

[image: Cover: Flight, by Lynn Steger Strong]




Lynn Steger Strong


Flight


‘Suspenseful, dazzling and moving’ Rumaan Alam


‘Arresting and powerful’ Lily King


‘A gorgeous novel, both intimate and expansive’ J. Courtney Sullivan











Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.


Join our mailing list to get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster.







CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP







Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.













[image: Flight, by Lynn Steger Strong, UK Adult]










For Luisa, Isabel, and Peter











We should insist while there is still time. We must eat through the wildness of her sweet body already in our bed to reach the body within the body.


—JACK GILBERT, “TEAR IT DOWN”













December 22: The Cars










TESS AND MARTIN


“You left them alone in the apartment?” Tess says.


“I’m downstairs, Tess. I’m right out front.”


“And they’re upstairs?”


They moved this year to a high-rise farther from the park but with a washer/dryer in the kitchen, a shared roof deck, a gym. Tess hadn’t expected how scared she’d feel, being up so high. She searches from the sidewalk every weekday morning, walking to the subway, for their specific windows, not sure which of the apartments her children are still in.


“They’re not babies,” Martin says. “You’re the one who wanted to leave by noon, then went to work.”


“I still don’t understand why we have to be gone so many days.”


Martin’s quiet. It’s the twenty-second. Tess didn’t want to go until the twenty-fourth.


“Did you pack the sweaters from your mother? All the presents? The kids can’t see the Santa ones. Stell doesn’t like the strawberry toothpaste; I have that little travel thing of Crest.”


“I’ve packed for trips before.”


“Your sister is going to want to take a thousand pictures.”


“I packed for all of that.”


“The pajamas she sent?”


“Yes. You left them folded by the door.”


“Can you come get me?”


“You know I don’t like driving in the city.”


“We said we wanted to get there before dark.”


“That was when you said you weren’t going into work.”


“Don’t you think we need to make sure one of us still has a job?”


“Oh, fuck you, Tess.”


“Can you please come pick me up?”





The street is quiet, wide and empty; so many of the cars already gone for the long holiday. Martin is surrounded by tall and glinting gray and widely windowed buildings, the one they live in indistinguishable from those on either side. He looks up to find their windows but can’t quite.


He thinks briefly he might call his mother. He wouldn’t talk to her about Tess, about their disagreement—they never talked much about Tess—he’d listen as she listed all the food she’d bought in preparation for the children, the meals and parties she was planning, baking slabs of gingerbread so that the kids could make houses, friends of hers who’d stopped by to bring gifts. She’d ask him what he thought about the side dishes, if she needed an extra pie because the kids were getting so big, the coffee Tess liked. She’d remind him to bring bathing suits and something nice for Christmas dinner, ask about the timing of their flight.


They’re going to Henry and Alice’s house upstate, though, not his mother’s. Kate, her three kids, and Josh will meet them there. The three siblings—Martin, Kate, and Henry—they’ll not be in Florida for Christmas for the first time in their lives because eight months ago their mother died.










KATE AND JOSH


“We should be hosting,” Kate says.


They drive a dark blue van. It smells like pee and old bananas, a stale peanut butter sandwich. Josh drives, both hands on the wheel. Beneath Kate’s feet is a stack of sweaters, backup toys, a cooler filled with snacks—hard-boiled eggs and cut-up fruit, carrot sticks and hummus, pretzels, Pirate’s Booty. Behind them, all three of their children are on tablets with headphones. Bea, the oldest, plays a dragon game, her right index finger fast, up and down and sideways, on the tablet’s screen.


“We don’t have room for all those people,” Josh says.


“Next year, we could…”


“I need you not to get your hopes up.”


Whenever the topic of her mother comes up, he speaks to her as if she is a child. “Mom would have wanted the house to stay with us.”


“She should have made a will, then.”


Kate’s mother died in May. She left behind her house and nothing else: the slow sludge of legalities right after; filing for the death certificate, waiting for the estate to clear. Martin’s wife, Tess, who is a lawyer, found a renter. They agreed to figure out the sale when they came together at Christmas. Which is now.


“I don’t think she liked to think about leaving,” Kate says.


“She left a mess instead.”


Kate looks out the window. The sky is flat and gray. A bright orange square-shaped truck drives past. She thinks of crawling back into their van’s third row to sit quietly with Bea.


“I watched this thing on YouTube about how to build an igloo,” says her husband.


Behind them Jack grabs a chunk of Jamie’s hair, and Jamie screams and swings his leg toward his twin.


“Both of you stop it!” Josh says, reaching behind his seat to grab Jack.


“Don’t yell at them,” Kate says, turning to touch Jamie. “Deep breaths, duck,” she says to Jack. “Squeeze Mommy’s hand.”


He squeezes, and she hears him breathe and, she thinks, both of them feel better.


She faces Josh again, angry but not talking.


“They act like this because you don’t discipline them,” Josh says.


“Yelling isn’t discipline. You have to talk to them.”


“If you aren’t quiet the rest of the drive, I’ll tell Santa to forget the presents,” Josh says, “no TV tomorrow.”


“You can’t threaten that,” Kate says.


“They need consequences.”


“Are you going to sit with them all day while I cook?”





Out the window, next to the highway, the trees are bare, and there’s a light layer of snow on the ground. The road rolls and curves, and Josh keeps his eyes straight ahead. Kate presses her forehead against the window’s cold and tightens her hand steadily on Jack’s foot. She thinks how the foliage should be getting lusher, greener as they drive southward; the land should be flattening out instead of rising up in rocky jags. She thinks of all that warmth—how they should be changing halfway, at the rest stop, into shorts and T-shirts, letting the kids stay up late to go out to the beach as soon as they get there, to swim and wave-chase, feet dug deep in the hot sand. She thinks of the salt air and the smell of going outside barefoot, wet grass on her ankles, cradling her hot cup of coffee, sitting and talking every morning beneath the big banyan in her mom’s backyard. Instead the air is getting thinner, sharper, outside her window; it all looks cold and dead.


She wants to ask her brothers to let her and her family live in their mother’s house until her kids are off to college. They’ve always had money, Josh’s inheritance. If this were two years ago, she’d just offer to buy her siblings out. But Josh went rogue and overinvested in a tech stock that tanked during the last recession. She thinks her brothers might be willing—she’s the youngest. Ten years in which they can fix the house, up the value, sell and split the proceeds. A loan of sorts.


“Tess,” she starts, already envisioning Tess’s forehead creasing.


Josh makes the face he makes when she says “Tess.”


“I feel like Alice, even,” she says, “might understand.”










ALICE AND HENRY


“I thought maybe once she died I’d get Christmas,” says Alice’s mother on the phone from San Francisco.


Alice lights a cigarette, attaches and inserts her earbuds as she pulls out of the Food Town parking lot. “Mother, stop,” she says.


“It’s not like she might hear.”


“You order in lo mein for Christmas.”


“We order lo mein because we’re all alone. Because our only child isn’t here.”


“We got Chinese food every year.”


“The only ritual you ever cared about was that woman’s.”


“Mom. She’s dead. You can say her name.”


“Helen. Fine. You only ever liked Helen and her absurd, simplistic rituals; never me and mine.”


Alice does not plan to but she turns left instead of right, down toward Quinn and Maddie’s condo complex instead of back up toward her and Henry’s house. She parks where she always parks, just out of view of their basement windows, pulls long on her cigarette. She can’t see them; Quinn mostly keeps the curtains closed, but Alice still comes sometimes to sit, to look for them. Alice is Maddie’s social worker. Quinn lost custody for six months after an accidental overdose, and it’s Alice’s job to check on them. She comes here more than to the other families she checks in with. Henry works out in the barn most of every day, and sometimes Alice drives around for hours; she parks out here, tries to get a glimpse of Maddie, as if her vigilance can keep her safe.


Quinn had work today, Alice knows, but Maddie had no school, and she thought maybe they might be here. But all the lights are off.





“Don’t think I don’t know what she thought,” says Alice’s mother, still talking about Helen.


Alice can no longer stomach her mother’s truculence. “How’s Dad, Mom?” she says.


“He’s Dad.”


“Is he home? Can I talk to him?”


“He’s at work.”


An older woman pulls into the spot next to Alice; Alice smiles at her and pulls out. She turns the car back up the long hill to the house. “Henry needs to be with his siblings this year,” she says to her mother.


“Your whole life is built around what Henry needs.”


“Please don’t explain my life to me.”


“I’m trying to make sure you get to live it.”


“You mean like you did?” This is an old fight, too worn out to hit too sharply—shorthand for all the ways that neither woman would have chosen what the other has, for all the ways that neither of them is what the other might have wished she were.


“We’ll see you on the twenty-eighth, then?”


“Henry has to work, but I’ll be there.”


“Did your husband get a job?”


“Henry’s working on his work.”


“So, then, he’s available to come see us for a few days, because he does not get paid for what he does?”


“Can we please not do this?”


“I just think it’s ridiculous that he’s going to miss my New Year’s party because he’s building trinkets in the backyard barn that my dead mother made available to him.”


“He’s an artist, Mother.”


“You’re an artist, Alice. What has Henry ever done with his art?” Her mother says the word “art” like it’s alleged.


“I’m not an artist anymore.”


“Of course. A social worker.”


“I have to go, Mom.”


“The twenty-eighth, then, both of you. I’ll send Dad to pick you up.”


Alice feels too tired. “Merry Christmas, Mom.”


“Of course.”





When she gets back home she walks behind the house, leaving the groceries in the car. She watches Henry’s shadow move as if suspended on the ceiling of the barn. He’s built scaffolding to work up there, though they don’t talk about what he’s constructing. She thinks of going to ask him to come inside and sit with her—to hold her, help her. But she doesn’t; she has a strange fear of going into this space that is now only his, this space she’s not sure she believes in anymore. She lights another cigarette and checks her texts, hoping she might have one from Maddie. Just her sisters-in-law, though: Kate telling her she’s bringing an extra air mattress, asking about blankets, whether or not she needs to bring more flour; Tess reminding her of Colin’s peanut allergy. Alice makes a list, on her phone, of all the work she still has to do to make the house ready for Henry’s siblings, takes a last drag of her cigarette, goes around to get the groceries from the car.










QUINN AND MADELEINE


“Walrus!” Quinn says. They pop both their teeth out of their mouths as if they’re tusks, flap their arms and hands; they bark, twist their bodies like they’re gliding on the ground.


They walk from Quinn’s work, where they have gone together because there was no school and Quinn didn’t have a sitter. Maddie sat for hours behind Quinn’s law-office reception desk—while Quinn answered phones and greeted people, she read her book, then googled on the phone she got from the social worker when she got bored. Now they play the game they often play on their walk home, Animals. Maddie likes it because she loves animals, Quinn likes it because she likes being the sort of mom who will pretend to be a walrus or a horse out on the street regardless of the people who might watch.


“Spider,” Maddie says, her words mangled because her teeth are still out of her mouth.


Quinn spreads her arms out wide over her head and straightens her back. Maddie goes on tiptoe, bringing her hands close to her chest, fingers working like they’re weaving a web.


“Unicorn,” says Quinn, and Maddie neighs and makes hooves out of her hands; both of them prance, heads up high and bounding down the hill, rolling their necks.


“Dragon,” Maddie says. They spread their arms. Maddie opens her mouth wide and hisses hot air from her throat, spitting fire.


“Octopus,” says Quinn, and they both wiggle, loosening and rolling their bodies and their limbs. “Do octopuses—octopi?—make any sounds?” Quinn asks.


“Octopuses,” Maddie says. “No sound.”


They’re almost home, off the main street. Quinn thinks she sees the social worker’s car parked near their place, but then the car pulls out, drives off. Quinn squints but she can’t tell if the car is Alice’s; her eyes feel worn out from all the time in front of screens at work. She has two bags slung over the same shoulder: all the snacks she packed for Maddie, the books she brought, her wallet, keys, and phone. They pass an older couple, and Quinn stops wobbling her limbs as she notices them watch her and Maddie too close, too long—looking. Imminent danger, she thinks, which is the language that they used the first time they took Maddie from her, the language that runs through her brain a thousand times a day.


“Peregrine falcon!” Maddie says—her favorite. The couple has walked past them. The path is straight down a hill, the sidewalk cleared of snow, and both Quinn and Maddie spread their wings out wide and high and fly straight down.










The House










1


A foot of snow’s stuck to the ground, and the last bit of sun still glints along the wide white fields. Mountains loom behind: a mess of rock and branches, overlapping trunks, mixed with long patches of white. Tess and Martin drive past the Hudson, up the last long hill, toward Alice and Henry’s house. Tess looks back at the kids, Stella six and Colin almost nine; they’re too old to nap but they’ve passed out, and now they’ll wake up grumbling, hungry, less prone to sleep at the actual right time tonight. Tess catches sight of Kate’s van as Martin puts the car in park—Virginia plates, the back piled haphazardly with stuff—and her neck and shoulders clench. She loves but does not like Kate. She often fantasizes about maiming Josh.


Tess reaches into the back seat to collect the trash from the children’s snacks, to pack the books and tablets from beneath their feet into a canvas bag. “We should have left earlier,” she says to Martin.


“We’re here now,” he says.


The house is old and rambling, two stories, chipped white paint, smoke coming from the chimney. Tess looks back again at the kids, still and quiet as they almost never are. She wishes this visit were already over, that they could all be heading back, grateful for the efforts everybody made but relieved to once again be separate. She steels herself instead for all the time they will have together, the forced acts of being a large extended family, something for which she feels constantly so ill-equipped.


She says: “We sure are.”





“Deep breaths,” Martin says, half joking, trying. Martin, who is good and steady, a solid partner, has been called up on review by the university where he was—still is, for now—a full professor. He’s been forced to take a leave as of this month, and he’s less prone right now to look straight at Tess when they talk.


Tess laughs at him. “I’ll get Stell,” she says, opening her door.


Both the children are too big to be carried, but Tess whispers her daughter’s name as she unhooks her from her seat. Stella mumbles, opens her eyes, looks at Tess, and settles herself more firmly into her mother’s arms. Her face and back are wet with sweat, chin-length dark hair stuck to her cheeks. The weight of her is warm and solid, and Tess thinks she might hold Stella like this the whole time that they’re here.


Colin stirs, face slack, skin splotched. He has the same dark hair as his sister, cropped close to his head because he can’t sit still enough to get any cut besides a full-headed, thickly clippered buzz. He shoots both arms over his head. “My neck hurts!”


“You just have to move,” Tess says. “Get out and stretch.”


Martin steps out of his way as Colin climbs out of the car. He’s big all of a sudden, Colin. The top of his head reaches almost to Tess’s shoulder, and he talks to her as if he doesn’t quite believe she should be trusted. She wants to walk over to him, brush the wet red of his cheek, rub her thumb along his neck. But she does not.


The yard’s covered in snow, thicker than it looked from the car, and Tess thinks she should find Colin’s boots in the trunk before his shoes get soaked, but he’s already bounding toward the house. Tess follows close behind with Stella in her arms.





The mudroom is made up almost completely of large windows, an unfinished wood floor. Boots and coats are piled on a bench that Henry built, which takes up one whole wall and half of another. Snowshoes sit crooked in the other corner, a couple sleds—and Alice and Henry are at the door. Alice reaches down and wrestles with Colin’s laces, gets his shoes off, stands and hugs him, holds him. Colin’s arms and back stay stiff.


“Hey, kid,” Alice says.


“Hey, Aunt Alice,” Colin says.


Henry grabs him quickly by both shoulders. “You must get that height from someone other than your dad.”


Tess watches Colin avoid eye contact with Martin. He smiles at his uncle and runs into the house to find Kate’s kids.


“A couple of years up here and now you’re into sports?” Tess says, nodding toward the sleds.


Alice smiles at her. “You’ve been in the city so long you think sleds are sports?”


When Alice and Henry still lived in the city, Tess and Alice used to meet for coffee in the middle of the workweek. They weren’t close, but the regularity of their meetings made their interactions feel more solid to Tess then. She liked to listen to Alice talk about art, her friends and colleagues; liked the way her whole world felt separate from what Tess had always thought she wanted, how she thought she had to live. Tess would always be a little bit embarrassed—sitting in the downtown coffee shops that Alice frequented, close to the studio where Alice rented a small space to paint and show her work to gallerists—by the stolidity and sameness of her suits.


Now they talk a couple times a month, they text.


“We got them for the kids,” says Henry.


Tess watches Alice, whose face stays placid. Alice and Henry don’t have children, though they tried for years.


Martin comes through the door with the first round of bags, and Stella slips out of Tess’s arms, pulls off her shoes, quickly hugs her aunt and uncle. “Keep an eye on those big kids for me, will you?” Henry tells her.


Stella smiles at her uncle. “Got it,” she says.


“This hair is perfect for this face,” says Alice, coming toward Stella.


Martin sent a picture last week on the family group text (Tess seldom sends texts on the family group text)—new haircut: Stella with blunt bangs and her hair chopped to her chin.


Stella reddens, hand to her hair, dutifully says thank you. Alice lets go, chastened; Stella bounds into the house.


“Can I help?” Henry asks. He’s a broader version of his brother. Two inches taller. The same strong jaw but wider, a flatter, less long nose.


Martin nods, hands him the keys. Henry heads out to the car.


“How’s it going?” Tess asks Alice.


“Great,” says Alice, her eyebrows raised and her lips scrunching. Her hair’s cut close, and her sweater is dark blue, long and drapey; Alice holds it, wrapped over both sides of her waist, as she talks. She’s beautiful, Tess thinks each time she sees her. When they met for coffee, Tess almost always got there first, and she would watch Alice come in from across the room and wonder what it might be like to look like that; saw the way other people looked at Alice as she walked by them, the power she must have. She has light brown skin, dark eyes. They’re all in their forties, but Alice—her skin so smooth that Tess used to worry she wouldn’t be able to help herself, would reach out to touch it—could easily be mistaken for twenty-five.


Now Tess laughs and holds Alice’s arm close to the elbow. “Great,” she says.


“Josh is building an igloo,” says Alice.


Tess lines each kid’s set of shoes along the wall behind them, hangs up their coats. “Of course he is.”


Josh has a trust fund and often does things like this: well intentioned, at the same time useless and infuriating. They talk about Josh sometimes, Martin and Tess, Henry and Alice; it’s a sort of sport among them to laugh about their sister’s husband, in good fun.


It’s not your job to like him, Helen would say when she caught them. Eventually she relented, agreed, Sure, he’s not ideal, but isn’t everyone infuriating. And then she would eye them in the way that only she could eye them. It is your job to be his family, she’d say.


“For the children,” Alice says now, about the igloo.


“An experience,” Tess says.


Tess should not take this all so personally, says Martin. He thinks she takes lots of things too far. What does it matter, Josh? But Tess can’t help it. Josh does these things instead of helping with the children, cleaning up after lunch or dinner, noticing his wife’s recent descent into depression, making any effort at his job. He is not productive or responsible. And Tess has built a whole life around the idea that if she stops being productive and responsible, even for a second, she’ll die.


A muddled whiskey drink sits in a large pitcher on the thick wood counter, and Alice pours out one for each of them. “Holiday whiskey punch?”


Tess takes hers and thanks her, holds her arm again for no good reason. “Where’s Kate?”


Alice nods toward the living room, but Tess doesn’t move.





Kate hears them but she doesn’t go to greet them. She wants a few more minutes alone, quiet. She’s been working on the tree nearly since she and Josh and the kids got here, brought ornaments, most of them her mother’s—she was the only one who wanted what Tess called the “holiday debris” when they emptied her mother’s house. She thought she’d cry while she was hanging them but she hasn’t so far. She’s brought a fresh roll of garland she spent a whole evening making while Bea watched TV and the twins wrestled on the floor. They tried to staple the paper with her, but they ripped it and got frustrated and she was upset that the circles weren’t the way she liked them, so she turned on the TV and made the garland by herself.


Two weeks ago, she made Henry and Alice send her a picture of the tree. She told them it was to gauge the size to know how many lights to bring, but really, it was to prove they had gotten it. She knew better than to depend on Henry for too much.


Colin bounds through the room. He brushes up against the tree, and the branches rustle, and she reaches out to grab and hug him.


“Hi, Aunt Kate,” he mutters.


She brushes her head briefly against his. He’s only two years older than her boys but is fully a foot taller. His face, stark beneath his tight-cropped hair, looks so much more formed than theirs.


“Where’s Bea?” he says.


She nods toward the stairs.


“So big,” she whispers, though he’s gone already when she says this. She adores her nephew. His conversation is more grown up than her kids’; when he hugs her, he hugs longer and tighter, lets her breathe him in as often and as long as she wants. Though he can also be intense, intractable, can get frighteningly excited—he often drives Josh nuts.


She hears Tess laugh in the other room and feels the sides of her jaw tighten at the prospect of her quiet judgment, the way she always seems so sure she knows what’s best. All Kate wants is a nice Christmas for the children, a few pictures, to not think only about how her mom being gone makes her feel sad and scared and like maybe she’s being suffocated slowly, like she’s falling from some high-up, cracked and broken cliff. They have to talk about the house, and Kate does not want to talk about it. She wants her brothers to look at her and see she needs it, to intuit, without her and Josh having to admit it, that they are running out of money. She wants them to feel somehow that she’s not happy in Virginia—she no longer remembers why she thought she’d like living in Virginia—to suggest, without her having to ask, that she and her family take the place until her kids are grown and gone. This will not happen, of course. Not least because of Tess.


The tree, though, is nearly perfect. Kate has spaced almost all the ornaments the way her mother taught her. She strung the lights up first, and they loop up in a pleasing, bright white curve. There is the proper balance of the homemade and the store-bought, these truly awful bells she got for her mother at a school sale, ceramic, too white, with tiny bright red balls inside that no longer make much noise. She sees, has seen for years, that her mother kept them only not to hurt her feelings. Kate touches one of the clay angels that were her mother’s favorite: not too big, intricately painted, passed down from Kate’s grandmother. Up close, she sees one of its wings has broken, chipped off. She runs her thumb along the spot where it’s missing, blank beige and sharp along the edges; she feels, all of a sudden, as if the tears might finally come.





“Drink?” she hears behind her. It’s Alice—her big dark eyes, her hair cut close, her perfect face. Kate likes her more than she likes Tess. Tess is controlling and judgmental. Mostly, though, she dislikes Tess because Kate’s mother loved her unreservedly.


“It’s delicious,” Tess says, as she comes up behind Alice.


They half hug one another. So thin, Kate thinks. When Tess met Kate’s brother two decades ago, she hugged no one; doesn’t know how, Helen used to say, before she decided that she liked her. All the warmth of which Tess is now capable, Kate feels sure, has come as a direct result of her relationship with Kate’s mom.


“Looks nice,” Tess says. She wears gray jeans and a black sweater, expensive looking.


“Thanks,” says Kate. She watches Tess lean closer to the ornaments. She must not eat, her mother used to say. Her collarbones jut up; the edges of her wrists. She keeps her hair pulled back tightly from her face; severe, her mom used to say. She doesn’t quite have the face to pull it off. Tess’s eyes are small, her lips too thin. She always seems to like Kate best when she first sees her, when neither of them has said or done much yet.


A couple of years ago Tess ran the New York marathon, and Kate tracked the little GPS dot on the phone app. Kate had been exhausted by it, watching—while she made dinner, cleaned out the last of the summer clothes in the kids’ closets—all that time not stopping (negative splits! Martin texted the family group text later), that little ceaseless dot.


“I brought dresses,” Kate says now, attempting to feel festive. She lets go of the angel with the chipped wing, has to work hard not to grimace as it clanks against another ornament. “And little bow ties for the boys. I thought we could get a Christmas picture.”


“Sure,” Tess says. She sets her drink down, not smiling. Alice looks out one of the windows toward the snow.


Martin dated lovely women before Tess. All Kate’s girlfriends had crushes on him. Some had maybe only come to Kate’s middle school birthday parties to get a glimpse of him; he was tall and handsome. Tess was nothing like the girls who came before. She was sharp and hard and quiet, not at all the sister Kate had hoped for when she imagined Martin getting married. It’s so much clearer to her now that none of them are what she hoped they would be. But Tess and Martin, Alice and Henry, whatever becomes of the children—they are all that she has left.


“You need help with the tree?” Tess says.


There’s one box left. Tess isn’t mean, she’s just uptight. Kate has always liked her best when they’re alone and after a few drinks. Often, in their twenties—Tess and Martin have been together since Kate was still in college—they’d run out of things to talk about and ended up talking shit: about Tess’s sisters, who Kate knew Tess didn’t like; about Helen, who asked too many questions, demanded they get dressed up when they didn’t want to, corralled them into the kitchen to cook, though Tess can’t cook, to just be present for the party, when neither of them felt quite up to it; about the men, such safe, easy targets then. And then Kate said something too harsh about one of Tess’s sisters; Tess said something condescending about Helen’s party making, and their burgeoning relationship would stutter to a halt. When they had kids, they suddenly had plenty to talk about again: the endlessness of sleep and food and schools and siblings. They’re closer now, Kate likes to think, because of this.


Alice doesn’t have kids but Kate finds her softer, less condescending and controlling. At Helen’s funeral, it was Alice who took Kate’s kids out for ice cream, let them run an hour on the beach so that Kate could cry on top of the covers in Helen’s bed by herself.


It’s as if neither of them, Alice nor Tess, knew what family was before they married Kate’s brothers. Alice is an only child, which Kate figures is not her fault; the art stuff made Kate worry that all the ways she likes to decorate her home, likes the children to be dressed up at family get-togethers, would be garish, maybe childish, to Alice, as she imagined they were to Tess. But Alice always made small efforts: complimented Kate’s and the kids’ outfits, bought Kate serving platters and artisanally made bowls in the same colors as Kate’s china.


“Help would be great,” Kate says to Tess and Alice, nodding toward the box of ornaments and old tissue paper. Helen reused wrapping paper, gift bags, so as not to waste but also to save money. Once Henry became obsessed with climate, Helen claimed that as a reason too.


The ornaments that are still left are all nearly falling to pieces—a cardboard circle painted by a seven-year-old Martin with his picture on it, smiling, front right tooth missing, Merry Krsmas scrawled in red beneath his smiling face.


“He looks like Colin,” Alice says, fingering the picture.


“Colin looks like him,” says Tess.


They look at the tree as if it is some strange beast that’s just formed before them.


“Where does it go?” asks Tess.


“Wherever you want,” Kate says.


She watches both Alice and Tess as they move between the box and the tree, tentative and careful. Helen wasn’t religious. But some years she dabbled in Eastern religions of all kinds, made everyone meditate. Other years, she made them go to church for the community. She believed in parties, food, coming together—naming ceremonies instead of baptisms, Michaelmas some years, solstice parties—December twenty-first and Helen calling everybody back together early, a fire in the backyard and making resolutions late into the night—midsummer celebrations, birthday parties with too-big cakes and preordained themes. There was value in coming together, Helen said.


Now Kate knows it’s her job to give this to her children. She does not believe in heaven or hell, ghosts or spirits, but she does believe, there or not, Helen will know if Kate doesn’t keep all of this up.


She lets Tess and Alice place the last few ornaments. They’re careful with them. Alice, who is the tallest, stands on tiptoe to fill the spaces that Kate’s missed. Tess holds a handful of silver bells and lays them over a thick branch, both hands, careful. She looks at Kate as if for her approval, stands back.


“I can turn the lights on?” Kate says.


“The lights,” Tess says. “Of course.”


Kate crawls behind the tree to reach the outlet. Her shirt rides up and she imagines Tess seeing her belly, the way her ass looks in her jeans that have, in the months since Helen’s death, become too tight. She plugs in the lights and stands up, steps back. The whole tree is bright and brilliant. Helen would be proud.


Alice takes a picture, which surprises Kate but is pleasing. Tess stands still and smiles, her eyes maybe wet. Kate takes a picture too, posts it to Instagram.


“It’s lovely, Kate,” Tess says, both hands in her back pockets.


Behind them they hear Stella cry. Tess starts, heads toward the stairs. Kate stays frozen, nervous, certain that whatever’s happened, her kids will be found to be at fault.





“It’s already starting,” Alice says to Henry, escaping back into the kitchen.


She texts the picture of the tree to Maddie. She thinks of where Maddie might be in the condo: reading on the couch, watching TV, sitting close to Quinn. The phone that Maddie has is one that Alice gave her, an iPhone that Henry tried briefly but didn’t like. That Alice still pays the bill is something that she figures Quinn must know but no one talks about.


“What?” asks Henry, who is already looking out the window toward the barn. Henry is never wholly present when he’s not working. Alice understands this, though she sometimes wishes there were more space for her, too, to disappear herself.


“Your sister,” she says. “One of the boys hit Stella, and now Tess is threatening to go home.”


“She won’t do it,” he says.


“Her precious babies,” Alice says, though she likes Tess. She likes Kate too. Mostly, she wants all the kids to stay so she can let them crawl up on her lap one by one and breathe them in.


“She’ll calm down,” says Henry. He nods toward the half-empty punch pitcher on the counter. “Bring her more of that?”


“You can’t work tonight,” Alice says. “Just so we’re clear: you can’t leave me until everyone is safe in bed.” The house is drafty, its heating faulty. Alice started a fire to warm it up before the kids arrived. She chopped extra wood, sweating in her coat and cashmere sweater; they already had plenty, but she wanted to move, breathe hard, before the mess of them bore down.


In summer, Alice has a small garden out back. She likes to show the children, let them taste test the tiny berries, kale and mint and basil. Tess and Martin have been up a handful of times since Alice inherited the house. Growing up, Alice flew alone from California for a week or three in summer while her parents went somewhere far away and fancy—a Tahitian cruise, Nice and Biarritz and Paris. Her grandma, Elinor, thrice divorced and widowed, didn’t seem much interested in Alice, though unlike at home in San Francisco, where she and her mother mostly ate at the kitchen counter with the TV on while her dad worked, they ate all their meals together in the dining room. During the day Alice wandered out back in the woods—at six and seven, fifteen—a little shocked each time she went out farther, sunburned and mosquito bitten, to find her way back to the house before dark. For all Elinor’s indifference toward Alice, she’d actively disliked Alice’s mother, and so Alice had inherited the house.


It was Henry’s idea to move, but it was Alice who made it happen. This was often true for them. Henry thought of something, wanted something, and Alice executed it. Henry made work, but dinner, money, the deployment of any major life decisions, that was mostly Alice’s job. This Christmas, just like every other Christmas since they got together, she was the one to purchase and to wrap all his family’s gifts. She’s stocked the pantry with the kids’ favorite foods, processed snacks that Henry hates the wrappers and the waste of; she has the coffee each of his siblings likes, extra blankets on the beds for when the house gets cold at night. She has been a good wife to Henry and to Henry’s siblings and their families; the least he can do now is not leave her alone with them.


He wraps his arm around her waist and brings his lips close to her cheek. He has a three-day beard, almost always. His eyes are, like his mother’s and his brother’s and his sister’s, a light, yellow-flecked brown. Alice doesn’t flinch or pull away, though that’s her impulse. She’s not sure she remembers the last time their bodies touched like this.


“They haven’t even started to talk about the house.”


“You scared of Tess?” he says.


“Absolutely. Both of them.”


He loosens his grip, and she steps farther from him. She always wanted to be a woman who was friends with other women, but it didn’t take. She tried to have female friends, but women never seemed to want to trust her, regardless of what she did or said. She had no siblings, no sisters to show her what it was like. And boys always liked her; it took her a long time to realize all the ways this made it harder for her with girls. Now, where they live, up in the woods, she often goes weeks without being looked at the way she used to be. She doesn’t mind this, kind of likes it. She’d hoped, at her new job, to make more female friends, but the women there are older, all white. In her whole life Alice has only had two close Black female friends; both of them live far away and are that specific always busy that comes with little kids. Her colleagues are cordial to her during working hours, though when she sees them around town and smiles at them, they often do not smile back. Tess was almost her friend, when they lived in the city. But she’s different, less accessible, when they’re all mixed up like this.


“Seriously,” she says to Henry. “You cannot leave me with them.”
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