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NOTHING interesting ever happens in January, which is why January makes sense for killing. I can’t remember now who came up with that haunting sentiment—most likely it was Wesley, whom I can still picture teetering barefoot on the back of the threadbare sofa in our fifth-floor common room, practicing her Latin oration with such campy enthusiasm we would be rolling on the floor—but memory’s funny that way. The line between what’s real and what we want to be real becomes more porous with age. The truth is that any of us could’ve said it—that was how my college roommates Allie, Bee, Dina, Wesley, Claudine, and I saw the world back then, when January in Cambridge was cold and dead, two weeks of reading period and long days spent pretending not to care that our worth was so easily summed up in a handful of letter grades.

I always assumed the eccentric Harvard tradition we carried with us after graduation would peter out in the years that followed, a casualty of frenetic schedules, geography, or common sense. None of us imagined we’d drag it with us for two decades, across states and countries, through marriages, births, and deaths—especially when we grew into jobs, families, and reputations that couldn’t be put on hold for a game. But it makes a certain sense now. We made a pact on the eve of graduation to live unconditionally, and the Circus, as we affectionately called it, was how we made good on that promise. It made us feel powerful in ways our everyday lives didn’t. It was a secret that reminded us of who we were and the history we shared. And it was the tether that helped us find our way back to one another year after year, when the rough seas of circumstance might have otherwise scattered us apart.

In the three years since that last round of the Circus, I’ve come to view life as a series of tiny, seemingly unimportant decisions. The catch is that you never really know, even in hindsight, which ones matter in the end. Don’t get me wrong—I still beat myself up over the choices we made and rummage through memories of that time in a desperate search for a single fatal decision. On sunnier days, I think it could’ve been greed or just bad luck that sank us. But I suspect our fundamental misstep was simple: we were told at an early age we were special, and somewhere along the way we began to believe it.

The place to start, I suppose, is the night of Fabby’s gallery opening, which was the first indication that something was very wrong. It was a week before Christmas and I was intent on arriving early as a show of gratitude to Fabby, an older photographer who had been good to me. She had thrown me part-time work as one of her assistants and insisted I keep shooting, even though my photo series on women in invisible jobs was going nowhere. I was always grateful to have Coulter by my side at these arty parties, as he called them—he was a clever conversationalist, equally at ease with celebrities and art history students—but he still hadn’t come home and wasn’t answering my texts when we were due to leave. He was inundated at work after his front-of-house manager quit three weeks before; the stress had driven him to smoking again. But his prolonged funk was understandable, really. Neither of us imagined he would take over his family’s restaurant when his uncle passed or that his detour from travel writing would stretch into a six-year odyssey.

Thirty minutes later, I found myself clopping down Tenth Ave-nue in too-tall heels, a cold drizzle undoing my hasty blow-dry. I had just turned onto the side street where the gallery lived when I welled up with dread at the prospect of facing a den of art-world insiders alone.

Under the thin protection of a restaurant awning, I yanked off my gloves to text my college roommate Dina, imploring her to save me. She taught at Harvard four days a week and spent her weekends in Manhattan. I figured she would be riding the train back to the city after wrapping up her classes for the week, and the promise of free champagne wouldn’t hurt. I was about to slip my phone back in my hip pocket when a cab shot out of nowhere, honking obnoxiously at a man crossing diagonally up ahead.

That’s when I saw her.

A woman stood beneath the steel-pipe scaffolding across the street. Her figure was slight, her gray belted coat almost baggy. Blond hair tumbled past her shoulders. I sensed a skittishness—like a doe that would dart away the second I moved—but there was something familiar in the way she was standing. The hand in her pocket, the sharp bend at her elbow, the dropped hip. She was staring at me like she knew me.

I stood perfectly still. As a photographer in a city where the wildlife is temperamental, I had my phone ready, but I managed only one shot before she bolted toward Tenth, leaving me dumbfounded on the sidewalk.

When my fog dissipated, I zoomed in on the hazy image.

It was Claudine, the roommate who shattered our lives all those years ago.

The light in her eyes was undimmed by the years that had faded the rest of us. Incredibly, she looked the same as she had the day I first met her in the freshman dining hall. Tiny—barely size two, which made her easy to underestimate—but one of the most remarkable people I’d ever known. A free spirit, an artist, and a romantic for whom ancient Greek legends were as real as whatever was on the news that day. The perfect foil for the rest of us, who were too concerned with where we were headed and how fast we could get there. How many times would we be walking somewhere, only to discover Claudine had disappeared? We’d turn back to find her crouching down, entranced by a daffodil or a chubby-cheeked squirrel, or craning up to take in a night sky crammed with stars, and all we could do was stop and marvel beside her.

She still haunted my dreams, a queen parading around the Winthrop House courtyard on the shoulders of two senior boys, her flaxen hair glinting in the winter sun and her face lit up with a beatific smile.

I should’ve been thrilled to see her, but the sight of Claudine that night on the street was both electrifying and unnerving. My imagination had to be acting up; the stress of my uncertain livelihood and the strain of a mortgage Coulter and I could barely cover were catching up with me. Or perhaps it was the guilt that still plagued me over what happened all those years ago.

I remember thinking of the Fitzgerald quote Dina liked to throw around: the test of intelligence is the ability to hold two opposing ideas in your head and still function, or something like that, but the thought only added to my alarm. The woman I had seen was my college roommate Claudine. I was sure of it. And yet that was impossible because I also knew with absolute certainty—for I was with her on that terrible day twenty-three years ago—that Claudine was dead.
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I WAS slinking around the edges of Fabby’s reception, pretending to contemplate the photographs lining the stark white space, but I was more than a little spooked by the sight of Claudine. Why would she haunt me now, years after her death? Was this a warning, administered on the eve of another round of the Circus—our twentieth—that my roommates and I had been tempting fate for too long? To keep Claudine’s memory alive was one of the primary reasons why we played on, but seeing her now—with that hollow-eyed look—was a searing reminder of her death and the part we had played in it. I’d grown increasingly uneasy with the Circus in recent years, but now I felt like our good intentions in honoring her or even atoning for our mistakes were misplaced, and instead something dangerous lay in store if we continued down this path.

I was in line at the bar, swimming in utter confusion, when Dina appeared so suddenly I jumped back, knocking into the fashionable couple behind me. After offering up a harried apology, I turned back to Dina, her presence filling me with warm relief. Her flat-ironed-straight black hair was pushed behind her ears, flattering her dark eyes, and she was unapologetically herself in a neon pink plaid blazer with matching pants. Dina always understood. She would help me make sense of what I’d seen.

We wended our way around the gallery, taking in Fabby’s pieces in their prescribed order. Dina could tell I was distracted; she was watching me with curious interest. Claudine’s name was stuck in my throat, but I didn’t know how to broach a subject we had locked away, an unspoken agreement that old wounds were better left alone. So I rambled on nervously and asked about the freshman philosophy seminar she was teaching. We talked about the Times article naming Bee, the Manhattan DA, as a real contender in what was shaping up to be an expensive mayoral race, then moved on to Wesley and her father’s ongoing threats to claw back her trust fund unless she could convince him she had finally jettisoned her less healthy habits.

We were standing in front of Fabby’s shot of a spectral jungle at night, overlaid with the words nothing is what it seems in a pink neon scrawl, when I couldn’t hold my tongue any longer. I still couldn’t summon the courage to tell her what I’d seen, so I opted for a lateral approach.

“I can’t play,” I said more loudly than intended, and we both glanced around to make sure we weren’t being overheard. We weren’t in the habit of trotting out the Circus in public—we were careful to cordon off its messiness from real life.

“Coulter finally put his foot down?” Dina whispered with genuine surprise as we steered through the crowd toward the next photograph. It would’ve been easy to let her think my husband was the catalyst, given how much he loathed the Circus, and my roommates because of it. But there was enough bad blood between Coulter and Dina, so I found myself in the unexpected position of arguing his side.

“No, it’s common sense,” I whispered back. “The world is completely different from when we started. We can’t justify what we do when there’s a mass shooting every other day.”

Dina refused to look at me as we drifted onward—her way of saying she didn’t agree.

“And we’re not exactly young anymore,” I added.

We found ourselves standing shoulder to shoulder in front of Fabby’s signature piece: a vast, empty desert at dusk with the words what if this is all there is blazing brightly over the dry, cracked earth. I’d seen smaller versions of these pieces in the studio, but I still didn’t like the way this one was trying to provoke me, playing the denuded earth off the urgent desire we all feel to live more fully.

“We’ve been lucky to get by with a few scrapes,” I whispered. I didn’t need to remind her how Bee had broken her leg three years ago after leaping off the roof of Wesley’s summerhouse, or how hard we’d worked to get Dina’s charge for breaking and entering dropped a few years before that. “You know it’s only a matter of time before our luck runs out.”

“Sara, we’ve been at this for almost twenty years,” she said, then leaned in. “Have you said anything to Wesley?”

After Claudine, Wesley had always been the most zealous about the Circus. She was the most daring of us, at times bordering on cavalier, and Dina insisted this was because Wesley was the heir to a seed fortune on her mother’s side and could afford to be this way. I knew she was more complicated than that. Wesley had followed her father into the brotherhood of orthopedics, but abhorred exercise, drank too much, and did a little blow on the side. She was exceptionally generous with her resources and time—her guest bedroom was perpetually occupied by old friends and new, and I think all of us owed our first jobs out of college to the introductions Wesley made for us. At the same time, she despised liars and cheats and could be evasive and hard to pin down. She ran with an artsy crowd and had friends everywhere, but I’d be surprised if more than one or two people outside our college roommate group knew the real Wesley: the girl who despite (or because of) her name and money was still a kid determined to prove her worth.

“No, not yet,” I said.

“You know she’s planned some big surprise to commemorate our twentieth.”

“A surprise? What kind?”

“She wouldn’t say.” Dina shrugged. “But what’s this really about? What’s changed?”

I knew I wasn’t making sense; I figured Dina could handle the truth.

“I saw Claudine.”

She didn’t answer, but I felt the hitch in her breath.

“I did. I swear.”

“We both know that’s impossible.”

“She was outside. On the corner of Twenty-First and Tenth.”

“I know you still feel like her death was your fault. It wasn’t.”

“It was her.”

“Or a figment of your subconscious.”

Dina had always been in my corner, but as a tenure-track philosopher, logic was her profession.

“Should I talk to Allie or Bee first? I mean, before I tell Wesley.”

Dina shook her head.

“It won’t matter,” she said. “They’re all in. Bee can’t resist a chance to prove herself, even with the mayor’s race heating up. And we both know Allie’s a pleaser—if Wesley or Bee even look at her the wrong way, she’ll move mountains to justify playing.”

Dina was right about Allie, who was our peacemaker, but I wasn’t so sure about Bee. She was our Golden Girl, a nickname Wesley gave her senior year after Bee was crowned captain of the varsity soccer team and a finalist for the Rhodes in the same week. She’d always had an uncanny ability to forge real connections with people of all stripes and had fought tougher odds than most, becoming the first in her family to go not only to college but to law school too. Now she was the Manhattan DA with her sights trained on Gracie Mansion. I couldn’t imagine her risking her current role or her shot at being mayor to indulge in a college tradition that wasn’t aging well.

“But rules are rules,” Dina said. “If this is really what you want, then we’re done. Game over.”

The five of us had agreed after graduation: the game only worked if we were all in. We’d taken turns wobbling over the years, but this would be the first full-blown mutiny.

Dina crossed her arms over her chest, pretending to study Fabby’s work, but I caught a glimmer of disappointment beneath her coolheaded veneer. Was she actually hoping to play? It didn’t make sense. Dina had been chasing tenure at our alma mater for as long as I’d known her, and this was her year. The committee would be reviewing her file any day. Still, I could tell she was struggling with my decision, even if she was doing her best to hide it.

When we finished our champagne and found ourselves on the sidewalk, Dina asked, “What if this is all there is?”

I’d had too much free booze on an empty stomach, so I assumed she was making fun of the artifice of parties like this one or pressuring me into playing. But the question grated on me. I’d hoped by now I would have found my footing in the photography world, not just because the women I’d photographed deserved a voice, but because I was dying to live up to Fabby’s charge of creating work that mattered. And perhaps I still believed that there was a certain selflessness, or at least a decency, in making art—an idea that Claudine had impressed upon me sophomore year when she dragged me to a photography exhibit in Boston a few days before finals. We walked through ten stunning black and whites that captured Americans of Japanese descent closing up shops, crammed together in lines, standing in the doorways of horse stalls where they were imprisoned. My anger bloomed as I took in each photo, but what mesmerized me was the range captured in each image: the distress, the bewilderment, the struggle to maintain dignity. I’d had no idea a photograph could make me feel so much.

Despite having little formal training in art, Claudine was a star in the Visual Studies department even then, and I was impressed by how much she intuited about technique and composition. As we left the exhibit, I asked her how the photographer had accomplished so much with each shot, and she looked at me as if the answer was the most obvious thing in the world. To this day, I still remember her exact words: “If there’s an equality on both sides of the frame, the artist and viewer can meet and be drawn in to help each other make the world a better place.”

Dina stifled a yawn. It was too late to explain these tangled-up hopes, and I was about to tell Dina this when I realized she was quoting Fabby’s work. What if this is all there is?

“I’m thinking of taking the commercial job,” I said instead.

She looked at me like I’d lost it.

“You can’t.”

“Why not?”

“Your photographic talent is wasted on pink razors and Cheez Whiz.”

“Their dental is pretty comprehensive.”

“You know I’m all for good hygiene,” she said. “Just not at the cost of your sanity.”

“Who needs sanity when you have a steady paycheck?”

Dina frowned. She knew I wasn’t good with conflict, but she refused to let me hide.

“Sara, what’s going on?” she asked.

How could I tell her about the rumor Bee had shared a few weeks earlier? The one about the Middlesex County DA reopening cold cases and taking a special interest in Claudine’s death. Neither Bee nor I had the faintest idea why he would revisit something that happened two decades ago, but the prospect that old accusations could resurface tormented me. It was bad enough that the press might catch wind of our game, but some overachieving reporter might dig up our history and uncover the circumstances of how Claudine died—a combination that none of us would survive.

The day after that conversation, I found a listing for a commercial photography job. Defense lawyers didn’t come cheap.

“No, nothing,” I said. “I’ve been feeling a little lost, I guess. Maybe it’s a good time to switch things up. Get a real job.”

“This is because you saw Claudine.”

“No. Maybe. I don’t know.”

“Seeing her wasn’t a portent of impending doom or anything.”

“You don’t know that.”

She tilted her head, acknowledging but not conceding.

“Sara, nothing bad is going to happen,” she said with such conviction that I believed her.

“Thanks for rescuing me,” I said.

“Not hard when there’s free Veuve,” Dina said and stiffened as usual when I hugged her tightly.

“See you on the twenty-seventh,” she called over her shoulder as she trotted off. “Unless you’re dropping the bomb before that?”

I held my hands up as she disappeared around the corner. Our annual dinner—the night my college roommates and I always got together to plan the next round of the Circus—was ten days away and as good a time as any to deliver the news, since we’d all be together. But I dreaded the firing line, especially if Dina wasn’t going to back me up.

I stood in front of the gallery, Fabby’s signature work drawing me in.

What if this is all there is?

The words reminded me of a passionate promise my college roommates and I made decades ago on a Montauk beach to live our lives unconditionally. How I envied the idealism of our younger selves, when our futures were a blank canvas, undefined and infinite, when we thought there was nobility in living according to our own priorities, ignorant of the compromises we would make.

I had assumed Fabby was exhorting us to embrace life in full, which would be in line with the good energy she exuded and her frequent admonitions that every day should be filled with joy, but seeing Claudine had rattled me. I was reminded of the questions Claudine had put to me as part of another game she liked to play when we were tucked into bed late at night as roommates sophomore year. We would take turns posing either/or questions to each other. It would start out innocently—desert or forest, ketchup or mayo, morning or late afternoon—but the choices soon grew more demanding, the stakes escalating. Mine were always too vanilla, but hers hit hard. Money or passion? Career or friendship? A short, bright life or a long, humble one? I’d been impressed that she had spent time thinking about such weighty considerations when I was still preoccupied with shallower pursuits like grades and crushes and what I was going to wear. But her either/or game was how we came to know each other so well in a short period of time; it was a way of rooting around in the other’s mind and peering into her soul.

I still didn’t have a good answer to Fabby’s question, but the evening had made me more attuned to the fragility of our existence. Maybe I’d been wrong about Fabby’s intention. Maybe her work wasn’t encouraging us, but sounding an alarm. The thought troubled me, filling me with an overwhelming sense of foreboding that everything I had, everything that mattered—the good history, the people I leaned on, the comfort I took in knowing I wasn’t alone—could vanish in a second.
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I PANTED up the stairs to our fifth-floor apartment, blaming my wobbly state less on free-flowing champagne and too-tall heels and more on the evening’s strange turns. Dina had shaken my confidence. Was Claudine a product of my imagination running wild? It was only as I was climbing the last flight that I remembered the picture on my phone. Proof of what I had seen.

Unlocking the apartment door, I jumped back.

“God, you scared me,” I said with a hand on my chest.

My barefoot husband stood in the entryway, wearing the wild-eyed look of someone who hadn’t slept in weeks, which wasn’t far from the truth due to the hours he’d been working at Sempre, the family restaurant he took over when his Uncle Chuck died. His gray T-shirt and jeans were dusted white, evidence he’d been mucking around in the kitchen. Coulter claimed cooking calmed him, but I knew to keep my distance when the santoku and whetstone came out.

“Why didn’t you call?” he asked, running a hand through his shaggy brown hair. I’d left home in a hurry, annoyed that he’d made me late for Fabby’s party. Once I found Dina, I’d been too preoccupied to notice the missed calls and unanswered texts on my phone.

“Coulter, I’m sorry,” I said as I put the phone back into my pocket. “I was distracted. I didn’t mean to make you worry.”

There was nothing to be gained by telling him I’d been with Dina.

He slumped against the wall with a restless disorientation I couldn’t place. Hanging my black leather jacket on the accordion rack next to the hallway table, I noticed the blue-and-white ashtray was askew. Coulter had stolen it years ago from a ritzy Paris hotel where we scraped together enough for cocktails in a plush velvet bar and vowed to return as guests one day. I lined up corners until the edges were straight.

“Sara, come with me,” he said.

The light was on in our bedroom at the end of the hallway. We could both use a good night’s sleep, I thought, but Coulter stopped short in the archway to our small living room. It took me a moment or two to understand what I was seeing.

There was a gaping hole in the ceiling by the window. The overstuffed green couch and the thick-legged wooden coffee table, castoffs from Coulter’s mother, were just as they had been when I left earlier this evening, but a giant slab of drywall had crushed Coulter’s Swedish reading chair, a Craigslist prize bought off an elderly woman who gave it to him for a steal because he appreciated its worth. Now its wooden bones poked through torn sheepskin. The brass reading lamp jutted out from the dusty mass like a mangled leg.

“I was sitting there right before,” he said, his voice faltering.

Nuggets of plaster littered the floor. White dust blanketed the couch, the coffee table, and the beige rug; I now understood why his gray T-shirt and jeans were dusted white. My eyes swept over the books on the shelves flanking the fireplace—stories I’d adored as a kid, each first edition a prize won at auction or hunted down through dealers with an ear to the ground. I didn’t exhale until my eyes landed on the four books I treasured most: the three my mother gave to me when I turned eleven, twelve, and thirteen, and the last, a 1960 first edition of To Kill a Mockingbird, gifted when I was thirteen and a half. My mother’s way of telling me she wouldn’t make it to my fourteenth birthday.

Any relief I felt at finding my collection dusty but otherwise unscathed evaporated when I spied Coulter’s incredulity: Did I really care more for my books than I did about him? I reached for him; he turned away. Feeling slighted, I busied myself with examining the hole. A thick, desiccated beam with rust-colored stains looked plucked from a seventeenth-century ship. In the dim light, it was hard to tell if the marks were old or new—not that it mattered. Fixing a hole this size would require money we didn’t have. It seemed the question of whether I should take the commercial job had been decided for me.

Footsteps creaked above, followed by the scrape of a chair being pushed around. The elderly Scheitelmans in 6A, who didn’t sleep. A thump landed overhead, powdering me with white dust.

Crouching down, I turned over a fragment of plaster. One side was damp. Did someone need to come and assess the evidence? What did people do when the ceiling came down?

“I texted five or six times,” Coulter said, examining the rubble. Glancing up at the hole, I hoped the Scheitelmans weren’t listening.

“I’m really sorry,” I said, trying to wade past a pang of guilt that I’d been sipping champagne with Dina while our apartment was coming down around him. “I had no idea.”

He yanked the brass lamp from the mess.

“Leave it,” I said, then worried I sounded short. “So the condo board can see you could’ve been hurt.”

He held down the lamp with his bare foot, wrestling its crooked stem, hell-bent on straightening it out. When it wouldn’t yield to his will, he threw it down, smashing it apart.

I was no stranger to Coulter’s temper, but he’d tamped it down over the years. Long runs and braising marathons helped. Only once in a while would I come home to find a vase smashed up against the fireplace, swept away quickly and added to the list of things we didn’t talk about by morning.

I should take pictures, I thought. I flipped on one of the table lamps flanking the couch and backed up to the doorway, instinctively lining up the window casing with the broken arm of the Swedish chair. Coulter was blocking the shot. His hair flopped across his eyes with a tender vulnerability that took me back to our younger selves, when we were both at the bank and I was the associate charged with making sure he and the rest of the junior analysts didn’t humiliate our bosses. Born three weeks apart, he a Leo to my Cancer, we graduated the same year, he from a small college in Minnesota. When his Uncle Chuck got sick the first time, Coulter put his budding career as a travel writer on hold and came home to New York to help run his family’s restaurant for a year. Chuck beat the cancer, and Coulter showed up at the bank armed with tales of ancient mountain villages and remote herding festivals that made him seem so much worldlier and wiser than the rest of us. But I could tell he didn’t really want to be there. I discovered much later Coulter had taken the banking job to prove his father wrong, an overreaction to some stupid, offhand comment his father made about Coulter not wanting to grow up and get serious about anything. Even so, Coulter was irresistible. Bright blue eyes and a lopsided grin, sweetly funny with a self-deprecating air you’d mistake for upper-class wit if you didn’t know he’d grown up with a single mom in Brooklyn and had worked hard to get rid of his accent. It wasn’t long before he’d won me over.

Once our relationship cover at the bank was blown, and HR warned me I was crossing a line as his manager, Coulter volunteered to move on; he insisted the insane hours were burning him out anyway. For a few years, he hopped between start-ups, hoping to strike it rich so that he could return to travel writing, his true love. I thought his decision to take over the restaurant when Uncle Chuck passed away six years ago was selfless and good-hearted, but to Coulter it wasn’t a choice; he knew what the restaurant meant to his mother, even if the price was shelving his own dream for a few more years.

As I repositioned myself and framed him in the shot, I could see he was troubled by something bigger than the ceiling falling on his favorite chair. He was wincing, straining against a phantom pain.

“Are you hurt?” I asked, lowering my phone.

“No,” he said flatly.

“We should stay clear,” I said, nodding up at the hole. A rotten crossbeam could be serious; we might be in real danger. Like most New Yorkers, I had the image of a building collapsing upon itself inked indelibly on my brain.

Coulter sank into a cross-legged seat in front of the fireplace and plucked a shard from the floor, turning it in his hands. He began to stack pieces of plaster the way people balance rocks at the beach.

“We should start with the condo board,” I said, picking at the callus on my thumb, and when he didn’t answer, I rambled on. “Make our case. Show them this wasn’t our fault. I’ll call the insurance company too. I don’t know how long that process will take—they’ll probably need to come out and do an inspection.”

My voice trailed off. His expression had turned pensive, withdrawn. Maybe he, too, was thinking about the pact we made when we got married. A promise to squirrel away as much money as we could and seize the first chance that came our way to travel. I’d only been out of the country that one time with him, and I was dying to pack up my camera and see more, but now all of that seemed like a charming story we once told.

Coulter lowered a shard on top of the four already stacked, and I inched close enough to smell the briny musk of his cologne.

Jaw clenched, he contemplated his tower. I didn’t know how to ease his anxiety or his pain, other than to put my arms around him. He nestled his chin in my hair, his body heaving with each breath. I buried myself in the warm scent of him: wood, citrus, the salty sea.

“Maybe this is a sign,” I said quietly, feeling my way along. “The right time for a change. There’s a full-time job. Shooting products for online and print ads. They’re interested, if I can start next month. We’ll have a little more coming in.”

He pulled away to look at me.

“Sara, you walked away from a big-time banking job to pursue your photography. No way you’re giving up now.”

“But we’re barely making it,” I said without thinking, and immediately regretted it. He already felt hemmed in by the expectations of a previous generation raised on the back of a once-flourishing restaurant. And we had pooled the entirety of our savings to buy the apartment when I was still at the bank, thinking we could stretch because I had a steady income. Everything we had was tied up here, and what we earned went to paying down the mortgage.

I thought of the question Claudine kept coming back to as part of her either/or game: money or passion? I picked passion a few times until the day Bee marched into our shared bedroom and declared Claudine’s choice a false one. Bee demanded to know why we couldn’t have both, which was the most Bee answer imaginable. Now I felt sure Bee was wrong. You couldn’t have both. And maybe some people couldn’t have either, but I couldn’t see a way to keep my passion alive without money.

“I have a plan,” Coulter said.

“Aunt Judy is seventy-five. She won’t take the restaurant back.”

“I’m not talking about Aunt Judy,” he said. “If I can come up with a little more investment capital, I can get some buzz going with a more creative menu. The Times has a new critic—she likes old classics with a seasonal spin.”

He must’ve seen my concern because he held me in his arms.

“Sara, have faith,” he said. “We’ll figure this out.”

“We will,” I said with the enthusiasm he deserved, even while knowing we were going to need much more than faith.
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IT seemed impossible, and the most natural thing in the world, that the five of us were gathered again to usher in another round of the Circus. Any other year, I would’ve been swept up in the thrill of their company, Bee and Dina arguing over the direction of our country, Allie catching us up on people we didn’t see anymore. We’d relive our favorite memories of the Circus: Dina and I miming the heart-stopping moment I reached for a carton of milk at the supermarket, only to have Dina grab my hand from inside the stockroom and shoot me, and Allie acting out the time she got locked out on the tiny balcony of Wesley’s first apartment, forced to endure Wesley and her boyfriend’s vigorous afternoon sex.

The mood was ebullient and the others had turned up as their sparkling, witty selves, but I couldn’t shake the deepening dread that had taken hold of me since seeing Claudine ten days earlier. Sooner or later, Allie would read the rules, and I still hadn’t figured out how to tell them I was ending our beloved game.

We took turns hosting these kickoff dinners, and this year it was Wesley’s turn. When she revealed she’d gotten into a swanky new private members’ club, we bashed her for being elitist, then insisted she bring us. The club was far from the sleek modern hideaway I expected, but rather a throwback to the tartan-and-leather final clubs we thought we’d left behind in Cambridge. Wesley was in her element, though, blond hair and wide-set blue eyes shimmering with cool-girl elegance as she walked Allie, Bee, and me through the downstairs rooms to greet friends who summered together in Southampton or Sconset.

As we trailed along, laughing at jokes and serving up compliments, the stark homogeneity of the club surprised me. The city and its private rooms had for the most part progressed to where I didn’t often feel conspicuous for being half-Asian, but Bee, who was half-Black, and I exchanged a relieved look when we were shown to a crimson-hued jewel box bar on the second floor, complete with a stone fireplace and a table laid for five, that was all ours for the evening.

We settled in at the cozy bar, and I was reminded that Dina hadn’t yet arrived. My texts went unanswered, but the radio silence wasn’t unusual, so after giving her another half hour, we sorted ourselves around the table in the same old hierarchy. Bee held court by the fireplace with Allie and Wesley flanking her. That left a seat next to Allie and another next to Wesley, facing away from the French doors. Putting myself between Dina and Wesley would’ve prolonged the peace, but I was thinking of my mother’s old warning that it was bad luck to put your back to the door. Figuring I needed all the luck I could get given the bomb I was about to drop, I slid in next to Allie.

We caught up on husbands, boyfriends, and kids; gossiped about classmates who had bested expectations or fallen on hard times; and raised a solemn toast to an acquaintance who had been tragically killed by a stray bullet a few months before. Bee, who had grown up on Staten Island, and Allie, who was raising her three girls in New Jersey, traded Staten Island–New Jersey barbs that had us gasping for air. Wesley scandalized us with tales of her everyday life—a dinner party where dessert was a few lines of coke in the shape of the host’s first initial, and a well-known actor’s proposal that she sleep with him in exchange for a standing reservation at a hot new West Village eatery, which she was seriously considering.

We’d been sitting for more than an hour when Allie asked, “What’s keeping Dina?”

“She should’ve been here by now,” I said, ashamed that I’d momentarily forgotten her. Here we were, drinking and eating with abandon when something terrible might’ve happened. Dina preferred to navigate the city by bike, even in the rain. What if she’d been hit by a car? I checked my phone as I pushed out of my seat—still no answer to my rapid-fire texts. Pacing at the bar, I kept getting her voicemail. It occurred to me then that Dina knew I was planning to tell our roommates at tonight’s dinner that I wasn’t playing. She was always a step ahead; if she really did want to play, was her absence a gambit to weaken my resolve? Let the wolves wear me down before she stepped in for the kill? She knew we couldn’t decide anything until she arrived.

“I can’t play,” I said after I’d retaken my seat.

Everyone stared.

“I knew it,” Allie said, slapping the table and looking pointedly at Bee and Wesley. “Didn’t I tell you?”

“Hold on,” Bee chimed in, extending an arm in Allie’s direction. “Let’s hear Sara out.”

“It doesn’t make sense anymore,” I said, my voice a meek impersonation of the one I’d rehearsed.

“I get it,” Bee said. “Coulter isn’t exactly a fan.”

Before I could clarify, Allie cut in.

“I’m with Sara,” Allie said to my enormous relief. “Playing doesn’t feel right.”

“Maybe it is time,” Bee said agreeably. “I have the best PR guy in town, but even he can’t walk back a story that the DA plays a killing game, even if the guns are fake.”

I wasn’t expecting Bee to give up so easily. Had I been worried about this conversation for no reason? Was it possible we were all secretly relieved the Circus had run its course?

“What are we saying?” Wesley asked. “Are we done?”

All eyes landed on Bee, her brows furrowed under the apparent weight of this decision. She’d gone back to relaxing her hair and the polished, shoulder-length style suited her, though I wondered if this was a look her image consultants had insisted on so she could appeal to people her advisers euphemistically called “mainstream voters.”

“Hell, there are good reasons to call it quits,” Bee said. “And I certainly don’t want this to be the thing that sinks my campaign.”

She swirled her wine—a pause I suspected was intended for dramatic effect, but performed with such ease that I felt cruel doubting her—then set the glass down purposefully. “Let me ask you guys a question. What do you have that’s for you and you alone?”

She held up a hand.

“Think about it for a sec,” she said and made a point of studying the coffered wood ceiling before turning her gaze back on us. “I know for a fact you’ve worked harder than all the guys who came up with you to get to where you are, which is to say you’re finally making decent money and hopefully getting the respect that comes along with that. Maybe you’re even getting to the gym now and then. And fucking three nights a week.”

I didn’t see myself in Bee’s words, but I couldn’t help laughing along as we glared at Wesley with mock menace. She was the only one who lived such a charmed life.

“It’s five nights a week, thank you,” Wesley cracked with a naughty grin.

Bee smiled, waiting until we had settled down again before continuing.

“In any case, if you already have the life you want, then by all means, tell me to shut up.”

None of us said a word.

“Do you remember why we kept playing after graduation?” Bee asked, cocking her head.

A chill fell over the table; we knew she was talking about Claudine, who cajoled us into playing the Winthrop House game sophomore year. I could still feel the rush of skittering in pairs to the library and back, the anxiety as we peered around corners and under bathroom stalls. The thrill of narrowing in on a target, pulling the trigger, and getting a kill. Growing up, Claudine hadn’t been allowed to play sports, only take dance lessons—the consequence of her mother’s antiquated view of what was appropriate for young ladies—so she’d been fanatical freshman year about trying every club team that would have her. Sophomore year, she played ferociously in the Winthrop House game and placed fourth, which the cutthroat among us would’ve swallowed with a dose of disappointment, but Claudine didn’t see it that way. She was elated. The following year, no one was surprised when she came in second. We were sure she’d win the whole thing when we were seniors.

“I’ll never forget what Claudine said to me once about the Circus,” Bee said. “You probably remember that night. It was January of junior year and we were sitting around our common room. Claudine was cradling that silver cup, saying it was the first trophy she’d ever won. I assumed she loved the competition.”

We nodded. How clearly I could picture the six of us strewn across our two futons and a fraying Persian rug, rehashing the golden glory of that afternoon, when the winners of the game were crowned. None of us could forget the sight of an ecstatic Claudine, a paper crown nestled in her golden hair, riding high on the shoulders of two seniors around the Winthrop House courtyard to the epic strains of Carmina Burana thundering from speakers turned out of third-floor windows.

“She said that was part of it,” Bee continued. “But the thing she loved most about the game was that we all played together. She was sure in ten years it would be the thing we’d remember the most.”

Bee paused, letting us feel the weight of her words.

“I’ve always felt she would’ve wanted us to keep it going,” Bee said.

I traced a stain of red wine bleeding across the tablecloth, remembering how subversive and special our decision to keep the Circus going after graduation had felt. A tribute to Claudine, of course, but also a protest against the misfortune that had befallen us senior year, an attempt to cast off the pallor that had settled over us after her death. And a way to remind ourselves that we were tougher than even we believed ourselves to be.

“The thing is,” Bee said, “if we were guys, we wouldn’t be sitting here second-guessing ourselves. And we could’ve let this thing die a million times, but we haven’t. We all know we’re different when we play. Sharper. More alive. This”—she tapped the table urgently—“is for us.”

It was a convincing speech—Bee was a seasoned prosecutor, after all—but I couldn’t figure out why she was working so hard to convince us. Maybe I’d underestimated her loyalty to Claudine. I always saw the two of them as friendly, but not nearly as close as Wesley and I were to Claudine. Then again, Bee’s superpower was her ability to forge instant connections with people. And yet we all knew the rules. If I was bowing out, then the Circus was over.

“I know Wesley isn’t afraid of a little healthy competition,” Bee said, and Allie snorted. We all knew Wesley wasn’t afraid of anything.

Wesley gave a little shrug without looking up from her glass, and I wondered if Bee had gotten to her beforehand.

“Allie, you’ve got three kids, a mortgage, and an hour-long commute each way,” Bee said, donning a sympathetic expression she probably used to curry favor with hostile witnesses and juries: a tilt of the head, eyebrows slightly raised, unassuming smile. “What do you have that’s just for you?”

Allie looked flustered, repeatedly tucking strands of auburn hair behind her ears, but she had seemed out of sorts most of the evening. Of course she was the same loyal, generous friend she’d always been—a grown-up Ginny Weasley—but she wore a fatigue I hadn’t seen before. This wasn’t the exhaustion that set in after a long day spent wrangling colleagues and kids, but something more entrenched. When I had asked earlier if everything was okay, she’d put on a brave smile, insisting she’d never been better. She was Allie, after all—the rock who shouldered our problems and rarely burdened us with her own.

“A girls’ weekend on the Jersey shore seems so banal, but we’re not kids anymore,” Allie said. “What does it matter, though? Sara’s made up her mind.”

Allie looked to me to weigh in; I nodded.

“Well, let’s hold off on making any final decisions until Dina gets here,” Bee said, shooting Wesley a look I couldn’t decipher. Wesley didn’t seem to understand either, for she held up her empty glass and waved at the barman to bring us another bottle of wine, though it was the last thing any of us needed.



If this last round of the Circus had gone like the others before it, it might’ve passed into our collective memory like all the others. Our madness condensed into one-liners trotted out to prove how young and crazy we once were. The details of that kickoff dinner and the days that followed rush back to me at the strangest times, piercing me with the sinking certainty that what happened afterward was my fault. Why hadn’t I listened to the alarm bells ringing in my head? Why hadn’t I put up more of a fight?

One thing I know for sure: I could’ve done more for Dina.

I was standing at the bar when Wesley climbed up on her chair, balancing determinedly with one arm outstretched. Not even our hollers and groans could deter her when she was in the mood for Latin.

“Amici, Harvardiani, familiae, commodate mihi aliquantis per aures vestras,” she thundered in her gravelly voice—the opening to the Latin oration she famously delivered at our graduation in the way only Wesley could, lecturing thirty thousand people on the life lessons to be gleaned from The Simpsons. The undergrads were given a translation, and so we laughed in all the right places, which impressed our parents to no end. The hammy way she delivered it still cracked us up, and she was undeterred when halfway through she lost the thread. Searching for some other way to make us laugh, she seized on Dina’s empty chair and cocked her head with a devilish smile. Allie and Bee were still convulsing with laughter, but I knew where this was headed. Glancing at the doors, I prayed for crosstown traffic or a sudden downpour—anything to keep Dina away a little longer.


OEBPS/e9781668094020/xhtml/nav.xhtml


Contents



		Cover


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Chapter 1


		Chapter 2


		Chapter 3


		Chapter 4


		Chapter 5


		Chapter 6


		Chapter 7


		Chapter 8


		Chapter 9


		Chapter 10


		Chapter 11


		Chapter 12


		Chapter 13


		Chapter 14


		Chapter 15


		Chapter 16


		Chapter 17


		Chapter 18


		Chapter 19


		Chapter 20


		Chapter 21


		Chapter 22


		Chapter 23


		Chapter 24


		Chapter 25


		Acknowledgments


		About the Author


		Copyright







Guide



		Cover


		Start of Content


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Acknowledgments


		About the Author


		Copyright








		I


		II


		III


		V


		VI


		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42


		43


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		50


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		64


		65


		66


		67


		68


		69


		70


		71


		72


		73


		74


		75


		76


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		84


		85


		86


		87


		88


		89


		90


		91


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		97


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		103


		104


		105


		106


		107


		108


		109


		110


		111


		112


		113


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		122


		123


		124


		125


		126


		127


		128


		129


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		145


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		164


		165


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		171


		172


		173


		174


		175


		176


		177


		178


		179


		180


		181


		182


		183


		184


		185


		186


		187


		188


		189


		190


		191


		192


		193


		194


		195


		196


		197


		198


		199


		200


		201


		202


		203


		204


		205


		206


		207


		208


		209


		210


		211


		212


		213


		214


		215


		216


		217


		218


		219


		220


		221


		222


		223


		224


		225


		226


		227


		228


		229


		230


		231


		232


		233


		234


		IV








OEBPS/e9781668094020/fonts/EBGaramond-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781668094020/fonts/Poppins-Light.ttf


OEBPS/e9781668094020/fonts/Poppins-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781668094020/fonts/Raleway-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781668094020/images/common01.jpg





OEBPS/e9781668094020/images/9781668094020.jpg
ALISSA
B

e
ot DS
LIKE N

T e






OEBPS/e9781668094020/fonts/Saira-Bold.ttf


OEBPS/e9781668094020/images/title.jpg
WITH
FRIENDS
LIKE
THESE

A Novel

ALISSA LEE

EMILY BESTLER BOOKS

ATRIA

New York Amsterdam/Antwerp London
Toronto Sydney/Melbourne New Delhi





OEBPS/e9781668094020/fonts/PlayfairDisplay-Italic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781668094020/fonts/Poppins-Medium.ttf


OEBPS/e9781668094020/fonts/EBGaramond-Italic.ttf


