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    The path towards love can leave a person weary and disillusioned, so I want to thank a few people for giving my soul shelter when I've struggled to live my life with purposeful direction.
To my daughters, Mil'resa and Nicole, thank you for making my life better by your sheer existence. The two of you taught me that the secret of perpetual youth is happiness. I love you with all of my heart and soul.
To Willett, my sister, and Teri, my mother, I want you to know that I realize how fortunate I am to have you as my family. God blessed me with your unconditional love, so I thank you for your unwavering devotion.
To the Bishop and Easton families, thank you for embracing me and assisting me when my father passed. All of you were my haven when life was a chaotic storm. May God continue to bless each of you and our families.
To Rev. Dr.  Danté R. Quick and my FBCLG family, thank you for the spiritual covering and encouragement that carried me through this journey. Your teaching, your prayers, and your fellowship have been a steady anchor, and I am grateful to call you my church home.
Finally, I want to thank my Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ. You taught me how to love life without fear or excuse. You nourished my soul in remarkable ways, and I thank you for teaching me to embrace my personal power.

      

    


Love is about letting go of inflexibility and that will be challenging because you are a judgmental perfectionist. Your biggest lesson will be learning love isn’t finding the perfect person but letting a person love an imperfect you.

— Sharon Badeau Sheridan
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PROLOGUE
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Before the North Star

Toms River, New Jersey •  Summer 1996

Sharon Elaine Badeau Sheridan was up before the sun had made up its mind.

This was not unusual. Her children had long since stopped questioning it. Their mother belonged to a time zone all her own, one that began at five in the morning with the soft percussion of a spoon against a ceramic mug and ended long after the rest of the house had surrendered to sleep. She moved through the pre-dawn kitchen the way water moves through a landscape it knows by heart: without urgency, without a wasted step, every groove memorized.

The kitchen was her first church. Before the school lunches and the permission slips, before the five separate agendas of five separate people arrived to claim every surface of her attention, this hour was hers. She had protected it across twenty-eight years of marriage with the quiet determination of a woman who understood one thing clearly: a person who gives everything to everyone will eventually have nothing left to give, unless she fills herself first.

She settled into her chair at the kitchen table, the one nearest the window. Outside, the July dark was just beginning to concede. The maple tree Nathan had planted the year Graham was born stood broad and still in the grey-violet light, its canopy wide enough to shade the corner of the yard where the children had spent every summer of their childhoods. The bark held the silver-brown of wood that has weathered without complaint. A cardinal landed on the feeder she had hung from the lowest branch, the same one she had been watching all season, she was nearly certain. She watched him the way she watched most beautiful, fleeting things: completely, and without reaching for them.

She opened her Bible to the Psalms. Not because the Psalms were all she read, but because mornings called for them the way certain rooms call for certain light. She read with her coffee cooling beside her, steam rising and thinning to nothing through the kitchen air, and when the words had settled below her thoughts like silt finding the floor of a river, she set the book aside and began to pray.

She prayed the way she always prayed. Specifically.

Not Lord, bless my children in the broad, Sunday-morning way that asked God for everything and trusted Him to sort it out. She prayed each name. She brought each person before Him the way you bring a photograph, close enough to see the detail, close enough to love what you see and also what worries you.

Father, watch over Janet today. She carries so much and does it so quietly. Don’t let her forget she is allowed to need things too.

She moved her fingers slightly, as if turning pages.

Graham. Lord, that boy of mine. So much discipline and so much control. The walls he has built will protect him and they will also cage him if he lets them. Send him someone he cannot manage. Someone who makes him choose between his comfort and his heart.

She lingered there a moment longer than she had with the others. She did not know the woman’s name. She did not know her face. But she had been praying for her for three years now, this specific unnamed woman, the one God had chosen for her most careful, most contained, most breakable son. She prayed for her the way you pray for someone you have not yet met but whose importance you have already felt in your chest.

Wherever she is, Lord, keep her whole. Keep her faith intact. When the time comes, let Graham know her not because she is perfect but because she is true.

She moved on.

Jaiden. Baby, I see you. I see the performance and I see what it costs. I pray for the day you sit still long enough to let someone know you.

Latrell. My quiet one. You are going somewhere far, and I need you to know that far doesn’t mean gone. Take us with you even if only in your bones.

Laila. My last gift and my firecracker. Don’t let this world make you smaller than you are. Don’t you dare.

She sipped her coffee. It had gone cold, which meant she had been sitting here longer than she planned. That was always how it went. She would arrive with the intention of thirty minutes and leave with an hour, because God, once addressed, had a way of extending the conversation whether you budgeted for it or not.

She set the mug down and pressed two fingers to the side of her neck, just below the curve of her jaw, where the pulse lived closest to the surface.

There it was. The flutter. The small missed beat she had first noticed six months ago, the one that came and went without announcement, the one she had decided was stress because the alternative was something she did not have time to investigate. She counted to ten with her eyes closed, the way she had taught her children to count when the world got too loud, and by nine the flutter had eased itself back into ordinary rhythm.

Lord, I know you see this. Whatever it is, I am laying it at your feet. You know I do not have time to be afraid of it right now. Keep me here until these children are settled. That is all I ask.

She opened her eyes. The cardinal was still on the feeder, tilting his scarlet head at something she could not see from the window. The maple stood perfectly still. The kitchen smelled of coffee and the memory of last night’s jerk chicken, the good kind of memory, the kind that promises something nourishing has already happened and the day has not even started yet.

Upstairs, the house slept.

Sharon gathered her Bible, refilled her mug, and began the business of the day.

* * *
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THE SUMMER NATHAN CAME home from his second back-to-back deployment, the Toms River house prepared itself the way it always did: deliberately, completely, and with the particular intensity of a household that had been running at partial capacity for seven months and was determined that no one would notice.

Laila had made a banner. She was twelve years old and possessed the creative conviction of someone who had not yet been told that certain impulses required editing. She had spent an entire Saturday with a roll of butcher paper and a set of gold and navy markers, chosen specifically, she announced to anyone within earshot, for their nautical resonance. The result was a five-foot proclamation reading WELCOME HOME DADDY in letters that began large and optimistic and shrank progressively as she ran out of room, like a sentence that started with full confidence and arrived at its end slightly breathless. It hung above the front door with a tilt to the left that no one corrected because Laila was watching.

Latrell stood at the living room window with his arms folded across his chest. He had borrowed that posture from Nathan years ago and had been refining it ever since, this particular configuration of self-containment that communicated nothing to the casual eye and everything to Sharon. She knew it meant he had been running the arithmetic of his father’s absence in his head since the morning they got the call about the homecoming date. He was twelve years old and had already learned that demonstrating he was fine was sometimes more important than actually being fine. Sharon recognized this because she had taught it to him. Not on purpose. But she had.

Jaiden was on the stairs with his basketball balanced on one knee and his best Jordans on, the white-and-black pair he kept in the original box and only wore for occasions he privately considered worth the risk to the leather. The Jordans were saying everything the rest of him was not.

Janet moved through the kitchen with the focused efficiency of a seventeen-year-old who had been managing this household in her mother’s support for three years and understood precisely what Nathan’s homecoming required. The pasta salad was covered and cold in the crystal bowl. The sweet tea was in the crystal pitcher, not the plastic one. Every surface held the particular cleanliness of a house that wanted to say: we have been capable, we have been fine, nothing here has required more than we could give. Sharon let her daughter maintain this presentation because it was Janet’s love language, and because, if she was honest with herself, it was also her own.

Graham sat at the kitchen table with a Princeton acceptance letter in his back pocket and the expression of a young man who has organized his argument and is waiting for the right moment to deliver it.

Sharon had known all of this before she came downstairs. She moved through her house the way she always moved through it, seeing everything and naming nothing, adjusting the temperature of the space with the practiced ease of a woman who had been doing it for two decades. She wore the yellow wrap dress Nathan liked. She had pressed her hair that morning. Her gold hoops were the pair he had given her on their tenth anniversary, the ones she reserved for his homecomings, the ones he had spent three months at sea thinking about bringing back.

The car in the driveway. The front door.

Nathan Sheridan came through in his dress blues, and Sharon felt the same thing she felt every single time he came home across twenty years of deployments. Not just relief, though relief was in it. Something more physical than that. The sensation of a breath she had not known she was holding finally leaving her body.

He was still the most commanding presence in any room he entered. Six feet two, broad through the shoulders, moving with the economy of a man whose body had been asked to be purposeful for so long it no longer knew another way. More grey in his hair than the last homecoming. The lines around his eyes had settled into something permanent. But his eyes, when they found hers across the foyer, were the same eyes that had looked at her across her parents’ kitchen table thirty years ago when he came to ask her father’s permission, and they were still asking the same question.

The children descended.

Laila launched herself at him with the total physical commitment of a twelve-year-old who had stopped being embarrassed about how much she loved her father. Nathan caught her without breaking stride, one arm lifting her while the other reached for Latrell’s shoulder, and for one of those moments that families collect without knowing they are collecting them, all five of his children were in the same room and the house held a sound that only joy makes: layered, slightly chaotic, irreplaceable once it is gone.

Sharon stood back and let it happen. This was her other practice. The art of the witness. Letting the people she loved be fully themselves without her hand on the thermostat.

It was Nathan who looked past the children to find her. He transferred Laila to Latrell with the ease of a man who had done this transfer before and walked to his wife.

“Sharon.” Just her name. But the way Nathan Sheridan said her name had always been its own complete sentence.

“Welcome home.” She reached up and straightened his collar. It did not need straightening. She had been doing this since their wedding day, and he had never once pointed out that the collar was fine.

Then Janet called him toward the kitchen, and Latrell had improvements to show him in the backyard, and Jaiden had extensive opinions about the Hornets, and the particular quiet of the moment between husband and wife dissolved into the louder, warmer sound of a family restored to its full number.

Sharon watched from the kitchen doorway.

On the table, in plain sight, was the Princeton letter Graham had placed there before his father arrived.

She did not move it.

* * *
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THREE WEEKS BEFORE Nathan’s next deployment, Sharon was carrying laundry up the stairs when the breathlessness came.

It arrived without warning. A sudden narrowing of available air, as if someone had quietly turned down the supply and was waiting to see whether she noticed. She stopped on the seventh step. Her hand found the banister. The laundry basket pressed against her hip, heavy with five people’s clean sheets and the particular Sunday-afternoon smell of warm fabric just out of the dryer.

She counted.

One. Two. Three.

She knew this staircase the way she knew her own name. Eighteen steps. The fourth creaked under a foot placed too far left. The eleventh was the one Latrell cleared in two strides on his way to bed, a single drumbeat in the dark. The fourteenth had a runner that had lifted at the corner and needed tacking down. She had been meaning to do it. She would do it when things settled.

Four. Five. Six. Seven.

At ten, the tightness released. The air returned in full. She adjusted the basket and continued up.

“Mama, have you seen my purple Keds?” Laila, from somewhere below.

“Check the back porch,” Sharon called down.

Her voice was steady. Sharon’s voice was always steady.

She set the laundry on the bed and stood at the window for a moment. Below, the yard stretched out in the generous summer light. The maple held its canopy wide over the corner where the sprinkler had left dark circles in the grass. Down the street a lawn mower was going, and the smell of cut grass drifted through the screen, that deep green smell of things being tended, of ordinary life continuing whether you gave it permission or not.

Sharon pressed two fingers to the side of her neck.

The flutter was there. Faint, like the skip in a record you learn to hear around rather than address. She had mentioned it once, six months ago, at an appointment she had attended for something unrelated. The doctor had said to monitor it, somewhat distractedly, in the way doctors say things in the last three minutes of a visit when their hand is already on the door. She had written monitor it on a Post-it note in the inside cover of her address book. She would follow up when the school year settled. When Nathan returned from the next deployment. When Jaiden’s knee healed. When Latrell’s algebra grade came back up. When.

Lord, I know you see this. I’m not afraid of it. I am leaving it with you because I don’t have room to hold it right now. Keep me here. Let me see these children through.

She put the laundry away. She went back downstairs. She started dinner.

The world below the staircase continued, completely unconcerned.

* * *
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THE ARGUMENT ABOUT Princeton did not go the way Graham had expected.

He had prepared. He had sat at that kitchen table with the letter in front of him and organized his reasoning exactly the way Nathan had taught him to organize everything: primary objective stated plainly, supporting evidence in descending order of importance, anticipated objections addressed before they could form. He had been ready for the full weight of his father’s disappointment.

What he had not been ready for was Nathan going still.

Not angry. Not dismissive. Still. The particular stillness of a Senior Chief who had been weighing words long enough that silence itself was a decision.

“You’ve been accepted to Princeton.”

“Yes, sir.”

Graham held his father’s eyes the way he had been taught. Eye contact during a significant conversation was not optional in the Sheridan house. It was respect and accountability in the same gesture.

The younger children were in the living room. The television was low. Sharon stood in the kitchen doorway with a dish towel over her shoulder, present and invisible the way she had learned to be when the room required it.

“I have no intentions of enlisting in the Navy, Dad.”

The kitchen held its breath.

Nathan’s gaze moved to Sharon once. Briefly. Then came back to Graham. He nodded, once, the decisive downward motion of a man who has arrived somewhere. He extended his right hand across the table. Graham shook it. Nathan excused himself to his den, and the kitchen exhaled, and Sharon moved to the stove, and that was how it went.

No congratulations. No speech. A handshake and a closed door.

Graham had understood, the way perceptive children understand things before they have the vocabulary for them, that his father was proud of him and grieving something in the same moment, and that both of these things were entirely Nathan. He filed this away. He would spend the next twenty years trying to unpack it.

* * *
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IT WAS THREE WEEKS later, the afternoon before Nathan’s next deployment, when Sharon sat down suddenly at the kitchen counter.

She had been standing at the counter sorting through the week’s mail. The Essence subscription renewal with Diana Ross on the cover. The Rutgers alumni newsletter. A credit card offer addressed to Nathan in his formal full name as if a financial institution had looked at this man and concluded he seemed like someone who could be persuaded by favorable terms. She was holding the credit card offer and deciding whether to toss it or shred it when she simply stopped and sat.

Her hand went to her chest. Flat-palmed, fingers spread, the way you press a hand to something that needs steadying.

Nathan was in the doorway. He had been about to say something. He could never afterward remember what.

“Sharon.”

She looked up. Found his eyes. Then she smiled, and it was Sharon’s smile, the one that had been reassuring people since before any of her children were born. Wide and warm and entirely convincing. The smile of a woman who has decided how this moment will go and is simply executing the decision.

“Just tired, baby. Come sit with me.”

He came in. He sat across from her. He looked at her face, the fine lines at the corners of her eyes that had deepened in the last few years, the gold hoops she wore every single day, the particular quality of stillness around her mouth that was different from her ordinary calm. Quieter. More deliberate. The stillness of a woman maintaining a position.

He almost asked.

He almost said: that didn’t look like tired.

He almost said: let’s call Dr. Watkins before I leave tomorrow morning.

He almost said: Sharon, what are you not telling me?

Instead, he reached across the counter and covered her hand with his. They sat together without speaking. The refrigerator hummed. Somewhere upstairs Laila was playing the Miseducation album she had been cycling through all summer, Lauryn Hill’s voice drifting down through the ceiling in fragments, something warm and slightly mournful that was exactly right for the quality of the late afternoon light coming through the kitchen window, the long gold light of a summer that was almost over.

Nathan shipped out the following morning at seven-fifteen.

He thought about that afternoon for the rest of his life.

* * *
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THE SWEET POTATO PIES for Thanksgiving required two full days and Sharon’s complete attention, and Janet had been her mother’s sous chef since she was old enough to stand on a step stool without knocking things over.

She was seventeen now and confident in most of it, so Sharon supervised from the kitchen table with her coffee and reading glasses, a posture that looked like ease but was actually the concentrated attention of a woman watching everything and deciding what to let her daughter figure out herself. The kitchen held the smell of cinnamon and brown sugar and the ghost of butter beginning to brown at the edges of the pan. It was a smell so particular to November in this house that all five of her children would carry it in their bodies for the rest of their lives and not always know why.

“What goes in before the vanilla?”

“The nutmeg.”

“Why?”

Janet measured the nutmeg with the practiced precision of a girl who had been taught that cooking was not approximate. “Because the warm spices come before the sweet ones. If the sweetness arrives first, it overwhelms everything else and you end up with something that tastes like candy instead of something real.”

“Your grandmother taught me that.” Sharon watched her daughter’s hands. Competent already. Already her own. “She said it was the same principle as a well-lived life. The warmth before the sweetness. The discipline before the reward. The faith before the feeling.”

Janet folded the spices into the filling with the wooden spoon that had lived in this kitchen since before she was born, the one with the crack along the handle that Sharon refused to replace. The grain of the wood was dark with use. Some things you keep because replacing them would lose something you cannot name. “You always do that,” Janet said.

“Do what?”

“Turn cooking into a sermon.”

Sharon laughed, the real laugh, the one that came up before she could organize it. “That is what kitchens are for, baby. Feeding bodies is the simple part. The conversation is the whole point.”

Janet set down the spoon and turned to face her mother. Sharon was watching her with that expression, the one Janet had been trying to decode since childhood. Part pride. Part something that had no name yet, a quality of attention that felt like being memorized by someone making sure they would not forget.

“Mama.”

“Mm.”

“Is there something you want to tell me?”

Sharon was quiet for a moment. The first batch of pies was in the oven. Outside the kitchen window, the November yard had gone bare and patient, the maple tree stripped down to its essential structure, every branch visible now that the leaves had let go. The whole architecture of the thing revealed.

“I have been writing some letters,” Sharon said. “One for each of you. For later, when the time seems right.”

Janet felt the particular chill that comes just before understanding arrives. “Mama, are you —”

“I am fine.” The tone that closed certain conversations. Then Sharon reached across the kitchen and took Janet’s flour-dusted hand in her own, and her voice shifted into something quieter and more true. “I am absolutely fine. But I’ve been thinking about what I want each of you to carry, and I would rather write it down than trust the words to cooperate when they’re needed. Words have a way of not cooperating at important moments.”

“What are the letters about?”

“Different things for different children.” Sharon lifted her coffee with both hands, warming her palms on the mug. “Your father will need help knowing when to give them. I’m trusting you with that.”

Janet looked at her mother for a long time. Sharon looked back with the serene patience of a woman who had been having difficult conversations with this particular child since Janet was old enough to understand the vocabulary. She reached out and touched her daughter’s face. Her palm was warm and dusted with flour and it pressed against Janet’s cheek the way a hand presses against something it is trying to memorize through the skin.

“Don’t look at me like that. I intend to be here for a very long time.” She smiled. “Now finish that filling before the second batch gets away from us.”

Janet turned back to the counter. She picked up the spoon. Her hands were steady. She had learned that from her mother. She had learned most things from her mother, including how to keep moving when the thing you were afraid of had already taken up residence in the room.

* * *
[image: ]


1999

IT HAPPENED ON A TUESDAY in October, the kind of ordinary day that has no business carrying the weight it is sometimes asked to carry.

Nathan was on the phone in the hallway. His voice had been stripped of its usual command and reduced to a single repeated affirmative, yes, yes, I understand, that communicated everything about what he was hearing without saying any of it out loud.

Janet was already composing herself. You could see it happening in real time: the slight squaring of her shoulders, the hands clasped in front of her body, the careful arrangement of her face into the expression of a woman who intends to be useful and understands that falling apart is not useful. She had been practicing this composition her entire life. She was getting better at it than Sharon had ever wanted her to be.

Graham went completely still. He stood in the center of the living room and simply stopped. No pacing, no questions, no commanding the situation. Just stillness. The most frightening version of her most competent child.

Jaiden said something. Sharon could hear its shape from the next room without making out the words. The reflexive reach for levity that was his first and most practiced response to anything threatening to unmoor him. It landed wrong. The silence after it was brief and total.

Latrell walked outside without a word. Through the window she could see him standing beside the maple tree with his arms folded across his chest, his father’s posture, the one he had been carrying since he was twelve years old. Laila found him the way she always found him, through whatever invisible thread existed between them before either of them had language for it, and she came outside and sat beside him on the back steps without touching him and without speaking. Just there. Just present. The way twins learn to be for each other when nothing else will do.

Sharon witnessed all of this the morning before she was placed in a hospital bed. Now they were a few minutes away from being the family that would rush to her side and support her.

She was not afraid. This surprised her less than she might have expected. She had spent twenty-eight years preparing herself for the particular disasters a life with five children and a Navy man could deliver, and she had learned through that preparation that fear is most powerful in the moments before you name the thing you fear. Once named, it becomes a thing you can work with. She was naming this now.

She was practical.

She thought about the letters. Graham’s and Janet’s were written. She would need to finish the others. She thought about the sweet potato pie recipe and whether Janet had everything she needed, including the parts that lived in the hands and the instincts and could not be fully written on paper. She thought about Laila’s birthday blanket, two-thirds finished, the teal and gold yarn in the basket beside her reading chair at home. She would need to complete it before she started anything new.

She thought about Nathan. About what this was going to do to him. This was the thought that pressed closest to something like sorrow. He would go back through every conversation, every afternoon when she had looked tired or moved carefully or pressed her hand to her chest, and he would find a way to make himself responsible for all of it. He would carry that. Possibly always.

Nathan, she thought in the direction of the hallway. Don’t do that to yourself. I need you to hear me on this one.

She reached for the notepad on the bedside table. The hospital ballpoint skipped on the first stroke. She pressed harder.

She wrote a name at the top of the page.

She had been saving this one. It was the hardest to write, which was exactly why she had kept putting it off.

The name at the top of the page was Jaiden.

PART ONE

The World Before They Found Each Other
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Chapter One
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Road Rage and Lavender

Toms River, New Jersey • July 2011

The morning began the way most mornings in the Aldana household began, in organized chaos that resolved itself into order through the combined force of an exceptional to-do list and the specific grace of a woman who had been running a two-daughter household alone for two and a half years and had gotten very good at it.

Backpacks by the door. Gymnastics bag in the car. Lunches in their coordinated containers, Nyla’s in the teal one with the latch she could work herself, Messina’s in the purple one that required maternal assistance to open, a design choice Messina had advocated for with great conviction and continued to show zero regrets about. The permission slip for Nyla’s end-of-summer field trip to Liberty Science Center was signed, secured in the front pocket of the teal backpack, in the specific location designated for important documents that must not be forgotten, transferred to a classmate, or repurposed as a napkin.

Caresse Aldana stood at her kitchen counter in a silk robe the color of warm caramel, one hand around her cup of matcha oat latte, the other holding index cards for tonight’s Readers and Authors class at the Mason Center. Outside, the July sun had already established its position. She could feel its heat pressing through the kitchen window even at this hour, the kind of dense New Jersey summer heat that settles into the air like a houseguest who has decided to stay indefinitely. The ceiling fan turned overhead in its slow, optimistic rotation, stirring the kitchen air without doing anything meaningful about the temperature. A mockingbird on the back fence was cycling through six borrowed songs in two minutes, apparently unable to commit to any one of them.

Her Bible lay open on the counter. Romans 8, dog-eared for a few years in this copy her mother had gifted on her twenty-first birthday with both hands and the kind of look that meant this matters more than I know how to say. She had read the chapter that morning with her lips moving slightly, the way they moved when the words were ones she needed not just to read but to receive. Outside, the mockingbird abandoned his repertoire and tried something new.

The girls thundered down the stairs.

“Mama, Messina took my purple pen.”

“It was on the stairs. Abandoned property.” Messina had acquired this legal framework from listening to her mother describe the law firm for two and a half years and had drawn her own conclusions about its applications.

Caresse set down the index cards. “The pen goes back to Nyla. Abandoned property doctrine does not extend to family members. Both of you need something to eat before we leave. Cereal is on the counter. Fruit is in the bowl. I have approximately four minutes of patience left, so let’s use them wisely.”

There was a brief negotiation. There were cereal bowls. There were grapes that Messina ate one at a time with elaborate deliberation because she had read somewhere, or claimed to have read somewhere, her sourcing was consistently optimistic, that grapes tasted better when you paid attention to them. Nyla stood at the counter reading the back of the cereal box with the focused concentration of a child who had not yet learned that cereal boxes were not literature.

Caresse kissed them both, transferred them to Diane’s waiting car with the practiced precision of a logistics operation she had been refining for nine years, and stood in her driveway watching until the car turned the corner.

Then she went back inside.

The house went quiet. The particular quiet of a home that has just been emptied of its loudest and most necessary occupants.

She stood in the kitchen for a moment and let it settle around her. The cereal bowls were still on the counter, Nyla’s rinsed and set in the sink because Nyla was constitutionally incapable of leaving a dish unwashed if there was a sink within ten feet, and Messina’s exactly where she had left it, because Messina had decided at age four that dishes walked themselves to the sink and had never updated this position. The purple pen lay on the floor near the baseboards, the casualty of the morning’s legal proceedings, already forgotten by both parties.

There was a grape on the floor.

One grape. Messina had been paying such careful attention to her grapes, eating each one slowly and deliberately, that she had dropped one and apparently never noticed, which meant the attention was the point of the exercise and the grapes were incidental. Caresse looked at it for a moment.

Then she smiled.

Not the organized smile, the one she wore at the law firm and the Mason Center and in the car when the traffic was bad and she needed her face to communicate competence. The other one. The one that arrived from somewhere below the surface and took its time about leaving. The one that was entirely for herself, in a kitchen that was very quiet now but had been full of those two specific voices eleven minutes ago and would be full of them again when the day was done, and that knowledge, that simple, specific knowledge, was the ground beneath everything else. The day could bring what it wanted. Her daughters had eaten their cereal and gone off into the world and Messina had paid close attention to her grapes.

We are okay. Not the performed version, not the fine she offered at work when people asked. The real version. The kind that cost her something to get to and held up when she pressed on it.

We are actually okay.

She finished her matcha tea, got dressed, and drove to work.

* * *
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BY TWO-THIRTY IN THE afternoon, the okay was under considerable strain.

Caresse sat in the kind of New Jersey traffic that operates less as a temporary inconvenience and more as a daily philosophical reminder that the universe has its own timeline and is not interested in negotiating. The Route 37 corridor in the height of summer was dense in every direction. Her Acura’s AC was running at full capacity. She was still warm. The XM radio had cycled through three stations she did not want before landing on a jazz program that was genuinely lovely and entirely insufficient for the current level of frustration.

Her Bluetooth chimed. Yvette.

“Tell me you are not stuck on Thirty-Seven.” Yvette Mason’s voice carried the specific amusement of a woman who had issued this exact warning at nine that morning and had been right.

“I am not stuck on Thirty-Seven.” Caresse tapped her lilac-painted thumbnail against the steering wheel, a habit she had developed in year two of the Toms River chapter of her life, a physical rhythm her hands reached for when her mind needed processing room. “I am on a side street that has become Thirty-Seven by democratic agreement of everyone around me.”

“I told you to leave by two.”

“Ms. Rogers decided that three-fifteen on a Friday was the ideal moment to review the restructured billing procedures for the Vancouver partners.”

“Lord, that woman.” A pause filled with the texture of Yvette Mason exercising restraint. “Are you still coming tonight? I need your head on the dance card situation before Monday. Felicia is lovely but she organized the fundraiser committee list by hair color, which tells me I may have overestimated her systems thinking.”

“I’ll be there. I need the library first.” Her last copy of the Kingston novel had departed with a student she chose to believe had simply been too transformed by the reading experience to remember returning it. “Hold my class if I’m more than five minutes late.”

The car in front of her was a silver Mazda 3 whose driver had angled his side mirror to give himself an excellent view of whoever was behind him, which was Caresse, which meant she had been the subject of a sustained rearview appraisal for the past eight minutes. He ran two fingers slowly across his lips. Caresse felt her neck tighten the way it always tightened, deep in the muscle, the specific physical response of a woman who had learned what certain gestures cost.

“Vet.”

“Mm.”

“The man in front of me has been watching me in his mirror for ten minutes.”

“As well he should.” Yvette was entirely unbothered. “You’re a beautiful woman, Caresse. Men look at beautiful women. This is not new information.”

“There is a difference between looking and leering.”

“Flip him off.”

“I am not going to flip him off. I am a mother of two daughters.”

“Your daughters are probably at the shore with Diane by now.”

Caresse opened her mouth. Closed it.

God, please.

“Carè.” The amusement in Yvette’s voice shifted into something more careful. “I hear you getting quiet in that specific way. Don’t go to that place.”

“I’m not.”

“You are. Every time a man makes you uncomfortable in public you pull inward. You manage the situation the way Keith taught you to manage things, quiet and careful and making yourself small, and”

“Yvette.”

“and I am telling you that you are allowed to have a response that is not careful. You are allowed to be annoyed out loud.”

“Don’t.” The word landed harder than she meant it to. The light ahead turned red. The driver angled his mirror again, slow and deliberate, and something in Caresse Aldana that had been very carefully maintained for a long time simply reached the bottom of what it had left.

She rolled down her window.

She found her horn.

And then she said several things she would have been mortified to repeat in a professional setting, words that arrived without her full consent and felt, once out, like releasing a pressure valve she had not known was at capacity.

The driver’s eyes went wide above his sunglasses.

“Carè,” Yvette breathed.

“Don’t.”

“That was the most New Jersey thing I have ever”

“Yvette. He is getting out of his car.”

A beat.

“What?” Yvette said, all amusement gone.

“And he’s the kind of large that requires its own parking lot.”

“Drive.”

“The traffic is”

“Caresse Selena Aldana, I said drive your car right now!”

She drove. Without signaling, which she would feel briefly bad about. She crossed a lane, cleared a yellow light that had already made its intentions plain, turned down a side street she had never been on, turned again, and did not stop until she was two blocks away in the county library parking lot with a clear sightline in every direction and both hands still locked on the wheel.

Then she laughed. It came up from somewhere below her ribs and arrived before she could organize it into anything more composed, genuine and full and entirely her own.

“Okay?” Yvette had gone soft.

“Completely fine. That was undignified and yet I regret absolutely nothing.”

“That’s my girl.”

They settled into the easy silence of women who have been friends long enough that silence is not an absence of conversation but a different register of it. The library parking lot held a row of crape myrtles in full bloom, their pink heavy in the heat. A pigeon was conducting important business near the handicap ramp. Somewhere behind her a sprinkler was going.

“Vet.”

“Mm.”

“He hasn’t called. In three months.”

She did not say Keith’s name. She did not need to.

“Good,” Yvette said. Simply. Without elaboration. The way a real friend says a true thing.

“Good,” Caresse agreed, and worked on believing it.

She entered her favorite library. She found her Kingston, and secretly hoped to make it to class with a few minutes to spare.

* * *
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THE THING ABOUT GRAHAM Sheridan was that he had not been inside a library in two years, and he was not entirely certain this had been his own idea.

“You had one job,” he said, keeping his eyes on Route 9. “Look the man up online. That is a thing that people with internet access do every single day without incident. Instead we are driving to the physical library on a Friday afternoon because a dress strap made you forget search engines exist.”

“Gravity was involved,” Jaiden said, with the gravity of a man describing a natural disaster. “The strap slipped. I lost my train of thought. This is a documented physiological response.”

“We are going to the library.”

“We are going to the library.” Jaiden was searching his pockets. He was unbothered by this development, which was his default posture toward most developments. At thirty-five, Jaiden Tavis Sheridan remained the most effortlessly charming person Graham had ever been in proximity to. He could walk into any room, take the full inventory of its most interesting occupants, and have a working plan in place before the door finished closing behind him. It was a gift he wore the way he wore everything else, lightly, which had always made Graham simultaneously proud of him and mildly exhausted on his behalf.

He was looking for a cigarette.

“Not in my car.”

“I am locating one for moral support purposes. The smoking happens outside.”

“You don’t have a moral support situation. You have a dinner tomorrow with a woman you lied to about your academic relationship with fifteenth-century French prophets.”

“Nostradamus was broadly fifteenth century. The conversation moved in that direction and I stayed with it.”

“You invented a field of expertise.”

“I expanded on an existing interest.”

“Jaiden.”

“Fine. I said something I can’t back up, and I need info for tomorrow evening. Libraries exist precisely for such emergencies.”

Graham pulled into the parking lot and chose a space at the far end, away from the other cars. His navy Mercedes was three months old and had already been introduced to a grocery cart in a Brick Township parking lot, an encounter he had not finished processing emotionally.

The Ocean County Library on Washington Street was a modest institutional success: well-lit, purposeful, carrying the particular atmosphere of a building that takes its function seriously. The air conditioning met them at the door, clean and dry, the exact opposite of the July heat pressing against the exterior. Graham had spent significant time here as a teenager, when Nathan’s rules about household internet use had made it a practical necessity. He had not been back since he could afford to simply buy every book he needed.

Jaiden studied the floor plan display with the focused attention of a man who ran his entire professional and personal life without advance planning and found the existence of plans here quietly amusing.

Graham went upstairs.

The non-fiction section on the second floor held the specific quiet of a library in productive use, not silent but muffled, the concentrated hush of people doing something they considered worth their time. He moved through the stacks reading spines the way he always read spines, automatically, cataloging each shelf with the reflexive thoroughness of a man who had spent fifteen years in publishing and could not turn it off even on a Friday afternoon when he was here to rescue his younger brother from a self-inflicted academic crisis.

He was reaching for a volume on Ottoman history that had caught his eye purely on the merit of its spine design when he saw her.

She was standing on a footstool at the far end of the cookbook and reference section, her back partly toward him, reaching up for a large volume with the focused purpose of someone who came here knowing exactly what she wanted. She wore a lavender silk blouse that somehow turned the library’s fluorescent light warm, which was not a thing fluorescent light generally did for people, and a tan skirt that fell to the knee. Her hair was long and very dark, falling down her back in the way of hair that has been allowed to follow its own inclinations and turns out to have excellent ones. She was not tall. Even on the footstool she was not tall. But the way she stood on it suggested this had never once been a problem she considered worth her attention.

Graham Sheridan had spent nine months making his peace with solitude. He had organized sound intellectual arguments for why his current chapter was one of purposeful independence. He had been persuasive on this subject to himself and to most people around him.

In the past thirty seconds, the arguments had experienced a significant revision.

He started toward her.

Jaiden’s elbow found his midsection.

He looked at his brother.

Jaiden’s expression communicated, with the efficiency of a man who had been having this exact silent exchange with Graham since their early twenties, that the situation had been assessed and a plan was in motion.

Graham stepped back. His jaw was doing something he would have denied if anyone had asked.

Jaiden. I need you to understand something. If you ruin this before I have had a chance to say one word to this woman, I will never forgive you. I mean that with my whole chest.

* * *
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CARESSE HEARD THE APPROACH and looked down.

Nike sweats, red and black. Basketball build, the kind that came from years of actual use rather than a calculated gym routine. He had the relaxed stance of a man who was completely comfortable in his own presentation and a smile that operated at a specific frequency she had learned to identify over years of raising daughters and working in a law firm full of people who had also mastered the projection of effortless charm. The frequency that said: I know exactly how I appear and I have already decided what to do with that.

She noted the man behind him. Further back, giving the room. His skin was the color of sienna, the warm brown of October light on still water, and he carried himself with the contained authority of someone who had been taught to occupy exactly the space he intended to occupy and not one inch more. He was taller than the first one by two or three inches and stood with his hands easy at his sides, watching the scene with the kind of attention that distinguished genuine interest from its performance.

When their eyes met, Caresse felt something she had not felt in a long time. Her body arriving at a conclusion slightly ahead of her mind.

Absolutely not, said her mind.

Noted, said her body, and returned its attention to the first one, who was already talking.

He was charming. She would give him that freely. She listened to roughly half of what he said. The rest of her attention stayed with the man in the background, who was watching the scene with the expression of someone working to not visibly want something that had not yet been offered.

She stepped off the footstool.

She moved in the direction of the man in the background.

“Tell Junior,” she said, close enough that only he could hear, leaning in just slightly so that her perfume reached him before her voice did, something warm and botanical, amber and sandalwood and something underneath she had grown herself he would decide later, gardenia maybe, or magnolia, “if he likes games, the children’s section is downstairs.”

She did not wait for a response. She moved past him the way she moved through every contested space: with direction and without announcement.

Graham Sheridan stood in the middle of the non-fiction section and tried to remember how to be a functioning adult.

* * *
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CARESSE SAW HIM AGAIN at the photocopy machine.

She had not been surprised when she heard him following. Whatever else was true about this man, he was clearly not someone who would stand in a library stack processing the loss of an opportunity without doing something about it. She had assessed this in approximately ninety seconds and filed it away.

He was taller up close. The sandalwood she had caught in passing was more present now, cedar underneath it, the kind of fragrance a man chooses not because it is fashionable but because it is correct for him, which meant he had taken the time to know himself. 

“Excuse me, Miss. I wanted to apologize for my brother. I’m amazed his ego could fit in this building.”

She leaned back, crossed her arms, and jutted her chin toward him defiantly. “I hadn’t given him another thought. You really should tell him those lines work best on women that are intoxicated.”

Graham grinned, noticing both delicacy and strength in her face. Her warm, playful eyes slowly scanned his face and body as she bit her bottom lip.

When the copy machine finished she gathered her pages, program notes for the Mason Center’s Readers and Authors class, still bearing the embossed logo that Yvette had spent an extraordinary amount of time selecting with the conviction of a woman for whom institutional identity was its own form of ministry, and she glanced at his left hand.

No ring. Noted. No demonstration made of the noting.

“It was nice to meet you.” She offered her hand.

When he took it, she looked up at him directly, the way she looked at everyone, because she had made a decision at thirty that the averted gaze was a habit she had acquired from someone she no longer wished to emulate, and in his eyes she found nothing she was afraid of and one or two things she was not entirely sure she was prepared for, which was not quite the same thing.

She released first.

“So, where’s your brother now?” she whispered as she headed toward the stack of books where he found her. “Chasing down some librarian’s intern?” 

“No, he’s searching for a book.” Graham followed.

When they re-entered the non-fiction section, they discovered Jaiden had enlisted the help of a pretty, young woman to help him. 

The lady Graham followed turned around and smirked. “No, he’s searching for a date.” She placed a book on its shelf and checked her watch. “I better go.”

Jaiden called out, “Hey, beautiful. You didn’t give me a chance to get your number.”

“Oh, it’s listed.” She turned toward Graham. “It was nice to meet you,” she whispered as
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