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Intersection: any place where one line of roadway meets another.

Sarah, what the hell?”

From above, I peered down the three flights of stairs to Josh below. He stood over the flattened cardboard box filled with now-broken picture frames. Even as I had balanced that box on the banister for just one second—just one second!—while I knelt to retrieve what looked like an integral screw from the bed frame that Josh and Ben had just hauled down the stairs, I had known that the aforementioned second would be its last. Still, I did it—tempting fate and physics out of sheer exhaustion. Naturally, the box had toppled over almost immediately, and I had watched its graceful descent with surprising ease.

“Sorry!” I yelled down. Josh gazed up at me, his face an accordion of annoyance. “That was stupid.”

“What was in here?”

“Picture frames, I think?”

“Great.” He sighed heavily. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah. I’ll come down there and clean it up.” I wiped my sweaty brow with my sweaty forearm. It was August in Brooklyn, and boy, was it hot. So hot that my bra had become a medieval torture device as far as I was concerned. I descended the stairs carefully, hugging the wall at the second flight in order to let Josh and Ben by.

“You sure you’re okay?” asked Josh, grabbing my hand. I nodded.

“Yeah. Just clumsy.”

He smiled and kissed me with lips that tasted like salt before continuing on.

After I had moved into Josh’s apartment five years earlier, we had made a pact never to move without enlisting professional help ever again. And yet here we were, lugging our boxes of pots, pans, utensils, appliances, books, clothes, and miscellaneous crap and our heavy furniture up and down three—four, including the stoop—flights of stairs in ninety-degree heat. The fact that we had gotten the couch out without filing for divorce was no small miracle.

At the bottom of the stairs I surveyed the sad, flattened box. FRAGILE, it read on its side, in wobbly black letters. I picked it up gingerly, cringing at the sound of broken glass inside. So much for the newspaper I had wrapped each frame in. I could either just load the box on the truck and deal with it in Virginia, or duck out of further work by sitting on the floor and dealing with it now. Now sounded good.

I moved over to the opposite wall and sat down, feeling only a remote pinch of guilt as Ben stumbled by under the weight of a giant box of books. Ben was Josh’s younger brother, and they were ridiculously close. Like The Waltons close, except the Jewish version. His wife, Kate, and I were friendly but far from tight. She was someone to roll eyes with at our husbands’ and their family’s expense whenever we went out to dinner or gathered around a holiday table together, but that was about the extent of our relationship. To be honest, she intimidated me. Someone four years younger with her own catering business and a baby on the way could do that to a person with neither of those things on her résumé.

My best friend was Mona, who was nowhere to be found. I couldn’t blame her. When I’d told her that we were handling all of the moving ourselves she had shaken her head in disbelief.

“How come you’re willing to spend two hundred bucks on a pair of jeans, but you can’t spring for some burly Russians?” she had asked. It was a valid question that I had no answer for.

I opened the box and pulled out a photo of Josh and me from our very early days of dating, marveling at our youth. When my friend Betsy’s wedding invitation had arrived in my mailbox, I had begged shamelessly for a plus one, even though Josh had not yet earned his plus-one rights. The thought of attending another wedding alone was enough to drive me into the East River. She had mercifully agreed, and here we were at our table, me with my head thrown back and laughing, and Josh grinning beside me. It represented so much to me, this picture. Us before us.

I was thirty when we met. At thirty-two, we were married, and now here I was at thirty-six—moving to Farmwood, Virginia, of all places. Not three months prior, I had fought through the predictable end-of-workday subway mob; picked up my and Josh’s dry cleaning as well as toilet paper, beer, and Thai food; hauled it home like the urban pack mule that I was; dumped it on the kitchen table; and promptly burst into tears.

“I can’t do this anymore,” I had said to Josh, who watched me with alarm from the couch. “I hate New York.”

“Me too,” he’d replied, and promised to look around for professorships out of state. I nodded absently, dried my eyes, drank my beer, and felt a little bit better but no less trapped. We both wanted to leave, but for some reason an escape seemed out of the question, as though beyond New York City’s borders was nothing but sky.

And then, impossibly, a job offer from a small liberal arts college in Virginia had landed in Josh’s lap. A friend of a friend knew someone who knew a sabbatical-bound mathematics professor whose planned fill-in had bailed last-minute. Voilà—a job for Josh and the escape we had been pining for. We had hemmed and hawed about whether I should come with him—after all, the job was only guaranteed for a year, and my job in New York, although mind-numbingly uninspiring, was stable and lucrative—but when I had asked my boss about the possibility of working long-distance, she had literally laughed in my face.

“You’re going to run the marketing division of a makeup empire remotely?” she had cackled. “That’s like Biden working from Spain. All due respect, Sarah, but no dice.”

The liberty she took in comparing my job to that of the vice president was beyond delusional but, in my world—as the second-in-command to a lunatic—unfortunately, not that far off. I was on call twenty-four/seven to make decisions about bronzer packaging. Somehow, despite the fact that my personal face prep involved only lip balm at best, I had become, over the course of thirteen years in the business, a big shot. My life was consumed by my job, or at least it had been. Until now. Now we were moving to a town called Farmwood, and I was unemployed. You couldn’t get farther from New York than that.

“Hey, Sar, c’mon. You can sort through that later,” yelled Josh over his shoulder. “Let’s get this over with.”

“Why would we haul a box of broken glass to Virginia? I’m just going to rescue the photos real quick and dump the box. It’ll take two seconds.”

I slipped the remaining photos out of the rubble with minimal fanfare, miraculously managing to avoid slicing my fingers open. As I transferred the box to the garbage and the photos to my back pocket, I kept a close watch out for our landlord, Denise, who lived next door. Her maniacal attention to our refuse had given me heart palpitations on countless occasions.

“You can’t put Tupperware in the recycling can,” she would yell when I begrudgingly answered her phone call only moments after putting our bag out.

“But it’s plastic, I thought that—”

“No!”

It went on and on:

“Are those your empty boxes downstairs?”

“Is that your old air conditioner on the curb?”

We had gotten to the point where we only took our garbage out under the cover of night. She was watching now, I knew it. Glass in the recycling bin or no because it’s broken? What to do? My heart began to race. Screw it. I dumped the whole thing—box and all—into the can and exhaled deeply. A point for Farmwood: no Denise.

I headed back up the stairs slowly. Our apartment was nearly empty. Five years of cohabitation all packed up and shipped out. In Farmwood, there would be no more bathroom attached to the kitchen, no more dust balls the size of cats, no more onion apartment smell weeks after cooking something that involved onions, and no more listening to our middle-aged downstairs neighbor rapping in his makeshift studio.

Who would I be without those things to complain about? Sure, I would find new things to complain about—I had a natural talent for that sort of thing—but it wouldn’t be the same. These were New York complaints, which by context alone made me cool. Farmwood complaints were not going to be cool. And what about the fact that I had no job? Who was I without that to complain about? What if all of the free soul-searching time that Farmwood was going to provide me with fulfilled my deepest fear—that I had no passion? What if there was no career option that excited me? I grabbed one of the last boxes and made my way back down to the street.

“Hellooooo!” Mona’s familiar, raspy voice shrilly pierced the air just outside my building’s front door. “Sarah?”

“I’m here! You’re just in time to help with nothing,” I yelled back from inside, smiling behind my box as I stepped blindly over the brownstone’s threshold. Mona had been in denial about my leaving ever since I had announced it two months earlier. I had been afraid she wouldn’t show up.

“Oh, that’s too bad,” she answered. “I was hoping to help schlep your armoire down four flights of stairs this morning. So sorry I missed it.” I put the box down on the stoop and stuck my tongue out at her.

“I can’t believe you’re really leaving, Sarah. Can’t you change your mind?” She picked up the box and we walked down the stoop stairs together to the truck below. “Here ya go, Josh.” She handed it to him and he nestled it into our beige mass of belongings.

“Thanks. Anything else in the apartment?” he asked.

“One or two more boxes, I think, but that’s it,” I answered.

He looked at his watch. “Cool. I’ll take a shower, we’ll grab some lunch, and then we’ll hit the road. Sound good?” I nodded.

“Hey, Ben, call Kate and tell her to start making her way over,” he yelled. Across the street, Ben looked up from his phone.

“Nah, I’ll go get her. She’ll appreciate an escort. We’ll meet you at Bodega.” Kate was eight months pregnant—much to the overwhelming delight of Josh and Ben’s family, who had been eyeing my empty uterus with contempt as each year crept by—and painfully candid about the entire experience. Over chips and guacamole a few nights before, she’d told me that her labia were blue. Smurf blue, she had added for emphasis, before asking me to pass the hot sauce.

Josh disappeared indoors, and Mona I and walked back over to the stoop and took a seat.

“I’m not going to shower,” I announced. “It’s too much work.”

“Agreed,” said Mona. “You’re just going to start sweating again immediately afterward. What’s the point? Anyway, I brought us beers.” She reached into her giant bag and pulled them out. “And contraband cigarettes. I figured we should go out with a bang.”

Mona and I had both quit smoking on my thirtieth birthday. Well, I had. She claimed to have as well but always seemed to have cigarettes on her person. On a different day—one when I wasn’t about to move several hundred miles away—I would have given her shit for it. Not today. Today a cold beer and a cigarette on the stoop with my best friend sounded perfect.

“Thanks,” I said, lighting mine and taking a deep drag. I rubbed the beer bottle across my forehead. “I’ve always wanted to do that.”

Mona gave me a sideways glance. “You’re such a weirdo, Sar.” We watched the Italian man across the street water his roses, a cigar hanging precariously from his lips.

“So, this is it, huh? You’re moving to freaking Virginia?”

“Yeah, this is it.” I took a swig. “Am I doing the right thing?”

“Sure you are. You’ve been over New York and your job for years now. It’s time.”

“I know, but what if I miss it? What if bitching is all I know how to do?”

“Sar, you certainly have other talents. Don’t be dramatic.”

“Like what?”

“Hmmm. Let’s see . . . Oh, I know, you’re very good at French-braiding.”

“That is true. It is a coveted skill. I was very popular in middle school.”

“Hey, remember our move from Union Square to Brooklyn?” Mona asked.

“I still have the scars to remind me.”

“How did you manage to fall directly into that mirror?”

“What did you expect? We were loading the truck ourselves during rush hour on one of the busiest streets in Manhattan. I was a little stressed.”

“How old were we?”

“Twenty-three, I think? Or maybe twenty-four?”

“Babies,” said Mona.

“Shattering glass must be a thing for me. I dropped an entire box of framed photos down three flights of stairs earlier today.”

“Yikes.”

“I wonder what that reveals about me psychologically.”

“What what reveals?”

“The broken-glass thing. Am I predestined for bad luck?”

“No, you’re just a complete spaz.”

“Yeah, I guess.” I took another swig from my bottle, relishing its fizzy chill, and placed it beside me.

“What am I going to do without you?” asked Mona softly. “I’m going to be so bored.”

“Nuh-uh. You have a million friends to keep you company.”

“Facebook does not a friend make. It’s not the same.”

“I know. But we’ll Skype and visit each other all the time. Flights are so cheap, Mona.”

“Yeah, yeah.” She lit another cigarette. I opened my mouth to protest. “Cigarettes don’t count today. Listen, if you hate—what’s this place called that you’re moving to? Farmtown?”

“Farmwood.”

“Right. If you hate Farmwood, you can always move back. It’s a one-year contract, right?”

I sighed in response and looked up and down the block. Over there was where Josh had kissed me for the first time—a lingering peck that had turned into more and from which I had broken away, flustered and talking a mile a minute.

From the beginning, I had known that he was special, that he possessed a kindness and reliability that no one who had gone before possessed. What’s more was that I still really liked him despite all that. Pre-Josh, I’d had a penchant for man-boys who couldn’t even commit to a sandwich.

I put my arm around Mona. I disagreed with what she had said. It just wasn’t true that we could move back here if Farmwood was a bust. Even if we did, New York would always know that we had strayed. She was the kind of city that was entitled to hold a grudge.
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Josh emitted a deep burp that rattled the cab of our moving truck.

“You’re not going to complain about the food we just ate for the rest of the night, are you? And blame me?” he asked.

“Maybe.”

We had just inhaled an entire aisle of a Quick Mart. I groaned as I peeled my sweaty thighs from the vinyl seat.

“Oh look, there’s a piece of Chex Mix in my bra.” I reached into my left cup and pulled out a tiny pretzel O. “Are we there yet?”

“Almost.”

I hung my arm out the window and undulated my wrist in the warm air. While Josh had been down to Farmwood a few weeks earlier to rent our house, I knew nothing about our new city, or the South for that matter. I’d never been below the Mason-Dixon Line before.

“Is it like Steel Magnolias?” I asked. “Lots of women in big-brimmed hats and tiny purses? Floral prints and in-home salons?”

“What’s Steel Magnolias?”

“You’ve never seen Steel Magnolias?” He shook his head. “You’re missing out.” I stared out the window. “Josh, what if we hate it there?”

“If we hate it, it’s one year, Sarah. One year. Do you know how quickly one year flies by?”

“Yeah, but then what?”

“It’s a year for you to figure some things out, Sar. You hated your job, right? You hated New York. This is a chance for you to spend some time figuring out what it is that will fulfill you, you know? I’ll be making decent money, and the cost of living is like, nothing. You can score a relatively relaxing day job and take it easy for a bit. We’ll make a baby.”

“Yeah, a baby.” I forced a smile.

Whenever Josh brought up babies, a giant clock descended from the sky and hovered over my head like a UFO. It was go time, despite the fact that I had about a million reservations about my maternal aptitude—reservations that I had not breathed a word about to Josh. Our plan had always been to have kids. If I waffled now, I would be reneging on my part of the bargain and breaking my husband’s heart in the process. I kept telling myself that I would get over it, that it was just stage fright, and as testament to that mantra, I had gone off of my birth control a month earlier. Still, every time we had sex, I uttered a silent prayer that my eggs were playing hard to get.

“As much as I hated my job, there was a sort of twisted comfort in it,” I said, changing the subject.

“You took comfort in the complaining?”

“Well, that, and also, I was good at it. Granted, I may not have reaped any creative fulfillment from it, but I got the job done and then some. Plus, it’s all I know. What if I can’t do anything else?”

“Sarah, of course you can do something else. You just need the freedom to figure out what that something is.”

“You’re right. It’s easier to marinate in the cesspool of your own displeasure than to actually do something about it. No, I’m glad we’re moving, I really am. I needed a kick in the ass, obviously. I’m just scared.”

“I am too. But I think this vulnerability will be good for us. I really do.” He reached over and squeezed my thigh. “Look out, here’s our exit!” He crossed one lane, and then two, and then we were officially off the highway and that much closer to our new home. A home that claimed more than one and a half rooms—that had a yard, even. I hadn’t lived in a home with a yard in eighteen years.

Strip malls, fast-food joints, farm stands, screened porches, and sprinklers passed us by in the summer twilight. I took a deep breath in, relishing the smell of grass clippings, barbecue, and heat. In the city, summer smelled like burned asphalt, rotting trash, and body odor. This was nicer. Much nicer.

“I’ll take you by the school tomorrow,” said Josh. “It’s such a gorgeous campus. Still bummed about the rents down there, but what could we do?” Homes closer to campus ran for a much steeper rent than those farther out, so Josh had picked accordingly.

I nodded absently as the strip malls disappeared and the scenery turned to grass and trees exclusively. A little country living would be good for me. Maybe I would start an organic baby food business from the garden I would create—like Diane Keaton in Baby Boom minus the planting, gardening, or pureeing. Okay, never mind.

“Just how far out from campus are we?” I asked.

“It’s not so far. Once we have the car we won’t even notice.” He had purchased a used car from a fellow faculty member. He was so excited about it—finally, we wouldn’t have to schlep our groceries, dry cleaning, and laundry—but whenever he spoke about it I felt like I was listening to Charlie Brown’s teacher. Wah wah wah wahhhh, transmission, wah wah wahhhh, gas mileage.

The last time I had been behind the wheel, I was eighteen. I’d never had a car in high school, relying instead on the kindness (and sometimes resentment) of my friends, and when we went home now to visit my mother or Josh’s parents, they drove everywhere. I used my license for identification purposes only. Driving was as foreign a concept to me as those people who claimed they “forgot” to eat. My brain could not compute.

Once Josh had signed on for the job and our move was imminent, I had told him repeatedly that I was apprehensive about driving, but he always brushed me off. You’re better than you think, he would say. You just need some practice. I would nod absently in response, hoping he was right. I had never gotten over my first and last interstate experience, with my mother frozen in fear by my side. “YOU HAVE TO LOOOOK!!!!!!” she had screamed as a monstrous tractor trailer veered out of the way of my reckless merge.

As more greenery passed us by and Josh didn’t appear to be slowing down in any way, shape, or form, my anxiety mounted. Walking to civilization and any type of gainful employment did not appear to be an option. And forget about grocery shopping. The wheels of our trusty granny cart—our old neighborhood’s version of a Lamborghini—were not cut out for off-roading. Perhaps I could take up gardening after all. It could sustain us completely. Vegans in Virginia. Better yet, I would write a cookbook: The Virginian Vegans. I envisioned photo spread after photo spread of butter beans and lettuce wraps, Josh and I laughing uproariously over two jars of sweet tea on our front porch. Finally, Josh turned off the road.

“The house is fantastic,” he said, “which makes up for the fact that we’re a little farther out than I’d like to be.” A little farther out? “Sar, we have brand-new bathroom fixtures.”

“No!”

“I waited to tell you.” I had been dreaming about a bathroom that had been built post-1965 for what felt like my entire adult life. A faucet that didn’t leak; floor tiles that did not wear the grime of fifty years of bare feet; an actual bathtub as opposed to a stall shower that could only be shaved in if the water was turned off—these were the things I pined for during my New York apartment-dwelling existence. Not to mention, a bathroom free of wildlife.

“Remember the pigeons?” I asked.

He laughed. “The image of you standing over me, white faced and shaking with a shampoo bottle in your hand, will stay with me forever.”

Before moving in with Josh, I had lived in my own studio apartment in the East Village. Grimy and tiny, it had reeked of chicken and broccoli from the Chinese restaurant next door, but it had been mine. For that reason alone, I had done my best to turn a blind eye to its faults and probable health code violations, the worst of which was the presence of two pigeons in my shower one morning.

They had squeezed through the partially open window and were happily crapping down the side of the wall when my bleary-eyed self had discovered them. Not knowing what to do, I had grabbed the shampoo bottle and waved it in the air like a maniac, which had no effect on the birds, who regarded me with Zen-like stares. I had run to the bed, where Josh slept like a baby, and hovered over him, shaking, until he opened his eyes shortly thereafter. Ever my hero, he had cranked open the window and basically shoved them out as I cowered behind the commode.

“I still worry that I contracted something from those beasts,” he admitted now. I reached over and massaged his neck.

“No pigeons in Farmwood, I bet.”

“Nope.”

At the end of a street of well-spaced-out homes with carefully manicured yards, there was our house. It was gray stucco with white shutters, and its airy front porch claimed a cozy wooden swing hanging from the rafters. The sweet smell of honeysuckle perfumed the pink air.

“I can’t believe this is home,” I whispered, taking Josh’s hand. “It’s so pretty.”

“I know, right? It’s a real house. Why are we whispering?”

“I don’t know.” I laughed as a firefly flitted by the windshield. “Let’s go in.”
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When two vehicles meet on a steep road, the vehicle facing downhill must yield the right of way by backing up until the vehicle going uphill can pass.

Where is my Knicks T-shirt?” Josh yelled from the bedroom. That’s what we had to do now—yell to each other from opposite ends of the house. There was a certain joy in not being five feet away from each other at all times, which had been the reality of our urban cohabitation.

“How do I know?” Since we’d begun the Herculean task of unpacking, he asked me at least twenty times a day where something of his was, as though he hadn’t packed it all himself. As though I had some sort of magical sonar built into my uterus.

“I found it!”

“Good. Congratulations.”

Stomp, stomp, stomp. Josh appeared in the doorway of our kitchen, where I was unpacking box after box of kitchen appliances that we had received from our wedding registry and that I very rarely used.

You’ll want this ninety-pound mixer that costs four hundred dollars, my married friends had said knowingly when I’d asked them for advice about what to sign up for. I will? For what? Get the red, the red is the best, they would continue, ignoring my reluctance. And so I did. I struggled now to hoist it out of its box. I had never even so much as plugged it in.

“You need some help with that behemoth?” Josh bent down to grab it. He placed it on the counter. “What is this?”

“I’m not exactly sure, but I think it bakes cakes? Or something?”

“You’re going to be baking cakes?”

“Maybe. On second thought, it could be bread that it makes.” We both eyed it suspiciously.

“Let’s drive into town and get some lunch,” Josh suggested. “I read about this great fried chicken place near campus.”

“Fried chicken? It’s one hundred degrees out, Josh.” He danced over to me and pulled me in for a musty hug. “Do they serve anything else?” I asked crankily. “Like a salad?” I already missed our Brooklyn sandwich joint—the same joint that had driven me nuts with its foodie-inspired specials and imported pickles that cost nine bucks a jar.

“C’mon. You can drive.” We had picked up the car two days before and I had yet to sit behind the wheel.

“Maybe you can just pick me up something and bring it back,” I said as he scampered off down the hall to fill up his requisite water bottle. Josh was the most hydrated man on the planet.

“No way!” he yelled over his shoulder. “You need to get out of here for a while—see town. You’ve been unpacking nonstop for two days.”

I exhaled deeply and pondered a way to excuse myself from driving. I could say that I was too hungry to drive. No, lame. What was wrong with me? It wasn’t like I had never driven before. How hard could it be?

“Let’s roll, lady.” Josh tossed me the keys as he walked out the door. I followed him begrudgingly, eyeing the car with a furrowed brow. If I stared at it hard enough, maybe it would turn into a bike. Approaching it, my palms were like tear ducts. My fear frustrated me beyond belief. I was a ball-busting former associate VP, for chrissake! What was it about driving that reduced me to such a heart-racing, stomach-roiling mess?

I took a deep breath and got in. Screw this; I was taking charge. I checked my rearview mirror carefully and pulled my seat up before buckling myself in, my heart beating like a drum all the while. It was hard to breathe.

“Jesus, you’re practically sitting on the steering wheel,” joked Josh. “You sure you don’t want to scoot back an inch or two?”

“I’m sure.” I shot him a look.

“Okay, I’ll shut up. Sorry.” I turned the key in the ignition, jumping a little as the car came to life. Okay, good work. Car is on.

“I have to back out of the driveway?” I asked meekly.

“Well, yeah. You okay with that?” He looked at me curiously.

“I’m not so good at backing out,” I confessed.

“All right, well.” He cleared his throat. “We’ll go slow,” he said reassuringly. I nodded gratefully and pressed my foot on the gas.

“Whoa, not so hard!” said Josh as we jumped back several feet.

“Sorry. Nervous foot.” I gulped. The entire steering wheel was now coated with my sweat, like a glazed donut. I eased up and we began to move slowly.

“Okay, turn your wheel a little, you’re a bit crooked,” said Josh.

“Which way do I turn it?”

“What do you mean, which way?” He looked at me incredulously. Finally, he was getting it. I was cartarded.

“Well, if I turn the wheel to the right, the car goes to the left, right? I mean, correct?”

“Huh? It’s front-wheel drive, Sarah.”

“I know, but like, the back of the car tilts the opposite way from the way I turn the wheel, yes?”

“Sarah. What the hell are you talking about?”

“I don’t know!” I shrieked. “I don’t know! I don’t know how to drive, okay? I’m an idiot!” I put the car in park, opened the door, and attempted to get out, just as I realized that my seat belt was still fastened.

“Shit,” I grumbled as I undid the buckle and escaped. Josh looked out at me through the window, his mouth slightly agape. He turned the car off and opened his door. I stepped back, examining the grass.

“Hey,” he said quietly, taking my hand. My lip trembled. “Hey, Sarah. Look at me.” I shook my head as a tear rolled off the tip of my nose. “C’mere.” He kissed the top of my head.

“I’m a moron,” I sobbed. “I don’t know how to drive.”

“You’re not a moron, Sar. You’re just out of practice. It’s okay. It really is.”

“You didn’t believe me when I told you I couldn’t drive,” I offered.

“I know. I just—well, I thought you were exaggerating.”

“Yeah, no. Not so much.”

“Mmmm-hmmm. Well, you’ll practice with me.”

“No, noooo. No way.” I pulled out of his hug and wiped my nose.

“Why not?”

“I’m not going to do that to our marriage, nosir. Ten minutes on the road with me behind the wheel and one of us will be thinking about purchasing a firearm.”

“It’s very easy to do here, by the way. Buy a firearm, I mean.”

I wiped my cheek with the back of my hand. “Maybe I can take driving lessons or something.”

“Like a fifteen-year-old?”

“Yes, like a fifteen-year-old, Josh. Thanks for the support.”

“No, of course. Of course I support you. It’s very smart of you to go about it this way. Very responsible.”

I leaned my torso against the passenger side of the car and folded my arms on its warm roof. “You’re patronizing me,” I announced.

“I’m not, I swear.” He put his hand on my shoulder and squeezed it gently. “I know this must be hard for you.” He moved in closer and kissed the side of my face. “And frustrating. It’s like me and my fear of flying.”

“Sort of. Although, you can get around flying and not be a total recluse.”

“But I wouldn’t if it wasn’t for you. Remember our honeymoon?”

“I basically carried you onto the flight.”

“How many glasses of scotch did I consume at that airport Chili’s, anyway?”

“Enough. I think at one point our waitress just brought out the bottle.”

He grimaced. “So I owe you, is what I’m saying. I honestly don’t mean to patronize you at all. I understand. We’ll get through it.”

“Thanks, Josh.” He rested his forehead against mine for a moment before opening the passenger-side door for me with a smile.

On the way into town, I texted Mona. Is it weird for a 36 yr old woman to take driving lessons? Nothing fazed Mona, except for the occasional uncommunicative suitor. She had not only a scuba certification but a skydiving one as well. She would have a field day with my driving phobia.

I hadn’t spoken to her since we’d arrived, which wasn’t entirely inexcusable—we’d only been here three days—but it was still bothersome. I’d left two messages. She’d probably already forgotten all about me. Out of sight, out of mind. Call me, you jerk! I added, and slipped my phone back into my bag.

“Here we are,” announced Josh, pulling into a parking space in front of a small house that looked a lot like our own.

“They make chicken out of their house?” I asked.

“Yeah. Must be pretty convenient. Just roll out of bed and into the kitchen.”

“Yeah, but what about the smell?” I asked as we got out of the car and made our way toward it.

“The sweet smell of crackling skin? Sounds delightful to me.”

“Josh, right?”

I looked up. A very tall, very blond Uma Thurman lookalike floated toward us. My hands balled into fists reflexively.

“Yeah! Iris?”

“Yes, yes. Great memory. It’s actually a miracle that I remembered your name at all, truth be told. My brain is like a sieve.” She smiled, and her face lit up like a choir of angels singing. I both hated her and desperately wanted her to like me.

“This is my wife, Sarah,” explained Josh. I reached out my hand to shake hers, immediately wishing I hadn’t. What was this, a job interview? Nerves had an alarming effect on me. Once, I had greeted an ex on the subway with a high five, much to my, and his, chagrin.

“Hi, Sarah. It’s nice to meet you. I’m a professor at the college as well. Josh and I met at that painful faculty lunch on Wednesday.”

I nodded, pretending to have known this already. “Oh, of course! It’s so nice to meet you.”

“How are you liking it here? Big change from New York, huh?”

“Yeah, it’s def—”

“So, Josh, you ready for Monday?” she asked, cutting me off midanswer. So much for southern hospitality. I pretended to be fascinated by the strings of my cutoffs.

“Ready as I’ll ever be, I suppose. I have a crazy course load this semester. Four classes with about a thousand kids.”

“Good God,” said Iris. “That’s insane. Guess we have a lot of mathematicians in the making here.”

“What do you teach?” I asked.

“Art history.” Naturally. I bet she made pottery on a wheel in her backyard too, amid the wilds of the fresh herb garden that she had planted herself. And that she drove an antique pickup truck and baked her own bread as well, without the help of a ridiculous mixer that weighed a thousand pounds.

“Cool,” I offered weakly. Impossibly, an Adonis approached us with a wry smile on his face.

“Hi,” he said in a gravelly baritone, slipping one giant hand around Iris’s waist and offering Josh the other.

“You must be Mac,” he said, shaking his hand firmly. “I’m Josh.”

“Great to meet you.”

“And I’m Sarah,” I added, my voice cracking under the visual pressure of beholding two of the most gorgeous humans I had ever seen.

“Hi, Sarah.”

“Y’all here for Denise’s chicken?” Iris asked. “It’s out of this world.”

“That’s the word on the street,” answered Josh. He smiled broadly, clearly dazzled as well.

“Well, enjoy. We’re headed to the farmer’s market.” Of course you are. “They have the most amazing produce for nothing. Y’all should check it out. Sarah, it was great meeting you.”

“You too.” I smiled awkwardly.

Iris gave a graceful wave and they floated off, her white jeans impossibly white. I gave Josh a smirk.

“What?”

“Jesus, that gene pool is worth a million dollars, at least.”

“No kidding. Wow. They seem nice, though. We should get dinner together or something.” He glanced at me. “Why are you wrinkling your nose?”

“She’s not really for me.”

“How do you know? You met her for all of two minutes.”

“I dunno. I just don’t like her.”

“Sarah, come on. You don’t like her because she’s pretty?”

“No!” I blushed. “Well, maybe. And also, a little too smug. I don’t know, she doesn’t seem like a girl’s girl to me. Did you see the way she cut me off?”

“Sarah.”

“Fine. Guilty as charged. But I swear, it’s not just her looks that rub me the wrong way.”

“A double date would be good for us. Maybe they can shed some light on the Farmwood scene after-hours.” He wiggled his eyebrows.

“Oh God, there’s a scary thought.”

“Don’t be such a snob, Sarah.” He took my hand and led me to the front door.

“I can’t help it.” I sighed. “It’s part of my DNA.”
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Before changing lanes, signal, look in all of your mirrors, and glance over your left or right shoulder to make sure the lane you want is clear.

Call me if you forgot something, I’ll pick it up on my way home,” said Josh as he nestled the last bag onto the remaining sliver of counter space with one hand while patting his pant pockets with the other.

“They’re in your shirt pocket,” I said, peeking out from behind a paper bag filled with ears of corn.

“What are?”

“Your keys.”

“Oh right, thanks.” He grinned. “Okay, I gotta dash or I’m going to be late for class. Your mom gets in at five thirty, right? Delta?”

“Last time we spoke, yes.”

“She’s flying out of Newark?”

“Yep.”

“Got it. Text me if anything changes.”

“Will do. Go! You’re going to be late.”

“Thanks, Sar. Love you.”

“Love you too.”

The door closed behind him and I slowly spun around, surveying my bounty of both space and product. While cooking had held about as much appeal for me as driving stick shift in Brooklyn, here in Farmwood it was a different story. You could have fit six of my former kitchens in this magazine-ready one. It practically screamed for cutting boards and bubbling pots, wine decanters and bowls of gleaming fruit.

In the middle of it stood an island carved from some beautiful amber-and-mahogany-swirled wood whose name I couldn’t begin to guess, and above it were hooks from which copper pots were supposed to hang. At the moment, our decidedly noncopper pots hung there instead, embarrassed by their own inadequacy. Granite counters and glass-paned cabinets hugged the walls, which were tiled in varying soothing shades of blue, as the appliances quietly hummed in all of their stainless-steel efficiency. Here, I would cook. Or, at the very least, try.

I began to unpack the bags, marveling at the picture-book perfection of each piece of produce. At my old grocery store in Brooklyn, you’d fight over the one tomato that didn’t appear to have been mauled by cats and were lucky if your lettuce made it home without going limp. To even hope to eat a salad at home, I’d had to either trek to a produce stand a mile away with my trusty grandma cart in tow or fork over a sizable chunk of my paycheck at Whole Foods. Not the case in Farmwood, where the aisles were wide enough to lie down in and the vegetables misted at five-minute intervals without fail. Sure, I was friendless and borderline agoraphobic here thanks to my crippling driving fear, but on the plus side, I was getting all of my daily vitamins and minerals.

Tonight, my mom was stopping over on her way to Sarasota, which was technically her winter home but was becoming more like her late-summer, fall, and winter home as the years passed. She spent the rest of the time in South Orange, New Jersey, in the home where I had grown up. She and my father had divorced when I was three, and so, save for the occasional summer trip to Los Angeles to visit him, it had just been she and I, bless her poor, battle-scarred heart. I had not been an easy kid. Then again, she had not exactly been an easy mom either.

Nevertheless, our love ran deep, and it was my master plan to have a delicious meal in the oven when she walked in. I smiled, imagining her reaction. Her version of a home-cooked meal for me growing up was Kraft mac ’n’ cheese with cut-up hot dogs riding its orange waves like tiny pink sailboats.

I pulled my just-purchased cookbook off the top of the refrigerator and flipped to the recipes I had chosen to tackle for the occasion, losing confidence in my ability to pull them off as I looked through them. What happened to all of this food after it was styled for these shoots? I wondered. In New York, we had done a shoot with avocados for an organic line of moisturizers that we were touting, and by the end of the first hour, each one had turned an aggressive shade of brown. The brisket I was currently admiring seemed a lot less appetizing suddenly. I turned the page to reveal a glistening bowl of spaghetti and meatballs and thought of Mona immediately.

Mona was a good cook because of course she was. She claimed that it was part of her genetic makeup. When we lived together, she would trot to the farmer’s market on a Sunday morning and by nightfall, voilà—the very type of meal that stared back at me now. My stomach growled.

It had been a tradition, our Sunday nights. She would cook, I would provide the wine and an always purchased, never home-baked dessert and we would curl up to watch whatever HBO program was de rigueur for the season. The Six Feet Under finale had us both clutching our respective couch arms, doubled over in tears; Sex and the City had us holding hands; and The Sopranos had us facing each other with mirror images of the same WTF? expression. Man, I missed her. Where was she? Why wasn’t she returning my calls?

Okay, focus, Sarah. Never mind Mona right now. Roasted chicken, an Asian slaw, and corn on the cob. I eyed the clock. It was two thirty. Too early for a glass of wine? I thought about my mother’s impending arrival and the stress that invariably went with it. Just a little one.

I reread the chicken recipe carefully, gasping in horror upon realizing that I was supposed to cut the backbone out of the bird. Did that mean I had to crush bones to do so? With a pair of scissors, no less? Did we even own scissors designed for such strenuous activity? Hell, was I designed for such strenuous
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