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Praise for Hannah McKinnon and The Lake Season

“Seasons of change take us home to the places and the people who shelter us. Well-told, and in turns sweet and bare, The Lake Season offers a compelling tale of family secrets, letting go, and the unbreakable bonds of sisterhood.”

—Lisa Wingate, nationally bestselling author

“A delicious tale of sisters and secrets. Hannah McKinnon’s writing style is as breezy as a weekend at the lake, yet her insights into the murkiness of family interactions run deep. The takeaway of this compelling read is clear: you can know someone your whole life and not know them at all.”

—Mary Hogan, award-winning author of Two Sisters

“Hannah McKinnon’s lyrical debut tells the story of a pair of very different sisters, both at a crossroads in life. McKinnon’s great strength lies in her ability to reveal the many ways the two women wound—and ultimately heal—each other as only sisters can.”

—Sarah Pekkanen, New York Times bestselling author of Catching Air

“This is a beautiful tale of sisters, a heartfelt journey of truth and choices that will leave you deeply satisfied.”

—Linda Francis Lee, bestselling author of The Glass Kitchen

“Family and secrets colliding at a lakeside wedding . . . [a] must-read.”

—Cosmopolitan

“Charming and heartfelt! Hannah McKinnon’s The Lake Season proves that you can go home again; you just can’t control what you find when you get there.”

—Wendy Wax, New York Times bestselling author of the Ten Beach Road series and The House on Mermaid Point

“Hannah McKinnon’s The Lake Season is a pure delight. Iris Standish is such an appealing woman, handling an overload of family calamities with good sense and good will, not to mention a few really good times. It’s a bonus that the setting on Lake Hampstead is as enticing and refreshing as McKinnon’s voice.”

—Nancy Thayer, New York Times bestselling author of Nantucket Sisters

“The Lake Season is one of those rare gems of a book that’s both impossible to put down and emotionally complex. Do yourself a favor and put The Lake Season on your summer reading list: you’ll love getting to know Iris Standish and her family, and Hannah McKinnon’s writing is so beautifully evocative that even the most landlocked of readers will swear s/he can smell the fresh New England summer air.”

—L. Alison Heller, author of The Never Never Sisters

“Sometimes funny, sometimes sad—but always bursting with compassion and sly humor. The Lake Season is a joy to read for anyone who cherishes the complexity and richness of family dynamics. Impossible not to be swept along by the characters. The perfect book to spread out with luxuriously on the beach.”

—Saira Shah, author of The Mouse-Proof Kitchen

“Charming, absorbing, and perfectly paced, The Lake Season is as full of warmth as summer itself. Don’t blame Hannah McKinnon if this cinematic tale has you glued to a beach chair until it’s finished!”

—Chloe Benjamin, author of The Anatomy of Dreams

“An emotionally charged story about returning to yourself.”

—K. A. Tucker, USA Today bestselling author

“Here is sisterhood in all its complexity, rich with tenderness, resentments and shared jokes, disappointment, admiration, and profound love. Those who have a sister will read this book and pass it on to them; those who do not, will wish more than ever that they did.”

—Gabrielle Donnelly, author of The Little Women Letters

“Two sisters, a glittering New England lake, and one desperate, last-chance summer set the stage for Hannah McKinnon’s emotionally affecting new novel The Lake Season. The story features the complex Iris and her unpredictable sister Leah but its power extends well beyond the beautiful, heartbreaking bond between these two women. A memorable rumination on life, loss, and how to find a path home.”

—Michelle Gable, nationally bestselling author of A Paris Apartment

“Breezy . . . Summer isn’t summer without an enticing beach read, and Hannah McKinnon delivers just that.”

—InStyle

“A multilayered, nuanced portrayal of modern divorce . . . McKinnon is a talented observer of the family dynamic, weaving disparate personalities together as they navigate relationships, self-preservation, and redemption. Fans of Allison Pearson’s I Don’t Know How She Does It (2002) and Maggie Shipstead’s Seating Arrangements (2012) will love this romantic yet realistic novel.”

—Booklist
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In loving memory of Michael Reese.

Brother-in-law, uncle, godfather.


The music in my heart I bore

Long after it was heard no more.

—WILLIAM WORDSWORTH



One


Just how are you planning to fix this?” Mrs. Perry’s hands are clasped on the desk, the hand adorned with the colossal diamond resting pertly atop the other. Her fixed smile belies the parental rage I detect in her blue eyes, which, despite their lovely azure color, are boring holes through me across the student desk that buffers the narrow space between us. “My son is an A student. I will not allow you to fail him.”

I take a deep breath. “Mrs. Perry, Horatio has to complete his assignments in order to receive an A on them.”

I am determined not to squirm in my own classroom. I have found myself seated across the desk from Mrs. Perry too many times in the last eight months, and each time I’ve come up with the perfect retort to her complaints. Each time being the very moment after she clicked out my classroom door on her designer heels: a moment too late. Now, I dig deep, summoning the voice of Dr. Dwight, my favorite Boston College professor, whose classroom I exited just five short years ago. Whose kind demeanor and sensible pronouncements had convinced me that teaching was an altruistic path to guide children to their full potential. How wrong he was. “All parents truly want is for their child to be happy.” Sure, if happiness is defined by an unwavering 4.0 grade point average, however undeserved.

“Horatio does not have time for homework,” Mrs. Perry informs me curtly, as though this explanation will magically sweep away the requirement that each of the other forty-eight fourth graders in our school is expected to meet. “It interferes with his tennis lessons at the club. Did you not realize that he has qualified for the regional tournament in the Hamptons this summer? He’s first in his division.” She drums her manicured fingernails, which I notice are a tasteful shade of nearly colorless pink.

“That’s wonderful. However—”

“Furthermore, Horatio’s father and I will be sending him to Camp Pendleton at the end of the month. It’s an esteemed program instructed by a Pebble Beach pro. So you’ll have to excuse Horatio from the last week of school, as well.” She checks her watch with a brisk flick of her wrist, as if to signal that this meeting is now over.

“Attendance is a different matter. You’ll need to speak to Dean Hartman about that. But in regard to the science grade—”

“Miss Griffin. It is still Miss, correct?” I have taught Mrs. Perry’s son all year; she knows my name. This reference to my single status is a cruel deflection, tossed masterfully in my path, no different from the critical once-over she now inflicts. Still, I flinch as she makes a cursory examination of my naked left ring finger, before her eyes roam over my off-the-rack sweater, screeching to a halt at my sensible black loafers, which I tuck quickly beneath my chair.

Thrown momentarily by her impromptu fashion findings, Mrs. Perry pauses, and I seize my chance to regain parent-teacher-conference control. “Mrs. Perry, I can’t give credit for work that isn’t done. I’m afraid the F stands.”

Mrs. Perry’s blue eyes have narrowed so that her dark pupils are mere pinpricks between her dense lashes. “Brilliant children should not be hampered by regulations set by the simple-minded administration for the weak-minded majority.” Professor Dwight’s voice is quick in my ear: “Parent teacher conferences are a wonderful opportunity to let parents know how much you enjoy working together as partners in their child’s education.” I shoo the professor away, before Ainsley Perry can squash him with her manicured hand.

We are at a stalemate. As I have sadly come to realize, there is no rationale for the unbalanced expectations of many of the parents in this privileged community in which I teach. Darby is a day school in the Belmont section of Boston. When not confined to their Duxbury and Hingham saltboxes, these children inhabit the New England stomping grounds of the post-Mayflower generations, adroitly wielding tennis racquets and toting monogrammed golf bags by the age of three. During summer, they log serious sailing time, tacking and jibing away the month of August off either Nantucket or the Vineyard.

Despite the fact that I was offered two other teaching positions, I was smitten by the New England façade of the Darby Day School the first time I drove through the granite pillars. These kids came to school already on an Ivy League track. Gone would be the heartbreaking struggles I’d encountered during my student teaching stint in a neighborhood where most children were on government welfare and arrived to school hungry, frustrated, and grossly behind, if at all. Though I’d embraced the assignment initially, stalwartly hanging on to those green beliefs about making a difference in each individual whose life I hoped to alter, I soon faltered, exhausted by the harsh realities of the system. I was just one more lofty-minded education graduate plunked in an urban jungle with nothing more than a newly printed diploma stashed in her messenger bag. As my father said when I accepted the Darby position, “Don’t think twice, kiddo. You’re a scrapper. You’ll still find ways to make a difference, no matter where you teach.”

Now, as I sit across from Mrs. Perry, who drums her nails on the desk, I am questioning just what kind of difference I am making here. I do not wish to embroil myself in academic litigation with Mrs. Perry, or her husband, who has yet to grace my classroom with his presence, though he routinely clogs my email box with bullet-pointed lists of complaints, as he is mostly overseas engaged in some form of exporting business. But my principles will not allow me to give in. I wonder how happy Mrs. Perry and her husband are with each other, or in general. Despite their racquet-wielding son and his success in the tournament world of their country club, what kind of parents show up only to demand unnecessary special treatment? I have yet to see either one attend the fall harvest picnic, or our spring school play. Forget a fund-raising event like a bake sale. Instead, they are perpetual no-shows who also failed to alert the music teacher of Horatio’s absence the night of the fourth-grade play, leaving poor Mrs. Riley, the music teacher, scrambling to fill his lead role minutes before curtains opened. These are not parents who consider for a moment the long hours I stay late at school, grading papers, personally disinfecting their children’s desks with Clorox wipes (purchased by yours truly), or the two hours spent waiting on the front steps for parents who simply “forgot” to come pick up their child after a field trip. (Who forgets their own kid?)

And then there’s Horatio, the boy himself, whose upturned nose wrinkles when I ask him to take out his homework each morning, and who blithely opens his empty folder, displaying it for all the class to see with such misplaced chagrin I have to bite my lower lip. I have always taken pride in my skill to find good in all of my students, no matter their weaknesses or unkind tendencies. Even when I have to dig deep. But as I sit across from his impeccably dressed mother, I admit that Horatio Perry has challenged that dig-deep skill. I’m an elementary school teacher, not an archaeologist.

Now it’s my turn to look at the large white clock on the wall. It’s no Rolex, but it tells me what I need to know: I am finished here. It’s four thirty on Friday afternoon. Despite my sensible black loafers, my feet hurt from running back and forth across the building to the multipurpose room, where I sacrificed both my prep period and lunch to paint backdrop scenery for the fifth-grade theater production.

In the rear of my classroom the crayfish click audibly across the glass botom of their crustacean tank; a science unit that I tend, because let’s face it, they smell and none of the other teachers wanted them. Beside me is a bag full of ungraded social studies essays that I will have to finish by Sunday, and on my desk there is a note from Sadie Jenkins telling me that Melissa Bates has been calling her Butt-Face in gym class. Back at home my cat, Mr. Kringles, is probably sharpening his claws on the corner of my new couch, the only new piece of furniture in my overpriced and undersized Back Bay apartment, where my unwatered plants are sporting the final shades of pre-death yellow. I’m certain that my best friend and roommate, Erika, has left at least five voice mails on my cell. And that Evan has called between filming scenes to see if we can meet for happy hour. Because even though I sometimes feel like I have no life outside this classroom, I manage to have friends and a boyfriend who do. Right now I want nothing more than to sit with Evan at a bar and take a deep sip of a salty margarita, or collapse on my couch at home, even if it does mean listening to Erika fret about her crazy in-laws-to-be, or her couture gown that needs yet another alteration because she’s still losing so much weight. And I’m not letting Mrs. Perry suck another moment of that from me.

“I’m sorry, Mrs. Perry, but I have an appointment. Here is Horatio’s science assignment. I expect it by Monday.” I set the folder between us.

Mrs. Perry looks as if I have slapped her. “You will be hearing from my husband about this,” she says, yanking her purse over her shoulder.

Which reminds me of another delightful encounter I shared with Horatio, just the other day: I had warned him that I would phone his father in regard to some colorful language Horatio had tried on for size in the lunch line. When confronted, Horatio had smirked, reached into his pocket, and handed me the newest iPhone. “I dare you to call my dad. Here. You can use my cell.”

With that tidbit fresh in my mind, I look Mrs. Perry in the eye. “I look forward to it.” Round One: Maggie Griffin.
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When I finally get home, Erika is reclining upside down on our couch, reading an edition of Martha Stewart Weddings. Her blond head hangs off the armchair, and her legs are tossed carelessly up over the designer hand-stitched pillows she talked me into going halves with her last week. Mr. Kringles, who has draped himself across her tummy, purrs audibly.

“Doesn’t that make you dizzy?” I ask, dumping my keys on the Pottery Barn knockoff nesting table. Our apartment, a 1920s brick walkup, is tiny. But what it lacks in square footage it makes up for abundantly in charm. When you enter off the main hallway, you step into our living area, which boasts high ceilings and a modest fireplace. The hardwoods are a rich honey hue, and the old windows, while drafty in winter, let in loads of sunlight. On one side of the living area is a galley kitchen that fits one person comfortably at a time. On the opposite side of the living area is Erika’s bedroom, an itsy-bitsy bathroom, and just beyond that the alcove, also known as my room. The tight living quarters have had their challenges, and Erika claims she can’t wait to move out to Trent’s spacious two-bedroom Brighton apartment at the end of July when they get married. But I disagree; we’ve made so many memories here. From our first jobs to late-night movie marathons with just us girls, to hosting standing-room-only wine and cheese parties with the few neighbors we could squeeze inside. The thought of moving out makes my heart ache, like I’m saying goodbye to a part of who we were these last poignant years.

Erika holds up her magazine. “Did you know that French birdcages are back in style?” she says dreamily. “Nineteen-twenties chic.”

“You’re getting a bird?”

“No, dummy. I meant the veil. They’re all the rage in bridal couture.” Since Erika became engaged she’s become a register of bridal facts. Sometimes to the point that I don’t think I can bear to listen to another. She sits up and surveys me curiously. “What happened to you, anyway? I’ve been waiting for you forever.”

“Mrs. Perry,” I mumble, kicking off my shoes on my way to the kitchen.

“Parents. They’re all nuts. Which is why I will never be one.”

“You’re joking, right?” I pull a glass from the cupboard and fill it with water. It’s not atypical of Erika to make shock-value statements. I have a momentary flashback to our elementary-school days when we pushed matching pink strollers, our plastic baby dolls tucked safely inside.

“Not really. People who have kids are certifiable. Look at your sister. She’s never been the same.” She squeezes past me in the kitchen, takes my water glass, and dumps the remains down the drain. “Ever since Jane started down the family trail, the girl has been lost deep in the woods. And she hasn’t come out yet.” Erika pulls a bottle of pinot from the fridge and refills my glass. “Here. You look like hell.”

“Thanks.” She is right about Jane, I have to admit. My sister, older by four years, has remained our measuring stick for all of life’s significant milestones. As kids, Erika deeply envied my having a sister, especially an older one. As Erika and I spent our childhood trailing Jane’s wake, simultaneously admiring and despising her, Jane’s age gap provided us with a wealth of knowledge and experience that we eagerly stowed away. Jane was both smart enough and pretty enough, and not too shabby on the soccer field, which added up to a decent ranking on the popularity scale. Which meant that while she had the metaphorical keys to the car of teenagerism, Erika and I got to stow away in the backseat for the ride. Through Jane we learned how to shave our legs, which new CDs to buy, and how to navigate the halls of high school without standing out too much in either direction. By eighth grade, Erika was practically obsessed with Jane, then a senior, gleaning as much data for our upcoming freshman year as an understudy would to shadow a Broadway star. I still remember several occasions where I retired to my room with a good book, while Erika remained moony-eyed at Jane’s vanity table, scrutinizing her expert application of Maybelline mascara in the little green-and-pink tube.

Although we’re almost nearly all in our thirties now, nothing has really changed in Jane’s role as measuring stick. Though, for Jane, things have changed a lot. Through Jane, we have most recently experienced engagement, marriage, pregnancy, and birth. She lives back home in Mystic, Connecticut, with her husband and three kids. Jane is a stay-at-home mom to Owen, age five; Randall, three; and Lucy, six months. The kids are great, and Jane loves motherhood, but I can’t argue Erika’s point. My formerly put-together, on-the-ball sister has never been the same since. And it’s got nothing to do with looks so much as with the look on her face, an expression that teeters between dazed happiness and faded consciousness, always with a diaper bag and a stroller in tow.

“So what’s on for tonight?” Erika asks me.

The wine is settling warmly in my stomach, and if I have another, I will end up on the couch in my sweats with Lifetime TV. Which actually sounds pretty good, because Evan has messaged me to say that unfortunately he has to work late tonight. But I know Erika won’t stand for it.

“Trent got us a reservation at the new tapas place on Boylston,” Erika says.

“Are you informing me or inviting me?” I tease.

She pours herself a glass and I follow her to the couch. “Peyton and Chad are coming, too. It got great reviews in the Globe.”

Peyton, Erika, and I have been friends since moving to Boston the summer after graduation. She and Erika met at a Women in Law luncheon, when Erika first joined Cramer and Bosh. But of greater consequence than their shared profession, Peyton Whitmore Adams is a newlywed. Married last spring to Chad Adams, a former varsity crew captain she met at Skidmore, this marks her as highly desirable bridesmaid material, given her recent nuptials. As Erika says, best friends are eternal. But former brides are indispensable. And since she couldn’t combine both in me, I’ve been asked to share my maid of honor duties. I don’t take offense to it. Really.

The indispensable newlyweds live in a refurbished bungalow in Cambridge. Their Copley Plaza wedding set the stage for many a late-night rehashing in our apartment. Despite our differences, I like Peyton. She’s a straight shooter with a dry sense of humor. And she’s got a designer-label wardrobe that I try my best to take notes from, if only through last season’s late-night bidding wars on eBay.

“The tapas bar sounds great, but Evan has to work late on set tonight,” I remind her. Good as a night out sounds, I am staking out my spot on the couch. As if reading my mind, Mr. Kringles leaps up and joins me.

Erika regards me curiously. “So? You’re free.”

Lately, I’ve sort of gone underground in the social department. But not without reason. Spring is my cramming season at school with report cards and curriculum wrap-up. Plus I’ve been searching, albeit halfheartedly, for a new apartment, none of which seems to match the neighborhood vibe or old-time charm of our own. Let alone its affordability. And then there’s Evan. We’ve been together a year now, and when you’re settled comfortably in a long-term relationship, the idea of getting dressed up after a long day at work and dragging yourself into town for what always turns out to be a late night loses some of its appeal.

“I’m pretty beat from work,” I tell her, stroking Mr. Kringles behind his ears. “And I’ve got to get up early tomorrow. I’m driving home for my mom’s birthday party, remember?”

Erika slumps into the couch cushions and gazes sadly out the window, a pose that is supposed to inflict guilt. “I was looking forward to all of us getting together. Trent had to pull out all the stops just to get these reservations. And with all the stress of the wedding, I could really use a night out with you. Especially since you’re getting away for the weekend.”

I give her a level look. “Getting away? A full-blown family reunion is going to be anything but a vacation getaway.”

“Besides,” Erika continues, “I already touched base with Evan. He’s going to try to meet us there after he gets off work.” She smiles coyly.

“You got Evan to leave work early?” I throw up my hands. “Okay, okay. I give in. Ceviche night it is.”

I grab my glass and head to the fridge. Another glass of pinot is clearly in order.



Two


Jane? Are you there?”

There is a sudden crash, followed by loud barking. Followed by the shrill cry of a baby.

“Jane?” I’d hoped to catch her at a quiet time between the dinner and bedtime rush, but apparently not.

“What on earth? Randall!”

I hold the phone away from my ear. I should be used to this. My sister Jane’s three children were born in rapid succession, and since then, any attempt at uninterrupted communication with her has been something akin to navigating a minefield. Add to that a 110-pound Great Pyrenees, a house renovation, and a husband, Toby, who works sixty-hour weeks, and you can begin to piece together the picture.

“Who put crayons in the dishwasher?” Jane’s voice is not exactly hysterical. Rather, it is what we jokingly refer to as her mommy voice. A high-pitched tone of urgency, followed by long periods of what she calls “wait time,” during which the child in question is supposed to respond with honesty and regret, given sufficient time to contemplate the wrongness of his or her doings. I have yet to see it work.

“Sorry,” she groans, returning to the phone. “The inside of my new Bosch dishwasher is shellacked in rainbow wax. Toby’s going to have a coronary when he gets home.

“Randall?” I ask.

“Who else.”

Randall is their second-born, and like most seconds, he is the busiest. Randall doesn’t walk. He races from room to room. Likewise, he approaches games and crafts at the same breakneck pace, never slowing to replace the lid to a jar of red paint or the top to the hamster cage. Small disasters erupt in his wake with a regularity that makes him consistent if not careful. But Randall’s dimpled smile is just as quick, as is his endearing giggle, and he gives hugs that rival a bear’s. In the end, he’s pretty hard to resist.

Owen is probably my favorite, even though, just as in teaching, I’m not supposed to have one. He’s the eldest, and also the most thoughtful. Since babyhood, Owen has been an observer. He sits contentedly for long periods of time watching the birds in their backyard, or slowly turning the pages of his favorite books. Owen is the one who stacks LEGOs with the precision of a surgeon and who fretfully guards them from demolition whenever Randall is in close proximity. I love how he takes small bites of his cookies, savoring each morsel. In some ways he reminds me of a little old man; careful and courteous, fussing over the lineup of his toy cars, considering the colors of the backyard rocks he collects. But most of all I love him because he is mine; the baby who crawled to me first, who first deemed me “Anny Mags,” and the one who still lets me hold him on my lap without wriggling away, even though he is now five.

Jane sounds frazzled. “They just woke up Lucy. So now I’m trying to nurse while unloading the crayon-covered dishwasher. What’s up?”

I’ve seen her on days like this. I can just picture her placing Lucy in the cupboard and tucking a dish in her nursing bra. “Sorry. Just wanted to do a final check-in before Mom’s birthday. Is there anything else I can help with?”

I can hear the clattering of dishes as Jane thinks out loud. “Let’s see: the cake is ordered. We’ve got a baked ham, au gratin potatoes, and a salad if Cousin Ellen remembers to make it. Everyone’s coming, as far as I know. All that’s left is for you to pick up Aunt Dotty on your way tomorrow.”

I groan. “She’s coming?” Aunt Dotty is my grandmother’s sister. Her percentage of cantankerousness is equal to her age, which is eighty-nine. And she requires restroom stops at least every four highway exits. “Can’t you or Dad pick her up?”

“Excuse me. What’s that foreign sound on your end?” Jane pauses dramatically to make her point. “Ah! It’s the sound of silence. Almost didn’t recognize it. Tell you what, how about you come over here and bake a twenty-pound ham, clean the house, decorate, walk the dog, and entertain three kids? I’d be thrilled to drive two hours alone in the car to pick up Aunt Dotty.” There is another crash, then the clatter of a pan. “Randall. Please!”

She’s got me there. “Okay, okay. Anything else?”

“Yeah. We need to get something for Mom. Something nice.”

“You haven’t gotten Mom a present yet?”

“Can you not hear what is going on over here?”

It’s not worth pushing the subject. “Okay. I can share my gift.”

My mother is a consumer-martyr. That affliction, however, does not apply when it comes to treating her daughters: a set of antique silver candlesticks for Jane’s last dinner party; an auburn cashmere sweater for my school harvest fair last October. We gladly accept her offerings, which means that when holidays or birthdays arise, we make a sound effort to track down her latest yearning.

Jane pauses. “So, what are you up to tonight?”

And then we are in the danger zone. Jane holds her status as a former Bostonian the way a veteran reveres their purple heart. Like me, she spent her postgraduate years there, working in marketing. She swore she’d never set foot beyond Cambridge. Until she met Toby, a junior associate at a Providence law firm, during a friend’s Christmas party back home in Mystic. One year later, she was engaged, back in Mystic, and picking out kitchen subway tiles. Since then, even though I know Jane is happy back home, she can’t help but inquire about city life as if it were a former lover. “Got any big plans tonight?” she presses.

What Jane doesn’t realize is that as hard as her life is right now, it’s exactly what I dream of someday. The husband, the kids, the dog, and the house—even the crayon-covered dishwasher interior—sometimes so badly I can taste it. Which makes it even harder when Jane makes her weekly inquiry about my weekend plans. Because I know she’s peering over that proverbial fence at the grass, or in this case city sidewalks, on my side.

“Nothing, really. Erika mentioned something about this new tapas bar on Boylston.”

Jane exhales like she’s been punched. “Oh. I miss real restaurants.”

Erika swears that once an urban dweller gets married and gives birth, crossing the city border is just a matter of time. And the ability to put your finger on the pulse of anything, beyond the suburban throbbing in your temples, is forever lost.

“You’ve got great restaurants in Mystic,” I remind her.

“Mags. I live in the land of lobster rolls.”

I keep to myself that living in the land of lobster rolls is precisely what keeps the Mystic Chamber of Commerce thriving.

“I miss ceviche,” she adds with a sigh. “Maybe I should drive up for a visit.”

Inviting her will only remind her that this is not really a choice within her reach at this time, and I don’t want her to spend the rest of her already haggard day regarding her offspring as anchors. However, if I don’t ask her to come, she will think I don’t want her. That she has somehow lost her edge, and is (in her own words) too old, too fat, or too lame to be seen with us. None of which is true or will ensure a happy ending to our phone call.

I know what will follow next: it is a dance we do each time. A complicated routine in which Jane feels left out and out of touch from her former svelte and fun pre-motherhood self. I will then listen quietly, passing metaphorical tissues of reassurance as she gets misty-eyed for the good old days. During which I will turn the tables, and invite her. This will be followed by a quick rebuttal, as she realizes she hasn’t the time or the strength or, let’s be honest, the desire to shed the nursing bra for a black push-up and a pair of heels. But the winning ticket is that it’s a realization she usually arrives at on her own, as though the choice to dance the night away in a club is still within her realm of possibility. If I can only get her to the end of the phone call without tears. Here we go.

“Tell you what. I’ll check the tapas bar out, and if it’s half as good as you think, we’ll plan a night when you can come into the city.”

Jane scoffs. “Yeah, sure. In about six months, when Lucy weans and it’s no longer cool.”

And so here we are. I choose my words carefully. “Or . . . you could call Toby at work and tell him to come home early. Pump breast milk for Lucy, and leave Toby with a bottle. They’re his kids, too, after all. What could possibly go wrong?” It’s the last five words that seal the deal.

Jane doesn’t miss a beat. “Oh. No. I couldn’t. Lucy nurses every four hours, and by the time I got out the door and into the city, Toby would already be down one bottle for her. Plus, Randall is going through this thing at bedtime where he wants both of us to lie down with him. And of course we’ve got Mom’s party tomorrow. No, no, I couldn’t possibly. But thanks for asking.”

I breathe a sigh of relief. Jane is happily restored to her role of mother, and I am now free to go out with Erika and the guys, guilt-free. If I only had something to wear.
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Although it’s only May, the evening is mild and there’s the fragrant smell of lilac trees as we head out of our neighborhood on foot. I love living in Back Bay. I love that I can walk down Boylston Street to Fenway Park in the summer, or to bars and restaurants, like we’re doing tonight. But I’m also keenly aware that nights like this are coming to an end for me. As is the neighborhood lifestyle I’ve come to love.

It was Erika’s father who, upon hearing that we were both moving to Boston, insisted his little girl reside in a safe, clean area. At first she was incensed—she loved the thought of being downtown in a high-rise. But when we first visited our two-story brick bungalow with its hardwood floors and small corner fireplace on a quiet street, she caved. Mr. Crane foots half our rent, and she and I split the other half. It’s the only way I’ve afforded living here.

Tonight, Bostonians are out in force with the warm weather, and the sidewalk tables are clogged with both students and the mixed after-work crowd of suits and boat shoes. Inside the restaurant we find Peyton and Chad already ensconced in a corner booth with Trent.

“So what can I whet your palate with?” he asks. That’s one thing about Trent: he’s quick with the drink orders, and just as quick to treat.

“She’ll have a vodka tonic, lime twist.”

I spin around to face Evan, who is grinning at me. “You made it!”

He pulls me in for a hug and kisses my forehead. “Couldn’t miss a night out with my girl.” I know Evan is fresh off twelve hours of filming on the set, but he still manages to look crisp in his collared shirt and jeans.

“You didn’t have to come,” I say, grabbing his hand and pulling him into the booth. But I’m thrilled he did. His schedule has been so busy that I haven’t seen him all week. “You must be exhausted.”

Evan’s acting career always takes people by surprise. It still surprises me. Upon graduation, he told his parents back in New York that he wanted to be an actor. Confused and somewhat dismayed by his sudden announcement, because outside of a small part in a high school production of Our Town he had never set foot on a stage, they put on a brave face and did not question when he quit his well-heeled position as a congressional intern in New York and packed a duffel bag for a summer with the Berkshire Theatre Festival. Supporting himself with modeling and catalog work when he could get it, Evan worked three years behind the scenes and eventually onstage at various New England theaters, going on auditions and casting calls in between. After a singular but lucrative stint in an Ivory Soap commercial, Evan got a call-back for a new Boston crime pilot. The rest is recent history. First Watch aired its pilot last fall to strong reviews, and Evan snagged one of the main roles as Officer Jack Brady. It’s gotten so he’s starting to be recognized when we go out. He has struggled to get used to it, and it’s something I’m still working on.

“How’s life on the set?” Trent asks. “Looks like you missed a spot of blush on your cheek there, buddy.” Trent likes to tease Evan relentlessly, especially since his show has been picked up for another season. But it’s in that mock-hassling way guys cajole one another, and I know he’s just as proud of him as I am.

Evan smiles. “Did you hear that Angela Dune landed the new part?”

The guys burst out in a hoot of approval just as a large bite of chopitos gets stuck in my throat.

“You didn’t tell me she got it,” I manage to choke.

Evan puts a hand on my back. “You okay, honey?”

I force a smile and take a swig of his beer.

But Peyton is on it. “The Sports Illustrated model? She acts?” she asks doubtfully.

Chad, the consummate fraternity boy in our group, puts his hand up for a high five. I’m relieved when Evan waves it away.

“She seems cool,” he says, casually. “I’ve only met her once.”

Erika is looking at me now, taking the temperature of my end of the table. “So are you in any scenes together?”

They’re just actors, I tell myself, running a hand through my hair and sitting up straighter. But this is my question, too.

“Not yet,” Evan says. “She’s playing the role of a new detective in the department. They’ve only contracted her for four shows so far.”

I take a deep breath and nod appreciatively like this is good news. It’s silly. Evan is a professional. Angie Dune is just a swimsuit model. And my food is getting cold.

“Who wants to try the chopitos?” I ask, changing the subject. We spend the evening catching up and sampling tapas. Garlic shrimp, mussels, and chorizo croquetas. Jane was right about the ceviche. The drinks are strong and I start to feel a little buzzed, despite my full stomach. But everyone orders another round. Erika tells a funny story about a divorce case she’s working on. Though she has divorce clients of both genders, Erika has a penchant for taking the woman’s side.

“My new client, a well-known lobbyist I’ll call Sandra, heard rumors that her husband was hiding a mistress at their BVI vacation house.”

Evan squeezes my hand. “I’d never do that to you.”

Erika rolls her eyes and continues. “So Sandra charters a plane hoping to surprise the two in the act, and instead finds this girl sunning herself alone on the pool deck. Topless, no less.”

Chad and Trent exchange mock-horrified looks. “Her husband, Dominic, is nowhere to be seen. Rather than confront the girl, Sandra decides to pretend that she thinks the girl is a new housemaid that her husband just hired. Just to mess around with her until the husband returns.

Peyton frowns. “I’d drown the girl in the pool!”

Erika holds up her hands. “Wait, it gets good. So Sandra sashays out to the patio, introduces herself, and tells the girl that she’s thrilled Dominic was able to hire new house help. She invites the confused girl into the kitchen and takes out a pineapple and a huge knife. Tells her she’s going to make them a little snack and that they can go over the housekeeping schedule. As Sandra’s hacking away and the fruit is flying, she tells the mistress how she’s been looking for trustworthy, honest help for months. And that the last maid they employed had flirted with Dominic so much that Sandra had to ‘take care of her.’ Which is all made up, of course, but remember, Sandra’s telling this story with a cleaver in hand.”

Everyone’s jaw drops. “The girl didn’t make a run for it?” I ask.

Erika grins. “Too chicken. So, three hours later, the idiot husband arrives home.

And he finds his mistress on her knees scrubbing toilets in the guest quarters, while his wife sips brandy by the pool.”

Chad claps his hands. “No way!”

“And that’s after she’s already bathed both schnauzers and cooked dinner.”

“Sandra’s got balls,” Peyton says admiringly.

“Not her husband. Apparently he was so rattled by the whole scene that he sat down at the dining room table with Sandra and went along with the whole charade. When the mistress brought out their supper, Sandra dumped the tray in his lap, threw a drink in the girl’s face, and tossed them both out of the house.”

By now everyone’s laughing. It’s an outrageous story, but as always, Erika’s delivery is just as impressive.

The server brings the check, which Trent snatches, despite Evan’s quick hand.

It’s late but Erika’s not tired. “Let’s hit some bars,” she says.

“I’ve got an early morning,” I remind them, standing. The room is swirling, just a little, and Evan gently pulls me back onto the bench beside him.

“You okay, sailor?”

“She’s fine!” Erika insists. “She’s just getting started.”

As a rule, Erika doesn’t quit until we’ve hit at least three places on a Friday night, and this night is no different.

We hit a club on Commonwealth, and when the rest of our group heads to the dance floor, Evan grabs my hand.

“Come here,” he says, pulling me over to a dark corner. “I want you to myself for a minute.” He pulls me in for a long kiss, and I feel myself relax into him.

“I’ve missed you,” I tell him above the music.

“I’m sorry. I know these late-night shoots are killer.” He tucks my hair gently behind my ear.

“It’s okay. I’ve had a bit of a crazy week myself.”

He nods empathetically. “Report card season?”

I’m always struck by Evan’s understanding of my profession. While everyone likes to repeat the slogan “Teachers are heroes!” I’ve never met anyone, beyond my mother, who really means it. Usually people just comment on all that money we make for part-time work (peanuts), all those summer vacations we get (unpaid, and spent tutoring in the local library), and what a cushy job it is (year-round professional development, planning, and grading at home).

Evan shakes his head in admiration. “So what ever happened with that shy student you were telling me about—what was his name, Tim?”

I smile. “Timmy Lafferty.”

“The one who writes all those stories?”

“How do you remember all this stuff?”

Evan shrugs. “It’s important to you.”

I place my hands on either side of Evan’s face and kiss him again. Later I will tell him about school and about Timmy. And we’ll catch up on our weeks. But right now I want to catch up on us.

For our last stop, we settle into an Irish pub, which is much more my scene than the loud club we thankfully just left. The guys start a game of darts in the corner, and we girls grab a table.

“I can’t believe I’m getting married in a matter of weeks,” Erika says, pulling up a stool.

We clink our glasses and toast Erika’s July wedding, but my heart isn’t quite in it. It might be the late hour, or the long week. Or maybe that nagging feeling that lately everything about our tight little group is suddenly changing.

“One down, one to go,” Peyton says. She and Erika clink glasses, once more, grinning slyly.

“Meaning?” I ask.

“Meaning you’re next down the aisle.” Erika winks at me.

“Oh come on,” I say. “Not you guys, too.” Why is it that as soon as one girl in a group of friends gets a ring, the starter horn blares? If all of us were still single, we’d be sipping drinks and talking about work and summer rentals with that casual air of those who are well armed in the girlfriends department. It used to be that we were bulletproof. Nothing could penetrate our youthful optimism. Not your inquiring grandmother who squints worriedly at you across the Thanksgiving table, or your mother’s remarks about her friend’s daughter’s tacky wedding dress (the unspoken gripe being that at least there was cause for a tacky dress to be worn). Not even your own self-doubt that finds you on a sleepless night, causing you to wonder if indeed there is “the one,” if you’re really with “the one,” or, God forbid, if you already lost “the one.”

I narrow my eyes at Erika, whose arm is draped around Peyton. It wasn’t so long ago she was on my side of the table. “You two are insufferable,” I tell them. I do want to get married. But being the last of our tight-knit group to do so does make me feel a little bit like an outsider at times.

“Every dog has its day,” Erika tells me. She was first to have a boyfriend in the fifth grade, first to be kissed in seventh, and first to have her mom march her into what our mothers called the “training bra” section at Macy’s. She leans forward on her elbows and smiles. “Remember when you used to say you were going to marry Cameron Wilder?”

“Who’s Cameron?” Peyton wants to know.

Just hearing his name brings back a flood of memories: the smell of pinecones, the frayed flannel shirtsleeves rolled up his tan forearms, the drives along Mystic River in his old Jeep Wrangler. Cameron Wilder was my first love. And yet we shared a relationship as intense as it was long, following me through college and into graduate school. I always thought he would be the one who lasted.

“He was an old boyfriend from home,” I say now, counting back the years in my head. “I haven’t seen him since he left Mystic for California.” It was both our decisions to go to different coasts for graduate school. But it was my decision to call it quits. I’ve always regretted that I was too stubborn to drive over and say goodbye that last morning.

Peyton smiles nostalgically over her martini glass. “There’s something about those hometown boys.”

Later that night, back at my apartment, I can’t sleep. Erika has gone back to Trent’s place, as she does on most weekends. I turn over and press my nose against Evan’s back. His breathing is slow and heavy with sleep. It’s not the alcohol that’s making the lights outside the window spin. It’s the list in my head. My mother’s surprise birthday party is tomorrow. There are two more weeks of school left, the hardest weeks of the year. Most of all, there is the great countdown for Erika’s wedding. It occurs to me that so far my summer consists of living everyone else’s lives. My students’ lives, my family’s lives, and that of my best friend. And though I groan inwardly when I think of all these commitments I have to follow through on, I realize there’s one thing bothering me most of all; beyond them, where are my own?
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