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			“Eros has degenerated; he began by introducing order and harmony, and now he brings back chaos.”

			—­George Eliot

			“I had the sense that the deeper meaning of the story was in the gaps.”

			—­Edith Wharton

		

	
		
			CONTENTS

			The Smash-­Up

			Title

			Copyright

			Dedication

			Epigraph

			INTRODUCTION

			TUESDAY, LATE SEPTEMBER 2018

			1

			2

			June 1995

			3

			4

			5

			WEDNESDAY

			6

			7

			October 1995

			8

			9

			10

			11

			12

			February 1996

			13

			14

			THURSDAY

			15

			16

			17

			June 1996

			18

			19

			20

			FRIDAY

			21

			22

			23

			SATURDAY

			24

			25

			EPILOGUE

			Acknowledgments

			About the Author

		

	
		
			INTRODUCTION

			What happened?

			Everyone asked the question, had been asking since the election. They asked while watching the news, that storm of headlines, jump-­cut footage of marches and speeches and hand-­sharpied cardboard, an endless, swirling blizzard—­a siege, really—­of protests and counterprotests, action and reaction, people screaming at one another in the street, neighbor versus neighbor, friend versus friend. (Or too often: friends no more. We were in new territory. People had their limits.)

			What happened? Reporters asked in small-­town diners over $7.50 lunch specials, BLTs cut into neat wedges and Heinz bottles perched like microphones atop scratched Formica tables.

			What happened? People asked one another in church basements, community centers, gyms, coffee shops, living rooms where they came together to weep, process, scrawl on placards, plan the revolution.

			What happened? Parents snapped off NPR mid-­story, not wanting to answer questions from the backseat. College students organized walkouts, staged sit-ins, blocked freeways. A giant inflatable chicken appeared behind the White House lawn, some sort of protest that no one entirely understood. Everything was some sort of protest now.

			What happened what happened what happened what

			Everyone had their answers, and as is generally the case in these situations, everyone’s version of the story was a little different. It was impossible, it was inevitable, it was surreal, it was unreal, it was scandal, sea change, enthralling, a coup. It was some bad sort of smash-­up: just the right-­or-­wrong elements at just the right-­or-­wrong time: anger and alienation, misinformation and disinformation, resentment and rage, hucksters and hackers, bots and Nazis (literal Nazis! As if they hadn’t been the unequivocal villains in every film for the last half century! For heaven’s sake, hadn’t these people ever even seen Indiana Jones?). It was all of these things, it was none of these things, it made no goddamned sense, that’s the point, and the only thing any of us knew for sure was this: on the eighth day of the eleventh month of the year of our lord two thousand and sixteen, our nation—­and with it the world we’d known—­had turned upside down.

			Once, a lifetime ago it seems now, I interviewed a geologist. This was in the Before—­before the world smashed to pieces, back when we could count on tomorrow unfolding more or less like it had today, which of course was more or less like yesterday and all the days before that. Find something interesting, my editor had told me. He’d said it vaguely, with a wave of his hand. Make geology relevant.

			The geologist I’d interviewed was athletic and lean, pale as parchment. For two hours, she and I sat together in a windowless basement office in the science building of a mid-­sized college campus. She explained that the Earth’s crust is always in motion, tectonic plates shifting endlessly, like jigsaw puzzle pieces shuffled around a table. The plates move so slowly that changes are largely imperceptible.

			But sometimes the jagged edges snag. The plates can’t get free, so they push against each other, like lovers who can neither separate nor get close enough. Pressure mounts, moment upon moment, decade upon decade. Eventually the planet cracks open, and nothing is ever the same again. We think of an earthquake as a single moment in time, the geologist told me that day, when in fact it’s a centuries-­long event. It happens bit by bit by bit, then all at once.

			She shared other things in that conversation—­that the Americas and Asia will someday be a single landmass, one enormous ­supercontinent. That our oceans sometimes belch enormous boulders into open sky; recently, a stone two and a half times the weight of the Statue of Liberty was hurled from the sea off the coast of Ireland. It sailed hundreds of feet through the air, then landed, to the bewilderment of locals, smack-­dab in the middle of an open field.

			But it was the earthquake part that I found myself thinking about in those days of what happened.

			Bit by bit by bit, then all at once. That was how it felt: like pressure we hadn’t even noticed building had cracked wide open the ground we’d been standing on. Only after fissures had become chasms did we realize they’d been there all along. Sometimes the people who had been next to us just moments ago were now on the other side of a sharp divide, a canyon no one could cross.

			It ripped people apart, this thing that happened. That’s what I’m saying. It tore entire lives asunder.

			If you’ve ever been to Starkfield, you know the post office. And if you know the post office, you know it’s the last place you can reliably get any sort of cell service until you reach Corbury.

			It was a mile south of the post office, well into the dead zone, that I came upon Ethan.

			It was March, then: twenty-­eight months since the election. I’d spent the last two months traveling the country, interviewing artists and academics, scientists and entrepreneurs. I was gathering notes for an anthology of big ideas. This Is Genius. Its pages were to feature change-­makers, innovators, thought leaders. These were the folks who delivered TED talks, won PEN Awards, who might, any day now, be invited to fly to Sweden to accept their Nobel. (None of them, it should be noted, knew what happened, either, nor had they seen it coming.)

			That week, I’d been at a small Berkshires college trying to understand the work of a neurobiologist, a MacArthur winner who studied birdsong—­one of those quiet academics whose research seems charmingly irrelevant until the moment people realize it upends tenets of Darwinism.

			I was nearing the end of my research phase for the book, staying in an Airbnb apartment above the garage of an aging widow, Mrs. Nathan Hale, near the center of downtown Starkfield. For the most part, my book research had taken me to big cities and hip college towns—­young places where I’d stood in long lines at pour-­over coffee shops, listening to the whir of espresso machines as tattooed baristas rattled off the precise textural differences between flat whites and café au laits.

			Starkfield, by contrast, is a quiet place. Humble. Though it’s surrounded by communities with world-­class museums and expensive ski lodges, celebrity-­studded theater festivals and performances by the Boston Symphony Orchestra, Starkfield somehow manages to have none of these things. Downtown boasts only a nondescript village green, around which are scattered a handful of small businesses, no more than one of each variety: one coffee shop, one hardware store, one bank, one barbershop, one pharmacy. There’s a recently shuttered UPS Store, a chain pizza shop, a dive bar called the Flats, and a nail salon with a tanning bed in back. A person can pass through the business district in forty seconds without breaking the speed limit.

			Starkfield, in other words, is a closed-­off sort of place—­the kind of town where a person might be able to hide from all those screaming headlines, all that action and reaction. Maybe find a little quiet amid the noise.

			So there I was: on Route 7, returning to my rented one-­bedroom after my final interview with the biologist. And there he was: Ethan.

			He stood on the shoulder, in front of a battered Subaru wagon, just past the painted welcome to starkfield, a historic village sign, the threshold between Starkfield and everywhere. He was long and lanky, wearing Carhartts and Warby Parkers, a knit cap pulled over his ears. He held his cell phone toward the sky, and something about his posture—­the lift of his chin as he squinted at his screen, the rigid way he held his shoulders—­reminded me of a statue, some long-forgotten figure, frozen forever in bronze.

			The man’s tire was flat. Any fool could see that.

			I didn’t want to stop. I had work to do, deadlines to meet, a book to finish, plenty of other concerns too. I considered waving, rolling past as if I didn’t understand he was in trouble. But as I got closer, Ethan glanced up from his phone. His eyes drifted through my windshield, met mine.

			He nodded in greeting, a single dip of the head.

			Poor man’s not been the same since the smash-­up. The Widow Hale had said that to me just this morning, confessing that she’d left a casserole on his porch. She’d said it almost apologetically, as if there were some shame in helping out a neighbor. I took pains to reassure her: it’s always a lovely thing, looking after those who live among us. Isn’t that what the world most needs these days?

			Now I lifted one hand from the steering wheel, waved. Then I sighed, slowed, cranked the steering wheel to the right. I rolled down my window. “Need some help?”

			He had a car jack back at the house. Shouldn’t take long.

			I nodded. Waited until he was buckled in before I put the car into gear. We rode in silence, Ethan staring out the window until we reached the edge of downtown. It was not quite the end of a long, bleak winter. The village green—­presented as bright and alive in all the official town promotional materials—­was now nothing but dead grass and gray patches of ice. Ethan turned away from the window as we passed. He leaned down to lift a book that lay at his feet: String Theory for Dummies. I’d been using this book while writing a particularly obscure chapter of This Is Genius. Ethan opened to a random page, began to read. “Ten to the five-­hundredth power separate universes, each with its own laws of physics.”

			I kept my eyes on the road. I couldn’t shake the feeling the wrong response might have the effect of a gunshot near a skittish horse; poor guy might throw open the door of the car, pitch himself right the hell out of the moving vehicle.

			“Well, that’s what some say, anyway,” I finally answered. I flicked my left blinker, started up Schoolhouse Hill. “But it’s not like any of us will get to know for sure.”

			He set the book down, looked out the window again. “There are so many things in this world I don’t know about.”

			Was that wonder in his voice, or regret?

			Just past the old cemetery, we turned into a rutted driveway. A hand-­painted sign, faded almost to bare wood, hung from an oak: the fromes. The driveway, like the lawn, was all dug up, mud frozen into hard lumps like boils on skin. Flapping tarps covered bare clapboards—­a renovation project, begun during more optimistic times, now permanently stalled. Ethan opened the car door, swung his feet onto the driveway. “Might as well come inside.” He didn’t look at me as he spoke. “Could take a minute.”

			I hesitated. Wouldn’t it be easier, faster, less . . . involved . . . if I just waited out here? But then a blast of cold wind blew through the front seat. Too cold. I opened my own door and followed him up the sagging porch.

			Inside, it took a few seconds for my eyes to adjust. The place was dark. Cramped. Construction tarps hung from the ceiling, blocking off an entire side of the house. On this side of the plastic, a stack of furniture stood like some sort of conceptual sculpture: a coffee table on top of an armchair atop a sofa. There were two dining-­room tables, top to top, legs reaching both toward the floor and toward the ceiling, like a variation of Dolittle’s pushmi-­pullyu. Two rolled carpets, one still in its original plastic, leaned against the wall, while half-­filled boxes covered the floor. Ethan glanced around, as if he were seeing the place for the first time. “Been trying to organize,” he said. An apology, I think. “Car jack’s around here somewhere.”

			Across the room, an old dog lifted her head. Her tail thumped two times. Three.

			Ethan opened a box marked garage—­keep. He peered inside, frowned, then began to open another. The old dog, tired, lay back down, began to snore.

			As Ethan stooped over those boxes, attempting to decipher the chaos of his own life, I turned around, shifted my attention to a built-­in bookshelf. It wasn’t a book that captured my attention. It was a photograph: taken outside on some bright, sunny day. Green grass, summer leaves, dappled light. Three faces, all of them laughing. In the center sat Ethan, eyes dancing. In this photo, he looked about twenty years younger than the man who had gotten into my car.

			What happened?

			You can imagine a thousand lives for a person, tell any number of stories based on a single image. You can try to put words to it: who he’d been and what he’d lost, and how, exactly, those canyons of worry had been carved into his temples.

			It had affected him, too, this thing that happened.

			There are no closed-­off places, it turns out. The rupturing, the quake, could be felt in every floorboard, in every home. There wasn’t a window anywhere that hadn’t been rattled. Even here, even in this quiet nowhere, what happened had fractured even the quietest of lives.
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			HOW TO WAIT

			Maybe you’re standing in the shadows. Near that old spruce tree, probably. Maybe needles poke the back of your neck, and there’s a leash in your hand, and at the other end of the leash is an arthritic dog. She’s patient, the old mutt—­a little confused, perhaps, about why you’ve taken to standing in this particular spot at this particular time of night, but not so confused as to make a fuss. She wags her tail a few times, then lowers herself, resigned, into a sit position.

			Good girl.

			Maybe it’s a Tuesday night, late September, and you’re standing on the Ledge.

			The Ledge isn’t a real ledge, not any sort of cliff. It is, instead, a tiny dip near the bottom of Schoolhouse Hill Road. Here, after a steady half-­mile downward slope, the pavement rises ever so slightly before dropping, sharp and steep, into its final, vertiginous descent. When drivers hit the Ledge too fast, it can feel like the car is flying off the road altogether. Kids love the sensation: the unexpected weightlessness, the stomach drop, free fall, whoosh, like a roller coaster, almost.

			But you’ve never much liked roller coasters, have you?

			Besides, you’re on foot tonight. And as it happens, if you pause here, the Ledge offers the clearest view of downtown Starkfield, Massachusetts, a person will find anywhere. That’s where you look now: at three figures standing on the village green.

			No, actually; that’s not quite right. There might be three figures down there, but your eyes are fixed on just one: the girl.

			Blue hair. Yellow streetlight.

			The girl brings something to her lips. Inhales. She holds her breath, count of five. When she exhales, wisps of smoke rise toward the sky. Diaphanous, that breath, like a prayer, or a spirit escaping the body. It’s unclear where her breath ends and the dark night begins.

			The girl hands whatever she’s smoking (oh, who are you kidding? You know exactly what she’s smoking and you wouldn’t mind a little yourself, thankyouverymuch) to one of the two guys. Tall drink of water, this kid: clean-­shaven, in too-­short khakis and an old-­man cardigan. Looks pimply, too, with hi-­tops that seem too big for his stick legs. Skinny Pimple takes the joint, and just for a moment, you allow yourself to imagine that you’re him, that you’re curling your lips over the place where Maddy’s had just been. You picture lipstick marks on white paper: purple, maybe, or cherry red, the color of a beating heart.

			Thumping music from the Flats bar, AC/DC. What is it, 10:30? 10:45? Must be damn near last call by now.

			Somewhere else—­in Brooklyn, say, which you called home a lifetime ago—­the night is just getting started. In those places, people are leaving apartments. They’re stepping into the street, ready to eat, drink, dance, fuck.

			Here in Starkfield, most of the windows have already gone black.

			Skinny takes a toke, passes the joint to the other guy. This kid, the one you recognize, is more compact, almost stocky, with a beard that’s trimmer and darker than yours. Not a speck of gray in his.

			Perhaps you reach up to feel your salt-­and-­pepper tangle—­more salt than pepper, actually—­its length nearly to your sternum.

			You don’t head down the hill, don’t even consider approaching those kids. Come on, you’re no dummy. You know exactly what people—­neighbors, say, or even your wife—­would assume if you were to get any closer. They’d think you desperate. Some middle-­aged fool. A modern-­day Prufrock, pathetic in his longing.

			But for the record, they’d be wrong: That’s not who you are. It’s not who you’ve ever been. This thing that’s happening now—­the thing that’s brought you here tonight, and all the other nights—­is something else altogether, something you haven’t yet put into words. Whatever it is, it feels important, urgent. The one thing you know for sure is this: it’s only on these nights, these walks, that you can finally breathe.

			My God. It feels good to breathe, doesn’t it?

			A screech owl. A guitar wail. This clear, cool night.

			The hour is coming—­if we’re counting hours, we’re down to the double digits now, and the clock is ticking fast—­when this view won’t be so peaceful. Mere days from now, an observer standing exactly where you are will be witness to a different scene entirely. But that all lies in the future. The unknown future, the impossible future.

			In. Out.

			Maybe that’s when the phone call comes.

			The phone. Shit.

			Ethan jams his hand into the pocket of his fleece, flicks his phone to silent. The sudden motion startles Hypatia. The dog rises, collar jingling. Her wagging tail makes a soft swish against the branches. Ethan brings his finger to his lips, as if the animal could possibly understand. Shh, he wills.

			He lifts his hand, the signal to sit, and she does. Good dog.

			Did they hear anything, those three down there? Inside the circle of light, the blue-­haired girl throws her head back, laughing. Some joke Ethan didn’t get to hear. No one looks up.

			Inside the bar, AC/DC gives way to Guns N’ Roses.

			Not long ago, trees would have blocked this view. When Ethan and Zo moved to town nearly sixteen years ago, a row of massive elms flanked the bottom of Schoolhouse Hill. The trees were nearly two centuries old, miracle beasts that somehow survived the Dutch elm epidemic, only to be drowned, seven years ago, in the floods of Hurricane Irene. The town replaced the elms with blue spruces, but death came for these new trees, too, just as it did for the ornamental pears that followed, and the emerald ash after that. Last year, town officials announced they’d given up on trees altogether—­Sorry, folks, the climate’s changing too fast, no hope for it, we’re in the apocalypse now, might as well enjoy the view.

			Ethan sees the bearded kid take his toke. Lean in. All greedy-­like.

			He knows this kid’s name: Arlo O’Shea. Son of that dot-­com millionaire from Corbury, the next town over. Back in the mid-­’90s, Arlo’s dad launched and sold some mediocre-­but-­brilliantly-­timed medical website. That was back in the days when venture capitalists hurled suitcases full of cash at any idiot with a URL. Rumor has it that Arlo’s dad, then still in his twenties, took in a cool $112 million when the company was acquired by AOL. Built himself an eight-­bedroom home with killer views over on Mount Corbury and never looked back.

			Now, apparently, the lucky millionaire’s son has decided to slum it in Starkfield. And for the record, he’s standing way too fucking close to Maddy.

			Also, the sugar maples. They’re dying too.

			Ethan’s phone vibrates in his pocket. Two calls in a row. Must be Zo, clearing her own mind of some to-­do item by passing it on to him. Did you write that tuition check yet? Or: Faucet leaking again, ugh. Or: Need paper towels!

			Except: no. That can’t be right. Zo’s women’s group was still at the house when Ethan left, and they didn’t look anywhere near ready to leave. When the women are meeting (and let’s be honest: even when they’re not), Zo’s not thinking about Ethan at all.

			When his phone comes to life a third time, Ethan takes a look: Not Zo. It’s Randy. His old Bränd partner. Finally returning his calls.

			Damn, he really has to take this one.

			Ethan takes a few steps up the hill, to the far the side of the spruce. Hypatia follows dutifully. When she sits again, her back rounds, head droops, like she’s an infrequently watered houseplant just barely hanging on.

			“Randy,” Ethan whispers into his phone. He’ll make this quick, keep it friendly, find out why the last couple of checks from Bränd haven’t arrived. It’s been two whole quarters, half a fricking year, who does Randy think Ethan is, anyway? Randy will be filled with excuses—­Sorry, had to fire the finance guy, or Screw-­up in the accounting software, you know how it is. Or even—­maybe more likely—­something that sounds like a scene from a bad movie. Sorry, was on Richard Branson’s private island, some things you don’t say no to. Randy’s been filled with excuses ever since they met at Kenyon, which was—­Ethan does a quick calculation—­nearly three decades ago.

			Jesus. Longer than Maddy’s been alive.

			“E!” Randy’s voice in Ethan’s ear is loud, insistent. “They’re coming for me!”

			Ethan sighs. There are a few things he’s come to expect from Randy’s calls. First and foremost is theatrics, some kind of urgent, pulsing drama.

			They’re coming for me. Drama: check.

			The next thing that’s going to happen, Ethan knows, will be some sort of name-­dropping. Randy loves mentioning all the famous people who run in his circle: On my way home from a premiere, Cate Blanchett’s in the limo with me, hey Cate, say hi to my buddy E.

			Or: I’m at an after-­party. Britney Spears is here, chatting with Salman Rushdie, is that some kind of whacked-­out convergence or what?

			What’s Randy going to say this time? Hanging with Leo D. and Bradley Cooper. Bastards keep trying to get me to do more shots. In spite of himself, Ethan smiles. Randy’s exhausting, but his theatrics have their own sort of charm. Besides, everything Ethan has—­including the freedom to stand here watching some twentysomethings smoke weed while Axl Rose sings about wanting to go where the grass is green and the girls are pretty—­is due in part to the swirling maelstrom that is Randy Riverstone.

			So, okay. Whatever it takes. He just needs his money.

			“Who’s coming for you this time, Randy?”

			Through the branches, Ethan can still see Maddy. He can tell by the way her hands are in her pockets, the little jumps she’s starting to make, that she’s getting cold. The temperature must be, what, in the high forties? Not yet October, but winter’s coming. It’s not so far away now.

			“The women. They’re coming for me.” There’s something about Randy’s voice. A strain, just a little too high in pitch. Ah, so this is the other version of his friend: the ranting, hysterical Randy. “They’re after me, E. Oh God, I’m freaking out here.”

			“Randy,” Ethan says. “Slow down, man.”

			“It’s my turn,” Randy says. “My fucking turn, and I’m gonna need your help.”

			“Your turn for what, Rand?” Just like that, Ethan’s back in his old role. The soother. The fixer. The rational one. The straight-­man foil to Randy, ever the entertainer.

			“For the firing squad, E. Word on the street is that Bränd is next. I’m next, my balls on the chopping block. Gavin says they’re out for blood.”

			Gavin. Ethan has to think. Gavin is Randy’s agent. Or maybe his publicist? Manager? What’s the difference between an agent, a publicist, and a manager, anyway? All these roles—­like the fitness trainer, the nutritionist, the personal attorney, the one Randy calls his “money guy”—­are all “AE”—­After Ethan. They showed up after Randy and Ethan decided to part ways—­or more precisely, after Zo refused to follow Ethan to Los Angeles, which meant Ethan sold off most of his personal stake in the company he’d co-­founded just before it began making money hand-­over-­fist.

			“Back up, Randy,” Ethan says. His voice is even. It’s his job to reassure, to get Randy un-­spooked. “How exactly are your balls on the chopping block?”

			“Jesus, are you not watching the news?” Randy says. “Do you get the news out in Amish country? Do you even have an Internet connection out there? Or electricity? There’s a whole thing that’s been happening to guys like us.”

			Like us? Ethan and Randy have almost nothing in common, not anymore. “I’m in the Berkshires, Randy. Western Mass. You know that.”

			“Berkshires, Amish country, same difference, you all make your own soap. Point is, we’re in hot water here.” Randy’s words spill out, disconnected phrases in that familiar machine-­gun staccato, pow-­pow-­pow, so quickly that even if you’re paying attention, which Ethan isn’t, not quite, you can still only catch about a third of what he says.

			“Everything we built . . .”

			“Never been an angel, but you know I’m . . .”

			Ethan holds the phone away from his ear, watches Arlo lean in toward Maddy. Yeah, there’s definitely something about that kid that Ethan doesn’t care for.

			“. . . decide they’re going to cash in . . .”

			“. . . tried to fix this . . . let’s just say that backfired . . .”

			Greedy: that’s how Arlo looks right now. He looks way too fucking greedy. Meanwhile, Skinny Pimple is just standing there watching them, a dopey grin on his face. Ethan’s struck with the urge to smack Skinny right in his stupid little smirk.

			“. . . I’m telling you . . . could really fuck up everything.”

			Jesus, he can’t think clearly with Randy in his ear like this.

			“Randy,” Ethan interrupts. “Come on, man. Deep breath.” It’s like he’s playing a character in a sitcom that’s had too long of a run. The part went stale long ago, but somehow here he still is, reciting the same tired catchphrases.

			God, he wishes he had some of what those kids are smoking.

			“Randy, listen,” Ethan tries again. “I haven’t gotten my last two checks—­” He wants to sound like he doesn’t actually need the money, hasn’t spent it already.

			“You don’t get it, do you?” Randy screeches. “Everything’s on hold, that’s what I’m saying. Money’s frozen. Fucking board’s quaking in their wingtips. Bränd’s about to be the latest collateral damage in whatever the hell new war the women have declared.”

			Ethan’s silence must betray his confusion.

			“Seriously?” Randy asks. “Hashtag Me Too? You’ve heard of it, haven’t you?”

			Oh. So that’s what this is.

			Just for a moment, Ethan feels himself hurtling through space, feels the Earth spinning beneath his feet—­roughly eight hundred miles per hour at this latitude if he remembers correctly. He reminds himself that gravity—­that mysterious, invisible force—­will keep him from flying off into the black night, alone.

			“Truth is, I didn’t think anything of it at first,” Randy’s saying, “but—­”

			Down the hill, Pimple grinds out the joint on the pavement.

			“Now I’ve got New York Times journalists calling me. Swear to God, any second now, I’m gonna pick up the phone and it’ll be Ronan Fucking Farrow on the line.”

			No, Ethan decides. He’s going to stay out of this one. He doesn’t even work at Bränd anymore; the checks he receives are payment for the work he already put in, for helping found the darn company, for keeping the whole enterprise together back when he and Randy were equal partners—­as equal as can be, anyway, when only one of you is able to front the cash. This whole Ethan-­cleans-­up-­Randy’s-­mess thing ended two decades ago.

			Besides: Randy will land on his feet. Randy always lands on his feet.

			“Randy, listen: I want to be clear. Whatever is or isn’t happening with the company has nothing to do with me. What I need is for you to release my money.”

			“Christ, E, that’s what I’m trying to explain! None of us are gonna get money until this thing blows over. So as a matter of fact, this does have something to do with you. And if it’s ever going to be fixed, I need you to—­”

			And now Maddy’s walking up the hill. Away from the others. Toward Ethan.

			“Randy, I’m gonna have to call you back,” Ethan interrupts.

			Maddy’s twenty-­five paces away. Her head is down, her face lit by the glow from her phone.

			“You hear me, right?” Randy presses. “Because I don’t know if you’re really listening here. Doesn’t really seem like you get it.”

			Twenty paces away.

			“This is trouble, my friend,” Randy continues. “With a capital T and that rhymes with P, and that stands for poorhouse. You feel me?”

			Fifteen paces.

			“This is the motherfucking apocalypse, E. This is—­”

			But by now, Maddy’s almost reached the Ledge. She’s close enough that Hypatia—­who’s half-­blind, half-­deaf these days—­is already rising, tail wagging. Ethan doesn’t have a choice: he cuts off his oldest friend, his former business partner, his college roommate, with a single motion of the finger.

			End call.

			Hypatia strains at her leash. She barks, a single yap of greeting.

			Maddy startles, stops in her tracks. Then, almost as quickly, she laughs. And this time Maddy’s laughter is for Ethan alone. “Ethan!” Hand on her heart. Her lip curl is just barely visible in the dark. “Scare the fuck out of a person, why don’t you?”

		

	
		
			2

			HOW TO BE WHOLE

			It’s true that it’s not what people would think, whatever this thing is, but let’s be honest: it’s also not not-­what-­people-­would-­think. It’s some in-­between thing, some third option. It defies, somehow, the usual categories.

			That is what you would say, if anyone were to ask, which no one does. Right now, you and Maddy are the only ones here.

			Soon—­mere minutes from now, a half mile from here—­you will be back in your usual roles. You will be Dad, you will be Husband. You will be the Guy Who Does Dishes and Laundry. Dude Who Recycles Even Though He’s Not Certain the Recyclables Don’t All Just Wind up in a Landfill Anyway. Responsible Father Who Picks up the Kid’s Adderall and Drives Her to and from School (never more than five miles over the speed limit, not unless you’re running really late). Man Who Pays the Bills, or Who Tries to Anyway.

			And apparently now too: Chump Who Somehow, All These Years Later, Still Has to Worry About Randy Riverstone’s Fucking Problems.

			But these categories are two-­dimensional; they’re flat. Constricting, like a suit that’s grown too tight. You can’t fit a whole person inside of them.

			These nights, these occasional walks home through deserted Starkfield, are for the rest of you: the parts that have mostly atrophied, but not quite. You can still feel them sometimes, like phantom limbs. On these walks, just for a while, you are pure possibility, untethered to the weight of expectation.

			So fuck the usual categories. Whatever this is, you will allow yourself to have it. You will give yourself this.

			So then. Let us go.

			Maddy crouches in the dark to greet Hypatia. She rubs the animal’s scruff, allows the dog to lick her cheeks, her eyes, her chin, the delicate stretch of her neck.

			Ethan’s hand, in his pocket, is still curled around his phone. None of us are gonna get money until this thing blows over, Randy had said. Trouble, he’d said.

			Annoying, the way Randy’s words still rattle around inside Ethan’s skull, the way they resist his attempts to give them the old heave-­ho. It’s only when Maddy stands and punches Ethan lightly on the arm—­“Well, hey,” she says—­that Randy and all his panic flit away like bats into black sky. Sayonara, suckers.

			A pause. Maybe awkward, maybe not.

			Wordlessly, Ethan and Maddy fall into step next to each other, start heading uphill. Five steps. Seven.

			“Fun night?” Ethan asks. A dumb question, he knows, the dumbest, the kind that only gets asked as a way to fill up space, to stave off discomfiting silence. It’s the kind of question that makes a guy wonder if maybe those judgmental neighbors wouldn’t be so wrong after all. Maybe he is just another Prufrock: Old. Pathetic. A joke.

			“Well, I mean . . .” Maddy begins. “It is Starkfield, after all.” It’s the tone of her voice. Playful. Ethan knows without looking that she’s smiling, not at him but with him (relief then, instant relief).

			Through his own grin (involuntary, this), he replies, “Right? There’s nothing but fun in Starkfield.” Her laughter, in response, feels like a gift.

			Yes, here it is. The banter. The easy back-­and-­forth, maybe the only easy thing in his life these days.

			“And you and Zo actually, like, chose to move here, huh?” Maddy asks. Hands deep in the pockets of her hoodie. Slow steps. She’s in no hurry, and neither is he.

			“We sure did.”

			“From . . . like . . . New York.”

			“Brooklyn. Yeah.”

			“And you did this because . . . ?”

			Fifteen years after he and Zo made the move, even he can’t fully recall the reasons why. It had something to do with the way New York felt in those years after 9/11—­precarious, on a knife’s edge. All those police officers searching backpacks at the entrance of the subway stations, the briefcase-­sniffing K-­9s, the way every helicopter in the sky felt like an ominous warning. Besides, Bränd had moved west by then, and Ethan had placed a tiny diamond on Zo’s finger (handmade platinum band, purchased with cash at the Clay Pot on Seventh Avenue in Park Slope, back when the store sold at least a handful of clay pots). Moving to the Berkshires felt like clarity, sanity. Zo could make her films in peace, Ethan could write novels, maybe a screenplay or two. It was a chance to live a little more simply, I went to the woods to live deliberately and all that.

			Now he tries to explain it to Maddy the only way he knows how: “Seemed like a good idea at the time.”

			“Well,” Maddy answers. And this time there’s no laughter in her voice. “I definitely know that feeling.”

			Ethan’s phone buzzes. Stops, then begins again, almost immediately.

			Poorhouse.

			Motherfucking apocalypse.

			Ethan pulls the phone out of his pocket just long enough to glimpse the image of Randy that’s stored in his contacts: the silver-­blond mane, just rumpled enough to look like he’s not trying too hard, the fake horn-­rims, those perfect teeth. The smile of a man who has never doubted the world is his.

			“Oooh, what’s that, an actual, like, phone call?” Maddy asks him. “Old-­school.” Maddy hates the phone—­or rather, hates talking on the phone. In truth, she uses her phone constantly, flipping at dizzying speed between her camera and texts and In­stagram and Snapchat and Candy Crush and FaceTime and God-­knows-­what-­else. But the one way she won’t use her phone is as an actual phone. It’s one of Zo’s biggest frustrations with her. The main reason Maddy’s here is to help out with Alex, Zo has complained on more than one occasion. But how are we supposed to leave our kid with someone who won’t pick up when I call?

			“It’s an old buddy of mine,” Ethan tells Maddy. Then he adds, “Hollywood guy.” He feels the urge to say more. Not about the conversation he’d just had—­not about balls-­on-­the-­chopping-­block and out-­for-­blood—­but the better, more impressive stuff. He could explain that Randy’s kind of a big deal, actually, that his name appears regularly in Variety and The Hollywood Reporter, and even, from time to time, Vanity Fair. He could tell her that he and Randy launched Bränd together, just the two of them, after college, and that it was exhilarating. That sometimes, even now, Ethan still lies awake at night, remembering how it all felt back in those heady New York days, when their whole lives still lay ahead, all doors open, nothing yet impossible.

			But even if helping launch one of Hollywood’s most successful influence companies did happen to be the kind of thing that Maddy cared about, all she’d have to do is take a look around at Ethan’s life today. What about any of this—­the dying town, the sour wife, the ADHD kid, the picking up dog shit on nighttime walks—­is likely to impress her?

			Maddy takes a deep breath, looks up at the trees. “Holy wow, that was some righteous flower. Arlo’s gonna make bank.”

			Ethan has to piece together the meaning: righteous, flower, bank. “Wait. Arlo’s a . . . dealer?”

			“Entrepreneur,” Maddy corrects. “You know Green Arts Wellness? That’s his.” Green Arts is a dispensary, or it’s trying to be anyway. Set halfway between Starkfield and Bettsbridge, it’s one of a gazillion Massachusetts businesses waiting for their recreational marijuana license. Any day now, the state will go the way of Colorado: all pot shops and open toking, hundreds of millions of dollars in revenue to be made, maybe more. That’s what they say, anyway, although years after legalizing weed, the state has yet to approve a single facility.

			“Ohh, I see.” Ethan laughs. “That’s what you were doing with those guys down there. Market research.”

			He’s teasing her, but damn: what he wouldn’t do for some of that righteous flower right about now.

			“Dude, have you seen Green Arts? It’s like an Apple Store in there. That guy we were with tonight? He’s, like, a top cannabis consultant, and he says Arlo’s going to be rich as . . . wait, who’s that king?”

			“Croesus?” Ethan frowns. He doesn’t care for this line of conversation. “Well, we’ll see. For the moment, Green Arts seems more like Schrödinger’s Dispensary.” Meaning, it’ll open or it won’t. Arlo will be rich as Croesus or he won’t.

			Though, come to think of it, wasn’t the kid born rich as Croesus? Entrepreneur, my ass. Arlo’s just a greedy, spoiled-­ass son of a guy who lucked out in the dot-­com bubble and now has money to burn on the Next Big Thing.

			Cripes, he wants to think about Arlo O’Shea as much as he wants to think about Randy. “Listen, how come you don’t have any girlfriends, anyway?” he asks Maddy.

			“Why do you care?”

			“I think you need some girlfriends, that’s all.”

			“Okay, first of all,” Maddy says. “Why does it matter if my friends are girls, or guys, or both or neither? And second, do you happen to know a whole lot of girls my age who live in Starkfield, Massachusetts?”

			To her first point, it does matter. It matters to him, anyway. And to her second, well, she’s probably right: it sometimes feels like he and Zo are the youngest people in this town, and they’re well into their mid-­forties. “I’m going to find you some girlfriends,” he says.

			The sound of gravel beneath their feet. And then Maddy’s voice, more hesitant now. “So . . . is Zo still pissed at me?”

			There had been another misunderstanding. Zo had been certain that Maddy was supposed to pick up Alex at the end of the day. Maddy, though, swore they’d never had a conversation about it. Seething, Zo had thrust her phone toward Maddy, showing her the calendar entry: m. to pick up a. “I wouldn’t have added it to my calendar unless we had talked about it,” Zo had said. It had been too much, that phone-­thrusting, and Ethan had found himself—­not for the first time—­siding with the person who wasn’t his wife. The truth is, Zo is almost certainly still pissed at Maddy, but Ethan does his best to reassure. “Oh, I’m sure she’s forgotten about it,” Ethan says. “Besides, she’s got her group over tonight.”

			“All them witches. Right, I forgot.”

			That’s what Zo’s women’s group calls themselves: All Them Witches. Twice a month for the past two years, sometimes more often, the witches have shown up at Ethan and Zo’s home (half of them wearing pink hats, all wearing their wrath like suits of armor) to make posters and write postcards and process the dumpster fire that is the news these days.

			“Well, I know for a fact that Zo didn’t tell me to pick up Alex,” Maddy continues, and is it possible she’s leaning into Ethan now? Just a little bit? “If she had, I would have told her I couldn’t. I had . . . a call scheduled for that time. An important one.”

			A call? Probably a job interview, which Ethan knows should be a good thing—­there’s not much in Starkfield for someone Maddy’s age. But he doesn’t want to think about Maddy moving on, and even if he did, he almost certainly couldn’t find the words right now, because, yes: Maddy most definitely is leaning into him, and frankly, he’s starting to feel a little dizzy.

			This. The feel of her arm against his. This is something new.

			And then it is just their footsteps, and the rustle of leaves overhead, and a single, late-­season cricket. If it weren’t for the streetlights, or the occasional television flicker from otherwise-­darkened homes, Ethan could almost convince himself they’re walking not just through space, but also backward, through time. Might as well be a hundred years ago.

			“So, Mad . . .” he begins. He hasn’t any idea what’s about to come out of his mouth. He feels reckless, almost dangerous.

			“Mmm?”

			Finally, he says, “You shouldn’t take Zo personally. She’s just . . . stressed, that’s all.”

			“Oh, I don’t take it personally,” Maddy says, voice bright. “When people get pissed at me, I try to be . . . just . . . like, whatever. You know?”

			He smiles. Maybe that’s the advice he should give to Randy. Take it from a Millennial, Rand. Be, just, like, whatever.

			Maddy came to Starkfield in June. It had been Zo’s idea. In college at Sarah Lawrence, Zo had worked at a coffee shop called Mornin’ Jo’s, run by a single mom, JoAnne Silver. The woman’s daughter, Madison, often hung out at the café after school; Zo sometimes helped her with homework. After graduation, Zo lost touch with the Silvers. But a few years ago, Madison—­now in her twenties—­found Zo on Facebook. In the intervening years, she’d shortened her name to Maddy, graduated high school, attended two years at the University of Denver, dropped out, lost her mom to ovarian cancer, then followed a dubious boyfriend to Leadville. There, she worked a series of part-­time jobs, waitressing and bartending, as her relationship with Dubious Boyfriend became increasingly volatile. Early this spring, Maddy had posted to Facebook that the relationship was finally done for good. She was desperate for a new start—­somewhere else, anywhere else—­but had only a few hundred dollars to her name. Did anyone know of any opportunities, anywhere?

			Zo had seen the post and gotten an idea: Maddy could stay in their spare bedroom for a few months, in exchange for help with Alex and the occasional errand-­running and transcribing of Zo’s interviews.

			“You want her to live here?” Ethan had bristled. The renovations had just started; already, they were crammed into a fraction of their usual living space. Besides, the last thing he wanted to do was make small talk with some stranger, some Millennial, before he’d even had his first cup of coffee.

			Zo had pressed. It would be temporary, a few months tops, just long enough for the girl to figure out her next move. The poor kid needed this, she’d been in such a bad relationship—­Zo had said those two words, “bad relationship,” pointedly, some sort of code that Ethan didn’t fully understand.

			Besides, Zo argued, couldn’t they both use the help? Zo’s new film project was big: a commission from ESPN of all places, the first paid gig she’d had in a long, long time. “Plus you’ll be busy with your Dr. Ash thing,” Zo said. His latest paid gig was overhauling a website for an ethically dubious “wellness guru,” an Instagram influencer at least fifteen years his junior, known to her growing fandom as “Dr. Ash”—­never mind that Ashleigh Skelfoil’s sole credential is a PhD in holistic healing, issued by an online university, accredited only in Liberia, with no apparent physical address.

			Finally, Zo had lowered the boom, said the inarguable thing, the thing for which Ethan had no sound comeback: “Besides, don’t you think we need a little help with Alex?” And what could he say to that? Of course they needed the help. At eleven, Alex was somehow still as exhausting, as challenging, as, spirited, as she’d been in the days of velcro light-­up sneakers.

			So on an unseasonably cold and drizzly day in late May, Maddy had pulled into their driveway in Yoda, her twenty-­two-­year-­old Toyota with a mismatched driver’s side door. They’d all gone outside to greet her—­this girl with long, mermaid-­blue hair and thrift-­shop overalls, this person they recognized only from social media. Maddy had climbed out of her car and taken a long, slow look around. Then she’d tossed her hands in the air and laughed. “Where the fuck am I?”

			Even though Alex was standing right there, even though his daughter hadn’t yet finished fifth grade and shouldn’t be hearing language like that, Ethan couldn’t help but laugh too. It wasn’t just the juxtaposition of Maddy’s buoyant laughter with that hard expletive. It’s that in those five words, Maddy had formulated the words to a question that Ethan hadn’t even realized had been building up inside him for years.

			Where the fuck was he, anyway?

			Spring came and went, and then summer too. Maddy did some babysitting here and there. She searched for jobs online and researched various degree programs, though her next move still hadn’t quite materialized. Now here it is, almost October, and Maddy’s still staying with them. Not that Ethan minds. To the contrary, and to his great surprise, it turns out he doesn’t mind at all.

			This ease now. Just the two of them. The faint scent of manure from some distant farm. A faraway dog bark. Almost home.

			And is it so wrong, this? As long as it’s just this—­just a walk home, a little conversation, that’s all—­need it be necessarily wrong?

			They reach the edge of the old Starkfield cemetery, the last milestone before home. It’s dark in there. Ethan can just make out the faded gravestones, jutting from the ground at haphazard angles like crooked teeth.

			Skeletons beneath soil. Once, those bones were covered in flesh, in muscle and sinew. They were human beings, as real as he, who walked on these same streets, looked upon these very same houses. If they woke now, these old ghosts, what would they think? Of him? Of Maddy’s blue hair? Of the fact that vibrating in his pocket at this very second—­Randy again, he’s sure of it, guy’s a pain in the ass—­is a tiny computer, ready to give him the answer to every question he could ever ask? What would these dead souls think about this tap-­of-­finger connection to everything, everyone, the whole world, the universe beyond?

			And for all of that, would the skeletons see much difference between him and them?

			Then it’s almost as if they have traveled back in time, like they’re in some sort of Jane Austen novel, or maybe a postmodern mash-­up, with everything old and new all at the same time, because Maddy slips her arm through his. They walk like this, elbows linked, and oh, man: what would the neighbors think if they saw him now? Would they declare it scandalous that he’s arm-­in-­arm with someone nearly twenty years his junior? On the other hand, there’s something so goofy about the gesture. It’s the sort of thing Alex would do: Come on, Dad, you be the scarecrow and I’ll be Dorothy. Yes, this is fine. He’s almost certain. He and Maddy are off to see the wizard, that’s all.

			Ethan lifts his eyes toward the dome of stars overhead. A miracle, the universe suddenly seems. It’s all a fucking miracle, and never mind the dead: Ethan is alive, and now he knows this for sure.

			He longs to tell Maddy everything. He wants to tell her how it felt to grow up outside an old Pennsylvania steel town, how he could stare out the window behind his house and see nothing but farmland, then walk to the front door and see a whole neighborhood, with mothers unpacking groceries and kids in Toughskins playing a game of tag so big, so sprawling, it seemed to comprise the whole world. He wants to tell her about the first time he went to a museum—­he was fifteen, it was a school trip—­and he’d stared gaping and incredulous at the Gauguins, all those bold blocks of color, those flattened, feminine forms. His heart had pounded, he wanted to reach out and touch those figures, he half believed that if he had, they might come to life, they’d turn around and smile at him from inside their canvases. He wants to tell Maddy that there’s still so much he hopes for, things he can’t even name, things that feel like a word you can’t quite remember, it’s on the tip of your tongue, and as soon as you hear it, you’ll be all, “Yes, that’s it. Yes, that’s exactly right.”

			That’s how it is with the things that he hopes for: they’re inside him, still, and he’ll remember them any second now. The veil that’s keeping him from them is gossamer thin.

			But he says nothing, because he doesn’t want to spoil any of this: Maddy’s arm in his. The lone, determined cricket, not yet silenced by cold, trilling in the leaves. This night. The unlikeliness of any of it.

			Just past the graveyard, the empty street gives way to parked cars, nearly all plastered in bumper stickers:

			resist.

			persist.

			if you’re not outraged, you’re not paying attention.

			injustice anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere.

			love everybody no exceptions.

			my other car is a broom.

			His driveway. Ethan stops walking, his arm still linked with Maddy’s, and takes in his home: the scraped paint, the halted construction (he needs that Bränd money, he really does). Shafts of light hurl themselves from the windows, dissolve into nothing in the darkness.

			“Need to steel yourself?” Maddy asks.

			“Something like that.”

			From inside, music starts up, a sign that Zo’s meeting is almost over. Each week, one member gets to choose a song that’s inspired them. Last week, they played Patti Smith’s “People Have the Power.” The week before that, it was the Beatles’ “Revolution.” Before that, Martha Wainwright’s “Bloody Motherfucking Asshole.” Since the witches started meeting, he’s heard Marvin Gaye’s “What’s Going On,” Helen Reddy’s “Ain’t I a Woman?,” that old “Ain’t No Stopping Us Now” song, who the hell knows who wrote it. “Do You Hear the People Sing,” from Les Miz, has come up more than a few times. But whatever song they’re playing tonight, he doesn’t recognize it.

			On the front porch, weedy vines hang like abandoned streamers from a long-­ago party. Ethan feels his breath enter his lungs, then exit.

			Out there is a planet made of diamonds.

			Out there is a planet that rains rocks and reaches 4,000 degrees.

			Out there is a rogue planet, tied to nothing, wandering the universe alone and never seeing a single dawn.

			Yes: he wants this moment to keep going. He wants to walk and walk—­past his house, into the fields beyond. He wants to stand in the open meadow, look up at all those glimmering lights, to feel, fully, that fist-­sized muscle, his heart, beating behind his ribs.

			What if he could just let it roll off of him—­the bills that haven’t been paid, the checks that haven’t arrived, the bygone days with Randy, the witches in his living room, all the news that everyone’s so pissed off about all the time, the broken house, the kid’s prescriptions and homework, Randy’s hysteria, this deathly quiet town filled with ghosts and bones?

			What if he could let it all go? What if he could be just like, whatever?

		

	
		
			June 1995

			Bränd’s First Leap of Faith is a painting. Street art–­style, but these brushstrokes cover not some brick facade of New York’s Lower East Side but rather one of the most prime advertising sites in the city: the Forty-­second Street/Eighth Avenue ­billboard—­a spot that has always, until now, been reserved for the Stetson-­clad Marlboro man.

			According to the eyewitnesses who will go on record with the New York Times, the canvas had not been unfurled at 2:30 a.m. But now, as the first beams of sun break over the East River, it’s there. It won’t last long—­a couple of hours if they’re lucky. Newspapers will document not only the painting itself, but also its speedy removal. Pundits will wonder aloud: What exactly was that? Some sort of protest against Big Tobacco? An advertisement? And if so, for what?

			The subject of this painting is a man—­one that anyone who ever took freshman lit, or ever read T. S. Eliot, will recognize: the poor bastard whose hair is growing thin, who shall grow old, who has seen the moment of his greatness flicker. The man, seen from behind, stands stiffly in a dark suit and bowler hat. Something about his posture suggests hesitation. Toward the edge of the frame, the viewer glimpses, through a crack in the door, technicolor nebulas, pinwheel galaxies, the entire magnificent universe.

			The image bears just four words. The first three form a simple question: Do I dare?

			It’s 1995. The world is post–­Cold War, post-­Perestroika, post-­reunification. The Internet, that information superhighway, is still novel; the world it will create, like the new millennium itself, lies just over the horizon. Right now, as Ethan and Randy, barely a year out of college, stand here looking up, a billion-­dollar telescope perched hundreds of miles in outer space beams down images of the heavens. Scientists huddle over DNA in labs, mapping the entirety of the human genome.

			Everything feels new, limitless, there for the taking. Do we dare?

			Over the next few days, similar paintings will appear around the city: this same, sad man hesitating before reaching for a peach. Standing at the shore, ear tilted as if trying, and failing, to hear some siren call. Trapped against a corkboard by an oversized pushpin. Two dozen images in total, appearing collectively on walls and sidewalks in SoHo, Alphabet City, Chelsea, the Meatpacking District, Brooklyn Heights.

			But this one, astride the massive DKNY mural in the heart of Times Square, is the first, and the biggest, and the boldest, and the most surprising. This is the one that seems to best capture how it feels to be alive right now.

			Within months, the artist who painted this canvas, a woman, will have a solo show at the Gagosian. Within a few years, the Whitney. But the artist’s name, today, appears nowhere. There was a cost to this anonymity, but everybody has their price—­and Randy, who commissioned the work, has an instinct for such things. Where the artist’s signature would ordinarily appear, in the lower right-hand corner, is a single word: Bränd.

			Randy, on the ground, stares up at the billboard.

			“Fucking Prufrock, man,” Randy says. His mouth curls into a smile.

			Watching him, Ethan realizes: No. The painting is most of us. But not all of us. It’s not Randy, not even a little.

			Unlike Eliot’s Prufrock, Randy fucking dared.

		

	
		
			3

			HOW TO COME HOME

			You think you know what to expect. You assume, when you open the door to your home, you’ll see the usual group of women, planning their next protest, or finishing up a card-­writing campaign, or staring at a gerrymandered map of some district you’ve never heard of.
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