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There’s no such thing as fun for the whole family.

—JERRY SEINFELD




Michigan
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1997

BY THE TIME THEY ACQUIRED A MAP, THEY WERE ALREADY seventeen states in. They’d never bothered to count before—not really, not officially—though they each had their own way of keeping track. Gemma had a leather pouch full of rocks, one from every place they’d been. Connor kept a journal, scribbling his observations as the country scrolled by unseen out the window. The twins, Roddy and Jude, collected snow globes. But there had never been any formal way of marking their progress, of ticking off states as they saw them.

That all changed when Jude discovered the map at a yard sale, propped up against a grim-faced old rocking horse. It was enormous, almost bigger than she was, with the world’s ugliest red frame and a tear that went from the Florida Panhandle all the way to Oklahoma. She didn’t care. She enlisted Roddy to carry it back with her, the two of them stopping every few feet along the gravel edge of the road to adjust their grip on the heavy frame.

At home, they burst into the kitchen, two proud fishermen hauling in their catch. Their dad was at work—was always at work—but Gemma and Connor were there, and they looked up from their homework to stare first at the threadbare map, then at the twins. For a moment, Jude worried she’d miscalculated. That it was a terrible idea. That nobody else would understand.

But of course they did. Connor hurried over to help them set it on the table; Gemma disappeared upstairs and returned a few minutes later with a box of colorful thumbtacks. They set to work, recalling stories, arguing over memories—that diner where Roddy spilled a milkshake, was that in Vermont or New Hampshire? was it last August or the one before that they saw that black bear in upstate New York?—and when they were done, they stood back to admire their handiwork. There was a smattering of pins along the East Coast, the rest arranged like a fist around Lake Michigan. Seventeen in all.

Proof of what they’d seen.

Proof that she’d been there too.

They stared at the map, each examining it for their own kind of evidence. Gemma’s eyes ran over the blocky states in the western half of the country as she tried to guess where she might be now. Connor was remembering the time he’d gotten carsick on a highway in Kentucky and she pulled over to rub his back, whispering stories about her adventures as his brother and sisters slept. Roddy wondered if she’d show up again this August; it always felt like a magic trick when it happened, but magic wasn’t all that reliable, so it seemed best to keep his expectations low.

Only Jude was looking at the box of thumbtacks.

To her, it felt like a promise.

More.

There would be more.




Gemma
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Illinois

2025

It’s been three years since Gemma has seen any of her siblings, three years since they’ve exchanged anything more than the occasional polite text, but somehow, she’d always known that when one of them finally got in touch for real, it would be to ask for something. She’d also known that—no matter how many times she’d told herself otherwise—she wouldn’t be able to refuse.

The text arrives just after five A.M. in Chicago, which means it’s three A.M. in Los Angeles, though Jude could be anywhere right now. Gemma is already awake; she sits up in bed, her heart beating fast. Beside her, Mateo shifts in his sleep, upsetting the dog, who gives him an indignant look. She stares at the phone, her sleep-deprived brain trying to make sense of the words: Meet me in North Dakota this weekend?

Behind the curtains, the night is punctuated by streetlamps, and Gemma blinks into the semidarkness, thinking: North Dakota? and then: Jude.

Jude.

She gets out of bed and walks quietly into the kitchen, phone in hand. The dog, Waffles, follows her, a mop of an animal, shaggy and smelly and not terribly smart. Gemma reaches for the coffeepot automatically, then remembers she’s not allowed to have any caffeine right now. She glances over at the counter, which is crowded with vials of saline and packets of syringes, prenatal vitamins and pages of instructions from the fertility clinic. In the fridge there’s more, the bottles of medication stacked neatly alongside the ketchup and the mayo and the expired jar of applesauce.

Gemma had never expected to find herself here, forty-three years old and still not totally sure she wants to be a mom, even as she waits to find out if their first round of IVF has worked. She’d always assumed she’d have figured it out by now, that she’d have enough distance from her childhood to know either way. Instead, she’s continued to inch through this process with alarming ambivalence, first the months of medication to boost her numbers, then the three unsuccessful rounds of IUI, and now this: a single embryo, which will either stick or it won’t, which will either turn her into a mom or not. She wishes she knew which she was hoping for.

When she looks up again, Mateo is standing in the doorway of their tiny kitchen with evident bewilderment. “What time is it?” he asks as he stoops to pet the dog, who promptly flips onto her back, gazing up at him adoringly. She might’ve belonged to Gemma first, but from the minute Mateo came into their lives, over a decade ago, she’s had eyes only for him.

“I got a text from Jude,” Gemma says, and Mateo straightens, looking surprised.

It’s not as if she hasn’t spoken to her siblings at all in the three years since their fight. But if anyone ever reached out, it was usually Gemma, whose job it had always been to keep them together. In spite of everything, she sent birthday cards and texts on holidays and congratulatory emails when she read something interesting about any of the other three in the news, which had been happening with increasing regularity. Sometimes she got something in return: a thanks! or a you too or simply a hollow-feeling xo. But usually she didn’t.

“Wow,” Mateo says, raising his eyebrows. “What did she say?”

“You wouldn’t believe it.”

“I’d believe just about anything when it comes to your sister,” he says, his accent like music, her all-time favorite song. He walks over to give her a kiss, lingering for a moment in case she needs more. But she feels too fragile right now. Behind her, the sun is beginning to stream through the window above the sink, and the old man in the townhouse next door is playing the same tuneless rendition of “Heart and Soul” he does every morning. For years, Gemma had thought about complaining, but then she ran into him in the courtyard one day and he told her how his late wife used to play the other half, the two of them side by side at their old piano, and she’s since grown to love it. Even if it’s badly off key.

Mateo grabs his favorite mug, the one with the Brazilian football logo on it, and starts to make coffee with an apologetic look. But Gemma’s mind is elsewhere.

“She wants me to meet her in North Dakota,” she tells him.

He laughs, then realizes she’s serious. “Oh.”

“This weekend.”

“Oh,” he says again, setting down the mug, clearly searching for the right thing to say. “Have you ever been?”

“To North Dakota?” Gemma says with a frown. “No.”

“I thought you went everywhere as kids.”

“Not everywhere,” she says, thinking about their childhood map, the thirty-two states they’d marked off with pushpins before everything had fallen apart so abruptly the night of the fire in Texas. It’s been a while since she’s bothered to tally up her official number, to count all the states she’s seen in the years since those breathless road trips with their mother, on travels with friends and adventures with Mateo, summer vacations and business trips to marketing conferences in random cities. If she had to guess, she’d say that maybe she’s been to forty or so by now. But mostly she’s lost track. They all have. Or at least that’s what she thought.

“Maybe she’s filming something,” Mateo says, and then—trying and failing to sound casual—he adds, “Do you think you’ll go?”

His eyes flick to her stomach, and the look on his face is so hopeful it could break her heart if she let it. She shakes her head.

“No,” she says. “Don’t worry.”

“I’m not worried,” he says with a too-quick smile, but she knows that’s not true, and she feels a stab of guilt because it’s her fault they’re here. From the moment they met, Mateo was ready to be a dad. Everything about him fits the part, from his periodic table sweatshirt to his corny jokes to the way his sixth-grade science students adore him. This had always been their plan eventually, to have kids, but it was Gemma who insisted on waiting, hoping something would tip her into feeling ready too; at first it was just a couple years, and then more, until nearly a decade had slipped by, and the question mark she’d been carrying around inside her all that time stopped mattering as much as the unforgiving fact of her biology.

Sometimes she can’t help feeling jealous of Mateo’s certainty. But it’s easier for him. He grew up in a wealthy suburb of São Paulo, in a house with two loving parents and a protective older brother, an abundance of riches as far as Gemma is concerned. Her childhood was something different altogether. Until she was twelve, she and her younger siblings had a mom like any other. Frankie Endicott was maybe a little more scattered than most, a little less reliable, but she still managed to brush their hair and pack their lunches and give them baths before bed most nights. Then one day, she sent the four of them off to school with hugs and kisses, and when they came home that afternoon, they found a tuna casserole in the fridge with a note explaining that she would be gone for a while.

That was May. She didn’t return again until August—and then, only long enough to whisk them off on the first of those summer road trips. But already, she didn’t seem like their mom anymore. Already, she seemed more like a stranger.

Their dad, Paul, worked long and unusual hours as a feeder driver for UPS, and so it was Gemma who became responsible for making grilled cheese and forging permission slips and walking the twins to school, for making sure Connor didn’t stay up too late reading and finding Roddy’s inhaler before soccer practice and keeping tabs on Jude. It wasn’t until years later, when their dad met Liz—a pediatric nurse whose best and worst quality was that she was not their mother—that their home finally regained a semblance of order. But by then, Gemma was nearly out of the house herself. Which meant she’d never really been a kid. Not when her mom was around. Not when she wasn’t. Not even when she came back at the end of each summer to take them on those freewheeling adventures, crisscrossing the country in great lurching strides before depositing them back at their dad’s.

Especially not then.

Across the kitchen counter, Mateo is still watching her with an anxious expression. “I know we’re talking about Jude here,” he says very gently. “So if you feel like you need to—”

“I’m not going,” Gemma tells him, because today is Tuesday, the fourth day of February, which means that in exactly five days she’s meant to take a pregnancy test—and while she has no idea which way it will go, no idea what she’s even hoping for at this point, she does know that she’d rather not be in North Dakota when she finds out. She shakes her head. “This is so typical. You can’t disappear for three years and then out of nowhere just . . .” She trails off, her throat suddenly thick, and blinks a few times. “I’m not going. I can’t.”

Mateo frowns. “Are you sure?”

“I’m sure,” she says firmly.

“Okay,” he says, and then he brightens. “You’ve got plans this weekend anyway.”

“I do?”

“Yeah, it’s only the biggest event of the sixth-grade academic calendar.”

“Right,” she says with a faint smile. “The science fair.”

He runs a hand along his rapidly balding head. “We’ve got to see whether Beatrice W’s potato ends up with more hair than I have at this point.”

Gemma walks over and kisses him lightly on the cheek. “It might, but you’ll still be cuter,” she says, and he grins. “I’m gonna run out for some milk.”

Mateo opens the fridge and points inside. “We have plenty.”

“Then I’m going for a walk,” she says, already disappearing into their bedroom to get dressed.

Outside, it’s unseasonably warm for February in Chicago, even at this early hour. The air still smells of rain from last night’s storm, and in the distance, the sunrise is reflected in the flashing silver of the skyline. Gemma feels a deep fondness for all of it: the elevated train rumbling by, the old woman watering her plants on the steps of a neighboring brownstone, the line out the door of the fancy coffee place on the corner. All those years growing up in the little A-frame house in Michigan, staring across the lake from the opposite shore, this is what she’d wished for: a city. A sense of freedom. A place where she, too, could disappear.

In the convenience store, Gemma weaves aimlessly through the aisles and arrives at the checkout with an armful of items she barely remembers grabbing. She spills them onto the counter and then hands over her credit card, which the blue-haired girl glances at before swiping.

“Endicott,” she says, and Gemma follows her gaze to the magazine rack beside the cash register, unsurprised to find Jude looking back at her from the cover of People. She’s wearing a gold sequined dress, her strawberry-blond hair—the same color as Gemma’s, the same as all of theirs—sleek in a long bob and the fair skin across her nose sprinkled with freckles. It’s a special Oscars preview, and the headline across the front reads: GOLDEN GIRL.

“That’s not you, is it?” the girl asks with a sardonic smile as she swipes Gemma’s card. “Is this one of those stars-are-just-like-us moments?” Gemma is about to assure her it’s not when the machine lets out a shrill beep, and the girl looks up again. “Oh. Um . . . it’s been declined.”

Behind her, a mom trying to pry a candy bar out of her toddler’s hands averts her eyes, clearly embarrassed by this turn of events. Gemma had forgotten they’d put the entire cost of the IVF on this card, which amounted to thousands and thousands of dollars and had raised a fraud alert they were still trying to untangle. See, she’d almost said to Mateo, even the bank thinks it’s unlikely that I’d be trying to become a parent.

“Now you know for sure I’m not a movie star,” Gemma says as she fumbles through her wallet for cash, but then she realizes she doesn’t really need any of this stuff. “You know what? I think I’m okay actually.” She waves awkwardly as she backpedals out of the line, but even once she’s outside, her words continue to ring in her ears: I think I’m okay, I think I’m okay.

She tips her head back to look at the sky, taking long, ragged breaths. She has a powerful urge to text Connor and Roddy and ask if they’ve heard from Jude as well, to see if there’s some universe in which they’re actually planning to go to North Dakota this weekend. But she doesn’t. She’s not sure if she’s more afraid that they’ll write back or that they won’t.

Three years, she thinks. How could they have let so much time go by?

This isn’t the first time their family has fractured. That happened when Frankie up and left them out of the blue, and then again years later on the night when Gemma and Connor and Roddy woke up in a Texas motel to the smell of smoke and stumbled outside to find Jude and Frankie huddled together on the grass, their faces pale behind streaks of ash, watching the old red Honda burn in the blue-black night. They’d apparently been sitting in the parked car when Frankie decided to light a joint. “It must’ve been a spark,” she kept repeating afterward, her voice strangely robotic, her eyes a little haunted. It didn’t occur to Gemma to ask why their mother thought it would be a good idea to smoke pot in an enclosed space during a heart-to-heart with her fourteen-year-old daughter; Frankie had been largely absent from their lives for years at that point, and Gemma had long since stopped asking those types of questions.

Afterward, their dad had forbidden her from seeing them, which meant it was the last summer of the road trips, the last summer the country revealed itself through the window of the ramshackle Honda, the four of them fighting over who got shotgun, the other three jammed in the backseat, their mother’s hair whipping in the breeze from the open window and the Rolling Stones on repeat in the cassette player.

It was the last summer of a lot of things.

And now, all these years later, the Endicotts have managed to split themselves apart for a third time—only this is somehow even worse. Because both their parents are gone now, and they have no one to blame but themselves.

Gemma begins the walk home empty-handed. When she reaches their brownstone, she sits down on the cool of the front stoop, wrapping her jacket tightly around herself, watching an endless stream of kids hurry by on their way to school. She sees an older sister pause at the crosswalk to wait for her younger brother, a hand outstretched, and she remembers her own days shepherding the other three to school, walking along the edge of the road in a wobbly line, Gemma and then Connor and then Roddy and Jude, side by side as always.

Her phone buzzes with another text, and she looks down, expecting it to be Mateo asking if she’s okay. But it’s Jude again.

Please, Gem. It’s important.

She was thirteen when Jude was eight and started having nightmares. Gemma knows she could’ve gone to Roddy, who was in the bunk right below her, or their dad, who was just down the hall, but it was her bed that Jude would climb into every night, burrowing in beside her to fall into a feverish sleep, her body blazing with heat. All night, she’d toss and turn and kick, but Gemma never minded; she just held her tighter, waiting until her little sister had drifted off before she closed her own eyes.

When she walks back into the condo, Mateo is sitting on the couch with a copy of the Tribune. Her suitcase, which they usually keep in the basement storage locker, is on the floor beside him. He looks at her with a tentative smile.

Gemma walks over and runs a hand lightly over the handle. “How did you know?”

“Because,” he says, “I know you. And I know this is important.”

She sinks down onto the couch beside him, leaning her head against his broad chest as she works her way up to her next question. “You don’t mind?” she asks, motioning toward her stomach. “That I won’t be here when we find out?”

He kisses the side of her head. “You’ll be right where you’re supposed to be.”

She laughs. “In North Dakota?”

“With your family,” he says, and Gemma thinks back to the last time she saw her siblings before their big fight: they’d all flown to L.A. for a premiere of Jude’s, and had watched with a mixture of awe and amusement as she worked her magic on the red carpet. Afterward, they settled into the darkened theater to watch, but only ten minutes into the film, Gemma felt a tap on her shoulder and turned to see Jude motioning for them to follow her. Instead of the movie, they went out for dumplings, and instead of the after-party, they headed back to her suite at the Four Seasons to drink champagne and eat the chocolate strawberries the studio had sent her. They stayed up most of the night, laughing and talking and catching up, reminiscing about their strange childhood and the even stranger turns their lives had taken, and then the sun began to rise over downtown Los Angeles, and they stepped out onto the balcony to watch, the four of them lined up in a row, the sky a riot of pink and orange, the palm trees turning to silhouettes.

“If anyone asks,” Jude told them, “you loved the film.”

“It was brilliant,” Gemma said with a nod.

“Best thing I’ve seen in ages,” Roddy agreed.

“I have some notes,” Connor added, and Jude swatted at him, laughing.

Gemma twists to look at Mateo now, her throat tight. “Thank you,” she says, grateful that he understands. “Though I’m sorry to miss the science fair.”

“That’s okay,” he says, and his eyes shift to her stomach again, his expression so tender it makes her a little panicky. “There’s only one experiment I care about right now anyway.”

She manages a smile. “Don’t tell the hairy potato.”

“Wouldn’t matter anyway,” he says. “Potatoes only have eyes. No ears.”

In spite of herself, Gemma laughs. “You’re such a nerd.”

“Which is why you love me.”

“I really do,” she says, and she leans over to kiss him.




Indiana
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1995

THAT SECOND AUGUST ON THE ROAD, NOT LONG AFTER they’d made their way out of Michigan, Roddy had strained forward against his seatbelt to squint at the semi-mysterious figure behind the wheel of the car.

“Where are we going this time?” he asked, and from the front seat, their mom’s eyes flashed at him in the rearview mirror. She had dark brown hair, so different from their own, and one of her front teeth was chipped, just barely, but enough to make the memory of her smile feel precise when they tried to picture it the other eleven months of the year.

“You’ll see,” she said, pressing harder on the gas.

Roddy looked past Connor to the window, the highway markers whipping by. He was eight years old that summer, and instead of becoming clearer, the world felt more and more like a mystery to him. “Have you seen it all?” he asked his mom, and though he was talking about the country, the flat land unspooling around them, it made her laugh that deep, jangly laugh of hers.

“I’ve seen it all twice,” she said.




Roddy
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Washington, D.C.

2025

Roddy in motion: breathless and joyful. He runs through the cobbled streets of Georgetown, his muscles burning, his bad knee sending up the occasional flare. His lungs are full of the springlike breeze, his heart thumping hard in his chest, his mind blissfully calm. He is simply running, as he’s been trained to do, as he’s done his whole life, moving fast through the streets of the city he loves, the city that’s given him so much, not just his home and his career, but his fiancé too—all of which he might be leaving in the next few weeks.

Somewhere behind him, a distant voice: “Oi!”

Roddy glances over his shoulder, then turns, still jogging in place, to wait for Winston, who looks like he’s limping through the final mile of a marathon, though they’ve only been running for twenty minutes. He’s gasping for breath, his dark brown skin dripping with sweat, and when he reaches a mailbox, he drapes an arm over it with a groan.

“You okay?” Roddy asks, loping over to him.

Winston lifts his head and glares. “This is madness,” he says, his English accent—usually so clipped and precise—punctuated by jagged breaths. “Can we not just go for brunch like a normal couple?”

Roddy grins, resuming his standstill jog. “This is more fun.”

“Maybe if you’re a professional athlete,” Winston says, grimacing as he braces a foot against the mailbox to stretch his calf. Even sweaty and exhausted, he still manages to look handsome—dashing, Roddy had once called him, which made Winston laugh. But it’s true.

“Come on. You’re the one who got second place in that 5K for Parkinson’s research!”

Winston straightens up. “Oh. Right. You should know that I lied about that.”

“You did?” Roddy asks, surprised. “Why?”

“I was trying to impress you,” Winston says, as if this should be obvious. “I hadn’t met very many footballers.”

Roddy grins at him. “And I hadn’t met very many scientists,” he says, leaning to give him a kiss, a hand on the small of his back, which is slightly damp.

“Well, this one needs some coffee,” Winston says when they break apart again. “Will we call it?”

“I can’t,” Roddy says. “I need to be training in case—”

“In case of Orlando.” Winston runs a hand over his close-cropped hair. “Orlando.” He says it very slowly. “It doesn’t even sound like a real place, does it?”

“Well, it is,” Roddy assures him. “And assuming I get the offer, they’re probably going to expect me to be able to run for more than a few miles.”

Winston sighs. “Fine. How about we do one more?”

“How about three?”

“How about you do that,” Winston says, pointing across the street, “while I work on the crossword from that bench over there?”

Roddy laughs. “You’ve got yourself a deal.”

“See, this is why we’re going to ace this whole marriage thing.”

“Only ten more days,” Roddy says over his shoulder as he jogs off.

“Only if you bring me back a coffee!” Winston calls after him.

Roddy runs past the colorful brick shops and houses over to the park, tracing a path along the Potomac, where a single orange kayak bobs in the water. It’s the kind of day that tricks you into thinking winter is over, though it’s barely February. He spots a group of kids playing soccer and has a brief urge to join them, but he keeps going, head down, eyes watering from the wind off the river.

His phone buzzes in his pocket, and he pulls it out to see that it’s his agent, Zack Ramos. He steps off the path to answer it, still breathing hard. “Hey.”

Zack laughs. “You okay, dude?”

“I’m in the middle of a run.”

“Good, because we just got the offer,” he says, and Roddy’s heart lifts. “It’s a decent start. Room to improve, but not bad considering . . .”

Roddy grins. “I’m old as shit.”

“You said it, not me,” Zack says with a laugh. “What do you think? You and your knee ready for one more year?”

Roddy is suddenly back in Orlando a few weeks ago, walking out through the darkened tunnel and onto the pitch, impossibly green beneath the blazing Florida sun. It was real grass, cut so evenly it looked almost fake, and he spun in a circle, a wild jolt of nostalgia winding through him, a burst of love for the game so powerful he almost couldn’t breathe.

He’d thought it was over, all of it. Last fall, D.C. United—the team where he’d been lucky enough to play his entire career—had elected not to renew his contract. It wasn’t a surprise; after all, he was a thirty-eight-year-old midfielder with four knee surgeries under his belt. So he said his goodbyes, hung up his jersey, bid an emotional farewell to the players and coaches and fans. There were tributes and speeches and a standing ovation at the end of his final match. And then, just like that, it was over.

He spent the winter grieving the loss of that life, the only life he’d ever really known, trying to convince himself it was a good thing, that it made sense to move on after three decades of dragging his increasingly battered body across soccer pitches. It was time to rest, to focus on other things, Winston and their wedding and their future together. He’d been wanting to paint the spare bedroom and plant a little garden out back, mostly vegetables, but maybe some flowers too. He could go to Winston’s work functions for once, all the fundraisers and galas, maybe watch some other sports in his free time. Eventually, he’d start to sort through the other opportunities Zack had been fielding for him, a speaking tour and an offer to commentate and various coaching gigs. But he wasn’t in a hurry. He’d been in a hurry his whole life.

Then, a week into preseason, and several months into his retirement, Orlando City SC decided they needed a veteran midfielder to round out their lineup. And Roddy Endicott—who had managed to paint only one wall of the spare bedroom and had already given up on the idea of a garden—was available. He was more than available. He was ready.

Now he squints up at the cloudless sky, his chest fizzy and light, and presses the phone closer to his ear. “Yes,” he says to Zack. “Hell yes.”

“Fantastic,” Zack says, sounding genuinely pleased. “They need you down there a week from tomorrow. Wednesday the twelfth.”

The smile slips from Roddy’s face. “I can’t,” he says. “I’m getting married on the fourteenth.”

“Oh. Shit.” There’s a brief silence. “You didn’t invite me?”

“It’s super small. Not even family,” Roddy says, and there’s a catch in his throat at this. “Just the two of us, and a couple close friends as witnesses.”

“Then it should be easy to move, right?”

“It’s our anniversary,” Roddy says uneasily. “I didn’t think— We arranged it all before Orlando was a possibility. I just figured I was done.”

“Well, you’re not,” Zack says. “Maybe have Winston come down to Orlando and you guys can do it there.”

“Right,” Roddy says. “Because they love a gay wedding in Florida.”

“Good point,” says Zack. “Is your anniversary really Valentine’s Day?”

Roddy smiles sheepishly. “Neither of us realized what day it was when we scheduled our first date,” he tells him. “We walked into the bar and it was wall-to-wall hearts and roses. But it makes it easy to remember.”

“Okay, well, let me see what I can do about the timing,” he says. “But congrats again on the new gig. A surprise second act. Not everyone gets one of those.”

On the way back, Roddy runs faster than he needs to, his head buzzing. He can’t bring himself to worry about the wedding yet. Zack is a fixer of problems, so if anyone can sort it out, it’s him. Besides, what’s a few more days? It’s not like he’s going to be starting for the team anyway. And the regular season doesn’t even begin for another couple weeks.

When he arrives at the bench where Winston is waiting, Roddy bends over with his hands on his knees, breathing hard.

“You forgot the coffee,” Winston says, his eyes bright behind his glasses, and as Roddy looks at him, the magnitude of his mistake immediately becomes clear. He’d been so excited about the offer that it didn’t even occur to him to wait and talk it over with his fiancé before making a decision about what the entire next year of their lives will look like.

All the air goes out of him. He opens his mouth, then closes it again, not sure what to say or how to begin. Finally, he says, “I’m really, really sorry,” and it comes out sounding so desperate and earnest that Winston is taken aback.

“It’s fine,” he says quickly, standing up from the bench and putting a hand on Roddy’s shoulder. “It’s only coffee. I’ve probably had too much this morning anyway.”

“No, I’m—” Roddy falters. “I got the offer from Orlando.”

“Oh,” Winston says, his face shifting. “Wow.”

“Yeah.” Roddy fishes the phone from his pocket and holds it up like it’s proof. “Zack just called to tell me.”

“And you’re sorry because . . . you want to take it?”

Roddy looks at him, pained. “I’m sorry because I already did.”

“Right.” Winston sits down again, clearly trying to process this. “Okay.”

“It’s not like this was totally unexpected,” Roddy says, sinking onto the bench beside him. “We both knew it was coming. But I realize I probably should’ve—”

“You should’ve waited,” Winston says flatly.

Roddy nods. “I should’ve waited.”

“We should’ve talked it over. Together.”

“You’re right.”

“It’s my life too.”

“I know,” Roddy says, contrite.

Winston is quiet for a moment. “And you’re absolutely sure this is the right thing?”

It’s hard to know exactly what he’s asking, whether he means for their relationship or for Roddy’s career. Winston is two years younger than him, but because he’s a literal genius—one of the top minds doing research into Parkinson’s disease at the National Institutes of Health, and the smartest person Roddy has ever met by a mile—Roddy often feels ill-equipped for conversations like these.

“I want to keep playing,” he says, which is the only thing he knows for sure. He thinks about the first time he ever shoved his feet into a pair of Connor’s old soccer cleats, scoring eight goals against a bunch of kids who were mainly interested in picking dandelions. For thirty years, this has been his entire identity: the athlete, the prodigy, the hustler who never gives up even after all the injuries and surgeries, even after he blew a penalty kick in an Olympic qualifier, even after he lost his starting spot and earned it back again half a dozen different times, even after all the setbacks and misses and failures. So how can anyone expect him to quit now, when his whole life has been spent training for the opposite?

Winston nods, his face oddly blank. “When does the season start?”

For a second, Roddy doesn’t answer. His mind is whirring, flipping through possible answers, weighing the outcomes. Finally, he says, “February twenty-first,” which is the truth. The first match of the season is scheduled for February 21. He just fails to mention that the preseason has already started, and that they want him down there well before that, in just over a week, on February 12, two days before he and Winston are meant to be getting married right here in D.C.

Winston frowns. “I guess it’s lucky we’re not doing a honeymoon yet.” His gaze moves down to Roddy’s bare legs. “What about your knee?”

Roddy wipes his sweaty palms on his shorts, his heart jangling. “It’ll hold up.”

“And the distance?”

“We’ll figure it out,” he promises. “It’s only for one season.”

“And the team?” Winston asks, a flicker of annoyance passing across his face.

“It’s fine,” Roddy says shortly, because he can’t handle this discussion on top of everything else right now. “They need a backup midfielder with experience. That’s me. You don’t have to read into it more than that.”

Winston nods, but he doesn’t look convinced. Roddy’s phone buzzes in his hand, and he glances down at it distractedly, then back up at Winston. It takes a moment for what he’s seen to register, and when it does, he studies the screen again, his eyes widening.

“What?” Winston asks. “Is everything okay?”

Roddy doesn’t answer. He’s staring uncomprehendingly at his phone, his brain like a car spinning its tires in thick mud. “It’s Jude,” he says, his voice full of wonder.

Winston blinks in surprise. “Really?”

Roddy glances down at his phone again. The message says: Can you get away this weekend? And that’s it. The text above it is three months old, an article Roddy had sent her about the psychological bond between twins. He’d only half-read it himself; it was mostly an excuse to get in touch. She hadn’t replied.

He leans forward on the bench, staring at the cobblestones. Winston places a hand gently on his back, and for some reason, it makes Roddy feel like crying. They’ve been together for two years, engaged for one, and Winston has never met his family. If you’d told Roddy when he was younger—if you’d told him even a few years ago—that his twin sister, the most important person in his life, wouldn’t know his fiancé, he would never have believed it. But it’s been three years since he’s seen any of them: not just Jude, but Gemma and Connor too. And now this.

He looks at the message again, and Winston leans in to read it too. Their knees touch, and the electricity of it runs through Roddy like a shock, as it always does when Winston is nearby.

“Can you get away this weekend?” Winston frowns. “Get away to where?”

“I have no idea,” Roddy says. He wonders if she means Los Angeles, where she lives, or somewhere else entirely. Knowing Jude, it could be anywhere.

Though he’s not all that sure he knows her anymore.

The last time he was in L.A. for a match, he’d spent most of the time on the bench, eyes scanning the crowd for her, though of course if she’d shown up, it would have been obvious. It was always obvious when Jude showed up anywhere, even before she was famous. But still, he felt like he would be the first to know, that he would be able to sense her in the stadium. When they were little, it had always felt that way, like there was a thin thread stretched between them at all times. But now that thread has more or less been cut, and he has no idea what this text is supposed to mean, no idea what he should do except to follow her lead, the same way he always has.

“Well,” Winston says, sitting back again. “I suppose it doesn’t matter anyway.”

Roddy looks over at him. “What do you mean?”

“We have the wedding next week.” Winston is staring at him like he’s lost his mind. “And you’ve just told me you’re moving to Orlando after that. I hardly think you have time to go off on a lark of a weekend with your estranged sister.”

The word estranged hits Roddy square in the chest. He turns it over in his mind, the edges of it hard and unyielding. What he wants to say is: That’s not fair. Winston doesn’t know what it’s like to have a sister like Jude. He doesn’t know what it’s like to have a sister at all, to have your siblings half-raise you because your mother is long gone and your father is always at work.

Winston is an only child, raised in South London by two Nigerian immigrants who adored and fussed over him, who cooked him dinner and showed up to his chess matches and tucked him in every night after they got home from the lab where they worked. They still call him every Sunday at the same time, and Roddy listens from the next room while he assures them he’s eating enough vegetables and getting enough fresh air. Winston can’t possibly know what it feels like to look into the stands at a soccer game and see your siblings with their homemade banners, to walk home together after the matches in the blue-cold Michigan nights because there’s nobody to pick you up. They were his first team, his most important team, and even though it’s been years, and even though they have their issues, he will always—always—show up when they need him. That’s just how it works.

“I never said I was planning to go,” he tells Winston, though his mind is still on Jude.

Winston stands up, looking at him with resignation. “You didn’t have to,” he says, then bends to kiss him on the cheek. “I’ll see you at home.”

For a long time, Roddy just sits there alone on the bench, his head in his hands. Around him, people are hurrying to catch the Metro or waiting in line for bagels or popping into red-brick shops. His phone vibrates beside him, and he grabs it up fast. But it’s not Jude. It’s a text from Zack: So sorry, but they won’t budge on the dates.

Roddy tips his head back and closes his eyes, his heart dropping.

The phone buzzes again, and he lifts it hopefully, only to find a second message from Zack: Let me know where you’re registered.

It begins to rain, the sidewalks specked with gray. Roddy walks home through the chill, hands in the pockets of his running shorts. A block from their brownstone, he passes Winston’s favorite coffee place and stands on the street for a moment—his thoughts a million miles away, his phone still heavy with Jude’s unanswered message—before heading inside.

As he waits amid the smells of caramel and mocha, he listens to the two middle-aged women in front of him talk about their plans to see Rose Gold tonight.

“I hated her last one,” one of them says, “but I’m still weirdly obsessed with her.”

Her friend nods as she scans the menu. “Did you ever read that book that’s supposedly about her family?”

“No!” says the other one. “Should we do it for book club next month?”

Afterward, Roddy walks in the direction of the brownstone. The rain has stopped, but it’s still too cold to be out in shorts and a T-shirt, and he’s grateful for the warmth of the cups. A few yards from home, he stops short. Winston is there, fumbling for his keys while balancing a tray with two paper cups of coffee on it.

“I’ve got it,” Roddy says, hurrying over, and Winston gives him a sheepish look when he turns and sees they had the same idea.

Carefully, Roddy places one cup and then the other into the empty slots of Winston’s tray, their faces close, their warm breath mixing in the cool air. Then, once his hands are free, he digs for the keys in his pocket.

“Hey,” Winston says quietly as the rain falls around them, and Roddy looks up at his face, the dark eyes and the day-old stubble, the familiar curve of his nose and the small scar above one eyebrow. It’s a beautiful face, his favorite face in the world. “I’m sorry for being a prick. I was just upset about you saying yes without talking to me. But it’s fine. I know what football means to you. So we’ll figure out a way to make it work. Because I love you. And I can’t wait to marry you. Even if it means our honeymoon has to be in bloody Florida.”

Roddy’s heart dips at the mention of the wedding. But he can’t bring himself to tell him. Not now. Not yet. “I love you too,” he says instead. “And I want you to come with me.”

“To Orlando?” Winston shakes his head. “I can’t. You know that. My work is here, so we’ll have to—”

“No, I know,” Roddy says. “I meant this weekend. To wherever Jude is summoning me. I have to go. I’m sorry the timing is so terrible, but I just have to.”

Winston nods. “I know.”

“I have no idea what we’ll be walking into,” he says. “It could be anything. Literally. You don’t know Jude.”

“I don’t know Jude,” Winston repeats thoughtfully.

“But I’d like you to,” Roddy says with force. “You’re my family, and so is she, and whatever this weekend is, I know it would be better if you were there too.” He smiles. “Everything is better when you’re there too.”

Winston looks pleased. “I suppose it would give us some quality time together before . . .”

“Yes,” Roddy says, nodding. “Exactly.”

“Okay then, as long as you’re not hauling me off to some made-up place like Orlando,” he teases, and Roddy thinks about their old childhood map for the first time in ages, the way Jude used to count the colorful pins again and again when she couldn’t fall asleep.

“How old do you think we’ll be when we get to the last one?” she’d asked him once, a million years ago, and Roddy had shrugged.

“Old,” he said.

Now he unlocks the front door and holds it open for Winston. “Let’s find out.”
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1996

ONCE, ON A LONELY ROAD OUTSIDE OF WICHITA, THERE was a shooting star.

They had stopped on the side of the highway so that Frankie could have a cigarette. She was pacing back and forth along the edge of a cornfield when Connor spotted it.

“Look,” he said, sliding off the hood of the car in his excitement.

Roddy and Jude, who had been kicking a soccer ball around, turned their faces to the sky. But it was already too late. It was gone.

“Did you see it?” he asked, wheeling around to face Gemma, who was leaning against the car door, and Frankie, who had stopped walking.

“See what?” they asked, and Connor felt a surge of despair that he’d been the only one to witness it. Eleven years on this planet, and he’d never seen anything half as astonishing as this: a star skidding across the sky.

He pointed up at the navy dome above them, which was now disappointingly still. “A shooting star,” he said quietly, trying to hide his regret. “It was right there.”

Frankie dropped her cigarette on the dry grass and stubbed it out with the heel of her boot. Then she looked over at Connor with a faint smile.

“Tell us about it,” she said.

And so he did.
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Tennessee

2025

At a country bar in the Nashville airport—the bleakest kind of country bar—Connor sits with a beer, reading the texts from Jude again while he waits for his kids to arrive. It’s not their first time flying here alone; normally he goes back to New York to see them, but they’ve come out to Nashville a few times as well, to stay with him in the apartment he’d rented to research his new novel, the three of them doing what Connor thinks of as divorced-dad activities: playing mini golf and eating pizza and watching mildly inappropriate movies. But this time, they’re not staying here. This time, as soon as their flight lands, he’s going to scoop them up and hurry them over to another gate so they can get on a second plane to every kid’s dream destination: North Dakota.

When he’d called his ex-wife, Nicola, to ask if it would be okay to spend his appointed weekend with them somewhere other than Brooklyn or Nashville, she’d been skeptical. “Who goes to North Dakota?”

“Jude,” he said. “Apparently.”

“Wow. You guys are talking again?”

“So it would seem,” he said, trying to sound casual, but honestly, he doesn’t really know what the hell is happening.

There’s a band in the corner of the bar playing a song he doesn’t know, something twangy and full of heartache, but he isn’t listening. If anything, he should be writing—or pretending to write, which is at least writing-adjacent—but he can’t bring himself to open his computer. Instead, he studies his phone.

Ever heard of Portree, North Dakota? Jude had written, and Connor, his interest piqued by both the oddness of the question and the unlikely appearance of the text after so much silence, had gone down a rabbit hole.

Population 2,024, he’d replied, after looking it up. 72 miles from Bismarck. Known for its flaxseed production and honey farms. Pretty much the middle of nowhere.

Bingo, Jude had responded. Want to check it out this weekend?

Connor had stared at the message, trying to figure out what in the world was going on. Of the four siblings, he and Jude were never the closest. She and Roddy had always been their own separate entity, a universe of two, and Gemma was practically a surrogate mother to all of them. Connor had been the most self-contained, quiet and studious and more than happy to disappear into his books. He’d never needed his siblings quite as much as they needed one another. Which made him the least likely recipient of an out-of-the-blue text from Jude. Especially after everything that had happened with the book.

So what, then? She was summoning him to the middle of nowhere to yell at him some more? To pick up the fight where they’d left off a few years ago? To rub it in his face how much more successful she is than him, how much better her life has turned out?

I can’t, he started to write back, though what he was really thinking was: No fucking way.

But then a new thought occurred to him: that maybe this was a pity invite. Maybe she knew—or had guessed at—how bad things had gotten for him since they’d last seen each other at their father’s funeral. He’d been happily married then, at least in appearance, still living with Nicola and the kids in a brownstone in Brooklyn Heights, just weeks away from winning the National Book Award—the National fucking Book Award!—for that infamous third novel of his and signing a bigger-than-he-ever-could-have-imagined contract for two more.

Now, three years later, he’s sitting in an airport bar in Nashville, where he’s spent the last eight months trying and failing to find his way into the next book, a sad, middle-aged divorcé waiting for his kids to fly in from the city he used to call home so they can join him on what might possibly be the world’s most depressing weekend getaway, to Portree, North Dakota.

He’d tried to say no to Jude that day. He really had. Sorry, he’d typed more than once, but he’d found he couldn’t finish the thought. He’d read enough books in his life to know that people were funny and life was weird and sometimes there was no explaining your gut. Maybe it’s that he was curious. Or that he had nothing better to do. Maybe he was hoping for more material, as colossally ill-advised as that would be. Or maybe he just missed his sister. It was hard to say. But even Connor had to admit that nobody sends a pity invite to spend a weekend in the upper regions of the Midwest in the middle of February—and so, in the end, he’d said yes.

His phone dings now: a flight-arrival notification. He downs the rest of his beer, feeling lightheaded at the nearness of his children, whom he hasn’t seen in over a month—something that would have once been unthinkable—then leaves a few bills on the bar and hurries off through the busy terminal.

At Gate A7, he waits amid a crowd of impatient travelers. They’re the first two off the plane, accompanied by a flight attendant who is gripping Hugh’s little hand in a way that cracks Connor’s heart. Rosie trails after them, looking disenchanted in the way only an eleven-year-old from Brooklyn can. He hasn’t told her yet that they’re going to see Jude, who has—in her three-year absence from their lives—attained an almost mythic status as the glamorous movie-star aunt, so different from the Jude that Connor always pictures, who is still eight years old, her knees streaked with dirt, her long hair tangled, her freckled nose pink from the sun.

He spreads his arms wide and stoops to greet them, and Hugh—looking so much like Roddy at six that it nearly takes Connor’s breath away—runs headlong into him, a mess of light curls and untied shoelaces.

“Are we gonna see Mount Rushmore?” he asks, stepping back. He bounces from one foot to the other, thumbs hooked under the straps of his dinosaur backpack. “My teacher said we probably were.”

“That’s South Dakota, buddy,” Connor says, turning to pull Rosie into a hug; she groans, already too cool for such displays of affection, but he leans down to kiss the top of her head anyway, feeling suddenly cheerful about this strange weekend excursion. “We’re going to North Dakota.”

Hugh frowns. “That’s what I told her. But she said I must be wrong.”

“Why?”

“Because,” he says matter-of-factly, “she said there’s nothing to see in North Dakota.”

Rosie leans against the handle of her purple suitcase with a sigh. “Fantastic. Can’t wait.”

“Don’t worry,” Connor says. “There’s at least one thing I’m pretty sure you’ll want to see there.”

“What?” Rosie asks, skeptical, and Connor grins.

“Your aunt Jude.”

Her eyes widen. “No way. Are you joking? You’re joking, right? Are you?”

“I’m completely serious,” he says, placing a hand over his heart.

“But why? What’s she doing there?”

He doesn’t have those answers for her. Not yet. But it doesn’t matter. Rosie’s eyes are shiny as they begin to walk toward their next gate, and she’s practically vibrating with excitement. Connor knows she’s not thinking about the aunt who’s been sending increasingly extravagant gifts on Christmas and birthdays (what eleven-year-old needs a Gucci toiletry kit?), or even the one who once upon a time taught her how to roller-skate in Prospect Park. It’s been too long since she’s seen her, too long since Jude has felt like a real person. She’s thinking instead of the public version of her aunt, the one she sees on Instagram and on movie screens, the one she invited her friends over to watch in that Jane Austen adaptation a couple years ago, a huddle of nine-year-old girls with bowls of popcorn and dreamy expressions.

“I can’t believe you’re related to her,” one of them had whispered, and Rosie had smiled.

“Me neither,” she’d said in a way that made Connor’s throat go tight, because already it had been a year since he’d seen Jude at that point. Already, she didn’t seem quite real to him either.

On the flight to Bismarck, the kids watch movies on their iPads while Connor stares at his cursor, blinking against the stark white background of a blank page. He’d come to Nashville to write an epic novel, tracing one family’s history over a hundred years on a farm in rural Tennessee. But he quickly realized this was bullshit. What did he
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