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For Jeffrey,
because, really, who else?
Night and day, you are the one.
Still and always.
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part one

the journey there


In our desperate desire to recapture something that might never have been, one by one we’ve all crashed upon the rocks at Heart Island. And in doing so, we’ve ruined the very thing we all loved so much, made it something ugly and barren where no love can live, where nothing grows.

FROM THE JOURNAL OF CAROLINE LOVE HEART
 (1940–2000)






prologue

Birdie Burke stood on the edge of the rock and watched the first light of morning color the sky a dusty rose. As she perched on the cold, slippery stone shore, the lake water lapped at her toes. Other than the whisper of a light breeze through the trees, there was only the distant calling of a loon. She let her robe drop, and the cool air raised goose bumps on her flesh. No one could see her; the other islands were visible only from the north and south. Her husband had been asleep when she left him in the main house.

And even if anyone could see her, who wanted to look at the bathing-suited body of a seventy-five-year-old woman? Most people would avert their eyes in embarrassment, even though she was thin and fit. When fully clothed, she knew, she was very stylish. In fact, she still considered herself quite attractive. Even so, it seemed to Birdie that no one ever looked at her—not really.

Time had robbed her of the lushness of her body, her creamy skin, and the shine in her hair. And even though she didn’t feel any different than she had when she was twenty, she was unrecognizable as the girl she was then. This was true for everyone, she knew. No one her age recognized the person she saw in the mirror. Most of her friends and acquaintances were engaged in a full-scale battle against the onset of old age, rallying teams of personal trainers, plastic surgeons, beauticians, aestheticians to hold back the clock. How silly, Birdie always thought. If ever there’s a battle you can’t win, it’s that one. Not that she didn’t take care of herself. Not that she didn’t know about fighting losing battles.

The water was frigid as she inched in and then quickly submerged herself to her shoulders. Though she was well accustomed to the shock of the cold, her whole body seemed to seize in protest, her heart starting to race and her joints to ache. Then she began to move, placing one careful stroke after the next, her still-powerful legs pumping. Normally, she’d warm gradually, and the water would grow to feel bracing and crisp—refreshing.

But today was different. Maybe the water was just a few degrees too cold. Or maybe she was just old. She couldn’t seem to get her rhythm. She hadn’t gone far at all, and she was already thinking about turning back.

When she was younger, she’d effortlessly circle the perimeter once, maybe twice. She would enter, as she had today, to the west of the house at the only point that allowed for a safe plunge into the water. Then she’d swim out far enough to avoid being pushed back into the large, sharp rocks that surrounded most of the island. She used to relish the fresh water against her skin, the pleasure of her heart rate elevating, her lean, strong limbs pulling her past the dock, then around the east side, then another quarter turn back to where she began. The whole circle took her about half an hour when she was in good form.

She remembered the water being warmer. And the early morning was a stolen time, the time before the children woke and needed her. She used to wish it could last forever—the quiet, the freedom. Of course, now that it could last forever, now that she could pass an entire day without anyone needing a single thing of her, it wasn’t nearly as pleasant as she’d imagined it would be. Birdie wondered why that so often seemed to be the case—once you had what you wanted, it was a shadow of what you’d dreamed it to be.

She’d made it to the dock, about a quarter of the way around, before she realized, frustrated, that she would need to go back. She couldn’t manage the rest of the distance. Reluctantly, she turned around, swam to where she had left her robe in a soft pink pile, and stiffly climbed out. She was disappointed, even angry with herself, for not having what it took to complete the circle. She didn’t like being reminded of her age. She was unbeatable once upon a time.

But maybe it was just as well; there was a lot to do. Everyone was coming on Sunday. There was so much required of her when guests were about to arrive. Her husband, Joe, was very little help; he fussed over details like the wine and the music, what games they should play. Meanwhile, all the heavy lifting—the shopping, the cooking, and the cleaning—were up to her. By sundown on the day after tomorrow, her children and grandchildren would be sitting at the long dining table for dinner. The blessed quiet of her island would be shattered. And the work would begin.

You do this to yourself, Birdie, her husband admonished regularly. Why don’t you just try to relax and enjoy? Everyone would be just as happy with hamburgers on the grill, baked potatoes in tinfoil, and a green salad. Yes—everyone except Birdie.

She was so deep in thought that she didn’t see him until she’d fastened her robe, slipped on her shoes, and turned around to head back to the main house. For a moment the shock of a figure standing at the edge of the trees didn’t register.

Without her glasses on, she couldn’t make him out. Who in the world could that be? Not her husband. The figure was tall but narrow, not powerful like Joe. One of the neighbors? No, it wasn’t possible; she’d have heard the boat approach.

“Who’s there?” she called.

But he stood motionless, possessing an almost ethereal quality. Birdie couldn’t quite bring him into focus. Even though she felt a flutter of apprehension, she moved toward him. She was never one to move away from a threat. Always take it head-on; that was her philosophy.

“Identify yourself,” she said. She didn’t like the sound of her own voice. Do you really have to be so goddamn imperious? Her husband’s other favorite admonishment. You’re not the queen, for Christ’s sake.

“You are trespassing on private land.”

He didn’t answer. What was she seeing? Was there anything there at all? Was it just a trick of light?

She picked up her pace. As she drew nearer, he seemed to disappear into the trees. She hadn’t realized her vision was so poor. When she got to where he’d stood, there was no one there, no trace of anyone having been there. But someone had been there. She wasn’t crazy or senile. She had seen someone. Hadn’t she?

She walked over the rocky terrain that comprised the west side of the island and headed down toward the dock. Today, because there had been little rain for the past week, the rocks were fairly dry above the waterline, though somewhat treacherous. Birdie was sure-footed, having tramped over them at every stage in her life. Her feet belonged on those rocks, just as they had when she was a little girl, a teenager, a young woman. She moved quickly, her feet knowing which stone was loose and which was too pointy and which was a good, level place to step. When the rain fell and storms made the water choppy, this side of the island would become impassable—too slick, jagged, and treacherous by foot, waves knocking against the steep island face. There would be no way to traverse the perimeter except to get into the water and swim.

Rounding the bend, she saw the light gray dock against the steel blue of the water. A formation of Canada geese honked overhead, heading south already. The temperatures were growing colder without ever having seemed to warm.

Their old skiff bobbed in the water. Their cuddy boat, too, was fastened securely to the dock cleats, the cabin covered against the weather. But that was all—no other boat was docked there, as it would have to be if someone had come to call. There was no place else along the coastlines of the island where anyone could come ashore without badly damaging his boat.

Directly to the south was Cross Island. Only two years ago someone had built a house there. For most of Birdie’s life, it had been empty. As children, she, her brother, and her sister used to row a small boat across the narrow channel, and explore. Though their mother always called them back, when she caught them, anxious and angry.

“Don’t go there,” she’d say. “It’s not our island.”

They’d come back, sullen and complaining quietly to one another. No one dared argue with Mother when she had that look on her face. She was rarely angry, almost never raised her voice. But there was a look. And when you saw it, you hushed and did as you were told.

Looking at Cross Island now, Birdie could just see the house that had been built there, its brown-shingled roof peeking through the trees, its windows glinting pink in the morning light. She didn’t like it. It felt like an intrusion. Plus, the island itself held bad memories for her. Most often she ignored it, pretended it wasn’t there, as she did with many of the things that pained her.

She glanced back the way she had come, then to the north, where she could see the main house. From the dock, a narrow gravel path led up to the main structure, then wound around it to the guesthouse. Beyond that cabin, the path wound on to the bunkhouse. She saw no one. No shadow followed her, no interloper. Toward the mainland, thunderheads darkened the sky.

The surrounding islands were occupied by private homes. Though the nearby island hotels and inns had shuttles from the mainland, there was no water taxi service. If you wanted to get to the private residences, you had to have your own boat.

There had been a rash of thefts in the area. Many of the homes stood uninhabited for most of the year. Undesirables from the mainland had grown wise, and they had been taking boats out, breaking in, stealing valuables, vandalizing—even spending a few days partying. Birdie had been angry when she heard the news. It was typical. They were always waiting, angry and entitled, to take or destroy the things for which you’d worked so hard. There was always someone with less looking at you with envy and resentment, just waiting for your back to be turned so they could steal from you. Somehow they always seemed to get away with it.

About a week after she’d learned this, Birdie had gone into town and purchased a small handgun. She was often alone on the island. Joe didn’t cherish his time here the way she did, and he went back to their apartment in the city when he tired of the solitude—or was it her company that tired him? After all, it wasn’t his place. Heart Island hadn’t been in his family for three generations. He hadn’t spent every childhood summer here, as she had. She refused to be afraid in this place. And she pitied anyone who tried to take anything from her. She kept the revolver in its case, in a high kitchen cabinet. When she was alone at night, she moved it to her bedside table.

Birdie picked up her pace as she walked the rest of the perimeter of the three-acre island and ended at its highest point, Lookout Rock, as it had been named by the Heart children—Birdie, her sister, Caroline, and her brother, Gene. From this vantage point, she could see each of the structures, surrounded tightly by large rocks and trees.

The path was really the only way to get around the island now; it led from the bunkhouse to the guest cabin to the main house and then down to the dock, dimly lit by carefully spaced solar-powered ground lights. Once there had been only a single house, the one that was now the guest cabin. Then there was no path from the dock to the house, and everyone made his way up through the trees to the clearing. No one ever walked through the trees anymore, especially in the pitch-dark nights, preferring to keep to the path.

Up high and looking down, Birdie felt that maybe her eyes had been playing tricks on her, hard as it was to believe. But she didn’t see a boat anywhere, run up ashore or tied off on a rock. There was no other way to get here. So logic dictated that she hadn’t seen what she thought she had. Next time she’d bring her glasses or put in her contacts before the swim.

Her late sister, Caroline, would have claimed that Birdie had seen a ghost. Birdie’s sister and Birdie’s mother, Lana, had both believed that the island was home to otherworldly inhabitants. According to them, there was a man who walked the edge, and a woman who stood at Lookout Rock. And something else she couldn’t remember. It was sheer silliness. Birdie had never seen anything remotely like that. Caroline hinted that it was because Birdie, as a pragmatist, as a cynic, wasn’t worthy of a ghostly appearance. Even though Birdie couldn’t explain what she had just seen, she wouldn’t turn to the supernatural to do so. She was wondering about her vision, her sanity, maybe, but certainly not spirits.

Birdie walked the whole island and ended up back where she’d started. The stand of trees was just a blurry line of black. She stared a moment, willing a form to appear from something—a shadow, a swaying branch—so she could explain to herself what had happened. But no, there were just her old friends the pines, the birch trees, the sugar maples, and their eternal whispering.

Finally, she walked back up to the main cabin to start her breakfast. Her mood, which had been fine, had turned dark. She felt rattled in a way she shouldn’t have, as though she’d gotten some terrible news or remembered something she had been trying to forget.


chapter one

The Blue Hen was bustling, and Emily had screwed up in at least three different ways since her shift began. She’d given one customer the wrong change. She’d given another the wrong order. And now, as some little kid ran out of the bathroom without looking, cutting her off as she moved down the narrow hallway from the kitchen to the dining area, she felt the tray of ice waters slipping from her hands. She’d stopped short to avoid a collision, but the glasses and the tray had not.

She watched the boy dart down the hallway, but everything else was in torturous slow motion. Four glass tumblers sailed through the air, water pluming, ice cubes suspended. The word “no” pulled and elongated in her mind. And then—the shattering crash. She backed away from the shimmering, slicing mess and stared at it. Oh, God. Oh, no. Why did some days start out bad and just get worse?

Angelo from the kitchen rushed out to help. He had a mop in one hand and a bucket in the other like some kind of diner rescue worker. Then Carol, the owner of the Blue Hen, came around the corner. “What happened?” she asked.

“I dropped it,” said Emily. Obviously. She wasn’t going to bother getting into it about the kid. And how the bathroom door shouldn’t open outward into the hallway. Or how people needed to heed the sign that read: Please open the door and exit slowly. Carol looked at the mess and put a plump, beautifully manicured hand to her forehead. Emily couldn’t help but look at her rings—a big diamond engagement ring and a ruby “family” ring, as Carol had called it. They glittered like stars.

“Let Angelo get it. The order for your four-top is up. You fetch that, and I’ll get more ice water,” Carol said. Her tone was weary but not unkind. Carol was never that. “Try to pull yourself together, Emily. I don’t know what you have on your mind today. But it is definitely not your work.”

Emily nodded. “I’m sorry.”

Carol looked at Emily over the rim of her glasses. She had a nice face, round and pink-cheeked, with pretty, darkly lashed blue eyes. Her body was short and soft—a mother’s body. Carol was, in fact, a bit henlike, Emily thought, zaftig and proud, strutting about clucking. Emily wanted to put her head in Carol’s lap and cry her a river.

“So, what is it, hon?” said Carol. “You need to talk?”

“No,” said Emily. She tried for a smile. “I’m fine.”

Angelo was already on his knees, picking up big shards of glass with calloused hands.

“I’m sorry, Angelo,” said Emily.

He looked up at her with his dark puppy-dog eyes, big, devoted, and a little lovesick. “Don’t worry about it,” he said.

Angelo had a crush on Emily; she knew that. He gave her a wide grin, as though he liked being down on his knees for her. She felt a hot blush spread across her cheeks, and then she was chasing after Carol, who was talking to her. Carol had a fast, soft, but no-nonsense way of communicating. She didn’t care if you participated, only that you appeared to be listening.

“When you get orders wrong, especially for someone like Barney, who comes here every single day at the same time for the same meal, it makes people feel like we don’t know them, don’t care about them. And if you work at T.G.I. Friday’s or Chili’s, maybe that doesn’t matter so much. But here, at my restaurant, it matters—because it’s precisely that kind of personal interaction that separates the chains from the independents. Also, when you give people the wrong change, it makes us seem either untrustworthy or incompetent. Do you understand that, Emily?” Emily knew this wasn’t an invitation to chime in. Carol went on.

“Now, dropping things? Well, it happens. But it usually happens when we’re not present. You’re all flustered from a morning of mistakes. So I want you to take a few minutes, after you bring the food to your four-top, and go out back and take a break. I’ll cover your tables. Then come on back in like it’s a brand-new day, okay?”

Emily found herself nodding vigorously, then running the four-top order over to the family by the window. Pancakes for the girl, French toast for the boy, an egg-white scramble with broccoli for the mom, and a chili-cheese omelet with home fries and an extra side of bacon for the dad (boy, did he ever get a look from Mom over the menu when he ordered that). He looked like he could afford to take off a few, but not in an unhealthy, worrisome way. He was just a beefy guy who liked to eat. He probably had high cholesterol; that’s why his wife had that kind of angry-worried look on her face when Emily placed the plate in front of him.

“Wow,” the mom said. “That looks good.” But what she meant was: Oh, honey, are you really going to eat that? At least that’s what Emily thought. She was good at that, reading faces, body language. She felt like, a lot of the time, she knew what people were thinking even when they were saying something else altogether. She’d always been that way.

After she ran a bottle of ketchup over to the table, she went out back like Carol had asked her to. She sat on the bench where everyone went for a smoke break, and looked up into the sky. The day was warm and humid, clouds high and white. A light breeze made the leaves of the tall oaks that towered above the parking-lot fence dance and hiss. She took a deep breath, trying to shake it off, like Carol wanted.

Why do you want to go to that place and run around for that stupid cow?

That’s what Dean had said to her this morning. He hadn’t wanted her to go to work. He’d wanted her to stay with him. He didn’t like Carol. Dean didn’t seem to like anyone Emily liked. She wasn’t sure what that said about him.

“You’ll make more in a morning with me than you will in a week at the Fat Hen.”

“The Blue Hen.”

“Whatever,” he said. He’d lit a cigarette even though he knew the smell made her sick in the morning. “You don’t need to run around like that.”

He didn’t like the idea of her waitressing. His mother was a waitress, and Dean didn’t like Emily to do anything that reminded him of his mother.

“It’s low-class work,” he said.

Emily didn’t think any honest work was “low-class,” whatever that meant coming from Dean. Carol treated her with respect. The customers, maybe because the Blue Hen was not the cheapest restaurant in town, were mostly polite. They tipped well. And usually, Emily was not half bad at the whole waitress thing. She liked talking to people, being friendly, and chitchatting about this and that with the regulars. Carol always made sure Emily had a meal before or after her shift and told everyone to help themselves to coffee and hot chocolate. The Blue Hen was the nicest place Emily had ever worked.

Dean was mad at her when she left. That was why she’d shown up to work all shaky and upset. Well, one of the reasons, anyway. She didn’t like it when he was mad, but if she didn’t go to work and bring in a regular paycheck, they didn’t always make it week to week. Then she’d have to borrow from her mother—which she couldn’t do right now. And that was a whole other set of problems.

It was true that Dean could make a lot of money. But he didn’t always, and somehow it seemed to be gone as quickly as it came in. Then, of course, there were the times when Dean disappeared for days. Once for a week. She hadn’t expected him to come back that time. She wasn’t as happy as she thought she’d be when he finally did come home.

“Feeling better?”

Angelo had come to stand beside her. She looked up at him, and he smiled shyly, turned his eyes toward the sky. He was always sweet to her, and she felt an odd desire to slip her hand into his. He smelled like the lemon soap he used to clean the dishes.

“Thanks for cleaning up my mess,” she said. She folded her hands in her lap.

“No problem.”

She sensed that he was about to say more but changed his mind. He’d asked her out a couple of times. She told him she was living with someone. He’d given up asking, but he still smiled at her a lot, hopeful. She’d expected him to get angry or mean when she turned him down, but he didn’t. He was just as kind to her as he always had been. For some reason, that made her think that he had a nice mom, someone who had taught him to respect women. She really liked that about Angelo.

“I think Carol’s going to need you back inside,” he said. “She has paperwork to do in the office.”

“Okay,” Emily said.

Carol kept the week’s cash receipts in a safe behind the desk in her office. She did all the paperwork during the day on Friday. On Friday night after closing, she took the money to the bank’s after-hours deposit slot. Emily had heard Carol’s husband, Paul, complain about that. He thought they should take it every night on the way home, so there wasn’t as much cash lying around. Carol had agreed. But as far as Emily could see, she hadn’t started doing that.

Emily had noticed that Carol was a creature of habit, and everything had to be done the same way every day. She didn’t like change. From setup to close up, everything—making the coffee, squeezing the orange juice, refilling the salt, pepper, and sugar dispensers, wiping down the counter and tables—was part of an exact ritual.

Emily liked that about Carol. She was predictable, reliable. There was no mystery to what she wanted, how she would react. It was such a comfort, because Emily seldom had any idea what was going to set Dean off. Or her mother. Emily never knew whether to expect kindness or cruelty from either of them. At the Blue Hen, there was only one rule. Work hard and be nice, and everything would go just fine. That should be the rule for life, too, Emily thought. But, of course, that wasn’t how things went.

Once she was back inside the restaurant, it did feel like a new day. Emily let the rhythm of the place take her, and she was in the groove for the rest of her shift. No more mistakes. At the end of her shift, Carol made her a meat-loaf plate with mashed potatoes and gravy and a big helping of sautéed vegetables. Emily wouldn’t have said she was hungry, but she finished every last bite and felt like she could have eaten more. She saw Carol looking at her, and then the other woman came to sit across from her in the booth.

The Blue Hen was in the lull between breakfast and lunch, a few customers lingering over their meals—a mom spoon-feeding oatmeal to a little boy, an old man reading a paper, a couple holding hands at the two-top by the window.

“How was it?” asked Carol. She tapped on Emily’s empty plate.

Emily would have lifted it and licked the gravy clean if she’d been alone.

“Horrible,” she said. “I’m sending it back.”

Carol smiled at her and patted her hand. “You didn’t have breakfast.”

“No,” said Emily. She thought of Dean sulking and smoking at the table over a cup of coffee. She’d left without eating rather than keep fighting. The cigarette smoke, his attitude, both toxic enough to drive her away.

“Everything all right with you, honey?” Carol asked.

“I’m fine,” Emily said. “Really. I’m sorry about today. It won’t happen again.”

“Don’t worry about it, kid.” Carol leaned back, and Emily saw her eyes make a quick scan of the restaurant. If she saw anything out of place, she’d pop up, fix it, and hurry back. Apparently, everything met with her approval. “We all have bad days. How’s school?”

“Good,” Emily said. “Great.”

Carol kept her eyes on Emily for another second, gave her another light pat on the hand, and then got up.

“Okay,” she said. “Good.”

Emily watched the older woman go, heading to the kitchen to make sure everything was ready for the lunch rush. She fought off the urge to call Carol back. She wanted to confess that she’d had to drop out of school, that it hadn’t worked out and that she’d try to sign up for a class or two again in the fall when money wasn’t so tight and Dean didn’t need her help all the time. Emily’s mother had stopped paying tuition because she didn’t like Dean and hated that he and Emily were living together. And Emily wasn’t making enough for rent, food, whatever else, and classes at the community college.

But she couldn’t say all that, because Carol wasn’t her mother or her friend. Carol was her boss. It was better to remember that, because she’d made the mistake before of getting too close to the people for whom she’d worked. It hurt a lot more when they had to let her go for whatever reason. And they looked so much more disappointed when she let them down, which she always seemed to do eventually.

“I can stay for the lunch shift, if you need me,” Emily said. Though she could use the money, she tried not to look too hopeful.

Carol turned at the door, seeming to consider. “I have Blanche on the schedule. But thanks, honey.” Then she made a sweeping motion with her hands and said, “You’re young. Go enjoy yourself today.”

Emily gathered her things from the back and left. Outside, there was a sudden light drizzle, even though the sky was blue in most places. A sun shower but no rainbow that Emily could see. Dean was supposed to pick her up, since she’d let him borrow her car and taken the bus to work this morning. But he wasn’t there. Big surprise.

She waited for a while off to the side of the restaurant. She could have stayed under the awning to avoid getting wet. But she didn’t want everyone to see her standing there waiting—again. Finally, after nearly twenty minutes, she headed for the bus stop.

On the bus, she used her cell phone to call her mother. Her mother wasn’t speaking to her, but Emily left a message on the machine every day.

“Hi, Mom,” she said. “I’m just getting off work, riding home on the bus. Dean had a job interview today, so he took my car. I was just wondering if you wanted to come over for dinner on Sunday. The house is looking really nice. I’d like you to see it.” She paused, hoping her mother would pick up. “Okay, well. I love you. Call me.”

Emily had thought that at some point, her mother would have to bail on the silent treatment. But so far, no. Their last fight had been a screaming match, or maybe it had just been Emily screaming.

“There’s something wrong with that boy,” her mother had said. She’d been sitting at the kitchen table, smoking a cigarette. Whenever Emily thought about her mother, Martha, that’s where she thought of her: at that table, elbows on the vinyl, staring off at who knows what, smoking. That was why she hated the smell of cigarette smoke so much.

“Living with him is the worst thing you can do. He’s going to hurt you bad. And don’t you dare get pregnant. That will be the end of your life.”

Then Martha told Emily that she wasn’t going to pay for school unless Dean found his own place. Emily didn’t understand that. If her mother was so sure Dean was going to ruin her life, why did she want to take away Emily’s chance for an education, which her mother always said was the key to success? “I won’t have that money going to him.”

It was true that last semester Emily had dropped a class and then given the tuition reimbursement to Dean. Yes, she had done that. Martha had found out about it because the bursar’s office had sent her the receipt. Emily should have known they’d do that. But she’d never been good about thinking things through. Dean had needed that money; she still wasn’t sure for what. But he’d seemed so desperate at the time. And it was a film class, an elective, not important at all to her degree in early childhood education.

Her last visit with her mother had ended with Emily screaming, “He loves me!” There was a part of her that had stood above it all, disbelieving the level of her own rage. Emily wasn’t one who normally resorted to shrieking. But she felt like something was going to come bursting out of her chest.

“You’re jealous because no one ever loved you like he loves me.”

Her mother had just sat there, staring at the wallpaper, cigarette dangling between her fingers. She looked so old and tired, used up. It was Emily’s worst nightmare to wind up at a kitchen table, looking like that—as if she’d been ground down by life and couldn’t even be bothered to care.

The old lady sitting next to Emily on the bus patted her on the leg and handed her a tissue, which Emily took without thinking. Then she realized that she was crying.

“Thank you,” she said, wiping her eyes.

“It’s hard to be young,” said the woman. She wore a neat blue raincoat and had silvery-white hair. There was the slightest tremor to her hands. “I remember. You want so much.”

“Does it get easier?”

The other woman chuckled a little and put a dry, soft hand on Emily’s. “Not really, dear.”

Great, thought Emily. That’s just great.


chapter two

How do things start? How does your life begin? How do you go from being a child shuttled from school to soccer to playdates to the mall, then on to college and your first job? How do you go from the first job, to your first date with your future spouse, to whatever it is you wind up doing with your life, to being a mom with two kids, paying bills on your laptop at the kitchen counter? Is it that one event or choice connects to another until the next thing you know, you’re looking at the chain of your life? How do things start? Chelsea wondered, looking at her mother. How do they end?

“You are not wearing that.”

Her mother hadn’t even looked at her when Chelsea came down the stairs, hadn’t even glanced up from her papers spread out across the kitchen island. How did her mom even know what Chelsea was wearing—a black mini and knee-high boots, a purple knit sweater that failed to cover her navel? But her mother knew. Though there was no anger or heat to her sentence, it was unwavering in its tone. No discussion. Chelsea understood on a cellular level that there would be no whining, weeping, or begging her way around that sentence.

“Fine,” Chelsea said. Not a “fine” with attitude, just a regular “fine.” She spun around and walked back up the stairs.

Chelsea didn’t want to wear the sweater anyway. Not really. She didn’t feel that great about her middle. It was fleshy, doughy. She’d just be folding her arms around her belly all afternoon, self-conscious. Not like Lulu, whose body was OMG perfect; not an ounce of fat anywhere on that girl. She strutted around like a cat, every line of her in perfect symmetry with the universe, not one thing about her—skin, eyes, lips, perky breasts—flawed in any way. Next to her best friend since kindergarten, Chelsea felt like an oaf. She flipped through her closet inspecting and rejecting a denim shirt, a pink graphic T-shirt, a ruffled, flowery shirt her grandmother had sent but which Chelsea had never worn. What would Lulu be wearing?

Lulu never ate a thing—she was a size zero. On the other hand, Lulu was not smart. But no, that wasn’t entirely fair. Though Chelsea was forever helping Lulu with her homework (sometimes doing it for her), and the girl could barely spell, Lulu was smart—in certain ways. Even if things like math and English seemed to elude her, she always seemed worldlier, more knowledgeable, than Chelsea did. Lulu just didn’t care about school.

Lulu’s other defining feature: She had a tongue like a blade. Didn’t it seem like really thin, gorgeous people were always so mean? Where did they get that aura of entitlement? And didn’t it seem like people always fawned over them even though they behaved badly? Why was that? More questions in what seemed to Chelsea an endless stream of questions that had no satisfactory answers. Too many.

Chelsea pulled her favorite soft lilac tunic top from its hanger and slid that on with her black mini instead. She felt more comfortable instantly, more relaxed. There was nothing special about the outfit—it was neither slutty, nor super-cool, nor dorky and lame. Therefore, it should call no attention to her whatsoever. Neither would her passably cute but not really pretty face, nor her straight, shoulder-length wheat-colored hair, nor her boyish body. And that was fine, really. That was just fine.

Her mother walked into the room and bent down to pick up the sweater that Chelsea had tossed carelessly to the floor.

“Where did you get this?” her mom asked. She held it up, and it looked impossibly small, like a doll’s top. Chelsea was almost embarrassed for it, imagined it wilting under her mother’s disapproving gaze.

“I borrowed it from Lulu.”

“Hmm.” Her mother folded the sweater and put it down on the bed, sat beside it. “You know … beauty isn’t about flaunting your body.”

“I know.” Really. How could she not know this? They’d had this talk about a hundred times. Beauty comes from within. It’s about intelligence, confidence, knowing who you are. Also: You can’t buy beauty. Or: True beauty doesn’t come from a bottle. Or: Beauty doesn’t come in one size or shape. Yes, Chelsea recognized all these things as inherently true. Too bad the rest of the world was so slow to catch on.

“You’re beautiful without even trying,” her mother said. “Maybe Lulu feels like she has to dress in flirty clothes to get attention.”

Chelsea gave her mother a look that she hoped adequately expressed her skepticism. “You’re not going to tell me that Lulu is not effortlessly gorgeous.”

Her mother smiled. It was that very certain kind of “patient mom” smile. For some reason, it always made Chelsea a little mad.

“There are different kinds of beauty,” said Kate.

“There’s not a boy alive who wouldn’t want to be with her,” said Chelsea. Did she sound jealous? She wasn’t. Was she?

Kate raised her eyebrows. “What do you mean ‘be with her’?”

“You know,” said Chelsea. She felt her cheeks flush. “Forget it.”

She glanced at the sweater lying on her bed between them. It was garish and cheap-looking. After a couple of washes, it would be faded and pilled. It wouldn’t last a season.

“Anyway,” said her mom. “I like your outfit. It’s—”

Chelsea lifted a palm. “Don’t say cute.”

“I was going to say pretty, hip—stylish. It’s a lovely color for you.”

Her mother stood and ran her fingers through Chelsea’s hair, then planted a kiss on her forehead and headed out the door. Chelsea shoved the sweater in her bag. Maybe she’d change into it at the mall. Or maybe she’d just give it back to Lulu.

“Be ready in fifteen,” her mother called from the stairs. “I have to get to your brother’s practice this afternoon.”

He’s my half brother, she wanted to say but didn’t. She wasn’t supposed to say that. It made everyone angry and sad, including her. Anyway, she didn’t even think of him that way. Brendan was her brother in every way, especially the annoying ways.

“Okay,” she said instead.

She sat down at her computer and touched the mouse. The screen saver gave way to her Facebook page. She scrolled through the news feed. Stephanie was, according to her post, miserable studying for her summer-school calculus exam (how it was possible to study and be simultaneously posting on Facebook was another matter). Boring, Stephanie wrote. Who needs calculus in the real world, anyway? Chelsea wrote: Hang in there, girl!

Her friend Brian was psyched to be heading to soccer camp. Chelsea knew this not to be strictly true; Brian was always on the bench, always the last player called into the game. She wrote: Knock ’em dead! Josie was getting her nails done. I swear these Chinese ladies are saying mean things about me. Josie always thought people were saying mean things about her, probably because she was always saying mean things about everyone else. Chelsea didn’t post anything.

Chelsea had 109 Facebook friends, and all of them always seemed to be doing something worth posting about. It made her anxious sometimes to see that feed, to know what everyone else was thinking or doing, whether they were worried or excited, depressed or in love.

There was a perpetual stream of information about her friends and acquaintances, people from school whose friend request she’d accepted because they’d requested it but whom she didn’t think of as real friends, her cousins in Washington, even her step-grandmother. It always caused Chelsea to wonder about what she was doing, what she should write in her status to make herself seem part of it all. No matter what she posted, she felt as if she were always falling short somehow. Once upon a time, her dad, Sean—who hated Facebook—always said, people used to talk. We didn’t post our thoughts and feelings on some digital bulletin board for everyone to see. You knew what you were doing and what your intimates were doing. And guess what? That’s all you need to know.

It seemed as though Chelsea’s parents were fighting for some ideal that didn’t quite match the reality of things. They were always trying to talk her out of the way things really were in favor of the way things should be. It was exhausting sometimes. Give up, she wanted to tell them. You lost. The world is crap, and no amount of communicating is going to change it. But they were so earnest, so well meaning, how could she say that?

She had a new friend request. She clicked on the happy blue heads, and the little window popped up. Somebody named Adam McKee wanted to be her friend. She had no idea who he was, but he was super cute, with spiky black hair and dark, thick-lashed eyes.

She felt a little tingle of curiosity. Who was he? And why was he sending her a friend request? She clicked on his name to see what friends they had in common and where he went to school. He went to high school in Brighton, the next town over. They had one friend in common: Lulu. Figured. Lulu was friends with absolutely everyone, even though she had something terrible to say about most of them.

There wasn’t any other info about Adam McKee that she could access without becoming his friend. She’d ask Lulu about him later. She didn’t accept friendship from a guy she didn’t know, even if he was smoking hot. She posted on her page: Heading to the mall for shopping and smoothies with Lulu. Anyone care to join? Meet us at the food court! It was lame but the best she could do at the moment.

“Chelsea, let’s go!” her mother called from downstairs. Something had changed her mother’s mood; she sounded tense. She’d been like this—normal one minute, short and edgy the next. Chelsea found things went better if she pretended not to notice. She was good at that.

How could it be three-thirty? How did the days pass in this hectic rush? There was a moment after Kate had returned from dropping the kids off at school or at their various summer camps when the light in the house was golden and the day seemed to stretch before her with the endless possibilities of what she could accomplish. And then before she knew it, it was eleven. And then it was two. By three she was in the car again to get them both and cart them around to their myriad activities.

She wasn’t idle. She was never idle. And yet it never seemed like there was any progress made on any of the bigger things she had planned. Sure, the house was spotless, the laundry was always done, dinner was always prepared, the fridge was always stocked with what everyone liked and needed. She did all that. She took care of her family. It was just that she couldn’t assign any real value to those tasks. They were baseline, the things that needed to be accomplished in order for her not to be a complete failure at the major role of her life. Not that she didn’t accomplish things—she was active in the school, in the organic-produce co-op. In fact, this past year she’d accomplished a great deal. But it didn’t seem like enough.

“Chelsea, let’s go!” she called. She didn’t mean to sound tense, though she knew she did.

A minute later, her daughter glided down the stairs. Kate felt a familiar twist as she looked at Chelsea, who had no idea how beautiful she was and was all the more beautiful for it. Sometimes when Kate looked at the swell of Chelsea’s hips, the milk of her skin, the golden flax of her hair, she felt afraid. She wanted to wrap her daughter up in cloth and hide her from the world; she longed for burkas and nunneries and sumptuary laws. How could you ever protect anything so lovely? How could you keep the dirty hands of the world away from someone so desirable? You couldn’t. That was the sad truth. All you could do was teach her to protect herself.

“What’s wrong?” her daughter asked from the bottom of the stairs. “Why are you looking at me like that?”

“Nothing,” Kate said. She forced a bright smile and touched her daughter’s perfect cheek. “I’m not looking at you any particular way. We’re late.”

Chelsea drifted past Kate, wafting behind her the scents of talcum powder, shampoo, Ivory soap. They were the clean, innocent aromas of childhood. Something about that made Kate feel calmer. She followed her daughter out to the car.

“You know, I’m not thrilled about the whole mall thing,” Kate said, fastening her seat belt.

“What’s wrong with the mall?”

What was wrong with the mall? It was a bastion of mass consumerism, a pusher of junk food, the natural habitat of every pervert, predator, and abductor, and a preferred target of terrorists (according to the news). And wasn’t there some recent newsmagazine show about how kids were having sex in the bathrooms? They were locating each other with some phone app and hooking up. She hoped that was an urban legend. She couldn’t bring herself to ask Chelsea about it.

“It’s just an inorganic way to spend a Friday afternoon,” Kate said. “And we’re leaving on Sunday. We need to start getting ready tonight.”

The mere thought of it made her stomach clench. The trip. The dreaded trip. Its looming presence was pressing down on her, making her edgy and snappish with Sean and the kids.

“You know, Mom,” said Chelsea. Her daughter was too wise, knew Kate too well, to be fooled by those lame reasons for not wanting Chelsea to hang out at the mall. “The incidence of stranger crime is at an all-time low. Mall abductions and murders are a statistical anomaly.”

“You sound like Sean,” said Kate. As ever, she was simultaneously proud of and irked by her daughter’s intellect, which she suspected was vastly superior to her own. Although Kate remembered being smart, sharp, quick-witted when she was younger—vaguely.

“I need things for the trip anyway,” said Chelsea, the pragmatist. “So it’s not like I’m hanging out aimlessly.”

“What do you need?”

“Fleece tops and a pair of Keens.” She shrugged. “Outdoorsy stuff.”

“You can use your card.”

Kate and Sean had given Chelsea a credit card when she turned fifteen, one that attached to their own account. But there were strict rules for use, and purchases had to be approved ahead of time, except in emergencies. They’d never had a problem with Chelsea; she was her mother’s daughter—a straight arrow. Brendan, their youngest, was another story. They wouldn’t be so quick to get him his own card when he was old enough. He was sweet, but he was wily. And he had a rebel’s heart.

The mall stood white and meticulously landscaped, like some smug monument to excess. Kate pulled up to the entrance and watched her daughter gather her things and undo the seat belt.

“I’ll meet you back here at six,” said Kate. “Do you have your phone?”

“Of course,” said Chelsea, leaning in for a quick kiss. She opened the door and hopped out.

Kate rolled down the window. “Text me,” she called after her daughter. Chelsea lifted an acknowledging hand but didn’t turn around and then was swallowed by a huge revolving door.

Even though she hadn’t thought about it in ages, Kate found herself remembering the tearful preschool drop-offs. Chelsea used to cling like a spider monkey to Kate, wailing, Don’t leave me, Mommy (possibly the four most devastating words in the English language).

Mommy always comes back, sweetie. Try to have fun, Kate would soothe, while gently extracting herself from Chelsea’s small but powerful arms. She’d leave feeling simultaneously sick with guilt and desperate for a few hours to herself.

Brendan, on the other hand, even as a toddler, would run off without a backward glance. He was the more secure kid, not a child who, like Chelsea, had suffered through a bitter and violent divorce. Brendan’s world had always been solidly intact; Kate’s marriage to his father, Sean, was loving and rock-solid. Chelsea, on the other hand, had been born into the misery of Kate’s first marriage. Kate was sure it had imprinted on her somewhere, even though Chelsea thought of Sean as her dad, and most of her life had been happy and peaceful. But her father, Sebastian, remained a destabilizing influence even today. Kate tried to breathe through the guilt and anger that inevitably arose when she thought about these things. She tried to release it. What could she do? Life wasn’t perfect—not for Chelsea, not for anyone.

She was pulling up to the soccer field when her phone rang. She thought: What now? She didn’t have any reason to think that. The day had been relatively uneventful, except for the call from her ex-husband, which was always guaranteed to put her in a crappy mood. That attitude—the what now attitude—belonged to Kate’s mother, always beleaguered or put-upon by things like the ringing phone or the doorbell, as if she were so in demand that she couldn’t possibly keep up. Kate shook it off, as she did anything within herself that reminded her of Birdie.

“Hello?” She forced herself to sound bright and open, hopeful.

“Hey.” Her brother. There was something about his tone. She knew exactly why he was calling.

“Don’t say it, Teddy,” she said. No, not Teddy, which was what she’d called him all his life. Theo was what he called himself and had for over a decade. All his friends, his partner, his colleagues knew him as Theo. Only she and her parents still called him Teddy.

Kate saw Brendan waving at her from the soccer field. He seemed smaller than the other boys. She waved back to him, lifted a finger to say she’d be one minute.

“I’m sorry,” her brother said. He issued a long breath. “I can’t. I just can’t do it this year.”

“You have to,” she said. “You promised me.”

She could see the boys jogging onto the field. Brendan threw a quick, anxious glance at her and then took his position. She heard the shrill of a whistle, the low sound of a few parents cheering.

“Honey, I know,” her brother said. “But I’ve just realized that I can’t do this anymore.” She could tell by his tone that he was not going to change his mind. He added, “I’m not like you.”

“What does that mean?”

“You know,” he said. He sounded weary and a little peevish. “You have Dad on your side. I don’t even have that.”

She felt a childish rush of tears, which she blinked back. Anger, disappointment, sadness were the all-too-familiar horsemen preceding any encounter with her family. They’d come early. And she had a feeling they were here to stay. She didn’t say anything.

“Look, Kate,” he said into the silence. “I’m too old for this. I’m not going to travel for a full day to trap myself on an island with people who abuse me. There has to be a time in your life when you just start staying no.”

She started to push out a disdainful breath. Abuse? That was a little melodramatic, wasn’t it? But that was her mother, too. Always arguing semantics to avoid the ugly truth.

“What about me and the kids?” she said. She wasn’t above the pity play. “We miss you.”

“We’ll come to your place for Thanksgiving.”

“Teddy, please don’t make me do this alone.” Okay, now she was begging.

“Try to understand,” he said. “You don’t have to do this, either.”

She did have to do it. There were a thousand reasons why, all twisted around one another, a big tangle of hope and fear and obligation.

“I have to hang up now,” she said. She sounded cold; she didn’t mean to.

“Kate.”

“Brendan’s game is starting. And I happen to care about the promises I make to my family.”

“Oh, please,” he said. Now he was angry, too. “You sound just like her.”

That was a low blow. It was unnecessary, and a reminder that as much as she loved her brother, there were serious challenges in their relationship. How could there not be? How could the children of Birdie and Joe Burke ever hope to be truly close? Where would they have learned those skills? Certainly not from their parents. Maybe it was better, after all, if he didn’t go.

“Bye, Theo.” She ended the call.

She sat a minute, rested her head on the steering wheel until she heard the referee’s penalty whistle from the field. Then she climbed from the driver’s seat and went around to the trunk to get the big cooler of water and the oranges she’d promised the coach she would bring. Promises were important. Why didn’t anyone seem to remember that anymore?
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