
		
			[image: Cover for Husbands & Lovers]
		

	
		
			Praise for Husbands & Lovers

			A TODAY Show “Best Beach Read”

			“Beatriz Williams’s work of historical fiction wrapped in a beach read…[follows an] engaging, artfully drawn pair of lovers…and descriptions of tense postwar Cairo are both commanding and detailed. The conclusion is a soap-worthy cliffhanger, and one that took me by surprise.”

			—The New York Times Book Review

			“I loved Husbands & Lovers and devoured it in one delicious gulp. I was so invested in Mallory and Monk. It’s my favorite kind of page-turner—unputdownable!”

			—Martha Hall Kelly, New York Times bestselling author of The Golden Doves

			“Expertly weaves wartime drama, family secrets, forbidden romance, and young love into a vibrant, perfect-for-summer story. I couldn’t wait to find out how the story ended, and if the characters got the happy ending they deserved.”

			—Emma Rosenblum, bestselling author of Bad Summer People

			“A story that spans continents and eras, and it takes readers on a page-turning ride encompassing intoxicating youthful romance, forbidden wartime love, betrayal, espionage, life-eroding secrets, and a mother’s boundless love for her child. Reminding us of the interconnectivity of the past and present and the enduring power of love, Husbands & Lovers is stunning.”

			—Marie Benedict, New York Times bestselling co-author of The Personal Librarian 

			“[A] master storyteller…two timelines breathlessly intertwine to form a tale full of passion, hope, and heartbreaking family secrets. As much a poignant and intimate examination of the human heart as a globe-trotting sweep of decades and wide-reaching locales, this one packs the sultry and stunning punch that readers of Williams have come to relish. You will feel the salty ocean air of Winthrop summer nights as you read, as well as the furious white heat of the roiling Cairo streets—and you’ll savor every page of it.”

			—Allison Pataki, New York Times bestselling author of The Magnificent Lives of Marjorie Post

			“From sunny Cape Cod beaches to 1950s Cairo, I loved being immersed in the lives and loves of Beatriz Williams’s complex characters. This novel has it all: a single mother with a secret, a passionate affair against the backdrop of World War Two, and a child so wonderful (and in so much danger) that I stayed up until three in the morning to make sure he would survive. This is sweeping, sumptuous, and utterly enthralling.”

			—Amanda Eyre Ward, New York Times bestselling author of The Jetsetters

			“[A] captivating novel of love and love lost…With well-drawn characters and sweeping drama, Williams’s latest is a gripping journey as secrets and hidden desires are exposed.”

			—Booklist

			Praise for the novels of Beatriz Williams

			“In Williams’s pages, we may briefly recapture the delicious freedom we used to feel when the days became longer and warmer, and we were young and in love.”

			—The New York Times

			“Williams’s particular gift as a writer is to peel back the pages of history and breathe life into the interior lives of women—how they lived, loved, and lost within the expectations and limitations of their time.”

			—Entertainment Weekly

			“[Williams’] novels are packed with complex, daring, and intriguingly human women.”

			—NPR

			“Exquisitely depicted…what the term ‘beach read’ was made for.”

			—Buzzfeed

			“I think Beatriz Williams is writing the best historical fiction out there. It’s lush with period detail but feels immediate.”

			—Elin Hilderbrand

			“[She’s] at the top of her game.”

			—Kate Quinn

			“Beatriz Williams always delivers historical fiction that shines…. An engrossing read that will keep you turning the pages long into the night.”

			—PopSugar
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			With gratitude to my kids,
who never ate the wrong mushroom

		

	
		
			PROLOGUE

			Mallory
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			June 2019

			Mystic, Connecticut

			I kissed Sam goodbye on a Saturday morning toward the end of June, and the call that changed my life came the following Friday afternoon.

			Actually, the call came in twice. I’d stepped away from my desk to do some gardening. I remember the tomatoes were growing like crazy that summer, the roses exploding on their bushes. Everything so abundant. Sometimes, when I’m stuck on an idea, I find it helps to walk away for a bit and do something else, something with your hands, something useful, and that knot in your mind will loosen and unwind into the bread dough or the soapsuds or the stacks of folded clothes.

			Or the soft, rich loam of a vegetable bed.

			It still fills me with terror, to look at that patch of earth and remember how I knelt there, staking the rampant new vines, humming to myself while a new pattern took shape in my head—a trailing creeper in a pristine shade of spring green, not too dark or too light, the color of promise, delicate shoots and leaves curling from the parent vine.

			At a few minutes to three, I stood up, dusted my jeans, shucked off my gloves, and went into the house for a glass of water and my sketch pad.

			I remember my phone lay on the kitchen counter, because I hadn’t carried it outdoors with me. You know how it is. I meant to step out for a few minutes to pull some weeds, maybe water the tomatoes, breathe some fresh air, but one thing led to another, and it was a beautiful day, eighty degrees and not as humid as it gets later in the summer. A breeze came in from the Mystic River, tinged with brine. Tourists would be swarming the drawbridge for ice cream. Over at the aquarium, kids would be screaming with joy as the belugas hurtled past on the other side of the plexiglass. Anyway, my phone sat alone on the counter, so I picked it up to check for messages and startling news alerts, maybe a little light scrolling, and instead I saw that I’d missed two calls from Camp Winnipesaukee.

			You know that feeling. Every parent knows that feeling.

			Probably nothing, you think, probably just some missed paperwork or an impulsive, inappropriate exclamation. Maybe a fistfight, God forbid. Kids could get scrappy at that age.

			But your body’s not so logical, is it? Your body’s evolved for catastrophe. Your body leaps straight to the worst scenario. Your stomach turns sick, your trembling hand picks up the phone. Your heart cracks against your breastbone.

			You swipe the number to call back.

			You say, in your voice of fake buoyance, Hi! This is Mallory Dunne. Sam’s mom? You were trying to reach me.

			And you hear the tiny silence, the fraction of a sigh as the person on the other end gathers courage for the task before her.

			Then the dreaded words:

			Mrs. Dunne, I’m afraid I have some difficult news.

			

			—

			I think I must have driven the entire three hours to New Hampshire in a state of shock. Now, don’t panic, I told myself, over and over. This is not really happening. This is just a movie you’re watching, a script you’re acting out. Kind of like the metaverse! Whatever that was.

			Not real, anyway.

			Not your real son, the love of your life.

			I remember how I rinsed out my coffee cup and put it in the dishwasher before I left. I mean, you can’t just leave a cup of coffee on the kitchen counter when you lark off to New Hampshire for God knows how long! I swiped on a little lipstick, even though my hand shook so badly I looked like one of those Instagram people who color over the edges of their lips to make them look bigger. I started to throw a few things in an overnight bag and then thought, What if he dies and I’m not there in time to say goodbye?

			I dropped the overnight bag and ran out the door to the car. I made it all the way to Springfield before I realized I wasn’t wearing any shoes, so I had to pull over at a gas station and buy flip-flops. And gas. And three Kind bars and a bottle of water, because I was about to pass out.

			He’s not going to die, I told myself. A perfectly healthy boy doesn’t die from eating a bad mushroom.

			Unless it’s too late.

			Unless said boy ate said mushroom on a dare the day before and didn’t mention this fact because he didn’t want his friends to get in trouble, so he spent the night and the morning in the infirmary with so-called stomach trouble because the nurse had no idea she was dealing with a case of mushroom poisoning.

			Unless the damage was already done.

			Unless they were keeping him alive only so I could say goodbye and give permission for organ donation.

			Could you donate a kid’s organs if he’d ingested a poisonous mushroom?

			A Range Rover zoomed past, New York plates. I looked at the speedometer and saw I was going only sixty-four, like it was no hurry, no emergency, don’t want to get a speeding ticket or anything.

			I pressed the accelerator.

			He’s not going to die, I said aloud.

			My shining, beautiful boy.

			Who loved to play soccer in the fall and baseball in the spring.

			Whose favorite food was s’mores.

			Who went boogie-boarding last week with his cousins at his aunt’s house on the Cape and pretended to get attacked by a shark. (Not funny, I told him, after I fished him out of the water.)

			Who filled an old jam jar with fireflies the night before he left for camp and told me he figured the lights came from all your ancestors in heaven, keeping watch over you.

			I pounded the steering wheel. So where were all the fucking fireflies yesterday?

			

			—

			Just as I reached White River Junction and turned off the interstate, it started to rain. A couple of fat drops, a couple more, and the next thing you know—monsoon. I turned on the windshield wipers. Three seconds later, I turned them on high. Wildly they pumped across the glass and still I couldn’t see a thing. Sheets cascading before me. Like trying to look through a waterfall.

			What happened next is a true story.

			I’m tearing down this road through the New Hampshire woods toward the hospital, right? Every second counts. But I can’t see ten feet in front of me. So I’m straining my eyes, not even blinking, and this dark shape flashes into view and whoomph! Smacks into the windshield and the jaws of the wipers.

			Probably I scream, I don’t know.

			Just a few inches long, this poor creature, this bird. Whisking back and forth, back and forth, feathers everywhere, and I’m crying now, screaming and crying, begging God to free the bird because I can’t pull over, I need to reach my son before he dies.

			But the poor thing remains stuck in the wipers, smearing blood across my windshield that the rain washes away. I can’t even tell what kind of bird it is. I just keep on driving, and praying, and crying.

			

			—

			The rain was thinning out as I swerved into the parking lot of the Dartmouth Hitchcock Medical Center, where they’d airlifted Sam a little after noon today.

			(Later, when I saw that line item on the explanation of benefits notice from Blue Cross, I would get up to pour myself a glass of bourbon.)

			But at this point, I wasn’t thinking about how much any of this would cost. Save my son, that was all I cared about. I found a miraculous space near the emergency room and slammed the brakes and got out. A man stood nearby smoking a cigarette. He stared at the bird on the windshield of my old Volvo station wagon, handed down from my sister.

			“Is it dead?” I demanded.

			He looked at me. I still have the image of him in my head—this young, smart, hardscrabble kid in green scrubs. I remember thinking he might have been a resident or a medical student, by the look of him—a kid who got in the hard way, no fancy private schools, no tutors or pushy parents. Job after school bagging groceries to save up money. He just wanted to be a doctor.

			“That’s an owl,” he said. “A baby owl.”

			“Is it dead? Just tell me, is it dead?”

			“Of course it’s dead,” he said.

			

			—

			At the ER reception, I fumbled out some explanation about summer camp and mushrooms to the nurse on duty. He was used to hysterical parents and interrupted me to ask, in a voice that was neither kind nor unkind, for the patient’s name.

			I took a deep breath. “Sam Dunne.”

			“Date of birth?”

			“May tenth, oh-nine.”

			“Relationship to patient?”

			“I’m his mother, for God’s sake!”

			He tapped away on his computer keyboard, staring at the screen. “Name?”

			“My name?”

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			I stared at the part in his hair. Light brown waves. Pink scalp.

			The nurse looked up. “Ma’am? Your name?”

			Starts with an M, I thought. You can do this.

			He waved his hand slowly in front of my face. “Ma’am? Do you need to sit down?”

			“Mallory!” I sagged in relief. “Mallory Dunne.”

			The nurse turned back to his computer and resumed the tapping. “I’ll need your ID and insurance card, please, Mrs. Dunne.”

			“My what?”

			“ID and insurance, please.”

			I gripped the edge of the counter and leaned over. “My son is dying and you want to see my identification?”

			“Mrs. Dunne, I need to ask you to calm down—”

			“Calm down? I just drove three hours to get here! I don’t even know if he’s alive! He’s ten years old! He’s surrounded by strangers! He needs his mom!”

			“Mrs. Dunne—”

			“I want—to see—my son!”

			The nurse closed his eyes, filled his lungs with patience, and said, in a nice slow kindergarten voice, “I understand. And I’m still going to have to ask for identification. For security reasons. If Sam’s father—”

			“Sam’s father,” I said, “is not in the picture.”

			“Irregardless—”

			“That’s not a word, damn it!”

			The nurse picked up the phone. “I’m going to call security now.”

			“Call security? Are you kidding me? My son is in there! I need to see my son and you’re going to call security?”

			“Mrs. Dunne, you need to calm down—”

			I pointed my finger at his chest. “Don’t ever tell a woman to calm down! Especially a mother whose child is in the emergency room! And some man is trying to keep her from seeing him! And I am not a missus, by the way!”

			The nurse rose from his chair, telephone in one hand. “And I’m telling you, Ms. Dunne, you need to start practicing calm right now. For your son’s sake. Because you’re going to need it.”

			

			—

			Half an hour later, my sister arrived at the waiting room they set aside for hysterical parents. I jumped from the chair.

			“Paige? What the hell are you doing here?”

			“I’m the emergency contact, remember? I got here as fast as I could. Oh, Mallory.” She stepped forward and pulled me into her arms. She smelled of gardenia soap and responsibility. “You’re such a screwup, honey. Only you could end up in hospital jail.”

			“Have you seen him? Is he okay?”

			“I talked to the doctor. He’s stable. Critical but stable—”

			“Critical? What does that mean?”

			Paige pulled back and held me by the shoulders. “Let’s go see the doctor together, okay?”

			

			—

			Dr. Stephens was a slight, intense, blond-ponytail woman of the type who runs eight miles at dawn before she goes to work. She looked up from her clipboard and delivered a searing gaze as I approached with Paige.

			“Mrs. Dunne,” she said.

			I opened my mouth to correct her, then slammed it shut.

			“Doctor?” I said meekly. “I’m Sam’s mother.”

			“Yes. I’m very sorry about what’s happened. We treat a certain number of mushroom cases each year, but it’s rarely so serious as this.”

			“How serious?”

			“The next forty-eight hours will be critical. Your son has ingested a basidiomycete fungus known as Amanita phalloides—”

			“I’m sorry, what?”

			Again, her eyes impaled me. “A death cap mushroom.”

			“Oh, shit,” I said.

			“I thought you were already informed.”

			“They said mushroom. Not fucking death cap.”

			You could almost hear her bristles arranging themselves. Her eyes weren’t clear blue but opaque, like a cloudy sky at dawn, and I couldn’t tell if she objected to my attitude or my language or both.

			Paige gripped my elbow. “Excuse her, Doctor. It slips out when she’s emotional.”

			“Of course,” said Dr. Stephens. “The death cap contains two primary types of toxins—amatoxin and phallotoxin. In the initial period, which begins several hours after ingestion, the patient will experience the common symptoms of gastrointestinal distress—vomiting, diarrhea. So in these early stages, unless we know the patient consumed a mushroom, it’s easily dismissed or misdiagnosed as a norovirus.”

			“Stomach flu,” Paige said knowledgeably.

			“Exactly. Especially in the case of children, and especially when they’re reluctant to tell adults what they’ve been up to.” Dr. Stephens clicked the end of her ballpoint pen. “However, during this time, the toxins have already begun to attack the patient’s organs—”

			“Oh, shit,” I said. “Oh, shit.”

			“—principally the liver and kidneys, in the worst cases leading to organ failure and death.”

			I was acting in a movie, I reminded myself. This wasn’t really happening.

			“But you can treat it, right? This is modern medicine. You can give him something.”

			She looked at her clipboard. “The immediate concern is dehydration. He’s been on an IV drip, replenishing fluids, electrolytes. There are a couple of different antibiotics that have shown efficacy in counteracting the toxin—”

			“And you’re giving him those?”

			“Yes, along with intravenous silibinin—that’s an extract of what’s commonly known as the milk thistle—which helps the liver fight the damage caused by both toxins.”

			“What else?”

			She shrugged. “We treat the symptoms. The rest is up to his body. How much he ingested, when exactly he ingested it.”

			“Is he in pain?”

			“He’s in a coma, Mrs. Dunne. That’s common, in these cases.”

			“Can I see him?”

			Her face softened. “Of course. Come with me.”

			She started past us. I touched the elbow of her white lab coat to stop her.

			“Dr. Stephens? It’s Ms. Dunne. Not Mrs.”

			The doctor made a note on her clipboard. “And his father?”

			This time it was Paige who spoke up. “His father’s not in the picture.”

			

			—

			Against the white pillow, Sam’s face was the color of a Dorito. I might have gasped.

			“That’s the jaundice,” said the nurse.

			I dropped into the chair next to the bed. Not because I wanted to, but because I couldn’t hold myself up any longer. “Shit,” I whispered.

			“You can touch him. Talk to him. Let him know you’re here.”

			Around him, the machines beeped and burped. Sam had always been big for his age, robust like his father. Radiant. Energy bursting from his skin. Too much, sometimes. So much that I would collapse in bed at night and cry because I was so exhausted, because there was nobody else to keep this ball of fire from hurtling into space, because Sam was all up to me.

			The shrunken, yellowed body on the bed couldn’t be Sam. It wasn’t him. There was some mistake.

			Then I looked at his face. A curl of damp gold hair on his forehead, the same color as his skin. I brushed it back. Behind me, Paige put her hand on my shoulder.

			“Hey, buddy,” I croaked. “It’s Mom. Sorry it took me a while. Traffic.”

			The monitors beeped back.

			“Anyway, I made it. I’m here. We’ll get you all better in no time. And when you wake up, so help me—”

			Paige snorted back a laugh.

			“A mushroom, for God’s sake. A goddamn mushroom.”

			“Mallory, don’t swear in front of the kid.”

			“Sorry, buddy. Darn mushroom.”

			The nurse finished checking all the monitors and turned to us. Back and forth, me and Paige. “So…you’re the parents?”

			Paige snatched her hand from my shoulder. “Oh, Jesus, no. I’m her sister. She’s the mother.”

			“Gotcha. Well, you’ve got one tough kid there, I’ll say that much.”

			“You think so?” I said.

			“For sure. Kinda cute under all that yellow, right? He looks like that singer.”

			“Oh?” Paige said innocently. “Which singer?”

			“You know. Sits on a stool and plays his guitar? That new song about the birds flying south, not looking back.” She hummed a few bars. “You know who I mean. He was on the cover of People a couple weeks ago. Dead ringer, this kid.”

			I turned back to Sam and sandwiched his limp hand between mine. I was so dizzy, I thought I might throw up.

			“I don’t know,” I said. “I haven’t heard that one.”

			

			—

			Later, when I looked back on that first week in the hospital, I wouldn’t be able to remember much. They say it’s a blur, experiences like that, and maybe it’s a cliché but it turned out to be true, the way clichés sometimes are. I would like to say there was a single moment of revelation, a turning point after which we knew Sam would survive, and we had joy and resolution and a happy ending in which we thanked all the doctors for saving his life and drove back home in that fragile moment of late afternoon when the air is washed with gold. Like in the movies.

			But life isn’t a movie, and that moment never came.

			We kept time by the beep of the monitors and the rising and setting of the sun on the other side of the window, out there in that world where ordinary people got on with their lives, went on vacation, enjoyed the summer. Paige brought her kids and booked one of those extended stay hotels, and nobody complained about missing the summer on the ocean or the scarcity of fried clams in the New Hampshire hills. Her husband drove up on weekends to join us. Nice guy, Jake.

			Paige delivered me coffee and sandwiches and made sure I brushed my teeth and changed clothes.

			Day by day Sam went on living, breathing, existing, and the fear of his death was replaced by fear for the future ahead of us.

			What was to come in this new world in which my ten-year-old son did not own a functioning pair of kidneys.

			

			—

			One discrete moment I do remember. I remember walking out of the hospital to drive to the hotel room Paige had booked for us, not because I wanted to leave but because she insisted. This would have been the second day, after I spent that first night sleeping—or not sleeping—on the chair in Sam’s hospital room.

			You need to sleep in a bed, Paige told me. Sam needs you to sleep in a bed.

			So I trudged out to the parking lot and found my car. The hour was late, and because it was the end of June and this was New Hampshire, the sky had only begun to darken. The air was heavy with shadow. Would have been spooky if anything was left in this world to scare me.

			I got to the car and stared at the lump of feathers stuck at the base of the windshield wipers.

			I had forgotten about the bird.

			A baby owl, said the man with the cigarette, and he was right. I didn’t know much about woodland birds, but you could tell it was an owl by the shape of its head and its dead glass eyes. A small, juvenile owl. Probably just left its nest. Had flown out into the wide world and run smack into my panicked windshield and died, and the mother owl and the father owl never knew what happened to him.

			In my ears, I still heard the relentless beep of the monitors. The tick of Sam’s life.

			“I’m sorry,” I whispered to the baby owl. “I’m so sorry.”

			I sat down on the curb and opened my palms.

			On my right wrist, my mother’s bracelet had slipped around the wrong way, so the ends pinched the tender skin on the inside of my arm. She’d left it to me when she died, and I still felt a shock to see it wrapped around my own wrist instead of my mother’s—a golden cobra, its hood arched to strike, two tiny emerald eyes and a tiny ruby tongue reaching eternally for the tip of its tail. Her own mother had given this bracelet to her, she’d told us when we were little, and I had never seen Mom’s arm without it.

			Until her funeral, a year and a half ago.

			The snake’s eyes glittered at me, the same color as my mother’s.

			“I need her so much,” I whispered. “Why did you take her?”

			But the cobra didn’t say a word.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ONE

			Hannah
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			August 1951

			Cairo, Egypt

			The cobra probably took refuge in the pavilion when the sun fell behind the hotel roof. Now it flared its hood indignantly at Hannah. Its eyes were like beads of oil. It flicked its tongue to taste the air and struck.

			

			—

			Hannah couldn’t blame the cobra. How do you condemn a snake for being a snake?

			Alistair had warned her about the cobras when they first arrived in Cairo. He’d been posted there during the war, so he felt himself a real expert. Your Egyptian cobra grows to about four or five feet in length—in his voice of empire, holding two pompous arms apart—and venomous as the devil. Bugger’ll crawl directly into your house or tent or trouser leg, so you’d bloody well better watch your step.

			Hannah had listened attentively and watched her step. When she and Alistair had taken that trip to Luxor last week, she’d seen them among the rocks from time to time, scorpions too, but they always slithered away. Alistair was probably disappointed. All day he’d carried a machete at his belt and cherished the idea of lopping off some cobra’s head at the vital instant. What a capital story that would be!

			Hannah didn’t have a machete now. She didn’t have so much as a nail file—she’d simply picked up her pocketbook and left the table. An impulse, that was all. Alistair holding forth about Indian partition, the Beverleys nodding along numbly, Alistair’s smothering remark when she tried to interject a light observation—Don’t be silly, Hannah.

			She’d mumbled something about a cigarette and stalked through the packed, yammering dining room, through the Arab Hall to the gardens.

			The air still hung thick and warm from the late-summer sun. The mosquitoes stirred. The smell of jasmine made her drunk. She’d heard some laughter near the loggia and crept into the shelter of the pavilion, surprising a cobra who was just settling down for a nice quiet nap.

			

			—

			Of all the places to die! When you thought about it, it was almost funny. All those ways she might have met her end—those accidents and objects that might have killed her, the waves of bombs, the German soldiers followed by the Soviet soldiers, to say nothing of weather and germs and a hundred other things—all those fatal moments she’d survived by miracle or force of will or some capricious God she no longer believed in—and now this?

			The back garden of Shepheard’s Hotel in Cairo. A dull, predictable evening in August.

			What a joke, a colossal joke.

			Who would have thought it would end like this, when she’d woken this morning in the plump, narrow bed in the bedroom she shared with her husband? When the soft-footed servant knocked on the door with Alistair’s tea and the first of several cups of sweet, strong Turkish coffee that would punctuate Hannah’s hours until lunch—why, who would have told Hannah to enjoy those coffees to the utmost, because they were her last on earth?

			Who would have thought she would be dead by midnight, as she read aloud to Alistair from the newspaper while they ate the breakfast that was brought up on the tray?

			When this morning, as usual, she’d straightened Alistair’s necktie and pecked his dry cheek goodbye? When she’d taken the papers he had left on the corner of the desk the night before and typed them up on the typewriter, correcting the mistakes as she went along? (Alistair was a careless speller.) When, precisely as usual, she’d allowed herself the cigarette during the drive to the club, followed by the lunch, followed by the tennis with the Foreign Office wives, followed by the gin and tonic, followed by the drive home and the long bath and the second cigarette?

			Who would have thought she would never experience those things again?

			And when Alistair had returned from the consulate and taken up his books and his pen, as he always did, while she settled on the sofa to read the English novel and stopped to watch a lizard scurry this way and that across the floor and up the wall to disappear into the crack near the ceiling? Who would imagine she would never learn what happened to the man who loved the woman who was married to the other man?

			When six o’clock struck and she rose from the sofa and poured her husband the Scotch and soda and helped him dress for dinner?

			When she put on the long black dress that suited her figure and the pearls and the elbow gloves?

			When she drank the second gin and tonic with lime?

			Then the silent drive across the river to the hotel. The champagne cocktail. The second champagne cocktail. The prawn cocktail followed by the chilled tomato soup.

			The conversation about the king—that ass Farouk, Alistair had called him.

			The orchestra that had slid into the waltz as the waiters whisked away the soup and served the fish. Then the meat and vegetables. Then the salad. Then the dessert and the cheese and the nice Yquem and Indian partition and Don’t be silly, Hannah.

			Who would have whispered in her ear—when she leaned back in her seat and finished the Yquem and thought, I shall scream—Well, don’t worry, old Hannah, you’ve only got fifteen minutes left to live?

			That her final seconds were ticking down as Hannah rose from her chair, mumbled about the cigarette, and stumbled her way from the dining room through the Arab Hall to the doors that opened to the gardens, where Mr. Beck, the assistant hotel manager, appeared out of thin air and asked her if she required anything.

			

			—

			Oh, Mr. Beck. What a shame about him! Now she’d never see Mr. Beck again.

			He was Swiss, according to one of the other Foreign Office wives. All the hoteliers abroad were Swiss. Somehow the profession was bred into them, the woman didn’t understand how. Maybe it was something to do with neutrality. Or a tradition of mountain hospitality. To Hannah, though, the only thing Swiss about Mr. Beck was his surname. He had large, cool green eyes below straight black eyebrows, and long black eyelashes for good measure. His features were almost delicate, except for the strong jaw anchoring the bottom of his face. Like any good hotel manager, he was invisible, voiceless, except when you needed him.

			Then he appeared like a djinn.

			Is there anything you require, Mrs. Ainsworth? he’d asked her, not five minutes ago, and stupidly she had said No, thank you and continued on her way.

			Haughty, they called her. She’d overheard that once. Haughty bitch, that wife of Ainsie’s. You know how he found her. God knows where she came from. Who her people are. Damned lucky old Ainsie took a fancy to her.

			Oh, she’d overheard them, all right. As they intended. The English were so polite—they’d never say these things to her face.

			No, thank you, she’d said to Mr. Beck, the hotel manager with the green eyes, and continued into the gardens, alone, a little drunk, but then she was always a little drunk by evening—that was the only way you got through the day without picking up one of those slim, elegant silver knives they laid out in the dining room and murdering somebody.

			Or yourself.

			Now this damn cobra.

			

			—

			In Egypt, the cobra was sometimes called an asp, which made you think of Cleopatra. According to legend, she had her servants smuggle an asp inside a basket to her private chambers, where she was confined by Caesar or somebody.

			Hannah doubted this story. An Egyptian cobra was a large snake and would almost certainly object to being stuffed inside a basket—especially a basket small enough to smuggle into Cleopatra’s chambers without raising anyone’s suspicions. But Ptolemy said so; therefore, it must be true. Anyway, did it really matter how Cleopatra got the snake into her bedchamber? The point was, she died of snakebite. Unless the whole incident was a metaphor—the snake in the lady’s bedchamber administering the lethal dose of venom. You get the idea.

			Hannah’s snake—cobra, asp, whatever you wanted to call it—was certainly real. Its tiny scales were speckled brown and its hood made a perfect arc. It lay along the railing so that when she’d sat down, a second ago, her face was only a yard away from the cobra’s face—close enough, anyway, so that in the light that spilled from the hotel windows behind her, every detail was sharp.

			They say time slows down at the moment of danger, and Hannah would have agreed. She’d had all the time in the world to admire the snake’s beauty, the perfect hood, the infinite brown-speckled scales. All the time in the world to smell the jasmine, to hear the faint lilt of the orchestra that would sing her to sleep.

			She noticed the exquisite pattern of mosaic tiles in the pavilion.

			She imagined Alistair’s red face, pinched in horror—what a shock this would be, who on earth would pour his Scotch and soda the way he liked it. But this lasted only an instant. Another face replaced Alistair’s red, pinched one; then more faces, each one by itself yet all at once, hitting her in the gut so she couldn’t breathe.

			Rage.

			Grief.

			All this commotion she hadn’t been able to feel in years. All this in the oil-drop eyes of the cobra that lunged for her neck. How stupid.

			Hannah flung up her arm. The fangs sank into the back of her hand. As she fell, the world turned white, too bright to bear. The pair of arms that caught her was part of the dream.

			Is there anything you require, Mrs. Ainsworth?

			Yes, Mr. Beck. I require everything. I require you.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			Mallory

			
				
				[image: ]

			June 2022

			Cape Cod, Massachusetts

			Paige calls me on the way home from dialysis.

			“Can you talk?” she asks.

			I glance at Sam in the seat next to me. He’s got his AirPods in, delivering music. For his twelfth birthday I broke down and gave him a phone, because I needed to be able to contact him in an emergency, right? His hair flops over his forehead now, a few shades darker than when he was little. I can’t pick out his expression as he watches the dunes go by. Sometimes it hurts, the way he’s growing up, turning into somebody else. I used to understand every thought that crossed his face.

			“I’m listening,” I tell Paige.

			She gathers herself up in a sigh. “So, it’s about Mom,” she says.

			

			—

			It’s about Mom.

			As it happens, those were the exact words she used to break the news when Mom died, four and a half years ago. I remember it was October because I was making Sam’s Halloween costume. He was eight years old and wanted to be a space alien. I designed the whole thing myself. I was just finishing up the hands—kind of a cut-and-stitch of this puke-green satin I’d found among the fabric remainders and a pair of rubber household gloves—so I was a little irritated that she’d interrupted me with her damn phone call.

			I sighed and said What about Mom? You know, expecting another thorough sister-to-sister discussion about Viljo, Mom’s latest lover. Viljo was this blond Finnish god about seven feet tall with whom Mom was apparently having the best sex of her life, so naturally Paige disapproved of him. Blah, blah, he’s too young for her. Blah, blah, he wants her for her money.

			To which I might reply something like, What money?

			To which Paige might reply something like, Grandma and Grandpa were loaded, right?

			To which I never replied because Paige didn’t know what I knew, which was that Mom considered that money tainted and gave away every dollar to the Appalachian Mountain Club for hut refurbishment as soon as she inherited it. God knows Paige would have fainted if she knew that. She always hated those hikes in the White Mountains where Mom hauled us every summer. Literally the worst weather in the world, she’d remind us. It says so on the brochure. So I would redirect the conversation, and it was kind of a shock for Paige when the lawyer read out Mom’s will, which left Paige the little house in Provincetown and me the leftover cash in a trust for Sam’s education.

			But I digress.

			Paige told me to sit down, and I told her I was sitting down already, could she get to the point, and Paige said, All right. The point is, Mom’s gone.

			I said I already knew Mom was gone. Gone to Peru with Viljo.

			Honey, I mean the forever gone, said Paige. I mean she’s dead.

			She and Viljo—Paige called him Dildo—had been climbing the terraces at Machu Picchu and Mom had lost her footing. I don’t know if you’ve ever visited Machu Picchu, or seen the photographs, but those terraces are steep, apparently. She fell some way and hit her head on the stones. By the time they got her airlifted to a hospital, she was in a coma with a brain bleed. She died in Viljo’s arms the next day.

			Honestly, you can’t make this stuff up.

			I’ll spare you the drama of flying out to Peru to arrange for Mom’s body to be flown home. The memorial, the cremation, the scattering of ashes off the Cape Cod shoreline at sunset. Tracking down Dad on the backstretch at Santa Anita, from which he sent his condolences but refused to attend the services, on the grounds that funerals were a drag and the Breeders’ Cup was around the corner.

			I’ll spare you the stages of grief and the way I still find myself reaching for the phone to tell her something, only to realize she’s not there. You’ve heard all that before, and if you’ve experienced it firsthand, I’m so sorry.

			The point of this story is that Paige called me to break the news of Mom’s death, instead of the other way around. I mean, Mom and I were peas in a pod, right? She told me everything, things she probably shouldn’t, like where she lost her virginity and how often Viljo went down on her. She told me the whole story with Dad, and about the year she dragged her cello to Paris and busked in a Metro station to pay for food. She called me up when she got a bad Pap smear, or found some terrific new cheese at the farmers market, or had to take the cat to the vet.

			She called Paige to tell her what she ought to get me for Christmas.

			So how come Paige knew about Mom’s death before I did?

			Because she listed me as her emergency contact, Paige said, a little bashfully.

			Well, that made sense. Paige is everybody’s emergency contact. She’s my emergency contact. If you’re having an emergency, you want Paige on the other end of the line. Paige will answer the phone, she’ll drop everything, she’ll donate her own blood. (Paige is O negative, as you would expect.) When disaster strikes, you want Paige making sure there’s toothpaste in the overnight bag and that specialist in Dallas is flying in for a consult.

			You sure as hell don’t rely on Mallory to fix things.

			I understood. I understood just fine.

			But that doesn’t mean it didn’t hurt.

			Oh, and what happened to Viljo? He was so shattered about Mom’s death, he went home to Finland and took orders at a monastery just inside the Arctic Circle. He still sends us Christmas cards every year.

			Like I said, you can’t make this stuff up.

			

			—

			The hand-me-down Volvo is just young enough to have a Bluetooth connection to my cellphone, and Paige’s voice blares through the speakers.

			“Mallory? Are you still there?”

			I glance at Sam, who’s still staring out the window. His finger taps his knee to the beat of whatever’s coming out of his earbuds. I turn down the volume on the car’s speakers.

			“I’m still here. What about Mom?” I ask warily.

			“So, I have a confession to make,” she begins.

			“Oh, crap.”

			“Well? If you’re not going to start this thing yourself, I don’t have a choice, do I? I mean, we could sit around waiting for our asshole father to change his mind and give his grandson a kidney—”

			“Paige, for God’s sake. Don’t swear in front of the kid.”

			“What, Sam’s listening?”

			“He’s in the car with me. He’s got his AirPods in.”

			Paige makes a noise of frustration. “Mallory, this is important. This is…this is big.”

			“Then why couldn’t you wait for me to get there in person?”

			“How far away are you?”

			“I don’t know. Half an hour, no traffic? Just passed the Orleans exit.”

			She makes another noise. “Fine. I’ll pour the vodka Spindrifts.”

			

			—

			Since Mom left Paige the house in Provincetown, at the tip of the scorpion’s tail that is Cape Cod, Paige and her husband Jake have done a lot of work to it.

			I don’t know how to say this delicately, so I’ll just come out with it: Jake makes a lot of money. He’s in some kind of finance partnership with a couple of Yale buddies, and apparently he’s good at it, although you wouldn’t know this to bump into him in a crosswalk. He would apologize and ask if you were okay and pick up that thing you dropped, and you would go on your way, crossing the street, never imagining that the spindly guy in the slim fit khakis and the Red Sox hat and the navy L.L. Bean fleece vest with the embroidered East Rock Partners crest on the left side made five million bucks last year. (I’m just throwing a number out there. I have no idea how much bread Jake makes—Paige scrupulously never talks about money.) He is six foot two with dark, wispy hair and a face so bland as to defy description. Paige met him at Yale, junior year, and they got married twelve years ago at the Catholic church here in Provincetown, reception on the beach at Mom’s house.

			In those days, we used the word quirky to describe our childhood home. It was nine hundred square feet of stone and cedar shingles that had survived a hundred years of nor’easters, plus the occasional hurricane, without much alteration to the original plan, except to add electricity and hot water. I remember it had a bedroom for Mom and a bedroom I shared with Paige and a bathroom down the hall that groaned when you filled the tub and groaned when you emptied it again. The kitchen was a lean-to and the parlor also served as a dining room and library, with great big windows that faced the ocean and had to be battened down with sheets of plywood before every storm.

			To her credit, Paige, who is respectful of history, did not tear down this house when she and Jake undertook renovations. It now serves as their master suite, in fact, and the pipes no longer groan when you fill the tub, maybe because Paige knocked down a couple of walls to enlarge the bathroom into a haven of marble and reclaimed driftwood that smells of spa.

			Then they built on to our original house a whole other house, a coastal grandmother type house, which Sam calls a vibe. (Paige and Jake call it Summersalt—get it?) We stay here for several weeks every summer, trying not to spill anything, while Sam and I make the thrice-weekly trek to Barnstable for dialysis, as we did today, and back again. We park our car next to the garage and walk across the gravel to the exemplary mudroom where everybody has his own cubby, like at preschool. In the snowy kitchen, Paige talks on the phone to someone who’s sourcing new wallpaper, by the sound of it. She spies us and tells this person she has to go now, they’ll talk later.

			“So!” She looks at Sam. “How’d it go, buddy?”

			Sam gives her a strange look. “Great. Thanks. Is Ollie around?”

			“They’re down at the beach with Brittani, sweetie. You want to go down and join them?”

			“Sure.” Sam turns back to the mudroom.

			“Remember not to drink too much water!” I call after him. At the new bathhouse on the edge of the lawn, right before you get to the causeway over the inlet that leads to the dunes, Paige has installed a drinks station, which is, I have to admit, pretty handy. Ice and water and a fridge full of Spindrift.

			“He’s okay, right?” asks Paige. “He’s so hard to read now.”

			“He’s fine. So what’s up?”

			She’s still staring at the mudroom entrance, brow knit. “Did the doctors say anything? I’ve been reading up on the effects of renal failure and long-term dialysis—”

			“Look, I know what you’re trying to say, all right? Yes, my son needs a new kidney. Yes, he is on the donor registry. Yes, we have tested all our known relatives for a good match. Yes, you know how that went.”

			“Fucking Dad.”

			I shrug. “It wasn’t an ideal tissue match anyway. Three out of six. And it’s not like Dad’s taken the greatest care of himself all these years.”

			“A shitty kidney is better than no kidney.”

			“Plus, he’s in his seventies. It’s a stale kidney. And it’s his decision, right? Organ donation is not for everybody.”

			“Just so you know,” she says, “I no longer consider him my father.”

			“And I appreciate your loyalty. Now, where’s my drink?”

			“Oh, shoot! I forgot. Decorator called. Wallpaper drama. Hold on a second.”

			“No drama like wallpaper drama, I always say.”

			She scurries to the booze cabinet. “Seriously, you’re going to need this. I’m still kind of shaking.”

			“Shaking? What are you talking about?”

			Paige sets the vodka on the pristine quartz and opens the beverage fridge, not to be confused with the industrial Sub-Zero on the opposite wall that requires its own Eversource substation. “You want to slice up some lime? Cutting board’s in the cabinet just below you.”

			I bend to open the cabinet door and retrieve the wooden board. In this kitchen of immaculate stone and stainless steel and appliances from outer space, the cutting board is a relic from childhood. I love the stains and scars, the familiar grain of the wood. I can picture Mom slicing up onions, tomatoes, eggplant, zucchini, basil. I reach for a lime from the citrus arrangement in the middle of the island.

			“It used to freak me out,” I say, “the way you could even think about wallpaper or limes when you’re upset about something. You know, making sure everyone has an afternoon cocktail in tasteful surroundings.”

			“Wait, what? What’s that supposed to mean?”

			I slice the lime into halves, and the halves into quarters. “Then I realized that’s how you cope with shit.”

			“It’s better than denial.”

			“Who’s in denial?”

			“It ain’t just a river in Egypt, right?”

			I wait for her to finish pouring the Spindrift and pop a lime quarter into each glass. “I’m not in denial, okay? I live with this thing every day. No french fries, no bananas. Every day I look at my son and I hear the clock ticking, right? So don’t tell me I’m in denial.”

			She sips from her drink and I note that her hand is, in fact, shaking.

			“Look, we tried the family members, okay? We just don’t have that many of them. Mom’s dead. Her parents are dead. Dad doesn’t give a shit. You do give a shit, for which I’m eternally grateful, more than I can say, but you’re not a good match. Your kids are too young.”

			“Honey,” she says, “I know all this. We’ve been over this.”

			“So we’re stuck waiting for our turn on the transplant list. Which, thanks to Covid, and thanks to Sam’s rare tissue type, isn’t exactly moving fast.”

			“We are not stuck waiting on the damn kidney list, okay? There are options.”

			I set down my glass. “No.”

			“Mallory.”

			“That is not an option, Paige. That has never been an option.”

			“Not even to save your son’s life?”

			“So, let’s unpack that for a second—”

			“There’s nothing to unpack, Mallory.” Paige lifts her fingers to form quote marks around the word. “He’s Sam’s father. Biological fact. He has kidneys. Also a biological fact.”

			“Number one, if you think it’s possible for me to even start that conversation with, like, a man in his position, you’re delusional.”

			“Delusional? All you have to do is email him. It’s not like he doesn’t know your name.”

			“If Monk Adams reads his own email, then I’m Beyoncé. His handlers probably get ten emails a day from women claiming to have given birth to his love child. Or wanting to.”

			Paige points a finger at me. “Do you know what you are? You’re a coward.”

			“Are you fucking kidding me?”

			“You’re so scared of getting hurt, you’ll sacrifice your own son.”

			“That is total bullshit. Total. I’m doing Sam a favor. I’m sparing him.”

			“Sparing him from what, exactly? From having a father? A working kidney?”

			“Do you think—do you honestly think—I could just walk up to one of the most famous men in the world and say, ‘Hi, Monk. I gave birth to your son thirteen years ago, and by the way, could you spare him a kidney?’ ”

			Paige folds her arms. “Yep. That’s exactly what I think you should do.”

			“What if he rejects Sam? There’s not enough therapy in the world for that, Paige. Or worse, what if he sucks Sam into that life of his, that whole music world celebrity bullshit?”

			“You have to try, Mallory.”

			“He’s not even a good match.”

			“How do you know that?”

			“Odds are.”

			“Odds are? Are you serious?”

			I look down at the cutting board and the two remaining wedges of lime, reclined on their sides. The paring knife sits between them, one of those German brands with the deadly black handle. For the first time, I notice the music piping in from the magical speakers. Some piano piece, probably Chopin. Mom used to play Chopin when we were babies to settle us down. Since Paige never leaves a single detail to chance, I imagine the choice of music is no accident.

			“Paige. Leave it alone, okay?”

			“I’m just saying that if he were my child—”

			“Well, he’s not your child, okay? You don’t know. You don’t know what it’s like to raise a kid without a dad—”

			“That’s your choice, Mallory—”

			“You don’t know! You have no idea what it’s like to do this alone.”

			Paige picks up her vodka Spindrift and jiggles the ice. A ponytail holds back her blond-streaked hair; some pink balm tints her lips. She’s wearing navy Lululemon capris and a navy V-neck tee. Everything about her is burnished and symmetrical.

			“You know what?” she says. “You’re right. I have absolutely no idea what it’s like to shut the father of your child out of his life. I have no idea in the world why you would do such a thing to yourself and to Sam. And do you know why that is?”

			“Because you have no fucking imagination?”

			“Because you’ve never told me, Mallory. You won’t say a single word about what happened that summer. How you ended up pregnant. I mean, Monk Adams. Of all people. So, yeah. Don’t blame me if I fill in the blanks myself.”

			“Let’s all remember he wasn’t famous back then, right? He was a college student. He was nobody.”

			“He was somebody to you.”

			“He was a mistake, that’s all. A big fat fucking mistake for which I’ve paid every single day of my life since, believe me.”

			Because I’m saying this into my glass, as I reach for the Spindrift can to top myself up, I miss the look of horror on my sister’s face until I notice she’s made no reply.

			I look up. Paige stares over my shoulder at the mudroom entrance.

			I knock over my glass as I spin around. Booze everywhere. Paige grabs a dishtowel.

			“Mom?” says Sam. “I forgot my swimsuit in the wash.”

			

			—

			“To be clear,” I say, rummaging through the laundry pile, “you are not the mistake, okay?”

			“Mom, stop.”

			“You are not what I regret. I don’t regret you for a second and never have. These aren’t yours, are they?”

			I pull out a pair of pink trunks, spangled with small blue whales. Sam shakes his head.

			“Those are Uncle Jake’s,” he says.

			“Gawd, it’s like a Vineyard Vines fever dream. What color are yours?”

			“Blue. Like, dark blue.”

			“Anyway, my point is—you know, I love you and all that. I wouldn’t trade having you for anything.”

			“Mom, stop, okay? I know what you meant.”

			I uncover a pair of skinny dark blue trunks with a neon green waistband. “These look familiar?”

			He swipes it. “Thanks.”

			“So what do you think I meant?” I ask.

			Sam sighs. He’s wearing shorts and a T-shirt that says Bear Lake Campground—there’s no such place, I think the shirt is from J.Crew Factory—and it hangs so loosely on his skinny frame, I want to feed him a hamburger. He’s been growing out his hair and the curls spill over his forehead. He pushes them back and says, “You mean it sucks raising me all by yourself.”

			“What about you? Does it suck for you? Not having a dad?”

			He shrugs.

			“What about Uncle Jake? He’s like a dad, right?”

			“Kind of.”

			“Do you ever think about your real dad?”

			“Kind of.”

			“Do you ever wonder why he isn’t around?”

			“I know why he isn’t around.”

			“Why’s that?”

			“Mom, stop.”

			“Stop what?”

			“Stop trying to be my therapist.”

			“But you don’t have a therapist.”

			“Duh.”

			“Do you think you need a therapist?”

			“Mom, you are so bad at this.”

			“I’m sorry, okay? I just want you to be all right. I hate that you don’t have a dad like the other kids. I mean, even the divorce kids have dads, even if they’re not around as much. So I feel bad. That’s what I meant about paying for my mistake. My mistake was not giving you a real dad.”

			“Mom, I know.”

			“Know what?”

			He sighs at me, the way only a thirteen-year-old boy can sigh at his mother. Sighs and pushes his sand-colored hair back out of his face again, and for a second the gesture feels so exactly like a similar gesture, fourteen summers ago, I can’t breathe.

			“I know who he is, all right? My dad.”

			“What?”

			“I said I know who he is.”

			“Who? Who do you think he is?”

			“That singer guy.”

			“Which singer guy?”

			“Monk,” he says. “Monk Adams.”

			I laugh like a maniac. “That’s just silly. Monk Adams. What makes you think that?”

			“One, I have ears, okay?”

			“Oh, that? You mean down there in the kitchen just now?”

			“Mom, please. Like all the time. You and Aunt Paige. Aunt Paige and Uncle Jake. The girl who cuts my hair who’s like, Dude, you look just like Monk Adams.” Sam rolls his eyes. “Plus, it makes sense, right? I mean, I know how to use Google. You went to the same prep school and everything. He lives on that island where you used to work.”

			I sit down and lean back against the clothes dryer. “All right, Sherlock. So what else?”

			“What do you mean, what else?”

			“What else makes you think you’re Monk Adams’s love child? Other than your otherworldly handsomeness and universe-exploding charisma, I mean.”

			Sam wads up the trunks in his hand and turns to walk out of the room.

			“Because you never play any of his songs.”

			

			—

			The words flash back into my head as I close the dishwasher door and press the Start button.

			It’s about Mom.

			I turn to Paige, who stands at the kitchen island, refilling her glass of rosé. We’ve been dancing carefully around each other since the afternoon—prepping dinner, managing kid traffic, every word pitched half an octave higher than usual. Paige hires a local college kid to keep her three girls on track with all the tennis lessons and swimming practice and Khan Academy and what she calls beach time, which is now the official name for the way we spent all our summers when we were kids, just messing around under minimal adult supervision, but Brittani goes home at five to get ready for her waitress shift at the Black Sheep and Jake, of course, spends the weekdays working in the city.

			So with one thing and another, I’ve been distracted.

			I reach for the wine bottle. “Hold on a second. What about Mom?”

			“Mom?”

			“In the car. On the phone. Something about Mom.”

			She sets down the glass and claps a hand over her mouth. “Oh my God. I can’t believe I forgot to tell you.”

			

			—

			Paige’s office sits off the kitchen, like a pantry except it holds all the family admin in exquisitely organized shelves and file drawers that slide in and out on their soundless tracks. The wallpaper is kind of a mod paisley on a sea-colored background. There is a stack of art books on the window seat. Her laptop lies shut on the built-in desk. Next to it, a glossy file folder of madras plaid coordinates with the wallpaper colors in some indefinable way.

			She picks up the folder and opens it.

			“So, I decided to do a little research,” she says.

			“What kind of research?”

			“Family research.”

			“Oh, Paige. Come on. Do you really think some third cousin twice removed is going to donate a kidney to Sam?”

			“Mallory,” she says, “I have to do something.”

			“Because I won’t. Is that what you’re saying?”

			“The baby daddy situation is what it is. I’m not going to change your mind.” She nudges the folder against my chest. “But maybe this will.”

			Some reflex causes me to grab the folder. I hold it between my fingers like you might hold Yorick’s skull. “What do you mean by that?”

			“I mean I went through all those boxes of files Mom left in the attic. Stuff she kept from our childhood, stuff she kept from her parents.”

			“And?”

			Paige folds her arms. “Look at that first page.”

			I look down.

			Certificate of Adoption, it says.

			“Holy shit. We were adopted?”

			“Not us, stupid. Her. Mom. Look at the date. Twenty-seventh of June, 1952.”

			My brain feels like it’s spinning on a wheel. The old typescript blurs together. I can’t comprehend this; I can’t even read it. Adopted.

			I think of my grandparents. Elderly, formal. Having us to dinner at their house in Brookline, the smell of lemon polish. Mom lighting up a cigarette after we left.

			I look back up at Paige. “What the fuck? Why didn’t she tell us?”

			“Who knows? I mean, I guess it explains why she’s an only child. Grandma and Grandpa adopted her out of a Catholic orphanage near Galway—”

			“Wait, Ireland? You’re saying Mom was born in an Irish orphanage?”

			“And that’s not the really weird thing. The weird thing is that the mother wasn’t some unwed teenager—”

			“Wow, thanks.”

			“Shut up and listen.” Paige snatches back the folder and rifles through a few more pages. “Look at this. There’s no name, right, because it’s supposed to be anonymous. But where it lists the description of the birth mother, it says—right here—it says she’s white, English, thirty-four years old…”

			She plucks the paper out of the stack and dangles it in front of me.

			“…and married.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			Hannah
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			September 1951

			Cairo, Egypt

			The flowers stood in their vase on the corner of Hannah’s desk—white stargazer lilies with delicate pink centers, pink English roses, purpling phlox. The nurse had carried them to her room nine days ago, when Hannah arrived home from the hospital.

			Miss Britton had been referred by Mr. Beck, the assistant manager at Shepheard’s Hotel, who seemed to have the solution to any dilemma you might pose to him. She was an elderly British woman, like a great-aunt, with short bluish-white hair and a narrow, lined, no-nonsense face. She and Hannah had had a pleasant conversation about snakes on the second day, when Hannah was feeling better. Miss Britton had propped her up on some pillows and fetched more coffee and cataloged all the snakebites she’d known. This took some time. You’re lucky you was wearing them gloves, she’d told Hannah, in conclusion, and the serpent didn’t have the chance to bite deep. That’s the difference, mind you. How much venom gets into you. How on earth did you manage to save yourself like that?

			Hannah had explained how she hadn’t saved herself at all. How the hotel’s assistant manager had happened by the pavilion at the vital instant.

			Well, then, you’ve got a guardian angel, that’s what, Miss Britton had said.

			A guardian angel. The words recoiled in Hannah’s head as she gazed at the extravagant flowers in their vase, smelled the extravagant
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