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For my perfectly imperfect family





Things can fall apart, or threaten to, for many reasons, and then there’s got to be a leap of faith.

Ultimately, when you’re at the edge, you have to go forward or backward;

if you go forward, you have to jump together.

—Yo-Yo Ma

I take a very practical view of raising children. I put a sign in each of their rooms: “Checkout Time is 18 years.”

—Erma Bombeck





PRELUDE

Twenty-Seven Years Ago

For the fourth time in less than twelve hours, Bridget was doing something that could get her pregnant. Staring up at the acoustic-tile ceiling, she sincerely hoped the doctor (an older gentleman who had an air of celibacy about him) wouldn’t be able to tell that she’d already been pretty spectacularly inseminated three times since midnight. And she had to remind herself—on the off chance that the doctor could detect the cost-free sperm occupying the territory where he was currently placing very expensive Ivy League sperm—that she shouldn’t feel guilty about the situation she found herself in. She’d made a clearheaded, deliberate, positive decision to have this procedure done, regardless of what had happened last night, which was why she’d shown up after almost canceling the appointment earlier that morning. She’d settled on one point: she wanted a baby. So all she had done, really, was up the chances. What difference did it make from whom the sperm came, as long as it came from a well-chosen, clever, handsome donor? The donations in Bridget’s uterus, whether freely given or contractually obtained, were specimens of the finest order.

With her feet in the stirrups, memories of the previous night ran through her mind, and she smiled.

“And that’s all there is to it,” the doctor said, snapping off a surgical glove. “Not so romantic, but it may do the trick.”

“Super,” Bridget said. “I guess we’ll have to wait and see.”

After lying flat on her back for the requisite period, she left the office, hungover but glowing. She found a pay phone and called Will, who picked up on the first ring.

“I was about to call the police to report you missing,” he said.

“Are you hungry? Meet me at that place.”

“I was worried! The egg place or the croissant place?”

“Egg,” she said. “Half an hour. Love you.”

She got on the crosstown bus and took a window seat, deciding she would enjoy this little moment of not knowing one way or the other, of standing on a threshold. She was at the edge of something new, in that space before you begin.

On your mark, get set…
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Halfway up the leafy, winding driveway, past the grove of ferns that were beginning to unfurl along the rubbly wall, Bridget’s station wagon hit a pothole. The grocery bags on the passenger seat tipped over, sending lemons and onions rolling around on the floor of the car, while one of the suitcases slid from the top of the pile and smacked against the back hatch, upsetting the cats in their carriers. Bridget slowed down. Next to one of the granite boulders was a downed tree, directly under the electrical lines, that had left a debris field all the way to the spot where the driveway forked, the woodsier side leading to the guesthouse, a small Hansel-and-Gretel cottage with gingerbread trim and peeling white shutters. Bridget took the slightly more manicured route, startling a bunch of turkeys by the edge of the forest as she approached, making them scatter like teenagers busted at a keg party. She turned off the car in front of her clapboard weekend house, grateful to stop the sound from both the engine and the radio, which was playing a version of Beethoven’s Fifth that was so bad she hadn’t been able to stop listening to it. Bridget opened the car door to a preferable sound: the chirping and croaking of every horny amphibian in and around the pond.

She looked into the backseat, where her cello was securely wedged in, and geared up to start carrying the full load she’d packed for the summer into the house, but her phone rang before she could even get out of the car to stretch her legs. The cats meowed in protest.

“I think I have a cavity,” Isabelle said.

“Hi to you, too. You have a toothache?”

“The whole left side of my face hurts. Where are you?”

“I just got to the house and spooked a gaggle of turkeys,” Bridget said. “The weather’s looking a little iffy—”

“A rafter of turkeys. Don’t even tell me; I’m so jealous. So, I woke up with this throbbing pain, and I have to go to work. What do I do?”

“Compresses,” Bridget told her grown daughter, who was over six thousand miles away. “Gargle with warm water and salt and take Tylenol. Can you make an appointment to see a dentist during your lunch break?”

“I want to go to Dr. Herndon, not some random—”

“You can’t wait a year to fill a cavity.”

“You think I should come home?” Isabelle asked, as if that were a completely reasonable question.

“There are excellent dentists there. Did you eat breakfast?” It always amazed Bridget to think that in Hong Kong, Isabelle was already experiencing tomorrow.

“I can’t chew.”

“Have a yogurt.”

“I wonder if it’s my wisdom teeth; I should have gotten them out in college like everyone else.” Isabelle’s voice came into focus, and Bridget could tell she’d been taken off speakerphone: “Have you talked to Oscar, like in the past couple of days?”

“I’ve texted him.” Bridget was having a tough time negotiating a pattern of communication with her newlywed son. She didn’t want to be overbearing, but she certainly didn’t want to seem uninterested in the details of his life. She was interested, very much so, in fact. Were weekly calls acceptable? And should she try calling Matt also? Or was it okay that she usually reached out to Oscar, leaving messages since her calls often went to voicemail? They both worked all the time.

“You should call him,” said Isabelle. “Cold compresses or hot?”

“Is your face swollen?”

There was a pause as Isabelle, presumably, consulted a mirror. “Not really.”

“Hot then,” said Bridget. She got out of the car, noticing how damp and warm the air was, how good it smelled, and opened the door to the backseat. “Trust your instincts; they’ve always been excellent.”

“I’m fine, don’t worry.” And then she added, “It’s just that, I sometimes wonder what I’m even doing here. I feel like I’m not living my best life, or maybe I mean the right life.” Isabelle sighed. “I miss you.”

That last sentiment made Bridget feel even worse than the thought of her daughter suffering a toothache. “I miss you, too, but this all seems perfectly normal. You’re adjusting to a new place. You’ll be great as soon as you settle in and make some friends.”

“Are you coming to visit?”

The cats were scratching at the bars of their carriers.

“I don’t have our fall schedule yet. It depends on our new violinist, who—”

“Oops, crud, it’s almost seven. I gotta go to work.”

“See a dentist,” Bridget said. “Love you.”

She got her cello case out of the backseat and put the straps over her shoulders, reaching back into the car awkwardly to get the cats. She carried them to the front door, looking out across the field to the barn in the distance. It was surprisingly dusky, the evening providing a dim filter that flattered her well-worn home.

There was a low rumble overhead, and the sky darkened.



First nights in the country by herself were always spooky, and this one was no exception. Bridget’s heart raced with every creak and rattle, and the noises were constant, thanks to the torrential rain and terrified cats. She kept wishing her kids were sleeping upstairs, that Will was reading in the loft, or—even better—that Sterling was in her bed, telling her how overjoyed he was to be there, even in a typhoon.

In the middle of the night, during the worst of the storm, the lightning split a big branch off the willow tree and left it for dead in the pond. Heavy winds pressed on the backside of the tennis court fence until the rotted cedar posts fell over, taking the chain link with them. When Bridget woke up the next morning, having barely slept all night, the temperature had dropped fifteen degrees, and there were deer grazing on the weeds that grew between the deep cracks in the asphalt court. With three sides of the fence still up, it looked like she’d opened a petting zoo.

It was early, and Bridget had over four hours before she had to look presentable, so she threw on sweatpants and sneakers with the T-shirt she’d slept in. Before brushing her teeth or her hair, she went to the kitchen, where the old Sub-Zero was buzzing loudly in the background. She made small talk with the cats, Eliza (as in Doolittle) and Henry (as in Higgins). While the coffee brewed, she turned on NPR to drown out the racket coming from the fridge and texted her boyfriend in New York, knowing how much better she would sleep once he was under the same roof:

Beautiful, sunny morning! Can’t wait for you to get here :)

She added a heart emoji.

Sterling answered right away:

Read your email.

And then:

Please.

His clipped, businesslike tone grated, but he was right to be annoyed. Sterling was a novelist, and he’d asked her to proofread the foreword he’d written for a Cambridge University Press book on literary symbolism. She was certainly no expert on the topic, but she was a good and careful reader. Unfortunately, she’d let that task, along with a slew of other pressing matters, go undone that week while she was preparing her Upper West Side apartment for summer subletters. They were acquaintances of Sterling, his Dutch publisher, her husband, and their sixteen-year-old daughter. The family had arrived safely the night before—notifying her with a text that her place was smaller than they’d expected—at the same time that Bridget was discovering that an industrious mouse had spent the winter nesting in her underwear drawer.

Bridget pulled on a sweater she found draped over a chair, fed the cats, and ate a handful of stale granola. Alone in the Connecticut house, she wouldn’t have to think about feeding anyone other than herself and the cats. That would all change when Sterling arrived, but for the next two weeks, she could eat whatever she wanted at whatever time she chose without sitting down or even using a plate if she didn’t feel like it. In the early evening she could stand at the kitchen counter—in the same spot where she’d dutifully cut up watermelon and poured glasses of milk for her kids when they were young—drinking wine and scooping pub cheese onto crackers and calling it dinner.

She decided to go outside to assess the storm damage, and on her way to the front door, she noticed a puddle directly under the skylight. That was unfortunate. Looking up to see where the water was coming from, she saw a brown stain on the lower left corner, nothing too serious. She got a beach towel and dropped it on the floor.

Opening the door, she let her city cats run out after her. They dropped to the ground like a rookie SWAT team as they took in the scent of bears and bobcats in the woods and hawks overhead. Dozens of downed branches, still holding on to their tiny green leaves, were discarded all over the lawn. On the tree limb that was now floating in the middle of the pond, four turtles were sunbathing. The grass was soaked, the pond was full, and the wind was cool. The storm might have wreaked havoc, but it had left everything gloriously clean.

The peace was disrupted by the sound of a pickup truck coming up the long, wet driveway and making a sharp turn in front of the garage. The driver turned off the engine and opened his door. Her caretaker, Walter, stepped out slowly, reaching back to the passenger seat for a carton of eggs before walking over to her in the yard. “Thought I’d come see how you made out last night,” he said.

Bridget had never quite adjusted to the idea of unannounced visitors, but she’d learned long ago that locals had a different code of conduct from weekenders.

Walter stopped to peer up at her roof, putting an arthritic hand up to shade his eyes. He was tall and skinny, wearing jean shorts hiked up with a belt and a red T-shirt tucked in, giving him the look of a knobby-kneed, overgrown toddler.

As caretaker of the property for the past fifteen years, Walter had repeatedly alerted Bridget to problems with her house. He would call her in New York—in the middle of a meeting, a rehearsal, a concert—to report bad news: You got ice dams on the roof. There’s a litter of baby squirrels in the attic. The heat’s out in the guest cottage. It was up to Bridget to do something about these problems, and she tended to postpone repairs. She had, of course, addressed the direst issues, but she’d allowed all cosmetic or even mildly structural problems to fall by the wayside. The result was a wonderfully lived-in, cozy, but shabby home that could use a fresh coat of paint, a new hot water heater, and an exterminator.

He showed her the egg carton. “From our chickens.”

“Thanks.”

But instead of handing the carton over, he held on to it, pointing his finger at the bushes. “Be careful with those cats. We don’t let ours out. They kill the birds. It’s a big year for bears, you know.”

“Is that right.”

“And foxes and coyotes’ll kill cats, too. Seen any herons?” he asked.

“Not yet,” she said.

“They’ll eat your fish.”

It was hard to know in Walter’s worldview which predators were bad and which were good. One minute he was cursing the herons for eating the smallmouth bass in his pond, but the next he was cheering the bobcat for catching a rabbit. Bridget tried to avoid such topics since they rarely saw eye to eye: she felt happy for the heron and bad for the bunny, for example.

“Your kids coming to visit?”

“Too busy,” Bridget said. “Isabelle moved to Hong Kong and works sixty hours a week, and Oscar rarely leaves DC.”

“How’s that friend of his?”

“Husband,” Bridget corrected. Bridget was humble by nature, but she couldn’t help but speak well of her twins and son-in-law. “Matt’s working for a congressman now, as his chief of staff.”

“A Democrat?” Walter said, frowning.

“Jackson Oakley. The young star of the party.”

Politics, also a world of fighting animals, was another topic Bridget knew better than to discuss with Walter.

“When’s Bill coming? Haven’t seen him in a while.”

No one, but no one, called Will, her oldest friend and music colleague, “Bill” other than Walter, and he had insisted on using the nickname for years in spite of frequent attempts to retrain him. “I’m not sure. Will’s pretty busy this summer in New York, and our trio’s on a break until our new violinist starts—”

“Uh-oh,” Walter said slowly, catching sight of the tennis court. “Oh, boy, would you look at that.” He shook his head. “You gotta fix that in a hurry, or the rest of the fence is coming down with it.”

“Yeah, well,” Bridget said, “we don’t play much tennis anyway.”

“You want Kevin to come take a look?” He seemed fixated on the fence, while Bridget was certain that the big rocks protruding through the asphalt all over the court were a much bigger impediment to the game.

“I thought he moved to Maine.”

“He came back home,” Walter said, pointing vaguely to the north. “He’s living with his mom just up the road.”

Bridget shuddered; Walter’s grandson Kevin was a few years older than the twins. Was it possible he was already thirty?

“Kevin can come by,” he said, “give you a quote for some new cedar posts. And then maybe…” He glanced across the overgrown field at the old board-and-batten barn. (“Bird-and-bat barn” was the misnomer Isabelle had used as a child, and then more recently “Batshit Barn” was the nickname Oscar had given it, an appropriate moniker given the neglected structure’s broken windows, rickety stairs, and shitting bat squatters.) “…Maybe it’s time you take on that big project?” Walter said.

Bridget adored the barn, the steep roof, the silo, the muted gray paint. “Grand” and “historic” were the words the Realtor had used to describe the eighteenth-century building when she’d bought the property, but after another two decades of decay, even Bridget had taken to saying things like Batshit Barn lost a lot of shingles this winter. The truth was, Bridget hadn’t dared look inside in a decade. It looked like it needed a demolition team rather than a renovation expert, but Bridget couldn’t even imagine. Who was she to tear down a barn that had made it through over 220 Connecticut winters?

“Maybe someday I’ll restore it,” she said.

“Kevin’s got time to help you out this summer. He’s working part-time for the park and rec commission. Trail maintenance and the like.”

Bridget figured outdoor work might suit Kevin well. Lacking muscle tone and snappy synapses, he looked like he belonged in the woods, carrying an axe over his shoulder, bootlaces untied. Bridget had often worried about him when he was a young, chubby-handed, nearsighted, excessively drooly child; he’d believed in Santa Claus until he was twelve.

“I’ll think about it,” she said, hoping Walter didn’t plan on chitchatting much longer. She wanted to put clean sheets on her bed, arrange flowers in a vase on the kitchen counter, clear off the desk in Will’s loft to give Sterling a proper writing space, and buy a case of wine.

As if he were reading her mind, Walter said, “So you don’t need me stopping by? You’ll be around?”

“With my boyfriend,” said Bridget. “He’s never been here before, and I think he’s going to fall in love with the place.”

She didn’t mention that she was hoping to see if her relationship with Sterling might get bumped to the next level. Sterling had an eleven-year-old daughter who was heading off to sleepaway camp for eight weeks, and they were going to spend all that time together, a summer of romance, quiet, and privacy. So, no, she didn’t want anyone stopping by.

“I hope your new guy’s handier than Bill—”

“Will.”

“—because you need to clean out your flues.”

Bridget couldn’t quite picture Sterling as a chimney sweep. “I sort of doubt it.”

“Well, enjoy the summer.” He walked back to his truck, saying, “They say we’ll be getting a lot of rain.”

“Thanks for the eggs,” she called after him.

She turned to go back in the house, standing in the doorway while the cats made up their minds whether they wanted to come in or stay out. Eliza Doolittle decided to come in, while Henry Higgins stayed out.

Bridget walked under the leaky skylight in the entry, through the living room, and into the kitchen. She needed to shower and get dressed in decent clothes before she went to her lunch, but her laptop was sitting in the center of the table in the breakfast room, as if to say, Pssst, remember me? She sat down and opened her email; right at the top, above a message from her sister, Gwen, was a new email from Sterling, with the subject line Airflow? She started reading, something about allergens and his need for a fan that made a nice breeze but wasn’t too loud, but before she could get any further, the battery gave out and her computer went dead. She got up and found her power cord, leaned over, and reached for the outlet under the window. A flash of heat rushed up the length of her arm, all the way to her heart, and—just as the wind had shoved the tennis court fence onto the ground—an electric shock knocked her flat onto the floor.



After driving to the Sharon Hospital, Bridget found herself lying on a gurney, hooked up to an EKG, with a red streak running from her hand to her elbow.

“We’ll get you out of here,” the nurse said. “Just taking precautions.”

Bridget closed her eyes and pretended she was getting a facial.

“What’s your name, hon,” the nurse said, verifying that the person in front of her matched the chart on her laptop. She was wearing eggplant-colored scrubs with bright pink Crocs, an outfit that clashed with itself and the peach-colored walls. She was a cheerful creature, making Bridget feel as though her electrocution had absolutely made her day.

“Bridget Stratton.”

“Date of birth?”

“June third, 19—”

A quick inhale. “I don’t suppose you’re related to Edward Stratton?” The nurse was looking down at her with excitement.

“No.”

“He’s from England, they say, but he’s got a house around here.”

“No kidding.”

“Our local celebrity.”

Bridget pointed and flexed, pointed and flexed her feet.

“Even at his age,” the nurse said, happily nodding her head, “they say he’s got that… appeal, you know. He’s still got it.”

Staring at the ceiling, Bridget listened to the EKG machine as it beeped an A, at the same pulse of that Pachelbel piece she’d always hated.

“Your blood pressure’s high,” the nurse said, sounding pleased.

“Thanks,” said Bridget.

“No, I mean you should keep an eye on it, watch your diet. Are you exercising?”

The doctor came in past the pastel room divider, saving Bridget from having to answer. He studied her results, took off his glasses, and told Bridget she could go home. She sat up and turned so she was facing him, ready to get the stickers off her chest. The nurse began detaching the wires.

“This happened at work?” the doctor asked.

“She was at home,” said the nurse.

The doctor looked at her like he felt sorry for her. “You should have an electrician check out your wiring.” Lifting her arm, he turned her wrist over and examined the streak. “A shock like that can kill you.”

He got his prescription pad and scribbled on it as Bridget wondered what painkillers or relaxants he was giving her. She didn’t feel like she needed anything but had no intention of turning down meds.

“Braxton & Sons,” he said, handing her the prescription with the name of a local electrician. “They did my outside lighting, and the whole entry is much more inviting.” He looked down at the e-chart again. “Stratton? Say, are you—”

“No relation,” the nurse said, sounding disappointed.

“Too bad,” said the doctor. “What a guy; I’ll never forget hearing him conduct Gershwin in Central Park. Did you know the queen’s a big fan? They say he has a standing invitation to Buckingham Palace.”



Release papers in hand, Bridget walked out to her car and sent a quick text to Will:

Got electrocuted in the breakfast room :)

He answered immediately:

Jeeesh!! That house!!!!!! You okay????

His excessive use of punctuation amused her; for someone so reserved, his text messages were highly expressive.

She drove to the main intersection in the town of Sharon and sat at the stop sign, admiring the old stone clock tower with its pointy red roof. She wished the clock said it was eight in the morning so she could start the day over again. She wished she’d at least taken a shower. The car behind her honked. She waved in apology, made a left turn, and drove to her father’s house.
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If a pigeon were to perch on the rusty air-conditioning unit in the window of 66 Barrow Street and look into the fourth-story living room, it might be under the false impression that Will was taking a nap. It was ten in the morning, and he was lying on the couch with his feet up, planning out his summer schedule and estimating his potential earnings. He wouldn’t make as much as, say, people with normal jobs, but with the trio on hiatus, he’d found opportunities to make some extra money doing commercial work, like recording a jingle for a low-testosterone ad at a studio in New Jersey. He’d performed at a B-list celebrity wedding the night before with a terrific ensemble—a last-minute invitation after their pianist called in sick—and it was a windfall.

Gounod’s Faust was playing on his iPad, and he was cross-checking a series of emails with the lessons and gigs he kept track of in his calendar, an old-fashioned, spiral-bound throwback he carried in the pocket of his button-down shirts. When he was certain everything was entered (in pencil so adjustments could be made), he moved on to the next business: scheduling a three-way phone conference around the insanely busy schedule of their new violinist, Caroline Lee, so that he and Bridget could welcome her into the trio and discuss logistics. She was out of the country for most of June, but when Will requested a few dates in July, she had never gotten back to him. Will hoped this wasn’t an indication of her level of commitment. He tried calling her manager, Randall Bennett, but the call went first to Randall’s assistant and then to voicemail. Instead of leaving a message, he sent an email to Caroline, copying Bridget and Randall to keep them in the loop.

Randall was obsessed with what he called their “platform,” so Will picked up his iPad and took a look at their website. It hadn’t been updated in years. It didn’t list upcoming performances and certainly didn’t invite visitors to purchase downloads with a click; neither Bridget nor Will knew the first thing about how to manage it. There were good pictures of them on the home page, but it was the wrong trio; Jacques appeared beside them, posing with his violin, not Caroline with hers.

Will had been sorry to see Jacques go last month. He and Bridget had become good friends with him over the past decade, but after Jacques and his wife had a baby, they moved back to Europe. He and Bridget had tried to change Jacques’s mind, making the case that Bridget had managed to raise two children in New York City, and they had turned out quite well, thank you very much, but Jacques had already decided: “Everybody knows France is ze best place on earth to raise a child.” Will didn’t know if this was true or not, but he thought the trio should have meant more to Jacques than a random opinion.



Will lived in the West Village with his yellow Lab, Hudson, in a very small one-bedroom apartment with high ceilings and a playground out his bedroom window. For almost twenty years, he’d been living in the walk-up, a building owned by an invisible landlord who never bothered to make any improvements or repairs but, in exchange for his negligence, had only raised the rent a handful of times. The apartment was a bargain, possibly the last one in all of Manhattan.

Will’s style, if he were pressed to name it, was minimalist ’50s hip: he had an expensive tailored couch and a knockoff Eames lounge chair and ottoman, a Danish bar cart in one corner and a dumbbell set in the other, and his upright Baldwin in between, a piano he’d bought for fifty dollars from his friend Mitzy, who lived next door. He loved his home and everything in it.

Will taught piano lessons all over Manhattan but mostly on the Upper West Side, in the same neighborhood where he and Bridget had met and founded the Forsyth Trio. They’d replaced the violinist several times over the years, but he and Bridget had kept the ensemble together, carrying on the group’s name and identity. (They had called themselves Threesome their freshman year and changed it to Three Strikes as sophomores in an attempt to sound less risqué. After they graduated, they went with something more professional and dignified, borrowing the name of the Lower East Side street where they rented a rehearsal studio.) Pretty much every violinist they’d ever rotated in had assumed he and Bridget were together, or had been at one time, or would be eventually. They bickered like a couple and finished each other’s sentences. They irritated people with their inside jokes. “I wish my marriage was half as good as what you two have,” Bridget’s sister, Gwen, had once confessed before divorcing her rotten husband. “You look so good together,” Jacques always told them. Bridget had high cheekbones and long legs; he was broad-shouldered and square-jawed. Some went so far as to ask if he was Oscar and Isabelle’s father. “Can’t take credit for them,” Will would say.

Will got up off the couch and stretched, turning off the music in mid-aria and wiggling his fingers.

Hudson looked up to see if they were taking a walk. But when Will didn’t make a move for the leash and instead sat down at his Baldwin piano, Hudson wagged his tail and went back to sleep.

Most of the time, Will practiced on the pianos at the music schools where he taught, but there were days when he preferred to play at home, even though his piano was significantly worse in tone and action (as in it was tinny and sluggish) than those at Juilliard and Mannes, where he taught in their precollege programs. No amount of tuning could fix the flat sound of his Baldwin. He checked his posture and played through a Mozart Sonata in F Major and the first movement of Schumann’s Faschingsschwank aus Wien, focusing on his left hand for the latter. After an hour, he put his iPad on the stand and opened the music for one of his upcoming commercial gigs, and yes, it could be argued that playing this jingle was somewhat beneath him artistically, but Will took jobs like these all the time; this was how a professional pianist survived. He’d studied piano and tinkered in composition. He’d even entertained the idea of becoming a composer, but his strength, as it turned out, was in arranging, a skill that had become a hobby, not a profession.

Next Will opened the music for the country ballad he’d been hired to play in a video, a song called “About You and I,” and he gave it a whirl. It was terrible. Putting aside the corny and grammatically incorrect lyrics, the music was repetitive and stupid. According to the producer’s notes, the musicians would be filmed pretending to play first in a field and then, inexplicably, underwater while the female vocalist (who was apparently famous, though Will had never heard of her) sang in the background, riding a bucking seahorse. As he continued to play the song, Hudson looked up and cocked his head, as if to say, What is this shit?

“A ditty,” Will told him. “It’s garbage. Cover your ears.”

He played through it again and found it was decidedly not the kind of song that grew on you through repetition. Finally, he checked his watch and got up to walk Hudson. At three, he had a lesson with Jisoo, a rising high school senior who was preparing her auditions for Peabody and the New England Conservatory. He’d been teaching her since she was in middle school. She was good, really good, much better than he was at that age. What, he wondered, would Jisoo think to see him on YouTube playing bad country music underwater with air bubbles coming out of his nose? What kind of example would that set? A good one—that musicians can and should seek innovative ways of supporting their careers? Or a bad one—that a sellout is a sellout, and no one should ever lower himself to such (watery) depths?



When it was time to go teach, Will locked his door behind him and turned in the dim, linoleum-tiled hallway to knock on Mitzy’s. She opened it and lit up when she saw him.

“Hello, neighbor,” she said. “Look at you.”

He smiled back. Like many New Yorkers, Will had assembled a faux family for himself. He had Bridget, he had her children, he had Hudson, and he had Mitzy, his Manhattan grandmother. She was cartoonishly short and wore big, round black glasses that didn’t seem to do much to help her failing vision. She reached out and gave the tips of his fingers a squeeze.

“I heard you playing something very catchy on the piano,” she said. “You sounded marvelous.”

“Country music,” he said. “I’m branching out. I hope I didn’t disturb you.”

“Disturb me? I stood outside your door so I could hear you better. Are you heading out?”

“I’m going to work, but I’ll stop by the grocery store on my way home.”

She reached in her dress pocket and handed him a list and a ten-dollar bill. “Thank you, love. My left hip has gone wonky, and I’d like a grilled cheese.”

“Do you need an Advil?”

She waved him off. “How’s Bridget?”

“She’s away for the summer with her boyfriend.”

“Isn’t that nice,” said Mitzy.

Will wasn’t so sure. He was having a hard time imagining Sterling happily ensconced at Bridget’s country house. Sterling was one of those New Yorkers who didn’t know how to drive a car. And he seemed pretty pleased with his life in Park Slope. He had a young kid, a job teaching in the MFA program at NYU, and bookstores all over New York that clamored to host him whenever he read from his latest novel. How exactly would Connecticut fit into all that?

Not a fan of nature, small-town life, or unnerving quiet, Will himself was in no way enamored of Bridget’s large, cranky house. In spite of the fun they’d had there, he’d never understood her deep attachment to the place. Who could love something so needy and broken? He regularly stubbed his toes on the warped floorboards and got a wave of panic every time he flushed the toilet, and, as if to show it was capable of doing real harm, the house had now electrocuted Bridget in the breakfast room. What Bridget saw as charming, Will saw as burdensome and mean. He had always resented the house’s insistence on punishing Bridget for not paying enough attention to it. It reminded him of his ex-wife.

“No concerts this summer?” Mitzy asked.

“No, but I hope you’ll come hear us play in the fall.” He held up the shopping list. “I’ll see you tonight.”

“Bring Hudson. I’ll have the gin out.”

Will waved and went down the stairs, the song “About You and I” stuck firmly in his head.



Even though conservatory auditions were a few months away, Will decided to set up a mock audition, asking Jisoo to enter the practice room and introduce herself as though they didn’t know each other.

“Seriously?” she said. “That’s so embarrassing.”

“Every second you’re in the room with the faculty is an opportunity to make a good impression. I don’t want you to waste any chance to connect. Look alert. And remember, they’ll likely stop you right before you get to the development section, so don’t let that throw you. They’re often short on time. Ready?”

Jisoo walked out in the hallway, closed the door behind her, and then entered. “Hello,” she said.

“Eye contact,” said Will. “Don’t be slouchy.”

She went out and came in again. “Hello,” she said, looking at him this time.

“Hello.”

“I’m Jisoo, and I’ll be starting today with the first movement of Beethoven’s Waldstein Sonata.” She sat down and launched right in.

“Wait, wait, wait,” he said. “Take a beat to focus. Let the room go quiet, just like you would for a concert.”

Jisoo took a moment and began playing again. As he listened, he wished he could take credit for her performance. She played so accurately, with a lovely touch and a good deal of joy. Like any serious musician, she never went a day without practicing, and unlike a lot of students, she practiced efficiently and always had.

Teaching Jisoo was the opposite of his experience trying to teach Bridget’s twins to play when they were young. They all gave up soon after he gave them Bach’s Minuet in G; Oscar never even opened it.

“I don’t want to play piano.” He had dropped the thin score on the floor, an act of defiance. “I hate practicing.”

“I don’t understand,” said Will. “What does that even mean?”

“It’s boring.”

This attitude was incomprehensible to Will, who had practiced every day since he was six. And to Bridget, who’d been handed a quarter-size cello at the age of seven and never put it down again except to go up a size every time she grew.

Bridget was an excellent musician, while Will would describe himself as a highly competent one. He was dedicated, precise, careful. “Robotic” was the word Edward had once used when he’d heard the original Forsyth Trio play, doing a number on Will’s self-esteem. Will admittedly was at his best with Bach, where the beauty is in the music itself. He was worse with contemporary composers. Schoenberg made him want to stab someone. And musicians like Lang Lang—or the insufferable, pompous Gavin Glantz, their very first violinist, with all his drama and flair—nauseated him. Enough with the histrionics, Will wanted to yell. Just play the music. Gavin would whip his hair around in a ridiculous arc whenever the trio finished a piece. “He’s an outstanding player,” Bridget would remind him. “What difference does it make what he does with his hair?”

She was right. But, of course, Bridget was more forgiving of flair. She was Edward Stratton’s daughter after all. And Edward’s flair was his signature. For conductors, a little drama was part of the job description. Unlike for an instrumentalist, the conductor’s job was all about interpretation, of infusing oneself into the music. If the conductor was lacking in personality, then a piece lacking personality was what the audience would get. Edward Stratton was brimming with personality. He was scintillating, informed, gregarious, and the most popular guest at any party. He was also one of the most narcissistic people Will had ever known.

Gavin was the other. At the very first opportunity, just when the Forsyth Trio was getting recognition and high praise, Gavin left them to take a seat with the orchestra of the Sydney Opera House. It was rotten timing when he left. They’d gotten a great review in the New York Times from Alex Ross, who noted their “distinct sound” and “unparalleled vigor,” saying they were this generation’s Beaux Arts Trio and calling Gavin an artist “of precision and exuberance.” But in spite of the accolades, Gavin would insist on fishing for compliments from Will, even though reviewers usually highlighted him as the star of the trio. Gavin put on an act of being insecure even though he knew perfectly well he had no reason to be, and Will found the charade wearing and pointless. Good riddance, Will had thought when Gavin announced he was leaving.

Their new violinist was a star; Will hoped Caroline’s personality was nothing like Gavin’s.



Jisoo had reached the end of the piece.

“Well done,” he said. “Really, really nice. Remember: don’t accent the grace note, but rather the quarter note that follows.” He gave her homework for the following week.

“Is the room free for the next hour?” she asked.

“Keep on playing until somebody kicks you out,” said Will. “Hey, we should put that on a bumper sticker.” He turned to leave. “Jisoo,” he said, stepping back in the room, “are you good with computers?”

She looked up. “Sure, I guess.”

“Do you know anything about doing websites?”

“Oh,” she said, “no, I’m not good like that.”

“Yeah, me neither,” he said.

“But I’m friends with a guy who’s super smart. You want me to text him?”

“Who is he?”

“A sophomore in the engineering school at NYU. He’s very techy.”

College kids were usually cheap and brilliant. “Interesting,” said Will.

She was already texting at lightning speed. “I shared your number.”

“My trio has this website, but it’s a little—”

“Brendan answered,” she said. “He says do you need a new website or an update?”

“I need it updated. Or improved. I don’t know exactly.” The whole transaction was moving a little faster than Will was ready for. “Wouldn’t hurt to talk to him, I guess, right?”

She was still texting. “Brendan says he’ll do it. He’s at work right now, but he’ll contact you later.”

“Thanks,” he said, feeling excited about taking a positive step and advancing the trio’s next chapter. “A new website would be terrific.”

He left to the sound of Jisoo practicing scales.



After a quick trip to pick up Mitzy’s groceries and a few things for himself, he walked down his beautiful tree-lined street toward home, stopping dead in his tracks when he looked up: there beside the cracked sidewalk—directly in front of his beloved building—was a large sign with the words For Sale.
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Gavin was somehow lost.

It was hard to get turned around in New York City, what with the grid and all, but there was an area around Astor Place, where Lafayette turned into Fourth and Bowery turned into Third and then Third and Fourth went off in different directions instead of staying parallel like all the other avenues in the city, where he always got confused.

Getting lost in Manhattan reminded him of the joke the seniors told him when he first got to Juilliard from a middle-class suburb in Maryland: A lost tourist asks a New Yorker, “How do you get to Carnegie Hall?” The New Yorker says, “Practice!”

Gavin would not ask for directions. Tourists ask for directions, and he was not a tourist. New York had once been his home.

He kept walking south, knowing he could take a right on Great Jones (or what might be called 3rd Street, depending on where he was) and end up at Washington Square Park.

Returning to New York City was a mixed bag every time. Gavin rarely had the time to visit his favorite old haunts (the deli on 93rd above which he’d lived or the café on Columbus where he’d learned to like coffee), but he also managed to stumble across places that held not-so-great memories. Even today, he happened to pass a street corner where he’d tried to make out with a girl who’d turned him down with the old I just want to be friends line; he’d pretended like he didn’t care. And now he spotted a club where he’d been the only one in a group of guys to get carded, and the bouncer had made him leave. Standing on the sidewalk outside that very place, which was now a pop-up clothing and jewelry market, he could still feel the bitterness and embarrassment. Gavin had been only sixteen when he’d started conservatory, and he’d frequently felt like he was playing catch-up to the other students. He had been inexperienced and naive but tried to play it cool. Kind of like he was doing now, pretending he knew where he was going when he didn’t, acting like his shoelace hadn’t untied when it had.

On this trip Gavin made an intentional decision to have lunch at a pizza dive in the Village. A college student he once knew—an attractive soprano who was kind enough to let him lose his virginity to her the summer after he graduated from college—had worked there, back in the day when it was called Rico’s, and she gave him a free slice whenever he came by to say hello. The place had changed since then, unsurprisingly, and Gavin had to decide if he wanted to eat there now that the space housed a Sweetgreen, a restaurant he could go to anytime in LA. Disappointed, he went in anyway and ordered the kale Caesar and a chai tea and took his lunch outside to a table on the sidewalk.

He liked New York, but he wasn’t sorry that he’d left. His life in LA suited him better in every way. Still, this was the place where he’d grown up, where he’d begun the long, painful process of figuring out who he was and who he wasn’t.

A woman walked by his table and then stopped abruptly, slowly turning around. “Gavin? Gavin Glantz.”

He looked up from his salad, his other hand on the brim of his plain, navy blue baseball cap. “Miriam,” he said, putting down his fork and getting to his feet. He kissed her cheek. “Good to see you. What are you doing here?”

“Having a ball,” she said. “I’m an empty nester now, so my life is my own again. I came to see a show, do a little shopping. And now I’ve had my first celebrity sighting of the day. Are you performing?”

“Tonight, yes.” He didn’t want to show off, but she was waiting for details. “It’s just a thing at Lincoln Center. Is Nicholas here with you?”

“God, no,” she said, giving her hair a shake and lifting her shoulders so that her shopping bags were raised in the air. “Haven’t you heard? We called it a day.”

“What, really? I’m sorry to hear that.” He motioned for her to sit. “After how many years?”

“Twenty-nine.” Miriam put her bags on one chair and sat across from him. “I finally got the hell out of England and bought a small house in Westchester. I can’t tell you what a relief it is to be living back in the States.”

“Well,” he said, unsure of the best response, “you look great.” She did actually. Miriam had always been pretty.

“That’s because I am not the injured party,” she said. “Nicholas is faring less well, from what I hear.”

Nicholas Donahue was a professor at Oxford and a well-known theoretician, his research focusing primarily on contemporary British composers. He was one of the few musicologists who truly understood the mechanics of being a musician, perhaps because he was, in fact, a decent pianist in his own right. Gavin had gotten to know him over the years and liked him. Nicholas knew an endless number of funny and often scandalous facts about dead musicians, making him great fun to have a glass of whiskey with.

“I’ll give him a call,” Gavin said.

“As long as you don’t tell him you saw me. He’ll put two and two together and know I wasn’t here alone, and I don’t want to cause additional pain.”

“Ah,” said Gavin, “I see.”

She looked off to the side, somewhat shamed. “Nicholas found out I was having an affair, and that was that. I should have been honest about it from the start, but I was too much of a coward. The truth is I didn’t want my children thinking poorly of me.”

Surprised she would share something so personal, Gavin made a conscious effort to be nonjudgmental. “You and Nicholas seemed happy.”

“We weren’t well suited at all,” she said. “He’s so academic, and I never understood his humor. I was too dumb for him.”

“No, I’m sure he didn’t think that.”

“But I did.”

Gavin felt a pang of guilt, knowing that he, too, had had that thought: that Nicholas was brilliant and fascinating, while Miriam was not a particularly deep thinker. There was probably sexism at work in that opinion.

“The man I’m with now is an obscenely rich New Yorker, and the only thing he reads is Businessweek, and everything feels very right. What about you? Are you still with that young thing we met when we saw you out in California? A life coach, wasn’t she?”

Gavin was glad to set Miriam straight: “That ‘thing’ is a well-respected psychologist who turned thirty-eight last week, published a successful self-help book, and yes, Juliette and I are very much together.” He held up his left hand and showed her his wedding band.

Miriam’s mouth dropped open. “Gavin,” she said, “I didn’t think you were the marrying type.”

“Why is that?” he asked, half hoping she would accuse him of being a playboy when, in fact, he’d had very few meaningless affairs. Just as well since they’d always left him feeling unsettled.

“I didn’t think you were one to make sacrifices for someone else.”

“We have a four-year-old.”

Miriam’s eyes opened wide. “I’m shocked.”

“Do you want to see a picture?” He clicked on his home screen where a photo of his darling, curly-headed child appeared.

Miriam took the phone and smiled. “Cute,” she said. “Name?”

“Daniel. Danny, actually.”

“It must be tough keeping up with him,” she said, and then she smiled, adding, “at our age.”

“Juliette’s an incredible woman and an amazing mother,” he said. “We’re a good team.” Miriam was right, though; Danny was exhausting. Juliette often used the word discovery when explaining his behavior. “He’s in a period of discovery regarding temporal restrictions,” she would say when he fought bedtime. “He’s discovering his voice,” she would say when he screamed. “He’s discovering his power,” she would say when he hit another child at preschool.

Miriam returned his phone and showed her own home screen: a picture of three good-looking twenty-somethings, smiling on a beach. “The most noble thing Nicholas ever did,” she said, “was not to tell our kids why we split up. They found out anyway, of course. It’s impossible to keep anything a secret this day and age.”

Gavin didn’t like the sound of that. “It is?”

“Technology,” she said with a look of warning. “I was careless with my text messages.” She took the sunglasses perched on the top of her head and tossed them in her bag. “The timing was probably for the best, though, since Nicholas just started working on a new book. He’s spending the whole summer at a house in the Berkshires, doing research for his next tome. I’m glad I don’t have to be by his side through that nightmare.”

“I don’t follow—”

“Watching him write a book was torture. He talks to himself and gets obsessed with the subject matter, working day and night, and—worst of all—he used to ask me to read his chapters, and honestly, I wanted to light myself on fire the whole time I was pretending to read.”

Gavin was about to laugh, given that Nicholas would probably win a Pulitzer someday, but he could see by her expression that she was completely serious.

“What’s his new book about?” he asked.

“Some kind of biography. Oh,” she said, sitting up. “Wait, who was that woman you played music with after college—what was her name? Brenda? Britney? You were in that trio together.”

“Bridget,” Gavin said. He sipped his iced tea, trying to mask his discomfort at hearing that particular name. “Why… why would Nicholas write a book about Bridget?”

“No, not about Bridget, silly. He’s writing a book about her father.”



After Miriam left, Gavin picked at his salad. He had a concert that night; he couldn’t afford to get distracted by thoughts of Bridget Stratton. He finished his tea and decided to take an Uber back to his hotel to do some of the mindfulness exercises Juliette recommended.

Sitting in the backseat as the SUV headed up Sixth Avenue, passing the red brick Jefferson Market Library, he saw him. Older, yes, but there was no mistaking his friend, who was walking right by the car. Astonished, Gavin rolled down the window. “Will,” he shouted. He turned to the driver. “Could you stop the car for a second?”

The driver turned down the music. “Sorry?”

“Could you pull over? To the left?”

Gavin leaned out the window. “Will,” he called again. Will was headed in the opposite direction of the traffic with a big dog on a leash, headphones over his ears. Gavin tried not to resent his full head of hair. Will was moving quickly and suddenly disappeared in the crowd.

Gavin felt like he’d been rejected, which might or might not have been paranoia. It was possible Will despised him, but he tried to dismiss that idea. Besides, if he wanted to see Will so badly, he could text him the next time he was coming to town, not accost him on a sidewalk. But he never had texted him, in all the times he’d come to the city. Will had never texted him either.

He rolled the window back up, wondering if he’d ever be as comfortable in his own skin as Will had always seemed in his.
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Driving into the courtyard of Edward’s estate, Bridget saw that Edward’s grass was freshly cut, as usual, in a manicured crosshatch pattern and the indigenous landscaping was impeccably groomed. There was no trace of the storm that had blown through the night before other than a slight dampness to the steep slate roof and the copper flashing. The house had the look of a fortress. Will called it “the Castle,” and for good reason. Mother Nature didn’t stand a chance here.

There were four cars parked side by side, and she considered leaving; the last thing Bridget wanted was to have lunch with actual people. It was bad enough having to face her sister and father in sweatpants. A quick look at the cars, however, convinced her that she wasn’t getting pulled into a photo op: a beat-up pickup truck, Gwen’s Range Rover, a minivan, and, on the far side, a Subaru with a half-ripped-off I Brake for Chipm— sticker.

In an effort to primp, she tilted the rearview mirror down, checking her face and trying to run her fingers through her unbrushed hair; it was a lost cause. She got her purse and phone from the passenger seat, and walked across the cobblestone courtyard to ring the bell. It made a deep, soft gonging sound. Bridget had never had a key to the Castle; there was always someone manning the door.

The door opened silently, and her sister, Gwen, appeared on the other side. Gwen smiled, put her finger to her lips, and pointed down the hall to the living room, where Mahler’s Fifth was playing on Edward’s fancy sound system. Bridget stepped out of her shoes and left them in the row next to all the others, as Gwen took her hand and led her barefoot into the kitchen. Not until the heavy swinging door closed behind them did Gwen say, “You’re here!” giving Bridget a hug with her perfectly toned arms. “Welcome to another summer in crazy town.”

Bridget, assuming Gwen had been stuck in the living room for one of Edward’s famous listening session slash musicianship lectures, said, “Did I just rescue you?”

“No, he’s wrapped up with some musicologist from, I don’t know, Yale or Harvard probably,” Gwen said. “Nicholas somebody. They were talking for at least an hour when I heard this nightmare start playing.”

Bridget laughed. “Nightmare?”

“I hate Mahler, always have. And don’t try to shame me. Do you think they’re going to listen to the whole godawful thing? It’s making my teeth itch.”

“At least it’s not as long as the Second Symphony, so be grateful.”

Checking the time on her phone, Gwen said, “I wish I’d known you were coming. I made plans.”

Bridget began to realize that she’d missed something. Gwen was not dressed for lunch, and what they were hearing from the speakers was only the first movement of the symphony. Edward wouldn’t be coming out of the living room anytime soon.

“Our lunch was moved to tomorrow,” Gwen said. “You should check your email more often.”

“My computer blew up, and I—” Bridget had to think before she could remember her very reasonable excuse. “I got electrocuted.”

Gwen tilted her head, looking concerned. “Sweetie. Is that what happened to your hair?”

Bridget ignored her.

“Whoever the guy is in there, he’s clearly more important than us,” said Gwen.

“That’s okay. Tomorrow’s better for me anyway,” Bridget said, relieved she could go home.

Gwen picked up a turquoise Nalgene bottle and filled it with water. “Did you hear Dad hired a new assistant?”

Edward’s assistants rarely stuck around. He hired smart, young people, usually with degrees in arts administration, and expected them to anticipate his every need, understand his every thought, and be quick about it. They needed a musical background, administrative smarts, and thick skin, an elusive combination.

“Jacob,” Bridget said. “I met him already.”

“Jacob’s gone. It’s Jackie now.”

Bridget wasn’t surprised. “At least their names are similar,” she said.

“I talked to her for a few minutes on the phone this morning, and she seemed nervous.”

“About what?”

“I don’t know,” Gwen said. “I said something about what it’s like here, bear sightings, lightning storms, psychotic composers, and she got very quiet.”

“You scared her on purpose.” Bridget started to ask Gwen how she was doing, but the answer was as clear as the sparkle in Gwen’s eyes and the flex of muscle showing through her expensive patterned yoga pants. She’d never had kids, and Bridget wondered if that was why she looked so damn young and perky. Once a week she interviewed visual and performing artists, writers, and thinkers, on camera from her living room on Fifth Avenue; she made introverted men and women feel comfortable and extroverts feel deep. She brought out the most interesting parts of people and sometimes got them to divulge secrets. Her interviews were run in a segment each week as part of a popular program on Netflix called Influence. Everything she’d ever gotten from Edward—her contacts, her conversational skills, her ability to hold people’s attention, and her money—she’d put to excellent use.

Bridget picked up her keys.

“Don’t go yet,” Gwen said.

“I have to take a shower,” said Bridget, feeling sorry for herself. “I slept terribly, and my morning got off to a rotten start.”

“Same,” Gwen said. “I’m a mess.”

Gwen was not a mess. Gwen was never a mess, not as a child, not throughout her bad marriage, and not since her divorce. Even now, she looked like she was auditioning for the part of a celebrity fitness trainer with her hair pulled back into a slick ponytail and her zip-up, fitted, white Nike sweatshirt. Bridget’s top was a stretched-out knit sweater she was pretty sure had once belonged to her son, and her mismatched socks had bright yellow stars on the left one and black and green stripes on the right.

“But I’ll be better once my masseur arrives,” Gwen said.

“How did you find a masseur around here?”

“I asked Meryl Streep.”

Bridget flashed a look: Are you kidding me? Gwen had a way of dropping names effortlessly into conversations in a way that made her life seem ideal and glamorous, which it hadn’t always been. Bridget liked to keep her circle small, whereas Gwen’s grew and grew over time, and she loved the idea, not of showing this fact off, but of introducing all of her favorite people to each other.

“I injured my left shoulder yesterday,” Gwen said, “and since I promised I’d come this weekend, I asked Meryl for the name of someone local. I’m hoping I’ll be okay to go riding later. Are you hungry?” Gwen said with a quick lift of her eyebrows.

Not only was Bridget hungry; she also knew exactly what she was hungry for. Gwen went to the fridge for skim milk, while Bridget got glasses and pulled two big chocolate chip oatmeal cookies from a jar on the counter. They sat on stools at the island, and Bridget pushed up her sleeves.

“I can’t wait for you to meet Sterling.”

“I’ve met him before, around five years ago at the New Yorker Festival.”

“I mean get to know him. He’ll be here for eight weeks, and we’ve never spent this much consecutive time together.” The idea was both thrilling and mildly terrifying. Bridget got her phone and showed Gwen a bad selfie: Sterling’s face was too close for comfort, and her eyes were closed.

“Adorable,” said Gwen flatly. “How old is he?”

“Fifty-six.” Bridget took a bite of her cookie and swiveled on her stool. “But,” she said with her mouth full, “he looks like he’s in his forties.”

“My producer sent me his new novel.”

“Are you inviting him on your show?” Bridget asked, excited about the possibility. Sterling and her sister collaborating, becoming friends.

Gwen made a gesture with her hands that said, Not so fast. “I don’t know yet,” she said. “It’s not up to me.”

Bridget was pretty sure that wasn’t true.

“Wait, fifty-six?” Gwen asked. “Didn’t you say he has a little kid?”

Bridget could feel Gwen slipping into interview mode, and she didn’t mind one bit; she was happy to share the details of her new relationship, the first serious one she’d had in years. “He has an eleven-year-old named Madison. And he gets along fantastically well with his ex-wife. They could write the book on co-parenting for divorced couples.”

“The ex must be young.”

“Thirty-something.”

“What’s Madison like?”

“I haven’t met her. Mallory thinks we should wait until the fall.”

“Mallory’s the ex?” Gwen made a face. “Is she controlling? Because that sounds a little controlling.”

She was controlling; there was no question about it. But she was also treating Bridget as though she were part of the patchwork family picture and, therefore, as someone who needed to be looped into plans, and Bridget appreciated that. “I like to think she sees me as…” She was going to say an experienced ally, but Gwen cut in.

“Are those pajama bottoms?”

Bridget looked down and patted herself on her thighs. “They’re sweatpants. I wouldn’t normally wear them out of the house, but I got zapped when I plugged my computer in an outlet today. I went to the ER to make sure I wasn’t dying.”

Gwen said, “I would have to be dead already before anyone could make me put on those pants. I would retire them before Sterling gets here.”

“But I love them,” Bridget said. She tended to get sentimental about her favorite things; the longer she had something, the longer she wanted to keep it.

Gwen took Bridget’s hand, pulled her up, and turned her around. “They make your butt look saggy.”

“I’ve had these since the kids were born.”

“I can tell,” she said. She took a sip of her milk. “I talked to Isabelle last week. I got confused about the time change, and I called her at three in the morning. You think she’s doing okay?”

“She’s adjusting,” said Bridget.

“Because she sounded exhausted.”

“At three in the morning?”

“Apart from that. She sounded… unwell.”

“She’s homesick,” Bridget said. “And she has a toothache.”

“What do you think’s going on with Dad?” Gwen said, lowering her voice. “Something’s up with him.”

“I had lunch with him a few weeks ago, and he seemed fine. He was talking about the controversy over the costume budget at the Metropolitan Opera and that embezzlement scandal with the orchestra in Santa Fe.” In fact, he’d been especially engaged throughout their tasting menu at Jean-Georges, asking Bridget personal questions about everything from her trio’s future with Caroline Lee to her relationship with Sterling. His interest had surprised Bridget.

“Did I tell you,” Gwen said, standing up and tying her sweatshirt loosely around her waist, “that I’m interviewing Mikhail Baryshnikov next week for the eightieth anniversary of the American Ballet Theatre.”

“Can you get Will an autograph?” Bridget said.

“I’ll see if I can introduce them,” Gwen said, sitting back down. “I had no idea Will liked the ballet.”

“He doesn’t especially,” said Bridget, “but after he got divorced, he found out that Baryshnikov didn’t believe in traditional marriage, and he joined the club.”

Gwen looked confused. “But Baryshnikov is married.”

“He betrayed the cause; Will has been disappointed in him ever since. You’ll have to tell us what he’s really like.”

“I’ve met him before,” said Gwen. “I don’t mean, like, I know him or anything. I only met him once when I was maybe fourteen or something. Dad had a performance, and Baryshnikov came backstage.”

“Big deal,” Bridget teased. “I was there when Elton John came backstage.”

“Braggart,” Gwen said, pushing her shoulder. “We should plan something sensational for Dad’s ninetieth.”

“I need to wait until I’ve seen our concert schedule,” Bridget said. “His birthday’s months away.”

“I can’t believe you got Caroline Lee to join your trio. I’ve tried to get her to come on my show, but she’s very hard to pin down.”

Bridget wouldn’t exactly say they’d “got” Caroline, since having her in the trio was on a trial basis, but she didn’t feel like explaining that Caroline was, in a sense, auditioning them. “Do you think Will and I are insane to have our whole future riding on the whims of a twenty-six-year-old?”

“I heard her interviewed on Terry Gross, and she sounded very mature. How does Sterling feel about you traveling so much?”

Bridget had to think. Travel was simply part of her job, so what could he have to say about it?

Before she could respond, the door to the kitchen swung open, and Marge, their nanny of two generations, housekeeper, and all-around fixer of forty years, came in with a Greek god of a man who was holding a portable massage table as easily as if it were a tote bag. He’d been instructed to remove his shoes, and Bridget admired his tanned, muscular feet. Edward’s homes, wherever they were, were shoes-off; he couldn’t abide the idea of the outside making its way in. When she was young, Bridget would wear her Stan Smiths in her bedroom of the family’s Park Avenue apartment as an act of rebellion.

Gwen greeted her masseur as Marge came over to ruffle Bridget’s already messy hair and give her a hug. She was a plump, short, direct woman who wasn’t into small talk. She was also the closest thing Bridget had to a mother since her own had died when she was a girl.

“How many people for dinner tonight?” Marge asked.

“Not me,” Bridget said.

Marge looked doubtful, saying, “You got a better offer?”

Gwen was openly disappointed. “Why can’t you have dinner with us?” she asked.

“Too much to do.” Bridget clapped her hands together. “I’m turning the loft in my house into a quiet, peaceful writing retreat.”

“Are you working on your memoir?” asked Marge wryly. “Am I in it?”

“Her boyfriend’s a novelist,” said Gwen.

“Marge met him already,” Bridget said.

“Oh, him,” said Marge with a shrug. “I forgot.”

“Oh, please,” said Bridget, thinking of Sterling’s piercing blue eyes and gruff voice. “Sterling is not forgettable.”

“Why’s he taking over Will’s loft?” said Marge. “What’s wrong with the desk in the living room?”

“The loft has a better view, more privacy, and its own bathroom,” she said. “Will won’t mind.” She took the last bite of her oatmeal cookie and swept up the crumbs. “Outstanding cookie.”

“You’re welcome,” said Marge.

Gwen turned to her masseur—“Do you have time to do us all?”—and gestured toward Bridget and Marge. “My treat.”

“Hell, no,” said Marge, as if Gwen had suggested something lewd.

Bridget stood up. “Me neither.”

“Tony, this is my big sister.” And Gwen came over to put her arm across Bridget’s shoulders. Gwen always, always had to mention that she was younger.

“Cool,” he said. “So where do I set up?”

“Sunroom?” Gwen asked.

“Fine,” said Marge.

Tony backed out of the door, bumping the table into the doorjamb, and before following him, Marge pulled a cloth from her apron pocket and leaned over to inspect the damage. She rubbed the spot vigorously.

Just as she straightened up, the door swung open again, narrowly missing her head. Edward, his wild gray hair standing out in cheeky contrast to his dignified cardigan sweater and slacks, entered the room in search of Marge.

He acknowledged Bridget’s greeting, giving her a quick kiss on her cheek, but then turned to Marge, saying, “You didn’t hear me.”

“I didn’t hear you what?” she asked.

“You didn’t hear me… madam.” He smiled at his own humor.

“Funny,” said Marge without expression.

“I was calling for you,” he said.

Marge sighed. “What can’t you find now?”

“A photo album.” He had an elegant scarf draped around his neck and his old pair of worn embroidered house shoes on his feet, the overall effect being elegant, aristocratic even. Bridget felt proud of him and simultaneously grateful that he was too preoccupied to notice how slovenly she looked in comparison.

“Narrow it down,” Marge said.

“Circa 1972.”

“I’ll bring it to you,” said Marge.

He bowed in mock seriousness, straightened his glasses, and said, “I just saw a man wandering about who appears to be a stripper.”

“He’s a masseur,” said Gwen.

“Well, he’s loose in the house, in case anyone’s looking for him.” He then turned to Bridget. “Are you ill?”

“No, I—”

“You have the look of Mimì in La Bohème right before she dies of consumption.”

He didn’t wait for an answer, and instead pushed open the door and exited before Bridget could ask who he was with in the living room.

Marge started to follow him out but turned back, pointing at each of the girls in turn. “I like having my girls under the same roof.” She winked and left them alone.

Gwen put the glasses in the dishwasher. “When’s Will coming?”

“I’m not sure.” Bridget was sort of hoping Will would wait a few weeks before coming so she and Sterling could establish a routine together and have a chance to be alone. For the first time ever, Will would be staying in the guesthouse.

“Does he like Sterling?”

“Of course.” Will hadn’t said much about him, but they seemed to enjoy their man-banter when they saw each other. “How often are you coming up this summer?”

“I’ll get here when I can. My job is crazy right now.”

The music coming from the living room got louder for a moment, and over the orchestra, they could hear the intensity of their dad’s voice. “He’s on overdrive,” said Gwen, “and I’m finding it unnerving.”

Bridget thought of the reaction she’d gotten in the emergency room at the mere mention of her father’s name. “If we’re half as popular and youthful as he is at that age, I’ll throw us a party.”

“Liar,” said Gwen. “You never have parties.” Smiling, she went off to the sunroom for her massage.



Before leaving, Bridget’s curiosity got the best of her, and she decided to find out who was visiting her father. She went to the library and leaned into the adjacent living room, catching sight of the back of her dad’s wing chair. His foot was tapping the floor like a metronome. Sitting beside him was a dignified-looking man whose head was tilted upward in profile, eyes closed, fingers laced together over a Moleskine notebook, lips in a smile, one gray-socked foot resting on the opposite knee. Bridget recognized him right away: Nicholas Donahue, a musicologist from Oxford. They’d met a couple of times over the years, at parties and events, but one time stood out in particular when she, Jacques, and Will were at a music festival in Salzburg. They went to a cocktail reception and were getting a lot of praise for the Brahms piano trio they’d performed earlier in the day when Nicholas and his wife, Miriam, approached them. Nicholas seemed interested in only one thing: what it was like to be the daughter of the great Edward Stratton. Bridget, wanting to celebrate her trio’s performance rather than her dad’s accomplishments, had excused herself as soon as she could do so politely, taking Will’s hand and fleeing to the bar.

It seemed now from the blissful look she saw on Nicholas’s face that there was no place on earth he would rather be. She could imagine what he was thinking: Someone take a picture! I’m at Edward Stratton’s country estate, listening to Mahler with the master. He opened his eyes suddenly, and Bridget quickly stepped out of his sight line.

Behind where Nicholas was sitting and in front of the bay window was her father’s seven-foot Bösendorfer piano, moved to this spot thirty years earlier after Edward sold their beautiful tenth-floor home on Park Avenue and bought a smaller apartment on Central Park West, where he’d lived ever since with a baby grand. But in the prewar apartment Bridget grew up in, her mother, Sophia Stratton, and her father hosted an annual winter party, during which she and Gwen would slip away from Marge so they could get a better view of Edward when he made his annual toast, a presentation really, from his seat at that piano. Past the Christmas tree and the roaring fire, Gwen and Bridget would sneak through the crowd to watch their father improvise off Christmas songs as their mother, dressed in dark green or burgundy velvet, stood nearby, smiling when he asked their guests to raise their glasses to her. Then he would tell stories (as his rapt audience listened, forgetting even to sip their champagne) about his celebrity encounters, his travels, or, Bridget’s favorite, about the origin of the piano itself. He’d bought it at auction in London from the great-grandson of a wealthy socialite, pianist, and singer named Elizabeth Vogel, who had shocked British society when she took off with a Venezuelan businessman, leaving her husband and four children behind. Months later, she’d written her husband, telling him he could keep the kids but asking him to send the piano to her in Caracas. It had been his wedding gift to her, after all. Her husband agreed, a shocking concession given the circumstances, but when the time came for the instrument to be sent across the ocean on a Blohm und Voss ship, the movers found letters from past lovers stashed in the body. One of the letters detailed an encounter that happened on the very instrument itself. The piano never made it onto the boat. Edward would end the story by saying it was no wonder the keyboard had such excellent “action.” Bridget hadn’t understood the joke until many years later, but that line always went over well with the audience, including with her mom, who would laugh as if she were trying not to, shaking her head at him in a way that said, You’re incorrigible, but go on.

In the library, she picked up Edward’s new Golden Globe statue, won for Best Original Score, and held it in her hand, feeling the cool weight of it. She put it down next to the Tony he’d gotten in the ’70s for his hit musical based on Colley Cibber’s play The Careless Husband. On the desk, there was music for a piece he was currently working on, and she studied it while listening to the third movement of Mahler through the open door.

When they were young, she and Gwen would sit with their father for hours to hear recordings, while he pointed out tempo shifts or unusual interpretations of a certain movement and judged the excellent or heinous results for which the conductor (usually Karajan or Seiji Ozawa and later Edward himself) was wholly responsible. He would replay the same measure over and over again until they could distinguish subtle differences between two different recordings of it. Then he would test the girls to prove they could hear it. Gwen, at six or so, was good at it, better than Bridget, although sometimes Bridget suspected she was simply a better guesser.

One day, Edward took the testing in a different direction, declaring proudly, “What fun—Bridget has perfect pitch.”

Gwen had tapped her father on the arm. “Do I? Do I have perfect pitch?”

No, he told her. She didn’t.

Bridget was proud, thinking this actually meant something, that she had an innate skill that would propel her to mastery of the cello. “Don’t get too excited,” said her father when he heard her boasting about it. “It might help with ear training, but otherwise it’s nothing but a party trick. The only thing that matters is practice. Perfect pitch won’t get you anywhere.” So instead of relying on her aptitude, Bridget put in her twenty-five thousand hours.



Picking up a catalog of the collection from the Victoria and Albert, Bridget sat down on the leather chesterfield sofa and leafed through it. Right down the hall in Edward’s first-floor master suite, there was an early Turner over the headboard and a late Gainsborough over the dresser, dreamy British landscapes that had belonged to her mother. Bridget would stare at them and feel transported. The Turner, depicting a sky that looked like it was either about to storm or had just stopped—Bridget could never quite decide—showed an eerie light reflecting off a pond, and it seemed to change every time Bridget studied it. The Gainsborough was similar in that the field was lit in the background, while dark clouds formed over shadowy trees in the foreground, leaving her unsure if trouble was coming or going.

“I like his face,” a voice whispered in her ear.

Startled, Bridget turned to see Marge, holding a photo album under her arm and a duster in her hand, looking over her shoulder at Nicholas.

“Sorry to disappoint you,” Bridget whispered back, “but he’s taken. He has a very attractive wife.”

“He’s fancy-pants, like your father.”

Nicholas was not, Bridget noticed, wearing fancy pants. He had on jeans with a linen blazer, giving him the look of a much younger professor.

Marge looked down at Bridget. “I don’t want to hurt your feelings, poodle, but you look like you spent last night on a park bench.”

Marge had worked for the Stratton family ever since the day Bridget got her first Chapin School uniform. Bridget tried it on and said she looked stupid in it, and Marge had agreed with her. “Stupid indeed. So wear it ironically,” she suggested. Marge lived with her son in Yonkers now, but Edward still asked her to spend the summers at his country house. Edward used the title “Housekeeper Emeritus” and paid her a good salary to call the right person when anything needed attention, to order fresh flowers, dust the antiques, and write shopping lists. She cooked for Edward, but if there were more than three guests, she called the caterer.

“It’s not my fault,” Bridget whispered, showing Marge her arm. “I got electrocuted this morning.”

Marge examined the red mark, looking horrified. “Hire an electrician. Today. Do you need the name of ours?”

“Is it Baxter and something?”

“Braxton and Sons.”

Bridget liked to have more than one problem before she dragged any workers to the house. “Maybe I’ll get some new fixtures put in while I’m at it. Sterling prefers lights with dimmer switches.”

Marge straightened up. “I get the feeling your beau is sort of difficult.”
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