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        I

      
      
        Paige

        To be fair, I did rent this cottage sight unseen. But when I step through a spider web to put the key in the door, it hits me that “charming vintage” was really just a pseudonym for “old and tired.” The porch doesn’t just creak; it sags. Inside, I’m confronted by a smell. It’s distinctly damp. There are notes of mildewy towel and something old and papery, like books that haven’t been read in decades. Books that look great from the outside but fall apart when you open them. It’s not not a metaphor for my life. I feel a lump in my throat and force myself to swallow it, like taking a pill with nothing to drink.

        Bobby follows behind me without talking, yawning and rubbing his eyes. We left Brooklyn early this morning, a week after his last day of second grade. I’ve never actually set foot in Sungold, New York, until today. But when I was a kid, I passed it every summer on the bus to camp in the Adirondack Mountains. My sister and I were the only girls from Idaho to attend, but our mom grew up going there, and for her, it was a whole thing.

        “Is this where we’re staying for the whole summer? Or is this just, like, on the way to where we’re going?” Bobby asks me, his voice exasperated. He clearly is not impressed with the place either. He’s a lot shocked and a little pissed. I’ve taken him away from everything he knows—including our townhouse with central air and a housekeeper who makes sure cobwebs never have a chance to accumulate—to this more-rustic-than-I-realized cottage. I’ve taken him from a city that pulses with life at every single intersection to this quiet house. The loudest sound outside of our windows is the buzzing of insects. My son’s comfort is the collateral damage that’s come with my desire to turn my life upside down.

        I wish I had explained all of this better to him before we left. Not just where we were going for the summer but also why. I feel a swell of shame and sadness grow inside of me like a balloon filling to its capacity. I know I’ve done what’s best for Bobby. I do.

        And yet.

        Keep it together, Paige, I think to myself. I put on a bright, brave smile, even though he’s not facing me. Even though I could burst into tears. Faking optimism makes me feel like I’m able to punch a tiny hole in the balloon, momentarily deflating my rising anxiety.

        “This is where we’re going to be for the whole summer.” I nod enthusiastically, like we’re agreeing about something, hoping some of my artificial cheeriness will change his mood somehow. “It’s our big summer adventure!”

        “It’s hot in here,” he says, emphatically waving his hand to fan his face.

        “We’ll open some windows and get fans.” I add “fans” to my mental shopping list and lead him upstairs. “I think this place is actually so cute, don’t you?” I pretend to gaze reverently at the two bedrooms and don’t give him a chance to respond. “It reminds me of the bunks at my summer camp. I had the best time there, and I think you and I are going to have the best time here.” I know I sound like a cheesy brochure. But I am trying. I really am.

        “Whatever. Which room is mine?”

        I tell him he can have whichever he wants. He picks the one to the right of the bathroom and slams the door behind him. I hear the thud of his backpack hitting the ground. He starts a loud roller-skating video on his brand-new iPad, a birthday present from his father. Even though his old one was perfectly fine.

        I lean against Bobby’s door and slide down it. I hold my head in my hands. At what point do I have to tell Jared that we made it upstate? What are the obligations of a trial separation? It’s all proving to be more overwhelming than I allowed myself to imagine it would be. And I still don’t think Jared gets how serious I am about this. Despite endless talks about all the ways things have changed between us, he somehow still thinks that I’m just taking Bobby off his hands for a couple of months, giving him an opportunity to gallivant with his friends on multiple sailing trips.

        But we’re here, Bobby and I, so I can see if I can really do this on my own. I’m finally taking the first step of a long-shot plan that has only ever existed in my mind. I thought stepping over the threshold of the cottage door would feel like turning a page to a new chapter of my life. It sounds cinematic, I know it does. It’s just that I thought it would immediately feel exciting and liberating. But so far, it just feels dispiriting. And dusty.

        Sweaty from lugging our bags inside, I decide to take a shower. Maybe I can wash the city and the last few hours off me and we can start fresh.

        After stripping off my clothes in a pile on the floor (mental shopping list: “laundry bin”), I am thrilled to discover that the cottage has excellent water pressure. A small victory, but I’ll take it. The shower sprays down hard on my shoulders, and I let out a huge sigh, equal parts relief and dismay. I wrap a towel around myself and stare in the mirror. My cheeks look shallow. The past few months of planning this separation have destroyed my appetite. I comb my long hair and run some product through it. I inhale the earthy, citrusy scent of vetiver and stare at my reflection. I try to look past my features to actually see myself through them. I’ve actually done it, I think as I breathe in the steam. I’ve left.
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        Twenty minutes later, I knock on Bobby’s door, determined to turn this day around for him. To show him that being here really can feel like an adventure. “Hey, bud. Let’s go check out the farmers’ market. I bet there’ll be cider donuts. And we can pick up pizza later for dinner.” I’m not above bribing him with his favorite foods today.

        “Fine. But when is Dad coming?”

        Dad. I wish the word didn’t feel like nails on a chalkboard. Does his dad remember to charge his Nintendo Switch? Does he know what to pack for two whole months away? Does he search out a local day camp and remember all the forms? Does he think of cider donuts and pizza and know which chicken nuggets to buy for the freezer and which shampoo doesn’t make Bobby’s eyes sting? Of course not. Not that it’s Bobby’s job to give me any credit for this, but hearing him ask for his father at this moment is a special brand of hurt.

        I force a smile and grab both the car keys and the ones for the rental house. They feel strange and heavy in my hand. “This summer is just you and me.”

        We drive the few miles into town in relative silence. Bobby continues to sulk.

        The main street is shut down for the market, which is maybe a dozen tents at most. There are lots of people walking around. With our car windows open, we can hear the banjos from a bluegrass band. There are posters all over advertising a movie night in the local park. It feels like almost everyone, including us, is white. We’re definitely not in the city anymore.

        “Is this the whole thing?”

        “Yep, things are a little smaller here than we’re used to, huh?” Weekly trips to the massive Grand Army Plaza market every Saturday in Brooklyn have made Bobby a seasoned pro.

        He looks at me with dismay. “You didn’t bring any bags! I can’t believe you forgot!” His face turns red, like he’s going to either scream or cry. I know it’s not about the bags.

        I squat down to his eye level to reassure not just him but myself too. “Hey, it’s OK. We’ll figure out how to carry whatever we get, I promise. Why don’t we find some donuts?”

        “OK.” He stomps off toward the donut stand, and I grin to myself that he’s already identified it. While we wait in line, my phone buzzes. It’s my assistant, Sofia, checking in for the second time this morning, even though it’s a Saturday and even though she knows that I’m officially on sabbatical from running the publicity department at Wilmington Books. I don’t have the energy to see what her text says. Anyway, there’s no such thing as a true emergency in publicity, even if every hiccup can feel like one. I’ll get back to her later and remind her who she should be getting in touch with instead.

        “I can’t decide between powdered sugar or cinnamon sugar.”

        “Sounds to me like you need one of each.”

        “Really? You always say I can only get one.”

        “Today we live a little.” I wink at him. For the first time all day, he smiles. It’s a tiny moment, but his reaction feels like clouds parting. Like maybe being here, even if it’s hard for him and scary for me, will be OK.

        Right before we get to the front of the line, my phone buzzes again. I swear I’m going to block Sofia if she doesn’t let up. But it’s my sister, Eve.

        Just wanted to make sure you got there OK? Give B a kiss for me.

        I smile. Eve, unlike most people in my life, knows this summer is a trial separation. She’s maintained a healthy skepticism toward Jared since we started dating, long before we were ever married. His rich-guy sheen never really worked on her. She holds her tongue, but I know right now she’s reminding me I’m not alone in this.

        I text her back: We’re here.

        She responds: What are you doing right now?

        Currently waiting in line for donuts at the farmers’ market. Pretending to be chipper.

        It’s OK if you’re not chipper. I’m proud of you P. You really did it.

        I heart the text, let her words wash over me, then put my phone back in my pocket.

        Mercifully, the donut vendor also has hot coffee. I get the largest cup they offer.

        As we pay, I spot a line snaking around another tent. Everyone seems to be waiting to buy vegetables. The stand has a gigantic yellow sign with navy hand-lettering that says, “Two Peas Farm, born-and-grown in Sungold, New York.” There’s a Pride flag clipped to the stand’s tent and another banner that says “Erase Racism.”

        “That place must be good, because they have the biggest crowd,” Bobby says, and I feel a surge of pride. He’s developing the kind of street smarts that belong to kids raised in cities. I wonder how being here in a small town will change that.

        “Let’s check it out,” I tell him.

        The entire booth is set up like a cookbook still life. There are worn gingham tablecloths with old wooden boxes sitting on their sides so the contents spill just so across the tables. Some hold red spring onions with the brightest purple skins, almost like beets. Others are filled with actual beets, their greens just as vibrant as the roots themselves. There are multiple bins of zucchini, some green, others yellow, and more striped. There are greens upon greens, bunches of kale and rainbow chard with stems so bright and varied that they look like ribbon candy, a bucket of dill with feathery fronds blowing in the wind.

        While Bobby eats his donuts, I listen to the conversations around me. It turns out one can learn a lot about Sungold by standing in this line. There’s a heated town supervisor race, a guy threatening to buy the property where the swimming hole is, and a varsity basketball player who may or may not be getting recruited for UConn’s women’s team (“The next Natalie Czapski,” someone says). Unlike at the markets in the city, no one seems to mind waiting here. It’s as if this is where they want to be—in this line for these vegetables. It’s not a stop on the way to where they need to be: It’s the place.

        As we get closer to the front, I realize why it’s taking so long. The woman behind the register, who I know is Frankie because everyone keeps saying her name, is in no rush to move the line along. Every customer seems to want a moment with her. She knows everyone’s names, including kids and dogs.

        She has a big smile. She herself is big, probably twice my size. She seems unafraid to take up space. She has presence. Breadth. Her voice booms. She looks a little like Bridget Everett if Bridget Everett were more masc and sported short, dark hair with flecks of silver. She’s got warmth. She looks like the friendliest person in the world.

        As I get closer to the front, a twinkly older man greets her. “Morning, Frankie! I’ve got a new one for you!”

        “OK, try me, Pete.”

        “How did the farmer repair her jeans?”

        “I don’t know, how?”

        “With a cabbage patch!”

        She chuckles. “That’s a good one, Pete. I don’t know how you come up with these. Let me ring up those for you.” She takes his armload of produce. “You’re finally going to try dandelion greens today?”

        “I haven’t been able to stop thinking about them since I overheard you tell someone to start the pot with bacon and end the whole thing with a splash of vinegar.”

        “I’m happy you’re trying something new.” She seems to really mean it.

        The next customer also has a cooking question. “I’m having my neighbors over tomorrow night. How many bags of spinach do I actually need?”

        Frankie seems invested in this question. She knows the neighbors that the customer is talking about. “Just them or the kids too? And is the spinach part of a dish, or are you just doing it on the side? Or a salad?”

        I’m impressed with her patience. She could easily just sell as many bags of spinach as she wants, but she’s really paying attention.

        By the time it’s our turn, I realize I’ve been so distracted by watching Frankie that I’ve forgotten to actually grab what we need.

        “Um, sorry. I haven’t picked anything out yet. Bobby and I just got here this morning. Sorry, this is Bobby, my son.” I do a weird sort of Vanna White wave around him. “We’re going to be here for the summer.”

        “Here at this booth?”

        I laugh. She removes her sunglasses. They rest on her chest on a strap. The skin around her eyes is so much lighter than the rest of her face. It’s clear she spends a lot of time outside.

        “So what can I get you?”

        “Ummmm. . . .” I pause, feeling suddenly anxious. “What do you recommend?”

        Why am I acting like I’ve never seen a vegetable before? Why am I being so indecisive? Maybe decision fatigue has come for me at last. All the details about today, actually getting in the car and leaving Brooklyn and arriving here, have been looming in my mind for so long. All the things to remember to bring. All of the preparations at work to be able to step away. All of the conversations with Jared. All of the follow-up conversations I still need to have with Bobby. It’s all been so much.

        But something about being here under the Two Peas Farm tent feels calming. It feels safe. Happy. Taking it all in has allowed me to turn my brain off for a moment, so much so that I forgot why I’ve been standing in line.

        “What do I recommend? That’s like asking me to choose a favorite child.”

        Bobby looks up from his donuts. “I’m her favorite child.” It’s a joke between us, since he is, in fact, my only child.

        Frankie laughs at that. “Would you like the Two Peas Special?” She points to a sign: No Decisions Needed: 1 bunch kale, 1 pound carrots, 1 bag spinach, 1 pound zucchini, 1 bunch scallions + 1 bunch parsley.

        “Perfect.”

        Frankie just smiles at me. She gathers all of the produce on the table in front of her. Bobby tells her we forgot to bring a bag. I issue a string of apologies.

        “It’s no problem.” Frankie pulls a paper sack from a stack behind her and piles the heavy stuff at the bottom and the more delicate items on top. “That will be twenty even.”

        “That’s it?” These clearly aren’t Brooklyn prices.

        “Would you like me to charge you more?” She grins ear to ear.

        “I’m just surprised. We’re from the city.”

        “Which city?” she asks. I know she’s ribbing me. Anyone here “from the city” is from the city I’m from, but sometimes I forget the entire world doesn’t revolve around New York.

        “Brooklyn,” I say, like I’m admitting something.

        “I’ve actually never been there.”

        “You’ve never been to Brooklyn?” Bobby is alarmed.

        “Nope. Can you even believe it?” Her tone is sweet, not a hint of sarcasm.

        “But we have the best pizza in the world!”

        “I don’t doubt that. But we have the best vegetables in the world.”

        “Pizza is so much better than vegetables.”

        Frankie just laughs, a truly generous response from a vegetable farmer. “Honestly, Bobby, you might be right about that.”

        As I pay, I realize the line has gotten even longer. Talking to Frankie made me feel like I was the only customer. “It was so nice to meet you. My name is Paige, by the way.”

        “It was nice to meet you, Paige.”

        Bobby and I both start to walk away, buoyed.

        “Hey!” Frankie shouts after us. I turn. She’s holding up my bag. I forgot to take it.

        I hurry back, blushing, and wave goodbye.

        “Mom,” Bobby asks me, “can we go home now?”

      
    
  
    
      
        II

      
      
        Frankie

        I stand with my feet as wide apart as I can get them and bend from the waist. With my right hand, I plunge my hori hori, which I think of as my farming dagger, into the soil and pull it back toward me to create a small hole. A farmer on my crew drops kale seedlings along the row as I go. I put one of the baby plants into the hole with one hand and use the other to cover it with the small mound of dirt I just dug up. It only takes me a few seconds to plant each one. The holes are close enough together that I can plant a bunch before I stand up and shuffle a few feet down to start the process all over again. Even though I’m only a fraction of the way through, my body is already feeling it. Only 190 more feet to go.

        Mands, my second in command, walks over with their clipboard in tow.

        I stand with one hand on my sacrum, massaging the spot that feels like an ever-tightening coil.

        “How’s your back?” they ask me.

        “Oh, you know, terrible, but I wouldn’t have it any other way.”

        “Have you thought about the waterwheel transplanter I emailed you?”

        “It’s cute that you think I check my email.” I don’t have a cell phone and my laptop has been on its last leg for years. My inbox is definitely not at the top of my list.

        “Boss, I mean it. It could mean two people can plant at once—while seated. No one needs to bend. Plus, each plant gets a little bit of water right at its root when it goes in the ground so we wouldn’t have to set up irrigation immediately.”

        I know all of this. I know what a waterwheel transplanter is and what its benefits are. And Mands knows I am stubborn. That’s what being my right hand for almost a decade has taught them.

        “I actually spoke to the supplier, and he said he’d give us a deal if we buy it along with those tractor implements I’ve been suggesting we get to help with cultivating. We don’t have to be out there weeding everything by hand. We could save ourselves so much time—and people power—if we let a machine do it.”

        “Sure, but if we just let a machine plant our plants and weed them, too, what’s next? Just automated everything? The whole point of Two Peas is that we do things the way we do them. And people love us for it.”

        “Frankie, people don’t love Two Peas because we break our backs unnecessarily. They love us because we grow great vegetables and because of you. And they don’t want to see you get totally burnt out.”

        We have had this conversation about a thousand times. But hearing it today as my back screams at me when I’ve only just started planting? Well, Mands’s points are landing harder than usual. “I’ll marinate on it. Anything else on your mind? Otherwise I’m going to finish this row.”

        “Yeah, actually, I have some bad news. You were right about Bex and River. They both just told me they’re quitting.”

        I take a deep breath. I’m actually relieved I didn’t have to fire them. “Honestly, that’s not bad news. Neither of them seems to be able to cut it, and if they don’t want to be here, I’d rather them not be.” I don’t mean to be harsh, but we have so much to get done that having folks on the crew who aren’t eager to work really impacts the labor as well as everyone else’s energy and moods. Farming really is just a series of putting things in the ground, pulling them out, and then putting them back again—you have to love the repetition. It’s increasingly hard to find people who are up for it.

        “There is some good news.”

        “Yeah?”

        “They’re in love with each other. And they’re grateful to Two Peas for bringing them together. And now they’re leaving to drive across the country.”

        “Adorable.”

        

        [image: ]

        Later that day, I do the thing I always do when I’m in a pickle. I call my best friend Abby.

        “Hold on!” she yells as she picks up. I can tell she’s put me on speaker phone. “I am elbow deep in tuna salad!”

        “Lovely.”

        I hear some commotion in the background, like a stack of metal bowls has collapsed in a sink or something. “What’s up?” I can tell by the sounds and her tone that now’s not a great time and she’s probably in the middle of getting lunch ready. Abby runs the cafeteria at Sungold Elementary School all year, including over the summer for the kids who go to the camp there.

        “I was just calling to say hi.”

        “You’ve never done that once in your life.”

        Abby knows me better than I even know myself and has since we met in kindergarten at the very school where she now works. “Fine, there is something,” I admit.

        “Go on.” I can just about hear her smirk.

        “Two kids on my crew fell in love with each other and decided to ditch the rest of the season so they could drive to California or something.”

        “That sucks. Not the falling in love part, just the abandoning you at the height of the season part.”

        “Anyway, I’m wondering if you know anyone looking for work? At least for the next month or so.”

        “I can’t think of anyone off the top of my head,” Abby says, “but this would really be a place to use social media.”

        “But what about good old word of mouth?”

        “Of course, but it could let you cast a wider net. I’m just saying—”

        I cut her off. I realize I’m pacing around my living room. “I know, I know.”

        “Well, in the meantime, I could share a job description with all the parents if you want. Just send me something and I’ll include it with my weekly menu email.”

        “That would be amazing, Abs. I’ll get that to you by the end of the day.”

        “Typed?” She knows how analog I am and how likely I am to drop off a piece of paper.

        “I’ll even type it up for you.”

        “By the way, what does Mands think?” I hear her mixing something in the background.

        “They think if we get new equipment, we don’t need more people. But I’d rather pay people than pay for a hunk of metal.”

        “Mands is just looking out for you.”

        “Yeah, well, I’m old-school,” I say with a little disdain in my voice.

        She laughs. “Oh, we know.”
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"“A steamy modern romance for
anyone who finds sexual tension in the
produce aisle, who fantasizes about
a country love affair, who loves clever,
tender writing, flirting, and farming.”

—Alison Roman

JULIA TURSHEN
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