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			prologue

			All those years when Ronni thought she was sick, all those years convinced that every mole was melanoma, every cough was lung cancer, every case of heartburn was an oncoming heart attack, after all those years, when the gods finally stopped taking care of her she wasn’t scared.

			What a pity, she thought after the doctor first diagnosed her. Then, when she refused to believe it, after the second, and the third, agreed, she thought again, what a pity I wasted all those years worrying about the worst. Somehow now that the worst was upon her, it was peaceful, calming, as if this was what she had always been waiting for. Now that it was here, it wasn’t scary at all.

			She had gotten her life in order. There were many, many amends she wasn’t able to make, would never be able to make. If she hadn’t completely healed her relationship with her daughters, at least she had brought them back together; at least they would now have each other.

			Ronni stirs in bed and blinks at the sunlight pouring in through the window, dust circling in the glow. There is a thick layer of dust on the top of the chest of drawers at the bottom of her bed. A few months ago she would have been furious, calling for Lily, the housekeeper, to come and clean. It no longer matters.

			Her legs don’t work anymore, and it’s getting increasingly hard to hold her head up. The choking when she ate made it simpler not to eat, and she no longer has the energy for the liquid smoothies Lizzy has been making. She turns her head slightly to see a full smoothie Lizzy brought up earlier today, packed with spinach for iron, almond butter for protein, coconut milk because Lizzy swears coconut is the ultimate cure-all for everything these days.

			Not for Ronni. There is no cure for Ronni, no anti-inflammatory that will stop the fatigue or muscle jumping, not enough iron, minerals, or vitamins in the world that will bring sensation back to her body, allow her to lead a life comparable to the one she has led all these years.

			It has been a good life, she thinks. Sixty-five years. She would have wanted longer, and before this disease took hold of her body, she passed for much younger, presumed she would go on forever. She reaches for the handheld mirror she keeps on the bedcovers, aware that she is slowly losing this hand as well. Slowly she holds it up, just for a few seconds, to examine her face. She hasn’t had Botox for over a year. Nor fillers, nor any of the treatments that kept her looking young and firm. She had her eyes done in her forties, but now they are sunken in what is left of her face, her cheeks gaunt, her skin graying. She stares, fascinated at how different she looks, at what she has become.

			It is not the way she would have chosen to go, but nor would Ronni ever have wanted to grow old. The makeup, the treatments, the wigs, the working out, the gracious, charming persona she was known for, all kept her looking young, even if she didn’t get the acting parts she once got.

			Three years ago she was offered the part of a grandmother in an edgy new series on HBO. She turned it down, horrified. They told her she would be a “glamorous granny”; they wanted to portray aging in a sexy, vibrant way. Ronni flounced out of the office, not saying a word, her displeasure clear. The show went on to win numerous awards. The grandmother was played by Betty White. Ronni refused to watch until last year, when season two won every award it was possible to win, then she binge-watched it. Everyone else who had seen it raved, saw instantly why it was such a hit—the clever dialogue; the edgy, astute observations; the horrible, self-absorbed, selfish characters you wanted to hate but couldn’t help but love because they were so vulnerable, their hearts so needy, and bleeding, and real. Ronni did not see any of that. What Ronni saw was a woman much older than her playing a role they had offered to her. Which meant they saw her as the same age, the same type. And she was devastated.

			She booked a Thermage treatment for the next day, and a chemical peel. She made an appointment with her plastic surgeon in New York to discuss a face-lift. How dare they see her as perfect for the part of the old lady. How dare they see her as an old lady. Wasn’t sixty the new forty? She would reverse time, would ensure she continued to play evil mothers-in-law rather than eccentric elderly ladies.

			The day of the appointment, she had a bad dizzy spell and spent the day in bed. She never got around to another appointment. None of which matters, she thinks now. All those years of beauty, of a wonderful figure, and all I could think was that I was never pretty enough, never slim enough, never quite good enough. What I would give to have those years back, to appreciate them more, to appreciate the life I had while I was living it.

			All those years when I could have been a better wife, a better mother, a better friend. She sighs. It’s too late now. She did the best she could. And now she is ready. It isn’t quite how she wanted to do it. She had a vision of looking beautiful again, of being dressed, made-up, of falling back against the pillow with a mane of hair from one of her famous wigs.

			She had envisaged her daughters sitting around the bed, perhaps clasping her hands, smiling beatifically as Bach played on the iPhone speaker, as she quietly swallowed the pills she has been stockpiling before drifting seamlessly into a sleep that would last forever.

			Gathering the pills was challenging. Her housekeeper removed the bottles of OxyContin and kept them downstairs. She learned to ask visitors to bring her the pills, pretending to take them, or announcing she would take them later, before hiding them away with her growing mound.

			She had hoped there would be a camera in the corner, capturing this final scene in a documentary that would be made about her life, as she drifted from this one into the next.

			She has left plans for her funeral, which will also be filmed. The biggest stars of stage and screen will be speaking, certainly. She has left instructions as to who she wants to eulogize her and what poems they might read. She has imagined the obituaries, the retrospectives, the huge picture of her on the screen at the Oscars, the sadness and tears from all who have known her, or loved her, or admired her movies for years.

			The first part of the plan has not come together. None of her daughters will cooperate. Nell won’t speak about it, other than to say there is absolutely no way she will help her mother take her own life, then have to live with that on her conscience for the rest of hers. It is unconscionable that she would ask, says Nell. Meredith keeps bursting into tears. And Lizzy, Lizzy who is most like her, Lizzy, her darling baby girl, has refused to believe that there isn’t something that can be done. How typical of Lizzy, to believe that sheer force of will can make anything happen, including miracles.

			Lizzy, who has been making her liquid smoothies packed with nutrition, who is researching cutting-edge stem cell treatments, certain that there will soon be a cure. Her daughters have demanded more time. Give them six months, they say, to try to find something that will help. They will not let her go now.

			But Ronni has reached the end. With her one good hand she reaches under the pillow where she has been quietly storing the pills.

			She has enough now, to ensure she won’t wake up, throw up, swim back to consciousness. There is a small wave of regret that she isn’t going the way she had planned, surrounded by family, drifting off in a wave of forgiveness and love, but they will not let her go.

			And it is time to go.

		

	
		
			1981
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			one

			The director jumps out of his chair and strides over to Ronni Sunshine, clasping her arms as he gives her an extravagantly European air kiss, his lips pursing on either side of her perfectly made-up face as he kisses once, twice, three times.

			“Darling! You look more beautiful than ever!” Andras Marko’s Eastern European accent now has an American twang, picked up in Hollywood over the last ten years. He steps back, admiring her short, tight skirt and beautifully fitted red jacket with large shoulder pads. Her hair is immaculately flicked, the black eyeliner on her striking green eyes slanting up ever so slightly at the corners, her lips full, glistening with red lip gloss, and pouty, a small smile playing on them, as her face fills with a flush of pleasure at the compliment.

			“Darling! It’s good to see you!” Once upon a time, he had a crush on her. She knew this, used it to her advantage, even though nothing had ever happened, for she was so young, barely out of her teens; he couldn’t have taken advantage of her in that way. Instead, he was sweet to her, took her under his wing. If anyone dared to flirt with her, or try to take advantage, he was the first to jump in and set them straight.

			“It’s better to see you.” He smiles. “You have grown into your beauty.”

			“Thank you, Pappy.”

			The people who loved Andras called him Pappy. Ronni made sure she called him that from the beginning. It made him feel loved, helped him take even better care of her.

			Her voice is still the throaty purr that she developed for her first film role, at eighteen, a voice that has subsequently become her trademark. That first film role, as Michael Caine’s fifth love interest, led to a series of B-movie roles, which led to her moving to Hollywood two years later.

			Andras Marko directed the first movie she made after landing in her little studio bungalow in Silver Lake. He was relatively new to the game back then, but over the years produced a number of huge hits. Now he is a hot Hollywood director, with a penchant for dark, exotic actresses in their twenties.

			“It’s been a long time,” says Andras, admiring her from head to toe. “What is it, ten years? Twelve, since we made that movie?”

			Ronni tips her head back with a peal of laughter. “No, darling! It’s only been six or seven years. Time in Hollywood just feels longer.”

			She has to say that. She is thirty now, but her résumé says twenty-six. Andras would know she is not twenty-six, knew her age when they made that movie together all those years ago, but he is willing to play the game they both know they are expected to play.

			“And you’re married now! With babies! I can’t believe how things change in such a short time.”

			There is a quick flicker of discontent in Ronni’s eyes. It’s not that she doesn’t like being married, doesn’t appreciate her children, but this role is not the role of a young mother, but an ingénue. Reminding Andras of her role outside of the movie set is not something she wants to do.

			“Come, come.” He takes her hand, dipping his head with a smile as he leads her through the people who have been watching her screen test, all of whom applaud as she passes. A warm glow seeps through her. This film could be huge. The rumor is that Robert Redford is up for the lead. Winning this role would catapult her onto the A-list in a way she has always dreamed. “Tell me,” he says. “Tell me about the babies.”

			“The babies are adorable,” she says, even though Nell is seven and Meredith is three. “How are your children? How old are they now? And Diana? Is she well?”

			“Pfft.” He waves with his free hand, as they leave the room and head across the lot to his office. “They are all well. All driving me crazy! Come! Come! There is much we have to talk about!”

			He turns to her, his eyes crinkling as he laughs, Ronni laughing with him, her excitement threatening to bubble up and spill out. It looks like she’s done it! She’s really, really done it! This time it looks like she’s landed the role of her dreams.

			They walk into his office, Andras gesturing her to sit down. “Your test was wonderful,” he says then, smiling a beneficent smile at her. “You have grown and matured as an actress, but you still have the glow of youth. I think you would be perfect for the role of  Jacqueline. What do you think? Are you ready to take on something like this?”

			“Really?” Ronni can hardly sit still, wriggling with delight as she looks into his eyes. “Are you saying I’ve got the part?”

			“Do you want the part?”

			“Oh, Pappy! This is the part I’ve been dreaming of all my life! This is wonderful!”

			“So you do want the part?” He is smiling at her with a smile she doesn’t recognize from all those years ago, a smile she wouldn’t have been able to read, even if she weren’t wriggling with an excitement that failed to prepare her for what was about to happen.

			“I do.”

			“If you really want the part,” he says, leaning back on the sofa, his voice low as he moves his legs apart, “all you have to do is be nice to me. Be very nice to me.”

			•   •   •

			Usually, a massage is enough to calm Ronni down. The studio sends a masseuse once a week to the house. Usually it’s on a Thursday, but Ronni calls her agent as soon as she gets home, and requests—no, demands—the masseuse come today. She drove home gritting her teeth, replaying her audition over and over.

			Be nice to me. She knows, as every young actress in Hollywood knows, what that particular euphemism means. She has never done it, and she will never do it. Andras Marko can go fuck himself.

			Oh, but she would have been perfect for the role. And she was certain she had gotten it. The screen test went as well as any screen test in her career. She could see the people in the room rapt as they watched her. She was naïve, and innocent, and inhabiting the character so well, she forgot that she was Ronni Sunshine, actress and B-movie star, and thought she was a young mother whose daughter had been kidnapped. She had them. When it ended, there was that split second where she blinked, had to come back to herself, and she looked around that room, at the faces of all those people sitting in there, and she knew she had them. They believed her too.

			That sleazeball Andras. When had he become a sleazeball? How had that sweet, nurturing man she worked with all those years ago become the gross, presumptuous, sleazy director who spread his legs for her today and expected her to acquiesce? Had fame and fortune corrupted him that much? Well. Clearly, it had. Ronni could name ten actresses in ten seconds who’d built their careers on the casting couch. She had never been one of them. She had never needed to be one of them.

			She wasn’t about to start now. No matter how badly she wanted the part.

			As she drove home, she could feel the tension building in her neck and shoulders, a headache already starting to pound. Stress. Disappointment. Fury. How dare he.

			A wave of nausea hit her as she walked into the house. She ran to the bathroom, disgusted with herself for throwing up, at having such an extreme reaction to what had just happened. But she was more disgusted with him. That was when she picked up the phone and called her agent.

			The massage table is set up, as it always is, in her bedroom. As soon as she lies down, she’s hopeful she will get some relief. But as the masseuse kneads her back in the darkened room, all Ronni can think about is Andras, with a fury and an upset that no amount of stroking or kneading can dissolve.

			Long, exasperated sighs keep coming from her mouth. She hears the front door close downstairs and the voice of the German nanny as she shepherds Nell and Meredith in from their afternoon activities.

			A thump of small footsteps comes racing up the stairs. She hears “Mommy? Mommy? Mommy!” in ever-escalating shrieks until the door to her bedroom, her quiet, peaceful sanctuary, bursts open, and her two daughters tumble in and clatter over to the table.

			“Not now, girls,” she snaps, her words harsher than intended, her head turned to the side as the masseuse pauses. “Mommy is busy. Go and find Iris.”

			“But I want to show you what I made in school today.” Nell, the eldest, stands her ground, proffering artwork, as Ronni feels a surge of fury. This is her time, for God’s sake. After the day she’s had, doesn’t she deserve some time to try to feel better?

			“Not now!” she says, even more harshly than before. Meredith, who has been standing by the door, lets out a small whimper, and both the girls run out, to the safety of their nanny, who is patiently waiting for them outside their mother’s bedroom. Ronni hears the woman reminding the children she told them not to disturb their mother. But they still have to learn that when the door is closed and the massage is under way, it is never a good time.

			•   •   •

			Things are not much better at breakfast the next morning. Ronni wakes slowly. The room is still ghostly quiet and pitch-black, thanks to her satin eye mask and wax ear plugs. Robert is traveling in the Midwest until later today, which is both liberating and irritating. She likes him home, likes him being by her side, likes him taking care of her.

			The girls have gone to school. The only audible noise is the faint sound of the vacuum downstairs, which means Rosa is here.

			Ronni lies for a while in bed, thinking about her audition. She can’t stop thinking about it. She woke up in the early hours, still angry, only managing to fall back to sleep at around four. And now it’s past nine, and quiet, and all she can think about is the audition. The disgust has abated, leaving her second-guessing herself. This is a huge part, after all. Having it would propel her to superstar status. Marilyn Monroe did it all the time, was renowned for sleeping with those on high to get a part. And that was Marilyn Monroe! Who does Ronni Sunshine think she is, not doing the same thing?

			But I’m married, she tells herself. I am a mother. It’s inconceivable that I would do such a thing.

			She lies in bed, staring into space, the pink satin eye mask pushed up to the top of her head. This part! This movie! They could undoubtedly push her up there to the one thing she has always craved, proper movie star status. This role could change her life.

			And all she had to do was . . . what? She isn’t sure. A blow job might have sufficed. Wasn’t that what his spread legs meant? And a blow job isn’t exactly infidelity, is it? If she were to give Andras a blow job—she shudders in disgust at the thought—but if she were to do it, just once, just to get the job, she could still claim to be faithful. It wouldn’t be the lowest of the low, surely.

			But she can’t. Surely she can’t. Can she? She always knew she was his type, but back then he wasn’t famous enough to have dared make the move. Or perhaps she was too young. Either way, he has always cast women in his movies who look just like her: blond, petite, exotic.

			Ronni reaches over to her nightstand for a handheld pearl mirror and brings it a few inches in front of her face, staring at herself.

			The product of a Swedish mother and an Anglo-Jewish father, even first thing in the morning (for her), Ronni is exotic. She is exactly Andras’s type. Dark skinned like her father, petite, with her mother’s large green eyes that have the tiniest of slants, and thick blond hair, she has been destined for stardom from the moment she was born. Not the B-movie stardom she has enjoyed for the last twelve years—the kind of stardom where she will sometimes get better tables in restaurants and asked for autographs should she encounter people who may have seen her movies—but the real Hollywood superstar stardom. The kind of stardom that can generate the parting of the Red Sea.

			Adoring parents, grandparents, aunts, and uncles watched as she performed for them as a child, her green eyes sparkling as she sang, dipped, and twirled on a wooden box her father had made for her as an impromptu stage. They kept it behind the sofa in the living room of their pretty stucco Georgian house just off Downshire Hill in London’s leafy Hampstead.

			At eighteen she got her first film part. At twenty she moved to Hollywood. At twenty-one she had an affair with Warren Beatty, which, although not entirely unusual for a beautiful young actress in Hollywood at that time, nevertheless resulted in her being featured in all the gossip columns. At twenty-two she landed the first in a number of leading roles in B movies. At twenty-three, she unexpectedly discovered she was pregnant, courtesy of a passionate but relatively new relationship with Robert Sunshine, who was beginning to make a name for himself in New York with commercial real estate deals.

			He was developing a shopping mall in Los Angeles and traveled there frequently. Ronni, still climbing her way up the movie ladder, had accepted a booking to be a hostess at one of Robert’s cocktail parties. Her role was to greet and charm.

			By the end of the night, it was clear that Robert was the most charmed of all. The affair went from there, and what with the pregnancy, she married him and took his name, as the gossip columnists went wild. Ronni Sunshine! Didn’t it sound like she was heading for the top? They moved into a rambling wooden contemporary nestled in Laurel Canyon that felt like a magical tree house.

			Ronni hated being pregnant, felt like a giant moose. Her figure, which she had always worked so hard to maintain as a young actress embarking on a career in which looks were paramount, was transformed into something unrecognizable.

			She snapped back within three months of her daughter’s birth, and soon won the part of a young housewife in a gothic horror movie that was set to be a huge hit, but didn’t do as well as anyone hoped. Most of all, Ronni.

			She continued working. She was one of the lucky ones, she supposed, although it didn’t feel like it. Being a steadily working actress, occasionally being recognized, wasn’t enough. It was never enough.

			The stardom she craved was always just out of her reach. Her pregnancies weren’t planned, either of them. But she believed having a successful husband, a good-looking, glamorous husband, would surely help propel her further.

			Now, finally, she has a real shot at something big. A role that will put her in the major leagues. And all it will take to get it is a blow job. Perhaps she could call Andras today and ask to meet with him again, apologize for storming out in disgust. She could tell him it was her time of the month. She’ll think of something.

			She thinks about him sitting on the sofa, his legs spread, an eyebrow raised, and a wave of nausea hits her just as there is a knock on the door and Rosa comes in without waiting for her to answer. Rosa does this all the time, oversteps her boundaries. If she wasn’t such a good housekeeper, Ronni always says she would have got rid of her years ago, but the house is sparkling, the children love her, and the truth is, Ronni loves her too.

			“You wanna get up?” Rosa stands in the doorway. “The man is here to fix the pool and I don’t know what to tell him. Mr. Robert says to talk to me, but I don’t know nothing. You wanna talk to him?” Rosa peers at Ronni and seems to suddenly notice she is a frightening shade of gray. “You okay?” she says.

			Ronni jumps out of bed with her hand clapped over her mouth and races to the bathroom. She just about makes it to the toilet, where she heaves into the bowl, her stomach clenching in tight cramps, her body heaving and retching, even though nothing comes out except the tiniest bit of stomach bile.

			She splashes her face with cold water, relieved the nausea has passed, then swishes water around her mouth. When she comes back into the bedroom, Rosa is still standing in the doorway, this time with her arms crossed and one eyebrow raised.

			“I’m absolutely fine,” says Ronni. “Can you make sure my black dress is pressed? The one with the deep neckline? I’ll be going out in two hours.”

		

	
		
			two

			Mommy! You look pretty!”

			Ronni sails into the kitchen, twirling around her daughter in her long eggplant Halston dress, feeling feminine and beautiful as the little girl lets out a peal of laughter. Meredith laughs in delight as her mother circles around her, leaning down to flutter butterfly kisses along her little pudgy cheek.

			“Where are you going?” asks Meredith.

			“Just to school for Nell’s little poetry performance,” she says, shaking out the chiffon scarf and wrapping it around her shoulders. “Do I look alright?”

			“You look like the movie star you are,” says Iris, a nanny who has lasted beyond six months, long enough to know what flattery will get her with her employer.

			“What about the stomach?” Ronni turns to the side, showing the tiniest of swells. “Don’t I look enormous? Aren’t I huge?”

			Iris blanches in horror. “You don’t look pregnant at all. But even if you did, pregnant women are beautiful. It’s what our bodies are made for. You must be proud to be pregnant, not ashamed.”

			“I am not ashamed.” Ronni sinks into a chair at the table, unconsciously reaching out for a French fry from Meredith’s plate, only realizing the sin she is about to commit when the food is almost touching her lips. She puts it back on Meredith’s plate, wiping her fingers on the tablecloth. “I just don’t want people to know unless they have to know. There is still work I can do as long as I’m not showing.”

			“What about the part in that movie? With the kidnapped child? Is that your next project?”

			Ronni frowns. “It was offered to me,” she says, as the memory of Andras in his office flashes into her mind, “but I turned it down once I realized I was pregnant. The filming schedule didn’t work.”

			The whole debacle was something she prefers not to think about. She went back to speak to Andras. She did what she needed to do to get the part, determined to forever put it out of her mind as soon as it was over, determined that no one would ever find out, no one would ever need to know how low she had sunk for the sake of her career. She told Andras that she was married, and happy, that this was a one-off, and he agreed, even as he was unzipping his pants for the blow job she reluctantly gave him.

			She had no idea she was pregnant at the time. They were due to start filming in six months. She would be eight months pregnant. She hadn’t even signed the contract yet when she realized her condition. She met with the studio and asked for filming to be pushed back by three months. They said they would consider it, but that afternoon a messenger showed up on the doorstep with a letter. Their offer had been rescinded. They wished her lots of luck with her pregnancy and her career.

			“There will be lots more, yes?” says Iris. Ronni says nothing. The last thing she needs is to be comforted by the nanny.

			“Ronni?” Robert comes into the kitchen, going straight over to Meredith and covering her with kisses as she squeals and laughs. He reaches over her shoulder to take a handful of French fries and pop them in his mouth before looking over at Ronni.

			“You look very dressed. Are you sure that’s the appropriate attire for a second grade class party?”

			Ronni stares at him. She chose well, she thinks. He is the perfect complement to her, with his towering height and long legs, his dark hair and handsome, preppy looks. She chose well even though they seem to be drifting apart, even though there are times she feels they are speaking to each other from different planets, have lost what little they had in common in the first place. “Do you even know me? How do you think I’m supposed to dress? In Jordache jeans and Bass Weejuns? Or clogs? I’m not a suburban housewife. I’m an actress. And most of the parents at the school are in the industry, which means this isn’t about a class party, it’s about work.”

			“You know they’ll all be in jeans and sneakers, and it’s a new school for us. Are you sure you don’t want to just blend in?” He looks at her face before backtracking. “If you feel good in that, who am I to tell you differently.”

			Ronni stares at him before turning on her heel and walking out of the kitchen. All she needed to hear was that she looks beautiful. It doesn’t seem so much to ask. He is traveling, and distracted, and things are so different from when they first got together, when Robert treated her like his precious jewel, when he couldn’t get over how lucky he was that she had chosen him.

		

	
		
			three

			There is a murmur around the room of parents when Ronni walks in. She has made sure they are late; she always makes sure they are late. Not too much, just enough to be able to create a bit of a stir.

			There are a couple of major stars who have their children in this elementary school, but none in Nell’s grade. She is the biggest celebrity here, even though her star does not appear to be rising just now.

			Still, she has a face that is familiar to the people in the room. Even if you didn’t know her name, you would recognize her from a late-night movie you accidentally stumbled upon and paused to watch before flicking over until you hit The Tonight Show. She has a face you may have registered while driving past a giant poster on Sunset Boulevard. Not right in the front, but to the right. Not the lead, but in the picture.

			The parents who aren’t sure murmur to the people they are standing with. Who is that? She must surely be someone, in that fabulously over-the-top dress for a classroom party. She looks like a movie star, so beautiful, with those gorgeous eyes. She’s definitely familiar, but they can’t quite place her.

			“That’s Ronni Sunshine, the actress,” their friends murmur back. “You know, she was in . . . oh, what was she in? She’s been in so much. You’ve definitely seen her. Those gothic horror movies. What are they called? Oh, why can’t I think. Mommy brain! I can’t remember anything anymore.”

			Ronni swishes through the crowd, casting gracious beatific smiles on the parents. Those she knows she stops to air kiss, always European-style, one on each side.

			“You look beautiful!” everyone says, for indeed she does, pregnancy always suiting her, giving her a glow that radiates around the room. But the glow is real, quite aside from the pregnancy; she has always blossomed in the face of an effusive compliment.

			The children are all huddled in a corner, excitedly whispering among themselves as the parents take their seats. Nell stands slightly off to the side, noticeable for her height—she is the tallest in the class, towering over everyone by at least four inches—and her stillness. The other children jig from side to side, unable to be still, waving to their parents, whirling around to catch the attention of a child on the other side of the group. Not Nell. Nell stands, staring into space, the only movement her lips, which, if you look very closely, are ever so slightly mouthing the words of her poem as she ensures she knows it by heart, reciting it over and over again.

			The teacher gets up. Ronni and Robert settle in the front row. From there Ronni bestows her most radiant smile on the young Miss Ellison, who confessed, the first time they met at the beginning of the year, that she was an enormous fan and had seen all her movies. She even asked if she—could she—if she might—would it be possible, and please don’t think this inappropriate, but might Ronni autograph a black-and-white photograph of herself that Miss Ellison had bought some time ago?

			Miss Ellison keeps looking at Ronni, who smiles encouragingly as she steps up to the small riser.

			“Welcome, all my second grade parents. We’re very excited to have you here to listen to our poetry readings. The children have all worked very hard and spent a huge amount of time practicing their poems.” She pauses for the parents to applaud, which they do, complete with a small amount of whooping from a couple of fathers in the back.

			“First up, we have Nell Sunshine.” She turns to welcome Nell up onto the stage before leaning into the microphone again. “I just have to say that we are all incredibly blessed to have Nell’s mother here today, the wonderful actress Ronni Sunshine.” She extends an arm to Ronni, before clapping and casting a glance around the room to encourage the other parents to clap too. Which they do, although it is slightly more muted than before. This is Hollywood, after all. As Ronni rightly said to her husband, half of this room are directors or soundmen or caterers for the studios. It isn’t such a big deal for them, even though it seems to be for their child’s teacher.

			Miss Ellison pauses, an idea striking her at that moment. “Ms. Sunshine, I wonder if we might ask you . . . I hope this isn’t too presumptuous, but I once heard you do the most wonderful recital of a poem on a radio show. I think it might have been by Roald Dahl? I’m just wondering whether you might still know it? Whether you might give us all an enormous treat by introducing today’s performance with that poem? If you remember it . . .”

			She trails off, stepping back with a big smile, for Ronni has already stood up, gliding to the riser, lifting her long skirts to step up, taking the microphone with assumed humility and a smile that seems embarrassed, as the room applauds again.

			“I’m so embarrassed,” Ronni starts, with a laugh and her signature throaty purr, and everyone sits up. They recognize that voice! That deep English accent! Now they know who she is!

			“I didn’t expect to be performing today, and I haven’t rehearsed at all. Goodness, I’m not even sure I can remember that poem. It was Spike Milligan, I believe. Does this sound familiar?” She turns to Miss Ellison and recites the first line.

			Miss Ellison nods dreamily, enthusiastically, as Ronni turns back to the microphone, playing up to the crowd, flinging her scarf off, delighting in performing in front of a live audience, delighting in the laughter she hears, in the rapt attention of a room full of people who all love her! They all seem to love her!

			All eyes are on her. She is mesmerizing. No one notices the tall blond child standing next to the riser. They do not see her lips stop moving, nor the way she looks at the floor. Even if they had noticed before how nervous she was, they do not now realize that she no longer cares about stepping up to perform. No one, least of all Ronni, notices what is so clear on her face: that she knows she could never be as good as her mother, and that her day is now destroyed.
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			The bell rings as a sea of bodies emerges from classrooms, teenagers swarming through the wide corridors and shouting to each other as the tide moves toward the exit doors.

			Outside they go, great big football-playing boys throwing balled-up papers to friends and cheering when their misses are caught; studious kids keeping their heads down, making their way to the line of yellow buses waiting to drop them all off at the ends of their streets.

			When Nell is with Emily, they sit together, near the back. On days like today, when Emily has an appointment with the orthodontist and was an early pickup, Nell sits by herself, toward the front of the bus, plugging in her father’s old Sony Walkman so she doesn’t have to engage with the rest of the kids.

			The irony is, despite her expectations—and fears—there is much she loves about her new school and living in Connecticut. When her father’s real estate company merged with another, bigger, company, in New York, and he announced they were moving to the East Coast, she was the only one who didn’t want to leave Los Angeles. Leaving meant starting a new school for her senior year of high school. Not that she had a fantastic social life or tons of friends—Nell has always been something of a loner. But it was her life; it was the only life she knew.

			Meredith, who always seems to go with the flow, seemed perfectly happy to make the move, although even if she wasn’t, she wasn’t likely to complain. If her parents were happy, Meredith was happy.

			And Lizzy was positively thrilled! A whole new school to charm! New friends! An entire new coast to conquer! She is only ten, but she is a natural charmer, and change has always been exciting for her.

			The only one who struggled with the decision was Nell.

			They settled on the town of Westport, Connecticut. It was an easy commute into the city for her father, and the town had the famous Westport Country Playhouse, not to mention Paul Newman and Joanne Woodward. As soon as her mother heard that, her mind was made up. They stopped trawling around the towns in Westchester and Dutchess Counties in New York. If it was good enough for Paul and Joanne, it was good enough for Ronni Sunshine. She refused even to think about looking anywhere else after that.

			Her parents found a majestic Colonial on a private street opposite Longshore, the town’s country club. The neighborhood was near the beach and filled with kids on bikes and skateboards. Apparently they were all going to be blissfully happy.

			Before the move, Nell had looked at all the pictures of the house, pictures of the room that was going to be hers, the description of the town, but she hadn’t been able to get excited. She was leaving behind her best friend, Sandy, and she wasn’t good at making new friends. She had been so lonely before she and Sandy had found each other, and she couldn’t bear the thought of going back to that loneliness again.

			Thank God for Emily Sussman. Small, petite, and interesting looking, Emily walked up to Nell on her first day, curious about the new girl she had spotted on the bus that morning. She introduced herself, and invited Nell back to her house after school to do homework.

			Emily lived a few streets down from Nell, in an old yellow house on a little island that you could access only by foot, walking over a small wooden bridge. There were no cars on the island, but a parking lot just before. Residents pulled their groceries to the houses on small wooden wagons.

			“This is so cool!” breathed Nell, walking along the pretty path, feeling like she was back in California, water everywhere she looked.

			Emily’s mom was in the kitchen when they arrived. She had a platter of chocolate chip cookies on the counter that were warm and chewy, just out of the oven. They ate them while they drank tall glasses of ice-cold milk, and it struck Nell, that day, looking out the window at the sun glinting off the waters of Long Island Sound, that this might be the best day of her life.

			Emily was so relaxed and curious and at ease in her own skin, it helped Nell feel at ease in hers. Her house was funky and cozy and cool, sitting right on the sand, with magnificent views of the water, and little beach cottages sitting in the distance.

			And her mom! Her mom who was a real mom! Who’d baked fresh chocolate chip cookies even though she didn’t know Emily was bringing a friend over, who poured them milk and came to sit with them at the table and talked to them, really talked to them, about their day, and how they felt about life, and did Nell find it overwhelming to be new here, in such a big school, surrounded by people she didn’t know.

			After that, the joke was that Nell had moved in with Emily, in the little yellow house that was only supposed to be a summer rental, until Mr. and Mrs. Sussman got divorced and Mrs. Sussman had ended up staying, so delighted by the sun rising over the water outside her window every morning that she knew she’d found her new home.

			Emily and Nell became inseparable almost overnight. Emily helped Nell fall in love with Westport. Growing up in Los Angeles with a father who traveled so much and an actress mother who lived for the adoration of her fans, Nell had no idea what a normal suburban childhood was like.

			Discovering Westport, and Emily Sussman, was a revelatory experience for Nell. Not only did she learn what a normal childhood could be but she could experience one at Emily’s side. In Nell’s eyes, Mrs. Sussman was a perfect mother, with her giant wooden-sided station wagon parked in the parking lot at the end of Compo Mill Cove; and the way she cooked for her daughter and whatever other friends might be around (usually just Nell, but sometimes Claire and Jennifer D., and even Jennifer R. and Jennifer S.); and the way she stopped what she was doing to give Emily a ride, or pick her up, or both. You could talk to Mrs. Sussman about anything, unlike her own mother, who was far too busy going to auditions, or getting her beauty sleep, or rehearsing for another role, to talk to her daughters about anything ever. This was the Leave It to Beaver mother, and Nell had always believed she’d only been imagined by Hollywood writers. Now Nell knew such a mother existed in the real world, and she knew this was the kind of mother she wished she had.

			Indeed, Nell trusted Mrs. Sussman and Emily so much that she had told them—and no one else—about how she felt when she had first seen Lewis Calder. He was the tallest boy in the school, towering above everyone at six foot five. She had seen him gliding through the corridors with his distinctively short hairdo, and thought he was so handsome he looked like he belonged in the pages of Seventeen magazine. He was, she confessed, probably the most handsome boy in the world.

			Mrs. Sussman worked on Fieldstone Farm over in Easton. It was part-time, so she could be home every day by the time Emily got out of school. She ran the barn, which incorporated a farm stand where they sold fresh produce and pies made by local cooks using that same produce. Everyone within a ten-mile radius came to them for their apple and rhubarb pie, pear caramel pie, and cinnamon peach tart.

			Nell and Emily would go up to Fieldstone after school sometimes and help out. Nell fell in love with the farm the first time she went. It was only twenty minutes away from Westport, but it felt like another world. It was peaceful and quiet, and when she was there Nell felt as if she had stepped into the deepest, darkest countryside.

			She loved working there, whether it was helping Mrs. Sussman out at the farm stand and ringing up the cash register, or cleaning out the chicken coop. This is what I want, she would think to herself as chickens were pecking at her red-painted toenails in flip-flops. This is what I’m going to have when I’m an adult.

			Now Nell sits on the bus without Emily, her headphones on, the Rolling Stones, Neil Young, and the Grateful Dead playing on the cassette that sits inside her Walkman, when she finds herself looking at a giant pair of legs. She looks up to see Lewis Calder, who slides in next to her, giving her the faintest of nods.

			And she is so thrilled she thinks she might throw up.

			“Hey,” he says. “Aren’t we in math together?”

			“I think so,” she says, although there is no doubt they are in math together. She lives for math class, the highlight of her day, knowing that Lewis Calder always sits in front of her, slightly to the right, where she can gaze upon him throughout the class, with no one seeing, no one knowing. At least she thought no one had noticed her.

			Nell’s hair is blond, long, and straight. It falls on either side of her face from a perfect center parting. If she pulls it forward, it acts like a curtain. She can gaze out from behind the waterfall of hair, with no one seeing what she is gazing at, namely, Lewis Calder.

			Every day for the past seven months has been highlighted by a glimpse of Lewis Calder in math. But it’s never enough. Each time she leaves a class, she unconsciously scans the corridor for his head, high above the sea of people beneath him. He doesn’t notice her, doesn’t seem to look at anyone as he walks from class to class, lost in some other world.

			Emily has known Lewis all her life. She has told Nell that he is quiet, not particularly sociable. He rows, she says, at the new rowing club by the railway station. He’s the only kid in school she knows who is rowing there, but has heard he’s good, good enough that he goes to the rowing association every day after school, good enough that even though they don’t yet have a proper junior program, there is already talk that the University of Washington has been in touch and talked about recruiting him for crew.

			He was in a pack of boys through elementary and middle school, Emily says. Was popular and well liked. But his friends have gone on to be football and lacrosse players, and they’re loud, boisterous, and rowdy. They like to party. Lewis Calder is fixated on rowing, on being the best at his sport that he can possibly be, so those friendships have drifted away over the years.

			“You’re Nell, right?” says Lewis Calder, pulling his own Walkman out of his backpack. “What are you listening to?”

			He looks her over as she hands him her headphones, her heart pounding. She can’t believe he’s sitting next to her, can’t believe he’s so casually chatting with her. She wishes she could find the words to answer him, but in lieu of finding the words, silently offering her headphones to him will have to do.

			He puts the headphones on, a slow smile spreading over his face as he nods his head along with the music. He looks at Nell, still smiling. “Nice.” He takes the headphones off and hands them back. “You don’t look like a Deadhead.”

			“I’m definitely not a Deadhead,” says Nell. “Just someone who appreciates great music.”

			“What else is on that tape?”

			“The Rolling Stones. Neil Young. It’s just a mix. What are you listening to?”

			Lewis Calder reaches out and puts his own headphones on Nell’s head as she flushes a bright red, not looking at him until he presses play and she hears the sounds of Neil Young’s “Cinnamon Girl.” She looks at him, delighted.

			“Nice. I expected Nirvana.”

			“Oh yeah? Well, I expected Janet Jackson on yours.”

			Nell grimaces. “You don’t even know me. What would make you think I like Janet Jackson?”

			“An assumption. That I’m very relieved to find out is wrong. So what’s your story, Nell Sunshine?”

			Nell just stares at him. How does he know her last name? When did he notice her? What does this mean? If he knows her last name, surely he has noticed her, even though she has never seen him so much as glance at her, even though she has never seen him so much as glance at anyone.

			“How do you know my name?”

			“You just told me you were Nell. I guess I’ve been paying attention.”

			Nell laughs. “You’re not paying attention. I’ve seen you walking through the corridors. You’re always staring straight ahead.”

			“That’s because I’m freakishly tall, which means everyone’s always staring at me, and I don’t know what to do with my face when I make eye contact. It’s easier to look straight ahead.”

			“Do you actually feel freakishly tall?”

			Lewis Calder shrugs and nods.

			“I kind of feel freakishly tall too. Although people don’t stare.”

			“What are you, five-ten?”

			“And a half. It’s pretty freakishly tall in this town. Most of the girls in school are tiny.”

			“You hang out with Emily Sussman, right? She is tiny.”

			“She is. So how’s crew?”

			He smiles. “You know I row?”

			“I hear things,” she says, astonished to find she is relaxed, and chatting, and it is easy, and nice. He’s nice. For the past few months she has had a huge, mad crush on him and has built him into some sort of demigod, with otherworldly qualities that would mean he would never have a normal, human conversation with someone like her.

			In her fantasies, and there had been many, she dreamed of something exactly like this happening, except in her dreams the conversation wouldn’t be as prosaic as this one, and he wouldn’t be looking at her now with an amused twinkle in his eyes. But she did always imagine him with a large smile on his face, like he has now, and she dreamed their conversation would be this easy, and there would be maybe . . . maybe . . . maybe . . . just a hint of flirtation, like there is now. Is there? This is all so far and beyond her wildest hopes she can’t quite believe it is actually happening.

			“You should try it,” he says. “They’re starting a women’s team, and you’d be good. You’re tall and strong. You have the perfect physique for a rower.”

			He’s noticed my physique, thinks Nell. He has noticed me!

			“Maybe I’ll come along and try it.”

			“What are you doing today?” he says. “I’m going to the boathouse now. You could come too. I’ll show you around. Maybe you could try it out.”

			Nell turns to look out the window, making sure he can’t see that she is so happy there are tears in her eyes. “Sure,” she says nonchalantly.

			“We could get off the bus before it turns down Compo and walk. How does that sound? You okay with that?”

			“That sounds great,” she says, grinning like a lunatic as she looks out the window and issues a silent prayer of thanks for Emily having her orthodontist appointment today.

			•   •   •

			Nell stands on the banks of the Saugatuck River and watches Lewis Calder glide past her in his boat, eight boys sweeping the oars on water so smooth it is a pane of glass. Her breath catches in her throat. She has never seen anything so beautiful. She sits on the bank of the river, feeling the same sense of peace she feels at the farm in Easton.

			When Lewis gets off the boat, he comes straight over to her with a grin. He gives her a tour of the boathouse, introduces her to Coach Mangan. The coach asks about her interest in rowing and takes her to an ergometer and demonstrates how to row. He explains that she should keep her arms loose and relaxed, that all the strength comes from her legs. Lewis stands silently by, watching her as she tries it on the machine.

			“We could use more young people here,” says one of the other coaches. “You should come back. You’re the perfect build for a rower.”

			“Maybe I will,” she says, her legs slightly shaky.

			“Do you want to get an ice cream at the market?” Lewis says. “You can call your mom and have her pick you up from there.”

			Nell hesitates. Her mom is not the kind of mom who will drop everything, indeed drop anything, to come pick her up. The likelihood is her mom isn’t even home. She’s now starring in the new summer play at the Westport Country Playhouse, which means she’s probably in rehearsals all day.

			“I can walk home,” she says. “It’s not far.”

			“Okay. I’ll walk you home,” says Lewis, picking up his backpack and slinging it over a shoulder. “How’s that?”
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			Nell walks in the house, high as a kite, with plans to give rowing a try tomorrow. Which means more Lewis Calder. She’s practically dizzy with the turn her life has taken. It doesn’t even feel real yet.

			She pauses just inside the front door, trying to gauge the temperature of the house. She does this a lot; they all do this a lot, pause just inside the front door to try to sniff out their mother’s mood, try to figure out who they need to be.

			Lizzy is the only one who seems not to care, but perhaps it is because she is so young. No. Nell cared, even at ten. Nell always cared. She always knew to remove herself when her mother was in a bad mood. Meredith, on the other hand, would always try to make her mother feel better at such times.

			Sometimes Nell can smell her mother’s state of mind as soon as she walks in. Other times she has to tiptoe around, waiting to see the expression on her mother’s face. Meredith has described it as a veil. Nell agrees that when her mother is in one of her moods, it is as if a veil of darkness has fallen over her.

			Today Nell can’t tell what’s going on. The house seems unusually quiet. She puts down her backpack and goes into the kitchen. Neither of the other girls are there, which is always a bad sign. When their mother is in a good mood, they are all in the kitchen, doing homework at the table. Sometimes their mother is even there, cooking one of the few dishes she is able to make. Or she is with them, perched on a stool at the island as they all split a packet of Jaffa Cakes, which their grandmother sends over on a regular basis.

			There is a tiny office off the kitchen. Now Nell can hear noises from the room, knows her mother is in there, and in a bad mood. She turns to leave, but it’s too late. She has been heard.

			“Nell?”

			“Hi, Mom.” Nell affects nonchalance. “I have a ton of homework. I’m going to go up to my room.”

			Her mother appears in the doorway, invisibly veiled. “Where have you been?” Her voice is flat, as it always is when she is in a fragile state.

			Nell freezes. She just wants to get away as quickly as possible, but she knows if she leaves too abruptly even that might trigger her mother.

			“The new rowing club. I just went to check it out.”

			“Oh. How was it?” Her mother comes in the kitchen now. “Do you want something to eat?”

			“I’m fine,” Nell says. “It was great. I might try it.”

			“How do you have the time? Between school and working on the farm, how on earth are you going to fit in rowing?”

			“I don’t have to do it competitively,” Nell says. “I just thought it would be fun.”

			“How much is it?”

			“I don’t know anything about it. I just went to see it with a friend from school. Mom, I really have a lot of work . . .” She stops as a loud crash comes from upstairs.

			“What the—?” Her mother runs up the stairs, Nell following behind.

			As they reach the master bedroom, an overwhelming stench of Calvin Klein’s Obsession engulfs them. Her mother’s perfume. And on the floor, on hands and knees gathering up broken glass, a stricken look on her face, is Meredith.

			“What the hell are you doing?” demands their mother.

			“I’m really sorry.” Meredith is so frantically trying to pick up the mess that she hasn’t noticed she has already cut her fingers on the glass and blood is now dripping on the floor, mixing with the pools of musky perfume.

			“Stop touching the glass!” shouts their mother. “What happened?”

			Meredith looks down at the floor. Her cheeks are a glittery bronze, her eyes lined in black.

			“Have you been using my makeup?” Their mother has expressly forbidden them to use her makeup, to touch her things, even to come into her bedroom unless they are invited. The only one who gets away with creeping into this bedroom is Lizzy, but here is Meredith, a chubby thirteen-year-old who has never been interested in clothes, hair, or makeup, standing before them all, made-up and bleeding.

			“What have I told you about using my things?” says their mother, fury rising.

			Nell wants to say something, to tell her mother to leave Meredith alone, that it was an accident. But experience has taught her that her mother is unable to hear when she is in this space, that she can feel nothing but her own rising tide of fury.

			“How dare you,” she spits out, as Meredith stands still, looking down at the floor, her face bright red.

			Nell knows how this will go. Her mother needs to get a reaction, needs to see Meredith cry. She knows she can make Meredith cry, and sometimes Nell thinks her mother somehow thrives on controlling that reaction. She’s often thought that is perhaps why Lizzy is never the victim of their mother’s worst furies. Lizzy won’t cry; Lizzy doesn’t care when her mother is upset. She just ignores her. As a result, nine times out of ten if Lizzy does something wrong, their mother will turn and start taking it out on Meredith or Nell.

			“How dare you use my new bronzer! You look ridiculous, Meredith. Get it off. Who do you think you are? You look like a cheap hooker. You think the boys will start noticing you if you wear makeup? You’ll need to do a lot more than put on makeup. Losing thirty pounds would help for starters. Look at you. You’re enormous.”

			Nell inhales sharply, willing Meredith to cry, for crying will end it. She is relieved when she hears Meredith take a great inhale of breath and then dissolve into loud, gasping sobs. It is exactly what their mother needed.

			“Get out and get Estella to clean this up. Just get out.”

			Meredith runs out in tears, and Nell follows her to her room.

			•   •   •

			“I hate her!” Meredith says as soon as they get in the bedroom, bumping her desk as she tears into the room, knocking a pile of pen and ink sketches to the floor. She throws herself on the bed, crying into the pillow. “I hate her, I hate her, I hate her!”

			The door opens and they both look up, terrified their mother has followed them for some reason. But it is Lizzy.

			“Get out!” screams Meredith, throwing the pillow at her. “Get out of here.”

			“What did I do?” says Lizzy. “It’s not my fault you got caught and she’s in one of her moods.”

			“How would you know? You’re never, ever the target,” says Nell. “You get away with everything. We’re left to deal with her craziness.”

			“It’s not my fault I’m the baby.” Lizzy shrugs. “Plus, if you didn’t let it bother you, she wouldn’t do it.”

			“Just fuck off,” Nell says, staring down Lizzy until she backs out of the room and closes the door. Nell knows Lizzy might be able to ignore her mother’s rants, but she won’t stand up to her big sister’s anger. She turns to Meredith. “I’m sorry,” she says. “I knew she was in a mood when I saw her in the kitchen. I’m sorry I didn’t have a chance to warn you.”

			“I really do hate her,” says Meredith, her pillow now streaked with shimmery bronze. “I’m so jealous you’re a senior. I can’t wait to leave home and get away.”

			“Me too.” Nell climbs on the bed and sits with her back against the wall. And she realizes that as much as she likes this town, and her new school, and Emily and Mrs. Sussman, and Lewis, it is true. She can’t wait to get out of this house. “A few more months and I will never live in this house again. I wish it was tomorrow.”

			Meredith nods, reaching down and opening the door of her nightstand, burrowing around until she pulls out a huge bag of York Peppermint Patties.

			“Want some?” she says to Nell, who shakes her head.

			Meredith unwraps four at a time and swallows them quickly, barely tasting them, then four more, and four more. She keeps going until she starts not to feel better, but to feel nothing at all.
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			Lizzy uses her toes to push the bedspread up, stretching out her arms with a happy sigh. Next to her on a cot bed is her best friend, Jackie, who is already awake, propped up against a stack of pillows, reading The Thorn Birds, which she grabbed from the bookshelf downstairs.

			“Morning!” She yawns, rolling onto her side. “How’s the book?”

			“Great,” says Jackie without looking up. “What are we doing for breakfast?”

			“Want to bike ride over to Grubb’s?” says Lizzy. “Maybe the gang will be there. What time is it?”

			Jackie looks up. “The clock on your nightstand tells us it’s nine forty-three.” She closes the book. “And I’m starving. Let’s go get some food.”

			Lizzy gets up, examining herself in the small oval mirror on the wall. Her dirty-blond hair is kind of ratty, so she tips her head upside down and shakes it out before gathering it in a loose bun on the top of her head. She pouts at her reflection approvingly.

			“Can I wear my pj’s?” she muses, looking down at the pink-and-blue-striped pants.

			“You definitely can.” Jackie looks over at her. “You look insanely cool in everything.”

			Lizzy examines herself in the mirror. It is true, she does seem to be able to pull off anything. She’s lucky. She looks just like her mother, with the same dirty-blond hair, green eyes, dark skin, and tiny body. Everything looks good on her. Everything works. It always has. Thank God, she now thinks, she wasn’t born an amazon like Nell or heavy like Meredith. Thank God she was born Lizzy.

			The girls put on identical pairs of Converse shoes. Jackie pulls on a sweatshirt and then runs to the bathroom to straighten her bangs with the hair dryer and big round brush in there. They thunder down the stairs, whooping, for the house is empty and the girls are free to do whatever they want for the weekend.

			The house is often empty these days. This weekend Lizzy is supposed to be with her dad, but she told him she had rehearsals for the school play and had to stay in town.

			Just as they are running out, the phone starts to ring. “Damn,” Lizzy says with a twang, turning around to get the phone.

			“Hello, darling, it’s Daddy. I’m just checking up on you, making sure you have everything you need.”

			“Hi, Daddy.” Her voice is instantly little-girlish. “I miss you.”

			“I miss you too, peanut. I’m sorry you’re not with me this weekend. I was thinking maybe I could come up tonight and take you out for a special daddy-daughter dinner. We could go to Zanghi’s as a treat.”

			Lizzy makes big fearful eyes at Jackie, who stifles a giggle. “Oh, Daddy, that would have been amazing. But we have a cast dinner for the school play after rehearsal tonight, and we all have to attend.”

			“Of course. What about brunch on Sunday? I could come pick you up at eleven. I do want to see you soon. I have to be honest, I’m not real comfortable with you being in the house by yourself and your mother not being there.”

			“Daddy! I’m sixteen! I’m not a baby. Also, Jackie’s staying with me and you know she’s very responsible.”

			Her father laughs. “I know you’re both responsible. I’m not worried about that. I would just feel better if you had a parent around this weekend. What about brunch, then? How does that sound?”

			“That sounds awesome,” she says, rolling her eyes at Jackie. “I’ll call you Sunday morning, okay? And don’t worry about me, I’ll be fine, and I’ll call you if I need you. I love you, Daddy.”

			“Love you too, peanut.”

			Lizzy is smiling as she hangs up the phone. She loves her dad, but it is increasingly difficult to love him, given that her mother has hated him ever since the divorce (even though her mother was the one who was unfaithful, causing the divorce in the first place) and wants nothing more than for her daughters to hate him too. Ronni won’t forgive him for leaving her, and anytime the girls mention their father, their mother follows it with a snarky remark. They are learning to keep quiet about loving their father, needing him. These times, when their mother is away, are the only times Lizzy can feel unreservedly good about seeing her father.

			She hangs up the phone and the two girls walk out the front door, leaning against each other, as Lizzy shakes her head. “I really don’t know why he would care. Like, what’s the worst that could happen? I throw a party and my mom’s house gets trashed? He hates her. He’d probably be happy.” Her parents don’t actually say they hate each other, but when her father has to ask about anything that involves her mother, she sees his jaw clench with a slight tick.

			Not that she can blame him exactly. Lizzy loves and hates her mother in equal measure. She loves her more than her sisters do, she is sure, because she has never been in her mother’s crosshairs. She doesn’t quite understand why her mother’s moods bother her sisters so much. Or why they react to her the way they do. It just makes things worse. Lizzy figured out early on that the thing to do when her mother lost it was to laugh. Lizzy laughs, and her laughter invariably seems to diffuse her mother’s rage. Meredith tried the same approach, but when she laughed, it only served to make her mother angrier.

			The people who set her off have always been Nell and Meredith, and their father. Not when they were all young, but as they got older, he ended up being a target too. None of them knew about her affairs. Once the marriage broke up, all three girls learned everyone else knew that their mother had been having affairs for years.

			The affair that broke up the marriage was different. He was a guest director, brought in to direct a performance of A Doll’s House at the Playhouse. Ronni played Nora. Naturally. And fell in love with the director. Naturally. Except this one wasn’t just an affair. This one, Ronni announced, was her soul mate.

			Her soul mate was her soul mate for two years. Ronni managed to be charming, and her best self, for a year and a half of those two years. Even Lizzy knew that the last six months were hell. She saw how her mother, once she felt the director distancing himself, became more and more needy, more and more stressed. She would explode at the girls, her now ex-husband, and eventually, the director. Who ended it by having another affair with a well-known actress in New York.

			Ronni then tried to make her way back to Robert, realizing, perhaps, what she had given up when she had left him, but it had been too long. Lizzy’s father told her that the two years away from her mother had been the most peaceful of his adult life. He explained that the end of the marriage was painful only in that he saw his three daughters far less than he would have liked, but—he told them—at least he no longer had a fourth daughter to look after in the form of an emotionally volatile wife. He was sorry he couldn’t protect his daughters from her, he told the girls, but he thought that if he went back to her he might die.

			Lizzy knew her mother hated her father after that. She would roll her eyes anytime one of the girls would talk about their father, and fill them with stories about how boring he was, what a terrible father he’d been—traveling for work so much instead of having a relationship with them. She would get in one of her moods and rage in front of the audience that was her daughters that no one would make him happy again and he would never, ever find a woman like Ronni.

			As it happens, Robert did find someone. None of the girls particularly like her. But Lizzy thinks that has less to do with her mother than it has to do with her and her sisters, who, despite recognizing how difficult their mother is, still feel an obligation to protect her.

			Their father now lives in Greenwich with his new wife, which is, in itself, a major pain in the ass. If he still lived in Westport, Lizzy would definitely see him more. Going to his house for the weekend means having to miss out on her friends, and hangouts and parties in Westport. And that’s just no fun at all.

			He will drive Lizzy back and forth, but she doesn’t want to be so far away; she doesn’t want to miss out on anything, not when being a sophomore is so much fun. It’s the perfect grade, she and Jackie have decided. You’re over the newness and overwhelmingness of being a freshman in high school, where the school is huge and you feel like the baby all over again, and going to the cafeteria at lunchtime fills you with dread because you’re terrified you’re not going to be able to sit with your friends, or anyone nice, and eating on your own means you’ll be designated a loser for the rest of your school days.

			Then in junior year you have to spend all your time worrying about college, and the pressure is really on the first part of senior year, so sophomore year is perfect.

			Not that Lizzy ever had to worry about who to sit with in the cafeteria. Not that, in fact, Lizzy has ever had a moment of insecurity in her life. She has always been popular, pretty, and perfectly well accepted wherever she goes.

			“You lead a charmed life,” Jackie would say, as she bemoaned the fact that her thighs rub together, that she always has a roll of fat over the top of the waistband of her jeans, that her naturally frizzy hair always looks terrible unless she manages to tame it into straight submission with a very powerful hair dryer. All of this adds up to her lamenting the fact that the boys she likes only ever like her as a friend. “It’s not fair.”

			“Your life is charmed too,” says Lizzy, who does not point out that even though Lizzy’s life seems wonderful, she secretly covets what Jackie has: parents who love each other, a mom who is available and present, two cute little brothers, an even cuter golden retriever, and a bunny rabbit called Stanley who lives on the porch.

			Lizzy has none of that. She has divorced parents who hate each other. She has a mother whose fame has waned on a national scale but who is still considered a local celebrity here in Westport, where she hardly ever is these days, thanks to touring with a regional production of A Chorus Line. Her sister Meredith lives in London, and Nell, who discovered she was pregnant after she had split up with her boyfriend, decided to be a teen mom and have the baby. Nell and her son, River, both now live on a farm in Easton. It’s only about twenty minutes away, and River is exceptionally cute, but Nell is busy with her life as caretaker of the farm. Lizzy is busy with being a sophomore with a social life. And Ronni? Well, Ronni just isn’t around very much.

			Most of the time, Lizzy feels like an only child. Most of the time, Lizzy loves being an only child. She was always the baby of the family, always knew she was special. Being left on her own so much these days means she can do whatever she wants, which is perfectly fine with her.

			Most of the time.

			She and Jackie have breakfast at one of the little picnic tables outside Grubb’s (the little café by the beach isn’t actually called Grubb’s, but that’s what some of her friends say their parents used to call it, and she likes the name so much she refuses to call it anything else), and by the time they are finished there is a pack of kids sitting with them.

			“We should do something tonight at your house,” says a boy named Ryan, who Lizzy is starting to think might be quite cute. She’s known him forever, but they haven’t been friendly until just this year when he started making her laugh on the school bus. Now they’re in the same crowd, and Lizzy is pretty sure he might like her too.

			“Like what? I can’t have a party. My mom would kill me.”

			“Not a party,” says Ryan. “Something small. Like, a little party. For just us. And maybe a few more.”

			“Your mom’s not home?” says another kid, Craig. Lizzy doesn’t really know Craig. He was at Greens Farms Academy through middle school, apparently with some issues. But he’s back at Staples now and seems fine, if a little hyperactive.

			“She’s touring. We have a housekeeper during the week, but it’s just me and Jackie for the weekend.”

			Craig’s eyes light up. “Oh, it is so party time, it’s not even funny.”

			“Don’t be a douche.” Ryan shakes his head. “We can’t do anything big. But we should do something. You cook, right?”

			Lizzy nods. “Yeah. I can cook. I love cooking.”

			He shrugs. “Why don’t we come to your house to hang out. We can throw something on the grill, chill out. Swim. Hot tub. It will be awesome.”

			“I’ll bring the beers,” says Craig, as they all grin.

			“Okay.” Lizzy nods approvingly. “Done. I’ll get food. Come over at seven. And bring your bathing suits.”

			“What?” Craig leers. “No skinny-dipping?”

			“Seeing your teeny wiener will send everyone home,” Ryan says, and the rest of the gang all laugh.

			•   •   •

			Lizzy happens to love cooking. Her mom rarely goes near a stove, so it was always up to the girls, and the housekeeper, to cook if they wanted to eat something other than takeout every night.

			Nell is vegetarian, and not, unfortunately as far as Lizzy can tell, the kind of vegetarian who lives off cheese, bread, and yummy pasta, but the kind of vegetarian who eats vegetables. When Nell lived at home and used to cook, it meant vegetable soups, and lots of salads, nuts, and seeds. Which was okay once in a while, but not every night.

			Meredith only ever cooked from a cookbook, and it wasn’t dinners to which she gravitated, but baking. She loved baking, would read baking cookbooks as if they were novels, trying out different recipes for hours. And eating them, which drove their mother, who wants all her daughters to be slim and beautiful, insane.

			Lizzy is a terrible baker. It is much too precise. She likes being creative in the kitchen, which means throwing in a little of this, a little of that, trying out different things. Often the food is inedible, but that is okay. It just means she’ll try something else next time.

			She looks at recipes to use as a jumping-off point. Once she has read them, she doesn’t tend to look at them again. Her mother describes Lizzy’s cooking, frequently and to anyone who will listen, as being a bit like Russian roulette: you never know what the outcome will be. She will also say that when it’s good, it’s very, very good, but when it’s bad, it’s horrid.

			The one thing she is very good at is pesto. She started with a basic traditional basil pesto, adding lemon on a whim, which transformed it into something her family asks for all the time. Even Nell. Lizzy also makes a spinach and nutmeg pesto and a great mushroom and walnut pesto, livened up occasionally with truffle oil.

			Jackie says she’s addicted to the mushroom and walnut; she thinks Lizzy should be selling all of them at the farmers’ market, as well as at Nell’s farm in Easton. Sometimes she will make a big batch for Nell to sell, and they sell out immediately. Nell asks Lizzy for them all the time, but she can’t be bothered to do it regularly. She’s sixteen! This is the time when she should be going out and having fun and living the life of a sixteen-year-old, not a mini mogul in the making.

			Today she’s going to make pesto to go with the burgers they’ll throw on the grill. Almost all her friends subsist exclusively on a diet of burgers, pizza, hot dogs, and cheese, but she’s going to make the pesto anyway.

			Lizzy has her driver’s permit but not her license, so Jackie’s mom is enlisted to take them to Hay Day for groceries. Once there, Lizzy blows through most of the money her mom left her for emergencies to buy mushrooms, walnuts, basil, garlic, Parmesan, pine nuts, lemons, truffle oil, ground beef, chicken, buns, chips, dips. And candy, because why would you not have candy if there were no adults around to cast a disapproving eye?

			Jackie’s mom doesn’t know that Lizzy’s mom is away. There is no way in hell she would let Jackie stay if she knew they were unsupervised. Not that she doesn’t trust Jackie, but she recently told them about a friend’s daughter in another town who had a crazy party that almost burned down the house, and what kind of a parent would leave her sixteen-year-old daughter unattended?

			On the way back from the grocery story, Lizzy and Jackie both keep very quiet in the back of the car. When Jackie’s mom turns around and says, “I should come in and say hi to your mom,” Lizzy says, smoothly and without a trace of guile, “Oh, she’s in New York for the day for rehearsal. I’ll tell her you said hi.”

			Jackie’s mom winks. “No surprise you bought all that candy, then! Don’t worry, I won’t tell!”

			As soon as the girls close the front door behind them, they collapse in giggles.

			“Oh, my God!” heaves Jackie. “I can’t believe you’re such a good actress.”

			“But of course,” says Lizzy with an immaculate English accent, gliding down the corridor holding an imaginary cigarette, “you know I’m the daughter of the mahvellous Ronni Sunshine. It runs in the genes, don’t you know.”

			The girls have everything prepared by early evening. They have brought up all the candles from the basement and placed them on all the tables outside. The beautiful day is coming to an end, but it will give way to a warm, apricot glow from the candles and the string of Christmas lights also brought up from the basement. They’ve twisted the lights through the lower branches of the old cherry tree that sits on the lawn over the rattan sofas on the other side of the yard from the swimming pool.

			Jackie, who doesn’t really cook but wants to keep up with her friend, has sort of followed a recipe in The Silver Palate Cookbook for Chicken Marbella. But she’s calling it Chicken Bella because it’s missing the prunes, the capers, the oregano, and the parsley. In any case, it’s cooking slowly in the oven.

			They put a CD of En Vogue in, then run upstairs to get dressed. Jackie squeezes into a short, tight black dress. Lizzy grabs a gold sequined minidress from her mother’s closet and steps into her mother’s high, gold, strappy Manolo Blahniks.

			“Won’t your mom kill you?”

			“Nah. She doesn’t care if I wear her stuff. She loves that we look so similar. The way to get my mom to really love you is to tell her we look like sisters. It gets her every time.”

			“O-kaaaay. Except your mom is old and you’re young . . . and you don’t really look that much alike.”

			“I know. But she likes to think we do. Of course she thinks she looks like me, as in, sixteen.” Lizzy rolls her eyes.

			“You look amazing.” Jackie stares at her friend, and Lizzy can see the hint of envy in her friend’s eyes. But that’s why she loves Jackie—it’s just a hint.

			“So do you,” says Lizzy, smiling at her friend. “Let’s go downstairs. They’ll be here any minute.”

			•   •   •

			This is what it feels like to be an adult, thinks Lizzy, proud of herself for being such a good host. She made everyone have some pesto with their burgers, and they all declared it awesome.

			They sit around on the outdoor lounge furniture, drinking the beers Craig brought, watching the sun set over the water, reflecting a golden glow over everyone there. Each time she looks at Ryan, he is looking at her, and each time their eyes meet, it takes them longer to look away. He’s usually the one who breaks the gaze first, as Lizzy’s heart does the tiniest of flips. He really is cute, she thinks to herself, and he likes me! The knowledge is potent, makes her more aware of her beauty, her power, more aware of the fact that she is on the brink of womanhood. She swigs the last of her bottle of beer, not drunk, but happily tipsy, enough to give her the confidence to stand up and announce she is going swimming.

			“Do you have any more beer?” Johnny, an old friend of Ryan’s, slides his empty bottle to the center of the table.

			“We’re all out,” says Craig. “I lost my fake ID last week, so this is stuff I took from my parents’ garage. Lizzy? Isn’t there alcohol here?”

			“Yes, but no way are we touching it. My mom notices nothing, except for missing alcohol. Sorry, dude, but you’re shit out of luck.”

			“I can get someone to replace it tomorrow,” says Craig. “Go on. It will be there before she comes back.”

			Lizzy shakes her head. “Nope. Can’t do it.”

			“How about we ask someone who has a fake ID to bring some over?” Johnny nods enthusiastically at Craig’s suggestion.

			“Kevin always gets it for his friends. Why don’t we ask him?”

			“Great idea! Is that okay, Lizzy? We’ll call Kevin and see if we can get him to do it.”

			“Just Kevin?” says Lizzy. “You can’t tell him we’re in the house by ourselves, okay? Just tell him, I don’t know, tell him it’s a small party, okay? I don’t want word getting out.”

			Craig shakes his head forcefully. “Word’s not going to get out. I’ll go inside and call him. What do we want? More beer?”

			“And vodka!” shouts Johnny, as Lizzy rolls her eyes.

			“I’m going for a swim.” Lizzy kicks off her heels and stands up, peeling her dress down unself-consciously as if every boy’s eyes aren’t glued to her body, as if she is in a room by herself. She reveals a red bikini, a flat, golden stomach, and strong, slim thighs. “Who’s coming with?”

			“I’m in,” says Ryan, unbuttoning his jeans and hopping on one foot to pull them off. Lizzy watches, swaying by the edge of the pool, knowing how good she looks in a bikini, hoping he won’t be able to take his eyes off her. She stands for a second, shaking out her hair, before executing a perfect dive. She swims to the bottom of the pool, getting used to the brisk chill of the water, kicking her way back up as she emerges, pushing the water off her face with her hands, to see Ryan diving in after her.

			Everything suddenly seems far away. She is vaguely aware of Craig disappearing into the house to call Kevin; she can see Jackie, Johnny, Chuck, and Isabel still sitting under the cherry tree, a burst of laughter coming from them all as the boys pick up each beer bottle on the table and tip it back, just in case there’s anything left.

			She can see the lights twinkling in the cherry tree, can hear Puff Daddy from the boom box they have outside, but it all seems far away from the velvet blackness of the swimming pool. The pool lights are off, and everything is dark, but for the reflected glow from the lights over on the other side of the yard.

			She yelps as she feels Ryan grab her legs and pull her under the water. She comes back up, sputtering, leaping on top of him to try to push his head underwater. Both of them are grinning. He is standing and she can’t do it, no matter how much she wrestles, her skin slip-sliding against his as she clasps her legs around his body to try to wrest him off balance.

			“You won’t be able to.” He grins.

			Lizzy slides off him and pauses behind him, slipping underwater like a fish, grabbing his ankles and yanking them behind him as he finally goes under.

			They both emerge, breathing heavily, looking at each other and grinning.

			Ryan shakes his head. “Oh man,” he says softly. “You’ve got superpowers.”

			“I do?” She moves ever so slightly closer to him in the blackness.

			“You do,” he answers, moving ever so slightly closer to her.

			“You know I’m completely unlike any other girl you’ve ever met.”

			“I do know that,” he says softly, and this time he is not smiling.

			“You do?”

			“You’re more beautiful than any other girl I’ve ever met,” he says, moving closer still.

			Lizzy’s heart skips. She can see the light glinting in his eyes. They are both submerged in the water but for their heads. As he slips his hands around her waist she reaches her arms around his neck and raises her legs around his waist. She grins.

			“Because I have magic powers,” she whispers, “I can make boys do whatever I want them to.”

			“What do you want me to do?” he whispers back, his head now inches from hers.

			“I want you to kiss me,” she whispers.

			And he does.

			The mood is broken by a slamming screen door as Craig shouts out from the house, “Success! Kevin’s on his way. He’s bringing a few people with him. That’s okay, right?”

			“Whatever.” Lizzy shrugs, not paying attention, twining her arms around Ryan’s neck again. She has far more important things to focus on.

			•   •   •

			It had started out for most people as a quiet Saturday night in Westport. Nothing much was going on. A few groups of kids were hanging out at the beach, others were at home, talking on the phone with their friends.

			A rumor started that there was something going on at Lizzy Sunshine’s house, and the game of telephone began. “Something going on” became no parents, became a crazy party, a buzz of excitement fizzing across the phone lines and through the houses on Compo Beach, stretching over to Greens Farms, down to Saugatuck, to Coleytown, the Hunt Club, and Old Hill.

			Before long, kids all over town were jumping into cars, grabbing liquor from their parents’ cupboards, basements, and garages. They all made their way to Minuteman Hill, none of them knowing exactly which house it was, but driving up the hill, winding around the road until they saw the cars. The giveaway was always the cars.

			Some were dropped off at the bottom of the hill by unsuspecting parents. “Lizzy Sunshine is having a small party,” they told their parents, wide-eyed and innocent. “There are only about fifteen of us. Can you drop me off?” They converged with friends as they walked up the hill.

			First there were five, including Kevin with the beers, vodka, and tequila. Next came three more. Then fifteen. Then twenty-five. Then they lost track.

			Everyone had alcohol with them. Bottles of wine swiped from the rack in the kitchen and hidden in their backpacks, flasks of Jack Daniel’s tucked into jacket pockets, water bottles that innocently hid the fact that they had been swiftly emptied and filled with vodka.

			They followed the cars, sniffed out the party, let themselves into the back garden via the gate on the side. They turned the music up and shouted across to people they knew from school. Someone brought weed—joints started to be passed around from hand to hand as they talked and smoked, and drank and laughed, high on weed, high on life, high on having a spectacular house with no adults in sight.

			Lizzy was loving it. This was what high school was all about! This, surely, would be her crowning glory through her high school years! She was now, officially, Queen of the Sophomores. Everyone kept telling her how cool this was, how great, how this was the best party they had ever been to.

			She and Ryan couldn’t keep their hands off each other. They were now official, given that practically the whole high school was there and watching them. Even seniors were there; even they were declaring it the coolest night of the year.

			Ryan pulled her into the house and up the stairs. The house was smoky and loud and filled with people lounging around on furniture, smoking in the kitchen, dancing in the family room. She was vaguely aware of something being spilled, but what the hell, she had had far too much to drink herself, too much to worry about anything tonight, and she could clean up in the morning.

			She giggled as Ryan led her to the wrong bedroom, correcting him by taking him to hers. They shut the door and fell on the bed, making out furiously as he undid the ties of her bikini top and she sighed with anticipation.

			But just as it was getting good, the bedroom door burst open. Lizzy shrieked and grabbed the sheet to cover herself, and Ryan rolled off her and looked blearily at Jackie, who stood in the doorway white as a sheet and panting like she’d just run a marathon.

			“What is it?” Lizzy said, a frisson of alarm racing down her spine.

			“The police are at the door. Everyone’s freaking out. Neighbors complained. They want to see you. The police!”

			“Oh, shit,” said Lizzy, knowing there was weed and alcohol and underage teenagers everywhere. “Oh, shit,” she said again as she stumbled off the bed and went to the front door.

			•   •   •

			It turned out it wasn’t such a big deal. The police just sent everyone home. When they realized Lizzy was Ronni Sunshine’s daughter, they said they wouldn’t take it any further. They pretended they couldn’t smell the weed, hadn’t tripped over empty beer bottles on the front lawn. If everyone left, they said they would forget about it. If they could come back and get an autograph for his grandma, said one, they would let this one slide. And they smiled as drunken teenagers slipped out past them in the foyer.

			After one last lingering kiss, Ryan left. Everyone left except for Jackie and Lizzy, who stumbled up to bed as soon as the house was empty, both falling into a deep, drunken sleep.

		

	
		
			seven

			Lizzy is swimming back to consciousness, vaguely aware of someone shaking her. Her head is pounding, a wave of nausea washing over her even before she opens her eyes. Slowly she realizes the sound she is hearing is her sister’s voice.

			“What the heck? What the heck, Lizzy? Wake up! Get up! Mom’s going to kill you. Get out of bed now!”

			Lizzy opens her eyes to see Meredith standing over her with a stricken face. Nothing makes sense. Why is Meredith here? She’s supposed to be in England, living with their grandparents while she does her year at the University College London. Unless this is still a dream . . . Lizzy closes her eyes again, sinking back into the pillow. This must be a dream.

			“Get the hell out of bed, Lizzy!” Meredith shouts in her ear.

			Lizzy groans and opens her eyes properly this time. “Okay, okay, I get it. This isn’t a dream.” She sits up. “Meri? What the fuck are you doing here?”

			“Never mind that. What the hell happened? The house is ruined.”

			“What do you mean, ruined? I just had a few people over last night.”

			“A few?” Meredith is almost hysterical. “The house is totally trashed. What the hell, Lizzy?”

			Lizzy perches on the edge of her bed, holding her head and groaning. “Do you have any painkillers?”

			“No, I don’t have any painkillers,” snaps Meredith, who disappears for a couple of minutes, returning with a glass of water and two pills. “Take these.”

			“I think I need three.” Lizzy groans as she stumbles out of bed, takes the pills, and starts making her way downstairs.

			“Start with those. You need to get up and help me clean this house. I already woke your friend and she’s dealing with the kitchen. How many people did you have here? I presume Mom has no idea. Where is she anyway?”

			But Lizzy doesn’t answer. By now she has seen the living room. Even Lizzy is shocked at the state of the house. There is broken glass all over, tipped-over bottles of wine on the sofa, and red wine on the carpet. There are cigarette burns on the rug and floor, kitchen cupboard doors are hanging off the hinges, and all over the counters, on every visible surface, all over the garden, even in the pool, are empty cans and bottles and cigarette butts.

			“You have got to be kidding me,” Meredith mutters over and over. “You have got to be kidding me.”

			“Why don’t you just say, ‘You have got to be fucking kidding me,’” says Lizzy. “Why don’t you actually swear, because I know you want to. I know that you’re judging me. Just get it all out.”

			Meredith ignores her. She goes into the kitchen and gets a bucket, fills it with soapy water, grabs a big scrubbing brush, and gets on her hands and knees to work on the wine stains in the carpet. Jackie is wiping every surface in the kitchen with Clorox, her face ablaze with shame at being caught by Lizzy’s older sister.

			Lizzy starts doing a half-assed job of pretending to clean up. She moves slowly around the house and yard, her head still pounding, gingerly holding a trash bag into which she is throwing all the empties. She’s telling herself it really doesn’t look so bad, the cleanup really isn’t so much. She fills the bag, ties it, and puts it outside to take to recycling, before coming back inside to stand in front of Meredith.

			“So what are you doing here? Actually?”

			Meredith pauses, sits back on her haunches. “I was homesick,” she says. “I wanted to come back and see everyone.”

			“You were homesick for Mom?” Lizzy is astonished.

			“Not Mom, exactly.”

			“Right, because you escaped! You managed to get free of her, and not just free, but all the way over to England. Lucky you.”

			“You’re a sophomore. Two more years and then you can leave too. Anyway, she’s not that bad with you. You’re the only one who has ever been able to handle her.”

			“You mean I stand up to her?”

			“Whatever it is you do, it makes her less horrific. Where is she, anyway?”

			Lizzy shrugs. “Busy as ever. She’s touring for A Chorus Line. Didn’t she tell you?”

			“I haven’t spoken to her in a while. When will she be back?”

			“Probably when the director of the show realizes what a nightmare she is.” Lizzy grins at Meredith, and for the first time since she walked in the house, Meredith grins back.

			“Poor, poor director,” she says. “You know he won’t be the one to dump her.”

			“I know. She’ll dump him once she realizes how desperately dull and boring he is.” Lizzy parrots her mother as Meredith shakes her head.

			“It’s awful how well you do her.”

			“That’s because I’m stuck with her all the time. Actually, that’s not true, because she’s hardly ever here, but when she is, I’m the one with her.” Her face grows serious. “I wish you weren’t living in London, Meri. I wish you were still here.”

			“But I wouldn’t be living at home even if I were here,” Meredith reminds her. “I’d be living in New York at Columbia, remember? I probably wouldn’t ever see you.”

			“I would be taking a train in to see you, though,” says Lizzy. “It would be fun.”

			Meredith peers at her sister. “Does it actually bother you, being on your own here? You never needed help from Nell or me. You always had both Mom and Dad wrapped around your little finger. All Nell and I did was get in your way.”

			“True,” says Lizzy, and they both laugh. “But I do miss you. I’m totally fine with Mom being away as much as she is, but it was more fun when I was little and I had my sisters with me. That’s all.”

			“I’ll be home in six months,” Meredith reminds her.

			“Home, home?”

			“Well, not here. Obviously. I wouldn’t move back in with Mom for a billion dollars.”

			“Christ, I can’t wait to leave home.”

			The doorbell chimes, making them both jump. They stare at each other, eyes wide. Lizzy is in an old T-shirt, her hair ratty and tangled, mascara smudged around her eyes, her skin tinged gray. And the house is far from cleaned.

			“Whoever it is, let’s just ignore it. They’ll go away,” she says.

			“We can’t,” Meredith says, standing up. “It might be important.”

			“If it’s important, they’ll come back,” Lizzy argues, as the doorbell rings again. But when she sees her sister heading for the door, she mutters, “I’ll go. Please, God, let it not be Ryan.” When she gets to the front door, she peers out through the sidelights.

			“Urgh,” she says. “It’s the next-door neighbor. At least it’s not Mom.”
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			Meredith doesn’t mind that Lizzy has left to meet Ryan and she is left to clean up the house. It’s what she does, after all: takes care of things and cleans up other people’s messes. Other things she does? Not complain when she is living in London and comes home to be with her family, only to find her mother is not there. She’s learned not to complain about her mother. She learned from Nell not to flinch at her mother’s raging but to slip quietly out of the room as quickly as she could. Then she figured out on her own that, sometimes, bringing her mother a big glass of wine would calm her down. In the end, that was the difference between the three sisters. Nell would disappear. Meredith would try to please. And Lizzy would ignore it.

			When the house is finally back in order, including the cabinet in the kitchen fixed, Meredith sits on the side porch with a beer, one of the few left after Lizzy’s party. She puts her feet up on the ottoman, smiling as she sips and looks out at the treetops, enjoying this reunion with the peaceful view.

			You can’t see the water from the house, but you know it’s there; you can smell it. The light is different too. Whatever bad memories this house contains, it is still, it will always be, home.

			In the corner of the yard, hidden by the darkening sky, is the trampoline. Lizzy was the one who loved the trampoline the most, but Meredith would lie on it for hours with her friend Rachel, the two of them talking about everything under the sun. Every now and then Meredith’s mother would rap on the window to get them to jump, to exercise, but as soon as she disappeared they would flop back down on their bellies again.

			At the bottom of the hill is Longshore, where she learned to play tennis, badly. Where she went every day during summer in the hope that one of the pool lifeguards would notice her, that she might finally have a summer romance.

			She never did. They never noticed the chubby girl with the mousy hair and sweet smile, but that’s okay. She found her solace, her romance, the life she should have been living, in the pages of books. And now, at nineteen, she finally has a boyfriend. A fellow student at University College London, he is studying PPE (philosophy, politics, and economics) and she switched her major to study the same.

			She had originally thought about Goldsmiths or Central Saint Martins, wanting to do a degree in fine art, but her father hadn’t understood. “How will you make money from art?” he had asked, bemused. And so she had applied to a number of universities in the UK, choosing English as a general degree.

			She soon found she was doing less and less of the art she had always loved. There wasn’t the time. She was involved in the student union and had joined the bridge club. Which was where she met Gavin. They formed a team, and a friendship, which grew into a romance after he stammered that he wanted to take her to a film one night and perhaps for a bite to eat afterward.

			They went to the Everyman in Hampstead to see Good Will Hunting, and then to Maxwell’s for a burger and terrible fat, soggy French fries that were nothing like the French fries she was used to in America.

			She found Gavin very nice, if a little odd. He had a mop of black curly hair, and tortoiseshell glasses, plus a nervous tic of clearing his throat, which she found endearing and sweet. His trousers were always a little short, and his socks a glistening white. He wasn’t exactly the romantic hero she had pictured herself with, after all those years of losing herself in the pages of hundreds of novels, and she wasn’t exactly attracted to him, but he really, really liked her, and she liked him enough to give it a go.

			What she really liked, though, was having a boyfriend. She would insert it into every conversation. At the corner shop she would say, “Oh, and can I have some Polos for my boyfriend?” At the sandwich shop she would say, “I’ll have an egg salad with lettuce, tomato, and cucumber, and my boyfriend will have Coronation Chicken on a bap, please.” When strangers struck up conversations with her, she would casually insert “my boyfriend” as soon as she could, just in case the encounter ended quickly and she’d lose the chance to mention to the universe that someone loved her, that she was finally, finally enough.

			Being able to say she had a boyfriend, being able to insert the fact into conversation, transformed her in the eyes of the world. Or so she thought. No longer would they see her as a shy, overweight American girl who had never fit in. Now she was one of them! Whoever “them” might be.

			And it was very nice being adored. Gavin did adore her. He didn’t show he adored her with flowers and chocolates, but he did buy her a fancy set of cards for bridge, and he always paid when they went out for dinner, and he kissed her when she went back to his flat one night to watch a video.

			Meredith had been kissed by three boys before, but never as enthusiastically as Gavin. After that first kiss their relationship progressed and now they are sleeping together, but it isn’t quite what she expected either. She has yet to experience the elusive orgasm, and sex always seems to be over quickly, after a little bit of awkward thrusting in and out. But she does love the cuddling afterward, and Gavin is very good at cuddling.

			The problem is it’s hard to find a place to cuddle. He can’t come back to her place because she’s living with her grandparents in Hampstead. As a result, she and Gavin are spending more and more time at his slightly grungy flat off Goodge Street. Now that they are officially an item, her grandparents seem to be fine with her spending the night. Judging from their stories about her mother, whatever Meredith did was tame by comparison.

			Moving to London for university was the best thing she ever did. Moving away from her mother was the best thing she ever did. She misses her father and her sisters . . . well, Nell . . . but the strain of having to look after her mother and keep the peace was too much. However lovely it is to be home, she thinks, it is even lovelier to know that it’s temporary.

			Not that things are easy with her father. He has remarried, to a woman named Selena, who was initially very nice to all the girls, taking them for pedicures and manicures when they came to stay, taking them out for “girls’ lunches,” insisting they be flower girls at the wedding.

			And then Robert and Selena had a daughter, and the girls were swiftly sidelined, no longer welcomed, no longer part of this new family. They all tried, staying with their father’s new family for the holidays. But they couldn’t help noticing that Arianna, their half sister, received armfuls of gifts for Christmas, while they each got a small, single gift. Arianna’s bedroom was like a perfect fairy-princess palace, while they had to share the attic when they visited, sleeping in mismatched beds and stuffing their clothes in old drawers that didn’t quite close.

			Nell and Lizzy eventually stopped going. Meredith tried to go by herself, but Selena was so unwelcoming, so passive-aggressive in her sideways comments about “weight issues,” that Meredith realized her sisters were right: they were now unwelcome visitors in their father’s home. It wasn’t a position she enjoyed or wanted to repeat. So now, she talks to her father on the phone from time to time, and wishes he would be the father he was before Selena came along.

			Meredith sits up as a car growls into the driveway. An old Ford pickup truck from the 1950s, cherry red, with polished wood on the sides of the flatbed. There is only one person she knows who would drive a truck like that.

			Meredith gets up, smiling, as Nell emerges from the driver’s side, walking over to the passenger side to let out a towheaded boy.

			“Nell!” Meredith hustles over and hugs her sister, as the little boy stands by with a wide grin. Shyly he allows himself to be picked up and squeezed by his aunt.

			“Do you know who I am?” Meredith asks, surprised at the wave of love and affection that is sweeping over her as she holds this little boy she has only met a handful of times.

			“Aunt Meri,” he says, and she laughs in delight.

			“I am! Oh, it’s good to see you! You got so big! How old are you? Twelve? Thirteen?”

			He shakes his head solemnly, holding up four fingers of one hand.

			“Four? Well, my goodness. I thought you were much older. You are so grown-up!” She puts him down and looks at Nell, marveling at how little Nell has changed, how comforting it is to see her. Nell has always been comforting. Her solidity, her quiet confidence, her sense of purpose in the world have always been Meredith’s port in the storm of her mother’s volatility. Tears spring into her eyes as she looks at her sister, wishing she saw her more.

			“How’s the farm? How’s life? I can’t believe River!” The boy runs up the steps and lets himself into the house. “Look at him! He’s so grown-up.”

			“And independent,” Nell says. “Life on a farm. He’s mucking out stables and feeding chickens. I have taught him well.”

			The two women walk inside their mother’s home, now almost spotless thanks to Meredith’s day of cleaning. There are some things she couldn’t fix: the shattered glass of the coffee table, the red wine poured on the sofa, the broken chair leg. But there is a throw covering the wine stain, the glass has been removed, and the chair is now in the garage. There are only so many miracles Meredith was able to conjure up in the space of a day. She is in any case relieved that Nell doesn’t seem to notice anything amiss.

			“Do you hear from Lewis?” It is a sensitive subject, Meredith knows, and not one that has ever been easy for Nell to speak about.

			Nell and Lewis dated for a long time, all through senior year and then after he went to the University of Washington on a rowing scholarship and she went to the University of Vermont. In her sophomore year of college, she discovered she was pregnant. Six months pregnant. She had forgotten about her periods, had assumed the weight she was gaining was due to the amount of chocolate she had started eating. When the baby started kicking, she thought it was a muscle spasm.

			Lewis was devastated. The parents met to discuss what would happen, but Lewis’s parents were adamant: a baby was not going to ruin his rowing future. Lewis seemed overwhelmed. He loved Nell, he said, but things had been hard for a while—a long-distance relationship wasn’t what he wanted, he had realized, and a baby definitely wasn’t what he wanted. He did not want to keep the baby and said he thought adoption was clearly the only right solution to this dilemma.

			Not for Nell. She couldn’t, wouldn’t give her baby up. She dropped out of college, but she didn’t go back to her mother’s house. Rather, she found a home at the farm where she had worked with Mrs. Sussman. Lewis stayed in touch until River was six months old. Meredith knows Nell hasn’t heard from him since then, although his parents send a large check every Christmas.

			The farm saved her sister. The caretaker had recently left when Nell got in touch to ask if there might be a live-in position she could take.

			“I promise I won’t let the baby get in the way of my job,” she knew Nell said to Theodora Dorchester, the lovely old patrician owner, who was the third generation of her family on the farm.

			She knew Theodora told her sister that she had known her for years, that no one had a stronger work ethic than her and few knew the farm as well as her. She told Nell she had raised six boys there, each of whom turned out okay. “Except for Peter,” she muttered, shaking her head, refusing to talk about Peter. Nell could move in whenever she liked, she said. They were all used to babies around the place, even though it had been a while. Nell was already “part of the family.”

			Nell told Meredith that the old woman had been businesslike as she said it, but there had been a glimmer of a tear in her eye as she looked away. Meredith knew that Theodora had once told Nell that she had always wanted a daughter, and that Nell was just the kind of girl she would want her daughter to be. Meredith understood now that her moving in was as good for Theodora as it was for Nell, and for River.

			Seeing her now, Meredith knows for certain that her sister has found a place to belong. Nell is happy. Nell once told her that being a single mother is hard, but farm work is harder, and she loves doing both. Plus, there is a team of workers on the place who all love River, who take turns looking after him; plus, now that River has started preschool, it’s easier. Kindergarten is only a year away, and then Nell will have hours every day when she won’t have to worry about him at all.

			Nell opens the fridge and helps herself to a bottle of cranberry juice. “Want some?”

			Meredith nods as Nell gets the glasses, moving around the kitchen they both know so well. However much they both wanted to leave, it’s still home. “What about you? I heard you have a serious boyfriend!” Nell has always been the expert at diverting the conversation away from herself, thinks Meredith wryly. But she bites at the opportunity to talk about Gavin.

			“I don’t know how serious it is, but it’s nice. And I love being in London.”

			“So far away, you mean?” Nell smiles. “I get it.”

			“How is Mom at being a grandparent? Does River see her?”

			“Actually, she’s pretty good. She’s a much better grandparent than parent. He gets to see all the good stuff with none of the bad, or mad.”

			“Wow. I always hear people talk about how the worst parents can still make wonderful grandparents, but I never believed it.”

			Nell nods. “I know. I wouldn’t have believed it either. She’s still impossible, but not with River. She adores him unreservedly, and he adores her.”

			“It’s so weird to think of Mom as a grandmother. She doesn’t seem old enough.”

			“She isn’t, really,” says Nell. “I’m the one who screwed her up with a pregnancy at nineteen. Still, she won’t be called Grandma. She’s Ronron.”

			“As in ‘Da doo’?” Meredith starts to laugh.

			“Exactly!” Nell starts to laugh too as she sings the well-known chorus. “I suggested Gigi, but she says she knows far too many reluctant grandmothers called Gigi. Where is she anyway? Isn’t she supposed to be here?”

			“I thought so too. Especially since I haven’t seen her in months,” says Meredith, turning as they hear yet another car, then a car door. “Speak of the devil,” says Meredith as they both turn to see their mother swoop through the front door, scooping River up and covering him with kisses.

			“What a lovely surprise!” she declares. “My darling boy is here to welcome me home!” She walks into the kitchen and sees Meredith. “Oh, my goodness!” Her hands fly to her mouth. “Meredith! I completely forgot you were coming! Oh, my Lord! Two surprises in one day!” She gathers Meredith in her arms for a hug, then releases her, holding her at arm’s length. “You look like you’ve been eating well,” she says, in the same delighted tone, as Meredith feels her heart sink. She glances at Nell, who shakes her head and rolls her eyes. “London food clearly agrees with you.”

			Meredith says nothing. All she can hear in her head is her mother saying, You are still not good enough. You are not slim enough, pretty enough. I do not approve of the way you look, and I cannot love you looking the way you do. It is the same message Meredith has always gotten from her mother: You are not lovable.

			“Can one of you take my bags upstairs?” says Ronni, unaware of the impact of her words as she moves to the fridge for a bottle of wine. “Nell? Be a dear and open this wine for me.”

			“I’ll take the bag,” says Meredith, whose heart has plummeted, who is on the brink of tears. And once again, she wishes she had never come home.
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			For years and years River was the earliest of risers. When he was tiny, he would pad into her bedroom and stare at her, his nose inches from her face, until Nell opened her eyes, grinning always at the little face so close to hers. She would always jump out of bed to make him breakfast before setting him in front of a cartoon so she could get the farm organized, go through the daily routine of waking up the animals.

			Today she wakes up at her usual time of 5:15 a.m., the sun almost up outside her window, and she listens. Nothing. No footsteps on the stairs, no chinking of china as River pours cereal into a bowl, no faint cartoon fighting coming from the little room next to the kitchen where he watches TV.

			A teenager, she thinks. We are finally there. At fourteen he is now a morning sleeper, sometimes not rousing until she goes in to physically shake him. He is up all night, playing computer games, watching television, and then he sleeps the day away. It seems absurd for a boy brought up on a farm, brought up in an environment where everyone is up as soon as the roosters start crowing, but there it is. A teenager.

			Padding along the whitewashed bedroom floor she smells the fresh coffee from downstairs, throws open the curtains, and squints at the brightness, even though she can’t see much beyond the old stacked stone wall thanks to a slight morning fog. It happens from time to time in the summer, this gray chilly haze in the morning. But it almost always burns off to a bright, clear, hot day, revealing acres of lush green fields and trees.

			This farm is still the most beautiful place she has seen. The fact that she is able to live here still gives her a shiver of pleasure as she looks out the window every morning. Even on the days she can’t see much, she knows the old stacked stone wall is there, the split-rail fence beyond, meadows stretching farther back, the old red barns breaking up the landscape, lines of trees ending the view.

			Often she pauses to consider how peaceful her life is. There is no chaos, no drama. No one who works here has even the slightest whiff of volatility or emotional instability.

			Theodora Dorchester is old now, in her eighties. While other workers on the farm talk about her in the same terms as a loving and beneficent grandmother, Nell has always thought of her as more of a mother. Theodora is the mother Nell would have chosen, if she had ever been given a choice. She is wise, calm, loving, and consistent. These are qualities Nell has tried to embody for River, but first she has had to learn from Theodora.

			Nell is no longer simply the caretaker; she is the manager. She is the person to whom everyone turns for any decision. She is Theodora’s right-hand man, as the old woman is now too infirm to walk the farm in the way she once did.

			Even a year ago the two of them would walk the farm together in the afternoons, Nell pointing out any problems she saw, asking Theodora for advice. But Theodora is suddenly frail, and not recovering well from a fall that resulted in a broken hip a few months ago. Nell worries about her all the time, about how much longer she’ll be with them. Theodora is still sunny, though, always smiling, always delighted to welcome Nell into her bedroom in the main house to fill her in on all the details of the farm.

			Nell jumps into a quick, hot shower before pulling on jeans, clogs, and a T-shirt. She has never bothered with makeup or fancy hairstyles, instead pulling her long, sun-bleached hair into a tight ponytail, slipping her arms into a sweatshirt to ward off the cold.

			She doesn’t see what she looks like, her appearance never having been important to her. She is what would once have been called a classic beauty, although she has never thought so. Now thirty-three, Nell has slowly grown into her looks. Her features are strong and lovely. Her skin is dark from the sun, and tough, making her look older than her years, but her body is lean and strong.

			She is what you would call statuesque, although she is not yet fully comfortable in her skin, not yet completely at ease with who she is. The mystery to everyone who visits the farm is that she is still single.

			She must be lonely, they think. Surely a lovely young woman such as herself would want to meet someone. Every now and then someone will try to set her up, but Nell is too busy with the farm, too busy as the mother of a teenage boy, to go on any dates. On the rare occasions she has allowed herself to be introduced to someone, it is out of politeness rather than desire.

			And now, after all these years, Nell is used to being on her own, just her and River, the pair of them entirely self-sufficient. Granted, she was a child when she met Lewis Calder, but she was not a child when he left her, not a child when she realized that being in a relationship ran too great a risk of getting hurt. She didn’t need to go through that again. Her priority is River. And the farm.

			Nell downs the coffee before going outside to feed the chickens the vegetable scraps from yesterday and refresh their water. This was River’s job for years, before he morphed into the sleeping teenager, but she doesn’t mind. She likes the routine of going out there herself, hearing the chickens cluck with excitement as they hear her approach, all of them racing to the edge of their run to greet her, see what treats she might have for them today.

			On the way back to the house, she stops to wave to Theodora’s caregiver, who beckons her toward the porch.

			“You’re up so early!” says Nell, with a wave. “Did you catch the sunrise?” Carly shakes her head as Nell notices how tired she looks. “Are you okay?” She walks up the steps. “Is everything okay?”

			“It’s . . . I think we may be beginning the journey.” Carly’s voice is low. “She’s barely eating. I have made all her favorites, but she turns her head. She won’t have anything. She said if I saw you she wants to talk to you. Can you go and see her?”

			Nell nods, a lump in her throat. “I can’t go now, too many things to take care of, but I’ll come by late afternoon when I’ve got everything done. Thank you.” She walks off, whispering a prayer that when the time is right, Theodora’s journey will be peaceful and pain free.
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			The smell of the studio is enough to calm Meredith down. It’s why she keeps coming back, she tells herself. She loves the meditative quality of the quiet room that smells faintly of turpentine and linseed oil. There are old wooden easels placed around the studio and a naked model lying on a large wooden box in the middle of the room. She is perfectly still, staring vacantly into space, a pillow under her head, the soles of her feet dark with shaved pencil and charcoal dust.

			Meredith comes back because an art studio has always been the place she’s turned to for a sense of peace and calm. Growing up, she always had an art desk in her room, busied herself for hours, losing herself in shapes, colors, and swirls. Later, she took courses at the Silvermine School of Art, until she moved to London, when she put it aside for a few years. Now she has rediscovered her early love. She comes back because art has always been her escape. She is coming back here, to the Frognal Arts Center, because of that. Nothing to do with Nicholas, the art teacher, who may be the most perfect man Meredith has ever laid eyes on.

			She has been coming for two years. Her painting skills have improved dramatically, as has her appearance, both of which are largely due to Nicholas. For the first year, Meredith was invisible. She’d arrived at college pudgy, and the freshman fifteen she gained at university soon became thirty, then forty, and her own veil of shame, her mother’s voice echoing in her ears, would keep her quietly at the back of the class, hiding behind her easel. Very occasionally Nicholas would lay a hand on her shoulder or say something to her, direct her pencil, and she would flush scarlet, her heart pounding as she stared straight ahead, wanting his hand to rest there forever, wanting him to move away so she could regain her equilibrium and pretend it had never happened. Pretend she wasn’t unable to breathe, let alone speak. She would sit and nod, hope that no one noticed.

			She would watch as Nicholas leaned down to whisper in the ears of the prettiest girls, the slimmest of girls, the girls who breathed confidence and coolness, who perched on stools with ease and moved through the studio as if they owned it. They were the ones who flirted with Nicholas and joined him after class for a boisterous, noisy night in the pub.

			It was rumored that sometimes they went home with him. Meredith never knew the details. She wasn’t invited to the pub. Whatever she knew was from watching silently, picking up snippets of conversation from disgruntled girls who were not on their teacher’s radar, or perhaps, no longer on their teacher’s radar.

			Meredith had never been on Nicholas’s radar. She left her flat every Wednesday evening and took the number 13 bus along the Finchley Road, crossing over to the arts center and making her way up the stone steps. Every week she chose her outfit carefully, put the tiniest bit of makeup on, blew out her hair, as her mother’s voice echoed in her head: You have such a pretty face; if only you’d lose some weight.

			She finally listened. After a year of being ignored and watching Nicholas flirt with the skinny, confident women in the tiny tight jeans with ripped knees and cool sneakers, Meredith decided that she wanted to change herself.

			She started a diet that didn’t call itself a diet, but instead a food program. Diets don’t work, they said; the only way to change your body is to change the way you eat. That’s the reality of life, they said.

			Three weighed and measured meals a day, they said. No carbs, no sugar, no alcohol. Teams of two, with weekly support meetings for the group, and daily chats with your team member. It was the easiest thing Meredith had ever done.

			Every week she would sit and listen to questions about how other people could possibly measure food in restaurants, how embarrassed they were, how difficult it was to eat out, and Meredith would look at them and think: Don’t go to restaurants. For her it was easy; she never went out anyway. Her idea of a good night had most often been a video from Blockbuster and Chinese takeaway. And perhaps a few chocolate bars picked up from the newsagent on the way home, because—English chocolate! Who could resist? Now it was just a video from Blockbuster and a huge bowl of salad with some oil-free grilled chicken breast, or salmon. And no chocolate.

			For a while she didn’t feel very different, aware only that her skirts were a little looser and her shirts stopped gaping between the buttons. Eventually, though, at her CPA firm, people started noticing her, and occasionally asking what she was doing, because she looked so good.

			Yesterday, she went shopping. All her clothes were swimming on her. It was time. She went to Warehouse, Top Shop, and Miss Selfridge. She spent very little, but emerged with an entirely new closet. She had work suits and shirts and floral skirts and pretty, summery tops. There were a couple of things she bought that she didn’t particularly like. A purple dress and a blue skirt. The sales assistant happened to show up when she was trying both of those, and was so effusive in her praise, Meredith didn’t want to offend her by not buying them.

			She came home and threw out the five pairs of leggings she has lived in for years, the Lycra stretched so tight it was shiny and worn. She put the purple dress and blue skirt aside. She will go back another day to return them and hope the sales assistant isn’t there.

			Today, for art class, she is wearing the jeans she bought, the first pair of jeans she has owned in years. She channeled Cecilia as she dressed, one of the skinny, beautiful girls from last year, a girl who drew all of Nicholas’s attention, a girl who, thankfully, has now moved to Norfolk.

			Faded jeans with artful rips up and down the legs. Meredith sat and looked at her legs, unable to believe they fit her. A white tank top with a large baggy shirt over it. The chunky gold handwrought pendant she has always worn, but removed from the fine gold chain and put on leather. She tried on the heels, but they looked ridiculous with the outfit. Cecilia could carry off towering heels, strappy sandals, and platforms for the Frognal Arts Center, but Meredith cannot. The suede espadrilles she bought would get ruined. Her old Adidas sneakers are fine. They never looked particularly good, or particularly cool, with her stretched, shiny leggings, but now, with the faded jeans and white shirt, they are the epitome of trendiness, the height of casual chic.

			Meredith spent hours that afternoon contemplating what to do with her hair. It is much like her mother’s, much to her despair. Ronni Sunshine is famous for her thick mane of blond hair, but the girls know it is really as fine and wispy as a baby’s. As a young woman she used weaves and falls and trickery, until the stress and strain of the weight of the added hair caused huge and permanent bald patches. Now, half of Ronni’s closet is filled with wigs.

			Meredith has the same lank hair, darker than her mother’s, more of a mouse brown, and not half as thick as she would like. She usually wears it in a somewhat pathetic ponytail, but on Saturday she went to the hairdresser for a trim and ended up with highlights. The hairdresser explained that bleach would give her hair a texture and body that it needed. The hairdresser was right.

			It looked breathtaking when the hairdresser was done. It looked full. And blond. And sexy. And completely unlike Meredith. She actually gasped when she looked in the mirror.

			“You know who you look just like?” said the hairdresser. “That actress. Ronni Sunshine. I swear, you could be her daughter.”

			“Really?” said Meredith, astounded and thrilled. She had never seen it before. No one had ever seen it before.

			For art class today, she wears her hair back in a ponytail, not scraped back, as she so often wears it, but loose, with white blond tendrils that fall around her face. She has come in late—the class has already started—and everyone is staring at the model, a girl named Rosie who is one of the regulars.

			Sally, who always takes the easel just in front of Meredith, looks up with a smile of greeting as she passes, freezing as she sees Meredith, her mouth falling open. “You look amazing,” she whispers. “I almost didn’t recognize you!”

			Meredith shrugs with a small smile as she takes her seat, opening her art box and taking out her pencils.

			She loses herself, as she always has, in the drawing. It is the stillest thing she has ever done. There are no thoughts, no concerns, no worries, just an intense focus on the naked body in front of her. Although the truth is her focus isn’t even on the naked body, but rather on the lines and shapes, the areas of light and dark that appear on her page.

			Her body relaxes as she draws, first mapping out the proportions: an oval for the head, a line across to indicate the shoulders, the concave curve of Rosie’s body, her legs extending across the block. She draws, and redraws. The left leg isn’t quite right. Look at the space between, she reminds herself; the negative space will help you get the body right.

			She shades and crosshatches, before reaching for her paintbrushes and ink. She has become more and more comfortable with mixed mediums. Pencil, charcoal, watercolor, and ink, together in one piece.

			This one will be monochromatic, she decides, diluting the black ink into a pale wash of gray as she sweeps it down the body. The sketching is quick, but this takes time, building the layers of ink just as she would with watercolor. It is good, she thinks, pausing to sit back slightly and really look. She doesn’t always think her work is good, and often she is too close to tell, but this, she knows, is good.

			A hand on her shoulder makes her jump. It has been so long since Nicholas has paid attention to her, she has quite forgotten this is what he does. But there he is, smiling down at her.

			He leans down so his head is level with hers, both of them looking at her picture. “This is lovely,” he murmurs, turning his head to look at her but not standing up, so his eyes, his lovely, soft, warm brown eyes, are only inches from her own.

			Meredith feels herself coloring. She doesn’t know whether to lean back, to clear her throat, or to look away, but she does none of those things. She merely turns scarlet, as she so often does, as she watches his eyes roam her face, her hair, her body.

			“You should come to the pub with us after class.” His voice is as quiet as a feather, brushing her cheek as he stands up and pads off, leaving Meredith’s cheeks finally able to go back to their pale, pale pink.

		

	
		
			eleven

			There is nothing in the world that Lizzy thinks she would not be able to achieve, should she set her mind to it. It is that fierce confidence that helps her to ignore the overgrown weeds and crumpled-up pieces of garbage that have blown to the edges of the yard as she grabs a can of beer from the fridge and takes it out to the back porch.

			Tom won’t come here, but that’s okay. His loft apartment in Soho is way nicer than here and she’s quite happy to stay there most of the time. She has no desire to be in Queens when she could be in Soho. She only rented this place because it was cheap, and available, and she knew she would barely be here. She’s come today because Tom is  busy looking for a new refrigerator on Restaurant Row, giving Lizzy an opportunity to grab some more clothes from her own place.

			She and Tom are both waiters at a crappy café downtown. His apartment is nicer only because his parents, who live in a duplex on the Upper East Side, believe their son should continue to live in the style to which he is accustomed. Lizzy is quite sure her father would happily pay for her to live in a loft—he would be horrified if she ever allowed him to see the squalor of the apartment she rents—but Lizzy wanted to have the New York experience, and part of that experience meant leaving the comfort of suburbia for grit and dirt and toughness. Also, her father’s wife, Selena, would probably stop him from giving her any money. She has stopped him from giving her anything else.

			She loves being a true New Yorker. It is irrelevant that she is now spending almost every night with Tom; she still gets to say she rents a shithole in Queens, should anyone ask.

			Her relationship with Tom is one born of shared circumstance rather than a great, enduring love. They bonded over the awfulness of everything at their job: the chef who didn’t really know how to cook, the frozen foods that were delivered on a regular basis. They grimaced together over the fact that they couldn’t accommodate any special requests—no dairy in the sauce, no bread crumbs on the chicken—because all the food was prepared in a factory far, far away. They commiserated over their shared horror that this was where they had landed, when they were both so passionate about food.

			Tom taught himself to cook by experimenting and watching the Food Channel. He isn’t quite as good as he thinks, and Lizzy sometimes winces when she sees his bizarre combinations. But he is very good at giving the appearance of someone who knows what he is doing. He can chiffonade herbs like a pro and knows all the little tricks, like not salting potatoes when you boil them, and crisping up soggy lettuce in iced water with lemon.

			Lizzy is a good cook. She is probably even better than she thinks she is, with a natural instinct for what works and what doesn’t—hence her wincing at Tom’s introduction of too many anchovies and sun-dried tomatoes to what should be a simple country meat loaf.

			She has the tiniest bit of training. Not enough to qualify her to work as even the lowliest of line cooks in New York City, but enough to know what she is doing. She managed three months at the Culinary Institute of America before getting bored, itching to get into the real world and make her mark.

			Now she is at the café with Tom, both of them dreaming of one day starting their own restaurant, working together, being the hot new chefs that everyone would be talking about. They don’t always have the same shifts, but the nights are always long and finish with barhopping: too much drink, too little sleep.

			Her phone rings. Tom.

			“Hey, you. Did you get your refrigerator?” She puts her feet on the railing and reaches for a Marlboro Red, inhaling deeply.

			“I did. And I met this really cool guy. Sean. He left New York a few years ago for San Francisco, and he’s just moved back. He’s got this great idea for some kind of pop-up supper club. I’m gonna meet him for a drink before my shift. Do you wanna come?”

			Lizzy pauses. She is supposed to be working, but talking about a pop-up supper club sounds far more exciting. They warned her that if she called in sick again they would let her go, but . . . fuck it. She inhales again, letting the smoke out in a long, steady stream. She is young and gorgeous. And honestly, she could probably get a waitress job anywhere she chose. If she chose. But helping run a pop-up supper club sounds like a much better option.

			•   •   •

			Lizzy’s hair is never down these days. It’s too hot, too sticky, too humid, and it’s easiest just to scrape it back in a bun. She has to wear it in a bun for work, but given the temperature in the city, it’s how she has worn it now for months anyway.

			Not tonight, though. Why not make an effort for Tom and Supper Club Sean? She decides to wash it and let it dry with its natural wave, spraying some product on to give it some body. Seeing herself in the mirror, she realizes she had forgotten how sexy it looks like this. She decides to add some peachy blush to her cheekbones, and shimmery gloss on her lips. She puts on the shortest of denim shorts, the skimpiest of white linen tops, and the chunkiest of sneakers—this is New York City after all. She’s certainly not going to wear heels.

			She looks good. Great. She knows this from the admiring glances of the men who pass her on the crowded street. Good. It’s nice to have made an effort, to have appreciative looks, to feel like a woman again. The grind and grit of restaurant life does not beautiful make. Tom will be surprised, pleasantly so, she thinks, lighting up another cigarette as she strides down the street.

			She sees Tom first, head down with the man who must be Sean, talking intently, the pair of them smoking as they sit at an outdoor table at the café where they’re meeting. His eyes light up when he sees her, and he waves, pulling a chair over and kissing her hello.

			“This is Lizzy,” he says to Sean, who stands up to take her hand.

			Whoa, she thinks, speechless for just a second. Those might be the bluest eyes I’ve ever seen. It isn’t just that they are blue, but that they are sparkling and alive and fun. And completely compelling.

			“Nice to meet you.” She regains her composure, sitting down and twining an arm through Tom’s for reassurance, to steady herself.

			“Lovely to meet you,” says Sean. “Tom has been telling me so many great things about you.”

			“Did he tell you I was gorgeous and talented?” Lizzy doesn’t mean to sound arrogant, just trying to make a joke, but Sean doesn’t smile.

			“He did. But he didn’t do you justice, clearly.”

			Tom frowns before letting out a laugh. “Hello? This is my girlfriend?”

			Sean breaks into an easy smile. “No need to worry. I’m married! I’m just messing with you. It’s great to meet you. What will you have to drink?”

			They skip over the small talk and are soon animatedly discussing the concept of the pop-up supper club. Tom is in paroxysms of delight, the prospect of cooking for people, of bypassing the ranks that would lead him to chef (if he were talented enough to become chef, which he doesn’t yet realize he is not), filling him with waves of enthusiasm.

			“I like it outside,” says Sean. “I think there is magic in a summer night, in strings of twinkling lights and lanterns hanging from trees.”

			“Outside like where? Central Park?”

			“No. Like rooftops. It’s a private supper club and we do it gonzo-style. We find a rooftop and show up with everything we need. Someone needs to be in the building so we have access to a kitchen, but we can bring tables, chairs, lights, and candles and set it up, almost like theater—create the night.”

			“I love it.” Lizzy is excited. “It is theater. One-night theater. We’re not just cooking for people, we’re giving them an experience.”

			“Yes!” Sean’s eyes are shining. “She gets it.” He turns to Tom. “She gets it.”

			“I get it too,” says Tom, even though his eyes aren’t shining. “So where do we start?”

			“We find the rooftop, then we price it out, then we find the people. We tell our friends, and they tell their friends. We start word of mouth. If the food is great, they’ll tell more people and it will grow.”

			“We could use my parents’ rooftop!” says Tom suddenly, excited by his own idea. “It’s perfect. It has trees, and it already has tables and chairs. We wouldn’t have to do anything.”

			“It already has everything?” Sean looks skeptical. “Where is it?”

			“Sixty-eighth and Park.”

			Sean suppresses a smile. “That’s not quite the vibe we’re looking for. It should be downtown, or the Village . . . not Upper East Side. Remember, gonzo-style. We’re creating crazy magic out of nothing rather than accessorizing what’s already there.”

			Tom is quiet. Embarrassed.

			“Does it have to be in the city?” asks Lizzy, slowly.

			Sean turns to her, interested. “Why? What are you thinking?”

			“My sister works on a farm in Easton, Connecticut. It’s about an hour and a half away, but it’s beautiful. We could do something in the apple orchard, and string your famous lights,” she says, pausing as Sean grins, “between the apple trees. We could cook with food from the farm. Not all of it, maybe, but fresh eggs, tomatoes—a simple summer menu that reflects what’s grown on the farm.”

			Sean sits back, gazing at Lizzy. “Oh, my fucking God,” he says. “I love it. It’s not what I was thinking at all—I was thinking of an urban experience—but if your sister has a farm, and we three could put a menu together and test it, see how we cook together, that would be the perfect test lab. And it sounds beautiful.”

			“It is beautiful.” Lizzy is almost wriggling with excitement. “Shall I call her now?”

			“Would you?”

			Lizzy picks up her Palm and scrolls the wheel to find Nell’s contact. Early evening means she is almost undoubtedly home, having dinner with River, or so Lizzy assumes. She doesn’t know because she barely sees her. The seven years between them has always felt like more. They weren’t close as children, and since then, she has come to think of Nell as more of an aunt than a sister, at least not a sister who has any understanding of, or interest in, Lizzy’s life.

			They do speak from time to time, and do get together for occasional family celebrations like their mother’s birthday (celebrated at the Four Seasons in New York, and a very lovely, if completely stiff and somewhat uncomfortable affair), Thanksgiving (although Lizzy got out of it last time by going to Tom’s family), and Christmas.

			Still. Nell is her big sister, and she does live on the farm, and she will see, immediately, what a wonderful idea this would be for everyone.

			“Nell? It’s Lizzy!” Lizzy pushes her chair back and walks away from the table. She has never been good at conducting phone conversations with other people around. She leans down and kisses Tom lightly on the lips, then waves at Sean as she mouths that she’ll be back in a few minutes.

			“Lizzy! This is a surprise. Is everything okay?” This is so like Nell, to skip all the niceties to get straight to the point.

			“It’s great. How’s River?”

			“Lounging around in a slightly hairy, smelly, grunting teenager kind of way.” They both laugh. “How’s life in New York?”

			“Smelly, grunting, not very hairy.” Lizzy leans against the building and gets out a cigarette. “And home. How’s Mom? I haven’t spoken to her for a while.”

			“She’s okay. The usual. Being dramatic about these dizzy spells she’s been having. I saw her last week and she was in bed.”

			“God, she’s still such a drama queen.”

			“I know. She says she’s getting these spells regularly.”

			“I suppose she’s diagnosed herself with something awful rather than go to a doctor?”

			Nell chuckles. “Not awful enough. She’s decided she has vertigo. Dr. Internet advised. Are you smoking?” There is disapproval in Nell’s voice as Lizzy inhales sharply then turns her head away from the phone to exhale.

			“Nah. Only heroin,” says Lizzy, which elicits only silence. “I’m kidding,” she says in a voice that comes out as surprisingly childish. She corrects herself mentally, determined not to regress like that just because she is talking to her oldest sister. “Listen, I wanted to ask you something. I’ve just met this amazing guy, Sean, who was a chef in San Francisco, and they’ve been doing pop-up private supper clubs over there, which he’s looking to do here.”

			Nell says nothing as Lizzy talks, explaining what it means, what their vision is, how she suddenly realized the farm would be the perfect place to try the idea out. She finishes, waiting for Nell to exclaim her shared delight, but there is only silence.

			“Well?” Lizzy has to prompt her. “What do you think?”

			“I don’t know,” says Nell. “I think in theory it’s an interesting idea, but it’s not something we can do on the farm right at the moment. I’m sorry, Lizzy. I can hear you’re excited, but everything’s upside down here. There are a lot of changes, and it’s just not the right time.”

			“But you wouldn’t have to do anything,” Lizzy bursts out. “We would take care of everything. We don’t even need to use food from the farm. If it’s easier, we can just borrow an orchard. Nell, we could even rent it from you if you wanted. We can set up a catering kitchen somewhere as long as we have power. I realize it might sound complicated, but I promise, you wouldn’t even know we were there.”

			There is a sigh on the other end of the phone. “Lizzy, I’m sorry, but no. I already told you. It’s not the right time. I’m not changing my mind.”

			Lizzy pauses, knowing she should hold herself in check, shouldn’t say the words that are filling her head, her mouth, her tongue, but she can’t. “You really are a bitch, aren’t you? What fucking difference would it make to you to let us use an orchard for a night? You’ve always fucking resented me, haven’t you . . . ?” And she stops. “Hello? Hello? Are you there? Are you fucking kidding me?” This last one is a shriek as Lizzy stomps around the corner and back to the table. “She hung up on me. Can you believe it? My own fucking sister.”

		

	
		
			twelve

			The bedroom was dark and hot. Nell had been saying for years that she ought to get the farmhouse air-conditioned, but Theodora always said the heat didn’t bother her. This wasn’t just heat, though; it was stifling, airless, and it smelled of old people, and sickness. It smelled of a life coming to an end.

			Theodora was lying back, propped against pillows, not wide awake, as Carly had told her downstairs, but fast asleep. Her chest heaved up and down, her breathing labored. Nell watched her sadly, marveling again at how frail Theodora had become, how tiny she now was, how pale.

			She sat in the old Windsor chair that was next to the bed and slipped her strong hand underneath Theodora’s frail one, as her eyes filled with tears.

			This happened sometimes, explained the doctor. At this age, a fall and a broken hip sometimes meant the beginning of a demise. There wasn’t anything to be done, other than to make Theodora as comfortable as possible. As long as she was eating and drinking, she would carry on.

			How long will it take, thought Nell, if she is no longer eating or drinking? Days? A week? She stroked Theodora’s hand, thinking about how much she loved her. This was the mother Nell should have had, but it didn’t matter, for Theodora was always more of a mother to her anyway. Nell wasn’t the kind of woman who needed motherly advice, who needed cossetting or coddling. But Theodora loved her in exactly the way Nell needed to be loved.

			Theodora had always looked at Nell as an equal. Even when she was seventeen. Theodora respected her, asked her advice, and listened when Nell gave it. She was always available when Nell sought her out. Theodora wasn’t a big talker, much like Nell. Their walks were often conducted in companionable silence, the two of them striding across the fields side by side, or riding the Cushman through the orchards.

			Theodora was always the same. Her moods were never changing; she was always cheerful, and she was direct. If she didn’t like how you were doing a job, she would tell you, in a matter-of-fact way that never caused offense. You knew where you were with Theodora. How unlike my mother, Nell had always thought. In many ways, Theodora was almost masculine. She ran the farm by herself and had to make tough decisions without worrying about what other people might think of it, of her. In doing so, of course, she was adored by everyone who worked there.

			None more so than Nell. One of the workers once joked that Nell had imprinted herself on Theodora, like an orphaned duckling. Nell had flushed bright red, although later she realized it was true. In the absence of a consistent, present, emotionally stable, unconditionally loving mother, she had chosen Theodora, without even realizing it.

			River, too, looked upon Theodora as a grandmother. She had raised him alongside Nell, with her no-nonsense approach and insistence that he be taught responsibility as soon as he was able to sit up. Theodora was the one who gave River jobs around the farm as soon as he could walk and talk; she was the one who taught him to read with flash cards, just as she had taught her own sons. Her boys were now all grown-up and far away, none of them with an interest in the farm.

			Nell blinked away the tears that were pooling. It’s life, she tried to tell herself. Theodora has had a good run, and she is old, and this is what happens. I cannot sit here and cry.

			She looked up and realized that Theodora was awake, and watching her. Nell squeezed her hand, then drew her own away, unused to intimacy. She’s embarrassed that she could not continue holding the hand of this woman she loves, this woman who would not be around much longer.

			Theodora smiled at her. “I have never said this to you, Nell, but you know I love you. You have been my daughter all these years.” The tears were back in Nell’s eyes, this time trickling down her cheeks. “You’ve been a better daughter to me than I could ever have wished for, and a better farmer than I have ever been.”

			“That’s not true,” said Nell.

			“It is true. You have the build of a farmer. You’re tall and strong. More than that, your instincts are perfect.” She smiles warmly, gazing at Nell. “I want you to know I’m ready to go. Not today”—she reached up, slowly, and patted Nell’s arm reassuringly—“but soon. And, Nell, I want you to know I’m leaving the farm to you.”

			Nell froze. She stared at Theodora, thinking she must have misheard.

			“None of the boys have ever been interested in the farm. They’re too busy making money, and the last time Jeffrey came up, all he kept talking about was the value of the land and how many subdividable plots there might be. I want this farm to stay a farm, and I want it to be yours.”

			“But . . . your children . . . Theodora. I can’t. It’s so kind of you, but . . .” She thought how shocked Theodora’s boys would be, how they would threaten lawsuits.

			“I told them long ago. They’ve all got insurance policies on me that will see them each right. It’s in my will, and everything has been drawn up. They’ve acquiesced to all of it. I meant to talk about it with you before, but then I had the fall, and . . .” She didn’t say anything else, just shrugged and closed her eyes.

			“I don’t know what to say.” Nell shook her head, then realized that without another word Theodora had once again fallen asleep.

			She walked downstairs in a daze. Carly was standing in the kitchen on the phone. Nell waved a good-bye to her that she may or may not have seen, then she walked down the porch steps. She stood for a minute staring out at the familiar and comforting landscape, breathing deeply and trying to still the ache in her heart. She looked around at this farm she had loved for the last sixteen years, this farm that had become her home. This farm that was about to be hers. She was in shock. Those meadows, with their cornflowers waving in the breeze, would be hers. The orchards, at the other end of the track, would be hers. The huge barns, used to store feed and equipment, hers. The cattle? Hers. The sheep? Hers. The chickens, hers. The farmhouse? All hers.

			Her phone started buzzing. She paused, at first not recognizing what it was. But then she took the phone from her pocket and saw that the call was from Lizzy. She hadn’t spoken to her sister in months. Something must be wrong. She answered and put the phone to her ear.

			Lizzy’s words came spilling out in a jumble, Nell hardly understanding any of what she was saying. Something about wanting the farm, pop-up dinners, cooking. She couldn’t do this right now. Whatever it was Lizzy wanted, she couldn’t do this at all, not with Theodora dying, not with having just begun to realize the weight of responsibility that was about to settle on her shoulders.

			She tried to say no gently, kindly, but Lizzy threw a shit fit, shouting and cursing. Not now, thought Nell, ending the call in her sister’s midshout.

			•   •   •

			The phone buzzes again and Nell shakes her head in tired disbelief. Her sister is the last person she wants to talk to right now, particularly her sister when angry. She looks at the screen and sees it isn’t her sister calling back but her mother. Her mother whom she rarely hears from unless she needs something. She presses accept.

			“Darling!” Her mother’s voice is jarring, the clipped English accent that has never softened despite spending her whole adult life in America, still as English as if she stepped off the Queen Mary yesterday. “I’m so glad I got you! I’m in New York but they’re holding a dress for me at Mitchells. Can you dash into Westport for me and pick it up?”

			Nell breathes a sigh of relief. “You’re not calling about Lizzy?”

			“Lizzy? Why would I be calling about Lizzy?”

			“I thought she may have called you just now. She just phoned to ask me something about the farm, and ended up screaming at me when I said no.”

			“The farm? What can Lizzy possibly want with the farm?”

			“I wasn’t really listening. I just had some . . . big news.”

			Nell waits for her mother to ask if she is okay, perhaps what the news is, to express some concern.

			“So can you?”

			“Can I what?”

			“Pick up the dress at Mitchells?”

			She knows she shouldn’t have expected anything else. “I don’t know, Mom. I’m in the middle of my working day at the farm. I don’t know if I can get away. Isn’t there someone else who can do it?”

			“The housekeeper’s gone home and she’s not returning my calls, and I’ve been feeling a bit nauseated so I’m going to lie down for a while. Please, Nellie. Try and do something for me. It’s not much to ask. You know I’ve been having these terrible dizzy spells lately, or I’d hop in a car and get it myself.”

			Nell refuses to take the bait. Her mother has a history of dizzy spells, or headaches, or backaches, a series of mystery ailments when she feels she isn’t getting quite enough attention.

			“It’s nothing to worry about, but I do think it’s getting worse. I just haven’t been quite myself. Dizzy and now nauseated, and a little weak in my feet. It’s very odd.”

			Nell frowns, now alert. “Weakness? I think it’s time you went to see a doctor.”

			“If it doesn’t go away in a couple of weeks, I will. I’m quite sure it’s because I’m dehydrated and it’s been so hot. I’m sure I’ll be fine, but, darling, would you get the dress?”

			“I’ll try. I just saw Theodora . . .” She doesn’t know why these words are coming out of her mouth, nor the ones that come after. Later that night she thinks she must have still been in shock. What other explanation can there be for her wanting to share news, good, bad, or otherwise, with her mother?

			“How is the old goat?” Theodora and Ronni have never liked each other. Neither has ever said it out loud, but on the rare occasions her mother has been to the farm, Theodora has been formal, and reserved. She knows Theodora does not approve of frippery, of drama, of manipulation—all qualities her mother personifies.

			“Dying,” says Nell.

			“I’m sorry.” Ronni has the grace to seem embarrassed. “I wouldn’t have been so flip about her if I’d known.”

			“She has had a wonderful life, but it looks like it will be over soon. And . . .” She pauses. “She has left the farm to me.”

			There is a long pause. “She what?”

			“She has left the farm to me. In her will. The farm is mine.”

			“How do you feel about that?”

			Nell tries to think. “I don’t know,” she says eventually. “I have no idea how I feel. I only found out a few minutes ago. I think I’m in shock.”

			“Well, that’s nice of her. I thought she had all those children. At least River won’t have to worry about his education now. What do you think the farm is worth? There are plenty of developers looking for land. I can talk to that lovely Jim. He’s a Realtor and he can give you a valuation.”

			Nell frowns as she holds the phone to her ear. “I’m not selling it. She’s leaving me the farm precisely because she wants it maintained as a farm. I just have to figure out how to have it make more money. I’m the farmer here. There’s no point being a farmer with no farm.” Nell resists the derisive laugh that threatens to punctuate her point. “Even if it isn’t yet making the money it needs to.”

			“But that’s ridiculous,” says her mother. “You’re thirty . . . thirty-five? Thirty . . . What are you?”

			“Thirty-three.” Nell again fights the urge to laugh in disbelief.

			“Thirty-three and a single mother of a teenage son. The last thing you need is to single-handedly shoulder the responsibility of a huge farm that’s in financial trouble. If you want to farm, sell it and buy yourself a small gentleman’s farm somewhere in Litchfield County. Not an ugly working farm with cattle and sheep and equipment and hundreds of workers. That’s far too much for someone like you.”

			Nell feels her jaw tense. “What does that mean? Someone like me?”

			“Nell, you’re a single mother. What hope can you possibly have of finding someone, of having a relationship, of finding happiness, when all you do is farm work? It’s bad enough that you’ve devoted your life to this farm, have given it the best years of your life, and now you want to take on even more? You can have your cake and eat it, but this farm is too much. Even for you.”

			Nell holds the phone away from her ear and shakes her head as she stares at it, with absolutely no idea what to say next. There is nothing to say. She walks over to a bucket of feed next to the driveway and drops the phone into it.

			Feeling better, she sets off, forgetting her mother, forgetting the dress at Mitchells, forgetting everything other than Theodora, and the farm.

		

	
		
			thirteen

			It was Tom who found the space for their pop-up supper club. Not his parents’ rooftop, but one belonging to a friend who had an apartment in Gramercy Park, with a rooftop no one used. They could do it there.

			The three of them met at the apartment and jumped in excitement at the rooftop—it was perfect. The fact that it had nothing whatsoever on it, no greenery, nothing, didn’t seem to phase Sean in the slightest. “We’ll bring it all in,” he said. “We’ll turn this place into a rooftop fairyland.” They immediately got busy organizing their opening night.

			Earlier this morning, the day of the first show, they arrived with borrowed tables and chairs. They hauled everything up in the service elevator, then carried it by hand up the last staircase to the roof.

			They brought poles to string lights on, and sandbags to hold the poles, but, looking at it now, Lizzy can see it isn’t really working. All the poles lean in different directions, the lights extremely precariously taped to each, all of it swaying with the wind.

			“We’ll just tell everyone to stay away from the poles,” says Tom, who, Lizzy knows, has never been more excited than he is now at the prospect of debuting his cooking skills to a paying public, and whose idea the poles and sandbags were in the first place. “It will be fine. Relax. It’s going to be great.”

			Lizzy doesn’t see how it is going to be fine, but Sean seems okay. He just shrugs as they go back downstairs to the apartment to cook.

			This supper club will be small. Sixteen people. Sean is doing a starter of burrata, peaches, and a basil-infused oil. Lizzy is making dessert, a caramel apple tart with vanilla thyme crème fraiche. Tom insisted on cooking the main course, curried braised lamb with a parsley, apricot, and pignoli stuffing; a wild mushroom and truffle quinoa; and anchovy cream.

			Friends have offered to be servers, and they’ve helped set up the long table that will seat all the guests. It isn’t quite the wonderland they had hoped. Lizzy thinks the table is pretty enough, with its checkered tablecloth and Mason jars of wildflowers, but it just sits in the middle of a big square gray concrete rooftop, surrounded by air-conditioning units. Maybe it will be better at night, she thinks. Hopes. Maybe the lights will stay up and the candles will cast a warm glow, and our guests will be transported.

			The kitchen in the apartment is tiny. Tom is in the narrow galley trying to dry rub his lamb and finely chop the pignoli and parsley for the stuffing. Lizzy is in the living room rolling out pastry on a marble slab that sits on top of a rickety old wooden table. Sean has gone out to grab the burrata fresh from the market.

			It is awkward, and exciting, and nerve-racking and squashed, to have to keep sliding past Tom to reach ingredients in the fridge, to figure out how to cook all the pies in the one tiny oven that also has to handle Tom’s lamb.

			Tom is confident. Lizzy stays in the living room, but every time she asks if she can help him in any way, he waves her away with an “I got this.” Every now and then Lizzy thinks about how they could have been on the farm in Easton, and she gnashes her teeth with fury remembering how Nell dismissed her so quickly.

			She hasn’t spoken to Nell since that fight. To make things worse, her mother then texted her that Nell was inheriting the farm. Even more of a fucking bitch, she decided. Screw her, and her stupid farm. But oh, my God, she kept saying to Tom, who does that? What kind of a sister actively hinders her younger sister’s career?

			Tom’s take on it is that Nell is jealous. “Look at her and look at you,” he said, insisting Lizzy bring up a family picture on her phone. “She looks like a guy with long blond hair. You’re gorgeous and fun and vibrant. She looks serious and dull.”

			Lizzy feels a pang of wanting to protect Nell. She is her sister, after all. And she isn’t like a guy with long hair; she is . . . gorgeous. Handsome, actually, if more masculine than Lizzy. And she isn’t really serious and dull. Maybe just quiet and a little detached.

			And not for a second does she believe Nell could be jealous of Lizzy. Nell isn’t jealous of anyone. Nell doesn’t really care about anyone, other than River, and certainly doesn’t care enough to compare herself to someone else and find herself wanting. That isn’t her style at all. The only things she cares about are River and the farm. And once upon a time Lewis Calder, but look how that turned out.

			Fuck her. Really, fuck her. Arranging some apple slices carefully, if a bit energetically, Lizzy vociferously agrees with everything Tom said, and piles on some more.

			•   •   •

			“It wasn’t a complete fucking disaster,” says Sean, lighting up two cigarettes and handing one to Lizzy, who takes a deep drag before knocking back the vodka and pouring them all another glass.

			Tom is sitting on the ledge, elbows balanced on his knees, head down and swaying slightly as he looks at the floor.

			“Just a partial fucking disaster,” Lizzy says. “Did we have to refund more than the two who created a stink?”

			“Only one more. Everyone else was very understanding. I didn’t bother asking them if they wanted to join our mailing list, though. Didn’t want to push it.” Sean meets Lizzy’s eye and grins. “Oh, come on”—he looks at Tom—“you have to laugh, Tom. Shit happens. We fucked up. You’ll get over it.”

			Tom sways, lifting his head to take the vodka and down it in one.

			“My food was shit,” he slurs. “It tasted like shit.”

			“It didn’t really taste like shit,” says Sean. “It was . . . interesting. The anchovies were just a little . . .”

			Tom groans. “I know anchovy brings out the taste in lamb. I didn’t know it was going to be so overpowering.”

			“And it wasn’t your fault the wind picked up.”

			“It was our fault for trying to have the lights,” Sean says. “If there had been no wind they definitely wouldn’t have smashed to the ground in a million pieces.”

			Lizzy tries, and fails, to suppress a smile.

			“Oh, fuck off,” says Tom. “You smug fuckers. Just because your food was good. I know, I know: everything that was wrong about this evening was my fault. I get it. You don’t have to rub it in. Jesus. I’m going.” He swigs back the refilled vodka and walks out.

			“Were we mean?” says Lizzy, who has a few seconds of thinking she probably should go after Tom, but decides not to. His food was terrible. Dreadful. It was an instant, glaring reminder that watching hours of the Food Network does not a talented chef make.

			“Are you kidding?” Sean snorts. “Neither of you have ever worked in a professional kitchen. I know Tom hasn’t. Not just because the food was shit, but the first thing you do is develop a skin as tough as leather. That lamb would have been thrown in the trash and he would have been fired. He’s lucky that people were polite enough to just move the food around the plate and not say anything.”

			“Other than the people who demanded their money back?”

			“The shit food combined with the wobbly poles and smashing lights was a bit too much for them. But it was a learning experience. Do you know what I learned tonight?”

			Lizzy winces. “That working with amateurs is a really bad idea?”

			“Only when they have no talent. But you, for one, are a great cook. That apple tart was fantastic. You saved the day. I think you and I should talk about doing this again. Properly. We’ll find a much better location than this. How about it?”

			“What do I say to Tom?”

			“I have no idea. But I’m not interested in Tom. I’m interested in you. And I think you and I could do something really cool together. What do you think?”

			Lizzy sighs. She knows he’s right, but it feels like a betrayal already. Tom is sweet and loving, and he doesn’t deserve the humiliation of tonight. He definitely doesn’t deserve to be further humiliated by being pushed out of the trio. “I don’t know. Maybe. I see what you’re saying, but I have to think about it. I better go and find Tom.”

			“Don’t wait too long.” Sean looks up at her. “Talented chefs are easy to find.”

			Oh, fuck off, she thinks, giving him a tight smile and a brief hug before walking out the door to find Tom and apologize, and try to help him feel a little bit better.

		

	
		
			fourteen

			It has been a couple of weeks since Meredith first joined her classmates and teacher at the pub. Tonight she is with them again, starting to feel as if she belongs in this busy, noisy pub. The regulars crowd around the bar, shouting to each other, to their friends who arrive. The art class has a regular table in the corner. Nicholas is well-known to the bartenders, as he walks in and waves before gathering his favored students around the table.

			He buys the first round. Meredith does not drink, but everyone is drinking, and a Diet Coke is so uncool. She will not order a Diet Coke. Sally orders a gin and tonic, so Meredith does the same.

			By the beginning of the third round, Meredith is pleasantly, delightfully, tipsy. In fact, she may have crossed the line from tipsy to being ever so slightly drunk, but she is having a glorious time.

			Nicholas is sitting opposite her, and although he is embroiled in a conversation with a couple of students on that side of the table, his eyes keep sliding back to Meredith.

			Three gin and tonics make her daring. She catches his gaze and stares back, for just a second or two longer than is altogether comfortable. A small smile plays upon his lips as he looks away. Meredith blushes at her daring, at how his attention, or perhaps the alcohol, gives her a confidence she would never otherwise have.

			Meredith is louder, funnier, brighter with his gaze on her. Come to my side of the table, she thinks. Come and sit next to me. If you like me you will come and sit next to me.

			It is not until the end of the night, when they have rung the bell and announced last call, that Nicholas answers her silent call. He sits on the bench next to her, so close she can feel his leg squeezed up against hers, feel the heat of his body through his jeans. She thinks about moving her leg, but there is a tremor running through her body, a tremor so delicious, she just wants to freeze this moment and enjoy it forever.

			He reaches forward to grab his pint. She looks at his arm. How old is he? she wonders. His skin is tanned, his arm slim, with pronounced veins, and hairs bleached by the sun. Now his hair is gray, but what must it have been when he was young? Light brown perhaps, or mouse brown.

			She can’t look at him. Flirting across the tabletop was safe. She didn’t have to talk to him, didn’t have to look at him. She knows those brown eyes very well, has watched them from afar for two years now. She knows the deep creases around his eyes when he smiles, the teeth that are ever so slightly crooked. To her shame, she knows his bottom very well, has watched him stride across the room more times than she can count. She knows his boots in winter, and his Birkenstocks in summer. Meredith hated Birkenstocks for more years than she can remember, until Nicholas turned up in them. Overnight they became the height of cool, and now, every time she sees a pair, she thinks of him.

			He looks like a rock star or a movie star, she has often thought. Like Keith Richards crossed with Sam Shepard or Bryan Adams. With the kind of lazy upper-class drawl she has always loved. She has no idea how old he is. Old. Older than her. In his forties, certainly, maybe fifty. No. Not fifty. But it doesn’t matter. He has a vibrance, an energy, a curiosity that allows you to see past the lines and crags on his face to his youthful core.

			“Someone told me you are American.” Meredith hears his voice and turns with a start. He is talking to her, clearly, for there is no one else on their side of the table, but he is not looking at her.

			“I am,” she says.

			“You don’t sound American.”

			“Ah. Well, I’m actually a hybrid. My mother is English and I came here for university.”

			“What happened to your accent?”

			“It seemed to fade once I was here. I lived with my grandparents and . . . I suppose I’m one of those people who picks up accents, wherever they are. I know when I go home I start to sound more American again.”

			“I’m so glad you don’t have a mid-Atlantic drawl,” says Nicholas, draining his glass and turning to look at her. “Are you ready?”

			“What for?”

			“We’re leaving.”

			“Oh.” She turns to see the three others who are still there, still sitting on the other side, deep in conversation, something about Klimt versus Schiele and who inspired them more. “We, as in . . . ?” She doesn’t finish the question, can’t quite believe two years of fantasies may be coming true tonight, in this way, quite so easily. Real life didn’t happen like this. Her life didn’t happen like this.

			Nicholas stands, says good-bye to the others, then takes her elbow as he leads her out of the pub. Again, when he touches her, Meredith feels a deep tingling through her body, and she’s light-headed as she follows him.

			“Where are we going?” she asks.

			“A bar in Chalk Farm. We can carry on drinking there. And talking. You are enormously talented, Meredith. I have no idea why you have kept your light hidden under a bushel. Your work today was unutterably beautiful. I am now”—he stops and turns to her, with eyebrow raised—“officially intrigued. I want to know who you are. I want to know”—he leans toward her, his head now inches from hers as his voice drops—“your stories.” He gives a wolfish grin before hailing a black cab. He turns to her as he opens the door. “Tonight seems as good a night as any to start.”

			Meredith flushes in pleasure, and a hint of fear. Her stories? Goodness! Her stories aren’t very interesting. Once a week she comes to an art class, which is probably the most interesting thing about her. Otherwise she works at a CPA firm, which is not something Nicholas would be interested in. Her stories? What the hell are her stories?

			“So, Meredith,” he says as he turns to her in the cab. “Start at the beginning.” His teeth glint as they pass the neon-lit shops, as Meredith relaxes. She may not have stories, but look who she is! Look at her family! There are enough stories about that to last for weeks. Meredith never discusses her family. No one at work knows who her mother is. No one knows she was raised in Los Angeles, then Connecticut. They don’t know, because knowing would change everything. She wouldn’t be allowed to continue living under the radar. They would see her differently, as if her mother’s fame had somehow brushed off on her.

			She could tell Nicholas, though. Perhaps he would find her more interesting if she did. She studies his face. Perhaps now.

			“I was born at Cedars-Sinai Hospital and spent the first few years of my life in Los Angeles with an actress mother and a businessman father, both busy working, being raised mostly by nannies . . .” As she speaks, Nicholas reaches an arm back and rests it on the seat behind her, casually playing with the loose tendrils of her hair.

			“What kind of nannies?” he asks, and Meredith smiles. What kind of an actress, is what she thought he would ask, leading to the inevitable.

			“The nice kind,” she says. “Some were from England, very strict, and others were Mexican, very loving and kind. We just didn’t have a lot of discipline.” She pauses, catching her breath as his fingers start to lightly trace the back of her neck, up and down, his touch so faint as to be almost imperceptible, were it not for her body quivering so in response.

			“Go on,” he says.

			“I have two sisters. Nell is older, and Lizzy is the baby.”

			“Are you close?” His fingers have moved to the front, lightly tracing her clavicle as she catches her breath.

			“We were when we were young, although we have drifted apart. My mother is very dramatic, very self-absorbed, and we all dealt with it differently. My older sister, Nell, withdrew. She is very quiet and introverted and serious. She has detached from all of us. Lizzy is the baby. She’s twenty-six and wild, and working as a waitress in New York. She’s an incredibly talented chef, but she’s not very focused. She’s never had to work very hard for anything, and I’m not sure she knows how.”

			“Does she want to be a chef?” His voice is as soft as his fingers tracing down her arm as if they are painting her in his mind.

			“What I think she really wants is recognition. She wants to be seen. Like our mother. She was drinking and drugging as a teen, but I think she has cleaned up. Lizzy is definitely the one most likely to get what she wants.”

			“What about you?” Now he traces the underside of a breast as she inhales sharply, her body on fire. “What is it that you want?” His voice is now a whisper as she turns to him in the back of the darkened cab.

			She doesn’t say anything, just looks at him, watches as his face moves closer, this face she has dreamed of for so long, as his lips finally brush against hers, so soft. He takes her top lip in his, as her head tilts and her tongue meets his, and her body threatens to melt into the seat.

			•   •   •

			Meredith cannot wipe the disbelieving smile off her face. Nicholas has fallen into a deep sleep, snoring lightly, rolled over to the side of the bed. Meredith lies back, smiling, the covers pulled up to cover her breasts (just in case he wakes up; she may have lost weight, but she is still self-conscious).

			She turns her head to look at Nicholas’s sleeping form in the dark, reaching out a hand and lightly brushing his hair. She gets to do this! She gets to touch him! To kiss him! To hold him!

			She got to do it earlier tonight, when they kissed their way up the stairs to his flat, when he turned the light on to a tiny room with empty wine bottles on the coffee table and newspapers and sketch papers strewn everywhere. He kicked a path to the unmade bed, threw her down, and unbuttoned her shirt, her jeans, pulled them off, pausing only to take off his own clothes.

			It wasn’t quite as romantic as Meredith’s dreams, nor quite as soft, teasing, anticipatory as the light tracing in the taxi. Nicholas was all business, grabbing her legs and thrusting them high in the air as he entered her, thrusting as he smiled through her legs, as if he ought to be congratulated for such prowess, for being able to thrust as well as he did, and for so long.

			Meredith, still enthralled by being able to actually touch Nicholas, to have him interested in her, to be having sex with him, doesn’t stop to consider what she has just gotten out of their encounter. But really she just feels the fact of it is enough! Why should it matter that she didn’t orgasm, that he wasn’t concerned with whether she did or not, that as soon as he had come, he gave her a peck on the lips then rolled off and went to sleep?

			She is lying in bed with Nicholas! She strokes his shoulder, his back, as he grunts and moves his arm to flick her off. Feeling sated, full, and completely happy, she snuggles down in the duvet, pushing it down only when she buries her nose in it and finds it doesn’t smell of lavender, like her own meticulously laundered sheets, but of unwashed bodies, and time. Still. Nicholas! She closes her eyes and drifts off to a happy, tipsy sleep.

			•   •   •

			“Darling? Darling!” Meredith is aware of a faraway voice. She opens her eyes to see Nicholas’s face inches from hers. Nicholas! Last night! It all comes flooding back as she sits up in shock.

			“You have to go,” he says. “I’m leaving for work and I have to lock up.”

			“Oh. Right. Of course.” Meredith clutches the duvet to her chest as she leans over the side of the bed to look for her underwear. No way in hell is she getting out from under these covers naked while he’s in the room.

			“I’ll get you some coffee in the kitchen,” he says, walking out as a wave of disappointment hits her. Where was his morning kiss? Where was the affection of last night’s cab ride home? They made love!

			Well, in the cold light of day, perhaps it’s fair to say it wasn’t quite making love, but they had sex, which is the most intimate thing you can do with someone. It’s certainly the most intimate thing Meredith can think of to do with someone, and not something she does on a regular basis. Nicholas is the fourth person she has slept with. At almost thirty years old. It’s not a fact of which she is particularly proud, but nor is she someone comfortable having sex unless it is meaningful. And serious. With someone with whom she is preferably in a committed relationship.

			Obviously, she isn’t in a committed relationship with Nicholas, but this is just the beginning. He’s a man of the world, so much older, this is clearly how things are done with someone like him, getting the sex out of the way on the first date, getting to know each other afterward.

			It wasn’t really a date, she thinks, as she scrambles into her underwear and yesterday’s clothes. More of a slightly drunken fuck after a night in the pub, but that’s okay. There is plenty of time for dates. He did want to take her to a bar last night, after all, before the kissing in the back of the cab got them so hot and heavy that when he suggested they go straight back to his place, it would have felt childish and churlish to refuse.

			She gets dressed and walks into the kitchen, recoiling ever so slightly at the flat. In the morning light, sober, she sees just how messy, and grimy, it is. What she can see of the wooden coffee table is marked by rings and stains. As is the carpet.

			Still. Nicholas! She walks into the kitchen, to find a mug of coffee there, Nicholas swigging his back.

			“Great!” He is clearly relieved that she is dressed. She waits to see if he will kiss her, put his arms around her, give her some indication that this is the beginning of something special, that it wasn’t just—oh, please no—a one-night stand.

			“Did you sleep well?” Meredith attempts small talk, hoping, still hoping, for a hand snaked around her waist, a nose buried in her hair, some affection, any kind of affection to help her push away the dawning realization that last night was a terrible mistake.

			“Yup. Not bad. Little too much alcohol last night.” He barely looks at her while he talks. “Ready?”

			“Sure.” Meredith puts the cup down and follows him out. She waits for him to lock the door, before clomping miserably down the stairs in front of him.

			“Right.” He stops once they get back outside and finally looks at her, standing directly in front of her and holding her arms. “Thank you for a lovely night, Meredith. We both clearly had much too much to drink.”

			He laughs and Meredith attempts a smile but finds her face merely twists into an odd kind of grimace.

			“See you in class,” he says, leaning over and pecking her on the cheek while squeezing her arms, before releasing her and walking off down the street without a backward glance.

			Meredith stands still as humiliation floods her. She has never had a one-night stand before, has never offered her body to anyone other than men with whom she felt completely safe, men who she knew loved her, or at least cared about her. A tear threatens to trickle out of her eye. Furiously blinking it away, she gets out her phone to check the time. Shit. On top of everything else she’s going to be late for work.

			She gets through the day, escaping every now and then to the loo for a quiet cry. It isn’t that Nicholas is so fantastic. If she really stops to think about last night, his flat was filthy, and the sex was pretty awful. It felt like hours of thrusting, there was no foreplay, and indeed he showed no concern for her at all. The duvet stank. He made really awful instant coffee this morning.

			But still. She would have liked to reach those conclusions on her own, and not be marched there because he had so clearly rejected her.

			And he did reject her. He didn’t even pretend he might be interested in seeing her again. He didn’t ask for her number, didn’t give any indication that this meant any more to him than a drunken mistake.

			Meredith has never been more humiliated in her life. Clearly she can’t go back to the class again. How could she ever face him? Not to mention the classmates who saw her leave with him. How could she watch him flirt with whatever new girl might strike his fancy, knowing what would happen, dreading that maybe she would be one who he would want to stick around. Unlike Meredith.

			Deciding that there is no way in hell she will set foot in the Frognal Arts Center again, for the rest of her life, makes her feel ever so slightly better. She’ll miss the classes, though; they were the one bright spot in her week. But she can find another class. She has no idea where, but she’ll travel farther afield and find somewhere fabulous. Maybe with a female teacher. Or at least one who is married. And faithful, not given to flirtations with the students.

			At lunch she goes to the sandwich shop around the corner from her office. She hasn’t been there for a long time, instead bringing her salads and protein in for lunch, or grabbing a salad from Pret on her way in. Today she waits in line at the sandwich shop that used to be her favorite, looking at the boards, trying to decide what she wants.

			What she wants is everything. She wants to stuff the loneliness, the humiliation, the disappointment, the shame, the sadness until she can’t feel it anymore. What can she stuff it with?

			She steps up to the counter and orders a turkey and Swiss with tomato, cucumber, and extra mayonnaise on a whole wheat roll. Without pausing she also asks for a bacon, lettuce, and tomato on a baguette with melted cheese. She adds some chips and four brownies too.

			Meredith eats the turkey and Swiss, chips, and a brownie in the park. On the bench outside the Gap she eats the bacon, lettuce, and tomato baguette, chips, and another brownie. On the way back to the office she buys a Double Decker and a Bounty and eats those in the loo. With another brownie.

			The rest of the day is spent in a sugar coma. She is so tired, she can barely keep her eyes open. Her boss comes out at three and gently asks if she’s feeling okay.

			“I think I’m coming down with something,” she lies. She may not be exhibiting flu symptoms, but emotionally, physically, and spiritually, she is definitely sick.

			She is sent home, where she crawls into bed and thinks about what else she can eat to stop her feeling anything. She watches old black-and-white films and sleeps. At six o’clock she wakes up hungry again. She can’t face going out, so phones the Chinese and orders spare ribs, seaweed, prawn crackers, and noodles. And four Diet Cokes. So they will think they are feeding four people.

			Meredith eats in bed, tasting nothing. The food is devoured as if she is starving, swallowed without being chewed, wolfed down as she tries to feel better, and if not better, numb. She drinks two of the Diet Cokes before running to the bathroom and throwing up. Seeing some of the food in the toilet bowl is the only relief she has had today. At least it wasn’t as bad as it could have been; at least some of the calories do not count.

			She hasn’t eaten like this for years. Since she lived in Westport, since she was a teenager and came downstairs ready to go out, only to see her mother shake her head sadly, almost imperceptibly, as she tried not to look at her daughter’s thighs. She hasn’t eaten like this since her mother slid the bread basket away from her and over to her sisters, with wide warning eyes to not let Meredith have any more bread.

			And what did Meredith always do when she felt alone, or unloved? Go to her room and pull out the Oreos from under the bed, the chip packets from the bottom drawer, the Peppermint Patties from her closet. Sugary, salty, crunchy, sweet, it was the only thing that made her feel better; the only thing that made her feel loved.

			When Meredith is finished, she brushes her teeth then gets rid of all the evidence. She buries the foil containers underneath the rest of the rubbish in the bin, sprays her sheets with lavender spray, changes into a clean T-shirt that doesn’t have noodles on it.

			She gets back into bed feeling bloated and ashamed. All these months her eating has been so good. All these months she has felt, and looked, so great. And now she has blown it in an epic way. I will start again tomorrow, she thinks, looking down at her bloated stomach, self-disgust roiling through her.

			Her phone rings, making her jump. She looks and sees it’s Nell. How strange. She never hears from Nell.

			“Hello?”

			“Hi, Meredith.”

			“How are you, Nell?”

			“I’m okay. How are you?”

			Meredith is about to say she’s okay, but she’s really not okay. She has spent the entire day awash in shame and making self-destructive choices.

			“I’m pretty shit, actually,” Meredith says, which in itself is unusual, for she does not swear. “I had a one-night stand last night with my art teacher, which was stupid not only because I was naïve enough to think he liked me and wanted to get involved with me, but also because I have now fucked myself as far as going back to art class, one of the only things in my life that makes me happy. I have spent the day eating enough food for ten people, and I’ve just thrown up. And I feel humiliated and stupid. I can’t believe I fell for this sleazy guy.” She stops, remembering that it is Nell on the other end of the phone, Nell who has never had any patience with painful relationships, her own or anyone else’s.

			There is silence on the other end of the phone.

			“Nell? Are you there?”

			“I’m here. I’m just listening.”

			“Do you have anything to say?”

			“What do you want me to say?”

			Meredith shakes her head in disgust. “It would be really nice to hear that you’re sorry, or that you feel my pain, or just a hint of sympathy. That’s what I want you to say.”

			“I am sorry,” says Nell. “Obviously, you’re my sister and I don’t want to hear you’re in pain. And the food thing isn’t the solution, as you know.”

			“Of course I fucking know!” Meredith bursts out. “Do you think it feels good to have eaten so much I just threw up?”

			“How much have you had to drink?”

			“Not enough.”

			“You know, why don’t we just talk tomorrow when you’re feeling better.”

			“You called me, Nell. I never hear from you. You must have something you want to talk to me about.”

			“It’s okay. It can wait until tomorrow.”

			“Just tell me. It’s fine.”

			“I was going to ask you if you’d look at some financial papers I’ve just received. It’s the farm. I haven’t got the money for a CPA and I thought maybe you could take a look and explain it to me.”

			Meredith pauses. It’s so like her sister, to brush over emotions, to not want to engage in anything uncomfortable, in any show of emotion, then to move on to business, anything else.

			Today is the first day she won’t play. She has suddenly had it with how much her whole family has always taken her for granted.

			“Nell?” she says. “Fuck off.” And she puts down the phone.
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			Derek reaches over and places a hand on her hand. She knows what this means. This is to stop her talking, stop her doing whatever she is about to do, so he can insert himself and choose for her.

			“My fiancée will have the steak, medium rare, with no potatoes and extra spinach, please. I’ll have the shepherd’s pie. And we’ll all have another bottle. Thank you.”

			He looks approvingly around the table, as Meredith sits back. She wouldn’t have ordered the steak. She quite fancied the chicken tonight, even though it did have a mushroom cream sauce, but really, how much harm would a mushroom cream sauce do?

			“We do have a wedding dress to get into,” Derek explains to the couple sitting opposite them. “I’m trying to help Meredith be as perfect as she can for the big day.”

			The wife, Tilly, looks at Meredith for a reaction. Meredith merely smiles and picks up her glass of wine.

			“You’re allowed to drink wine?” says Tilly, archly. Clearly she disapproves of Derek.

			“Do you know, I hadn’t checked.” Meredith realizes she is ever so slightly drunk. She is ever so slightly drunk quite a lot of the time these days, especially when she is forced to play wife at a client dinner like tonight. “Am I?” She turns to Derek. “Am I allowed to drink wine?” She stares at him as she takes a long, drawn-out sip, watching Derek arranging his features into a smile.

			“Of course you are,” he says, turning to his clients. “One has to have a little fun, after all.”

			Tilly doesn’t like Derek. Meredith can tell. The people who do like Derek are very much like him. Conservative. Stuffy. Overeducated and pompous. They are always pompous. His client, Richard, is pompous. Tilly, on the other hand, Richard’s wife, is suddenly seeming quite nice. Most people don’t realize quite how awful Derek is, thinks Meredith occasionally, swayed, as she once was, by his good looks. For he is good-looking, and those looks have opened doors, paved pathways, secured relationships. When Meredith is filled with doubt, she finds herself looking at his aquiline nose, his perfect teeth, reminding herself how lucky she is that someone who looks like Derek should even be interested in her.

			“Where are you getting married?” asks Tilly, as the men start chatting about Richard’s next tax return.

			“We’re getting married in a country church in Somerset that’s incredibly beautiful. Derek chose it.”

			“Lovely,” says Tilly. “And do I hear the faintest of American accents?” Meredith nods. “I thought so. Will your family be coming over?”

			“No.” She smiles. “My mother hasn’t been very well so it’s hard for her to travel right now, and I haven’t been close to my crazy sisters for years.”

			“Is your mother okay?”

			“I don’t speak to her that much. My mother is very dramatic, so it’s always hard to tell what’s real and what’s a cry for attention.”

			“So you don’t think she’s sick?”

			“I think a normal person would go to the doctor and get a prescription. My mother just has symptoms that send her to bed, so everyone can gather round and make a fuss of her.”

			“So she’s like the boy who cried wolf?”

			“Exactly.” Meredith rolls her eyes. “My mother is the quintessential boy who cried wolf.”

			“What about your sisters? I always wanted sisters. I can’t imagine having sisters and not speaking to them all day every day.”

			“You definitely wouldn’t if you had my sisters. You’d be diverting the phone calls at every opportunity. Not that either of them ever calls,” she adds, with a hint of sadness.

			“How many do you have?”

			“I am the middle of three.”

			“Ah.” Tilly sits back. “The people pleaser.”

			“Is that an observation or a classic middle-child trait?”

			Tilly pauses as Meredith sips more wine. “Both?” She lowers her voice. “So, marriage to Derek is the fulfillment of all your fantasies?”

			Meredith lets out a bark of laughter. “I wouldn’t say that.” She looks fondly at Derek. “He’s a good man. He loves me. He will make a wonderful husband.”

			“Do you love him?”

			Meredith turns to stare at Tilly. “Of course! I wouldn’t be marrying him if I didn’t. Do you love Richard?”

			Both of their voices are low, the women leaning close to each other across the table. They both turn their heads to be sure their men are deep in conversation.

			“No,” mouths Tilly. “I mostly hate him.”

			Meredith sits back, shocked.

			“I shouldn’t have said that. I’m just exhausted, and we’ve got six-month-old twins, and I feel like I’m doing everything. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean that. I hate him right now because I’ve been waking up all night long for what feels like months. The twins are horrible sleepers. I’m just tired.” She shakes her head and attempts to laugh it off. “What about you? Will you have children?”

			It was only a matter of time before this question was asked. It’s only a matter of time before this question is ever asked. As soon as people know the details of the wedding, and the dress, they ask about children. There is usually a slight reticence in their voices, for Meredith, at thirty-eight, is well past her prime, but when she tries telling them those days are over, everyone assures her they have a friend who had a baby at forty-five, forty-six, forty-seven. She has plenty of time, they say.

			It doesn’t occur to anyone that Meredith might be relieved the baby factory is almost closed, that there is a reason she smiles and changes the subject whenever it comes up.

			Long, long ago, well before Derek, before anyone, when Meredith was only a child, she remembers telling her best friend that she was never going to have children. She told anyone who would listen she would never have children. While her friends nodded solemnly when they were young, as she got older people started telling her that she’d change her mind, that she just wasn’t ready, that she should wait until she got older, then she’d want children. She learned to keep quiet and not say anything at all.

			Now she shakes her head with a light laugh.

			“The only baby I have time for is my fur baby. Butch. He’s a mini schnauzer and the true love of my life. Don’t tell Derek.”

			“Butch will be a perfect space saver for the real thing,” says Tilly, as Meredith smiles and says nothing. She is still in baby mode, this younger woman. As much as her twins are exhausting her, she would never be able to understand someone saying they were absolutely clear that they didn’t want children.

			The last time she remembers telling someone she didn’t want to have children, it was during one of her early dates with Derek.

			She admired Derek very much by the time he asked her out on a date. Certainly she found him spectacularly handsome. Everybody did. At least that’s what she now tells herself on a fairly regular basis. She didn’t truly like him when she joined the CPA firm where he worked. But then he made a concerted play for her, and the simple fact that he liked her as much as he appeared to was like catnip for a people pleaser like Meredith, a people pleaser with a low sense of self-worth, who couldn’t believe someone that handsome would notice her.

			He would knock on the door to her office on some inane pretext, then come and sit by her desk and chat away about all kinds of things. Meredith sat and listened, flattered that a junior partner would take so much interest in her.

			Meredith hadn’t had a proper relationship in years. She once thought that one day she might have made enough money as a CPA to give it up and do something creative. But she never went to another art class after her one-night stand with the art teacher, and that dream slowly faded to a vague thought once every couple of years.

			She stopped fighting the dullness of accounting. She followed the rules of what the women in her office wore: twinsets and pearls, sensible heels, pastel dresses in summer with nipped-in waists and white tights. She forgot she had once expressed horror at white tights and began to wear them, with closed-toe pumps (even Meredith wasn’t silly enough to wear white tights with open-toed sandals, although plenty of women at her office did).

			Mostly, she is happy with her life. She still wishes she were prettier, thinner, more, somehow, but she is okay. When Derek asked her out to dinner, she said yes, flattered beyond measure that he had asked. And when the doubts set in, she reminds herself to remain flattered. If this was the life she was going to live, even if it wasn’t the life she once wanted, then Derek was surely exactly the sort of husband she should have.

			She is thirty-eight years old, after all. She was supposed to have been married and having children long ago. And so, when Derek flew her to New York for her birthday and got down on one knee in the Rainbow Room, how could she possibly say no?

			Derek’s looks hide the fact that he is, or can be, patronizing and superior. She feels guilty even thinking that. Far easier for her to focus on his good qualities, even if sometimes it is quite hard to think what they are. He is . . . affable . . . and kind, surely? At least, he isn’t unkind. He is turning fifty, and treats her like a princess, at least he did in the beginning, before they got engaged. He seemed unable to believe someone like Meredith would go out with him, let alone marry him. Attention and adoration were not something Meredith was used to.

			The experience with Nicholas, being treated as disposable, had put her off men for years. She hadn’t trusted anyone until Derek appeared, like a knight in shining armor, to restore her faith.

			If he is a little dull, surely that is a good thing. Where has excitement gotten her? It seems far safer to give her heart over to someone like Derek. Although there are times when she isn’t entirely sure she has given her heart to him, but perhaps it is safer this way. This is pragmatic, sensible. This is the stuff of which the strongest marriages are made, surely. Choosing your mate is so very much wiser than falling in love with someone who will undoubtedly break your heart.

			Everyone at work gets on with Derek. Everyone seems to laugh at his jokes and clamor for his attention, although he is partner. There is that. Would they find him quite so amusing if he didn’t sign off on their paychecks every week? Certainly she doesn’t always find him amusing. Or even likable.

			Her family doesn’t like him, which partly explains why their relationship has become so strained. Lizzy has never been known to hide her feelings. He met them all when they went to New York and their mother insisted they meet up for a family dinner.

			Lizzy got them into Jean-Georges, last minute. No one can get a reservation, but Lizzy has become quite the supper club maven. People travel from all over for her pop-up supper clubs; her name is well-known in the tri-state area. Restaurants that are booked for months magically find a table for Lizzy at a reasonable time.

			Lizzy was there when they arrived, Nell sailing in late with their mother. Lizzy was as manic as ever, ordering wine, chattering away with the waiters, some of whom she seemed to know. Nell was watching quietly from the sidelines. Ronni attempted to charm Derek, but Meredith could see instantly that they came from different worlds, that her dramatic, overbearing mother saw her boyfriend from the suburbs and disapproved.

			Thankfully, Ronni wasn’t her usual biting self. She looked ill and she was walking with a cane after a fall at home. And there was something wrong with her left hand, which must have been bruised in the fall. It was the first time Meredith thought there may have been something in her complaining. Meredith was starting to worry, was about to ask her mother what was really going on, when Derek excused himself to go to the bathroom.

			“You are joking, Meri, right?” Lizzy said, leaning over.

			“What are you talking about?” Meredith stared at her sister.

			“He’s just . . . I don’t even know how to say this. But really? For real? You’re planning on spending the rest of your life with that man?”

			Meredith instantly regretted having told her mother she thought this might be serious. Her mother had clearly passed on the news. Lizzy had put on an English accent when she asked her question, and did something with her mouth, with her teeth, that was very English, and very Derek, and shockingly accurate.

			Meredith stiffened. “Derek and I are serious, and we’re very happy together. I didn’t ask your opinion, Lizzy. If I wanted it, I would have asked, but I didn’t.”

			“Ouch!” said Lizzy. “You’re right. I’m sorry, Meri. It’s just . . . he’s such an . . . accountant.”

			“I’m an accountant,” said Meredith, the color rising in her cheeks, turning them the precise shade of raspberry she had always hated. “Why don’t you just learn to keep your mouth shut, Lizzy? You only ever open it to offend someone.”

			Lizzy’s eyes widened. “Oh, God, Meri, I’m sorry. I totally forgot! I swear. I just meant I thought maybe he was a bit . . . straight for you.”

			“When you say ‘straight,’ you mean boring?” Meredith happened to glance over at her mother then and saw she was trying not to laugh. “Forget this,” she said. “I’m not staying for this.”

			She started to walk out, only for Nell to come after her and apologize, remind her that Derek was still in the bathroom, and lead her back to the table so her mother and Lizzy could apologize as well. So she sat down even before Derek came back from the men’s room. She didn’t talk to her sister or her mother for the rest of the meal.

			The thing is, Derek probably is too straight for her, whatever that means. And he is boring. But not everyone can be interesting and he has so many other wonderful qualities. She is quite sure she will never find anyone as nice as Derek again, nor someone who loves her in the way he does. He cares enough about her to even order her dinner, stop her from making choices they both know she’ll regret in the morning.

			As for being boring, she has learned to nod in all the right places and look interested in what he’s saying even as she is thinking about how to redecorate the living room or what she should be making for dinner.

			Perhaps a bigger problem—although really, is it a problem or is it something that she actually prefers?—is the fact that Derek doesn’t really seem to see Meredith. Or hear her. Or listen to her. He has very clear views about who Meredith is and how she should dress (note the white tights) and what she wants (steak) and what she likes (spinach), and he refuses to consider the possibility that he might be wrong. If Meredith tries contradicting him, he laughs indulgently and pets her, stroking her arm or cheek as if she is a mischievous cat.

			Meredith has told him she feels she is too old for children, and that she has never wanted them anyway. She hasn’t told him the reason why. She hasn’t told him that she has always been terrified of being a mother, terrified of being the kind of mother her own mother was. She told him she just didn’t feel she had a maternal bone in her body.

			Derek surprised her with the mini schnauzer, partly, she suspected, to disprove her theory, to show her how capable she is of loving a small creature who is utterly dependent on her. But Meredith knows that dogs and babies are very different propositions, even if Derek doesn’t.

			The last time she mentioned she didn’t want to be a mother, he laughed and patronizingly said many women feel that way until their babies are placed in their arms. His eyes were all twinkly as he beamed at her, nodding, as if he understood something she did not, and it was the very first time she actually wanted to smack him. She doesn’t want children, and she knows she will not change her mind. She just isn’t sure how to help Derek hear her.

			She has wanted to smack him a few times since then. She is quite sure that isn’t a good thing. But Meredith, the good girl, the people pleaser, is on a path, and she has absolutely no idea how to get off. So she just keeps telling herself that Derek will surely make a wonderful husband—and he wants to marry her! He thinks she is special enough to marry her. No one else had even thought she was special enough to have a relationship with in years.

			Who is she to say no?

			Her phone vibrates suddenly, which is strange. She pulls it out of her bag to see who it is, and her mother’s name is on the screen. How odd. She hasn’t spoken to her mother, or in fact either of her sisters, since that disastrous trip when Lizzy called Derek boring.

			Her calling can’t be a good thing. She would only be calling if something were wrong. Meredith excuses herself from the table and walks quickly outside the restaurant to take the call, astonished that however detached she thinks she is, there is a sliver of anxiety in her heart.

		

	
		
			sixteen

			The sun is beating down as Lizzy stands with her clipboard, directing the men hauling hydrangea trees in huge square wooden pots onto the roof.

			“No, no!” she barks, rushing over. “Not there. I said five feet apart. And it’s not straight. See that? They need to be straight.” She sighs as the men bring back the dolly and slide it under the pot, move it as they keep looking at her, checking that it’s okay, nervous of her disapproval.

			“Okay. Good. Thank you. How many more do you have? Three?” The men nod as they shuffle back along the rooftop. “Great. I’ll stay until they’re all here to make sure they’re placed properly.” She slides a loose tendril of hair back and tucks it into her bun. At least today her hair is clean. These days she tends to wash it only once a week, if she is lucky, scraping it back and out of the way when she cooks and when, like tonight, she is running a supper club.

			The rooftop has been transformed from a blank slate with simple wooden decking to a lush, elegant wonderland. Huge Balinese daybeds now occupy one side of the terrace, with white cushions and piles of pillows that invite you to sit and lounge. Groupings of white furniture sit around low Indian coffee tables covered with lanterns and tea lights. Everywhere there is greenery, trees and shrubs that have been brought in for the occasion; afterward they will go back to the farm they have found just outside Tarrytown that rents them out.

			Tonight they are seating the guests at one huge table that snakes around the edges of the living room on the rooftop they have created with the furniture and accessories. They have covered the table in burlap, with Lizzy’s signature candles, all different heights and sizes, running down the middle. The chairs are bamboo, the linens a mixture of natural and white. On each person’s plate will go a small galvanized steel pot containing a starter salad, with white ramekins of ingredients the guest can add if he or she chooses: maple-chipotle-glazed pecans, cubes of golden fried halloumi cheese, caramelized onions, crispy lardons from a farm in Ridgefield. Everything served at Lizzy’s dinners is organic, grass fed, and as local as she can find.

			Some of the produce comes from her sister Nell’s farm. Not that Nell is involved, beyond giving Lizzy a good price. Lizzy invited her, frequently in the beginning, when she finally got the supper clubs right and knew she was onto something big. But Nell was always busy, always sent texts saying so sorry, maybe next time. Lizzy has stopped asking, but hasn’t stopped buying her lettuce, collard greens, tomatoes, and strawberries, not least because she has yet to find better.

			The men bring the rest of the plants up as Lizzy checks everything is in place. They always string fairy lights across the rooftops; it is part of her signature style. But now they have large poles with concrete bases and hooks at the top to hold the lights. Now the lights never come crashing down, instead creating a magical arbor over people’s heads and making them forget they are in New York City, imagining they are, perhaps, on a country farm. But now she notices the job hasn’t been finished properly.

			“Can someone secure these lights, please?” she shouts over her shoulder, to no one in particular, for there are plenty of workers milling around, each of whom really should have already done this. “Christ.” She shakes her head and mutters to herself as she tries to loop the string of lights over the hook, but it is too high and she can’t reach.

			A young man appears, takes the string of lights from her hand, and does it effortlessly, smiling at her. His eyes twinkle in his suntanned face, his thick, bushy, hipsterish beard setting off his blue eyes.

			“I hope this is okay to ask, but may I have your autograph for my girlfriend? She’s a huge fan. I mean, I am too. We’re both huge fans. She went to the Culinary Institute of America because of you, and she watches your show all the time.”

			“Thank you,” says Lizzy, who is still unused to dealing with people who treat her like a celebrity. “Of course. Do you have a pen? What’s her name?”

			She will never get used to this. She’s not a celebrity, she’s a chef, who happens to have made a huge success of the supper clubs and of creating gorgeous rooftop scenes for New Yorkers willing to pay almost five hundred dollars per person for a unique experience, and possibly one of the best meals they will ever eat.

			It helps that she was approached by the Food Network three years ago and offered a weekly show on garden parties. Initially she said no, it seemed like too much work, but they persisted, offering her a producer and team of researchers to put together the ideas for the shows. All she has to do, other than show up for filming, is approve, or veto. The first season were all her ideas, and the show was a huge hit. Her golden looks, her easy charm, the fact that she is Ronni Sunshine’s daughter made her an instant star.

			Now she is in discussion with one of the large chain stores about a line of Lizzy Sunshine products, all to do with entertaining. Her candles in their woven holders, signature linens with the frayed edges, uneven ceramic bowls and plates, her huge Dutch ovens, dark gray with copper handles, her bread boards and cheese domes and marble pastry slabs, will soon be coming to stores near you.

			She has a cookbook coming out next year. Never has she been busier, but she can’t forget the thing that made her, can’t stop cooking for the supper clubs, because now she’s as big a draw as the event; now people travel from all over the country to try her food and maybe, maybe, get a glimpse of Lizzy herself.

			Her assistant, Candy, taps her on the shoulder. “Sean is downstairs; he wants you to come and sample the main course.”

			“Thanks, Candy.” Lizzy smiles and squeezes Candy’s arm, no longer seeing the tattooed sleeves, the dyed jet-black hair, the piercings in her ears, her nose, her lips, and God only knows where else. Candy is the best assistant she has ever had.

			The elevator rumbles downstairs to the apartment where she and Sean are cooking, or, at least, overseeing the cooking. Every time she does this, she remembers their very first one, the tiny galley kitchen, three of them working their asses off to get the food ready with no help.

			Now they consider rooftops only if a large apartment with a professional-quality kitchen is part of the deal. There has to be room for the sous-chefs to cook, for them to plate, for the staff to get a family meal before the event.

			She walks into the apartment, into the kitchen, marveling at how amazing these kitchens are. Who said New York City apartments were small, she often thinks. This particular kitchen is ten times bigger than her own at home in Brooklyn. The equipment is always top of the line—La Cornue ranges, or Ilve, or Wolf. This one has Sub-Zero refrigerators that line an entire wall, a Nantucket farmhouse sink, and marble countertops that are as thick as an encyclopedia.

			Sean is stirring something by the stove. He’s in his chef pants, an apron tied around his waist, a thin, worn, white T-shirt showing off his dark tanned arms. He turns to see Lizzy approaching and goes back to stirring.

			“How’s the taste?” She checks there is no one around before snaking her arms around his waist and pressing her body into his, burying her nose in his T-shirt and inhaling his smell, amazed that the simple aroma of a man can drive her so wild.

			“It’s gorgeous. Here.” He takes a spoon and turns to face her, dipping it into her mouth, never taking his eyes from hers.

			“Mm-mm. That’s wonderful. That’s the perfect amount of butter. Well done.”

			“Speaking of wonderful,” he says, putting the spoon down, “you know it’s just you and me in the apartment right now. Everyone else is up on the roof.”

			Lizzy leans back against the island as Sean keeps advancing. “It is? How nice.”

			“You know what I’m thinking?”

			“I couldn’t possibly begin to imagine what you’re thinking.”

			“I’m thinking there’s a pantry around the corner that is bigger than my whole house, and I’m almost certain it hasn’t been . . . christened.”

			“Why, whatever do you mean? What are you suggesting?”

			Sean steps forward until his body is pressed to hers. He looks down at her, taking her hands and entwining his fingers with hers as her breathing deepens and her pupils dilate. He dips his head to meet her lips, but as soon as they brush hers, she pushes him back.

			“Not here,” she says quietly, her eyes glazed with lust. “Pantry.”

			He leads her to the room, which is ridiculously big, and moves her back against the spice jars, closing the door and taking her face in his hands as his tongue sweeps her lips. He pulls the hair band out of her hair and moves his fingers through it, gathering it up as he pulls her close.

			He pulls her T-shirt up, impatient, cups her breasts out of her bra, tonguing her nipples as she writhes against him and slides her hand under the waistband of his trousers. She pulls them down and opens her legs, pulling her panties off, kicking them out of the way as he pushes inside her, banging her back against the spice jars, but she doesn’t care. All she feels is him thrusting quickly, hard, inside her, his mouth seeking hers, his tongue, his cock, his fingers rubbing her, the excitement, the smell of him, his feel, his taste, and—oh! oh! I’m there! I’m there! And the wave of her orgasm crests and washes over her.

			She inhales sharply, quickly, repeatedly, moaning in a high-pitched quiver, as quiet as she can be, her legs trembling as Sean explodes inside her, as he collapses against her, pulling his head back to kiss her on the lips and smile into her eyes, just as her phone starts buzzing.

			“Who the fuck is that?” he whispers. “Talk about inopportune timing.”

			Lizzy reaches down for the phone and bites her lip. “Oh, shit,” she says. “It’s my husband.” She pushes him away, frowning at the screen as she reads the text. “Connor has a fever and he’s coming home from day camp. I have to get home. Shit, shit, shit.” She pulls down her T-shirt, finds her underpants on the other side of the pantry, and tucks herself in, makes herself neat again, scrapes her hair back into the tidy bun.

			“We’re not doing this again,” she says to Sean. “I mean it this time. I can’t do this again. I can’t stand the lying.”

			“Whatever you want,” says Sean, who has heard her say this many, many times before.

			“Shit,” says Lizzy again, grabbing her purse from the apartment. “Do I even have time to get to Brooklyn and back? What time is it?”

			“You’re good,” Sean says. “It’s noon. We’ve got it all covered. Everyone should be arriving any second, so as long as you’re here by four, we’re good.”

			“Thank you.” She looks at him, drinks him in, turns to go, then turns back and walks toward him. “Oh, fuck,” she says, as she drops her bag and puts her arms around his neck. “What the hell do you do to me?”

			“I don’t know,” he murmurs into her neck, “but whatever it is, it’s the same thing you do to me.”

		

	
		
			seventeen

			For months now Stephen has been dropping in to the Coffee Barn at Fieldstone Farm, pretending to be getting his daily coffee and having a quick read of the papers, when everyone in town knows he is there to admire Nell.

			Nell knows. She always knows when men are looking her up and down appreciatively, and she knows why—they admire her strength, her fearlessness, the fact that she runs the farm and has built it into a real business all by herself. She has turned the big barn by the road into the Coffee Barn, bringing in gourmet coffee from a small-batch roaster in northern Connecticut, with freshly baked goods and sandwiches every day. She doesn’t do full cooked breakfasts—they have the Olde Blue Bird Inn for that—but her scones and muffins are the best for miles, and her coffee is untouchable.

			The Coffee Barn quickly became the local hub to catch up on news, gossip, read the papers, and run into everyone you’ve ever met in town. The men would come early, on the way to their jobs, with young mothers and children dropping in before school. The men thought she was a “handsome woman.” She knew this because they would tell her so, ask her whether they could introduce her to a friend, in some cases invited her out themselves. She always said no. Raising her son and running the farm were full-time jobs; there was no time for a relationship.

			Stephen is a little different. He is, for starters, exceptionally tall. Nell is no slouch at five foot ten and a half, and while she’s certainly more comfortable with her height now than when she was in high school, the fact of Stephen’s height alone—he towers over her at six foot four—makes her feel little, and vulnerable. His height reminds her of Lewis Calder. Much about Stephen reminds her of Lewis Calder. He is big and brawny, with an easy smile and low expectations.

			She liked him the very first time he came in, felt him watching her as she moved about the room, collecting empty coffee cups, stopping to chat with the locals, grabbing a mop to clean up some spills on the floor.

			Nell had not had a date in years. She tried not to think about it too often; when she did she’d sometimes start to worry there might be something wrong with her because she just never missed having a man in her life. For years she buried herself in single-mom-dom, raising River, consumed by the work involved in having to be the mother, father, babysitter, farmer, coffee-shop owner, everything.

			People would often ask her where her parents lived, and when she said her father had moved to California a few years back, but her mother was in Westport, they would exclaim how lucky she was—what a help she must be!

			While she was a better grandmother than mother, Ronron could never be relied upon to pick up any slack. She was more a good-time grandmother: huge fun if she was in the mood and didn’t have any other plans, but she would never stop and cancel something she wanted to do for anyone else.

			Ronni is still shockingly self-absorbed. That is what Nell would say about her mother, if she was ever inclined to talk about her at all. But what would be the point? Nell isn’t the type of woman to moan and groan about her terrible childhood, the deficiencies of her own parents that have led to her leading a life alone.

			Nor does she need to punish her mother for it, unlike Lizzy, who tells everyone who will listen about what a narcissist her mother is, and Meredith, who is over the pond and far away, and never, almost never, comes home.

			Neither of her sisters is able to accept their mother with all her self-absorbed, dramatic flaws. They resent her for not being warm, interested, concerned—for not being maternal. Whereas Nell learned never to really expect anything from anyone, not since Lewis Calder left her high and dry with a baby in her belly. She finds life is generally easier when you operate this way. And as a result, she feels less angry at her mother than her sisters seem to be.

			Nell doesn’t really accept Ronni, but her proximity means she is the one to whom her mother turns when she needs something. Nell does a basic job of looking after her. She was the one who insisted, finally, on her mother going to a doctor. The falls were happening more and more, and the last time she had visited, she watched as a cup of hot tea fell out of her mother’s hand.

			Her mother has always, for years and years, complained steadily but then insisted that she was fine. Nell has long been in the habit of believing her, because of her mother’s legendary hypochondria and bids for attention. If there truly were something wrong, surely she would be milking it for everything she could get.

			And yet. So she insisted her mother go see a doctor. Afterward, Ronni did not report back immediately, as she normally would have done. When Nell did eventually see her, she had a limp and a cane. She said she was suffering from some motor neuron issues, which could be managed. She said she was changing her diet, cutting out all carbohydrates and sugar, trying to reduce inflammation. Hopefully, she said, she would be walking without a cane again soon.

			“Maybe River can come and spend some time with me,” her mother said. “When he has a break from grad school.”

			Nell stared at her. Her mother had always swooped in for the occasional visit with her grandson. She’d never suggested he come and stay with her.

			“Maybe the three of us could go on a vacation somewhere,” her mother went on, as Nell resisted the urge to gape at her with open mouth.

			Nell hasn’t had a vacation in years. She’s much too controlling to leave the farm in the hands of anyone else. Why on earth would her mother want to have a vacation with the three of them? Frankly, Nell can’t think of anything worse. Not to mention, what would she do on a vacation? Lie on a beach and deepen her already dark farmer’s tan? She shudders in horror. She has always been happiest working.

			She works hard. Raising her son, running the farm, ignoring vacations. She has been perfectly happy with her life, although as River grew older she would occasionally think of what it might be like to have someone around. But whenever that thought arose, she’d remind herself that she lived in a relatively small town, a town in which she pretty much knew everyone, and if she spent the rest of her life on her own, that would also be absolutely fine. There was more than enough to keep her busy.

			And then Stephen walked into the barn. Easy to be around, he hung out longer than the others, long after people had left the café otherwise empty. For some weeks now, she has been pouring herself a cup of coffee after the morning rush and sitting with him out on the porch, chatting easily.

			He ran a farm in Montana when he was young, and knows just what it is like to be a farmer, to grow crops, to raise animals. Nell has no livestock to speak of anymore, other than the kind of animals that would qualify as a petting zoo. Still. He knew what her life was like without her having to explain it, a fact that made her instantly comfortable with him.

			He is a single dad of two grown-up daughters. These past few weeks, Nell has found herself looking forward to her chats with him, happy every time he walks in. When they talk, she feels understood.

			She knew he would eventually ask her out, and determined, long before he did so, that she would say yes. They have now had three dinner dates, each of them lovely. He is old-fashioned and courteous, holding the door open, standing when she has to leave the table and when she comes back, walking around to her side of the car to open the door.

			And Nell, who is so self-sufficient, who has never seen much of a difference between men and women, who has more than proven herself in a man’s world, found herself first shocked by his politeness, then pleased. It made her feel like she had been transported into an old Cary Grant movie. Not that Stephen is anything like Cary Grant.

			She likes him very much, likes the way he thinks, the way he talks, likes how she feels around him. The only thing she isn’t sure about is her attraction to him. It should be there, but somehow it isn’t. At least, she doesn’t think it is.

			She doesn’t have too much experience, but she once knew passion, of course, many moons ago with Lewis Calder, when all he had to do was brush the back of her hand with his fingers and a surge of electricity would run through her body, leaving her breathless and gasping. It was so long ago. Perhaps that doesn’t happen to a woman in her forties, she thinks. Perhaps it is just me. Perhaps it is that there is no chemistry with Stephen.

			Everything else about Stephen is perfect. Tall, smart, funny, kind, and handsome enough. Not head turning, but neither, Nell has to admit, is she. Nor has she ever been the kind of woman who is particularly interested in what people look like.

			At their last dinner, when Stephen drove her back to the farm, she didn’t know whether or not to ask him in, worried that she would be leading him on, feeling stupid that she was worrying about such a thing at the ripe old age of forty-two.

			She didn’t invite him in, but he did get out of the car and walk her up the path to the front door, and he did, rather awkwardly, pull her to him on the porch. She laughed in an embarrassed fashion as his lips were suddenly planted on hers, and there she was kissing him, reaching around to feel the sheer breadth of his back as he bent his head. Curiously, when he pulled away, she felt nothing other than a vague embarrassment at making out on the porch.

			It wasn’t unpleasant, it just . . . was. It was fine. She quite liked being held; that she did have to admit. It had been a long time since she had been held in a man’s arms, which was really rather lovely. But the kiss itself? It didn’t really do anything for her, which started the old worry up again. Was it her? Was it him? Was she—and this was the thing she had always, always worried about—was she . . . frigid? Was it possible that Lewis Calder was the only man who had found—would find—the key to making her gasp in pleasure, tingle to her toes, shake with lust? And if she never found that feeling again, would that be bearable? Could she settle down with a lovely man like Stephen, who took her in his arms and made her feel safe? Could she sleep with him, lie beside him in bed every night, even if she didn’t feel anything at all when they touched?

			She mentally shakes herself every time these thoughts flutter in her mind. They have been out for dinner a few times, that is all. How ridiculous for her to be thinking long term, worrying about their life together, their future.

			And yet, there is something so compelling about him. Can you have one without the other? Can you have tremendous friendship, companionship, partnership, without passion? For years Nell has watched passion in other people’s relationships dissolve over time. Sometimes it dissolves to nothing, but sometimes it is worse. It becomes resentment and rage, loneliness and fear.

			But it does always seem to dissolve, and if that is necessarily the case, how important is it in the first place? She knows what other people would say. Lizzy would say that passion is compulsory in the beginning because even though it goes, as it has gone with her and James (and Lizzy is the first to admit this, even with James in the room; James just shrugs, knowing that trying to stop his wife from saying anything that’s on her mind would be an entirely futile exercise), there are still moments when you look at your spouse, or you smell him, or you see him walk into a room unexpectedly, looking handsome as hell, and your heart lifts and does a small flip, and you know it is still there, even if it’s mostly hidden. This, she would say, is the foundation on which every strong relationship is built.

			Meredith would not say that. Meredith would likely say absolutely nothing on the subject of passion, but Nell’s pretty certain that’s because there’s no passion whatsoever with Derek. Once you got past his pretty-boy looks, who could possibly feel passionate about Derek?

			At the dinner when they met, Nell found him humorless and patronizing and arrogant. And what on earth does he have to be arrogant about, other than the genetic blessing of his features, which, frankly, have nothing to do with him? She could add that he is also deeply petty and narrow-minded, but what would be the point. She is almost certain Meredith feels exactly the same way about him as she does. She can’t imagine what her sister is thinking, getting engaged to such a man, other than that Meredith must not see past his looks, or more likely, must think he is the best she can do.

			If Nell were closer to her, she would talk to her about it. But Meredith hasn’t really spoken to her or Lizzy since that awful last time they saw her, and Nell doesn’t want to risk alienating her altogether. Not that they could be further apart right now, a fact of which Nell is increasingly regretful. She wishes they were closer, she and her sisters. She understands that their lack of relationship is more to do with their family background, with none of them having a healthy notion of what family means. Nevertheless, she wishes they could all let the past go, forgive each other for whatever transgressions they might have made over the years, and be there for each other.

			Tonight Stephen has invited her to his house for dinner. She is worried it might be smart, fancy. Nell has no idea what to wear, but knows that following the kiss from the other night, tonight is almost certainly going to be the night that he invites her up to his bed. Maybe her feelings about that kiss will prove to be entirely wrong. Maybe she was just in the wrong headspace. Maybe tonight she will have a couple of glasses of wine, and that tingling will happen again, the tingling that used to happen all those years ago with Lewis Calder.

		

	
		
			eighteen

			Every time Lizzy approaches the small brownstone in their leafy Brooklyn neighborhood, she pauses as the waves of delight and disbelief wash over her. It’s not like she wasn’t brought up with everything she ever wanted—she is well aware her childhood was charmed, at least in terms of material possessions, the houses they lived in, the vacations they took. But none of it was hers.

			This charming little house is all hers, bought with a combination of savings, the TV deal, and the advances from both her cookbook and the line of products. She saw this house alone, while James was still working at his job in Manhattan and unable to get away to come see it. She tiptoed around the rooms, practically holding her breath, as the smile on her face grew wider and wider. It was unfathomable to her that they could afford a whole house, in a pretty neighborhood, with great restaurants and coffee shops on every corner and, even better, great schools.

			She walked through, noting that each floor had two square rooms that opened into each other. All the windows had old paneled shutters that could be closed, although the Realtor explained that she had sold many houses with similar shutters and no one ever used them. They were easy to remove, she said, which was what everyone did.

			Not me, thought Lizzy. I will strip the layers and layers of old, thick paint off, find the lovely warm wood underneath, and admire them every day as I curl up on the old sofa we stumble upon at a thrift shop, covered with a suzani rug and Indian hand-blocked pillows, as I extend my toes into the soft bamboo throw on the sofa. Not me, she thought, as she walked downstairs to the basement kitchen and family room, both small and dark, knowing that the burgundy walls could be painted a sunny yellow or a cornflower blue and lights could be added and surely, surely those windows could be made larger, that back wall could maybe become glass . . .

			Upstairs there was a library, every wall filled with floor-to-ceiling bookshelves with many more books than the shelves could handle, and as she walked in, she saw that all the books were about food.

			“Whose house is this?” she whispered to herself, walking over to the desk and studying the papers that were lying on it, the piles on every surface. She gasped when she saw the name, a food writer she had obsessively followed for years. This is where she writes? Lizzy turned around reverentially to look at the house with fresh eyes. This is where she entertains? On this rickety table with mismatched chairs in the dark burgundy kitchen?

			It is meant to be, she announced to James, after she said good-bye to the Realtor and practically skipped to her car, clutching her phone with excitement as she called him. It is bashert, she said, invoking a Yiddish word she hadn’t thought of in years, not since she would sit on the knee of her lovely Jewish grandfather when they visited their grandparents in London when she was a young girl.

			“It’s what?” James was laughing at her ebullience.

			“It means it’s fate. This is supposed to be our house.”

			He went to see it that evening. And agreed. And still, every day when she comes home, a year later, she pauses and hugs herself. She still can’t believe it is theirs.

			James is standing in the living room with a huge pair of goggles on and a wand in each hand, earphones on his head. He is moving slowly, gingerly, every now and then shooting the trigger on a wand. Lizzy’s heart plummets. At least, she thinks to herself, with more than a small amount of derision, he isn’t watching porn. At least it’s the zombie game.

			“James!” she barks, knowing the only thing he can see right now is groups of zombies lurching toward him and his guns, probably the machine guns, at the ends of his virtual hands. She pulls the headphones off his ears as he turns, startled. “Where’s Connor? And what have we said about you not doing the virtual gaming when Connor is in the house?”

			“He’s sleeping.” He takes the headphones and goggles off and drops the wands, guiltily. “He’s fine. I just put him down.”

			“What do you mean, he’s fine? You texted me that he has a fever. Does he or does he not have a fever?”

			“He does, but it’s only ninety-nine point one. I thought I’d let him sleep it off.”

			“Does that even count as a fever?” She stares at him, but he shrugs. “Did you give him anything to bring it down?”

			“No. Should I?”

			“How else did he seem? Was he tired or lethargic, or complaining of anything else?”

			“He’s definitely tired.” James doesn’t meet her eyes.

			“What time did he go to bed last night?” She was out, the keynote speaker at a charity dinner in Midtown to raise money to help feed homeless children. It was a late night, although she is used to late nights. Once upon a time, before Connor, James would come with her everywhere. They were a couple. Lately they have been feeling like . . . colleagues. Colleagues that don’t particularly get on very well, who are forced together in the shared project of raising their son. And last night James was home with him.

			“Later than we thought.”

			She inwardly rolls her eyes at his euphemistic use of “we.” “What time? Nine? Ten?”

			James grimaces. “I think it was closer to eleven.”

			“Jesus, James. He’s five years old, and he had camp today. Of course he’s exhausted. How did you let him stay up so late? What were you thinking?”

			She is standing in the doorway, her purse still over her shoulder, her hands on her hips as she glares at him. James continues to shuffle around the room, putting the virtual reality stuff away, but ignoring, Lizzy now sees, the many empty bowls and cups that litter every surface.

			“Oh. My. God. Seriously? You haven’t put any of this stuff in the dishwasher? I can’t stand this, James. I am working my ass off to support you, and Connor, and I really don’t ask for much. I ask that you are a responsible parent to him, and that you keep the house clean and tidy when I can’t. And you don’t even do that. I don’t know what to say.”

			“I was busy. I know I was gaming when you came in, but earlier today I was working on a freelance project,” he mutters as he gathers the empty bowls.

			Lizzy knows, without taking a step closer, that all of them are from today, and all of them contain the last drops of Cap’n Crunch, Coco Pops, and Lucky Charms. If he has to feed himself, it’s all James eats. How ironic that his wife is a chef.

			“What freelance project? You’re always saying you’re working on a freelance project, but you never get anything commissioned. I don’t even believe you anymore.” Lizzy hates the accusatory tone coming out of her mouth, so reminiscent of her mother as to make her feel she stepped into a time warp, but she can’t stop. “It’s all bullshit. You’re full of nothing but bullshit.”

			James stops in his tracks and stares at her. “If you feel like that,” he says, “why are you even here? Why do we even carry on? What’s the point? You are the one who had an affair, so you don’t get to act so high and mighty. You want to leave? Leave. Why are we continuing with this farce of a marriage?”

			“It’s a very good question,” she spits out, turning on her heel and making her way upstairs. “I’ve been asking myself the same thing for months.”

			I should leave, she thinks, sitting on the end of Connor’s bed and stroking his back softly as he sleeps, the blackout blinds in his room down, his stuffed elephant trapped under his little arm.

			No, he should leave, is her next thought. I should have kicked him out years ago. It isn’t enough that we have a child together. Surely it does more harm to Connor than good to have two parents living in the same house who can’t stand each other. I don’t want Connor to grow up in a house filled with shouting and resentment and anger . . . like I did.

			What kind of a house would I want him to be raised in, she wonders, as Sean’s face moves into her mind. God, no. He’s not husband material. Look at his poor wife, at home with their four small children, with him gallivanting all over New York with . . . me.

			She shudders. She can’t think about Sean now. She did promise it was over, when James found out. That was a nightmare! She and Sean had gone downtown to buy some equipment, and afterward they went to a Starbucks to grab some coffee. They were sitting at the counter in the window, far away from everyone and everything they knew, safe, with their heads together, talking, murmuring, occasionally kissing. Sean had her fingers in his, both their elbows on the counter, when something made Lizzy turn her head. She still remembers she was smiling as she turned, as she saw her stricken husband outside. The smile wiped off her face as she jumped up and ran after him.

			There were tears that night, and in the days afterward. He moved into the spare room, although by that point his leaving the marital bed wasn’t so strange. They have had sex maybe a handful of times in the last four years, and none at all for the last two, each blaming parenthood, work, the stresses and strains of modern life.

			A few days later, with shaky voice, James said he recognized there had been problems in the relationship, but never thought she would have an affair. He would go into couples counseling with her if she promised to end it. He wanted her to promise she would never see Sean again.

			“I can’t do that,” said Lizzy, who was so racked with guilt she would have agreed to almost anything. “He’s my business partner. But I promise I will end our affair. It isn’t really an affair,” she then lied. “We just slept together a couple of times.”

			“How many?”

			“What?” She couldn’t believe James wanted to know.

			“How many times did you sleep with him?”

			“Seven,” she lied. It seemed like a credible number, not too few and not too many, and certainly nowhere near the hundreds of times they had snuck into bedrooms, closets, even toilets, for two years.

			Two years. Even she couldn’t believe it. She promised James it would stop and she believed she would keep her promise. She went to couples counseling, for a while, and told Sean it was over. And it was. For a while.

			Three months ago, she and Sean found themselves the last two left at the end of an event. They walked outside and, standing on a street corner, waiting for an Uber ride, he put a hand on her back and left it there, as a shiver ran through her whole body.

			Fuck it, she thought. I deserve to be appreciated, she thought. I deserve to know what it is to feel this again.

			She turned to him and kissed him, and they both forgot the Uber ride and ended up getting a hotel room.

			What do I do about James, she thinks, still sitting in the darkness, still stroking Connor’s back. She loved him so much in the beginning, all those years ago. She met him only a year after she and Sean went into business together. Those days her job was all consuming, and she felt like she worked twenty-four/seven without ever getting a break. James was an up-and-comer at an ad agency and came to one of their events, which his company was hosting for a client. He caught her eye immediately and then stayed after everyone else had left, after cleanup, and they ended up chatting all night. From the very first, he was so calm, like an oasis in the sea of her chaotic life. His calm calmed Lizzy down. He slowed her down. And he loved her. She would sometimes catch him gazing at her when she wasn’t looking, his eyes awash with love. Lizzy, impulsive, wild, mercurial Lizzy, felt her heart physically slow down when she was with him. And that made her feel grounded, safer with him than she had ever felt before.

			When did it all change? Not when Connor was born. James was amazing, left his full-time creative director job at an ad agency to freelance so he could be there with Connor while Lizzy built her career. James instinctively knew how to parent in a way Lizzy did not; he changed the diapers, got out of bed in the middle of the night when the baby cried, allowed Lizzy to sleep because the supper clubs were taking off.

			And now? He is still the present parent, but only just. She thinks of him playing his virtual reality games downstairs and clenches her jaw, just as her phone buzzes. It’s her mother. Oh, for God’s sake, she thinks. What now?

		

	
		
			nineteen

			Nell pulls out a plum-colored lipstick from her purse on the passenger seat and quickly slides it over her lips. She gazes at her reflection in the mirror, at how unlike herself she looks with lipstick, and with a sigh grabs a tissue, immediately wiping everything off. Makeup doesn’t suit her. Stephen has always known her natural and makeup free. Why she thought she had to look different tonight is beyond her. Nerves, she thinks, looking at his house and wondering if he knows she is sitting in the driveway, too jittery to come in.

			She has already done two drive-bys of Compo Beach, past the groups of people enjoying sunset cocktails with beach chairs and blankets and coolers filled with wine and snacks. So little has changed, she thinks. Her mother’s house is around the corner, but her mother is in bed with one of her dizzy spells. And she’s not here tonight to see her mother.

			Stephen told her he inherited his house from his parents when they died. For years he rented out the pretty 1930s cottage on a small private street right on the water, but last year he moved in himself. He says he doesn’t think he will stay. Developers have been leaving notes in his mailbox, desperate for his land, desperate to build a big new beach house, and there is only so long he can stave them off.

			He prefers the country, he told Nell. He recognizes how lovely living by the beach can be, but it is greenery, trees and fields, that stir his soul, not the sound of the ocean waves and the smell of the sea.

			Nell reties her hair in an elastic band, the smooth ponytail hanging down her back, and takes a deep breath. He must know she’s here. She has to go in. She pauses outside the car, smelling the salty air, jolted back to her childhood with the smell of seaweed and possibility.

			She is wearing old, comfortable boots with a low stacked heel, a long floral skirt, and a T-shirt. Nell, who lives in jeans, and old clothes and clogs and fleeces, feels alternately odd and pretty. And completely unlike herself.

			The air is different down here. Everything is different. She comes to the beach so rarely, each time she does she sees the changes. The houses she grew up in, Emily Sussman’s house out on Compo Mill Cove, the houses of their other high school friends, most are now gone, so many torn down for larger houses that spill onto the edges of their small lots, their yards protected by high fences.

			She and Emily spent their teenage years pool-jumping, sneaking into people’s yards for a late-night dip, running off screaming with laughter and adrenaline if the owner of the house happened to wake up and catch them. There were no fences. She knew everyone in this beach neighborhood. It was her home until she discovered Fieldstone Farm.

			Easton, less than twenty minutes away on a very good day, has always felt like living in the country to Nell. She knew what Stephen was talking about when he rhapsodized the fields and trees. Stephen’s house is clearly waiting for a developer to tear it down, she thinks. There is a huge maple tree in the front yard and dandelions sprinkled through the overgrown grass. The house is yellow, and charming, although Nell knows this kind of charm is no longer desirable. It is also tired, with its sagging roof and sloping windows.

			Clasping a bottle of wine, she finally goes up onto the porch, her skirt swishing around her legs as she strides. She opens the screen door and calls hello, walking in when there is no response. She is in a large room, sectioned off. There is a dining table and chairs on one side, sofas and a couple of chairs on the other, and a small kitchen at the front.

			But the view! She sets the bottle of wine down on the kitchen table and walks to the bank of windows at the back, her face alight with the glow of the setting sun, casting a vibrant orange and red light over everything in the room.

			“Just in time!” The sound of footsteps come down the stairs, and Stephen appears, leaning down and giving her a hug. “I was worried you’d miss it. I kept thinking I should have told you to come earlier.”

			“I’m glad I got here when I did. The view is incredible.” Nell looks around. “I had forgotten about the sunsets here. Actually, I’d forgotten about the beach. I so rarely come back to this neighborhood anymore, and it is lovely. This”—she gestures at the sunset—“is absolutely beautiful.”

			“I ordered it especially for you,” he says, smiling. “But the view is why the developers want it. And the land. They can squeeze at least six thousand square feet here, and have a pool.”

			“How can you think of selling it? It’s really something special.”

			“Thank you. Although as you know I do prefer being in the country, I do appreciate how special this place is. But it’s falling down, and I haven’t really got the funds to fix it up. It isn’t that I want to sell it, but that I may have to. There’s too much that needs doing. It hasn’t been touched since the fifties, and it’s now showing.”

			“Such a shame. I think it’s perfect,” says Nell, accepting the glass of wine he offers. “It reminds me of the Westport I grew up in. What work do you think you need to do?”

			“The windows are all completely rotten, as is the roof. The whole house needs shoring up. That’s the problem; it isn’t really worth putting any money into it because it’s only seen as a teardown. Any money I put into it, I would never see again. And I don’t mind so much. It’s perfect for me, but it’s not what anyone wants today. Formica worktops and avocado green bathroom suite? It’s getting to the point where I’m not even sure I could rent it.”

			“But you don’t want to rent it. You live here now.”

			“True. And I’m perfectly happy for the time being, and right now I can afford to live here. Everything works.” He chinks glasses as Nell follows him into the kitchen, where something delicious is simmering on an old electric stove.

			“You cook?”

			“Only on very special occasions.” He grins, taking off the lid so Nell can bend down and smell. “Corn chowder.”

			“My favorite!”

			“Who doesn’t love corn chowder? I’m throwing lobsters on the grill. I have coleslaw and rolls. Is that okay?” He looks worried, but Nell nods.

			What did she expect? That Stephen, Stephen who looks like he still belongs on a dude ranch in Montana, would serve up some fine, fancy French cuisine? Of course this is what he would make—good, solid home cooking, involving a barbecue and chowder. Exactly the kind of unpretentious food Nell loves.

			They take the wine outside to sit in Adirondack chairs on the small, pebbled beach and watch the sun slipping down past the edge of the water, the sky glowing pink and purple and orange, the rocks along the coast seeming to be on fire.

			“How could you ever have left?” Nell sinks back in the chair as the warmth of the wine spreads through her body. She thinks how utterly content she is in this moment, the water lapping at the rocks, the wine in her hand, a good man at her side.

			Yes, she thinks. I could get used to this.

			Stephen smiles over at her, clearly content to see her so peaceful. He has only ever seen her at the farm, where she is always busy, slightly distracted, or at dinner, where she is charming, but formal. Here, dressed in the skirt that shows the odd flash of a strong leg, she can see his admiration, and the pleasure he takes in her obvious pleasure.

			She closes her eyes before turning to him, questioningly.

			“I left because I wanted to explore the world.”

			“And did you?”

			“No.” He laughs. “I explored a few states. Had a few loves. Then decided to come home.”

			Nell heard about the loves before, over dinner. How he had been a serial monogamist, never marrying, but moving from one long-term relationship to another. He had often found himself with women he reluctantly described as “high maintenance,” which was why, he said, he liked Nell so much. She could take care of herself. She was independent. Not a needy bone in her body, he said.

			It was true, thought Nell. But sometimes she wished she needed more. Perhaps if she needed more she wouldn’t be quite so alone. She had River, of course, but he did exactly what he was supposed to do: he grew up and left for college, then grad school. Now it was just her.

			Unless someone should come along. Someone perhaps much like Stephen. He is different here, she realizes. More at ease in his skin than she has ever seen him.

			She finishes the glass of wine, then stands up, moves over to him, sinks slowly onto his lap as she slides her arms around his neck.

			That kiss the other night? The one that didn’t do anything for her? Surely now is the perfect opportunity to prove herself wrong.

			•   •   •

			The bedroom is dark, Stephen softly snoring beside her as Nell disentangles herself from his arms, careful not to wake him.

			She gathers her clothes noiselessly and pads downstairs, then quietly slips them on before gliding out the door, pulling the screen door softly behind her, and getting in the car. She drives slowly through the deserted streets, onto the Merritt Parkway, and on until she reaches the farm, lurching over the uneven gravel driveway and pulling up in the courtyard in front of the house.

			Even though it’s the middle of the night, the rooster wakes up and crows as she makes her way inside, and she croons to him as she often does, hearing some of the hens wake up and softly cluck before shifting and settling their way back to sleep on their perch. The air smells like hot summer nights, cicadas buzzing in the background, as Nell lets herself into her house, heavy with disappointment.

			She grabs a bottle of single malt and pours herself a glass, sinking onto the sofa with a deep sigh as she takes a large gulp.

			She liked Stephen so much. She wanted so much for him to be right, for them to have, if not something serious, at least some fun. But when she kissed him, out there on the grass overlooking the water, she felt nothing other than a little curiosity.

			And later, when she pulled him by the hand and led him upstairs to his own bedroom as he beamed with delight, she thought—hoped—that it was just the kissing that maybe didn’t work, and that everything would be fine once they slept together.

			And so they slept together. It was . . . fine. But fine was not what she wanted. She didn’t expect to feel what she felt all those years ago with Lewis Calder, that much she knew, but something. Was that too much to ask? That she should feel something?

			She worried that it was her, that there was something wrong with her, and now, after tonight, after this sweet, handsome, charming man elicited no response from her whatsoever, she knows it’s true. She’s frigid. That has to be it. What other explanation is there?

			The phone buzzes as she sits, and she pulls it out of her back pocket, dreading it will be Stephen, wondering where she went, so she grins delightedly when she sees it is River.

			“Prodigal son!” she says, a warmth in her voice that only ever emerges when talking to, or about, River.

			“Mother,” he says formally. “Did I wake you? Is it too late?”

			“Never too late to call your mother. And no. You didn’t wake me. I’m sitting downstairs drinking scotch.”

			“Alone? Should I be worried? Calling AA perhaps? Do we need to stage an intervention?”

			“Hardly.” Nell laughs. “This bottle has been here for about two years. It’s a rare treat and I am enjoying every sip.”

			“Sip, not gulp? Okay. I can relax. Anyway, I’m calling because we were thinking about coming home, Daisy and I.”

			Nell sits up, puts down her glass, a large smile on her face. “Really? When? I’d love to see you!”

			“We thought maybe next week? Daisy was supposed to be interning in a garden center for the summer, but there’s nothing to do—the woman gave her the job as a favor to her mom, so now we’re thinking we might do a road trip in August. We thought maybe we’d come and help out on the farm for July?”

			“Perfect! We always need extra hands during the summer and Cheryl wanted to take off, but I haven’t said yes because I didn’t think I could manage by myself. Oh, River! You have completely made my night!”

			“Also, would it be okay if Daisy’s mom came too? Daisy promised to spend at least part of the summer with her, so now that we’re not staying here, we thought maybe she could come with us. You’d really like her. And she bakes amazingly so she could totally help out with that too.”

			Nell doesn’t know what to say. She doesn’t particularly want someone she doesn’t know staying with her for the summer. She doesn’t really know Daisy, has only met her a couple of times, let alone her mother. But the girl seems sweet, and she adores River, and Nell will put up with pretty much anything if it means she can have River back home for a while.

			“If Cheryl’s not there maybe Daisy’s mom could stay in the caretaker’s cottage? I know you don’t want strangers in the house, although is it okay if Daisy and I stay with you?”

			“Of course,” says Nell, relaxing. It is true, she is a creature of habit and does not like sharing her space with strangers. Last year a woman in town tried to convince Nell to go on a meditation retreat with her. Nell was enthusiastic until she discovered she would be required to share a bedroom and bathroom with two other women. She politely declined. She is too old to share her space with people she does not know, too set in her ways to share her space even with people she does. Apart from River, who doesn’t count. And Daisy, who counts a little but gets away with it by association.

			“Does Daisy’s mom have a name?”

			“Greta.”

			“And does Greta know about this plan? Is she on board? Should I be calling her and introducing myself?”

			“We haven’t talked to her yet. We wanted to clear it with you first. But she’ll be fine with it. She’s very laid-back. I think you’ll really get along.”

			“Well, let’s hope so,” says Nell, instructing River to call his grandmother in the morning, as her screen suddenly lets her know her mother is on the other line. She has been avoiding her calls for days. Shaking her head, she realizes she’s going to have to take this one, if for nothing else but to get it out of the way, and she wonders why her mother might be calling so late. “I have to go,” she tells River. “Your grandmother is on the other line and it might be important. I love you, sweetie,” she says.

			“I love you too.”

		

	
		
			twenty

			Billy Hart shuffles on the doorstep as he waits, mentally going over his checklist. He definitely packed his tape recorder and notebook, his video camera, but did he pack spare batteries? He didn’t, but he’s pretty sure there are spare ones already in there. He has only ever once had a tape recorder break in midinterview, and resolved to always travel with a spare, but he never has.

			He looks around as he sniffs the fresh salty air, nervous suddenly at meeting an actress he has seen in countless movies, an actress he once saw in a play in New York, an actress he has admired his entire life. He waited at the stage door afterward for her autograph, when he was young and had just moved to New York, before he became jaded, before he decided he had to leave.

			Not being able to take the pace of New York City is what Billy tells everyone who wants to know why he left for Litchfield, Connecticut. A lifelong passion for living in the country, is what he says, and everyone who has been to Litchfield nods with understanding. “What a beautiful town,” they say. “I would love to live there too.”

			Some express surprise that someone who seems like such a city kid would leave for bucolic bliss. People assume that all documentary filmmakers/journalists need to be based in New York to make a living. His friends were astonished when he announced he was leaving. What would someone like him do in Litchfield? What stories could he possibly cover? What literary soirees did he think he would find up there?

			As it happens, there have been plenty of literary soirees. Not so much in the town of Litchfield, but the surrounding towns—Washington Depot, Roxbury, New Preston—are filled to bursting with refugees from the New York scene: writers, actors, movie directors. He isn’t nearly as stranded as people imagine. And the lovely thing about it is that he can dip in and out. He met someone at the library who introduced him to a major movie director in Washington, who invited him to a cocktail party, where everyone was interesting, and friendly, and he found himself inundated with invitations to what felt like a roving dinner party held at different people’s houses that went on for months.

			Sometimes he went, sometimes he didn’t. He loved being surrounded by interesting people, then waking up and looking out the window to the view of fields and a few cows. He loved that there was nothing in his town that ever reminded him of New York, where every step held memories of his ex-wife.

			It was painful enough that he had discovered Veronica had been having an affair with George Salisbury, the incredibly dashing literary agent and king of New York’s literary scene. But worse that it wasn’t, as he thought at the time, a flash in the pan. Veronica and Salisbury had just gotten married, a full page in the New York Times devoted to the joyful nuptials.

			Billy had tried very hard to avoid the Times that day, but, like picking a painful scab, in the end he just couldn’t resist. A huge photograph of Veronica and George kissing, with a lavish description of their country wedding. Billy read about the hay bales placed amusingly around the grounds of their farm in Millbrook on which the great and the good sat to watch them join hands in matrimony. He learned that tomato and goat cheese tarts were served, tomatoes from their large organic vegetable garden, walled in traditional English style so, laughed George, the goats couldn’t get in and eat everything. The goat cheese, naturally, was from their own goats.

			Billy examined the photographs with a keen eye. There were so many people at the wedding that he had once thought were his friends. The people who had phoned him up when they heard he and Veronica had split up, to tell him that they didn’t believe in taking sides, that they had very clear boundaries and would never talk about one with the other. None of them realized all Billy wanted to hear about was Veronica, however painful it might be to do so.

			He had believed them, had naïvely thought it would be possible to continue friendships, until he would hear that they had been to Veronica and George’s party. Or he would spy them in the corner of a gallery opening in Soho, laughing with Veronica and George (he left immediately). Or he would see them in the pages of the New York Times, clutching Tiffany crystal flutes of champagne while sitting on hay bales, beaming as Veronica and George faced each other with adoring looks as they clasped hands, about to be wed. And Billy would know he just wasn’t mature enough, or advanced enough, to ever see them again.

			He really had tried to be a grown-up about all of this. He tried to avoid the parties, make new friends. But he had only found himself growing more and more lonely in his new, somewhat sterile apartment in the East Village, an apartment he hadn’t ever wanted in the first place.

			Veronica had kept the apartment that had been theirs, the rent-stabilized apartment she had lived in for almost twenty years, an apartment Billy had lived in with her for the last seven, until he discovered her affair and had flounced out, imagining she would come running back within the month. She hadn’t. Instead, as things with George grew more serious, Veronica let the apartment go, moving into George’s famously beautiful brownstone in Chelsea.

			That fact alone made Billy angrier than he had even been when he found out about the affair. She let an eight-room classic prewar apartment, in a gorgeous, sought-after building, with a rent that was next to nothing go? He could have had the apartment. Well, he could have. She had in fact offered him the apartment out of guilt, but he didn’t want to allow that guilt to be assuaged, so he said no. But of course he had just been biting off his nose to spite his face.

			One weekend in January, he ended up in Litchfield, Connecticut, quite by chance. It was bitterly cold, and beautiful. He went up to stay with his old friend from school, Henry, who was living in an old barn on the outskirts of the village with his wife, Georgia, and their two kids. Everything about the weekend was idyllic. They wandered around town and stopped for hot chocolate at the Village, had dinner at the West Street Grill, where enough New Yorkers from surrounding towns were eating that Billy took one look around and thought, I could do this. I could live here. I have found my people. This is where I can finally get that book written.

			Billy had been making documentaries for years, and writing features for various magazines. He had long thought of writing the novel he had outlined numerous times in his head. He had made copious notes over the years, but had always seen himself living in the country to do it. The New York apartments, both the one in which he lived with Veronica and the one he rented afterward, never fit his fantasy, so the book never got written.

			But there he was, in the idyllic village of Litchfield, which was quiet enough but cultured enough to satisfy everything Billy needed in order to be able to write his book. It was, in short, the perfect fit.

			Henry and Georgia were of course delighted. Every time anyone came to stay they attempted to convince them of the charms of Litchfield, but they had never actually succeeded in tempting someone to move out before. And here they were with Billy, not just wandering around with a Realtor, but looking at houses!

			Billy fell in love with a house on North Street, but it was completely out of his price range. As someone who had rented in New York for years, he had presumed he was going to rent, but he couldn’t find anything he loved, until he was shown an old Dutch Gambrel on a pond, close to the village. It was both for sale and for rent, so he took a year-long lease, with a view to buying it once the year was up.

			He moved in this past March, and thus far he is still floating on the pink cloud of joy at his country fantasy being even better than the reality. No more squeezing into smart parties trying to butter up the various editors and writers from the New Yorker. No more nervous laughter with the people at Vanity Fair, hoping they’ll commission another piece! No more hobnobbing with the New York Times Magazine editors, seeing them at restaurants and pitching them on the fly because it might be the only opportunity he’ll ever get. Well, that’s not actually true, because he does run into many of the same people up here, but it’s less competitive. Everything about his life now is more relaxed.

			Billy isn’t making nearly as much money since he left these opportunities behind, but he doesn’t seem to need as much money up here. He has stepped away from the filmmaking to write more, although he still does some pieces for the magazines, with a column in one of the trendier gentlemen’s ones. They call it “A Broken Hart.” In the first several months he bravely wrote about the breakdown of his marriage, the pain and desolation of betrayal; of his wife leaving her iPhone behind when she went to a yoga class and the terrible push-pull of picking it up, knowing he wasn’t supposed to be looking at her texts, knowing that he had to, that even before he started reading he knew exactly what he would find, but that seeing it in black and white, glowing ominously from a small, heavy screen (it was small—they hadn’t yet brought out the iPhone 6 Plus), was still enough to make him throw up. He wrote about how he expected to have the huge fight they had, which led to him stomping out, and how his equal expectation that her guilt would send her after him, pleading, had been disappointed. He wrote about his first forays back into single life once he realized she was not going to come back, even though he had forgiven her, would have done anything to get her back. He wrote about how in New York he had decided the best way to get over an ex is to treat it like a hangover, and go for the hair-of-the-dog method. How finding someone with whom to practice was as easy as leaving the apartment, and within a month (after the first two months of lying around crying), he had slept with eight women, and all it had done was to make him feel emptier and lonelier and entirely hopeless about ever finding happiness again.

			He wrote about going to visit Henry and Georgia and finding a peace in Litchfield that had always eluded him in the city. He had been raised in Redding, Connecticut, which, while not the wilds of the countryside, was still rural enough that being in Litchfield made him feel at home, at peace, in ways he hadn’t even realized he missed.

			Every now and then he would get an e-mail or a phone call from one of his so-called friends, who he knew was no longer truly a friend because the person would ask him to stop writing about Veronica. The basic line was that Veronica was increasingly embarrassed by him, by his exposure of her, their life together, and did he realize he wasn’t hurting anyone as much as he was hurting himself.

			The first couple of times people called, or e-mailed, he went to great lengths to explain that hurting Veronica was the last thing on his mind, which was true. He wasn’t writing about Veronica to try to hurt her; he was writing about her because writing about things was the only way he knew to make the pain go away. He had never been good at expressing himself unless it was through his fingers or a video camera, where his rigorous honesty had earned him a loyal following and regular work. Even once he left New York.

			He had to write about what he had gone through in order to make sense of it, to understand it, and, finally, to move on. He started his novel then. It was vaguely autobiographical in the way so many first novels are. It featured a protagonist who had thought he was going to spend the rest of his life with the woman he considered his soul mate, until he came home early from his job as a publicist for a large publishing house to find his colleague—his boss, if we are to be specific—in bed with her.

			It was going well, this novel. He found that everything that had ever happened to him mixed together in his head as he wrote, flowing out through his fingers in ways that made his heart sing. His protagonist, Julius, was of course entirely based on Billy for the first three pages, but very quickly became his own man, a character who dictated to Billy just what he would do next.

			And Sophia, the soon-to-be ex-wife, was cold and heartless in a way Veronica never had been. She had red hair, as opposed to Veronica’s blond, and was altogether more calculating and cruel than the Veronica who had inspired her.

			I wonder what she will make of this, thought Billy from time to time, wondering if he ought to rewrite parts to make her less recognizable as Veronica to people they knew. But this was fiction, if drawn from a single circumstance in his life, and it was clear to him that Sophia, like Julius, was very much her own person.

			And quite frankly he no longer cared what Veronica thought. Not much.

			He continued freelancing, his filming equipment now safely stored in the basement. Everything was going along pretty well, and he was happier than he had once thought he ever would be again, when he found himself unable to sleep the other night, switched on the television, and was quickly riveted by a movie starring a young Ronni Sunshine. What had happened to Ronni Sunshine? he found himself wondering. He went online and found pictures of her at various galas, but nothing for the past year or so. And then he found a small item announcing they had recolored one of her earliest movies and would be reissuing it in the new year.

			Wasn’t it time, he thought to himself, for a big feature to be done on her? The rerelease of one of her classic movies would be a perfect hook, not to mention that one of her daughters was now a celebrity chef. Surely there was a story there. Maybe even a documentary.

			He found her agency’s website and sent an e-mail to her agent, introducing himself, saying that he was a huge fan of her work, wondering if she might be interested in a feature, possibly even a documentary. Why not?

			Billy hadn’t thought about making another film, but perhaps he could interview her—perhaps some combination of the two. With all the publications going online, it was entirely possible that he could write a feature and perhaps film some of it, interspersed with old clips from some of her classic movies. There might be a good audience for that, a good bit of money in it for him.

			Two days later, her agent e-mailed him back. She was interested, and would he go for lunch to her home so they might chat. Billy was stunned and delighted. He hadn’t expected such a quick response, and certainly not one inviting him to lunch at her home.

			And here he is, on the doorstep of her lovely home set back from a private road, high on a hill near the beach in Westport. Now he hears something behind the door, and then the door is opened by a small Filipina woman.

			“Hello, sir,” she says. “You must be Mr. Hart. Ms. Sunshine is on the porch waiting for you. I’ll take you there. Can I get you something to drink? Iced tea? A glass of wine?”

			“Iced tea would be lovely,” he says as he follows her through the foyer, eyeing everything as they walk, all of it potential fodder for an article, a film.

			Down steps into a living room, and then through onto the porch, where Ronni Sunshine sits on a sofa, glasses perched on the end of her nose as she stares at the screen of an iPhone. The Filipina woman gently takes the phone out of her hand and puts it on the table next to her, as Billy walks over, shocked at how different she looks in the flesh.

			He knows she is sixty-five, but she is still glamorous, exquisitely made-up with her thick, wonderful trademark blond hair. Her ankles are still slim and exquisite, her fingers loaded with large, chunky stones. But her face underneath the makeup is drawn, and she seems to be having problems with her left hand, for it lies limply in her lap as she uses her right to shake Billy’s. And the Filipina had seemed to take her iPhone—an odd thing in itself—with the kind of care and consideration that is used only with people who are not well.

			Billy sits in the armchair next to her, complimenting her on her lovely home, on this beautiful room, on how well she looks.

			“I don’t look as well as I used to,” she says, matter-of-factly.

			“None of us do.”

			“True.” She smiles. “Where did you travel from?”

			“Litchfield. Do you know it?”

			“I once had an affair with a movie director who had a weekend home there. We snuck up when his wife was away. What terrible things I got up to in my youth. It’s a beautiful town. I would have liked to live there, only it was so far away from New York City. Westport seemed a more sensible compromise.”

			“You’ve been here a long time?”

			“Forever and a day. I loved your film about the greyhounds.”

			“Thank you.” Ten years ago, Billy made a documentary about greyhound racing and what happened to the greyhounds once they were retired. It won awards, was the talk of the town for just a very short while, and every now and then, like today, people will bring it up, praise him for the work.

			“I thought you showed tremendous compassion, and it was beautifully shot.”

			“Coming from you, that’s a tremendous compliment.”

			“It’s true. I filed you away, thinking that one day I would like to work with you. What a delightful surprise to have my agent pass on your e-mail.”

			“I had no idea this would happen so quickly. Thank you for being so open, and for this invitation. You haven’t done any big interviews in a very long time, and I’d love to do something. I’m seeing perhaps a feature in the New York Times Magazine or Vanity Fair. We could shoot some film too, add some digital content for online readers.”

			“So you’re thinking of doing something a little more than a vanity piece?” She smiles and looks at her hand, before looking back up to Billy, who notices, for the first time, the cane leaning against her chair to one side.

			“I think you have a fascinating story that hasn’t been told. Your start in England, and those early Hollywood days when you took the town by storm. I think it’s time to tell your stories.”

			“Maybe you’re right. How enormously flattering at this stage of my life for you to want to do something like this.” She smiles. “But, as you can see, I’m not well.” She gestures to the cane. “I ignored it for a very long time, thinking I would wake up one day and be back to myself, but that hasn’t happened. The doctors tell me I have ALS. Do you know what ALS is?”

			Billy nods, shocked.

			“So you will know it’s amyotrophic lateral sclerosis, also known as Lou Gehrig’s disease. You will know that it is a progressive deterioration for which there is no cure.”

			“I’m so sorry.” Billy is shocked to find he has tears in his eyes. She seems so stoic, so resigned, so brave. This is the very last thing he could have imagined. “I don’t know what to say.”

			“You don’t need to say anything. I have done plenty of research and it seems my fate is sealed. My doctors keep raising Stephen Hawking and the fact that he has lived such a full, important, relevant life, and for so long. But he seems to be an anomaly.” She sighs. “And I wouldn’t want that life. The question is not if, but when. I hadn’t anticipated dying in my sixties, but—what’s that saying? Life is what happens when you are busy making other plans.”

			“What can I do? How can I help?”

			“Let me tell you a little about ALS. It starts for most people just as it did with me, with dizzy spells and fatigue. From there, I started tripping, and sometimes falling. As the nerves die, they twitch and jump under the skin, together with muscle cramps. As we get weaker, we get clumsy. I have lost most of the use of my left side and am only able to walk with a cane. It won’t be long before I’m in a wheelchair. As the disease progresses, the paralysis will spread until it is one hundred percent. In the end, I won’t be able to eat, drink, or speak. I will be fed by a tube until my organs are ready to pack it up. Then I die. It’s not a pretty way to go.”

			Billy shakes his head, still swallowing the lump.

			“And it’s not a way I choose to go. Nobody knows other than Lily, who you met when you got here. My daughters don’t know. My friends don’t know. My agent doesn’t know. My manager doesn’t know. My publicist doesn’t know. Other than Lily, you are the only person who knows. I cannot die this way, Mr. Hart. I will not die this way. And I am sorry that I brought you over here to explain why I won’t be featured in a story, other than my obituary.”

			She pauses then and sighs. “I’m sorry. I’m talking too much. I haven’t seen anyone other than my housekeeper in much too long. I have been very private about this, but it is in fact something of a relief to be able to talk about it. My daughters and I are more or less estranged, although Nell is up the road in Easton. She does the occasional errand for me, but I barely see her. Lizzy is in New York, and Meredith is in London. I speak to each of them once in a blue moon, and they speak to each other even less. I was not a good mother, Mr. Hart. I was too focused on my career.” She sighs again. “I was too focused on myself. I was self-absorbed and selfish and disinterested in my children. By the time they were old enough for me to want to get to know them, none of them were interested. Who can blame them? I would have been the same. But now I have called my daughters home, and I plan on apologizing for the mother I was. I want them with me when I die.”

			Billy’s eyes widen.

			“Do you know how long you have?”

			“Oh, I’m not going to wait for the disease to take me. I’m going to do it myself. I want my daughters with me when I do.”

			Billy sits forward, alert, in the way he always is when he inadvertently stumbles upon the hidden story, the one he never realized was there. “Ms. Sunshine,” he says.

			“Please. Call me Ronni.”

			“Ronni, I am so sorry for all of this, and this may be entirely inappropriate for me to even ask, but if you would consider it, I would still want to write a piece. Maybe I write a piece about this, your extraordinary bravery, your choice to take your own life. You would be helping so many people, not just by telling your story, but by showing them. It would be your legacy, together with your movies, obviously, but this is so important, that people see you, and what you are choosing to do. If you would consider it, it would be my honor to be here and to capture it, in words and pictures and film.”

			She stares at him. “I’m flattered. At any other time in my life I would have been thrilled, but I have much work to do. I have been a terrible mother. Typical actress,” she says with a wry smile. “Selfish, self-absorbed. And not there for my children. And it took this diagnosis to make me realize the damage I have done, and the things I have to do to fix it so they have each other to lean on when I’m gone. I think being filmed, or having you here, may be a huge distraction.”

			“But that’s exactly what the story is.” Billy can’t hide the excitement in his eyes. “Your redemption. That you and your family come together in your final days.”

			Ronni looks at him. “Forgive me. I’m dying, but I’m not dead yet, and if we were to do this, and I’m not saying yes, but if we were, there are certain things that would be important to me. Would you show what it is like to have a debilitating disease, and why euthanasia is the only option for a vain old actress like myself? Would you be kind when you explain that this is as far as I want to progress? I want to die still being able to walk. I want to die still beautiful. I want to leave with the same passion I have lived my life. And I want my children to forgive me. Can you capture all that? Are you up to the challenge?”

			She pauses, but he is patient and waits for her to go on. “Maybe you could interview me, alone. Maybe I could talk to you about my daughters, leave them something to remember me by. Something that will help them remember me in a different light.”

			She trails off, as Billy nods, trying to take it all in. He wasn’t planning on this kind of story, this kind of film, but Ronni Sunshine choosing to take her own life is—as grim as it sounds—exactly the sort of story he would have jumped at when living in New York. The sort of story that might make his name important again.

			The whole project is bigger than he expected when he sent that e-mail. It would mean uprooting his life, living here for a while, getting to know the family, being part of everything. It wasn’t what he imagined for himself these next few months, but what a story. What a privilege. What choice does he have?

			“So you will allow me to interview you, and to film you?”

			“Yes.”

			“And you know I would need to be here all the time? You know that’s how I work? The fly-on-the-wall documentary. I would fade into the background, but I would have to be here always.”

			She smiles. “Don’t think I don’t know exactly what this entails. My daughters are all on their way home. They know nothing, and I’m almost ready to tell them. I have been hoping for some change, some cure, but it is clear there is nothing to be done. I need the girls to try and find a relationship with one another again. Once they have settled back in here, I will tell them. And you should probably be here, yes?”

			Billy nods. “I should. And thank you. It is an honor that you are allowing me to do this. Do you think your daughters will be okay with it?”

			“I imagine they will be. My whole life has been about me, and all my self-centered mess has done is push the girls away from me, and away from each other. I have three daughters I barely see, barely speak to; and worse, they barely speak to each other. If I can do one last thing for them, it will be to try and bring them back together. As soon as they know I’m dying, it will be all about me again. So I am going to try and wait.” She meets his gaze. “What do you say?”

			Billy thinks. “You said I could interview you about your daughters, leave a legacy. I have a camera in the car. Would you be willing to talk to me this afternoon? Allow me to film you a little as you talk about your daughters?”

			“Yes,” says Ronni. “But first let’s have Lily bring us some lunch.”

		

	
		
			twenty-one

			There are many things Meredith feels she is not allowed to do since she has been with Derek, and some of them are things she really, really used to enjoy.

			Meredith used to smoke. Derek was appalled when he found a packet of cigarettes in her nightstand, even though she explained she really didn’t smoke regularly, only when she’d had a drink, and only late at night on her own.

			Derek’s mouth squeezed into a tight little knot as he shook his head. “You won’t be doing that again,” he said, taking her cigarettes and crunching them in his hand into a ball as tiny flecks of tobacco floated down onto the carpet. Meredith vacuumed them up later.

			She doesn’t eat shellfish anymore, because Derek doesn’t eat shellfish, and every time she mentions thinking about ordering it in a restaurant, he sneers and asks how she can eat such filthy creatures, bottom-feeders, disgusting things that aren’t fit for human consumption. Meredith doesn’t point out that there is growth hormone injected into the spare ribs he gnaws on, and thick brown sauce smeared all over his face, every time they go out to his favorite restaurant for dinner. He would just tell her she was being overdramatic and ridiculous.

			Meredith has learned to keep very quiet about her politics. Derek describes himself as a true Tory, with a fascination for American politics. When Derek rails on about the left-wing media collaboration, Meredith says nothing. She tries to leave the room. She doesn’t engage in the slightest.

			Meredith used to love watching what she always thought of as popcorn TV. Mindless, delicious, and easy to digest without even thinking about it. She could sit for hours watching the American shows she downloads: The Voice, Real Housewives, Catfish.

			Now she watches the news with Derek. Or Poldark or Downton Abbey. The only thing they vaguely agree on is Law & Order: SVU on cable, but within the first five minutes of every show it always dawns on her that she has seen this one before. As has Derek, except he never remembers until the very end, when he will frown and say, “You know? This is very familiar. Have we seen this before?”

			When her mother phoned and said she needed Meredith to come on Friday with her sisters, Meredith knew, immediately, she had to go. Almost as quickly she thought, why not take a day off on Thursday and have a day to herself with no one making demands on her? Hell, why not even leave Wednesday? Why not turn it into a mini vacation? God knows she hadn’t had a mini vacation by herself in years. Just the thought of being alone in a hotel room filled her with joy.

			But where to go? Not Westport, not until the weekend. Before that, she would go somewhere she didn’t know anyone. Somewhere with a spa, perhaps, that was quiet and peaceful. She Googled “best spas in Connecticut” and lingered over one in Washington. She had been to Washington Depot, years before, and remembered it being beautiful and quiet. It was perfect. It was also a small fortune, but . . . why not, she thought. How often did she do this? This would be a night to remember. Or nights.

			She told Derek her mother had summoned her (he was starstruck enough by the fact of Ronni Sunshine being Meredith’s mother that she knew he would never question her being called back to Connecticut) and she had to leave early afternoon Wednesday. With a combination of excitement and guilt, she booked herself into the spa for two nights, with a massage each day. Why the hell not? What she really wanted was to stretch out on crisp white hotel sheets all by herself. She wanted to pick up a phone and order room service breakfasts, price be damned. She wanted giant American omelettes oozing with cheese, bread rolls and Danish pastries she could slather with butter if she felt like it, platters of fruit arranged so artfully they resembled abstract paintings.

			She wanted to stay in her pajamas all day and watch hours and hours of television. She wanted to catch up on her favorite shows in real time; to find out what Ramona and Bethenny were up to this season, and what work Brandi had done to her face.

			She wanted to leave the hotel only if she felt like it, and only if she felt like going to a gas station and buying armfuls of peanut M&M’s, Reese’s Pieces, and Almond Joys. She hadn’t indulged her eating, her stuffing of feelings, for years. Not until she met Derek. Then she began to find, once again, her solace in food. Derek noticed, disapprovingly. The more he disapproved, the more she wanted to buy the food she felt like eating and she wanted to eat it all, without anyone frowning at her or criticizing or telling her, like a naughty little girl, that she wasn’t allowed.

			And if she felt like it, she wanted to wander the town. Maybe find an art gallery.

			She wanted to be on her own.

			She wanted to be able to breathe.

			•   •   •

			Here she is, luxuriating in the crisp white sheets she imagined, waking up again after the second sleep, after the big breakfast she gleefully ate in bed. Derek does not allow breakfast in bed, heaven forbid a lone crumb may jump off the tray and into the sheets. Now there are toast crumbs everywhere, which she brushes off the bed with a nonchalant sweep of the hand.

			She has a massage later, and hours to kill. Too many hours to spend watching television, she thinks. It is sunny, but there is a cool wind. I’ll go shopping, find a wrap, she decides. One of those boutiques on the green is bound to have something pretty. Maybe I’ll wander. It has been so long since I have been back in the States.

			And so she gets up and dressed and walks out to the green. She does not find a wrap but a crocheted cardigan. She happily bundles herself into it and continues walking around the town, nosing along, remembering there is a bookstore close by, a bookstore she has been into, a bookstore she loved.

			And there it is. The Hickory Stick. She smiles as soon as she walks in. It makes her happy, shuffling among the shelves, pulling out whatever strikes her as interesting, standing and leisurely reading a few pages, adding it to the pile in her arms, or placing it carefully back. She had forgotten how happy this made her, for the only bookstores she has easy access to in London are large and impersonal, and it’s impossible to just browse. She doesn’t want to. They don’t make her happy in the way this small bookstore does.

			“That’s great.”

			She looks up to see a youngish man with glasses looking at her. She closes the book she’s holding to see the cover, not even sure what it is she’s reading.

			“I read it a couple of months ago,” he says. “You should buy it.”

			“Okay. Thanks. Anything else you recommend?”

			“Depends. What do you like?”

			“I don’t really know. I have a couple of days off and plan to spend them watching crappy TV shows and reading. Maybe my reading fare ought to be a little more substantial than the crappy TV.”

			He smiles. “Have you read this?” He turns and pulls a thick book off the shelves, one that got rave reviews from everyone. But Meredith worries it is too serious, that she will not be able to finish it.

			“I haven’t. I’m worried . . .”

			“. . . it’s too heavy?” He finishes her sentence off for her and they both laugh. “I thought that, too, and the first three chapters are a bit slow, but after that you won’t be able to put it down. Cross my heart, this is the best thing you’ll read all year.”

			He hands it to her, with a slight bow, then gives her a squinched-up sort of smile and a wave as he wanders over to the other side of the store. He looks nice, thinks Meredith. Cute. Probably her age, maybe a little younger. He has the sort of baby face that makes his precise age hard to guess.

			He’s dressed like a typical bookstore clerk in an old, faded, pinkish T-shirt and blue jeans, leather sneakers on his feet. Nice sneakers, actually. Trendier than she would have expected.

			He has cool Elvis Costello–ish black glasses, and hair that sticks up. And crow’s-feet when he smiles. Not handsome. But boyishly charming, she thinks, casting another glance his way.

			Maybe she should ask him advice on something else. But what for? she sharply reprimands herself. To continue the conversation? With what end in sight? Stop it. You are engaged to be married to a wonderful man. This is what she often tells herself when she finds herself talking to a man her age who seems to be reasonably attractive, when she finds her mind wandering into all kinds of directions it shouldn’t be wandering.

			Meredith knows her tendency to match. Half, no, three-quarters of the people she has ever dated she didn’t even like that much. She only dated them because they liked her. Meredith, the ultimate people pleaser, felt she had to say yes, even when she wasn’t the slightest bit interested.

			Just as she feels she ought to carry on this conversation with the cute bookstore clerk, just because he instigated it. Not that he’s interested in her. Absolutely not. Still. She casts a surreptitious glance and sees him walking to the other end of the store.

			I wonder what’s at the other end of the store, she thinks. Maybe I should just go in there and find out. Stop it! Go and get a coffee instead. There was a coffee shop just around the corner. And there were some delicious-looking coconut pastries in a case near the window.

			•   •   •

			In the coffee shop, she finds a quiet table in the corner. A couple of women sit two tables over, one with a voice that is particularly loud and piercing. Meredith fishes in her bag for her headphones, plugs them in, and pulls up a classical music playlist, grabbing the first book from the top of her pile and opening it to the first page.

			She doesn’t hear anything, isn’t aware of anything, until she feels a tap on her arm and looks up to see the cute bookseller, now squeezing in next to her, a coffee and sandwich in front of him.

			“I didn’t mean to disturb you,” he says. “How’s the book?”

			“Heavy. And slow. But I’m trusting you. Is this your coffee break?”

			“What?”

			“They let you leave and take breaks here. That’s so nice.”

			He laughs. “Oh, I don’t work there. I was just browsing, same as you.”

			A deep flush colors Meredith’s cheeks. “I’m so sorry.”

			“Why? If I didn’t do what I did, I’d kill to work in a place like that. It’s exactly where I would be happiest.”

			The flush fades, to Meredith’s gratitude. “Go on, then. Now you have to tell me what you do.”

			“I’m a writer,” he says, with an embarrassed laugh. “Unsurprising that I love a good bookstore.”

			“Me too,” she says, hoping there is no stray desiccated coconut from her pastry on her lips as she smiles. “I mean, I’m not a writer, but there’s nothing I love more than a good bookstore.”

		

	
		
			twenty-two

			Lizzy is not happy. Today they were supposed to be filming at an organic orchard in upstate New York, owned by an eccentric former banker. She was supposed to taste the apples, interview him, then make an apple coconut chutney and a spiced-apple-stuffed pork loin in his kitchen, before sitting down with a selection of his friends around a table set up in the orchard, with all the plates, china, candles, and natural linens from her upcoming line.

			She had to cancel everything, which will cost a fortune, not to mention God only knows when they will be able to organize all the people again. Her mother called and demanded she come out with her sisters to hear some kind of news. Normally Lizzy would have ignored it, or insisted her mother tell her over the phone, but apparently Meredith was flying over from London, so whatever it was it had to be big enough that it warranted Lizzy being there.

			Lizzy sits on a Metro-North train as it shoots through Westchester and into Connecticut. Staring out the window at the coastline, at the boats bobbing in Greenwich Harbor, she wishes she felt more attached to the place where she grew up, that she felt a sense of homecoming. But she has no feeling of roots in this place, any more than she does anywhere else.

			She was the daughter who stayed the longest, who seemed to have the easiest time of it, who was allowed to get away with the most. But once she left, she left. She stayed in touch with no one from home, never gave them a second thought. When people asked her where she was from, she said she was a New Yorker. It didn’t seem untrue; she felt like a New Yorker, and surely that was what mattered.

			“I hope this is something big,” she mutters to herself as she looks out the window. But the truth is, there is a part of her that is relieved to have canceled today. Sean was booked to be the head chef, which normally would have filled her with excitement, but it’s all getting too much—the secrecy, the lies, the roller coaster of highs and lows. She needs a break from all of it, needs to figure out just what she’s going to do.

			And so while she was never one to give in to her mother’s demands, on some level she realized this summons could be just what the doctor ordered. She packed a bag and told James her mother needed her and she would be gone for a few days. Maybe just the weekend, maybe slightly longer.

			They were barely talking, the resentment an invisible force field between them, their smiles and laughter, their conversation, forced and false, for the benefit of their son. Before leaving, she held Connor close and told him to be good for Daddy. Then she made her way to Grand Central Station to catch the train. She hadn’t touched James. Just stood in the doorway before she left, with a small shrug and a good-bye, saying that she would be in touch. He glanced up from his laptop and said okay. And she had left.

			She leans her head on the glass and watches the changing scenery, aware that a couple of people on the train have recognized her. She can feel their eyes constantly coming back to rest on her. Her celebrity—and, oh, how she has come to hate being a celebrity—pulling their attention back over and over, even when all she is doing is resting her head on a window and losing herself in thoughts.

			At the Westport train station, she pulls her bag off the shelf and moves through the compartment. Sometimes she flashes a big smile at the people who clearly recognize her, but today she ignores them. Fuck it. They are used to seeing her lose her shit on TV—she is, in fact, famous for losing her shit on TV, but only when things aren’t as perfect as she needs them to be, when people aren’t pulling their weight, when the sous-chefs fuck up, all of which happens on a regular basis. Usually in the real world she tries to be polite and charming, the perfect celebrity. Today she just can’t be bothered.

			With a scowl on her face she steps off onto the train platform and makes her way down the stairs to the cabs. In the old days, there was a man who would gruffly direct you into the cars, she remembers. He would stand with a cigarette drooping out of the corner of his mouth and a clipboard in hand as he pointed you to a cab that smelled overpoweringly of cigarette smoke and the odor from the fake pine cardboard Christmas tree hanging from the rearview mirror. The cabs are still the same, but the man is gone. She puts the window down to breathe the fresh air as the driver heads out of the parking lot.

			It hasn’t changed, she thinks, as they drive down Bridge Street, the old Italianate Victorians on the right still exactly the same. She resists a small smile as she remembers nights of drunken beer pong in one of the garages of one of those houses, many, many years ago.

			They turn onto Compo, and she’s surprised at how many new houses there are, large and impressive, spilling onto the edges of their lots, their yards shielded from prying eyes by large, dense fencing. How long has it been since I was here? she thinks. A year? Two? With shock she realizes it has been almost four. She sees her mother a handful of times a year, but in the city, and usually when her mother brings someone she’s trying to impress to one of Lizzy’s supper clubs. That is her concession to their relationship, to always find room for her mother no matter how sold out the supper club may be.

			Her mother does come in occasionally to spend time with Connor, but James organizes that now that Lizzy’s schedule is so busy. She has little reason to come back to Westport, as evidenced by the fact that it has been so long since she was here.

			The driver turns and drives up the hill, stopping outside the house and turning to Lizzy.

			“I thought this was you. You’re Lizzy Sunshine. I wasn’t sure, but I’ve driven your mom. I know the house. You home for a while?”

			“I don’t know,” says Lizzy. “Hopefully not too long. Too much going on in New York, you know?”

			“Nah. I hate New York,” he says, grinning to reveal a couple of missing teeth. “Too much for me. I like the water out here, and look at this neighborhood. Best in town.”

			“Keep the change,” she says, handing him a twenty as she gets out, pausing for a minute to look at her mother’s unchanged house, smell the familiar air, as she resists the urge to be swept back to her teenage years. She is not nervous exactly, but things haven’t been good with her sisters for ages, and she isn’t sure how to feel about seeing them. The last time they were all together was for that dinner in New York when Meredith practically stormed out. They haven’t spoken since. Lizzy can forgive and forget, but she isn’t sure about Meredith. Oh, well, she thinks, opening the front door. It’s now or never.

			“Hello?” She hears Nell’s voice from the kitchen, drops her bag, and heads in.

		

	
		
			twenty-three

			It doesn’t matter how many years go by, how grown-up we think we are, how much we presume we have changed or evolved, when we are back in our childhood homes, we become exactly who we have always been, thinks Meredith. I bet we will all just slip back into the roles we have always played, whether we were ever comfortable with them or not. Meredith smooths her dress, tucking her hair behind her ear, inhaling sharply as she prepares to walk up the garden path and into her mother’s house.

			They are about to be back together again; the Sunshine girls. And even though they have barely spoken in years, even though they may be married, or getting married, when the three of them are together, they will always be the Sunshine girls, the three daughters of the famous movie star.

			Nell is here. There’s her beat-up vintage pickup truck, the same truck she has driven for ten years, taking up the last available parking space. Meredith had to park on the street, two houses away to make sure she wasn’t blocking anyone’s driveway.

			But there you see it. She’s always been the Good Girl. Careful not to, heaven forbid, park in what little was left of the driveway with the trunk of her car sticking into the road, getting in someone’s way. Meredith has always looked at people who cut lines, simultaneously hating and envying them. She wants to be the sort of person who cuts lines, rather than the person who waits patiently at the end, silently cursing those who march confidently to the front and board the plane well before her, their bags tucked comfortably in the overhead compartments as Meredith has to shove past all the people to the very back of the plane to find a space for hers, squeezing all the way back again to her seat, often on the verge of tears.

			Sometimes she wants to be that selfish. But most of the time Meredith feels affronted when people break the rules, push into lines, are rude to waitstaff. She has broken up with boyfriends because they were demanding or offhand to a waiter in a restaurant. And she would do it again. It is one of the things she really likes about Derek; he is polite to everyone. Except perhaps her, but that doesn’t count. He never cuts in front of lines. He follows the rules as assiduously as she. Perhaps even more so.

			Here she is, about to enter the bosom of her family, parking up the street, putting herself out so as not to disturb anyone else. She would never go inside and ask Nell to pull the car up just a little bit so she could squeeze in behind. Meredith will just find a way to make it work and say nothing, ignoring any vestiges of resentment that might be lurking inside her.

			After a lifetime of this, she holds so much resentment at her sisters, particularly Lizzy, that she has been relieved not to see them for so long and is not especially eager to do so now. Lizzy once said Meredith hated her from the moment she was born, resented her for being the baby, an unwelcome addition, the child who stole her mother’s attention away. It wasn’t true. Partly true, perhaps. But it was much more the fact that Lizzy was born going to the front of the line, and has never even glanced back.

			Nell wasn’t ever around much during their childhood. She remembers in the distant past, Nell sometimes being an ally to her against the storm of their mother’s moods. But she also remembers a kind of desperate sense of survival of the fittest between them. In the worst moments, they had each looked out for themselves. So Nell and she are not close now as adults either.

			And the last time they were all together was the last straw, as far as Meredith is concerned. Meredith became fed up with their snide remarks about Derek. She didn’t want them to point out his deficiencies, sarcastically or otherwise, because it was rude. And because, she could at least admit to herself, then she might have to face them. And what would the point of that be? It’s not as if she can get off this path she is so clearly traveling down at great speed.

			Everything is booked now for fall. Which, given that it is now early July, is only three months away. The country church in Somerset is arranged and the village hall has their deposit. Jane Packer is doing the flowers: apricots and peaches, russet reds and creams, perfect for a fall wedding. They tried a tasting menu and decided on shot glasses of creamed parsnip soup, delicate beet crisps balanced on top, and French onion soup, also in a shot glass, with a tiny bite-sized baguette covered in melted cheese. The entrée will be a choice of roasted pork with caramelized apple slices and potatoes dauphinoise or roasted salmon with a crème fraiche ratatouille of winter vegetables. For dessert, lemon curd tarts, with salted chocolate caramel truffles placed on each table. Afterward there will be trays of glasses filled with warm milk, each with a huge homemade chocolate chip cookie balanced on top. Just in case people are still hungry.

			The gift registry is under way at Harrods. Not only have gifts already been bought, but they have received some. A distant aunt of Derek’s sent a set of brown china serving platters that apparently was given to her on her own wedding day; she has been waiting for a special occasion to pass them down to another member of the family.

			“Because God forbid anyone should ever actually use them,” muttered Meredith on opening the box and physically recoiling at quite the ugliest platters she had ever seen.

			“It’s very kind,” said Derek, unpacking them and placing them on the dresser so they could be admired publicly.

			After he was asleep Meredith went back downstairs, packed them up again, and put the box in the garage.

			“We can’t ruin them,” said Meredith days later when Derek remembered and asked where they were. “We need to preserve them for our own nieces and nephews . . . or children,” she added quickly, seeing his face. “And we need to ensure they are in perfect condition. They’re very delicate,” she pointed out, although they weren’t. The china was as thick as bricks.

			She bought a dress, for heaven’s sake, and it is being tailored. She is supposed to be losing weight for her wedding but seems to be gaining instead. It must be the stress. Instead of taking the dress in they have been letting it out, centimeter by centimeter, every time she shows up for a fitting.

			Derek’s mother—and was it Meredith’s imagination or was there some reluctance in this gesture?—handed over the pearl and diamond earrings she wore for her own wedding. The pearls were large, the diamonds small. They were quite beautiful, but Meredith felt greedy, somehow, in taking them from her when she so clearly didn’t want to give them up.

			Everything is steaming ahead—the wedding, the conversations, the chatter, their future life together, the children they are going to have (even though Meredith has not changed her mind one iota about having children) and all she wants to do is escape, run away, disappear into the night.

			When Derek senses her hesitation, he thinks it is because Meredith’s father moved to California years ago, and in doing so, seemed to renounce all parental responsibility. None of the girls have visited or even spoken with him much in recent years—his new wife made sure the girls knew they were unwelcome visitors in his life. Out of a sense of duty, Meredith asked if he wanted to walk her down the aisle. He explained that unfortunately he couldn’t as the date coincided with a vacation he’d been planning with his wife and daughter. She wasn’t surprised. And while Meredith has been pretending that this must be the source of her sadness, it is not. Of course she is sad that her father will not be there, and sadder still that she and her sisters barely had a relationship with him once he remarried and had the dreaded Arianna, but it is not the reason she has been increasingly so depressed by the thought of her wedding that she can’t entirely hide her reluctance from Derek.

			Last night, after a lovely day, a perfect day by herself, the cute man in the bookstore, the massage back at the hotel, Meredith ordered room service—a burger and fries—ate both chocolates left on her pillow, and lay on her bed afterward, perfectly content. She watched no television and read no books, although the stack was on the nightstand. But she wore a huge smile on her face. She had no idea she was smiling, and when she did realize it, and wondered why, the only thing she could think was that she was happy to be in a hotel, on lovely sheets, eating lovely food.

			She couldn’t possibly admit it was because she was so relieved to be on her own.

			•   •   •

			“Meri!” Lizzy comes barreling out of the dining room, flinging her arms around Meredith, who stands rather stiffly, accepting the hug, before her arms automatically creep up and find their way around her sister’s back.

			“Big sister!” croons Lizzy, rocking Meredith back and forth until Meredith has no choice but to allow herself to be squeezed, and to rock back and forth in rhythm with Lizzy, until Lizzy decides to release her. But when she does so it is only to pull her back in for another hug, and Meredith knows Lizzy is only doing this because she can tell Meredith is uncomfortable—she recognizes that impish look in her sister’s eye.

			Lizzy does feel impish. And happy. Happier than she has been in months, now that she is away from James, away from Sean, away from the terrible stress and strain of keeping secrets, of leading two lives.

			“I’m gonna make you love me again,” she sings in Meredith’s ear before she lets her go. “I am. I’m gonna make it happen. You’re going to want to be my best friend by the end of tonight.”

			And despite herself, Meredith laughs.

			“Where’s Mom?”

			“Upstairs.” The smile leaves Lizzy’s face. “Nell’s in the kitchen. Come and say hi.”

			“Do you have any idea why we’ve all been called home?”

			“Maybe she’s going to tell us she’s dying or something.” Lizzy is matter-of-fact.

			Meredith turns ashen. “Do you actually think that?” And she realizes she hasn’t given it a second thought, why her mother would call them all to her house when they barely speak.

			“No. I mean, I didn’t think that. Up until now. Or maybe I was thinking it. I just didn’t realize it. Fuck.” Lizzy whistles through her teeth. “Do you think that’s it?”

			“I guess we’ll find out soon. Maybe Nell knows something.”

			They go and find Nell standing at the kitchen counter squeezing lemons, a small pan on the stove starting to bubble. She turns the heat down and wipes her hands on a dishcloth tucked into the waistband of her jeans.

			“Hey, Meri,” she says, turning to greet her.

			Meredith never knows quite how to greet her sister. She worshipped Nell when she was younger, but now finds her cold and reserved. Frankly she’s surprised Nell comes over, more so when Nell gives her an awkward hug.

			Lizzy watches them, feeling an odd pang of nostalgia. Wasn’t there a time when the three of them were close? She feels like when they were teeny tiny, they must have all sheltered from their mother’s rages in Nell’s bedroom, or let their big sister whisk them outside, where they would run down to Longshore and sit under the shade of a huge maple tree, all of them staying together so they could stay away from home. She feels like that must have happened. But the truth is she can’t really quite remember when it did.

			How did they all grow so far apart? thinks Lizzy sadly, a flash of resentment rising as she remembers Nell’s refusal to let her host dinners at the farm. She shrugs it off by telling herself it’s irrelevant. It doesn’t matter now, she thinks, given that people all over Connecticut, New York, and New Jersey offer up their own farms on a daily basis, all desperate for Lizzy to host one of her supper clubs there. What a pity that the only farm she really wants is the one her sister refuses to give her.

			Not now, she thinks. Don’t think about it now.

			“Where’s Mom?” says Meredith.

			“Upstairs lying down. Lily’s gone to wake her up. I haven’t seen her yet.” Nell turns the heat off under the pan and stirs it with a wooden spoon as Lizzy walks over.

			“I thought I was the one who’s supposed to be the great chef,” Lizzy comments as she peers into the pan. “What are you making? Simple syrup? Lemonade?”

			“Yes. Lily says Mom has a craving. I make it at the farm fresh daily. Usually lemon and blackberry, or mint, but I only found lemons here.” Nell looks at Lizzy. “You look tired. How’s work?”

			Lizzy lets out a bark of laughter. “Thanks, Nell! You always did know how to make me feel good.”

			“Oh, come on, Lizzy. Don’t start already. You’re gorgeous. You’ve always been gorgeous. Saying you look tired doesn’t mean you look terrible. You just look like you’ve been overdoing it. How’s Connor?”

			“You’re right. I’m sorry. I get oversensitive when I’m tired.” She grins. “Connor is delicious, and work is fantastic and nonstop. I keep thinking I’m just going to get over this hump and then it will be calm for a while, but it’s never calm.” She takes a breath. “Why are we here, Nell? What’s going on?”

			“I have no idea. I haven’t seen her in a while. I know she’s still getting those dizzy spells and there’s something wrong with her left side. I don’t know. I’m guessing she’s been diagnosed with something. I can’t imagine why else she’d call us all here.”

			“I thought it was vertigo.”

			“Who knows. You know Mom. It could be total attention-seeking hypochondria, or cancer.”

			“Oh, my God, don’t say that.” Lizzy recoils, alarmed, before dropping her voice. “Do you think it’s cancer?”

			“I don’t know what it is. But the last time I saw her it was clear there’s something not right.”

			“Cancer would be awful,” says Lizzy. “Can you imagine? I mean, cancer would be awful, period, but Mom with cancer? She’d milk it for everything.”

			“Don’t say that. You’ll feel terrible if it is. Lemonade’s ready.” Nell slides a pitcher over, half-filled with ice cubes. “Give it a few minutes to cool down.”

			“So why do you think we’re here?” Meredith asks. “Do you think it might be nothing?”

			“I don’t think it’s nothing,” says Nell. “She’s been having tests for the pins and needles.”

			“Pins and needles?” Meredith knows nothing about any of this.

			“Yes. And cramping in her legs. Some kind of nerve damage, it would seem, although the last time we talked she said they haven’t been able to find any definite diagnosis.”

			“Well, that’s good, isn’t it?”

			“Better to have a diagnosis, I think,” says Nell. “So you know how to treat it.”

			“Are you sure there’s something wrong?” Lizzy rolls her eyes. “This sounds like her wanting us to gather around and make a fuss of her.”

			“I guess we’ll find out soon,” says Meredith, as they hear noises.

			“Lily must be bringing her downstairs. Let’s bring the lemonade into the sunporch.”

			“Just remember, be careful in there,” says Lizzy, as the three of them gather their things and walk into the hall. “You never know what mood she’ll be in,” she adds in a mutter.

			When their mother joins them a few minutes later in the sunroom, even Lizzy, who has been so determined to start this visit on an upbeat note, is stilled at the sight of her. She looks tiny, old, and impossibly frail. Lily is helping her, she is using a cane, and it is quite clear to all of them that she is having tremendous problems walking. Ronni sinks into a chair as Lily props pillows behind her back, then places a small pillow on the arm of the chair, lifting her left arm onto the pillow.

			Meredith and Lizzy swap alarmed glances. They know their mother is not the woman the rest of the world sees. They know the makeup is artfully applied for every public appearance, the thick blond hair one of myriad wigs, the Chanel bouclé jackets and tailored skirts selected only for chat shows, opening nights, premieres, and parties. They know what she really looks like, when she comes down first thing in the morning, after Lily has brought her breakfast in bed. She will have shadows under her eyes and skin that sags ever so slightly when she is due for her shots of Botox and Sculptra, her Thermage. Her hair is completely white, as fine as a baby’s, scraped back into the wispiest of ponytails, an inch long, held in place by a tiny blue elastic band that she gets from the orthodontist—nothing bigger will hold her thin hair in place.

			At home she is always nicely but simply dressed. She will opt for comfort, with just a few ounces of style, completely unlike her over-the-top, glamorous, overly made-up, overstyled public persona. She will wear old, soft T-shirts and cashmere sweatpants. Her chunky antique Victorian belcher chain is always around her neck, and she wears one heavy gold ring on her left hand, but no other jewelry. She will wear sneakers and flip-flops. She will never leave the house like this, just in case photographers are lurking, but this is how her daughters know her; this is what they all expected to see.

			But today, they don’t. Instead, their mother seems to have aged twenty years. She has lost weight she cannot afford to lose, her frame almost birdlike as she sits in the chair, beckoning them over with her good hand. She kisses them one by one, a hand on each of their backs as she keeps her lips pressed to each of their cheeks, reluctant to let each of them go, in what feels like an expression of the kind of love, affection, gratitude that none of them have ever before seen.

			Because it doesn’t feel like a show, it feels genuine. It feels like she loves them. And none of them know quite what to do in the face of love from a woman who is so rarely able to show it. In the past, whenever she has, they didn’t trust it. But today each of them is surprised to find this expression of love feels genuine.

			None of them know what to say.

		

	
		
			twenty-four

			I don’t understand,” Lizzy says a few minutes later. “So they have a name but nothing else, no idea what’s causing it? This small fiber . . . what is it again?”

			“Small fiber neuropathy,” says Nell, looking at her mother, who nods. “And they don’t know what’s causing it, whether it’s an indicator of something bigger going on.”

			“What kind of bigger?” asks Meredith, fearfully.

			“Could be thyroid, diabetes, celiac disease . . .” Lizzy is reading from her phone, having Googled it as soon as Nell repeated more clearly the words her mother had spoken. “Could be idiopathic, which I think means they don’t know. Oh, God.” She looks up at her mother. “It could be something really awful like HIV.”

			“It’s not HIV,” says Nell with disdain. “I’m sure the chances of that are infinitesimal. Even if it were, the cocktail of drugs now means it’s entirely manageable.” She turns back to their mother. “So what tests are they doing now?”

			“I don’t remember,” says Ronni. “But I’m going for a series of them, and I want you all to stay here until we know what’s going on. I haven’t seen any of you properly for years, and you haven’t seen each other. Until we know more about my health, I want you to stay here.”

			“I’m twenty minutes away,” says Nell. “You don’t mean actually stay in this house, because I have a farm to run, so . . .”

			“Yeah. I already canceled a day of filming today, which cost me a fortune, and I can’t just stay here indefinitely,” Lizzy adds in a rush. “It’s not that I don’t want to, but, Mom, I have a really busy life and a lot of commitments.”

			Meredith is trying to suppress her tears, sitting next to her mother and clutching her good hand. “I’m staying,” she says. “I’ll stay as long as it takes.”

			“Right. Any excuse to get away from Derek,” Lizzy says.

			“And I’m sure you’re rushing to get home to jobless James,” Meredith bites back.

			“Are you fucking kidding me?” Lizzy, who has forgotten what it is like to be spoken to like this, rises like a snake. “You have no idea what my life is like. How dare you call my husband that.”

			Meredith backs down immediately. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean that. I really am sorry. I know he’s the mom figure while you work.”

			Lizzy glares at her.

			“Please,” says Ronni quietly. “Girls. Please don’t. Not today.”

			The two of them actually look abashed. Lizzy settles down, albeit with a final glare at Meredith.

			“I do want you to stay here until these test results come back.” Ronni looks at each of them, seeing that Lizzy sees no reason to stay. “There is a small chance it might be something serious.”

			“Serious like what?”

			Ronni thinks about whether to throw ALS in the ring, prepare them for the news she isn’t yet ready to impart, but it’s too early. “They don’t know yet. And there is another reason why I want you here. There is a filmmaker who is planning a documentary about my life, and he’ll be around to get some footage. I want him to be able to speak to each of you.”

			Nell stares at her mother, anger rising. What if this is all just a ruse to get them back to take part in some film? What if she’s not sick at all? She looks at her mother, her limp hand, her dropping foot, and swallows. Her mother is sick. There’s no doubt about that. “Speak to him about what ?” she asks.

			“Your childhood, probably. Memories.”

			Nell laughs. “I don’t have any memories. I barely remember anything about my childhood.”

			“Me either,” says Meredith. “I’d be hopeless. Also, there’s no way I want to be on camera.”

			“Why?” says Lizzy, and Meredith glares at her. She knows Lizzy knows why. Because the camera adds . . . she can never remember if it’s ten pounds or ten percent of your body weight. Either way, she has spent her entire life avoiding being on camera.

			“You’re really photogenic,” Lizzy says, surprising her. “I have wonderful pictures of you. You shouldn’t worry about being on camera. You always look gorgeous in pictures.”

			Meredith is so shocked, she can’t think of anything to say.

			“Meanwhile, I don’t mind speaking on camera,” Lizzy adds, turning to Ronni. “But I really don’t know how long I can stay. Do you have a time frame in mind?”

			“They should have some results back in a week,” Ronni lies. “And the rest in two. I understand that two may be too much to ask, but I would like to ask the three of you to stay for a week.”

			“Here?” says Lizzy, and Ronni smiles. She realizes the very fact that she is asking where tells her mother she will stay.

			“I would love that, but in the area is fine. I know you girls like your space.”

			“You could stay at the farm as well,” says Nell, clearly reluctantly. “River’s coming next week with his girlfriend, and the girlfriend’s mother, but I can find more space this week. If I have to.”

			Lizzy laughs. “Nell, you always have space. You live by yourself in an old farmhouse with, what, five bedrooms? Six? River could have brought his whole fraternity and there would still be room.”

			“First of all, he’s in grad school now, and River was never in a fraternity.”

			“Of course he wasn’t in a fraternity,” Lizzy says. “This is River we’re talking about. Did his old school even have fraternities? That’s not my point. My point is that you rattle around in a big old farmhouse by yourself, so don’t pretend you don’t have room.”

			“Don’t start,” says Ronni with a sigh, before looking at all of her children, one by one. I created them, she thinks. I grew them inside my stomach, and yet they are all so different, so unlike me. She recognizes that Lizzy perhaps is the most similar; she is her baby, her sparky, driven, gorgeous girl who needs to be seen in just the way Ronni herself always has. But when she looks at all three women here all together, she almost wonders where they came from.

			Nell is so strong and self-sufficient, so terrified of appearing vulnerable, of letting down her guard. Who is so alone because of those fears.

			And sweet Meredith. Who would be so pretty if only she lost some weight. Who is getting married to a handsome but awful man because she doesn’t think she can do any better.

			None of them know that she is dying. None of them will until the last possible minute because Ronni needs them to focus on getting to know each other again. For the first time in her life, there is something that’s more important to her than her own drama, her own needs. Dying has brought everything into focus. It’s no longer all about her anymore, because in a very short time, there will no longer be a her. Perhaps more than anything, she has come to know a new emotion these past few months, which is fear. And in allowing herself to accept, and feel, that fear, she has also come to recognize how lonely she is. The only people she wants around her are her children, the very people she was never interested in when they were young. It’s not too late, she thinks. Surely it’s not too late.

			A smile plays on her lips as she realizes how new this kind of thinking is for her. This may be the first truly selfless act she has ever performed.

			She knows how this particular production will end, but she needs unity among her daughters to get there. Ronni is determined to go out her way: surrounded by her girls, who will assist her.

			Probably with pills. She can’t unscrew the caps on her pain pills anymore. Lily has been doing it, but Ronni has only pretended to take them, palming them in her hand as she swigs water and makes a show of swallowing them. Good God. She’s a Tony Award–winning actress; this is the easiest thing in the world. She is collecting them in a tin at the back of the drawer of her nightstand, claiming great pain and renewing her prescription of oxycodone every month. The spasms and twitching, the terrible cramps are getting worse, but she would rather save the pills for the final hurrah, for when she will really need them. In the meantime, she goes through the topical lidocaine, tube after tube after tube.

			There are people who can help her, and she hasn’t yet decided whether or not to ask. She would rather just have her family around. And the filmmaker. But she has found a right-to-die advocate who travels the country helping people “cross to the other side.” She has been e-mailing him for some weeks, and although he is keen to meet her, to help her figure it out, she isn’t sure she needs him. She has her growing stash of pills. But it was a relief to be able to share her feelings with someone who understands, and the right-to-die advocate did seem to understand. She wrote to him last night:

			I don’t want to disappear. I want to be remembered exactly as I am right now, sitting here today, so this has to be sooner rather than later. I have three daughters, and I plan to tell them imminently, just as soon as I can be certain they will lean on each other, find a family in each other, a support and the unconditional love that, much to my shame, I wasn’t able to give them. I have no idea what they will think about my decision to end my life on my own terms. We are not close, which I have always accepted, but now that my life is unequivocally and presently finite, I find that I wish it were different. I have been scared, but mostly numb, although as I write this to you I’m aware that I feel stronger. I am hopeful that I will gently and quietly expire, having put my affairs in order and said my good-byes.

			He wrote back, as he always did, expressing understanding and support. Now she looks again at her daughters and wonders if she will find the same when she decides to tell them. Meredith will understand, she thinks. But not Lizzy. And she isn’t sure about Nell.

			“Tell me about your lives,” she says now, turning to Lizzy. “Lizzy, how is the new house? Is Connor loving his new room? Nell, would you mind lifting my leg onto the ottoman? Oh, girls, it is so nice to have you home.”

		

	
		
			twenty-five

			I need a fucking drink.” Lizzy sinks her head into her hands.

			“There’s white wine in the fridge,” Nell offers.

			Meredith walks into the kitchen.

			“What’s going on?” Lizzy asks, looking up at her.

			“She says she’s just tired. I sat with her until she fell asleep.”

			“That’s really nice of you,” says Lizzy, and Meredith flushes with pleasure. Usually Lizzy accuses her of sucking up. “Does she still have three thousand skanky old white pillows on her bed?”

			Nell shakes her head. “Lizzy, don’t be cruel. She’s sick. There’s definitely something very wrong. The very fact that we’re all home and she managed about an hour before claiming a dizzy spell and having to lie down tells us this isn’t just for show. I don’t think this is one of her usual plays for attention. If it had been, she would have stayed in the living room and had all of us run around getting her things. She went upstairs to bed. Alone.”

			“She isn’t alone,” mutters Lizzy. “She has three thousand skanky pillows to keep her company.”

			“They’re not skanky anymore,” says Meredith. “The three thousand pillows have been bleached by Lily so they are now sparkling white.”

			“Does she still have four million dusty old tchotchkes next to the three thousand sparkling pillows?” Lizzy doesn’t miss a beat, and the other two laugh, all of them picturing their mother’s nightstands, toppling over with pillboxes, and not the medicinal kind but the English, Victorian, porcelain decorative kind, as well as with papers, vases, teacups and saucers, figurines, books, scripts.

			“She now has five million,” says Meredith, laughing in spite of herself.

			“Seriously, though, can we have a drink? Not wine here, but can we go somewhere?” Lizzy is now uncharacteristically serious. “I need to just go somewhere other than my childhood home and have a few martinis.”

			“A few?” says Meredith. “Didn’t Dad always say martinis are like a woman’s breasts . . .”

			Lizzy laughs. “Yeah, but he was wrong. Three isn’t too many. It isn’t nearly enough when you’re back in your childhood home with your very estranged”—she shoots a dark look at Nell—“sisters and your narcissistic mother, who for the first time isn’t playing at being sick for attention, but actually seems to be sick.”

			The others are quiet, because they know this is true. All those claims of headaches (which were never headaches but migraines, despite no aura, no throwing up), backaches (which were always surely a slipped disc), Epstein-Barr virus or Lyme disease, and broken ankles that were only a strain, all those years of lying on sofas, they were just demands for attention. Now that she is visibly not herself, possibly seriously ill, Ronni is muted and quiet. Not the mother they all know at all.

			“We could go to the beach,” says Nell. “Take the beach chairs from the garage and go down to Compo.”

			Lizzy considers it for a moment. “I would love to go to the beach, but right now I would prefer to be in a bar, with an excellent bartender making me very stiff drinks. I’m sorry,” she says, seeing Nell’s face, which is aghast at the thought of being in a noisy bar. “I know it’s not your thing, but I need people and noise. It’s my comfort zone. I promise that tomorrow we can do whatever you want to do.”

			“That means you’re going to be sitting at my kitchen table at the farm,” Nell says. “I’m a total hermit.”

			“Perfect.” Lizzy rests her chin on her hand with a smile. “I finally get to stay at the farm.”

			“You’re going to stay at the farm?” Nell is shocked.

			“You did offer. I’ll even help you make the space for me.” Lizzy flashes a grin. “In one of your numerous empty bedrooms. Where shall we go for a drink?”

			“Black Duck?” says Nell. “Dunville’s?”

			“Too old-school,” says Lizzy. “I want to see what’s new in town. Let me Yelp.” Seconds later she looks up. “We’re going to Bartaco. Nell? You’re the oldest so you can be designated driver. Let’s go.”

			•   •   •

			“Oh, my God,” Lizzy keeps exclaiming as they drive to the bar, passing through the town. “Remember when that was a movie theater? What happened to Max’s? It’s gone? No! That’s awful! Christ, what’s going on with the Y? It’s going to be stores and condos? That’s so weird. Oh, my God, come on, just drive me down Main Street once. No? Tomorrow, then. What’s that? Vespa? Cool looking. Has anyone been? We should try it. The Inn at National Hall closed? But that was my favorite hotel. Urgh. I hate change.”

			They park the truck and thread their way through the buildings to Bartaco, a few people already sitting on the sofas outside.

			“It’s nice and quiet here,” says Nell, pausing at an empty group of seats. “And it’s a lovely view of the river. Shall we stay here?”

			“Absolutely not,” Lizzy says as she keeps marching to the door. “I need music and a bar. Come on. Follow me.” She doesn’t see Meredith and Nell exchange a look, nor Meredith roll her eyes. She also doesn’t hear Nell whisper to Meredith, “It’s one night,” with a small shrug.

			“We’re heading to the bar,” Lizzy tells the hostess, whose mouth hangs open as she recognizes who has just walked in; the woman nods in excitement and rushes off to whisper to a coworker that Lizzy Sunshine is in the bar.

			Lizzy pauses as she looks around, at the woven willow lamps hanging from the ceiling, the huge framed vintage photographs on the walls, the whitewashed wood booths, and the huge, busy, buzzing bar in the middle. “Love this place,” she says. “Bartender better make a mean martini.” She heads over and sits on a stool, as her sisters sit on either side. She may be the youngest, but her personality made her the star long before she was a star.

			The bartender walks over and does a mock bow. “Ms. Sunshine,” he says, a twinkle in his eye. “What an honor to have you here.”

			“Thanks,” she says. “I’m Lizzy. These are my sisters, Nell and Meredith. What are your specialties?”

			“I make a great Red Sonja.”

			“Great. We’ll have two of those, whatever the hell they are, and one dirty martini, on the rocks.”

			“I’m actually fine with a Diet Coke,” says Meredith.

			“Meri, no. This is the first night of what is probably going to be a very long two weeks. I have no idea whether I can even get out of my commitments for two weeks, but either way, however long I stay, it’s going to feel longer, and we all need some proper sustenance. It’s one drink.” She turns then and really looks at her sister. “You shouldn’t be drinking Diet Coke anyway. Not only is it poison, it helps people gain weight. You’re better off with water if it must be nonalcoholic, but unless you’re sober and can’t risk falling off the wagon, tonight you are going to be joining me in a drink.”

			“In that case I’ll have a Red Sonja,” Meredith says, her shoulders slumped in resignation.

			“I didn’t know you liked dirty martinis,” Nell says to Lizzy.

			“Dad’s legacy.”

			“Have you heard from him?” Lizzy asks as Nell shakes her head, then Meredith.

			“No. I haven’t spoken to him in years.”

			“Me neither,” says Nell.

			“God, what a fucking shame that he managed to be such a cliché. Married a bitch who refused to allow him to have a relationship with his children from his first marriage, and then he fucks off to California never to be heard from again.” She sighs. “Ah, well. Every cloud has a silver lining.” She grimaces. “At least we never have to see Arianna the Grotesque again.”

			“Come on, Lizzy. She is our half sister.”

			“Yeah. Not going to claim that one, I’m afraid.”

			They all picture Arianna, who was a horribly spoiled, indulged child, and who, despite being twenty-one, continues to throw a tantrum when she doesn’t get her way and continues to be supported entirely by her parents. It doesn’t help that Selena, who appeared quite beautiful when their father met her, was beautiful only thanks to copious amounts of plastic surgery. Arianna has unfortunately inherited not only her mother’s horrible personality but her somewhat unfortunate natural looks—a weak chin, bulging eyes, a large beaky nose. The nose has been slimmed and bobbed to a nose just like her mother’s, but no amount of plastic surgery can change the fact that she is ugly inside and out.

			“I did ask him if he would walk me down the aisle,” says Meredith. “Unsurprisingly he had a prior commitment.”

			Lizzy snorts. “Was he putting the garden hose away?”

			“Too busy making money to buy Arianna a Ferrari?” says Nell in disgust.

			“Here’s to fatherless daughters.” Lizzy raises the glass that has just been placed in front of her.

			“And motherless daughters,” says Nell.

			“Fuck! Don’t say that!” Lizzy says. “I know she hasn’t exactly been the greatest of mothers, but still. I don’t want her to die. Here’s to long, healthy lives.” And they all chink glasses and drink.

			“I can’t believe how much this town has changed.” Lizzy looks around. “It’s so weird being back.”

			“How is it you don’t come back more? You’re an hour away,” says Meredith. “It’s weirder for me, being in London.”

			“I’m crazy busy,” says Lizzy, as two waiters appear, bearing trays of food.

			“We didn’t order anything,” says Meredith.

			“These are compliments of the chef,” say the waiter. “He has made you a selection of tacos—Baja fish, portobello mushroom, and sesame rib eye—and some of our guacamole. Please, enjoy.”

			“This is free?” Meredith says when they have gone.

			“Perks of the job.” Lizzy shrugs, taking a corn chip and scooping a large amount of guacamole.

			“Nice work if you can get it,” says Meredith.

			“Speaking of work,” says Lizzy, “how’s your job?”

			“It’s fine.”

			“How’s London?”

			“Good.”

			“How’s Derek?”

			Meredith fixes her a level stare. “I knew it would come to that.”

			“Jesus, Meri. Seriously. Don’t be so oversensitive. He’s the man you’re going to marry. Of course I’m going to ask how he is.”

			“I just feel that you’re always going to follow it up with an eye roll or some kind of snide comment about how awful he is.”

			Lizzy takes another deep swig of her drink. “Meri, I love you. I know we’re not close, but you two are the only big sisters I have. If Nell and I have ever made fun of Derek . . .”

			“I have never made fun of Derek,” Nell says.

			“Okay, me, then. But if we’ve ever said anything that felt like it was negative, it’s only because we want you to be happy, and I just wasn’t sure that Derek was the real love of your life.”

			“He is the love of my life,” Meredith says, although even as she says it, she is wondering if that’s true. No, she admits, she knows it’s not true. But he’s the man who has chosen her, she thinks. And he will make a very good husband. Everyone says so.

			“Great,” says Lizzy. “Speaking as an old married woman, albeit the youngest here, you need to be crazily in love and think he’s fantastic when you get married. Because God knows married life is hard enough without you looking at him every day and wondering why the fuck you married him in the first place.” She calls the bartender over and orders another round, even though hers is the only empty glass. She doesn’t see Meredith and Nell exchange worried glances.

			“How’s James?” Meredith ventures, and Lizzy shakes her head with a deep sigh.

			“Don’t even ask,” she says. “I need at least two more drinks before I venture down that particular road. Just take it from me, marriage is hard enough when you go into it thinking he’s the greatest thing that ever happened to you. God only knows what it would be like if you went into it because you thought it was the best you could get.”

			Meredith says nothing. She won’t think about that now. “How about you, Nell?” she says, to change the subject. “How’s the farm?”

			“Same as always.” Nell shrugs.

			“Did you ever get anyone to help you with the financial stuff? I’m really sorry I . . .” She trails off, not wanting to remind anyone of the difficult conversation they once had. “I’m happy to look at anything while I’m here.”

			Nell looks into her glass thoughtfully. The truth is, she buries her head in the sand when it comes to finances. She inherited the farm and realized very quickly she had to make big changes to make it a viable concern. She and her staff supply many of the local restaurants, and some in New York and New Jersey. They have the coffee shop, which has morphed and grown into more of a restaurant. They have the petting zoo and now ask for voluntary donations from parents bringing their young children there. So she has made innovations. But always, always, they could do with just a little bit more. And she’s never had anyone she could talk to about it.

			The good news is there is no mortgage. The bad news is that the workers have to be paid. Every few months it seems like a struggle. Every time, Nell is not entirely sure why.

			Nell believes that Meredith wouldn’t be able to tell her anything other than what she already knows, that they are struggling, that there is no safety net, that her ability to pay her workers depends on the weather, the yield, and a huge amount of luck. She doesn’t need anyone to tell her that no matter how hard she works—and she really doesn’t know how she can work much harder than she is right now—she can’t see a way to make any more changes.

			“Thanks,” she says to Meredith. “I appreciate your offer.”

			Lizzy’s phone buzzes, and she quickly pulls it out of her pocket and looks at the screen, excusing herself as she walks off.

			“Hey, you,” her sisters hear her say, her voice suddenly low and sultry. “I was wondering when I’d hear from you.” She disappears outside to take the call, leaving Nell and Meredith to polish off the guacamole.

			“I didn’t realize how hungry I was,” says Meredith. “I think it might be tiredness and jet lag. I always get more hungry when I’m tired.”

			“So it’s only another, what, three months until the wedding? How are you feeling?”

			“I’m excited,” says Meredith, her voice flat. “It’s just there’s so much to do.”

			“I can imagine.”

			“What about you? Any prospective men in your life?” Meredith asks, again to change the subject. “Any hot young farmers making your heart beat faster?”

			“Ha!” Nell smiles. “Hardly.”

			“Now that River is launched, you can’t claim you’re putting all your energies into motherhood. You need to get out there and start dating.”

			“Who says I haven’t been dating?”

			“Really? Good for you! Anyone nice?”

			Nell shrugs. “I was seeing this guy, but . . . I don’t know. The chemistry wasn’t there.”

			Meredith stares into her glass for a moment. “Do you think chemistry is all that important? I totally get it when you’re younger, but I think chemistry just gets you into trouble. There’s a large part of me that thinks it’s better to have stability, and kindness, and friendship. Those are the things that make a relationship last, I think. Not chemistry.”

			Nell watches her sister, who does not look at her when she says that. “So . . . what do you do about sex?”

			“Close my eyes and think of England?” Meredith laughs, as if she is joking, but she and Nell both know she isn’t.

			“I don’t know. Maybe you’re right,” Nell replies, trying to match Meredith’s honesty. “I tried closing my eyes and thinking of America, but it didn’t work for me. I wanted it to—he’s a great guy—but my life is really full, and really good. There would need to be something extra, something big, in order for me to open up and let someone into my life. And this guy wasn’t it.”

			“Yeah. I know what you mean,” says Meredith, thinking that her life is really small, and kind of dull, and maybe she set her sights too low. Maybe the problem isn’t Derek, but rather that she isn’t leading the life she should be leading. Too late now, she thinks. She’s thirty-eight. Lucky that anyone wants to marry her, let alone a partner in a CPA firm, someone who can love her and support her, and prevent her from going into middle age all by herself. She shudders with what feels like horror at the prospect of her life stretching out ahead of her with no one by her side. At least, that’s what she tells herself is making her shudder.

			“Do you know what I mean?”

			“I do. I just don’t think sex is that important.”

			“Maybe you’re right,” says Nell, who also thinks sex is not that important, but nor are relationships, and life on her own is perfectly fine.

			Lizzy walks back in and climbs on the stool.

			“How’s James?” says Meredith.

			“What?”

			“How is he? Wasn’t that him?”

			Lizzy stares at her for a second. “Oh! No! That was my business partner, Sean. We just had to iron out some stuff about the pop-up supper club on Sunday. Obviously I won’t be there, so he’s in charge.”

			“Wow. You have a very . . . intimate . . . relationship.”

			“It’s just what happens when you work together closely,” says Lizzy. But no one misses that her face has flushed a bright scarlet. “Another round?” she says, changing the subject as she waits for the color to fade.

			•   •   •

			“So what’s going on with your partner?” asks Nell later that night, as she and Lizzy pull onto the Merritt Parkway on their way back to the farm. They have dropped Meredith at their mother’s, but have promised to return to the house the next day for lunch.

			“What do you mean?”

			“‘Hey, you,’” Nell says, doing a credible imitation of Lizzy’s sexy voice when she picked up the call from Sean. “That kind of greeting means there’s something going on.”

			“Because you’re the expert in relationships?” Lizzy lets out a bark of laughter.

			“C’mon, Lizzy. I’m concerned.”

			“Don’t be. I know what I’m doing.”

			“You have a husband who loves you and a small child who loves his parents and wants them to be together. I know this because I know what it’s like when parents divorce.” She turns her head to look at Lizzy in the darkness.

			“Well, I certainly know what that’s like too,” she snaps. But then she turns to look out the window. “I don’t think James loves me anymore,” Lizzy says quietly. “I don’t think I love him. Mostly when I look at him I think that I hate him.”

			“Jesus, Lizzy. That’s awful. What about Connor?”

			“Why do you think we’re still together? That’s exactly it. What about Connor? I don’t want to do to him what was done to us.”

			“You mean, have an affair, then have your husband find out about it and leave you, then basically check out of mothering because you’re too focused on your career to be there for your kid—or kids?”

			“Fuck. You don’t have to put it like that.”

			“I was talking about Mom.”

			“Oh.” There is a long silence. “Jesus.” Lizzy lets out a long sigh. “I have no idea what I’m going to do.”

			“Maybe it starts with ending the affair.”

			“I’ve done that. Multiple times.”

			“You have to end it for good. It puts too much in jeopardy. Not just your marriage and your relationship with your child, but your business. He’s your partner. I don’t see any version of this that’s good for you. You cannot focus on what you need to focus on when you’re romantically linked.”

			“You’re right. You’re right. I know you’re right. It’s just so hard.”

			“No, it’s not. It’s just sex. It’s not that hard at all.”

			They are silent as they turn off the Merritt and go along Sport Hill Road, then turn, turn again, and again, until they reach an old wooden gate. Lizzy jumps out to open it and then pull it shut behind the truck. She pauses before climbing in to smell the sweet country air.

			“I haven’t been here since I was a teenager,” she says, rolling down the window so she can keep smelling the air. “I had forgotten how lovely it is. Twenty minutes away from Mom’s house, but it feels like it’s the middle of nowhere.”

			“It is the middle of nowhere.” Nell slows down as she steers the truck around the large pothole caused by a delivery truck the week before. “That’s why I love it.”

			“It looks completely different.” Lizzy squints out the window, making out the new barn and outbuildings, noting that it is manicured in a way it wasn’t back then. They pull into a cobblestone courtyard, with large square wooden planters filled with hydrangea trees.

			“This is gorgeous,” Lizzy says, stepping out of the truck and stretching. “We use planters just like that for our supper clubs.”

			“Yeah? Nice. Can you manage your bag? I’m going to put you in the room next to mine, if that’s okay.”

			“I can manage.” Lizzy pulls her bag out, well used to hauling heavy things around. “God, this is lovely,” she says, walking up the steps to the porch of the farmhouse. “If I lived here I’d never leave.”

			“I never do,” says Nell, pushing open the front door.

		

	
		
			twenty-six

			There is some kind of clattering in the kitchen, which starts off as clattering in her dream, and it’s only as Nell starts to swim up into consciousness that she realizes it is actually in her house. She has overslept. Hugely. It is 7:23 a.m., and there is so much she already hasn’t done, her heart starts palpitating. She never sleeps this late! And what is all that noise coming from downstairs?

			Lizzy, she thinks, remembering that she brought her sister home last night. Lizzy must be looking for coffee. Shit. Why has she overslept? Pulling on yesterday’s jeans and grabbing a clean T-shirt from the closet, she rushes downstairs and into the kitchen, expecting to see Lizzy.

			Except it isn’t Lizzy in her kitchen, but a woman she doesn’t recognize, in denim cutoffs and a white T-shirt, with an apron tied around her waist. She is pouring milk from a measuring cup into a white bowl.

			Who on earth is this? Nell’s first thought is that it must be an intruder, but what kind of an intruder breaks in, ties a floral apron around her waist, and proceeds to whip up a batch of muffins? Pancakes? Scones? Whatever it is, it looks like she knows what she’s doing.

			The woman must be around her own age, Nell thinks, watching her. She’s so focused on what she’s doing she apparently doesn’t realize the owner of the house is now standing in the doorway. She has strawberry blond hair, caught up in a clip, and unusually wide-set eyes. She frowns as she pours, biting her lower lip in concentration, before taking the milk back to the fridge and opening cabinets, looking for, Nell presumes, a pan.

			“A skillet? They’re in the cabinet next to the stove,” Nell says eventually. “Or muffin pans? If that’s what you need they’re in that thin space on the other side.”

			The woman looks up at Nell, startled, then smiles. Nell is instantly disarmed by her smile. No, it’s more than that. She’s kind of mesmerized by the radiance of the woman’s smile.

			“You must be Nell,” she says, putting down the bowl and wiping her hands on her apron.

			“I am, but I have absolutely no idea who you are.” Nell walks into the kitchen, taking a large ceramic coffee cup from the shelf as she turns to the woman.

			“Oh no!” The woman’s hand flies to her chest as she laughs. “You didn’t know we were coming early?”

			“We?”

			“The kids. River said he’d call you.”

			Nell puts down the coffee cup, her face lighting up. “River’s here?”

			“They’re asleep upstairs.” She shakes her head. “I told him to call you and let you know we were coming early. He wanted to surprise you, but I said it wasn’t a good idea. If I’d known he hadn’t told you, I would never have started baking in your kitchen.”

			“You’re Daisy’s mom!” Nell finally understands.

			“Greta Whitstable.” She extends a hand for Nell to shake. Greta’s eyes are too wide apart, her cheekbones too rounded, and her chin too pointed, but put together there is something compelling about her. She is not beautiful, but arresting, with her strawberry blond hair pulled back, a few tendrils around her face. It is an interesting face. Nell stares, trying to place her. There is something familiar about her, but she can’t figure out what.

			“Have we . . . met before?” she says finally.

			“I doubt it,” Greta says. “Unless you’ve made your way to St. Louis?” She turns to grab the coffeepot. “Why don’t you sit down and I’ll make you some breakfast. I’m just putting these muffins in. They’ll be ready in a few, now that I know where the muffin pans are.” She laughs. “Sit. How do you take your coffee?”

			“Black. Nothing in it.”

			“You’re easy,” says Greta Whitstable with a smile, as Nell unexpectedly finds herself flushing.

			She is suddenly very aware of sitting at her own kitchen table, in front of a stranger, with bedhead hair and unbrushed teeth. She doesn’t mind treating her sister to terrible hair and morning breath, but she’s suddenly uncomfortable appearing this way in front of this woman. Her chores are forgotten. “I’m just going upstairs for a couple of minutes,” she says, clearing her throat.

			Greta just smiles and nods, seeming completely at home in Nell’s kitchen, as if she has been there many times before.

			“I’ll be right back,” says Nell, moving toward the door.

			Greta Whitstable, she thinks, walking up the stairs. What an interesting name. What an interesting woman. Alone in her bathroom, brushing her teeth, washing her face, and making sure there is no sleep left in her eyes, Nell whispers it to herself, just once, surprised. What is it that is so familiar about her?

			“Greta Whitstable,” she mouths. “What kind of a name is that?” She smiles as she brushes her hair and pulls it back in its customary ponytail.

			She pauses outside River’s door, wondering whether to wake him, but decides to let him sleep before walking back down the stairs to the stranger who feels like she belongs.

			•   •   •

			“River!”

			It is an hour later when River finally emerges from his bedroom, sleepily walking into the kitchen to wrap his arms around his mother.

			Nell has been sitting at the kitchen table as Greta Whitstable buzzed around, baking muffins, then scones, explaining that River had told her Cheryl the caretaker was away and that anything she baked would be needed and appreciated.

			She refilled Nell’s coffee cup several times and brought over a muffin, then a scone, before wordlessly cutting up an orange and laying it out on a plate like a small sun and placing it in front of Nell without asking if she’d like it. Nell ate it, thinking it might have been the most delicious orange she had ever tasted.

			Greta Whitstable is completely at home in this kitchen, thinks Nell, wishing she were a better cook, more of a homemaker. I wonder if I would look as good in denim cutoffs and a floral apron. Maybe I should clip my hair up like that, with tendrils falling around my face instead of pulling it back into such a severe ponytail all the time.

			Greta Whitstable catches Nell staring at her and blows a strand of hair out of her eyes, then laughs. Nell is so charmed by the attention of Greta Whitstable, so distracted by this feminine energy that has blown in out of nowhere seemingly to take care of Nell (who didn’t, up until an hour ago, know she needed taking care of), that she has completely forgotten about her mother, and her sisters, and why she slept right through her alarm and was only woken up by the clattering of Greta Whitstable downstairs.

			“Well, good morning!” Lizzy wanders in, her eyes half closed, yawning and stretching. “Nephew!” She spies River at the table and leaps over, snaking her arms around him and squeezing as he laughs.

			“Hello,” she says, turning to Greta. “I’m Lizzy. Errant younger sister. Are you the chef?”

			Greta laughs. “Hardly. I’m the mother of the girlfriend. Daisy, that is. River’s girlfriend. I’m Greta.” She shakes Lizzy’s hand.

			“And you made all these?” Lizzy looks at the trays of muffins and scones.

			“She made far more. The rest have already been sent over to the coffee shop,” Nell explains.

			Lizzy turns to look at Nell, noting how smiley she is this morning, an unfamiliar sparkle in her eye.

			“May I?” She picks up a muffin, feeling how light it is, noting the poppy seeds evenly sprinkled throughout, then tearing off a piece and holding it in her mouth before chewing slowly. Her mouth fills with an intense lemon flavor. “Jesus, these are good.” She sighs. “These are actually insanely good.”

			“Thank you.” Greta pours her some coffee and hands it over. “My mother’s recipe.”

			“What are the scones? They’re an interesting color.”

			“Coffee chocolate chip.”

			Nell raises an eyebrow. “Mom’s recipe too?”

			Greta smiles. “This one is mine. Here.” She breaks one in pieces and hands them around the table.

			“I told you Daisy’s mom is an amazing baker,” River says, his mouth full of scone as Lizzy chews thoughtfully.

			“I didn’t remember,” says Nell.

			“Do you cook professionally?” Lizzy turns her focus to Greta, who shakes her head. “Would you cook professionally?”

			“I don’t think so. I love doing it for fun, but there are too many other things I have going on.”

			“I would love you to bake some of these for one of my supper clubs. You could be the guest baker.”

			Greta frowns. “Supper club? What is that?”

			Lizzy smiles. Since her television show, it feels like everyone knows who she is. Even when they don’t mention anything, even if they pretend she is a stranger, at a certain point in the conversation they reveal their awareness of her. Sometimes it’s with a throwaway comment, but they always know. Usually.

			“Do you watch the show?” River grins.

			“I don’t watch television really,” says Greta. “What show?”

			“My aunt has a big food show. The Supper Club. And she hosts supper clubs, like, pop-up restaurants on rooftops in New York that people pay a fortune to come to.”

			“You’re a chef?”

			Lizzy bows her head in false modesty. “I am.”

			Greta blushes slightly. “I didn’t know. I’m so sorry.”

			“Don’t be,” Lizzy says, surprisingly delighted at this unexpected anonymity. “Be happy. I’m not sure I’ve ever tasted a scone quite like this.”

			“It’s all in the ingredients,” Greta says modestly. “Nothing to do with me.”

			“You and I both know that’s not true. If you won’t bake for me, you know I’m going to have to try and figure out this recipe.”

			“Be my guest,” says Greta. “But I’ll give it to you. I’m not precious.”

			“I like this woman,” Lizzy says, turning to River and grinning, then sitting down and reaching for another scone. “I approve.”

			Nell frowns. What does Lizzy mean?

			The doorbell rings as they all jump. Who on earth is ringing the doorbell so early in the morning? Nell goes to the back door and sticks her head out. “In here,” she calls. Turning to the others, she says, “It’s Meredith.”

			“What’s she doing here?” asks Lizzy, as Meredith walks in with a sigh, lighting up temporarily when she sees River and is introduced to Greta.

			“Bad night?” asks Lizzy, once Meredith is settled with a cup of coffee.

			“The night was fine, but the veil is on today. I had to get out of there.”

			“Oh, God,” groans Nell, suppressing a small smile. “I’d forgotten about the veil. I see her so rarely she’s usually on her best behavior. The veil!” She buries her head in her hands for a second. “We’re supposed to be going there for lunch. I can’t deal with her when the veil is on.”

			Greta leans forward. “I hope this isn’t presumptuous, but what does that mean, the veil is on?”

			“Our mother can be enormously fun and charming and sweet,” says Lizzy.

			“And when the veil is on, it is as if she is possessed by the devil,” says Meredith. “She is angry and vicious and punitive.”

			“When we were children we used to be able to tell, as soon as she came into the room, what kind of mood she was in,” Nell explains. “Her eyes would be different when she was in one of the moods. It was as if there was a veil covering them, and if the veil was on, we would get out of the way.”

			“When we were old enough,” Meredith clarifies. “There were plenty of times as children when we didn’t have a choice but to take it.”

			“God, she could be awful,” says Lizzy. “Remember when she used to scream at you that you were fat and would never have a boyfriend?” She turns to Nell. “And she used to say you looked like a lesbian.”

			“Thanks, Lizzy,” says Nell, coolly. “As I recall, you were the only one who escaped it.”

			“Baby of the family,” says Lizzy. “What can I do? I didn’t escape it entirely, but she could never think of suitable insults because I’m perfect.”

			They all laugh and shake their heads.

			“That doesn’t sound like a lot of fun,” says Greta. “How could any of you have felt safe?”

			Meredith smiles. “We didn’t. Hence my moving to London to get away. God, I hope it passes.”

			“I’ll tell you this much,” Nell says, getting up to clear the plates, “I’m not going over there for lunch if she’s like that.”

			“Me neither,” says Meredith. “I may move my stuff in here. I can’t believe I haven’t even been here twenty-four hours and she’s like this already. It makes me want to get straight back on a plane and go back to London. I told Lily I’d check in later.”

			“It’s so typical.” Nell sighs. “Look at how lovely it was just yesterday, how happy she seemed to have us all back together again at home. And then she has to sabotage it. She always has to sabotage it.”

			Nell stands at the sink as Lizzy brings over the rest of the plates and then rubs her back gently. Nell startles, unused to being touched unexpectedly, unused to affection from . . . anyone. She abruptly excuses herself for the bathroom and quickly leaves, and Lizzy quietly washes up.

			Nell’s phone buzzes as she stands in the bathroom looking at herself in the mirror, unsettled, and unsure why. It is her mother, but she ignores the call. A text comes in, then another.

			Urgent, says the third text. Call. Nell sinks onto the edge of the bath and makes the call, promising herself she will hang up at the slightest provocation.

			“What is it, Mom?”

			“I need to see you,” says her mom. “Now.”

			“Mom, I have stuff to do on the farm. I don’t know that I can make it this morning.”

			“It’s an emergency,” says her mother imperiously. “Don’t tell your sisters. Be at my house in half an hour.”

			Nell goes back into the kitchen. “I have been summoned,” she says drily. “And told not to tell you.”

			“You’re going?” Lizzy is impressed.

			“She says it’s an emergency. Lily isn’t picking up the phone. Let me just go and get it over with. If she’s a bitch, I’ll leave.”

			“Want me to come with you, Mom?” River pushes his chair back.

			“No, sweetie. If you can open up the farm and make sure everyone has what they need, that would be great.”

			“I’ll help,” says Greta.

			“Me too,” says Lizzy.

			“Me three,” volunteers Meredith, who has no idea what to do on a farm.

		

	
		
			twenty-seven

			Nell parks the truck and lets herself into Ronni’s house, bracing herself for her mother’s anger. But Lily, in the kitchen, bestows a beaming smile on Nell as she walks in.

			“Ma’am is not so happy today,” she says calmly.

			Nell apologizes for her mother. She has watched her take it out on her staff for years, amazed that anyone has ever stayed with her for long. Lily has been here for years, her smiling, sunny disposition a tonic for Ronni’s moods. When Ronni gets vicious, Lily just laughs at her, and, oddly, Ronni usually stops. It’s strangely not unlike the dynamic between Ronni and Lizzy as a little girl.

			“Where is she?”

			“In bed. Her legs are bothering her today,” Lily says. “I’m making a hot water bottle for her to help the cramps, but they are bad. She’s not really able to walk.”

			“What do you mean, she’s not able to walk?”

			Lily frowns. “It has been much worse recently. She has a cane, but she can’t really walk much. Her legs don’t work.”

			“You don’t think she just wants you running after her?”

			“No. This is different. She is very tired and breathing is sometimes hard for her.”

			“Have you called the doctor?”

			“She saw him last week. She says there’s nothing they can do.”

			“Well, that’s just my mother being overly dramatic. I can speak to him, if that makes it easier. There’s always something they can do. Here. Give me the hot water bottle. I’ll take it up to her.”

			Nell walks up the stairs clutching the cashmere hot water bottle to her chest, smiling at the fact that it is in fact a hot water bottle with a cashmere cover. Only my mother, she thinks.

			She knocks on the door and pushes it open to find her mother lying in bed, no wig, no makeup, her hair thin and wispy, her skin pale, almost gray. Her eyes are closed and she is breathing raspily.

			“Mom?” Nell whispers, shocked at how different her mother looks since yesterday. Without the effort to look normal, Ronni looks shockingly old and frail. Unwell.

			For the first time, Nell understands that this is truly not yet another of their mother’s claims for attention. Something is clearly very wrong.

			Ronni opens her eyes, seemingly discombobulated for a few seconds. “Nell,” she says eventually, regaining her composure. “Can you help me sit up?”

			Nell leans her mother forward gently and reaches behind and fluffs the pillows, before helping her mother lean back. She tries not to think of how unready she is to be nursing her mother, for this does feel like that is what she is doing.

			Ronni reaches over with her good hand and clasps Nell’s. “Sit,” she says, and Nell reluctantly perches on the bed, unused to affection from anyone, let alone her mother. She clasps her mother’s hand awkwardly, wondering how quickly she can extract her own at the same time that she is relieved that the veil is apparently gone.

			“What happened with Meredith?” she asks.

			“I woke up on the wrong side of the bed,” says her mother, wryly.

			“I think she might want to stay with me instead . . .” says Nell. “She can’t deal with you when you’re . . . when you’ve woken up on the wrong side of the bed.”

			“I know. She never could. Which always made it worse. She would get so upset it always made me angrier. You just shut down.”

			Nell shrugs, impassively, not really surprised to learn that their mother is fully aware of their various coping strategies.

			The sight of her expressionless face, such a perfect example of one of the ways Nell used to escape, makes Ronni smile. “And Lizzy didn’t give a shit.”

			“About anyone or anything.”

			“No, that’s not quite right.” She meets Nell’s gaze. “I understand Lizzy because . . . she’s the most like me.”

			Nell’s not sure she’s ready for this talk. She’s certainly not used to heart-to-hearts with her mother. She changes the subject. “So what’s the emergency, Mom? I have so much to do, I can’t stay.”

			“First you have to promise not to tell your sisters.”

			“Fine.”

			“You don’t mean that. Swear on . . . River’s life.”

			“No. I won’t do that. I can only promise. I don’t break promises. You know that about me.”

			Ronni nods. “This small fiber neuropathy. I do know what else is going on.”

			“You do? Why didn’t you tell us?”

			“Because I’m not ready for everyone to know. I need your sisters to figure things out with each other first. I need you all to find each other again.”

			“What are you talking about? What’s going on?”

			Ronni sighs. “I’ve got amyotrophic lateral sclerosis.”

			Nell remembers how her mother has always loved Latin names, the longer and more complicated the better, particularly when it comes to describing her various ailments that are never as serious as they sound.

			“ALS,” her mother then adds, with no emotion whatsoever. “Also known as Lou Gehrig’s disease.”

			That Nell understands. “What?” She just can’t take it in. She shakes her head. “What are you saying?” She was prepared for histrionics, for weeping, for hushed breath and drama, not for news like this. But her mother is quiet, calm.

			“I have a terminal disease. I have probably had it for years. Remember those dizzy spells that started all those years ago? When I had to keep lying down because the nausea was so bad? And my hair breaking off and the tingling in my scalp? All of it was early signs of ALS.”

			“But they tested you for everything and couldn’t find anything.”

			“No. Isn’t it ironic that all the tests came back normal? And yet, it isn’t. It’s often hard to diagnose. They found it when I started falling, and then they noticed my muscles twitching.”

			“So . . . when you say terminal . . .” Ronni’s words are finally sinking in and Nell finds a lump in her throat. She pauses and swallows, takes a deep breath. “How long does that . . . ?”

			“Most people have a life span of three to five years after diagnosis. But since mine came late, it seems I have already had more than my fair share. I am well on my way to ending up one hundred percent paralyzed, unable to breathe or eat unaided.”

			She pauses, and Nell feels her breath catch. If you were to ask her if she loves her mother, she might say yes, of course. But the truth is, she has never felt love for her mother. If her mother has been anything in her life, she is more a source of annoyance or unhappiness, an obligation to be met, a duty that Nell fulfills in the most minimal of ways. And yet, here she is, forgetting that she and her mother are holding hands in an unprecedented display of affection, forgetting that five minutes ago she was desperate to get out of here as quickly as possible. Her eyes are filled with tears as she opens and closes her mouth, not knowing what to say, but knowing this is real. This is not her mother’s histrionics. This is happening. Her voice is a whisper. “How long?”

			Her mother levels a cool gaze at her, squeezing her hand. “I refuse to let this disease take me,” she says quietly. “I refuse to become paralyzed. I refuse to become a vegetable, knowing exactly what’s happening to me but being unable to do anything.”

			Nell stares at her.

			“I am going to take my life, Nell,” her mother says. “And I want you to help me. I want to go peacefully, surrounded by my family. My legs are now essentially paralyzed. I can drag myself around sometimes, but I’m losing strength in my arms, particularly the left side. I don’t want the hospital visits and the doctors and the nurses and the caregivers. I have had months to think about this, and I am ready. I want you all with me, and I want to do it soon.”

			Nell stares at her.

			“Nell? Say something. I’m telling you, because you’re the one I’m closest to.” She gives a sad smile. “I know. We’re not actually close, but you are the one I see the most. You’re the one I rely on. I don’t know how to tell your sisters.”

			Finally, Nell blinks. “You managed to tell me perfectly well.”

			“Because you can handle it. You’ve always been the strong one. I’m sorry I’ve always been so tough on you.”

			Nell tries to find the words.

			“I want you to be prepared for when I tell your sisters,” continues her mother.

			“So when are you planning on telling them? Because this isn’t fair, for me to carry this burden by myself.” Nell’s voice comes out sounding like a child’s.

			“I can tell them tonight,” says Ronni. “If you think I should.”

			“I don’t know,” Nell snaps. “I have no idea. I have no idea what to tell you. Jesus. When are you planning to do this?”

			“I’m ready,” says her mother. “I want to do it while you’re all here, before it gets worse. And I want to know that you’ll all look after each other after I’m gone.”

			Nell lets out a long sigh. “Mom? I don’t know that we can do this. I don’t know that we can sit here and watch you die.”

			“You’re going to be watching me die.” Ronni smiles sadly. “It’s just a question of when.”

		

	
		
			twenty-eight

			Nell drives home feeling numb. There are no tears, just a feeling that she is submerged underwater. The landscape passes by out the window, unfamiliar, everything blurry and strange.

			How can this be happening, she thinks. How does she not tell her sisters when she sees them in a few minutes? They will see, surely, there is something wrong as soon as she walks in the door.

			Nell is not close to her mother, has never been close to her mother, but Ronni is her mother, the only one she has ever known, and she is not ready for her to die. She is certainly not ready to assist in any way.

			And yet, her mother is the vainest creature she knows. Nell understands her mother not wanting to be paralyzed, not wanting to lose control, to relinquish everything to caregivers and nurses. No. That would not be what Ronni Sunshine would ever choose for herself.

			Isn’t this the bravest thing of all, for her to take her own life? But she doesn’t want to take her own life exactly; she wants her daughters to do it. The thought is inconceivable.

			Why did she tell me, she thinks, but she already knows the answer: Because I can handle it. Because I am the strong one.

			The house is quiet, the kitchen cleaned up and tidy, the sound of water upstairs indicating that someone is in the shower. On the counter is a note in handwriting she recognizes as Lizzy’s.

			Gone to Westport shopping with Meri! Text if you need anything. Obsessed with this farm!

			L xxx

			How does she tell them? Does she tell them? Does she wait for her mother to tell them tonight? She did promise, after all.

			Why me? she thinks. Why this? Why now?

			She goes into her little office and sits behind her desk, staring into space, her mind a blank. She is used to sitting in here and avoiding thinking about her problems. On her desk is a pile of financial papers she hasn’t had the heart to look at for days. To avoid it, earlier in the week she picked up a magazine and put it on top of the papers to hide them completely. Since, she has been able to pretend she doesn’t have financial challenges facing the farm. The papers have been waiting patiently for her to deal with them.

			But her mother’s illness cannot so easily be avoided. It is real, and it is happening now. If she pretends it’s not, it will just happen anyway.

			Taking a deep breath, she turns to her computer and slides the mouse to look up ALS, jumping from website to website, stopping every few minutes to scribble thoughts and questions into a notebook on her desk.

			She lingers as she reads about Stephen Hawking. He has this, has had it for years. Maybe her mother could live a full life, she thinks, looking at a picture of Stephen Hawking. No, she realizes. Her mother would never want a life like this, even if the disease might allow it.

			There is a faint knock on the door as Greta pops her head in. “I hope I’m not intruding,” she says, looking around as her eyes light up with pleasure. “Oh, look how lovely it is in here. What a beautiful room!”

			“Come in,” Nell says, closing down the screen, welcoming the distraction, unaccountably delighted it is Greta disturbing her.

			She is surprised at herself. Usually she allows no one to come in here. This is the space that Nell thinks of as truly hers. Her sanctuary. She put a lot of effort into making it so. It had been a dark, oppressive, wood-paneled office in Theodora’s day. When she took over, she told her mother her plan to paint the wood and Ronni gasped.

			“You can’t paint mahogany!” she protested, but Nell could. And did. She painted the paneling on the walls a cornflower blue and the floorboards the palest of grays, almost white. And she put a soft blue and white woven rug over the top.

			She pulled out the built-ins and painted an old desk the same gray as the floor. A white ceramic vase, its sides fat and bulging, sits on one corner, stuffed with bright pink cosmos from the garden.

			On one side of the room is a slip-covered sofa, white with a tiny hint of a hand-blocked Indian print in a pale coffee color, almost undetectable. Large, soft blue and white pillows are scattered along the back of the sofa.

			Nell has covered the walls with framed paintings that River did in elementary school, not that you would ever know. Abstracts, she has always thought, that could cost thousands of dollars in an art gallery. Swishes of paint, spatters of ink, scribbles of pencil. They are surprisingly sophisticated, and every time she looks at them she is reminded of River’s chubby hands and sweet smile, how he would pad into her room and wake her up by whispering loudly, “Mommy? Are you awake?” And she would keep her eyes closed and smile, whispering back, “No,” before grabbing him and smothering him with kisses as he giggled and squirmed.

			How happy they were.

			“Can I sit?” Greta sits without waiting for Nell to say yes. Nell wonders whether she makes herself this much at home wherever she goes.

			“I just wanted to check in on you.” Greta fixes her cool gaze on Nell, who moves to the other end of the sofa. “I know we’ve only just met, but I was curled up on the window seat upstairs when you came back and I saw you come in here, and you looked like you have a lot on your mind. I just wanted to see if you were okay.”

			Nell doesn’t know what to say. “That’s very perceptive of you.” I promised, she thinks.

			“It sounds like your mother is a challenging woman,” Greta says.

			“She is, but that wasn’t the issue today. It’s . . . something else. I don’t think I can talk about it yet. I’m sorry. I hope you understand.”

			“Of course. I would hate to intrude. Can I get you anything? I thought maybe I could make lunch for everyone. I have no idea how things work here, but I noticed you have an overabundance of vegetables growing. If I’m allowed to harvest, I can make a big salad, and there are some chicken breasts in the fridge. I can make a little go a long way.”

			“You don’t have to cook. It’s incredibly kind of you to offer, but after all your work this morning, it’s really not necessary. Lizzy is here, and if anyone should be cooking, it should be her.”

			“I feel awful that I had no idea who she is. Daisy filled me in. Do you think I offended her?”

			Nell laughs. “It takes a lot more than that to offend Lizzy.”

			“I like her. And Meredith. You have a wonderful family. And I really would be happy to cook.”

			“Do you always take care of people like this?” Nell asks, feeling an inexplicable sense of gratitude, an inexplicable desire to reach out and place her hand on Greta’s cheek. She has no idea why, only that sitting here, on this sofa, with this woman so close, she wants her to be closer.

			Nell blinks. What on earth is happening to her? It is the upset, she tells herself. I am not myself.

			“Yes.” Greta smiles. “Taking care of people is what I do. Now that Daisy has left home I find myself pulling in stray ducks from all over the place.”

			“Is that what you think of me?” says Nell. “A stray duck?”

			Greta thinks for a while. “No,” she says finally. “You strike me as enormously strong and self-sufficient. A lone lion, perhaps, rather than a stray duck. Strong. But alone.”

			“God.” Nell exhales, the first hint of a smile since she got home playing around her lips. “That sounds awful. I think I’d much rather be a stray duck.”

			“It was a compliment. Lioness, then. Regal. Beautiful. Powerful.”

			“I don’t feel powerful,” says Nell, thinking, Regal? Beautiful? Am I?

			“Many of us don’t recognize our best qualities, even when women as wise as me are pointing them out. River was telling me that you and your mother, your sisters, haven’t ever gotten along that well. That the three of you being together in this house is unusual. So that means it also must be hard for you, having this . . . reunion. How do you feel about everyone being here? I would never have guessed that you aren’t close from this morning. Maybe this will be healing for all of you, this trip?”

			Healing? thinks Nell. That’s what her mother said she wanted. But how could this be healing, when they are all about to discover news that will change them forever, news that will change the rest of their lives?

			Nell looks at Greta, then looks away, feeling an overwhelming impulse to tell this woman everything. She promised her mother she wouldn’t tell her sisters, but Greta is someone else. And she seems gentle and wise, and like a good listener, someone who wouldn’t judge.

			Nell does not talk about her mother with anyone. She doesn’t talk about much of anything with anyone. She has a convivial, friendly, warm relationship with everyone who works on the farm, but none of them are friends, exactly. She talks to Cheryl, the caretaker, every day and considers her as close to a friend as anyone else.

			But this knowledge is too weighty for her to carry alone. Greta is sitting there, so serene, so understanding, so warm. Why would she not tell her? Why would she not tell her that she knows this is real? That her mother has spent her entire life craving attention, but now that she has a terminal illness and could command everyone’s attention for quite some time, she is planning something else? She wants her children to help her end her life and seems to think she’s doing some great altruistic final act by bringing her estranged daughters together to reestablish some strong familial bond that never existed in the first place.

			Meanwhile, Nell is the only one who knows. She agreed to pretend everything is normal, not to share the secret, just as her mother wants, but the shock and sadness are welling inside her, a bubble that is threatening to burst in the face of Greta’s sympathy and concern. She doesn’t speak. She can’t speak. She closes her eyes, just for a few seconds, and shakes her head. She feels Greta lay a cool hand on her hand.

			“It’s okay,” Greta croons softly. “It’s going to be okay.”

			And much to her surprise, Nell finds tears trickling down her cheeks. The thing is, it isn’t going to be okay. Or, not the kind of okay where life carries on as it has been before. It isn’t going to be Nell’s mother phoning her and demanding Nell do something for her. It isn’t going to be Nell’s obligatory visits, filled with not so much resentment as weariness.

			Why does it always come down to Nell? Why doesn’t her mother ask anything of anyone else?

			Because Meredith is too far away, and Lizzy doesn’t give a shit. Lizzy is far too busy with her successful supper clubs and her successful TV show and her successful marriage and perfect son to ever take the time to do anything for their mother. So it falls to Nell. Lizzy and Meredith do absolutely nothing. They show up for holidays, spend two or three days with their mother, and sail off into their lives, as if that’s all that is ever required of them.

			And that is all that is ever required of them, because Nell is there, has always been there, to pick up the slack. And because their mother does not want to alienate Lizzy and Meredith further than she already has, when she is upset, with them, or about life in general, the person to whom she complains is Nell.

			And when she is angry, as she so often is, the person on whom she takes it out is Nell.

			And when she is dying, and doing so in her own time frame, on her own terms, the person she chooses to help her with her pain, fear, and sadness is Nell. She’s the strong one. Her sisters can’t deal with it. She needs Nell.

			Usually Nell doesn’t care. Sometimes she is resentful that she has to handle her mother effectively on her own, but mostly she just does it. But today, with the weight of all that she knows, it is too much. As she sits on her office sofa, a kindly hand on her hand, a look of grave concern on the face of the woman sitting beside her, it is unexpectedly too much for Nell to carry on her own. Much to her shame and embarrassment, her body is suddenly racked with sobs, and she is taken into Greta’s arms and held tightly.

			Like a mother would hold a child, she thinks, later, when she is calm again. Like I have held River so many times, when he was small and frail and scared.

			Like I have wanted to be held for years.

			•   •   •

			She tells Greta everything, astonished at how easy it is, how freely the words flow from her lips. She describes her childhood, her relationship with her sisters, the struggle she has with what she alone now knows, given how hard her mother has always been on her.

			As she talks, it feels less painful. As she talks, and cries, encouraged from time to time by Greta, she is astonished to feel the burden easing. Not disappearing, but she had never realized that the saying was true; a burden shared is truly a burden halved. She had never thought to share her burdens with anyone before. How much easier, she suddenly thinks, my life might have been if I had.

			“I’m so sorry,” she says eventually, embarrassed, blushing at how much she has revealed, at the extraordinary intimacy these walls now contain. “I didn’t mean to say all of that. I don’t even know you. I don’t know where all that came from.”

			“Haven’t you ever heard that it’s almost always easier to reveal your innermost secrets to a stranger? I’m not a stranger, anyway. At least, you don’t feel like a stranger to me.”

			“Not now. Certainly. After the last half hour you probably know me better than just about anyone else in the world.”

			“I’m sure that’s not true.” Greta dismisses the idea, but Nell knows it is so. She has never spoken to anyone like this before.

			Greta looks at Nell again, curiously. “Is that true?”

			“Would you think less of me if I said it was?” Nell asks, reluctantly.

			“It wouldn’t change my opinion at all. You clearly needed to let some of this out. I’m only glad I was here.”

			“I’m so sorry. I feel . . . embarrassed. I’ve never been good at talking about emotions.”

			“Why not? How does it make you feel?”

			Nell thinks for a moment. “Vulnerable.”

			Greta laughs. “And that’s a bad thing?”

			“Isn’t it?”

			Greta shakes her head. “Allowing ourselves to show our vulnerability is how we make human connections. If we’re not showing other people our true selves, our weaknesses and flaws, how can we ever allow ourselves to be known?”

			“I’m not sure I’ve ever wanted to be known.”

			“Then you’re missing out on ninety percent of what this life has to offer.” Greta shrugs lightly. “Being known is about connecting with people. I believe we’re put on this earth to connect. Without it, life would be terribly lonely.”

			Yes, thinks Nell. It is terribly lonely. And she is shocked that she is finally able to admit that.

			“At times like this we’re supposed to be at our most vulnerable, and we are not supposed to be lonely. Your mother is dying,” she says gently. “And choosing to do so on her own terms. I think she must be an incredibly brave woman. But it is always hardest on the ones the dying leave behind.”

			“But it shouldn’t be hardest on me,” Nell finds herself saying. “On any of us. We’ve all had such a difficult relationship with her. And with each other. We’ve never been a close family. I don’t understand why I’m finding this so painful.”

			“That’s why,” Greta says simply with a smile. “It’s harder when love isn’t easy. Which doesn’t mean the love isn’t there. And it doesn’t mean you can’t now say the things that were never said long ago. It’s not too late, Nell. Not yet.”

			“How do you know so much?” Nell says quickly, trying to change the subject because otherwise she might cry again. “Are you a therapist? I don’t know anything about you.”

			“I have a degree in social work,” says Greta. “Now I work with an organization that sponsors therapeutic retreats. I’m not practicing as a therapist, but I’m well versed in talking to people who are going through major issues in their life. I’m a good listener.”

			“And a good cook,” says Nell. “Kind of the perfect woman! Is there anything you can’t do?”

			“Tons!” Greta says with a laugh. “I’m not even going to get started or you’ll never look at me in the same light again. But since you don’t want me making lunch for everyone, maybe we could do something else. I wanted to find some time to visit Westport. Do you want to go there for lunch? It would be nice to get to know each other away from everyone.”

			“I would love to,” says Nell. “I have some work stuff to do, but lunch sounds great.”

			“Meet you in the kitchen at quarter to one?”

			“It’s a date,” says Nell, flushing. That’s not what she meant.

			•   •   •

			After her talk with Greta, Nell feels much better. The cloud is still in her head, but it’s not quite so dense. She realizes she can avoid her sisters this afternoon, surely, and then her mother can tell them tonight. Nell doesn’t want to carry this burden alone. What she hasn’t yet said to Greta, what she might not say to her, or indeed anyone else, is that mixed in with the sadness is relief.

			Nell sits at her desk and turns back to her computer. Sighing, she finds herself typing “Greta Whitstable” into Google. She doesn’t find much. A Facebook page, limited profile. A laughing picture. Freckles. Nell didn’t notice before and unconsciously traces the bridge of her own nose. I always wanted freckles, she thinks, as there is a loud knock on the door and, startled, feeling guilty, she clicks the window closed.

			It’s River. “Daisy and I are going to Ronron’s. Shall we take her some muffins?”

			“She’d love that,” says Nell, although she has no idea what her mother is eating these days, whether any of her rules about food persist now that she is ill. She thinks of everything her mother has done over the years to stay skinny enough to look good on camera: the Scarsdale diet, the grapefruit diet, the cabbage soup diet, Weight Watchers, Jenny Craig, Nutrisystem, the Atkins diet, paleo, vegetarian, vegan, juice fasts, the Master Cleanse. Urgh. The Master Cleanse. That one was the worst. Her mother persuaded Meredith to try it and Meredith threw up after the first salt flush. Carbohydrates haven’t crossed the threshold of her mother’s house in years. None of it matters now. River should take her muffins.

			River hesitates, then walks in, reaches down, and puts his arms around his mother, enveloping her in a hug, in a way he hasn’t done in years. Her little boy, now so big, so grown-up. Sometimes she looks at him and is amazed that he is hers, that she held him as a baby, that she managed to produce a boy as handsome and kind and clever and perfect as he. Nell lights up in his arms.

			“I love you, Mom,” he says, and Nell smiles, losing herself in love for her son. He is the only person she has ever been able to love completely, wholly, and unconditionally.

			It has always been easy, because she is his mother. She has never had to be vulnerable with him. She hasn’t been vulnerable with anyone since Lewis let her down, since she realized her mother would never put her first. The whole idea of vulnerability feels new to her. Could she love someone as completely as River, but on a more equal level? The idea intrigues her, surprises her. What surprises her more is that for the first time, she is thinking she might like to try.

			•   •   •

			“Hello?”

			Nell has been counting down the minutes to meet Greta in the kitchen, when she hears Lizzy’s voice. She wasn’t expecting her back so soon and walks reluctantly to the kitchen from the office to see Lizzy standing by the counter, helping herself to the grapes in the fruit bowl, as if she lived there. Nell smiles. It’s a blessing and a curse, this ability of her sister’s to make herself at home anywhere. Nell wishes she were more comfortable in the world, even though nothing would make her want to swap lives with Lizzy.

			“Hi. Where’s Meredith?” Nell asks.

			“I dropped her back at Mom’s. She was feeling guilty.”

			Nell laughs and shakes her head. “Poor Meredith. I can’t believe she’s almost forty and still bound by what other people think of her.”

			“I know.” Lizzy rolls her eyes. “I still can’t believe she’s planning on marrying the Dreadful Derek. Do you think she’ll go through with it?”

			“I don’t know, but you can’t say anything. She’ll just resent you if you do, and it won’t help her at all. We all have to make our own mistakes.”

			“You don’t have to remind me. I plan on saying nothing.” Lizzy pulls out a chair and sits down, putting her feet up on another chair as she munches through the grapes, looking around the kitchen.

			“I never thought I’d say this, but it is really nice to be out here. I feel peaceful here in a way I haven’t for a really long time.”

			Nell smiles. “You’re finally coming back to your suburban roots?”

			“This is hardly suburban. This is country. Except it’s close to everything. You really lucked out, getting this farm as a gift.”

			Nell is cautious. “I did, but it wasn’t exactly a gift. It was an inheritance. It’s also a lot of hard work. It’s not like I can sit back and let it take care of itself.”

			“I know that. I can see the work you put in. And all the employees you have to manage.” She pauses. “I know I shouldn’t bring this up, but it’s really a shame you don’t think about doing farm dinners.”

			“Your supper club, you mean.”

			“My supper clubs, yes. And dinners on the farm. People pay a fortune now to sit in a meadow at an old trestle table. You could make proper money.”

			Nell looks at her sister closely, feigning disinterest, although “making proper money” is what she needs right now. “Making proper money” would mean she could stop hiding the pile of financial papers on her desk under a magazine.

			“How much money, do you think?” Nell tries to sound as if she doesn’t much care, as if the farm’s future isn’t reliant on making, somehow, proper money.

			“Look, I don’t really take care of the business end; Sean does that. But I can tell you that we run two to three supper clubs a week that range in size from a minimum of fifty, to three hundred if we’re doing it on a farm. People pay up to five hundred dollars a head in the city, usually two hundred fifty elsewhere . . .”

			“Two hundred and fifty dollars a head? Are they crazy?” Nell isn’t aware that she is shrieking, even as she does the math. “You get seventy-five thousand dollars for one night?”

			“No. All of our costs come out of that. The food, the staff, the rentals. But we do make a nice profit. We could make more”—she stares at her sister—“if we partnered with a farm, thereby cutting our costs significantly. If we had a supplier who would give us food at wholesale, we could probably split the profits with them.” She shrugs as she pops another grape into her mouth.

			“I’d have to see the numbers.”

			Lizzy sits up straight. “I can show them to you.”

			“How often would you do it?”

			Lizzy shakes her head. “I have no idea. I haven’t thought about this since you said you definitely wouldn’t do it. I’d have to talk to Sean, but my dream would be to actually have a base on a farm, maybe even a restaurant of our own . . . We could continue doing outside dinners as special events during the summer.”

			“We don’t have a restaurant space,” says Nell. “Nor do we have the funds to build one. We have the coffee shop, but that isn’t big enough . . .”

			“No, but there is the big hay barn.” Lizzy has spent the past hour walking the farm, looking at all the outbuildings, the cogs in her brain turning and turning as she thought it through. “That could be repurposed. We could put a kitchen in the back space, eventually. We’re used to setting up catering kitchens for the farm dinners . . . That would work temporarily.”

			Nell pictures the barn. It is enormous, too big for the amount of hay they harvest. They do a hay bale maze every fall for the local children to try to make use of it, but it wouldn’t be the end of the world to move the hay to a smaller barn. A smaller barn would be much cheaper to build than a restaurant space. And she gets how her old barn would help keep the rustic feel of Lizzy’s pop-up dinners.

			She focuses her attention back to Lizzy, who is looking at her expectantly. “You actually think people would come to Easton, Connecticut, for dinner in a barn?”

			“They travel all over New Jersey, Dutchess County, and Westchester for them.”

			Nell continues to look skeptical. “And you would commute in from Brooklyn?”

			“Yes. I guess so. I don’t know. I have no idea how it would work. But if you’re serious, we can really talk about it. Maybe . . .” She pauses. “Maybe I would sell the place in Brooklyn and move out here permanently.”

			“You don’t mean live on the farm!” A look of visible horror crosses Nell’s face. “Because I don’t see how that would work.”

			Lizzy laughs. “No, don’t worry. The farm is clearly yours. But maybe I could buy something in Easton. Or Redding. Somewhere like that. Maybe Connor could grow up surrounded by nature and animals. He could ride bikes with friends and pick apples fresh out of the orchard.”

			“You know you’re completely romanticizing life out here.”

			“Yeah, but it’s more fun that way. I could get a car and driver for when I’m filming.” She laughs. “Seriously, though, that hay barn could be repurposed, couldn’t it? You see it, don’t you? We could even do a trial run this summer and see how it goes. People could sit on the hay bales as seats! They would love that.”

			“People would pay two hundred and fifty dollars to sit on hay bales and eat in a dirty barn?” Nell starts to laugh.

			“Oh, Nell. You have no idea. We’re giving them an experience. We could even eventually have a small shop here, selling my product line. Remember when you used to work here as a teenager and sell my pestos? We could do it again, only bigger! Nell, we could be partners. I have to figure it out with Sean, but I bet he’d go for it. Everyone in the suburbs wants the New York rooftop, but everyone in the city wants the orchards and barns.”

			“Well, the one thing we can give them is orchards and barns. And hay bales.” Nell smiles. Seventy-five thousand dollars in one night, she keeps thinking. Even if they kept a quarter of that, it might get her out of the hole. Even if she didn’t do it permanently, but let Lizzy hold the dinners this summer, with her catering kitchen, and tables in the orchard, just a handful of them, then maybe Nell could wake up in the morning able to breathe, without the albatross of financial fear hanging around her neck.

			“Shall we go out for lunch and talk about this more?” Lizzy’s eyes are bright with excitement. Nell had forgotten this about her, how she loves a project, how part of the reason she is as successful as she is now is not just that she’s a talented cook, that she’s photogenic, or that she’s easy and relaxed on camera, but also because she is a doer—she makes shit happen. Probably the best thing Nell can say about her sister Lizzy is that she has never been afraid of hard work.

			“I can’t today,” says Nell. “I’m having lunch with Greta.”

			“Oh.” Lizzy pouts. “Can’t you rearrange? I’m on a high and, you know me, I need to keep talking about this.”

			Nell laughs. “I know, but you’ll have to find someone else to talk about it with. I said I’d take her into town.”

			“Don’t take her into town,” says Lizzy. “I mean, you can if you want, but where are you going to eat? All the old faithfuls have gone.” She grimaces. “Poor Acqua.”

			“Never mind Acqua, what about Oscar’s?”

			“Ugh!” Lizzy shakes her head. “It’s awful that Oscar’s has gone. Take her to Southport Harbor. It’s so gorgeous. Get lunch at Spic and Span and take it down to the harbor so you can watch the boats bobbing while you eat. It’s very romantic,” she says nonchalantly, her back turned as Nell feels her cheeks fire up. What does she mean? She wants to ask, but doesn’t want to ask. She can’t defend herself when her cheeks are flaming red. “That’s where I’d go for lunch,” Lizzy adds, as if she had never mentioned romance at all.

			“I’ll just go and get changed,” Nell says as an excuse to leave. She goes pounding up the stairs and examines her bright eyes in the mirror. What did Lizzy mean? Why did she say that? Is Daisy’s mom a lesbian? Has Lizzy picked up on something Nell has not? It makes her uncomfortable and . . . What is that flutter in her stomach? It feels like excitement, but that can’t be it. It must be discomfort. Even though Nell doesn’t remember the last time she felt this comfortable with anyone, let alone someone she has just met.

			She smiles as she thinks how easy Greta is to talk with. Nell has never found it particularly easy to talk to people on anything other than a superficial basis. Years ago someone once suggested, after Lewis had left and she was raising River on her own, that she might want to think about going into therapy. Nell laughed out loud. She was the last person on earth who would ever choose to go and sit in a stranger’s office and tell all her secrets.

			Not that she has any secrets. Of that she is certain. Not ones she’s conscious of, anyway.

		

	
		
			twenty-nine

			Derek discovered FaceTime about six months ago, and ever since, he’s seemed to have lost the ability to make a phone call, at least when it comes to Meredith. Wherever she is, whatever time of day or night, if Derek wants to get hold of her, he FaceTimes her.

			Meredith is lying on her childhood bed in her mother’s house, having just woken up from a nap, feeling jet-lagged and sad. Nothing much has changed in here. The bookshelves under the window still contain the Laura Ingalls Wilder books she loved as a girl, the immaculate dolls lining one shelf, her bedspread a sunny yellow. Nell’s room was instantly turned into a craft room once she moved out as a teenager, which was only odd given that her mother was the least crafty person she knew. To this day she’s not sure Ronni ever set foot in that room. But her mother preserved Meredith’s room, and Lizzy’s, as they were.

			Her mother was so horrible this morning, in just the way she used to be when Meredith was young, and defenseless, with no ability to answer back. And here she is, at thirty-eight years old, not so young but still defenseless, with no ability to answer back. How can she, when her mother seems so old, so frail? She’s sure Ronni doesn’t mean all the cruel things she says. She never does. This morning, after Meredith came back, her mother apologized profusely, told her she loves her, asked for forgiveness, demanded Meredith come home and stay. So here Meredith is, back in her teenage bedroom, resenting everyone.

			Her phone starts to ping and she picks it up, seeing it is Derek FaceTiming her. Propping the phone on the pillow, she turns on her side to see him. There he is, as handsome as ever, beaming at her.

			“Darling!” he says. “Look at you! You look like you just woke up. What time is it there? Isn’t it almost lunchtime?”

			“It is, but I’m jet-lagged. I didn’t sleep well last night so I just had a nap.” She is aware that this is an unflattering angle, that she looks puffy and double-chinned, but it’s Derek. Who loves her whatever she looks like.

			“You can’t nap, sweetness. That’s the worst thing for jet lag. You have to get straight into the new time zone and plow through until bedtime. No more naps!”

			“I couldn’t keep my eyes open.”

			“How’s your mother? What’s the big news?”

			“She’s not well, some kind of neuropathy, and they’re testing to see if it could be anything else.”

			“What kind of neuropathy?” Derek fancies himself an amateur doctor, priding himself on Latin medical terminology. “Diabetes perhaps? That’s a common cause of peripheral neuropathy. What are the symptoms?”

			“Who the fuck knows.” Meredith is tired, and annoyed by Derek. She didn’t mean to swear, and instantly regrets it.

			“Meredith!” Derek barks. “I have people in the room. Good God! I’m so sorry,” she hears him say in apology to whoever is with him. “She didn’t mean that. Meredith!” He chastises again, the jolly expression on his face now gone.

			You idiot, she thinks. He does this all the time. FaceTimes her without telling her there are people seeing her, or hearing her, no idea of the etiquette of warning someone on loudspeaker that others can hear. It serves him right. Who the hell cares, anyway.

			“Why didn’t you tell me there were people in the room?”

			“They can’t see you. I thought you just get upset when people can see you.”

			Meredith closes her eyes. “You know what? Let’s just talk later. I have to go.”

			“Okay, fine.” He is still clearly unhappy. “I love you,” he says, without much meaning.

			Meredith says nothing, just presses end.

			She is still holding the phone when the doorbell rings.

			“Meredith!” calls her mother from her own bedroom. “Lily has gone out shopping. Can you get the door?”

			“Sure,” Meredith yells back. Going downstairs, she pauses by the hall mirror, vaguely amused to see that her hair is sticking up on one side in a faintly ridiculous way. She attempts to smooth it down, but it won’t cooperate. Oh, well. The UPS man will have to deal.

			She buttons the buttons on her shirt that have come undone and opens the door with a polite smile.

			The man on the doorstep turns to her, with a quizzical expression, followed by a frown.

			“Oh,” he says. “I was expecting the housekeeper.”

			Meredith frowns back. There is something familiar about him. As her eyes scan his face, trying to place him, the smile slides off his as he looks at her.

			“Do we know each other?” he says, squinting slightly as if scrolling through his memory banks to place her.

			“I was just thinking the same thing,” she says, and as she does, he breaks into a smile, pointing at her.

			“Bookstore girl!” he exclaims with a laugh.

			Meredith’s hands fly to her hair. It’s him! The cute man from the bookstore. But what on earth is he doing here? “What are you doing here?” she says, because she can’t think of anything else.

			“I could say the same thing to you, but I’ve just realized who you are. I’ve been looking at pictures of you, and your sisters, for days now. Sorry, I don’t mean to sound creepy.”

			“Well, it is just a little bit creepy,” Meredith admits as she shuts the door ever so slightly, taking a step back. But then she realizes she’s being ridiculous. He doesn’t feel threatening; he feels friendly and warm. “Who are you?” She peers at him. “And what are you doing here?”

			“I’m so sorry!” He shakes his head as Meredith silently prays he not be creepy. He is far too cute to be creepy. “I’m Billy,” he says. “I’m a journalist. Your mother didn’t tell you? I’m a filmmaker too, and I’ve been talking to your mom about making a documentary about her, or maybe writing a piece. We arranged a meeting today?” Meredith looks blank. “She really didn’t tell you?” He frowns, unsure of what to say next.

			“No. But come in, please. She’s upstairs, but I can go and talk to her.”

			“Thank you.” Billy comes in, taking his messenger bag off and putting it down in the hallway. “I have plenty of time. Shall I wait in . . . the sunroom?”

			Meredith is trying to subtly play with her hair and attempting to smooth it down, but smiles hugely and says, “Yes! Great idea. I’ll go upstairs and see if my mom is ready. It may be a while. She’s not moving so well. She told you about the neuropathy?”

			“Yes. She wants it on film. Her illness. A . . . retrospective about her life . . .”

			“Yes. She mentioned it, even though I didn’t know you were coming. Please, go through. We’ll both be down in a bit.”

			Billy walks down the hallway as Meredith races upstairs to her room, groaning with horror as she stops to look at her reflection. “Fuck,” she whispers, mortified that the cute man from the bookstore is now in her house, and this is the impression she made.

			She tears the elastic band off her ponytail and wets her hands under the faucet, dampening her hair before blow-drying it straight and smooth. She kicks off her pajama bottoms and squeezes into jeans that are only about one size too small. I look voluptuous, she tells herself. At least I have a smallish waist. If Beyoncé and Nicki Minaj can celebrate big butts and thighs, I can too. She slips her feet into wedges, then back out. They look ridiculous, as if she is making far too much of an effort. The flip-flops go on, then the tiniest bit of makeup, so little it is almost imperceptible, just enough to enhance her natural features. Mascara to elongate her lashes, shimmery highlighter to give her the appearance of cheekbones, a touch of pale pink lip gloss on her full lips. She steps back, examining her reflection. Her hair was cut in a bob last year, at Derek’s suggestion. He likes it perfectly coiffed, as it is now, which is not how Meredith likes it.

			She opens a drawer in her vanity table and pulls out a curling iron she hasn’t looked at in over a decade. She works quickly, curling her hair just enough for a sexy, tousled beach look, tipping her head upside down and shaking her hair out, this time smiling for real when she looks in the mirror.

			She goes into her mother’s bedroom and sits on the bed.

			“You look nice.” Her mother doesn’t miss a beat. “He’s handsome, that Billy. That was him at the door, wasn’t it?”

			“Is he handsome? I hadn’t noticed,” lies Meredith smoothly. “Which wig shall we put on today?”

		

	
		
			thirty

			Nell gives Greta the whistle-stop tour of Westport by truck. She comes off the Merritt Parkway and drives her up Partrick Road, down Old Hill, pointing out the historic homes and pretty old stacked stone walls.

			On through town, where they stop at Neat and grab a coffee, sitting on a bench overlooking the Saugatuck River, Nell telling stories about Westport, not realizing she is also telling stories about her life.

			They get back in the truck and drive down Riverside, turning into the sweeping driveway of the rowing club. “It wasn’t like this when I was young,” Nell says, telling Greta about Lewis Calder, about the original rowing club, Coach Mangan, what it felt like to be on the water.

			“You didn’t keep rowing?”

			“I wish I had,” Nell says, smiling. “But once I had River, and the farm, it was too much.”

			“Maybe you can start again now,” Greta says. “I don’t think it’s ever too late to pursue happiness. Especially when you already know what makes you happy.”

			“Maybe,” says Nell, watching the launch on the river, a quad glide past, the oars moving as one. She is absolutely still as she watches them, remembering the magic and grace of being in a boat that moved like that. “Maybe.” She turns to Greta. “What makes you happy?”

			“My daughter,” says Greta. “My friends. I like living in St. Louis, although I am ready for an adventure. I was a big traveler when I was young, and it has been a while since I’ve gone anywhere other than to California for the retreats. I would quite like to go somewhere else, now that Daisy is grown.”

			“Where do you have in mind?”

			“I prefer life to unfold in the way that it is going to. I’m quite sure the universe will reveal itself in time.”

			“I’m not good at that,” says Nell. “I like to know exactly what’s going to happen. I don’t like surprises.”

			“Really?” Greta tilts her head. “The best parts of my life have tended to be the most unexpected.”

			Nell thinks about asking what she means, but she doesn’t. There is a part of her that is scared to ask, scared of what she might hear.

			“Shall we go?” Nell says instead, as they continue their journey down memory lane. Nell takes her to Main Street, pointing out the places, now closed, that were important throughout her childhood. The Remarkable Book Shop, Klein’s, Sally’s, Bill’s Smoke Shop, the farmers’ market where Lizzy helped out. Il Villano, where a friend’s older sister confessed, after two weeks of working there as a waitress, that they kept a gun in the warming drawer behind the line. Backstage, where they used to go drinking and dancing, when Lewis had a friend on the door who would let them in, even though they were underage. The Westport Country Playhouse, where their mother appeared in countless plays and script readings, even sat on the board for a period of years. The arts center, where Meredith volunteered and where she submitted paintings for its member shows.

			“Meredith paints?” Greta asks this a short while later, after their journey has taken them on to Southport. They parked outside the Spic and Span and ordered sandwiches to eat by the harbor, just as Lizzy suggested, with bottles of iced tea and a packet of chips.

			“Sort of. Wow, this is lovely.” They sit on a bench and watch the boats bob, and it is just as beautiful and serene as Lizzy promised. Not romantic, though. Painterly, perhaps.

			“Meredith doesn’t paint anymore,” continues Nell, taking a bite and washing it down with a swig of iced tea. “Accounting appears to have scrubbed the artist from her soul.”

			“Was she any good?”

			“Meredith would say she was terrible.”

			“Is that true?”

			Nell shakes her head. “She is enormously talented. Her paintings weren’t as good, but that was because she wasn’t comfortable with oils; she never really knew how they worked and she was trying to accomplish too much. She would do these beautiful sketches, and took art classes in London for a while, doing lovely work. I always thought she hadn’t really found her calling, that she would suddenly realize she was amazing at making jewelry, or design, but she chose accounting and doesn’t do anything artistic anymore as far as I know.”

			“How sad. What made her choose accounting?”

			“Our father. He had remarried and wasn’t very present. I think Meredith thought if she chose something he approved of—law or business, or accounting—he might pay attention to her again.”

			“Did it work?”

			“Does it ever?”

			Greta shakes her head sadly. “What a terribly sad thing it is, when parents remarry and have second families that entirely displace the children of the first. Is that why you didn’t ever marry? Because of River?”

			Nell is startled. “No. Not consciously, at any rate, although perhaps there was some of that. I never met anyone after Lewis, or rather, no one who was . . . important enough to make me want to open my life and accept someone into it.” She takes another bite. “What about you? I don’t know anything about you, other than you aren’t married to Daisy’s father. Did you have a relationship that was difficult for Daisy?” She flushes slightly, unused to having this kind of conversation, to revealing the intimacies and intricacies of her life.

			Greta pulls open the bag of chips. “Daisy was easy,” she says. “And there were no more children for her to feel displaced. Her father and I have remained best friends.”

			“Lucky you. That seems so unusual.”

			“There was much that was unusual about our relationship. I shouldn’t ever have married him, but I was trying to do the right thing, make my parents happy, follow the path expected of me, instead of the path I was too frightened to admit I wanted to follow.”

			Nell says nothing. She waits.

			“I was attracted to women, although I wasn’t fully aware of it at the time,” says Greta, matter-of-factly, as Nell’s heart starts to pound. “In my senior year things became physical between my best friend and I. We finally admitted that we both had feelings for each other. Her parents discovered us and were furious. They sent her off to school in Texas to split us up. My own parents didn’t understand, so I tried very hard to make everyone happy by finding a nice young man when I went to college, and settling down with him, forcing myself to pretend that I was just like everyone else.”

			Nell says nothing, her heart still pounding, her cheeks flushed. Greta glances at her before carrying on.

			“We were married for twelve years, and they were good years. Wonderful years, even though there was no physical side. We didn’t have sex for ten of those years, and I probably could have kept pretending. I had completely shut down that side of the relationship, and I told myself it was normal, that all old married people felt like this.”

			“Even though you weren’t old,” says Nell.

			“Exactly.”

			“So what happened? Why did you split up?”

			“Because I fell in love with a woman at work. She was one of the facilitators at the retreat. I never thought I would be unfaithful, but . . .” She smiles at the memory and gives a simple shrug. “I fell in love.”

			“You had an affair with a woman?”

			“Well. It wasn’t quite as straightforward as that. We were together at retreats over a long period of time, during which I suppose we had an emotional affair. Nothing happened, at least nothing physical, not while I was married to Daisy’s father. But it was clear to both of us that it would, that the only reason it hadn’t was because we were both mustering all of our willpower. It was obvious to me that although I have been attracted to men, I am much more attracted to women.” She looks at Nell, holds her gaze.

			Nell feels as if she can’t breathe. “How did your husband take it?”

			“It wasn’t a shock. I think we both knew it was only ever a matter of time. I could stay married to my best friend as long as I didn’t meet a woman. And I had met a woman.”

			“So you left him and . . . ?”

			Greta smiles. “I did leave him, and we remained friends, and Marsha and I lived together for ten years. We split up three years ago.”

			“I’m sorry,” says Nell, who finds she isn’t. What she is, amazingly, is alight, her whole body buzzing and tingling as Greta tells her story. She recognizes her story; she knows, instantly and with no doubt whatsoever, because she has lived it, without ever realizing it.

			“Goodness, why?” says Greta, who puts down her sandwich and looks down at Nell’s hand, resting on the bench between them.

			Nell looks down too, Greta’s hand just inches from her own, as her heart leaps into her mouth, her body aflame as her fingers involuntarily reach for Greta’s.

			She looks up and into Greta’s eyes, confused. This is her story, she knows, with relief and fear and excitement, as everything in her life suddenly makes sense. As her fingers touch Greta’s, she feels a jolt of something suspiciously like electricity, making her feel light-headed and dizzy. She looks at Greta, smiling with wonder, and relief, watching her hand entwine with Greta’s, marveling at how this feels.

			She looks at Greta’s face then, at her hair blowing onto her cheek, her warm eyes, her searching gaze, and all Nell can think is that she wants to kiss her. She hasn’t felt this way about anyone since Lewis Calder, since she was a teenager. And now she is thinking this about a woman. Though if she is honest, she has felt this before, with a woman, but she has never allowed that thought to come out; she felt shame and guilt, and pushed those thoughts deep, deep down, refusing to give them attention, refusing to acknowledge that they might have been real.

			Nell opens her mouth to say something, but nothing comes out. She glances around, but there is no one there. Just the two of them, sitting on a bench, holding hands. When Greta leans forward and kisses her, her soft lips meeting hers for the briefest of kisses, Nell sighs with desire, as her whole body melts.

		

	
		
			thirty-one

			I miss you!” Lizzy croons through the camera to Connor, blinking back the tears. She had not realized how much she missed her son until she saw his small face looking at her on the phone, telling her about his day at school.

			“Let me see the chickens,” says Connor, taking his father’s phone into the living room and crawling onto the sofa.

			Lizzy walks around the yard to the chicken coop, showing off Nell’s farm, giving Connor the guided tour. “Here they are,” she says, holding the phone at arm’s length. “See those big ones with the great big feathery tails? Those are roosters. Aren’t they handsome?”

			“Let me see,” says Connor. “I want to be there. I want to see the roosters.”

			“I wish you were here,” says Lizzy, surprised that it is true, surprised that she loves her son as much as she does, even though she is the first to admit she does not have a maternal bone in her body. James once told her, very early on, that her energy was masculine, and she knew what he meant. It wasn’t that she was butch, or looked like a man, but that she was driven and ambitious and didn’t care what people thought of her. It never occurred to her to please anyone other than herself. Which was why James was in charge of child rearing. They both agreed he was the more compassionate parent, that he was, in many ways, the more maternal. It just seemed to make such good sense that Lizzy would be the earner while James stayed home to raise the kids.

			Kid. It doesn’t look like there are any more on the horizon, not given their sex life the last few years. Lizzy thought childbirth had killed her libido, her desire. Even when she felt loving toward her husband, she couldn’t be bothered with sex. It was enough to have loving companionship, to climb into bed at night feeling safe next to his sleeping form. She was grateful she got home as late as she did, grateful that James was always asleep, that she didn’t have to push his hands away or shrink from affection just in case it turned into something more. She had presumed that side of her life was over, like a switch that had been flicked to the off position. It was normal. Surely.

			She would flirt innocently with Sean, which gave her enough of a buzz, never thinking about anything happening. They were both married. Both happily married. Until the night they found themselves alone after a supper club, and the flirting seemed a little more intense, a little different, and before she knew it, she was gasping at her body responding to someone touching her, in a way she had thought it never would again.

			It was only sex, she told herself, racked with guilt the first few times it happened, telling Sean each time that this was the last time, this could never happen again. But then she found she could compartmentalize, and she barely saw James anyway, and neither of them were the slightest bit interested in the physical side of the relationship anymore, so maybe . . . maybe . . . it was not the worst thing in the world. Maybe . . . maybe . . . if no one else knew, maybe they would get to have their cake and eat it too.

			It was easy to keep the deception going, to find herself in a full-blown affair, given how little she saw her husband. By the time she got up in the morning, he was often out, dropping Connor at preschool, grocery shopping, doing errands. They might pass at lunchtime or in the afternoon, but with Lizzy’s TV schedule what it was, they were seeing each other less and less. She was seeing Connor less and less.

			And now it’s still happening, and none of it feels good. She keeps trying to end it with Sean, but they can’t seem to stay away from each other. She keeps trying to change her schedule, get someone else to take over the bulk of the cooking for the supper clubs. But it just keeps getting busier. Every time she has tried to bring someone else in, there is a problem, and they never prepare the food in quite the same way.

			I need to be a better mother, she thinks, gazing at Connor on her iPhone screen as she blows him kisses and ends the call. I need to figure this thing out, because it’s not fair to any of us. She walks back to the house, hands in her pockets, looking out around the countryside and marveling at how she now appreciates this bucolic view in a way she never did before.

			What if she did move out here? For a second she allows herself to indulge in a fantasy she tries not to think about too often. What if Sean left his wife, as he sometimes talks about doing? He has the same marriage she has with James. He loves his wife, but he’s not in love with her; they have become like brother and sister.

			What if Sean left his wife, remaining great friends, naturally, and she left James, and they started again out here? What if they bought a small house, made new friends, shed their old lives entirely? What if they stopped the supper clubs and started a farm restaurant, like Dan Barber did with Blue Hill at Stone Barns? Why couldn’t she do that in Connecticut? Sean would have his children every other weekend, and maybe he’d go into the city a couple of nights a week to see them. She could bring Connor out here, but let him visit with James in the city. They could work it out. It would all be fine.

			She stops. What is she thinking? She has never thought of her and Sean together. That was supposed to be just sex. Wasn’t it? Why has she found herself fantasizing about a life she didn’t even think she wanted?

			Her phone buzzes again and she looks down. It’s from Francine, one of their young waitresses.

			I need to talk to you. It’s urgent. Can you call now?

			Lizzy frowns. These young women and their dramas. She tends not to get involved, likes to stay on the sidelines. She’s the chef. Sean is the one who takes care of the business side of things, and staff problems, as far as Lizzy is concerned, fall under the business side of things.

			Is Sean around? Can you talk to him?

			I need to talk to YOU.

			Lizzy sighs. I’m in CT with family. Can it wait?

			No. I can drive out. I need to see you. Can I come today?

			Lizzy resists the urge to throw the phone in the nearest bucket of water.

			No, not tonight. Tomorrow morning then.

			And she gives her the address, wishing that everyone would leave her alone. She looks up as Nell’s truck approaches, and she walks over as her sister and Greta emerge.

			“Hey, guys,” Lizzy says, sighing. “What’s the plan for tonight?”

			“We’re going to Mom’s at six.”

			“Okay. Do I need to cook?”

			“Meredith said she’d roast a chicken and make a big salad. Greta is going to make spiced chickpea fritters for us as a vegetarian option.”

			Lizzy turns to Greta. “You’re going to join us for dinner?”

			Greta shakes her head. “No. But I’ll send the fritters with Nell. This is your family time.”

			“Thank you.” As much as cooking is Lizzy’s passion, there is nothing quite like someone else cooking for her. No one has invited her to their house for dinner in years, unless they have a superhot caterer cooking and can be sure Lizzy will be suitably impressed. What no one realizes is that it’s the very act of being cooked for that is so special for Lizzy, regardless of the result. True, she wouldn’t particularly want tough, chewy steak or overcooked broccoli, but most people can do what Meredith is proposing tonight: cover a chicken with olive oil, salt and pepper; stuff the cavity with a couple of cut lemons, some garlic cloves, and herbs; and roast it in the oven for an hour or so. Most people can empty a bag of arugula into a bowl, slice some avocado into it, maybe some cherry tomatoes, and drizzle it with olive oil and balsamic vinegar. All of which will taste better to Lizzy than anything she could make herself because her sister has made it for her. Spiced chickpea fritters is just an unexpectedly delightful bonus.

			“Yeah, but Meredith says Mom isn’t really eating. She’s been having some choking issues so she’s doing liquid.”

			“That sounds terrible. I really think we should speak to her doctors. It’s insane that they don’t know what’s going on. I’ll make her a smoothie. Can I help myself to spinach and kale in the garden?”

			“Of course,” Nell says, and she sees Lizzy squinting at her. “What?”

			“What have you done?” Lizzy examines her face.

			“What do you mean? I haven’t done anything,” Nell says quickly, the memory of Greta kissing her flashing into her mind and making her flush with . . . what? Guilt? Shame? What does she have to feel guilty or ashamed about? She wouldn’t want anyone to know, she thinks—before thinking: Why not? Who cares? Who would care?

			“There’s something different about you,” Lizzy persists, in the way only Lizzy can. “Seriously, did you have, like, Botox or something?”

			Nell barks with laughter as Greta grins. “Maybe your sister’s happy,” Greta says, as she and Nell walk up the stairs, leaving Lizzy watching them, a frown on her face as she tries to figure out what it is.

		

	
		
			thirty-two

			I had no idea you were this good a cook,” Lizzy says, plucking a chunk of crispy skin off the chicken and taking a bite, then swooning. “Look at this! This is the perfect color! And gorgeously seasoned. Meri, you used the perfect amount of salt. I am so impressed.”

			Meri pulls a tray of crispy roast potatoes out of the oven and Lizzy starts to laugh. “You did not! How do you even know how to make roast potatoes like that? You live in England. The food is terrible there.”

			“You really need to not say that,” Meredith says, with all seriousness. “Every time I hear anyone talk about terrible English food, it’s basically showing their naiveté and parochial, unsophisticated palate.”

			“Um, hardly.” Lizzy laughs. “Hello? This is me you’re talking to. Celebrated chef, et cetera, et cetera. I think I know what I’m talking about.”

			“When was the last time you were in London eating in restaurants? Never?”

			“Fifteen years ago. And the memories remain.”

			“Bollocks, as we say in England,” Meredith says with a smug smile. “If you were as sophisticated as you think you are, you would not only have traveled to London, but you would have realized the food there is pretty much the best in the world.”

			“You have to say that, you live there. Anyway, I will come back, for your wedding to Derek.”

			Meredith says nothing. She isn’t planning on telling them they aren’t invited. She isn’t planning on discussing Derek at all. “Also, this is Julia Child’s recipe for chicken.”

			“Aha! So your amazing recipe for roast chicken isn’t English but American, thus proving that we do have the best food here.”

			“It proves nothing other than Julia Child has a great roast chicken recipe, learned, I might add, in Paris. The roast potatoes that you are admiring—and yes, you may have one—are scuffed with a fork after they’re blanched to crisp them up as soon as they hit the sizzling duck fat.”

			“Duck fat!” Lizzy marvels. “Where did you learn about duck fat for roast potatoes?”

			“Not from an American. It was either Nigella or Delia. Either way, a Brit.” She watches Lizzy chew on the potato. “Now, tell me that roast potato isn’t the best you’ve ever had.”

			“I’ve gotta give it to you,” Lizzy says reluctantly, chewing the potato and popping another into her mouth. “These are pretty fucking awesome.” She leans closer, lowering her voice conspiratorially. “Have you seen Nell?”

			“Not since this morning. Why?”

			“There’s something different about her. I can’t figure it out.”

			“Different? Like what?”

			“She looked . . . happy. Which is weird, don’t you think? Nell never looks happy. She’s always intensely frowning and serious. Why is she happy?”

			“Lizzy!” Meredith berates her, even as she tries not to laugh. “How about, ‘Yay, Nell, figuring out how to be happy.’”

			“I do feel ‘yay, Nell’! I just want to know what it is that’s making her happy. Or who. Do you think she’s met someone? My spidey senses are telling me she’s met someone. Who do you think it is? Do you think it’s someone we know?”

			Meredith shakes her head. “I have no idea and, frankly, it’s none of my business.” The doorbell rings and Meredith smooths her hair back.

			“That’s the journalist?” asks Lizzy.

			Meredith shrugs and says, “I’ll get it.” She leaves Lizzy in the kitchen to help herself to more potatoes as she walks to the door, trying to still the butterflies that have suddenly appeared.

			“Hey.” Billy walks in as Meredith steps back. Then he pauses, and Meredith awkwardly extends a hand, not sure how to greet him.

			“I think we know each other well enough now to kiss hello,” he says, leaning forward and kissing her on one cheek as she blushes. “You look so nice.”

			“You mean, I’m not in my pajamas with bedhead and puffy eyes,” Meredith says, attempting to laugh off her appearance the previous time she opened the door to find him on the doorstep. He has no idea she went out shopping for new clothes today, bored of the careful, color-coordinated skirts and tops, the middle-aged dresses Derek likes to see her in. He has no idea she looked, with a feeling of nausea, at the midheel wedges Derek approves of and tossed them in the trash.

			She went to Calypso, which was having a huge sale. She found the kinds of clothes she adored, the kinds of clothes that always made her pause when she saw them in the pages of a magazine, the kinds of clothes Derek abhorred. Floaty tunics embroidered and beaded, elegant loose linen pants, silky, feminine skirts. She tried on outfit after outfit, delighting in how feminine she felt, how pretty, how good it was to be in the kind of clothes she would never wear in London. They were—oh, how flattering they were, showing off the best of her figure and hiding the worst, and she felt oh so wonderful in them. The tunics and loose pants hid her middle, the extra weight she was carrying, although she didn’t feel dumpy, she realized. Over the last couple of days she had been feeling quite beautiful, and not once had she had her usual thought that if only she were fifteen pounds thinner, then everything would be perfect. And now tonight, in a simple kaftan dress with a beaded necklace, she feels confident in a way she never does at home, even though she still has no idea how to receive a compliment, particularly when it comes from a man like Billy.

			“I thought you looked fantastic in pajamas with bedhead and puffy eyes,” says Billy, who doesn’t appear to be joking. “I’m just saying, all you women think you look better done up, but most men like the natural look.”

			“I’ll take that as a compliment,” says Meredith, leading him into the kitchen, wishing she hadn’t put on quite so much makeup, wondering if she ought to excuse herself and wipe off some of the eyeshadow.

			“Do,” he says, walking in and introducing himself to Lizzy.

			“The famous journalist arrives,” says Lizzy, narrowing her eyes as she shakes his hand and looks him up and down. “I’m presuming I ought to be on my guard?”

			“Not at all,” he says, his smile easy and light. “You have my word that everything tonight is off the record. We’re still in the early stages of figuring out what we’re going to be doing. I’ve brought a video camera, so I might shoot some footage tonight, just of the family, but really I want to try and get to know you a little. I’ll just hang out and maybe ask some questions, and fade into the background a bit.”

			“You don’t look like the kind of man who fades into the background,” Lizzy says.

			“Trust me, I am.”

			She peers at him. “You look kind of familiar. Have you ever been to one of my supper clubs?”

			“No! I can’t get a ticket! If you’re offering, I’d love to come. Everyone says they’re ridiculous.”

			“You know flattery will get you everywhere.”

			“I’m a journalist. I do know,” he says. “But I don’t have to tell you how hot the tickets to your supper clubs are.”

			“We can figure something out. You’re sure we haven’t met?”

			“I don’t think so.”

			“What’s your name again?”

			“Billy Hart.”

			“Oh, my God. Weren’t you married to Veronica?”

			The color drains from his face. “How do you know Veronica?”

			“I catered her wedding. Her . . . second wedding.” She grimaces. “Is this where our budding friendship goes totally south?”

			“That depends.” Billy is shaken but refuses to show it. “What do you think of her?”

			“She’s gorgeous. And sweet. But the husband is a bit of a nightmare.”

			“We can be friends,” says Billy, as the tension disappears, and the front door opens again, Nell, River, and Daisy walking in.

			“Where’s your mom?” Meredith asks Daisy. “She’s not coming?”

			“She said she didn’t want to intrude on a family night,” explains River. “Mom said it would be fine, but she wouldn’t come.”

			“Oh,” says Meredith, as Nell walks to the other side of the room.

			Oh? thinks Lizzy, watching the flush fade from Nell’s cheeks, before a thought snakes into her head. No, she thinks. Surely that can’t be the explanation. Nell? Surely not.

			River and Daisy go upstairs to see his grandmother, as Lizzy calls Nell back to the counter, where Billy is pulling down a bottle of tequila from the top shelf and dusting it off.

			“Tequila?” Lizzy is impressed. “Now we’re talking. Shots? Do we have limes and salt?”

			“I wasn’t planning on shots,” says Billy, after introducing himself to Nell. “I’m allergic to wine, and vodka gives me headaches. Tequila is the only thing that I seem to be okay with.”

			“Now this is my kind of man!” Lizzy grins at Meredith, who gives her a hard glare.

			Why is Lizzy flirting with Billy when she has a husband and child at home? A husband and child she seems barely to mention or even think about. “How is James?” Meredith says. “And Connor? Isn’t it his birthday soon?”

			Lizzy says, “My husband and son are both fine, thank you for asking. Ice, anyone?” She leans in to Meredith as she walks past her and whispers, low, so no one else can hear, “Don’t worry, he’s all yours,” and walks on before Meredith has a chance to say she isn’t interested in Billy.

			She’s not interested in Billy. How could she be interested in Billy when she’s getting married to Derek? Also, Billy isn’t interested in her. He’s far too handsome to be interested in her. Granted, once upon a time someone like Billy might have been interested in someone like her, but that was over ten years ago, when she was gorgeous for about five minutes, when she looked, and felt, worthy. Not now that she is approaching forty with eye bags and extra poundage, not to mention a fiancé. How lucky she is to have Derek, she thinks.

			She looks up to find Billy watching her, raising his glass to her, and smiling. She returns the smile and finds herself holding his gaze just a little longer than feels altogether necessary. What is this? she thinks. He can’t be interested in her, surely not. She thinks of Derek, of how she finds him less handsome than . . . nice. Approachable. Easy. Of how grateful he is that she is with him, will be his wife.

			Derek, she tells herself. My future happiness and peace lie with Derek. This young man may be handsome, and he may be paying me attention, or pretending to pay me attention, but it means nothing. He probably just wants to get closer to my mother or get information out of me. I will not flirt with him. I will not be that gullible.

			“Excuse me,” she says, going upstairs to her bedroom and looking at all the makeup she applied earlier, which now looks slightly desperate and wholly ridiculous. Grabbing a cotton ball, she rubs the eyeshadow off, smudging it into a big mess that makes her appear to have two black eyes. With a sigh she scrapes her hair back with an elastic and scrubs her face with soap and water. There. No one could accuse her of flirting with Billy now.

			There is a knock on the door, which Meredith opens to find Lizzy. “What’s going on?” says Meredith as she pulls the hair band off.

			“Mom’s not so good,” says Lizzy. “She can’t get out of bed.”

			“I know. She couldn’t this afternoon either. I keep thinking she doesn’t want to, like that time she wouldn’t get out of bed for the whole year.”

			Lizzy rolls her eyes. “Did anyone ever actually give her a diagnosis for that year?”

			“I believe Dr. Sunshine diagnosed herself with mono, until she read about Lyme disease and suddenly it was Lyme.”

			“If memory serves correctly, it wasn’t just Lyme disease, it was chronic Lyme,” says Lizzy, as they both smile.

			“Naturally,” says Meredith. “But this time it’s different. I’m beginning to think this is far beyond her old antics. It started dawning on me today that this is really bad. Like, I think she might be dying, bad. But that doesn’t make sense, does it? We have known about every ache, pain, illness, fever, and it was always a near-death experience. I keep thinking there’s no way she would be seriously ill and not make it all about her, but . . . this is different. Do you think it’s . . . like, MS or something?”

			“Yes. I do. I don’t know what else it could be, with the tingling and weakness and all that stuff. I want to talk to her doctors. I want to know why the hell they aren’t testing for that stuff.”

			“I totally agree,” says Meredith. “Let’s tell her we want to meet with her doctors. Let’s see if we can go and see them tomorrow.”

			“Okay. Good. That makes me feel better. I can’t in the morning, though. I have one of my waitresses coming up to talk to me about some crisis.”

			Meredith stares at her sister. “Does she know you’re the least compassionate person in the world and a terrible person to come to in a crisis?”

			“Clearly not. But she’s about to find out.” Lizzy gives a crooked grin. “God, these young girls. They need so much babysitting. By the way, I wasn’t flirting with your boyfriend down there, and I’m sorry if that’s how it seemed. I wouldn’t ever do that.”

			Meredith blushes. “First of all, he’s not my boyfriend. Secondly, it’s fine for you to flirt with whoever you want, even though I think it’s kind of weird, given that you are married and you do have a child, which, granted, is kind of hard to believe, given that you have barely mentioned them.”

			Lizzy stares at her. “You’re right,” she says eventually, sinking onto Meredith’s bed. “I’m a shitty fucking mother and a terrible wife, and I am royally screwing up my life.”

			Meredith shuffles from foot to foot, astonished that Lizzy didn’t attack her with insults. Worse than that, she’s utterly disconcerted that Lizzy now has tears in her eyes.

			“I don’t know what I’m going to do,” Lizzy says as she shakes her head. “I never thought I’d end up like this.”

			Meredith sits gingerly down next to her, laying an arm awkwardly around her sister’s shoulders. “What’s going on?”

			“It’s all so complicated. I’m not happy. James and I are barely speaking, and I just don’t know how to fix it. We’ve been in couples counseling, but honestly, my heart just isn’t in it anymore. I feel like—” She pauses and takes a deep breath. “I feel like my marriage is gasping its last breaths, and maybe it’s better for everyone if we just quit now, admit it’s not working, and figure out how to move forward in a way that feels fair and loving to Connor.” She looks at Meredith. “What do you think?”

			“You’re asking me? I’m not exactly an expert on relationships,” says Meredith. “Anything but. I think you and James probably need to decide what you want. No one can do that for you.”

			She pauses, looking at her sister, thinking of how envious she has always been of her, the baby of the family who was handed everything on a silver platter, who never seemed to struggle or find life difficult, the way Meredith did. She was extroverted, gorgeous, and slim, and everything was always easy for her. Or so Meredith thought.

			“Is there someone else?” she asks, not thinking about the words until they are out there.

			Lizzy looks up. “No,” she says quickly.

			A little too quickly, perhaps, thinks Meredith, but before she has a chance to ask anything else, Lizzy is standing.

			“Come on,” she says. “Better get back to the others.”

		

	
		
			thirty-three

			Lizzy sidles up to Daisy in the kitchen.

			“So, Daisy.” Lizzy leans against the counter next to her. “You seem like a very normal person. What are you doing hanging out with our crazy family?”

			River grins from across the room. “The family might be crazy, but I’m not. Thanks to my very stable mom, I’m a great boyfriend, wouldn’t you say?”

			“You’re the best,” says Daisy, toasting him with a bottle of beer.

			“Didn’t you say you’re twenty?” Meredith eyes the bottle of beer. “I’m not sure you should be drinking that.”

			“Meredith!” say Nell and Lizzy at the same time.

			“I’m twenty-one next month,” says Daisy. “I think I’ll be okay.”

			Lizzy turns her head so Meredith doesn’t see and rolls her eyes surreptitiously at Nell, who suppresses a smile.

			“So what’s your story, Daisy?” Lizzy asks. “I like your mom. Tell us three interesting things about you that we don’t know.”

			“Hm. Good question. I don’t usually get asked stuff like that. Okay. I have tattoos.”

			“Interesting,” says Lizzy. “Where and what? I’ll show you mine if you show me yours.”

			Daisy pulls the shoulder of her T-shirt down to reveal a small “om” sign on one shoulder and a penguin on the other.

			“The om I get, but what’s the significance of the penguin?”

			Daisy shrugs. “I just like them. What’s yours?”

			“Since when do you have a tattoo?” asks Meredith, frowning.

			“Tattoos.” Lizzy grins. “Plural.” She pushes a sleeve up to reveal a carving knife, delicately drawn and finely shaded so it looks like a pen and ink sketch rather than a tattoo.

			“Wow,” breathes River, walking over. “That’s very cool.”

			“And this . . .” She pulls the neck down and turns around to reveal a whisk on her shoulder blade. “And this . . .” She unbuttons her pants, pulls them down, and turns around to show a wooden spoon on her left butt cheek.

			Meredith blushes, noting that Billy is in the room, even though he’s politely not looking. “Lizzy! Don’t pull your pants down.”

			“What? It’s a tattoo. I have panties on, for God’s sake.”

			“Barely,” says Meredith, wondering how Lizzy stays so slim, how her body is so perfect, envious of how she has no qualms about dropping her pants in a room filled with people, two of whom are relative strangers. One of whom is a very cute man, who, much to her relief, still isn’t looking. “A thong isn’t exactly panties.”

			“For God’s sake, Meri. Relax. Have another glass of wine,” says Lizzy, buttoning her pants back up.

			“Those are awesome,” breathes Daisy.

			“Thank you. Anyone else have a tattoo? Meredith?”

			Meredith shakes her head.

			“Nell?”

			Nell shakes her head as Lizzy turns to see Billy at the counter, making notes.

			“You’re not writing down our conversation, are you?” Lizzy asks.

			He looks up, startled. “I am, but I wouldn’t ever write anything without your full approval. I’m mostly scribbling my own observations about the house, the family. I still haven’t decided whether I’m going to film this, or write a piece. Or, in fact, whether there is even a piece to write.”

			“Can we have it in writing, that we have full approval?” says Lizzy, who is always suspicious of journalists.

			“You already have it. I gave a letter to your mom. But I’m happy to do one for each of you. Does that work?”

			“It does. What about tattoos? Anything? You look too clean-cut to have a tattoo.”

			Billy shrugs before standing up, lifting his T-shirt, and turning around as Meredith suppresses a gasp. The tattoo is small, on his shoulder, an old Corona typewriter. Everyone moves closer to admire the delicacy, what a cool tattoo it is.

			“I got it when I got divorced,” Billy says. “Something of a midlife crisis, perhaps, but I wanted to remind myself of the first great love of my life, which is writing. I wanted to remind myself never to get sidetracked again.”

			“Nice,” says Lizzy approvingly.

			Meredith feels like she can’t breathe. He lifted his shirt, and just before he turned around she saw his abs, his stomach, the line of dark hair that stretched from his navel down under the waistline of his pants, and she is almost vibrating with lust, in a way so unfamiliar to her, she doesn’t know what to do.

			“Hey, Meri? You okay?” Lizzy notices. Of course Lizzy notices.

			“I think I’ve had a bit too much wine,” says Meredith, standing up abruptly. “I’m just going to the bathroom.”

			She leaves, as Daisy directs attention back to Lizzy. “When did you get your tattoos?”

			“I got the one on my back just before I turned eighteen, but no one knew. My parents would have killed me. How about you? When did you get yours?”

			“Also at eighteen. My mom came with me.”

			“I knew I liked her,” says Lizzy. “That’s very cool.”

			“She wanted to make sure it was a good tattoo. She had a friend who went to a tattoo parlor in New York when she was on vacation, and walked in off the street on impulse, and the guy was terrible. She has a terrible tattoo that she never would have picked. My mom wanted to make sure I got something delicate, and her ex-girlfriend had tattoos, so we got suggestions from her.”

			Lizzy perks up, as Nell takes a deep breath. She hadn’t expected this topic to come up quite so soon, but now that it has, she knows her sister: there’s no way she will let this one drop.

			“When you say ‘ex-girlfriend,’” Lizzy inquires, “do you mean ex-girlfriend as in, your mom is gay?”

			Daisy bristles. “Why? Is that a problem?”

			“Oh, my God, no!” says Lizzy. “The opposite! Are you kidding? I think that’s amazing. I’m just surprised because your mom seems so . . . momlike. I don’t mean that as an insult. I just wouldn’t have guessed. Do you mind me asking about your dad? Was your mom always gay? What’s the story?”

			Daisy relaxes. “You should really ask her; she’s happy to talk about it. I can tell you that she says now she always knew, but she wanted to be like everyone else. She thought if she got married and had a child—and she wanted kids, anyway—she would be ‘normal.’” Daisy makes quotation signs with her fingers as she says the word.

			“And?”

			“I think as she got older it became harder to live a lie. And she met someone. A woman. And . . . that was it. My dad and her are still really good friends, and she’s so much happier now.”

			“Does she have a partner now?”

			“No. She likes being in a relationship, but she’s been on her own for a little while. She’s happy. She’s in a good place.”

			Lizzy sees Nell out of the corner of her eye, focused on her beer. “So what’s her type?” she asks innocently, wondering if it might be a tall, rangy farm owner with long, straight blond hair always worn in a tight ponytail at the base of her neck. Wondering how it took her so long to figure this out. This, surely, is the difference she saw in Nell today, the light in her eyes. And all of it fits into place: Nell’s reluctance to have a relationship, her disinterest in men. Lizzy has seen her around men, and even when they pay attention to her, she is oblivious.

			Lizzy always thought this was a reaction against their mother, who turned into a sex kitten whenever a man walked into a room. Her mother would practically purr, whether it was a friend, a plumber, or her agent. She knew exactly what to do to wrap every man she met around her finger, so Lizzy spent her whole life presuming Nell was consciously doing the opposite, that it was precisely because of her mother that Nell was deliberately so sexless.

			Lizzy knows herself to be a huge flirt, but it is charming, rather than sexual. She is tough at work, but can sweet-talk anyone into anything. Nell can’t do that, not with men. Perhaps, perhaps, this might help explain why she has always been so shut down. God, could her sister find a way to be happy?

			“She doesn’t have a type,” Daisy says, laughing. “Why? Do you know anyone?”

			“Maybe,” says Lizzy slowly as she lifts the bottle of beer to her lips and takes a swig. “Although my favorite lesbian just got married.”

			“To a woman?” clarifies Daisy.

			“Yes. She was married to a man, and has kids, and then, like your mom, realized it was a part of her that couldn’t stay suppressed. I think it’s awesome, by the way,” says Lizzy. “Honestly? I don’t think it matters who you love, just as long as you love. Who cares whether it’s a man or a woman? Why does that have anything more to do with the person inside than the color of someone’s skin? Personally, I’m pretty fucking disappointed that I seem to be one hundred percent heterosexual.”

			“I don’t know,” says Daisy. “I kind of think it’s a continuum. I mean, most people say they’re one hundred percent heterosexual, but they probably aren’t. Some people might be more open, some less. Most people live somewhere on the continuum. Of course, when you’re one hundred percent, you find it impossible to imagine there’s a continuum, because you believe everyone must be the same as you.”

			River stares at her, nervous. “So what are you?”

			“I would say probably around eighty-five percent straight, with a fifteen percent possibility of falling in love with a woman. I’ve never met a woman I’ve been attracted to, but as my mother’s daughter, I have to say I can’t rule out the possibility.”

			Lizzy peers at Meredith, who is just walking back into the room. “What about you, Meri? Have you ever had a fantasy about a woman?”

			“Oh, my God, no!” says Meredith. “What on earth are you guys talking about?”

			“I think we should go and see Mom,” says Nell, hoping they don’t know how her heart is pounding as she quickly changes the subject, knowing she’s about to be asked next, knowing she’s not ready for this, not ready to tell her sisters anything. Knowing she won’t be able to hide it if asked. “Mom’s upstairs on her own and we’re supposed to be having dinner with her.”

			“You’re right,” says Lizzy. “I can’t believe I’m actually going to say this, but I’ve been enjoying my time with my sisters so much, I had forgotten why we’re here.”

			“Oh, ha, ha,” says Meredith, used to her sister’s sarcasm.

			But Lizzy looks at her, wide-eyed. “I swear I wasn’t being sarcastic,” she says, earnestly. “I really don’t remember the last time the three of us were together having fun. Billy?” She turns as he looks up. “Don’t write this down.” She turns back to Meredith and Nell. “This has been really nice. We’ve all drifted so far apart, and I have been totally okay with that. I get that we’re all so different, but . . . I’m deeply appreciative of all of us being together now. You’re my family.” She looks at Nell, then Meredith. “Like it or not. It matters.”

			River walks over to them with a grin, his arms outstretched. “Is this when we hug it out?” he says, tilting his head at his mother, who gives him an imperceptible shake of her head. “Come on, Mom. We are family. Let’s hug it out.”

			Lizzy steps in with a grin, as does Nell, with a reluctant smile.

			“Come on, Aunt Meri,” croons River, as Meredith shakes her head then finds herself stepping in, all of them with their arms around each other.

			Nell is the first to break free, awkward with any kind of physical intimacy with her sisters, even if she’s always loved her hugs with River. “Shall we just take food upstairs and eat it in Mom’s bedroom?”

			“Great idea,” says Lizzy. “By the way”—she turns to Daisy, who is watching the family love-in with a large smile on her face—“don’t think you’ve gotten away with it. I did ask you to tell us three things and I haven’t forgotten about the other two. Just in case you were wondering.”

			“I think I’ve told you enough,” Daisy says with a grin. “Maybe, if you’re lucky, you’ll get more out of me another time!”

		

	
		
			thirty-four

			Lizzy brings Ronni up a smoothie while the others take up their food on plates, pulling chairs up the stairs and placing them around Ronni’s bed so they can all eat together.

			“I wish you could eat,” says Meredith, frowning as her mother pretends to sip at the smoothie when Meredith holds the glass to her lips.

			“Don’t worry, dear. I’m not hungry,” says Ronni, looking at her family around her bed with a big smile. “That looks delicious. Lizzy, you’re such a good girl, cooking for everyone.”

			“It wasn’t me,” Lizzy says quickly. “Meredith, it turns out, is quite the cook as well. I have no idea how you managed to raise the two of us, but it seems I’m not the only one who knows how to make delicious food.”

			Meredith flushes with pleasure at the compliment, but their mother ignores it. “The smoothie is delicious,” she says to Lizzy, even though everyone can see she hasn’t actually tasted it.

			Meredith feels like she is going to cry. Once again, all these years later, her mother has to put her down by ignoring her, bestowing the few compliments she chooses to give to Lizzy. Once again, all these years later, it still hurts.

			“The chicken is better,” says Lizzy pointedly. “Anyone can make a smoothie.”

			“Don’t put yourself down, darling,” says Ronni.

			“Don’t put your other daughter down,” says Lizzy, staring at her mother in what would have been a confrontational way had Ronni not looked away.

			“I’m sorry,” Ronni says, looking at Meredith, who stares at her mother, not sure she has ever heard her apologize before. “I didn’t mean that your chicken isn’t delicious. I wish I could taste it, but I’m not good with solid foods these days.”

			“Think of the weight you’ll lose,” says River, who is sitting on the bed and seems to have not noticed, or decided to joke around, the fact that his grandmother is already half her normal body weight. “You could start a new diet! The Ronni Sunshine eat-nothing-and-drop-ten-pounds-a-week diet! You could become the next Dr. Atkins. The Sunshine diet!”

			“You mean I could finally make my fortune?”

			The girls all tilt their heads. This was the touchiest of subjects that they all always avoided. One would have thought that after Ronni Sunshine’s career, their family would be loaded, millionaires. But their mother went to great pains to explain they had only ever been comfortable, and it was only because Ronni kept working. Ronni always kept working.

			“I love having you all here,” says Ronni, looking at each of her girls, her grandson, graciously avoiding the subject yet again. “And there is something important I have to tell you.”

			“It’s MS, isn’t it?” Lizzy says, jumping in.

			“No. It’s not MS.”

			“It’s something like that, though?” Lizzy is the only one talking, though the other two are staring at their mother, waiting.

			“It is amyotrophic lateral sclerosis.”

			“What is that?” whispers Meredith.

			“Oh, fuck,” says Lizzy, the color draining from her face. “It’s ALS. Lou Gehrig’s disease.”

			“You mean it’s fatal?” says River, shocked. “You’re going to die?”

			Ronni looks at him. “Everyone’s going to die, my darling. I’m just going to die a little sooner than I would have liked.”

			A hush falls upon the room. Forks are put down, and they each stare into space, letting the words settle on their shoulders, seep into their skin.

			Meredith is silently leaking tears as her shoulders start shaking. She refuses to let the tears out, calmed only when she feels Billy’s hand gently stroking her back. She concentrates on breathing in through her nose, and out through her mouth, until she calms down.

			Nell is silent, as always, but she goes to put her hand on River’s shoulder. He is looking at his grandmother with sorrow and concern.

			“How soon?” says Lizzy, her face impassive.

			“This week.”

			“What? How can you possibly know that? There’s no way you’re going to die this week—that’s absurd.” Her phone is already in hand, her fingers flying across the screen as she Googles. “I understand you don’t feel like eating, but there are so many new treatments for everything now. There’s no way you’re going to die this week. Look at Stephen Hawking,” she says. “It’s exactly what he has and he’s had it forever. This doesn’t mean . . . We don’t know what it means. People are working on research and cures all the time; they’re finding new drugs all the time. Look at the new immunotherapy drugs for stage four melanoma. It used to be a death sentence and now people are finding themselves cancer free. It may not be terrible . . .”

			“Lizzy.” Their mother’s voice is surprisingly strong. “Even if by some miracle my life was prolonged in the way Stephen Hawking’s has been, do you think I would want to live like that? In a wheelchair, paralyzed, with a voice box and a feeding tube? I’ve lost the use of my legs, and it is spreading. Fast.”

			“How long have you known?” Meredith asks, her voice shaking.

			“About two months. But apparently I’ve had it a long time. We just didn’t know what the symptoms meant. And trust me, I have done all the research and I am out of options. There is nothing that can be done.”

			“The weakness,” Nell says dully, trying to help her sisters walk through the reality of this news. “The dizziness.”

			“The fatigue,” says Meredith, sick with guilt for not insisting their mother have more tests, get to the bottom of it when all the MRIs, EKGs, scans, and blood work showed nothing. Not that it would have made a difference.

			“Are they quite sure?” says Lizzy. “Are they sure it’s not something else?”

			“They are sure,” says Ronni. “And as time progresses I will lose everything—my ability to walk, to eat, to breathe. But my brain will be intact, so I will know exactly what’s going on. I will be a prisoner in my own body.”

			“What do we do?” wails Meredith suddenly. “What can we do?”

			Lizzy goes to put her arm around her sister as Ronni looks at each of her daughters, then takes a deep breath. “That’s why you’re here. I want three more days with my family, and then I want you all to help me take my own life.”

			There is silence.

			“You’re kidding, right?” says Lizzy, snorting before shaking her head. “You’re not kidding?”

			“I am sadly not kidding. The paralysis on my left side is spreading, and soon I will be completely unable to move, then unable to breathe on my own. I will know exactly what’s going on, but will not be able to speak or otherwise communicate. I have been living with this diagnosis for some time, and I have thought long and hard about what I want and do not want, and what I am going to do. And what I am going to do is to leave this world in the way I choose, on my terms, with my daughters by my side.”

			“You’re asking us to help kill you?” Meredith is in shock.

			“I was thinking of asking a right-to-die advocate to come and help me. I thought about having someone with me, but I don’t want a stranger here. Other than you, Billy.” She flashes him a smile. “I want my girls. I want to spend as much time as I can over the next three days with you, even though I still get very dizzy and tired.” She paused. “What I want most is for you to not try and talk me out of it.” She sighs and sinks back into the pillows. “I’m sorry. I’m tired already. I am glad you’re all here, and I hope you can do this for me. I know I haven’t been the best of mothers, but I have always loved you. So much.” She closes her eyes.

			“No fucking way.” Lizzy stands up abruptly, making Meredith jump. “I don’t accept this. I might be willing to consider assisted suicide, but only after we have exhausted every other option. Three days? I’ve never heard of anything so awful. You’re granting us three days before having us kill you?” She starts pacing the room. “How are we expected to live with that on our conscience for the rest of our lives? You’re right that you may not have been perfect, but you’re our mother and there’s no way we could live with ourselves knowing that we hadn’t explored everything. There are new treatments for all kinds of diseases that were once fatal. Who knows what they’re developing in Germany or, I don’t know, the Philippines? I will not agree to this until we have explored everything. Three days? No fucking way.”

			Lizzy turns and runs out of the room, as Nell and Meredith exchange glances.

			“I’ll go after her,” says Nell, who leaves but doesn’t follow Lizzy down the stairs. Instead she leans against the wall outside her mother’s bedroom, relieved she is no longer carrying the burden alone, and shocked. It is now becoming real. Tears trickle down her cheeks as she realizes that Lizzy is right. She may not have been perfect, but she is the only mother they have. She can hear Meredith sobbing from inside the bedroom, as her mother tries to reassure her. River comes out, choking back tears, and Nell takes him in her arms.

			•   •   •

			An hour later, when she has calmed down, Lizzy goes back into the bedroom, embarrassed that her first reaction was anger. Her first reaction is always anger, she is coming to realize. When she is scared or anxious or sad, the only way she knows to express it is through anger. And later, as always, she is sorry. Everyone left the room when Ronni became tired, but Lizzy waits.

			Her mother is lying there in the semidarkness, her eyes closed. Lizzy feels her eyes fill with tears, and sits on the chair next to the bed. As she does so, her mother’s eyes fly open and settle on her youngest daughter.

			“I thought you were asleep,” says Lizzy, her voice breaking. “I was just going to sit here for a bit. I’ve found places that are doing experimental stem cell treatment . . .”

			“Shh,” says Ronni. “Not now.”

			Lizzy stops talking, even though doing something—searching online, making phone calls—makes her feel less helpless. It might be the only way she can cope with such momentous news.

			“Why aren’t you asleep?” whispers Lizzy.

			“I don’t sleep well at night,” says Ronni. “I’m exhausted all the time, but at night I get these terrible leg cramps, like the worst charley horses you can imagine.”

			“Can I bring you a painkiller?” says Lizzy.

			“Yes, please. They’re somewhere downstairs. Bring me four.”

			“Four? Why four? You’re not going to kill yourself with four, are you?”

			“No. That’s what I need to help. I’ll space them out throughout the night. One every four or five hours. Two if it gets really bad.”

			Lizzy goes downstairs to the corner of the kitchen where the pill bottle is kept. The label says one to two. She empties three into the palm of her hand and pours some water into a glass.

			In the room, her mother motions for her to put it all on the nightstand. “It’s a little better,” she says. “I’ll take them during the night when they wake me. If I can ever get to sleep,” she adds.

			Lizzy looks at her mother. “I have something that may make you sleep,” she says slowly. “It’s an e-cigarette.”

			“Darling, I haven’t smoked in years,” says Ronni. “I can’t imagine I’m going to start now. Although it might be nice to spend the last three days doing all the vices I once gave up. Do you have any cocaine?”

			“Mom!” says Lizzy, pausing and leaning closer. “Are you serious? Because I can get some . . .”

			“No, I’m not serious,” she murmurs, smiling at her joke.

			“But I do have medical marijuana,” says Lizzy. “That’s what that e-cigarette is. And it will help you sleep like a baby.”

			“Really?” Ronni is skeptical. “Where did you get it?”

			“From a friend. Apparently there’s a dispensary somewhere around here so we can get you a card and get some closer to home.”

			Lizzy refuses to consider the thought that her mother might be serious about three more days. If she gives her enough options, surely she can change her mind. “This stuff”—she reaches into the back pocket of her pants and pulls out a slender black metal cigarette—“is the good stuff. This is sent to me by a friend in Colorado. Here. If I hold it to your mouth, sip on it. Don’t take a huge draw, just take sips.”

			She reaches forward and holds it to her mother’s lips, as her mother inhales.

			“Sip, Mom. Sip.”

			Her mother coughs a little, and Lizzy holds a glass of water to her mouth, before her mother indicates she wants some more. Lizzy holds the e-cigarette up again, and her mother sips this time, then sinks back with a smile.

			“I feel tingly,” she says. “In a good way rather than bad.”

			“Nice, right?” says Lizzy, smiling.

			“It’s very good,” says her mother, looking peaceful for the first time that night. “Tell me about you, Lizzy. What’s the real stuff?”

			Lizzy nods. She knows what her mother means. “I’m having an affair with my business partner, a married man, and James found out and made me promise to end it. I did, and agreed to do couples counseling and work on our marriage. But then it started again, and this time he doesn’t know, and our marriage feels dead in the water. We feel like two people who have completely lost sight of why we are together, and we have grown so far apart, I don’t honestly think there’s any chance of us getting back together again. And then I have Connor, who I love so much, and I don’t want to hurt him by making him a child of divorce, but I worry I’m hurting him more by staying in something that is a farce. And I worry that I’m a terrible mother, that I’m causing him permanent damage because I don’t seem to have the mothering gene, and . . .” She stops and takes a deep breath, then another hit on the e-cigarette. “What do you think, Mom?” Lizzy is aware that she has never asked her mother’s advice in her adult life. “What should I do?”

			“I don’t know.” Ronni smiles, her eyes closing. “But I trust you to find the right answer.”

			Lizzy is at first stunned at her words. Certainly not the kind of thing her very judgmental mother ever said to her before.

			“You were always my favorite, Lizzy,” she adds. “You know that. Don’t tell your sisters. You’re my driven little firecracker, so talented, so ambitious, so gorgeous. I have no doubt life will unfold in the right way for you.” She pauses for a minute, then whispers, “But, my God, I wish I had raised you differently.”

			Lizzy chuckles. “Been a better mother? Don’t worry about it. I turned out pretty good.”

			“No,” says her mother, turning her head to gaze at her daughter. “You didn’t. I spoiled you, in every sense of the word. I love you, but you’ve grown up to be selfish, to step all over people, to never worry about consequences. You think you can get away with everything, and you hurt people. You have no idea how much you are hurting your husband.”

			Lizzy stares at her mother as guilt and anger combine. Did she know before today? How could she have known?

			“What are you talking about?” Lizzy says slowly.

			“James told me you were having an affair. He turned to me, of all people, to advise him. I don’t judge you, Lizzy, and God knows I was no saint in my marriage, but I wish I had parented you better. I wish you had had consequences.”

			“Are you serious?” Lizzy’s anger sparks. “You’re basically seconds away from dying and this is what you have to tell me? Jesus Christ.” She exhales loudly, standing up and pocketing the e-cigarette. “I’m not listening to this. I’ll just assume this is the ALS taking over your brain.” And, snorting with disdain, she walks out of the room.

			•   •   •

			Downstairs, Lizzy finds River, Daisy, and Nell on stools around the kitchen counter, drinking vodka.

			“I’ll go upstairs and see her,” says Nell, until Lizzy tells her she’s being a bitch.

			“She is?” Nell looks surprised. “I’m surprised she has the energy.”

			“Oh, that veil is definitely fucking on,” says Lizzy, pulling the e-cigarette back out of her pocket, because right now she needs it more than ever.

			“What did she say?” asks Nell.

			“That I was spoiled and selfish and never thought about anyone other than myself.”

			“She didn’t!” River’s eyes are wide.

			Nell shrugs with a reluctant grimace. “It’s not entirely untrue,” she says quietly.

			Lizzy shakes her head and inhales.

			River leans forward, watching his aunt inhale, then reaches out and takes it.

			“Niiice,” he says. “Indica, right? May I?”

			“No,” says Nell, snatching it away. “You’re not going to get high in front of your mother.”

			“You don’t really get high. Just mellow and sleepy,” says Lizzy. “Honestly, it’s the same as having a drink, and you’re all sitting here drinking vodka. I left her room feeling like I was going to kill someone and I feel better already. Seriously, I feel pretty mellow, all things considered.”

			“It’s true,” says River. “And this is better for you than drinking.”

			“Right. Whatever,” says Nell, holding out her hand. “Mothers first.” She takes a huge inhalation, sputtering and coughing when she’s done.

			“You’re supposed to sip it,” says River.

			“Great. Now you tell me,” she sputters, looking up at River when she has stopped coughing. “How on earth do you know so much about it anyway?”

			“I was a college student,” he says. “In Boulder, Colorado. How do you think I know?”

			Lizzy’s eyes light up. “I totally forgot you were in Boulder. You can send it to me now.”

			“No, he can’t. My son isn’t going to be your drug dealer.”

			“It’s legal in Colorado.”

			“And when it’s legal here you can get your own.”

			“Okay,” grumbles Lizzy as the e-cigarette is passed around, everyone sitting in silence for a while. “Where’s Meredith? And Billy?”

			“They went for a walk,” says Daisy. “They’ve been gone quite a while.”

			“Do you think she likes him?” Lizzy says, after a pause.

			“I think, after tonight’s news, it’s totally irrelevant,” says Nell.

			“Really? Because I think we could do with something to distract ourselves from the horror of our mother having a terminal illness and wanting us to murder her in three days.”

			“I don’t know that I see it as murder,” says Nell, serious as ever. “River and Daisy were just showing me beautiful stories of people who have terminal diseases, and in a couple of cases ALS, who have these parties where they surround themselves with friends and family to say good-bye before taking their own lives.”

			“I’m all for it,” says Lizzy, “in principle. But three days’ notice? You can’t summon us home because you’re sick, then tell us you’re dying, then tell us, whoops, actually, sorry I forgot to mention it, but that dying business is going to take place in three days. If we absolutely know there’s no relief, no cure, no nothing, I would totally do that, have some amazing party, but not in three days.”

			“You’re the one who said you were so busy you couldn’t stay. But anyway, it’s ALS,” says Nell. “There is no cure.”

			“And as I said before, Stephen Hawking.”

			“Who appears to be an anomaly. Even if she were to live, you know our vain, glamorous mother wouldn’t want to live like that.”

			“It’s not the point. Who knows what stem cell treatments may be available around the corner? We need more than three days.”

			Nell stares at her sister. “Look, I don’t entirely disagree with you. Part of me wants to respect her wishes, and the other part agrees that we need more time. She needs more time. But I don’t think it’s getting any better.”

			“We have three days. At least three days,” says River. “And everything always seems worse at night. Maybe she’ll feel differently in the morning. Maybe we’ll all feel differently in the morning.”

			They turn as they hear the front door open. A moment later Meredith walks into the kitchen, looking tired. Behind her, disheveled, sweaty, grinning, with a large bag hitched over his shoulder, is Derek.

			He drops the bag and puts his hands up with a smile and in a voice that is far too happy and far too loud, he exclaims, “Surprise!”

		

	
		
			thirty-five

			Meredith excused herself to take Derek upstairs. River snuck up and came back to report there were angry whispers coming from behind the closed door of their room.

			Billy is sitting at the kitchen counter, taking notes.

			“Tell me again . . .” he says, to no one in particular. Nell is at the sink washing up; River is drying; Daisy is at the kitchen table reading the paper. “When’s the wedding?”

			Lizzy drags a stool over. “We don’t know. We don’t think we’ve been invited because darling Derek disapproves of us. We’re all trying to push it out of our minds because he’s so awful.”

			Billy puts down his notebook and grimaces. “I am clearly supposed to be completely objective, but . . .” He pauses, deliberating whether or not to continue, before his words come out in a burst. “What the hell is she doing with him?”

			“We don’t know. I think she has such low self-esteem she thinks he’s the best she can get. And you have to admit, he is good-looking.”

			Billy looks horrified.

			“I know, I know, but that’s the only explanation,” says Lizzy.

			“Why would she have low self-esteem? She’s gorgeous and sweet and . . . I don’t know, she just seems lovely.” And he blushes as Lizzy shoves him in the arm.

			“And if you’d kissed her on that walk maybe she’d see that she doesn’t have to settle for the Dreadful Derek. Honestly, Billy, I know you’re here to get a story, but now that you’re here, you may as well make yourself part of the family for real. Couldn’t you have kissed her?”

			Billy shakes his head with an embarrassed laugh. “I may think she’s lovely, but I barely know her. That’s not my style.”

			“Know her, schmo her. So what? Urgh.” Lizzy’s shoulders sag. “I can’t believe that in the middle of all this, he’s here.”

			Nell turns from the sink, then comes to sit down with them. “I don’t think she’ll go through with it,” she says.

			“She won’t if this one declares his undying lust,” Lizzy says, gesturing to Billy and then raising her hands in the air, an innocent look on her face. “What? It’s not like no one’s noticed.”

			Billy suppresses a laugh. “I’m not going to kiss her on the night she just found out her mother is dying, much less when she is engaged to someone else, who just arrived from London.”

			Lizzy blanches, steadying herself on the counter, the smile dropping from her face. “Shit,” she whispers. “I can’t believe it. I keep going in and out of this reality. Our mother is dying.” She turns to Nell. “How is that possible?”

			“I know. I haven’t been close to her for years, but . . . I didn’t expect this to happen. Three days . . .”

			“Nothing’s going to happen in three days,” snaps Lizzy. “That’s the only thing I’m sure of.”

			Nell says nothing, thinking about her relationship with her mother, all the missed opportunities, the resentment she felt whenever her mother phoned. She remembers talking to someone in the café once, who said she had had a terrible relationship with her mother. She had hated her mother her entire life, and when her mother, a difficult, vain, vicious woman, had unexpectedly died, the daughter had felt relief. Her eyes had clouded over slightly. “That was ten years ago,” she said. “Now I just miss her.”

			I won’t miss my mother, Nell thought.

			Now, sitting in the kitchen, tuning out as Lizzy keeps talking, she’s not sure she’ll feel relief. All she knows is that her mother is dying, and not just dying but choosing to end her life soon, and she feels so much more than she expected.

			Panic. Her mind is flooded with all the things she has never said. Fear. Her mother, who has always been so frightening in her invulnerability, is somehow more terrifying now that she is vulnerable, frail, old.

			Nell has found something entirely unexpected happening since her mother told them. Sitting in her mother’s kitchen, alongside the fear and the panic and the impending loss, perhaps for the first time in her life, she feels a deep sense of love.

			Up until right this moment she never knew it was there.

		

	
		
			thirty-six

			The house is quiet, her mother asleep, everyone else gone home. Derek is waiting upstairs for her, in bed. She will be expected to make love and shudders at the thought, unaware that she grimaces.

			She had been deep in conversation with Billy as they walked along the boardwalk at Compo Beach, Billy listening as she spoke about her mother, their relationship, her sisters, how surprised she was at the way they had come together, stopped bickering, were actually kind of connecting. He was being there as a friend, he’d said, not as a journalist, and he felt like a friend, or at least, like someone who cared, even though he was a man she didn’t know.

			Occasionally she would glance at his face, thinking how handsome he was, how much she wanted to reach out and touch his skin, if only to see how it felt. When they had stopped, she had looked at his lips and was shocked to find herself picturing what it might be like to kiss him. They had talked and talked, and when her voice started quavering and tears spilled down her cheeks, he had rubbed her back until it passed.

			They were walking into the driveway when the town car pulled up. It must be a mistake, she thought; what would a town car be doing here this late at night? Surely they had the wrong address.

			The driver jumped out and opened the rear door before Meredith had a chance to tell him of his mistake, and out stepped Derek, with his handsome grin, disheveled from the flight, his shirt slightly askew, his hair tousled, and—not for the first time, but perhaps it was the first time she had noticed herself doing it—she recoiled.

			As Billy politely introduced himself, she stood back and looked at the two men, side by side. One was quiet, thoughtful, and seemed sincere. The other struck her in that moment as being not dissimilar to a Shakespearean fool.

			I hate him, she thought, even as she allowed herself to be hugged. I hate him.

			She allowed herself to be held, catching a whiff of his smell as her nose was buried into his neck, and although it was fair that he should be sweaty and tired, and smell slightly sour, it occurred to her that she hated his smell. She had always hated his smell.

			“I’d better go,” said Billy, later that night, after he had made notes in the kitchen, by which time Derek was resting upstairs. Billy said good-bye to the others, and Meredith walked him to the door, feeling an unexpected sense of loss that he was leaving.

			“Are you okay?” he said, just before he left.

			She shrugged. “I’m not great at surprises.”

			He looked at her. “All surprises, or just surprises you don’t really want?”

			And she felt a lump in her throat. “What am I going to do?” she whispered, hoping the desperation wasn’t as obvious as it felt.

			Billy stepped toward her. For a second, a terrifying, glorious, exciting second, she thought he might kiss her. He leaned toward her and said, an urgency in his voice, “Don’t settle. Don’t ever settle.” After kissing her on the cheek, he turned and left.

			Meredith stood on the doorstep and watched him climb into his car, watched him pull out of the driveway. What did that mean? she thought, even as she knew he was right. This wasn’t about Billy. There was something there, some chemistry between them, but that was irrelevant. What mattered was what he had said: Don’t settle. But all along she had been fighting everything in her that told her the same thing, had deliberately silenced the voice that screamed dissent. When she awoke in the middle of the night unable to breathe, feeling a terrifying weight on her chest, anxiety at what she was about to do filling her eyes, her ears, her nose, she would tell herself she was being stupid, would make list after list in her head of why Derek was right for her, why he was the sensible choice.

			She is settling. Billy knows it, and she knows it. And now Derek is here, and what the hell is she supposed to do?

			What she does is take a deep breath, turn off the rest of the downstairs lights, and go upstairs. When she is in their room with the door closed, she faces him down. In London, she is never able to face him down. She is always aware that he is her superior at work, a partner in their firm, someone who should be respected.

			But now he is here, in her childhood home, without an invitation, and for the first time in their relationship, she does not feel the need to defer to him. For the first time in their relationship, he is not her superior. For the first time in their relationship, she is thinking about what she wants, and not about him.

			“I’m really unhappy,” she says, facing him, ignoring his outstretched arms. “I can’t believe you just turned up here, in the midst of this family turmoil, without checking with me.”

			“Darling!” He steps toward her, but she steps back. “I know you’re going through trauma with your family. You always go through trauma with your family, so I came here to support you. Frankly, I’m a little disappointed with your reaction. All I do is think about you and how to make you happy, and you’re not the slightest bit grateful. If you want to know the truth, I think it’s completely within my rights to be rather appalled by your behavior. I understand that being around your family is upsetting to you, but for you to take it out on me, to somehow blame me for doing something so thoughtful, is—”

			“Stop it,” she hisses. “You always do this. You always take my words and twist them so I end up looking like the one who’s doing something wrong. I am trying to tell you that I did not want a surprise, that I’m not happy you didn’t tell me you were coming.” But even as she says the words, she feels herself weakening. This is what he does to her, forces her to express herself in a way that is palatable to him, rather than be honest about what she feels.

			“I didn’t tell you because I didn’t want you to feel pressured,” says Derek. “I suspected your sisters might have said I couldn’t come if they had known. What?” He notices her shocked expression. “You think it’s not obvious that they don’t like me?” He snorts. “Look, I thought I was doing the right thing. Come here.” He opens his arms as Meredith falters before stepping in.

			What else can she do?

			I don’t have to settle, she tells herself, thinking of Billy. I don’t have to settle. But nor does she know how to get out of the trap she has laid for herself.

			Derek squeezes her tightly, then starts kissing her neck. Oh no, she thinks. I can’t do this. She steps back, adopting an expression of what she hopes is disappointment and apology.

			“I have my period,” she says, knowing Derek won’t touch her when she has her period. Her periods have miraculously gotten longer and longer since she has been with Derek. Before, they were an average of four days. Now, she is able to stretch them out for almost two weeks, during which Derek will not lay a finger on her.

			He frowns. “Didn’t you have a super long one that ended just as you were leaving for America?”

			Bugger. He wasn’t supposed to remember that.

			“I did.” Meredith nods, her brain frantically whirring. “And I stopped for a few days, then started again yesterday, which is so bizarre. I’m a little worried there’s something wrong.”

			Derek falls, hook, line, and sinker. “Poor darling. You must make an appointment with the gynecologist when you get home. Maybe there’s someone here you can see.”

			“I don’t have insurance here.”

			“Oh.” He pouts like a little boy. “I’ll just have to wait for my goodies until we get home. That’s okay. I’m tired anyway. Let’s just get into bed and cuddle.”

			He unbuttons his shirt as Meredith averts her eyes, trying not to compare him to Billy, although she can’t help thinking of Billy in his T-shirt, how attractive he is.

			She undresses herself, pulls on pajamas, and climbs into bed. She rolls on her side, facing away from him. She allows Derek to spoon against her back, because at least she doesn’t have to smell him, doesn’t have to look at him. She waits for him to start snoring before she unravels herself and steps quietly out of bed.

			She can’t do this tonight. The bed is too small, and her dislike of the man she is planning to marry too strong. She leaves and goes down the hall to the spare room and, slipping under the covers, she is soon fast asleep.

		

	
		
			thirty-seven

			Lizzy drives one car, Nell, River, and Daisy another, as they head back to the farm in silence, all of them looking out the window as they drive, each of them lost in thought.

			“This was a rough night,” Lizzy says when she finally pulls into the driveway next to Nell’s truck and steps out, the still and quiet of the night air punctuated by the car doors slamming. She hasn’t been able to stop thinking about what her mother said. It was so easy to dismiss it, but if it isn’t true, why have the words been echoing around and around all evening?

			“I feel drained,” admits Nell, walking into the house.

			Lizzy pauses by the door, then steps back. “I’m going to go for a walk,” she says.

			“A walk? It’s pitch-black. You won’t be able to see anything.”

			“I need to make a couple of phone calls. I’ll just go and find somewhere quiet.”

			“Don’t go beyond the hay barn or there won’t be any service,” says Nell, before peering at her sister in the darkness. “It’s very late. Who are you calling at this hour? James?”

			“Yes,” lies Lizzy, setting off down the yard, where she pulls the heavy wood door of the hay barn aside and climbs up the mountain of last year’s hay bales until she reaches the top, before lying back and inhaling deeply.

			This smells of childhood, of innocence, of a time when all she had to worry about was getting her homework in on time and whether or not she’d win the part in the school play. When she was a kid and Nell had a job here on the weekends, she would visit from time to time, and she and Jackie would climb up to the hay bales and hide, telling each other ghost stories for hours, talking about nothing, and everything, until Nell finished work and came looking for them, striding into the hay barn and yelling their names.

			She sits up, leaning back against a hay bale, shifting to get comfortable, before checking her phone has service. It’s 10:34 p.m. Too late for normal people to make, or take, phone calls, but the food business isn’t a normal business. The pop-up supper club is tomorrow night, which means Sean will be busy organizing last-minute details. He sent her a long e-mail this morning, telling her exactly what the menu changes were, which staff members would be working the night, what bartender they were using.

			But they haven’t connected about anything other than the logistics of work since she got here, and tonight, above all other nights, she needs to hear his voice; she needs to talk about the real stuff. She punches his name on her speed dial as she smiles, wondering just when it was that Sean became her emotional go-to, for that is what he has become. When she is happy, sad, excited, disturbed, or stressed, or utterly disbelieving that her mother has ALS and is choosing to take her own life in three days, the person she now chooses to share it with is Sean.

			The phone rings three times, before going to voice mail. Which means the phone is turned on, that Sean is choosing not to answer it, but instead directing it to voice mail. She frowns and dials again. This time it goes straight to voice mail; this time he has switched it off.

			As my business partner, she types furiously into the phone, you need to PICK UP THE FUCKING PHONE WHEN I CALL.

			She calls again, but nothing, and a swell of rage overtakes her. “You fucker!” she shrieks, hurling her cell phone into a hay bale. “Fucking asshole!” she screams, knowing, from all those years gone by, that no one can hear her.

			He’s probably with his wife, she tells herself. He’ll probably excuse himself and call me back. She retrieves the phone and looks hopefully at the screen, but there is nothing. No dots signifying a response. Nothing.

			How can he abandon me on a night I really need him? she thinks, now almost close to tears. She looks at her phone, goes into Contacts, and presses James’s name. Maybe he’ll pick up. And if not, she’ll keep going down her contact list until she finds someone who will.

			James picks up on the fourth ring, his voice heavy with sleep.

			“Are you asleep?” she snaps, when it is obvious he was.

			“I’m awake now,” he says, as she pictures him sitting up in bed, snapping on the lamp. She pictures their bedroom, the mussed-up teal and white bedspread, the bamboo blind that is broken, half raised in a permanent slant, the John Marshall cow print on the wall opposite the bed, a huge, gentle black and white cow against a hot pink background. She pictures the Louis Somethingth sofa at the end of their bed that they found on the street one Saturday afternoon, years ago, that they claimed by sitting on it, phoning friends until they found someone with a truck who could come and help them move it to their house. She reupholstered it in lavender velvet, which was now as faded as its original velour, thanks to beating sunlight and all manner of Connor’s bodily fluids staining and weathering it to its original state.

			She thinks of how she used to lie on the sofa when she was nursing Connor, listening to music as the stripes of sunlight fell across the burp cloth, completely at peace, with an absolute assurance that this was what her body was designed for, that motherhood was the pinnacle of all she would ever achieve.

			What happened? she thinks, listening to the rustle of James propping himself up with the pillows from her side of the bed. When did it all change?

			“What’s up?” he says. “What time is it?”

			“Almost eleven, I think,” she says. “Sorry for phoning so late. I needed to talk.”

			“That’s okay. How’s it going there with your family?”

			“Not so good,” she says, tears springing into her eyes. “Urgh. I can’t believe I’m getting emotional. This is so stupid,” she berates herself. “It’s not like she was ever a great mother to begin with. But . . . she has ALS.”

			“Whoa.” James sounds completely alert. “Oh, my God. I’m so sorry.”

			“I know. Thank you. And as if that doesn’t completely suck, she wants us to help her take her own life. And as if that doesn’t completely suck, she wants to do it in three days. Can you believe it? My mother wants to be dead in three days. My fucking nightmarish, selfish, disinterested, loving-conditionally mother is planning on dying, and I will never get a chance to make this better.” Lizzy breaks into sobs, as James listens; she’s sniffing and sniveling, talking through her tears. “I have hated her for so much of my life, and now she’s dying, and I don’t know what to do.”

			“Oh, Lizzy,” James says simply when she has calmed down. “Can we come out? Connor and me? Can we come and be with you?”

			“No,” Lizzy wails. “I don’t know. Maybe. I don’t know what to do.” She is now hiccuping her sorrow as she regresses to the frightened child she has never allowed herself to be. Not Lizzy. Lizzy is strong and fearless. Lizzy is charmed and invincible. Bad stuff does not happen to Lizzy because she does not allow it.

			But this is out of her control, and she is unprepared for the flood of emotion that is overtaking her.

			“We’ll come out tomorrow.” James is calm, and calming. Just like he was at the start. “We will get the train out. We’ll figure out what to do when we get there. How does that sound?”

			“Okay,” sniffles Lizzy, her sobs and hiccups gradually subsiding. “Okay.”

			After they hang up, she climbs down from the hay bale, her head already pounding from the tears, wiping her eyes as she makes her way back to the house. She’s not at all sure how James will help. What’s he going to do? she thinks. Bring his virtual reality games and sit in Nell’s living room playing them all day? But she catches herself in the cruelty of the thought and pushes it aside. The very fact that he answered the phone, that he is offering to bring Connor, is consolation enough.

		

	
		
			thirty-eight

			Nell is in bed, scribbling notes on the notepad she keeps on her night table, lists of what needs to be done on the farm tomorrow morning and who should do it. Usually she is organized enough that she puts these lists up in the barn the night before, so when the workers arrive they see the tasks and who is on which shift, but family has gotten in the way today. She will have to get up at the crack of dawn and put them up.

			She keeps sighing, putting the pen down, and thinking about the events of the evening. Three days. She feels numb and disbelieving. Three days. What will it be like, she wonders, to be a motherless daughter? Will she, like the woman she once spoke to in the café that time, feel relief? Or will she feel regret?

			Lizzy is right, of course, about three days being insane. But their mother seemed resolute. She had always been the sort of woman who changed her mind, who trilled that it was a woman’s prerogative, and yet this didn’t seem like something that would change.

			Everything about this is different. There is no drama, Nell realizes. This isn’t about seeking attention. There is a resigned quality to her mother that she hasn’t seen before. Lizzy may not want to accept it, but Nell doesn’t see how their mother will change her mind, not when she is so resolute.

			There is a light knock on her door. “Come in,” says Nell, unsurprised, relieved, and nervous to see Greta framed in the hallway light. This is the one thing she hasn’t thought about, she realizes. The one thing that has been squashed by the events of the evening.

			“May I?” Greta pads in and sits on the bed. She is wearing pajamas and an old, soft robe of Nell’s that she left in the caretaker’s cottage for her. It is a baby blue and suits her.

			“The kids told me about your mother. I wanted to check in on you and see how you are.”

			“I’m okay.” Nell shrugs, the memory of their kiss flashing into her head as she looks at Greta, flushing. Did it really happen? Did she imagine the chemistry they had, the kiss?

			Greta just looks at her. “Do you want to talk?”

			“I don’t really know what to say.” Nell looks at her, her face screwed up in a grimace of discomfort as Greta nods.

			“I understand,” she says. “You must be shocked.”

			Nell nods, an unfamiliar lump in her throat. “I’m sorry,” she whispers. “I’m not quite sure where this is coming from.”

			“This is your mother,” Greta says, and there is so much compassion in her voice, so much empathy, so much love, that Nell finds her shoulders heaving as she tries to swallow a sob.

			Greta climbs on the bed then and takes Nell in her arms. Nell heaves sobs, crying quietly onto her shoulder as Greta holds her tightly and strokes her hair; and when, eventually, the sobs subside, Greta kisses her eyes, her cheeks, her mouth, and lays her gently back against the pillows.

			“Would you like me to stay with you?” she asks.

			Nell nods.

			Greta takes off her robe and climbs under the covers. She puts an arm around Nell and pulls her close, murmuring gently. Nell’s body slowly unclenches, and she relaxes.

			And soon, the two of them are fast asleep.

		

	
		
			thirty-nine

			I thought I’d bring you brea— Whoa! This is not what I expected.”

			Lizzy is standing in Nell’s bedroom doorway with a large mug of tea in one hand and a plate on which sits a muffin, some butter, and jelly in the other. “Not that I didn’t expect it, exactly, I just didn’t expect it so soon. Actually”—she grins at Nell and Greta, who are only just rousing themselves from sleep—“I just have to say that I think it’s perfect, and it all makes sense, and frankly, Nell, if I’d really thought about it I probably would have realized years ago. I’ll just go and grab another cup of tea and a muffin for you, Greta.” She backs out of the room, grinning from ear to ear. “And very sorry to disturb. Also”—she pops her head back around the doorway, with a big thumbs-up—“yay, lesbians. Big fan.” Finally she disappears out of the room.

			“Did she actually say ‘yay, lesbians’?” says Greta, leaning back on the pillows and turning to Nell, watching the corners of Nell’s mouth twitch.

			“She did. That’s my sister. She actually said that.” Nell shakes her head with a smile that turns into laughter, which becomes more and more hysterical, the two of them leaning on each other, heaving with helpless laughter.

			“Oh, God,” Greta says after a while, wiping the tears of mirth from her eyes. “How do we tell her that nothing happened?”

			“Right,” says Nell, feeling a swell of disappointment deep in her belly. Nothing happened. She fell asleep with Greta’s arm wrapped around her, Greta’s head resting on hers, and woke up, just now, in the same position, both of them moving apart only when Lizzy burst into the room. Now they are both leaning back against the headboard, Greta’s head turned to Nell’s.

			“Although,” Greta says, “if I recall correctly, I did kiss you yesterday.”

			“You did,” agrees Nell, a flutter in her stomach as the room seems to still and she stares into Greta’s eyes. “What do you think about kissing me today?” Nell finds herself saying, a lurch in her groin.

			“I think,” Greta says, moving closer, not taking her eyes off Nell’s, “that’s an excellent idea,” and she softly moves her lips onto Nell’s, taking her bottom lip between her own before their tongues meet, and Nell dissolves in a sigh of pleasure.

			“Lock the door,” whispers Greta when they pull apart, Nell trembling with desire. But Greta gets up to do it, then climbs back on the bed and dips her head to kiss Nell properly. This time, the kiss goes on and on and on.

			Nell kisses like she can’t get enough. She is ravenous, wanting to taste, to touch, to explore. Greta lifts her top, exposing her breasts, and Nell traces the curve of one breast, one nipple, with her fingers before taking it in her mouth.

			It is so soft, thinks Nell, allowing herself to be transported, allowing herself to give in to the flickers of lust, to every fiber of her body feeling alive.

			She is so soft. All curves and gentleness and deep, hidden space. Nell licks and smells and inhales and laughs . . . and—oh! This is what it feels like! So soft! So good! She is on fire, aquiver, weak, and—oh! This! And a bliss washes over her like she has never felt before.

			Afterward, in Greta’s arms, after they have shouted to Lizzy to go away and not disturb them, after they have giggled when she shouted that she was leaving the tea outside the door, afterward Nell cannot stop smiling.

			“Was it that good?” Greta whispers with a smile as she traces Nell’s lips with her finger, as Nell kisses her finger, kisses all her fingers, licks her palm, wanting to bury herself in this woman.

			“I don’t know if I have the words,” Nell says softly, thinking there aren’t enough words in the English language to describe what her body has just gone through, what she has just gone through. “It was . . . transformative. Earth-shattering. Cataclysmic.”

			“It was that good?” Greta smiles as she leans her head on Nell’s shoulder and traces her fingers down her neck, down her chest, around her breast, stroking over her nipple, which rises to attention as Nell catches her breath.

			“It was,” Nell whispers, amazed at how her body feels, what this woman’s touch is doing to her, what it is like to be able to slip her hand between her legs, how exciting it is to feel her there, her sacred space, the moistness that is for her, and her alone. “And it was something more,” Nell whispers as it is Greta’s turn to gasp. “It felt like coming home.”

		

	
		
			forty

			Do you really think we have to be with her?” says River, setting plates on the kitchen table. “I love Ronron, but I’m not sure I want to be there when she dies.”

			They are in the kitchen, Lizzy stirring scrambled eggs, yellow and creamy, flecked with fresh herbs. Nell, having placed croissants she grabbed from the coffee shop into a linen-lined basket, is dolloping homemade jam into a small ramekin, but a smile is playing on her lips as she relives, over and over, the way her body sang this morning, the joy of discovering something she never knew she was missing until today.

			“It’s just awful,” says Lizzy, taking the pan off the stove but continuing to stir with a wooden spoon. “I keep forgetting, then remembering. Jesus. ALS. Why couldn’t it have been something like cancer? At least there’s a fucking chance.”

			“Fuck,” says River, emboldened by his aunt’s swearing. “I just . . . Do you think she means she wants us there in the room? Because I don’t know if I really want to be there in the room. I mean, do I get a say in it? It’s awful. The whole thing is awful, and it sucks massively that she’s really sick and she’s going to die, but do I actually have to be in the room and watch her go? I mean, I think that’s pretty gross. If that’s okay to say. I’m sorry. Maybe I shouldn’t be saying all of this.”

			Nell doesn’t know how to respond, but Lizzy speaks up. “It’s okay, honey.” She reaches over and pats his back. “First of all, I don’t think we should be worrying about this now. I think we have a little more time than we think. We need a little more time. Also, though: Yeah. I get it. I definitely don’t want to see a dead body, especially my mother’s.”

			“Lizzy,” Nell says slowly, pushing thoughts of Greta out of her head, “if she says she wants three days, don’t you think we should maybe respect her wishes? We have no idea what kind of pain she’s in. If it’s unbearable, is it really fair to ask her not to do something that will alleviate that pain?”

			“Yeah, when it’s death, yeah. I do think that’s fair,” Lizzy snaps, before taking a breath. “Look, I’m sorry. I know there are beautiful people who do beautiful ceremonies in states where it’s legal. Trust me, I’ve been up pretty much all night reading about it. I know people throw parties, and make the decision when and how they’re going to go. I’m not saying I don’t think we should do that. I’m just saying we need more time. Don’t call us home, announce you have ALS, and tell us that you’re planning on being dead in three days.”

			“I know,” says Nell. “I feel the same way. I just don’t think we have any idea what she’s going through. I feel so guilty that I barely see her. I’m right here. Every time she calls and asks for my help, I feel resentment and anger. And now all I feel is guilt and regret. I want longer too. I just don’t know if that’s fair.”

			“I don’t know,” says Lizzy. “Have you ever seen a dead body?”

			Nell shakes her head as Daisy walks in. “No.”

			River turns to Daisy. “Have you?”

			“Have I what?”

			“Ever seen a dead body?”

			“No, but my mom has.”

			“Your mom has what?” Greta walks into the room, her hair now pulled back in a ponytail much like Nell’s, her face looking clean and scrubbed and smelling of coconut and almonds.

			I liked her hair loose, thinks Nell. My God, she is beautiful. An image of Greta’s head between her legs, her quick, clever tongue, slips into her head, and she shivers, a pang of lust that forces her to cross her legs.

			Greta Whitstable, she thinks. Oh, Greta Whitstable. What have you done to me?

			“Seen a dead body,” says Daisy. “Didn’t Ken ask you to check on him when he died, to make sure he was dead? He was paranoid about being buried alive so he had Mom agree to come and see him before they took him away.”

			“Ken?” Nell asks.

			“A friend,” says Greta, giving Nell a knowing look, a look that Nell interprets as “Don’t worry. I am yours.” “He had cancer,” explains Greta. “It wasn’t nearly as frightening as I thought it would be,” she adds. “It wasn’t Ken anymore. It was just . . . a husk. A shell. It was entirely clear to me that his spirit had gone elsewhere, and in some ways it was quite beautiful. It allowed me to have closure. To let go.”

			“That does sound beautiful, actually,” says Lizzy. “Not scary. I wonder if we’ll be able to let go.”

			“She says she wants three days. Imagine if those three days are filled with love, filled with happiness,” says Greta. “Imagine if you were able to forgive whatever transgressions you might each think one another has made. Imagine if you could hold her as she moves to the next world. That doesn’t sound scary; it sounds quite beautiful.”

			“It does,” says Lizzy. “But no way it’s happening in three days. Three months, maybe.” She looks at her watch. “Shit. Francine is probably here. I said I’d meet her in the coffee shop. I’ve got to run. I’ll be back as soon as I can, and if you’ve already left for Mom’s, I’ll get an Uber and meet you there.” Blowing kisses around the table, Lizzy disappears.

		

	
		
			forty-one

			Francine is sitting in a corner of the café, her head bowed over her phone. She has worked for Lizzy for over a year and is one of the best. She’s hardworking, has no ego, and is gorgeous, in that particularly French way. Tiny, olive-skinned, she has thick brown hair, large brown eyes, and an ever-present smile. She is always calm on the job, has a great disposition with the clients. When things go wrong, and they always go wrong, Francine shrugs it off. There is no drama with her, Lizzy realizes.

			Which is why it’s so odd that something is going on that needed to be discussed in person. As she walks over, she realizes it could only be that Francine is leaving. Which is not good news.

			Francine sees Lizzy. She puts her phone down and stands up to give Lizzy a hug, kissing her on one cheek, then the other.

			“These are really good,” she says, holding up a half-eaten croissant. “These might be the best croissants I’ve eaten outside of France. They’re definitely the best croissants I’ve eaten in America.”

			“That’s high praise,” says Lizzy. “My sister has a . . . friend . . . staying, who, it turns out, is this extraordinary baker. She made these ridiculous muffins yesterday that were insane, and now it turns out she’s incredible at croissants. I want to get her to bake for us.” Lizzy is aware that Francine has not asked to meet to discuss croissants, but she doesn’t want to hear the words that she might be leaving.

			“Okay,” Lizzy says, pulling out a chair and sitting down hard. “What’s the story? You’re leaving, aren’t you?”

			Francine’s eyes fill with tears. “It’s not as easy as that,” she says, with a slight nod. “I think I do have to leave, because it’s too painful to stay.”

			Lizzy reaches across the table and covers her hand, shocked. This isn’t a side of Francine she has ever seen, vulnerable and fragile.

			“What’s going on?” she says, presuming it is a family matter. Her parents are still in France, she remembers. And a brother. A family illness?

			Francine lifts heavy eyes to meet Lizzy’s. “It’s Sean,” she says simply.

			“Sean?” Lizzy sits back, not understanding. “What about Sean?”

			“I . . . Oh, God. We have been so careful for no one to know, and he made me swear at the beginning that you must never know, but now things have gone too far and I don’t know who else to turn to.”

			Lizzy’s heart is pounding, her mouth dry, as her brain struggles to compute what Francine is saying.

			“You and Sean. You’re having an affair?” Lizzy can hardly breathe.

			“It isn’t just an affair. He was going to leave his wife for me,” Francine says, unaware of Lizzy’s churning emotions. “We had it all planned, and then I got pregnant, and”—the tears are back, this time spilling down her cheeks—“I miscarried last week, and he didn’t come to see me, and wouldn’t respond to my calls or texts, and now he has told me it is over.” She looks pleadingly at Lizzy. “I can’t stay. It’s too painful. I am so sorry. I know what you must think about me having an affair with a married man. I am not proud of myself. I thought this was not an affair. I thought this was the love of my life, and we would . . .” She shrugs, dismissing her own naiveté. “I thought I would live happily ever after. Stupid, huh? God.” She shakes her head. “I have been so stupid.”

			“How long has this been going on?” It takes everything Lizzy has for her voice to emerge as normal.

			“Nine months.”

			Nine months? thinks Lizzy, as a wave of rage starts to build. Nine months during which Sean was pulling her into pantries and bathrooms and behind barns. Nine months during which they would occasionally book a hotel, if the event was far away, and have the luxury of sharing a bed, of falling asleep in each other’s arms, of waking up and having breakfast, just like every other normal couple.

			Nine months during which Lizzy too thought it was more than an affair. Of her too thinking that he was going to leave his wife and children, if she left James. Nine months of falling for him, of living for those stolen moments together, of never being able to walk away, no matter how hard she tried.

			And all the time, he was fucking Francine. Not just fucking, it would seem, but spinning the same bullshit, the same stories, the same lies. Lizzy thinks of how he makes love, the stroking, the murmuring, the way he insists on making her come before he enters her, how he says her pleasure makes him happy.

			“What?” says Francine, alert.

			“What?”

			“You just said, ‘Your pleasure makes me happy.’ How do you know? How do you know he says that?”

			Oh, shit, thinks Lizzy, who had no idea she had said that out loud. “You’re not the only one,” she says to Francine. “This isn’t the first time he has done this. I’m so sorry. He’s a fucking sleaze, and a liar. I am sorry that you thought he was someone special, and I’m sorrier still that you have gone through a miscarriage. The only thing I’m absolutely sure of is that you’re better off without him. You are so much better off without him.”

			Francine nods. “I know. Intellectually I know that; it’s just hard. I feel so much emotion, and I still can’t believe he just disappeared when I miscarried. Now I realize he was just pretending to be happy when I told him I was pregnant. He was obviously terrified.” She looks back at Lizzy. “I love working for you, Lizzy. I think you are an amazing woman. You have always treated me so well. You treat all of us well, and you have good . . . boundaries.”

			“Yes, I do. Something that . . . Sean should have learned.” Lizzy is almost foaming at the mouth, her fury red-hot, as she stops herself from using every curse word she has ever known. And with her anger comes disgust—at herself, at falling for it, at believing the same shit he was feeding Francine at the same time.

			“But I have to leave,” says Francine. “I can’t work knowing he will be there. I am so sorry. I have been so happy and it is the best job I have had, but—” She shakes her head. “All good things come to an end.”

			“What if Sean wasn’t there?” Lizzy finds herself saying, as the anger subsides enough for her brain to slowly click into gear.

			“You would do that for me?” Francine is shocked.

			“It’s not just because of you. As I said, it isn’t the first time. I think he’s now too much of a liability.”

			“It’s none of my business, but he’s your partner. How do you even split from him? Other than falling pregnant by him and miscarrying.” She snorts at her sad joke.

			Lizzy doesn’t crack a smile, her brain working too hard and too fast. “What if . . .” She speaks slowly, looking out the French doors of the café, beyond the gravel courtyard, to the cluster of barns in the distance. “What if I tried something else? It’s something I’ve been thinking of for a while, and I’ve been speaking to my sister about it. What if I started something out here? On this farm.”

			Francine looks around. “Here? In this coffee shop?”

			“No. We can maybe do something in here, but I’ve been talking to my sister about taking over the large hay barn, and using this as a semipermanent base for the pop-ups. But as I think about it, maybe it makes more sense to do something permanent. We could call it something like The Farm Table: supper on the farm. What if I left the supper clubs in the city altogether and moved out here?”

			She is thinking out loud, all the thoughts she has had over the past few days, the conversations she has had with Nell, cementing as she speaks. “Sean can keep the supper clubs. It won’t work in the same way without me, anyway. That’s not ego talking, but people come for me. He doesn’t even have to buy me out. He can keep it. They’ll come here because this is mine, and it will have nothing to do with Sean.”

			“Oh, my God. You are serious? You would actually do this?”

			“I’ve been thinking about this for a while. You coming here and telling me what’s been going on has just expedited what I was already planning. Jesus.” She shakes her head again in disbelief. “What a sleaze. We are all better off without him.”

			“You know all the staff will follow you.” Francine is smiling for the first time since Lizzy walked in. “If you want them to. Their loyalty is with you.”

			“That’s great.” Lizzy is distracted, her anger rising again. She forces her attention back to Francine. “Thank you for telling me, and I’m sorry you had to go through this. I’m sorry we all have to go through this. And you have no idea how grateful I am. Can we keep this between us?”

			“You have my word.”

			“And you won’t say anything to Sean?”

			“Absolutely not. I’ve taken a week’s vacation after the . . . Well. You know. I need the money, but I don’t want to go back and see him.”

			“We’ll figure it out,” says Lizzy.

			•   •   •

			Her overwhelming urge is to get him on the phone and scream at him. Instead, she goes into the barn, climbs to the top of the hay, and howls in there.

			“Lizzy?” Nell comes running in. “What’s going on?”

			“Fuck!” Lizzy shouts from the top. “I didn’t know you were here. I thought you had left to go to Mom’s house.”

			“I’m going soon. Why are you screaming in the hay barn? Is someone with you?”

			“No. I’m furious. It’s a long story.” Lizzy peers at Nell, standing in the barn, looking up. “Want to come up?”

			Nell walks over to the hay and starts to climb. Once she sits down next to her, Lizzy tells her everything. When she finishes, she says, “You’re a good listener. I’d forgotten what a good listener you are.”

			Nell smiles. “It’s because I don’t talk much. I’m much more comfortable listening.”

			“But what do you think? Can you believe that fucking sleaze? Can you believe he was sleeping with me, and with my number one waitress, and, frankly, with God only knows who else? Thank God I used condoms. Who knows what I might have caught. What do I do? I want to just tear him a new asshole. I’m so goddamned angry.”

			“You don’t speak to him,” says Nell. “You retain a lawyer. I know someone great in Westport. You stay unemotional and calm. The lawyer will help you figure out the best way to move forward.”

			“And what about using Fieldstone Farm as a base for my new company?”

			Nell looks at her sister. “Yes.” She nods. “Let’s do it.”

			“What?” Lizzy shrieks, her first smile in two hours, as she flings her arms around her sister. “You’re serious?”

			“I am. If it doesn’t work, it doesn’t work, but I need to do something else with the farm. We need to bring in more money.” She laughs as Lizzy keeps squeezing her tightly, refusing to let her go.

			“Oh, my God, oh, my God! I’m so excited!”

			“Okay, okay.” Nell disengages. “And your waitress? If you can’t get rid of Sean immediately and want to find something else for her, I could do with someone else helping out here.”

			“That’s a lovely offer. Thank you. I’ll speak to her. It would be perfect, actually. And Greta could bake for us out here too! Wouldn’t that be amazing? Keeping it in the family! How perfect is that?”

			Nell shakes her head. “I don’t know. Greta’s going back to St. Louis in a week. At least, that’s her plan.”

			“Plans can change,” Lizzy says. “Especially when you’ve just met the woman who’s going to change your life.”

			“I don’t know that she’s going to change my life,” says Nell, even as she thinks that she already has.

			“I wasn’t talking about her. I was talking about you. You’re going to change her life.”

			“I don’t know about that,” says Nell, embarrassed.

			“Nell”—Lizzy grabs her sister’s hand—“there’s something special between you two. I was being facetious when I was saying ‘yay, lesbians,’ but truly, I think it’s amazing that you have found whatever you have found together.”

			“We’ve only just met,” says Nell, flustered.

			“So what? I can see it. I bet you anything Greta doesn’t leave. Or, if she leaves, she comes right back.”

			“You’re such a romantic.” Nell laughs.

			“I am, and I’m also insightful. I know shit. How do you think I built the business I did? How do you think I know that we’re going to build something incredible here? You’re never going to have to worry about money again.”

			“I hope you’re right.” She looks at her phone. “Meredith is texting, asking where we are.”

			“Oh, God,” groans Lizzy. “Avoiding the Dreadful Derek.”

			“Come on,” Nell says, smiling. “We’d better go.”

		

	
		
			forty-two

			Derek has always been very good at errands. He likes being useful, and this morning, rather than have him underfoot in the house, Meredith sends him off to Trader Joe’s to buy some wraps and salads for lunch.

			He came into her room this morning, waking her by sitting on the bed and stroking her arm like a cat, hurt that she had left their bed and found somewhere else to sleep, hurt that he had woken up alone.

			Meredith tried to reassure him, keeping her voice light as if it was no big deal, but it was a big deal. The thought of sleeping in the bed with him again tonight, the thought of feeling his large, sweaty body on top of hers as he covers her face with pecks, like an overeager, pompous sparrow, fills her with horror.

			She finds herself thinking about Billy. He seems positively boyish, next to Derek. Simple, unpretentious, clever. He is down-to-earth and so relaxed. Not at all the sort of man she would expect to pay attention to her, but he seems to be paying attention to her.

			What does it mean? Nothing, she realizes, given that she lives in London, that he is here to write about her mother, and more specifically, she now knows, her mother’s illness and imminent death. Of course nothing is going to happen between them. Not now, certainly. And there is the small fact that she is engaged to another man who happens to now be here.

			Derek. Her mother. Her sisters. It all feels overwhelming. Perhaps that’s all Billy is, a distraction from thinking about, or dealing with, the things in her life that are so painful, that fill her with a sadness so great, it is easier to focus on what feels suspiciously like a schoolgirl crush.

			He probably doesn’t like me, she thinks. He couldn’t possibly like me. Maybe he just feels sorry for me. But he was so sweet on their walk, so attentive, asking all the right questions, showing interest and no hint of judgment in how he spoke to her. She found herself opening up to him in a way that felt unfamiliar.

			And then bloody Derek showed up, with his loud, awkward laugh and his hairy back, and the way he insists on telling Meredith what to do. Thank God she has gotten rid of him for an hour or so, and where on earth are her sisters?

			On the way to taking laundry downstairs, she stops in her mother’s bedroom.

			“Shall I sit you up?” she asks, hiding her shock at her mother’s appearance. Ronni’s face is stripped of everything, gaunt and hollow, but she smiles as Meredith walks over to the bed.

			Meredith props the pillows up behind her mother. “Mom, I’m wondering about maybe looking into getting you a wheelchair. Maybe we could get you one of those chair lifts for the stairs. As lovely as your bedroom is, don’t you want to spend some time downstairs? Imagine if we made it really comfortable for you. Your friends could come around and sit with you.”

			“What friends?” says her mother, when she is propped up. “They’ve all disappeared.”

			Hm, thinks Meredith. That is surely more to do with how her mother treated her friendships, breezing in and out, disappearing for years at a time when she was busy touring or busy with other people or simply busy, jumping back into people’s lives only when she needed something.

			“How are you today?”

			“Not great,” she says. “I’m having these terrible nerve twitches. It’s called fasciculations. Sometimes I can see them jumping under my skin. Can you bring me up my painkillers?”

			“You know I can’t bring you up the whole bottle,” says Meredith, aware of the risk of her mother deciding to swallow them all in one fell swoop when no one is looking. “How many do you need?”

			“Four would be good. I’ll take two now and save two for later.”

			“Okay,” Meredith agrees, going downstairs to get the pills. She comes back and walks into the room, setting everything on the nightstand as her mother watches her.

			“Have you lost weight?” her mother says suddenly, looking Meredith up and down.

			Meredith has noticed, as it happens, that the prewedding weight she recently gained seems to be melting away. She doesn’t know how much, exactly, but she hasn’t had an appetite, and this morning when she pulled on the new pants, they were looser and baggier than yesterday.

			Derek saw her in the pants, and the beaded tunic, and frowned. “That’s a bit bohemian, isn’t it?” he said, disapproval written all over his face.

			“Is it? I love this outfit,” she said, and he sniffed and looked away, saying nothing more.

			She had felt beautiful this morning, until Derek looked her up and down. Now, even though she has lost weight, her mother’s words rile her, as they have always done, making her feel that her mother’s love for her is conditional upon her being thin, being pretty, being good enough.

			“I don’t know,” lies Meredith, trying not to let her discomfort be heard.

			“You’re perfect the way you are,” says her mother, and when Meredith looks at her in surprise, her mother is smiling, as if she means it.

			“So beautiful,” says her mother, awkwardly patting the bed with the one hand that still, vaguely, works, grimacing slightly as she does so.

			“Are you in pain?” asks Meredith, and her mother nods. “Do you want to take a painkiller now?”

			“Not yet. Just sit with me for a bit. Your fiancé, is he here?”

			Meredith nods.

			“Yes. I thought I heard his distinctive voice this morning. Remind me, when is the wedding?”

			“Early October.”

			“I know this is a sensitive subject, my darling, but I don’t have much time. You can’t storm out when I say this to you.”

			“Okay,” Meredith says, numb at hearing her mother saying she doesn’t have much time. Surely they can change her mind, can’t they?

			“Think very hard about the person you are marrying. It is not something to be taken lightly. I only know this because I was a horrible wife, and I have had many years to think about marriage, and what I did wrong, and what makes a good marriage. I wish I had stayed with your father. He was a very good man, and very good to me. He was loving and supportive, and wanted me to find success in whatever field I chose. What he didn’t do was control me, or try to mold me into a little wife, some old-fashioned, muted version of who I was. I saw many men do that to many women I knew. They would choose these vibrant, talented, beautiful women, and suck the life and passion and beauty out of them by bullying them into submission. I love you, Meredith, and you are so much more than you have ever allowed yourself to be. You don’t need a man to be happy, and you don’t need a man who won’t allow you to be the real Meredith. Remember your art?”

			Meredith nods, swallowing the lump in her throat.

			“You were so talented,” her mother says, smiling. “It is such a pity you didn’t pursue that. Don’t marry someone because you think you need a partner. And don’t marry someone who tries to mold you into what he wants his wife to be. You’re better than that. Marry, if you do at all, only someone who loves you just the way you are. Because you are precious. There. I’ve said my piece. Are you still talking to me?”

			Meredith nods, stunned into silence.

			“You are so beautiful, Meri. I know I have spent a lifetime criticizing you, making comments about your weight, and I am so sorry. I didn’t know any better. I was corrupted by Hollywood, and convinced that being slim and beautiful was the key to happiness. I just wanted you to be happy. I realized far too late how irrelevant it is. You’re beautiful, Meredith, exactly as you are.”

			Meredith stares at her, not believing her.

			“You don’t believe me.” Her mother sighs. “I should have said this years ago. Not that it makes any difference what I think. But you are so special, too special to end up with a man who isn’t your equal. Derek may be handsome, but that’s really all he has going for him. You, on the other hand, are such a creative, clever, sweet girl. I always saw you as a painter, or a potter, some kind of artist. Remember those beautiful pots you threw on the wheel at school? You have such an open, kind heart. You were always my favorite,” she says, as Meredith’s heart threatens to burst.

			She leans her head down on her mother’s chest as her mother croons into her hair. “My favorite,” she murmurs. “Don’t tell your sisters.”

			•   •   •

			Downstairs, Meredith finds Lizzy and Nell pulling into the driveway; when they come inside, Nell is carrying a brown paper bag filled with croissants.

			“Greta the magnificent,” explains Lizzy. “She’s on a baking binge. I don’t know. Maybe she’s in love or something.” She casts a sideways glance at Nell, who studiously avoids looking at her, even as she suppresses a small smile.

			“You look nice.” Lizzy reaches over and fingers the sleeve of Meredith’s tunic. “I love that batik. Really nice, Meri. These flowy boho clothes suit you.”

			Meredith smiles. “Thank you.”

			“How’s Mom?”

			“Amazing,” says Meredith. “She’s . . . amazing.”

			“Like, up-and-walking amazing or not-being-a-bitch amazing?” says Lizzy, pausing, wondering if this all might have been a great act after all.

			“No, don’t be silly. Neither. Like . . . understanding, kind, and loving. She is completely different.”

			“What? How? She was mean as hell to me. What did she talk to you about?”

			Meredith sighs deeply. “About me. About who she thought I would become when I was a child. And about marriage and what she wanted for me.”

			“I guess she was nicer to you than she was with me.” Lizzy rolls her eyes. “She doesn’t want Derek for you, does she?”

			Meredith shrugs. “I knew she didn’t, but she was able to express why. She basically said she thinks he’s controlling, that he’s trying to squeeze me into some image he has of what his wife should be, and that I would completely lose myself if I married him. I don’t know, she didn’t use those words exactly, but that’s essentially what she was saying.” Meredith casts a nervous glance out the window, looking for Derek.

			“Yeah? And?”

			Nell walks over. “And is that news to you?”

			“No. I just . . .” Meredith’s shoulders slump as she sinks onto a kitchen chair. “It has been like playing a role. I was so flattered that a partner in my firm, someone like Derek, who’s handsome, who everyone loves, even noticed me, I found myself drawn into this relationship and trying so hard to be someone I’m not.”

			“Who loves Derek?” says Lizzy in horror. “I don’t love Derek. I think he’s an unctuous little man.”

			“People at work love him.”

			“Oh. Accountants on his payroll. Right. So you’ve been trying to be the perfect wife while the real Meredith, the Meredith who is creative and fun, who loves dressing in bohemian”—she peers closer, asks, “Calypso?” and Meredith nods—“Calypso outfits is struggling to be seen, except she’s worried Derek wouldn’t like her.”

			“Yes,” says Meredith. “Exactly.”

			Lizzy frowns. “Is it relevant that Billy has a crush on you?”

			“He doesn’t!” protests Meredith. Weakly. “I don’t think he does.”

			“He does,” says Lizzy, “although whether or not anything happens between you is kind of irrelevant. The point is that men like Billy, clever, fun, handsome, nonpompous men like Billy, like you. They are attracted to you. If you could do something about your low self-esteem, you’d find a world of possibility out there. That low self-esteem, by the way, that caused you to say yes rather than pee yourself laughing when Derek first asked you out on a date. Derek is not the best you can get. Oh, my God. If that were true, why not just kill yourself now?”

			“Lizzy!” Nell says, casting her eyes up to the ceiling where their mother lies.

			“Sorry for the inappropriate turn of phrase. But there are hundreds of men like Billy who would be so lucky, so ridiculously, unbelievably lucky to have you. You have no idea. Derek must wake up every day thinking he’s hit the jackpot, because he doesn’t deserve you. You are worth a hundred Dereks.”

			Meredith stares at her sister. “Do you really mean that?”

			“Yes,” says Lizzy, turning to look at Nell.

			“She does,” says Nell. “And she’s right.”

			“Speak of the devil,” says Lizzy, turning to look out the window as their mother’s Lexus pulls into the driveway, driven by Derek.

			“I have no idea how to do this,” whispers Meredith.

			“Dump his sorry ass,” says Lizzy, but Nell intervenes.

			“You can do it kindly,” says Nell.

			All three of them watch as Derek gathers the shopping bags from the backseat of the car.

			“You can just simply say your feelings have changed,” Nell tells her. “You don’t have to be cruel.”

			“Even though it’s kind of more fun to be cruel,” says Lizzy, thinking instantly of Sean. “Fucking sleaze,” she says.

			Meredith’s head whips around, a frown on her face. “What?”

			“Not Derek. I was thinking about someone else. Sorry.”

			“Hello, darling,” Derek says as he walks into the kitchen, going up to Meredith and kissing her on the top of her head, as Lizzy makes a face at Nell across the room.

			“Derek,” Meredith says quietly, “we need to talk.”

			•   •   •

			They go to the back porch and down the steps into the yard, Meredith’s heart pounding with what she’s about to say. But she is so full of what her mother said, what her sisters said. And unlike last time, when she stormed out of the Four Seasons restaurant vowing never to speak to them again, this time she felt their love. They were telling the truth, and they were doing it from a place of love.

			Derek is frowning at her. “What’s the matter?” He attempts to open her arms, as if hugging her will fix whatever she is about to say, but Meredith takes a step back.

			“Derek, I have had a few days by myself, and I’ve come to realize a number of things that aren’t working for me.” She wants to kick herself. These aren’t the words she wants to use. “I know we are supposed to be getting married in three months, but I am having second thoughts.”

			The color drains from Derek’s face.

			“I think we need to take a break,” she says, wincing at causing someone else pain, instantly trying to make the pain less. “Just while I figure things out.”

			“Do you mean postpone the wedding?” Derek is confused. “For how long?”

			“I don’t really mean postpone,” Meredith says, after a pause. “I don’t think I want to get married.”

			Derek smiles with relief. “Oh! This is just last-minute wedding nerves, and it’s completely normal. Darling, it would be more strange if you didn’t feel like this. Trust me. You will be absolutely fine. Now come here.” This time he opens his arms, but Meredith just stares at him, unmoving.

			“Okay,” she says, taking a step away from him, her decision to be kind, her nerves, her not wanting to hurt him, now squashed by irritation. “You’re not listening. You never listen to me. You always tell me how to feel and how to think, and I am not allowed to have any voice. You need to listen to me now.” She slows down, speaking slowly and clearly. “I don’t want to get married. I don’t want to marry you. I don’t want to continue our relationship. I didn’t ask you to come here, and now I want you to leave.”

			“You are joking,” says Derek, staring at her, unable to believe what he is hearing.

			“Do I look like I’m joking?” says Meredith, a thousand other sentences going through her head, none of which must be said out loud.

			I don’t want to ever have sex with you again, she thinks. I don’t want to sit across the table from you in a restaurant as you order for me. I don’t want to feel your heavy arm reaching over to me in bed. I don’t want to kiss you, or smell you, or taste you. I never want to feel your skin on mine again.

			“What about our wedding? What about the hundreds of clients? What am I supposed to tell them? This is not acceptable,” he sputters.

			“I don’t care what you tell them,” says Meredith. “Tell them I’m having a midlife crisis if you want. I will be giving the company my written notice today,” she says, although she is surprised to hear those words emerging. But as soon as they are said out loud, she feels a weight lifting. “I am sorry, Derek, but you and I are not meant to be together. We never were. And it is my fault that I couldn’t see it earlier.”

			Derek hisses something under his breath, muttering words Meredith has no wish to hear. He spins on his heel and stomps toward the house, tripping on the first step up to the porch, cursing out loud before turning back to her.

			“I’m the best thing that will ever happen to you,” he says. “You will never find anyone to look after you like I would have done. I hope you find what you’re looking for, even though it’s unlikely, isn’t it, at your age.” Seemingly satisfied at having gotten a final dig in, he lurches up the porch and into the house.

			A half hour later, he is gone. Meredith tried to say good-bye, to end things somehow on terms if not good, at least passable, but he wouldn’t look at her, wouldn’t speak to her. He just marched toward the car waiting for him at the end of the driveway, his jaw clenched, threw his bag in the backseat, climbed in behind it, and rode off.

			Meredith, Lizzy, and Nell all watched from the dining room window, Lizzy snaking an arm around Meredith’s waist and leaning her head on her shoulder.

			“Is he actually gone?” whispers Meredith, when they can no longer hear the car.

			“He is,” says Nell as Meredith turns to her, disbelief and relief in her eyes. Nell gives her a high five, then spontaneously pulls her in for a brief hug. “Well done,” she says. “That must have been hard for you.”

			Meredith shakes her head. “I can’t believe it. I can’t believe I did it.” She turns to Lizzy. “Can you believe I did it?”

			Lizzy whoops and grabs Meredith, waltzing her around the dining room, singing, “Fuck, yeah, Meri! You finally stood up for yourself!”

			Meredith laughs, as she allows Lizzy to waltz her into the kitchen; there Lizzy stops and stands in front of her. “Here’s the deal, Meredith. Life is whatever you choose to make it. You never have to let anyone control you, nor give up your power in order to make someone happy. The only way any of us finds happiness is to figure out what it is that we need, and go after it. You hated your fiancé and now—”

			“I didn’t hate him,” grumbles Meredith.

			“Yeah, you did. That’s okay. He’s hateable. And now he’s gone. You hate your job. Oh, come on, don’t even. You hate your job and you just told a partner you’re handing in your written notice. The world is your oyster, Meredith. Now you just have to figure out what you want to do. How do you feel? Be honest. How does it feel to walk away from two giant parts of your life that were making you miserable?”

			“Honestly?” Meredith grins. “As you would say, it feels fanfuckingtastic.”

			“I know.” Lizzy looks at her watch. “I’d better text James. He’s coming out to the farm, but I’ll tell him to come here. Is Mom up?”

			“She was watching that HGTV show she likes,” Nell calls from the other room. “I’ll go up and check on her.”

			“Okay.” Meredith looks out the window to see Billy pulling up in his car. “I’m going to go for a walk. I’ll see if Billy wants to come.”

		

	
		
			forty-three

			Ronni Sunshine is propped up against the pillows, more alert than Nell has seen her these last few times. She turns her head from the TV and smiles as Nell walks in.

			“I’m just checking up on you,” says Nell. “Is there anything I can get you?”

			“Where is everyone?”

			“Downstairs. Lizzy’s on the phone and Meredith just went for a walk with Billy.”

			“Billy? What about Derek?”

			“Ah.” Nell sits on the chair next to her mother’s bed. “Meredith just did the unthinkable. She ended her engagement.”

			A wide smile spreads on Ronni’s face. “Thank God,” she says. “Thank heavens she saw the light. Is he gone?” Nell nods. “What a dreadful, pompous man he is.”

			“She is leaving her job as well. Who knows, maybe she’ll move back home. Maybe . . .” Nell pauses as an idea strikes. “Maybe Meredith can move in here and look after you? That would be a reason to keep going, wouldn’t it, Mom? You haven’t spent proper time with her in years, and if she were back here, she could be with you while we research treatments.”

			Ronni smiles, choosing not to respond. “Where is Lily?” she asks.

			“We decided to give her a couple of days off,” Nell says. “The poor woman is exhausted. We would have told you earlier, but you were asleep. Why are you looking so sad?”

			“I won’t see her.” Her mother sighs.

			“Mom,” Nell says quietly, “it’s not going to happen, you know that, right? We aren’t going to help you take your own life. None of us are ready for that, and we don’t believe you’re ready. We need more time.”

			Her mother winces.

			“What’s the matter? Is it the spasms? Do you need painkillers?”

			“Yes, please, darling,” Ronni says. “Can you bring me four?”

			“I’m not bringing you four,” Nell says. “I checked the dosage the other day. It’s one to two.”

			“Two doesn’t do anything anymore,” says Ronni. “Bring me four and I promise I won’t take more than two at a time.”

			Nell stands up.

			“Wait,” says her mother. “Come here.”

			Nell moves to the bed and takes her mother’s hand, resting it in her own, knowing her mother can no longer move it.

			“Lovely Nell,” Ronni says, smiling. “My firstborn. Do you know how you changed my life when you were born? I was obsessed with you. I couldn’t tear myself away from you. When you were asleep I would go in and sit next to the crib and just watch you. My heart would swell with so much love for you, I don’t know how it didn’t burst. My quiet, strong observer. You have always watched, Nell, never plunging in the way Lizzy does, and you have a strength and self-possession Meredith does not. And River, child of your own, what a beautiful boy child you have grown, all by yourself. Lewis Calder . . .” She gives a slight shake of her head. “What a waste of space he was, other than to give you River. How I wish you had found someone to make you happy. I know you don’t think you need anyone, but love would soften you, Nell, allow you to let your guard down.”

			“Maybe,” says Nell, thinking of Greta as a smile plays on her lips.

			“Is there something I should know?” asks her mother, eyes widening in deliberate surprise, although Nell suspects her mother knows something already.

			“Maybe.” Nell blushes. “It’s early days. Too early to say anything, really. It might be nothing.”

			“Is he lovely?”

			Nell freezes. What does she say? How does she tell her? This isn’t something her mother can handle, surely.

			“Or is it a she?” asks her mother simply as Nell looks at her in shock.

			“How did you . . . ?”

			“It was a lucky guess. Whoever she is, she is lucky. Love is love, Nell, in whatever form or shape it comes, and those of us who have found it must not let anything get in the way. I never taught you how to love, and I am sorry I was so uninvolved with you. I neglected you. And I wish I had done things differently.”

			“I survived,” Nell says flatly, attempting to shrug it off.

			“But you haven’t thrived. And that is my fault. I was raised by parents who told me that every single thing I did was charmed. They showered me with attention and praise, and I grew up hating them for it, blaming them for growing into an adult who needed ridiculous amounts of attention and praise in order to feel worthy. I thought I was doing you a favor by withholding it. I thought you would develop strength of character, self-possession, without needing shallow praise or attention to make your way in life.”

			“Looks like you did a pretty good job,” says Nell. “I just can’t seem to get to a place where I can thank you for it.”

			“I don’t blame you for being angry. I’m angry. With myself. I only realize now that I could have done things differently. In life there’s always a balance. My childhood was one extreme, and as a result, I raised you with the other extreme. Neither is right.”

			“Don’t worry about it, Mom,” says Nell, thinking how this is far too little, too late.

			“I did the best I could, given how I was raised,” her mother persists. “If I could go back and do it differently, I would.”

			Nell looks at her mother then and sees her eyes brimming with tears.

			She has no more time, Nell realizes with shock. No more time to figure it out, to work through the differences, to heal the distance with her mother. This is it. And something in her softens as unexpected tears spring into her eyes.

			“I forgive you,” Nell says, finding as the words come out that she means it. “It has all worked out for me. At least I hope it might. I think I may finally have a glimpse of what happiness feels like.”

			“My lovely, strong Nell. You were always my favorite.” She sighs, closing her eyes. “Don’t tell your sisters.”

			Nell’s heart swells as she leans over and gives her mother a kiss.

			“Go get my pills,” says her mother, smiling into her daughter’s eyes. “I love you so much. I love all of you so much.”

		

	
		
			forty-four

			Mommy!” Connor rushes out of the car and races toward Lizzy, who picks him up, squeezes him tight, and bursts into tears.

			James follows behind him, grabbing from the backseat the ubiquitous bag filled with toys, snacks, and baby wipes to clean up the mess he will inevitably make.

			Lizzy croons into Connor’s hair as he starts to wriggle, demanding to be put down, to run around this huge driveway! Climb those trees!  Race in circles on the lawn!

			She turns to James, wiping the tears off her cheeks and smiling. There he is, she thinks. Heartbreakingly familiar and stable and loyal. There he is, my husband, who is raising our son, who may play computer games too much but is such a good man, the man I should have been paying attention to all along.

			It feels like it has been months since she saw him. She may not have been in Connecticut for long, but it’s true, she hasn’t really seen him in months, all her attention sucked up by Sean, by the excitement and thrill of the affair she kept trying to give up. The affair that is over for good.

			I never saw it, she thinks. I never saw how much I would be giving up. Stupid, stupid me. She walks toward James, uncomfortable, no idea how to greet him. The dynamic of their relationship had always been that James was the lover, and Lizzy the loved. He had loved her more, had pursued her, had poured affection and sweetness all over her. Until he didn’t.

			He stands, watching her.

			“Hi,” she says, a half smile on her face, wondering if she should hug him. Wondering how long it has been since she and her husband have even touched, let alone hugged.

			“Hey,” he says. “I’m sorry I’m a bit later than planned. We decided to drive rather than take the train, and then traffic on I-95 was hell.”

			“Traffic on I-95 is always hell,” says Lizzy. “I don’t know what happened. It always used to be an hour, and now it never seems to be less than two.”

			“Yup. So. How is everything here?”

			“It’s . . . sad. And uncertain. And also, there’s exciting stuff. Lots of changes. We really need to talk.”

			“I know,” says James. “I know.”

			“Meredith is out for a walk, but Nell’s here. Maybe we could leave Connor with her for a bit and, I don’t know, go for a coffee or something? Does that sound okay?”

			“Sure,” James says. “That sounds perfect.”

			Nell of course is more than happy to be with Connor, so Lizzy and James are soon at Neat, which is quiet, just a few people dotted around at tables, with one person at the counter.

			“I remember coming here last year,” says James, looking around. “And it was packed.”

			“Yeah. This time of year, the whole town is on Nantucket,” says Lizzy.

			“Really? Why would people leave? You have the beach right here.”

			“I know, but it’s still home, you still have your usual shit to do. Tons of people in Westport head to Nantucket for the summer. I hear Iceland is pretty big this year too, and apparently Greece is particularly hot. Nice for us, though. It means we get a table. When were you here last year?” asks Lizzy. “What for?”

			James colors. “Just a meeting.”

			“I know you talked to my mother,” she says gently. “She told me you asked her for advice. Was that when you were here?”

			He nods. “I guess you’re mad that I went behind your back?”

			“No. I’m sorry that we couldn’t figure it out between the two of us. I totally understand why you turned to her.”

			James looks relieved.

			They sit, order cappuccinos, and Lizzy takes a deep breath and starts to tell James about her plans. She tells him about the farm. Although he has visited, he can’t picture the hay barn, so she describes it in detail. She tells him about setting up a permanent base, with plans for pop-up supper clubs in the orchard, although the details have yet to be worked out. She tells him that they could all move out there, to Easton or Redding or Ridgefield or Georgetown—somewhere where Connor could ride a bike and grow up learning where food comes from, not by visiting farmers’ markets, but by growing it themselves.

			“It would be a fresh start.” Lizzy’s excitement is bubbling up. “I know things have been really hard between us, but we could start fresh here. I have such a good feeling about this, James. I think this is what we need, this is what we’ve needed for so long. If we keep doing what we’ve been doing, we will get what we have always got, and that isn’t enough. I want something different for my life. I want something different for Connor. And I want something different for us.” She stops, filled with anticipation, the expectation that James will see it, that he will jump on board.

			James nods, thinking. “And what about Sean?” he says.

			“I’m going to take on a lawyer to figure out how to disentangle our partnership. He can keep the supper clubs in the city. I plan on doing this by myself. I don’t need a partner anymore. I’d love you to be more involved, which I think you can be once Connor starts kindergarten this year. We can do this, you and me.” She grins.

			“What about your affair with Sean?”

			Lizzy’s heart lurches. “That’s over. You know that’s over.”

			“I know you said it was over,” James says quietly. “I know we went to couples counseling because you promised it was over and you would give our marriage a go. And I know it has been continuing ever since. So, I guess I’ll ask again. What about Sean?”

			“It really is over now,” whispers Lizzy, stricken. She has no idea how he knows, and she cannot ask.

			“I think our marriage is too,” says James. “I’m sorry this is happening now, when your mother is going through what she is going through, but I can’t do this anymore.” He shakes his head, sadness all over his face. “The betrayal is too much. I’m excited for you that you have these ideas and I’m sure Nell’s farm is the perfect spot. And honestly, I’m not averse to moving out here with Connor if you go through with this. As you pointed out, Connor will be starting kindergarten soon, and we could put him in public schools here, and I’ll have more time. I can freelance from anywhere. I could find a place close to you so we can split our time with Connor.” He stops, noticing that Lizzy is crying. “I’m sorry,” he says.

			“I get it,” says Lizzy, thinking, oh, the irony, that here it is: the consequences her mother said she never dealt with. She rubs her eyes with the end of her sleeve. “I’ve been a fucking idiot and this is totally what I deserve. I’m sorry. I’m so, so sorry.”

			“Yeah,” says James. “Me too.”

		

	
		
			forty-five

			Where’s Billy?” says Nell, after Meredith has arrived back at the house on her own, thrilled to see Connor, who she has only met twice, and briefly at that.

			“He left,” says Meredith. “There isn’t a story here. Not with Mom planning on assisted suicide, like, now.”

			“It’s not going to be now,” says Nell. “She’s going to have to wait.”

			“I know that, and I said that to Billy, but as he pointed out, it’s just going to be sadness. He wants to write something, but there’s no documentary, and he feels like he’s intruding by being here.”

			Nell frowns. “We like him being here. It isn’t an intrusion. And Mom invited him.”

			“Yes, but he’s gone. He says he’ll drop by later and say good-bye to Mom, explain to her that he has what he needs to write a retrospective about her. You know he taped her, right? Talking about her life?”

			“No. I didn’t. Are you okay with him leaving?” Nell peers at her sister.

			“I’m fine. Why?”

			“You do like him, don’t you?”

			Meredith shrugs. “I just got rid of my fiancé this morning, and quit my job. I have absolutely no idea what my future holds. I don’t know where I’m going to work, where I’m going to live, whether or not I’m going to stay in London.”

			“You might come back home?”

			“I just don’t know. I was so desperate to leave America when I was young. But I’ve really liked being back this time. I had forgotten how lovely Westport is, how easy it is to live here. My God, you can park anywhere! And the weather is glorious. And there’s no traffic!”

			“That’s not actually true,” says Nell. “The traffic is awful.”

			“When you’ve navigated Swiss Cottage in rush hour on a daily basis, trust me, you won’t be saying that,” says Meredith. “I’ve tried so hard to make London my home, and there’s a part of me that feels it is. But I’m also realizing that this is home too, and maybe I need to come back and give it another chance. This isn’t about Billy,” she says quickly. “He has said that if I come back, he’d love to take me out for dinner, but who knows if that will happen. I might not come back; he might meet someone . . .”

			“You might meet someone,” says Nell, as Connor comes running in, naked.

			“Auntie Nell, Auntie Nell, can you take me swimming?”

			Nell and Meredith burst out laughing. “Give me five minutes,” says Nell. “Go back and watch the end of the show and then I’ll take you.”

			“’Kay,” he says, disappearing into the family room.

			“He’s so cute,” says Meredith, still grinning. “I’d like to get to know him properly. I’d like to spend more time with all of you.”

			“I would like that. You know, Lizzy and I have been talking about setting up some kind of supper club, and maybe a restaurant, at the farm.”

			“That sounds awesome!”

			“Maybe you could be involved.”

			Meredith bursts out laughing. “Ha! I can cook a decent roast, but that’s about it. Thank you, but I have no interest in working in the food business.”

			“Okay. But maybe there’s something else. Maybe you could decorate. Or start painting again and sell the art in the restaurant. I don’t know. Something that uses your artistic side.”

			“Yeah. Mom said the same thing. Not about the farm, but about using my creativity. I’ve been thinking about it a lot. Maybe I’ll start classes again. I would love that.”

			“It would be nice for the three of us to be home,” Nell says, surprised there is a tear welling in her eye. “I never thought I would say that, but it has been nice having you all here.”

			“I agree,” says Meredith, realizing she has never seen Nell display emotion like this before. “It’s been nice being with you and Lizzy. More than nice.” She shrugs and wipes the tear as she and Nell smile at each other.

			“It’s home.”

		

	
		
			forty-six

			Mom?” Lizzy leans over her mom, frowning. There is something not right, but she isn’t sure what it is, as if there is a fog in her brain preventing her from seeing clearly. “Mom? Wake up. Mom? Mom? Mom!” she screams as she shakes her mother, feels how warm she is, even though there is no breath coming from her mouth.

			Meredith and Nell come running up the stairs, bursting into the bedroom as Lizzy turns to them in fury, grief, disbelief.

			“She’s gone!” she says. “I think she’s dead. Someone gave her the pills. We said we wouldn’t do it. Who did it? Who gave her the pills?”

			“The pills are downstairs,” Nell says dully, sinking onto the bed. “No one gave her the pills. I gave her four this morning, but that isn’t enough to—”

			“I gave her four this morning,” says Meredith, shaky with shock and guilt, as the tears start to fall.

			“Fuck!” Lizzy bursts out. “I gave them to her last night. She didn’t take them. She didn’t take any of yours either, did she? Did you see her swallow them?”

			Meredith is openly sobbing now, Nell wiping a tear from her cheek as they both shake their heads. Meredith leans over the bed and lays her cheek against her mother’s and kisses her, her eyes closed as her shoulders heave.

			“She’s been stockpiling for days,” says Lizzy, stricken as it dawns on her. “She knew we wouldn’t let her go. She told us three days, and she knew we’d watch her like hawks. That’s why she did it early. I can’t believe it. She got all of us to bring her pills, and she hid them, knowing she would do this before she told us. Fuck. Crafty fucking buzzard.” Lizzy wipes the tears from her eyes, sinking into a chair.

			“What do we do?” asks Meredith, hiccuping. “Who do we call?”

			“I don’t know,” says Lizzy. “Funeral home? I have no idea. Is she definitely dead?”

			They turn to look at the body, and they still. It is just as Greta described: nothing more than a husk, the soul having left, a body at peace.

			Moments pass, until Nell says quietly, “Do you think maybe we should say a few words now? Maybe share some memories or say something good.”

			“Yes.” Lizzy nods and rises from the chair. “We need closure. Here.” She reaches out both hands, as her sisters stand up and clasp them. “Nell, you’re the oldest. You start.”

			“I have no idea what to say.” Nell closes her eyes briefly. “Okay. She drove me more nuts than I ever thought possible. She dragged me to the theater, to musicals, when I was tiny, and then took me backstage, pretending that it was to make me happy, but actually it was so everyone could fawn all over her. The great Ronni Sunshine had come to see the show! I’d be given a lollipop and left by myself in the corner of the dressing room while she posed for picture after picture. I thought she was the most glamorous mother in the whole world. When she came to school I felt so proud that you could feel a frisson of excitement throughout the school. All my friends wanted to come home and meet her, get her autograph, have some of her magic brush off on them.”

			Meredith and Lizzy both smile through their tears, both remembering exactly what that was like.

			“She was dramatic and grand and demanding and exacting, and she could be loving, warm, and fun, the most exciting mother in the world. And I do think she loved me. Now, I think she loved me, although I wasn’t always sure . . .” She trails off, wiping the tears, looking at Meredith.

			“I remember all of that. And I remember feeling totally inadequate. I could never be as beautiful, as glamorous, as exciting, or as thin”—Meredith shrugs—“as her. Remember all those crazy diets she would do?” Her sisters nod, Nell laughing through her tears. “And she would always come to my bedroom and knock on my door and say she  wanted me to do it with her because I was her special daughter and she needed us to be a team, but I knew she was only asking me because I was fat.” Lizzy bursts out laughing. “I did feel special doing it with her, even though I cheated every day. She always wondered why I didn’t lose weight, and I never told her it was because I had Twinkies and Ho Hos for lunch every day. I so wanted to please her. Whether it was by what I looked like or the choices I made. And then I realized I would never be able to, so I moved far away, where I wouldn’t have to see the daily disappointment in her eyes.” She looks at her sisters. “Maybe I was wrong. I never thought she loved and accepted me as I was, but maybe I was wrong. Maybe I shouldn’t have gone.”

			“You did the right thing for you at the time,” says Lizzy. “I think I got the best version of her. I know I’m the baby, and I was totally spoiled, and because I knew I could get away with everything, she worked a little harder with me, I think. She loved showing me off. She would take me to her movie sets, where I’d charm the pants off everyone and be given amazing gifts all day.”

			“I remember those gifts,” says Nell. “I remember you always coming home with gifts.”

			“There was one time she was away and I threw a party and basically trashed the house.”

			“I remember that,” says Meredith. “I came home and found you.”

			“And remember her precious white shag carpet in the living room that was covered in red wine stains and cigarette burns? She said she had been wanting to replace it for months. Even though it was only six months old.”

			“You got away with murder,” says Meredith. “Always.”

			“I know,” says Lizzy. “I was the only one who wasn’t scared. Remember when she had the veil on and she’d start screaming at all of us? I would just laugh, but you were so terrified, Meri.”

			“I would hide in my room shaking like a leaf,” remembers Meredith.

			“I would leave the house,” Nell says, with a shrug. “I just removed myself from her rages.”

			“God, she was difficult,” says Meredith. “Except for you, Lizzy.”

			“That’s because I was her favorite,” Lizzy says.

			“Actually . . .” Meredith remembers sitting on her mother’s bed, feeling, perhaps for the first time in her life, the warmth of her mother’s unconditional love. “I think I was.”

			“No. She said it was me,” Nell says. “She said . . .”

			The others smile as it dawns on them too, as they say it as one: “Don’t tell your sisters.”

			“I love you, Mom,” whispers Nell, kissing her mother on the forehead and both cheeks.

			“I love you, Mom,” says Lizzy, holding her mother’s hand, bringing it up to her cheek and cradling it there before kissing it and laying it back down.

			“I love you, Mom,” says Meredith, wiping the tears and laying her head briefly on her mother’s chest, before kissing her forehead and standing back, taking her sisters’ hands as all three of them come together, their arms around one another, and they start to cry.

		

	
		
			forty-seven

			The coroner has gone, the men with him appropriately muted and respectful as they paid their condolences and carried the body outside and to the mortuary.

			Lizzy sees them out and shuts the door behind them, leaning back against it as she lets out a big whoosh of air.

			“Fuck,” she says, shaking her head. “I can’t believe it. She’s dead, and the last fucking thing she said to me was that I was her biggest mistake.”

			Meredith moves over to her and lays a hand on her arm. She knows Lizzy is upset and that, much like their mother, Lizzy has never been able to express sadness, fear, or pain with anything other than anger. “She didn’t mean it,” says Meri. “You know she didn’t mean it. She loved you so much.”

			“Turns out she fucking didn’t,” snaps Lizzy.

			“That’s not what she said.” Nell walks into the hallway. “She said she had regrets about spoiling you. And come on, Lizzy. You were spoiled.”

			“Maybe I was,” Lizzy says, “but I never had any of her. Did you ever stop to think that maybe indulging me was in place of any actual attention? Because let’s face it, by the time I was born, her career was in full swing and she was basically never, ever there. So yeah, I got away with stuff, but only because she was an absent mother. You both got her. She was there for you in a way she never was with me.”

			“You think she was better with us?” Nell’s voice rises with indignation. “She wasn’t this perfect mother who suddenly turned into a bitch when you were born. She was always hell. And I have no idea where you get this idea that she was present for me in any way, but it’s laughable.”

			“She wasn’t there for us either,” says Meredith. “Maybe she was physically at home more, but the only memories I have are of having to tiptoe around on eggshells, always.”

			“You’ve spent your whole life tiptoeing on eggshells,” says Lizzy, shaking her head.

			“What is that supposed to mean? Jesus, Lizzy. I’m trying to support you, and showing sympathy, and you have to come out with some barbed comment? What’s the matter with you?”

			Lizzy whirls on her. “This is what’s the matter with me. Our mother just died, and you and Nell both had these amazing kumbaya moments with her where she apologized for everything, and the two of you forgave her, and the last thing she said to me was that she had failed me as a parent, and that I was selfish and spoiled and treated people like shit. And I will never, ever get the chance to heal that, or make it different, and that will always be the last thing I remember about her. I will never have the chance to prove her wrong.” As she speaks, her voice rises and, entirely uncharacteristically, cracks. Out of nowhere, Lizzy is sobbing like a child, her shoulders heaving as sob after sob comes bursting out of her mouth.

			Meredith rushes over and throws her arms around Lizzy, unsure as to whether or not she will be pushed away. But Lizzy collapses into Meredith, allows herself to be held and comforted and loved, as tears fall down both their cheeks.

			Nell waits, watching. “It wasn’t a big kumbaya moment,” she says when the sobs have started to subside. “She did apologize, but I didn’t forgive her, exactly. I just realized there’s no point in still holding it against her. She did the best she could.”

			“She was a shitty mother to all of us,” says Meredith, gently. “But I feel the same way as Nell. I’m tired of my constant sadness and disappointment that she wasn’t better, or different. She was who she was. And even her saying what she said to you was kind of perfect, because it was so her: selfish. She never thought about anyone other than herself. It’s like she didn’t know how. But she was the only mother we had. And I did love her anyway.”

			Lizzy nods silently.

			“And she did have some good points,” points out Nell. “When she was good, she could be huge fun.”

			“She was very good at buying gifts,” says Meri, and Lizzy and Nell both nod with the memory of all the gifts over all the years.

			“It’s weird, isn’t it?” says Nell. “For all her crazy narcissism and self-absorption, she was a really thoughtful gift buyer. She always bought the exact thing you didn’t know you wanted, but fell completely in love with.”

			“God, that’s so true,” says Meredith. “Maybe we have all been too hard on her. You can’t do that unless you are thoughtful, surely? She never bought the obvious; she bought the thing you’d mentioned you loved six months earlier, in passing. How did she do that?”

			“So she was good at gifts. If she actually was thoughtful,” says Lizzy, “she wouldn’t have made the last conversation with me about me being a disaster.”

			“She probably didn’t know that was going to be your last proper conversation. And that’s not what she said,” Nell points out, gently. “Right? Didn’t she say you were spoiled and selfish? Maybe you are a little bit selfish. Maybe this is a wake-up call to do things differently. I don’t know. Maybe she said what she said out of love for you, because she didn’t want to see you make any more mistakes like the ones she had made.”

			Lizzy sighs and is quiet for a few moments. Then she says, “Normally this is when I’d be storming out. But . . .” She shakes her head. “This is it.” She looks at each of her sisters. “Given that our deadbeat dad doesn’t count, we only have each other. There isn’t anyone else who’s ever going to call us on our shit again.”

			“James might call you on your shit,” says Meredith.

			“Nah. He wouldn’t dare.” The ghost of a smile plays upon Lizzy’s lips. “I can’t believe she’s gone.” She holds her arms out to her sisters. “It feels totally surreal. Can we please never lose touch or fall out with each other again? Even if the truth hurts, can we please always fucking tell each other the truth? At least that way we’ll be keeping Mom alive.” She gives them a sad smile and keeps her arms out for her sisters to step in.

			And they do. The three girls stand in the hallway, arms wrapped around each other, their foreheads touching as they breathe deeply, before looking into each other’s eyes and nodding silently.

			“Shall we go back to the farm?” Nell says eventually. “This house is beginning to feel like a morgue.”

			•   •   •

			Greta places a tray filled with mugs of steaming tea on the table.

			“We need milk and sugar,” says Lizzy, getting up and going to the fridge.

			“It’s an English thing,” says James, who accompanied them back to the farm. “What is it your mom used to call it? Builder’s tea?”

			Nell smiles at the memory. “Yes. Hot, sweet, and milky. It’s the ultimate cure-all.”

			“I’m starving,” says Meredith. “Do you have anything to eat?”

			Greta disappears into the pantry, coming back with a plate of brownies, which everyone reaches for as soon as they hit the table.

			“Big emotion always makes me want to eat,” says Lizzy, taking the smallest of brownies for herself and another for Connor, who is sitting in the corner of the kitchen playing with Lego bricks from James’s bag. “Christ. I can’t believe she’s dead. I keep going in and out, thinking about other stuff then circling back, always, to my mom is dead.” She shakes her head with a sigh, taking a bite of brownie. She pauses to stare at the brownie. “These are great. Salted caramel and banana?”

			Greta nods. “I love cooking for a chef. You always know what it is.”

			“No one cooks for me,” says Lizzy. “Everyone’s terrified. I don’t even remember the last time anyone invited me for dinner.”

			“That’s probably why my roast chicken tasted so good,” says Meredith.

			“No. Your roast chicken was that good, but everyone says they’re too intimidated to cook for me.” She looks at Greta. “I love that you’re confident in your baking skills. As you should be. And I love that these were waiting for us today. Thank you, Greta.”

			“Thank you,” echoes Meredith, noting that Nell bestows upon Greta a radiant smile, and when Greta sees it, she lights up in return, the two women holding each other’s gazes for a tad longer than Meredith would expect.

			“Can I get fresh eggs from the chickens?” Meredith says suddenly. “Lizzy, come with me?”

			Lizzy frowns at her, but gets up and follows her out the door, bringing Connor along to see the chickens. “What? Salted caramel banana brownies aren’t enough for you?” she says. “You need an omelette as well? Connor, this way; we can go and see the goats after.”

			“No,” Meredith whispers, looking back to check no one is following them, making sure Connor is a safe distance away so he won’t overhear and repeat anything she says. “Am I going completely crazy or is there something going on between Nell and Greta?”

			Lizzy stops and faces her. “What makes you say that?”

			“The way they just looked at each other. It was . . . I don’t know. I’ve never seen Nell look like that, and even though I don’t know Greta, it seemed the feeling was pretty mutual.”

			“So what are you asking?”

			“Do you think Nell is a lesbian?” breathes Meredith, eyes wide.

			“I have no idea what Nell is, and I’m quite certain she doesn’t either, but do I think she and Greta have the hots for each other. Yes. Okay, swear you won’t say anything, but I walked in on them this morning. In bed. You know.” She makes big eyes.

			“Having sex?” Meredith is openmouthed.

			“Yes! Well, they weren’t actually in flagrante delicto, but it’s pretty clear that’s where they were heading.”

			“Wow. This is a lot to process. I had no idea. Do you think Nell has always known?”

			Lizzy lets out a bark of laughter. “Nell, the most emotionally unevolved person on the planet? No. But I’m very happy she knows now. It’s sweet. It’s lovely that there’s someone around who makes her happy. Who knows whether it’s something that will last, but God knows right now we could all do with someone to support us.”

			“You’ve got James,” says Meredith, feeling a pang of loss at Derek leaving, followed by the relief, once again, that she never has to kiss him again.

			“It’s great that he has offered to stay up here with us through this,” says Lizzy. “But he wants to separate.”

			“Are you serious?”

			“Yes. I deserve it. He knows about the affair.”

			“I thought the affair was over.”

			“It is.”

			“What about if you tried couples counseling?”

			“Done that. James won’t forgive me this time.”

			“You mean this isn’t the first time?”

			“It’s complicated.” Lizzy shakes her head and sighs. “He did say that if I moved out here he would move out too so we could coparent Connor.”

			“How do you feel about that?”

			“Relieved. Sad. Shocked. Numb.” She looks at Meredith helplessly. “Mom is dead. My marriage is over. My business is fucked. Okay, not fucked, but changing. Everything is changing. I have no idea how to feel about anything.”

			“I know.” Meredith slips an arm around her sister’s waist. “I feel the same way.”

			By the time they get back to the kitchen with a dozen fresh eggs deposited in various pockets, Meredith has decided she will stay on in their mother’s house to help with the funeral arrangements, to be there with and for her sisters while they decide what to do with the house.

			“Do you think she had a will?” asks Lizzy.

			“Of course she had a will,” says Nell. “She always held it over our heads as punishment. Remember all the times she threatened to cut us out of it?”

			“She never said that to me,” says Lizzy innocently, and Meredith punches her in the arm.

			“She did,” Meredith says. “I heard her.”

			“Oh. Well, then I never believed her,” says Lizzy. “Do you think she actually did have a will? And if she did, do you think she left me that diamond and citrine pendant on that funky chain? Because if she didn’t, I’m just telling you now, that necklace is mine.” She looks at Nell. “You can have her Wellington boots.”

			“Thanks,” says Nell. “That’s very generous of you.”

			“My pleasure.” Lizzy turns to Meredith. “And you can have that painting of her in the living room.”

			“You mean that garish nineteen-sixties thing that all of us have always laughed at?”

			“That would be the one.”

			“Great. Thanks. But I guess we’ll need to call her lawyer. I’ll do it. I don’t mind taking on that role.”

			“Also, can I have the vintage Mercedes? You can have the Lexus, Nell. And there’s a bike in the garage that has your name all over it, Meri.”

			“It will all be sorted out in the will,” says Meredith. “In the meantime, no, you can’t have the Mercedes or the necklace, or anything else, until we sit down and find out what she wanted. Even though”—she shoots Lizzy a look—“she probably did leave everything special to you.”

			“I was her favorite.” Lizzy grins.

			“No. We all were,” says Meredith, smiling back, before taking a deep breath as a wave of grief washes over her. “Fuck,” she breathes in a whisper. “She’s dead. I can’t believe she’s dead.”

			“It wasn’t as bad as I thought it would be,” says River, after a pause in which everyone wipes a tear from their eyes. “Seeing her. Greta was right, it didn’t seem like her. It really was as if her soul had departed.”

			“I’m still trying to get over the fact that she had ALS,” James says. “When I saw her last year she looked great. I wish I’d been a better son-in-law.”

			“We’re not going to do that now,” says Lizzy. “We’re not going to do that ever—regret what we didn’t do, didn’t say, could have done differently. God knows, there’s much she could have done differently as well. In the end, she went out the way she wanted to. We didn’t want to let her go, and she went anyway. I’m not going to allow myself to dwell in regret. And in the end”—she looks at her sisters—“wasn’t it good, at the end? She let you both go with love, and even though my ending wasn’t what I would have chosen, I know she was doing that out of love as well. What more could anyone ask?”

			Meredith and Nell both nod, Meredith swallowing a lump. “You’re right. I felt loved at the end. I do think she always loved us. She just didn’t know how to show it.”

			Lizzy looks at Connor and calls him over, hauling him onto her lap and covering his head with kisses as he giggles and squirms.

			I don’t have to be the same, she thinks. I can do it differently. Whatever I may have done in the last few years, I can do things differently from today.

			She looks up to find James watching her, sadness in his eyes.

			Maybe I can learn how to be less selfish. Maybe I can start loving my family now.

		

	
		
			epilogue

			Lizzy is whirling around the makeshift kitchen, her hair scraped back in a messy bun, her apron already stained with grease and fat, her most comfortable clogs a pain in the ass as she trips over tree roots, trying to plate on the trestle tables outside the café.

			Most of her team are working this supper club. She doesn’t know if they’ll stay, but that they are here for her first trial on the farm is both grounding and reassuring. To have the staff she knows, staff who understand the shorthand of what it takes to make these supper clubs run smoothly, who understand her shorthand, has gone a long way to still her nerves.

			Why is she nervous? she wonders. She has done these a million times before. She knows what to cook, how to serve it, how to create a few hours of magic under a canopy of lights and a velvet autumn sky. The only difference tonight is that she no longer has Sean as a partner. Months of legal wrangling saw to that. She gave him the New York business, and a settlement, much to her fury, although it was the most logical way of moving on.

			It’s only money, she told herself, grinding her teeth as she wrote the check. I will make it again.

			And here she is, she thinks, making money again, in the first supper club since she moved out to Connecticut, the first of the fall.

			She looks over to the bar, where James is working, as Connor helps to decant cherries into ramekins, popping one into his mouth every few minutes, after he’s checked that no one is watching. Lizzy grins. She is watching. It had never occurred to her to involve James, or to allow Connor to come, but she was a bartender short as of yesterday, and James offered.

			He looks up and grins at her, and she smiles back, grateful for him, for this new life, however it should pan out. The farmhouse she is renting down the road has a small guest cottage, and James has moved into that, so they can share Connor, who races from cottage to farmhouse and back again every night, not understanding that his parents are trying to lead separate lives.

			Last week, Connor insisted Daddy join them for dinner. And one dinner turned into three. James seemed completely different, Lizzy thought, watching him over the table. He had been so distracted, and lazy, and . . . slothlike in their old life. That was what she used to think, when she got back to a filthy house in Brooklyn at the end of a grueling day.

			Ever since he moved out here, he has seemed energized. He looks better, brighter, and more clear-eyed, and he is laughing more. The other night, Connor said something ridiculous and she and James laughed until tears ran down their cheeks. She couldn’t remember the last time she had laughed with James. It felt good. They aren’t talking divorce. Not yet. Maybe they won’t have to.

			The orchard looks beautiful. The leaves are turning red and gold, a carpet falling to the floor of grass as they strung the lights earlier that day. The workers looked mortified and started to pick up the leaves, but Lizzy stopped them. “It’s perfect,” she said. “Leave them.”

			The tables are covered in crisp white tablecloths with burlap runners and hollowed-out pumpkins filled with draping goldenrod and burnt russet helenium. The candles lining the tables are a dark orange, and hay bales have been put together for a seating area off to one side, sofas and coffee tables created out of hay, covered in burlap with russet pillows.

			Nell is walking around, hands clasped behind her back, sniffing the air and looking around. Does she like it? wonders Lizzy. Nell is the source of her nerves; Nell is the reason tonight matters so much. She wants Nell to understand, and not regret inviting Lizzy out here. She wants Nell to fall in love with the supper club concept at Fieldstone Farm, understand the what, the why, and the how.

			For Nell doesn’t need the money now. Their mother’s will made it clear they would all be fine financially. Apparently, Ronni Sunshine had been wealthy all along after all. They speculated about why she had never let them know, never indulged them in an opulent lifestyle as children. In the past, they might have accused her of being cheap and selfish with her money. Now, they wondered if she wanted them to have a normal childhood, wanted the money to take care of each of them so they wouldn’t have to worry in old age. Now, they feel like they know her better, and that might indeed have been the case.

			After she died, Billy came to see them with the video he had filmed on the day he met Ronni. He had shot her in the sunroom, asking her questions about her daughters, and all of them were astonished to hear their mother acknowledge her mistakes on camera, how she had unwittingly and unknowingly alienated her daughters, pushed them far apart not just from her, but from each other. She talked about each of them, why she loved them, how she could have done things differently, what she hoped for their future and their lives. Her daughters watched, holding each other’s hands, tears streaming down their faces.

			And then they found out how much money was left. Lizzy expected Nell to rescind her offer to partner for the supper club, but she didn’t. She said she still wanted to give it a go, that it would be fun.

			Lizzy watches as Greta appears, calling Nell over and saying something to her that makes Nell smile. She watches as Greta leans in to Nell, who strokes her back and gives her an absentminded kiss on the top of her head, the two of them smiling into each other’s eyes before continuing their walk, together.

			Lucky Nell, she thinks. Greta never left. Temporarily, to wrap things up in St. Louis, but then she was back, cooking in the mornings, working in the café, mothering, nurturing, and loving everyone who crosses her path. How lucky Nell is. How lucky all of them are. Look at Nell, beaming, finally at peace in her skin. All these years of bottling everything up, and now with this woman in her life, she is blossoming, a flower that stayed in the dark for too long.

			Lizzy is called back to the kitchen and turns, unaware there’s a smile on her face. Meredith is waiting for her, with a glass of champagne.

			“I thought Billy was coming with you tonight,” says Lizzy, noting his absence.

			“He was, but he got called away on a story.” Meredith smiles, thinking of how he kissed her good-bye yesterday morning, how she pulled him back into bed, unable to get enough of him, his smell, his taste, his everything.

			“And you’re serious about moving in together?” asks Lizzy. “You don’t think it’s a little soon?”

			Meredith shrugs. “It might be. If it all goes horribly wrong, I guess it will have been a little soon.”

			“Wow. This is all so . . . adventurous of you.” Lizzy grins.

			“I know. I am loving this relationship, which is mostly about sex, and it is fantastic.”

			“The sex or the relationship?”

			“Both!” Meredith says. “Who knows if it has substance behind it? I do know I don’t want to get married, or engaged, possibly ever. I’m very happy with things the way they are.”

			Nell walks over with Greta. “Where’s our champagne?” she says, and Meredith runs over to the bar and grabs a couple more glasses.

			 “Cheers.” She raises her glass, chinking with Nell, Lizzy, and Greta.

			“Here’s to new beginnings,” says Lizzy, surveying the orchard as they all turn to take in the beauty as a fiery sun starts to sink behind the trees.

			“New beginnings,” echoes Nell, looking at Greta. “And new loves.”

			“And family,” says Greta, looking at Lizzy, Meredith, and finally holding Nell’s gaze. “I may not share the same blood, but I’ve come home. To the Sunshine girls.”

			“The Sunshine girls,” echoes Lizzy. “I’ve got all my sisters and me.”
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			Questions for Discussion

		
				 In her youth, Ronni makes choices to further her career, often at the expense of her family, but we also see moments of doubt and, later in her life, regret. Do you think her choices are entirely selfish? Do you empathize with any of her conflicts? What would you have done differently in her shoes?

				 It seems as though in her own way, Ronni has her daughters’ best interests at heart, even if this sometimes hurts them. For instance, she constantly criticizes Meredith’s weight but also worries about her daughter’s engagement. In what way is Ronni’s relationship with her daughters like or unlike many parent-child relationships? How do you think parents can strike a balance between communicating parental wisdom and allowing their children to make their own decisions? Does Ronni ultimately succeed in doing so?

				 Nell often remarks that Ronni is a much better grandmother than she was a mother. Why do you think this is?

				 Do you think Ronni’s last attempt to bring her daughters together makes up for her wrongdoings as a mother?

				 Do you empathize with Ronni’s wish to die on her own terms? If you were in her daughters’ place, would you comply with her wishes? Why or why not?

				 It’s often difficult to change old habits, but the Sunshine sisters discover that they must in order to truly connect as a family. Do you find that you revert back to certain habits or roles around your family members? Do you think it’s possible to change these habits and, consequently, your familial relationships?

				 Throughout the book, we see that Ronni and her daughters have difficulty opening up to one another and communicating their true feelings. Oftentimes, it leads to conflict, such as Nell and Lizzy’s argument over using the farm for the pop-up supper club, or the family’s disapproval of Meredith’s fiancé. Why do you think it is so difficult for them to be truly vulnerable and open around one another? Do you find you have the same difficulties with your family members?

				 In many ways, the sisters refuse to confront their own problems but are remarkably perceptive at parsing one another’s issues and even predicting romance. Do you sometimes experience the same disparity in perception in your own life? Have you ever had a similar situation with a family member or close friend?

				 In the present day, the Sunshine sisters are not truly content with their lives and choices. Why do you think this is? Do you think it has anything to do with their familial relationships?

				 While talking about relationships with Nell, Meredith says, “There’s a large part of me that thinks it’s better to have stability, and kindness, and friendship. Those are the things that make a relationship last, I think. Not chemistry.” Do you agree? How important were each of these factors in the sisters’ relationships? Do you think they would agree with Meredith’s statement in the end?

				 How is Greta the perfect match for Nell despite being a completely unexpected romantic partner?

				 Are you satisfied with the way things end for the Sunshine sisters?
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