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Epigraph


Tell me, what is it you plan to do 
with your one wild and precious life?

—Mary Oliver, “The Summer Day”
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1


“I’m going to miss you.”

Jason’s arms were around me so tightly I could barely breathe, but lack of oxygen wasn’t the reason I didn’t say anything. If I tried to talk I was definitely going to embarrass myself by bawling, so I just nodded.

He kissed the top of my head. “Don’t think of it as being stuck at home. Think of it as a chance to study so you can kick my ass on the SATs.”

“Sure, but will my perfect score come between us?” I asked, my cheek still pressed against his chest. Jason had scored a 2380 on his SATs, just shy of a perfect 2400. Those twenty points were a sore spot with him, and if I ever wanted to get him riled up, all I had to do was get a sad look on my face, sigh, and ask what it was like to have gotten so close to perfection.

“I’m man enough to handle it,” he assured me.

Neither of us said anything about why I’d gotten a crap score on my June SATs, which I’d taken a week after my father broke the news to my mother that he was leaving her, just like neither of us said anything about the reason I wasn’t going on a family vacation this year.

Neither of us said anything about how it’s hard to go on a family vacation when you don’t have a family anymore.

Since there was nothing to say, I stood on tiptoe and kissed him lightly on the lips.

“I’m going to need way more than that to get me through the next two weeks,” he said. His hands on my hips were warmer than the August afternoon, and we kissed again, harder. Jason and I had been kissing since eighth grade, when he came up to me at Max Pinto’s spin-the-bottle party and asked me if I’d done the English homework.

Which is how nerds fall in love.

I heard the click of the front door, and then Jason’s mom called, “Okay, you two. Jason, it’s time.”

Given how often it happened, I probably shouldn’t have gotten embarrassed whenever Jason’s parents caught us kissing, but I did. In some ways I was more daring than Jason—I was the one who’d tried to get him to sneak a bottle of wine from his parents’ wine fridge yesterday so we could drink it on our last night together—but when it came to PDA in front of his parents, he was the one who didn’t care. I slipped out of Jason’s arms and turned to face his mom, my cheeks flushed.

“Sorry, Grace,” I said as Jason wrapped his arm around me and pulled me close. We fit together perfectly. There had been about six months freshman year when I was a little taller than he was, but now he was exactly the right height for me to slide under his shoulder.

“Hey, Mom. I was just telling Juliet that you changed your mind about the international phone plan and she can text me as much as she wants.”

Grace laughed and ran her fingers through her hair, which was dyed the same dirty blond that Jason’s hair was naturally. “Try it and spend the rest of the year paying me back,” she said. Apparently it cost a ton to do international texting, and even though the Robinsons had plenty of money, they weren’t the type of parents to give Jason and his sister whatever they wanted whenever they wanted it. While he was in France, Jason and I were going to have to email, which his mom insisted was very romantic and old-fashioned.

“Remember,” Grace added, “absence makes the heart grow fonder.” She glanced at the thin gold watch on her wrist. “And . . . we’ve gotta go. We’ll miss you, Juliet.” After my dad moved out, Grace had asked me if I wanted her to ask my parents if I could join the Robinsons on their vacation, but I’d told her I couldn’t miss the end of my internship at Children United. I’d competed against kids from all over the world to get accepted, and my English teacher who’d written my recommendation for the summer was also writing my recommendation for college. I told Grace that if he found out I’d ditched the program, he might not write my rec in the fall. My reason was a lie, but it was plausible enough that she just smiled and told me how impressed she was by my living up to my responsibilities.

Living up to your responsibilities was a big deal to Jason’s mom.

I was embarrassed by how my throat got tight when she said she’d miss me, and I forced myself to give her a cheerful wave and a jaunty “bon voyage.”

She waved back. Jason’s mother was always beautifully dressed, and today she wore a simple but flattering red linen dress and a pair of red-and-white strappy sandals. The whole ensemble was très Français. “Let’s go, Jason,” she said again.

As soon as she shut the door, Jason put his arms around me. I leaned against him, trying not to see the next two weeks as a black hole I was getting sucked down into.

“You’re gonna be okay,” he said quietly.

Lost in my own thoughts, I wasn’t quite listening to him, which seemed to happen to me a lot lately. “It’s all so weird. Like, who am I now?”

Jason stepped away from me and took my shoulders in his hands. “J, that’s crazy. You’re still you.”

“I don’t know, J,” I said. My eyes hit Jason right at his collarbone, and I didn’t lift them to his face. I tried to find the words to explain what I was feeling. “You know that thing where you look at your hand and suddenly you’re like, ‘It’s so weird that that’s my hand.’”

“Stop.” Jason’s voice was commanding. Confident. It was his debating voice, the one that had won our team the regional championship last spring. He let go of my shoulders and lifted my chin. His dark gray eyes stared into mine as he enumerated points on his fingers. “One: you’re a third-generation legacy. Two: you’ve got a 4.0 average. Three: you’re one of ten Children United interns in the whole world. Four: you’re going to spend every second while I’m away studying for your SATs, on which you will get a near-perfect score.” I hip-checked him on that. “Next year, when we’re at Harvard, this will all seem like a bad dream.” When he said Harvard, he tapped me lightly on the nose. That was our plan: to get into Harvard early action.

Jason was our lead debater, but I was no slouch. I thought of countering his points one by one. First: half the kids applying to Harvard are legacies. Second: there are thousands of applicants with 4.0 averages. Third: my internship has consisted of reading useless reports, summarizing them for no one, and sitting in on endless lectures delivered to nearly empty rooms. Fourth: every time I try to sit down and study for the SATs, the words just swim around on the page.

But I didn’t want our last few seconds together to consist of my whining. Instead, all I said was, “Hey! Don’t jinx Harvard.” I was superstitious about our acceptance, which was why, while he was wearing a white T-shirt that spelled out HARVARD in red letters, I’d made him remove the Harvard bumper sticker that he’d put on my Amazon wish list.

The front door opened again, and Grace stuck her head out. “Jason! In the car! Now!”

You didn’t mess with Grace when she said Now! like that. Jason opened his arms, and I slipped into them, hugging him back as tightly as he was hugging me, hoping some of his optimism about senior year—which was only two and a half weeks away—would enter my body by osmosis.

The jerk of the garage door rising was followed by the car honking as Mark backed the Lexus into the driveway. Isabella, Jason’s little sister, rolled down her window and shouted, “Bye, Juliet! Bye! We’ll miss you.”

“Bye, Bella,” I called back. I’d always wished I had a little sister; Jason and I had been together since Bella was six, so sometimes it felt almost like I had one.

His dad gave me a little salute. “Take care of yourself, Juliet,” he said. Mark Robinson was always saying dad things. Take care of yourself. Drive carefully. Do you kids need any money? His saying that made me think of my own dad and how my mother said he was having a midlife crisis. My dad, on the other hand, said it was more complicated than that, that they’d both been unhappy for a long time. My older brother said I shouldn’t even bother trying to figure out what was going on with them, that I had to focus on school because if my grades dropped first semester of senior year, I was screwed with colleges.

Apparently everybody understood and accepted what was going on with my family except me.

Jason gave me one last squeeze, and then he linked his pinky with mine. “J power,” he said, gently squeezing.

I smiled and squeezed his pinky back. “J power,” I echoed. Then he let go and headed toward the car. I stood on Jason’s perfect lawn in front of Jason’s perfect house and watched the car carrying his perfect family back down the driveway, and then—with Mark honking the horn good-bye—I watched it drive down the block, turn the corner, and disappear.

Pulling up into my own driveway ten minutes later, I had to admit that my house looked just as perfect as Jason’s. The gardeners and the pool guy still showed up right on schedule, so it wasn’t like in the movies where you know the family inside is falling apart because the grass is waist high and weeds are growing everywhere.

But as soon as I got out of the car, I could tell my mother was having a Bad Day. Exhibit A: it was a beautiful August afternoon, yet all the shades in the house were drawn. Ever since my dad had moved out, my mother had Good Days and Bad Days. On Good Days, she met friends for tennis, went for lunch, shopped. Maybe had a committee meeting.

On Bad Days, the shades stayed down. And so did she.

Bad Days were the real reason I hadn’t gone to France with Jason’s family.

“Mom?” I pushed open the front door. My whole life, my house had had the same smell—I’d always assumed it was some combination of my mom’s perfume and this lavender-scented powder she had the housekeeper sprinkle on the rugs before she vacuumed. But now the house smelled ever so slightly different, and I’d started to wonder if what it had smelled like before hadn’t been plain old happiness.

“Mom?” I called again.

I heard a faint response from the direction of my parents’ bedroom. Or I guess I should say my mother’s bedroom, since my dad had a new bedroom in his new apartment in Manhattan.

I walked up the stairs, passing the pale squares that lined the walls in place of the family photos that used to hang there. My mother had always been astonishingly organized. The minute there was the hint of a chill in the air, I came home to find my T-shirts replaced with sweaters, my shorts replaced with jeans, my sundresses in plastic bags at the back of my closet. So it wasn’t exactly shocking that she spent the weekend after my father left removing evidence of our happy family from the walls. The surprising thing was that she hadn’t already had the walls repainted and hung with replacement art.

I walked down the hallway to my mom’s bedroom, my eyes on her door, forcing myself not to look at the gallery of blank squares that lined the hall. My mom’s room smelled even worse than the rest of the house, as if the air in there were thicker somehow, or maybe just unhappier. The shades were pulled so low there was barely enough light to make out her shape on the bed.

“Mom?” I asked into the darkness. And then I said it again, more sharply this time. “Mom?”

There was a rustling of sheets, and one of my mother’s arms stretched up over her head. “Hi, honey,” she yawned.

“Mom, I thought you were getting up when I left.” I tried to make my voice light, as if I were joking, not mad. Then I crossed the room, snapped up the shade, and opened the window.

“What time is it?” she asked.

I looked at her bedside clock. “Almost four.”

“Sorry.” She covered her mouth and yawned again. “My back was killing me, so I took a muscle relaxant. It must have really knocked me out. Have you been home long?”

Since June, I’d watched my mom—who used to know my schedule better than I did—try to fudge her way through conversations about my life. I’d first realized what she was doing when I came home after taking my SATs and she asked me how my morning had gone, clearly having no idea where I’d been. Over the summer she’d gotten cagier. She asked open-ended questions or offered up general statements that made it seem as if she was respecting my privacy when really she had no idea how I was spending my time.

“I was at Sofia’s. We spent the day shooting smack and hacking into people’s bank accounts for cash.”

“Ha-ha,” said my mom, and then she added, “How could you be a hacker? You can’t even remember the alarm code.” At least she was trying to be funny. I gave her a smile. A for effort.

She shook her head and sat up against her pillows, reaching for a small bottle of pills on her bedside table. My mom had always taken medication—she had insomnia, so she sometimes took something to help her sleep. And whenever she had to do a presentation for this charity she was on the board of, she took something called a beta blocker so she wouldn’t (as she put it) “sweat through my dress and then pass out.” And her back bothered her sometimes, so she had a prescription for the muscle relaxant she’d apparently taken earlier.

There had been bottles of pills in her bathroom for as long as I could remember. But now her nightstand sported a veritable pharmacy: She had drugs that were supposed to help her sleep and drugs that were supposed to help her wake up. There were drugs she was supposed to take to not feel anxious and drugs she was supposed to take to not feel sad. But no matter how many pills she took, there were still days like this one, where no matter what time I came home, she was in bed.

“So where were you really?” she asked after swallowing a small blue pill.

“Mom, you know where I was. I was saying good-bye to Jason. They’re leaving for France.” I glanced at the clock again. They weren’t even at the airport yet. I could throw some clothes in a bag, hop in my car, buy a plane ticket, and be holding Jason’s hand on the runway before the sun set.

My mom rubbed her forehead. “I’m sorry, honey. I’m just so . . . fuzzy.” And then she squeezed her eyes tightly as her voice broke. “I’m sorry we’re not going on vacation this year.” A tear slid out from between her lids, and she bit her lip. “I’m so sorry about everything.”

This happened on Bad Days. On Good Days, I’d come home and my mother would be full of plans for the future: She was going to go back to work. She was going to redo the house. We were going to go on a cruise at Christmas. Some of the things she talked about doing really sounded fun, and I’d eat dinner imagining my mother returning to her job as a consultant, which she’d done before I was born, or picturing her and Oliver and me on a flight to Seattle, where we’d board a ship bound for Alaska. Other times, her ideas were tedious, like when she’d show me a dozen swatches of blue fabric and ask which one I thought would be best for the couch.

Still, anything was better than this. Bad Days just sucked.

“Mom, it’s okay.” I crossed over to the bed, sat down, and put my arm over her shoulders. She patted my hand and sniffled while I looked around the room. Even with the shades and the window up, it felt like a prison. I pictured Oliver, who’d stayed up at Yale for the summer and who’d texted me yesterday that he was going camping with friends for the week. I wondered if my dad had canceled the reservation we’d made for the house in Maine that we rented every summer or if he was planning to go without us, to walk the familiar floors of the house by himself. I imagined Jason getting out of the car in the airport’s long-term parking lot, the sound of jet engines revving, assured he’d be thirty thousand feet up in the air soon.

How come everyone had a get-out-of-jail-free card except me?

I got to my feet. “Why don’t I make us a salad?” I said. “I’ll put lots of fruit in the way you like it.”

“I don’t know if there’s much in the fridge,” said my mom. She looked at me apologetically, and I noticed how much gray there was in the roots of her hair. My parents had been a very good-looking couple. I’m not just saying that because they’re my parents. My mom’s hair was long and blond. (It had been naturally blond when she was younger, and as she got older and it got darker, she highlighted it.) She and my dad were in great shape, and they both wore expensive, designer clothes. My mom always liked it when I told her that one of my friends had said she was well-dressed or beautiful, which happened pretty regularly.

Right now, though, with her strangely bisected hair and her wrinkled T-shirt and yoga pants, my mom wasn’t going to be getting compliments from my friends anytime soon. She just looked tired. Tired and a little bit old.

“If there’s nothing in the fridge, we can order.” I didn’t want to look at her thinking about how old and tired she seemed, so I turned and went to the door. “I think you should take a shower and get dressed.”

Because on Bad Days, I sounded like the mom.

“You’re right, honey,” she said. I heard her pull a tissue from the box on her bedside table and blow her nose. “Kathy called before.”

I turned around. “Really? That’s great. What’d she say?” Aunt Kathy was my mom’s younger sister, and one of my favorite people in the world. She and her husband lived outside Portland, Oregon, and I guess they were what you’d call hippies. They didn’t grow pot or homeschool their kids or anything, but they didn’t care about stuff like money or fancy cars. Kathy taught preschool and her husband was a doctor on an Indian reservation. My mom and my grandparents had all gone to Harvard (well, my grandmother had gone to Radcliffe), but my aunt had gone to Oregon State. I sometimes wondered if she felt bad about that—whenever we were at my grandparents’, there was always a lot of Harvard talk—but I’d never asked her.

“Well . . .” My mom furrowed her brow, then quoted her sister: “She said, ‘I don’t like the way you sound. I’m coming out to New York next week.’”

“Seriously? She’s coming to visit?” I felt a sense of relief so intense it startled me. “That’s awesome.”

My mom laughed, then made a funny choking sound. She buried her nose in her tissue, but not before I saw her face crumple.

“Mom, it’s gonna be okay,” I promised her. I could hear the irritation in my voice, and I wondered if she heard it too.

“I know,” she squeaked. “I know, honey.” She took some tissues out of the dispenser, one after the other in rapid succession, then blew her nose. “I’ll be okay. Just let me shower and I’ll come down.”

“I’ll see what we have to eat,” I said. I waited to close the door behind me until she flipped the covers off her legs and got out of bed.

There was a blank rectangle on the wall immediately to the right of my parents’ bedroom door; I didn’t need to see the photo that had hung there to remember it. It was of my father, taken the day he and Oliver came home from their first father-son camping trip. My dad had a three-day growth of beard, and he was standing by the door of our old Subaru, a backpack in one hand, a fishing rod in the other. He looked like a man who could handle anything. He looked like a man who could fix anything.

I want my dad, I thought to myself. I want my dad to fix this.

But I knew he wasn’t going to be able to. After all, his leaving was the reason everything was broken in the first place.
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“Not like the religion,” Sofia said, slapping my foot with the flash card she was holding. “Catholic lowercase c. We’ve done this one already.”

“Okay, okay, okay,” I said, biting my lip. Sofia was lying on her bed and I was lying on the floor with my legs hooked over the bed and basically draped across Sofia’s lap. Sofia’s room was tiny, which meant that when we were in it, we were always more or less on top of each other.

“You keep saying okay, but you’re not saying what the definition is,” Sofia said. She leaned on her elbow and looked down at me, her black curly hair tumbling over the edge of the bed. I’d always envied Sofia her hair, but she said it was more trouble than it was worth; all during swim season (and most of the off-season), she just shoved it into a ponytail.

“Patience is a virtue,” I reminded her.

She rolled away onto her back. “You know what I think of when I hear stalling like that? I think of all the people who are applying to Harvard early action.”

“Do I do this to you about Stanford?” Sofia was obsessed with going to California, which she believed was her spiritual home. Her mom’s family was from there, so if she got in, her mom was going to move west with her, which Sofia was actually happy about. I couldn’t imagine my mom moving to Cambridge with me if I got into Harvard. Of course, I couldn’t imagine what was going to happen to her when I left, either.

It was one of the many, many things I tried not to think about lately.

“You are competing with hundreds of girls who want to go to Harvard,” Sofia reminded me.

“Thank you so much, Sofia Taylor.”

“Thousands of them!”

“What is your point?” I swung my feet off the bed and sat up, irritated.

Sofia sat up also and pointed at me with the index card. “My point is they can probably all define catholic. So why can’t you?”

Like a bolt of lightning, the definition came to me. “Including a wide variety.”

Sofia held up her palm. “High five, baby. That’s the last of them.”

I slapped her hand lightly, then lay back down. Sofia was also retaking the SAT, but she only wanted to get her score up by a little bit. Even though we were supposedly both studying, our study sessions had turned into her spending hours trying to drill vocabulary words into me.

“Do you want to stay for dinner?” she asked. “My mom says she misses you.” Sofia’s mom was a nurse on a maternity ward. She’d started working the night shift when we were sophomores because she said she got to see Sofia more if she worked from midnight to eight a.m. Usually they had dinner together before her mom went to work.

“Let me call my mom,” I said. My mother and Jason’s mother said they liked Sofia’s mother, but sometimes I got the sense they didn’t totally approve of her. She’d had Sofia on her own, and they lived in a pretty small apartment, and she worked, while both of our moms stayed home. Whenever Sofia and I had a sleepover, we almost always stayed at my house. My mom had never said I couldn’t sleep at Sofia’s. Instead, she’d say, “I think I’d prefer if you two slept here.” Now she could use as an excuse the fact that Sofia’s mother worked at night, but she’d “preferred” our sleeping at my house even when Sofia’s mother was home.

I was a little nervous about leaving my mom alone, but staying at Sofia’s for dinner wasn’t exactly the same as going to France for two weeks with Jason’s family. I dialed, but it went right to voice mail, and there was no answer on the home number.

When I’d left the house in the morning, my mom had been about to go play tennis with her friend Laura. She’d been wearing her whites and she’d seemed to be fine. But between then and now, had a Good Day become a Bad Day?

Suddenly I was mad. Why shouldn’t I have a fun dinner with Sofia and her mom? Why should I have to worry about the quality of my mom’s day?

I texted her. having dinner @ sofia’s. home later. I hesitated, then added call if u need me before hitting send.

“Oh my God, Beth, this is amazing.” In front of me was a plate with chicken and apricots, tomato salad, and corn on the cob. As I bit into the corn, I realized it was the first home-cooked meal I’d had all summer—even on Good Days my mom picked up dinner at La Scala or the Garden of Eating. The irony of my mom’s judging Sofia’s mother’s mothering was fully revealed to me.

“It is good,” agreed Beth, taking a bite herself. She was wearing her nurse’s uniform: white pants and a bright pink short-sleeved top with blue teddy bears on it. Her gray hair was cut short, almost like a swim cap. Unlike my mom, Beth had never colored her hair, and she didn’t seem to worry about how she looked or what she weighed or wore. She always commented on how nice my mom looked, and once Sofia had told me that her mom had said that my parents were glamorous. But it never seemed like Sofia’s mom was jealous of how pretty my mom was or how happy my parents were. Which was probably smart given what my mom looked like lately and the way my parents’ marriage had turned out.

Beth grinned, pleased with her cooking, and took a bite. “Sofia, the tomato salad is perfect.”

“Thanks, Mom.” Sofia made her face the picture of exaggerated puzzlement. “I wonder who taught me to make it.”

“Hmmm,” said Beth. Her smile widened, and she patted Sofia lightly on the cheek. “I wonder.”

Sofia always used to say she was jealous of my family, but even before my parents separated, I was sometimes jealous of her. There was something so casual and easy about how she and her mom were together. My mom and I used to go out for dinner just the two of us sometimes, but it was always a Dinner. My mom would read about some new restaurant in Manhattan or near our house and she’d make a reservation and we’d get all dressed up, and once we were there, she’d order some seasonal cocktail and then she’d look around and say something like, “Here we are!” and it was like what she was really excited about was the idea of our being there. If Sofia’s mom took us for dinner, it was usually to the Chinese restaurant in downtown Milltown, but somehow it was always more fun.

As if she could read my mind, Beth asked, “How’s your mom doing?”

I didn’t want to lie, but I knew my mom would be embarrassed if Beth knew about her Bad Days. “She’s been playing a lot of tennis, but her back was bothering her the other day, so she might have to slow down a little.”

Beth didn’t point out that she hadn’t asked about my mother’s tennis game. “Maybe we could have her over.”

“Thanks,” I said. “I know she’d appreciate that.” I didn’t know if she’d appreciate it, actually. My mom liked to host—she and my father were always throwing dinner parties, and when she went out with friends, she liked to pick up the check. I wondered how she’d feel about having dinner at Sofia’s, if she’d be comfortable letting Beth cook for her. She’d bring an expensive bottle of wine, and she’d ask Beth if she liked it and tell her all the things she was supposed to be tasting in it—oak and cherry and undertones of, I didn’t know, wheat or yeast or black beans or something. The whole thing sounded completely awful, but hopefully Beth wouldn’t follow up on the invitation.
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I ended up staying over at Sofia’s. The movie we watched didn’t end until after ten, and the last thing I felt like doing was driving home. I texted my mom that I wanted to stay, and to my surprise, she texted right back saying that was fine and telling me to have a good night.

Apparently, I’d been wrong about it being a Bad Day.

In the morning, Sofia and I took our practice SAT, and then we went to Bookers for coffee. While we were waiting for our lattes, my dad texted to ask how the test went, and I told him I thought I’d done better on the math section than I’d been doing, and he said that was great and he’d see me Wednesday for dinner. My parents had both been really worried when I got such bad SAT scores in June, like it had never occurred to them that their splitting up might have ramifications besides my dad’s needing to inform everyone of his change of address. Suddenly my father had started calling me all the time and asking how I was feeling (which he’d never done when he was living at home and his work schedule meant we sometimes went days without seeing each other). He’d always asked about my practice SATs, though, so it wasn’t like that was new. What was new was that now when he asked if they’d gone up, he’d tell me how proud he was of me and how impressed he was that I was working so hard. I think he was scared that if he didn’t encourage me, I’d bomb the test and he’d have to tell all his friends how his son went to Yale and his daughter went to community college.

Sofia had to go to work at three. She was the assistant to the under–pastry chef at the Milltown Country Club. Jason and his family were members, and before we’d gotten too busy on weekends with extracurricular stuff, I’d gone a bunch of times as his guest, but I’d never played on the golf course, which overlooked the Long Island Sound and was what the club was famous for. Still, I’d always loved how you just signed for things you ordered. When I was younger, I’d begged my parents to join even though neither of them played golf and we belonged to a club with tennis courts and a pool that was closer to our house. Now that I was older and doing things like working with Children United (albeit ineffectively) for the right of girls in rural Pakistan to go to school, I wasn’t so sure I’d groove on the club. Plus Sofia said that when you were an employee, you found out what a fascist state the place really was.

When I pulled into the driveway, I saw that the shades were down in my mother’s bedroom. We were having another Bad Day.

“Mom!” I walked through the first floor, calling for her, but she didn’t answer. I felt myself growing irritated. What had happened to the mother who made me go to school in fourth grade when Sarah Williams and Lucy Broder had kicked me out of the popular clique and I’d tried to convince my parents I was sick so I wouldn’t have to face any of my now-ex-friends? Hiding doesn’t help anything, my mom had said, snapping up my shades and getting clothes out of my drawers. Your problems will still be there when you come out, so you might as well face them and get it over with.

All I’d wanted was one lousy mental-health day, and she’d forced me to get dressed, eat breakfast, and go to school.

Meanwhile, here she was taking a mental-health season. What did she think, that if she stayed in bed long enough my father would realize he’d made a terrible mistake and move back home?

I got to the top of the stairs and flipped on the lights. When I saw that her door was closed, I got even more annoyed. My mom had a beautiful house, plenty of money. Food on the table. Two degrees from Harvard—where she’d gone as an undergraduate and for business school. All over the world were women who would kill to be in her position. My phone buzzed with an email. Since it was almost four o’clock in New York, I knew it was from Jason. Every night, at ten o’clock his time, right after his family went to dinner, he sent me an email. I wanted to open it immediately, but I forced myself to wait.

Reading it would be my reward for getting my mother out of bed.

“Mom!” I pushed open the door. It took a minute for my eyes to adjust to the darkness, and when they did, I saw that her bed was unmade and empty. “Mom?” I looked around the room—the door to the bathroom was closed. Could she possibly be taking a bath? My mother loved baths, which she called the greatest luxury of the civilized world. Personally, I couldn’t think of anything more boring than taking a bath. Sometimes I even got bored in the shower. But if it cheered her up, who was I to complain?

“We went to Bookers, and I got cherry tomatoes at the farmers’ market,” I called through the bathroom door. “Sofia’s mom told me how to make this awesome tomato salad I had at their house.” As I talked, I straightened up my mother’s night table, glad that there were fewer pill bottles there than I remembered seeing yesterday. I hated how many pills she’d been taking lately. As I crossed to the bathroom door, I picked up her robe from the floor.

“Mom?” I knocked at the door. “Does that sound good to you? Tomato salad?”

There still wasn’t an answer. My mom had a radio in the bathroom, and sometimes she listened to music while she took a bath, but I couldn’t hear any music playing. I knocked again. “Mom!” I shouted.

The only sound on the other side of the door was silence, and suddenly I felt uneasy. “Mom?” I snapped my knuckle against the wooden door. For no good reason, my heart started beating very fast, and I felt light-headed, as if there weren’t enough oxygen in the room. “Mom!” There was still no answer, and I knocked harder, hard enough that my knuckle stung. I dropped the robe onto the floor and put my hand on the knob. To my relief, it turned easily in my hand, and as I pushed the door open, I thought of how stupid I’d been to be so scared and how my mom was probably out of the house and had left the bathroom door closed and here I’d been yelling at her and freaking myself out when she wasn’t even there.

And then the door was open and I was looking at her body lying on the floor in a T-shirt and underwear, her hand and arm smeared with blood, blue pills scattered like drops of rain across the white tile floor.
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The emergency waiting room was freezing cold. I shivered in my tank top and jean shorts, totally underdressed for the over-air-conditioned hospital. All around me, people slouched in their plastic chairs; it was impossible to tell who was really ill and who was just sick with waiting. The ambulance driver had told me to go to the desk and fill out paperwork, but I hadn’t been able to answer any of the questions on the form. Even looking at the blank line under date of birth left me confused. March twenty-second. I wrote in the numbers: 3. 22. But what was the year? My mother was how old? She was forty-eight. Wait. She was forty-nine. No. Forty-eight. My father was forty-nine. My mother was forty-eight. So what year was she born? I tried to subtract forty-eight from the current year, but I kept losing track of the numbers. Carry the one, I thought to myself, and then the one would disappear and all I could see were the paramedics pumping my mother’s chest and shooting her full of something and sitting in the ambulance next to her still, still body and the woman asking me who to call, who to call and me just staring at her and thinking, No one. There’s no one to call. Because my brother was camping and was I seriously going to call my father and my mother would never forgive me if any of her friends saw her now and my grandparents were too old to be able to help. Finally I told her to call my aunt in Oregon because my aunt was someone who always knew what to do.

“Juliet Newman?” My head shot up. A woman with long, braided hair extensions was surveying the room. “Juliet Newman?”

“Here!” I shouted a little too loudly. A few heads turned in my direction, but most people were too caught up in their own troubles to worry about mine. I made my way down the aisle to the woman.

“Hello, Juliet. I’m Jordyn Phillips. I’m the social worker. I was just with your mother.” She put her hand on my arm gently.

My mother was dead. That was the only reason she was holding my arm the way she was: because my mother had died. If I hadn’t slept at Sofia’s, my mother would be alive, but now she was dead. The floor dropped out from under me, and I could feel myself falling, falling down into the center of the earth. I stared at the woman, my mouth hanging open.

“She’s resting comfortably,” said Ms. Phillips.

My mother was alive. She was alive and resting comfortably. I stumbled in my relief, and Ms. Phillips gripped my arm to steady me.

“Juliet!” I snapped my head around and saw my father racing across the waiting area.

We’d talked and texted, but I’d only seen my dad once since he’d moved out. In July, I’d had a Wednesday off from Children United, and I’d met him at his office. We’d gotten sandwiches and taken them to a shady spot between two buildings with a waterfall and some benches. My dad called it a park, which seemed like a stretch. As we’d opened our sandwiches and settled onto the bench, I’d tried to remember the last time it had just been the two of us, and the only memory I could come up with was the previous summer, when he and I had done an ice run right before my parents’ big Fourth of July party. Sometimes when I pictured my dad, I pictured his signature on his email.

It was a broiling day, and my sundress stuck to the backs of my legs. My dad was wearing a tie, but even though he was sweating, he didn’t complain about the heat. He’d grown up without a lot of money and without a lot of the things that my brother and I took for granted, like central air conditioning and sleepaway camp and not having to have jobs after school. It drove him crazy when we left lights on if we weren’t in a room or turned the temperature in the house down to below seventy in the summer.

My dad asked about my internship and my classes for the fall, but all I really wanted to talk to him about was what was going on with him and my mom. Halfway through my sandwich, I asked him if it was true that he’d gotten tired of being married, which was what my mother said.

“Juliet,” he’d said, wiping some mayo off the tip of his finger, “does that really sound like me? Do I strike you as a quitter?”

“No,” I’d answered. Rather than look him in the eye, I watched him open the paper bag on his lap and push his napkin into it. “But it’s not like being married is the same as working.”

My dad crunched the bag into a ball. “In some ways it is, Juliet. You have to work hard to get through the bad times. But you need someone to meet you halfway.”

I snapped my head up to look at him. “So you’re saying it’s Mom’s fault? She wouldn’t meet you halfway?”

“I’m not blaming your mother,” he said patiently. “This is nobody’s fault. I know that’s hard to believe, but it’s the only answer I have for you.” It was what he always said when I asked him to explain what was going on, but this time I stared at him, not saying anything, a terrifying idea suddenly overwhelming me. Was there some awful secret that my parents were keeping from me?

I kept staring. Like my mother, my father was very good-looking. His hair had some gray in it, but it was still thick, unlike most of my friends’ fathers’. He wore vaguely hipster glasses and, like my mother, he spent money on expensive clothes.

Had he been having an affair?

My dad was still talking. “. . . and I’m sorry, Juliet. What matters is that your mom and I both still love you and Oliver very much. We’re still your parents even though we’re not together anymore.”

He was waiting for me to say something, but the possibility that he’d been unfaithful to my mother was too awful for me to speak it. Instead, I cleared my throat, then forced myself to joke, “Did you get that from a book or something?”

“What gave it away?” My dad grinned at me and reached over to tousle my hair. “Come on. If we walk a couple of blocks, we can get an ice cream cone for less than four dollars.”

At the end of lunch, my dad had promised we’d see a lot of each other, more than we had when he was living at the house. We’d agreed to have dinner once a week—either he’d come out to Long Island or I’d stay in Manhattan and meet him after work.

The first week, he’d canceled because of a work dinner. The second week, he’d had to be out of town until Wednesday night, and he’d asked if I could do Thursday, but I’d said I had my SAT tutor. The third week, the same thing
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