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			To my daughter-in-law, Katie Bach, who is brilliant, brave, and gloriously aloud.

		

	
		
			Day One

			And we’re off!

			I crossed the New York State line, and I’m feeling great. No problems, no snafus, no aches or pains. I know I’ll hit roadblocks — both figuratively and literally — along the way, but so far, so good. I found a clean, inexpensive motel just up the road from a McDonald’s. Of course, “just up the road” could be a several-mile stretch, but this time it wasn’t. I made it to the McDonald’s and back on my own power, which is the whole point. Making it on our own power.

			McDonald’s is not the most carbon-neutral eatery. But what the hell. I was hungry, and there it was.

			Time to call my wonderful girls, and then I’ll shower and get some sleep. Back on the road tomorrow.

		

	
		
			Chapter One
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			Ellie hadn’t expected this.

			She had assumed a handful of people might show up to wave Scott off. A few neighbors, maybe a couple of his students. Not what appeared to be at least half the student body of Shelton Middle School, some carrying a banner reading: “Mr. Gillman Is Our Hero!” and some, no doubt members of the school chorus, serenading Scott with a surprisingly sweet rendition of “What a Wonderful World.” Also a dozen of his former students, high schoolers now, one armed with a trumpet on which he played the familiar military bugle fanfare that was usually followed by a commanding officer shouting, “Charge!” And a van from one of the local Boston TV stations, which disgorged a cameraman and a reporter who had makeup as thick as stucco slathered on her face and a hairdo so heavily lacquered that the steady breeze roiling the morning air couldn’t budge it. And three pint-size Girl Scouts in uniforms who insisted on donating boxes of Thin Mints and Samoas for Scott to snack on along the way.

			The atmosphere reminded Ellie of a carnival, minus the Ferris wheel and the corn dogs. However, a real dog was present: Lucy, who romped around the front yard, sniffing at people’s ankles and toes in search of anything that smelled edible.

			The reporter was babbling into a hand-held microphone, but Ellie couldn’t hear her above the cacophony of cheering, singing, and trumpeting fans gathered in front of the house, eager to wave Scott off and wish him well. 

			“Daddy’s going to be on TV.” Misha, standing to Ellie’s right on the front porch, looked awed. “That is so cool.” She punctuated her statement by clapping her hands and executing a little kick-step.

			Abbie stood to Ellie’s left, not clapping or kicking. At fifteen, she was five years older than her sister and much too blasé to be easily impressed by transient television fame. “I hope she doesn’t interview us,” she said, glaring in the direction of the reporter. “I’m not wearing any mascara.”

			“Which is very fortunate,” Ellie said, “because if you were, I’d make you wipe it off.”

			Abbie sighed dramatically. Life was tragic when you were nearly sixteen and your mother didn’t let you smear cosmetics all over your face as if you were, for example, a TV reporter.

			Across the front yard, in the street, Scott basked in all the attention. Attention was what he wanted, why he was pursuing his mission. Bicycling around the country to raise awareness of climate change was important. It was noble. It was also arguably insane. But the whole point was to gain attention, and he was succeeding.

			Thanks to the money he had raised on a GoFundMe page, he had bought himself an elaborate recumbent bike for the journey, along with a trailer to carry his gear. “It’s called a ‘Beast of Burden,’” he’d informed Ellie and the girls as he hooked the trailer to the bike and then attached a bright orange flag to the trailer’s bumper to make him more visible on the back roads and byways where he would be riding. Misha had helped him to adorn the Beast of Burden with signs. One side held a silkscreened cloth reading “Save The Planet,” the other a graphic rebus of sorts, with the letter “I,” a picture of a red valentine, and a blue circle with latitude and longitude lines superimposed on it, along with silhouettes of the western hemisphere’s continents. On the back, below the orange flag, another silkscreen: bright red letters on yellow fabric read “RE:CYCLE!”

			“Get it?” Scott had beamed a bright grin, obviously proud of his pun. “Regarding the cycle and recycle! I’ve ordered some T-shirts that read ‘RE:CYCLE’ too.”

			The shirts had arrived a couple of days ago, sunshine yellow with blood-red lettering, like the sign on the Beast of Burden. Scott was wearing one of the RE:CYCLE T-shirts now, layered over a long-sleeved Henley shirt because the late-May morning held an unexpected chill. He had stashed half a dozen other RE:CYCLE shirts in his duffel so he could rotate through them while he rode.

			This bicycle trip was his crazy, glorious idea. He had planned and prepped for more than a year. He’d studied maps, coordinated routes, contacted supporters in towns across the continent. He’d trained for it. As a science teacher, he understood the threat of climate change to the earth’s future on a deeper, more technical level than most people, and he felt compelled to do something about it, something beyond eating vegetarian twice a week, watering the yard less often, and making sure all recyclables were disposed of in the green trash bin with the big black triangle on it.

			Ellie was proud of him. She felt deeply threatened by climate change, too. She hearted the Earth. A part of her wondered whether biking across the country would change anything, but the fact that he was trying, exerting himself, attracting the attention of so many people . . . Well, that was why she loved him. He did things like this.

			Scott was certain his trip would make a difference in Mother Nature’s grand scheme. “I’ll stop at schools and town centers along the way. I’ll talk to people. More than five hundred people sent money to my GoFundMe page. This is going to be big, Ellie. Writing letters to the editor and calling our representative’s office — that’s too localized. We need to make our case to the nation. I’ll prove that we can travel without polluting the atmosphere. If I can bike from New England to the West Coast without spewing greenhouse gases, it will open people’s eyes. People will see me or hear about me, and they’ll think about using their own muscles to make trips,” he predicted. “Every able-bodied adult should have a bike or a three-wheeler with a trailer. They could pedal to the supermarket and back. Think of the exhaust fumes all those cars in the Whole Foods parking lot pour into the atmosphere. If those shoppers biked instead, our air would be a hell of a lot cleaner.”

			Ellie wished Scott’s enthusiasm was contagious. Sometimes she allowed herself to be caught up in it. Other times, apprehension overtook her. What if he got hurt? What if he skidded off the road and fell into a ditch and lay there, undiscovered, for days? What if an eighteen-wheeler smashed into him? What if his GPS developed a glitch and sent him in the wrong direction, and he passed no eateries for days, and he perished from starvation? So many things could go wrong.

			He assured her nothing bad would happen. “It’s all going to be great,” he’d insisted. “I’ll be heard. I’ll raise the nation’s consciousness. I’ll meet new people and open their eyes. I’ll be fine, I promise.” As if he could promise that no eighteen-wheeler would flatten him beneath the deep treads of its oversized tires.

			He was so passionate about this trip, so confident, so fervent. His passion, confidence, and fervor were a large part of why she’d fallen in love with him so many years ago, why she still loved him today. He had a vision, and he was committed to it. He was taking action. Biking across the country to alert people to the threat of climate change was his dream, and he was making his dream come true.

			Between her job and her daughters, Ellie wasn’t even sure what her dream was. Some days, her dream was only to make it through the day without needing a nap. Sometimes she felt envy when she thought of Scott and his coming-true dream. Sometimes she simply felt awe.

			The reporter made her way up the front walk to the porch steps, the cameraman traipsing along after her, his camera perched on his beefy shoulder and his eyes shielded by sunglasses with mirror lenses. From the bottom of the porch steps, the reporter called up to Ellie: “You’re Mr. Gillman’s wife, correct?”

			Ellie smiled and nodded, and wondered whether she should have put on some mascara. Abbie might have spoken the truth about the importance of appearing well groomed on TV.

			“May I come up on the porch and ask you a couple of questions?” the reporter inquired.

			“Say yes,” Abbie murmured. “You don’t want her aiming the camera up at you from the bottom of the steps. It’ll make your nostrils look gross.”

			Ellie hesitated. Inviting the reporter onto her porch was nearly the same as inviting her into the house. Too intrusive. Too intimate. But she didn’t want her nostrils to look gross on the local news, either.

			She descended the three steps to the front walk. The reporter’s smile widened. Ellie wondered whether the woman gargled regularly with bleach; her teeth were blindingly white. Abbie remained on the porch, out of camera range, but Misha followed Ellie down the stairs, her steps bouncy and her cheeks dimpled from her grin.

			“Your name is Ellie, correct? That’s what your husband told me.”

			“Eleanor,” Ellie said. People she invited onto her porch or into her house could call her Ellie, but this reporter, with her pasty cosmetics and her rigid hair and that phallic-looking microphone clutched in her manicured hand, did not fall within the category of personal guests.

			The reporter’s smile remained rigidly in place as she rotated to face the camera. “Scott Gillman’s wife, Eleanor, is here to wave Scott off on his cross-country bike trip. Eleanor?” She thrust the microphone at Ellie’s chin. “How do you feel about what he’s attempting?”

			“There’s nothing more important right now than reversing climate change,” Ellie said. The words sounded rehearsed to her, and perhaps they were. She had certainly heard Scott speak them often enough. “It’s Scott’s dream to do something big, to make people sit up and take notice of the peril our planet is in. If we can’t save the Earth from the devastating effects of climate change, nothing else matters. To Scott, this isn’t just an adventure. It’s a crusade.”

			“And he gets to go biking every day, and meet people all over the country,” Misha said, unable to contain her excitement.

			“Do you like to bike?” the reporter asked, lowering the microphone to Misha’s chin.

			“Of course,” Misha said, her tone implying that she thought the question was inane, which it was. “My daddy’s a hero. See the sign?” She gestured toward the banner the students in the street were holding up. “Oh, look, Mom — Luke is here.” With that, Misha bolted across the lawn, Lucy racing after her as she vanished into the crowd of school children. Luke Bartelli had been Misha’s best friend since they’d wound up on the same peewee soccer team when they were in kindergarten. This year, as they’d graduated to playing on the larger soccer fields, they’d joined a league that offered only single-sex teams, all-girl or all-boy. It was the first time since they’d both fallen in love with soccer that they were not on the same team. But they were still best friends.

			Misha wasn’t really a tomboy. She loved sports, especially soccer, but she had also enjoyed ballet the three years she’d studied it. She had especially loved the tutus and the sparkly tiaras she and the other dancers got to wear during their recitals. And she had eagerly adopted the nickname her teacher had given her. “My name is Michelle,” she’d told Madame Coursey.

			“I shall call you Misha,” Madame Coursey had declared, “after the greatest ballet dancer of all time.”

			Only later did Misha learn that the Misha Madame Coursey had referred to was actually a man — Mikhail Baryshnikov. But he was a revered ballet dancer, and Misha had insisted that the nickname sounded more like a girl’s name than a boy’s name. When she was in third grade, her ballet lessons conflicted with soccer practice, and Ellie told her she would have to choose one activity or the other. Mikhail Baryshnikov notwithstanding, she’d chosen soccer. Fortunately, she didn’t ask people to start calling her Pelé. She remained Misha, and she carried her ballet skills onto the soccer field, her posture ruler-straight as she ran, her fingers arched elegantly, her toes pointed as she kicked the ball.

			Ellie spotted Misha amid the teeming mob of middle school students clogging the road. This coming fall, she would start middle school herself, and she seemed to fit right in with the older students. Ellie experienced a pang at the realization that her baby was growing up, that soon Misha would be an official teenager, demanding to wear mascara.

			She glanced behind her at the porch, where Abbie remained, her hands on her hips and her lush brown hair fluttering in the breeze. Abbie’s gaze was locked on her father, who chatted with the Girl Scouts. He was probably explaining the ozone layer to them, or the perils of fossil fuels. They were a cute trio in their matching khaki vests, and they peered up at him with intense, slightly giddy expressions, as if he were the lead singer in their favorite boy band. Soon they would be teenagers, too, happy to dismiss anything adults told them.

			“Are you worried about your husband’s safety on the road?” the reporter asked, dragging Ellie’s attention back to her.

			Ellie tried not to wince. Scott’s safety was her biggest fear. But the viewers of this reporter’s news story didn’t have to know that. “He’s very careful,” she said, “and he’s got that bright orange flag. I’m sure he’ll be all right.”

			“I bet you’ll miss him, though.”

			“I’ll miss him very much,” Ellie agreed. Those words didn’t convey just how much she would miss him. He would be gone for three long months. His hope was to be back home in time to resume teaching in the fall term, although the Shelton Middle School principal had lined up a substitute teacher in case Scott’s return was delayed for any reason. “What you’re doing is educational, too,” Scott’s boss had assured him. “And you’ll be sending regular tweets for the children to follow, doing those remote zooms and whatever. But I’ll need a warm body at the front of your classroom if you don’t get back to Shelton in time for the fall semester.”

			Unfortunately, the school district would not be paying Scott’s salary if he was somewhere in Utah or Alabama next September, zooming and sending tweets back to the middle school. Thank heavens for the GoFundMe page and Ellie’s salary. Unlike him, she would be working at her job all summer, taking care of the girls, maintaining the home front. Making sure the lawn got mowed. Making sure the bills got paid. Making sure Lucy’s poop got scooped up and thrown away.

			Observing Scott’s bright yellow shirt and his brighter smile as he explained the recumbent bike to a cluster of teenage boys, she acknowledged that she would miss him for a whole lot more than the fact that until he came home, she would be in charge of everything that went into keeping the Gillman household functioning. No fellow adult to lean on, to turn to, to make sure the girls disposed of Lucy’s poop. No man in her bed at night. No silly puns. No one to back her up if she had a conflict with her daughters. No one to rant about fossil fuel companies over dinner. No one to wrap his arms around her every morning, kiss her cheek, and say, “Love you, sweetheart. Thanks for breakfast. Have a great day.”

			Abbie and Misha never thanked her for breakfast or told her to have a great day. She tried to remember the last time either of them had said they loved her, and came up empty.

			The reporter remained on the lawn, yammering about what a brave journey Scott was undertaking. Ellie shifted her gaze from the reporter to Scott, who had plucked Misha from the swarm of children and led her up the front walk to where Ellie was standing. He held Misha’s hand and Misha peered worshipfully up at him. As he neared Ellie, he beckoned to Abbie to come down from the porch and join them. She made a face but complied.

			“I’ve got to leave,” Scott said, once their little nuclear family was gathered on the front walk. The reporter was only a few feet away, and Ellie wanted to order her back to the street, but she couldn’t do anything that might wind up making her look grouchy on the evening news, so she did her best to ignore the woman.

			Scott wrapped one arm around each of his daughters. Lucy scampered over, apparently sensing that this was a family conference and staking her claim as part of the family. The dog head-bumped Ellie’s shin, then sniffed Misha’s canvas sneakers and Abbie’s sandaled feet, her toenails polished a bright purple. Eventually, Lucy discovered Scott’s streamlined bike shoes and rested her head on his insteps.

			“I was thinking, maybe the girls could grab their bikes from the garage and accompany me as far as the town line.”

			“Yes!” The idea pleased Misha so much, she gave a little jump.

			Scott pivoted to Abbie, who nodded.

			“Go get your bikes and your helmets,” Scott said, nudging the girls in the direction of the garage. When they were gone, he turned back to Ellie. “You’re going to be okay?”

			“We’ll be fine,” she assured him, swallowing the catch in her throat. Sure, she and the girls would be fine. But she would miss him so much. Her hero, her environmental warrior, her partner — he would be gone all summer, dodging malevolent eighteen-wheelers and pedaling through rain and sleet and snow and hail — or at the very least, occasional rain. His absence would leave a vacuum which would fill up with worry about everything bad that could happen to him on his journey. Nature abhorred a vacuum, after all.

			He eyed the reporter, then shrugged and gathered Ellie into a tight hug. “I’ll phone every day.”

			“You don’t have to,” she said. “Seriously. If you’re tired, or you’re doing an interview or whatever . . . We can follow you on that biking website.”

			“I’ll phone.” He touched his lips to the tip of her nose. “Thank you for letting me do this.”

			“Someone’s got to save the planet. It might as well be you,” she said.

			He shot the reporter another quick look. She was watching them intently, as if she expected them to do something newsworthy, like exchange body fluids in a steamy farewell. He sighed and gave Ellie another light, chaste kiss, this time on her mouth. “Too many people around,” he murmured. Evidently, exchanging body fluids would have suited him if they’d had a bit of privacy.

			It would have suited her, too. But not on the front lawn, in view of a television camera and all those cheering children. She and Scott had indulged in their passionate farewell last night, after Abbie and Misha had gone to bed and Scott had reviewed the contents of his bags one last time. Ellie had tried not to cling to him afterward, not wanting to burden him with concern about how much she would miss him, how much she would miss their lovemaking, how big and empty and lonely the bed would feel for the next several months while he was away. But they’d cuddled together, his breath whispering over her hair as he’d drifted off to sleep. She hadn’t slept much at all. She’d wanted to remember every minute of that night, every ounce of warm weight as his arm looped around her rib cage, as his chest pressed into her back.

			She could either smile or weep at the memory of their final night together. She smiled. “Go. And be careful. There are a lot of crazy drivers on the roads.”

			“Come on, Daddy!” Misha hollered from the driveway.

			Ellie looked past the reporter to the driveway and saw both her daughters straddling their bikes, wearing their helmets. Abbie’s helmet was royal blue, slashed with jagged stripes of silver lightning; Misha’s was plastered with so many decals, it was impossible to determine what the helmet’s actual color was.

			Scott gave Ellie a final brisk kiss, then waved the girls down to the street as he jogged across the lawn to his bike. The crowd parted for him, the trumpeter played another fanfare, and the children holding the banner began undulating it as if it were a dragon at a Chinese New Year parade. Shouts of “Good luck!” and “Go, Mr. Gillman!” rose from the throng like bubbles from a street-wide vat of seltzer.

			Ellie remained by the porch steps, watching as Scott mounted his bike. Flanked by Abbie and Misha, he started slowly down the street, his Beast of Burden trailing behind him, its orange flag fluttering cheerfully. They reached the end of the street, turned the corner, and disappeared from view.

			A wave of pride washed over Ellie, followed by a wave of . . . not quite grief, not quite despair, but soul-deep anxiety.

			He was a hero, but he was also her hero. He wanted to save the world, but he was also her world, hers and Abbie’s and Misha’s. He could pursue his dream if he had to, but right now, her only dream was that he return in one piece, soon.
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			After Abbie and Misha rode off with Scott, the crowd dispersed, the singers and the trumpet player and the news reporter decamping as soon as the savior of the planet had pedaled out of sight. Ellie was amazed by how swiftly the street outside her house emptied.

			She was equally amazed by the detritus left behind. With Lucy trailing behind her, she strode across the lawn to gather the candy bar wrapper crumpled against the curb, the popped balloon lying limp on the asphalt, a shred of silver foil, and several scraps of orange paper with indecipherable ink marks on it.

			So much for saving the planet, she thought. If you want to save the planet, the least you could do is not litter.

			She returned to the house with Lucy, tossed her collected debris into the trash can, and scrubbed her hands at the sink. Lucy wandered over to her water dish for a drink, then stared plaintively out the screen door to the back porch, as if expecting Scott to materialize on the patio, next to the barbecue grill.

			The house was too quiet. Too empty. Ellie was tempted to join Lucy at the screen door, but she knew that doing so would not make Scott miraculously reappear.

			Rarely did she have the entire house to herself. Most mornings, she departed for work right behind Scott and the girls, and they were usually home by the time she pulled into the driveway at five thirty. Even if one of the girls had an after-school activity, the other would be around. And Scott rarely stayed at the middle school past four o’clock.

			Every now and then, Ellie wished for just this — an empty house, the peace, the freedom of knowing every room, every wall, every cubic inch of air belonged only to her. Well, to Lucy, too, but she was a generally calm, easy-going mutt who demanded little beyond an occasional belly scratch and an open door to the yard when she had to pee. Ellie wished her daughters were as mellow as their dog.

			These days, it seemed, Abbie lurched from crisis to crisis, her crises usually on the order of a broken fingernail, a rumor that someone in school had said something to someone about someone else, or a homework assignment that, according to Abbie, was stupid and an utter waste of time. Abbie could fight like Rambo in a Southeast Asian jungle over such life-or-death issues as her desperate need of a certain kind of mechanical pencil and Ellie’s failure to drop whatever she was doing and drive Abbie directly to the store to buy that pencil. Or her parents’ unforgivable stinginess in refusing to subscribe to every single one of the streaming services available on TV. Or the outrageous injustice of Ellie’s denying her the right to plaster her face with makeup.

			Misha was easier, but only because her hormones hadn’t fully kicked in yet. She was in the early throes of preadolescence. She had sprouted little bumps on her chest and spent an inordinate amount of time studying her reflection in the full-length mirror in the upstairs hallway, demanding to know when, if ever, she would have cleavage — and whether having cleavage would interfere with her ability to play soccer. She had discussed shaving her legs and tweezing her eyebrows with Ellie, even though she didn’t need to do either yet. She wanted to know if the fact that Luke Bartelli was her best friend meant she and Luke were gay. She wanted to know if she was smart enough to get into the honors math class once she started middle school.

			Ellie assured her she was smart enough. And if she really wished, she could start shaving her legs in sixth grade, although her eyebrows seemed nicely shaped without any tweezing. A stretch bra might be appropriate, but Misha said she didn’t want to wear one yet. And whether or not she or Luke were gay had nothing to do with the fact that they were buddies.

			Ellie and Misha didn’t have to argue about any of this. Misha was usually upbeat and enthusiastic, even about trivial matters like accessorizing her sneakers with rainbow-hued shoe laces or spotting a chipmunk scampering across the back yard, or taking second place in a classroom spelling bee. So many things seemed to energize her; so few intensified into a crisis.

			And then there was Scott. He was a loyal husband, a devoted father — and far from upbeat when it came to the state of the universe, about which he could fume fiercely and endlessly, even when Ellie was trying to cook dinner or solve the crossword puzzle in the newspaper. “Our atmosphere’s average temperature has risen nearly two degrees Fahrenheit in the past five years,” he would rant. “We can switch over to electric cars, but then we have to mine lithium for the cars’ batteries. Do you have any idea how dirty lithium mines are?”

			Scott, Abbie, and Misha were all gone right now, and Ellie ought to savor the silence of her house on this sunny Sunday morning. She ought to welcome it. But it made her edgy.

			She picked up her phone and tapped Connie’s number. “Hey,” Connie said. “Is the man of the hour gone?”

			“The man of the hour is going to be on the news tonight,” Ellie told her. “Are you free? I’m making a fresh pot of coffee, and I think I’ve got some blueberry scones in the fridge, if Scott and the girls didn’t eat them all.”

			“I’m on my way,” Connie said.

			Ellie disconnected the call and prepared the coffee. Belatedly, she checked the refrigerator’s contents. The box containing the scones was still on the bottom shelf, with two scones inside. She had bought a half dozen yesterday, detouring to Trumbull’s Bakery after she’d finished her weekly supermarket run. Scott had muttered about the scones’ lack of nutritional value, but she had argued that the family ought to eat something special for his farewell breakfast before he headed off on his cross-country bicycle trip, and besides, blueberries were nutritious. She herself had been too nervous about his impending departure to eat anything when they’d all arisen that morning, but Scott had wound up eating two scones, and Abbie and Misha had each eaten one. That left two in the box for Ellie and Connie.

			The coffee maker beeped to announce that the cycle was complete just as Ellie heard the sound of a car idling and then shutting off in her driveway. Connie knew to walk around to the back yard and use the kitchen door. “Hello!” she called through the screen before opening it.

			Lucy backed away from the door and let out a happy bark as Connie entered. After sniffing Connie’s espadrilles, the dog trotted over to her water dish, the exertion of greeting Connie apparently having dehydrated her.

			Connie was dressed more formally than Ellie had expected — tailored slacks and a smooth knit shell with lacy trim along the neckline. Before Ellie could comment, Connie said, “I’m hosting an open house from one to three.” She had taken courses, passed the licensing exam, and become a real estate agent five years ago. Ellie was impressed that in her forties, Connie had tackled a new career and was flourishing in it. When they’d met, Connie had been working part-time in a gift shop in town, the sort of job you got when you married straight out of college after graduating with a degree in anthropology and harboring no interest in traveling to a remote island nation to study its native inhabitants.

			Abbie and Connie’s daughter Merritt had been classmates at the Koala Cub Club, a preschool just a few blocks from the Shelton Town Hall, where Ellie worked then — and still worked now. Once Ellie and Connie had bonded as fellow mothers of koala cubs, they’d arranged countless play dates for Abbie and Merritt, but the girls didn’t like each other. Now in high school, Abbie complained that Merritt was much too goth, dressing in funereal outfits, dying her hair black, and moping around the school as if a storm cloud constantly hovered above her head. Connie told Ellie that Merritt was suffering from depression and seeing a therapist. Ellie had no idea if Merritt had serious psychological issues or was merely pretending. But Ellie was relieved that Abbie had grown in a different direction, playing junior varsity volleyball, studying the clarinet, and leaving her chestnut-brown hair undyed.

			Fortunately, their daughters’ failure to click had no bearing on Ellie’s and Connie’s friendship. The moms no longer had to arrange play dates for their children in order to see each other.

			Connie made herself comfortable at the kitchen table while Ellie poured two cups of coffee and carried them, two plates, and the bakery box to the table. “Ooh, these look delicious,” Connie said as she lifted the lid. “Trumbull’s? Their stuff is so good.”

			Ellie settled into the chair across the table from Connie and helped herself to a scone. Connie took the other one and broke it carefully in half, catching the drizzle of crumbs on her plate. “So tell me about Scott’s send-off. He’s really going to be on TV?”

			“I may wind up on TV, too,” Ellie said. “A reporter from Channel 7 interviewed me and Scott, and Misha added her two cents. You know they run that hour-long news broadcast every night. They obviously need filler.”

			“Nonsense,” Connie argued. “It’s not just filler. What he’s doing is newsworthy.”

			“Maybe, but it’s also crazy, don’t you think?”

			Connie tasted her scone and smiled. “Delicious,” she said around a mouthful of pastry. She chewed, swallowed, and reverted to the topic of Scott. “You must be so proud of him, Ellie. Not just because he’ll be on TV, but honestly, he’s like a warrior, marching into battle. Or pedaling into battle, I guess. Doesn’t that turn you on?”

			Ellie laughed. “When he first told me he wanted to do this, yeah, it turned me on. How can you not love someone who wants to save the world? But now that he’s actually doing it . . .” Her smile faded. “I’m worried. I already miss him, and I keep wondering why he had to do this. He could get hit by a car. He could . . .” She drifted off, once again imagining all the catastrophes that could befall him. “Does he really think he can change the world by riding his bike to California?”

			“He’s got vision,” Connie said, then took another delicate bite of her scone. She was a petite woman, her face angular, almost pinched. Ellie was pleased to see her devouring the treat. She was always on a diet, even though she didn’t need to lose any weight. According to her, her husband thought she was pudgy.

			Then again, her husband was an asshole. Ellie often shared her opinion of him with Connie, and Connie invariably agreed with her.

			“Scott thinks beyond himself,” Connie said. “The only time Richard ever thinks beyond himself is when the Patriots are playing. Then he thinks about the Patriots.”

			“It isn’t football season now. Richard could think about other things.”

			“The Red Sox,” Connie said, then sighed. She lowered her scone, took a sip of coffee, and leaned across the table. “I opened my own bank account,” she whispered.

			Why was she whispering? The only person in the kitchen who could hear her confession was Ellie. Lucy wasn’t a person, so she didn’t count. “Richard doesn’t know?”

			Connie shook her head. “I’m going to put a portion of my earnings in it with each house I sell. He won’t even notice.”

			He probably wouldn’t. Richard Vernon earned oceans of money as a fund manager. According to Connie, he regarded her real estate commissions as pocket change, pin money, nothing more than an added hassle when his accountant prepared their tax returns.

			“And if he does notice,” Connie continued, her voice fractionally louder, “I’ll tell him I donated that money to charity. It’s not exactly a lie. I’ll be donating to the Connie charity.”

			“Are you going to leave him?” Ellie asked. Connie often moaned about how difficult Richard was, how selfish, how domineering. She’d been contemplating divorce for some time. Once, a few years ago, she had even talked to an attorney, but she’d decided the time wasn’t right.

			Evidently, it still wasn’t right. “I can’t afford to yet. And anyway, Merritt’s so fragile. I want to wait until she leaves for college. By then, I should have a decent nest egg in my secret bank account.”

			“You don’t have to wait until you can afford it,” Ellie told her. “You could make him support you if you got a divorce. He could pay alimony.”

			“Right. Like he’s going to pay me alimony if I leave him. He’d fight me tooth and nail, and then he’d demand full custody of Merritt, even though he doesn’t spend any time with her. He’d do it just to spite me.” She popped the last bit of scone into her mouth, swallowed, and smiled. Merely thinking about leaving her husband seemed to cheer her. “You’re so lucky, Ellie. Scott is a saint.”

			“No, he’s not.” Ellie dismissed Connie’s comment with a laugh. “He can be self-righteous, and sanctimonious — ”

			“Isn’t that what being a saint is all about? Sanctimony and self-righteousness?”

			“He’s trying to save the world. You need a pretty big ego to believe you can do that.”

			“So he’s got a healthy ego.” Connie shrugged. “Trust me, Ellie. He’s a saint. You don’t know how lucky you are.”

			Ellie opened her mouth to dispute Connie’s statement, then closed it without saying a word. She did know how lucky she was. Scott was a terrific guy, even if he wasn’t a saint. Who would want to be married to a saint, anyway?

			Of course Ellie supported him in his mission. How could she not? The planet he was trying to save was her planet as much as his. He wasn’t abdicating responsibility; he was making an enormous sacrifice, spending so much time away from his family.

			And yet.

			He was going to be gone for the whole summer. He was going to abandon his family for three months, maybe longer. He was going to leave Ellie alone, without another adult under her roof to back her up, to pick up the slack. To pick it up before it became slack.

			When Abbie and Misha bickered, Scott was the one who got them to stop. They didn’t listen to Ellie the way they listened to him. When one of the warning lights on the dashboard of Ellie’s car flashed on, Scott was the one who added the fluid or checked the air pressure in the tires. When some telemarketer phoned during dinner, Scott always gleefully took the phone and had fun with the caller. “You want me to buy hearing aids? Huh? Could you speak up? I can’t hear you!”

			This wasn’t the first time he’d left her and the girls alone. He attended his high school and college reunions without her, and he’d stayed a week at his mother’s house after his father died. Ellie could handle a few days here, a week there. She was competent. She was sensible. She kept the refrigerator full, made sure the bills were paid, oversaw the girls’ schedules, the parent-teacher conferences, the permission slips, the laundry. All those Mommy things.

			But she’d never had to be a solo parent for months on end — and she’d never had to do it while wondering if that little orange flag on the back of Scott’s bike trailer would keep him from getting run over by a car on some back road in Indiana or Arkansas.

			“I am lucky,” she admitted, taking a sip of her coffee. Everything would be fine. Despite being a cranky, moody teenager, Abbie was mature and well-behaved. Despite being a little hyper at times, so was Misha. They would manage without their father for a few months. Before she’d married Scott, Ellie had taken care of her own car, a much older, more decrepit car than the hybrid she was currently driving. She could take care of her car now.

			He would be gone, but he would come home. His little orange flag would protect him, and he would save the world and then come home.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three
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			“He ate at McDonald’s, and we have to eat tofu stir-fry,” Misha complained.

			They had just ended their phone call with Scott, which had interrupted their dinner but was nonetheless welcomed. He had reported that, indeed, he’d eaten two hamburgers and a wilted salad from McDonald’s. He’d told them his first day had gone smoothly. He’d spotted more squirrels than he could count along the side of the road, and a few bunnies, and lots of cars, but not too many trucks because trucks mostly stuck to the Interstate, where cyclists weren’t permitted to ride. “I had to breathe in some auto exhaust fumes, but no truck fumes,” he’d told them. “That’s a plus.”

			“I like tofu stir-fry,” Abbie said as she delicately poked the tines of her fork into the last button mushroom remaining on her plate. “I thought it tasted good.” She punctuated this critique by popping the mushroom into her mouth.

			Ellie smiled, wondering what privilege Abbie was going to request. She rarely wasted her breath complimenting a meal Ellie served. Her praise for that evening’s dinner undoubtedly meant she wanted something from her mother. Permission to wear mascara, probably.

			“It tasted okay,” Misha allowed. “But Daddy ate at McDonald’s. We never eat there. When was the last time we ate at McDonald’s?”

			“You should feel sorry for your father,” Ellie pointed out. “He had to eat a greasy, flavorless hamburger.”

			“Two hamburgers,” Misha corrected her. “He ate two.”

			“I tell you what.” Ellie knew the girls were restless. She’d been as aware as they were of Scott’s vacant chair at the kitchen table, the empty placemat, the absence of his deep male voice harmonizing with their high-pitched female voices, the lack of his lame jokes and indignant proclamations and interrogations about the homework they would be turning in to their teachers on Monday. All three Gillman women needed something to distract them from the fact that Scott was gone. Something to cheer them up. “How about if I make some popcorn and we watch a movie this evening? You both finished your homework, right?”

			“Field of Dreams!” Misha shouted. It was Scott’s favorite movie.

			Ellie glanced at Abbie, who nodded. “Yeah, we should watch Field of Dreams in Dad’s honor, since he’s not here.”

			“Fine.” Not the funniest movie, and by the end they would all be sobbing, but they would be sobbing happy tears. Ellie stood, gathered the empty plates and silverware, and carried them to the sink. “Go set up the DVD player and I’ll make the popcorn.”

			The girls scampered into the den, Abbie ahead of Misha because she was bigger and older. Ellie grinned as she rinsed the plates and stacked them in the dishwasher. Abbie might be a teenager, might believe she was quite sophisticated, might insist that she should be allowed to wear as much makeup as she wanted, wherever and whenever she wished. But the thought of a family movie accompanied by a big bowl of popcorn still excited her. She was not as nonchalant as she might believe.

			Once the dishes were done, the table wiped down, and the popcorn popped, Ellie joined the girls on the sofa in the den. It had once been a vivid brown, but now it was faded to a vague grayish-taupe, the fabric shiny in spots, the cushions permanently depressed in the shapes of variously sized butts. Ellie would love to buy a new couch. For that matter, she would love to buy new living room furniture, a new runner rug for the hallway, a new armoire for the master bedroom — on the old one, one of the doors never closed properly — and a new kitchen table with a heavily lacquered surface, impervious to spills and stains. But while solidly middle class, the Gillmans weren’t rich. They deposited a significant chunk of Ellie’s monthly paycheck into a college fund for the girls and did their best to cover their day-to-day expenses using only Scott’s schoolteacher income.

			Ellie was acutely aware that while Scott’s school agreed to pay his salary through the end of the current term, he would not be earning any money teaching summer school this year, and if his save-the-planet bike tour caused him to miss the beginning of the fall term, he would not be granted a paid sabbatical. Scott had set up his GoFundMe page to finance his trip, but that money was dedicated solely to the trip. He could pay for dinner at McDonald’s using those funds, and his motel room, and whatever other expenses he incurred as he saved the planet, but Ellie could not use a penny of his GoFundMe money to splurge on scones for breakfast, let alone a sofa, a rug, and all the rest. Tomorrow, the girls would be back to breakfasts of cereal and milk, although lately Abbie had taken to augmenting her morning meal with a half cup of black coffee, which she choked down while insisting it tasted delicious. She stubbornly refused to make the coffee more palatable by adding sugar and cream. “The whole idea is it’s got no calories,” she explained to Ellie as she sipped the bitter black brew in her mug and grimaced. “What would be the point of drinking it if it made me fat?”

			As soon as Ellie settled onto the sofa, Misha pressed the “play” button on the remote control and the movie began.

			Ellie had arrived in the den armed with distractions along with the popcorn: the magazine from the Sunday Boston Globe, a pencil, and her phone. She checked her phone first. Scott had told her he would be contributing regularly to a website called Wheeling and Dealing, which allowed long-distance bicycle riders to post photos and updates about their trips. “It’s a good way to stay in touch with all those generous people who donated on the GoFundMe page,” he’d explained. A good way to stay in touch with his fans, too, Ellie thought. A good way to remain in the spotlight, however dim that spotlight might be.

			She was able to access his Wheeling and Dealing page on her phone. He had posted pretty much exactly what he’d told Ellie and the girls during their phone conversation: he had crossed into New York State, he’d found a cheap motel for the night, he’d bought supper at a McDonald’s down the road from the motel. He didn’t mention the squirrels and rabbits in his post, but Ellie supposed that in time, he would write longer entries and offer more detail. It would be pretty boring for him to post I biked 150 miles and ate at McDonald’s every day. Then again, squirrels and rabbits could be kind of boring, too.

			She glanced up at the television in time to watch the Boston-set scene from the movie, during which Kevin Costner would track down James Earl Jones and they would attend a baseball game at Fenway Park. Ellie always felt a surge of hometown pride during the movie’s Boston section, even though the Gillmans lived twenty miles from the city. She and Scott had met in Boston as college students. They’d dated there. They’d fallen in love there. They had even ridden their bicycles through the city, although Ellie had always felt nervous when they did, given Boston’s twisting streets and maniacal drivers. Scott was undoubtedly much safer biking across the continent than he’d been biking from Back Bay to the North End.

			Abbie was already sniffling a bit, even though the movie hadn’t gotten sad yet. Its overriding tone was wistful, and the soundtrack music was poignant. Misha would undoubtedly need to wipe her eyes and blow her nose soon, as well, but right now, she was too busy stuffing popcorn into her mouth. She was as thin as a blade of grass, even as she consumed vast quantities of food. That she could cram fistfuls of popcorn into her mouth after polishing off a heaping plate of stir-fry — she’d devoured a gluttonous portion despite her disappointment that it wasn’t hamburgers — made Ellie wonder whether she was undergoing a growth spurt.

			What if she grew two inches while Scott was away? Would he still recognize her when he got home?

			Ellie reached across Misha’s lap to scoop a few popcorn puffs from the bowl, then opened the magazine to the puzzle page. The actors’ voices drifted through her brain, along with the sounds of traffic and the wind and whatever else was going on in the movie. Ellie had viewed it enough times — Scott liked to watch it at least once a year — that she didn’t need to watch it now. She was content just listening to it with her daughters seated next to her, her dog under the coffee table gnawing on a plastic chew-toy shaped like a T-bone steak, and the salty fragrance of popcorn in the air.

			By the end of the movie, as Ellie had predicted, Abbie and Misha were both sniffling, but smiling despite their moist eyes. “It’s like Daddy,” Misha said. “The hero has this dream, and he makes it come true, and it changes everything.”

			“Daddy’s dream is a little more significant than building a baseball field in a cornfield,” Ellie pointed out.

			“He’s not just building the ball field,” Abbie reminded Ellie, gesturing toward the TV. “He’s also reconciling with his father.”

			Ellie suppressed a smile at Abbie’s word choice. She was already studying vocabulary lists in preparation for the standardized college tests she expected to start taking next year. Reconciling wasn’t a word she used on a regular basis.

			“You’re right,” Ellie said. “Fortunately, your dad doesn’t have to reconcile with his children. It’s a school night, so time for bed, Misha.”

			“No! I have to stay up to watch the news. Daddy’s going to be on it. And we are, too.”

			True enough. The news would start at ten p.m., and the story of Scott’s bike ride wasn’t major enough to appear in the first half hour. But Ellie couldn’t not let Misha watch it, even if she would have to stay awake past ten thirty to do so. “Go get washed up, get into your PJ’s, organize your backpack, and then you can stay up — just until the report about Dad is on. I don’t want you falling asleep in class tomorrow.”

			“If Ms. Gorshin talks about the thousand paper cranes again, I’ll fall asleep in class even if I go to bed right now,” Misha predicted. “I mean, it’s a good story, but she talked about it all last week. We all know how it ends. The girl dies.”

			“Go wash up anyway,” Ellie ordered, softening the command by kissing the crown of Misha’s head.

			Both girls rose from the couch, Abbie carrying the empty popcorn bowl, and vanished into the kitchen. Ellie heard the spray of the water in the sink as they cleaned the bowl, and then their footsteps as they climbed the stairs. After completing the crossword puzzle, she tapped her phone awake, clicked to the Wheeling and Dealing website, and read Scott’s entry once more. He would probably be deeply asleep in his motel room by now. All that biking — he’d be exhausted from today, and in need of a good night’s rest for tomorrow.

			She, on the other hand, couldn’t imagine falling asleep. She was tired. It had been a hectic day after a restless night. But how could she sleep when worry niggled at her? It was a faint white noise inside her skull, reminding her of everything that could go wrong on Scott’s trip, how far away he would be, how unreachable. Sticking to the back roads, he could have an accident and discover that he had no cell phone signal. Or the accident might break his phone altogether. He would surely encounter precipitation — he’d packed waterproof outerwear with that expectation — and the wet roads would be slick. Even worse, in those vast Midwestern states he might encounter tornadoes. She had watched The Wizard of Oz almost as many times as Field of Dreams, and the image of Mrs. Gulch pedaling her bicycle through a twister, while Dorothy’s house spun through the air before landing in Oz, had always made Ellie laugh. Not anymore.

			She shook herself free of negative thoughts once the girls returned to the den. Abbie was still dressed, but Misha wore her jammies, the cotton worn nearly to transparency and the flowers in the pattern faded beyond recognition. The bottoms fell barely past midshin on Misha’s legs. She was definitely growing.

			Ellie heaved herself off the couch and carried her magazine to the kitchen, where she added it to the recycle pile. Then she let Lucy out into the backyard for her final pee of the day. If Scott were home, he might have poured himself and Ellie a glass of port, a treat they often enjoyed at the end of a long week. But she wouldn’t drink port without him, especially not with the girls around. Most Sundays at this hour, Misha was asleep and Abbie was shut up inside her bedroom, texting with her friends.

			Ellie had guessed correctly; the report about Scott’s bike trip didn’t appear until after the weather forecast at ten thirty, although the newscast showed several teasers about it, the anchorwoman gushing, “And coming up soon — this Shelton man is using his bicycle to spread the word about global warming!”

			“Climate change!” both Abbie and Misha shouted at the television each time the anchorwoman said “global warming.” Scott had explained to them that not all climate change was about the planet’s growing warmer, although the rise in atmospheric temperature was the underlying cause of many weather disturbances. “When you say ‘global warming,’ someone always says, ‘If the planet is so warm, how come we got two feet of snow yesterday?’ or ‘Bring on the warming! I’m tired of these subzero temperatures!’ The problem is that weather extremes used to be aberrant, and they’re not anymore. Do you know what aberrant means?”

			Scott had defined the word for them enough times that they knew it now. If it appeared in the vocabulary portion of Abbie’s SAT test next year, she would be prepared.

			Finally, after the meteorologist described the upcoming weather for the week — no tornadoes forecast for the Midwest, thank God — Scott’s story came on. There was their house, their street, the children with the banner, the school choir, the trumpeter, the Girl Scouts with the cookies. There was Scott, looking remarkably sexy in his bright yellow RE:CYCLE shirt and snug biking shorts. He had been in excellent shape even before he’d started his training regimen for this trip. Now, his calves were even more contoured with muscle, his thighs taut beneath the shorts, his arms lean and sinewy; they were hidden by the long sleeves of his Henley shirt, but last night those strong, naked arms had held Ellie close. His hair danced gently in the breeze, mostly a dark blond with a few strands of silver woven through the waves. He squinted slightly in the bright sunlight, and his smile folded his lean cheeks into dimples.

			“He looks good!” Abbie said. It was unlike her to be so enthusiastic about anything, let alone her parents. But she’d only spoken the truth. He did look good.

			More than good, he looked amazingly confident. He looked like someone who intended to save the planet and believed he was capable of it. In the news feature, with the reporter babbling about his trip in a gee-whiz singsong voice and the school children cheering for him as if he were a pop music idol, he was getting a great deal of attention — which was what he’d wanted this trip to be about. At least on his first day, things were going precisely as he’d hoped they would.

			“There we are!” Misha bounced on the couch, not the least bit sleepy despite the late hour. “Look, Mom!”

			Indeed, there Ellie and Misha were. Misha looked as eager as her father did, but less squinty-eyed in the sun’s glare. In the background, on the front porch, Abbie was a faint silhouette, but she still cringed and covered her face with her hands as the camera panned the length of the porch. “Ugh,” she groaned. “I look awful.”

			“You look beautiful,” Ellie argued, not adding that Abbie’s eyes were lovely without any makeup on them.

			She remembered the pat phrases she’d said in answer to the reporter’s questions. Listening to herself speak in the broadcast, she decided she sounded articulate and knowledgeable, and while not as pretty as either of her daughters, she appeared reasonably presentable in her slim jeans and cotton sweater. But she wasn’t looking straight at the reporter, or at the cameraman directly behind. Her gaze angled a bit past the camera, settling on Scott. And her eyes appeared worried, her lips tense, her hands curled into fists. Loose fists, but fists just the same.

			What had she been thinking when she’d talked to the reporter? That her husband would be riding off toward the horizon on a skimpy bike with little protection other than his helmet and that orange flag? That he would be gone for months?

			Or that when he came home, he would be different? Not dirty, although she was sure he would be scruffy. No matter how many showers he took and how many loads of laundry he ran, road dirt would cling to him. He might decide, after a while, to forgo shaving. His hair would be even longer.

			But those differences were cosmetic. What if he changed inside? What if he truly did believe himself worthy of all the attention he was receiving? What if he honestly was convinced that he had saved the planet?

			What if he came home a saint? How would she be able to live with someone like that?

		

	
		
			Day Five

			All went well at Millardville today. I arrived at the primary school later than expected (road construction, a detour, and hills, hills, hills!), but thank heavens for cell phones. I contacted the school, and they were able to push my presentation back to two o’clock.

			The kids loved my presentation! They watched my PowerPoint slides and listened to my talk. They asked good questions. (Well, some of those good questions were asked by teachers, not students.) They were very curious about the bike itself. Most of them had never seen a recumbent bike before. And the Beast of Burden was a novelty to them. A couple of them mentioned those screened, zippered child carriers adults sometimes attach to their bicycles, but not a trailer for carrying gear, which is a necessity if you’re using your bike in place of a car. Bikes don’t have trunks, right? You need that Beast of Burden to carry your groceries home from the supermarket — or your clothing, snack supply, and laptop across the country.

			Anyway, the kids were a terrific audience. They wanted to pose for pictures with the bike, and with me. The third-grade teacher (Millardville is small enough that they have only one class per grade) used her phone to take a group shot of me surrounded by her students. As soon as the fourth graders saw that, they asked their teacher to take a picture of me with them. And then the second graders wanted their turn, and the kindergarteners, and all the other students.

			I felt like a movie star, posing for photo after photo. Some of the photos were posted to the school district’s website: www.millardvillepublicschools.edu. As you can see, I look a lot more like a long-distance cyclist than a movie star. But my RE:CYCLE shirt photographs really well, doesn’t it?

			More later.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four
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			“Your husband is famous!” Wayne boomed as Ellie entered the office suite she shared with him in the town hall. Wayne McNulty was officially the town manager and Ellie was his assistant, but in truth, she performed most of the work his job entailed. Wayne owed his position to the Shelton Select Board, which had hired him. He specialized in shaking hands, slapping backs, and making sure the members of the select board thought he’d hung the moon. He had sculpted hair as thick as a mink’s fur, the neon smile of a game show host, and the robust personality of a politician, even though, unlike the select board members, his wasn’t an elected position. He answered to the board, and they in turn answered to the town’s residents who had voted for them.

			With his glossy appearance and glib manner, Wayne was skilled at addressing town meetings, delivering the explanations and mission statements that Ellie prepared for him, and taking credit whenever anything went right.

			As his assistant, Ellie made sure most things went right.

			While she found Wayne overweening, and she sometimes — often — resented having to take orders from someone five years younger than she was and nowhere near as competent, she loved her job. She had majored in urban planning in college, and while Shelton was more suburban than urban, she knew how to do whatever needed to be done to keep the town functioning smoothly. She had worked in several of the town’s departments en route to her current job as the assistant town manager, and her resume and experience far outshone Wayne’s. But she lacked his talent for backslapping and handshaking, and her hair fell in a drab, brown, shoulder-length pageboy. Clearly, the select board placed a great deal of value on backslapping, handshaking, and impressive hair. They adored Wayne McNulty.

			Ellie had spent most of the afternoon at the public safety complex down the road from the town hall, explaining to the fire chief that he could not get a new state-of-the-art fire truck every year. The fire engine he craved carried a sticker price in the mid six figures, and the town simply couldn’t budget that much so Chief Mulroney could have all spanking-new engines. “Every three years, minimum,” she’d informed him after sharing her budget projections with him. There was a limit to how high property taxes could go. There was a limit to how much blood she and Miriam Horowitz, the town controller, could squeeze from a stone. “The older trucks still work. They might not have all the bells and whistles, but they’ve got excellent sirens.”

			Chief Mulroney had smiled weakly at her joke. She knew he was disappointed. She knew that every department in town — Police, Public Works, Public Health, Education — wanted the latest, the newest, the best. They wanted fancy buildings and fancy vehicles and tractors that could simultaneously clear snow from the sidewalks and sprinkle chemicals that would melt the ice. As someone who walked on those sidewalks, she would love to provide the public works department with such tractors. But . . . Property taxes. Blood from a stone.

			Of course, Wayne didn’t want to be the one who said no to the town’s various department heads. He wanted to be popular, to be loved. So he had Ellie handle that unpleasant chore. It made sense that she should be the one to tell the department heads their wishes would not be fulfilled, since she also prepared the budgets and worked with Miriam to monitor revenues. She knew better than Wayne did what the town could and could not afford.

			Sometimes she wondered whether she ought to be the town manager, rather than the assistant town manager. She wondered whether she ought to get the title, the glory, the bigger office, the bigger salary. She would definitely appreciate the bigger salary, but the rest of it? If the job meant kissing up to elected officials all the time, she wasn’t sure she’d want that. She wasn’t sure she’d be terribly good at it, either.

			“So,” Wayne said, “Joe Schumacher told me your husband was on the Channel 7 news the other night. We found a video online, so I was able to see for myself. You were in the video, too.”

			Although it was nearly four o’clock in the afternoon, this was the first time she’d talked to Wayne since she had arrived at work that morning. He hadn’t found his way to the town hall until she had already left for her meeting with Chief Mulroney. Evidently, he’d spent part of that morning with Joe Schumacher, who was the town counsel, another glad-handing political hack. Given that it was a lovely spring day, they had probably conducted their business on the golf course at the ritzy country club where Wayne was a member. At some point — perhaps while indulging in an expense-account lunch in the clubhouse after the eighteenth hole — they’d plugged in a laptop or done a search on their phones and found the news report of Scott’s festive departure.

			“So your husband’s famous,” Wayne said now.

			“He’s trying to raise awareness about climate change,” Ellie said. “Any news coverage is welcome.”
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