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For the brothers,

Flynn, Joey, and Leo,

with all my heart






She always had the feeling that it was very, very dangerous to live even one day.

Virginia Woolf, Mrs. Dalloway







IT TAKES SOME DIGGING TO locate a pulse. I catch a sudden sob in my throat then press two fingers into his jugular notch. It’s faint, fluttery. He breathes, long gaps between sharp inhales. One of his hands clenches into a fist then relaxes. I pull my phone from the pocket of my silk jumpsuit and unlock it. My thumb twitches, hovering over the numbers.

I won’t dial. I won’t call for help.

This bathroom is hot. I focus on noise. On noises. The party upstairs. His labored breathing. I’m leaning over his body.

“You did this,” I say to him, my voice quivering. In my next breath, I contradict myself. “What have I done?”

My mouth burns with bile. I grip the edges of the sink and lean into the mirror. My hair is a little out of place, but I’m otherwise unscathed. I use an old comb from the medicine cabinet to regain some semblance of order. My lipstick is perfect. Never mind that my heart beats wild in my chest. That I’m dizzy. I bend to check his pulse again. Nothing. I unlock my phone. Again, I don’t dial.

One hundred guests mingle upstairs. Their footsteps are muffled overhead, the music an indistinct hum. A party in full swing. No one would think to come down here, right? The door at the top of the basement stairs is closed. Unless someone comes looking for him. Or, more likely, comes looking for me; a hostess can only disappear from her own party for so long.

A hand grips my leg. I barely stifle the scream. His eyes shoot open. He looks right at me, frantic, pale, gasping. No! I kick my leg loose and stumble backward into the towel rack. At once, my fear is replaced by rage. Why isn’t he dead yet? He needs to die.

“Bitch,” he says, choking, garbled. “Bitch.”

Then, fainter: “Nadine.”

I say nothing. I back up until I am against the wall, out of his reach. Finally, his head drops to the tiled floor with a heavy thud. And I see it: the last breath leaves him in a long sigh. His fingers uncurl. His gaze falls vacant, his mouth drooping open. I smooth my jumpsuit out with my hands then count backward from twenty, bracing against the nausea, trying not to sway. Trying to hold steady. Then I approach and crouch next to him one more time.

Already his skin feels cooler. There is no pulse. He is dead. I press the toe of my sandal into his hip and give him a nudge. Or, I give his body a nudge. There is no him anymore.

One more time I unlock my phone. I could call 911. I could run upstairs, land among the guests, breathless, wide-eyed. I could scream: Help! But I don’t. I won’t.

Somehow, it came to this: a dead body on my bathroom floor.

One last look in the mirror. Go.

I peer into the empty hallway then close the bathroom door behind me without turning off the light. Our basement is dark and gloomy, the ceilings low enough to touch without straightening your arm. I climb the stairs to the main floor and pause at the top, statue still. My skull throbs. The sounds of the party are clearer, the din of the guests and the band tuning their instruments between songs. For two decades I’ve railed against the labyrinthine nature of this old house, but now I am grateful for its nooks and pathways, its many exits. I squeeze through the door at the top of the basement stairs then stride the short hall and pop out in the kitchen. I expect all eyes to turn my way. But the caterers are too busy to notice me spring from this corner. I’m mercifully absorbed into their fold.

‘And where were you at midnight?’ someone might eventually ask, after he’s found.

‘In the garden,’ I’ll say. ‘Or maybe the kitchen. Ask the guests, or the caterers. A hostess can’t well leave her own party.’

I pluck a champagne glass from a server’s tray and smile at him.

“You’ve been such a help tonight, young man,” I say. He beams at me. I turn to Gregory, the head caterer, who dries his hands at the sink. “It’s been good, hasn’t it? This party?”

“It has.” Gregory smiles warmly. “A lovely night.”

God. Gregory returns to organizing a platter of hors d’oeuvres. I pass through the open French doors to our patio. The night is warm, and most of our guests are here in the garden. It feels almost dreamlike, the string lights crisscrossed overhead, laughter spurting from the cliques gathered throughout the lawn. I survey from the door, careful not to frown, my body overheated.

Look at all these revelers, flushed and happy, colorful drinks in hand. No one seems fussed by the messy confessional that unfolded an hour ago. A young colleague of my husband’s is the first person to lock eyes with me. In my fog I can’t remember his name. His wife sidles up to him, her glass lifted to her lips.

“Quite the birthday party, Nadine,” the wife says, her smile shrewd. “You’ve outdone yourself. We’ll be gossiping about it for years!”

When I open my mouth to respond, a roaring sound escapes me. A cry? A laugh? A scream? I lift a fist to stifle it.

“Oh my,” our guest proclaims. “Glad to see our hostess is enjoying the cocktails too.”

Again, I part my lips to speak, but no words emerge.

“Well.” She raises her glass and clinks it against mine. “To Nadine Walsh, our incomparable hostess. To an unforgettable party. What a night!”

“Yes,” I say, gulping the champagne before anyone spots the wild tremor in my hand. “What a night, indeed.”
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IT COMES DOWN TO THE little things. The fine details. Picking flowers from the garden, buying the last of the cheeses, saying a prayer to the weather gods that the rain holds off. And, of course, the hope that the day unfolds without a hitch.

My mother’s birthday party is tonight, the first grand event at our house in years, weeks and weeks in the making. Months, really. It’s taken me ages to convince my mother, the famed writer Marilyn Millay, that she’s worthy of a celebration, that her friends and family want nothing more than to gather in her honor. And what better occasion than for her sixtieth birthday? When she finally conceded, we wrote up a guest list of more than a hundred people and sent the invitations properly, by mail. A garden party in July.

And now, here we are. The party begins at eight. In thirteen hours. The last-minute preparations await.

It rained just before dawn, but the clouds have since split open to a stark blue sky. The front lawn out the kitchen window glows moist. All signs now point to a glorious July day. I’m standing at the sink drinking a glass of warm lemon water. I berate myself daily for not sitting down for an actual breakfast. How many online articles have I read that say one must sit to enjoy their food and drink? I was terrible at it in the best of times, but since the accident, since my fall, my appetite has all but disappeared. Even drinking this lemon water requires my focus.

Next to the sink, my notebook is opened to my list. I make a list every day, but today’s is longer than usual. As I said: last-minute preparations.

I lift my pen and strike a line through: Water the lawn.

Tasks written down, crossed off.

My cheeks are warm. I didn’t sleep well last night, and the few hours I did get were beset by sweaty nightmares. At one point my husband, Paul, shook me awake.

‘You’re talking in your sleep again,’ he said.

‘About what?’ I asked.

‘You keep saying no.’

‘Oh,’ I said.

‘Your arms were flailing. Like you were breaking a fall.’

He looked worried.

‘Sorry,’ I said, kissing his forehead. ‘I’m fine. Go back to sleep.’

More fitfulness followed. At six a.m. I gave up and came downstairs. An ungodly hour on a Saturday, and now that I’m alone in the kitchen, the quiet of the house unnerves me. I’ll do my tour. That’s what Paul affectionately calls it—my tour—the rounds I make every morning to check on my family who always sleep in later than I do. It’s a habit I developed after my eldest, Isobel, was born, a balm against the many anxieties that came with new motherhood. I’m just forty now, and Isobel is seventeen. I should be long past the need to check on her as she sleeps but, well. I’m not.

I climb the stairs. They creak less than they once did; they’re less slippery too. Paul insisted we add a carpeted runner after I fell down the stairs and broke my hip six months ago. Still, I tiptoe to the second floor. Old habits die hard.

The master bedroom is at the top of the stairs. I left its door ajar when I got up. I peer in to see Paul sound asleep, splayed on his back, not a care in the world. He must be alert to me on some level, because though his eyes never open, he lifts his head off the pillow as if straining to hear a distant sound. For a lawyer, Paul maintains a remarkably low level of stress. I’m tempted to crawl back in bed with him, to insert myself into the warm nook formed by his bent arm. To seduce him, even. Since the affair ended—my affair—things have been good between Paul and me. There’s a renewed vigor. But I can’t. Not now. There’s no time.

I hover in the quiet of the hallway for a moment. For the past six months, every time I stand here, I relive it. The moment of midair suspension at the top of the stairs. That pause in time, that oh! I felt, more surprised than helpless or afraid.

Next to the master is Isobel’s room. I know the perfect sequence to follow so that her door doesn’t squeal when I press it open. I lean a hand into the doorframe before gripping and turning the knob. Her room is entirely devoid of light thanks to the expensive blackout curtains I bought Isobel this spring when sleep was eluding her. I can only make out her shadowy outline on the bed, but I do hear her breaths. It sounds morbid, but fundamentally, that’s what I’m checking for on these morning tours—signs of life. Isobel’s gone through hell these past few months, and it’s made me fear for her. My darling girl, one year left in high school and already too well versed in how cruel life can be. I blow her a silent kiss then pull the door closed.

Damien’s room is next. My son. I could blast a trumpet in his face and he wouldn’t wake, so I take less care in opening his door. His room is stuffy and smells of a fifteen-year-old boy; cheap pharmacy cologne and sweat. You could set a metronome to the steadiness of his breathing. He is shirtless, his blood-sugar detector glowing white on his bicep. He’s been through a lot too, my boy. A diagnosis of diabetes at ten, all the tests and processes and adjustments that came with it, not to mention two stressed and overprotective parents hovering constantly. But he’s endured. He’s resilient. He was a gorgeous, rosy-cheeked toddler, and now he’s a gorgeous, rosy-cheeked teen. Paul often jokes that his baby face helps extract him from the trouble he stirs up. That’s what worries me. Lately, Damien’s been secretive, quiet. His bedroom door is always closed. There’s been girl trouble. Normal teen boy things, Paul always reassures me, but my tendency is to imagine the worst-case scenario. I worry about my two kids equally. Most parents do. But if I had to delineate it crudely across gender lines, the truth is that I worry about the things that might happen to Isobel, and with Damien, I worry about the things he might do. I fixate on how the reckless abandon that made him such a happy boy will translate as his hormones take hold. Who was it who said: You can do your best to teach your children right from wrong, but you can’t fundamentally override who they are?

I yank Damien’s duvet straight and kiss him. He barely stirs. Time to go.

The final room down this hall overlooks the garden. This is where my niece, Margot, has slept for the past six months. I was in the hospital for a long time with a series of complications after the accident and transferred to rehab from there. Paul needed help at home. After I was discharged, I required support to get back on my feet. So, Margot moved in to help.

Margot is twenty-four, poised and tall, kind, and clever. I press my ear to the door and hear nothing, but I won’t open it. That would be an invasion of her privacy. Margot and I have an understanding. We respect each other’s time and space. I’d even say we are the keeper of each other’s secrets.

It’s past seven now. I need to shower and get moving. Back in the kitchen, I pick up my notebook with today’s list in it. I feel a little steadier now, calmed by my tour and by the sight of my beloveds cozy in their rooms. When the kids were little, they’d routinely climb into our bed too early in the morning. Paul would pretend our mattress was a boat on choppy seas, rolling them each over and back as if they were swaying on the waves. After the game was over, we’d lie the four of us in a row, and I’d reach across the span of the bed to pull all of them into my embrace at once. Paul, Isobel, Damien, and me. My purest bliss was all of us huddled like that. The four Walshes, safe, together forever.

Back to my list. Ever since the accident, my mind has this tendency to wander, to follow memory-soaked tangents until I’m all but lost. I can’t afford that today. Focus, Nadine. Collect the list, check the garden, shower, head out.

This morning is set aside for small errands. Our local commercial strip is laid out so that all can be accomplished on a simple there-and-back route along the quaint main street. Even the shop owners know me and my to-do lists, my claim to fame. I started writing them when I was a kid, a tic I inherited from my mother, and I can openly admit to how thoroughly they’ve governed my life. There’s a box full of colorful notebooks in our crawl space that’s filled with nothing but lists, my days commemorated by tasks both menial and meaningful. My lists have kept me sane through the turbulence of life as the only child to a poor single mother turned rich-and-famous writer, through my early college years and the accompanying shenanigans and heartbreak, my marriage to Paul, through my on-and-off master’s degree, the births of Isobel and Damien. They’ve grounded me through loss, through illness, friendships, betrayal. Through it all, really.

Of course, there are some things I can only include in code. Private things, womanly things. And the affair. I’ve seen Paul or Isobel or Damien peek inside the pages now and then. They’re curious.

‘Why do you carry that notebook with you everywhere?’ Isobel often asks. ‘You’re not a writer!’

And so, in my notebook, I write supplies* when I need to buy feminine products, or doctor appt* when I’d arranged to meet Lionel at the hotel. Vile, vile Lionel. To think he’ll be at the party tonight.

Midway down the list is a single letter flanked by two asterisks. *C*. Colleen.

Today is not just my mother’s birthday, it marks another anniversary too. Thirty years ago, my grandparents threw a birthday party for my mother on their farm. I was ten, my mother turning thirty, and Colleen, my mother’s much younger sister, only fifteen. We keep a picture of Colleen on the hutch in our dining room, a portrait of her taken at sunset with the farm field behind her, frozen forever in youth. There’s a story to it all, a reason my mother has long been steadfast in refusing any kind of birthday celebration. This day has always felt tainted, sad. Why? Because decades ago, the morning after my mother’s thirtieth birthday, young Colleen was found dead in the barn.

Anyway.

On a fresh page of my notebook, I’ve written PARTY in block letters at the top. It’s time to start anew, to reset the tenor of this day with an overdue celebration of my mother. And I’m ready, aren’t I? I’ve hosted parties before, if not quite on this scale. Everything is in order. The weather is perfect. So why I am wobbly? I’ve been disoriented for weeks. Anxious, fixated. For years I’ve been exceptionally well practiced at feigning normalcy. Since the accident, not so much.

I set down my glass and run the tap to rinse it. A cardinal has landed on the thin lower branches of the maple tree on our lawn. Only when it flies away do I realize I’ve been staring at it in a trance.

Behind the tree a man appears on the sidewalk in front of our home. Elderly, a newspaper tucked under his arm. Do I know him? I don’t think so. But this is always the issue. We live in a neighborhood called Winngrove, an affluent-but-liberal village within a city, a contained enclave inhabited by types my mother calls champagne socialists—university professors, doctors, artists with trust funds. The streets are lined with century-old oaks and maples, brick houses, parks, and grocers, but the core of the city is only a short subway ride away. Upurban, Paul calls it with pride.

Paul and I moved to this house when I was twenty-three, he twenty-eight, my belly swollen with late pregnancy. In those early years, Winngrove was working class. We bought our semidetached house from the estate of an elderly woman who lived next door to her sister for close to fifty years. I loved that story, sisters with a lifetime of proximity, so much so that when we found an old photograph of them in the floorboards during a renovation—the two of them on the street facing their newly purchased semis, backs to the camera—I had it enlarged and framed to hang in the kitchen.

In those early years, Winngrove felt almost like a hiding spot, most of our friends still living with roommates in small apartments downtown. Many of our neighbors worked at the nearby chocolate factory. But we—Paul, a young lawyer, and me, recently graduated, pregnant, my rich mother willing to buy us this wide semidetached in cash—we were the harbingers of the gentrification to come. The chocolate factory closed and its building was converted into lofts. More young families began snatching up houses. A business improvement group was formed. The neighborhood took the name of its local park: Winngrove. It’s a moniker meant to be both whimsical and exclusive, a village within a city, an enclave that feels set apart from urbanity while still being in it. When the second sister died in a nursing home, we bought the house next door as an income property. A few of our old friends bought on our very street. So much for a hiding spot. When you know your neighbors well, it often feels like you’re under watchful eyes the moment you step out the front door.

My chest tightens when the old man out the window locks his gaze on me and waves. I don’t wave back. Instead, I turn the tap again and lean forward to splash cold water to my cheeks. When I right myself, he’s gone.

“Okay,” I say to the empty kitchen, willing myself to move. “The party.”

The party. The email RSVPs arrived in quick succession within days of mailing the invites. My mother has been gracious about the fact that most of the attendees are my friends. Paul’s friends. In just over twelve hours, they’ll land on our doorstep, thrilled to be invited to a night honoring a famous writer, carefully selected gifts tucked under their arms, each guest dressed to the nines.

I close my notebook. The cardinal has looped back to the tree. It’s still early, but I’ll get moving anyway. Get started. I can’t slow down. I’ll need momentum. To everyone else, to Paul and the kids and my mother, tonight will be about the food and the mingling and dancing, an open bar with its flowing drinks, old friends catching up on gossip, the newly divorced mixing with the married and the always-single; our children, teenagers now, gathered in the garden’s nooks with their friends, their own social hierarchies, their own troubles and petty grievances, just forming.

Tonight, we will celebrate the venerable Marilyn Millay’s sixtieth birthday in truly magnificent style. What fun will the night bring? It’s a party, after all. It should be fun.

So why, then, does the day already feel so heavy?





I DESCEND OUR PORCH STEPS and bend in the garden to pluck any rogue weeds. A few summers ago, we replaced our front patch of grass with an array of native perennials, and they’ve taken hold enough to bloom in full splendor every July. Perfectly timed for the party.

The sunlight slants through the trees on a sharp angle. I shouldn’t be out here in my track pants and tank top, braless, hair a mess. But it’s early Saturday and our street is empty. I’ll risk it.

Our block is made up of tall and wide Victorian houses, the trees mature and leafy. Years ago, Paul’s law partner and lifelong friend, Seymour Dunphy, bought the house directly across from us. Then another old friend, Lionel—yes, that Lionel—lives half a block down with his new wife, Daphne. When the kids were younger, Paul prodded me to consider upgrading to a larger detached home on one of Winngrove’s more affluent streets.

‘Is four bedrooms not enough?’ I asked him.

These disagreements were a function of how we each grew up. Paul’s life was comfortable from the start: two professional parents, two cars, a nice home, a rambunctious older brother, a hobby farm on which to pass the long summers, lots of sports and clubs and friends within the same social sphere. Meanwhile, I was a latchkey kid, raised in a basement by a single mother who had me at twenty then struck it filthy rich when she published her first runaway bestseller the month before my fourteenth birthday. A bigger house than our already sizeable one felt like a ridiculous extravagance to me. To Paul, you stepped up simply because you could.

‘It never leaves you,’ I used to tell Paul when he chided me for balking at the price of furniture or the notion of lavish vacations, for insisting this home was good enough. Being poor, I meant. It never leaves you. Paul knows nothing about that.

The paperboy has again dumped the weekend edition at the threshold of our walkway instead of tossing it to the stoop. I scamper to collect it, the stone rough against my bare feet.

“Nadine!”

Fuck.

Across the street, Seymour Dunphy, already showered and dressed by seven, is also collecting his newspaper. He waves. When Seymour announced his separation from his wife, Sherry, this past Christmas and dispatched to a condo nearby, I was thrilled to have him gone. Yes, he’s my neighbor. Or was. Yes, he’s Paul’s business partner and childhood friend. Seymour’s bachelor condo is one of the new builds on Winngrove’s main strip, but he’s been back in the family home since his seventeen-year-old daughter, River, overdosed six weeks ago, which means I’m back to running into him too often.

I detest Seymour Dunphy. I find him spineless, insensitive. His enduring presence in our lives is a strike against my own husband. I hug the newspaper to my braless chest.

“Beautiful day for a party,” he calls out.

Shouldn’t you be at the hospital? I want to scream. Instead, I look to the sky.

“I hope the weather holds. Please don’t feel obligated to come tonight.”

“I’ll be there, Nadine. You know I will.”

Never has my empathy been purer than it is for Seymour’s ex-wife, Sherry Dunphy, divorcée to a man in the throes of a pitiful midlife crisis and mother to River, an only child who, for reasons still unknown, chewed and swallowed an entire bottle of prescription pills. Beautiful River Dunphy, my Isobel’s classmate since kindergarten. Her best friend. I can’t even think of it, not now, not today. And here is her father, making small talk about a party as though he hasn’t a care in the world.

Please no. He’s crossing the street.

“Lazy morning?” he asks, gesturing at my clothes.

What a prick. I could punch him.

“Just getting some things done around the house before I head out.”

“Right. No such thing as a lazy morning, busy bee that you are.”

I swallow hard, my teeth clenched. “How is Sherry doing?”

“She never leaves the hospital. Showers and sleeps there.”

As any reasonable parent would, I think.

“I’ll send some food with you,” I say. “I have lots in the fridge.”

“I’m actually not planning to visit until this afternoon.” He waves me off. “Her sister is on food duty anyway. Leftover casseroles galore.”

“Good. I’m glad she has support.”

A lump has formed in my throat. Whether it’s sadness over River or rage at Seymour, I can’t be sure. The worst of all is this: my darling daughter, Isobel, was the one who found River on her bedroom floor six weeks ago. They were supposed to walk to school together to write a biology test, but River wasn’t answering any messages. Sherry often left early for work. So Isobel let herself in the house with a spare key Sherry gave me years ago. Poor Isobel, ever dutiful, called an ambulance first then called me. Paul and I rushed over. I’d just stopped using a cane after my surgery and could barely keep up with him. I called Sherry. Paul called Seymour. A chain of May morning events that tie a knot in my gut even now.

When I think about that morning, limping across the street behind Paul and struggling up the stairs to River’s bedroom, seeing my own daughter lying beside her friend in bed, clutching her, begging River to wake up; when I think of it, it doesn’t make me sad. It makes me angry, enraged. I brought Isobel to the police station later that day for questioning, the baby-faced detective assigned to the case asking her about River, about the state of her bedroom when Isobel found her, about her drug use or drinking, her social circle. The detective was detached. Worse, so was Isobel.

In all the late-night talks with her that followed, the trauma and resulting anxiety denying her sleep, it nagged at me that Isobel was leaving something out of the story. Her answers to the police detective’s questions offered little insight. Yes, River drank now and then. Maybe she’d tried drugs. No, she didn’t have a boyfriend. No, nothing out of the ordinary had happened to provoke the overdose.

I didn’t believe it. I’m Isobel’s mother; I can sniff out her lies. There’s still something my daughter isn’t telling me, something I still need to figure out.

You can’t fix everything, my mother often tells me. She reminds me frequently that I shouldn’t involve myself in other people’s problems. Of course you can’t fix everything. But shouldn’t you at least try?

“Any change with River?” I ask Seymour.

“Not really. The doctor told Sherry there’s evidence of things going on. In her brain, I mean. They see waves. Activity.” He frowns. “But six weeks is a long time to be in a coma.”

“Well. Your daughter’s always been one to defy the odds.”

“I suppose. She’s not waking up, but the switch hasn’t been turned off.”

“That’s reason for hope, isn’t it?”

“I want to believe it is,” Seymour says. “I drop in when I can.”

Any time I’m able to muster so much as a ping of empathy for Seymour, he manages to snuff it out with some callously inept comment. I drop in when I can? Jesus. Even Isobel visits River in the hospital almost every day. Last Saturday, I accompanied her. Isobel asked Sherry if she could comb River’s hair and trim and paint her nails. I watched as she did just that, doting on River with a tenderness that stabbed at my heart. Most might feel buoyed by evidence that they’ve raised good and caring people. But not me. I worry about my Isobel. Sometimes I even find myself questioning whether her effusive displays are feigned. She’s either very benevolent or very cunning, and I’m not sure which is worse.

The entire hospital visit, Sherry sat in a corner chair with her hands folded neatly on her lap, focused only on her daughter who lay in a coma five feet away. Sherry was dressed for a winter day, the hospital air-conditioning notched so high that my teeth began to chatter. She never even met my gaze. We aren’t exactly best friends, but we are neighbors. After Seymour left her, I openly took her side, much to Paul’s chagrin. We text sometimes, share stories and jokes about our beautiful girls, coordinate their schedules—or rather, we did. Over the past few months, as River started staying out late, when Isobel complained her friend was changed, distant, her grades slipping, I tried to support Sherry even as I recovered from my fall, even if she seemed in denial over the shift in her daughter. I prodded Isobel for details on River’s behaviors that I might dutifully pass on to Sherry, but Isobel was tight-lipped.

Ah, well. I knew I was wrong to expect more of Sherry in that hospital room, a greeting or perhaps an update on her daughter’s status, a ‘Thank you for coming.’ But Sherry just sat there, slumped. She appeared not sad but completely vacant, almost lifeless, her eyes like glass. After a few minutes I excused myself and walked the hall to the vending machines.

The only clear thought I could muster was: Thank God that’s not me in that chair, not my daughter unresponsive in a hospital bed. Thank God Isobel is okay.

Now Seymour watches me.

“I’ll give Sherry a call later,” I say. “Maybe she can be convinced to step away from the hospital for a few hours. Drop into the party.”

Seymour laughs. “If I’m at the party, she won’t be.”

“Right,” I say. “Tell Sherry we’re here if she needs anything.”

He salutes me. “Will do. If I actually see her, that is.”

What a relief when Seymour finally crosses the street and enters his house. How many times have Paul and I argued over this man? In my eyes Seymour has always been repugnant, often dismissive or too jokey with his underlings at work, subtly disrespectful of his wife, eventually cheating on her with only a trace of effort to hide it. Five years ago, when Paul and Seymour announced plans to leave their corporate gigs and open a boutique law firm together in Winngrove, I was still able to tolerate Seymour. These days, I can’t.

‘What does it say about you that this is your oldest friend?’ I yelled at Paul in the days following River’s overdose.

‘He’s missing a sensitivity chip,’ Paul argued. ‘But he’s a really good lawyer.’

‘It doesn’t bother you that he’s a bad man?’

‘I don’t think he’s a bad man,’ Paul rebutted. ‘You’re not right about everyone, Nadine.’

‘I’m right about him.’

Paul’s fundamental argument is that we should avoid sloughing off our oldest friends. They are a link to our younger selves. Keepers of our memories. Paul and I are different that way too; my friendships have never really evolved beyond the eras that formed them. When I graduated high school, I mostly moved on from my friend group there, aside from the odd reunion dinner or likes and comments on our respective social media feeds. These days, I socialize with other mothers from the kids’ school or sports teams. Book clubs, dinners out, daytime coffees. Unlike Paul, I don’t need anyone to keep my oldest secrets. I’m not one for unconditional loyalty. And certainly not to a man like Seymour Dunphy.

Enough. There are so many things to do. I won’t let this sadness touch me today. I should get something for Sherry, add it to my list. A little gesture of kindness. But I cannot take that on right now. I need to shower and get moving.

Chin up, Nadine. No looking back. Carry on.





I DUCK UNDER THE STREAM. The water pelts my shower cap. I’m in the basement bathroom, my clothes draped over the towel rack. A shower in our master bathroom would wake Paul, and I don’t want him awake. Not yet. The truth is, this early morning will be easier to navigate without his joviality, the inevitable logistical questions about the party to which he should already know the answers.

It’s a family joke that as the earliest riser, I’m relegated to performing my morning routines in this basement washroom. To think of all that’s unfolded here. Seventeen years ago, pregnant with Isobel, my water broke all over the green tile floor. And then, a few trysts with Lionel. He crept over a few times after Paul left for work, and this hidden-away bathroom felt like the one place in the house where we were safe. Later, I came down here to get through my fits of crying after the affair ended. It’s not just this washroom that relegates me; my office was relocated to the basement when Margot moved in.

‘What do you need an office for?’ Isobel will sometimes ask, poking my sore spot. ‘You don’t have an actual job.’

She’s right, and wrong. I do work. Sometimes. For ten years I’ve taught a general interest class in crime studies at the local college. I’ve even toyed with writing a true crime book, taking a few courses at the same college where I teach. I have a different last name from my mother and can evade the Did you know that she’s the daughter of that bestselling writer, Marilyn Millay? questions easily enough. It’s not so much the fear of my mother’s shadow as an absence of ideas to write about. The best true crime stories have already been told.

So what? I may not work in the traditional sense, but I’m always busy. ‘You’re my biggest job,’ I often tell the kids. If they, or anyone else, snubs their nose at this, then what can I do?

But I do have an office. When Margot moved in, she offered to sleep down here, but I saw an opening. Paul thought I was crazy to give up my upstairs den with its south light and view of our lovely yard. It played out as a sacrifice on my part, but I prefer the dungeon feel. If I drop the blinds, my office is pitch dark even in the middle of the day. I can hear everyone overhead or descending the stairs. There is no sneaking up on me.

The strangest part of this basement, and perhaps my favorite, is the door on the wall shared with our attached tenant. Story has it, the two sisters who lived here before us had an opening punched through their basement walls as a way to flit between each other’s homes. They were practical about it, installing a locking door on each side much as you’d find in adjoining hotel rooms. Paul thought it baffling and wanted to seal over the strange passageway. But I refused. I loved its quirkiness. Young Isobel christened them the Sister Doors, and that’s what I’ve called them ever since. The door is now on the far wall of my office.

Before showering I puttered in said office for a while, forcing focus despite my fluttering heart, as if someone was watching, recording my actions for later scrutiny. I’ve always been a worrier, but since the accident, my brain all but malfunctions when that worry gets the best of me. I get dizzy. Sweaty. Anxious. Paranoid, even. The hardest part is hiding it from Paul and the kids. There’s no point in worrying them too. I’ll heal eventually.

To distract myself, I printed the final guest list in alphabetical order by last name. One long page with two columns. One hundred and ten people, including some plus ones, some older children. I even laminated it with the machine Paul bought me last Christmas. He meant it as a gag gift, an affectionate repudiation of my overly methodical ways. But the joke’s on him because I use it all the time. What is better than a document encased in plastic? It’s a list-maker’s dream.

That laminated master guest list now sits on the bathroom counter. I exit the shower and stand naked in front of the partly fogged mirror. I’m in good shape for forty-ish. I’ve always worked at it. My body, I mean. Regular cardio, lots of walks, strength and yoga classes, an ugly watch on my wrist that warns me when I’ve been sitting too long. Indeed, the doctors told me it was my good physical shape that sped my recovery from the trauma of shattering a hip. The still-tender scar runs the length from my waist to my thigh, not yet faded from its flaming purple. A crushed bone. Surgery. An infection that kept me in the hospital for weeks. Rehab. The doctors all marveled at my luck. It could have been my head, or my spine. Paul marveled too.

Margot’s arrival here absolved him in terms of helping my recovery or managing the house. She cooks and cleans, pressures me to keep up with my rehab exercises. Keeps me company. Margot is the one who circles me, looking for signs of affliction, registering the small deviations in disposition that I think I hide pretty well.

I pick up the guest list and scan it. Friends, neighbors, coworkers. Most of Paul’s firm and their spouses. Some of the kids’ friends too, and their parents. My mother, the guest of honor. And near the bottom, Lionel and Daphne Robinson. Shit. I figured they would back out. I can’t believe they’re actually coming.

Lionel. God. I’ve known him for twenty years. He too, like Seymour Dunphy, has long been part of Paul’s cabal. He’s a moderately successful journalist and has been a Winngrove neighbor for ten years. I always saw him as sort of hapless, a bachelor to be pitied in his evasive approach to love or commitment. Did I find him good-looking? Sure, in a detached sort of way. Then, one summer evening two years ago, we were alone in the garden at the tail end of a dinner party and he drunkenly professed an attraction to me that he claimed was always there. I brushed him off, ignored his advances for six months. Then what? Paul and I hit a rough patch. He traveled too much, spent too many evenings in the den. I found myself returning Lionel’s gazes. What can I say? That it just happened from there? That I can’t delineate what exactly led me to break my marriage vows with the worst possible choice of suitor?
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