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Chapter One

I THINK WE SHOULD STOP SEEING each other.

My jaw drops. I inhale sharply, and the stuffed mushroom I just popped in my mouth is sucked right into my esophagus. Jason continues, unaware of my distress. Its run its course, dont you think? I mean, its not like weve

Seems like my little old air passage is completely plugged. My eyes are tearing, my chest convulsesBefore you break up with me, Jason, would you mind a little Heimlich? I slam my hand down on the table, rattling the china and cutlery, but Jason assumes that my distress is heartbreak and not oxygen deprivation. He looks away.

Im being killed by my appetizer. I knew I shouldnt have ordered it, but Emo makes the little number drenched in butter, with little bits of garlic and parsley andumMust breathe now. Save food review for later. The pressure in my neck is building. I make a fist, wedge it just below my sternum, and slam myself into the table. The mushroom shoots out, hits a water glass and comes to a rest on the white tablecloth. I suck in an enormous breath, then begin coughing.

Jason eyes the mushroom with distaste, and without thinking, I grab it, stuff it in a napkin and take another beautiful gulp of air. Breathing. Its so underrated.

I was choking, you idiot, I manage to wheeze.

Oh. Sorry about that. Well, good thing youre okay.

Its hard for me to believe that I was even dating Jason to begin with, let alone the fact that hes dumping me. Dumping me! I should be dumping him!

I glance at the wadded-up napkin containing the instrument of my near death. The poor busboy who has to deal with that. Should I warn him? Otherwise, hell shake it out, innocent, unaware, and the unchewed mushroom will fly across the kitchen, sliding on the floor, maybe getting squashed under a shoe

Focus, Chastity, focus. Youre being dumped. At least find out why. So, Jason, thats fine. I mean, clearly it wasnt love at first sight. But other than that, do you mind telling mewell, why?

Jason, whom I have been seeing for about three weeks, takes an impervious sip of wine and stares over my head. Do we have to dissect this, Chastity?

Well, umthink of it as my desire to gain information. I am a journalist, remember. I try a friendly smile, but Im not feeling so chummy right now. Or ever, now that I think of it. At least, not toward Jason.

Do you really want to know?

Yes, actually, I do. I pause, feeling a flush prickle its way up my chest. Our brief relationship has been tepid at best, but I thought the malaise was emanating from me. More than anything, this is a matter of wounded pride. Jason and I have been on four dates now. He lives in Albany, and its a bit of a hassle to make the drive, and sometimes neither of us is feeling that inspired. Still, I didnt see this coming.

Jasons tongue is searching for something near a back molar. His mouth contorts as his cheek bulges. I find myself hoping hell choke, too. Seems only fair. His eyes still dont bother to meet mine. Fine, he acquiesces, leaving whatever morsel lurks at the back of his mouth for later enjoyment. You want to hear the reason? I just dont find you attractive enough. Sorry.

My mouth drops open yet again. Not attractive! Not attractIm very attractive!

Jason rolls his eyes. Sure. A handsome woman. Whatever. And with shoulders like those, you could find work down on the docks.

I row! I protest. Im strong! Thats supposed to be sexy.

Yes, well, proving that you could pick me up didnt exactly set my libido on fire.

We were horsing around! I cry. It was, in fact, the one lighthearted moment in our courtshipwed been hiking, he complained that he was tired, I took over. End of story.

You gave me a piggyback ride for a mile and a half, Chastity. Thats something a Sherpa should do, not a girlfriend.

It wasnt my fault that you couldnt manage a measly twelve-mile trail!

And another thing. You yell.

I do not yell! I yell, then catch myself. I have four brothers, I say primly and much more quietly. Its not always easy to make oneself heard.

Look. Is there any point in this? Jason asks. Im sorry. I just dont find you that attractive, Chastity.

Fine. For that matter, I think you need to bathe more often, Jason. This whole Seattle-grunge-patchouli thing is so 1990s. Its not a bad comeback, but my face is burning nonetheless.

Whatever. Here. Taking out his wallet, he puts a few bills on the table. This should cover my half. Take care of yourself. He slides out of the booth.

Jason? I say.

What?

You throw like a girl.

He rolls his eyes and walks out.

I dont care, do I? Its not like he was The One. He was just an experiment, just a toe-dip into the dating pool of upstate New York. The good thing is, I dont have to look at his freckled, hairless legs any more. At least I wont have to watch him cut his food into tiny, tiny bites that he chews relentlessly until they are merely flavored saliva. Wont have to hear that funny nose whistle he has all the time and is completely unaware of. He was only five foot ten to boot, almost two inches shorter than my superfox self.

Superfox. Right. I shove my mushrooms awaywhos hungry now?and drain my wineglass. Not attractive. Jerk. How dare he say that? Its not like he was George bleeping Clooney, either! Just a skinny, pale, mop-haired dweeb who happened to ask me out. He initiated contact! I didnt throw myself at him. I didnt kidnap him. There were no bags over heads, no handcuffs, no long rides in the trunk of my car. I did not have to dig a pit in my basement and chain him there. Why am I suddenly not attractive?

This means nothing, I tell myself. Jason meant nothing. Its just that he was the first guy Id dated since moving back to my hometown. And, now that I think of it, the first guy Ive dated inumcrap. A long time. So Jason was, well, the frog I was kissing. I want to settle down, sure. Maybe Im feeling a little under the gun to get married and spawn the four babies I always wanted.

Im almost thirty-one years old, and these are the ugly years for women like me. What happened to all those guys in my mid-twenties? In grad school? At the paper? There must be some line that we women cross. College, grad school, just starting out in a jobwere a blast then. A few years of career under our beltwatch out, boys! Shes a-wantin a ring!

I glance furtively around the restaurant, hoping for a distraction. Emos is packed tonightfamilies, couples of all ages, friends. My newly dumped status seems broadcast throughout the restaurant. Its better than being with Jason, actually, but still. Im the only person here alone. Emosa place so often visited by my family that we have a booth named after usis half bar, half restaurant, separated by double French doors. The bar, I can see, is packed. My beloved Yankees are playing at home. Theyve won their first five games of the season. Why, I wonder, did I agree to go out with Jason when I could be watching Derek Jeter instead?

Without further thought, I leave the booth, the site of my humiliation and near-death episode, wave to the waitress to alert her to the change of venue and go into the bar.

Hey, Chas! Several menJake, Santo, Paul, Georgechorus my name, and my battered ego is mollified somewhat. Having four older brothers, two of whom are Eaton Falls firefighters alongside my father, a captain, ensures that I know just about every local male under the age of fifty. Unfortunately, this has done nothing for me thus far on the boyfriend front, since there seems to be a law against dating the ONeill girlme.

Hello, there, Chastity, says Stu, the bartender.

Hi, Stu. How aboutum

Bud Light? he suggests, my usual drink.

Nah. How about a Scorpion Bowl? Okay?

Stu pauses. You sure? Theyre not really just for one person.

Im walking home. Its fine. I need it, Stu. Oh, and some nachos, too, please. Better make it grande.

I find an empty stool and turn my attention to the Bronx Bombers. The mighty Jeter makes a trademark twisting leap, snags the ball, then tags out the runner who was foolish enough to assume it was safe to leave second base. Double play, thank you, Derek. At least somethings going right tonight.

Stu puts my drink in front of me, and I take a large gulp, then grimace. Stupid Jason. I wish Id dumped him before he dumped me. I knew he wasnt the one Id end up with, but I was hoping to like him more as time went on. Hoping for some hidden qualities to seep out from his pallid, freckled skin and eradicate the sneaking suspicion that I was dating him because I had no one better to be with.

Didnt happen. Another gulp from the Scorpion Bowl burns down my throat. Dont worry about that jerk, the Scorpion Bowl seems to say. He was icky, anyway. Yes. True, Scorpion Bowl. But he did beat me to the breakup punch. Damn.

Here you go, Chastity, Stusix feet evensays, setting down the nacho mountain in front of me. Cheese oozes off the sides, jalapeos are glommed on top of a cloud of sour cream, and suddenly, Im starving, the mushroom mishap forgotten.

Thanks, Stu. I pull off a hunk of nachos and take a bite. Heaven. Another swallow of hideous drink. Not so bad this time, not with a nacho chaser, and a pleasant buzz fuzzes my brain. Good old Scorpy. Havent had one since an ill-advised college drinking party, but Im starting to remember why they were so popular back then.

The inning is over, and a commercial comes on. Taking another bite and another slug of my drink, I glance back out at the restaurant. Through the French doors at the table nearest the bar sits a good-looking man. Though I cant quite see his companion, her hair is white, making me think shes his mother, possibly his boss. He really is handsome in that perfect and somewhat sterile New York Times Magazine wayprep school rich, full lips, long, flopping McDreamy-style blond hair, bone structure of the gods. Six-two. Even though hes sitting, I can estimate his height to within centimeters, barring unanticipated leg amputation, of course. Six-two. The perfect male height. Aside from Jeter, and Viggo Mortenson as Aragorn in Lord of the Rings, this guy is basically my ideal man.

Watching him, my heart sinks a little further. A man like that is way, way out of my league. Not that Im a hideous, stooped, wart-ridden hag, but Imwell. Perhaps Im a bittall? But isnt tall in? The fashion designers love tall women, the Scorpion Bowl tells me. I snort. Maybe women who are thirty or forty pounds lighter than I am, but still. Better five-eleven and three-quarters than four foot nine. And yes, Im strong. Healthy. Strapping. Muscular. Teamster-esque.

I sigh. No, Mr. New York Times Fashion Section would never even notice me. Its a pity, because Im getting a little turned on just watching him chew. Its sexy. Sexy chewing. Listen to me! And yet its true. Ive never seen sexier chewing.

Someone slides in next to me at the crowded bar. Trevor. Great. He looks at me, does a double take, and one gets the impression that he wouldnt have chosen this particular spot at the bar had he known the ONeill girl was sitting here.

Hey, Chas, he says amiably enough. Hows it going?

Hi, Trevor, Ive been dumped, I announce, regretting it immediately. It was supposed to sound self-deprecating and wry, but it falls flat.

Who dumped you? he says. Not that skinny pale guy?

I nod, not looking at Trevor, who is neither skinny nor pale, but brawny and chocolate-eyed and irresistible.

Are you kidding? He dumped you?

A small smile tugs at my mouth. Yes, I acknowledge. And thanks.

Well, youre better off without him, Trevor says. He was an idiot. Trevor met him only once, but his assessment, I must admit, is spot on. I dont answer, and Trevor looks at me carefully. You want me to walk you home, Chastity? He glances around the bar. I guess none of the boys are here. The boys being my brothers and dad, of course.

No, I sigh, a bit wetly. Ill just sit here and watch the Yanks.

Right. Well, Ill hang out with you, he says, dutiful as ever.

Thanks, Trev. I blink back the pathetic tears that his offerand probably my beloved Scorpion Bowlinvoke, then mentally slap myself. Jason is not worth any angst or woe. Its just that what Jason saidit hurt. Even if he was a patchouli-reeking jerk.

Come on. Theres a booth.

Trevor grabs the nachos, I grab my Bowl.

Trevorfive foot eleven and a halfoccupies an odd spot in my heart. On the one hand, hes like my fifth brother. Ive known him since I was in third grade, and hes the best friend of both Mark and Matt, two of my four brothers. In fact, Trevor has spent more time with my family than I have in the past ten years. He works withand reveresmy father, who is Trevors captain. Hes godfather to one of my nephews. Hes arguably my mothers favorite child, biology be damned.

On the other hand, and this is probably the hand that matters, hes Trevor. Trevor James Meade. Beautiful name, beautiful man. And though hes a longtime, very close family friend, and though I find him very, very attractive, Trevor is not a possibility. Dont dwell on it, Scorpy advises. Scorpy has a point.

I try not to look at Trevor, turn my eyes to Jetersixthree, God bless himand the other boys, but the score is, oh, heck, three hundred and twelve to two or something and the Yanks are on their eleventh batter of the inning, so its not exactly a nail-biter. I glance across the table. Trevor gives me a perfunctory smile, but he looks a little uncomfortable. I cant remember the last time that he and I were alone together. Oh, shit, yes I can. When he came down to New York City and told me he was getting married. How can a girl forget? Another grim, embarrassing memory. I sigh, sip and take another layer of nachos.

Trevor signals effortlessly to the waitressbeing female, she noticed Trevor the minute he walked in, and she stumbles to a halt at the joy of being summoned. Typical.

Is that your first drink, Chas? Trevor asks.

Yes, I reply. Just one little Scorpion Bowl. Theyre kind of cute, arent they?

Trevor smiles more genuinely. Hope you wont mind if I walk you home tonight.

Not at all, Firefighter Meade. I grin back a little sloppily.

What can I get you? the waitress breathes in a Marilyn Monroe sex-kitten voice. Would you like a beer? The wine list? A few kids and a mortgage? Actually, she didnt specifically say that last one, but it was clearly implied.

Ill have a Sam Adams, Trevor says, smiling up at her.

Id like another Scorpion Bowl, I tell her.

Im Lindsey, she breathes, ignoring me. Im new here.

Nice to meet you, Lindsey, Trevor says. I dont bother to reply, since Im not part of this conversation anyway. On the television screen, Jeter clips the ball over the first basemans head and flies off down the first base line, stretching the hit into a double. I get the feeling he knows Im feeling down and is doing his utmost to cheer me up. Oh, now hes stealing third. Yes, its clear. Jeter loves me.

The waitress is slipping a piece of paper to Trevor. Her phone number, no doubt. Possibly her bra size and the preferred names of their unborn children. What am I, bleeping invisible? How is a woman who is five foot eleven and three-quarters invisible? And what if Trevor and I were on a date? Were not, but it could happen!

Trev has the grace to look sheepish, and my irritation fades. Its okay. I understand. Trevor is, though not exactly handsome, one of those guys who renders women helpless. His features taken one by one are not so special. Put them together and you have the male equivalent of death by chocolate. An utterly appealing, absolutely luscious man. Damn him.

I eat some more nachos and finish my beloved Scorpy. Maybe I should try being as bold as Lindsey, the sex-kitten waitress. After all, shes been here for a minute and a half and a really nice, good-looking firefighter has her number.

Sorry about that, Trevor says.

Sorry about what? I say casually, looking out again at the restaurant half of Emos. Theres the New York Times model. He is so handsome. His bone structure suggests an icy reserve, if such a thing is possible, not like Trevs instantly loveable face.

Another Scorpion Bowl appears before me, as if by magic. No, not magic. Stu, the bartenderwho noticed me when Lindsey the waitress did not. Good old Stu. Too bad hes married and sixty years old. Otherwise, Id be all over him. I take a grateful sip, wince as my taste buds protest, then swallow. I need the booze, frankly. Its not every night that I nearly choke to death and get dumped, after all.

So what did your dumb-ass boyfriend say, anyway? Trevor asks, taking a slab of nachos for himself.

I pause. The Scorpion Bowl demands that I answer honestly. He said Im not attractive enough.

Trevor stops chewing. What an asshole.

I smile. Another show of loyalty. Thanks. Taking a chip devoid of any cheese or olive, I break it into crumbs and arrange them in a pattern on the table. This is good, because if I look up, the room spins a little. Scorpy the Second suggests that I pick Trevors brain. After all, Trevor is an expert on women. And, Scorpy continues, hasnt Trev known me long enough to be honest, if nothing else? Trevor, tell the truth. Am Ipretty?

His eyebrows rise in surprise. Of course yourewell, okay, maybe prettys not the right word. Striking. Hows that?

I roll my eyes. Kind of crappy, to be honest. Striking. As in striking out, as in When will A-Rod stop striking out in the post-season? Or as in a protest, as in Were striking because conditions suck.

Trevor grins. Lets switch you to some water, what do you say?

Come on. Tell me.

Tell you what, Chastity?

Well, you slept with me. You must have found me attractive, right?

Trevor freezes, his beer halfway to his mouth.

Columbus Day weekend, remember? I continue. My freshman year of college. You

Of course I remember, Chastity, Trevor says, his voice low. I just wasnt aware that we were going to discuss it. Its been, what, twelve years? Maybe I could get a little warning next time.

Dont get all prissy, I say, taking another sip of my drink. So? My tone is nonchalant, but my face, I note, feels warm. Scorpy II tells me not to worry.

So what? Trevor says, his face stern.

Well, you must have found me somewhat attractive, right?

Of course I found you attractive, Trevor says carefully, shifting his gaze to a point to the left of my head. Youre very attractive.

But I prod.

But nothing. Youre attractive, okay? Youre unconventionally beautiful. Dont let that scrawny little weenie make you feel insecure.

Im not. Just wonderingif men find me attractive.

Well, Im wondering if you need something a little more substantial than nachos. How about some dinner? Want a burger?

Im not hungry, I say around the last mouthful of nachos.

Trev runs his hand through his wavy brown hair, hair Ive always loved. Thick, rich, wavy and tousled, the color of black coffee, silky smoothId better stop. Hes looking at me oddly. So what do you want from me? he asks.

Four children. Just be honest.

About what?

About men and me.

There must be something in my expression that makes Trevor take pity on me. Chastity, he begins. Men love you. Youre lots of fun. In fact, youve always been one of the He breaks off suddenly.

What? One of the what? One of the guys? Is that what you were going to say? That Im one of the guys? My voice is shrill. And possibly a little loud.

Uh, well, in a good way, you know?

How is that good? I demand.

Trevor winces. Well, you know a lot about sports, right? And many men enjoy sports. I groan; Trev grimaces. And you play darts and pool and stuff like that. Um, we all had a good time doing that triathlon with you a couple years ago. The MDA thing?

I sigh and reach for my Scorpy, but Trevor has moved it out of reach. He pushes a glass of water toward me instead. I roll my eyesone seems to get stuckand look once more at Mr. New York Times. I wish I was married to him. I wonder if theres a way I can convey this somehow. Look over here, buddy. Marry me. He smiles at something his white-haired companion says and continues to be unaware that his soul mate sits just yards away.

Just then, the pretty, slutty, number-giving-out waitress reappears with yet another Scorpion Bowl. Even in my tipsy state, I realize that Trevor is right and I shouldnt drink another drop. Then, realization dawns in a glorious sunburst. Someone is sending me a drink!

From a potential friend, Slutty Waitress says, her voice loaded with meaning, and sets the glass in front of me.

Well, this is a change! Someone is interested in me! How thrilling! My cheeks flush in pleasure. Thank God! Talk about the cavalry rushing in just at the right moment! Just when my ego lies twitching in the gutter, someone has sent me a drink! Oh my God, could it be from Mr. New York Times? No wonder he wouldnt look at mehes waiting to see my reaction! A surge of adrenaline floods my chest, and my eyelids seem to be fluttering. I glance over. Hes still not looking. Must be shy. How adorable!

Is it from the god man at that table? I ask, gesturing in his general direction.

No. From theperson? Over there, the waitress says. At the bar.

Heart thumping, I crane my neck to see who it is. Trevor does the same.

Sitting at the bar, looking at me with a smile, is a woman. She lifts her beer glassIm guessing Millerand salutes me. Because I dont know what else to do, I wave back weakly. Shes fairly attractive, with short dark hair and a pleasant plumpness to her, and she seems to have a nice face. However, this doesnt erase the fact that Im not a lesbian. Trevor covers his eyes with one hand. I suspect he is laughing. His mouth twitches. Yes. Bastard.

Could youcould you tell herIits just that My face is flaming.

Shes spoken for, Trevor manages to say somberly. Thanks anyway. You can take the drink back.

The waitress nods, takes the glass away and undulates her ass inches from Trevors shoulder. I put my head on the table.

Oh, Chas, Trevor laughs. Without lifting my head, I give him the finger.

He gets out of his seat and comes to sit next to me, putting a brotherly arm around my shoulders. Dont be glum, Chas. Things will work out.

Blah blah bleeping blah, I mutter, resisting the urge to punch him in the kidney. Such platitudes are as about as helpful as tossing a bowling ball to a drowning man. I hate the fact that I put up with the tepid and freckled Jason, even for a few weeks. Hate it that Mr. New York Times is miles out of my league. Hate the fact that Ive just been mistaken for a lesbian.

Its not fair. Heres Trevor, the vagina magnet, able to seduce in ninety seconds. My brothers, ranging in age from thirty-eight to thirty-two, have to fight women off with a Taser and a sturdy chair. Yet somehow, at just past thirty, Ive become a pariah. Mention my age to a man and he looks stricken, as if Ive just told him exactly how many viable eggs I have sitting in my ovaries and how very much Id like them to be fertilized. Its not fair.

As I sit next to Trevor, the embodiment of everything good in a male, my first love, the first man I slept with, the man who Im just going to have to get used to seeing with other women, I make a vow.

Things are going to change. I need to fall in love. Fast.





Chapter Two

I ALWAYS KNEW Id move back to Eaton Falls. It was my destiny. The ONeills go back six generations here, and I want my future children to emulate my own wholesome childhoodfishing on Lake George, hiking the many mountain trails of the Adirondacks, canoeing, kayaking, skiing, skating; breathing pure, clean air; knowing the people at the post office and the town hall; and of course, being near the family.

Granted, Id imagined that the day I moved back, it would be because my adoring husband and I were ready to settle down and raise those four kids. Instead, though, I moved on my own. Id been working at the Star Ledger, living in glamorous Newark, when fate intervened. The Eaton Falls Gazette, my hometown paper, was looking for an editorsoft news and features. Id done my time at a big-city paper and was ready for something else. Everything fell into place at onceI took the job, moved back in with Mom, and two weeks later, made an offer on a tiny and adorable house. Because the mortgage was a little steep, I took on my youngest brother as a tenant, slapped on a few coats of paint and moved in.

That was six weeks ago. Its all been a little rushed, but its really come together.

Today is a soft, beautiful Saturday morning in April, possibly the most perfect day ever made. The sky is pale blue, fog swirls off the mighty Hudson River, and the trees are topped with only the palest green blur of buds. I dont see a soul as I run down Bank Street, my sneakers slapping the pavement. At the end of the lane is a large shed made of corrugated metal. I stop, sucking in a breath of the clean, damp air, simply, utterly, deeply happy to be back in my hometown.

I rent this shed from Old Man McCluskey. Its a far cry from the boathouses Ive used in the past, but it will do. I twist the combination on the lock and open the door. There she is, Rosebud, my magnificent wooden King rowing shell. Good morning, sunshine, I say, my voice echoing off the metal walls. Grabbing my oars, I take them out to the dock, set them down carefully, then go back in the shed, take Rosebud down from her canvas harness and carry her outside. She may be thirty feet long, but shes light as a featherwell, a thirty-five-pound feather. I slip her into the water, set the oars and then, holding her steady against the dock, I climb in, tie my laces and off we go.

I began rowing when my brother Lucky joined the crew in college and needed someone to impress. I was that personwhat are little sisters for, after all? Lucky let me try out his scull, and we instantly discovered I was born to row. When I went to Binghamton University, I was on the exclusive four with three other brawny, proud girls. While in New Jersey, I belonged to the Passaic River Rowing Club, but now, back home, I row alone, and I think Ive discovered the true, Zen-like serenity of the sport. Last week, I saw a V of geese returning, like me, to the Adirondacks from their southern sojourn, flying so low I could see their black feet tucked against their downy bellies. Thursday, it was an otter, and yesterday, I saw a giant blur of brown that may have been a moose. In the fall, our famous glowing foliage will light up the hillsides like yellow and golden flame. Bleeping glorious.

The narrow shell slices through the river, the only sound the gentle lapping of the water against the hull. I check over my shoulder and pull harder, feather and square, feather and square, gradually increasing the load of the water against my oars, cutting them into the river at precise angles, my body contracting and expanding with each stroke. Little whirlpools mark my progress up the river, and the dripping oars leaving a map of where Ive been. Feather and square, feather and square.

Its a good cure for the hangover I woke up with after my night with the Scorpion Bowls, and a good prevention for the headache Im sure to get at Moms later today. Family dinner, attendance mandatory. That means Mom and Dad, my four brothers, Matthew, Mark, Luke and John, better known as Matt, Mark, Lucky and Jack, and their spouses and progeny.

Jack is my oldest brother, married to Sarah and the proud father of four kidsClaire, Olivia, Sophie and Graham. Lucky and Tara are in hot pursuit with threeChristopher, Annie and baby Jenny. Sarah and Tara are better known as the Starahs. Mark, the third ONeill boy, is in the middle of a bitter divorce from my oldest friend, Elaina. They have a son, Dylan. Then comes Matt, single, childless and currently my housemate, and finally me, the baby of the family.

Trevor may also be there, the unofficial ONeill, practically adopted by my parents when he was a teenager and a frequent guest at family events. Good old Trevor. I pull harder, faster, streaking up the Hudson in a gliding rhythm. My muscles ache with a satisfying burn, sweat darkens my T-shirt, and all I can hear is the slip of the oars into the water and my own hard breath.

An hour later, I finish my row feeling substantially less polluted than when I started. I lift Rosebud into her sling, pat her fondly and jog home. Yes, Im a jock. All that exercise lets me enjoy every junk food on earth, so if for only that reason, its worth it. I run up the front porch stairs, open the beautiful oak door and brace myself against the wall. Mommys home!

And here she comes, my baby, one hundred and twenty pounds of loose muscle, drooping jowls and pure canine love. Buttercup. Aaaahhroooorooorooo! she bays, her giant paws scrabbling for grip on the hardwood floors. I wince as she gathers her sloppy limbs and leaps, crashing against me.

Hello, Buttercup! Whos a pretty girl, huh? Did you miss me? You did? I missed you, too, beautiful girl! I pet her vigorously, and she collapses in a grateful heap, snuffling with joy.

Being Buttercups owner, I feel that maternal obligation to lie to her about her physical appearance. Buttercup is not a pretty dog. As soon as I had my house secured last month, I went to the pound. One look and I had to have her, because it was clear no one else would. Part bloodhound, part Great Dane and part bull mastiff, her coat is red, her ears are long, her tail like razor wire. Bony head, awkward body, massive paws, drooping jowls, doleful yellow eyesWell, she wont be winning any doggy beauty pageants, but I love her, even if her only tricks thus far are sleeping, drooling and eating.

Okay, dumpling, I say after Buttercup has lashed me with her tail and slobbered a cup or so of saliva on my sleeve. She wags once more and falls almost instantly asleep. I step over her large body and head for the kitchen, weak with hunger.

As I rip open a package of cinnamon/brown sugar Pop-Tarts, I lean my head fondly against the kitchen cabinet. I love my new house, the first that Ive owned. Sure, it has its problemscapricious furnace, tiny hot water tank, unusable master bathroom, but its pretty much my dream house. A Craftsman bungalow (Eaton Falls is full of them, and Ive always coveted their petite charm), the house has sturdy stone columns on the porch, funky lead-paned windows and patterned hardwood floors. I have the bigger bedroom upstairs, Matt has the smaller one off the kitchen. Once we worked out the toilet seat goes down rule, my brother Matt and I have gotten along quite well.

Hey, Chas. Said brother emerges from the bathroom in his ratty blue-plaid bathrobe and a cloud of steam.

Hey, pal. Want a Pop-Tart?

Sure. Thanks.

Did you just take a shower? I ask.

Yup. All yours.

And of course, being the one considerate brother I own, you left me some hot water, I say with great hope.

Oops. I did kind of space out in there. Sorry.

Selfish, spoiled baby. I sigh with martyrish suffering.

Dont talk about yourself that way. He grins and pours us each a cup of coffee.

Thanks. Hey, when are you guys going to start the upstairs bathroom? I ask, taking a grateful sip. No offense, but Im really looking forward to a tub of my own.

Right, Matt answers. Hm. Not sure.

Like most firefighters, Matt has a side job, since the city fathers dont see fit to pay its heroes a livable wage. (This is a tirade I was raised on.) Matt, along with Lucky and a few other guys, do renovations, and so of course I hired them to redo my bathroom. Someday, it will be gorgeousJacuzzi tub, new tile floor, a pedestal sink, pretty shelves and all sorts of neat containers to hold my girly stuff. Unfortunately, other jobs from nonrelatives have taken precedence.

Maybe you can get started before my death, I say around a bite of Pop-Tart.

Yeah, well, thats gonna be tight, Matt deadpans. From the other room, Buttercup, who has been sleeping soundly, scrabbles from her prone position as if shes just scented a missing child. Matt braces himself against the wall. Hi, Buttercup.

Aaaahhroooorooorooo! she bays, rejoicing at the sound of Matts voice as if shed been parted from him by war and not her own nap. Tail whipping dangerously with love, she lumbers over to himjowls quivering, hindquarters swayingcrashes into his pelvis, then collapses with a groan at his feet, heaving herself on her back, softball-sized paws waving in the air.

My God, youre a whore, Matt tells her, obligingly rubbing her expansive tummy with his foot.

Takes one to know one, I comment, bending down to unlace my sneakers.

Speaking of whores, how was your night? Matt asks. You went to Emos, right?

I sigh, then look at his face. Hes trying not to laugh. You already know, you bastard. Who told you? Trevor?

Santo called. Said you have a new girlfriend. Matt straightens up, laughing. So are you batting for the other side now, Chas?

Bite me, Mattie. I grab my Pop-Tarts and head for the stairs. Listen, Im gonna finish painting my wainscoting. What time is dinner at Moms?

Matt grimaces. Two.

Where do you want to go first?

The Dugout? he suggests. Yes, Mom is cooking dinner. Thats the point.

Sounds great.

A few hours later, Matt and I hop in my car, Buttercup draped over the backseat, snoring loudly. Leaving her in the car, we drop into the Dugout for buffalo wings and fried calamari, amiably watching Sports Center as we eat, then pay our tab and head for the family home.

Where have you been? Mom barks as we come through the door. The roar of the family gathering hits me like a truck.

Gutterbup! Dylan shrieks, running toward my dog, who collapses on the floor, rolling over so the toddler can scratch her stomach. From the other room, Elaina gives me a wave. I distantly hear my brother Mark speaking sharply to someone from the basement. Uh-oh. Elaina and Mark in the same housenot pretty.

Hi, Mom, I say, bending to kiss her cheek. Nice of you to invite Elaina.

Its about time those two got back together, she announces, yanking the ties of her apron a little tighter.

And are they falling over each other in love? I ask.

Not exactly, she acknowledges. She hasnt forgiven him yet.

He did cheat on her, Mom.

Do we have to discuss this now?

No, we do not. Is everyone else here? I ask.

Yes, weve been waiting for you two, the roast is almost ready, now shoo! Get out of the kitchen! Take that carcass you call a dog with you. Go!

Auntie! Auntie! Play Bucking Bronco with me! Please? Please? Pleasepleaseplease? my nine-year-old niece Claire begs.

No! Wild Wild Wolves! You promised, Auntie! Annie, seven, yanks my hand.

Okay, okay, wolves and Broncos, coming up. Let me move Buttercup, okay? Buttercup does not agree to get up, just blinks at me reproachfully. I slide my arms around her belly and heave her to her feet, but, jellylike, she refuses to stand. Im forced to grab her collar and drag her into the living room, where she lies next to the door, happily allowing Dylan to look in her massive ears.

Dads sitting in his chair, pretending to be asleep. Sophie and Olivia giggle wildly as he snores. Wake up, Grampa! Sophie orders. Its dinnertime! Dad snuffles and snores some more, then lurches upright.

Im starving! he bellows. But not for dinner. Forfor He looks at his granddaughters, who wait with breathless joy. For children! He growls and lunges at them, pretending to devour limbs and heads and bellies as the girls scream and pull away, then fling themselves back for more.

Hey, everyone, I say.

Wolves, Auntie!

Yup, in a minute, kids. Hi, Lucky, I say. Hi, Tara. I kiss my sister-in-laws cheek. Hows it going? Wheres Jack?

He and Trevor are in the cellar with Chris. Playing Nintendo, I think. Marks down there, too, avoiding his wife, Lucky says.

Ex-wife, Tara murmurs.

Not yet, Lucky corrects.

Im right here, so if youre gonna talk about me, could you at least keep it quiet? Elaina says, doing her inimitable Latina head wiggle. Hey, Chas, whats new? Before I can answer, she picks up Dylan and sniffs his bottom. Hold that thought, she says, hastening off down the hall, her black curls bouncing.

Are you ready to play Broncos, Auntie? Claire begs.

Chastity, Tara says. Listen, before it gets crazy in here, I wanted to ask you a favor. Its our anniversary at the end of the month, and we were wonderingwe hoped, actually

We prayed, Chas, says Lucky, putting an arm around his wife. We prayed on our knees that you would find it in your heart to watch the kids for us. Friday till Sunday, last weekend of April.

I pause, bending down to pick up Graham, Jacks youngest, who is one and a half and gnawing on my bootlace. Are you out of your minds? I ask Lucky and Tara. Come on! You want meme!to babysit your little monsters? For an entire weekend? They have the grace to look ashamed. Do you remember what happened last time? The rope burns on my ankles? Tara grimaces. Christopher eating raw pumpkin and throwing up behind the couch? Annie peeing on my bed?

I remember that! Annie exclaims joyfully. I peed on Auntie!

Lucky hangs his head. Forget it, he mumbles. Sorry.

Oh, lighten up. I grin. Of course Ill do it.

Told you, Lucky murmurs to his wife. I nuzzle Grahams soft, chubby cheek, then imitate a bird to make him smile.

Youre a saint. Tara sighs happily. Name your price.

I feel a flush creep up my neck. Well

Their eyebrows rise expectantly. The flush prickles hotter, but I cant afford not to ask. Im interested inyou know.

Becoming a lesbian? Lucky guesses with a knowing wink.

I punch him in the ribs, gratified to see him wince. Arent you supposed to be kissing up to me right now, Lucky?

Yes, yes, of course, Lucky amends. What can we do for you, Chas?

I heave a sigh and roll my eyes but force myself to continue. Id like to meet a decent guy, I mutter. So if you know anyone

Sure! Tara chirps. Slim pickings so far in Eaton Falls?

Well, I say, staring at Grahams creamy skin and translucent pink stick-out ears. Its not that I dont meet single men. Its just that they tend to befreaks. No one Id want to father my children. You know how it is. Actually, she doesnt know. Shes thirty-one, married for eight years with three gorgeous kids. Anyway. I can use all the help I can get.

It takes a village, Lucky murmurs with false compassion. I narrow my eyes at him, but I need him. All the literature on dating (yes, Ive read it) says to tell everyone you know that youre seeking a mate. However mortifying and demeaning that might be.

Ill keep my eyes open, she says. Lucky nods. From the bedroom down the hall, Jenny cries out, and they both head down to check on their youngest. Graham squirms to be let down and toddles after them.

I find that my hand is over my abdomen, as if checking for my own baby. Not there, of course. At this moment, its hard to imagine what it would be like for my stomach, which is as lean and hard as plywood, to swell with a baby. For the pink-cheeked, drowsy-eyed baby to be my little boy or girl.

Auntie, look! Olivia says.

I put my hand on her glorious red curls (she takes after her mom and not the black-Irish ONeills). What is it, Poopyhead?

I have a loose tooth! she announces, opening her mouth. Before I can protest, before I can even get a sound out, her chubby finger shoves a front tooth way, way back to reveal a gaping, crimson crater. A string of blood trickles down, threading through the other teeth. My stomach drops to my knees and all the breath seems to leave my lungs.

Thee? Livvy asks, still revealing the pit. A little bloodtinged spittle lands on my hand. Thee it? Itth tho looth!

DontIhoney My vision is graying, my hands clammy and cold. I take a staggering step back, bumping into my father, who steadies me.

Livvy! You know Auntie doesnt like blood! Show Uncle Mark instead.

I blink, then shake my head in disgust. Thanks, Dad. I sigh.

My poor little weenie, he says, patting my shoulder.

The familiar mixture of irritation and self-disgust rolls over me. In a family of alpha-male hero types, not only am I the only girl (and single, and childless), I am also the only wuss. Just in case I didnt feel different enough. Despite my strapping stature, my ability to run marathons and hike the Appalachian Trail, theres a chink in my armor, and its name is blood. And gore. The twins, Blood and Gore. I am the only ONeill who missed the Ill save you gene.

As members of the Eaton Falls Fire Department, Dad, Mark and Matt (and Trevor, for that matter) have saved dozens, possibly hundreds, of lives in one way or another, whether its carrying someone out of a burning building or doing CPR or pulling them out of the river or just installing a free smoke detector. Lucky is a member of the New York State Police bomb squad. Jack is a helicopter paramedic, now with a private company in Albany. He was awarded the Congressional Medal of Honor for a dramatic rescue during his tour in Afghanistan, for crying out loud.

Even my mother, who is five foot two and weighs one hundred and eight pounds, gave birth to five children, none of us under nine pounds, without a drop of painkiller of any kind.

But somehow, I have the embarrassing tendency to faint at the sight of blood. When Elaina invited me to witness Dylans birth, I nearly peed myself. Once, at the bris of a friends son in New Jersey, I hyperventilated and staggered into the hors doeuvres table, ruining two hundred dollars worth of deviled eggs, smoked salmon and matzo balls. When we had to dissect a frog in high school, I passed out, hit my head on the lab counter, came to, saw my blood and fainted again.

But Im taking steps on that front. Though I wont tell my family about this until its over, I recently enrolled in a course to become an EMT. An emergency medical technician. Me. Surely, I like to imagine, buried beneath my layers of weenie-ness and a massive case of the heebie-jeebies, there lurk the genetics that let my brothers enjoy their adrenalinesoaked lives. Plus, maybe therell be a cute guy in the class.

Who wants to play Wild Wild Wolves? I ask my nieces.

I do! shriek Claire, Anne, Livvy and Sophie.

Who wants to be the hurt bunny?

Me! Me!

I get down on the floor and begin snarling. Grr! Oh, man, its been a hard winter, and Im so, so hungry! Oh, look! A poor wounded bunny rabbit! The girls scream with joy and try to crawl away, dragging their legs behind them. I pounce, drag and chew, their screams of joy piercing the air.

So hows everything else with my little girl? my father asks as I gnaw on his grandchildren. His black hair, heavily laced with silver, is mussed. Did you start work yet?

Just the meet and greet. Grr! Gotcha! Delicious! And youre the only man on earth who refers to me as little, I answer. Im starting Monday, actually.

Cant wait to see your byline. He winks.

Hey, Chastity. I turn to see Trevor leaning in the doorway, smiling, and my knees tingle shamefully.

How are you, Trev? I ask briskly.

Great. How are you? He smiles in conspiratorial knowledgeah, yes, the Scorpion Bowlsand my stomach tugs in embarrassment.

So whats new at the firehouse these days, guys? I ask both my dad and Trevor, while still chewing on Claires chubby little foot.

Oh, the usual, Dad answers. Fifty pounds of shit

In a five-pound bag, Trevor finishes amiably.

Porkchop, Dad says, whats this about you wanting a boyfriend?

My jaw clenches, but Im saved by my niece, who crashes into my fathers knees. Grampa, can you eat us again? Sophie begs. Can you pretend to be asleep, and then well play with your hair and then you can open your eyes and say youre hungry for children and pretend to eat us? Please? Please?

Not now, honey. Grampa wants to eat real food.

Should have stopped somewhere first, Dad, Jack calls. I wave to him.

I wont have you kids insulting your mothers cooking. Its perfectly wonderful, Dad states loudly. Of course, I stopped at McDonalds, so he adds much more quietly.

Trevor wanders off to get a beer, so I am saved further humiliation as my father picks up the thread of our earlier conversation. Anyway, Chastity, why do you want to start dating? Dont you know what schmucks men are?

I finish chewing on Graham, whos the most recent wounded bunny, and stand up. You need to get over that weird Irish idea that its my destiny to wipe the drool off your chin, Dad. And, yes, of course I know what schmucks men are. Look around! You gave me four brothers.

He smiles proudly.

Im a normal person, Dad, I say with a sigh. Of course I want to get married and have some kids. Dont you want more grandchildren?

I have too many grandchildren already, he answers. I think I may have to start eating more! With that, he pounces on Dylan, who bursts into tears.

Dad! Come on! I told you he doesnt like that! Mark yells, scooping his son into his arms. Dont cry, buddy. Grampa was just being an idiot.

He pushes past Elaina without so much as a glance. She hisses at his back, then cuts her eyes to me. Come over later. Im so fricking mad I could spit acid.

Sounds like fun, I answer. Eight oclock?

Dinner! Mom barks.

We file into the dining roomMom, Dad, Jack, Sarah, Lucky, Tara, Elaina, Matt, Trevor and me jammed around the table. Mark, in order to avoid Elaina, announces with great martyrish resignation that hell eat in the kitchen and supervise the kids.

Mom leans over and snatches the cover off the platter, unveiling her creation. Calling it dinner would be inaccurate and somehow cruel.

Jack stares at it despondently. That pot roast will come out of me the same way it goes in, he announces. Stringy, gray and tough. And with a great deal of effort.

John Michael ONeill! Shame on you! Mom sputters as the rest of us try unsuccessfully to hide our laughter.

Thanks for sharing, Jack, Sarah says with resigned amusement.

That was really gross, buddy, Lucky says. True, but gross. If it comes out, that is. Last time we ate here, I was bound up for a week. Lamb stew that made my legs hurt. I think I actually bled when

Luke! Mom barks. Lucky ducks just in time to miss her halfhearted slap.

While I understand that Irish cuisine is very popular right now, Moms Irish cooking is more in the potato-famine style. Large hunk of poor quality beefboil it. Huge pot of grayish potatoes, bought in twenty pounds sacks and stored indefinitely in the cellarboil them. Carrots? Boil. Turnips? Boil. Green beans. Boil. Gravy? Burn.

Mmm, I say brightly. Thanks, Mom.

Kiss-ass, Matt mumbles next to me.

Bite me, I mumble back.

We pretend to eat, shoving food around furtively, occasionally risking a bite of something when we cant avoid it. I try slipping some meat to Buttercup, who just stares at me dolefully from her pink-rimmed eyes, then lets her head flop back on the floor with a hopeless thump. From the kitchen, we can hear Mark refereeing the kids. Dylan, stop throwing, buddy. Annie, thats not cute, hon. Put it back in your mouth. I know, but Grandma made it. Here, Graham, Ill hold that for you. Hes trying very hard to sound saintlike. Elaina pretends not to notice. I cant really blame her.

Well, this is as good a time as any, Mom says, putting her fork down. Listen up, people. Ive decided to start dating.

The rest of us freeze, then, as one, look at Dadexcept for Elaina, who continues to cut her green beans into tiny molecules that she doesnt eat.

What are you talking about? Dad asks.

My parents got divorced about a year ago. It wasnt traumatic or angrymore like a game they play with each other. While Dad now has an apartment downtown, things have remained pretty much the same. If the furnace goes out, Mom calls Dad. If the car needs fixing, Mom calls Dad. They eat together a couple of times a week, go to all the grandkid events together, and Im guessing they still sleep together, though this is not something on which I wish to dwell.

Dating, Mike. Were divorced, remember? For a year now. As I said to you on eighteen thousand occasions, I want certain things. Since you have refused to give them to me, Im moving on.

So begins their traditional argument. More wine, any-one? I ask.

Yes, please, comes the chorus.

My parents love each other, but it doesnt seem like they can live happily together. Its not easy to be a firefighters wife. Every time Dad was late coming home, Mom would slap on the TV and sit, grim-faced, in front of the local channel, waiting to hear news of a fire. And if there was a fire, shed twist her wedding ring and snap at us kids until Dad came home, sooty and tired and buzzed on adrenaline.

In addition to the terror of losing ones spouse to a horrible death, theres the reality of being married to a firefighter. Sure, its a heroic job. Yes, the spouses are so proud. You bet, those guys are great. But how many Christmases and Thanksgivings and games and school recitals and concerts and lessons and swim meets and dinners took place without Dad? Dozens. Hundreds. Even when he was home, the scanner was on, or Dad was talking on the phone to one of the guys, or going to a union meeting or organizing a training class. On the rare weekend when Dad didnt work, hed be so antsy by the time Sunday afternoon rolled around that hed go to the firehouse just to check in.

Then, two years ago, Benny Grzowski, relatively new to the department, fell off the roof of a burning building while cutting a ventilation hole and died. He was twenty-five.

There is no event more somber and spectacular than a fire-fighters funeral. The ONeill clan was there in full, stonefaced (except for me; I was bawling). When we got to the cemetery, we all filed past the headstone, already carved with Bennys name and years and the traditional inscription. Husband. Father. Firefighter. I remember Mom looking at the headstone after the service. Youd have to reverse the order for your father, she muttered, turning away. Dont ever marry a man who loves his work more than he loves you, Chastity.

It was after Bennys death that Mom started pressuring Dad to retire. She wanted to go on cruises, play bridge, join the Eaton Falls Senior Club, which sponsors trips to the racetrack and casinos, the outlets and Niagara Falls. She asked, waited, demanded, waited, ordered, waited and finally filed for divorce. I guess she thought hed cave once she divorced him, but she just waited some more.

Looks like the waiting is over. She stares impassively at my father and takes a bite of her stringy meat.

This is ridiculous! Dad pronounces. Youre not dating anyone!

Really? Watch me, old man, she hisses, then turns to me. Chastity, I heard you telling Tara that you want to meet someone.

Thank you, Mom! Okay! Can we change the subject? I exclaim, my face burning.

I think we should go in on this together, she announces brightly. Double date.

Jesus, I mutter. Matt smirks, and I shoot him the finger.

Youre not dating, Dad repeats. Youre just doing this to piss me off, and its working. Enough.

Mom continues unfazed. We can
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