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To my summer “mommune”:

Jessica Wilder, Dorothy Coleman, Caroline Mooring, Heather Wiggins, and Megan Fader.

Raising our kids together has been the greatest joy.






PROLOGUE [image: ] Charlotte The May Flower Moon

It was the cicadas that sold me. That, or maybe the May Flower Moon. The May Flower Moon. Has there ever been a more beautiful term? Even now, I can close my eyes and picture the otherworldly orangeness of it, the way it glistened on the surface of the ocean. I remember leaning my head on my husband Bill’s shoulder, watching our daughter, Iris, walk down the beach a few yards away with a neighbor girl.

Thinking of our friends back in New York City—the place I thought I would call mine forever—unable to leave their apartments, I felt guilty. I envisioned them finding scraps of joy by performing nightly singing and cheering rituals for the healthcare workers leaving the hospital, world-weary in their hazmat suits. It was a small dose of reality, of remembrance that what they were living was terrifying, that what we were facing, even down here, was unprecedented.

What had given us the foresight to escape to Bill’s stepmother’s house in Juniper Shores, North Carolina, while we still could, I wasn’t sure. All I knew was that that apocalyptic scene felt a world away right now as the spring warmth wrapped around us, the cicadas singing their song in a way that, if you listened closely, felt in time with the ebb and flow of the tide, in rhythm with the croaking of the bullfrogs, in step with the sweet sound of crickets.

Iris hadn’t wanted to leave the city, of course. But even she—at the sometimes surly but often very sweet age of eleven—had managed to make new friends in this socially distanced world we had been dropped into. Everything was outdoors here anyway. Covid numbers were low. I knew how intensely lucky we were.

Lulled into contentment by the feel of Bill’s arms around me, the sand beneath my bare feet, that mesmerizing flower moon, I didn’t hesitate when Bill broke the silence. “Maybe I’m crazy, but, well, what would you think about building a house here, in Juniper Shores? With everything virtual, my work is online. I could fly back to the city some, maybe keep a smaller place there?”

He said it quickly, the way he did when he was nervous, a fact I knew about him so very well after thirteen years together. I marveled at that, at how one person could come to know another person so intimately that their quirks and tiny traits simply were. They required no thought at all.

“Yes,” I said. Yes. As easy a yes as when he asked me to share his banana split the night we met. As easy a yes as when he asked me to marry him. As easy a yes as when the doctor asked if I was ready to bring Iris home from the hospital. Above me a million stars shone, showing off for the flower moon, as if declaring that they still belonged amid its fierce beauty.

Bill pulled away from me and looked down at my face. “Yes? Just like that?”

“Just like that,” I said. “Sure, in some ways it feels like we’ve plunged into an alternate universe, but it’s a universe where, against all odds, I want to stay.”

If you had asked me, even during the chaos of the beginning of the Covid-19 pandemic, if I would move to a sleepy beach town in North Carolina, my home state, I would have said no way. Not a chance. But here, now, I felt like I had found where I was meant to be.

We were a family here. We were happy here. We were part of a small town that, somehow, seemed like it could protect us.

That’s the thing about protection, though. It’s fleeting. Because the people who know best how to protect you also know the very thing that will rip your heart out.

At that moment, though, I only knew the happiness of the sand beneath my feet, the water lapping my ankles, that mesmerizing flower moon. And the cicadas singing me into complacence, chanting a lullaby that I would hear forever, even in my dreams.




JUNIPER SHORES SOCIALITE



@junipershoressocialite
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You didn’t hear it from me, but…

PIC 1: Which hunky investment guru’s multimillion-dollar waterfront gem is covered in caution tape? If you guessed Bill Sitterly’s, you guessed right. Juniper Shores’ beloved Member Guest Golf Champion is socializing at a brand-new club: Club Fed. Can’t pay the Amex Centurion bill? No biggie. Just swipe from your clients’ retirement funds! But the big question remains: With Bill, um, otherwise occupied and their house a crime scene, where are Charlotte and Iris Sitterly?

PIC 2: High school heartthrob Merit McDonald is looking as draft-pick-worthy as ever at preseason football practice. Is this the season our beloved Marlins win State? More important, is it true that this junior star has snagged the hottest senior girl in school? Stay tuned for Friday Night Lights—and quite likely some fireworks.

PIC 3: Sources say that Alice Bailey has been spending an awful lot of time at St. Mary’s Episcopal Church. Could our own widower Father Matthew be the Black Widow’s fourth… victim? Hold on to your vestments, Father Matthew. It could be a bumpy ride!

PIC 4: The RoséStream in Juniper Shores Village’s Airstream Park is closed for renovations. To all the soccer moms who can’t get through the afternoon without a rosé slush: thoughts and prayers.

Stay tuned for news about which Juniper Shores golden boy has returned to our sun-drenched slice of heaven.

TNT (’Til Next Tide… and maybe a little dynamite!)

JUNIPER SHORES SOCIALITE





Charlotte [image: ] The Low Point

This was my low point. Even I knew that. Standing in the lobby of Suncoast Bank, saying, in a louder-than-appropriate voice, “But why should I be punished for what Bill did? It wasn’t like I had anything to do with it!” was pretty much the closest to a total meltdown I had come. Three days ago, I’d arrived home from dropping my daughter at tennis lessons to find police cars and FBI swarming the five-bedroom, four-and-a-half-bath cedar-shake beach house that we had just spent two years building. Two years of paint samples and fabric choices with one of the country’s finest designers, flown in from Palm Beach, to give my family our dream home.

And in an instant, it had become a nightmare.

The fact that I was in a bank lobby nearly yelling this at Enid Plyler, who was in her late sixties with short gray hair and had, it seemed, been born behind the loan officer desk at Suncoast Bank, made it even worse.

I loved Enid, stopped by her office to chat each week when I came in to make deposits and get cash. We were a bit of a study in contrasts. Enid was short and wore an ill-fitting lady’s suit, paired with tan orthotic shoes that I would need too if I were pacing back and forth on this beautiful but very hard white marble floor every day. I am nearly five ten, so I was towering over her in my three-inch wedges paired with one of my old dresses I had found stashed at my parents’, a little rose-pink number with a deep V-neck that I knew complemented my summer tan. I should not have been taking my panic out on her. Fortunately, while I was losing it, Enid remained very calm. “Charlotte, I hear you, sweetheart. And I want to help you. I do. But I think you understand that convincing the board of directors at a financial institution to hire a woman who is married to a man awaiting trial for stealing massive sums of money from his clients might be a hard sell.”

Ten points for frankness. “So, what am I supposed to do, Enid?” I asked in a frantic, high-pitched voice that made Paul Lucas and Gabe Montoya, who were both waiting in the teller line, turn and take notice. Well, that was just great. Of all the women who had been unfriendly and unwelcoming to me when we moved here from New York three years ago, their wives might have had spot number one and number two on the list. I was sure they would just love this. “I’ve called everyone,” I said, suddenly feeling light-headed, the room starting to go soft and blurry around the edges. “All those big New York firms who promised they would have a job for Charlotte Nicholson who stepped away from finance too soon? No one will touch me now.” Enid grimaced, and I shuddered at the thought that I might be back to my maiden name. Would I be a Nicholson again? But, no, Iris was a Sitterly. I would remain one too. I continued, realizing that I was sounding more like a lunatic by the second: “My degree is in finance. My master’s is in finance. My job history is in finance. I realize an investment firm might not be jumping to have me, but I assumed my local bank might throw me a bone. All my assets are frozen.” My voice going an octave higher, I added, “I have a child to raise, Enid.”

Enid took my elbow and said, “Why don’t we step into my office?” It was a kind gesture. I wasn’t being exactly polite, after all. I took a deep breath, tried to calm myself, realizing that all the tellers, several with cash in their hands, were staring at me. The lobby had gone silent.

“Actually,” an even voice from behind me said, “Charlotte, why don’t you come with me?”

I turned to see a woman I was sure I knew, but couldn’t quite place. She was petite and thin, a little older than I was, and had this sort of ethereal glow about her. She had on no makeup, her hair was long and looked as if it had perfectly, naturally fallen into waves, and she was wearing a loose, flowing dress that screamed I live at the beach. She had a preternaturally calm presence that I obviously needed right now. The room was starting to come back into focus, and the full weight of my humiliation was sinking in. What was I doing? “I’m sorry, Enid,” I whispered. “This isn’t about you.”

Enid smiled encouragingly. “I know, sweetheart. I will see what I can do to help you,” she promised. “It’s going to be okay. This town loves you.”

I turned back to the woman behind me, realizing that what Enid said wasn’t really true. I wasn’t from here, wasn’t “local,” and, while everyone knew who I was—well, everyone knew everyone, to be fair—I wasn’t exactly beloved.

“From church,” the woman behind me said. “You know me from church.”

A little laugh-sound escaped from my nostrils. “I know,” I said, as if it had been obvious to me from the beginning. “You’re in the choir.” I snapped my fingers, actually recognizing her. “Your solos always make me cry!”

That was true. She had the most angelic voice. I smiled at her and ran my fingers through my hair, trying to seem relaxed and nonchalant to mitigate some of the damage I had done with my outburst. Just what I needed: everyone in town would be talking about this now. Well, that was great. Maybe that would be more interesting than Bill’s arrest, the tidbit that, much to my chagrin, they were still discussing three days later. Not that that was a long time, of course. In fact, it was probably just enough time for the news to have reached fever pitch. In a larger place, full of scandal, people moved on to the next thing. Here, there was no next thing to move on to. Well, no, maybe that’s not true. The usual appetizers of small-town bad behavior—who left his wife for the babysitter, who got way too drunk at Coterie Club and skinny-dipped in the pool, whose facelift was entirely too drastic—were always available to gobble up. But Bill’s arrest was an entrée that everyone was eating in teeny, tiny bites.

“My name is Alice Bailey.”

“I’m Charlotte Sitterly,” I replied. Under my breath, I added, “But I think everyone in the country—or at least the state—knows that.”

“Things are never as bad as they seem,” she said. Then she scrunched her nose. “I don’t know why I said that. Sometimes things are even worse than they seem.”

That made me laugh—and remember. There was something shadowy about this Alice person. I tried to ignore rumors because this town had so many of them, but she definitely had a story. And I got the feeling that Alice knew all about things being worse than they seemed. But I didn’t have time to sit around and share sob stories. I had to figure out my next move.

“Okay, well… I think I’ll call the Shores Shuttle and head back to the hotel now. Maybe yell at an unsuspecting waiter.” I was trying to lighten the mood. I knew I was lucky that the town offered a public transportation system that I could call for pickup, but I was dreading waiting in the parking lot for it to come. I was dreading going back to the modest hotel that I could afford for two more weeks. Then what?

Just a few weeks ago, I had been ignorant about the lack of affordable housing here. I had also taken the basic, simple amazingness of car ownership completely for granted.

“I’ll drive you,” Alice said.

I gestured toward the teller. “Don’t you have banking to do?”

Alice shrugged. “It’s okay. I can come back later.”

I was about to protest, but then I thought better of it. I was used to having enough money and agency that I didn’t need anyone else. I was going to have to depend on other people if I was going to make it through. So I said, “I would appreciate that so much, Alice. That’s very kind of you.”

We walked outside, Alice hit the unlock button on her key fob, and I got into the passenger side while she slid into the driver’s seat. She pushed the start button. “Charlotte,” she said. She looked at me, and I found myself locked in her cool, appraising gray stare. I saw something there. It wasn’t pity, wasn’t sadness. It was something more like determination. “I can help you.”

I had always been leery of people who wanted to help other people. I knew that said something unflattering about me. Yet now I was surprised to find that those words out of Alice’s mouth made every tense and tightened muscle in my body and jaw relax just a squidge. “Why would you do that?” I asked.

“Let me rephrase that,” Alice said. “Charlotte, I think maybe we can help each other.”

Now, that was more like it. Pity was hard; transactional relationships I could manage. “I like the sound of that, Alice,” I said, feeling a smile grow across my face. “What did you have in mind?”





Charlotte [image: ] The Mommune

It was a basic life rule: never get into a car with a stranger. But Alice wasn’t a stranger really, was she? I mean, it was true that I had seen her sing in the choir at church. Of course, church affiliation, as every good Southerner knew, didn’t equal a lack of bad behavior. But there was something so warm in Alice’s face, something so soothing. She had this dewy, glowing skin and long dark hair with a strip of gray that framed her face and made her look terribly elegant. I guessed she was maybe seven or eight years older than I am, forty-five to my thirty-eight? I wondered if the gray was natural or if she dyed it that way. It made her seem enigmatic. Bewitching, even. Oh! That was one of the rumors I had heard about her: she was a witch. But what did that even mean? I hoped she could cast a spell to take me back to a few days ago, when life was perfect.

“Charlotte, do you have anywhere to be?” Alice asked in her warm, syrupy voice. Just the sound of it soothed me. I wanted her to keep talking. I closed my eyes, leaning my head against the passenger seat.

“Court,” I said.

She laughed. “Okay. Well, besides that.”

I opened my eyes and looked out over the water beyond the road, remembering that we lived in one of the most beautiful places on earth. Usually that calmed me. Now, nothing could dislodge the boulder that was sitting on my chest. What in the world was I going to do?

“I have to pick Iris up at two thirty,” I said.

“I can take you.” There was a question in Alice’s voice.

“What?” I asked.

“I hope this doesn’t hurt your feelings…”

I laughed. “Alice, if anyone is going to hurt my feelings, it certainly isn’t going to be you.”

“Well, it’s just… how do you not have any friends to loan you a car, take you to run errands, set up a job interview?”

“Well, Alice, I have been asking myself that same very pertinent question.”

“I know you haven’t been here long, but I would think you’d make friends quickly.”

That second part was untrue, though I wasn’t quite sure why. Juniper Shores seemed like an idyllic place to live. It was obvious that this was a beautiful Southern coastal town with a charming beachfront village and white sandy beaches, great restaurants, historic churches, and stunning houses. But what I hadn’t quite understood was that Juniper Shores was a town caught in the in-between, old versus new, the families whose cottages had dotted the oceanfront for a hundred years who wanted nothing to change and the people like Bill and me, the newcomers, who wanted to build their dream home and stay forever. Development was everywhere you looked; that wasn’t our fault. But some of the women who felt like natural friends for me saw us as part of the problem.

I didn’t let it bother me that much, though. Overall, people were friendly. We were regulars most places. Everyone knew our names. I got all the cozy small-town feels I was looking for. I just hadn’t quite found my best friends yet.

Bill was my only true confidant, the only person I trusted. And now I had to face the fact that maybe even he had betrayed me. Maybe. I felt the tug around my heart that I felt every few minutes lately. I closed my eyes and pretended, as was my habit now, that he was wrapping his arms around me. Could the man who’d always made me feel so safe really have done this?

I opened my eyes and looked out the window, at the charming Juniper Shores Village, the downtown area, which was filled with work-and-live spaces with shops on the bottom and condos on the top, the old-timey light-blue lifeguard station, the beach volleyball court, and the Airstream Park that held food trucks and pop-up shops and won this town more awards than I could count.

I didn’t know quite how to explain my complicated feelings about my place here to Alice. So I said, “We’ve been here three years, but two of those were in the midst of Covid. We moved to Bill’s stepmom’s house as a respite from our New York apartment once everything went virtual. It was supposed to be temporary, but we fell in love with it.”

“Who wouldn’t?” Alice asked.

I smiled. “Iris wasn’t in school here, so I wasn’t meeting school moms at first. I quit my job when Iris was born, so I don’t have a job to help me meet people—or, as I’m now seeing, to get me out of scrapes. I certainly have acquaintances. I’m in a book club, a mah-jongg group. But I don’t have anyone I can call to say, ‘Help! Can I come live with you?’ ” I paused. “But does anyone have a friend that good?”

Alice smiled in a way that made me know that, yes, people had friends that good. She had friends that good. My friend situation hadn’t bothered me all that much until right this minute.

I’d never really seen grown-up friendships modeled, but I longed for them all the same. My parents had fellow professors they socialized with at university cocktail parties. But their friends were their books, their papers, each other. Bill had been my friend. Then I said what was perhaps truest: “You know, Alice, I think I was making headway, but let’s be honest: People want to distance themselves from you in situations like this, like you have a contagious illness. I don’t one hundred percent blame them.”

“You’re preaching to the choir.”

Alice and I pulled up in a driveway behind a beautiful two-story home, raised up a floor with a garage underneath. It was only a block or so from my house, the house that, because of my current situation, I couldn’t so much as enter the door of. I had driven by this beachfront beauty many times. The front doors were perfectly symmetrical, and the sides were arranged in what could only be described as wings. The house was massive, and, when I opened the car door, the salt air and rhythmic shush of the waves enveloped me. I had missed this sound for the past few days. I followed Alice wordlessly up the steps, unsure where we were or why. Again, basic not-getting-murdered rules would dictate not going inside. I could hear Oprah urging, from the TV when I was a child, Never let them take you to the second location!

Well, I was a goner because here I was. Second location. Alice opened the back door—no key. I wasn’t surprised. She seemed like a no-key kind of gal. We stepped inside the most beautiful hallway, and I turned to face an open-plan dining room on the right and an elegant chef’s kitchen to the left. Beyond that, the living room stretched the entire width of the house and was really more like two sitting areas, furnished in unstuffy French Provincial style with bleached-wood furniture, oversized cushions, and throws, with a built-in bar on the far-left wall and a shell-covered fireplace to the far right. It looked comfortable. It looked like the kind of place where a woman could curl up with a book and a glass of wine. Wine. Oh, how I missed wine. I certainly wasn’t wasting any of the precious money I had left on wine when I had a daughter to feed and only two weeks of lodging money left. My heart fluttered nervously. I’ll be okay, I thought. Even if I had to get a job I was way overqualified for, I would find something.

Mentally, I kicked myself for ever quitting my job. I had only myself to blame for this situation. Then again, I wouldn’t trade one single second of being home with Iris. And also, what about love? What about trusting a man who swore he only wanted to take care of you? Shouldn’t a woman be able to put her faith in that?

I followed Alice through the house and onto the front porch, where oversized rockers swayed in the wind. As we sat, looking out over a clear blue pool and onto the ocean, I was green with envy. Not over the house, per se, although it was very beautiful, but that Alice had a home of her own. When would that happen for Iris and me again? The things that, only a few days ago, I had taken for granted were astonishing.

“This house looks like you,” I said. “Earthy and elegant, simple and refined.”

She smiled. “This used to be a bed-and-breakfast. I ran it with my husband. Until he died.”

Having lived here only three years, I had missed out on so many people’s life details, like this.

“I’m so sorry, Alice. What happened?”

I had never even known Alice’s name until today, much less felt the pain she must feel, and here she was driving me around. I suddenly felt guilty. Maybe this was why I hadn’t found my “people” yet. I should be a better friend. A better church participant. A better school volunteer. Although, when would I volunteer now? I’d be working nonstop to try to put a roof over our heads. And who was going to drive Iris to tennis lessons? Oh my gosh. Who was going to pay for tennis lessons? And lawyer’s bills? I was getting ahead of myself. One thing at a time. Job. Money. House. Then we’d worry about tennis lessons. Bill always paid our club dues for the year up front, but I was fairly certain that once you stole money from other members you were kicked out. The board members were probably adding a bylaw right this minute, scratching their heads and saying, Who would have imagined we’d have to create a provision for this?

Alice shook her head and waved me away in a gesture that indicated the death was too painful to even speak about.

“About the time he passed away, my niece Julie’s husband left her with three kids under five and a mortgage she couldn’t pay. So, I asked her to move in here with me.”

I was suddenly jealous of this Julie character. Imagine having a generous aunt to move in with. I had spent the first few nights since I fled Juniper Shores at my childhood home with my parents. But they were not generous. At least, not in spirit. I had reached the point yesterday that figuring out what to do next on my own had seemed more palatable than one more moment in Chapel Hill. Plus, Iris started school today. I wanted to maintain as much normalcy for her as possible, so I would just figure this out. Surely the feds wouldn’t keep us out of our house more than a week or so. Two weeks, tops.

“And then her best friend, Grace, split with her husband when he decided to take a job in Tokyo. It was amicable, but she was left with two kids, and she felt, um…” Alice paused. “Overwhelmed by the idea of doing it all alone.”

There was definitely more to that story… “It’s nice to have community,” I agreed.

“So she moved in here too.”

My eyes widened. “Are you kidding me? You just took these women in? With all their kids?”

She laughed. “I never had children, and I’d always wanted to experience a slice of motherhood.” She shrugged. “Plus, it was a bed-and-breakfast, so we were already set up for communal living.”

“Wow,” I said, incredulous. Who was this woman? She was either a saint or a lunatic. Did I want to find out which?

“Then Joy, the mom of a student I taught at the elementary school, lost her job and had to sell her house and needed a place to stay while she got back on her feet. So she moved in here too with her two teenagers.”

“So, you’re running, like, a lost ladies’ hostel?”

She laughed. “Sort of. We call ourselves the mommune.”

I laughed too. “The mommune. That’s really cute.”

“Everyone has responsibilities around the house based on what they do best. I do a lot of the driving because Julie and Joy have traditional jobs. But Grace works from home, so she does most of the cooking and shopping—she’s a fabulous cook. We split up chores and bills, and it just generally makes life a lot easier.”

I couldn’t tell if this was the weirdest thing I’d ever heard or the most sensible. “Like a sorority house for grown-ups?” I asked.

“Does it sound crazy? I’ve lost perspective.”

“No, not crazy,” I decided suddenly. “Kind of brilliant, actually. When you can’t be around, there’s another mom there to do your mom things.”

“I’m glad to hear you say that,” Alice said. “Because I was thinking maybe you could be one of those moms.”

I was at once totally sure of what she was saying and not sure at all. “What?”

Alice got up and walked inside, and I knew I was supposed to follow her, so I did. She walked up the cream-carpeted stairs, and I couldn’t help but wonder whose job it was to keep those clean while I looked at the eclectic art lining the stairwell. She took a right at the upper landing into a bedroom with a charming pair of twin beds and a dresser made entirely of light-colored shells. The walls were covered in a pale-blue bamboo wallpaper. Then she led me through a bathroom with double sinks—the countertops had bits of oystershell embedded—and marble mosaic tile floors, a huge soaking tub, and a separate glass shower, into another bedroom with a king bed. I couldn’t even take in how lovely it was because, right in front of me, outside the wall of windows with one door in the center that led to a porch, was an expansive view of the ocean, which was very calm today, retreating and then returning to the sand. Shorebirds flitted to the water’s edge and, as the waves came in, pranced toward the beach again, which was full of umbrellas and intact families eating sandwiches and building sandcastles.

A sob I didn’t even realize was building burst out of me. The last few days hadn’t even felt real, and my sole focus had been trying to get in touch with my lawyer, trying to keep a roof over my daughter’s head, trying to figure out what to do until—God willing—some court somewhere had mercy on me and released our money. Our clothes. Our house. Something. I hadn’t even had a moment to realize that the family Bill and I had created was gone. That the man who swept me off my feet, and spent sixteen years doting on me, had lied to me the entire time. Hadn’t he? Alice pulled me to her as I cried. “Things are very bad right now, and that’s okay,” she said. “It’s okay to let them be bad.”

She stroked my hair, and it occurred to me that, of all the women in the world, she should have been a mother. She was so soothing. Her house was a magical oasis of beauty, and her light shone over all of it. I finally composed myself enough to pull away from her. I wiped my eyes. “I’m so sorry,” I said.

“You aren’t the one who should be sorry.”

“Wow. Tantrum in the bank, sobbing in a stranger’s house. Is this what a complete nervous breakdown feels like?”

“You haven’t shaved your head yet, so I think you’re still on the right side of the line.”

I couldn’t help but smile. “I suspect my marriage is over,” I said. “My family is over.”

“You don’t know that,” Alice said. “Have you even talked to Bill? Maybe it’s all a misunderstanding.”

I considered that briefly. And that’s how I knew that I was a little to blame here too. Because my husband, the man I had pledged my life to for better or worse, had been sitting in jail for three days, and I hadn’t been able to make myself go over there to see him. At thirty-eight, a woman has a certain level of knowledge about herself, and I knew I was bad in a crisis. Bill was great in a crisis. I felt frozen. Deep down, I knew I hadn’t gone because I didn’t believe he was a criminal. But the minute I looked at him, the minute I saw his face, I would know for sure. And if he was guilty, I wasn’t sure how I could survive it.

When I closed my eyes at night, while I was trying to sleep, I would think of that face, of the first moment I ever saw Bill. I had just graduated from college, just moved to New York. But I wasn’t exactly living out my Sex and the City dreams. I had interned for Bank of America the summers after my sophomore and junior years of college and was incredibly lucky to have been offered a job—albeit an entry-level one—right after graduation. I didn’t want to admit it, but I was scared. I was scared of leaving the safety of the small-town existence that I’d had in Chapel Hill and going out on my own. I was scared, that is, until my great-aunt asked me if I wanted to come live with her, save on rent. She lived way up Fifth Avenue, in a dated apartment in a beautiful prewar building that overlooked Central Park and the reservoir. The kitchen appliances were old (but who cooked anyway?), all my cool friends were living in Tribeca, and, well, my roommate was a seventy-eight-year-old woman. But I had my own bedroom and bathroom, and, what’s more, I had what I needed to make that leap: a sense of security. I was leaving the nest without leaving the nest.

I told people that my parents had insisted I live with Aunt Mary, which was completely untrue. She gave me a gift that year. Not only did I save a ton of money, but I also found the courage to take the next step, to find a career I loved, a man I loved, and friends who helped me grow up.

That first, sweltering summer, I felt like I was the only person in Manhattan. I was working nonstop and had neither the money nor the cachet for a summer place in the Hamptons or any other chic city-adjacent locale. By the time I left work around eight each night, I was exhausted and hot and the last thing I felt like doing was eating. Every now and then, I would walk the dozen or so blocks from the Bank of America Tower to Serendipity 3, decompressing from my day, to get my favorite banana split. Maybe it was childish, but, well, I was twenty-one: part of me was still a child.

That particular night, I was dreaming of that perfect dish with the delectable ice cream and light, fluffy whipped cream, but when I took my seat in the colorful restaurant right beside a flying unicorn and tried to order, the server said, “I’m so sorry. We’re out of bananas. We just served our last banana split.” As luck or fate would have it, he pointed to the person at the table beside me, a man in his midtwenties, with blond hair swept casually over his forehead, his blue eyes sparkling. My heart skipped a beat when he smiled at me. “I’ll share,” he said, gesturing to the seat across from him.

The good Southern girl in me should have protested, but even I—young and inexperienced in the ways of the world—knew when a man was flirting with me. I took the seat and his extra spoon and Bill said, “You can’t call ice cream dinner if it doesn’t have produce.”

“That’s what I always say!” I smiled and whispered, “But the frozen hot chocolate is really my favorite.”

“Then we should get that for dessert,” he said.

I had fallen in love with that sweet, charming man on the spot—or, well, maybe while we were sipping one frozen hot chocolate out of two straws. I had found him to be kind but passionate, thoughtful yet driven. Sure, he had made some mistakes. But hadn’t we all?

And now people were saying my husband had defrauded dozens of people out of millions of dollars. Why wouldn’t he have come to me if he was in trouble? After days of first-class, hard-core avoidance, I felt desperate to know the answer. I was swamped with guilt over not attending his arraignment. But now I was ready. I would march myself, like many, many scorned women before me, down to the county jail where my husband was being held without bond because he was a “flight risk.” And, well, he might have had a teeny, tiny, nothing, stupid prior conviction for check fraud. (The mistake…) It was only a state misdemeanor, and it was years ago. But it was enough to justify holding him without bond, enough to make me doubt him.… And I wasn’t the only one.

I had spent three days with my parents’ I told you sos. Three days of humiliation that my life had fallen apart. Three days of, quite honestly, missing the man I thought I knew. I needed to see Bill; I needed to know the truth, good or bad.

But I didn’t mention any of that to Alice. To her, I just said, “Maybe so.”

Alice opened the glass door, and I stepped out onto the porch, taking a deep breath. “These would be your rooms,” she said. “Joy’s children have graduated and she has left us, so we have the space.”

I studied her, my heart quickening. “Seriously?”

“If you and Iris choose to join us here at the mommune, we’d be happy to have you. There are responsibilities, but I think you’d find that, overall, being in a friendly, loving environment in the company of other women and children is quite satisfying. I feel that it would be a good fit for you. A step in your healing journey.”

I wanted to fall into her comforting, motherly arms again. I wanted to sink into the king bed and take a nap. Instead, I said, “Alice, I’m so flattered, but there’s no way I could afford the rent.”

“Get on your feet and then we’ll worry about rent.”

My breath caught in my throat. Bill was the only non-relative who had ever been this nice to me. I was suspicious of that at first. I wondered how it could be real. Maybe it hadn’t been, in the end. And so this, too, seemed too good to be true. “But why?” I whispered.

Alice took both of my hands in hers, and I found myself, not for the first time today, unable to look away from her. “Charlotte,” she said with so much emotion, “I know how it feels to have nowhere to turn. And when I saw you in the bank this morning, I knew that’s how you felt.”

I bit my lip to keep from crying again. But I nodded because she was right. That was exactly how I felt. Trying to lighten the intensity of the moment, I said, “Wait. In the car, you said we’d be helping each other.”

She nodded. “Oh yes. Well, we have homework time at night and each of us helps the kids with a subject. Julie is language arts, Grace is history, and I am somehow stuck with science and math. I am terrible at math. So you can take math.”

I burst out laughing. I was overwhelmed by so many emotions I wasn’t sure which one was at the forefront. But then I recognized it. Relief. Because my daughter wouldn’t be on the street.

“It’s perfect here,” I whispered, getting choked up again.

Alice squeezed my shoulders. “Charlotte, darling, welcome to the mommune.”





Iris [image: ] Two Things

Starting school three days after your dad was plastered all over the news as Juniper Shores’ most wanted was, um, not the greatest. It was like all the girls’ moms had specifically told them not to mention it, so they walked around like, “Oh, hey, Iris,” in these really squeaky, high-pitched voices and then ran off to their corners to be awkward. I mean, whatever. I can handle it. My only real friend in first-period Honors English was Ben, anyway. I loved my girls, but they were in English 1. Plus, if I had to choose one friend for right now, it would be Ben.

“Hey, girl,” he said in a faux high-pitched voice, sauntering over to me in his Peter Millar khakis and matching collared shirt, our school uniform, the uniform that I was wearing for the fourth year, which seemed hard to believe. Ben was cute. Like, really cute. He was taller than most of the boys in our class and had soft brown hair that got blondish and surfer-like in the summer. He had to cut it during the year because boys’ hair can’t touch their collars here at this prison they call school that basically serves to completely subvert our individuality. Subvert was one of our summer vocab words, and I was super into it.

Anyway, Ben was cool. And I know how that sounds, but I didn’t like him. Not like that. Or maybe sometimes I thought I did? But I’d seen enough movies to know that making out with your best friend meant he wasn’t your best friend anymore. I mean, sure, on TV it’s because he was destined to be your great love who had been there all along and you lived happily ever after. But we were in ninth grade, so happily ever after seemed unlikely.

“Hey,” I said to Ben, dropping my shiny, happy, everything-is-great-even-though-we-lost-all-our-money-and-my-dad’s-in-prison act. He hugged me. He smelled like the ocean and the woods and something a little spicy. If I thought about it, he was obviously wearing cologne. But I liked it better when that was just the smell of Ben.

“I’ll pay for your cookie in the lunchroom from now on,” he said, grinning at me. “Because I know that was your primary concern.”

We both laughed. I was surprised I could think something was funny, but I really did. I think because I knew Ben loved me no matter what.

“For real. You okay?”

I shrugged. “I have no idea.” I looked around. Everyone was sneaking glances at us but pretending to be super caught up in their own conversations. I was the giraffe at the zoo today. It was kind of like my first day after we moved here from New York. I reminded myself how quickly that had passed, how quickly I had made best friends and felt like this had been home all along. “I mean, this is bad. And it’s my dad, you know? I love him. And he’s such a good dad. And, Ben, I know he didn’t do this.”

Ben nodded at me in a sympathetic, oh you poor thing, you think he’s innocent way that irritated me. I crossed my arms.

“Okay,” he said, putting his hands up. “He didn’t do it.”

Then I let my scariest thought sink in. “What if he did do it?” I whispered. “I mean, I guess that changes things.”

“Two things can be true at once,” Ben said importantly.

This was why I loved him. He was so wise.

“Yes. Right. So, worst case, he can be a good dad and a criminal.” That made me feel better. Maybe my life wasn’t a lie after all. “But to be clear. He didn’t do it.”

“Noted,” Ben said. I thought about my mom. Poor Mom. She obviously had quit her job and her whole life to stay home with me, which had to suck. I mean, can you imagine if Taylor Swift had to cancel the Eras Tour because she was home with a preschooler? Shiver. And the reality was that, while I was sad and confused and kind of scared, I really wasn’t all that scared because my mom would take care of me. Full stop.

Her first attempt at that, our three days with my grandparents in Chapel Hill, had been interesting. My grandparents were very cool for a day at holidays, but more than that was a lot. Plus, I missed my friends, and I hadn’t really believed that Mom would pull off getting us back here before school started, so that kind of compounded things. But she had.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” Mr. Friedman’s voice boomed. “Let’s take our seats please.”

Ben winked at me and, for just a second, I forgot that my entire life was up in flames; I forgot that everything was falling apart. My friend Chloe texted me and our other best friend, Dabney. Have you seen Juniper Shores Socialite today?

We were allowed to have our phones at school; we just weren’t allowed to text in class, a rule I was 100 percent breaking right now. I rolled my eyes because that lady hadn’t been particularly kind to my family. Although, to be fair, she was great at spreading all the gossip, so the conversation definitely wasn’t only on my dad anymore.

Yessssssss! Dabney texted back. Principal Windsor and Callie’s mom?? Wasn’t she, like, a for real model?

I winced and tried to think: If Principal Windsor wasn’t my principal was he any kind of hot, even in an old-man way? Nope. Nope. Couldn’t see it. Ewwww, I texted back. What is she thinking?

I didn’t follow Juniper Shores Socialite quite as closely as Dabney and Chloe because I was always a little afraid of seeing more bad stuff about my dad. But what I couldn’t figure out was how she knew all the high school drama and all the adult drama. And what was really crazy was that adults were, like, scandalous. I just figured that you got married and had kids and that was that. Nope. Not the case, apparently. I found adults infinitely more interesting now.

Sleepover at my house this weekend? Chloe texted.

I felt like my heart had just grown three sizes. I texted back Yesssss!!!

They weren’t ostracizing me, like I had feared so deep down that I hadn’t admitted it to myself yet. Everything was going to be okay.

At least, that’s what I thought—until the end of the day. Mom had prepared me that she wouldn’t be picking me up since, well, she didn’t have a car. What a shitshow. So I was looking around the carpool line when I saw her hang her head out of this newish-looking small Lexus SUV. For just a second, I had the best thought: this was all some misunderstanding and Dad had bought Mom a new car today and was out of jail. They had proven that he was innocent!

But as I walked over, I realized some other lady was driving. “Hi, honey,” Mom said in her mom-tone, with the mom-eyes that meant, You behave yourself, young lady, or there will be hell to pay.

I reminded myself that whatever was going on here, no matter how bad it was, I could always try to get a scholarship to boarding school next semester.

I opened the back door and tried to gently launch my overstuffed backpack into the seat. Juniper Shores Prep was all about the homework. Which was okay because I always had straight As, and I was fast at homework, hence my confidence I could get the scholarship to boarding school if I wanted to go off. “Um, hi,” I said. For just a second, I wondered if this was some long-lost family member of Mom’s. It certainly wasn’t Grammy, with whom, seriously four hours into our stay, I had been so annoyed that I suggested to Mom that perhaps camping under the overpass wouldn’t be that bad.

“Iris, this is Alice,” Mom said. “She owns a beautiful bed-and-breakfast on the beach, and she’s going to let us stay there for a while until we get this mess cleared up.”

I could tell by the way Mom glanced at Alice that she was lying. Or, at least, doing that mom-lie thing that isn’t a full-on lie, but also isn’t totally true. Butterflies flipped around my stomach. Was this place gross? Dirty? In a bad neighborhood? But wait. Juniper Shores didn’t have bad neighborhoods, right?

We were taking the beach road—our road—so, I mean, come on. How bad could it be?

But when we pulled up in front of the massive beach house, my heart stopped. My blood turned to ice water. “Here it is,” Alice said in this calm tone that I suddenly found creepy instead of soothing.

“Great,” I said, trying to keep the panic out of my voice. As we all got out of the car, Mom smiling like we had won the lottery, I grabbed her elbow, the way she used to do to me when I was little and in trouble. “Mom, can I speak with you a moment?”

Alice smiled that angelic smile at me again and pointed. “I’ll just go ahead up and let you two have a second.”

As soon as she was out of earshot, I whisper-hissed: “Are you insane? You moved us into the mommune?”

Mom laughed. “Wait. You’ve heard of the mommune?”

“Does this seem like I’m making a cute joke, Mom? We cannot live here. These people are creepy.”

“Alice is the nicest person I’ve ever met. She is offering us a place to live for free while I get us back on our feet. It’s beautiful, sweetheart. You’ll see.”

I looked around, then whispered, “Alice murdered three of her husbands, Mom. Not one, not two, three.”

Mom put her hands on her hips. “That woman did not murder her husbands.”

Okay. So maybe it did seem like kind of a stretch that the chic goddess up there in the house was a cold-blooded killer. But everyone at school said that. Everyone. I felt my eyes widen, trying to make my point. “How do you think she got this big house on the ocean?” I asked. “Life insurance, that’s how.”

“This is just like when you and Kelsey were seven and got the idea that the lady we used to see in the elevator from the floor above us was a witch because she had that long black index fingernail.”

Kelsey was my best friend in New York. “Well, that made sense, Mom. Admit it.”

She laughed. “When really she had dropped a pan on her finger, and it grew out just fine.”

I wanted to argue, but maybe it was a little like that. I couldn’t imagine the rumors flying around about my family right now. Well, I could imagine some, thanks to Juniper Shores Socialite. But I would hate it if people believed something false was true. Although the truth seemed pretty bad.…

Mom sighed, and I realized how tired she looked. “Honey, I always want to protect you—”

“By moving me in with a murderer and a bunch of creepy ladies who will make me call them ‘Mom’? Yeah. I feel really safe.”

She cut her eyes at me, and I knew I was taking it too far.

“As I was saying, I always want to protect you, but you need to know that things are precarious right now. I don’t know how long our accounts are going to be frozen, and I’m not the number one draft pick in the finance world.”

I could feel anger rising in me. “Well, that’s not fair. You didn’t have anything to do with Dad’s stuff!”

I knew Mom would never steal from someone. We’d sleep on the sidewalk first.

“I know, honey, but you and I both know that’s how the world works.”

“Well, that’s just sucky. I am so tired of living in a world where a woman is judged by a man’s actions. A man that she has no real control over, by the way. It’s not fair. Eff the patriarchy.”

I had to say eff because the last time I said the real sentence, Mom had grounded me for a week, specifically from all my music accounts until I could be mature enough to learn which Taylor lyrics I was allowed to quote.

Mom sighed. “Honey, please?”

I crossed my arms. “Fine.”

“Fine, you’ll stay here?”

“Do I have a choice?”

“Sweetheart, look, I’m sure we’ll be back in our house soon. But for now, we don’t have a lot of great choices.”

That was a harsh, scary reality, and I decided right then and there that I would shut my mouth and go with the flow. Things were hard enough for my mom. I didn’t need to make them worse.

“I’ll do it on one condition,” I said.

She raised her mom-eyebrow.

“You let me go see Dad.”

She sighed and nodded.

I smiled. Gosh, I missed him so much. “When?”

“I’ll go see him tomorrow and put in your paperwork. You can go as soon as it gets approved.”

I nodded, realizing how absurd this was, how much my life had changed.

“So can we go up?” she asked.

Mom put her arm around me. I leaned my head on her shoulder and turned my head up to kiss her cheek. “Fine. This will be a really great chapter of my memoir one day.”

She laughed. And as we paused just a moment to stare at the ocean, I felt fortified by its presence. By her presence. “We’re Lorelai and Rory Gilmore now,” I said.

“The Sitterly Girls,” Mom solidified.

“Mom, we don’t have to, like, wear long skirts and keep our hair in buns now, do we?”

“Well, you pretty much always wear your hair in a bun anyway, so I don’t know that much will change for you.”

“Mom!”

“It’s just a place to stay, Iris. We’ll be out of here in no time.”

As I stepped over the threshold and into the open-floor-plan kitchen, dining room, and living room that looked over the pool and then to the ocean, I had to admit I was kind of impressed.

“Wow. It’s so pretty,” I said.

“Oh, honey,” said Alice, who I hadn’t even noticed coming down the steps, “that’s so nice.”

I studied her. Three dead husbands, I remembered. She seemed nice enough. But I reminded myself not to get too close. If my dad debacle—and Juniper Shores Socialite—had taught me anything, it was that adults had secret lives.

For now, I would play a part. I would help my mom. But let’s get one thing straight: I’d be sleeping with one eye open.
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Sharing bad behavior and delicious drama in North Carolina’s most exclusive coastal zip code. DM with tips, pics, and juicy deets.

AUGUST 27, 9:16 A.M.

4 Posts

893 Followers

7 Following

You didn’t hear it from me, but…

PIC 1: We’ve heard that Charlotte Sitterly put the “char” in charges this week when she failed to appear at her husband’s arraignment. Innocence 101? Have your grieving wife appear distraught and very, very virtuous at your first court appearance. We hate to say it but… her lack of court appearance didn’t exactly do Bill any favors!

PIC 2: Juniper Shores Prep’s favorite tennis coach seems to have slinked off into the night, leaving no trace and no word—not even for us! Could the rumors about his alleged affair with a now-graduated senior star who’s making the pro-am tournament rounds be true? Either way, he didn’t even say goodbye. Come on, Coach: We know love means “nothing” in tennis, but does it mean nothing in real life either?

PIC 3: It seems that perhaps our darling Growing with Grace’s divorce rumors might be true. Troy doesn’t seem to be coming home anytime soon, and the most telltale sign of all… Grace was spotted on the beach sans whopping diamond—with the damning un-tan white line of a recently removed ring to prove it. We’ll keep our eyes peeled. In the meantime, let the rumors about who will be next to snag everyone’s favorite domestic goddess commence!

TNT (’Til Next Tan Line!)
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