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            Dedication

         
         
            For my Meme 1927–2022: “. . . to have been loved so deeply, even though the person who loved us is gone, will give us some
               protection forever.” —J. K. Rowling, Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone

         

         
         
            and

         

    
         
            For my husband, Dan, who found time for me when there was none to find.

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Epigraph

         
         
            All that June the weather had mocked the Maples’ internal misery with solid sunlight.

            —John Updike, “Separating”

         

          

         
            I used to believe in happiness. I did not understand that we never fully arrive in that universe. We visit for miraculous
               moments and then travel all the other universes.
            

            —Meredith Hall, Beneficence
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            1
Visible Holes

         
         I’m not sure why this all appeals to me. Maybe I am, intrinsically, a lazy person and having a small circumference of space in which to tread and retread is somehow satisfyingly comforting; maybe I like doing away with grocery shopping—well, honestly, I hate grocery shopping—and ferrying my children to dance and piano and basketball and smiling at other mothers I have nothing in common with; maybe I like having those bastards at Amazon deliver my olive oil and flour and instant oatmeal and stamp pads for my youngest daughter, Iris, to stamp rainbows and moons all over the bathroom walls, which makes Pete yell and then me yell and then Iris cries while Sophie says something caustic to all of us. Maybe I like the feeling of being on an ark—an ark that, at least for now, has no visible holes. Maybe I like things simple, confined. Or maybe it’s just that this way my husband can’t leave me. 

         
         But. Anyway.

         
         We came up here to escape, to shelter. I half expected armed guards at the border, not letting us across the Piscataqua Bridge.
            I thought we’d have to swim. Or go back. Or get stuck in New Hampshire forever; we’d be forced to live free or die.
         

         
         But there were no guards, just a quiet I-95 and the sign welcome home. Is this our home? It’s our second home, in July and August. We pay taxes. And I certainly enjoy the gray-shingled simplicity of our low
            Cape and the thick, bristly lawn around it, the waves hitting the orangy-pink granite rocks at the end of our yard and then
            the ocean beyond roaring through stormy nights. But until now, it wasn’t home, really. We called New York home. This was just
            another appendage of our luck, this place. And it still is. But like Job’s messengers, we got out.
         

         
         That isn’t the important part of why I am telling you this, though. I took a writing workshop in Saratoga one summer taught by a writer named Lee K. Abbott. He’s dead now. Doesn’t surprise me—guy was a drinker and smoker and to be around him was like playing with a top that’s spinning out of control in the most extraordinary and exciting way. He wrote one of the best first lines to a story. I don’t remember the name of that story now, but I’ll never forget his words: “I would not want to be one of those memoirists who begin a recollection by saying, ‘Attention, people, there’s a dead dog in these pages,’ but alas, I am and there is.” When I start writing a story—or, when I used to, back, before—I’d think, Where’s my dead dog? Should I tell them about the dead dog? 

         
         Anyway, that’s not important either. Sorry. I’m digressing. Our privilege is clear, almost criminal. I am reminded over and
            over of this fact as Iris screeches about Sophie stealing a Lego and then hits her and Sophie pushes her back against the
            hardwood floor and Pete raises his voice and doors get slammed and then pancakes still somehow appear on our breakfast table
            for us all to enjoy, even if both girls have sour expressions on their faces. We are here; we can shelter together, we can
            drive each other crazy, we don’t need personal protective equipment; no one is counting on us to save their lives. We must
            only save our own.
         

         
         That is the story.

         
         We got here late at night on a Wednesday. Schools had closed. It was already bad; panic had seeped into every corner of the
            city, and in the evenings the rats were out, moving like gray-black shadows through the eerily empty streets. Getting into
            the elevator felt like walking into a war zone. Picking up the mail was dangerous, maybe suicidal. New Yorkers were all scared
            of one another. For those few odd days when we waited for the tsunami but our lives still went on and school was still open,
            I was scared of my own children, I was scared of Pete coming home from work; I didn’t want him touching me or the girls in
            case he had it. Every throat clearing or sniffle elicited a code orange.
         

         
         “We can leave,” I told Pete the Sunday before we did. We were in bed. It was after midnight. Not since 9/11 had I heard ambulances punctuating the night like this. I couldn’t read, I couldn’t leave the bed, I couldn’t sleep. The sound had me frozen in some sort of PTSD time warp. “We don’t have to stay.” 

         
         “You want to go to your parents?” he asked. I could tell he meant just me and the girls. He’d stay and man the fort, stoic
            as this was of him. We females would go to Minneapolis and hunker down, he was thinking.
         

         
         “No. Maine,” I said.

         
         “The house is shut down,” he countered.

         
         “I know.”

         
         “And it’s still cold. We have no way of heating it. We’ve used that fireplace in the living room—what, once?—and the whole
            house filled with smoke. The pipes will freeze once we get the water on.”
         

         
         “We’ll buy an electric heater or two. Look at the map on the Times site: they don’t have any Covid up there.”
         

         
         “Or any that they know about. The testing, Alice. It’s bullshit.”

         
         “We should go. It’s safer.”

         
         “I still have my job.” Yes, the job. The problem of the job. The job that has supported us and allowed me to be a mother and chief officer of: the Calendar and the Laundry and the Spare Clothes Bags for school and all the Camp Forms and all the Doctors’ visits while Pete works. The job that gives me “time” to try to be a writer when the girls are in school, if I can think of something to write with the few brain cells I have left from being a mother; the “time” I use to fill notebooks with endless ideas for plays and stories and novels and TV shows—stacks and stacks and stacks of them that never get opened again and end up in a vinyl bin under our bed. The job that makes our money and is the thing, especially since Number Two, that ties us back together, over and over again, ever since he began the other thing.
         

         
         “Tell them you’ll work remotely.”

         
         “The country is headed for financial disaster. They’ll need me here.”

         
         “They might not need you at all, Pete.”

         
         Silence. A mode he slides into effortlessly, with no idea that the girls and I are dangling on the other end of a rope. It
            can mean anger, or sometimes, just not knowing what to say. Sometimes he’s just vanished. Where he goes in silence scares
            me. Then, after such a long wait that I thought he’d gone to sleep, he said, “We have no internet up there.”
         

         
         Right, I anticipated this: the problem of the internet. No internet was my requirement when we bought the Maine place, when
            Pete was on the rise and I could see I was losing him to the constant demands of his job, to the screen always in front of
            him, the Bluetooth in his ear, even at dinner. It’s funny—what had initially compelled me to him, as soon as we’d had Sophie,
            became that which I wanted to excise from our lives: his hustling, trading, fast-talking, advice-giving, market-playing self.
            It was that person to whom the other men gave fist bumps when we arrived at a party; that smiling, confident energy that made
            other wives flirt with him; that person who talked deals all the way through a workout with his trainer at Equinox; that was
            my guy who got us to the front of the line at Nami Nori on a Thursday night.
         

         
         Pete is magnetic, hard to resist, and exciting—the very qualities I thought would carry us both, fueled on his energy alone, into
            a life of success. But when Sophie came, I got stuck. I wanted to make cookies like my mother used to; I wanted to make forts
            out of cardboard boxes and take long walks in Riverside Park and wear sweats all day. I still wanted to write; but the career
            I’d been slowly building with a poem in a journal here, a story in another journal there, one little three-person off-Broadway
            play that got a notice in a longer review of “Ten Young New York City Playwrights to Watch” in the New York Times, no longer felt imperative. Everything I’d learned in college and in the acting, playwriting, and directing classes I’d taken
            all over New York City, and what I’d learned just in rewriting and rewriting again, seemed to slide into the mush of the compost
            bin. Days and then months passed in the time it seemed to take for me to change a diaper. I could no longer triage my own
            thoughts, let alone my own needs; “Me” didn’t even make the list. When we went to parties or took an Uber out to Brooklyn
            to eat at Red Hook Tavern, even if I’d put on my nicest dress, slimmest jeans, or sparkliest shirt, I often felt out of step
            with Pete. In my mind, I still had spit-up in my hair; I was still changing diapers and nursing. I wanted to be home with
            Sophie; I wanted to feel her soft skin and buttery smell; I wanted her hot cheek pressed against my neck, her drool dampening
            my collar. I wanted to go home and pry her from the arms of the nanny, whom I came only to resent.
         

         
         It’s such a tired story, but by the time I’d fired the nanny and required that our house in Maine be an oasis from everything in New York that was slowly swallowing my soul, Pete and I were no longer going clickety-clack down the same straight-line track. Our tracks merged for the girls, for the convenience of our lives, and we continued on, while I spent years of money and time in therapy trying to figure out how unhappy I really was and how much I loved him and whether I’d be truer to my most authentic self if I were able to leave him. Not because he did anything too terribly wrong, that I knew of—until he did. It was the feeling all the time that he might. Or might have already. Or that maybe I might, who knew? But I never got beyond just that one, agonizing question: Should I? I was perpetually treading water. I had lost my way in the world.
         

         
          

         Gosh, had I disappeared for a moment like he does? Yes, it was the internet issue we were talking about. “We can install it,
            Pete. We will have to. And until they come you can go to the library in town. Your phone and iPad will work in the field.
            The whatever that is up in the sky that makes things like that work, will work,” I said.
         

         
         “It’s the cellular network.”

         
         “Right. That.”

         
         Silence, again.

         
         “When do you want to leave, Alice?”

         
         “Now. Tomorrow.”

         
         “That’s nuts. There’s no way we can get us all out of here by tomorrow. It might not even be that bad. Right now might be
            the worst. We can sit this out.”
         

         
         “It’s going to be that bad. We need to go. The girls. I’m taking them . . .” What I didn’t say and he knew was: “You need to choose.” My stuckness was unsticking. Action was rumbling inside me for the first time in years. 

         
         When he agreed, he wasn’t choosing me. You get to a place in a marriage and you know that. He was choosing our girls, our
            black cat, Ingmar, and our shiny car, all over me. He was choosing the house in Maine over me, paid for by his gains while
            others lost during the Great Recession a decade ago, when being on the side that wasn’t free-falling was a criminal advantage.
         

         
         “You’ll need to pack us up” was all he said. And then we lay there drifting in and out, listening to sirens alternate with
            silence, unable to turn to each other.
         

         
         I don’t know what they worked out for him. He said he was going to work from home. He’d use his phone and computer to manage
            his guys, analyze numbers, assess risks, send the bank’s president his projections, lean in and away from trades, and pull
            strings that would affect the entire country, or world, even, just with the invisible wand he’d wave on his laptop. Did he
            tell The Her he was going? Did he say goodbye? Were there five of us, or more to the point, the germs of five times whatever
            other contacts we five had been exposed to, in the car when we left—fifty people, could it be? More? Does anyone know?
         

         
         The sun was mocking us when we drove up the Hudson and north, as if this were all a figment of our imaginations; life was
            just fine. “Smile and go back home,” the sunlight glinting on the river seemed to insist. When we got in the car, I’d said,
            “We won’t stop, girls. You each have a jar back there to pee in if it gets desperate. When we get farther out, we’ll stop
            on the side of the road.”
         

         
         “What if I need to poop?” asked my five-year-old, Iris, her brown hair falling straight and soft, like a pelt, and framing either side of her pointy white face, her green-and-copper-flecked eyes trained on mine. 

         
         “You’ll try to hold it,” Pete said, his hands gripping the steering wheel tightly, his knuckles cracked dry from so much sanitizer
            and handwashing. Something about his dry hands steering us away from the chaos of New York stirred a feeling of love in me
            I hadn’t felt in a long time. Instead of fury and shame that I couldn’t manage to leave him after years and years of thinking
            I’d be happier and saner if I did, I felt safety and comfort wash over me.
         

         
         “For nine hours, Dad?” said Sophie. She sounded sarcastic with the tiniest hint of fear salting the edges, like a Ritz cracker.

         
         “Maybe it will only be two by the time you realize,” Pete offered.

         
         “I hate you guys,” she retorted and put her earbuds back into her ears, closing her eyes behind her big red eyeglass frames,
            her incipient eleven-year-old’s breasts heaving on her chest as she let out an audible sigh to express how terrible we were.
            I handed Iris my phone so she could send me emails full of broken hearts and turd emojis and closed my eyes. I already needed
            to pee myself, but I’d have to wait until Rhode Island, when I could go in some woods, if there were any woods still left
            in the state of Rhode Island. Ingmar meowed in the back.
         

         
         In our exodus, packed all around us, in the trunk and in our rooftop bin, were two jumbo boxes of kitty litter, Ing’s litter box, the one twelve-pack of toilet paper I could find, four shrink-wrapped twenty-four-packs of Poland Spring bottled water, six bags of groceries from Fairway, a laptop for each of us, schoolwork, markers, No. 2 pencils, legal pads, jelly beans for Easter baskets, boots, and all the books I could fit. 

         
         I had packed every blanket we owned, every sweater and coat, all the socks I could find that matched, every hat, mitten, or
            glove in our apartment, and every pair of pj’s. Though we’d owned the Maine house for most of Sophie’s life, in the winter
            the contours of our second home and what was there became blurry for me. I could picture the summer light falling across the
            beds and the rumpled sheets and pillowcases; I could picture the inside of the old fridge that hummed in the kitchen all night
            long; I could picture the waves outside. But whether I’d left sunblock or bug dope, how many blankets there really were, and
            whether the old clothes of Sophie’s I’d packed away in bins in the barn were going to fit my youngest daughter, these were
            things I did not know.
         

         
         When we were in Maine for six weeks of every summer, my life felt borrowed. I never thought of any of it as mine. I hadn’t
            grown up with two houses. That’s not to say we were poor. My father was a podiatrist, my mother his receptionist. My parents
            worked hard to pay for our one low ranch outside of Minneapolis. It wasn’t until I moved to New York that I realized what
            being wealthy could mean.
         

         
         When Pete bought the house in Maine at the bottom of the market, he decided, ever the moneymaker, to rent the place for the
            first three weeks of July every year. “The house is better off making money for us than sitting empty,” he said. “Plus, the
            renters will scare out the mice.”
         

         
         So, when the girls and I arrived each summer in late July, our things had been someone else’s things, which added a layer of mystery and confusion to what was ours, what was constant, what needed to be unpacked and cleaned and found, even if I didn’t remember ever having had it. 

         
         Many of the things in that house had been Pete’s mother’s, and before that, his grandmother’s, sitting on dark, lacquered
            shelves in old stately homes in Westport, Connecticut. Silver and china I would not know was gone if the renters stole it.
            Yet I somehow always felt when I got to the house that it was my job to make sure these things I couldn’t remember were indeed
            still there. Things and more things accumulated around us as our lives moved on, as our girls grew. When both Pete’s parents
            died, more things made their way to Maine and into our apartment in New York, things I’d never seen before and had never tried,
            like a set of caviar spoons.
         

         
         In summers, when we all were there, and had been at the shore picnicking and swimming, doing our best to be a family for the
            weeks Pete was with us, I would sometimes leave them and hike up the hill we called Christina’s World to the house to retrieve
            a diaper, when Iris was small, or an extra Fresca, or the sunblock. I’d enter the cool house alone and it felt like I was
            visiting our lives; we were there but not there. From this distance I could see the clean lines of the rooms, the white walls
            and bookshelves lined with books, the vase of hydrangeas on the sideboard, the lucky providence of money.
         

         
         *  *  *

         Poor Ingmar couldn’t hold it. No one had told him he had to. Ingmar, an unseasoned traveler, got our apartment mostly to himself
            in summers when we were gone, visited only once daily by a teenage cat sitter from our building; now he had to come with us.
            At some point Iris went to sleep despite the car reeking of cat shit, despite the sloshing of urine in the canning jars both
            girls had managed to crouch behind the seats and mostly pee into, despite the dinner of cheese sticks and pretzels. I could
            hear an audiobook imperceptibly coming through Sophie’s earbuds; her eyes were closed and her head lay back, but her body
            was tense, awake.
         

         
         The night stretched long before me as I imagined the cold house, the tired girls, the mouse poop on counters, the entire container
            of baby wipes and six bottles of water I’d probably have to waste so that I could bathe our shit-covered cat, and the orange
            juice I’d forgotten to buy so that our first morning could be just a sliver sunnier.
         

         
         In the dark, we finally crossed the bridge to Verona Island, the huge rocks along the side of the road impenetrable. We drove
            through Bucksport and turned right toward the Blue Hill Peninsula, finally making our way through the darkened town and out
            to the shores facing Deer Isle.
         

         
         We pulled into our driveway, our tires crunching on gravel and hard snow. We drove up the short rise of a hill where we found
            our house looking just as it had when I first saw it: The Little House in the children’s book by Virginia Lee Burton. But now, in the moonlight, I noticed that the house looked solemn and puritanical.
            Maybe it didn’t want us.
         

         
         Pete got out and unlocked the door, his skin pale against his dark hair in the frosty air. He went in and took a walk around to look for rodents and then came back out to grab some of the blankets I had packed and to tell me he was going to make up the beds. I sat in the car with the girls, watching the stars in front of me through the windshield. 

         
         Behind me Iris was breathing heavily in her sleep. Sophie shifted and cleared her throat. “Mommy?” she said quietly.

         
         I turned back to her. “Hey, Pumpkin, did you sleep at all?”

         
         “I don’t know,” she said, her voice groggy and her face soft. I could see the big blue-eyed baby I used to carry on my chest
            for long walks as she slept, her cheek mashed against my breasts. I wished for a moment that I could pull her onto my lap
            now and smooth her hair the way I used to, nuzzle her neck.
         

         
         Instead I said, “We’re here. Look at the moon!”

         
         “The house looks different.”

         
         “You’re just not used to seeing it in winter, without leaves and flowers.” I noticed the shadows it was casting on the patchwork
            of frozen ground and thin white snow. They made the house look long, and the moonlight made it look white, even though it
            is gray-shingled.
         

         
         Pete came back out and stood, tall and angular, looking around. Watching his quiet frame set against our house took me back
            more than one hundred years into an imaginary world inhabited by Ethan Frome–like characters.
         

         
         He opened the car door quietly. “Hey, I’ll take Iris in first. I’ve got her bed ready. Sophs, I’ll come back for you, honey.”

         
         “Okay,” Sophie said, still quiet and soft and vulnerable. Our baby.

         
         “I love you, honey.” He made eye contact with her.

         
         “Okay,” she said again.

         
         Swaddling Iris in a blanket, he carried her in, her mouth open against his shoulder. I waited with Sophie.

         
         “Sophs, put your jacket on,” I advised.

         
         “Okay,” she said again, her acquiescence either telling me she was still half asleep or in some kind of shock.

         
         When Pete came back once more, a woolen afghan in his hand, he opened her door. “Hey, sweetie. I know you’re big, but just
            let me carry you in. I can take you upstairs and put you right into your bed.”
         

         
         “Okay, Daddy.” I turned back to examine her, wondering if I could still see traces of the sullen preteen who had left New
            York with us.
         

         
         Staggering slightly, he carried her long body to the door and disappeared inside.

         
         This was the moment I had been waiting for. Alone, finally, I got out, the cold air hitting my face. I breathed in ocean and
            brown frozen ground and a darkness of secrets. “Hello, house,” I said. “We are here. Please take us in. We need you.” The
            house was silent, but not necessarily hostile to my request.
         

         
         Pete came back out. “Number One’s in bed.”

         
         “Is she asleep? She was acting weird.”

         
         “Nah. Just tired. She wanted her light on.”

         
         Together we unpacked the car and then, finally, Ingmar.

         
         *  *  *

         When morning came, Ingmar was still damp and angry, and the sky was gray with rain pelting the windows. Pete called Dale Carter
            to tell him we were up early and were opening the house. “We could use your help,” I heard him say, “getting the water turned
            on and the hot water up and running through the old heater. We’ll need the storm windows off and the boat from the yard.”
            Pete had the phone on speaker so he could butter toast for the girls’ eggs and soldiers.
         

         
         Dale was silent on the other end. “You’re up from New York City?” Dale asked, saying York like it was spelled Yawk.

         
         “Right,” Pete said. “We needed to get out. We needed to feel safe.”

         
         Silence again.

         
         I could hear Dale shuffle and sigh into the phone. “You’re not goin’ to want those stoam windows off yet. It’s only Mahch.
            Lotta wintah still comin’. Ain’t Jew-lie.”
         

         
         “Okay.” Pete was chastised. “Forget the storm windows.”

         
         “Forget the boat too. Boatyahd’s closed.”

         
         “Okay.”

         
         More silence. Finally, Dale offered one more pearl: “Pete. Sorry to tell ya, but no one up heah is goin’ to help ya. You’ll
            need t’ lay low, keep ta yoah-selves. Least till it’s been the foah-teen days theyz talkin’ about on the TV. I hope you brought
            some toilet paypah.” He chuckled.
         

         
         Pete said, “Oh.” Just that. Just “oh,” like someone had just slapped him in the face. Then, “Goodbye, Dale.”

         
         “Good luck to ya, Pete.”

         
         “Don’t worry.” He turned to me. “I can figure out the water. We’ll be fine. I don’t know why we paid someone else to open our house all this time anyway.” 

         
         “Probably because we had renters? And then the girls and I were here alone in July? Should you find someone else?”

         
         “I’ll call the general store. Maybe someone there knows someone else who can help.”

         
         I stood listening while he dialed and the phone rang. He cleared his throat and asked, “Yes. Hello. We’ve just come up last
            night to our house here in town from New York. We need some help getting it all turned on—” Silence. Then, “Oh. Okay. Right.
            Yes. Thank you. Goodbye.”
         

         
         “And?”

         
         “Guy at the store told me that no one’s helping anyone from away.”

         
         “That’s lovely. What is this, the Russian Revolution?”

         
         “Anyway, it’s not anything I can’t do. I do have a few skills, Alice.”

         
         Not quite two hours later, we heard the chain saws. There’s no sound quite like the finality, the heavy thud, of a tree going
            down. Then came another thud and the loud bang of limbs cracking. We all ran outside, looking around, not even sure which
            direction to go until we heard car wheels speed away and then raucous laughter and hooting echoing back to us. The driveway
            isn’t long; a soft, dirt roll through a stand of old cedars and lilacs to a big old white pine that casts a cool shade in
            summer onto the main road, which is tar.
         

         
         We could see immediately that, at the bottom of the rise, two of our trees were down: Our big, impressive oak that punctuates the right side of our field along the road lay spent across our driveway. Farther down lay our white pine; its crooked branches that made it look like a modern dancer swirling in the middle of a stage were now all akimbo on the ground. “All the world’s a stage,” I used to say to the girls every time we pulled in. 

         
         All four of us ran down the hill and stood together looking at the trees. No one was around. The trees seemed to be shuddering
            with their last breaths of life.
         

         
         “Are we staying forever?” Iris asked, her eyes huge in her head.

         
         “Do we even own a saw?” I asked Pete.

         
         “I told you I thought we should stay in New York,” he answered.

         
         “You never said that. And besides, you had your own Goddamn reasons for staying. We should call the police.”

         
         “Ha, Alice, the police! Dale’s cousin is Jimmy Eaton, a policeman, as you might remember. He’s probably off duty today and
            came over to help in his flannel and work boots. I’ve told you this before—Maine is a lawless country; every local’s got a
            gun in the back of their pickup. It’s Texas with Bean boots.”
         

         
         “Guns, Daddy?” asked Iris.

         
         “Great job, Pete, you’re terrifying our daughters.”

         
         “No one wants to hurt us, sweetie. They just don’t want us to make anyone sick with the virus,” Pete offered Iris.

         
         “Do we have the Corona?” asked Iris.

         
         “No. Certainly not,” he answered. Iris was barely listening to his answer. Distracted now by the trees, she was scrambling
            over their branches, which gave me a second to lash out.
         

         
         “So, we’ve got two fallen trees now, no way to get out, everyone here hates us and thinks we have the f-ing plague, and we’re standing here fighting and you don’t think we should call the police. Awesome.” 

         
         “Alice, just”—and he put up his hand to silence me—“stop screeching.”

         
         “Do not give me the Trump hand, Pete. And I am not screeching.” I might have been, though.
         

         
         “Jesus H. Christ, Alice! I knew this was a bad idea, coming to Maine. Fucking absurd.” And then, shockingly, he kicked one
            of our trees. Or at least the branchy air around it.
         

         
         Before I could comment on the obvious ridiculousness of whatever it was he just did, Sophie intervened.

         
         “Guys! Stop it. Do we even have enough food?” My eldest daughter, Sophie, ever the pragmatist.

         
         Before anyone could answer, Iris beckoned us over to the trees. “Look,” she pointed. Spiked into our white pine was a piece
            of paper with black writing in Sharpie. Sophie read it out loud: “GO BACK TO NEW YORK. YOU’RE NOT WELCOME HERE! THIS IS OUR
            HOME. DON’T MAKE US SICK.”
         

         
         I stood stroking the old white pine’s bark and smooth, delicate needles. “I’m sorry,” I whispered. “This is my fault.”

         
         *  *  *

         That was fourteen days ago. None of us has gotten sick, thank God. Pete did manage to get the water running, just as we ran out of bottled water. For the toilets we hauled cloudy, mossy water for a couple of days from the stream that gurgles through our property to the ocean. In the beginning, at night, I felt scared. Instead of the refuge I was expecting, we were hemmed in and that felt unsafe, wrong. We had exactly no one up here to ask for help. I wondered to Pete, “Will someone come hurt us since they know we can’t escape?” 

         
         “Don’t be ridiculous,” he told me. “This isn’t a Stephen King novel.”

         
         “That’s not helpful.”

         
         “Look, it’s dark and you get scared when it’s dark out, Alice. Plus we’re in the middle of nowhere. But no one is going to
            do anything to us. They were just keeping us in line. Martial law around here. Better to just do it. We’re okay. We’ll be
            okay.”
         

         
         Pete hasn’t shaved since we got here, and his beard has come in curly and black, flecked with gray on his cheeks. I don’t
            wear makeup anymore; I pull my hair back into a bun stuck through with a pencil. When we get cabin fever we go outside, bundled,
            and run up and down the driveway together. Gone are the days of the gym and PE. At night, I check the girls for ticks but
            let them go to bed dirty.
         

         
         We’ve had no heat. The small amount of wood left over from last year went into the fireplace. We were done with it in three days. Then we wore sweaters and huddled together under blankets reading. We ran out of toilet paper in a week, what with spring runny noses, and both Sophie and I got our periods. Her first! Thank God it was light, almost inconsequential. I had thought to pack four boxes of pads when we left the city. She cried. More, I think, from the shock of seeing her own blood coming from down there. I showed her how to stick the pads into her underwear; I watched her grimace at the bulky feeling between her legs. I told her I hated it too, and that when she was a little older we could try tampons. When it was over in two days, I was relieved, grateful. 

         
         “But look at the bright side,” I told her. “You don’t have to wear these to school! I was exactly your age when I got mine.
            And going to school was the worst. I don’t think my mother even showed me how to use a pad. I used to bleed through all the
            time into my pants and then I’d put a sweatshirt around my waist to hide it. I remember, once, there was a sticky patch of
            blood on the orange plastic seat at my desk. The point is, you get some time to practice—at home, with us, here. It’s safe.”
         

         
         “Don’t tell Iris,” she made me promise.

         
         “Don’t worry,” I said.

         
         “Or Daddy.”

         
         “Daddy will want to know, honey.”

         
         “Okay. But not Iris.”

         
         “Deal.”

         
         For toilet paper, I cut up a pile of old baby clothes of Iris’s I’d found in a bin in the barn and taught the girls to wet
            the final piece to make sure they were clean. I set up a plastic bag for soiled rags in each bathroom and washed them every
            night with hot water and soap.
         

         
         The food I’d brought from New York—flavored cream cheeses and H&H bagels, pomegranate juice, chia seeds, and grass milk yogurt—lasted five days with everyone home and eating as much as we were. There’s no Whole Foods up here, no grocery delivery service. So I quickly put in an order for everything I could find on Amazon that resembled actual food and tried to buy toilet paper but couldn’t. UPS dropped the boxes by the felled trees and drove away. 

         
         We’ve been eating lots of jarred olives and big bowls of cereal with powdered milk on top. Out of habit, these are now the
            only two foods the girls want. The simplicity and expediency of cereal and olives, I admit, is freeing. It has been a welcome
            break from making school lunches and trying to figure out dinner back home. I’ve tried the odd baked thing with the flours
            that I can get online, after a long recipe-hunting session out in the meadow near the woods, where the reception is best.
            But my muffins haven’t been nearly as successful as cereal and olives. Especially once the girls realized, after a first boring
            order of organic Heritage Flakes, that I was willing to order huge boxes of any junk cereal they could find on Amazon: Froot
            Loops, Cocoa Pebbles, Lucky Charms, Reese’s Puffs, Franken Berry, miniature Twinkies cereal, Cinnamon Toast Crunch, Boo Berry,
            Honey Smacks, Trix, and even Drumstick cereal, which is made to taste like the little individually wrapped ice creams you
            get at the bodega. Do you realize that if you put “junk cereal” into your search engine you actually get junk cereal? Who
            wrote the algorithm for that? The girls couldn’t believe I was willing to order those. Neither could I, honestly. “It’s an
            anthropological study,” I told them. “We will examine how insane you both get eating this crap for two weeks. My guess is
            that you’ll never want a sugary cereal ever again.”
         

         
         “Ha, right. Iris will never go back to organic Leapin’ Lemurs, Mom,” said Sophie.
         

         
         One evening, Pete was so desperate for something other than cereal and olives that he called the pizza shop in Blue Hill and
            asked if they would deliver to us out here if he paid extra. He offered a twenty-five-dollar tip. “No, they don’t have the
            staff. Window pickup only,” he told me.
         

         
         Turns out you can order a chain saw from Amazon, but I think even Pete realized that chainsawing his way through two huge
            trees was beyond what he was capable of. We never tried. We knew that we needed to respect the local law; trying to bust out
            would only cement us as the pariahs we were already deemed to be.
         

         
         Once, when we were outside, a truck went by and laid on the horn and someone stuck their head out and yelled, “Go home, you
            fuckin’ out-of-staters!”
         

         
         “They hate us,” Sophie said, dropping her croquet mallet and going inside to disappear into her room.

         
         “What did they say, Mommy?” asked Iris.

         
         “Let’s go make lunch,” said Pete.

         
         At some point in the midst of this, Sophie started having an imaginary friend again. Maybe that’s a normal pandemic response in an eleven-year-old? Some regression has to be allowed for each of us, after all. This time her name is Collette and she is summoned in moments of stress, when Sophie wants to be dispatched as far away from her family as possible. “Collette and I are going to the woods. We will be back for dinner.” I think she got the name from a volume of short stories on the shelf above the mantel. At first, Pete told her to cut it out. But when it persisted, we just learned to say, “Okay, see you both later.” Kids need friends, after all. Does it matter if they are made of dreams and bones, as the song goes? 

         
         Despite the gray sky and pelting rain, small signs of spring arrived. Old bulbs I’ve never seen before came up around the
            lilacs—snowdrops and then bright yellow daffodils and then little blue flowers I don’t know the names of and then the ones
            that look like deviled eggs. I saw the wild bees come out on warm days to drink water from damp spots, and I found an old
            book on the shelf about beekeeping that likely belonged to whoever owned this house before us. I began dreaming about keeping
            bees and planting a garden. Seeds for lettuces with wonderful names like Elf’s Ears and Balady Aswan and Sweet Valentine and
            bush and climbing beans and pickling cucumbers and Harry Potterish–sounding Bellatrix pumpkins are now on their way, in the
            mail.

         
         A week in, we dispensed with the presumption of school. Too hard to do on a phone while sitting in the soggy and cold meadow.
            Too hard, period. I let the kids run free so that I could read; anything, everything. The fatigue I suddenly felt once we
            were really and truly trapped was immense. Like weights on my limbs.
         

         
         The internet people couldn’t get in the driveway to set us up. And, without it, Pete couldn’t be on the computer all the time
            as he had planned.
         

         
         Without the tethering the internet would seem to provide for all of us, giving us online school, work for Pete, the news, and even recipes that are easily Googleable from within the warmth of the house, we have been in a constant free fall from hour to hour, morning to night, and then we start it all over again. I navigate my days in a dream state; everything seems fuzzy and without contours, and I’m not sure what is real anymore. When I get a signal on my phone, I hand it to the girls so that they can FaceTime with my parents. While they talk, I take a bath. 

         
         Pete put in a good few days bundled in a coat and hat and gloves trying to get a cell signal in the field, but it wasn’t consistent
            and he couldn’t get enough bandwidth to use
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