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Praise for Early Morning Riser:

‘Gorgeous. Very, very funny, but so tender, so beautiful. I loved all the characters, I cared deeply’

MARIAN KEYES, author of Grown Ups

‘Glorious. I love how it evokes the rhythm of life in all its joy and ordinariness and chaos. I loved the dialogue, the relationships. I love the one-liners, the humour, the gorgeous detail, the food, the innermost thoughts, and the love’

NINA STIBBE, author of Reasons to Be Cheerful

‘Charming and tender, an offbeat and original gem that cracks your heart wide open’

PANDORA SYKES, author of How Do We Know We’re Doing It Right?

‘Wise, sad and barkingly funny. Katherine Heiny writes brilliantly about what we mean by the word ‘family’ and her novel is loving without being soppy and warm, without being cosy – I didn’t want it to end’

LISSA EVANS, author of V for Victory

‘Warm, witty, touching – and frequently hilarious’

DAVID NICHOLLS, author of Sweet Sorrow

‘Heaven. Everything I have ever craved in a novel’

DAISY BUCHANNAN, author of Insatiable

‘It’s a heart-warming tale of flawed, fragile, funny characters who battle unruly emotions and disappointments to seize the chance of happiness when it comes their way’

Daily Express

‘It takes the tiny stuff of everyday life and makes it big and meaningful. Quiet things become loud. You put the book down and feel glad to be alive’

INDIA KNIGHT, Sunday Times

‘Katherine Heiny’s books feel like spending time with a smart, funny and beloved friend who always has a million interesting things to talk about but always wants to know about you, too. She is a charming and insightful and unique writer and Early Morning Riser is every bit as good as Standard Deviation, if not better’

LISA JEWELL, author of Invisible Girl

‘This finely observed book about love, unconventional families and the glorious mess that is life is pure bliss’

Good Housekeeping

‘Katherine Heiny is like a younger and bawdier Anne Tyler … In her wise, tender but funny second novel she explores the joy, even the nobility, in settling for what you have than forever striving for the ideal’

The Times

‘Heiny’s extremely likeable novels portray everyday relationships with the warm wit and wisdom we expect from Anne Tyler’

Daily Mail

‘A captivating and sparkly novel with a big heart’

Psychologies

‘A glorious book’

Red Magazine

‘Early Morning Riser is tender, funny and affecting, a charming friend of a book to ease the Covid blues’

The Big Issue

‘It is a wry, profound look at community and growing up. I defy you not to fall for every one of its endearing characters’

i Newspaper

‘Bittersweet and witty’

Stella

‘This book is the equivalent of a warm bath’

Sunday Times Style

‘With its deadpan charm, local focus and sharp truths, it’s like Anne Tyler with added grunge’

Observer

‘The book is raucously funny, but what sustains it is an ability to flip seamlessly from farce to tender emotional reckonings’

Spectator

‘Weighty and tender’

Novel of the Week, The Week

‘The funniest novel of the year … You have to pay attention to a book like Heiny’s … Sweetly sardonic … Delightful’

Washington Post

‘Heiny writes in a simple droll style about ordinary people who are often being less than their best selves … [A] literary descendant of Jane Austen, sharing Austen’s essentially comic world view’

NPR

‘[A] quiet whirlwind of a novel … At its heart, this is a serious story full of lightness’

New York Times Book Review

‘Spot-on descriptions and sharp observations about marriage … Flat-out wonderful – sharp and funny and melancholic in equal measure’

Wall Street Journal




Dedication

For my father




Epigraph

I see gold in the air

And promises in our streams.

I see love in our hearts

And futures in our dreams.

—JESSE WOODS, “Gold in the Air”

I like it in the light, but the world is different

Than it was last night

—THE WEEPIES, “Early Morning Riser”
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JANE MET DUNCAN less than a month after she moved to Boyne City. She had locked herself out of her house and had had to ask a neighbor to call a locksmith. She was sitting on her front steps in the early twilight wearing her pajamas—she taught second grade and it was Pajama Day—when Duncan drove up in a rust-spotted white van.

“Whoa,” he said when he saw her. “Exactly how long have you been waiting?”

He was in his early forties, with slightly shaggy auburn hair and a full moustache. His eyes were brown with amber flecks, and his features were so symmetrical that his face looked as though it could have been cut from a piece of paper folded in half. He was of medium height, medium build, wearing nothing more distinctive than jeans and a denim shirt, yet he seemed to stand out vividly, like the subject of a photo with a blurred background. To Jane he looked like the Brawny paper towel man, and no less handsome.

“Only about twenty minutes,” she said. She stood up and gestured at her front door. “I’m afraid you may have to drill the lock out.”

“Oh, I doubt that,” Duncan said. “I bet we can find another way in. Folks always think their houses are totally safe because they have a couple locks on the front door, and then they call me and it turns out they’ve been sleeping with a bedroom window open for half a year. Let’s take a walk around.”

They circled the house slowly. It was a pretty little one-story house, white with black shutters. Duncan kept stopping to look in the flower beds. “It’s also possible the previous owners left a key in a false rock or some such.”

At the back of the house, Duncan pointed to the bathroom window. “Here’s what I’m talking about. I could pop the screen off there and climb right in if the window’s not locked.”

“Okay,” Jane said meekly.

He slid the end of a screwdriver under the edge of the screen, and it popped loose with alarming ease. Duncan caught it with one hand. “Not much crime around here,” he said to Jane, “but last year Shirlene Talbot woke up to find a man making himself a ham sandwich in her kitchen. He was pretty harmless—turned out he was the Masseys’ houseguest and was too drunk to remember which house they lived in. Still, I’d hate for that to happen to you.”

He dragged Jane’s garbage can over, climbed on top of it, and pushed the window open. He ducked inside, and a minute later, he opened the front door and called out to her.

Jane thanked him and asked him to stay for supper. She had never spontaneously invited a man to stay for supper before but she was grateful he hadn’t charged her anything. Also, she hadn’t had a real conversation with a man since she’d moved here, unless you counted the elderly man at Glen’s Market who had asked her to help him find his car.

She was twenty-six years old, tall and slender, with dark blond hair that looked good in a ponytail, and she didn’t need much makeup. That last part was fortunate because she rarely wore any. Her eyebrows and eyelashes were naturally dark despite the light color of her hair, and her pale blue eyes were almond-shaped, with slightly hooded lids that made eyeshadow pointless and hard to apply. (This had baffled Jane in her teen years when she followed step-by-step eyeshadow tutorials in magazines—wait, where was the crease of her eyelid? Why did she look exactly the same afterward?) She had a straight nose and a generous mouth. She was very pretty when she remembered to sit up straight, and pretty enough when she slouched.

During supper—Jane made an omelet and a salad—Duncan told her that he was really a woodworker and specialized in custom-made tables and chairs, but since someone wanted one of those only every once in a while, he also did antique furniture restoration and locksmithing, and that he’d grown up in a small town in the Upper Peninsula, and that he used to be married to a real estate agent named Aggie who could not tell the difference between a smallmouth and a largemouth bass. (Jane wasn’t sure if that was just some descriptive detail about Aggie or Duncan’s reason for divorcing her.)

“Where is Aggie now?” she asked.

“Where?” Duncan looked puzzled “This time of night, she’s probably home over on Alice Street, I guess.”

“Oh,” Jane said. “I didn’t realize she lived around here.”

“Yeah, nice little house. I mow her lawn still.”

Jane folded her napkin into smaller rectangles. “You must be very close.”

“I don’t know about close.” Duncan took a bite of his omelet. “We’re friendly enough, I guess, seeing as she up and left me for Gary Polnichik at State Farm, and they’ve been married almost ten years now.”

“Why doesn’t Gary mow the lawn?” Jane asked.

“He doesn’t like it, and I don’t mind,” Duncan said. “Plus, he helps me with my taxes.”

Duncan talked a lot. He told Jane that she should buy eggs from the farmers’ market, and that she should never order the clam chowder at Robert’s Restaurant, and that the dentist had a drinking problem but morning appointments were generally okay, and that Bradley Reed up on the corner had a tendency to watch folks with his binoculars if they left their window shades up, and that the olive burger at the Boyne River Inn couldn’t be beat, and later he said, “I’m the luckiest man in Boyne City,” as he pulled Jane’s pajama pants off while she lay back on her sofa.

“But Boyne City is only about two hundred people!” Jane protested.

Duncan looked thoughtful. “Actually, more like three thousand.”

“Still, you’re supposed to say in the universe,” she said.

“How about Northern Michigan?” Duncan ran his hands up the insides of her thighs. “Will that do? I’m the luckiest man in Northern Michigan.”

That was on a Friday, and neither Jane nor Duncan left the house until Monday morning, when Jane had to go to school.

THIS WAS ONLY Jane’s third year of teaching. You could say she was still getting the kinks out.

During her first two years of teaching—one in Grand Rapids, one in Battle Creek—she had made the first day of school as fun-filled and exciting as possible: extensive school tour, scavenger hunt, time capsule, extra recess, dance party, LEGOs, working with clay. The result had been that both Jane and her students were hollow-eyed and slack-jawed with fatigue by three thirty, and no one remembered where the bathroom was the next day anyway.

She had eventually realized that although second graders were officially entering the third year of schooling (more if they’d gone to preschool), they had clearly wiped all previous school experience from their hard drives over the summer. They had to relearn everything, like stroke patients: how to find their desks, how to form a line, how to walk quietly in the hall, how to keep their hands to themselves, how to grip a pencil, how to hold scissors safely, how to take off and put on their coats, how to flush the toilet—how to aim for the toilet, in some cases—and to wash their hands afterward.

They had to relearn the rhythm of the school day, too. Some children were still on a summer rock-star schedule and would arrive at school still half-asleep, only to become suddenly alert about ten in the morning and look around in a slightly startled fashion, as though their minds had just caught up with their bodies. Others for whom naps were a very recent memory (for instance, the day before school started) would grow wobbly-headed and slow-blinking right after lunch and remain that way for at least an hour. Always on the first day, at least three students would turn their heads to the clock at 3:25 and slowly count down the remaining seconds. (Probably more would have done it, but hardly any of them remembered how to tell time.)

This year, Jane had kept the first day of school extremely simple. The only writing materials were chubby three-sided pencils and soft dashed-line writing paper with one-inch lines. The bulletin boards were bare, and she’d turned most of the displays toward the wall or covered them with plain brown paper. (Her classroom looked like the background in a proof-of-life hostage photograph.) She put only plain wooden blocks in the toy chest, no cars or trucks, not the farm animals or the pretend grocery items. The art table was covered in butcher paper and only primary-color crayons were available for drawing. The Library Corner held only board books, nothing longer or more challenging or less familiar than The Very Hungry Caterpillar.

They had begun the day by making nametags (a boy named Tad Berman had raised his hand and asked Jane how to spell his own first name) and storing their gym shoes under their desks. They counted to one hundred by tens, and discussed “greater than” and “less than.” They reviewed the days of the week and the months of the year. (“Just twelve of them?” Tad Berman asked. “Are you sure?”) They read sight words that Jane printed one at a time on the whiteboard, and then Jane read The Gruffalo aloud. After lunch they made “All About Me” posters and sat in a circle to play Jingle Bell Pass, and by the end of the day, her students had emerged from the first day with some semblance of sanity and awareness.

The second day, she uncovered the bulletin boards and added wooden cylinders and triangles to the toy box. (A girl named Alicia Sweet had stared at one of the triangles, frowning, for at least thirty seconds before asking Jane what that shape was called.) Jane unrolled the Peter Rabbit rug in the Library Corner and put the Dr. Seuss books on the shelves. They measured lengths of string and practiced adding ten to any number. They discussed word families and phonetics.

On the third day, Jane turned all the displays so they faced the room and added glue and glitter and ribbon to the Art Table. She hung the “All About Me” posters on the walls and left work folders on everyone’s desk. Tad Berman was able to identify her by name (two out of three times anyway), and Paul Blankenship, who was the first week’s Attendance Messenger, was gone for only twenty minutes or so when he took the attendance sheet to the school office three doors down (the day before, it had taken him almost an hour). Jane passed out math workbooks and had the students open to the first page. The school year had begun.

And now, only three weeks later, Jane was suffering from such massive sleep deprivation after her weekend with Duncan that she had to show a video during Science while she sat at her desk, trying not to doze off in the darkened room. She showed videos during Health and Social Studies, too. At the end of the day, Kenny Rutledge said that was more screen time than he was allowed in a whole month and that he would need a note to take home to his mother.

JANE DID HAVE one friend in Boyne City, Freida Fitzgerald.

Jane and Freida had met at the teachers’ ice cream social at the very beginning of the year (the fact that Jane went showed how desperate she was to meet people). The social was held in the high school media center, which meant everyone had to worry about tripping over electrical cords. Or everyone would have had to worry if anyone had come besides Jane and the other second-grade teacher, Mr. Robicheaux, and the school custodian, who said he was just waiting for everyone to go home so he could lock up.

An ice cream sundae bar had been set up on one of the printer tables: two cartons of vanilla ice cream, a can of Hershey’s syrup, plastic cups of sprinkles and graham cracker crumbs, peanuts lying loose on the tabletop. It was possibly the most depressing sight Jane had ever seen. The only sign that the school had put any thought or effort into the event was that they’d hired live entertainment. A woman was playing a mandolin in the corner, plucking out “Man of Constant Sorrow” with deceptive ease.

The woman had a round, friendly face, and her hair was like a hundred brown notebook spirals—that thick, that dense. Each lock was a tightly coiled individual ringlet, yet Jane had the impression that the curls were all interlocked, that a comb could never be drawn through them. The mandolin player wore a striped cotton dress that flared across her wide, flat hips and showed lovely girlish legs without a single varicose vein. When she saw Mr. Robicheaux drink directly out of the Hershey’s syrup container, she abruptly started a new song and sang out: “I’ll let you drink that can of lard, but when you throw up in the yard—”

Jane laughed and went over to introduce herself. The woman turned out not to be hired entertainment after all, but the high school music teacher. She told Jane that her name was Freida Fitzgerald and suggested they leave the ice cream social and go to the Sportsman Bar instead, and they had been friends ever since.

The word—according to Boyne City in general, and Mr. Spriggs at the hardware store in particular—was that Freida had never been married, never been engaged, never had a boyfriend, never even been kissed. (Mr. Spriggs also told Jane that Freida couldn’t be a lesbian, either, because she didn’t own any cats.) Jane’s own theory was that Freida was married to music, but she was still curious about these rumors. Surely someone as sweet and friendly as Freida didn’t get all the way to thirty-eight without being kissed? Kissed and then some?

Every Thursday night, Jane and Freida went to the Sportsman and drank vodka martinis until Freida got out her mandolin and the Sportsman asked them to leave. On the Thursday after she met Duncan, Jane told Freida about him.

“Duncan Ryfield?” Freida asked immediately.

“Yes,” Jane said, loving the sound of his name.

“Oh.”

“Do you know him?”

“Oh, yes.” Freida cleared her throat and then paused for a long moment. When she spoke again, her speech took on a slow, hiccupping rhythm. “He’s very … nice. He’s quite … kind. And extremely … social.”

Jane narrowed her eyes. “But there’s something you’re not telling me?”

Freida sighed. “It’s just that he’s had an awful lot of girlfriends.”

“Isn’t that to be expected, though?” Jane asked. “He’s forty-two, after all.”

“I think he’s had enough girlfriends for, like, a lot of forty-two-year-olds,” Freida said. “Maybe even for a lot of eighty-four-year-olds.”

Jane flipped rapidly through her mental files of the past few days. It had seemed to her that every woman they came in contact with had known Duncan by name. Waitresses and cashiers and shopkeepers and receptionists. She had thought it was just living in a small town.

“Are you saying he won’t be monogamous?” she asked Freida.

Freida took a long sip of her martini, considering. “No, it’s not that,” she said at last. “Actually, some women have told me he makes a very good boyfriend. I mean, not Cathy Guthrie, she only says bad things about how he was always going over to his ex-wife’s house to fix stuff, and Karen Vickers complains about the times he asked her to call customers and tell them their furniture wasn’t ready. Most people, though, say he’s just set on being single but doesn’t like to sleep alone. Oh, but don’t listen to me, Jane! What do I know? He really is very kind to Jimmy Jellico, the man who works in his shop. I don’t think anyone else in Boyne City would have the patience.”

Jane stirred her drink thoughtfully, and they moved on to other subjects.

This was not the night Jane got drunk enough to ask Freida if it was true she hadn’t ever had sex with anyone, not even a drunk migrant worker, but Jane felt strongly that such a night was in her future. It was as inevitable as sunrise.

PEOPLE HAD WARNED Jane about how hard winters were in Northern Michigan, but she hadn’t paid much attention. (It had been April when she interviewed; the air had smelled fresh and warm and full of promise.) And even now, as the days shortened rapidly and the trees shook their branches free of leaves, she scarcely paid attention. She was too busy.

Duncan slept at her house every night and drove her to school every morning in his rusty white furniture-delivery van. Jane kissed him good-bye and tumbled out the passenger side, laughing—half the time, her skirt would catch on a wire poking through the upholstery and the schoolyard would get a view of her long legs in black tights—and then she’d be on the sidewalk, waving after him.

She was getting to know her students. Tad Berman had turned out to be something of a math whiz, although he still didn’t know the months of the year. Scott Stafford, who struggled with reading and writing and spelling—changing his answers so many times there were holes in the paper—lost all his awkwardness at recess and swung through the bars of the climbing structure like a boy made of molten steel. Sierra Sawicki permitted Mariah Visser to sit next to her during lunch, an act akin to Yitzhak Rabin shaking hands with Yasser Arafat. Jenna Leblanc, whose father was a veterinarian, correctly diagnosed Gregory Dorsey’s hand, foot, and mouth disease.

Jane moved among them, smiling and serene, amazed that no one could see that her lips were slightly swollen from Duncan’s kisses, that she functioned on five hours of sleep, that her sweet and generous nature sprang from her own happiness.

Afternoon would come, and Duncan would be waiting in his van at the curb. She ran out of her classroom in a hurry, always trailing a scarf or a cardigan sleeve, and climbed in beside him.

Hard winter? Who could worry about such a thing?

JANE HAD FALLEN IN LOVE with the thrift store. Of course, it wasn’t perfect—love never is—and you had to close your eyes to the dusty baby bottles and the used Tupperware and the awful paperbacks swollen from someone else’s trip to the beach. But Jane loved the other things—the intricate dessert glasses and chunky cookie jars and patchwork quilts and out-of-date leather jackets and sweatshirts so soft and faded that looking at them made you crave sherbet.

She took Duncan to the thrift store because it seemed like a place he would like, full of potential. But Duncan spent the whole time sitting on a flea-ridden chair near the front of the store, talking to the man behind the cash register about spin fishing, and paging through a big cardboard box of Playboys dating back at least fifteen years. The Playboys weren’t for sale, they were just there to be looked at—it was another thing you had to close your eyes to.

“I don’t understand the purpose of all those Playboys,” Jane said when they were back on the street.

“What’s not to understand?” Duncan asked.

“Well, isn’t it something you like to look at alone, in your bedroom, with the curtains shut, at midnight?” she asked. “Not out in public at the thrift store?”

“Oh, either way is pretty nice,” Duncan said, and took her hand.

NOW THAT JANE had a boyfriend, she wanted to have a dinner party. She imagined that she would wear something vintage—velvet lounging pajamas if she could find them—and later everyone would say, That Jane is such a good match for Duncan, so poised and sophisticated. She would serve pot roast with carrots and mashed potatoes, and later everyone would say, Such a simple meal, but Jane made it seem so elegant. She would light dozens of votive candles and drape red scarves over the lamps so the house would have a warm, cozy atmosphere, and later everyone would say, Jane was glowing and has the loveliest home. It did eventually occur to her that the only part of the dinner party she was looking forward to was one that happened after everyone had gone home, and that she wouldn’t, in fact, be around for it, but by then the invitations had gone out.

In addition to Duncan, she invited Freida, the Marshalls from next door, and her ophthalmologist, Dr. Elgin, and his wife, who lived in Petoskey. She also told Duncan to invite Jimmy Jellico—the man who helped him out at his workshop.

Duncan was the first person to arrive, having been there since the night before. He put out the chips and dip and a bowl of nuts in the living room while Jane made Bellinis in the kitchen. She wanted to serve her own signature cocktail so that later everyone would say—would say—well, they’d say something Jane could no longer remember wanting them to say as she struggled to puree canned peaches without spattering juice all over her outfit. She had been unable to find lounging pajamas. Instead, she wore a lace blouse and a long patchwork skirt from the thrift store. Duncan had told her she looked like a pretty farmer, which wasn’t quite what she’d had in mind.

The Marshalls were the first to arrive—Jane actually heard them leave their own house next door a moment before they rang the bell. They were a look-alike couple in their late forties, both with short brown gray-flecked hair and eyeglasses.

Almost as soon as they were seated, with Bellinis in hand, Mr. Marshall said to Jane, “I see you bought new patio furniture.”

“Yes,” Jane said, smiling, “I—”

“And a new coffee table.” His look was easy to read: she was spending too much.

“I got them both from the thrift store,” Jane said uncomfortably. “I buy basically everything at the thrift store now.”

Mr. Marshall looked startled. “What? Even underwear?”

“No,” Jane said. “But I did buy sheets there, so I suppose I’m only one step away from buying underwear.”

“Me, I buy underwear new.” Mr. Marshall turned to his wife. “Imagine buying used underwear.”

Mrs. Marshall seemed more interested in talking to Duncan. “Might I inquire as to when you’re planning to refinish my dining room chairs?” she asked him. “You’ve had six of them for four months now.”

“I’ve had four of them for six months—that would be an accurate statement,” Duncan said, leaning forward from his place on the couch for more onion dip.

“Well, see, you’ve had them for so long I’ve forgotten how many I even had,” Mrs. Marshall said, and Duncan gave an admiring grunt, the kind of sound he made when someone sank a free throw during a basketball game.

The doorbell rang again, and Jane leapt from her chair so eagerly that she nearly tripped on the hem of her long skirt.

It was Freida, her mandolin bag over her shoulder, and she had brought Jimmy Jellico.

Jimmy was a slight young man with rumpled brown hair and a faintly clumsy gait. He looked to be about twenty, although Jane knew from Duncan that he was in his late thirties. He had been described to Jane by various people as “slow learning,” and she could see immediately what they meant. His expression was slightly vacant, even when he was smiling. She doubted that he was significantly intellectually disabled—more likely he had an IQ below eighty, and growing up in such a small town, he hadn’t received the early intervention that might have helped him compensate. He was fresh-faced and lightly freckled, and the skin between his eyebrows was utterly smooth, as though he’d never had a worried thought in his life. He came close to being handsome, but he lacked the intellectual maturity that would have made him attractively boyish; he had stalled out at sweetly childish instead.

She shook Jimmy’s hand, and gave Freida a hug, and then Dr. Elgin and his wife arrived. Dr. Elgin was talkative and outgoing—which was why Jane had invited him—but his wife had the politely bewildered air of someone who has not quite figured out the evening’s agenda. Jane introduced everyone and excused herself to the kitchen to make fresh Bellinis.

She carried the tray of drinks into the living room just as Dr. Elgin said, “Jane, I believe your lamp is about to catch on fire.”

Jane had to set down the tray in a hurry and rush over to yank the red silk scarf off the table lamp where it was, indeed, beginning to smolder. She opened the windows so the smoke detector wouldn’t go off and fanned the air with the scarf. “Please go ahead and enjoy your drinks,” she said to her guests, and tried to throw the ruined scarf out the window without anyone noticing.

She turned back to the room just as Jimmy gave a startled yelp. She had put cute little candy-striped glass cocktail stirrers in everyone’s drinks, and Jimmy had thought they were real candy canes and bitten his in half.

“Goodness, I feel dreadful,” Jane said to everyone while Jimmy was in the bathroom, spitting out blood and shards of glass. “Should we take him to the ER?”

“Oh, he’ll be fine,” Duncan assured her. “He didn’t go to the ER that time he accidentally locked himself in the finishing room and inhaled varnish fumes all night.”

That didn’t seem like the soundest piece of logic to Jane, but Jimmy came back into the room at that moment and said, “I’m okay, really, Jane. I’ll just keep this napkin in there to stop the bleeding.”

So Jimmy spent the rest of the evening with a white cloth napkin poking out of his mouth, and looked vaguely like a trout.

The pot roast was delicious, but the platter Jane served the carrots on was slightly too small and every time someone picked it up carrots rolled all over the place. The mashed potatoes were too thick and people had trouble even getting the serving spoon out of the dish. She had made raisin bread rolls but evidently she hadn’t mixed the dough thoroughly enough and some of the rolls had only two raisins, giving them the disturbing appearance of staring mice.

It had seemed even before dinner that Mrs. Elgin had wanted to say something, and finally she laid down her fork and said to Duncan, “I’m sorry, but how is it possible that you don’t remember having sex with me after a Grateful Dead concert in nineteen ninety-four?”

Dr. Elgin was struggling to open a bottle of prosecco, and at that moment his thumb slipped and the cork popped off with a surprised-sounding ping.

Duncan looked up from his plate. “I went to thirteen Grateful Dead concerts in nineteen ninety-four. Can you be more specific?”

There was a little pause, and then Mr. Marshall commented that you can always tell the economy is bad when people serve pot roast at dinner parties. Mrs. Marshall told Dr. Elgin about her mother’s cataract surgery. Jimmy choked on his napkin.

By the time Freida drank another two glasses of prosecco and got out her mandolin and made everyone sing “I’m Gonna Eat at the Welcome Table,” Jane was actually grateful.

JANE AND DUNCAN were sitting in Duncan’s van outside Kilwins ice cream store one day the next week when a large woman knocked on the driver’s-side window. Duncan rolled it down, and the woman said, “I believe your left taillight is broken.”

“I know that,” Duncan replied, unperturbed. “I let Jimmy back the van around the lumberyard.”

“Oh, for heaven’s sake,” said the woman, as though anyone with any sense would know better than to let Jimmy drive anywhere. (Which was sort of true, Jane supposed.)

The woman glanced across at Jane, and it seemed her look was disapproving. Jane was eating a chocolate ice cream cone, and she felt like a child who’d knowingly gotten into the van of a pedophile.

“You could get a ticket driving around like that,” the woman said to Duncan.

Duncan sighed and rubbed the back of his neck. “I’ll take care of it, Aggie.”

Aggie! This was Aggie! Jane looked more closely at the woman and saw that it wasn’t accurate to say she was large. She had a wide face, which automatically made you assume she had a wide body, too, but in fact, her figure was exceptional, lush and buxom, and even more distressing, she had a hearty, healthy, milkmaid sexiness about her. Her hair was pale and wavy and pulled back casually, and the neckline of her peasant blouse showed a good deal of creamy-skinned cleavage.

“Perhaps you could introduce me to your friend, Duncan,” Aggie said pointedly.

“Aggie, this is Jane,” Duncan said. “Jane, this is Aggie.”

“Hello,” Jane said.

“Hello.” Aggie shaded her eyes. “You must be the girl who bought the Kellers’ place.”

Jane nodded. “Yes—”

“It’s such a shame they got divorced and moved downstate,” Aggie said.

“I didn’t actually know them.” Jane fought the urge to sink lower in her seat. “I only bought their house.”

Aggie made a noncommittal sound. Jane remembered then that Aggie was a real estate agent, and she wondered if that accounted for her piercing, evaluating look—all that assessing of people and their houses.

“Is there something else we can help you with, Aggie?” Duncan asked.

Aggie looked away from Jane and said to Duncan, “It seems the motor on our leaf blower has frozen up, and I wondered if you could come take a look at it.”

“Have you been running it on straight gasoline?” Duncan asked. “Because you’re supposed to use a gas-and-oil mixture. Have Gary check the spark plugs.”

Aggie frowned. “You know Gary doesn’t hold with leaf blowers.”

What did that mean? That Gary didn’t approve of leaf blowers, or didn’t believe in them, or somehow didn’t get along with them? Jane wanted to ask, but her ice cream cone was melting, so she had to keep licking it. She felt like a dog drinking from a water bowl while its owners talked over her head.

“I can stop by your place on Tuesday, I guess,” Duncan said. “Now, you better get back to Gary before he gets any more horizontal over there.”

They all glanced toward the sidewalk, where a man sitting on a bench was indeed getting more horizontal by the minute—his legs were stretched out before him, and he’d slumped down until his head rested against the back of the bench. He was a thin, balding man with a slightly concave chest. Jane could only stare in disbelief: Aggie had left Duncan for him?

Aggie made an annoyed sound and marched off toward the bench.

Jane bit a chunk off her cone. “So that was Aggie.”

“Yup,” Duncan said. Then he added unnecessarily, “She has some control issues.”

“I think she’s still in love with you,” Jane said. She could not have explained why she said that, why she half thought it. Except that maybe Aggie wasn’t the only one with sharp instincts.

Duncan shook his head. “Oh, no. The last time we slept together was at least five or six years ago.”

“The last time?” Jane stared at him. “You mean you’ve slept with Aggie since she remarried?”

Duncan looked uncomfortable. “Yes, but it didn’t mean anything.”

“It always means something,” Jane said. And that was true. It might not mean the same thing to both people, but it always meant something.

“We don’t do it anymore,” Duncan said. “Now I really do just mow the lawn when I go over there.”

Jane knew it shouldn’t matter—it was history now. It had all happened before Jane had met Duncan, before she had even moved to town. But still her heart felt like a sponge you find forgotten under the sink: wrinkled and stiff and squeezed dry.

“Your ice cream cone is melting all over your hand,” Duncan said gently.

IN MID-NOVEMBER, Jane had parent-teacher conferences, and even though most of the parents of her students were concerned and loving and valued education, she was still anxious. All parents want to hear good things about their children, but sometimes you had to say bad things. If you said the bad things too subtly, the parents didn’t believe you. If you said the bad things too baldly, the parents got upset. Actually, they often didn’t believe you anyway and then they got upset, too. It was like having an intervention for an alcoholic every twenty minutes for an entire working day.

Duncan spent the whole of that day at school with Jane. Oh, Jane knew that he talked a little fly-fishing with the assistant principal, and that he tortured Freida by calling and pretending to be someone interested in private mandolin lessons, but mainly he was there for her.

He came to Jane’s classroom between every conference and massaged her shoulders. For lunch he brought her a sandwich with sliced turkey two inches thick, and a bunch of daisies. He fixed the squeak on her swivel chair, and reattached the whiteboard tray to the wall, and stood on Jane’s desk and used the pointer to retrieve a banana from on top of the fluorescent lights where someone had thrown it.

Another stressful element of parent-teacher conferences was that sometimes Jane got a little insight into her students’ lives that she’d rather not have.

Like when Crystal Orr’s father asked what grade this was, and when Jane told him second grade, he said, “Wow, Crystal’s in second already?”

Or when Seth Dorsey’s mother asked what would happen if, hypothetically, a parent did a student’s math homework. Jane told her that parents who did their children’s homework were preventing their children from learning. “What would happen, though?” Seth’s mother asked. Jane said if it became a regular thing, she would have to involve the principal. “What if you couldn’t prove it, though?” Seth’s mother continued. “What if the child denied it?”

Lindsey Mercado’s father told Jane that Lindsey had told him that the moonlight is actually reflected sunlight and wanted to know why Jane was spreading falsehoods.

Brianna Wooten’s mother let the class hamster out of its cage without asking and spent almost the entire conference dashing around the classroom calling, “Cuthbert! Cuthbert! I need you to listen!” Jane had only a minute there at the end to tell her that she thought Brianna might have some attention deficit issues.

And Kenny Parish’s father told her indignantly that Kenny could definitely read at a second-grade level because he could tell the difference between Foster’s Lager and Foster’s Special Bitter when asked to fetch one from the fridge.

After the last conference, Duncan brought Jane her own beer from a cooler in his van and held her feet on his lap and gave her a foot rub—massaging her insteps with hard, smooth strokes. It was actually better than sex, in a way, because really, how often do you sit around thinking, I’m so tired, I wish someone would have sex with me?

“All the time,” Duncan said when she told him this. “I literally think that all the time.”

And so they did that, too, right there in the classroom, with the door shut and the lights off. For weeks after, Jane felt horribly guilty whenever she looked at the Peter Rabbit rug.

JANE HAD HOPED that Duncan would want to spend Thanksgiving alone with her—a romantic long weekend by the fire. But he told her that he always spent Thanksgiving in the Upper Peninsula at a friend’s cabin, fall fishing for steelhead.

(It seemed to Jane that people who lived downstate had cabins in Northern Michigan, and people who lived in Northern Michigan had cabins in the Upper Peninsula, but where did people who lived in the Upper Peninsula have cabins? Canada? And where did Canadian people have cabins? At what point did there cease to be an appeal in going north and people gave up and bought time-shares in Florida?)

So Jane drove down to Grand Rapids to spend Thanksgiving with her mother. Her mother worked as a receptionist in a dental office, and they always had Thanksgiving dinner with the dentist and his family. Every year, Dr. Wimberly told Jane that her mother kept his practice afloat singlehandedly. Jane had no doubt that was true.

Her mother was a stout woman with a slight bullfrog neck, a broad, leonine face, and an imposing manner. Jane took after her father—he’d had the blondness and the slighter build. Her mother had darker hair and darker eyes. She wore her bifocals on a chain around her neck, and when she put them on and tilted her head back to examine you, you knew she was going to find you wanting, and you weren’t wrong. Jane had heard her mother on the phone, confirming dental appointments: “We expect to see you tomorrow at nine, regardless of the weather.” “You’re not going to waste our time like you did last week, are you?” “I do hope you’ll manage to be prompt and not inconvenience everyone.”

It was even worse in the dentist’s waiting room, where Jane had spent many afternoons as a child, coloring or reading. “Put the magazines back on the rack when you’re done reading them,” her mother would say sternly to patients, “and don’t go taking one just because it has a recipe you fancy trying.” And, “If you’ve brushed and flossed like you’re supposed to, I’m sure you have nothing to worry about.”

You would think patients would leave the practice in droves, but maybe they were afraid Jane’s mother would hunt them down. Dr. Wimberly either didn’t know or didn’t care about her mother’s scare tactics. He always got emotional on Thanksgiving, patting her mother’s arm and saying, “I would be lost without Phyllis, completely lost.”

“Nonsense,” Jane’s mother would say, looking pleased.

This year, Jane suspected Dr. Wimberly had had some predinner drinks because he gave her a hug that was at least thirty seconds too long. “Jane, little Jane!” he said. “Look at you, so grown up! Phyllis tells me you love it up north.”

“Yes, I do,” Jane said, retreating a step.

“Phyllis also says you have a boyfriend,” Dr. Wimberly continued. “Some sort of day laborer? Or is he a tinker?”

Jane gave her mother an annoyed look. “He’s a woodworker,” she said to Dr. Wimberly.

“Ah!” Dr. Wimberly smiled condescendingly, as though Jane had just told him that Duncan was a bard, or maybe president. “Are you two serious?”

“Yes, very,” Jane said firmly. (Dr. Wimberly was looking like he might start hugging her again.)

“Not serious enough for him to come here for Thanksgiving,” her mother said to no one in particular.

On Saturday, Jane drove back up to her house. She hadn’t heard from Duncan because the fishing cabin had no phone and neither Jane nor Duncan had cell phones. (No one in Boyne City did—the reception was almost nonexistent because Boyne City rested in a slight hollow. The only person Jane knew who had a cell phone was Dr. Haven, the local family doctor, and he had to hike up Avalanche Mountain on Sunday nights to check his messages.)

She drove past Duncan’s apartment on her way into town, hoping that maybe he, too, had returned early, but it was dark and shuttered-looking.

Yet there was his van in Jane’s driveway, and there was Duncan sitting on her front porch steps. He was wearing a denim jacket with a shearling collar that shone faintly in the darkness.

She parked her car and got out, carrying her overnight bag. “Oh, hey,” she said softly. “What are you doing here?”

“I called your mother and she said you’d left a couple hours ago, so I thought I’d come see you.”

Jane stood for a moment, her bag bouncing lightly against her legs. “Weren’t the fish biting?” she asked.

“They were biting,” Duncan said. “I just missed you.”

The moon glowed (with reflected sunlight, remember) through the bare trees like a heavy silver ball resting on elegant black fingers, and Jane thought she had never seen anything so beautiful.

THE FIRST SNOW came in early December. Jane awoke to the rumble of machinery and peeked out her window to see Duncan clearing her driveway with a snowblower. The world was soft and white and crystalline; the red of the snowblower and the green of Duncan’s jacket were the only splashes of color.

It snowed again the next week, and twice more before Christmas. Each time, Jane could stay in bed, secure and cozy and cared for, knowing that Duncan or Jimmy would come to clear her driveway and sidewalk before she had to leave for work. Of course, she knew that one of them was also over clearing Aggie’s driveway because Gary was apparently not in harmony with snowblowers either. Actually, it might have been more than just Jane’s and Aggie’s driveways. Maybe Duncan did the driveways of all his former lovers, though Jane didn’t suppose he had that much time.

If Duncan cleared her drive, he would let himself in quietly afterward and get in bed with Jane, pulling up her nightshirt, his body warm from exercise, only the tips of his fingers cold on her spine. (If Jimmy cleared the drive, that part didn’t happen.)

JANE BOUGHT a too-short tuxedo jacket at the thrift store and trimmed it with a three-inch ribbon of satin and added white silk piping to the pockets and lapels. She was not much of a tailor, and all this took her many days, and she wound up with bruised fingers and a tuxedo jacket that looked almost exactly like one she’d bought at a Detroit flea market two years earlier, only not as nice.

When she showed it to Duncan, he stroked his moustache for a full minute. “Winters are long here,” he said. “That’s a fact.”

CHRISTMAS CAME, as it always does, bringing a rising anxiety about gift giving and gift receiving. Always there’s the worry that you will undergift someone who will overgift you, or that you will give a gift to someone who looks at you blankly in return, or that you will receive an unexpected gift that requires the impromptu gifting of one of your own (hastily wrapped and sometimes beloved) possessions in return. Jane also lived with the fear that a student’s family would give her some horribly intimate gift—like a nightgown or massage oil—and she would have to write a thank-you note for it, or that Duncan would give her a horribly nonintimate gift—like a wastebasket—and she would have to pretend to love it. The run-up to Christmas was sort of like the Cuban Missile Crisis in terms of escalating tension.

But in the end it was okay. Jane’s students gave her small, thoughtful, easily thankable gifts: gift cards and coffee mugs and scented candles. Jane gave Freida a Bob Dylan biography, and Freida gave Jane a CD of Christmas carols she’d recorded herself. Jane gave Duncan a blue button-down shirt made of Egyptian cotton. It had thin amber stripes that exactly matched his eyes, and the cloth was as soft as water. Duncan gave Jane a delicate silver necklace with a leaf-shaped pendant. It would have made Jane completely happy except that she’d seen an identical necklace on one of Duncan’s former girlfriends—a waitress at Robert’s Restaurant—and it brought to mind the image of Duncan having bought these necklaces in bulk years ago. But it made her mostly happy even so.

IN JANUARY, Freida invited Jane to play in her all-female jug band, who called themselves the Jug Bandits.

“It’s a good way to meet people,” Freida said. “The other players are all very nice. Well, mostly. Monica Daniels won’t shake hands with anyone because she says it stresses her bowing hand. I know all violists think they’re bullied, but sometimes it almost seems called for.”

Jane didn’t want to say that now that she’d met Duncan, she had no interest in meeting anyone else, so she agreed.

The Jug Bandits had gotten their first paying gig—the Association of Women Radiologists had hired them to play at their annual meeting at the library—and Jane wore a black pantsuit with a thin black velvet ribbon tied around her neck. (Some of her thrift-store outfits were more successful than others; she looked vaguely like an undertaker in this one.)

Jane didn’t experience anything you might call a performer’s high, but it wasn’t so bad, beating on a saucepan with a pair of wooden spoons while Freida played the mandolin and the band worked their way through “Happy Feet” and
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