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Dedication

With love for my summer girls—

Anna, Carla, Erin, Jeannine, Leah, and Nancy


Epigraph

What you love will always be with you.

—Alison McGhee, Making a Friend
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1

Kate

In Philadelphia, Katherine Harrington stands in front of the bathroom mirror, waiting to see if her life is about to change. It has been a while since she stopped and really looked at herself—not to smooth the frazzled antennae of fine brown hair along her part or to brush away the taste of her morning coffee or to apply the mascara she swipes on each and every day before work, but to just stand completely still and look. The parenthetical creases on either side of her mouth have deepened, and she worries they make everything she says seem inconsequential, unnecessary. (Not ideal for a litigator), she mouths to herself. (Must buy wrinkle cream.) She is studying her own wry smile when the sound of the door buzzer cuts into the apartment.

“It’s me,” Peter says through the intercom.

Kate feels a rattling sensation in her chest. Her fiancé has had a key to her apartment for years, so why the door buzzer? And he’s showing up unannounced, something he has never done in the four years they’ve been together—his politeness, his sense of formality even after all the time they’ve spent together, is something Kate still can’t decide if she likes or dislikes about him. Dislike, she decides now. It’s a wall between them. She suddenly fears they’re too similar, but with only three months to go until their wedding, these are problems that will have to be sorted out once they’re married.

“Hey,” he says when she opens the door. It’s the beginning of June, and already Philadelphia is experiencing a heat wave. A cloud of humid air seeps into the air-conditioned apartment from the stairwell.

“What are you doing here?” she asks, hugging him. Peter is only a few inches taller than she, and they fit together well when they hug. Still, she pulls away quickly to shut the door against the heat. “What about your basketball game?”

Peter plays hoops with his law school buddies every Sunday morning. Actually, his law school buddies are really their law school buddies, but they’ve never asked Kate to join the game. Which, frankly, is fine with her. Sunday mornings are meant for early jogs by the Schuylkill River with Grace Kelly (Gracie, for short), her sausage-shaped yellow Labrador retriever, followed by the New York Times, a tinfoil-wrapped egg sandwich from the Italian market on the corner (an eggie, for short), an obscene amount of coffee sipped from her favorite Tiffany blue mug, and a cheery, if brief phone call to her parents who live fifteen blocks away in Society Hill. Separate Sunday mornings are just fine for Kate, who finds that being alone is not bad at all, entirely pleasant, really, when you know your fiancé is out there somewhere in the city, a phone call or cab ride away. Still, she can’t think of her Sunday routine without thinking of the phrase “creature of habit,” which in turn makes her picture the Loch Ness Monster squeezed into yoga capris, sipping coffee with Gracie stretched out at his big-knuckled, muck-encrusted webbed feet. Why “creature?” she wonders. Why not “person of habit?” Even “animal” would be better.

“I’m skipping this week,” Peter says, nodding toward her walnut-colored couch. “Let’s sit.”

Kate’s living room looks like a scene from a Pottery Barn catalog. Which, more or less, it is. She’d spent years admiring how tidy the homes in that catalog looked, as if the adults who lived in those rooms were off leading healthy, productive lives and would be back at any moment to spin the weathered-looking globe on the side console, or to pull a prized first edition from an espresso-stained bookcase. Kate had intended only to buy the Hamilton sectional on page twenty-three when she went online, but she ended up ordering one of everything else on the page too—the pair of bulbous glass Josephine lamps, the Milton steamer trunk coffee table, the large mossy green balls that were piled artfully in the reclaimed teak Luisa tray. Why not? she thought, clicking the mouse again and again and again. I can afford it. The room has always felt warm and layered and peaceful to her, but looking around now as she settles into the couch, she wonders if buying a room for the life you want rather than the life you lead is a bit like tempting fate.

She sits next to Peter, knees turned inward, nearly, but not quite, touching him. “Are you sick?” she asks. “Where’s your key? Do you want coffee? What’s going on?”

Peter frowns. He’s never liked her tendency to dovetail one question into another, preferring to wade rather than cannonball into conversation. Kate knows this, they’ve discussed it for hours on end, but there are some fundamental things you can’t change about a person, and this, she feels, is one of them. Peter, for example, is never going to throw her a birthday party, or stand up for her to his perpetually undermining sister, Lacey, and that is just the way it is. Some things you accept and then move on.

“I’m fine,” Peter says. He looks at her, his eyes blinking behind rimless glasses, and when he glances away, Kate realizes that he is nervous. Her heart begins the annoying rattling thing again. She loves how his lips part a little when his face is at rest, revealing a hint of orderly white teeth, how his dark eyebrows are set too low, overhanging his deep-set eyes, how his brow is always slightly furrowed, hinting at his analytical nature, the workings of his ever-churning brain. She reaches out to him, trying to break whatever spell has fallen over them. When she touches his cheek, she realizes he has not shaved. This is not good. His skin has the same pallid sheen it had after he used tap water to brush his teeth on the second night of their vacation in Belize the previous year. A fresh torrent of questions threatens to burst from her, but Peter speaks first.

“I take that back, Kate. I’m not fine. I’m sure you know that. You know things haven’t been great.”

Kate drops her hand to her lap and stares at him. She thinks of them last week, making love—yes, this is what she calls it—in his apartment, watching the Phillies game on DVR afterward. There was the fight they’d had weeks ago during (and after) their Pre-Cana meeting with Father Jerry, but she thought they’d moved past that. She was going to work on her issues, and he was going to work on his. “Um, no, Peter. I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

Peter flushes, the red creeping up his neck like a vine. “Don’t do that.”

“Do what?”

“Kate,” he says. “I’ve been thinking a lot, trying to put my finger on what is going on with us. I know you’re unhappy too.”

Something is twisting inside of her. “Are you breaking up with me? Or, wait, are you trying to convince me that I want to break up with you? Peter, we’re getting married in three months!” She waits for him to laugh, to tease her for jumping to such a dramatic conclusion, but his eyes are pegged to the floor.

“I know,” he says. His shoulders slump forward. He has always had incredibly bad posture—it was the first thing Kate noticed about him when he sat next to her during their final semester at Penn Law. “I can’t believe this is happening either. I wish things could be different.”

“Okay, so we’ll make them different. We’ll work on things. That’s what people do.” Kate can tell Peter wants to speak so she barrels on. “We’ve both been working so hard. We need to take more time for our relationship.” Yikes, she thinks. Am I quoting from Cosmo? “We’ll have more date nights. Split a bottle of wine. There’s a BYO on Chestnut Street that Lisa says is amazing. Let’s look at our calendars; we’ll schedule some dates right now. I’ve been wanting to see that new Woody Allen movie—it’s one that we’ll actually agree on and ...” Kate trails off, her face burning. What is she talking about? “Come on, Peter,” she pleads. “Let’s look at our calendars.”

“I don’t want to look at my calendar!” He sounds so exasperated that Kate leans away from him, shocked. After a long pause, he says, “I’m trying to be honest.” He’s switched now to the plodding, thoughtful tone he uses with clients. “We’re really good friends and, actually, that’s fine with me, but I know you—”

“That’s what marriage is!” she interrupts. “Really good friends who want to sleep together.” Again with the Cosmo.

Peter sets his hands on his thighs.

“Oh,” Kate says. “Oh, I see. You’re not attracted to me anymore. We’re really good friends who don’t want to sleep together.”

“Don’t be ridiculous, Kate. You’re completely out of my league. You know that’s never been our problem.”

Even in the middle of this fight, Peter’s words strike a chord. Kate tucks them away, filing them in her Self-Esteem Boost mental folder for later use. He thinks I’m out of his league! This will come in handy, she knows.

“Well, I’m grasping at straws here, Peter,” she says. “Tell me how I’m supposed to process the news that three months before our wedding, you’re breaking up with me.”

Peter huffs, and suddenly Kate is seething. He’s not allowed to be irritated with her!

“I’m trying to explain,” he says in a tight voice. “If you’ll give me a minute.”

“Please. The floor is yours.”

“The only thing I’m unhappy with in our relationship is the fact that you’re unhappy. You won’t admit it, but I can tell. That’s what all of this crazy control-freak stuff is about—why you have to plan every second of every day. Maybe if you talked to somebody about what happened. Maybe if you found a way to let go a little.” He hesitates, and her mind charges forward, chomping at the bit as she struggles to let him finish. “I can’t replace him, Kate, and I don’t want to. We both deserve something more than—”

“Don’t!” she says sharply. He’s using the things she’s told him in the darkest, quietest parts of night against her. “Colin has nothing to do with this.”

“I’m trying to explain how I feel. Maybe we should talk about this later, after the dust settles.”

Kate stares at him. She understands now that this is a done deal. He is done. She won’t tell him anything more now, out of spite. “Just say it, Peter. Put me out of my misery.”

“What?”

“You’re not in love with me anymore. Or maybe you never were. Just say it.”

Peter is silent, thinking. In this moment, everything changes. He is not hers anymore, and she is not his. Even the air in the room feels different, cold and dry against her suddenly goose-bumped arms. She’s tempted to jump up from the couch and throw open the door and let the thick, soupy air flood in from the hallway. Maybe the heat would breathe them back to life. Maybe it would form a cocoon around them and keep them here, together, forever.

“I can’t say that, Kate,” Peter says finally. “I’m sorry.”

But in that pause before he spoke, she heard everything. She stands up, twists the ring from her finger. Peter looks away, a coward in the end.

“We can take some time,” he says. “There’s still a lot to talk about. You don’t have to do that now.”

“I do,” Kate says and presses the large, nearly perfect solitaire into his palm.

His spare tennis sneakers are under the hall table. Spotting them, Kate strides across the room and pulls a green biodegradable bag from the drawer where she keeps Gracie’s leash. She stuffs the sneakers into it. Peter takes the bag from her and pauses awkwardly. He now has a fifteen-thousand-dollar ring in one hand and what looks like a bag of shit in the other.

“Let’s talk in a couple of days,” he says, using his lawyer voice again. When she doesn’t answer, he says something softly, maybe her name, and kisses her cheek. “Good-bye.”

And then he is gone.

The tears—which had not pricked her eyes even once during the entire conversation with Peter—brim and spill as soon as the door clicks shut. How did this happen? Kate drops onto the couch and hangs her head in her hands, feeling the cushions shift as Gracie lumbers up and nestles beside her.

“Oh, Gracie.”

Gracie shoots her a quintessentially Gracie look—brown eyes bright, sprocketed brows lifted expectantly, tail thumping slowly against the couch. A look that is equal parts “Honey, I told you” and “When’s breakfast?” and “I will love you forever.”

 

As her despair begins to morph from acute pain to the fog of self-pity, the first person Kate wants to talk to is Colin. But her twin brother has been dead nearly eight years. She wonders if this fact will ever truly sink in or if she is going to live the rest of her life with the knee-jerk reaction to call her dead brother whenever things go awry. Thinking of Colin, even for an instant, which is all she ever allows herself, brings a wave of unwelcome memories from the day he died—burnt skin, too-hot sand beneath her feet, the silky feel of the ocean enveloping her as she waded in to escape her brother’s flat, unyielding gaze. She stands from the couch so abruptly that Gracie’s head snaps up, cocked and ready for anything.

“Let’s call someone,” Kate says.

Gracie thumps her tail in wholehearted agreement.

Kate fishes her cell phone from her purse, trying not to dwell on her newly bare finger. She should call Vanessa or Dani, her best friends from forever, now living in New York City and San Francisco, respectively. Kate is the only one of their little gang who stayed in Philly, not wanting her parents to feel completely abandoned. She stares at her phone, stymied. Who to call first? It’s a dilemma she faces at every major life change, one of the downsides of having two best friends. Vanessa—who is married to the son of a famous news anchor and has a toddler daughter—tends to make Kate feel out of breath, as if she is perpetually a step or two behind, struggling to keep up; this feeling, she realizes, will be worse now. And then there’s Dani, who leads an unconventional, nomadic life and hardly ever picks up her phone; if by some miracle she did, she would suggest Kate draw a bath and pour herself a stiff drink. This is Dani’s remedy for everything from hangovers to heartache.

Kate sets the phone on the table, her head throbbing. The loneliness swoops back in so easily—its familiar weight on her shoulders makes her wonder if it was ever really gone. She could walk over to her parents’ house. Or head down to the café, just to be around people. If she weren’t so wiped out, she might consider slipping on her sneakers and compelling their law school friends to let her join their basketball game for the first time ever. Her law school friends, she corrects herself. Not their friends. Her friends. Her mood is skittering ever closer to panic.

“Waiting isn’t going to change anything,” she says to Gracie. She pats her thigh and Gracie hops off the couch and clicks down the hall tight on her heels. Kate reenters the bathroom and, heart loosening into full-blown rattle again, looks down at the pregnancy test she’d left on the sink’s edge when the buzzer interrupted her.

Positive.

So it turns out she’s not nearly as alone as she feels.


2

Vanessa

In New York City, Vanessa Dale Warren is dragging out the process of putting her two-year-old daughter to bed. Usually it’s Lucy who does the dragging, asking for one more book, one more sip of milk, one more hug, until Vanessa has to shut the door on her sobbing daughter and hope she doesn’t catapult herself out of her crib. Today, though, Lucy is sound asleep and Vanessa is the one stalling, anticipating what she will do once the blanket of sleeping-toddler quiet settles on their West Village condo.

She sings another round of “Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star.” Lucy’s eyes flick back and forth under her shut eyelids, her perfect rosy bow lips moving along with the words even in sleep. Just looking at her daughter makes Vanessa’s heart swell until it feels as if it might burst. When Vanessa was pregnant, she’d envisioned herself singing Ella Fitzgerald or Sam Cooke songs to her baby. Something with meaning and soul. But when she held her tiny daughter in her arms for the first time, she couldn’t think of the words to a single one of those songs. She’s been singing “Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star” and “Row, Row, Row Your Boat” like every other mother in America—her own included—ever since.

When the weight of Lucy in her arms is finally too much, Vanessa sets her down in her crib and slips out the door. Drew is exactly where she left him: leaning against the kitchen counter, checking e-mail on his phone.

“Trouble?” he asks, handing her a glass of pinot noir.

She takes a long drink before answering. “No. Just too cute to put down.”

He gives her shoulder a gentle squeeze and she melts into the pressure of his fingers before she can stop herself. Lucy is becoming more little girl than baby; Vanessa’s muscles have begun aching in new ways.

“You’re a good mom,” her husband says.

“Thanks.” She slides out from under his hand and begins to rinse Lucy’s dinner dishes. What to do with a half-eaten bowl of buttered penne with peas? Toss, she decides, and scrapes the final bites down the drain. Some decisions are that easy.

“I wish I didn’t have to go to this dinner,” Drew says. She can feel his eyes on her as she loads the dishwasher. She’s wearing her Mom Uniform: pencil-leg jeans and a black tank top, a brightly patterned Missoni headscarf her only remaining attempt at personal style. She used to wear black because it made her feel chic; now she wears it because it’s slimming and hides stains. “We never finished our conversation last night,” Drew says, wrapping his arms around her waist from behind and kissing her neck.

Vanessa had barely slid her feet under the covers the night before when Drew had asked if she was ready to have another baby. It wasn’t the first time they’d discussed the subject, but it was the first time he’d brought it up since he’d confessed, months earlier, what had happened with Lenora Haysbach. She had the sense that he expected they’d start trying right then. He had that look in his eye. She evaded the question by mentioning her best friend Kate’s upcoming bachelorette party—it would be her first girls’ trip in years. Nobody in her right mind goes to Vegas pregnant, she told him, and a certain amount of alcohol was required when facing the volatile, thorny mess that was her current relationship with Dani. Then she said she needed a glass of water and swung her legs back out of bed.

It was the only time she had ever appreciated that her desk was in the kitchen. Up until then, the sight of her desk—built into the kitchen countertop, a constant reminder that her work was now officially of the domestic nature—had always made her feel a slight tick of annoyance. Before her good sense could steer her down a more constructive path, she sat in front of her computer, logged in to Facebook, and, finally, allowed herself to look up Jeremy Caldwell. And there he was: so easy to find. The hint of an early summer tan. Light brown hair; dark, narrow eyes; and a clean-shaven jawline that would make a J. Crew model question his job security. She couldn’t access any information about him—Was he married? Did he still live in Philadelphia?—without requesting to be his “Friend,” and she wasn’t ready to take that step.

She had sat at her desk for several long moments, looking at Jeremy’s photo and listening for Drew’s footsteps in the hall. Had the situation been reversed and Drew were considering reaching out to an ex-girlfriend, she would kill him. Even before what happened with Lenora, she would have at least threatened to kill him.

She studied Jeremy’s profile picture. He looked so unchanged that she wondered if the photograph had been taken the summer eight years earlier when they’d dated. Was it possible she herself had taken it? Was he sending her some sort of sign? She peered closer. His lips were pressed together, just managing to suppress the smile that shined, redirected, from his eyes. He’d always done that—smiled with his eyes, like a child. Like Lucy. At this gut-wrenching turn of thoughts, Vanessa quickly logged out of her Facebook account and shut the laptop. By the time she’d slipped back into bed, Drew was asleep.

 

“You’re sure I can’t convince you to come tonight?” Drew asks now. His wineglass has left a red ring on the counter. These little messes are invisible to him; he simply does not see them. “Maybe Gina can babysit.”

“She’s in the Hamptons,” Vanessa says, though she’s not actually sure whether or not their downstairs neighbor has already left for her beach house. Drew’s work dinners are inadvertently humiliating. None of the people he works with have the slightest idea what to talk about with someone who spends her days raising a child. Anyway, Drew had already, by telling her it was “just the guys,” indirectly assured her that she did not have to worry, Lenora would not be at the dinner.

“We’ll finish the conversation eventually,” Vanessa says, using the measured tone that has become her default. She wipes away the ring of wine he left on the counter.

“Okay,” he says. She can tell he’s already moved on. He’s incredibly skilled at not obsessing over things. She suspects this is a guy thing—she doesn’t know a single woman who could so easily place something she wants on the back burner.

Vanessa first met her husband at an opening at Nocelli, the contemporary gallery in Chelsea where she worked in the years after she graduated from New York University. Drew Warren was tall with a strong nose and thick brown hair that curled against his forehead—a walking David in a bespoke white shirt, open at the collar. Vanessa felt the eyes of the other women in the room swivel in their direction as they talked. Drew described himself as an aspiring art collector and the executive producer of Estelle, the new talk show of a feisty octogenarian comedian who had starred in a much-adored eighties sitcom. Vanessa admitted she had not seen the talk show but lied and said she wanted to. Drew admitted he didn’t know much about art but said he was fascinated by it and eager to learn more. Vanessa had obliged by telling him about the paintings, a series of vibrant, slyly funny domestic scenes by a figurist named Francine Martin. Vanessa could see that the paintings did not appeal to Drew, but he had tilted his head and listened with what appeared to be genuine interest as she spoke, at one point putting his hand on the small of her back to move her out of the way of a passing waiter. When she Googled his name in her apartment later that night, she was astounded—and a little thrilled—to learn he was the son of Thomas Warren, the famous evening news anchor.

Their first date was spent wandering the new galleries popping up on the Lower East Side; afterward, they ate grilled corn wrapped in tinfoil outside Café Habana and laughed when they caught each other surreptitiously pulling corn shreds from their teeth. Drew took her to parties filled with famous, creative people. When she mentioned she had always wanted to visit London, he whisked her away for a long weekend spent trolling the Tate and the Saatchi Gallery and Portobello Road. When she met his beautiful, articulate mother for the first time, she was so nervous that she momentarily forgot how to hold a spoon. On their drive back from Connecticut, Drew had thrown his arm out protectively in front of Vanessa at the very moment he stopped short to avoid hitting an aggressive driver who had cut into their lane. Later, as the city came into view, he admitted that he feared that his father, known for his insightful commentary on the events of the day, was not proud of him; as the producer of a talk show, Drew could not help but feel his contributions to the world paled in comparison.

In response, Vanessa found herself telling Drew that her fascination with the business side of the art world, the fact that she loved the excitement of a big sale as much as the art itself, made her community-organizing, ozone layer–obsessed parents uneasy. She had so little in common with them, a fact that seemed to get more pronounced with each passing year. She didn’t even share their skin color—hers wasn’t creamy pink like her mother’s or dark brown like her father’s but somewhere in the middle. Her skin made her experience of the world different from either of theirs; her job made them worry about her moral compass. Vanessa hadn’t expected to open up so much to Drew, but she realized that when she looked at him, she saw a kindred spirit.

At twenty-six, Vanessa was the first of both her high school and college friends to get married. At twenty-seven, she was the first to have a baby. Her decision to quit working when she had Lucy made Drew uneasy—not because they couldn’t afford it, but because he knew how much Vanessa wanted to run her own gallery someday. So, really, he’d foreseen all of this. This discontent. But when the doctor had placed Lucy on her chest, Vanessa had felt a series of fireworks explode inside her, and her very first thought was Oh, fuck. Because she knew what this crazy new kind of love meant. If it wasn’t a financial necessity, how could she possibly return to work and leave Lucy in someone else’s care? How could any work accomplishment ever compete with how she felt when her daughter gazed, mesmerized, into her eyes and smiled? No, Vanessa wanted to be the one who cared for Lucy on a daily basis. But she also wanted—and this feeling has grown stronger lately—to hold on to the dreams she had before Lucy was born.

She can’t win.

 

Once Drew has left for dinner, the noise of the city seems more muffled than usual and the condo throbs with quiet. Vanessa pushes open the window above the sink and inhales the unusually hot June air. Five stories down, an ambulance passes, its urgent siren filling the kitchen for a moment before fading. She makes herself a bowl of cereal—a favorite dinner from her single-girl-in-the-city days. Leaning against the counter, she closes her eyes and feels the city breathe against her bare neck. Echoing heels against pavement. Laughter. Fragments of conversation. “She only calls when she needs something,” one woman says. “If he doesn’t pay by the thirtieth, I’m kicking him out,” says another. For long minutes there is silence, and then a set of passing cars sounds so much like the inexorable roar of the ocean that Vanessa feels herself being pulled back through time. Her eyes flip open, and she yanks the window shut.

 

After attending a Quaker school for thirteen years, Vanessa is used to being alone with her thoughts. Friends schools, as they’re called, are a dime a dozen in Philadelphia and are populated by kids of every religious background, with practicing Quakers being in the small minority. Vanessa Dale was the only one in her Philadelphia Friends School class who went to Friends Meeting on Sundays with her family in addition to the school’s Wednesday morning Meeting; her parents are agnostics who like the idea of being members of a peaceful urban community. So Vanessa had twice as much time with her own thoughts as her classmates did. Or with God, as her teachers would have said; Quakers believe that we carry God within ourselves, making an intermediary like an ordained minister unnecessary. Want a tête-à-tête with God? Just hunker down with your own thoughts for an hour and let the light within shine.

“I spoke with God already,” Vanessa’s best friend Dani said one morning as they filed into the auditorium for Friends Meeting during their senior year of high school. Even back then, Dani wore all black, already trying to prove that under her conventional cuteness—her shaggy, pin-straight blond hair, her perky nose, her big, brown eyes—lived an edgy artiste-in-training. “When my alarm went off. She was pissed. Turns out she’s not a morning person.”

“Maybe she just couldn’t deal with your dragon breath,” Vanessa replied. Kate, the third point of their best-friend triangle, looked back from her spot in line and laughed.

“Wait,” Dani said. Her loud voice carried over the line of seniors shuffling as slowly as humanly possible into the auditorium. “I think God is my dragon breath. Right?”

Dani and Kate looked at Vanessa expectantly, as though her double dose of weekly Friends Meeting made her an expert on All Things Quaker. All it really made her, she thought, was an expert at gnawing her fingernails into perfect crescents. She shrugged. “Hell if I know.”

“I don’t think so,” Kate said, tucking her hair behind her pale ears. “I think that’s Native American—you know, a higher spirit in everything. Quakers just think he’s in people. Or maybe not. Maybe all living things? Like, animals too? I don’t think God is in your bad breath though. Or even your good breath. I think once you breathe out, God is probably ...”

Vanessa tuned out. Kate got herself particularly wound up on Wednesday mornings, perhaps worrying about the blow an hour of silent Friends Meeting would deliver to her daily word quota. Vanessa let her gaze wander over her classmates, finally landing on Kate’s twin brother, Colin. He stood in a cluster of his lacrosse teammates, staring into the middle distance as his friends jostled one another. He might, Vanessa realized, have been high. Lately he moved within a pot-scented haze that reminded Vanessa of the cloud of dust that surrounded Pig-Pen in Charlie Brown’s Christmas special. Hardly a month went by that she didn’t run into Mrs. Harrington in the school’s halls, coming or going from another teacher conference about The Problem of Colin.

Kate and her brother shared the same Irish coloring—brown hair verging on auburn, pale skin with a dusting of tiny freckles across the bridges of their noses that darkened and spread in summer—but otherwise you’d never have guessed they were twins. Kate was fastidious and thin, an overachiever; her cheerful chatter was motored by sharp intelligence. Colin—who had an athletic build, deep blue eyes, and unruly hair that seemed perpetually overdue for a cut—only appeared focused when he held a lacrosse stick in his hand.

Colin blinked and caught Vanessa’s gaze. A smile flickered across his face, as though there were some joke between them. She looked down and felt a flush warm her cheeks. Since he was a good athlete and had clear skin and a sweet smile, it did not matter that Colin was introverted, moving quietly within the pack of puffed-up, wisecracking jocks at the school: most of the girls at PFS had crushes on him. But he was Vanessa’s best friend’s brother, and therefore off-limits to her. When she looked up again, she found Dani looking at her.

What? she mouthed. She steeled herself for one of Dani’s searing pronouncements, which could cut to the quick if you didn’t prepare yourself. But Dani just shrugged.

“All right, girls. You know the drill,” Mr. Camden said as they neared the entrance to the auditorium. “Time to make like bananas—”

“And split!” Kate finished. Mr. Camden, who coached the debate team and wore his shirtsleeves rolled up to his elbows, was Kate’s favorite teacher.

“We know, we know,” Dani said, her words overlapping with Kate’s.

The girls hadn’t been allowed to sit next to each other in Friends Meeting since the incident that fall when Dani—spelling out her jokes letter by letter on her thigh—had made Kate laugh so hard that she choked on her own spit and sprinted from the auditorium in a burst of coughing and squeaking sneakers and slamming doors, causing a ripple of laughter to swell and break over the entire student body. Even using all the arsenal at their disposal—hisses and flashing eyes and pointed fingers—the teachers hadn’t been able to entirely snuff out the laughter for the remaining twenty minutes of Meeting; in the very moment it would seem to at last peter out, a tremor would strike a far corner of the room and suddenly the entire auditorium would again become a churning sea of hands clamping over mouths, crinkling eyes, and shaking shoulders.

Now, they filed into separate rows in the auditorium. Vanessa sat near the door and had a view of her classmates’ backs. Kate was four rows straight ahead, and Vanessa could see the line of Dani’s blond hair falling over the back of a bench two rows up and to the right. She searched the room until she spotted Colin at the far end of her own bench, his eyes already closed. She considered sending a poke down the row of classmates toward him to keep him from nodding off to sleep but decided against it.

Though she never told them, checking the room for the whereabouts of Dani, Kate, and Colin was something Vanessa always did. She would have felt silly admitting the ritual. Looking for Dani and Kate made sense—the three of them had been best friends since the first day of kindergarten at PFS when they all showed up wearing the same purple-striped Gap shirt and had spent two cherished weeks together every July at Dani’s father’s beach house in Avalon, a tiny town on a seven-mile-long barrier island off the coast of southern New Jersey—but why Colin? Vanessa told herself it was because he was always around, always barging into Kate’s room to see if he could copy one of their homework assignments or to reclaim the laptop he shared with his sister or—in earlier years—to peg one of them with a water balloon.

One recent afternoon he had wandered into Kate’s room, sat down heavily beside Vanessa on the bed, and stroked her hair three times before Dani’s scoffing laugh made his hand drop to his lap.

“Stop pawing her,” Dani ordered. Dani and Kate exchanged a meaningful glance, and a lump formed in Vanessa’s throat. These little shifts in dynamic were common, but knowing how quickly things could change didn’t make it any easier when you were the odd girl out.

“Woof,” Colin said, jutting his chin up to flick the hair from his eyes. When he looked over at Vanessa, she saw that his eyes were glazed over. After a few minutes, he stood and walked back toward the door.

“He’s drunk,” Dani announced after he left the room.

“Maybe,” Kate said. “Who knows?” There was a note of warning in her tone that Vanessa felt she, in particular, was meant to hear. What would it be like to have a twin brother? Vanessa had two younger sisters who, at twelve and ten, seemed like babies to her.

“Should we see if he can spare any?” Dani asked.

“Dani!” Vanessa and Kate said together. They looked at each other and laughed and just like that the lump in Vanessa’s throat evaporated.

“We have to finish this calculus set,” Kate said.

Dani groaned. “Who cares? We’re seniors. We got into college already.” She had a point. Thanks to her writing portfolio and 800 SAT verbal score, Dani was headed to Brown that fall. Kate was going to Penn, and Vanessa to NYU. Vanessa couldn’t wait to get to New York, where she suspected her real life would begin.

“But it’s only four o’clock,” Kate said, looking even paler than usual. “And we have school tomorrow.” She’d recently admitted to them that the thought of college sometimes made her throw up. Even then, Kate was not a fan of change. Penn was a whole three miles from the town house in Society Hill where Kate had grown up, Vanessa and Dani had laughed to each other on the phone later that night. She acted as if she were moving to the moon.

Dani stared at Kate, shaking her head as she clapped her binder shut. “Live a little,” she said. “I guarantee you’ll thank me for this later.”

 

Vanessa is on her third glass of wine, regretting it even as she drinks it. She misses the days when she could have more than one cocktail without immediately foreseeing the headache she would have to contend with while serving her exuberant daughter breakfast at six thirty the next morning. Drew could stumble onto the bus and sleep through the workday with his eyes open, but Vanessa would be on her feet from morning to night, making peanut butter sandwiches and negotiating the stroller through subway turnstiles and cursing the person who invented tambourines during a relentless hour of music class. Of course, she and Lucy could just stay home. She could put on Sesame Street and let her daughter zone out for an hour or two while she sneaked a nap on the couch. But if that’s the kind of mother she is going to be, then what was the point of giving up her career?

She sets her wineglass down beside her computer and logs in to Facebook. She joined the site only recently, much later than most of her peers. She is now “Friends” with many of her old PFS classmates and finds herself continually amazed by the things they share—especially the men. All of those jocks who had been so cocky and obtuse—Dani had dubbed them the Rock Eaters—now post about runs they are doing to raise money for breast cancer research and bid one another exclamation-point–ridden birthday wishes. Some even post pictures of their babies. They are fathers! The whole thing makes her inexplicably sad.

Now, she does what she’s known all along she would do that night: she pulls up Jeremy Caldwell’s profile picture again. Jeremy. They’d met in Avalon eight years earlier when she and Kate and Dani had rented a bungalow on the island for the entire summer before their senior year of college; a couple of weeks into that summer, they’d wound up at a party at the house Jeremy was renting. Vanessa still remembers how his white T-shirt had made his tan skin look almost bronzed. She’d felt his eyes on her throughout the party, and her face had flushed with anticipation. Later that night, Jeremy walked her out to the house’s small, stone-filled yard; the slight breeze was a relief after the densely packed party. When he told her that he was a graduate of the Rhode Island School of Design and that he worked at a graphic design firm in Philadelphia, she felt their six-year age difference crackling between them like a loose, charged current. As they talked, he pulled a wire hanger from a trash can and manipulated it into the shape of a long-stemmed rose. Vanessa thought she’d been in love before, but when she held that rose, the metal still warm from Jeremy’s hands, she felt sure she’d never felt like this. This was something new, entirely.

As she looks at Jeremy’s photograph and thinks of that metal rose, her mind turns, as it always does, to Colin. In her memory, she was still a kid on the morning two police officers knocked on the bungalow’s door. After the officers told them that Colin’s lifeless body had been found in the bay, she was an adult. Maybe if she’d grown up sooner, none of it would have happened. Colin would be alive and she and Jeremy would be—what? She never had the chance to find out.

Vanessa lets the laptop cursor hover over the “Add Friend” button. She tells herself that she’s just saying hello. It doesn’t have to be more complicated than that. She clicks the button, finishes her wine, and waits.
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Dani

In San Francisco, Danielle Lowenstein is hungover at work. Again.

Her manager looks at her as he straightens the rows of books on the New in Paperback table. She picks up the phone and presses it to her ear.

“Booksmith on Haight,” she says, even though no one is calling. She pauses, types gibberish into the search database and then says, “We don’t have that in stock right now, but I can order you a copy.” She looks over at Roger and mouths Patricia Cornwell. Roger grimaces and then turns back to the book display. Unlike Dani, who is an equal-opportunity reader, Roger both literally and figuratively holds mass-market fiction between two fingers with the same mix of disgust and shame on his face that Dani imagines he wears when he carries a cup of piss out of the bathroom at his doctor’s office.

When Roger leads a woman toward the self-help section in the back of the store, Dani lowers her forehead to the counter. She is trying so hard to ignore the taste of bile in the back of her throat that she doesn’t remember to hang up the phone until it begins to bleat in her ear.

The night before, when she should have been writing her novel, she’d been lured out of her room by the cloying smell of pot that drifted under her door from the living room. Her roommates are a motley crew—Bruce is a predictably awkward programmer at an online gaming company; Rachel is a twenty-two-year-old SAT tutor and a guitarist in all-female folk-rock band; and Rachel’s girlfriend, Macy, is a sociology graduate student and Latin dance instructor with a penchant for wearing sparkly tube tops under extralong old-man cardigans. The four of them share a two-bedroom apartment in the Haight, an enjoyment of pot, an intrepid attitude toward Craigslist roommate ads, and not much else. Bruce sleeps on the couch in the living room. Macy and Rachel share the apartment’s larger bedroom (except when they’re in one of their frequent fights, in which case Rachel sleeps propped up and open-mouthed in a sleeping bag in the rusting claw-foot bathtub). And Dani pays eight hundred dollars each month for the privilege of a private bedroom just large enough for a twin bed and a small desk.

“Finally!” Rachel said when Dani opened her door and stepped into the living room.

“What do you mean, ‘finally?’ ” Dani asked. “I just went into my room five minutes ago.”

“Did you write about me?” Macy asked.

People always want to know if she is writing about them. As if she doesn’t have enough of her own shit to write about and needs to steal some of theirs.

“I started to,” Dani said, taking the joint from Bruce. “I wrote, ‘Macy’s such a ...’ ” They all looked at her expectantly. She took a long drag, feeling a cloud billow up behind her eyes and down her throat, into her chest, making her lighter and heavier all at once. “That’s as far as I got.”

“Macy’s such a knockout,” Rachel said.

“Macy’s such a smart cookie,” Macy said, her accent rolling the “R” in “smart.”

“Macy’s such a ...” Bruce began and then trailed off, reddening, while the women all looked at him. “Such a ...” he tried again, and trailed off again.

“Not so easy, is it?” Dani said. She sat down on the floor with her back against the couch and took a swig of the beer that Rachel handed to her.

And the whole time she sat there on the floor, she felt guilty that she wasn’t writing. She’d been on her feet all day at the bookstore, hand-selling strangers’ books to other strangers, thinking about how she’d rather be home working on her own novel. But now that she was home, with a long day’s work under her belt, she wanted to have a few drinks with her equally underwhelmed-by-life roommates before facing the stern, unhealthy hum of her five-year-old laptop. The guilt didn’t fade until beer number four, and by then it seemed like a fine idea to head down to the bar on the first floor of their building. So, yes, if moving in with pothead roommates from Craigslist was her first mistake, then moving into a building with its own bar was her second. One might consider sleeping with said bar’s bartender her third mistake, but this act did result in numerous free drinks, which meant less of her paycheck was spent on alcohol, which meant she could work a few less hours and still pay her rent, which meant she had a little more time to write. So. Silver lining.

At two in the morning, Dani declined Brett the bartender’s offer to walk her up to her apartment. He was cute, but her guilt had started gnawing at her again by then so she told him she was going home to write. Brett gave an ambivalent shrug and walked away, but then he came back and started scrubbing the bar so aggressively that Dani and her roommates took the hint and lifted and drained their beers before he snapped them over with his dishtowel.

“You know we can’t stop going to that bar, right? I mean, it’s downstairs,” Rachel slurred as their little posse trooped back up to the apartment. Then, petulantly, as though Dani had responded, “You should have thought of that before shitting where you sleep.”

Macy shot her an apologetic glance as she unlocked the door. Dani shrugged. The difference between real friends and people who are just acquaintances is that real friends will always choose loyalty over convenience. Or maybe, Dani thought, her mouth suddenly dry, that’s the difference between old friends and new friends. Bruce lurched into the bathroom where they could all hear him puking, as he always forced himself to do when he drank too much on a weeknight.

Dani poured a glass of tap water and sat down heavily at her desk. She read the last couple of pages she’d written. She’d felt elated after writing those pages, but now, rereading them, her heart sank. Her phone buzzed beside her computer and she picked it up. It was a text message from her friend Kate.

 

Happy birthday, Danigirl! I miss you! Call me back already!

 

Well, there you had it. It was the seventh of June, and she was officially twenty-nine years old. Dani envisioned Kate, who had become an early riser in law school, texting her as she leaned against the kitchen counter in her apartment in Philadelphia, waiting for the coffee to drip at five thirty in the morning. She knew that in a few hours, well before she heard a peep from her father, she’d have a text from Vanessa, who, despite everything that had happened between them, always reached out on her birthday. Dani’s dad, with whom she’d lived after her parents divorced when she was four, is always either scrubbed in at Children’s Hospital or with his latest girlfriend, and wouldn’t remember her birthday unless Dani herself reminded him. Still, she adores the man, a feeling that was sealed during her us-against-the-world childhood with him. Even when he forgets her, she never doubts that she is the most important person in his life; she clings to this belief more than she likes to admit to herself. Her mother had moved to Denver and remarried soon after the divorce and had appeased her new husband by essentially cutting Dani out of her life; Dani has two half brothers she has never met. Her mother calls on the morning of January first every year, as if speaking to her daughter is an annual obligation she wants to get out of the way as quickly as possible. She does not call on her birthday. Dani wonders if she even remembers when it is.

In the midst of these thoughts, the heat turned on, rumbling and whooshing out of the floor vent below her desk, adding insult to injury. She would never get used to the heat turning on in June. Dani ached for summer, feeling for it and being struck by the loss of it over and over. Summer is Avalon, New Jersey: thick, humid air cut with the salty funk of low tide and flip-flops smacking against hardened soles and hair drifting around you like seaweed as the ocean lifts you up toward a cloudless sky and the feeling that you will never be anything but young.

Instead, San Francisco’s June fog gave Dani a bone chill, and she couldn’t remember the last time she had heard her best friends’ voices, and it was now abundantly clear that there is no way she will have published a novel by the time she is thirty.

 

In the back room
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“Beach book extraordinaire! Donohue’s three protagonists
are rresistibly sympathetic as they try to unbury their true selves
from the ruinous secrets of their shared past.”
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New York Times bestselling author of A Beautifil Day
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