

[image: Cover image: The Griffin Sisters’ Greatest Hits by Jennifer Weiner.]



   
About the Author

JENNIFER WEINER is the No.1 New York Times bestselling author of twenty-two books, including the novels Good in Bed, In Her Shoes, Mrs. Everything, and The Breakaway. She has appeared on many national television programs, including the Today show and Good Morning America, and her work is frequently published by the New York Times. Jennifer lives with her family in Philadelphia.

Visit her online at JenniferWeiner.com.




Cherry

HADDONFIELD, 2024

Ten minutes,” Darren said, nodding at the dashboard clock.

“Ten minutes,” Cherry repeated, and opened the Prius’s passenger’s side door, stepping out of an atmosphere composed of equal parts pot, male body, and some kind of noxious spray cologne intended to obscure the first two things. “I’ve got my phone. Text me if you see anyone.”

Darren nodded again. Cherry hoped he was listening, that he wasn’t stoned. At eleven thirty in the morning, the house was empty, but Cherry wasn’t taking chances. Extra eyes would help.

She ran around to the back door, in case the Peraltas next door or the Murphys across the street were watching and wondering why she wasn’t in school. She’d left the house that morning at seven thirty, right on schedule, had endured half a day’s worth of classes: the close reading of a Philip Roth story in English; sine, cosine, and tangent in algebra; a review of the past perfect tense in French. Not one single thing she’d need where she was going.

She disabled the alarm and ran lightly up the stairs to her bedroom, with its cream-colored carpeting and the flower-and-butterfly-patterned wallpaper her mom had picked out when they’d moved to this house and redone her bedroom, changing it from a boy’s space to a girl’s. Or, Cherry thought, changing it from a boy’s space to a room for the kind of girl her mom wanted: a pretty, easygoing girlie girl who would appreciate music boxes with ballerinas inside and butterflies on her wall.

The wallpaper was now almost completely obscured beneath layers of posters, most of them featuring women with guitars. Some of the posters were the bands and singers Cherry loved best—Fiona Apple and Liz Phair, Lana Del Rey and Mitski. Others advertised Cherry’s musical influences—the Breeders and Veruca Salt, Luscious Jackson and Hole. A Joan Jett poster had pride of place, a black-and-white photograph of the artist looking over her shoulder, with her guitar at her hip. Cherry’s corkboard was papered with printouts of concert tickets, going back all the way to the 2015 Taylor Swift show she’d attended on her tenth birthday, during that brief window when music was something she and her mother enjoyed together, not the thing that had come between them. Her bass and guitar rested on their metal stands; her amplifier, covered in stickers, squatted in the corner. The duffel bag she’d packed the night before was at the back of her closet, obscured by a layer of dirty laundry. She unearthed it, unzipped it, and stuffed in her notebooks full of lyrics, the toiletries and makeup she hadn’t wanted to pack the night before, in the event—unlikely, but not impossible—that her mother would notice their absence.

When the bag was full, Cherry slid her guitar into its padded case, the one she could wear like a backpack, and pulled the straps over her shoulders. She grabbed the duffel and hurried down the stairs, stopping in the kitchen, thinking she’d have just enough time to slap together a peanut butter sandwich for the road. She had just pulled the bread out of the bread box when she saw her stepbrother’s name on the oversized calendar on her mother’s desk. Bix dentist was written in the space for Wednesday of the next week. Cherry winced and found her gaze moving toward the basement, where her piano lived. A few months after they’d moved to this place, Cherry had sat down to practice. She’d smelled something sour, just as her feet touched the wet, sticky mess dripping from the piano’s body, pooling under the pedals. Bix had opened the instrument’s lid and dumped a glass of chocolate milk into the body, soaking the tuning pins, the felt-covered hammers, the strings and the soundboard. When Zoe, in her gentle stepmothering voice, had asked Bix what had happened, Bix had shrugged. “I think Cherry left her glass there,” he’d said, tapping the top of the piano with one long, somehow insectile fingertip. Like Cherry didn’t know any better. Like she’d ever bring anything like that near the piano; her good, old friend; the ancient, battered upright that had once been her aunt’s; the instrument she’d convinced her grandparents to give her. “Nobody ever plays it,” Cherry had said. Her Pop-pop had bit his lip, looking troubled, and her Nana had actually left the room, which was when Cherry remembered that nobody was playing the piano now, but somebody had played it once. She’d opened her mouth to apologize when her grandfather had said, “You know what, kiddo? You’re right. It’s not doing anyone any good just sitting here.” His voice was hoarse, but he’d given her a crooked smile. “We’ll call it a housewarming present. Or an early Chanukah gift.” Two days later, the movers had shown up in Haddonfield with the piano. Cherry had been thrilled. Her mother, not so much.

“Put it in the basement,” Zoe had said, her face crinkling in distaste. Cherry hadn’t cared. A piano in the basement was a hundred times better than no piano at all. And then Bix had ruined it. They’d had it cleaned and tuned, but it had never sounded the same, and that sour, spoiled-milk smell still lingered.

Cherry knew Bix had done what he’d done on purpose. But when she told her mother, Zoe had just sighed and said, “You need to get along with him, honey. You need to try harder.” That was the pattern. Bix transgressed; Cherry got in trouble. Bix was believed; Cherry was not. Bix was coddled, excused, given second and third chances, and lots of extra help. Cherry was instructed to try harder, to make allowances; was reminded that Bix had lost his mother; was told that she should be his friend. It was hard, too, because most of what Bix did was so subtle it was almost impossible to describe. “What do you mean, he’s looking at you?” Zoe would ask, her tone frustrated. Or, “Cherry, he’s allowed to be on the couch at the same time you are.” Cherry had tried to explain that it wasn’t just that Bix was on the couch; it was that he was sitting too close to her, breathing too loudly, that when he looked at her it was always with a smirk curling his thin lips and a gaze that felt probing and invasive, like he was picturing her naked. “Is he touching you?” her mother would finally ask, her face very serious, and Cherry would always have to tell her mom that Bix wasn’t, that he hadn’t. She didn’t know how to explain that it still felt like he was and he had.

Bix was nineteen now, a year older than Cherry. He should have

been away, in college, but instead he was still living at home, attending classes at one of Penn State’s satellite campuses, with the hope (vain, in Cherry’s opinion) that he’d be admitted to the main campus someday. Meanwhile, he lived in a bedroom not ten yards from her own. And he was still, always, looking at her.

Not anymore, Cherry told herself, pressing her lips together tightly while spreading peanut butter on a slice of bread. She’d be free of Bix at last, far away from her mother and her mother’s judgments. Free to follow her destiny; free to chase her dreams; free to become the only thing she’d ever wanted to be: A singer. A musician. A star.

Cherry reached into her pocket and pulled out her new phone, the one she’d paid for herself, the one that wasn’t on the family plan. She thumbed the screen into life and, for the hundredth time that morning, checked the email she’d received from the producers of The Next Stage—the one that began with the word Congratulations and included attachments to her plane ticket, her hotel reservation, details about when the next round of auditions would commence, and copies of the documents she’d signed. There was a release, allowing the show to broadcast footage of her, and an NDA full of stern warnings about not telling anyone—not friends, not relatives, not vocal coaches or bandmates or even parents—that she’d made it to the semifinals, with lots of threatening language about the millions of dollars she’d owe the production company if anyone she knew went public with that news and spoiled the show.

Cherry’s audition for The Next Stage had been back in September. She’d arrived at the Philadelphia Convention Center at eight o’clock, a full twenty-five hours before auditions began, to ensure that she’d be toward the front of the line when the doors finally opened. The producers had divided people into groups of twenty, and so, just past nine a.m., Cherry and nineteen other wannabes had walked into the vast expanse of the auditorium. There were a dozen tables, each one manned by a pair of producers. One after another, the members of Cherry’s group had stepped forward, to sing for approximately twenty seconds apiece. Cherry had sung the Black Crowes’ “Hard to Handle” for a pair of bored-looking producers barely older than she was, who’d gotten gratifyingly less bored-looking as her allotted twenty seconds had unspooled. When she’d finished, one of the producers had gone trotting off, eventually reappearing with another, more senior-looking producer and a cameraman, and had Cherry sing again, this time with a camera filming her. The producer had tapped something on his iPad and sent Cherry off to the bleachers to wait some more. Eventually she’d been ushered into a featureless conference room, where there were more producers and another camera waiting.

They’d asked her for a different song, and so Cherry had performed Kelly Clarkson’s “Since U Been Gone.” Sometimes, when she was singing, she was completely in her head, thinking about the next note, the next phrase, the next breath she’d take, but that morning, she’d been able to hear herself, to become the audience as well as the performer. Objectively, she knew she sounded good. Her belt was full-throated and yearning, the chorus and the “yeah, yeahs,” she’d sung sounded plaintive and so pained that she gave herself goose bumps. She knew, even before the judges’ nods, that she’d made it through, but she couldn’t keep herself from jumping into the air, pumping her fist triumphantly, feeling gratified and thrilled, when they’d delivered the news.

“Come back tomorrow,” they’d told her. “And make sure you look exactly the same.” Same clothes, same hair, same everything. Cherry figured the plan was to edit everything together and make a two-or three-day process look like it had all happened in a single day. At home she’d ignored her mother when Zoe had complained about Cherry running the washing machine with just a single outfit inside. The next day she’d skipped school, again, and had gone back to the convention center, where she’d sung, for a third time, in front of one of the show’s most senior producers. For that round, she’d gotten an entire sixty seconds to impress them: thirty seconds for the Black Crowes, thirty seconds for Kelly Clarkson.

“Very nice,” the producer had said. She’d asked Cherry questions— how old was she? How long had she been singing? What kind of music did she like, what were her other hobbies, who were her favorite bands? Cherry answered everything, repeating the questions before giving her answers. She said she was eighteen, that she’d been singing as long as she could remember, that she liked all kinds of music, but singer-songwriters especially, that she played keyboard and guitar, that she had no other hobbies of note, and that her favorite band was the Griffin Sisters. By the end of the day, she’d gotten the good news. By the end of the week, the show’s producers had sent her a plane ticket, instructing her to be in Los Angeles the first Monday in February. She could be sent home that same day … or, if she made it to the finals, she could be out there as long as four months, until the judges crowned the winner of The Next Stage and gave him or her one hundred thousand dollars and a recording contract.

In spite of the NDAs, Cherry had heard rumors that most teenage contestants ended up telling their parents. Cherry had not. She was legally an adult. She didn’t need her mom’s permission to compete, and she didn’t want to have to deal with Zoe trying to stop her. She did not want to sit through another lecture about the terrible state of the music industry today, or all the ways the business would hurt her. “Men treat women like they’re pieces of meat,” Zoe would say, shaking her head. “I could tell you stories …”

I could tell you stories, Cherry would think, scowling. I could tell you that there’s already a man treating me like a piece of meat, and that the call is coming from inside the house. Only you don’t want to hear it.

She snagged a bottle of seltzer from the refrigerator and stood in the kitchen, taking in the suburban profusion, all the stuff her family owned. There was a blue ceramic bowl full of tangerines on the white marble counter; the wine refrigerator, humming underneath it; the tulips in a vase on the table in the corner; the silver-framed photographs of her little brothers, Noah and Schuyler, on the wall; all that cool, shining order. She could smell fabric softener and lemon Pledge, the ghost of cloves and amber from Zoe’s Coco perfume; a leftover from her mom’s rock-and-roll days, Cherry figured. Most of the ladies her mom knew, the ones from the book club and barre class and the PTA, stuck to barely there Jo Malone.

On her way out of the house, she allowed herself one last look toward the basement and saw that the door was open, just a crack. She knew if she opened the door all the way and looked down, she would see, hanging on the wall that faced the kitchen, a framed platinum album: the one relic from her previous life that her mother had kept.

It was strange. From what she’d read, people who’d won Emmys and Oscars and Tony Awards either gave their trophies pride of place or did something ironic. They’d set a Tony in the powder room or tuck an Oscar in with a bunch of random family photos on a side table. Nothing to see here. No big deal, such placement seemed to say.

Her mother was different. She actually seemed sincere in not want-

ing to put any evidence of her previous life on display. Cherry knew that it had been her stepfather’s idea to hang the album, that he’d been the one to talk Zoe into pulling it out of storage. Zoe had consented, as long as she got to pick the location. Really? Cherry remembered him asking, when Zoe had pointed toward the basement. That’s where you want it? She remembered his tone, curious and a little disappointed, and, above all, careful. Jordan, her stepfather, was always careful with her mother, especially on this topic. He treated her like she was a soufflé, or made of spun sugar, like she’d collapse if he looked at her too hard or shatter if he spoke to her too sharply. Cherry remembered her mother’s tight-lipped smile. Yes, Zoe had said. That’s where I want it.

Cherry didn’t understand it, not any more than Jordan did. Maybe her mother didn’t want to remind anyone of what she’d once been. Maybe she didn’t like remembering herself. Zoe would never talk about her days in the band, no matter how much Cherry pestered and pleaded, or how many times she’d asked for details beyond what she could find online, on Subreddits and on the Griffin Sisters’ Wikipedia page. Zoe wouldn’t talk about the band, wouldn’t talk about Cherry’s actual, biological father. Jordan’s your father now. And he loves you. You’re very lucky, Cherry. I hope you know that.

Cherry did know. Her actual father might have died before she was born, and that was a bummer, but she’d hit the jackpot with Jordan. Jordan loved her and did the best he could. But Cherry was always aware that she was his adopted daughter, not his biological one; that she was in a different category than the boys. She’d have known it, even if, when she was six years old, Bix hadn’t turned to her, when they’d both been on the couch, watching cartoons, and said, “He’s not your father. Your father’s dead.” Jordan had offered, more than once, for Cherry to call him Dad, but she’d never been able to fit her mouth around the word.

Jordan loved her. But they’d never talked, just the two of them, about how Bix looked at her, or how his looks made her feel, about how he would hide her sheet music on the days she had piano lessons, or how he’d accidentally-on-purpose set her sixth-grade final-project diorama on fire, or how he’d put a dead mouse in her shoe, or how, once, when she was eleven, she’d woken up in the middle of the night to find him standing by the side of her bed, pale face looming over her like a moon made of rotten cheese. But Jordan must have known something, because Bix had been shipped off to boarding school when he turned fourteen. Cherry had never been as happy as she’d been that morning, watching the loaded Range Rover pulling out of the driveway. She thought he’d be gone forever, but Bix had turned out to be a classic failure-to-launch situation. After high school, he had boomeranged right back home and started tormenting Cherry again.

 Time to go, she thought. She popped her sandwich into a plastic bag and hurried out of the kitchen, resetting the alarm and locking the back door behind her. After stowing her gear in the trunk, she climbed into Darren’s car and clicked the seat belt into place with three minutes to spare.

“Okay?” he asked.

“Perfect,” said Cherry. “Thank you.”

Darren patted her shoulder awkwardly. “Gonna miss you,” he said, and started driving toward the airport. Darren had been her bandmate since they’d met as sixth graders at the School of Rock. They’d played Stevie Wonder together, and they’d both been promoted to the house band in ninth grade. Darren played the drums, and Cherry played lead guitar, and keys, and she sang for as many songs as they’d let her. In tenth grade, she and Darren had formed their own band, StickyFingers (all one word). They’d learned the entire Rolling Stones catalogue and had performed on any stage that would have them—in clubs in New Jersey and across the river in Philadelphia, at all-ages nights at bars and street festivals, at open-mic nights and school talent shows.

At the curb underneath the American Airlines sign, Darren put the car in park and patted her shoulder again. “Break a leg,” he said. “I’ll be watching.”

“Don’t just watch,” she said. “You’ve got to vote, too.” “Early and often,” Darren promised.

Cherry pressed a quick kiss to his cheek, gathered her bag and her guitar, and rechecked her phone for her ticket, reminding herself that she didn’t need to keep looking over her shoulder. Her stepdad was at work. Her brothers and her stepbrother were at school. Her mother was at barre class or hot yoga—“maintaining my girlish figure,” she’d say, straight-faced. Then she would be shopping or at lunch with her friends. No one would be home for hours. Cherry knew no one would notice she was gone for hours after that, maybe not until after dinner, maybe, if she got lucky, not even until the next morning. By the time they’d start to worry, she’d be in Los Angeles. The next time they saw her, or heard her voice, she would be on TV.




Janice

PHILADELPHIA, 1982

No.” Janice Edelman’s feet were still in the stirrups when the doctor, balding and avuncular in his white coat, gave her the news. “I can’t be.”

“You can, and you are,” Dr. Gaines announced, pulling off his gloves and tossing them into the trash can. “About twenty-two weeks, I’d say.” “Twenty-two …” Janice closed her eyes, struggling to reorder her

thoughts. “I can’t be,” she repeated.

The doctor sat on his wheeled stool and used his heels to scoot himself over to her chart, spread out on the counter beside the sink. Zoe was in her stroller, snoozing peacefully, her rosebud lips parted, her hair curling and her cheeks adorably pink. Janice swallowed hard as Dr. Gaines scribbled something in her file. “Were you using birth control?” he asked.

“I’m still breastfeeding! I never even started my period again! I thought …” She pressed one hand to her forehead. The truth was, after her daughter’s birth, just seven short months ago, it had never even occurred to her to go back on the pill. In those blurry, sleepless months, sex felt like something she’d done in another life, or possibly on a different planet. She’d gotten the go-ahead to resume marital relations at her six-week checkup, but Sam, her big, brave, police-officer husband, had been too scared to touch her. Eventually, they’d managed to make careful, tentative love, an act repeated just a handful of times in the subsequent months, and Janice suspected she’d fallen asleep midway through a few of their intimate encounters. Even easy babies needed nighttime feedings, and when Janice was in bed, it was hard to stay awake, no matter what else was happening at the time.

“I understand that this is a surprise,” said Dr. Gaines.

“A surprise,” Janice repeated. She licked her lips and made herself ask, “Is it too late to … to terminate?”

“Yes,” said Dr. Gaines, without meeting her eyes. “You’re well over the cutoff, unless there’s a danger to your health.”

“Does my mental health count?” Janice asked, only mostly kidding. Twenty-two weeks meant she’d be having another baby in four and a half months. It barely seemed possible. She and Sam had been married for two years before they’d started trying. When she’d found out she was pregnant with Zoe, she’d been thrilled. She’d gone to Modell’s to buy a tiny Eagles onesie, which she’d folded up and set at his place at the kitchen table. He’d stared at the green-and-silver garment when he’d come down for dinner, then whooped with happiness, scooping Janice in his arms, whirling her around, raining kisses on her cheeks and lips and forehead. “Our little family,” he’d said softly.

And that was the thing: a little family was what they’d wanted. Sam had three brothers, Janice had two brothers and three sisters. Sam had grown up in a rowhouse in Olney, and Janice had lived in a ranch house in Somerton, a few miles away. They’d both shared bedrooms and bathrooms with their siblings. They’d both worn hand-me-downs throughout childhood. They’d both wanted things to be different for their children. I want my kids to have their own bedrooms, Janice had said, remembering how she’d yearned for privacy and a place that belonged to her alone. I want them to have their own clothes, said Sam, who had been eighteen before he’d owned a new winter coat. They’d both wanted a house that had been newly constructed, or at least recently renovated. No aluminum awning over the front stoop; no worn, grimed linoleum floors or cheap laminate countertops in the kitchen; no walls that had absorbed the scents of tens of thousands of meals and the energy of tens of thousands of fights.

One kid, they’d decided. Maybe two. And only two after they’d saved up for a down payment on a big-enough house, somewhere in the Great Northeast, because Philadelphia cops were required to live within the city limits. Another baby, before Zoe’s first birthday, was absolutely not part of the plan. There wasn’t any room. There also wasn’t any money.

But Janice was not prepared to discuss that with her gynecologist.

At least, not until she’d put her underwear back on.

“How can I not have known?” she asked. “How could I have missed …” She waved at her doctor, then at her belly. “Everything?”

He pulled off his glasses, with their thick black plastic frames, and polished first one lens, then the other, on the hem of his white coat. “It happens more than you’d think.”

Sure, Janice thought, putting her clothes on slowly once the doctor was gone. With fifteen-year-old airheads who gave birth in the school bathroom on prom night. But she wasn’t fifteen. And she’d never thought of herself as stupid. Not until that afternoon.

“Congratulations,” the nurse said, giving her a little wave as Janice made her way toward the reception desk, pushing Zoe, who was still sleeping in her stroller. Janice made herself smile back at the woman, and thought, Maybe it won’t be that bad. Maybe the next baby will be easy, like Zoe.

It was just after three o’clock in the afternoon when Janice got into her thirdhand Honda and pulled out of the parking garage. She found herself driving south on Eighth Street, heading instinctively toward her aunt’s house in South Philadelphia. Out of her four sisters, Janice’s mother was the one who’d made it, married to a man who earned a good living, who could buy her a three-bedroom split-level ranch (a house they’d promptly stuffed with too much furniture and many children). Janice’s mother’s oldest sister, Bess, still lived in a Jewish neighborhood of South Philadelphia.

Janice found her aunt right where Bess spent most of her time, when the weather permitted: on a folding lawn chair on her stoop, wearing a flowered housedress with scuffed black Keds on her swollen feet. There was a pack of Marlboros in her hand, an empty Tastykake pie tin full of ashes on the table beside her, and a lit cigarette plugged into her lipsticked mouth. Aunt Bess had a blocky build, wide shoulders and hips without much of a waist between them. Her hair was cut short and dyed a brassy magenta, a color Janice’s mother referred to, through pursed lips, as “a shade not found in nature.” Bess’s face was jowly, grooved with wrinkles, her eyes deep set in a net of crow’s-feet … but she loved to laugh, and throw parties, and cook for a crowd, and she always had a five-or ten-dollar bill in her pocket, to press into the hands of any niece or nephew or, these days, great-niece or great-nephew or grandchild who came to visit.

Janice sat on her aunt’s porch, handing Zoe over gratefully when

Bess held out her arms for the baby. Janice gave her the news, as Bess listened, considerately blowing her smoke away from Zoe’s little face. “Hon, just tell him,” she said in her raspy smoker’s voice. “Even if he’s surprised at first, he’ll come around. Sammy’s a good boy.”

“We can’t afford it.”

Bess shrugged. “How much does a baby cost? You’ve already got your stroller and car seat and bottles and all. Zoe will grow out of things, and the new one can have her hand-me-downs.”

At the word hand-me-downs, Janice winced. “It’s not what I wanted for her,” she said, low-voiced.

Bess gave Janice a kind look. “So maybe this is a little setback. Doesn’t mean you won’t get that nice new house in the end.”

“Okay, but …” Janice took a deep breath, smelling cigarette smoke, hot tar (the Golds, two doors down, were having their roof repaired), and the ghosts of Shabbat dinner, fresh challah and chickens roasted in honey and lemon juice, emanating from Bess’s kitchen. “What if I can’t love another baby as much as I love Zoe?”

Bess smiled fondly. “I remember feeling that way, after I had Marjorie and got pregnant with Scott. I thought, I love her so much, there’s no way I’ll ever be able to love a new baby even half this much. But I surprised myself. You will too. I promise. And who knows?” She gave Janice a lipsticky smile and nodded toward her niece’s belly. “Maybe this baby’s going to be special. Maybe he’s got something big to do in the world.” Janice doubted that. She kept her mouth shut as Bess got to her feet. “Sleep on it,” she said to Janice, hugging her, and, Janice saw, slipping twenty dollars into the diaper bag. “I promise, things will look

better in the morning.”

Janice drove slowly, following Passyunk Avenue to Columbus Boulevard until she arrived at the house in Fishtown she and Sam were renting. Just get on with it, she thought, and unlocked the front door. She heard all the familiar sounds: Jim Gardner on Channel 6 broadcasting the evening’s headlines, Sam snoring quietly in the bedroom. She let him sleep, waiting until he came to the kitchen, his hair sticking up in spikes around his head, and let him pour a cup of coffee before saying, “I have some news.”

She ended up having to tell him twice, while he stood in front of the fridge, blank-faced, rubbing at his head and staring at her, looking slack-jawed and, she thought uncharitably, a little stupid. “Another baby?” he finally asked. Janice nodded. His face fell, and he said exactly what she’d thought when she’d learned: “Shit.” And then, “What are we going to do?”

“Have another baby, I guess.” Janice went to the living room where she half sat, half fell onto the sofa. After a minute, Sam sat down beside her. He put one arm around her shoulders, pulling her close. “It’ll be okay,” he said, sounding like he was trying to convince her, and himself. “We’ll figure it out.” That was when Janice finally let herself cry.

Janice did her best to think happy thoughts, to try to feel a fraction of the excitement that she had the first time around, but the remainder of her pregnancy was as hard as the first one had been easy. With Zoe, she hadn’t shown at all until well into her sixth month, but as the next few weeks unfolded, she gained twenty pounds, and watched, in amazement and no small amount of horror, as her body transformed in a manner that made her feel monstrous. Her stomach and thighs and breasts bulged. Her belly button turned itself inside out and poked against her shirts like a pumpkin stalk; her feet grew an entire shoe size; her cheeks and the bridge of her nose darkened. Everything she ate gave her agonizing heartburn, and, even after she’d cut out tomatoes and coffee and dairy and chocolate, her chest and throat burned like fire whenever she lay down.

“It’s going to be a boy,” Sam would say, resting his hands on the outsized globe of her belly. They’d decided not to have an ultrasound— their insurance wouldn’t cover it, and Sam was so convinced it was a boy that he didn’t see the point. Janice was less certain. It’s going to be a monster was what she sometimes couldn’t stop herself from thinking. Her due date came and went. When she was a week overdue, Dr.

Gaines scheduled a C-section. The night before Janice was to report to the hospital, her labor began … but not with the contractions she remembered from Zoe’s birth: pains that rose and crested, sharpening and swelling into agony, then receding long enough for her to catch her breath and even sleep for a few minutes between them. This was different, an agony that felt endless. It began in her lower back and it radiated all the way to her toes and fingertips, her jaw, her face, even the crown of her head, and the pain never stopped or even faded. It was unrelenting; misery without end, a world of hurt where she would live forever.

Sam drove her to Pennsylvania Hospital, where she labored for an eternity of red hours, screaming herself hoarse, until finally, the baby’s heartbeat dipped sufficiently to necessitate an emergency Cesarean. A nurse helped Janice sit up and lean forward, and Janice could guess at the size of the needle from the horror on her husband’s face, but she was too exhausted and miserable to care. She felt like an animal in a trap, ready to chew off her own limbs to escape. As the blessed numbness rolled down her body, Janice was wheeled to the operating room. A drape was unfolded just below her breasts, but she still shut her eyes when the cutting started, listening for the calls of “suction” and “suture,” waiting to hear the baby’s cry. By the time they stitched her up, she was shivering violently. Everything was hurting, as if the pain had never stopped. The space between her legs burned like it had been dipped in acid and set on fire. She felt as raw as if she’d been chewed.

“Another girl,” Sam said, settling the bundle awkwardly against

her chest. Janice remembered how dainty Zoe had felt—a tiny, warm cloud wrapped up in a blanket. This baby felt gigantic, huge and unwieldy. There was a fringe of greasy-looking dark hair around her bald head. Her eyes were squinched shut, and her lips were smacking, moving in blind sucking motions that made Janice think about sea creatures, deep in the ocean’s trenches, eyeless things that never saw the light.

She held her baby and shut her eyes, waiting to feel the thing she remembered from Zoe’s birth, the thing that all the books and soap operas, every girlfriend and female relation from Aunt Bess to her own mom, her sisters and sisters-in-law, had promised she would feel: a tidal wave of love, undeniable in its presence, inarguable in its force.

This time, Janice felt empty and numb; dull, and so tired. She felt like a heavyweight boxer had used her body as a punching bag after she’d slid down a staircase made of razors. Her mouth was dry. Her head was throbbing, and tears were dripping down her face to plop on top of the baby’s bald skull.

“Take her,” she husked, in a rasping whisper, and held out the bundle, until her husband lifted it from her arms.

The next morning, a nurse came, to try and get the new baby to nurse. “Does this little one have a name yet?”

Janice shrugged. She and Sam had been so sure this baby was a boy, they’d picked a boy’s name—Matthew—and had never even talked about girls’ names. Janice considered and rejected Mattie and Matilda—Mattie sounded too much like matted, and Matilda was too old-fashioned.

“Cassandra,” she said. She wasn’t sure where the name came from, unless it was a book she’d read about Greek myths, back in middle school. Janice had never known a Cassandra in real life and had only the vaguest notion of who the mythological Cassandra might have been. Only later would she learn—or relearn, if she had, in fact, already known it—that Cassandra was a prophetess, cursed to speak the truth and have no one believe her.

Had the name shaped Cassie’s life somehow, condemning her to sorrow? Would things have been different if Janice had named her unplanned second daughter Sarah or Rachel or Jane? She would never know. But sometimes, late at night, walking the hallway with Cassie screaming in her arms, begging her baby to go back to sleep, sometimes crying herself, Janice would think of how it could have been different, if she’d waited longer to have another child … or, most of all, if she’d found a doctor who’d do what Dr. Gaines wouldn’t, if she’d never had Cassie at all. I will never be able to love her, she’d think, and then hate herself for thinking. I can’t do it, no matter how hard I try.




Cassie

ALASKA, 2024

Cassie Grossberg zipped her down parka. She put on her left glove with her right hand and used her teeth to tug her right glove over her wrist. She strapped a headlamp around her forehead, over the brim of her

knitted wool hat, and opened the door. It was nine o’clock in the morning, the starless sky still black as a pot of ink outside, with an icy, knifeedged wind blowing hard enough to make the sides of her wooden house groan. Winter in Alaska felt like punishment. It was cold, of course, and endlessly dark. The sky was black at seven in the morning, when kids left for school. It was dark again by three in the afternoon, when the dismissal bell rang. The hockey teams played under floodlights; the kids on the cross-country ski team practiced with headlamps. Everyone learned to live with it. Either that, or they flew off to Hawaii.

Alaska’s winters suited Cassie. The sharp-edged wind found all of the gaps in her clothing—the space between her scarf and her parka’s zipper, the gap between her hat and her collar—and probed at them zealously. It felt purposefully cruel; a wind that held a grudge, that sidled close and whispered in your ear every shameful, stupid thing you’d ever done. It was unrelenting and pitiless. It felt like what she deserved.

That morning, Cassie felt the cold, but she felt something else, too—a prickle of unease at the back of her neck; an unwelcome sensation that meant that, somewhere, her songs were being played; her name was being spoken. It had been that way for years. She’d get that uncomfortably itchy feeling, that sensation of being watched, and she’d turn on the radio or the TV, and boom, there they’d be, her voice and Zoe’s, singing “The Gift” or “Flavor of the Week” or “Last Night in Fishtown.” And she’d be forced to think of her sister, to remember, even though remembering hurt.

When they were girls, Zoe had been Cassie’s companion, her protector; once, she’d believed, her friend. Had things gone the way they should have, they would have grown up and gone in separate directions: Cassie, to a life in classical music, and Zoe, probably, to college, unless her sister had managed to find some other path to the stardom she’d always yearned for. A degree, a husband, a regular kind of job.

That hadn’t happened. And now … “Never mind,” Cassie rasped.

Her dog, Wesley, looked up at her. His expression seemed vaguely startled. Cassie wondered how long it had been since he’d heard her talk. She crouched down to scratch behind his ears. At just under twenty pounds, Wesley was conveniently portable, easy for Cassie to scoop up under an arm or tuck into her coat as needed.

Cassie had never planned on getting a dog. Pets were a comfort. They provided companionship. Cassie hadn’t thought she deserved either of those things. But six years ago, she’d opened her door to find a small dog with reddish-brown fur and white spots, his tail tucked neatly underneath him, ears quivering uncertainly as he looked at her.

“Hello,” she said, before she could stop herself. He hadn’t been wearing a collar, and when she’d brought him to the vet, she found that he wasn’t chipped. “You could take him to the shelter,” the tech said. “But, you know, older dogs …” Her voice trailed off, and, right on cue, the little dog had whimpered, as if he understood what he’d heard. Cassie did not deserve the comfort of a dog. She’d hurt everyone who’d gotten close to her. But the dog didn’t deserve a death sentence. Cassie had paid the bill and carried the dog to her car.

“I’m not going to be a lot of fun,” she warned the dog, unlocking the car’s doors. Wesley regarded her warily. She put him in the back seat and googled the location of the nearest pet shop, where she bought a leash, a collar, a bag of kibble, and a crate that Wesley ended up never using, preferring, instead, to sleep curled up at the foot of Cassie’s single bed.

Cassie had done her best to make a life where she saw, and spoke to, as few people as possible. She’d had enough of people; enough of attention, enough of the world. Early on, after everything had gone wrong, she’d thought about killing herself . She’d wanted to die. Only that felt like the easy way out, like she was ducking her punishment, avoiding what she deserved. Which was to live out her days alone, with the knowledge of all the pain she’d caused the people who had loved her.

She’d started out in Oregon, three thousand miles from home, in an A-frame, an hour outside of Portland. Stunning views of the Pacific Ocean, rolling sand dunes and Salmon Creek, the ad had read. Cassie had ordered blackout curtains to cover the windows that faced the water, and had plodded through her days. She didn’t have a TV, didn’t buy new clothes, didn’t go out to the movies or to restaurants. She ate the same three meals each day: cereal for breakfast, a sandwich for lunch, a chicken breast for dinner. She didn’t listen to any music, didn’t buy a piano or sing in the shower. On the rare occasions when she needed to go somewhere, she kept the car radio tuned to the all-news channel. She shopped for groceries early in the morning or late at night and did her banking online. But there were too many people; too many eyes that lit up in recognition at her face; too many occasions when she’d hear a bar or two of the band’s music and be sent hurtling back to a place she didn’t want to go.

Seven months into a yearlong lease, Cassie had been at the drugstore, buying toothpaste and tampons, when she’d caught a tinny, string-heavy Muzak version of “The Gift,” emerging from the store’s speakers. It had been playing while she’d paid, and the checkout girl had looked at the name on Cassie’s credit card, then up at Cass, her eyes wide and wondering. The name on the card was C. Grossberg. She hadn’t become Cassie Griffin until the record label had officially signed off on the last name that her sister had chosen. “It’s just easier,” Jerry had told them, in his high, boyish voice, with a smile that showed all of his teeth. Jerry’s last name had once been Nussbaum before it became Nance, a fact he hadn’t mentioned, that afternoon or ever.

Did the girl recognize her, in spite of the different last name? Cassie had grabbed her stuff, declined a receipt with a curt shake of her head, and hurried out of the store. At home, she’d sat up all night, in the dark, trying to decide where she would run.

At five in the morning, she bought a plane ticket. Several hours later, she was on an Alaska Airlines flight to Anchorage. When she landed, she took a taxi to a car dealership, where she paid cash for her SUV, and forced herself to smile at the salesman.

“Where do people go when they don’t want anyone to find them?” “Excuse me?” The guy was looking at her closely. Did he recognize her? Or was she making him uncomfortable? Was she acting weird? “Stop staring,” Zoe used to tell her, in nursery school and elementary school and middle school. Zoe would deliver her instructions in a murmur, standing close to her sister. When more lengthy or explicit guidance was required, she’d take Cassie’s sleeve and tow her into a corner so that no one could overhear. “Close your mouth. Stop smiling, it looks weird. Just act normal.” The problem was that Cassie never

knew what “normal” was. She’d always relied on Zoe to tell her.

In the too-bright showroom, with its gleaming tiled floors and shiny new cars, Cassie fumbled for a story.

“I … My ex-husband has been harassing me.” Cassie looked at herself, wincing internally. Would this guy believe that someone who looked like her had been married, and that this putative former spouse would care enough about her to keep bothering her—that he wouldn’t, instead, just be relieved that she was out of his life? Cassie told herself not to worry. Fat people got married. Both of the sisters on the TV show My 600-lb Life had boyfriends. There’s a lid for every pot, her great-aunt Bess used to say, and Cassie would think, I’m going to need a very big lid. But there was truth to what she’d said. There had been a man who’d said he’d loved her. Once.

Cassie remembered how he’d traced her eyebrows with one fingertip. How he’d looked down at her when she’d been flushed and rumpled and smiling. How he’d made her feel lovely and cherished. She shook her head, shoved the thought into the soft meat of her memory, and told the salesman, “I want to be far away from other people.”

“Well, you’re in the right state, for sure.” He’d shown her a map, pointing out the cities and the big tourist spots—Anchorage and Seward and Homer, the ports where the cruise ships docked, Talk-eetna, the Denali range. “But anywhere that isn’t one of those places can get pretty isolated.” Cassie had looked at the map, considering all of the wide-open spaces.

“What do you do? For a living?” the salesman asked. “You’ll need a job, right?”

“My parents left me some money.” Cassie felt bad for lying, because her parents were alive and well, still living in Philadelphia. She’d barely spoken to them since that final, terrible night in Detroit. Contact with her mom and dad was one more comfort she didn’t deserve.

 My fault, Cassie had said, when she’d told her mother what had happened, and why she couldn’t come home. All my fault.

The salesman had taken her money and had given her the map, along with the keys, and she’d started driving, following the highway out of town. The road ran parallel to a river, and it was a struggle not to stare or be distracted by the grandeur of the landscape. She’d never seen land so vividly green and mountains so close. They crowded against the perimeter of the road, their peaks pushing into the misty sky. Downtown Anchorage had felt like any medium-sized city, with strip malls and fast-food restaurants, the same stores and signs Cassie had seen all across the country. But after half an hour of driving, the land felt enchanted, otherworldly and wild. Best of all, it felt very far away—different, and distant, from anywhere she’d ever been.

She’d spent the first night in a hotel in Seward, the second in Homer. She’d considered pushing on, maybe to Juneau, or all the way to the Aleutian Islands, but those, she suspected, would be just like any other small town, where everyone knew everyone, and where, eventually, people would know her.

And so she’d backtracked along the Cook Inlet, passing by some towns that had names that sounded vaguely Russian, and others that sounded Native American, and some with names that seemed to have been made up by children: Kalifornsky Beach, Kasilof, Clam Gulch, Nikiski, Anchor Point, Funny River, Sterling, Ninilchik, Soldotna. She followed narrow paved roads and bumpy dirt roads that terminated in dead ends or trailed off into forests, until she found what she was looking for: a “for sale by owner” sign on a likely-looking piece of land along a barely paved road between Seward and Homer, miles away from anything that resembled a town.

The owners were a young married couple who’d moved to Alaska to be homesteaders and live off the grid. They had lasted a year. When Cassie found them, the wife was expecting, and winter was coming, and they were desperate to move back to California. Cassie was glad to offer them the price they were asking and they were overjoyed to take it. She spent the night in a hotel, found a lawyer in Homer the next morning who’d given zero indication of knowing who Cassie was, and they’d concluded the deal in the woman’s office by noon. She signed her name a few dozen times, wrote one very large check and several smaller ones, and shook the former owners’ hands. And then Cassie Grossberg, once Griffin, was the official owner of fifty acres in the woods, a mile south of the Kenai River.

It was as far as she could go. It still wasn’t far enough.

In the doorway of her one-room home, Cassie made a clicking noise with her tongue. Wesley’s pointy ears swiveled in her direction and he trotted over, tongue lolling, looking up at her as his stub of a tail quivered. When he’d first shown up, Wesley had been half-starved, so skinny that each of his ribs showed through his fur. Now he weighed twenty pounds and had a lean, deep-chested body. His paws were white, with brown freckles, and he’d cross them neatly when he lay on the bed or the rug and looked up at her with his big, dark eyes. Soulful eyes, Cassie sometimes thought, with lines of dark-brown fur extending from their corners toward his ears, like Cleopatra-style eyeliner. He was well-fed, and never alone, but he still had a mournful aspect, and he’d stick close to her heels whenever she went outside. He sat on her lap when she was reading; he curled beside her when she napped; he licked her cheeks when she cried and seemed to listen when she talked to him, so attentively that Cassie was almost convinced that he understood everything she said.

She started down the steps. Wesley trotted beside her. When they reached the bottom, he hopped up on his hind paws to give her one of what Cassie called his Patented Looks of Beseechment. Cassie pulled a piece of salmon jerky out of her pocket and tossed it to him. While Wesley daintily devoured his treat, she double-checked her bucket to make sure it held everything she’d need for her morning. All-purpose cleaning spray for the counters; a spray jar full of a water-and-vinegar solution for the windows; toilet cleaner and a scrub brush; microfiber cloths for dusting; and rags for scrubbing the floor. Murphy Oil Soap and Lestoil; Lysol and Febreze.

 Cozy Treehouse in the Woods! was how the Airbnb ad she’d written described the tiny houses she’d had built. She’d moved into the trailer the married couple had left behind and spent a year working with an architect and a general contractor, until the construction was complete. The three houses had been built on stilts, tucked into the forest, completely invisible from the road, and from their neighbors. They perched above the tree line, overlooking the river and the tree-tops and, at night, the wide-open, star-filled sky. Each house was just one rectangular room, plus a bathroom and a kitchenette, thoughtfully constructed, with built-in storage and creative use of space. Cassie had hired a decorator to furnish two of the interiors with a comfortable king-sized bed, a two-burner stove and a miniature fridge, as well as a small, high table with two barstools, a love seat, and a writing desk. The floors were hardwood, except for the bathroom, which had heated tiled floors. She’d hired a kid with a drone to take aerial photographs of the houses, the land, and the river, and a professional photographer to shoot the interiors. Then she’d posted ads on different websites, writing the descriptions like she’d once composed songs, working to find the rhythm of the language, tweaking the listing for maximum response.

The two rental cabins were booked an average of two hundred nights a year, at an average of one hundred and fifty dollars per night. Even minus the expense of upkeep and utilities, they brought in more than enough to keep Cassie and Wesley clothed and fed and happy, their expenses covered, their taxes paid. They lived in the third tree-house, located even farther into the woods, at the end of an unmarked dirt path. Her street had no name, her house had no number, and Cassie had never had visitors. No other human being had ever set foot inside her home; no other voice had ever moved through its atmosphere, setting subatomic particles bouncing off each other until time ran out and the world ended. Every piece of music you’ve ever played is still playing, at a level too quiet for anyone to hear. Her first piano teacher had told her that, and Cassie had been fascinated by the concept. It was a kind of immortality. Once, she’d liked to imagine the pieces of music she loved going on forever. Later, it made her shiver with pride to think that every song she’d ever sung was still out there, echoing in the world. Now it just made her feel guilty and sad.

She walked with her headlamp lighting the way and Wesley trotting beside her, their breath puffing out in white clouds as they followed the snow-covered path in the darkness. A squirrel chittered, and Wesley darted ahead of her, his head in constant motion, turning left, then right, then left again. She’d never seen him actually catch a squirrel, but he’d gotten a bird once. Cassie had watched as he’d snatched the tiny brown feathered body right off the ground and gobbled it down, still twitching, in three gulps. It had been horrifying. The bird’s wings had been beating inside of Wesley’s mouth, in his throat, still, as he’d swallowed. There’s a song here, she’d thought. Something about those desperate, tiny wings, something about that casual savagery, and how you could just be moving, heedlessly, through your life, never knowing how close you were to its end. A scrap of the unatanah tokef, the prayer she’d once recited with her parents at Yom Kippur, came to mind: On Rosh Hashanah it is written and on Yom Kippur it is sealed: how many will pass away and how many will be created, who will live and who will die; who will come to his timely end, and who to an untimely end; who will perish by fire and who by water; who by the sword and who by beast.

Who by tooth and who by claw, Cassie thought. Who by knife and who by gun. Who by love. She’d made herself stop, clamping down on the thought, hard and fast, like she was cauterizing a bleeding artery, sealing a wound with fire. There would be no more songs. Not ever. That was the deal. She’d traded music for her life, such as it was. She’d struck a kind of fairy-tale bargain she’d thought would comfort her or, at least, would let her live with herself. Some days, it worked. Other days—most days—she could admit that it didn’t. Most days, Cassie felt like she was wearing a shirt made of thorns, like she’d swallowed a ball of fishhooks. She was in constant torment, a crushed-glass sorrow that would never end. There would be no forgiveness for her. Not ever. She trudged through the unyielding darkness with her bucket in one mittened hand, its handle biting into her palm, chin tucked toward her chest, letting her feet carry her body up the eight steps to the first treehouse. She knocked on the door. “Hello! Housekeeping!” When she’d started renting the cabins, she’d set up a system to ensure that her guests never saw her. The doors had digital locks. Cassie would text her tenants a code to unlock them the day they arrived. She’d communicate with them exclusively by text, answering questions about restaurants and the Wi-Fi password and what to do if the microwave wasn’t working, never using a name, never revealing that she lived on the property. If her guests ever spotted her, with her bucket in one hand and her broom and mop in the other and a little dog trailing at her heel, they’d think she was the housekeeper, the hired help. They’d have no reason to believe she was the owner, or that she’d once been

someone else entirely.

As soon as Cassie had the cabin door open, Wesley beelined for the unmade bed, hopping up and nosing at the pillows to make himself a nest.

“Oh, no you don’t. Off,” Cassie said. Wesley’s ears and tail drooped as he hopped off the bed and curled neatly in front of the wood-burning stove in the corner. He crossed his paws, left over right, and rested his head on top of them with a sigh.

Cassie pulled off her parka and pulled on a pair of nitrile gloves. At the kitchen sink, she filled up her bucket with hot water and cleanser, and started on the floors, sweeping, then mopping, welcoming the exertion, the mindless repetition. Work would ground her in her current reality, and get that unsettled, prickling sensation to go away. It would remind her what she really was, and help her not to think of how, once, she’d been something else.

Cassie worked quickly, with the efficiency born of experience. When she was done, she refilled the basket of treats she left for her guests: a bag of locally roasted coffee, a bottle of wine, and a tiny carved wooden bear keychain (she bought them in bulk from a woodworker in Homer). She set the basket in the center of the bed, then stood by the door and looked around. “What do you think? Good enough?”

Wesley had fallen asleep. At the sound of her voice, he worked one eye half-open, and his tail gave a desultory quiver. Cassie reloaded her bucket. She clicked her tongue for Wesley, and locked the door behind her. At eleven o’clock, the sky was as light as it got in the winter, less inky black, more dove gray. Cassie walked down the path, thinking about Treehouse Two and what she’d find there, when she heard raised voices. She lifted her head and saw two women, bundled up for the weather, trekking across the yard.

Cassie froze, but it was too late. They’d seen her, and one of the women was waving. “Hi! Hello there! Can you help us?”

Cassie hunched her shoulders and dipped her chin. For one moment she found herself wishing, desperately, to be who she’d been, to be what she’d been, twenty years ago. There were things about life in the public eye that she’d hated, but Cassie had learned that fame conferred a strange kind of invisibility. When she was out in the world, she had people—her bandmates, at first; security, eventually; not to mention managers, hairdressers and makeup artists and stylists, and all of their assistants, plus assorted hangers-on. She could place herself in the center of the scrum, where she couldn’t be seen. She could let her sister take the brunt of the attention. Let Zoe wave and pose and smile, while Cassie plodded forward, head down, eyes on her feet and people all around her. Safe.

And onstage … Cassie felt her eyes slip briefly shut. That was how she’d sing, with her eyes closed for as long as she could get away with it. It was, she knew, a little kid’s trick, pretending that if she couldn’t see the audience, they couldn’t see her. But it had worked. When she had to look, the spotlights would erase the audience, those avid faces and hungry eyes. And sometimes, with her hands on the keyboard, or wrapped around the microphone stand, with her sister on one side of her and Russell on the other, she would feel something even better than invisible. She would feel appreciated. Respected. Loved.

The woman was still waving. “Yoo-hoo!” she called. “Can you hear me?”

Yoo-hoo, Cassie thought, amused in spite of herself. She hadn’t heard a yoo-hoo since she was a kid, in the company of her great-aunt Bess, whose thick Philadelphia accent had delighted her and her sister. “Say water,” Zoe would instruct her, sitting at her kitchen table while Bess rolled out dough for rugelach, or stirred chocolate chips into cookie batter.

“Wooder.”

“Say Eagles.”

“Iggles.”

“Say bagel.”

“Beggle.”

Cassie pushed the memory away and held still, not responding, but not running, doing her very best impression of someone who was not quite right.

It was funny, she thought, as the woman approached (a little hesitantly, Cassie was pleased to see). For a long time, Cassie had done her very best to approximate normalcy, trying as hard as she could to look and talk and behave like a regular girl. She could remember reading the Archie comic books and Nancy Drew mysteries that Bess had in the bookshelves of the third-floor bedroom where her daughters and nieces and nephews, including Cassie’s own mother, had once slept, and Baby-Sitters Club books that Zoe brought home. Cassie had read them carefully, paying attention to how the characters spoke to other kids, thinking it would help her. It had never worked. Especially because she hadn’t realized that some of her great-aunt’s books were quite old, and nobody her age said that things were “swell,” or referred to their friends as “chums.” She’d wanted friends—or, at least, a friend. And if she couldn’t have that, she wanted the other kids to leave her alone. After a dozen bruising years, she realized that neither of those things was likely to happen. She was fat, she was ugly, and there was something fundamentally different about her, something strange and wrong. Nobody was ever going to like her. She would never have a friend. The best she could hope for was to go unnoticed.

“Hi there!” The woman was trotting toward her, still waving. “Hello! Do you work here?”

Cassie nodded, raising her bucket of cleaning supplies, hoping the two gestures, combined, would say, I am but a humble, possibly mentally challenged cleaning lady.

“Um, we were just wondering if there’s anywhere near here we can buy …” She lowered her voice to a stage whisper. “Feminine supplies.” Cassie did her best not to flinch away from the woman’s inspection. She tried not to hear the echo of long-ago voices, to notice how the women’s gaze reminded her of every other girl and woman who’d ever looked her over and found her pathetic. She cleared her throat. “Fritz Creek General Store,” she muttered, and pointed in the correct direction.

“Thank you!” The woman bobbed her head and went trotting back to her rental car. Cassie kept walking. That buzzing, unsettled feeling was back: the prickle under her collar, that wobbliness in her knees, and the air was so cold it stung.

At home, she gave Wesley a bowl of kibble and a breath-freshening bone and looked around. Sometimes, she imagined Zoe inspecting her house, taking in the single bed tucked against one wall, the cheap plastic-walled tub in the bathroom, which lacked the fancy tiles and heated floors she’d used for the rentals. Zoe would walk around slowly, with eyebrows arched, taking note of what was there, and what was not, how there was no art on the walls, no photographs on display. She would ask Cass if she was trying to live like a nun, or when she’d be announcing her candidacy for sainthood. She’d rub Cassie’s comforter between her fingers and ask if there wasn’t a bed of thorns available. You’re beating yourself up, she’d say. Her eyes
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‘Weiner is the undisputed queen of the fun
yet thoughtful poolside read’

They had
the world at
their feet...

until the

music stopped
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The International Bestselling Author
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