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For my sisters, eternal friends
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PART I


RECRUITMENT




Women only want one thing . . . a forehead kiss from a handsome man who brings home the bacon for her to make tartiflette from scratch.





—Transcript from a VidStar by @TheCountryWife


SEVEN


WEEKS


TO


INITIATION.
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The clatter of dinner that evening was familiar, monotonous, like the pain in her low back that never really went away. For some months Sloane had also been desperate to become unaware of her perineum. Not even for it to feel normal or even comfortable—that felt too high an ask. To simply forget she had a perineal region would be bliss itself within the context of her daily aspirations. Gradually she had been able to go minutes, then hours, then days and even weeks, and on the whole it felt as if she had impressively willed her way to nirvana. But with the euphoria of forgetting her pelvic floor came the reminder that thirty-three years of bipedalism and gravity could never really be thwarted; that if it wasn’t one thing, it would be another. If it wasn’t the third-degree perineal tear that had taken four months of woo-woo meditation and therapeutic fingering to heal, it was run-of-the-mill mortality—the helpless slip of a vertebral disc. In these moments Sloane became overwhelmed by a rush of disappointment in herself. She was ordinariness incarnate.


Behind her, Isla, apple of her eye, object of a love so richly milk-sweet and cream-fat it sometimes felt erotic, banged on the tray of her high chair, not for the first time that evening and, with the way things were going, also not the last.


Bang. “Max,” said Sloane. Bang bang bang. “Max, she’s trying to get your attention.”


“Hm?” Max looked up from his phone. (His phone! His pressing emails! His fucking emails! His precious fucking news headlines!) “Sweetie,” Max cooed to Isla, “don’t bang your cup.” Then he returned to his phone.


Bang. “Max.” A deep, steadying sigh. “She wants more juice.” Bang.


“Did you see this about the new humanities dean?”


Bang. Bang. “What?” Sloane sampled the spaghetti from the pot of boiling water, gauging it not for the perfect degree of chewy al dente perfection as she had during her peak hostessing years, but for the slight quality of mush, for ease of chewing. Fucking Christ, another bowl of spaghetti Bolognese felt like it might kill her in some unmistakably spiritual way, but it was the only thing Isla would deign to eat—the only thing Isla would even consider broaching the sanctity of her mouth. Her sweet darling mouth, which was iron deficient. A sweet innocent deficiency that was likely causing Isla’s poor sleep, her inability to stay down on her own, through the night, so that Sloane could do the same. Bang!


“The new dean. I told you, right? Crawford got MeToo’d.”


Briefly, Sloane considered saying aloud to her husband that no, Crawford didn’t get MeToo’d, he got the consequences of his own actions—or so Sloane had discovered months ago, back when Max insisted they have the entire department over in thanks for solving their little two-body problem (two academics in need of two jobs, with Sloane being the extra, undecorated body and therefore the problem; thus, the humanities department had strung her up to their chariot to be dragged through the city of Troy, or so it felt to Sloane on the scale of domestic humiliations). Victoria Ellsworth hadn’t said a word about what she called the incident to anyone in the department, and then when she’d been up for tenure Crawford had voted against her, citing the fact that she was, quote, unprofessional, unquote. BANG!


“Max,” said Sloane, “the juice?”


“You want more juice, sweetie? Juice?” Max again put on the doting voice he always used to speak with Isla, the one that screamed girl dad, the one that Sloane had once been so sure meant she’d chosen the right partner in life—when she’d been so unassailably confident that the sexiest thing a man could be was tender with his child. “You know,” he remarked, “we should really just give her water.”


Something inside Sloane turned briefly molten.


“Max, I—” I tried that. I’ve tried that. Are you—? Are you suggesting that I’m—? Do you honestly think that I—? (Sometimes her mind went white with unproductive rage.) “Okay, give her water, then.” See how that works out for you, fuckhead. Love of my life. Father of my child. Fucking fuckwit.


“Are you nervous about tomorrow?” Max had slipped a hand over Sloane’s hip where she was angled on one leg, flamingo-like, beside the stove. He smelled of his usual bergamot, the detergent Sloane bought for them, not at all like a sweet baby head or its constant, inexplicable waft of maple syrup. Sometimes Sloane got alarmed by how much bigger he was than Isla.


Then Max slid by her, opened the fridge door, and bent to look inside.


“Nervous?” Sloane echoed belatedly.


“Where’s the juice?”


She gestured sightlessly. “Right there, behind the thing.”


“The thing?”


“Yeah, the thing. The fucking—the thing, Max, the thing.” Since Sloane had gotten pregnant, she’d had trouble remembering certain words. It was like there was a sieve where her brain had once been. Her brain, which was worth hundreds of thousands of dollars. How much of that value fell out whenever she couldn’t remember the word for the thing? The thing, the thing where—with the. That thing. (Had this single transaction put her twenty dollars in the red somehow?) Come on, Max, the thing!


Max announced profoundly, “Should I get out a new bottle? Looks like we’re out.”


“Max, we’re not out, it’s right—” Sloane hissed a breath she hoped he couldn’t hear as she walked over and shifted aside the thing. (Water pitcher.) “There, it’s right there.”


“Oh!” Max sounded delighted with himself, like a child who’d done something hilarious, like someone on Twitter (whatever Twitter even was now) who’d misread a line, accidentally read the word six as sex, hahahahahahahahahahahahaahaha!!! “So, how are you feeling?”


“About what?” BANG! Isla had thrown the cup.


Now Isla was whining about the dropped cup. “About the new semester?”


Sloane imagined saying: “You mean about the job? The job that I have? That I’ve done for like eight years? The one we met doing? The job that we both do? That job?”


But she actually said: “I’m a little nervous about Isla.”


“Oh, she’ll be fine, daycare will be good for her.”


“Well, sure, but you’re not the one who’ll be abandoning her.” Sloane wiped some clammy sweat from her forehead and realized she wanted to stop breathing. She had maybe already stopped breathing just now, without noticing. The very normal thing that she was about to do, that all mothers did—that certainly all mothers without her socioeconomic privilege did—was actually the worst thing that had ever happened to her. She hadn’t even wanted kids! Until she did. And now suddenly she was carrying around the atavistic weight of all the mothers before her whose children had been abandoned for eight hours a day, sacrificed on the altar of pointless labor.


Not pointless. She cared about her work. She took great pride in it, had always loved teaching, found sociology to be endlessly interesting in an esoteric way. But recontextualized by the tiny human being who depended on her for food, sleep, and comfort, it all just seemed kind of oppressive, or maybe that was what came of watching too much mommy content on VidStar. (Which wasn’t even to mention the trad wives! What a train-wreck. Sloane’s sociologist brain couldn’t look away.)


“That’s true.” Max kissed the back of her neck as Isla began to try to escape the high chair.


But wouldn’t it be nice to return to work? Sloane was neither a housewife nor a “trad” one, and there was only so much time one could devote to poop consistency or creative ways to sneak iron into food. Wouldn’t it be invigorating in some way to rejoin the realm of adults, who neither threw things nor had to be talked down, as with hostage negotiations? To have five minutes to stare at the water stain she could only assume would adorn the ceiling of her new adjunct office? Precious time to dissociate; time for devoted, unrelenting calculations about how to make thirty-five undergrads care more about the principles of sociology than how they’ll next get laid. Impossible. Fucking Sisyphean. Of course, as with parenting, the trick was consistent methodology. You simply had to teach to the person who was most enthusiastic to be there, as Sloane had said last year—no, fuck, two years ago now—to a bright young female student who was interested in pursuing her doctorate. You can’t think about all the yawns, the eyes glazing over—if you let that take you down, then you’ll never get through the day, much less the semester. You have to assume you’re reaching someone, but it’s not your job to actually see it happen. It’s not your job to know during any given lecture how many of those students will actually go on to become something great—it’s only your job to give them the tools, the curiosity to do it. Sloane used to just say bullshit like that on command! It used to just pour out of her, it was honestly amazing.


“Max, can you—?” Isla was nearly out of her high chair now, valiantly approaching flight, and though Sloane prided herself on not being the sort of mother who fretted all the time about possible injury, everything her darling daughter was or ever would be was contained in that precious, partially formed skeleton head. “Baby girl, just wait two more minutes, dinner’s coming—”


Isla commenced an eldritch howl.


“Juice!” cried Max jubilantly, presenting her with it. Isla promptly threw it on the ground. For the record, Max didn’t do the cooking because Sloane had always cared more about food; she liked preparing food, she enjoyed cooking, she loved eating. (She used to do the fasting thing, where she only ate two meals a day, and she didn’t want those two precious meals to be Max’s idea of culinary delight—she wanted fucking pasta. She wanted pasta and fucking cheese!) Now, of course, she couldn’t remember why she’d ever insisted on such a thing. At this point she imagined handing the spatula to Max and hearing wait, where’s the pot? To which she would inevitably reply it’s right there, behind the thing.


Eventually Sloane dished the spaghetti into bowls, into the carefully styled ceramics that had been her pride and joy for so many years. She said, “Max, the dog?” and Max charitably looked up from his phone and fed the dog. She said, “Frankie, sit,” and Frankie did no such thing, so she said again, “Frankie, I said sit,” and she thought for a second about how she had loved the dog so much before, when Frankie had loved Max and only Max and Sloane had thought that was fine actually, the dog was a living thing, it didn’t have to love her, but then she’d had Isla and fallen prey to the erotic motherlove and realized Frankie was a real drain on resources. She went inside to fill two water glasses from the thing and realized it was almost empty. Fine, Max could have the cold water, she didn’t care anymore. She set down Isla’s food, said, “Blow on it for her.” She set down Max’s food and then her own. She refilled the thing with water.


“I guess Daddy isn’t eating,” said Max playfully, in his doting voice, to Isla, which was how Sloane realized she had forgotten to put out the silverware. Her back hurt and she briefly folded over, trying to relieve the pressure. Max came up behind her and got a fork.


One fork.


Just one.


He returned to feed Isla, who knocked the spoon away from her mouth. “Isla, come on!” he yelped at her. Come on. Be cool, bro. Come on. As if that meant fucking anything to an eighteen-month-old.


“Isla.” Sloane turned her voice sweet, dulcet, gentle. “Isla, try a bite? Mm, spaghetti, yum!”


Isla again batted the spoon away and looked sweetly, dulcetly, gently up at her. “All done,” announced Isla proudly. Not a single bite eaten. It was the day before the first day of fall semester—the day before Isla would learn the meaning of desertion, the day before Sloane returned to work and became, again, a person. Seven days before she received a message in her inbox from Britt Landau asking a personal favor—a message claiming that Alex Carlisle had asked specifically for Sloane.


Dr. Sloane Hartley fell into her chair with a sense of dismal failure, the likes of which she had never experienced before, only to realize that she didn’t have anything to eat with.


Max reached out a big hand, covering hers with his own, smiling the smile that had once driven her halfway to orgasm. They were different from other parents, from other marriages, theirs was a revolutionary union, if she needed something from him she only needed to ask!


“Try to take on some extracurriculars this year,” Max suggested. “It might reassure Dean Burns.”


Yes, Sloane thought encouragingly to herself, prove your worth to Burns. The problem is you’re just not doing enough! Unfortunately, with all that free time and extra energy she’d had since giving birth, she simply couldn’t summon the will to argue.


“Yeah,” she said, “good idea,” and stood up to get a fork.
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Nina moved into the campus apartments a day early, with permission from the University, because fall recruitment started early.


Her sister, Jasleen, could not for the life of her understand why Nina had any interest in rushing a sorority. To be fair, Nina did have trouble explaining it. The best she could come up with was “it sounds fun,” despite the fact that rush requirements were the opposite of fun, and were, in fact, punishing. Until rush was at an end and a bid from a house had been formally extended, there would be no drinking, no parties, no carousing of any sort, and Nina would have to come to class each day with her face and hair made up, operating under the watchful eye of every sorority girl on campus while pretending to be unaware this was the case. It was not unlike existing under the conditions of a debilitating crush, wherein one must appear effortless and casual despite slow, molten destruction at one’s core, and the expectation of—indeed, hope for!—unrelenting surveillance. So possibly that was why Jas didn’t believe her.


Of Nina’s three apartment mates—one of which, Simone, was her randomly assigned roommate from last year, while the other two, Mei and Adelaide, had been suitemates in their eight-person cluster of rooms—only Adelaide was in a house, and she was extremely upbeat about the possibility of being Nina’s sister. Adelaide’s encouragement meant that Simone and Mei did not really ask questions, which was good, as Nina had a daily barrage of them from her sister, e.g., “Can’t you just hang out with your friend without performing some kind of patronizing bonding ritual?”


Actually, Nina hoped not to be in the same house as Adelaide. Which was not to say that Adelaide wasn’t beautiful and smart and generally deserving of great envy. Nina believed Adelaide had the prettiest face of all her friends, which was saying something, as Nina had always attracted pretty friends. But when it came to the known and publicly understood ranking of Adelaide’s sorority compared to the other houses on the row, matters could frankly be improved upon. Adelaide herself could have done better had she not been a transplant from rural Idaho and therefore unaware of how to dress herself during her own recruitment. As dicey as it was to be a sophomore going through rush—by most panhellenic philosophies, you simply could not repair a sophomore’s bad reputation, nor could you successfully mold her into the Ideal Woman of Two-to-Three Greek Letters—there was a profitable tradeoff with respect to the University’s ecological learning curve. To Nina’s mind, what she lacked in malleability she made up for in maturity and social expertise.


Approximately a quarter of the University’s student body population was part of the Greek system, which statistically a person could take or leave as a matter of significance except for acknowledging the stratosphere within the system, wherein a person received an additional layer of value by association. An individual could be decently meritorious on their own, but a member of three-Greek-letters was already gifted a personality type and a corresponding likelihood of success. Acceptance by the gatekeepers of social capital meant that even on an ugly day, a bad hair day, a bloated day, you were automatically more beautiful than the vast majority of your peers. Even if you didn’t look your most sexually delectable at any given moment, you were, in a more transcendent way, hot. Two sexy Greek letters had said so.


“You really think it matters what a bunch of white girls think of you?” said Jas. For having shared an upbringing and a womb, they had substantively very little in common. Jas was a comparative literature major with a minor in gender studies, whereas Nina daydreamed on occasion about girls too but she didn’t announce it to the world. Also, they’d gone to the same predominantly white high school, which meant that if Nina didn’t think about it very hard, she could easily forget she wasn’t white. Her friends were white. Her boyfriends had mostly been white (she’d tried for Jonathan Zein, who was half Lebanese, but that had always been a pipe dream). The term “coconut” was often thrown around—brown on the outside, white on the inside. Thoughtless weaponry that was the height of disparagement to Jas, which to Nina could be easily laughed away.


The important thing was that Nina understood the trajectory of her chosen path. If she was going to go to a top twenty law school, which she had every intention of doing, followed by securing a spot at a big law firm in order to pay her various University debts as well as take care of her parents—in the only actual display of privilege Nina could think of, Jas had taken herself out of the running, filially speaking—she was going to need not only achievements, but connections.


The last year, her freshman year, had not gone as smoothly as expected. No need to ask why—bygones and such. Suffice it to say, this year was her second chance, her opportunity for necessary improvement. In order to win it all back (“it” being academic excellence, professional success, the ability to look at herself without a disemboweling sense of shame, so on and so forth), Nina was going to invent a new version of herself. It was baptism by initiation, transcendence to a better model, via glorious rebirth. And not just any reincarnation. To offset the previous year of her life, Nina needed to reach a better plane, a higher one.


She was going to need The House.


That was how she thought of them: in terms of the proper noun, perhaps even the royal. They were, of course, the same Greek jumble of meaninglessness as the others, but its members were in no way interchangeable with the community at large. Each member of The House was not only noticeably beautiful, they were also peerlessly high-achieving, singular among the fray of their intended fields. Nina had, by then, experienced the presence of The House in a few of her classes—occasionally a small gaggle of them—and understood them to be exceptionally gifted as a group. The House’s average GPA was a 3.86, which was unheard of. Their philanthropy had been lauded by multiple national media outlets. Among their recent alumnae were a sitting governor, an Oscar-nominated actress, a Pulitzer-winning playwright, an Olympic sprinter, multiple acclaimed academics, four celebrity lawyers, and a zoologist whose book on invertebrate sentience had been selected for a presidential honor.


The University at large was known for churning out the next generation of leaders, true, but The House was next level. Statistically, that degree of success was beyond made—those women were chosen. Curated. Being a member of The House was not only to be gifted access to the launching pad for eternal success, it was to be preselected for it. It was to be bestowed upon, dipped in the River Styx for an extra coating of invulnerability, because you were already worthy.


“Your desperation for external validation is honestly tragic,” commented Jas over video call. Jas was watching Nina put on eyeliner, which she herself eschewed as a matter of principle. Despite this, if both of them had sat perfectly still it would have looked like Nina had taken a selfie. They wore twin expressions of fond disdain.


“I have to go,” Nina replied. “I’ve got to suckle the teat of white greatness.”


“That’s not what I said because it’s disgusting, but spiritually it’s not untrue. You make me deeply ashamed of you.” Jas sighed.


“Should I wear the purple dress or the red?” Nina asked. If she couldn’t make the perfect first impression, forget it. The House was notoriously brutal. They slashed their numbers in half each day despite the University specifying daily percentages of call-backs. How could you argue with The House? It was almost like being a man.


“The red,” said Jas. “And tell Arya I said hello.”


“When I pass this greeting along to him,” Nina posed, “should my eyes say, ‘By the way, my sister is willing to compromise her feminism to suck your dick,’ or would you prefer a coyer message?”


“That one will be sufficient,” said Jas, before hanging up.










3


Sloane no longer understood how to dress herself and yet she came to work anyway. She vaguely recalled the sensation of caring what other people thought of her—about whether her waistline or the precision of her eyeliner had any bearing on her performance. She had never technically known herself without the gripping fear of being judged. Now, though, there was a window of less than five minutes with which to doubt herself. Mothering was favorable that way, redistributing gravity so that it no longer mattered whether her black button-down was too harsh for her skin tone or unseasonable for the time of year or too oversized for her frame. It did not have snot or milk stains that Sloane could see upon cursory inspection, which made it suitable. She would later learn this confidence was in fact unearned.


She and Max had agreed it made the most sense for her to drop off Isla, given that Max had the earlier lecture. This logistical element was considered more pressing than Sloane’s desire to die. She had emotionally prepared herself for weeks in advance by imagining the worst-case scenarios: Isla screaming, Isla taking an enormous shit into Sloane’s open blouse, Isla toddling off with delight to finally be free of her. All seemed equally plausible. Astoundingly, Sloane’s painstaking efforts to torment herself in prologue did not help the situation on the day.


Sloane didn’t know many other women in her same stage of motherhood; most of her peers were childless by choice and her high school and college friends (most of them gently estranged, a side effect of time and maturity) had much older children. When Sloane scoured the internet for an applicable tribe, she’d been met with a variety of responses—the mothers who’d gone straight back to work were pleased she had finally given up the hopeless frivolity of day-to-day mothering and could no longer make them feel guilty over their own children forming substandard attachments; the mothers still at home queried whether this was really what was best for the child given that the early years were so tender; the mothers equally tormented by drop-offs suggested that at least Sloane was right there on campus and could easily drop by and visit, a privilege for which she ought to be grateful and, frankly, shut up. Sloane did not want to say, but visiting would torment me and her, don’t you think? Because even Sloane understood it was a sign of Good Motherhood to casually surveil even if it felt counterproductive to Isla’s engagement. Though, even the daycare itself had been apologetic about their play-based curriculum, meaning that formal instruction for Sloane’s eighteen-month-old baby would be limited, and therefore much of the internet would purse their lips and say hmm.


Sloane had come in to meet the daycare teacher the week before, and Isla had seemed happy to play for the hour they’d spent among the other professorial offspring. Sloane had explained the situation with Max and the two-body problem and the whole thing where Sloane had been on a tenure track at her SLAC (“Small liberal arts college,” Sloane clarified, slightly red-faced) but they’d decided that Max’s offer was too good to turn down, even though here she would only be a spousal hire with uncertain benefits outside of her year-to-year contract and the first year they’d arrived there had been no courses for her to teach and the University daycare had been at capacity so she’d wound up staying home with Isla longer than she’d planned—leading to, well, kind of an attach-y attachment, case in point (Isla had started crying when Sloane tried to inch away while she played). But, of course, the whole benefits thing wasn’t an issue, because Max was on a tenure track! And even though at Universities like these they often put several people on a track to one (1) tenured position, that was essentially irrelevant, because Max was brilliant and that was the whole reason Sloane had derailed her career for his. Not that she had derailed it, that was the wrong word, she’d just, you know, idled sideways into a suboptimal position given that she didn’t care for this kind of high-stakes environment, and scholarship by Sloane’s definition had different, more cerebral standards, something that was ultimately an ecclesiastical divergence, a slight disparity between beliefs. Although, as Max had argued—not argued, it wasn’t an argument, he was just kind of contrarian by nature, a slight roll of the dice personality-wise that really, most people loved—Sloane had previously published a book that was exceedingly well-received, albeit modestly (very modestly) distributed, and even if research wasn’t what she wanted to do, necessarily, the adjunct situation still kept her in her desired field of study, and she could always work her way into a tenure track position eventually. But even if she didn’t, Max was basically a lock for tenure—provided that he didn’t, like, accidentally piss off someone at a dinner party or something!—not that he would—it was pretty easy to forgive him basically anything—so the point was Sloane didn’t have to worry about losing health insurance or whether they could afford their positively ludicrous mortgage, even though for some reason (?) she absolutely did.


Anyway, the teacher had been patient and sympathetic and reassuring, as if Sloane’s was not a complicated story at all, and Isla’s circumstances not so unusual. It was soothing, and Sloane vibrated at a slightly lower frequency, feeling marginally less likely to die. However, on the morning of the very first drop-off, a new teacher seemed frazzled to see her. She repeated Isla’s name several times as if mentally referencing a section of a text she had once read in high school. Sloane asked where Miss Jamie was, and this new woman said Miss Jamie didn’t work there in a way that suggested Miss Jamie had never worked there, and had in fact never existed, as with a ghost. Sloane realized she was dragging out the process of drop-off and this was unideal for Isla. She went to kiss her daughter’s shock-white face and realized Isla was crying silently with fear, which was when Sloane understood that she was a monster. Then she went to her office because just because a person is a monster doesn’t mean they don’t have bills to pay.


Because Sloane would be a mere adjunct, only blessed with employment at the University thanks to Max’s preeminence in the field and his arduous defense of her intellect, she was given one of the shared offices in the basement of the college of liberal arts, despite in fact belonging to the social sciences. This wasn’t on its face a problem, given that when she and Max had been younger and Sloane had planned to stay at her previous SLAC where curriculum was more fluid and the necessity to publish more relaxed, she’d had the freedom to pursue scholarship any which way she chose, which could have easily involved literature or theology. But now that she was here, there was a sense of captivity to it all, something that felt almost Faustian but without the promise of artistic glory.


The shared office had a chalkboard-style nameplate, so Sloane wrote Dr. Hartley on the top and left the bottom blank for whoever her officemate would be. A single ribbon of string hung from the vent, unmoving. There were two small IKEA bookcases, two tiny wastebaskets, a stain on the rug beneath the worn office chair that belonged to the slightly cleaner desk. Sloane claimed it and set a framed copy of the previous year’s Christmas card photo on her desk, trying to breathe through the pain in her chest at the thought of Isla, who would be fine. Probably. Isla would probably love the new teacher, Miss Lily, even more than she loved Sloane! Eventually Isla would grow up and have thoughts and opinions and believe that Sloane was stupid. Already Sloane was convinced that Isla was going to grow up with a flawed understanding of gender roles. “Oh, my mother did all the cooking,” Isla would tell her friends. “It’s just how things were at my house. She still called herself a feminist, though, it was honestly so sad,” and then Isla and her Gen Alpha friends would pull Sloane’s books (okay, book) off the shelves and cry with laughter.


Sloane wiped her eyes quickly and opened the document with the day’s lecture. Then she went to class and delivered the lecture. It was mostly fine and she only brought up Isla twice (she was certainly not going to be the kind of woman who was A MotherTM, noun, one who referenced nothing but her own motherhood; according to the internet, a Good Mother had many facets, including some modicum of a self). Sloane did repeatedly forget words and names and lose her place in her train of thought, which again had been happening since she’d gotten pregnant.


“Can I just say, I find it so refreshing to hear you talk,” said a stunning freshman named Dalil Serrano whose hair was gleaming and whose perineum was intact and who would probably grow up to sit on the Supreme Court or something. “I have ADHD and I swear, something about the way you lecture tickles my brain.”


Sloane did not have ADHD that she knew of. What Sloane did have was an arresting anxiety about her daughter and a body that had sacrificed its personal brain cells to the craft of Isla’s perfection. But she was flattered in a way, because it was at least a compliment, and so she said thank you, and felt very online.


She returned to her office, noting the presence of a second person who had come and gone. She checked her watch—an hour until she could go get Isla. Luckily she had more work than she could possibly complete in an hour. She had more work than she could complete in three lifetimes, most of which existed only ephemerally, in theory. The work of becoming more inherently valuable, such that she might deserve job security or even, dare she say it, some presumption of competency that was not derived from her husband’s accolades.


“Dr. Hartley?”


A voice startled Sloane because it sounded, at first, like it had come from somewhere inside her imagination. Like she’d dropped off into a pornographic fantasy. She shook herself awake, although she had definitely been awake and actively working, and because she no longer had the time or energy for an inner life. “Yes?”


The man at the door introduced himself by a name that instantly disappeared into the ether, adding, “I’m sorry I’m late.” A youngish man, maybe mid-or late-twenties—not an undergraduate student, that much was clear—stood there with . . . with shoulders. With shoulders and a jaw and a chin and that hair. It was almost impossible to take him in all at once without squinting. He sort of . . . gleamed.


“The office at the college didn’t get in touch with me until about an hour ago—anyway.” The man at the door cut himself off with a droll flap of one hand. “The point is, I’m glad I caught you.”


He had a dimple. Just one dimple. This made everything substantially worse in some horrifying, Gothic way. “Oh, hi,” said Sloane, and trailed off, which perhaps made her seem like she was stupid or geriatrically confused, neither of which would be entirely off base for a professor in this department.


“I’m your TA,” added the youngish man charitably, who was most likely a doctoral student, Sloane concluded. “I’m in my third year in quantitative soc.”


“Who’s your advisor?” asked Sloane, faintly impressed she was still forming words.


“Burns.”


“Oh, brutal.”


“Yeah.” Her new TA laughed and swept a hand through his raven hair as he took the seat opposite hers at her desk. She had the vague sensation of wanting to witness him on horseback. “I don’t sleep much.”


Her phone buzzed on her desk. It was Max, asking if the daycare had sent any pictures of Isla. Max, who also possessed shoulders and a jaw and a generationally attractive respect for feminism.


Sloane recalled a conversation with her aunt from just after she’d gotten pregnant with Isla, about who would do the housework if Sloane planned to continue working full-time. “Oh, Max does the laundry and most of the cleaning,” Sloane had said with a shrug, and later shared a conspiratorial laugh with Max about her aunt’s look of dismay, reflecting the foolish gender roles of yore.


Thusly Sloane remembered her position of authority in the situation, and not a moment too soon. “Well, there’s not much I’ll need you to do for me,” she offered in apology to the TA whose name she’d already forgotten. She had actually requested a TA for a different, more advanced course that she had not, ultimately, been assigned. This class on sociological methods was a stats class wearing a cardigan, or whatever bureaucrats wore to work. “I’ll need some grading, maybe, and you can sit in on the course and the final projects, maybe deliver a lecture or two.” Sloane was conscious, in her SLAC-y way, of the value of teaching; of the need to provide practical experience; of the desire to not reject a student who was probably in desperate need of a paycheck. She herself had gone to a SLAC that paid its grad students well, even admirably, rewarding their ability to wear many different hats, but this University felt the value of their degree was reaped later, by design, like how artists necessarily had to starve.


“I’ll do whatever you need me to do,” her TA said.


Sloane noticed again the presence of shoulders. His mouth.


Then her phone alarm went off. “Oh god,” said Sloane, feeling as if someone in the room had started screaming. “How disruptive. I’m so sorry.” It was her alarm to pick up Isla, and she felt a thrill of relief, both at the reminder that she would soon hold her daughter in her arms again and the realization that even a man this handsome could not actually drive her to madness. “Could you email me your contact information, and I’ll get you in the cloud drive with the syllabus?”


“Absolutely.” Her TA stood up and slung one strap of a backpack over his shoulder, reaching out his free hand for hers. “Excited to work with you this semester.”


His hand was warm and strong and his forearm was muscular and he smelled like fresh linen and a previous life. Sloane had the brief, overpowering sensation to pull the taut skin of his wrist to her lips—to brush them gently along the inner lining of his arm until she felt him shiver. It was humiliating to feel this way, but only a little.


At the same time that a hot flush reached Sloane’s cheek, she realized she had yet to see the string tied to the vent move at all. Instead, it hung limply, forgotten, like the reflexes belonging to a form of existence she’d set down somewhere and lost.
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“Mind you, my biggest piece of advice while going through recruitment is not to treat ‘lower tier’ houses as practice rounds. Use this time to forge genuine connections—that’s the best way to get what you really want out of Greek life,” said the first of Nina’s recruitment counselors, who had clearly just outed herself as a member of an inferior house.


“I totally agree with Jen,” said the second one, who was demonstrably prettier, although there were certainly pretty girls in every house (Nina was at least that charitable). The difference was in the details, most of which weren’t immediately identifiable because the recruitment counselors were wearing the same shirt. They weren’t all wearing it the same way, though—the first of Nina’s RCs, Jen, was wearing her shirt adorably large, on top of trendy leggings that Nina also owned. The second, Mia, was wearing hers cropped, with jeans that fit almost impossibly, as if they were custom-tailored or wildly expensive. They were a barrel cut, magically oversized and yet impossibly snatched at the waist, in direct defiance of science.


“The important thing,” Mia continued, “is that there’s a house for everyone. Finding your tribe is wayyyy more important than choosing a house just for clout.”


“You heard her, uggos,” mock-whispered a freshman named Dalil Serrano to Nina. They’d become friends over the course of the previous four hours, wherein they’d visited every house on the row but one. “Not all of you can be in the hot houses,” Dalil continued in a remarkable imitation of Mia’s vocal fry, “so make your peace with it now.”


Nina laughed. It wasn’t exactly the height of wit, but there was nothing more intoxicating than talking shit after a day of being mercilessly judged. It swung the pendulum back, just a bit. “What do you tell them you’re looking for?” Nina asked. “You know, when they ask why you really want to be in a sorority.”


Dalil instantly transformed her face. “I’m just really craving a community,” she said, her voice casually lowered in a way that exuded the perfect amount of intimacy—not too earnest, not too false. It was exactly the right amount of candor, like when a hot girl does a “get ready with me” video where she talks about her struggles with anxiety. “I love the philanthropy,” Dalil continued, “but honestly? I want the sisterhood. That’s what appeals to me most.”


Nina was pleased that Dalil had chosen to bond with her, because it meant Dalil, a natural alpha, saw Nina as a peer. A promising start. Not that Nina felt any pressing anxiety—she told herself the stakes were almost laughably low, because if she didn’t get the house she wanted, she would simply drop the process altogether and conjure up another transformation plan. It wasn’t like there weren’t countless other ways to fill her time. Right now, for example, her roommate Simone was at a party enjoying the hazards of her youth among the fray of future Wall Street financiers, and their suitemate Mei, a journalism major, was currently hooking up with the editor of the University paper, which was a helpful reminder that there were other ways to achieve an end. More than one way to skin a cat, as the saying went, and certainly to reinvent a future.


But then The House came into view, and a flutter of longing in Nina’s belly felt like desire of the most urgent, erotic kind. The kind of craving that had once driven her to fumble with her clitoris until her fingers cramped.


It was clear she wasn’t alone in her desperation. “See you on the other side,” whispered Dalil, no longer mocking.


The lawn was perfectly manicured. The spectrum of pastel beach cruisers belonging to The House’s chosen were tucked securely away from view. The whole place smelled like jasmine, like fucking roses. The house itself was Georgian, brick with regal front columns, like a sex dream authored by Jane Austen herself, on drugs.


The front door of the house opened and perfection spilled out in glossy waves, in Hollywood smiles. One by one The House materialized on the lawn, Nina’s eyes tracking each member through a blur, a growing dazzle of white behind her eyes, like staring too long at the sun. She felt bewitched, intoxicated, more deeply taken the longer she looked. Like a sailor tied to the mast, Nina felt an element of torment, an animal longing she couldn’t explain. A violence of feeling, a palpable hunger. Desperation to cast herself into the void and be deemed worthy, or perhaps not.


The lure of danger was half the desire; the other half unrealized, still wordless, unfulfilled.


Every outfit was on trend, easily worthy of a street-style feature, notably individualized (not cloyingly matched like the other houses had been, the lifeless equivalent of a dollhouse) but artfully cohesive. There was no theme, no specified color, no obvious palette, and yet from head to toe each girl was the well-crafted piece of an understood whole.


There was also, to Nina, an uncanny sense of the eternal. An undertow of syncopation, some soundless rhythm she struggled to put a finger on, being on the outside looking in. There was a visible unanimity, nothing robotic or Stepfordian, not even rehearsed—something closer to reflexive. The sleek orchestration of hunters in a pack. The feline prowl of an adroit pride.


There was a ripple of something, awareness, once The House had been assembled in full. A long period of silent looking, watchfulness that shifted the ground beneath Nina’s feet to redefine the roles of predator and prey. Unmistakable tension, a crowded stillness, such that Nina could hear her blood crashing loudly in her ears. Arrhythmia to betray her vulnerability, an obvious and fatal flaw. Nina felt inexplicably certain that if a bird took flight at that moment, it would be caught one-handed; if she shifted a hair’s breadth out of position, one of The House’s members would effortlessly shoot her down. She could almost feel them taking breaths in unison, spurred on by a single, measured pulse. Aligned and carefully slowed, in tune with a steady beat that only they could feel. A thrum of constant frequency.


What would it be like, Nina wondered, to count among them? To live in the current of that stillness—that certainty of power.


What would it be like to sleep so well at night?


Three girls holding hands stepped down from the porch and into a stream of sun, glowing in perfect unison. Nina knew them. Everyone knew them. Leonie Monaghan, rush chair, biology major so arrestingly charismatic she had a VidStar following of over one hundred thousand due to her advocacy work, mostly in gifted designer swimwear. Alina Antwerp, VP Recruitment, public policy major, pre-law, dean’s list. She’d wanted to be a senator since she was six years old and so far, it seemed a lock.


And then there was Fawn Carter, president. Half of the Greek system’s golden couple (although rumor had it they’d broken up over the summer and Fawn had since hooked up with a literal prince). Blindingly beautiful, untouchably so. If Audrey Hepburn and Jackie Kennedy had some sort of sci-fi clone baby, she’d feel awkward standing next to Fawn. There was something otherworldly about her, an aura, or maybe an air of déjà vu, spiritually from a dream but actually from her stint as a prolific teen model. She could have walked the runway in Milan. She could have been an art-house muse, a baby Coppola. She could have run a boardroom or filled a stadium, she could have been anywhere else, worlds or lifetimes away, existing like a phantom, a face to grace the pages of a For You page, for you.


Instead, she was here. In front of Nina.


“Welcome,” said Fawn. “We’re so excited you’re here.”


Her eyes drifted to Nina, who felt the tug of their shared glance like a ray of fucking sun; like fate itself was in on the joke. Like the universe had willed it.


Fawn smiled.


She smiled at Nina.


“Jesus Christ, you sound like you have a crush on the entire house,” Jas muttered later, when Nina called to report back on the first day of rush. (While Jas disapproved of the whole thing, she still felt the experience of going through recruitment secondhand was “of anthropological significance.”)


But of course Nina didn’t have a crush. It wasn’t a crush.


She was in danger.


She was in love.
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“Do you think there’s a chance you could drop Isla off instead of me?” Sloane asked her husband, Max, after the fourth day of her new life. By that point, she understood that the air-conditioning in her office was broken, and that while multiple work orders had already been issued over its repair, it was unlikely to be fixed. Her officemate was an art history adjunct, a squirrelly, awkward man in his forties who was so plainly inadequate as a lecturer because he loved his work too much—so much so that his enthusiasm was unbearable. It was a common curse. As with dating, you couldn’t lust too hard after your subject matter. Love it, yes. But coolly, with reserve.


“Hm?” said Max. “Hang on, just let me finish this email.” He paused to think, then typed a response into his phone. “Okay, sorry, you have my attention.” He reached out and gripped Sloane’s shoulders playfully with both hands. “What was it?”


“I just . . .” How to put it into words. Sloane technically understood the nature of linear time, that a ten o’clock lecture took precedence over an eleven o’clock, but did it matter? Wasn’t there some form of consideration within any relationship that meant easing life’s burdens from the suffering partner’s shoulders for a more evenly distributed collective load? “It’s just so hard for me to watch her cry like that,” Sloane attempted, and wilted from a general sense of shame. Her pediatrician had given her a similar look when she’d confessed to struggling with sleep training; it was the look of a mother who had simply gotten over it, as all Good Mothers do, or perhaps true Good Mothers never even considered sleep training. It remained unclear to Sloane despite much scrolling in pursuit of an answer.


“I know she’s fine,” Sloane argued with herself aloud. “I know that, I know she’s safe, but still, it’s just—I just—” She broke off, and beneath the sound of Frankie the dog licking the floor with an ardor once reserved in Sloane’s brain for pornographic cunnilingus, resorted flaccidly to, “I don’t like it.”


Max gave her a look of sympathy, drawn deep from within their communal well. It was a gentleness Sloane was grateful for in the moment, because only Max could even come close to loving Isla the way she did. “But it’s been getting better, hasn’t it?”


The first day, Isla had visibly spent the entire morning crying. By the time Sloane had arrived to pick her up, her face was swollen with tears, and her voice—her tiny voice with which she produced little more than gibberish—was hoarse, like she’d spent the day chain-smoking. “She doesn’t like to be comforted,” said a slightly frazzled Miss Lily. “Obviously we try to hug and kiss her, but she prefers to soothe herself. It’s a good thing!” she added, catching the dawn of apocalypse on Sloane’s face.


A good thing, sure, but also tragic. After the first day, Isla had been mostly fine at pickup, but every morning, as it again came time for Sloane to leave, Isla clawed into Sloane’s sweater with an animal desperation, her desire for Sloane eventually coalescing with pain and grief into a pterodactyl scream. The sound, if you could call it that, carried the weighty implication that Isla knew, she now bodily understood and could never unknow, abandonment. She would forever understand that Sloane’s love had limits; that Sloane had chosen work over her; that love itself was fleeting and could fail.


It didn’t help that the eighteen-month pediatric appointment had been an unmitigated disaster and the follow-up blood tests were looming, sinisterly. Despite purposefully selecting a female pediatrician after their first pediatrician, a man, had told Sloane within forty-eight hours of giving birth that firstborn monkeys often died of starvation due to their mothers’ milk not coming in quickly enough (Sloane’s underachieving tits had taken several days to set up production despite what she considered ample warning from the rest of the mother machine), Sloane still could not escape the dread of it—the numbers on the scale, the impossible tick box of achievements. It was almost worse, actually, that Isla’s doctor was a woman, because at least if a man failed to credit Sloane’s motherhood, she could remember that he was only a man. But now, Isla’s development was actually a metric of Sloane’s success or failure. Did Isla sleep a normal amount? Did she eat all her servings of leafy green vegetables? Was she suitably enriched with iron? No? Well, then Sloane should read to her more, she should engage her child with sign language and an endless stream of narration, she should try smoothies, these first three years were so important. To a Good Mother, nothing would matter more.


But in the face of Sloane’s daily drop-off-related chest pains—Max sighed. He seemed to understand that there was no need to revisit logic. The problem was simply intestinal, some internal rupture, which did not require him to overturn his own carefully curated schedule.


Instead, he pulled Sloane into his arms and kissed her temple. “Isla’s going to adjust, I promise, and it will be good for her. Social skills! Communication skills! She’s already so much more playful at home. She’s getting so much easier every day.”


Easier? Watching Isla grow was remarkable, that went unquestioned, but it was also unsettling and occasionally depressing. She was more active, sure, climbing on every item of furniture and trying to engage with all the heavy textbooks on the bottom shelves, and as her vocabulary broadened she became increasingly capable of a personality that, already, Sloane treasured above every other human she’d ever met—but in achieving personhood, Isla was also more declarative, more mercurial, more expressive of a range of complex malcontents that exceeded simple matters of hunger or tiredness, and with that spark of consciousness came the probability of Isla noticing Sloane as something other than the beloved creator-god from whence she’d come. Sloane saw it in her daughter’s eyes each time she left her behind; the more distance Sloane claimed, the more likely it would eventually become the way of things, irretrievable and lost.


Sloane supposed, in fairness, Isla was becoming easier for Max, who had never been able to calm her without the use of one or both of Sloane’s boobs. But still, Sloane felt an acute loss of her baby; a loss she knew she wasn’t supposed to resent because she hadn’t had a child just to trap them in eternal infancy. She wanted Isla to become independent and strong-minded and curious, she just . . . wasn’t ready for it to happen just yet.


She considered all this on Friday as she sat outside the daycare, crying silently into Isla’s T-shirt. She scrolled VidStar from a fugue state of despair, not even stopping to properly digest her consumption until she found a new post from an account she particularly liked (by which she meant despised, but couldn’t look away from) called @TheCountryWife. Objectively, Sloane understood that the nonsense about “traditional” gender roles conveniently forgot things like women being historically barred from having their own bank accounts; she knew that so much of what went viral on the platform was rooted in the corruption of evangelistic bigotry, white supremacy, and systemic power imbalances—a long, storied tradition of institutional misuse.


But still, it was so fucking soothing, watching someone wear linen dresses and putter around the garden, running the homestead and nursing baby pigs and curating holiday-themed mantels and declaring by virtue of God-given youth and beauty that women’s work was something inherently profound. Sure, it was a lie, and the content was sponsored, but for the sweet love of fuck, The Country Wife’s Sunday roasts looked genuinely life-changing. Her homemade bacon was seemingly to die for, and although in some very distant (albeit extremely real) way Sloane lacked the stomach for any kind of animal husbandry, in certain moments it seemed feasible that she herself could even . . . do it? Perhaps she, too, could abscond to a beautiful house in the country at a fraction of her current mortgage; she, too, could give up her highfalutin dreams, satisfy herself with the coziness of her home and the development of her child—who, of course, would only need her less and less as time went by, such that Sloane’s mind would inevitably atrophy like her postpartum glutes, her capacity for intellect and ambition so shriveled from disuse she might not even stop to wonder when exactly she’d lost herself or who that person in the mirror even was.


Well, as always, the infinite scroll was doing wonders for her state of mind. Isla was wriggling disinterestedly in her arms, mewling for rocks on the ground or the freedom to charge headlong into traffic. Sloane’s lecture wasn’t until two that afternoon; still, she and Max and Miss Lily had agreed that consistency would be best with regard to easing Isla into her new schedule. Sloane had plenty of work to do in the meantime, but nothing pressing, which meant she wouldn’t be properly distracted. Which was probably why she had the time to access the deep well of pain that seemed to have taken on an alarming level of sentience each time she paid it a visit, greeting it with little treats like intrusive thoughts and capitulation to the void.


“Are you okay?” came a voice.


Sloane jerked upright from where she’d been sitting on the cold stone bench outside the University daycare, clutching Isla to her chest like a shield and dropping her phone on the ground in the process. Isla, in turn, let out a shrieky barrage of nonsense, and Sloane’s blurry eyes focused belatedly on a woman approximately her age.


The woman stood opposite Sloane wearing a red blazer over fashionable black trousers, with matching red lips and an air of perfection achievable only by some sort of cross between Helen of Troy and Anne Boleyn.


“Sorry to startle you.” The woman looked genuinely sorry, in a way that was so lovely and kind that Sloane wanted to cry all over again. “First time at daycare?”


She gestured to Isla, and Sloane realized belatedly how silly it was to have to say aloud, “No, it’s day five.”


“Oh, it compounds,” the woman assured her. She looked too fashionable to be a professor; unlikely to be a grad student. “Mine cried for the first four weeks.”


“Four weeks?” echoed Sloane, as if she’d just been told her flight was canceled and wouldn’t be rebooked until tomorrow.


“I’m not saying it’ll definitely be that long,” the woman said quickly, “but if it does take that long, it’s still normal.” She took a seat beside Sloane, fixing her attention with palpable sweetness on Isla, who now clung shyly to Sloane. “She looks about . . . eighteen months? Is that right?”


“She’s eighteen months, yes.” Sloane became aware of a fractional degree of ease in herself, a melting. She had the sense the woman was making idle conversation purely to calm her, and she was grateful for it. She was exceedingly grateful to talk about Isla specifically, because outside the cult of motherhood that was almost troublingly online, most people seemed to hope that Sloane would stop. Sloane, in fact, often hoped that she would stop. She could feel herself becoming less interesting, her capacity for thought shrinking down. This, the feeling that at all times she was Isla’s mother in disguise, just Isla’s mother in a trench coat trying desperately not to be caught except by someone who might understand, was a condition Sloane understood could not possibly last forever—like babyhood, the complete reorientation of her life would eventually change again. That was the point of venturing out among the adults and reclaiming her passions, the things that had once brought her such fulfillment and joy. Things that existed in a separate box from Isla, like the accolades that were about as taken with Isla as Isla could be moved to bat an eye for them.


And in a broader sense, Sloane was profoundly thankful to not be asked “what would make it better,” for which there could be no reasonable answer. No one so far had been able or willing to increase the hours in the day. For the record, Sloane was technically willing to do her job at night, when Isla was sleeping, just to avoid the tearful drop-offs; to circumvent the sense that needing to do her own work and fulfill her own desire for personal, intellectual, and adult satisfaction was more pressing than Isla’s desire to read Trains, Trains, Trains! for a fourth fucking time. Sloane was willing to eat spaghetti Bolognese every goddamn night if that’s what it took. But nobody ever asked how much are you willing to suffer. They only asked what do you want.


“That’s a great age.” The woman, whose shirt was not stained and in fact looked to be magically unwrinkled silk, began playing peekaboo with Isla with the practiced ease of an exceedingly Good Mother.


“How old is yours? Are yours.” Sloane wasn’t sure whether to imply the existence of one or more children. She had once been asked while holding Isla on a particularly unkempt day if her older children were in school, which had felt somehow both innocuous and viscerally insulting.


“Just one, a boy. He’s three now and all the baby fat’s somehow melted off.” The woman smiled wistfully at Isla. “Look at those cheeks.”


“I miss her breath,” Sloane said before she could stop herself, and she was about to explain it, that Isla’s breath when she’d been only breastfeeding smelled so fucking heavenly that Sloane wanted to bury herself in her daughter’s gummy mouth, when the woman suddenly lit up.


“Oh, I know! Everyone thought it was so weird, but I was obsessed. To be honest, I even thought Theo’s farts smelled good. Like french fries in a hot car,” the woman said dreamily.


Sloane laughed aloud, and the woman played one more peekaboo with Isla before picking Sloane’s phone up off the ground, shifting slightly to hand it to her. “Sorry if this is a little strange, but—Would you want to go get a coffee?” the woman tentatively asked.


“Oh, thanks so much for asking, but I have some work to do before my lecture this afternoon,” is what Sloane didn’t say. She couldn’t understand why she didn’t say it. It was a little strange, and Sloane wasn’t the kind of person to socialize with strangers—that was more Max’s bag than hers. More importantly, she’d brought Isla to daycare that day because she had to work, and no other reason was a compelling one to be away from Isla.


Except that in the five minutes she’d been talking to this woman, Sloane suddenly felt like a person again, which she hadn’t technically realized she still was.


And anyway, how long would a coffee take? Thirty minutes?


Thirty minutes was still long enough to betray Isla, but in that sense, Sloane was already a traitor. So, she said, “I guess I could use a coffee.”


The woman smiled. “I’m Alex, by the way,” she said.


I had coffee today with my friend Alex, Sloane imagined herself saying to Max. My friend Alex said she even liked the smell of her baby’s farts. I told you it wasn’t weird!


If Isla had cried that day at drop-off, maybe Sloane wouldn’t have gone. Maybe she’d have changed her mind and stayed behind, replanting her nose in her daughter’s T-shirt and deciding four weeks of tears was too much to ask of anyone’s sanity. Perhaps in that alternate universe, the path before Sloane didn’t alight so ethereally before her, doom’s cavernous maw snapped safely shut with the splutter of a candle flame.


But Isla didn’t cry. Instead, when Sloane set her down in the play area, Isla just toddled over to one of the squishy foam blocks and pulled herself up on it like a meerkat, giving Sloane a regal salute as if to say, good for you, girl. Good for you.
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