. One hundred seventy-six pounds. Blue eyes. Blond hair. Organ donor. Eyeing the king-size Butterfingers on display above the conveyor belt, he tried to remember what it was like to crave something. In the Before, he’d eaten a Butterfinger every night, a ritual he enjoyed in the privacy of his own apartment above the surf shop. Now just looking at the orange and blue wrapper made him feel queasy, which explained why he was no longer 176 pounds. In fact, Ziggy had lost so much weight since February that the only pants that still fit were his Carhartt overalls—and they didn’t so much fit as hang from his shoulders.

			“This it?” the cashier asked. Chipped white nail polish, brown hair, black eyeliner, and big blue eyes. She was new at the register but her face was familiar. They figured it out at the same time: Yates Academy. She had been in the grade above him, but since they hadn’t seen each other in nearly twenty years, Meredith—that’s right, Meredith Travers—looked much older now, haggard even, with crow’s-feet and teeth the color of cornmeal. She’d played field hockey, an All-American, if Ziggy recalled correctly. On her left index finger sat a silver band with an empty setting, naked prongs jutting toward the fluorescent lights holding nothing but its breath. Ziggy told himself it was probably fine, she was probably fine. Maybe it was some sort of political or fashion statement. Not everyone was a disaster.

			Ziggy accepted the change from his $20 and told Meredith it was good to see her, which it wasn’t because she looked the way he felt. He stepped outside to eat on the green bench in front of his parked truck. The hoagie was even soggier than he’d dreaded.

			“Nice night,” Meredith Travers said a minute later, lighting the cigarette between her lips. He looked up and she smiled at him, her eighteen-year-old field-hockey star smile, and asked what he was up to the rest of the night—she’d just finished her shift.

			“Summersault is still open,” Ziggy suggested. “Want to get a drink?”

			“How about your place?” she asked, eyeing him up and down. “You’ve gotten cuter since high school.”

			Ziggy patted his flat stomach. “Dead Dad diet,” he said, stretching his arms above his head. No one wanted to talk about his father, but everyone was eager to comment on his weight. The consolation prize for losing his best friend, his mentor, his hero, his dad, was that he was finally getting attention from women. Ziggy wondered if Meredith could smell the grief on him, if it clung to him the way the tobacco clung to her. Grief in his hair, his fingernails, the cabin of his truck.

			“Sure,” he said. “Follow me?”

			Ten minutes later, Meredith’s sedan followed Ziggy’s truck down a long seashell driveway that led not to Ziggy’s house—where Bev was probably passed out in front of the television—but to Daffodil Cottage, one of the few surviving Victorians in Sea Point.

			Most of the original Sea Point mansions had been razed after years of neglect, but Ziggy and his father had spent the better half of the last decade restoring Daffodil Cottage for the owners who were almost never there. Technically, the Miller men were just plumbers, but off the books, they could build anything. “We’re dream-makers,” Zeke had once said.

			Daffodil Cottage now boasted both nineteenth-century charm and twenty-first-century luxuries, including a sauna, a small home theater, and a climbing wall for the children who preferred to summer on the Amalfi Coast. Zeke and Ziggy had been in the middle of renovating the basement—the owners wanted “the world’s most savage man cave”—when Zeke had dropped dead. Ziggy was now trying to finish the project himself and just this past week had installed the six-by-six steam shower the owners had asked for by sending a link to one they liked in Private Air Luxury Homes.

			Incredibly, the owners’ ever-growing wish list had yet to include a security camera—they found the town’s trusting community, its open-door policy, positively charming. They believed in keys, a standard alarm system with a type-in code, and local eyes. “The last thing we want to do is change the ethos of the neighborhood with security apps and floodlights,” the owners had written in an email to Zeke and Ziggy years earlier. “We love Sea Point for its quaintness, and we trust you to watch over Daffodil Cottage for us.”

			Not everyone shared the owners’ laissez-faire approach to security or their desire to preserve “its quaintness.” In more recent years, a developer named Harry Leeper had discovered the untapped value of Sea Point and hastily purchased every empty lot to erect oversize houses. The new construction came with highly sensitive and extremely visible security systems, which was a quick way to illustrate the worth of the property without having to invest in quality materials or sustainable designs. It could be argued these added safety measures prevented break-ins, although the year-rounders would be quick to point out that burglary had never been an issue. Regardless of the reason, the fact of the matter was that no one had ever robbed Daffodil Cottage, even if Ziggy Miller broke into it most nights.

			Since February, Ziggy was the only living local who carried the key and knew the code that opened Daffodil Cottage, which made it his house, his secret, and technically not a break-in. He told himself that it was just a little light trespassing. Totally harmless.

			Ziggy inserted his key, punched in the code, and pushed open the front door. Flipping on the light switch, he listened to Meredith’s predictable gasp as she took in the palatial living room, ogled the creamy cashmere throws folded over an immaculately white linen sofa, the plush shag rug that Ziggy would also describe as white but the owners would have been quick to specify was Mist. Only the wealthy can surround themselves in so many shades of white without worrying, Ziggy thought to himself, and not for the first time. Only the wealthy could pay other people to erase the tracks of their shoes, the trail of their dead skin cells, the history of their dirt.

			“You’ve got great taste,” Meredith said, and as she tossed him an All-American smile, Ziggy thought of all the girls before her who had said the exact same thing before collapsing into the exact same corner of the sofa. He crossed the room and as soon as he sat down next to her, Meredith climbed on top of him. “You know what’s weird?” Meredith asked, unhooking his overalls before looking Ziggy in the eye. “For some reason, I always thought you were a scholarship kid, too.”

		

	
		
		
			SkyMiles

			Sitting in the Delta lounge at San Francisco International Airport, Miles drained his coffee and ignored the incoming call from Ziggy. As his childhood best friend, Miles knew what Ziggy wanted, and since he couldn’t do anything for him anytime soon, it was better to just avoid the situation altogether.

			In the wake of Zeke’s death, Ziggy had asked Miles to help him understand his father’s accounting books—a stack of dog-eared composition notebooks kept in a cardboard box out in the garage next to spare plumbing parts. Ziggy had gently nudged Miles a dozen times in the last three months since he had agreed at the funeral to take a look, but now that he was back on the other side of the country, the thought of sorting through Zeke’s records and seeing his awful handwriting seemed way too depressing.

			Besides, he’d just taken a 10 mg raspberry gummie for the flight and could not be trusted with the careful handling Ziggy now required.

			Miles’s phone buzzed again. This time it was a text from Brozetomen. There was little worse in life than being pressured to have fun with people you’d long outgrown and would feel fine about never seeing again. After Josh Praetaker texted a picture of his business-class pod from LaGuardia, Miles muted the group he would be spending the next seventy-two hours with at a ranch outside Bozeman, Montana. They’d barely spoken in over a decade but Miles’s sophomore year college roommate, Kevin, needed warm bodies to fill the tuxedos on his wedding day and what were fraternity brothers for if not heavily documented tribal gatherings with open bars?

			In honor of “the best years of his life,” Kevin’s wedding would be held at Princeton, their alma mater, in the chapel, which made Miles kind of want to die. After graduation, Kevin had moved back to his hometown of Malvern, Pennsylvania, and eventually proposed to his high school sweetheart. They’d put a down payment on a four-bedroom house and another down payment on an unborn Labradoodle. They were doing the thing Miles had no interest in doing, much to his girlfriend Chloe’s dismay.

			Miles’s bond with Brozetomen was anchored in one weekend the spring of freshman year, when they’d been locked in a basement for forty-eight hours with Miley Cyrus on repeat, two kegs to empty between eight pledges, and no food. They’d taken turns hoisting Ned, the smallest, on their shoulders to dump the bucket of feces and urine up and out of the single garden-level window. Years later, a knotted rope of nostalgia, loneliness, and an acute fear of aging lassoed them together at bachelor parties and weddings.

			Another text, this one from Chloe asking if he’d made it to his gate.

			Miles wrote back immediately—yes, with plenty of time. Why did even the most attractive woman at the company Christmas party devolve into an anxious, sexless camp counselor with a Pinterest clipboard full of neutral handbags after two years of dating? She followed up with a question about socks that was too much for him before his second cup of coffee, so he opened his email instead and did a double take at his mother’s name.

			Jo Hoffman rarely sent emails—everything could be sent over text or said on the phone. Granted, he’d put his mother on DO NOT DISTURB mode after she became apoplectic about Minnie Hastings’s backhand—but he was not, nor would he ever be, the appropriate audience for commentary on women’s doubles. Before he could talk himself out of it, Miles forced himself to click on the (no subject) subject line.

			
				My Dearest Miles,

				I’ve tried calling you several times but I keep getting your voice mail, which is full. You really need to clean that out in case of emergencies. More importantly, after much discussion and thoughtful consideration, I’ve decided the Wharf is not a monarchy but a democracy and, as such, my successor will be nominated by the board rather than appointed by me. Yes, I’m aware I am 52 percent of the board so in the end it will still be my decision, which is my preferred take on democracy. (Also: I took Kathy to see Hamilton for her birthday and even though it’s a shame she didn’t get to enjoy the original cast, the new Aaron Burr is delicious.)

				Take a breath, honey. Eric was disappointed until I explained you two will keep your board seats. Now he is elated and planning a six-month vacation to South America. You will continue to benefit financially from the Wharf—you just won’t be a shoo-in CEO, which makes sense since you live on the other side of the country with a full in-box.

				Don’t see this as a punishment but as an opportunity—you are now free to do whatever you want, to pursue any passion, travel to any corner of the world to find happiness. Making you CEO would have been clipping my favorite bird’s beautiful wings.

				All my love.

			

			Miles stared at the letter. Was he so high that he was hallucinating? Was he too high to call his mother?

			“But we have discussed it,” Jo said on the phone, moments later. She was panting on her Peloton, trying to rehab her knee in time to beat Minnie Hastings in the spring doubles tournament. “Your go-to line when we talked in the Maldives was that you didn’t care.” It was true that Miles was not currently interested in working for Hoffman LLC, but that didn’t mean he was ready to give up his birthright.

			“I didn’t care while we were on vacation,” Miles stage-whispered, doubling over as he yelled into the phone. A middle-aged woman with thick-framed glasses sitting across from him, sipping a martini before their ten a.m. flight, looked up from her magazine with intrigue, so he cupped the phone. It was with his hand as a makeshift cubicle that Miles suggested maybe his mother had suffered a stroke that none of her underlings had been brave enough to tell her about. In the silence, he heard her smile. She was relishing his distress.

			“Hold on,” Jo said. “Let me conference you in with Eric and Vince.”

			Miles felt his whole body start to vibrate and it wasn’t from the coffee. As his mother put him on hold, Miles couldn’t decide if he was angriest at Jo, his brother, or Jo’s lawyer who’d probably told her this new plan was a great idea.

			Jo cleared her throat as she returned to the line. “You there?” she asked.

			Miles sucked in his breath. “Mom, let’s keep this between us. We don’t need Vince to sort out our family shit and Eric is a fucking idiot.”

			Jo inhaled and began to call him honey just as Vince the lawyer offered an awkward hello, and that’s when Miles heard the distinct, high-pitched laugh of his older brother, Eric.

			“That was mad harsh, bro,” he said. Thankfully, Eric never took anything too seriously, in large part because Eric was almost always drunk or high or both, even if Jo refused to acknowledge it. Unlike their dad, Ari, who’d fled to Florida years ago when the brothers were still in Velcro sneakers, Eric wasn’t a mean addict but a dopey, low-functioning man-child. He’d shown the greatest professional promise this past year by failing to show up to work at the Wharf and instead sitting in Jo Hoffman’s finished basement all day, playing videogames, dabbling in amateur poker, and waiting for food delivery. And because of Jo, who’d never not bankrolled him, Eric had decided this was a lucrative career. When Miles had pointed this out in previous conversations, Jo’s response was always, “What do you want me to do?”

			This was why Miles didn’t go home. Although he still admired Eric from a historical perspective—the legend of a big brother casts a long shadow—Eric was a disaster and everyone in Sea Point knew it. Technically, he was a manager at the Wharf, but his corner office sat empty seven days a week, which was a relief to the other managers, who had enough work to do without managing their boss.

			“Eric, hey, sorry,” Miles said, running his sweaty, shaky palms on his travel-day black athleisure-wear pants. He was about to explain how this was all a big shock to him when he heard a loud buzz over the sound of running water and realized Eric had decided this conference call was the perfect time to brush his teeth.

			“You’ll still get plenty of money, Miles,” Jo yelled over the buzzing.

			Vince the lawyer echoed the sentiment and prattled on about shares and percentages. But they all knew it wasn’t about the money, just as they all knew that Eric was gurgling Listerine, now spitting it out, now running a shower.

			“We’re so proud of you for all your success in real estate, honey,” Jo purred, unaware of how condescending she sounded. “But the Wharf needs someone who has more business experience than a listing agent. At least for now!” She and Vince chuckled at this in a scripted way that made Miles think she’d made the joke before, behind his back.

			“Of course, if you want to put Wharton to use,” Jo dangled expertly, “that could change things.”

			Ten years ago, after graduating from Princeton and in direct response to his older brother’s failings, Miles had followed in his mother’s footsteps and aced his way through Wharton—the University of Pennsylvania’s graduate business school. If he was honest with himself, the crowning moment of the experience hadn’t been when he’d found out he’d ranked fifth in his class, but when his mother, an alum, had handed him his diploma onstage and said, “I’m so proud of you.” But that had been a decade ago, and since then, he’d been dicking around in commercial real estate.

			His phone beeped with another incoming call. Ziggy again. Miles ignored it.

			“I’ll come back before Memorial Day,” Miles said to his mother, a plan taking shape behind the dark, handsome face that had served him well his whole life. In one swift cross-country move, he would win back his birthright, help his best friend, and slip away from his cloying girlfriend.

			“Seriously, Mom, don’t do anything before I get home.”

			As soon as he hung up, Miles sent Ziggy a text: Can’t talk but coming to Sea Point. Will take a look at your dad’s books. See you soon, brother.

			For the first time in years, Miles felt adrenaline pulse through him—finally, there were stakes in his life. He had something to fight for, and no one was a tougher sell or a shrewder magnate than his mother. Only now did Miles see how he’d been treading water in San Francisco, waiting for what came next and praying it wasn’t just the middle-aged paunch of resignation tucked into every pair of dad khakis.

			This was it, and he was hungry. Jo would see how business savvy he’d become and he would honor Zeke by getting his financial accounts in order for Ziggy. Miles could use the Millers to further demonstrate what he could do with a flailing family business: MVP would have its most profitable year yet, thanks to Miles, and as a result, Jo would have no choice but to give the Wharf to him. Everything would pan out if Miles put in the work.

			Plus, he’d heard Bell was back in town.

		

	
		
		
			Big Things vs. Small Things

			“I can’t believe it’s been three weeks since you called me,” Bernadette said to Kate over the TV in their parents’ living room. “It feels like yesterday but also kinda like a year ago?” Dirk and Sally were out to dinner at the Wharf, just the two of them, and Bernadette was babysitting her thirty-three-year-old sister.

			“How are the job applications going?” Bernadette asked.

			Ignoring the not-so-subtle attempt to steer the conversation toward the topic of employment, Kate pointed out that her favorite actor in Wives with Knives was ambidextrous and married to a much younger man.

			“Kate,” Bernadette interrupted, “we have to talk about your future.”

			“No, we don’t.”

			“Yes, we do.” Bernadette, like most firstborns, didn’t understand no.

			“But I don’t have a future,” Kate said, taking a swig of her full wineglass before promptly crying over her pizza. Her future had been with Thomas—first on Jane Street while he climbed the surgical ranks and she the corporate ladder at Artemis, and then eventually in New Hampshire, having kids, sending them to Evergreen. Thomas had promised.

			Bernadette patted her knee and said that this was for the best, she was better off alone. Kate rolled her eyes and searched for the remote control to turn up the volume. Her sister was oblivious to the offensive nature of such platitudes because she’d never had her heart broken. Bernadette held up the remote like a hostage and added, “You know I never liked him,” which, of course, Kate did know. In fact, four Thanksgivings ago, Bernadette had even drunkenly told Kate that Thomas was “the one before the one” and then felt compelled to elaborate by saying he was “an overrated rich kid.”

			But sisters could be uniquely awful, and that was the same Thanksgiving when Bernadette’s husband, Rob, announced he was quitting law to develop an app, so Kate had assumed the comment was misplaced. Later that same evening, Bernadette had succeeded in persuading Rob to remain at Lucas, Collins & Nickerson, but she hadn’t convinced Kate to drop Thomas.

			“Maybe you should talk to someone,” Bernadette murmured, popping open a fresh seltzer. Kate shook her head—she’d already explored and exhausted the idea. There were three therapists in Sea Point. One was Kate’s retired high school gym teacher, who’d been gruff enough about her performance in badminton. The second Kate had seen once in college, who’d more or less suggested she develop an eating disorder as a means to control her anxiety. The third was a regionally renowned clinical psychologist who everyone raved about—Kate had once overheard a young woman croon in the Acme, “Jenny Kim is a lifesaver.” Unfortunately, Jenny Kim was also the mother of Georgina Kim, Kate’s ex-best friend, so that was a no-go.

			“He’s a real sociopath, doing it in public, at your diner,” Bernadette stated, laying out the facts of the case slowly, painfully, and not for the first time. “But to be fair, Rob and I thought he was a sociopath from the beginning.”

			“He said it was to end where we began,” Kate sniffled. “He thought closing the circle would be helpful in moving forward.”

			“He just didn’t want you to break any of that artwork his grandparents bought wholesale from the Nazis.”

			Kate pursed her lips and twirled a spool of cheese around her finger before giving it to Homer, her parents’ geriatric mutt. He consumed it quickly but kept his eyes on her, suspicious, and in her head, Kate returned to saying goodbye to Thomas on Jane Street. What she couldn’t admit to her sister any more than she could confess to herself was that when she’d begged Thomas to reconsider—as she’d successfully done twice during med school, once during residency and yet again during fellowship—Thomas had looked her in the eye and said he couldn’t mislead her any longer. “I love you but I’m not in love with you, Kate. I wish I were, but I’m not—and I’ve tried to be. But we’re just…over. For real this time. For good. And I’m sorry but I know it’s the right thing to do—for both of us.”

			“You’re not eating,” Bernadette announced like a verdict.

			“And you’re not drinking,” Kate retorted.

			“It’s too early or I’d tell you.”

			“Tell me what?” Kate asked, batting her
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