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CHAPTER 1

Mr. Finch?” Billy Harper said, placing a hand on his shoulder. “Mr. Finch? We’re closing now.” She shook him gently. Nothing. She sighed. “I can’t wake him up,” she said to Rae, who was standing at the public library’s front windows and looking out onto Butternut’s Main Street.

“Are you sure he’s still . . . with us?” Rae asked over her shoulder.

“Yes,” Billy said, scowling at her, though, in truth, she’d already checked to see if Mr. Finch’s concave chest was rising and falling under his habitual cardigan sweater.

“Well, don’t say I didn’t warn you about those armchairs,” Rae said. “They’re too comfortable. Now people are just coming in here to sleep.”

“Maybe,” Billy murmured, lifting up the Minneapolis Star Tribune draped over the arm of an overstuffed chair and hanging it on a nearby rack. She didn’t mind. The library’s new furniture was comfortable—she’d seen to that herself. It was all part of her “library as your living room” campaign. And for the main reading room, she’d chosen a sofa and chairs that were deep and soft in an acorn-colored suede. If someone decided to take a nap in one of them, as Mr. Finch occasionally did, that was all right with her. Especially when it was so pleasant here now, with the late afternoon sunshine slanting in through the windows and burnishing the rows of books in a million jewel tones. She loved this library. It was small, but not too small. It had been built in 1929, and while on the outside it was a serviceable red brick, on the inside it had an old-world elegance that included high ceilings, large multipaned windows, and the original walnut paneling.

Mr. Finch stirred now, and Billy waited hopefully to see if he’d wake up. He didn’t. She wished, just this once, he’d taken his nap a little earlier in the day. It was closing time now, and she had a sulky teenager to get home to. She left Mr. Finch and started to gather up the books and magazines that had been left on the long pine table running down the center of the library’s reading room. One of the books, Pride and Prejudice, made Billy smile. She was always recommending this novel, though not everyone took her up on it.

“What are you looking at?” Billy asked, glancing over at Rae, who was still standing at the library’s front windows.

“Officer Sawyer pulled someone over,” Rae said, gesturing out onto Main Street.

“And this passes for entertainment now?” Billy chuckled, thinking that even Butternut, Minnesota, population 1,200, had more to offer than watching someone get a ticket.

“It does when the man getting the ticket is driving a Porsche 911 GT2 RS.”

“Oh,” Billy said, barely glancing at the windows as she turned off the green-shaded lamps on the reading table. Unlike Rae, she had no interest in cars, unless it was in her own 2005 Ford Focus, which was sitting in the shop right now, waiting to do more damage to her credit card.

“The guy driving the Porsche isn’t bad either,” Rae added. “Come take a look at him.”

“No, thanks,” Billy said, sliding some books onto the reshelving cart. “I’ve got to get home.”

Rae appeared not to hear her. “I’d love to get a better look at that car,” she said. “I wonder if this guy will be sticking around.”

“A good-looking man driving an expensive car? I doubt it,” Billy said, only half joking. “If he’s in Butternut at all, it’s only because his GPS malfunctioned.”

“That’s probably true,” Rae said. She left the windows and started straightening up the checkout desk, and Billy went to shut down the computers. There were five of them available to the public, housed in a quiet corner behind the stacks.

“Why don’t you go home,” Rae said as Billy returned to the checkout area. “I can finish up here.”

“But Mr. Finch . . .”

“I’ll wake him up,” Rae growled. “Just not as politely as you would have.”

Billy, who really did need to get home, stopped and lingered at the display she’d set up that morning, “In Celebration of Midwestern Authors: From Theodore Dreiser to Jonathan Franzen.” Should she have chosen My Ántonia for Willa Cather? she wondered now, straightening this book a little. It was her best-known novel, of course, but Billy herself had always been partial to O Pioneers!

“You don’t want to go home, do you?” Rae asked her. She’d sat herself down on a swivel chair and was extracting her enormous handbag from the checkout desk’s bottom drawer. “You’re stalling.”

“No, I’m not,” Billy said automatically.

“Yes, you are,” Rae said shrewdly. “You’d sort paper clips by size now if you thought it would buy you another five minutes here.”

“Not true,” Billy said, going to gather up her own things.

“Honey,” Rae said, “you can lie to yourself, but you can’t lie to me.”

“Oh, all right,” Billy said, pulling another chair over to the checkout desk and sinking down onto it. She slipped off her flats—she’d been standing up most of the day—and wiggled her bare toes with pleasure, then tucked her feet underneath her. “I don’t want to go home. I can’t go home. You should see him, Rae,” she said of her thirteen-year-old son, Luke. “When I checked up on him at lunchtime . . .” She shook her head.

“Why? What was he doing?”

“He wasn’t doing anything. That’s the point. He’s lost all his privileges. The computer, the cell phone, the Xbox,” Billy said, ticking off the terms of Luke’s confinement on her fingers. “All of his favorite electronics have been either disabled or confiscated. So he was just . . . sulking.” It wasn’t the sulking she was worried about, though. That, she hoped, would pass. What worried her was something more amorphous, harder to pinpoint. She couldn’t explain it to Rae. She couldn’t even explain it to herself.

“Oh, please,” Rae said. “Tell him enough with the sulking. What I don’t understand is why they suspended him on the last day of school. I mean, what’s the point? Everyone knows that day’s a complete waste of time anyway.” Billy started to answer, but Rae, indignant, was just getting started. “And another thing. Why are they still busting kids for smoking under the bleachers? They’ve been smoking under them since they put them up, and they’ll be smoking under them when they tear them down.” She smiled, a little wistfully. “Did I ever tell you that’s where I had my first cigarette?”

“Nope,” Billy said.

“Well, it was. I was right around Luke’s age,” she said, “but I remember it like it was yesterday. Those were good times,” she added, practically glowing with the memory. “Good times.”

Billy rolled her eyes. Rae’s nostalgia was definitely misplaced, she thought, especially considering it had taken her twenty-five years to quit the smoking habit she’d acquired under those bleachers. Even today, Rae, who was in her midforties, had the gravelly voice of a heavy ex-smoker.

“What, you never smoked under the bleachers?” Rae asked.

“Definitely not,” Billy said. “Not with a mom who was the vice principal at my high school.”

“Oh, right. I forgot about that,” Rae said. “Probably not worth the risk, then.” And she laughed the deep, rumbling laugh that, unbeknownst to her, had gotten her the job of library assistant. During her interview with Billy three years ago, she’d laughed that laugh, and Billy had decided she liked listening to it. After all, it was like Rae herself: full-bodied and warm, with an almost contagious sense of fun. No, Rae didn’t do anything halfway, and that included laughing, Billy thought affectionately. Her colorful appearance was another example. Her red hair came compliments of L’Oréal and ranged anywhere from Blowout Burgundy to Cherry Crush, depending on the time of year and her mood. Her plum eye shadow and pink lipstick, on the other hand, were perennial fixtures. And when it came to her wardrobe, she favored snug jeans and bright blouses that showed off a little cleavage.

“I’m willing to overlook Luke sneaking one cigarette,” she said to Billy now, “but his attitude, that’s another matter. The last time I saw him, he wouldn’t even look at me, and he barely grunted when I spoke to him. What exactly is he so angry about?”

“He’s a teenager,” Billy said. “Does he really need an excuse to be angry?” But the truth, she knew, was more complicated than this.

“Oh, he can be angry,” Rae grumbled, “as long as he keeps it to himself. If he’d grown up in my family, his attitude would have gotten some adjusting, I can tell you that right now. But, you know, I could ask Big Moe to have a talk with him,” she added. Big Moe was Rae’s boyfriend, and he came by his name honestly.

“No, thanks,” Billy said. “I don’t think that would go over too well with Luke.”

“Maybe not. But in my family”—Rae was one of seven children—“one whipping from my dad, and us kids would think hard about copping an attitude. That’s what they used to call discipline.”

“Mmm,” Billy said skeptically. “Now I’m pretty sure they call that assault.”

Here Rae shrugged blithely, dismissing the whole subject. She wasn’t done with Billy yet, though. “Honey,” she said, “we both know Luke isn’t your only problem right now.”

“Do we?” Billy said casually, standing. She knew which topic was coming up now, and she fully intended to get herself out the library’s front door before Rae got started on it.

“Hey, hey, hey, not so fast,” Rae said as Billy slipped on her flats.

“I’ve got to get going,” Billy said, edging away. “You know, juvenile delinquent son and all.”

“Fine, I’ll let you go. Just answer me one question.”

Billy, almost at the door, held up her finger. “One,” she said.

“When was the last time you were with a man?” Rae asked.

“I’m with men all the time.”

“I don’t mean men Mr. Finch’s age. I mean men of a pre-Viagra age.”

“You know what, let’s talk about this on Monday,” Billy said, her hand on the doorknob.

“Oh no, I’m not letting you off that easily,” Rae said, waving her back over. “And since you won’t answer my question, I’ll answer it for you. It’s been at least a year since you went on a date, and it was another year before that you were romantically involved with someone. By the way, being a single mom is not an excuse. I’m telling you, Billy, two years of celibacy at your age is not normal.”

What is normal? Billy wanted to ask, coming back and leaning against the checkout desk, but Rae didn’t give her time. “Here you are,” she continued, “thirty-two years old, a woman in her sexual prime, who still turns heads wherever she goes . . . and what do you have to show for it? Nada. Nothing. Not a damn thing. Honestly, I’m fifteen years older than you, and I couldn’t live the way you live. Big Moe and I can’t go twenty-four hours without—”

“Stop, please,” Billy said, holding up her hands. She knew from experience that she did not want to get Rae started on her and Moe’s sex life. After all, Billy had been raised in a family in which people did not discuss sex in polite company. “Look, Rae. I get it. You’re worried about me. You think I need to date more—”

“Date?” Rae hooted. “Honey, at this point I’d settle for you just getting laid. Really, haven’t you ever heard of meaningless sex? Because in my opinion, it is way, way underrated.”

“That may be, but where is this man I’m supposed to have all of this meaningless sex with, and when, exactly, would I find the time to have it? In a free minute between meeting with the guidance counselor about Luke and wrangling with the library board about next year’s budget?” She would have continued had she not caught sight of something out of the corner of her eye. “Mr. Finch,” she said, turning to him and flushing instantly. How much had he heard?

Mr. Finch, though, seemed unfazed.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I guess I drifted off. I hope I haven’t kept you two here past closing.”

“Not at all,” Billy said, smiling. She liked Mr. Finch, and she knew, the way you knew everything about everyone when you live in a small town, that he was eighty-five, lived alone, and had never quite come to terms with his wife’s death several years earlier. “Come on,” Billy said, “I’ll leave with you.” She held her arm out to him, and he took it companionably.

“I’ll finish up here,” Rae called. “Say hi to Luke for me. And tell him that if he doesn’t shape up—”

“I know, I know,” Billy said as she was closing the door behind her and Mr. Finch. “You’re sending Big Moe over.”





CHAPTER 2

Everything took longer in Butternut, Cal Cooper reflected, glancing at the patrol car in his rearview mirror. Even getting a speeding ticket. He checked the dashboard clock of his Porsche 911. He was already fifteen minutes late meeting his sister, Allie, at their family’s cabin on Butternut Lake. He reached for his cell phone and started to text her, then changed his mind and called her instead. He needed to hear her voice.

“Cal? Where are you?”

“In town. I’m getting ticketed, I think.”

“For what?”

“For going thirty-five in a twenty-five-mile zone. Figures, right? I’ve speeded through five states since I left Seattle, and it wasn’t until I was on Main Street in Butternut that I got pulled over. It’s the out-of-state plates, isn’t it?” he asked.

“No, Cal. It’s the car,” Allie said. “Seriously, you’re just asking for a ticket when you drive something that expensive.”

“That’s class warfare,” he objected.

“Maybe. But if it is, your class is winning,” Allie teased.

Cal smiled. He missed her. And the events of the last several weeks had only made him miss her more. “I’ll be there soon,” he said, though another glance in the rearview mirror told him that the policeman—Officer Sawyer, according to his name tag—was still checking his license and registration.

“I’ll be waiting,” Allie said.

Cal hung up. It would be good to get to the cabin, he thought, good to get out of this car. The last three days of his life were already a blur best summed up by numbers: nine cups of coffee, seventeen hundred miles of highway, twenty-seven hours of driving, and twenty-six of those hours spent trying not to think about why he’d left Seattle. He wouldn’t think about it now, either. He’d concentrate instead on Butternut’s Main Street, which on this June afternoon looked like a movie set of small-town America. Children with ice cream cones, a black Lab lazing on the sidewalk outside the hardware store, a woman pulling a little boy in a red wagon, some teenage girls clumped on a bench in front of Pearl’s coffee shop, and an older couple stopping to look at a display in the window of the variety store. But Cal saw Butternut’s charm without really feeling it. Feeling wasn’t something he was that eager to do right now.

“Mr. Cooper?” Officer Sawyer said, appearing at his car window. He handed Cal his license, registration, and a $145 speeding ticket. “Are you just passing through Butternut?”

“No,” Cal said. “I’ll be here for a couple weeks, maybe more.”

“Well, slow down, then,” the officer said gruffly. “This is a small town.”

I know, Cal thought. He’d spent the first eighteen summers of his life at his family’s cabin on nearby Butternut Lake. But to Officer Sawyer he said, “I’ll drive at the speed limit, Officer.” And he would. After all, he’d sped halfway across the country, and he still hadn’t outrun his life.

The rest of Cal’s drive was uneventful. A half hour later, he and Allie were sitting on the front porch steps of the cabin their grandparents had built in the 1950s. The cabin itself was modest. The view from it was not. It overlooked Otter Bay, one of the largest bays on Butternut Lake, a twelve-mile-long spring-fed lake that was over a hundred feet deep in places and that, on a sunny day like today, was apt to be a dazzling blue. The water was made to seem even bluer, of course, by its contrast to the green of the pine, balsam, and spruce trees that bordered the lake, the granite boulders that dotted its shores, and the occasional crescents of golden beach etched into its sides. The term pretty as a postcard didn’t apply here, Cal thought. He’d seen the postcards of Butternut Lake on sale at the drugstore in town. The real thing was prettier by far.

“Are you going to tell me what’s going on?” Allie asked finally.

“What do you mean?” Cal said, turning to her.

“Well, for one thing, you look . . .”

“Like hell?” he suggested.

“I was going to say ‘tired.’”

He shrugged. “I didn’t have the best luck with motels.” He’d checked into the first one, outside Gold Creek, Montana, late at night. After he was asked to pay up front for his room—never a good sign—he’d discovered the door to it had already been kicked in. The surly management hadn’t seemed overly concerned by this. Neither, for that matter, had the Hells Angels drinking in the motel’s parking lot. Cal had a fitful night’s sleep and left early the next morning. The second night of his drive, he’d found a motel outside Bismarck, North Dakota, that had seemed promising, but that was before he’d realized it was hosting the Dakota conference of Seventh-day Adventists. They’d been nice people, but after he’d found himself on the receiving end of their proselytizing, he’d again cut his stay short and gotten back on the road.

“Now that you’re here, you’ll sleep well,” Allie said confidently. “I swear this air is like . . . breathable Ambien or something. So I won’t worry about your being tired. I’d be lying, though, if I said I wasn’t worried about the other stuff.”

“What other stuff?”

“You’ve been impossible to reach.”

“I’ve been busy.”

“You’ve always been busy, Cal. But you’ve always stayed in touch.”

“I’m here now,” he pointed out.

“And that’s another thing. Since when do you come up here?”

“I can’t take a vacation?” he chided her.

“You can. I just don’t remember you ever taking one before.”

He couldn’t argue this point. He hadn’t built a successful architectural firm by taking vacations. But Cal, who’d already found plenty of excuses to stall, found another one now. “Oh, I forgot,” he said, turning to the suitcase he’d set down on the porch and unzipping one of its compartments. He took out a plastic bag from a souvenir shop he’d stopped at in Big Horn County, Montana. “I got some presents for the kids.” He reached into the bag. “This is for Wyatt,” he said, extracting a fur hat with side flaps. “It’s coyote fur, apparently. Made in Canada, I noticed, but still, I think it’s supposed to evoke the American Frontier.” He handed the hat to Allie and reached back into the bag. “This is for Brooke. It’s a bobcat tail keychain.”

Allie chuckled. “Cal, she’s two. She doesn’t have any keys yet.”

“Oh, right. Maybe I can get her a set, then. You know, just for show.”

Allie smiled. “But this,” she said, holding up the hat with its furry top and fluffy side flaps. “This could definitely come in handy in the depths of a Northern Minnesota winter.”

“Oh, God, it’s hideous,” Cal said, reaching for it. He wondered now what had possessed him to buy it for his nephew, Wyatt, when no self-respecting eleven-year-old would ever be caught dead in it. “I’ll burn it later,” he told Allie. “Or maybe I should just . . .” He pantomimed throwing it, Frisbee style, into the nearby woods.

“Are you kidding?” Allie said, taking it away from him. “Wyatt will love it. Anything from his cool uncle,” she added, twirling it around on one finger. “And who knows? I may even wear it myself.” She tried it on, and Cal had to smile. She was thirty-six, a mother of two, and the owner of a successful gallery in town, but she looked like a kid. Or at least a teenager, with her long honey-colored hair streaming out from under the hat and her complexion already sporting an early summer tan. She wore a uniform he remembered well from their family’s summers at the lake: a faded T-shirt, cutoff blue jeans, and a pair of flip-flops.

“Do you ever get older?” Cal asked, tugging affectionately on one of the hat’s earflaps. Allie brushed this question aside, though. She pulled the offending hat off and stuffed it back into the bag.

“Do you want some lemonade?” she asked. “I made a pitcher before you got here.”

“I’d love some. Thank you,” he said. As Allie went into the cabin, he was grateful for another reprieve from the conversation he knew they were going to have. He rubbed his bleary eyes. He felt jittery and weary at the same time. Too much coffee, too little sleep. How to talk about this thing, though? he wondered. How to talk about it when he still didn’t even want to think it? So he tried not to think about it and tried instead to take comfort in the familiarity of this place, the scent of sun-warmed pine needles, and the play of light on the water.

“This is my favorite time of day here,” Allie said when she came back with two glasses of lemonade. She handed Cal one, and, sitting down again, sipped from the other one, looking thoughtful. “When was the last time you were here?” she asked.

“Ten years ago, maybe?” Cal said. “I brought Adam and Danny and Josh”—friends from college—“up for some fishing.”

“Some fishing or some drinking?” Allie asked.

“I don’t think the two were ever mutually exclusive,” Cal said.

“No, I guess not,” Allie said, amused. “Did you ever think it would take you this long to come back, though?”

“Never,” Cal said honestly. When he was growing up, he didn’t even consider summer to have begun until his family had loaded up their station wagon, and, with him and Allie squabbling in the backseat before they’d even pulled out of the driveway, made the five-hour drive from suburban Minneapolis to Butternut. “I never thought I’d be away this long,” he said now. “But I never stopped thinking about it, either. The thing is, though, I can’t really tell any of those summers apart now. At a certain point, they all just started to . . . run together.”

“That’s because they were all the same. Or they felt that way, anyway. That’s called boredom, Cal. That’s what children used to feel before they had Facebook and Instagram and Snapchat.”

“No, it wasn’t boredom, exactly,” Cal said. “It was more like . . .”

“More like we did the same things over and over again?” Allie said. “Like catching those little crayfish—God, those used to pinch—or taking the motorboat over to Birch Tree Bait for ice cream, or building those blanket forts in the bunkroom? But you know, Cal,” she added mischievously, “not every summer was the same. There was the summer of your first kiss, remember? What was her name? That girl whose parents owned the campground?”

“Shannon.”

“That’s right. Shannon. Shannon with the buckteeth.”

“She did not have buckteeth.”

“Yes, she did. I don’t know why you’ve always denied it.”

“Because it’s not true. She was perfect,” Cal said. But Allie had already moved on. “And what about the first time you ever got drunk? That was up here, too. You and Matty filched a bottle of Kahlúa from the liquor cabinet. And you drank it straight. I swear, Cal, you looked so ill afterward.”

“That was the last time I had Kahlúa,” he said, shaking his head. “Just the thought of it now—”

“Wait, wasn’t that around the same time you and James ran the motorboat up on the sandbar and Mom and Dad grounded you for two weeks?”

“Same time,” Cal agreed. “But those two incidents—the Kahlúa and the sandbar—were totally unrelated.”

They continued in this nostalgic vein for a little while—Allie remembering things and Cal wondering, again, what had kept him away from here for so long. But he knew. Of course he knew. Life had kept him away. Or he had let it keep him away. And he wasn’t the only one, either. According to Allie, the other “summer people” he’d grown up with here—Matty and James and Tyler—had long since stopped coming. And right around the time he and Allie left for college, his parents, tired of the long Minnesota winters and the constant upkeep of owning two homes, had downsized to a condominium in Florida and deeded the cabin over to their children, who, by some unspoken agreement, had allowed it to fall into a state of gentle decay.

All that had changed six years ago when Allie decided to buy Cal out of his half of the cabin and move up here with Wyatt, who was then five years old. At the time, Allie was recovering from the death of her husband, Gregg, whose National Guard unit had been deployed to Afghanistan. Meeting another man had been the last thing on her mind, but that’s exactly what had happened. She’d fallen in love with Walker Ford, her neighbor across the bay, who owned the boatyard in Butternut. A year later, they’d gotten married, Allie and Wyatt had moved into Walker’s larger and more modern cabin, and Walker had adopted Wyatt. Since then, their daughter, Brooke, had been born. Their family, Allie had told Cal, was just the right size.

Cal had wondered at first why Allie kept this cabin after she and Walker had gotten married. But she’d told him a few years ago that she was simply too attached to sell it, and that she’d find a use for it one day. In the meantime, she’d continued to improve it, and Cal could see that she’d restored the property to its former rustic charm and then some. She’d shored up the dock, replaced the boathouse roof, rebuilt the cabin’s wraparound porch, and even added a few homey touches, painting the window trim and window boxes a balsam green, and paving the dirt trail that led down the mossy, sloping lawn to the lake with hand-cut stone.

“You’ve done a nice job with the place, Allie,” Cal said.

“I think so,” she said, looking genuinely pleased. “I’ve enjoyed it. Really, I have. It’s been a labor of love. And I want to show you what I’ve done inside, too. But before I do, you have to answer one question for me.”

“Which is . . . ?”

“Why aren’t you wearing your wedding ring?” she asked, leveling her hazel eyes at him.

“When did you notice?”

“About ten seconds after you got here. I wasn’t going to say anything about it, but then I realized you weren’t going to say anything about it, either. And I’m guessing you didn’t just accidentally leave it at home.”

“No,” he said, suddenly cheered by a thought. “I left it on the counter of a diner in Fargo, North Dakota, this morning.”

Allie frowned.

“What?” Cal asked defensively. “It was a good tip. That band is platinum. Not that my waitress didn’t deserve it. She was very quick on the coffee refill.”

“So you and Meghan . . . ?” she asked, astonished.

“Are over,” Cal said. In his own way, he was as surprised as she was.

“When did this happen?”

“Six weeks ago.”

“Cal, why didn’t you tell me?”

“I haven’t really talked to anyone about it. Except my lawyer.”

“This is why you’ve been so hard to reach?” She shook her head. “But, I mean, a lawyer? Already? Isn’t is possible you’ll still . . . work things out?”

“No,” he said. And he meant it.

“What happened?”

He looked away. Not yet, he thought. He wasn’t ready to tell anyone yet. Not even Allie.

“There wasn’t . . . anyone else involved, was there?” she asked quietly.

“No, no one else,” he said.

“Well, I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t surprised. When we saw you in April, you and Meghan seemed so . . . compatible,” she said. It occurred to Cal that she hadn’t said happy. There was a silence now, longer than it needed to be.

“So . . . where do you go from here?” Allie asked finally.

“I’ve moved out,” he said. “Filed for divorce. The rest of it, though, I don’t know.” He ran his fingers through his hair. “We were married for five years and now . . . I have to rethink everything I knew. The problem is, I don’t want to think about it, much less talk about it.”

“Then you don’t have to,” she said, putting an arm around his shoulders. “But when you are ready to talk about it, I’ll be here.”

As she said this, something occurred to him. “There’s at least one positive thing to come out of all this, though,” he said.

“What’s that?”

He smiled bleakly. “You don’t have to work so hard to like Meghan anymore.”

“Cal.” When he met Allie’s protest with a skeptical look, she added, “Do you really think I don’t like her? Because that’s not . . . completely true. I mean, I’ve never disliked her.” This statement made Cal laugh. Even Allie must have realized what faint praise this was for her sister-in-law, because she added, “Okay, look, I think she’s a little intense, a little . . . perfectionistic, maybe. But that’s important in her line of work, isn’t it?” Meghan was an interior designer. That was how Cal had originally met her. They’d both been working with the same client.

Cal didn’t answer her question. He was thinking about last spring, when Allie and her family had visited Seattle. Cal had loved showing them the city, but the time they’d spent at his and Meghan’s apartment had been strained. After all, as Meghan had explained to Cal many times before, their duplex was more than a home to her; it was also a showcase. The entire apartment was white—or, as Cal used to tease her, “fifty shades of white.” Meghan had looked practically ill when Brooke drank grape juice out of a sippy cup on their white couch, and it was all she could do not to follow Wyatt around with a MiniVac when he ate pretzels in their gleaming white-tiled kitchen. He wondered if Allie was remembering this, too, and he thought maybe she was when she said, “Well, if you’re getting divorced, at least there are no children involved. There’s that, anyway.”

There was that, Cal thought bitterly. But he couldn’t meet Allie’s eyes. They were silent again until Cal’s anger at Meghan subsided a little and was replaced by something else: gratitude. Gratitude for Allie. She’d always been there for him before, and she was there for him now. “Thank you,” he said.

“What for?”

“For today,” he said with a tired smile. “For the lemonade. For letting me stay, even though I didn’t give you much notice.”

“Cal, of course you can stay. You know that. Stay as long as you want. What about your firm, though? Can they survive without you?” And here was another thing that Cal couldn’t talk to Allie about. This, too, it seemed, would have to wait.

“I can work from here,” he said. “There is an Internet connection, isn’t there?”

“Yes, Cal. There are plumbing and electricity, too,” she said, nudging him playfully with her knee. “And there are groceries. I went shopping this morning for the basics, but we’re expecting you for dinner tonight. Walker is grilling steaks, and Wyatt is going to make you watch about twelve hours of GoPro video of him waterskiing.”

“I wouldn’t want to miss that,” Cal said, the prospect of an early night slipping away from him.

“And don’t forget, tomorrow is Daisy Keegan’s wedding.”

“Oh, right. I did forget.” When he’d told Allie he was coming three days ago, she’d mentioned he’d be arriving in time for Daisy’s wedding and she could wrangle an invitation for him if he’d like. Daisy was the daughter of Caroline Keegan, Allie’s best friend, and she was marrying Will Hughes after a three-year engagement. Cal wished now he’d told Allie he didn’t want to go. The thought of attending someone else’s wedding when his own marriage had fallen apart depressed him.

Allie seemed to sense this. “I know the timing’s not great, Cal. If you want to sit it out, that’s fine with me.”

“No, Caroline has probably given the caterer a head count already,” Cal said.

“The caterer?” Allie laughed. “Caroline is the caterer, Cal.” Her friend owned Pearl’s, the coffee shop in town that was justifiably famous for, among other things, its excellent blueberry pancakes.

“There’s still the matter of a suit, though,” he pointed out. “I didn’t pack one.”

“That’s all right. You don’t need a suit. This is Butternut. I mean, you have pants that aren’t blue jeans, don’t you?” she asked.

He nodded.

“And a shirt with a collar?”

He nodded again.

“Then you’re good to go. And trust me, you’ll be glad you did. Everyone in Butternut will be there. It’s the social event of the season. No, it’s the social event of the decade, at least in this town.”

He smiled but didn’t say anything. It was quiet, except for the waves from a powerboat slapping rhythmically against the dock’s pilings, and the tinkling of the wind chimes that hung off the porch eaves.

“I’m so glad you’re here,” Allie said suddenly, giving him a hug. “We’ll figure this out, Cal. This whole thing.” And in that moment, she was the older sister of his childhood—the occasionally bossy but always loving older sister. (She was only two years older than him, but it was a role, Cal knew, she took to heart.)

“Thanks,” he said for the second time that day.





CHAPTER 3

Hello? Luke! A little help here, please,” Billy called out, fumbling as she opened the front door to their house that evening. She was carrying a handbag and a grocery bag with one hand and balancing a pizza box with the other. There was no answer from her son, but from the opposite end of the house came an ominous sound: the clicking of nails against the hardwood floor. Her eighty-pound yellow Lab, Murphy, was starting his run down the hallway, and by the time he reached Billy, he would have attained his maximum speed. She closed the front door behind her and braced herself against it just in time for him to fling himself at her.

“Whoa, boy,” Billy said, laughing. She set everything on the side table and knelt down. “Somebody’s glad to see me.” She nuzzled his face, then glanced down the hallway, where the sounds of an action movie were coming from the television set in the den. “How’s Luke?” she asked Murphy, girding herself for the series of skirmishes that had become her relationship with her son. But Murphy didn’t answer. He was too busy trying to rake his tongue over her face. “Oh, Murph, you sure know how to welcome a girl home,” Billy said, giving him a final pat.

She hurried to the kitchen then, arms full. Murphy trotted along beside her, hoping that some of that pizza was destined for him. As she walked past the living room and dining room, she did a mental inventory of the state of the house. It was only moderately messy right now, which, on a day like today, could feel like a victory. Yes, there were pillows to be plumped, rugs to be vacuumed, floors to be mopped and almost immediately remopped (thanks to the pale yellow balls of Murphy’s fur that were apt to drift, tumbleweed-style, down the hallway) but to the untrained eye, it looked acceptable, and Billy had learned to be satisfied with that.

Was this her dream house? No, probably not! Certainly it was a far cry from the home Billy had grown up in, a two-story red brick colonial on a leafy street in St. Paul. This was a single-story clapboard house on a block of other single-story clapboard houses, each with a neat square of green lawn in front, each guilty of only minor transgressions of originality—a gazebo nobody ever sat in here, a slightly sinister garden gnome there. This neighborhood—only a few blocks from Butternut’s Main Street—was what Billy could afford when she and Luke had moved here five years ago, and as a single mom, she liked to think she specialized in the possible, the practical, and most important, the achievable.

Besides, if it had felt like a compromise at the time she’d bought it, it had revealed some pleasant surprises since then. After she’d had its peeling beige exterior repainted a Lake Tahoe blue, for instance, with a crisp white trim, the house had looked positively spiffy, and when she’d pulled up its wall-to-wall carpeting—again, beige—she’d been delighted to discover the original oak floors underneath. There’d been a few perks for Luke, too: a basketball hoop for the driveway, a tire swing for the backyard, and a long hallway he could slide down in his socks. Billy had furnished the house with Danish modern furniture she’d bought at an estate sale in St. Paul and added bright geometric area rugs, midcentury light fixtures she’d scavenged online, framed abstract art posters, and of course, books—lots and lots and lots of books. Overall, she was pleased with the effect, and if she hadn’t quite succeeded in indulging all of her Mad Men fantasies here (teak boomerang coffee table notwithstanding), she at least liked to think of it as a place where the partners at Sterling Cooper would have felt comfortable.

But as she entered the kitchen, she had to admit this was one room in the house that had defeated her. The only signs anyone had even been in it were her unwashed coffee cup from that morning standing in the sink and the faint whiff of microwaved popcorn in the air. She sighed. After leaving the library, she’d briefly entertained the idea of cooking a well-balanced meal for Luke’s dinner, but she knew all too well her efforts there would be spurned. These days, he seemed to find fault with almost everything she did. And truthfully, despite thirteen years of parenting, she still wasn’t much of a cook. Partly it was because the timing always seemed to elude her—her vegetables underdone, her meat and fish overdone, her rice gummy. And partly it was because she and Luke had lived with her parents until he was eight, and Billy’s mom, who was as gifted in the kitchen as Billy was inept, had been happy to do all the cooking for them. So tonight, for the second time this week, she’d stopped off at Spoon River Pizza in Butternut—a favorite haunt of Luke’s—and picked up a cheese pizza for dinner. That was all right, though, wasn’t it? she thought, putting the groceries in the fridge and refilling Murphy’s water bowl. The cheese in pizza had protein in it, right?

She left the kitchen, pausing in the hallway outside the den. Converting this third, rarely used bedroom into a quasi-office/entertainment center had been Billy’s idea, an attempt to transfer the sounds of Netflix movies, Xbox games, and cable sports out of the common areas and into a room where the door could be closed. This house felt small enough without the sounds of intergalactic battles and martial arts skirmishes issuing from the living room.

Billy listened now to the screeching sounds of a car chase mixed with the staccato of a gunfight, this on a day when Luke was supposed to be unplugged. Fast & Furious, she decided. Billy, a lover of serious drama and fluffy romantic comedy, had never imagined she’d become adept at knowing which action movie franchise was playing simply by the ratio of chaotic sound to terse dialogue.

The sound of the car chase continued unabated from the other side of the door, and Billy braced herself for Luke’s moodiness, which she imagined would be worse now than usual, given that he’d had a whole day at home to brood. Come on, Billy, get it over with, she thought, and she cracked open the door far enough to see Luke, wearing a pair of jeans torn at the knee and a Reel Legends T-shirt, sprawled out on the couch. One of his feet was up on the coffee table, his sneakers half-off, their laces untied. He was wearing his baseball cap backward. He had one earbud in so he could listen to his iPod and one earbud out so he could listen to the movie. She shook her head. She’d never understand how Luke’s generation could divide their attention in this way.

She opened the door a little further and, angling into the room, nudged him on the shoulder. “Luke,” she said.

“Mom,” he yelped with surprise, yanking out his earbud and sitting up on the couch. Billy found the remote on the coffee table and pointed it at the TV. Yes, she’d been right—Fast Five. She clicked it off, but the subsequent silence seemed to overwhelm the small room, and when she spoke, her voice sounded unnaturally loud. “I thought we agreed on no electronics today,” she said, putting down the remote.

“No, you said no cell phone, no computer, and no Xbox. You didn’t say anything about the TV or my iPod. Besides, what else was I supposed to do?”

Gee, I don’t know. Read a book, maybe? The house is full of them, you know, she wanted to say, but she stopped herself. This was a sore point with her. Sometime over the past year, Luke, who’d once consumed books the same way he’d consumed Oreos, had stopped reading everything but his skateboarding magazines. It was galling to Billy, first as a parent and only second as a librarian. But what could she do? She couldn’t force him to read, could she? (Though honestly, the thought had occurred to her.) But now, because she didn’t want tonight to be a replay of last night—Billy furious over Luke’s suspension, Luke defiant but not yet entirely convincing in his defiance—she tried to find the line between caring and firm as she said, “All right. Next time, though, no electronics means no electronics. Are you hungry? I brought a pizza home. Let’s have it while it’s still hot, okay? Oh, and there are no pesky vegetables tonight, either,” she added, referring to an old joke of theirs about how annoying it was to have vegetables every night with their dinner. She left before he could answer her or, more likely, not answer her, stopping only to pick up a few stray kernels of popcorn from the rug.

In the kitchen, she set plates and napkins on the table. She was filling two glasses with ice and water when Luke came in, flipped open the pizza box, and slid a piece of pizza onto his plate. He was on his way out of the room when Billy said, “Whoa. Where are you going?”

“To my room?” he said, stopping but not turning around.

“I don’t think so. We’re having dinner together, Luke. Remember?” Billy had once been more casual about this, but a mandatory sit-down dinner—even if it consisted only of a few slices of pizza—was one of many rules she’d put into place recently to improve parent-child communication. Luke sighed audibly, turned around, and came back to slump down at the table. This was new, too; he no longer sat on furniture so much as draped himself over it. Billy was tempted to tell him to sit up straight but restrained herself. She’d been frequenting the parenting section of the library lately, and all of the books said the same thing. Choose your battles. She wouldn’t fight this one. Or about a hundred other battles over things he did that she found equally irritating.

She brought their water glasses to the table and sat down across from him, studying him under the kitchen lights and puzzling over his recent transformation. He’d grown taller. He’d lost more of his baby fat and found in its place a new angularity in his build, a new sharpness in his features. But for the most part, he still looked very much like himself, a self that happened to look very much like herself. Dark hair, fair skin, blue eyes heavily fringed with lashes, and a spray of freckles over his cheeks and across the bridge of his nose. No, the real changes in Luke were subtler, less direct, and harder to pin down. It was like looking at a snapshot of a Luke she knew well only to find it inexplicably blurred around the edges.

She served herself a slice of pizza and smiled as she watched Luke fold his slice in half lengthwise and take a bite. He’d eaten his pizza like this since his grandfather had taken him on a vacation to New York City for his tenth birthday, and when he’d come back, he’d informed Billy proudly that this was the way real New Yorkers ate their pizza. Billy almost reminded him of this now, but Billy’s father, Pop-Pop to Luke, who’d died a year ago, was now on a long list of subjects Luke refused to discuss. Instead she said casually, “Margot came into the library today.” Margot Hoffman was the educator/naturalist at the Butternut Nature Museum, and the director of its wildly popular Nature Camp. Wildly popular with local parents for being conveniently located and affordably priced, and reasonably popular with their children, ages five to twelve, whom Margot labeled “junior naturalists.”

“She asked about you, Luke,” Billy added.

He looked at her sharply.

“No, not about your suspension,” she said quickly. “Just about how you’re doing. She told me she’s really excited about you being a counselor’s helper this year.”

Luke actually groaned. “You’re not still going to make me do that, are you?”

“Luke, you wanted to do it. You practically begged Margot when you were a camper there last summer.”

“That was before I realized how dumb it is. It’s, like, so lame. I mean, the museum isn’t even a real museum. It has, like, two little rooms, and they don’t even have stuff in them that’s interesting. Who cares about some old birds’ nests, anyway?”

“Well, Margot, for one,” Billy said. “I think she’s done a lot with the space she has. And it’s not just ‘some old birds’ nests,’ either. There are some interesting dioramas, too, of the Northwoods.”

“With gross dead animals in them.”

“With taxidermy animals in them,” Billy corrected him. “And you’d be amazed what an art form many people consider taxidermy to be. There’s a long waiting list at the library for a book called The Complete Guide to Small Game Taxidermy: How to Work with Squirrels, Varmints, and Predators. Really, Luke, we cannot keep that book on the shelf,” she said, trying and failing to coax a smile out of him. He looked, instead, disgusted by the whole topic, though not so disgusted by it as to lose his appetite. He slid another piece of pizza onto his plate, and Billy bit into her piece, conscious that Murphy was under the table, hoping like hell that one of them would drop something on the floor.

“Look, it’s not like you spend that much time inside the museum, anyway,” she said, changing tack. “Margot has tons of field trips planned. And you like helping out with the little kids, don’t you? Giving them piggyback rides? Remember that little boy last year? What was his name? The one who—”

“And another thing,” Luke said. “What kind of summer job doesn’t even pay you? Like, what’s the point?”

“Well, the point is the experience you’ll get, which, hopefully, will lead to a paying job one day soon.”

Luke had been avoiding eye contact, but now he stole a look at her. “This summer, though, I can’t just . . . ?”

“Hang out?” Billy supplied, since they’d already had this conversation. She met his gaze, challenging him. Hang out with the same friend you got suspended with? Hang out on your skateboard, which you ride obsessively? Hang out in your room, where you already spend way too much time? “No, Luke. You can’t just hang out. You’re working at Nature Camp. Period. End of discussion. In a few more years, when you’re sixteen, you’ll have more options. Caroline’s already said she’d give you a summer job busing tables at Pearl’s as soon as you’re old enough.” Luke had always loved Caroline and Pearl’s but this got no response from him.

“And speaking of Pearl’s,” Billy continued, undaunted, “don’t forget tomorrow is Daisy’s wedding. It starts at five, but I think we should leave here by four thirty at the latest. Since the car’s in the shop, we’ll have to walk over to the Johnsons’.” The wedding was being held on their property. She started to reach for another slice of pizza, then stopped herself. She knew for a fact the navy-blue sleeveless linen dress she was planning on wearing tomorrow was just a teensy bit snug on her right now. She took another sip of water instead.

“Yeah . . . about that,” Luke said, shifting in his chair.

Billy waited.

“I might not, like, actually go to the wedding.”

“Luke, I already told Caroline both of us are coming.”

He shrugged. And Billy, suddenly exhausted, lifted another piece of pizza out of the box and took a big bite. Calories be damned, she decided. She’d just layer on another pair of Spanx tomorrow. Spanx upon Spanx. “Luke,” she said, keeping her tone deliberately light, “you know as well as I do that if it hadn’t been for Pearl’s, you and I would have starved to death. Seriously, how many times do you think we’ve eaten there since we moved here? Just a rough estimate?”

He didn’t answer. But Billy was getting used to having these one-sided conversations with him. “Hmm. Let’s see. I would say that, conservatively, over the last five years we have eaten there seven hundred and fifty times. I mean, come on, you’ve practically grown up there. And remember the crush you had on Daisy? You couldn’t even look her in the eye when she’d come to take our order.” This at least got a reaction from him. A scowl. He dropped an uneaten crust of pizza back in the box.

“What’s the point of having a wedding, anyway?” he groused. “They’re just going to get divorced.”

“Daisy and Will?” Billy frowned. “Why would you say that?”

“Because most people get divorced.”

“No, most people do not get divorced. Look at Pop-Pop and Grandma. They were married for thirty-five years. And they had a wonderful marriage. You know that, Luke. You saw it for yourself.”

He wouldn’t argue this point, but he wouldn’t concede it, either. He met Billy’s gaze. “If you think marriage is so great,” he said, “then why didn’t you get married?”

Billy’s face flushed hot. “Because under the circumstances, it wasn’t . . . possible,” she said, feeling suddenly defensive. “But I didn’t need to get married to have a family. You are my family, Luke. You and Grandma and, when he was still alive, Pop-Pop. You were the only family I needed. But that doesn’t mean I don’t believe in marriage. I do. I believe in it very much. And if I somehow gave you the impression I didn’t, then I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to.”

She was surprised to feel tears gathering behind her eyes. This is ridiculous, she thought. I’m not going to cry. Especially since I’m not even sure what I would be crying about. To distract herself, she took Luke’s pizza crust out of the box and fed it to Murphy under the table. He scarfed it down, then bumped his wet nose appreciatively against her knee. When she lifted her eyes again, the danger, and the tears, had subsided. She thought Luke wasn’t looking at her anymore, though it was hard to tell; his too-long hair was covering his eyes. She wished he would sit up straight and get a haircut. But that was another battle she didn’t want to fight right now.

“The wedding is nonnegotiable,” she said quietly.

He glared at her, stood up, and pushed his chair back. He was leaving the kitchen when she called out to him. “Your plate, Luke.”

He came back to the table, picked up his plate, and put it in the sink. Billy sighed, helping herself to a third slice of pizza. As Luke was on his way out of the room again, though, she suddenly said, “I miss him, too, Luke. I miss Pop-Pop all the time.”

“God, Mom, why do you have to keep bringing that up?” he mumbled, and then he was gone. She heard the door to his room slam. So much for parent-child communication, she thought, tossing Murphy another pizza crust.





CHAPTER 4

After Billy had fed and walked Murphy, run the dishwasher, put in a load of laundry, answered her personal e-mails, and called her mother, she finally laid claim to the only time in each day that belonged, completely and unequivocally, to her. How did she spend this time? First she poured herself a glass of chardonnay. Then she took her Oxford Illustrated Jane Austen six-volume set from its place of honor on the bookshelf in her bedroom, and, with Murphy padding along beside her, she went out onto the back porch. Over the last couple of years, this had become her summertime nighttime ritual—back porch, chardonnay, Jane Austen, Murphy—and only occasionally did she deviate from it. The back porch, of course, was weather-dependent, but unless it was pouring rain, unseasonably cold, too buggy, or too muggy, she sat out there. And, as for the glass of chardonnay, every once in a while she might substitute a light beer, a gin and tonic, or even, if she was feeling especially adventurous, a frozen margarita she’d made in the blender. But the Jane Austen part—that was a constant. You couldn’t improve on perfection. And that went double, of course, for Murphy.

Tonight, though, as Billy nudged open the screen door and walked onto the porch, she knew the enjoyment she usually took in this ritual would elude her. It wasn’t that the back porch was uninviting. It was as cheerful and as comfortable as she’d known how to make it. Someone who’d lived here before her had slapped it, somewhat haphazardly, onto the back of the house, and it showed, but it helped that Billy’s parents had given her a very pretty set of wicker furniture as a housewarming present, and that, through trial and error, Billy had been able to get cornflowers, marigolds, and even poppies to grow in galvanized metal planters. But as she set her wine and books down on the little side table and plucked a dead blossom off one of the marigolds, she couldn’t shake a pensive feeling. It was her dinner with Luke, of course. Since then, he’d been holed up in his room, his door vibrating with the thud of music. Even Murphy seemed slightly offended by the volume; instead of coming up to the porch to sit beside her, he stayed out in the backyard, nosing around in the shrubbery.

Billy settled into her favorite reading chair. The night was beautiful. It was dark, finally—in another ten days it would be the longest day of the year—but the darkness beyond the yellow porch light felt comforting to her, as if it were somehow protecting the house, the yard, the whole town. And it was warm outside—warm enough for her to be out here without a sweater, but not so warm that she wanted to take refuge in her air-conditioned bedroom. Helping matters was the breeze. It moved through the leaves of the enormous northern red oak tree in the backyard, making a pleasant swishing sound, and bringing with it the scent—always appealing to Billy—of a charcoal grill burning somewhere nearby.

Billy had just taken a sip of wine when she saw her neighbor, Pastor Hanson, come out into his backyard. “I thought you might be here,” he called, opening the fence gate and crossing over to her porch. “We got this in our mailbox by mistake,” he added, holding up an envelope as he climbed the steps. “Sorry to say, it looks like a utility bill.”

“Well, I wouldn’t want to miss that.” Billy smiled, reaching for it. Was it her imagination or did he frown, ever so slightly, at the glass of wine in her hand? One glass, Pastor Hanson, Billy wanted to say, just one, never two. He was, she knew, a famous teetotaler, and the one time she’d attended a service at his church, she’d half expected him to rail against the evils of alcohol. But while he might not have made a good drinking buddy, he was a good neighbor, he and his wife and their three children. More times than Billy could count, he’d helped her out: jump-starting her car, fixing her sprinkler, leaving a stack of wood on her back porch when he got his fall delivery.

“’Night,” he said, starting back down the stairs.

“Thank you, Pastor Hanson,” she said, setting the bill down on the table. She’d been tempted to ask him how his daughter was. She hadn’t seen Annabelle recently. Annabelle was Luke’s age, and she and Luke and another neighborhood boy, Toby Halsey, had been best friends until . . . until when? Until sometime last winter. Luke said they’d just drifted apart, but Billy wondered what had really happened. She could never get a straight answer out of Luke. Annabelle and Toby were good kids, the kind of kids you wanted your child to be friends with, and the absence of them in Luke’s life made her uneasy. Contributing to this feeling was the fact that Luke had a new friend, Van, the boy he’d gotten caught smoking with.

There were other things about Luke that were worrying her, too. He’d gone from being a good student to being an indifferent one. This spring, he’d still done his homework at Billy’s urging, but more often than not it was slapdash, something he did hurriedly between bites of cereal at the breakfast table. This alone hadn’t bothered her that much. Neither had the many hours he spent skateboarding or holed up in his bedroom, listening to music. She knew some kind of separation was normal, even necessary, for kids Luke’s age. What bothered her was that Luke’s once sunny talkativeness had morphed into a brooding silence.

Billy slid Persuasion out of the box set now and set it down on her lap. It was the
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