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			Praise for Hannah McKinnon 
and THE LAKE SEASON

			“	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

			“	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

			“	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

			“	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

			“	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, nationally bestselling author

			“	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

			“	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

			“	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

			“	An emotionally charged story about returning to yourself.”

			—K. A. Tucker, USA Today 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

		

	

Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




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: The Lake Season, by Hannah   McKinnon, Emily Bestler Books]

		

	
		
			To my parents, Marlene and Barry Roberts, who first put a book in my hands. And who allowed me to fill my childhood with stray pets, finger paint, ponies, wildlife, and what not . . . all the messy ingredients that make up a good story. And a great life.

		

	
		
			One

			Iris should’ve had her nervous breakdown that morning. But there just wasn’t time.

			Instead she found herself bent over the ironing board in the laundry room, one puffy eye fixed on the driveway, where Jack, Sadie, and Lily awaited the bus, and the other fixed on the miniature Girl Scout badge she was attempting to iron onto Lily’s uniform. Today was Thursday: Girl Scout day. And there was Lily standing uniform-less, once again, at the mailbox, while her mother frantically willed the iron to heat up.

			“Damn it!” Iris singed her finger and stuck it in her mouth. She examined the Girl Scout patch, a small green circle containing a lone sheep. Had it been for farming? Or spinning wool? She couldn’t remember. Nor had she remembered to iron it onto the uniform when Lily earned it, well over three months ago. Lily had refused to wear her sheep-less uniform to school one more day.

			“It’s embarrassing, Mom. All the other kids have their sheep.”

			Iris didn’t blame her. The troop leader, Mrs. Crum, a sturdy woman with thick knees, had noticed, too. In fact, she’d asked Iris at the last meeting if perhaps the patch had been lost. Had gone so far to suggest, in a concerned tone, that Iris could indeed buy a replacement at the local hardware store that carried the badges, for cases like these. But Iris had no trouble deciphering the Mother-to-Mother Code: Your kid was the only one to hand in her cookie sales proceeds late this year. And that was after you lost thirteen boxes of Do-Si-Dos. Are you going to screw this up, too?

			After singeing her finger twice more, Iris angrily flipped the patch over. She cringed at the melted brown plastic oozing from the underside. Of course: she’d forgotten to remove the sticker covering. Which she would have known to do if perhaps she’d read the directions in the first place.

			“Crap!” She yanked the iron’s cord from the wall. “Krazy Glue,” she decided aloud, rummaging through the laundry room’s overstuffed drawers. “Mrs. Crum will never know.”

			No sooner had she affixed the damaged badge than the kids and the dog stomped back into the mudroom.

			“I did it!” Iris exclaimed, holding up the sash victoriously, careful to conceal the half-melted sheep with one finger.

			“We missed the bus,” Sadie announced, glaring accusingly at her mother.

			Jack shrugged. Samson whined.

			“Again?” Iris groaned.

			As if in reply, there was a deep wretching sound at her feet. Iris looked down just as Samson threw up all over her fuzzy slippers.
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			“If you hadn’t made me change . . .” Sadie muttered, staring pointedly out the passenger window.

			It was too early in the day, and besides, Iris’s head pounded from sleep deprivation. She fumbled with her hot coffee as they pulled out of the driveway, choosing her words carefully. She’d learned this.

			“That skirt was too short, Sadie. How about I take you to the mall this weekend for something new? Something that fits.”

			“It fits just fine,” Sadie said.

			Iris bit her lip, keeping her response to herself. Not if your underpants flash every time you sit down.

			Ding, ding, ding. The car chimed, and she glanced quickly at the dashboard. Was a door open?

			“Besides,” Sadie went on. “Amy’s mother bought her the same skirt. In three different colors.”

			Iris sighed, three tiny skirts dancing across her mind: pink, red, blue. Each the size of a napkin. She turned to Lily in the backseat. “Here, honey. Put your Girl Scout sash on.”

			Lily pulled it over her head and peered down at her chest. “Mom, why is the sheep brown?”

			The chiming continued, loudly. Absently Iris pushed the nearest button on the dash. The window went down, then up. She swiped at another. The radio crackled.

			Ding, ding, ding.

			“Mom. Seat belt,” Jack reminded her gently.

			Ah.

			Behind Iris, Lily’s shoes tapped the floor in rhythm to the music. Iris reached toward the backseat, grasping her seven-­year-old’s purple Mary Jane and giving her toes a grateful squeeze.

			Sadie riffled through her book bag and pulled out a lip gloss Iris didn’t recognize. “I have talent-show tryouts today. Remember?”

			Iris hadn’t, of course. She had not slept in weeks. But at Sadie’s mention of it, she recalled her daughter and her friends strutting around the bonus room to the tunes of Lady Gaga. Where had they learned to sway their hips like that? she’d wondered.

			“I remember,” she lied. “I’ll pick you up at four.”

			“No way!” Sadie snapped the lip gloss shut. “Everyone’s walking to the diner afterward. I already told you.”

			Iris turned, careful not to stare at her vampire-red lips. Pick your battles. “And your dad and I told you, we don’t want you leaving school property and walking down a main road.” She paused, considering her footing. “I could drop you and Amy off at the diner.”

			“Like some nursery school carpool? Are you insane?”

			Clearly, yes. “Then I’ll see you in the auditorium at four.” She’d tried. Secretly Iris hated the other parents for so blithely turning their heads as their teenagers traipsed all over town, or stayed until closing at the mall, always unsupervised. Where the hell were these mothers, anyway?

			“Mom?” In the rearview mirror Jack peered earnestly at her. “We need lunch money.”

			“But I packed chicken salad. Your favorite.”

			Sadie snorted. “Yeah. Yesterday.”

			Iris scanned the car, eyes roving over the seats, across the floor, before a fuzzy image of three lunch bags flashed through her mind. All sitting on the kitchen counter, empty, three miles behind them.

			“I could have sworn . . .”

			Lily had already retrieved Iris’s wallet from her purse. She and Jack counted out five dollars—they were short. “It’s okay, Mom. I can borrow some lunch money from Mike,” Jack said.

			Iris wasn’t sure which was worse: her eldest child’s relentless disgust with her, or her younger children’s tireless empathy. To be honest, she didn’t feel she quite deserved either. And, resentfully, she couldn’t help but think it was another one of those things their father somehow managed to evade.

			As they turned onto the main road toward school, the car bumped over a pothole. The coffee mug lurched, drenching her lap in a ribbon of tawny liquid.

			Sadie scowled at her mother’s stained sweatpants.

			Was this Iris’s fault, too? She blinked, cursing the tears that threatened to leap from the corners of her eyes. Damn, Paul. She was coming undone in front of the kids.

			But she was overcome with gratitude when Sadie didn’t comment, and instead rummaged through the glove box for a napkin. Finally she pressed a wadded bunch in her mother’s outstretched hand.

			For a second their eyes met, and Iris smiled hopefully, blinking.

			Sadie pursed her red lips. “For God’s sake,” she muttered. “Doesn’t this car have a gas pedal?”
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			She hadn’t told the kids. Not yet. Despite the fact that it had been two weeks since Paul had dumped the news on her. He’d sat on the edge of the bed with his back to her, fiddling with the TV remote, when he’d said it.

			“This isn’t working, Iris.”

			She’d kept reading, stifling a yawn. “I think there are batteries in the drawer,” she’d said.

			“Not the remote, damn it. Us.”

			She set her book down.

			Paul wanted a separation. No, a divorce, he’d said at first. But he’d withdrawn the jagged word when he saw the look on her face. As her whole body crumpled against the pillows, weakened suddenly by the suffocating air in their bedroom.

			“A separation, then,” he’d offered, backpedaling, as if it were somehow kinder to ease her into a dismal room for a time, before ushering her down an eternal tunnel of darkness.

			She’d put her hand to her mouth, as if reaching for words. But for once she hadn’t any.

			And so he’d filled the space with his own. Paul was good at that. Litigation attorneys usually were.

			“Come on, Iris,” he’d said impatiently. “This can’t be news to you. It’s been dead for a while. Right?”

			It had been, of course. But she’d refused to agree. She wouldn’t give him that. Not after hanging on to the fabric of their family so determinedly for so long. If Paul was quick with the scissors, then Iris was deft with the glue.

			With each rift, each disappointment over the years, she’d felt him pull away. Looking back now, she caught fleeting glimpses of it; a decline that crept from the shadows of their shared life. The threat was present, but always retreating, brushing up against them every now and then like an ominous black cat. If she forced herself to reconstruct the last few years like a jigsaw puzzle, she could see it in the background. A whisker here, a flicked tail there, until she couldn’t deny the full feline form.

			Ever since that night two weeks ago, Paul’s demand had consumed her. Immobilized, she’d spent each morning in her bathrobe staring out the living room window at the magnolia tree in the front yard, trying to come to terms with the vibrant pink buds that somehow managed to thrust themselves into her now disjointed world. She wandered through the house entranced, only pulling herself together at three o’clock, right before the bus delivered her children home.

			If she were honest, she supposed she could see it coming. They were very comfortable now in their Newton Victorian, but they hadn’t always been. In the early years, things were tight. Paul was a junior associate in his firm, logging painfully long days, even weekends, for the senior partners. And when there was a big case, which there always seemed to be, he’d be called on day and night to research and file. Surely, Paul had felt those pressures. But what about hers? Staying home alone, year after year, resigned to a uniform of spit-up-stained tees and nursing bras. She remembered those early milk-drunk months viscerally, where she’d barely untangle herself from the bedsheets to nurse at all hours of the night, only to roll herself out again each morning to face yet another full dishwasher, another basket of laundry, and the seemingly eternal trail of toys that coiled from room to room no matter how many times she bent to retrieve them from the unmopped floor. The late-night coughs, followed by long waits at the doctor’s, where equally weary parents comforted runny-nosed tots in an overheated waiting room. Friends had warned her about the fatigue. About the mood swings, and the monotony. But they’d also warned her about the fierce love that would pull her through.

			Besides, there was such irreplaceable, seeping-into-your-bones joy that came with the sacrifices they’d made. The smell of a baby’s downy head, warm with sleep, and Iris’s own grateful tears in those middle-of-the-night rocking-chair moments. The raw hormonal surge of a love so urgent as she pulled her newborn to her breast, the silent reverberations of love coursing as steadily as her milk.

			“Don’t you miss your colleagues?” Paul asked once, somewhat incredulously, when her maternity leave from Sadie was up and she’d declined to go back. “Wouldn’t it be nice to go in on the ski condo with the other guys from the firm this season?” She had enjoyed her work of course, but not in the way he meant. She did not long like he did for the fancy vacations or the sleek thirty-foot Hatteras that gleamed at the end of the neighbor’s driveway. Perhaps Paul missed her old life more than she.

			To appease him, once the kids were in school Iris had gone back to work. Sort of. She took on a few private writing clients of her own, and carved a small office space out of a corner in the upstairs hallway where she reviewed manuscripts and contacted publishers as a freelance agent. But while she initially relished the foray back into work, and the opportunity to prove herself to Paul, Iris often felt she was straddling a perilously sharp picket fence. On one side her family shouted her name, holding up empty dinner plates and feverishly waving incomplete homework assignments. On the other side loomed her clients, a less boisterous, but equally needy, crew. New writers expected scrupulous feedback, and established authors awaited overdue royalty statements. With one foot in each world, Iris teetered unnervingly in midair, never quite feeling like she fulfilled the demands of any of her flock. And in the rare instance that she even considered her own well-being, she found herself in jeopardy of landing hard on the pickets in an oh-so-private place.

			But all of her efforts had gone unappreciated anyway, because once he made partner, Paul pulled a 180 on her and insisted she quit work altogether. By then she’d gotten into the swing of working from home. She enjoyed the creative outlet; she needed it. They’d argued about it for months. But the point was lost on Paul. He insisted they did not need her income, especially given how small it was. It was a kind of old-fashioned machismo Iris detested, and she further detested the creeping sense that she was a kept woman.

			Then there was sex. Or the lack of it, truth be told. Admittedly, there were nights when Paul reached for her in the darkness and she’d roll away, mouth ajar in a rehearsed snore. But there were also nights she asked him to set down his BlackBerry, pressing suggestively against him, and he’d wave her away, blaming an early meeting.

			But for all the challenges of raising a young family, Iris had muddled forward each year. Strode, even. Sure, there were days when Paul arrived home to find her weeping quietly at the kitchen table, face in her hands as the kids crawled through the spilled contents of the pantry that sprinkled the floor, tiny floury-white handprints inviting him into the living room; smashed chocolate chips that caulked the cracks of the antique wooden floors rather nicely.

			“What on earth?” he’d asked, mouth agape in the doorway.

			To which she’d wiped her eyes and replied evenly, “They wanted to bake.”

			That was the rarity. Most days Paul had arrived home, his own hair askew, flinging his briefcase onto the table with barely a hello to Iris, sinking into the toy-filled recesses of the couch as the kids clambered across him.

			But in the end, Iris figured they’d made it. Just look at what they’d accomplished! The kids were healthy. They did the ski trips to Utah, and they joined the tennis club. The house was finally renovated. For her fortieth birthday Paul had shocked her with a Range Rover, a car she was embarrassed to drive, but secretly loved. He was a partner now, he reminded her. By both of their definitions, they’d made it.

			Which is why she was so shocked when Paul came to her late that night two weeks ago with his decision, after she’d tucked the last child into bed. Laid out. Bowled over. This was their family. It was not perfect, but it was the way they’d done it for so long, in such silent seeming agreement, that she’d never seen it coming.

			“There’s someone else, isn’t there?” she’d howled. It was the only answer that made sense.

			Paul had denied it, and in a way that made her feel small. “Come on, Iris. Don’t be so cliché.”

			Now, waiting in the long drop-off line at the school entrance, Iris watched her children hurry through the school doors, her heart in her chest. The driver behind her laid on the horn, jolting her.

			She needed a plan. A lawyer. Something. Back at the empty house, Iris tossed her keys on the antique table by the door and took the stairs two at a time. She contemplated Paul’s golf shorts on the bedroom rug. Out of habit, she bent to retrieve them, along with a dirty pair of balled-up socks, but then changed her mind and kicked them across the wood floor. Let him wash his own damn clothes. What she needed was a shower. Had she even had one yesterday?

			At the sink Iris caught her reflection in the mirror. The creased eyes, the pallid complexion. Paul had spent two weeks sleeping on the couch, while she stared numbly at the bedroom ceiling overhead, willing him back upstairs. She teetered unnervingly between the urge to either throttle him or pull him under the covers and press herself against him. But he never came. Each morning the blankets would be folded neatly in the hall closet, the throw pillows politely replaced on the sofa. She knew it was to protect the kids, but the practiced ease with which he went about this new ritual stunned her and infuriated her, too. And now, after keeping a silent front for the last two weeks, she wasn’t sure if it was him or herself that she was more disgusted with.

			Despite the steady stream of the shower, Iris walked past it fully clothed. As the windows of the bathroom filled with steam, she climbed into the claw-foot tub in the corner, sank into its cold embrace, and wept.

		

	
		
			Two

			To Iris’s dismay, Ainsley Perry was manning the soccer team’s refreshment table. Patrolling would be more accurate. As parents approached, Ainsley lurched from behind her post, arms outstretched, not so much to accept their offering but to deflect the parents themselves. With a fixed smile, she steered them away from her potluck domain and redirected them to distant lands: the bleachers, perhaps, or the sidelines to cheer on the team. But Iris knew better. Backdrop to the congregants at this Saturday-morning ritual, the soccer field symbolized a sort of suburban pilgrimage: cramming the parking lot with their Volvo wagons and hybrid SUVs (a glaring oxymoron, in Iris’s opinion), families paid weekly homage to gawk, gossip, and draw comparisons among their unwitting children’s skills and, more often, one another. Pious attendance was casually noted, but lack of was nothing short of sacrilege. Iris knew: she had made that shameful mistake already this season. And so today, while stacks of unrevised manuscripts lay neglected on her office desk, Iris emerged from her car and began her maiden trek to the refreshment table, closing the perilous chasm between working mother and penitence. But she was not unarmed.

			She had risen early, rolling out small circles of homemade dough for the occasion. Discarding the ones that landed on the floor, pulling stray dog hairs from the ones that did not. She’d pinched and shaped and sprinkled powdered sugar, traces of which still coated her furrowed brow. Because beneath the twinkling tinfoil on her antique ironware platter radiated the promise of deliverance in the form of two dozen almond crescents. Hastily, she tucked a stray hair behind her ear (oh no, was that her old scrunchie securing her ponytail?) and forced a smile. Today Iris would attempt to fit in, like the other moms who regularly graced the playground, hovered in the cafeteria, and clogged the school driveway at dismissal, while Iris’s own offspring suffered the snail-trail route of the school bus. These mothers were everywhere.

			It was in that same spirit that Ainsley Perry committed herself to her role as refreshment manager.

			Ahead, a group of mothers hovered around the table, sleek heads bowed, inspecting the goods. Iris would do this to win over Sadie, whose adolescent good graces she had inexplicably fallen away from since the first day of middle school. For Jack, whose easygoing personality made him grateful for any cookie, period. And for Lily, still her baby, who’d throw her arms around her mother in that blessed unself-conscious way of the preadolescent. And lastly, for Paul, to prove to him that she could juggle it all, that there was a place for her at the refreshment table, should she wish to claim it. If only she’d remembered to change out her filthy running shoes for a cute pair of ballet flats! No matter.

			“Well, Iris Standish, I haven’t seen you in ages!” Ainsley said, but somehow her mouth remained conspicuously pursed. Collagen.

			Iris tried not to stare at Ainsley’s lips. “Good morning. I brought treats.”

			Ainsley peered beneath the foil, a look of alarm coming over her. “Are those cookies?”

			Iris smiled. “Almond crescents. Homemade this morning.”

			“Well.” Ainsley’s smile shrank. She turned to a brunette woman Iris did not recognize, who blinked several times. The two immediately launched into some eye-fluttering dialect that Iris could not interpret.

			“Gluten free?” Ainsley asked finally.

			Iris shook her head.

			“Non-GMO?” the other pressed hopefully.

			Iris shrugged. “Um, I’m not sure.”

			“Huh. How about I put these over here,” the other woman replied, relieving Ainsley of the platter and turning to a second table that Iris noted was void of all refreshments.

			Ainsley’s brow unfurrowed. “Perfect.”

			Iris was confused. Her eyes moved over the plates before her, each carefully unwrapped and uncovered for easy access: carrot sticks, kale chips, hummus, orange wedges, edamame. Were those grapes peeled? Then at her own platter, alone on the other table, whose foil remained sealed, obscuring the loveliness that was her batch of crescent cookies.

			“Why don’t I help?” she asked, peeling back the foil.

			Ainsley and the other woman bumped against each other as they lurched in choreographed unison. “No!” the brunette cried, her smile faltering. “No, thank you, we’ve got it.” Her fingers danced across the foil, curling it back over the cookies, covering them in darkness once more.

			Ainsley nodded vigorously, playing with the top button on her cashmere cardigan. Iris made note of her manicured nails, a tasteful shade of colorless pink.

			Iris swiped at her frayed ponytail. “Well, it’s just that these are Sadie’s favorites. And some of her friends’, too,” she added hastily, though truthfully Iris had no idea if any of Sadie’s friends liked almond crescents.

			“I’m sure they are,” Ainsley said. “But this is the healthy food table. That one’s for . . . others.”

			Iris looked again at the table before her, mountainous in its elevations of varied nutritional terrain. As if these mothers sliced their snack profiles right out of the government’s Recommended Dietary Allowances poster, with one of those handy little ­Williams-Sonoma vegetable clippers.

			And then she glanced at the other table. The table where her contribution lay. It was empty, an open plain of Formica surface, save for a lone keg of illicit Kool-Aid that some other unenlightened mother erringly brought. Poor soul.

			It was more than Iris could stand. Suddenly the predawn hours she’d spent in her ratty bathrobe bent over the kitchen island surged up in her throat: the whirring of the beaters, the powdering of the crescents. How her back ached bending over each tray as she formed individual half-moons, imagining the cheerful squeal the kids would emit upon seeing the cookies.

			Behind her the air horn blew. Now she’d missed the damn game.

			“Well, since it’s the only dessert on the dessert table, let’s unwrap it.” Hastily, Iris removed the foil again. She could hear the kids thundering toward the table.

			“Really, you needn’t trouble yourself.” The brunette covered the cookies once more, with a flourish.

			“No trouble at all,” Iris said flatly. She reached for the tray, this time whisking the foil right off the platter and crumpling it quickly into a tiny, silver ball, which she clenched triumphantly in her closed fist. “Ta-da!”

			The two women regarded her with a look of cool contempt, just as the players rose up around them like a uniformed tide.

			“Children, children!” Ainsley Perry cried, trying to gain control. “Fruits and veggies, over here!”

			Obediently, the children lined up. Quickly the mothers went to work, doling out carrot sticks like Civil War nurses tending to battlefield soldiers.

			But Iris was not to be excluded. “Cookies! Who wants COOKIES?” Yes, she was sabotaging Ainsley’s order. But she could not help it.

			“Cookies?”

			“Come and get them!” Iris was yelling now. But it felt great. The children surrounded her like a mob, and she whisked the cookies off the tray. Onto plates, into the hands of those with no plates. One right into a little boy’s mouth. She looked up, unable to contain her laughter. Now, where was Sadie?

			A small hand tugged her shirt.

			“Jack! Want a cookie?”

			Jack’s brow wrinkled. “Coach says no sweets at games.”

			And then reality hit. Beyond the crowd of cheering children, there was another. A stunned group. Parents with arms crossed. A coach blowing his whistle in an attempt to restore order. And one distressed face in particular: Sadie’s.

			Sadie was in the fruit-and-vegetable line. Not in Iris’s.

			“I made your favorite!” Iris sputtered, holding the tray overhead as she waded toward Sadie.

			When had it gotten so quiet?

			“Want one?”

			Sadie glared at the smashed crumbs scattering the platter. Then at her mother. “What are you doing?”

			And before Iris could respond, she was gone.

			Paul appeared at Iris’s elbow. “What’s gotten into you?” At least he whispered it, relieving her of her tray, guiding her away from the table and the wondrous expressions of those surrounding it.

			Lily and Jack followed behind them, all the way to the car. Iris did not resist.

			It was only after Paul had closed her driver door, leaving her alone in the Rover, that Iris realized what a scene she’d made. “Meet you at home,” he’d mumbled, before stalking off.

			The kids had gone with their father, of course. The sensible one.

			Iris gripped the steering wheel and rested her head on its cool surface. What was happening to her?

			There was a gentle tap on the window. Lily. Chewing one of her forsaken cookies.

			Iris unrolled it.

			“Don’t worry, Mom. These are really good.”
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			The orange postcard came in the mail that morning. Iris hadn’t noticed it at first, tucked as it was amid the bills. She separated them from the newspaper, which she tossed directly into the recycling: there was enough sadness in her house at the moment—she hadn’t any room left for wars or failing economies. Iris was halfway through making the kids lunch when she saw the glimmer of orange from behind the electric bill on the counter. She plucked it out. Immediately she recognized the scene.

			Hampstead, New Hampshire. A red canoe tethered to a dock. It was one of the old lake postcards that Hawley’s Market used to sell when they were kids. She and Leah liked to collect them and hide them for each other under rocks or on the back porch, like secret messages. She hadn’t seen one like this in years. Where had Millie found it? Iris flipped the card over. But right away, she saw it was not Millie’s handwriting. The loose cursive was as dreamy and breathless as Leah’s voice.

			“Please Come.”

			No signature, no date. Iris shook her head, reading the two words over and over. Come where? she wondered impatiently. Leah was all the way out in Seattle, where she had recently moved with her new fiancé, and the last Iris had heard, she wasn’t scheduled to fly in until just before her wedding. The same wedding she hadn’t even bothered to call her sister about, after not bothering to inform her that she’d become engaged to a man Iris had never even met. Maybe the postcard was an overdue attempt to reach out, an apology of sorts. It wasn’t as if the postcard was the wedding invitation itself. Iris had already received that lavish statement, an ecru (whatever that meant) card embossed with hand-gilded gold. She couldn’t help but wonder at the cost. Her parents had money, yes, but they were conservative. Modest. This invitation was all about excess.

			Iris tossed the postcard back on the pile of bills. How like Leah to pen something cryptic and leave her struggling to decipher it. As though she had nothing better to do. Iris wasn’t having it. If anyone should be sending off warning flares or writing messages in the sand, it was her. She called the kids inside for lunch. She cleared the dishes when they were done, took Samson for a long walk, and drove Lily across town to a playdate. But as with everything Leah touched, the orange postcard demanded attention, nagging at Iris’s thoughts throughout the day, and when she came home later that afternoon she sheepishly retrieved it from the mail pile and tucked it in her jeans pocket. As much as it annoyed her, the postcard represented something beyond Leah’s furtive message. It was a sort of final push. One that Iris accepted with both dread and relief.

		

	
		
			Three

			Ernesto! Ernesto, is that you?” Her mother’s voice was distant, muffled, followed by a clunk and sharp barking. “Hello? Are you there?”

			Iris sighed. “Mom. It’s me.”

			“Oh, hello, dear. I thought you were Ernesto. I sent him to the nursery and I can’t imagine what is keeping him.”

			Iris pictured Millie standing amid the well-tended plants in her vegetable garden, a cultivated wake of lettuce leaf and tomato vine trailing behind her. No doubt she was clad in her collared linen shirt and khaki shorts, a wide-brimmed hat set elegantly on her gray hair, as one of her rat terriers raced around the garden borders, in its usual crazed orbit.

			“What’s wrong, Mom?”

			Her mother’s pinched expression was vivid through her voice alone. “Blight!”

			“You got a bite?”

			“No, Iris. Blight! The tomatoes have blight. I’ll have to tear out the whole lot!” Her voice was shrill now, and Iris imagined the blighty vines cowering in the shadow of her mother’s Wellington boots.

			Millie Standish was not an avid gardener. She was a champion, a commanding presence in her local garden club and a force to be reckoned with in her own backyard. Throughout her county, Millie gave seasonal lectures about preparing spring beds, cultivating summer soil, and putting perennials to sleep for the hard New England winter. Practices that gave the cozy, if false, impression that she was a nurturing woman. Her expertise in all things growing was well known and respected in the community, though Iris could hardly call her ministrations tender. Millie Standish did not coax flowers into bloom so much as she forced them. Her lush lakeside property may have evoked English countryside images of tea among the roses to the unknowing visitor. Big mistake. Millie Standish was an evolutionist, hard bent toward survival of the fittest. There was no pity for the delicate. She plucked and pruned with a vengeance, armed with various primitive tools to clip, hedge, and deadhead. What did not thrive was ripped from its roots and discarded without thought. Iris always pitied the seasonal work staff Millie hired. Like the meeker species in the garden, most didn’t survive the summer. Except for Ernesto, who for some reason returned year after year, as robust as the hedges that swelled around the family house’s foundation.

			“Mom, can we talk?”

			There was a pause, followed by another thud. Iris imagined the tomatoes screaming. “Isn’t that what we’re doing?”

			Iris did not bother rolling her eyes. She was used to her mother’s impatient efficiency. “Well, yes. I suppose. Anyway, I was thinking the kids and I would come up there. For a couple of weeks.”

			“Of course you’re coming. The wedding’s the first week of August. If we all survive until then.”

			Iris ignored her mother’s invitation to indulge her complaints. She had bigger problems than bridal favors. “Actually, Mom, I was thinking sooner. And that we might stay a bit longer. If that’s okay with you and Dad.”

			“Sooner? Longer?” Millie did not sound pleased by the idea. But then, she did not like surprises, even when they involved grandchildren. “What’s going on?” Millie Standish’s nose was sharper than her rat terriers’. She was onto Iris.

			After two weeks of passing each other in their own halls like strangers, Iris had had enough with her and Paul’s détente. She’d not spoken to anyone about it, except her childhood friend Trish, who’d told her to come home for a while. And soon. But after summoning the courage to call her mother, Iris could see that wouldn’t be easily accomplished.

			“Is something wrong, Iris?”

			Iris began circling the kitchen island, picking up the leftover breakfast dishes, then setting them down again. “Not really. Paul has a law conference coming up, and he’ll be busy, so I thought it would be good for the kids to come up early.”

			Silence. “Good for the kids?” Millie was sniffing the air, picking up the scent. “What about Sadie’s cheerleading camp? And isn’t Jack going to lacrosse?”

			Iris groaned inwardly. Leave it to Millie to remember. Not that Iris had forgotten. Not entirely. She’d just neglected to realize how soon next week was.

			“Well, yes. But they can go to camp, and then join Lily and me later.”

			“But doesn’t Lily have swim team?” Suddenly Iris hated her mother’s good memory. It’s not like she wished full-blown dementia on the woman, but couldn’t her mind wobble just a little, like so many of her friends’ aging parents? She was not ready to let the cat out of the bag. Not yet.

			“Mom. Yes, the kids have camp, and I’ll see that they get to them.”

			“So this is really about you.”

			The cat was out. “Yes. Yes, I suppose it is.”

			Silence. “What about Paul?”

			Iris chewed her lip. “What about him?”

			“What does he think about this plan?” Once more Millie sounded disappointed. Her daughter, who could not seem to remember her own kids’ camp schedules, or manage a happy marriage, had been caught running away like an adolescent summer camper herself.

			“Paul’s especially busy at the firm this summer.” And covering his tracks, whatever he was up to.

			On the other line Millie took an audible breath. “I see.”

			The cat was dead.

			“Well, the farm stand just opened last weekend. And of course, there’s Leah’s wedding . . .” Her voice trailed off.

			Leah. Iris’s sister, younger only in years, who was more seasoned and sophisticated in all ways. Leah, who’d effortlessly gotten into every top-tier college to which she applied, but ended up transferring three times anyway before going overseas for a semester in Greece, which turned into two years of spotty communication from abroad. Leah, who’d charmed every eligible, good-looking athlete their high school proffered up and also several ineligible ones; who’d had the luxury of both never being on the receiving end of a breakup as well as cultivating a handsome crowd of competent replacements on the sidelines. Who had sworn on the very morning of Iris’s own wedding day, in fact, that the choice to dedicate herself to one man was not for her, nor would it ever be, as she methodically adjusted her older sister’s veil and looked deeply into her eyes and whispered, “I’m just not like you.” As if there were ever any doubt.

			As teenagers Iris had covered for her sister, fabricating grand explanations for Leah’s empty bed in the middle of the night, or the dented fender on their father’s BMW, which had been discovered parked at a hazardous angle in the front lawn after a graduation party. Iris tired of it—not so much of the covering up, but of the good luck that followed Leah through their shared adolescent world. Iris was left to struggle in her wake: the one with metal braces, poorly complexioned boyfriends, and the dull social life. How could two people who grew up under the same cedar-shingled roof, who shared not only the same genealogical blueprint but also its idiosyncrasies, be so different? As evidenced in some of the more bitter diary entries that she’d later stumbled across, Iris had envied Leah. Hated her, even. The writing was on the wall, or in this case, in the pink floral journal, penned in harried, angry sentences. “She’s going to senior prom with Thad Turner. And she’s only a freshman!”

			The only explanation for her enduring efforts to protect her younger sibling, which provided no real consolation, was that Iris was also in awe of her little sister. She was no more indifferent to Leah’s charm than any other unsuspecting fool lured by her sister’s charisma, as much as she was burdened by it. Popular, lovely Leah needed her, and the fact of it filled her simultaneously with dread and excitement. In the least, it provided Iris with a sense of purpose. As high school wore on, she took some solace as Leah’s ally, believing herself the creative mind behind the more impressive of Leah’s adolescent schemes. And that fleeting sense of belonging, however intrinsic by the fact of their sisterhood, was as fundamental to Iris’s own teenhood sense of identity as any other relationship she’d forged. The magnetism of Leah’s easy laughter, the captivating flicker in her eyes, the air that shifted with every graceful gesture. Sure, there was the homecoming weekend when Iris took her to a party at the Cove, where Leah drank so much grain alcohol punch that she spent the night vomiting puddles of red all over the backseat of a friend’s new VW, staining the pristine white leather a nauseating pink. And there was the time that some of the more popular senior girls on the varsity field hockey team spent weeks spreading hateful gossip because Leah had attracted the attention of some of their senior boyfriends. But eventually even that petered out, because Leah was a star on the JV squad and she never really cared about those boys anyway. Besides, soon most of the senior girls had included her in their tight inner circle. Something unheard-of to Iris, who was herself a largely anonymous junior at the time.

			Even in college Leah had kept her family on their toes, calling home from Mexico to inform them that not only had she used Bill’s credit card to sneak off on spring break but she’d been kicked out of the hotel she’d been staying in because the group she’d gone with had partied too loudly. And could he please send money? While predictable Iris was home, seated at her childhood desk dutifully studying for spring exams.

			But in the end, in spite of her wrongdoings, Leah was always forgiven. And now that she’d come to her senses in adulthood, “straightened out” (or however Millie chose to explain away the facts), Leah was finally fulfilling all of their hopes and wishes. She’d found a good man and was settling down, like a good WASP daughter.

			“You have spoken with Leah, right?” Millie’s tone implied accusation more than inquiry.

			“We’ve been playing phone tag,” Iris lied. The truth was, aside from the quick formal cheer over a long-distance Christmas phone call, she and her sister hadn’t really talked in a couple of years.

			Now, with Leah’s wedding ahead, and her own marriage possibly behind, Iris swallowed hard and chose her words carefully. “Let me help with the wedding,” she offered. “Or put me to work at the vegetable stand.”

			Millie’s tone was impatient. “It’s not as simple as selling a few ears of corn, Iris. The farm business has taken off, if you’d bothered to come see.”

			“I’ll figure it out, Mom. Tell me what to do, and I’ll do it.” Iris cringed as she said it.

			There was a painful pause, during which Iris repeated silently, I will not beg. I will not beg.

			“All right, I’ll fix up your old room.”

			There was a distant roaring over the phone, followed by the tinny barking of at least a thousand small dogs. “Ernesto, finally! Park the truck over there.”

			Iris collapsed against the kitchen counter, relieved. She’d done it. No need to wait for her mother to come back on the line. The conversation was over.

		

	
		
			Four

			You left?” Trish, her high school best friend, sounded almost gleeful on the other line.

			“No, Trish, I didn’t leave. I’m just getting away for a little while.” Iris exited the highway and headed down the ramp toward a sea of tufted pines. She took a deep breath.

			“Yep, you left.”

			Though leaving, if that’s what it really was, had been almost impossible.

			“What do you mean you’re going to Grandma’s?” Sadie had asked Iris the night before.

			She’d cornered Iris in her closet, surrounded by piles of unfolded clothes. Iris had looked up at her daughter’s willowy frame in the doorway. When did she get so beautiful?

			“Honey, we’re all going to Grandma’s. I’m just going up a few weeks early.”

			Sadie’s green eyes had narrowed. “Why?”

			Iris tossed one last pair of jeans into the suitcase and zipped it closed. Wait—toothpaste! Whenever she traveled she always forgot the toothpaste. It drove Paul crazy.

			“Aunty Leah’s wedding is just a few weeks away, and they need help. Besides, you’ll be at cheer camp, and Jack and Lily will be busy, too. You won’t even miss me.”

			But Iris had worried that they would. Certainly, she would miss them. That very morning as she said her good-byes in the driveway Jack had good-naturedly kissed her good-bye. “Have a great time, Mom. Make sure you bring a good book to read.” He frowned. “You did pack a book, right?” Jack. Always thinking of his mother, wishing her the best right down to the detail of reading material. She ruffled his hair and kissed him again, hard. Lily had placed her hands on either side of Iris’s face and looked at her for a long time. She said nothing, her face serene and open, as if memorizing her mother. And then just as quickly she darted off, yelling, “I’m going to Olivia’s. She got a new trampoline!”

			Sadie had leaned one hip against the car, her expression accusing. Guilt inspiring. “Lily’s going to cry for you, you know that, right?” The child was masterful.

			“No, she won’t,” Jack said from across the driveway. He bounced the basketball against the garage door. “You’re just trying to make Mom stay.”

			“Am not.” Sadie glared at him.

			Iris reached for Sadie, pressing her hand against her cheek. “She’ll be fine. And so will you.”

			Sadie allowed her mother to hold her for just a moment before pulling away. “Whatever. Besides, Daddy’s taking us to Chow Mein’s for dinner.”

			And there it was. A tiny, perfectly aimed teenage blow.

			Iris didn’t do Chinese. It sent her thundering to the ladies’ room every time, and the family joke was that whenever Iris had a PTA meeting or appointment, Paul and the kids could sneak out for a greasy meal without her.

			It was no big deal. But standing in the morning heat, notwithstanding Sadie’s scowl, the mention of a family dinner without her was more than Iris could swallow. She could hear Paul now: Really, Iris, since when is takeout food a personal affront? But she couldn’t help it. Sadie announced their dinner plans as if she were suddenly liberated from the burden of her mother’s fragile digestive system.

			They’d be fine without Iris. They’d eat Chinese nightly, gleefully toasting her absence with the plastic click of their chopsticks. Thank goodness she’s gone. Pass the wontons!

			Ridiculous, Iris knew. But here they were, already going on without her.

			“Have fun,” Iris said, swallowing hard. “I’ll call you tonight.”

			“Whatever.” Iris sat in the car, listening to the angry thwack, thwack, thwack of Sadie’s flip-flops on the walkway, her heart aching in her chest as they grew fainter.

			She knows, Iris thought as she backed out of the driveway. She knows, even if she doesn’t know the details.

			Now Trish’s voice was firm in her ear as she drove. “This trip is exactly what you need. I’m proud of you.”

			Iris wasn’t sure though. Already, the guilt was grinding her down. It wasn’t fair. Fathers left all the time, it seemed. For work, for golf trips, let alone for the most indulgent of male reasons: the generic midlife crisis.

			“It’s just for a few weeks.” Iris said the words for herself as much as for Trish. “The kids will join me at the end of July. And then, well, I don’t know.”

			Silence. “I wouldn’t count on Paul. Forget him. Forget the details. What you need is to breathe in some of our murky lake air you love so much. And eat some of your mother’s hydroponic tomatoes.”

			“Hydro-what?”

			Trish chuckled. “The tomatoes. They’re hydroponic.”

			“See? That’s exactly what I’m talking about. Even you know more about my mother’s farm than I do.”

			“Which is exactly why you need to get your rear end up here. Come eat the damn fruit, and forget the details.”

			For fourteen years Iris’s whole life was consumed by details: homework, playdates, soccer games, Girl Scouts. Feed the dog at four, the kids at six. What would happen if she forgot all of that? It was the worst kind of plan!

			As if Trish were reading Iris’s mind, her voice coursed through the static airwaves. “Whatever you do, don’t even think of turning around.”

			Iris laughed. “Would you drag me back to Hampstead if I bailed?”

			“Worse. I’d drag you to the Jersey Shore for our annual trip with my mother-in-law, and make you sit through backgammon on the boardwalk with Aunty Ro. With all twenty of Wayne’s relatives packed into that two-bedroom shanty. Two bedrooms!”

			Honestly, Iris didn’t think it sounded so bad. Right now she wouldn’t mind someone named Aunty Ro feeding her homemade cannoli. The woman was probably soft as a pillow, and would cluck her tongue sympathetically while administering Iris copious glasses of Chianti.

			Their connection began to break up, but there was one more thing. Iris twisted the wedding band on her finger as she asked it. “Tell the truth, Trish. Do you think I’m a bad mom?”

			Trish didn’t hesitate. “Even the best moms deserve a break. Especially in your shoes.”

			Iris would have liked very much to step out of her shoes. She’d like to kick them off, throw them out, and traipse around in someone else’s for a while. Maybe in a pair of hot-pink Manolos. She still had great legs. But suddenly she was tired and hungry, and she didn’t want to think anymore about shoes or weddings or any of it. She just needed to get there.

			It always amazed Iris how quickly the lake infused her senses. Just north of the highway, the hills began to rise before her. Surrounded by thick woodlands, the lake region of New Hampshire was a welcome reprieve for any urban dweller, especially a separated single mother on the run. Where water suffused everything, from damp beach towels hung on the brass hooks in her mother’s paneled mudroom to the cool dew that dressed the wicker rockers on the stately wraparound porch. The lake was everywhere: in the air, between your toes. It even found you in sleep, rippling through your dreams, its gentle wake a soothing balm to all that ailed you. And this summer, Iris had lost track of all her ailments.
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			Trish’s last words were still fresh in her head as she approached the turnoff for the farm: Embrace the dirt. Iris wasn’t sure if she’d meant the dirt in the garden or the dirt in her life. But either way, she was determined to do both. Just ahead, her parents’ drive was marked by a “Standish Farm” sign. Iris had plans to roll down the driveway, relishing the familiar crunch of pea gravel beneath her tires, past the old barns, and up to the farmhouse, where she could unfold herself from the car and relax on the porch overlooking the lake that wrapped around the formidable New England saltbox. But instead, Iris found the driveway cordoned off with a yellow rope. She had to park the Range Rover along the road with the rest of the traffic. Was this all for the farm stand?

			Millie emerged through the crowd as if on cue, trailed by a short sea of frenetic terriers whose stumpy tails kept time to their owner’s hurried step.

			“Where have you been?” Her steel-gray hair was neatly swept beneath a smart straw hat, her collared shirt crisp and elegant against her brown skin. There was no warmth to the welcome. That was left to the dogs, who yapped and snipped at Iris’s feet. “Hurry, Iris. This is rush hour.”

			“Hi, Mom.” To herself, she thought, Nice to see you, too! Iris navigated the canine wave precariously and checked her watch. It was barely ten o’clock, still a reasonable morning hour to a rational person.

			“What are you doing?” Millie asked impatiently, as Iris stopped at the little umbrella stand to inspect some vegetables. “This way!”

			And for the first time Iris looked up the length of the stone driveway. The red barn that led to the fields had been renovated. No longer was it the sagging old building Iris used to drive past on her way to the main house. It looked brand-new. Trailing Millie, Iris took in the clapboard siding and the cedar-shingled roof, the lush flower beds and shrubs tucked around it. Neatly arranged wooden barrels teemed with produce. Not to mention the crowd of customers milling about them.

			“This is the farm stand?” Iris sputtered. Inside, the barn housed a counter and cash register, a half dozen tables of produce, and kitschy country decorations that lined the weathered barn-board shelves. Indeed, it’d been turned into a full-blown seasonal store.

			“What were you expecting?” Millie asked over her shoulder.

			“It’s just so . . . big.”

			“Your sister spent the last two seasons getting this up and running. Isn’t it grand?” She directed Iris inside, where rows of late-season strawberries lined the homemade displays like rubies tucked into little green jewelry boxes.

			Stunned, Iris ran her fingers across the fruit. So this was what her mother had been badgering her to come see last summer. “It’s incredible. It’s so much more than the little umbrella stand you used to run at the end of the driveway.” She spun around, taking in the crowd, the store, the sweet fragrance of summer fruit. “You and Leah did all this?”

			For the first time since her arrival, Millie smiled. “And your father, of course.”

			Bill Standish must have already sensed her arrival. “There’s my girl!” The door to the back room creaked and Iris’s father filled its frame, still formidable in both height and charm. “How are we, darling?” He held her back for a better look through his tortoiseshell glasses and grinned. It was their standard greeting that had not wavered over time, and the “we” always made Iris feel like a little girl again, in the best sense.

			“We’re good, Daddy.” Iris hated that she had to lie.

			But there was no time to elaborate. Millie directed her away. “We need to get back to the customers. Iris, I’m putting you on strawberry duty with Naomi.”

			Naomi turned out to be an intern from UNH with short, spiky hair. And a nose ring, Iris noted with bemusement—someone whose look her mother normally wouldn’t tolerate, let alone employ. She was thrilled to see that the tips of the girl’s hair were dyed purple. All morning Iris did her best to shadow Naomi as the customers came; she filled bags, counted change, and struggled to keep up. Before she knew it her stomach was growling and her head felt light. Couldn’t she just sneak down to the house for a quick shower? She was relieved when her mother finally called for a break and handed her a bagged lunch.

			“Your sister loved working the stand,” Naomi said, taking a seat beside Iris in the shade. “We’ve missed her this season.”

			Iris turned. “You know Leah?”

			“Sure. Leah took me under her wing last summer when I first got here. Was a hoot to work with.”

			Iris stared into her sandwich, wondering how much of a hoot she’d been to work with so far. Probably not much. And as far as wings went, hers stretched in the opposite direction, from here to Massachusetts.

			“Last year was our fledgling summer, but your mom and Leah got the farm up and running. They taught me a lot.” She took a swig from her thermos. “I’m happy for Leah, but I still can’t believe she moved out to Seattle with Stephen. This farm was her baby.”

			“I can’t believe she’s getting married,” Iris allowed now, wondering if Naomi knew much about Stephen. Hoping the girl would offer up some information.

			“Yeah,” Naomi said. “It isn’t the same around here without her. But Stephen’s good for her.” She paused, contemplating her iced tea. “She’s better now.”

			It struck Iris as a strange choice of words. “Better?”

			Naomi shrugged. “He balances her, you know?”

			Iris did not know. She wanted to ask more. But then Millie pulled up in the truck and beeped.

			“Picking time,” Naomi said, hopping up. “Got to replenish before the afternoon crowd.”

			Iris shoved the last bit of sandwich into her mouth. Naomi eyed her as she held open the truck door. “You’ve picked before, right?”

			“Plenty,” Iris said, climbing into the cab. Iris had picked vegetables in her mother’s small backyard plot when she and Leah were kids. How hard could it be?
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			Two hours later, squatting beside a row of hydroponic tomato containers, Iris had her answer. Millie regarded her warily. “You look awfully red, dear. Did you put on any sunscreen?”

			Iris had. But only about an hour before, when her shoulders started to sting with exposure. Now, under a tattered straw hat that Naomi had insisted she wear, she wiped the salty trails of perspiration that ran down either side of her nose. She was pretty sure her mascara had melted. At best, she probably resembled a rabid raccoon.

			“Why don’t you take a break,” Millie said.

			“No, no,” Iris protested. “I’m fine.” She sensed, hopefully, that Millie appreciated her effort, however rusty her gardening skills. And that wasn’t something Iris was about to surrender.

			When they finally climbed back into the air-conditioned cab of the truck, it was all she could do not to cry out “Shotgun!” and press her forehead to the dashboard vents.

			“Can I go up to the house and shower now?” Iris asked hopefully.

			In reply, Millie turned the truck back to the stand. “You didn’t forget about the afternoon shift, did you?”

			It was more than she’d bargained for. Back at the stand, as the customers approached with their cloth bags, Iris glared at Ernesto’s and Naomi’s tanned skin—thick, seemingly impervious to the heat—and at her mother’s own dark complexion. Not the sickly red that Iris imagined her own to be. As Iris weighed boxes of berries, she tried not to hate the steady stream of cars that pulled up by the farm’s “Welcome!” sign. Oh, if only Iris had a brush in hand. Black would be her color of choice. In just a few fell strokes she’d paint a little message of her own: “Closed for the Day!” Or better yet, “Pick Your Own Damn Fruit!” The heat was getting to her, she knew. Right now the kids would be home from camp, with Paul, relaxing in the cool shade of their backyard.

			“Hey, how much for the lettuce?” a woman with a thick Long Island accent asked. Iris couldn’t help but notice her tacky gold sandals. Heels, no less.

			Iris pointed to the sign and forced a smile.

			“Three fifty?” The woman chucked the lettuce back into its bin.

			“It’s organic.”

			“It’s outrageous,” the woman replied. She laughed too loudly to her friend, and coughed. Probably a smoker as well. “We pay half that in the city. Where there aren’t even any farms!”

			Iris swiped at her sticky brow. “Because it’s probably shipped a thousand miles from South America shellacked with pesticide. And tastes like cardboard.”

			The woman scowled. “Screw you, lady.”

			In an instant Millie was beside her.

			“What are you doing?” she hissed. Iris closed her eyes. It was happening all over again. Just like the day at the soccer field with Sadie.

			“I’m sorry,” she grumbled, yanking the straw hat off her matted hair.

			“Why don’t you work the register.” It wasn’t a request.

			Iris slumped on the stool behind the ancient register and eyed the tip bucket with loathing. One more hour, she told herself. She opened the till and began counting the bills inside, summoning the cool slap of lake water on her bare feet. Yes, she’d focus on that image. Not the pressing crowd or the suffocating smell of exhaust emanating from the blacktop. Or the faces that loomed too close as they thrust bills at her. Like the man beside her, who she now realized was studying her, and not the baskets of tomatoes. What was the matter with him anyway?

			“May I help you?” she snapped, turning to face him.

			“Iris Standish?”

			Cooper Woods flashed the very same smile of his high school yearbook photo, the one in which he stood in the back row of the lacrosse team with the other tall, broad-shouldered boys. His skin was browned by summer and his handsome features had sharpened at the edges by the years, but his eyes still crinkled with boyish laughter.

			“Cooper?” And before she could bring a hand to her melted mascara or wipe away another trickle of sweat, she closed her eyes, slipped off her stool, and slid indecorously into a display of Better Boy tomatoes.
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			Iris blinked, pushing herself up onto her elbows. “The light . . . make it stop.”

			Bill Standish straddled his daughter, brandishing a large black Maglite, which he aimed directly into Iris’s pupils. “They’re not dilated!” he exclaimed to the small crowd of onlookers.

			Then came her mother’s firm hands, pressing her back down against the cold dirt floor. “For goodness’ sake, lie down,” Millie commanded. “Or you’ll faint again.”

			Was that what had happened? Iris opened her eyes and found herself wedged between the shelves of fruit, the smell of crushed tomato acrid in her nose. The loud voices disoriented her.

			“I need to sit up,” she mumbled, feeling her head. It seemed intact, though her hair was all sticky.

			“Oh, not my Better Boys!” Millie clucked as Iris pulled a clump of crushed tomato from her hair.

			Before she could object, a bottle of water was thrust against her lips, and a rush flooded Iris’s mouth, choking her.

			“You must rehydrate,” Millie said.

			Iris sputtered.

			And then, suddenly, there was another set of hands pulling her up onto her feet. Large, warm hands that squeezed her own.

			“Let’s get you up.”

			It was him.

			“Cooper.” Iris stood shakily, gazing up at the last thing she remembered.

			“You okay?”

			From the unfamiliar safety of Cooper Woods’s grasp Iris surveyed the view. Her father, still clutching his flashlight like a misguided paramedic; her mother, whose crossed arms left no mistaking her exasperation; and the small group of ­produce-wielding strangers who’d congregated for a better look. As it all came into painful focus, Iris wanted nothing more than to turn and run.

			Cooper leaned in. “Figured I’d better get you up before they drowned you, next,” he whispered.

			“I knew you’d do this,” Millie said, wagging her head. “I kept telling you to take a rest.”

			Do this. As though heatstroke were a choice.

			“Mom, I just got a little overheated,” Iris groaned, swiping tomato bits from her hair.

			Naomi appeared with a chair, and to her embarrassment, they guided her to a shady corner and made her sit.

			“I’m okay,” Iris insisted. But she wasn’t. Not by a long shot. Propped up like a rag doll in a plastic chair, she didn’t dare to think what her face looked like, all blotchy and melted. Her rear end was soaked in tomato juice.

			“Well,” Millie said, “back to work, then.” She clapped her hands, dispersing the onlookers like a ringmaster sending off the clowns, before turning abruptly to Cooper. “Thank you,” she said warmly. “I’m surprised to see you on your day off.”

			Day off?

			Cooper shook his head. “I was driving down to the lake, so I figured I’d drop off some lumber on my way.”

			Iris stole a peek out of the corner of her eye, allowing her gaze to roam over his navy-blue polo shirt, his beach-tousled brown hair. Cooper’s lanky teenage frame had filled out into that of a man’s, but he’d maintained his athletic carriage.

			Millie placed her hand on his arm. “What can I get for you? The Swiss chard is lovely this summer.”

			“I’ll let the expert choose,” Cooper replied with an appreciative smile, his gaze returning to Iris, who suddenly wished her plastic chair would fly her away.

			“So how are you, Iris?”

			Iris would have blushed if her face hadn’t already been a deep shade of heatstroke red. “Great,” she said, then laughed at the ridiculousness of it. “Well, up until the last five minutes.” Or the last five months, she thought. She forced herself to meet his gaze.

			Cooper’s eyes were a calming blue, like the deeper shoals of the lake, and for a moment Iris felt her insides stilling. “So, you’re back in Hampstead now?”

			Cooper nodded, stuffing his hands into his khaki shorts. “Came back last year,” he said, shifting in his flip-flops. He did not elaborate.

			“That’s great. I just got up here myself, actually.”

			“You picked the best season. How long are you staying?”

			Iris touched her forehead. Her head pounded, though she wasn’t sure it was just the heat anymore. “For the summer, actually.”

			“Your family here, too?”

			Iris paused. Cooper knew she had a family? She’d never spoken this many words to him in all of her high school years. “No. Not yet. My kids are coming up in a few weeks. And my sister, too,” she added hastily. Surely he’d remember Leah.

			Cooper nodded. Had he guessed about Paul by her omission? Or was it pathetically obvious already: the forlorn single woman returning to her hometown, husband-less, homeless, and flailing around in her mother’s perfectly good tomatoes. Oh, why had she come back here, anyway?

			“Yeah, your mom mentioned something about a family reunion. You must be excited.”

			“Thrilled,” Iris said, smoothing her rumpled shirt. “So, you’re working here?”

			“Didn’t your mom tell you?”

			Iris shook her head, confused. What was the lacrosse captain doing on her parents’ farm?

			“Your folks hired me to work on their barns. I do historic preservation.” He looked up at the wooden rafters overhead. “I restored this for them last spring, when the farm opened.”

			Iris followed his gaze. “You did this? It’s stunning. I barely recognized it.”

			Cooper flushed. “Thanks. Your dad asked me to come back and restore the roof on the old horse barn by the main house.”

			“Wow.” It was all Iris could manage. Of all the tedious things her mother peppered their rare phone conversations with, you’d think she could’ve shared that tidbit. Cooper had been working for them all year.

			Millie returned with a large bag. “I added some rhubarb. Splendid with vanilla ice cream.”

			“Thanks, Mrs. Standish.” Cooper tried to hand her a twenty-­dollar bill, which Millie refused.

			“You’ve done enough already,” she insisted, throwing Iris an accusing look. “Feel free to drop off any materials at the barn. It’s open.”

			He nodded, glancing over his shoulder at Iris once more, and she wished suddenly that her mother would disappear to the register, or the scene of the crushed tomatoes, anywhere else.

			“Well, I’d better get down to the barn,” Cooper said finally. “Feel better, Iris. Good to see you.”

			“You, too.” Iris stood, unsure if she should shake his hand or give him one of those quick hugs between old friends. But she didn’t get the chance to do either. Instead, Millie placed her hands firmly on Iris’s shoulders, pushing her right back into her seat.

			“Sit down, dear. We don’t want you fainting on us again.”

			As if any of them had forgotten.

			Fuming, Iris allowed herself to be chaired, watching helplessly as Cooper headed down the drive. He was already climbing into his truck when Iris realized she hadn’t even thanked him.

			Millie interrupted the thought. “A shower would do you good, Iris. You need to pull yourself together for dinner.”

			Iris turned. “Dinner?”

			“Didn’t I tell you? Leah and Stephen changed their plans. Their plane lands tonight.”
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