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Praise for


WOMEN ARE THE FIERCEST CREATURES

“You think you know women like the characters in Women Are The Fiercest Creatures—and maybe you even judge them. But Dunlop turns stereotypes on their heads in this moody Pacific Northwest novel set in the world of high-stakes tech IPOs, forcing us to tear down preconceived notions about wealth, ambition, motherhood, desire, friendship, and ˈhaving it all.ˈ It’s twisty and thought-provoking and so well-drawn. I gobbled it up!”

—Sara Shepard, author of Pretty Little Liars and Wait For Me

“Dunlop has a knack for making deeply flawed characters recognizable and sympathetic and compelling as hell. Maybe you come for the beautiful rich people embroiled in juicy scandals of their own making, but you stay for those characters, their intricate relationships, and their complex motivations in every shade of gray. Great on motherhood, empowered women, and female support roles of all sorts, Women Are The Fiercest Creatures is Dunlop’s best yet.”

—Laurie Frankel, author of One, Two, Three and This Is How It Always Is

Women Are The Fiercest Creatures is a stylish, timely, buzz-worthy novel that I tore through with glee. Dunlop brings to life a trio of strong, achingly real female protagonists whose search for truth and meaning in their romantic and professional lives held me spellbound. I loved this book!

—Tara Conklin, author of The Last Romantics and The House Girl
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PROLOGUE


It was the middle of the night, and Jake Sarnoff could not sleep. He paced one of the many bedrooms at the far end of the house. The rooms were meant for guests, which he and his wife almost never had. Between the arrival of their new baby, his divorce from his previous wife, and his company’s IPO, he wasn’t sleeping much at all.

He gazed out the window. He’d worked hard for a view like this. Nestled into the cliffs, the eight-thousand-square-foot home overlooked Puget Sound, with a private glass atrium for his meditation practice. Nothing disrupted the trees and water, that feeling of being perched on the edge of the natural world. And yet it was only a short walk to charming downtown Portside. Seattle proper was only a thirty-minute drive away.

A few miles away, Anna Sarnoff was sleeping fitfully in the house she’d once shared with Jake. She had the television on in the background, reruns playing to canned laughter. In the morning, she’d wake up to a hangover and to a feeling of unease that had been growing in the pit of her stomach.

Down on the other side of town, in her cozy two-bedroom bungalow on a quiet side street, Samanta Flores-Walsh was sleeping better than she had in a long time. Despite the stress of the past few weeks, she felt relieved. The truth would soon be out. She was about to be free.

Jake adjusted the blinds. Down the hall, his wife, Jessica, slept alongside their tiny, six-week-old daughter. Neither of them had any idea that in a few short hours, Jessica would wake up and start screaming. Jake would never forget the sound of that animal howl, the sight of the rumpled comforter where their baby girl no longer lay nestled beside her mother. She was gone.






PART ONE
Eight Months Earlier




The New York Times


Strangers: Is the Last Good Man in Tech Selling Out?

By Sienna Markowitz

This is what a feminist looks like?

Jake Sarnoff thinks so. Boyishly handsome at 42, with startling blue eyes and an arresting smile, he is a paradox: a straight white male tech impresario longing to distance himself from any of the negative associations with those identity labels. Sarnoff wants the women who make up some 67 percent of the user base of his social media company, Strangers, to know he’s on their side.

In the foyer of his stunning home in a secluded enclave of Portside, Washington, Sarnoff tells me about the striking blue-and-white Dale Chihuly chandelier resembling a massive cluster of icicles hanging over our heads. He commissioned it from the legendary Pacific Northwest artist.

“It was so exciting,” Sarnoff says. “I remember going to his studio on a field trip as a kid.”

Once we make our way to the deck, it’s easy to see why Sarnoff loves Portside. Puget Sound glitters in all directions, watched over by the Olympic Mountain Range. The weather is chilly, but a firepit and space heaters are roaring. He offers me a negroni and asks me if I know they were Hemingway’s favorite.

“I’d be remiss not to mention that he was a misogynist,” Sarnoff adds after sharing that The Sun Also Rises is his favorite book. “A ‘problematic fave,’ as my kids would say. I’m a sucker for a doomed love story, though.”

That these happen to be my favorite cocktail and author is more than just the party trick of a good host; creating connection is how Sarnoff built a small empire.

Strangers, the company he cofounded with college friend Sai Chandra, has emerged as a social media platform offering a rare thing: meaningful engagement. Communities form around shared interests and life experiences, with groups for new mothers, people battling with substance abuse, and those coping with grief. Users are encouraged to meet in person if possible or to use the site’s secure video chat feature if not. The app even suggests potential locations and times if users have given it access to their calendars. In an era of ever-growing distrust of social media companies, Strangers has a uniquely devoted following.

“So many of the social media companies that emerged in Sarnoff’s era are long gone,” says Hootsuite’s Jason Flood, “but Strangers has always been prescient in connecting people. People feel passionately about Strangers because they met someone important to them there. It’s a counterpoint to the reported downsides of social media.”

“We try to create the feeling of meeting someone through a friend,” says Strangers VP of public relations Trent Nakamura, “that instant but authentic connection. We’ve worked to keep ads contained. It’s kept Strangers from turning into a digital shopping mall.”

I ask Sarnoff why he thinks women make up such a large percentage of his users.

“I began with women in mind,” he replies. “They’re so much better at making connections and creating communities. I saw what my mom went through after my dad died. She was deep in her grief, and then she joined a book club. Those women saved her. I think women love the site because they’re its inspiration. It’s there in the DNA of our algorithm. Women have been our North Star.”

Sarnoff’s father died in a car accident when he was ten, which he sees not only as the inspiration for his company but also as the catalyst for his extraordinary drive. His company’s origin story offers a marked contrast to that of Facebook, founded on the premise of ranking girls’ attractiveness.

“Their secret sauce is their algorithm,” says TechCrunch’s Ben Stinger. “That and the moderators. They’ve been able to avoid the common pitfalls of other social sites.”

The trust placed in Strangers’ verified moderators—early adopters and longtime users who manage the site’s communities—is another unique feature. From the beginning, Strangers heavily recruited female users to fill these positions. Recent analytics show that the majority of the site’s current verified moderators are women over the age of 40. The vast unpaid labor force that works to keep Strangers civil has functioned like an army of digital housemothers, helping it avoid the harassment woes of other social media sites.

“Rather than grow as fast as possible, we stayed within the bounds of what human beings can moderate,” Sarnoff says. “We don’t expand into countries if we don’t have native speakers there to moderate what’s happening on the platform. I couldn’t sleep at night if I were responsible for something like Myanmar,” he adds, referring to the ongoing genocide of the Rohingya people, allegedly incited in part by a flood of false news stories on Facebook.

Regardless of his motives, Sarnoff is poised to become very rich indeed should the company go public next spring, as rumored. Sarnoff has been the majority shareholder since his split with cofounder Sai Chandra.

Sarnoff brushes off any suggestions of tension between them. “Sai and I discovered we no longer had the same vision. We parted ways amicably.”

Chandra, who settled with Strangers in 2012 and is prohibited from talking about the company, offered no comment for this article.

Sarnoff describes the IPO as a chance to be a more engaged father. “I don’t think we hold men—especially successful entrepreneurs—accountable for their roles as fathers, and that’s more important to me than anything I do in the office. I want to be home for dinner. I want to be cooking dinner. Who I am to my family will be my most important legacy.”

I ask him how tackling an IPO—one of the most stressful possible events for a company—will give him more time with his family rather than less. He smiles at me as though I’m missing something. “In the long run,” he says, “it will help me reshape my priorities. At some point, it will be enough. I think you have to be careful of that fallacy of it never being enough.

“I’m going to tell you something I haven’t told anyone yet,” he says, leaning over conspiratorially. “We’re expecting. Jessica and I are having a girl! And”—he mimics his mind being blown—“wrapping my head around having a daughter born into this moment in history feels so powerful. She’ll have an incredible destiny. I hate the way women are treated in our culture. Knowing I’m going to have a daughter, it gives me more empathy.”

One can hope that this is true for Sarnoff and not just another familiar claim from politicians and public figures who insist that having a daughter gives them greater insight into women’s lives. Though Sarnoff might consider himself very different from other tech founders, he’s demographically identical.

Sarnoff shares two sons with his ex-wife, Anna Sarnoff. His second wife, Jessica Sarnoff, is more than 15 years his junior.

No women currently sit in the C-suite of his company. There are plenty of women working for him—thousands, in fact—as unpaid moderators. Though it’s certainly voluntary, being a verified moderator is work. I spoke to several former moderators—all of whom wanted to remain anonymous—about the burnout they experienced. “My husband finally put his foot down,” one told me. “I was spending more time on Strangers than in my freelance job, and we couldn’t afford it.” Another told me she suffered a breakdown from the stress of trying to moderate disputes in a gluten-free cooking group. Women breaking their backs for no pay and little recognition is, in many ways, still the expectation in our culture. Jake Sarnoff likes to talk about changing the world, but the world of Strangers, at least, feels like more of the same.






ANNA


As Anna pulled into the massive circular drive, Dylan’s face was bent—as always—over his phone. With everything they knew about social media, they’d tried to keep the boys away from phones for as long as possible, but it proved impossible. It wasn’t like their kids were in some rarefied San Francisco school, chockablock with scions of paranoid billionaires who knew better than to let their kids near a screen. In Seattle the social pressure to have a phone was unrelenting.

Dylan would be fifteen in two months. His dark hair framed his forehead like parentheses. Why did all the teenagers these days suddenly look so much like they belonged in the nineties, when Anna had been one herself? Dylan had his father’s blue eyes. One day he’d be just as handsome as Jake, but for now, his gangly limbs and constantly erupting pimples filled Anna with tenderness. Parenting a teenager reminded you how awful it was to be one. “Did you pack your swim stuff, bud?” she asked.

“Yeah, Mom.”

There was still a fifty-fifty chance of Dylan calling the next day, saying that he’d forgotten it, and asking Anna to drive it over. She’d be exasperated but she’d do it, desperately wanting her son to continue with one activity other than video games and YouTube.

Jake and Anna split custody down the middle. Logistically, it was easy enough: Anna lived in the house they’d once shared; Jake lived seven minutes away in Alder Cove, a stretch of rocky beach colonized by a few massive houses. After almost two years, it still felt disorienting to drop the boys off and then go back to her house—which she still thought of as their house—alone. “Ben,” she said. “You got your cleats?”

“Yep! I packed them up this morning.”

Ben she could believe. He would be twelve in January but showed few signs of the awkwardness of encroaching puberty. He had green eyes with thick lashes, a light dusting of freckles across his cheeks, and Anna’s sandy blond hair. Already nearly as tall as Dylan, he was a rising star on Soundview Middle School’s soccer team. From what she could tell, he had made dozens of new friends in his first two months at his new school.

Anna hovered as her boys dragged their stuff out of the car. No one warned you how much stuff kids had or how you’d become the warden of it, even when they were meant to be looking after it themselves. “Okay,” she said, opening her arms for a reluctant hug from Dylan and a more enthusiastic one from Ben. “I’ll see you guys Friday after school.”

“You’re not coming for dinner?” Ben asked.

“Not tonight, honey,” she said.

It was sweet—and heartbreaking—how susceptible her youngest was to the illusion Jake was trying to create of a still-intact family. Even Anna enabled it at times. She couldn’t bear the thought of being the bitter ex. She wanted to make life easier for the boys. But the “family dinners” Jake tried to orchestrate were too much. Anna had sat through exactly one before deciding that spending her Sunday evenings with the twenty-five-year-old her husband had left her for was more than her dignity could withstand.

She’d told Jake she needed space, which, predictably, had made him try even harder. Lately he had been texting her constantly, sending funny articles from the The Onion and “Shouts & Murmurs.” The other day, he’d shared a rambling recollection of a week they’d spent together on the Oregon coast before Dylan was born. Anna could tell that he missed her.

Everything had happened too abruptly: Jessica, the dissolution of the one significant romantic relationship of Anna’s adult life, the splintering of their family. Just like that, she’d been on the losing end of one of life’s most banal clichés: the starter wife. But perhaps everything could change back just as quickly. She knew Jake was addicted to pursuit. Maybe someday Jessica would be no more than an anecdote in the rearview.

Maybe.

“Does that mean I can skip too?” Dylan said.

“Afraid not, love,” she said. “Okay, guys, I’ve got to get going.”

“Anna!”

She turned around. Pam, Jake’s mother, was headed down the driveway, done up in her signature look: a long smock with a statement necklace and a floaty cardigan. Several boutiques in downtown Portside catered to this exact aesthetic. Pam was in her sixties, fair-skinned, with hair she dyed back to its original dark hue, and brown eyes. The blues had come from Jake’s father.

“Hi, Pam,” said Anna, submitting to her former mother-in-law’s zealous hug. Pam made no secret of her dismay about what she referred to as “the Jessica situation.” She was forever Team Anna. Over the years, Anna had come to love Pam, as well as the barrage of food and gifts and unsolicited advice that came with her.

She clutched at Anna’s arm, her blue seashell-print scarf fluttering. “Don’t suppose there’s any chance Jake’s convinced you to stay?” she asked.

“I’ve got dinner with some friends in town.”

“A girls’ night out!” Pam said, adding sotto voce, “I’m jealous. Jessica is cooking tonight.”

Anna raised her eyebrows just as Jake opened the front door. Ben went bounding up the stairs to throw his arms around his father. That was what she wanted to preserve. Dylan was already so quickly drifting away from both of them.

Before she could leave, Jake called out to her as if her presence were a lovely surprise—though he’d obviously known she’d be there. Seventeen years of hearing him say her name had not left her immune. He was dressed in jeans and a crisp white T-shirt. He looked good. But still too old for that girl.

Jake lingered by the driver’s side of Anna’s SUV. Her mind reeled. Over his shoulder, she caught a glimpse of Jessica looking down at them from a picture window. Her thick blond hair was up in a bun. She had dramatic eyebrows (the nineties!), green eyes, and lips so full Anna had wondered to her friends if Jessica used filler.

Did she care that Anna and Jake were standing so close together? Something about Jessica was inscrutable—not that Anna had tried to get to know her. Her most defining characteristic beyond her youthful beauty seemed to be her admiration of Jake, her face perpetually craned in his direction like a flower seeking sunlight. The idea that she herself had ever looked like that made Anna queasy.

“You look great,” said Jake. “I swear you’re just getting prettier with age.”

“Thanks,” Anna said flatly. Starting with a compliment meant bad news.

Jake looked at his feet, then gazed up at her like a little boy who feared he was in trouble.

“Jessica is pregnant,” he said.

Anna froze. It felt as if a hole had opened up in the driveway and she were falling through it. “How thrilling for her,” she said. “Does she know who the father is?”

“Anna, come on.” Jake raked his hand through his hair.

“I’m sorry, but you said it like you had nothing to do with it.”

He leaned in, put his hands on her shoulders. “I know this transition is going to be challenging. I really need your help here.”

She felt paralyzed. Horrifyingly, tears sprung to her eyes.

“Oh, Anna,” he said. Her exhaustion, the sad, dissonant shock of it all, was so deep that when he reached for her, she gave in to his embrace. Jake had always been a good hugger, with a warm, full-bodied sincerity. She squeezed her eyes shut, took a breath, then pulled away.

“I should go,” she said.

For a moment he kept holding her. Then he turned to kiss her cheek. Somehow the kiss landed by her jawline, grazing the tender skin on her neck. Her body jolted. She turned from him, not wanting him to know the effect he still had. Above his shoulder, at the window, the curtain rustled.

[image: image]
Anna ran three miles up to the lookout at Salish Bluffs Park in a haze. Just as she reached the end of the trail, she felt her phone buzz against her thigh. She was annoyed with herself for stopping to check it, but she’d never ignore a text when she wasn’t with the boys. She slipped her phone out of its pocket in her running leggings. It was from Jake, flouting his own rule about not using technology on Sundays.

Hey just a heads-up that Dylan was pretty upset after we shared the news about Jess. I tried to talk to him but he said he wants to be alone.

Anna and Jake talked to each other by talking about the boys. In the final year of their marriage, they’d been so busy that it had often felt as though much of their relationship consisted of discussing the various logistical, emotional, and developmental issues of their two sons.

He’ll be okay, Anna wrote back. She shivered as the heat from her run dissipated. He just needs to process it. She wasn’t sure whether she believed this—if Dylan would be okay, about this or about anything. She was worried. Lately, he’d been slipping dangerously from “kid in an awkward phase” toward “troubled teen.”

She knew she shouldn’t keep the conversation going—for heaven’s sake, weren’t they in the middle of dinner?—but she saw the conversation bubble with the three dots coming up to show he was texting her back.

Ben was so sweet. He seemed excited about having a sister, but now I think he’s worried about Dylan.

A sister? Jake hadn’t said they were having a girl.

He’s got a big heart, our little guy, Jake wrote.

We’ll figure it all out, she texted back. Why was she reassuring him? How did this always happen?

Okay. Love you, Banana.

Every ounce of anxiety she’d run off so far came thundering back.

I know, I know, Jake wrote next. I’m not supposed to say that. Even if it’s true. [image: image]

She stared down at her phone screen and found herself walking toward the newly installed guardrail at the cliff’s edge. The city council had been pressured into installing it after a young tourist taking a selfie had fallen to his death on the rocks below the summer before. The incident had sent a wave of horror through the community. She steadied herself with one hand, holding her phone like a live grenade in the other. She saw herself hurtling it out into the darkness and letting it crash to the rocks below and briefly, recklessly feeling free.

Instead, she tucked the phone back into its slim pocket in her leggings and ran the three miles back to her house.

After she showered, she put on her BB cream, mascara, a dusting of Chanel blush, and the Laura Mercier lipstick that made her feel like a grown-up. Maybe it was time to succumb to Botox. Anna worried a little that by abstaining, she’d eventually begin to look like her friends’ aunt. She was certain Jake was bothered by his own crow’s-feet, the difference being that the rest of the world was not. No matter how much money she had, Anna wasn’t sure she could stomach paying $600 to have poison injected into her face. She felt better with makeup on and threw on her uniform: a T-shirt and slim-cut jeans.

Breakers was a Portside mainstay that had been handed down through various family members and updated through generations. The menu ran the gamut from chic dishes like a pared-down, sustainable catch of the day to old buttery favorites like Crab Louie. Her friends were in their usual booth by the window. As soon as Sarah caught her eye, Anna felt better. Sarah was so down to earth, so trustworthy. Her short, cropped bob accentuated her face, letting her smile come through as a splash of sunshine. She had been there for everything in Anna’s life, including the week after her split with Jake, when she had moved in with Anna, telling her husband it was a family emergency.

“Anna!” Bri said, standing to hug her. “You look great!” Bri was fun and radiated energy, but she had her complications—her love of Botox and pointless class-parent emails. On the other hand, she kept them all up to date on the goings-on in the sixth grade, which Anna appreciated. Her boys could be tight-lipped, even Ben.

“Sorry I’m late,” Anna said, sliding in.

Sarah wrapped an arm around her. “Bri was just catching me up on PTA drama,” she said. In addition to being class parent, Bri was the head of the PTA at Soundview Middle School, where her youngest son, Ryder, was in the same class as Ben.

“Just trying to get the winter fundraiser going,” Bri said, “chasing people for donations. There are two new families. This one girl, Lola, oh my goodness, she’s so darling. I think Ben and Ryder might both be crushing on her.” Bri always spoke in rapid fire as though she might never get another chance if she didn’t say things all at once. A consequence of living with her bloviating husband. “And it’s super-awkward with the Larsens this year because they always donate that amazing house in Tahoe, but since they’re in the middle of a divorce, I don’t know who’s getting it.” Bri shook her head, her many-tiered chandelier earrings clattering. Though she turned motherhood into a full-time executive role, she found time to run a small Etsy store, where she sold pieces that her friends felt compelled to buy and wear.

“I hope Tiffany gets everything,” Sarah said. “That bastard.” The Larsens were another case of a younger mistress, a wronged wife.

“We’ve got chardonnay,” Bri said as she pulled the bottle from the ice bucket on the far side of the table.

Anna shook her head and said to the waitress, “Tequila soda. Splash of lime. Thank you.”

“Liquor?” Sarah said. “You must have news.”

Anna steeled herself and launched into it.

“How far along is she?” Bri asked, looking aghast.

“Not sure,” Anna replied.

“Maybe it won’t stick,” Sarah said.

Bri gasped. “Sarah! That’s awful.”

“I didn’t say I was hoping for that,” Sarah said.

“It can’t be that early,” Anna said. “They know it’s a girl.”

“Not fair,” Bri said. She, like Anna, had a house full of boys and dreamed of pink.

Suddenly, Anna felt the old pain rise up inside her. She pushed it down, as she’d done so many times before. She was not about to have her second meltdown of the day. Her friends would truly think she was losing it. She’d never told them about her first pregnancy—it hurt too much to think about, let alone share.

“Can you imagine going back to the beginning? Sleepless nights, diapers, breastfeeding?” Sarah said.

Bri and Anna dutifully grimaced. They were in their forties: technically still young enough to be new parents but at a stage where that part of their lives felt far off. And for Anna, a shadow life ran parallel to the ease and privilege of this one. It was part of what made Jessica’s presence so difficult. Anna’s girl would be nearly the same age as Jessica now. Anna’s daughter would be twenty-three.





SAM


“You okay on your own for a while, bug?”

Lola looked up from her book, part of some new fantasy series with a brave female protagonist she was binge-reading. “Yeah, Mom.” She smiled.

“I’m just going for a quick walk. Less than an hour.”

“Mom, I’m fine.” A tiny bit of teenage sass had crept into her eleven-year-old daughter’s voice.

“Well, okay,” Sam said, passing by the couch. Their funky two-bedroom house wasn’t as luxurious as the ones where Lola’s friends from school lived, but there was a cozy kitchen in the back, a decently spacious main bedroom, and a bathroom with a claw-foot tub. Plus a larger living room than she’d ever get in Seattle.

Lola was already reabsorbed in her book in a pool of lamplight. She was becoming beautiful, with traces of womanhood in her face and newly emerging cheekbones. Sam kissed her head. Her baby! When had that happened? In a blink, like everyone warned you.

She locked the door behind her. Sam was still getting used to how different it felt to leave the house here, the way her guard didn’t immediately go up. They were safe. The neighbors were young families and retired couples with boats moored in the nearby harbor, her favorite place in Portside. She’d hated to move away from Ballard, where she’d lived since her post-college days, but it had begun to feel unlivable. Tents lined every median and sidewalk, overdoses occurred at the public library, and in midst of all of that, the rent had skyrocketed with all the young tech workers flooding in.

In Portside, Sam could safely leave Lola at home while she took a walk. She needed to clear her head and try to think through what she was going to say to Greg Hines.

Greg was the owner of a national spa chain who wanted to franchise her studio. He was an ultra-fit white guy in his fifties whose outsized confidence almost made you think he was pulling off his man bun. Almost. Sam had met him at a fitness conference, after which he had emailed a proposal to turn Kin into a franchise, just as he’d done with a number of other studios.

Let’s make a boatload of money together, he concluded his email, and help spread the message of Kin throughout the country. Namaste, Greg.

Hinduism and capitalism swirled into one message.

This time of year, Sam had the harbor to herself. The sun went down in the middle of the afternoon, and the moody fall weather that she cherished in the Northwest was moving in. Sam had now lived in Seattle longer than she had in Southern California where she had grown up. Though she loved going home to visit, she could no longer fathom living somewhere as bright and flat as Irvine. She was a Northwest girl now. The smell of over-roasted coffee wafted over from the string of weather-beaten fishermen’s cafés. A few older couples passed by, out for their evening constitutionals.

To Sam’s delight, Lola was thriving in Portside. She’d made friends easily, and, as promised on the school’s slick website, the STEM classes at Soundview Middle School were excellent. Lola had shown an early aptitude for math, which filled Sam with both pride and regret. She’d been similarly gifted, and where had it left her? She prayed that maybe it would be different for Lola. Sam would do everything she could to encourage her daughter’s potential. It was the main reason for their move. The teachers at Lola’s old elementary school had tried their best, but their efforts had been no match for the thirty-to-one class size ratio and the fact that many of the kids were struggling with housing and food insecurity. The idealist in Sam—the part of her that took after her mom—would have run for the school board, dedicating herself to the children and teachers suffering such outrageous conditions in that wealthy city. But Sam had a business to run. And no spouse. As a single mother, she had to think through every choice for her daughter: what it was giving her and what it might be taking away, a constant algorithm running in the background of her every thought.

During her almost thirteen years of running Kin, she’d considered expanding the business on her own. But franchising was altogether different. Good fitness studios were as hyperlocal as schools and churches; they existed in a symbiotic relationship with the community. What worked in one neighborhood might not work in another, let alone a different part of the country. The brand and values she’d worked so hard to establish could easily become diluted. Everything about Kin—from the instructors they hired, to the food they served in the café, to the clothes they carried in the boutique—was designed to be inclusive.

She forbade her instructors from discussing weight loss, for example. She’d noticed “self-love” and “body positivity” creeping into the fitness world lately, but only as buzzwords. The industry still focused on that shimmering, unattainable ideal of skinniness. Greg Hines—no matter how many Pema Chödrön quotes he put in his email sign-offs—was certainly interested only in the marketing potential, not in the mission.

Still, it was hard not to be tempted by the potential profits. Sam wanted to wipe out her debt, be able to pay her employees more, provide better benefits packages. Yet she’d be giving up control. Greg Hines could make her every promise in the world and still fire every one of her staff members.

In its new Portside location, Kin was thriving. Sam had raised her prices a little without feeling guilty. It wasn’t a price-sensitive crowd. Portside—a well-off but not yet eye-wateringly expensive suburb of Seattle—was the perfect place for a trial run of a second location. Sam had borrowed from her heritage in her branding, Kin being the abbreviated name of the Mayan sun god. Her mother, Jacinta, a distinguished professor of anthropology and folklore at UC Irvine, reveled in her influence.

During her initial phone call with Greg, Sam had explained she wanted to test out a second location to see if she could replicate the magic of Kin, to see if the studio could be scaled to include more women, more communities, without losing its integrity.

In doing just that, on her own she’d proved to herself that Kin’s success hadn’t been a fluke. Between the ideal demographics for the studio, the once-in-a-lifetime real estate serendipity of finding an affordable house there, and the better schools for Lola, it appeared from the outside as though opening a location in Portside had been a choice made on the basis of facts, market research, and Sam’s keen instincts.

Some days she could almost convince herself this was true.

[image: image]
The next morning, the empty studio was awash in blue predawn darkness. The wind kicked up off the sound. She loved how integrated the Seattle area was with its waterways. In Portside especially, the sound permeated every vista, never letting you forget that you were small and the world would continue without you.

She checked the plants in the café. Every box of ivy, every fiddlehead fern, had its own name and looked happy. She mentally greeted each one: Good morning, Frank, Manuela, Bernadine. Then gave them each a quick splash of water.

Her ability to do any studio task, from teaching the classes to using the espresso machines, filled her with pride. In the beginning she had to do it all herself, including taking the towels home to wash each night before she had laundering in the budget. But her self-reliance, she knew, was both a strength and a bad habit.

Sam pulled out the tablet she used to check in students. A receptionist normally ran the front desk, but on Mondays, she liked to be the first face people saw. This morning she was teaching a two-on-one in the smaller back studio while Padma taught her popular sunrise yoga class in the main room. Kin had started out as a yoga studio for economic reasons as much as anything else; it was the cheapest thing to set up and teach. Over the years, they’d incorporated different types of exercise: barre, Pilates, dance. They had an instructor who was a former marine named Melody who taught a boot camp class that was based on actual boot camp. Sam’s specialty was a blend of barre, Pilates, and yoga that she’d perfected over the past decade. It was what most of her private clients requested.

Sam looked up. Her client Bri Campbell, a Monday-morning mainstay, sailed through the door, wearing a Lululemon puffer over a Spiritual Gangster tank that read Positive Vibes Only. Maybe that was an aspiration. Bri practically radiated anxiety; it fluttered around her like a trapped hummingbird.

Sam smiled warmly from behind the front desk and checked her in. Bri’s son was in Lola’s class at Soundview Middle School, but Sam didn’t think Bri knew this. It was hilarious almost, given how obsessed Bri was with knowing everything that happened in Portside. To her, Sam was just a fitness instructor.

Her friend followed close behind, a thick infinity scarf over her fleece. “Question,” she said. “Are there any poses you can do to get rid of a wine headache?”

Sam laughed. “Big night out?”

“We tied one on at Breakers,” Sarah said.

Bri looked a little annoyed at her friend for revealing that they were hungover. “Our friend Anna had a rough night,” she said.

Sam directed her gaze to the line of students forming behind them, trying not to react to the name. “I’ll join you guys in back shortly,” she said. But as she greeted the other students and signed them in, her mind reeled. She knew Bri was friends with Anna, ex-wife of Portside’s most famous resident, but coming into contact with her—however slightly—never failed to shake Sam.

When Sam went to the studio, Bri and Sarah had unrolled their mats. Bri was stretching dramatically over her toes in midconversation with Sarah. They were talking, Sam realized, about Jake.

“I mean, The New York Times! Can you imagine? First he gets that girl pregnant, and now he’s taking his company public.”

“Supposedly,” said Sarah. “You know how it is. The IPO might just be a rumor.”

Jake was taking Strangers public? Sam felt dizzy.

“It’s just humiliating,” Bri said, “with it all being so public.”

“Well, at least Anna might make a boatload of money off it,” Sarah said. “And she shouldn’t be embarrassed; Jake should! He’s the one with the child bride.”

“I don’t think Anna’s seen the article yet; I would have gotten a text from her,” Bri said.

Sam hated to stop them, but after dimming the light, lighting an incense stick, and queuing up the music, she had run out of ways to delay. Bri straightened to attention, seeming only then to notice that Sam was in the room. Sam was used to this dichotomy, how she was both idealized by her students and invisible to them. “Okay,” Bri said, “exercise.”

Sarah made a face. “Gossiping is my exercise.”

“I’ve been telling her about you for months!” Bri said to Sam. “I finally got her here.”

Sam smiled, hoping none of her conflicting emotions were showing on her face. “Let’s begin.”

The hour-long session seemed to last an eternity. Finally, Sam was able to retreat to her office. She normally spent as little time as she could on her computer, but the New York Times piece popped up almost immediately. Thanks to Bri, she hardly needed to read it. But the pictures. Strangers’ gleaming open-concept offices. The dreamy house on the water. The wife.

Jessica Sarnoff was the kind of beauty ideal that Kin tried to avoid, the impossible Barbie doll: blond hair, a teensy waist, young round breasts, and plump behind. The article featured two bikini shots from her Instagram feed. Either the reporter was making a point or the photo editor was just horny. In a third shot, Jessica was holding an ancient-looking Yorkie and wearing a normal scoop neck T-shirt. Apparently, she had worked as a vet tech, yet even that image was somehow nearly pornographic.

Sam knew this wasn’t all filters and angles. Jessica Sarnoff was at that momentary intersection of youth and extraordinary natural beauty. It was like seeing a unicorn. Sam refocused and read the piece. She recognized the idealistic version of Jake, which still shone through in places. But most of it seemed like a performance now. He’d clearly attempted to charm the reporter, but it hadn’t worked. Her skepticism was subtle but not subtle, enough not to be nasty. That opening line. He would hate it.

Sam scrolled to the top of the piece to look at the byline. Sienna Markowitz. Sam plugged the name into Google and an impressive cache of pieces came up. She was on staff for The New York Times and had written quite a bit for The Atlantic in addition to a slew of glossies like Vanity Fair, Elle, and Vogue. She covered sexism and tech. A subset of pieces revealed how reviled she was by certain groups of men on Twitter and Reddit. Jake had overestimated himself. She’d had his number going in.

Sam sat back in her chair. If an IPO really was in the works, that changed everything.

In just a few days, Sam would be heading to Irvine to celebrate Thanksgiving with her mother. Sam felt relieved; Jacinta would help her think this through.

Sienna Markowitz could be a powerful weapon. Sam just needed to figure out whether she was ready for a war.





ANNA


It was pathetic to wake up with a hangover at forty-one. At least she had a good excuse. If finding out that your ex-husband, whom you were maybe not completely over, had gotten his twenty-five-year-old wife pregnant didn’t qualify, nothing did. Still, the pounding headache and queasy stomach were becoming a little too familiar. Even in her mid-thirties, she had been able to drink and feel fine the next day, but now more than one and it felt like she’d been on a bender.

Anna lay adrift in the California king bed that was big and empty, much like her big, empty bedroom in her big, empty house. Anna frequently fell asleep with the television on, watching The Golden Girls, aware, of course, that this was a terrible habit. Bri had sent her Arianna Huffington’s TED Talk and book on the importance of sleep, lately an elusive luxury item.

She heaved herself out of bed and to the bathroom. The marble, the his and hers sinks, and the fluffy towels made it feel like part of a hotel suite. It was easier to imagine cleaning the giant luxurious spa tub than relaxing in it.

Exercise and distraction were how Anna took care of herself. Running, booze, and old sitcoms. One upon a time, work had enlivened her too. Not being a lawyer—her old day job had never particularly inspired her—but the late nights at the kitchen table, heads-together work she’d done with Jake, the brainstorming and problem-solving: that had felt invigorating.

Was she drinking too much? No. There was no vodka in her coffee cup. They’d all just become those dreadful clichés on the hand towels and tumblers Bri and Sarah bought from the overpriced boutique on Main: Momma’s Turn to Wine, Mom Juice, Mama Shark Needs a Drink Do-Do-Do-Do.

She texted Sarah to see if she’d meet her for a late breakfast at the greasy-spoon diner by the harbor. She needed carbs and company. Their text chain from the night before unfurled down her phone. She’d forgotten about it. Maybe she had had a little too much.

Anna: God I fucking love Golden Girls

Sarah: Me toooooo! You know they’re only supposed to be like ten years older than us?

Anna: Kill me.

Sarah: Are you kidding? They’re aspirational… I’m a Blanche.

Anna: I’ve always liked Dorothy. She doesn’t get enough credit.

Sarah: Dorothy is a bad bitch.

Anna: Dorothy is #goals.

Hashtag goals? Anna cringed. Thanks to her youth-obsessed ex-husband and teenage son, some unfortunate lingo had crept into her vocabulary. She’d told Dylan she was “deadass” tired the other day; she was pretty sure she’d used it wrong.

Sitting in a booth, Sarah was freshly showered and made up. Anna slid in, feeling a little disheveled. “Ugh,” she said, “I’m exhausted.”

“Ugh indeed,” said Sarah. “Bri made me go to Kin to work out with that instructor she’s obsessed with. The woman does not fuck around. I could smell vodka coming out of our pores.”

Anna laughed. Growing up, her long runs through the dusty foothills of Yakima had been her only respite from her chaotic home life. She’d run to get away from her parents’ terrible fights. Later, when she, her mother, and her sisters lived in friends’ basements, all of them cleaning houses to make ends meet, she’d run to feel free. They’d moved a lot. There was the cheap motel down by the fairgrounds, a trailer in Moxee where they stayed a few months. Running never failed to improve her mood. It was the one thing she could rely on.

“That’s that new place on Main, right?” Anna asked. She and Jake had moved to Portside just before Ben was born. Over the years it had become increasingly hip, catering to the wave of new parents seeking refuge from Seattle’s urban woes.

Sarah nodded. “Speaking of new businesses, how are your super-secret plans coming along?”

“Miranda is excited. She’s already rounding up pitches. She mentioned some wearable tech for runners that I’m excited about.”

Sarah was the only one of her friends who knew about the Artemis Fund, the women-only business accelerator Anna wanted to start with her friend Miranda Chu. Anna knew Miranda from Madrona Capital, the venture-capital firm that had first invested in Strangers. Miranda was the sole female partner. She was slightly older than Anna, but they had boys the same age. They’d bonded over motherhood and business. Miranda had always recognized the scope of Anna’s contributions to Strangers and had been disgusted at the way she was cast aside during the divorce. Not long after Anna had been ousted from the board, she came up with the idea for Artemis. Right now they had minimal funds. Anna’s expected payout from the IPO would make the company, in Miranda’s words, “an actual player, not one of these dinky you-go-girls funds that puts $25K into dog-apparel start-ups.”

At the moment, they were quietly setting up the infrastructure and reviewing pitches. Miranda had a timeline for them. It terrified Anna.

“You are a boss bitch, and I’m proud of you,” Sarah said, taking a cursory glance at the menu despite the fact that she ordered the same thing—a Reuben with fries—every time, even at breakfast.

Sarah was Anna’s only friend in Portside who worked, albeit part-time. She was a real estate agent, who had busted her ass to keep her family afloat when her husband had been laid off in the late aughts from his financial services company. She was constantly blowing Anna’s and Bri’s minds with stories of teardowns in once middle-class neighborhoods of Seattle that sold for over $1 million. Her latest listing was an adorable, funky little house with three bedrooms and a cute garden in Freemont.

“Do I even want to know how much it’s listing for?”

“One-point-two.”

Anna groaned. Despite the fact that she was unlikely to need to buy a new house anytime soon, the escalating real estate prices in Seattle gave her a feeling of existential dread. It seemed so unlikely that her sons would ever be able to afford to buy houses on their own as she and Jake had in their twenties. Not that they’d need to.

Seattle had been a middle-class city in such recent history, but the influx of tech workers and foreign money had sent everything spiraling out of reach. And she was part of that problem.

“You look a little freaked out,” said Sarah.

“I’m a little intimidated, if you want to know. Artemis will be the first professional thing I’ve done in a long time.”

“There’s no way Strangers would be what it is without you.”

“Unfortunately, I can’t put ˈchief wife in charge of unofficial business advisingˈ on a résumé.”

“Well, that’s why you got the shares, right?” Sarah said.

In her divorce settlement, she’d opted for a larger portion of stock over a larger onetime payout. It had been her only way to get back a fraction of all that she’d put into the company.

“You’re going to kill it.” Sarah glanced at her phone, which was trilling with multiple messages.

“What?”

“Everyone’s texting about the Times thing.”

“Jake texted me this morning. I haven’t read it.” Anna had been wavering about the decadent bacon-and-cheese breakfast sandwich, but this sealed it.

“God, he still wants your approval so bad.”

“Can you skim it to make sure there’s nothing I need to know? I can’t read it. Not now.”

While Sarah pulled up the article, Anna glanced at her phone, also buzzing with messages. It wasn’t the gossip that got to her. It was the pity.

“You’re golden,” Sarah said. “There’s nothing bad about you.”

Anna could remember with horrible clarity the day two years earlier when Jake told her their marriage was over. They were on their way home from a session at couples therapy that had made Anna feel hopeful. As Jake pulled his Tesla into their driveway that night, he looked straight ahead and let out a big sigh.

After an excruciating pause, he turned to look at her. She thought, It’s over. My marriage is over. It seemed unfair that Jake had known before she did, humiliating to feel raw, real emotion while he was calm, marching through an obviously rehearsed speech.

“I love you so much,” he said. “Don’t ever think I don’t. We’ve been through a lot together. But I think we are past the point where we can be our best selves with one another. I don’t think we can grow any more together.”

“What does that even mean?” Anna felt a sudden vertigo.

He shook his head.

“If you’re going to leave me,” she said—and she knew he was—“just do it.” She knew him. Jake was always going straight in the direction of his choosing, and you were either along for the ride or you weren’t. If he’d decided this was where she got off, that was it.

Anna put her shoulders back. “Don’t wrap this garbage up in some fancy packaging about how much you love and respect me.”

“Anna, I do love you. And I love our sons. We’ve had so many good years together. Isn’t it better to end it now? We can do this together in a loving way. We can—”

“What? Still be friends? Consciously uncouple?”

“Why is that such a bad idea?”

“Because you aren’t Gwyneth Paltrow?”

“She was actually really nice when I met her.” Jake caught Anna’s look of disbelief and stopped himself. “Not the point, obviously. I’m trying to do the right thing, is all. I’ll still be here for you. Still take care of you and the boys. That part is forever.”

“Just not the marriage part,” she said.

More than anyone, Jake understood how much Anna dreaded the idea of divorce. She had promised herself she would never end up like her mother. And even though she wouldn’t have to worry about money (some part of her trusted him about money), a visceral fear encoded somewhere deep in her came rushing back. They were giving up, and because of what? The natural ups and downs of marriage?

“Anna. This just happens.”

“Don’t frame this like it’s circumstances. Death, illness, natural disasters—those happen. You’re choosing this.”

He made a little clucking noise of exasperation. She sat back, stunned, realizing, not for the first time, that somewhere along the line, Jake had started expecting people to make things easy for him.

“Who is she?” Anna said. She was surprised at her own words. As she said them, she thought about all those tiny moments she’d been ignoring: Jake smiling into his phone, Jake putting in extra time at the gym. Over the years she’d become so exquisitely skilled at wearing the blinders that allowed her to keep her family together.

Jake glanced away. “Nothing has happened,” he said finally.

“Ah,” she said, stung. “Yet.”

“Anna.”

Anna dug her nails into the side of her thigh. A terrible thought dawned on her. It couldn’t be her again, could it? “Tell me,” she said, her voice strangled. “Tell me her name.”

“Jessica,” he said resignedly, and Anna couldn’t tell whether she felt relieved or angry that it was someone new. She opened the car door and left it that way as she went into the house, to the family that would no longer be whole.
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The waitress set down Sarah’s Reuben, then Anna’s breakfast sandwich. “No mention of the email?” Anna asked cautiously. “I feel like it’s only a matter of time until that leaks and I’m the crazy ex.”

“No way,” Sarah said. “You’re a saint. You’ve handled the whole thing with so much grace.”

Anna picked at her home fries, trying to quell the shame in her stomach. “It just haunts me.”

“Don’t obsess. It was badass. Trust me.”

The email. A few days after she and Jake had told the boys about the divorce, Anna was on her way to meet her friends for a glass of wine when she got the company-wide email from Jake:


Dear Friends,

It is with a heavy heart that I tell you that Anna and I have decided to lovingly separate.

Over the past year, we’ve been working hard on our partnership. We’ve come to the difficult decision that the best thing for our family is to continue as coparents and as friends. We have shared an amazing decade and a half of marriage. We love one another very deeply and always will. The welfare and happiness of our amazing boys is paramount to us. Anna will remain an integral part of the team here at Strangers, and we are both excited to see what the future will bring for the two of us. We ask for your understanding as we work to establish this new normal for our family. Thank you for your care and good wishes.

Sincerely,

Jake



Anna knew she should wait before telling her friends. But she was on her way to the wine bar, now seething with rage. She blurted out the whole story: the divorce, the girl, the email. Their threesome was already deep into the second bottle of wine when Bri, eyes wide with that crazy energy of hers, suggested it: “You should send a company-wide email about how he left you for some chick half his age.”

So she did. And it had felt every bit as cathartic as Bri had hoped it might. The drafted email stayed open on her phone as another bottle of wine arrived at their table, and then another. What happened next was a bit blurry in her memory. She remembered Sarah telling her not to send it and Bri just laughing, laughing, like the email was the funniest thing she’d ever heard. And Anna remembered hitting send, her entire body flooding with the power and pure insanity of the moment as she looked at her friends as if she couldn’t believe she’d done it.

But she had. The next morning, her email was waiting in the inbox of every single employee and board member of the company:


Dear Friends,

Yesterday you received a statement lovingly crafted by my soon-to-be ex-husband’s publicist about our split. Over the past year, while we have been working hard on our marriage, Jake has been working hard at lining up the next Mrs. Sarnoff. He came to the decision that it is the best thing for his fragile ego to trade in his coparent and partner of fifteen years for a younger model. His loving wife was consciously uncoupled out of the fucking blue and received his mass email to the company before she even had a chance to tell her own family and friends. We ask for your patience and understanding as Jake figures out how to spin this as something other than the pathetic cliché of leaving his wife for a younger woman.

PS -Fuck you, Jake.

Sincerely,

Anna



Because of the company’s NDA and the relatively small number of staff, the email was never leaked, a fact that still astonished Anna. No one wanted to risk being caught out as the source, she supposed. The email was promptly wiped from servers and inboxes. As far as Anna knew, it disappeared. But rumors of it abounded, the thought of which filled her with shame. Being held up as a mascot for aggrieved first wives gave her no pleasure.

She couldn’t entirely blame Jake when he called her the morning after to explain that she would need to step down from the advisory board. She probably would have done the same. Both their futures—and the futures of their kids—were wrapped up in Strangers. It couldn’t be allowed to fracture.

Anna’s phone buzzed. Another text from Jake. Sarah took a sip of her beer, looking at Anna expectantly. Anna rolled her eyes and gave a wry laugh. “He’s pissed,” she said. “He thinks the piece made him look bad and that soon he’ll be locked down from doing press because of the IPO.”

“The worst punishment imaginable!” Sarah retorted.

“I feel like this story—his story—is going to follow me everywhere,” Anna said.

“Did you ever think of changing your name back?” Sarah asked.

“To Clapkey? I’ve been Sarnoff my whole adult life. My boys are Sarnoffs.”

“Just a question. And it’s definitely not because you’re thinking about getting back together with him?”

Anna grimaced. Sarah knew her too well. “He’s having a baby with someone else. As Times readers across America have just discovered. He’s turned the page. I need to as well.”

“Just don’t forget who you really are,” said Sarah softly. “You’re tough, smart, and a great mom. You’re a boss bitch.”

Anna laughed. At a table to their left, a group of women friends who looked like they were in their seventies cheered the arrival of their breakfast cocktails.
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Back at home, Anna pulled out the baking soda. Today she’d do the showers, her least favorite task. A punishment. Cleaning was an almost surreptitious habit. None of her friends cleaned their homes. They thought they cleaned, bemoaned how much work it was to pick up after their kids. It sometimes took all Anna’s willpower to ask when they’d last scrubbed a toilet or mopped a floor.

It was uncomfortable having a housecleaner when you’d once been one. In high school, she and her sisters had spent long hours scrubbing floors and vacuuming draperies of the larger houses that lined the ridge, fantasizing that those swimming pools and expansive views of the valley belonged to them for more than an afternoon. She’d always imagined that if she could live in one of those places, life would be different. No one told you that when you moved in, you were still the same person.

Anna’s mother and teachers had always told her she was smart. However kindly they had all meant it, their praise had been a warning: her future was hers to lose.

Her dad had been an excellent mechanic with a penchant for fixing old cars. Unfortunately, cars had seemed to hold his interest much more than his daughters did. The few good memories Anna had of him were in the garage, of passing him tools while he worked under an engine, only his boots visible. She’d been eight when he left to start a family with a woman who didn’t much care for his existing children. Excellence at school, at sports, at everything, Anna had understood, would be her ticket to a new life.

She had been on course for her bright future when she met Sean, a golden boy whose happily married parents had a pool.

She made him use condoms. She wasn’t stupid.

Then came the night of winter formal, with the dress her mother had shelled out more than $100 for. Sean and his friends had rented a limo to take them to Gasperetti’s. Throughout the dance, they snuck sips of Wild Turkey from the boys’ flasks so that by the time they arrived at someone’s uncle’s cabin on Lake Aspen, they were all stumbling.

Anna would remember what happened next with sickening clarity: she and Sean in a tiny twin bed with a worn quilt, the room lit by hurricane lamps, Sean moving through his minimal foreplay, then the feeling of him pushing inside her, skin to skin.

“Sean,” she gasped, “the condom.”

“Babe, we’re fine,” he said hotly into her ear. “Trust me.”

She went still. Even now, she remembered feeling as though she wasn’t in the room anymore, as though she’d been transported elsewhere by fear.

After that, he seemed convinced, in his teenage invincibility, that they would be fine without condoms as long as he pulled out. And for a time, their luck held.

But then, as summer came to a close, Anna missed her period. She tried to believe that it was due to how hard she’d been training for her upcoming cross-country season, that when she stopped on the side of the dirt trail to vomit, it was because of overexertion. But her dreams were fraught; some deeper animal part of her already knew. She snuck out of bed at 2:00 a.m. to drive to the town’s only all-night drugstore to buy a test. It confirmed what she’d been trying so hard to deny.

“It can’t be mine,” said Sean. He was leaving for college in a week. “I always pulled out.”

Anna was too heartbroken to defend herself. More than twenty years later, the shame remained. It was her body, and she’d failed to look after it. Heading into her senior year, her options evaporated. At the time, she considered abortion morally wrong. She imagined her life alongside the other teen moms in town, the unforgiving years stretching out in front of her. She held on to her secret. The sluggishness of her first trimester tanked her varsity season. Not a single scholarship materialized. She was slow and sick. And alone.

Her first lesson in love was not lost on her: no matter how glittering the golden boy seems, he can always up and leave you stranded.

If only that lesson had stuck.
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On Sunday morning, the boys were back with Anna. Ben was his usual cheerful self. Dylan, however, radiated surliness, slumping at the kitchen island.

Anna began cutting up another pile of veggies to stock the fridge for the following week. By the time she was fifteen, she’d been treated almost like an adult in her family. It had made her feel proud to help out her mom. She couldn’t imagine Dylan wanting to help her, and she couldn’t tell whether this was because the times had changed or because she’d failed in some way as a parent. “Hey, bud, what’s your plan for the day?” she said to him. “I’m heading over to meet up with Sarah.”

Dylan shrugged, not lifting his gaze from his phone. Anna and Jake’s initial plan had been to get Dylan a phone at thirteen, but Dylan’s friends had gotten phones at eleven. Soon enough, those friends had given him their discarded models, which he connected to Wi-Fi.

You couldn’t keep kids away from their friends. Friends that now lived on Snapchat and TikTok. Jake and Anna finally gave in, reasoning they could at least better monitor a phone on their own network. All this monitoring, of course, fell to Anna. All Jake ever did was nag her about how “they” needed to do a better job of limiting screen time.

Ben ran off into the backyard to practice soccer. He wasn’t glued to his phone in the same way. He was a star on both the school’s team and his under-thirteen club team, the top-ranked in the state. He’d inherited Anna’s athleticism. Dylan was at least still on the swim team. That gave Anna some relief. “Ben could probably use some company out there,” she said now. “Maybe you could goalie for him for a little while?”

Dylan looked appalled. “I suck balls at soccer.”

“Dylan!”

“Sorry,” he said, his cheeks turning pink.

Anna wondered if she needed to make this a teachable moment, to explain that making this sexual act into an insult was both sexist and homophobic, but the thought was too exhausting. “You used to be good at soccer,” she pointed out.

“Not as good as Ben.”

“That doesn’t matter,” Anna said. “It’s not a competition.”

“It literally is. It’s sports.”

“That’s not the only point of it. Sports are fun. Some of the best times I had growing up—”

“Running cross-country. I know.”

“I’m so glad you’ve been listening to all my wisdom, sweetheart. My point is that sports can be a great part of your life.” Anna’s devotion to running was what kept her level. It had saved her again and again.

He looked up at her, his expression sly. “You know, competitive gaming is becoming one of the most popular sports in the world.”

Anna shook her head. “Sports make you physically stronger and more mentally resilient. Show me any research that says that gaming does the same.”

“Why are they considering adding e-sports to the Olympics, then?”

“They’re not,” Anna said, looking at him incredulously.

He nodded smugly.

“Well, no one’s going to give you a scholarship to college for playing video games.”

“Who says I’ll go to college?”

He was riling her up, but she was so relieved to be able to draw her son into a conversation these days that she let him. “You’re going to college.”

“The university-industrial complex is a scam. It’s just a way of, like, cementing our class system and pretending it’s a meritocracy.” Anna watched her ex’s words coming out of her son’s mouth. This well-worn rant of Jake’s conveniently left out how much he’d benefited from said class system, not to mention the top-tier education his mother and stepfather had paid for.

“You’re still going.”

“Well, it’s not like I need a scholarship.”

Anna stopped cold. “Excuse me?”

Dylan rolled his eyes. “I know you needed a scholarship because Grandma was poor or whatever, but we’re not, so what’s the point?”

Anna put down her knife on the cutting board and wordlessly walked out of the room, waiting until she got to the sitting room before bursting into tears.

For so long, you held all the conversational cards with your children, and then overnight, they could cut you with a single comment. She tucked herself into a cream suede armchair. Why did they have so many rooms in this stupid house? It was like living in a high-end but barely occupied bed-and-breakfast. Sometimes Anna tried to spend time in the unused rooms in a fruitless effort to reanimate them. The house felt heavy with dead space. She wrapped herself in a chenille throw that a designer had selected. She’d never seen it before.

It wasn’t Dylan’s fault he’d gotten mixed messages about money. For Jake, Anna’s childhood poverty was the romantic prelude to their life together. Her miserable time cleaning houses with her sisters made her a Cinderella and him the charming prince. He loved to talk about how she’d worked to put herself through college and law school. She’d finally asked him not to speak to the media about it anymore. Anna wasn’t ashamed of her upbringing, but she didn’t like Jake using it as a talking point.

In the early days, they’d been insulated from their wealth because they’d invested so much of it into the business. Back then, Jake had appreciated Anna’s pragmatism and frugality. He loved that she wouldn’t buy things if they weren’t on sale, that she set up a household budget to make sure they always had enough in savings. Later, these same habits would come to irritate him.

She rose from her chair and went to the window, hoping to get a glimpse of Ben, but the lawn was empty. She tried to think of what to say to Dylan, how to explain the perils of entitlement. She wanted to convey what she’d seen wealthy people do, how they acted in a world of fortunes so large the money became abstract, funneled through foundations and trusts.

When she and Jake were divorcing, her law school friend Nia asked her whether she’d set up trust funds for the boys.

“Neither of us believe in them,” Anna said. “We decided a long time ago.”

“This is different, Anna. He could remarry, start another family.” Had Anna thought then that he wouldn’t? That he’d “get Jessica out of his system,” as Pam kept insisting? “You need to protect them,” Nia said firmly, but Anna thought that some protections for kids were their own form of poison. A trust fund: she’d seen its dampening effect on young men in particular, how it could send them into a purposeless spiral. Usually drug-fueled.

She’d taken the rest of Nia’s advice: asking for—and getting—a larger portion of stock options in lieu of a lump-sum payout. It was only fair. She’d helped build Strangers. She knew she couldn’t keep the boys from inheriting money later, but she and Jake were both still young. She wanted to shield them while she could.

Not that Anna hadn’t made accommodations. The yard below was painstakingly maintained by staff. It was so different from the garden at their house in Queen Anne. Over the years, she had planted and cultivated and mulched and weeded. By the time they left, there had been memories tucked into every nook, and Anna had had a brain full of Latin plant names. But here, the house was new, the garden full of perfectly spaced hostas and heucheras and shrubs with nary a note of whimsy or personal touch.

Not everything was about money. How was she supposed to teach her boys this lesson?

Just then a knock at the door interrupted her thoughts.

“Come in.”

It was Dylan, looking ashamed.

“I’m sorry, Mom,” he said. Anna knew he probably wasn’t even sure what exactly he was sorry for, only that he regretted hurting her. She thanked God that there remained some trace of the sensitive boy she remembered.

She opened her arms, and like a miracle, he walked into them. He was as tall as Anna now.

“I’ll go see if Ben wants to play some more,” Dylan mumbled, conciliatory now, “or if he wants to go downtown to get froyo.”

She knew the girls at the Menchie’s on Main Street were more of a draw than the yogurt, but it was sweet that he wanted to spend time with his little brother in public.

“Okay, just no skateboarding down that hill, and answer your phone if I call,” she said. Dylan had an uncanny ability to be attached to his phone every second except when his parents were trying to get ahold of him.

“Heard,” he said, smiling. He kissed her on the cheek. “Don’t worry.”





SAM


Jacinta Flores had a fraught relationship with Thanksgiving. She refused to “celebrate colonizers and genocide” by recognizing the American holiday. As a teenager, Sam had been mortified by the diatribes Jacinta launched into when anyone innocently asked her about their Thanksgiving plans. Sam had wished they could just have a turkey and stuffing like everyone else.

Lola, on the other hand, found Jacinta’s resistance to Thanksgiving deeply cool and progressive. Lola adored her Gigi. Many of her friends had grouchy, conservative grandparents. She was always bragging to them about the three books Jacinta had written, her counterculture past, her eclectic style, and how she gave “no effs,” as Lola put it.

Whatever the politics of the holiday, the three of them took advantage of the time off to see one another. The night before Thanksgiving, Jacinta met them at baggage claim at John Wayne International in Orange County. Sam was anxious about leaving Kin for the long weekend, but Padma was in charge. There was no one more diligent.

“Gigi!” Lola ran into Jacinta’s arms.

“Look at you, my Lolita!” Jacinta exclaimed.

“Mom. Can you not call her that?” Sam said.

“If we stopped doing everything because some old pervert ruined it, we’d have nothing left!” Jacinta said.

“Claro,” Sam said and laughed.

Jacinta was several inches shorter than her but similarly built. Her dark, gunmetal-streaked hair was in a thick fashionable plait that snaked over her shoulder. She wore massive colorful earrings that looked like pieces of folk art.

They piled into Jacinta’s old Jeep for the short drive to the ranch house in Turtle Ridge. It was in a quiet neighborhood close to campus with a community pool, much to Lola’s delight.

“Tell me about school, nieta,” Jacinta said.

“I like my new math teacher. I have all separate classes now. And they’re way smaller. My old school was kind of crazy.”

“The system starves public schools of resources in some neighborhoods, mija,” Jacinta said.

“Mom—” Sam began.

“I know, Gigi,” Lola said. “I told my homeroom teacher that.”

Sam smiled. Maybe she should have embraced her mother’s passion for social justice when she was young too, but rebelling against your parents was a rite of passage.

“That’s my girl,” Jacinta said, winking at Sam.

When they arrived at the house, Jacinta’s sisters, Rosa and Concepcion, were busy in the kitchen, surrounded by their eight grown children and their children. Sam loved seeing her tías. Concepcion had married an Arizona cattle rancher when she was in her early twenties. After SB 1070, Arizona’s aggressive anti-immigration law, had made living in Tucson a nightmare, the two of them had moved to California.

Samˈs grandmother had followed Jacinta to California in 1993, and Rosa had come a year later. Rosa had met a big loving bear of man named Alfonso at church bingo in Santa Ana and married him. Sam was fairly certain her abuela had remained undocumented until her death.

The smell of tamales wafted through the entry. Sam’s mouth watered. Her family never failed to overwhelm her almost immediately with questions about her love life, Lola, and whether she was going to hurry up and have another baby—but she still missed them during the year. Her mother’s boyfriend of three years, a handsome, nerdy white literature professor in his late forties, was also there, standing in the kitchen, drinking a beer. Bruce still lived in his own place. Sam didn’t expect that ever to change.

Women dominated Sam’s family. Her own father, an older archaeologist named Bernard, had felt distant even before he died when she was fourteen after drunkenly tumbling headlong into a rival’s work site while snooping around late one night. As far back as Sam could remember, Bernard had been constantly in the field. On the rare occasion when he was home, he and Jacinta had had explosive fights that always ended with Bernard reminding Jacinta that he had brought her here. Jacinta had told Sam about the happy, thrilling beginning when she’d met him during a summer job helping a bunch of gringo academics on a dig, but Sam could scarcely imagine it. When he died, they were still legally married but were living absolutely separate lives. The gruff, distant version of him was the only one Sam remembered.

“He always acted as though he lifted me out of crushing poverty,” Jacinta had told Sam, “but my family had a perfectly nice life in Mérida. I was just bored. I always thought el machismo in Mexico would hold me back. And then I ended up with el machismo in my own house!”

According to Sam’s tías, her father had been threatened by his accomplished wife. He’d met her when she was eighteen and he was thirty. He hadn’t appreciated being outpaced. He’d doubled down on trying to make a name for himself to the detriment of his relationship with his only child. Once Sam turned ten, she was occasionally allowed to go visit him on-site, in thrilling places full of ghosts and history. Bernard was just beginning to find his daughter interesting when he died.

At the house, Lola was met by innumerable rounds of “que linda, que hermosa” and dozens of warm hugs and kisses. Sam loved to watch her daughter get folded into the loud, loving mass of her family. It’s enough, Sam told herself on these occasions, even as she suspected it wouldn’t be. Not forever.

After everyone left and Lola had gone to sleep, Sam joined her mother outside, settling into the worn lounger beside her. Stars were beginning to appear above in the liminal early-evening darkness.

“Don’t you miss being able to be outside this time of year, mija?” Jacinta said.

Sam nodded, uncomfortably full. It was impossible not to overeat when her aunts cooked. Her mother had never quite understood why she lived in Seattle, though Jacinta certainly empathized with the desire for adventure.

Sam had first visited Seattle at sixteen, tagging along with Jacinta for a guest lecture at the University of Washington. It had been spring, the cherry blossoms in full bloom. Sam fell immediately in love with the clear air, the vast blankets of fir trees, the way the various bodies of water weaved in and out of the landscape. Her heart was set. Irvine had never felt right to her: not quite desert, not quite coast. “Pero I still get outside a lot,” she told her mom. “You just get used to it. And you should see Lola. It gets to sixty degrees, and that kid’s got shorts on.”

“Oye, Lola is getting so beautiful.”

“I know,” Sam said, somewhat despairingly. She’d noticed men looking at her daughter lately—not necessarily leering but just noticing her when she walked into a room. Her long colt legs had sprouted overnight.

“Don’t worry,” Jacinta said, as though reading her thoughts. “She’s so smart and she’s got confidence. Thanks to you.”

“And you.”

Jacinta smiled at her. Sam was struck by a flash of resemblance to Lola. It was mesmerizing, watching hints of various family members emerge and recede in your child’s features. People always said, once pressed, that they could see Sam in Lola, in the shape of her eyes, her nose. But the coloring threw them. Sam took after her mother with her dark hair and eyes, her deep brown skin. Lola looked altogether different with her light features and fair skin. Sam couldn’t count the times white mothers at the park had looked at them quizzically when Lola was little, trying to guess whether Sam was the nanny.

“She’s doing so well in her new school. Her math teacher thinks she hung the moon.”

“Por supuesto,” Jacinta said. “She did. She gets it from you.” If Jacinta was disappointed in Sam for giving up on programming, she never said so. “And the new studio is good?”

“It’s turning a profit already,” Sam said. “It took a year the first time.”

“You were learning then,” Jacinta said.

Getting her studio off the ground with a new baby had been one of the hardest experiences of Sam’s life. She felt nostalgic about it now, partly because she’d had her mother there. Jacinta had taken an extended sabbatical to come and live with Sam and Lola in their little two-bedroom house.

“Hopefully I can start chipping away at the debt all this has left me with,” Sam said, rubbing her temples. “If I went with the offer from Greg Hines, I’d get some cash up front. He’s offering ten percent ownership. The goal would be two hundred studios over the next five years.”

“Ay de mí!”

“It’s hard to look at those numbers and not get a little starry-eyed, you know?”

“But you’d be working for him in this scenario? He’d own Kin?”

Sam nodded. “The salary is enticing.”

“Huh,” Jacinta said. “I like your idea to start online classes. This is a better way to grow, and then it still belongs to you. With your Instagrams, you could do it easy.”

The studio had grown an Instagram following of more than one hundred thousand thanks to Sam’s marketing manager, Serena, a beloved young employee who always looked impossibly cool with her crop tops and box braids. Hiring Serena was one of the best decisions Sam had made, freeing her up to be with her clients and not be glued to her phone.

Occasionally, Sam would check her personal account and have to laugh. A serene and polished version of herself greeted her, a Sam who quoted Rūmī and demonstrated techniques and led mini-meditations and breathing practices.

But Sam had her own vision for bringing Kin’s content online. She wanted it to be substantive, with interactive elements and effects that replicated what she did in her studio. Despite her lengthy hiatus from coding, Sam felt sure she could build the back end. Funding, as always, was the issue. “I know, but that will take time,” she said. “And money.”

“You’ll figure it out. I believe in you,” Jacinta said.

Sam loved her mother, but being near her made Sam realize where she’d gotten her unattainable ideals of independence.

“And Portside … it’s good?” Jacinta asked.

Sam knew what she was really asking. Her mother knew Jake lived there.

“There was a piece about him in The New York Times,” Sam said. “There are rumors he’s taking Strangers public.”

Jacinta sucked her teeth. She had no particular interest in tech but lived close enough to Silicon Valley that she was familiar with the concepts. Jacinta didn’t think billionaires should exist. Beyond a certain level of wealth, she said, you were implicated in the suffering of others. “Ah,” she said. “Well, then, I should get us more wine.”

Sam nodded.

Jacinta had been her only real confidante in all of this. No one else would understand the way Sam felt fate nudging her toward what she could feel but not yet see. A reckoning.

The Flores women took intuition seriously: those vivid memories of things that had not yet happened, the charge Sam could feel in a room if someone had just stormed out or received bad news, the fluttering unease of someone lying to her. Sam’s abuela had called it la facultad, a deep sensibility.

A wash of stars filled the sky as Sam waited for her mother. The memory of the summer she’d spent here during college had left an indelible stain. Her first real heartbreak. She remembered circling the courtyard talking to Sai late into the night, as though convincing him would also convince Jake that they should stay together.

Her sophomore year at UW, Sam had met Sai Chandra in an advanced programming class. He’d told her about his best friend, a business and art history major: the Renaissance man with the big ideas, including one for a website called What I Want. The internet was still in its dreamy, exciting newness then and Sam was bewitched. She finally met Jake in the kitchen of the ramshackle Victorian house that he shared with Sai and a dozen slovenly college boys. At the time, Sam had the idea that she was somehow too much for boys her age, especially conventionally handsome, tall, blue-eyed ones like Jake. It took her by surprise when he locked on her as though she was exactly who he’d been hoping would walk through the door.

“My father died when I was ten,” Jake said. “Wrapped his car around a telephone pole. It was so hard on my mom. Things got pretty tough for a while, but then she joined a book club. I think books kept her company.” Jake was a superconnector and wanted to create communities for people with shared interests, like his mom’s book club.

“My father’s dead too,” Sam said. She didn’t know anyone else who had a parent who had died. “I don’t get the feeling my mother was ever lonely. I know she was sad. But she’s always been independent.” She smiled. “I think maybe marriage is overrated, don’t you?”

Back then, this was something Sam found herself doing without even realizing it—trying to show she wasn’t like other girls. Especially in front of boys.

“Not me,” Jake said with a smile. “I want to fall in love. I want to get married young. Have a ton of kids.” As soon as the words left his mouth, Sam—who’d never once wanted those things—found herself thinking: Maybe with me.

Jake and Sam were each other’s first loves. He seemed addicted to every inch of her, running his lips, his tongue, everywhere on her body, making her feel as though she were the only woman he’d ever need to feel and touch and taste.

“So,” Jacinta said as she returned to the patio, settling in and handing Sam a glass, then taking a sip from her own, “what now?” Sam could practically feel her mother holding back from telling her what she ought to do next.

“I’ve been thinking about contacting the reporter.”

“Ha!” Jacinta laughed, clearly pleased with this answer. “I’ve always thought you should take your story public, mija. And even better now because the press is finally getting a pinche clue about how to talk about structural misogyny and—”

“Mom.” Sam put her hands out. “I’m only thinking about it. I’m worried how the press will affect the studio and, more important, Lola.”

“So, your studio is in The New York Times? That’s good! And Lola will be proud of you.”

Sam took a large sip. Jacinta would be proud of Sam. Lola … Sam wasn’t so sure. When she was a new mom, Sam had convinced herself that she could be everything Lola needed. Now things felt so different. “I just keep thinking about the women who end up in those horrible congressional hearings. You know?”

“Those women are heroes,” Jacinta said. She’d always been like this, defiant and idealistic. Sam remembered when she was Lola’s age and Jacinta had missed an assembly where Sam was reading an original poem. It turned out Jacinta had been briefly jailed with a dozen other protesters who’d been staking out the site of an oil pipeline project. She’d been unrepentant about the absence.

“I never thought I’d see it. Escucha,” Jacinta said now, “I know I haven’t always understood you waiting all these years. But you’re established now. It’s better. I can see that you’re ready.”

“They’ll make me out to be crazy. I’ll be the angry woman trying to get something that isn’t mine.”

“Quizás, but that would be true no matter what,” Jacinta said. “Stereotypes are the last refuge of dying patriarchs. And that company is yours. Do you know why the Mayan predictions were so accurate?” Sam did, in fact, because she’d heard this speech from Jacinta many times. “Because their math was so advanced! They had the single greatest ancient civilization the world has ever known. And what happens? They get turned into spooky savages by some Mel Gibson movie—”

“Mom, we’re getting a little off topic,” Sam said. “For Jake … he’s convinced himself it didn’t happen like it did.”

Perhaps if she’d been born later (“Women in STEM!” “Girls in STEM!” “STEM education for your preschooler!”), perhaps if she’d been stronger like her mother, things would have been different. Maybe they could be different for Lola.

“Just email the reporter. Have a conversation with her,” Jacinta urged.
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Even on Thanksgiving, Sienna Markowitz responded to Sam’s email right away, and they set a time to talk. The next day, Sam sat next to her mother by the little pool in her complex. Lola was in a swimsuit, delirious with joy at the near-seventy-degree day. Reading a magazine, she dangled her feet in the water. She wanted to “work on her tan,” which sounded alarmingly adult to Sam. She thought she’d get one more year before vanity crept in, one more year of Lola seeing the pool as a site for handstands and cannonballs. Her two-piece was a compromise between the sporty one-piece Sam encouraged and the bikini Lola wanted. The long struggle to protect her daughter without policing her had begun.

Sam leaned over to Jacinta. “Did I tell you Lola’s been bugging me for a smartphone?”

“Ha. I make my students leave them in a box by the door because otherwise none of them make eye contact.”

“The parents in her new school all banded together and told their kids they couldn’t have them until they were eleven, which means they all just got them. I don’t want Lola to feel left out. Or like I can’t afford to give her one, but—” Sam broke off as her daughter approached. “Hi, sweetheart.”

“Gigi, could you put some sunscreen on my shoulders?” Lola said.

“Por supuesto. Nieta, I don’t know how you’re in a swimsuit. It’s winter!”

“Help me or I’ll fry. Did I tell you about the robotics fair my new school is having next month?”

Sam snuck back to her mother’s house. Hearing how happy Lola was in her new school brought up mixed feelings. Sam knew she’d backed herself into a corner by moving to Portside and opening a business there, but she felt constantly aware of her proximity to Jake, to the different pieces of the future falling into place. Why should she resist? Portside didn’t belong to him.

She turned her ringer on and paced the small courtyard. Even though she was expecting the call, she still jumped when her phone rang. “Hello?”

“Is this Samanta? It’s Sienna Markowitz calling. Is now still a good time?”

“Yes. Hi, Sienna.” The reporter had not crammed the h into her name. Attention to detail. An auspicious start.

“Hi! So, I’m going to be recording this call. Is that okay with you?”

“Oh. Um—”

“It’s just so that I can make sure I’m accurate if I end up quoting you.”

“Okay.” She felt a little ridiculous being so cagey, but it had only just registered that she was talking to a journalist—that this was happening. “Sorry. I haven’t really done much press.”

“I’ve seen some great stuff about your studio. Really impressive.”

Sam warmed at the compliment and took some relief from the fact that what the woman had read about Kin was probably all she knew. Sam never posted about her personal life online. It occurred to her that hers was the last generation where this was truly feasible. Now there were long digital trails of everything. This younger generation didn’t even know what they’d lost.

“You said you wanted to talk about Jake Sarnoff. How do you two know each other?”

“We went to college together. I was two years behind him and Sai Chandra. We were all really close. Jake and I dated for about a year.”

“I’ve always been curious about Sai Chandra,” Sienna said.

“He’s brilliant,” Sam said. “I think he’s got a venture-capital outfit down in the Valley.” She wished she didn’t feel bittersweet about her old friend, but she had too many unanswered questions about him. She suspected Jake had forced Sai to take sides: It’s her or me.

“Inception Ventures. They’ve got a great track record on minority-and women-led start-ups.”

“Good for him,” Sam said, meaning it. When she and Sai first became friends, she had simply thought that, like most people, Sai was drawn to Jake’s charisma and big ideas. But one night while the three of them were up late together in the kitchen, brainstorming, the realization had hit her so hard sheˈd spilled coffee down her shirt. Sai was in love with Jake. And she had a feeling Jake knew. Jake craved—above all things—to be loved. It seemed progressive of him, back then, not to be discomfited by the admiration of another man.

Eventually Sai told Sam that he was gay. He’d told Jake long before. He bemoaned that his upper-crust Indian parents in Boston kept trying to set him up with women. Sometimes he’d show Sam the folders his mother sent of prospective wives. Attending the University of Washington instead of MIT had been an ultimate act of rebellion. He’d never return to the East Coast.

“Do you know what happened between the two of them?” asked Sienna. “Why they split?”

“I wasn’t around by then,” Sam said.

“Tell me more about your time in college. It must have been exciting, being there when he invented Strangers with Sai.”

Sam looked toward the top of the adobe wall of her mother’s courtyard, where a roadrunner was crouching on its uncanny legs. It watched Sam as though deciding whether she was edible. She took a deep breath.

“Jake didn’t invent Strangers with Sai,” Sam said. “I did.”





ANNA


“What do you say to layering up and going for a run this morning, bud?” Anna said to Ben when he emerged from his Saturday-morning sleep-in. She felt awful that Ben’s reward for his good behavior and grades was less attention from her. She’d been so focused on Dylan (policing his screen time, worrying about what he was up to behind that closed door) that Ben risked disappearing from her radar.

“Only if we can go to Top Pot after,” Ben said, smiling. “Instagram says their eggnog doughnuts are in.”

It had been raining throughout the entire first week of December, but Saturday was a cold, bright day. As they jogged to the breakwater, Anna barely needed to moderate her pace for him to keep up. Soon, he’d be faster than her. She loved spending time with him this way, with the quiet, meditative rhythm of their feet slapping the pavement in unison. Later, she’d bask in the shared glow of endorphins and fresh air.

Ben had inherited the best of both his parents. He had his mother’s quiet discipline and accommodating nature, his father’s gregariousness and intoxicating smile. Anna had always been close with Ben, but she worried that the business of becoming a man would separate them, as it had with Dylan. Soon there would be many things—sex!—he no longer wanted to discuss with his mother. Jake wouldn’t be available enough; he’d worked most of Thanksgiving Day that year. Anna would then have to try to keep two sons from searching for answers from Reddit message boards and internet porn.

Ben had also inherited Anna’s tendency to push down his own pain to the point of being unbearable. As little boys, Dylan had thrown epic temper tantrums, but Ben was far more likely to simply disappear when he was upset, only to be found much later squirreled away in a closet or in the crook of a tree.

As they dug into their Top Pot doughnuts—a glazed for her and an eggnog old-fashioned and a gigantic apple fritter for him, God bless his teenage metabolism—Anna tried her luck, secretly hoping he might be in the mood to share. “Did you have a good time hanging out with Ryder last night?” Anna said.

“Things are kind of weird with us,” he said.

“Oh?”

“He likes this girl, and he wants me to tell her for him. We’re all friends, kind of. She’s new. But everyone really likes her.”

“You haven’t mentioned her,” Anna said cautiously.

Ben shrugged. “You’ve been busy.”

“I’m never too busy to hear about what’s happening in your life, sweetheart.”

“I know. It’s just not, like, a big deal.”

Anna didn’t want her son to inherit her ability to push down her needs. She’d thought she wouldn’t have to worry about it with boys. “So, Ryder has a crush on …”

“Lola,” Ben supplied.

“And … did you tell her?”

“Not yet. I don’t think she likes him back. I mean, she likes him, but only as a friend.”

“That’s a little awkward, huh?” Anna was desperate to keep him talking, knowing this portal into his preteen world could close at any moment.

“Supes awkward. Ryder thinks he can convince her to like him back.”

“It doesn’t really work like that,” Anna said.

“I know,” Ben said, “but now he’s saying that I don’t want to tell her because he thinks I like Lola.”

Well, this was new. Was Ryder right? Could Ben be having his first crush? Anna had pushed half her doughnut in his direction. “I’m sure Lola can make up her mind either way.”

“That’s what I told Ryder.”

Anna patted herself on the back—he’d done the right thing without her telling him to—but she desperately wanted to know if he liked this girl. “So, do you? Like Lola, I mean?”

Ben flushed. “I don’t know. She’s cool.”

Okay, definitely a yes.

“Is she pretty?” Anna asked, immediately regretting it. She was a terrible feminist.

“Oh yeah,” Ben said smiling. “And she’s really smart.”

Anna had to hold herself back from throwing her arms around him in that moment. He was such a good kid. She and Jake must have done something right.

“Dylan,” Anna yelled down the long hallway. “We’re leaving in half an hour. Make sure you’ve got your warm stuff.” The weather had turned cold and would be colder still downtown with the wind whipping off the water. In the hallway closet, she found her blue leather Ferragamo gloves. A gift from Jake. In the latter years of their marriage, he had grown increasingly insistent about her wearing nice things. Mostly as a reflection on him. He didn’t like seeing her in her battered Eddie Bauer coat and gloves even though they worked just fine.

All of these reminders of him made her crazy. But she couldn’t just replace everything that had some connection to her ex. And though she sometimes fantasized about being the type of woman who would set a blaze to everything that had ever touched Jake, then sit around drinking tequila and watching all of it burn, she didn’t have it in her. Each expensive item was also a reminder that she was no longer broke—or worried about being broke. She treated each of them with care, unlike her friends, who let designer clothing slip from the hanger to the floor or wore thousand-dollar boots in the rain.

Dylan appeared in the doorway of the closet, still in the grubby sweats he’d been camped out in all day. “You need to get ready,” Anna said.

“I’m not going. I’m going to Connor’s.”

Anna smiled. She could do this dance in her sleep. “Wear your green sweater.”

“Mom, are you going deaf?”

“I heard you just fine. You said you were so excited to come to the tree lighting, and you wanted my opinion on what you should wear, and I replied you should wear your green sweater.” Sometimes this tactic made him laugh in spite of himself.

“I told you earlier that I was going to Connor’s.”

“I’m sorry, but you don’t tell me things.”

“Fine,” he huffed. “May I go to Connor’s house tonight?”

“You may not. But thank you for asking.”

“The tree lighting is lame.”

When had her son started hating everything? Was that an integral part of being a teenager? Even though Anna’s childhood and adolescence had been fraught with genuine worries her son would never know the likes of, she remembered a sense of possibility in those years when everything was new, when all you had ahead was firsts. Had the comfort of his life and the distractions of technology drained that from her son?

When they were young, both of her boys had loved the tree-lighting ceremony, with its carolers, its Santa who posed for pictures, and the town firefighters who decorated their truck for the occasion. Jake had also gone as a child. Anna liked continuing the traditions from his young life, things like this and the Fourth of July parade. “I’m sure some of your friends’ lame parents will make them go too,” she said. “We go every year. This shouldn’t be a shock to you.”

“Right,” Dylan said, “because you and Dad need to pretend you’re not divorced.”

His words landed hard. She’d tried so diligently to make things smooth, as painless as possible, for the kids, but obviously it hadn’t worked. Maybe it had even made things worse somehow. “We’re not pretending we’re not divorced,” Anna said, faltering. “We’re still a family.” How much was this going to escalate? Would Anna have to threaten and cajole and take away screen time? God, teenagers were exhausting. People told you that, but you couldn’t know until you were sucked into the daily grind of tiny battle after tiny battle.

They found a parking space only a few blocks away from the edge of the town center, which did not keep Dylan from complaining about the walk, dragging his feet while Ben was out several paces ahead, stoked to see his friends. Anna checked her phone to read again the text message from Jake about where they were.

We’re right outside the log cabin! See you soon.

The log cabin was Portside’s tiny town hall, transformed at this time of year into “Mr. and Mrs. Claus’s house.” On approach, Anna was treated to the sight of Jake nuzzling his young wife. Jessica wore a pristine white down parka and fuzzy white earmuffs (earmuffs!) over her blond hair, which, Anna noticed, already had the gleaming thickness of pregnancy. As soon as she spotted Anna and the boys, she retreated from Jake’s embrace and waved enthusiastically.

Why had Anna agreed to do this? She knew why. She was trying to keep things normal for the kids. And it seemed to benefit Ben, who appeared to breathe a little easier when his parents were in the same space. Dylan was the same level of pissed-off angsty teen no matter what. Jake hugged Anna, then pulled his boys in, earning him an eye roll from Dylan. The boys dispersed almost immediately into the respective packs of teenagers and preteens congregating in the square, leaving Anna stranded with the happy couple.

“You look so pretty!” Jessica said.

“You too,” Anna said reflexively, awkwardly patting Jessica’s arm to avoid a hug, which, horrifyingly, appeared imminent. At close range, Anna was struck by the airbrushed quality of the girl’s skin. Anna had never seen her without a full face of makeup. Anna couldn’t imagine going to all that trouble every single day. Up close, it looked as if Jessica’s eyelashes had extensions. She reminded Anna of the high-maintenance Lamborghini Jake had owned for six months back when Strangers first started making real money. Maybe he would tire of Jessica’s upkeep just as quickly.

Jessica was going on about becoming a verified moderator for a new mothers group in Portside. “It’s just so exciting, everything that’s happening with the company!” she chirped.

Well, you got here just in time, Anna thought. Then said, “Yes. It’s very exciting.” She cringed thinking about how she herself had once gotten caught up in the vicarious thrill of Strangers, how she’d once felt such ownership of it.

“You know the Act Now button was Jessica’s idea?” Jake said.

“Jake,” Jessica said, hitting him on the arm, “it wasn’t my idea. I just told him he should simplify it and make it like a game where it guessed a cause you might be interested in, rather than presenting you with a list. It was, like, such a small thing.”

“But it worked,” Jake said. “It spoke to the demo.”

“How nice to have a test market for the demo right in your own house,” Anna said.

Jake opened his mouth to protest, but thankfully, Portside’s mayor appeared at the podium to start the countdown for the tree lighting. Anna should have skipped this, she knew. Standing there with Jake and the boys, it might have been possible to delude herself for a moment that nothing had changed, except she’d blinked and there was this bouncy blond extra person in the tableau. Two extra people.

Just as the tree was lit, Sarah appeared next to Anna. An enormous cheer went up from the crowd. Sarah read her friend’s face and took her arm, saving her from crying in the middle of the town square.

“Is Bri here?” said Anna.

Sarah shook her head. “A big meltdown at home.”

“She’s got her hands full with those three.”

“Poor Bri, the inmates are running the asylum. Meanwhile, I only had to threaten phone privileges twice to get mine out of the house. Here,” she added, handing Anna a flask. They walked to the edge of the square, toward Main Street, which had been done up in festive lights. Anna took a swig without asking what was in it. Whiskey.

“I can’t believe you all came to this together,” said Sarah.

“Am I the biggest pushover ever?”

“No! I’m impressed by your poise. If Cal ever left me for a younger woman, the kids would be visiting me at Snohomish County Jail for the next few decades.”

Anna took another swig from the flask. “I just hate having to play the part. The bitter ex.”

“You’re not bitter. You’re pissed. It’s very in to be a pissed-off woman right now. By the way, did I tell you Cal’s grandmother wore her pussy hat to Thanksgiving? I thought my father-in-law was going to have a stroke.”

All of the streets of downtown had been blocked off to cars for the festivities. Heading toward their favorite wine bar on Main, they passed a striking woman standing at the edge of the crowd. She was tall, with a white knit beanie pulled over her long, dark hair, the kind of woman Anna’s dad would have called a knockout. She was standing with a shorter dark-haired woman who had taken her arm and was telling her something. Just as they were about to pass them, the woman in the beanie caught Anna staring and looked right at her. Anna flinched. Visibly.

“What is it?” Sarah asked.

They’d passed the pair, and Anna didn’t dare look back. Could it be her? For years, Anna had looked her up constantly, torturing herself. Only long after Ben’s birth had she allowed herself to move on, and even then, the woman had slipped into Anna’s dreams with ruthless regularity.

“Nothing,” she told Sarah, forcing herself to act normal. “I thought I saw someone I knew. But it’s not her.”

It couldn’t be her. She pulled on Sarah’s arm. “Come on. Wine!”
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Later that night, after Anna had practically wrenched the phones out of her sons’ hands and said good night—she sensed the no-phones-in-bed rule was not being followed at their father’s house—she finally had a moment alone. She poured herself another glass of cab, her mind flashing back to the dark-haired woman in the beanie: that brief, electric moment of eye contact. Maybe the resemblance had been a trick of the light.

She put a stupid Netflix rom-com on the TV and perched her tablet on her knees. Two screens at once—she was as bad as Dylan and Ben. Her fingers hovered over the keyboard. She told herself it would be only a quick Google search.

Jake thought he’d kept Sam a secret from Anna. He hadn’t. And so she’d become Anna’s secret too.

When Anna and Jake first met while she was in law school at Seattle University, he’d struck her as guileless. He had introduced himself to her at the Big Time beer garden at Bumbershoot, ignoring her flashily gorgeous and outgoing friend. “I noticed you,” he said simply and directly. He asked her about her favorite act of the day (“Sonic Youth,” she told him). Later, after they’d begun dating, he was so openly earnest and passionate that he could barely surprise her with a birthday present. They got married a year later. Dylan came not long after, both of them longing for the intact family they’d lost. They should have known they were too young.

Over time, Jake’s openness, like so many other things, shifted. When you were married, incremental changes could so easily escape your notice. He still did a good job at performing openness, but he hid plenty. Perhaps he’d always been more capable of keeping secrets than she realized.

Anna stared at the colorful Google logo on her screen, that cheerful doorway to hell. She could call Sarah and have her talk her out of it, but then she’d have to explain. To confess.

She put down her tablet. If she didn’t have discipline, she had nothing.

A text from Jake interrupted her thoughts.

Good to see you tonight Banana. Send me those companies you mentioned for your portfolio!

It was as though he knew she’d just been thinking about her. About him. Their brains still ran in tandem.

She pulled out the list Miranda had sent her of female-run companies. Part of her didn’t want to share them with Jake, even though she knew he’d have good insights. Anna was excited about Artemis. She wanted something of her own. The woman-centered focus made good business and good feminist sense. After two decades of close contact with the start-up and investment world, she and Miranda were tired of seeing privileged boys in their twenties get heaps of cash for mediocre ideas simply because they reminded the established men of their younger selves. Start-ups with women on the team produced dramatically better valuation yet received less than 20 percent of investment capital. It wasn’t only an injustice. It was an opportunity.

Anna knew she lacked the risk tolerance and hubris necessary to found her own start-up. Anything she did would be seen as some lame little hobby from a woman whose husband (ex-husband, ex-husband) was so wealthy that she didn’t need to work. Besides, she enjoyed working behind the scenes. She just didn’t want it to be invisible the way it had been with Strangers.

Right after Jake left her, Anna had thought about going back to work. She’d interviewed at a law office in the North Sound—a stodgy suburban firm that most likely knew nothing about her or Jake. The man she met with was in his sixties and had a gruff voice and rosacea blooms on his cheeks. He scoffed when she explained that the gap in her résumé was due to raising two boys, and ten minutes into their conversation, she’d decided that she wouldn’t take the job even if it was offered to her. It wasn’t.

The irony was visceral. Anna had never stopped working. Her résumé simply didn’t reflect all of the energy, talent, and ingenuity she’d given Jake’s career instead of her own. She was the one who had encouraged Jake to revitalize and revamp What I Want.

“I just feel like I’m smarter than Tony and Steve,” Jake had said one afternoon, talking about his direct boss and his boss’s boss, constant fixtures in his life at Microsoft. Already they were in a tough spot in their marriage. Anna preferred to believe that this was because Jake was so unhappy at work. It was easier, almost. And she was tired.

“Of course you’re smarter,” Anna said. “You’re smarter than anyone you’ve ever worked for.”

“I mean, so are you, obviously,” said Jake. He reached over and tickled Dylan—then two—in the ribs. “Your mommy is the smartest one in the room, isn’t she?”

“Mama!” Dylan shouted. “Love Mama!”

“Damn right,” said Jake.

“Damn!” said Dylan.

“Honey, no,” Anna said, trying to suppress her laughter.

“Hey, bud, why don’t you show me your dinosaurs?” Jake said, redirecting their son and sliding into the chair across from Anna. He was so good with the boys when they were little.

“You’re meant to be an entrepreneur,” she said.

“But I know we want to try for number two, and—”

“The timing will never be perfect.”

That night, they decided. He would leave his stultifying job and try to relaunch What I Want with Sai. Anna would take on more hours at Perkins Coie. Dylan would finally be in preschool. If Jake left Microsoft, they’d need her health insurance and steady income.

Was her distracted mothering during this time the reason for Dylan’s current troubles? Anna had tried to be home for dinner and to put him to bed each night, but she had been working sixty-hour weeks, often finishing late in the night, chipping away at her own caseload or helping Jake with branding or moderator issues. It was Anna who had coined the name Strangers after Jake decided to pivot to social. His idea had been to call the new site “Connections,” but she’d convinced him that this sounded like a sad dating service.

“Well, what do you think it should be called?” he’d asked her, a little defensively.

“What about something counterintuitive?” Anna said. “Something that gets people’s attention.”

“Disconnections?” he said, laughing.

“Strangers,” Anna said. “In the new world, the concept will be almost obsolete.” She waved her hand as though reading off a marquee. “Strangers: we’re all friends here.”

For years, Jake had gotten her best ideas first. With Artemis, she didn’t want to make the same mistake. I’m still researching, she texted him. I’ll let you know if I find something exciting.

You’re going to change the game, he wrote back. I believe in you.

Jake wouldn’t get bogged down by the details, Anna knew. He jumped into things and worked the issues out as he went. Anna made spreadsheets and projections; that was what had made them a good team.

That night, Anna felt too distracted (and too tipsy) to work and ended up mindlessly clicking on her email, where she spotted the name “Lindsey Brown.” She vaguely recognized it.


Hi Anna,

I know you’re no longer officially moderating the Portside Moms group on Strangers, but I feel like the current mod is just not handling things well. In the forum over private school vs. public, one of the moms accused the other of being too privileged to understand and I just feel like …



Anna deleted the email without finishing it and put down her phone. She hadn’t moderated the group in years. Still, she got emails like this all the time, as though her capacity as a moderator were a Supreme Court appointment that she held on to for life. Why had she even looked at her inbox? Had she been hoping for something exciting in there?

Another text from Jake flashed across her tablet: Hey come to your door.

Anna sat up. It was eleven o’clock. She took her hair out of its wonky bun and smoothed it behind her ears as she went down the stairs. She opened her front door a crack.

“Jake,” she whispered. “What are you doing here?”

“I was just driving around.” He had always been prone to bouts of insomnia and had frequently taken over night feedings when the boys were babies.

Anna stood there, letting the silence open.

He smiled sheepishly. “I wanted to talk to you about your fund. I want to help however I can. I miss working as a team.”

You’re on someone else’s team, she thought. She lingered in the doorway for another moment before stepping outside and closing the door behind her. It had started to rain, and though they were protected by the portico, Anna felt the damp on her skin.

“I know. It’s unfair of me to show up like this. I know. Clean break.” Anna fought the urge to tell him to come back inside the house and stay forever.

“I just never thought that I’d be taking Strangers public without you. I don’t know how to do it without you. I can’t have these conversations with Jess. She’s smart,” he hastened to add, “but not like you. She doesn’t know all the history.”

“I’m so sorry you miss my excellent business counsel,” Anna said.

“It’s more than that,” Jake said, taking a step closer to her. The cloud of his breath in the chilly air filled the space between them. He put his hand on her arm, and Anna was acutely aware of his touch.

She regretted stepping down from the doorway; now they were eye to eye. “You left,” she said quietly.

“I know. I—”

“You married someone else. You’re starting a family with someone else.”

Jake raked his hand through his hair. He was deliberating. After so many years, Anna knew all his tells intimately. “You chose this,” she said softly.

“It was an accident.”

“What?”

“The pregnancy. It was an accident. At least on my part. I didn’t mean to—”

“Jake, you can’t—”

His lips collided with hers, and then his arms were around her, pulling her in. For a moment Anna was lost in time. She and Jake hadn’t kissed at all since the split, but they also hadn’t kissed like this in many years. It was hungry, manic, a throwback to the early days when they’d been so full of pent-up desire.

In her mind, she dragged Jake inside. They went giggling down to the guest suite, leaving their clothes in a trail behind them, had the kind of sex they’d had in the beginning: full-bodied marathons that had left Anna so blissfully spent and energized that she wanted it again only minutes after they were done.

On the doorstep, Anna pulled away and shook her head, retreating inside before Jake could say another word. Just in case she hadn’t made her point, she turned off the porch light.

As she walked up the stairs to her bedroom, she let the tears cover her cheeks. Every time she was nearly over him, he pulled her back.





SAM


Padma had just finished her class. A sheen of sweat glittered on her skin. “Sam! Lola!” she said, the three of them collapsing into a humid embrace. “How are my two favorite ladies?”

A former dancer and the only instructor whose classes were as popular as Sam’s, Padma was Sam’s closest friend. Several years earlier, when she’d had her own kids, she’d moved to Shoreline, a ten-minute drive from the new studio. The proximity had been another selling point for moving there.

“Hey, what’s the latest with Greg?” Padma asked as Lola scampered off to the kitchen to snag a day-old pastry and she and Sam made their way toward the back office. She was the only one at Kin who knew about the offer.

“I told him I want to see how things go with the second location first. He reassured me that I’d retain control of the day-to-day of this studio, but the brand and my name and image would be attached to these other places. It makes me uneasy.”

“What if they fill up the place with Tinas?”

Tina had been an early hire when they were desperate for instructors. She’d appeared to be on board with the studio’s ethos but had been unable to stop herself from discussing “bikini bodies” during class and pointing out which exercises would give you “that nice juicy booty.” She told new moms they’d get their bodies “back” soon. When Sam found out she was surreptitiously selling weight-loss supplements to clients, Tina became the first—though by no means the only—instructor Sam had to fire. Finding and retaining talent was one of her biggest challenges.

In the back office, Serena was clicking away at her desktop, her usual giant matcha latte at her elbow. “Sam!” she said, standing for a hug. “I was just going to email you. I’ve got that list of North Sound influencers you asked for.”

“The North Sound has influencers?” said Padma. “Hashtag LynnwoodLife?”

“Snob,” Sam said.

“I found a bunch!” Serena continued cheerfully, sitting back in front of her computer. “There’s a really popular mom blogger in Edmonds, this gal that does fitness and lifestyle in Mukilteo, and then this one right in Portside!”

A photo of Jessica Sarnoff—backlit in her kitchen and luminous as the Madonna—filled the screen. Sam felt as though she were hearing Serena’s voice from the other end of a long tunnel.

“And she’s pregnant! Right in our target demo.”

Sam was so acutely aware of her own face it was as though she couldn’t remember how to make a neutral expression. She peered at the caption on Serena’s monitor, avoiding Padma’s eyes.

Fifteen weeks and the bump is bumping! Jessica was turned to the side to show off her slightly protruding belly. Her skin was glowing, and her hair was a shiny river down her back.

“She’s married to the guy who founded Strangers,” Serena continued. “It’s like a meet-up site or something? Kinda for olds. My mom has a cookbook club on there. Anyway! Jessica’s thing is dogs and cats. She also posts about beauty and fitness and stuff. She’s a smokeshow, right? Her follower base is mostly local too.”

“Great find,” said Sam. “Why don’t you message her and offer her a free prenatal class?”

Serena beamed and continued with her mini–marketing update. Sam barely listened. Padma didn’t know, she reminded herself. Only Jacinta knew.

At last Serena wrapped up. “You’re the best,” Sam said. “But I’ve got to get going. I’ve got a private in Madison Park in an hour, and you know how the traffic is.”

“Erin?” Padma said.

Sam nodded and kissed her friend. “See you tonight. Thanks for keeping an eye on Lola.”
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Private clients like Erin Cavitt made up a small but lucrative piece of Sam’s business. Most were former students, city girls who’d married and moved to Medina and Mercer Island. Erin, though, was a single lawyer turned investment banker in her early forties who was too busy to make it to the studio. She was a dynamo and Sam’s favorite. Within five minutes of talking to her, she made you forget how small she was, the bigness of her inner self overtaking her small frame.

Sam arrived at Erin’s chic East Madison town house with its partial view of the lake, awash in good lighting and blond wood. Erin had been traveling for work, and they hadn’t seen each other in a couple of months. She practically leapt into Sam’s arms.

“Sam! Oh. Em. Gee. I’ve missed you so much,” Erin said.

“Me too! How was your trip?”

“Japan was beautiful. If you haven’t been, you have to go.”

Sam half listened as Erin rolled out her mat in the sunny little atrium off her kitchen. The tall windows faced an exquisite little backyard garden. A ghost of an alternate life flashed through Sam’s mind, one where she’d stayed with coding and joined the tech gold rush, where she and Lola lived in a sleek town house and she didn’t have to think about the weight of her business loans and the looming expenditure of college. The problem with this ghost life was that she could never figure out how Lola was there. Each time she played out alternate scenarios, each time she grasped at the unrealized possibilities, they led her back to a life without Lola. And there was no life without Lola.

Sam guided Erin into a warrior pose and both women quieted. Sam ran her fingertips over Erin’s shoulders and tuned in to her energy. Nervous anticipation thrummed though her muscles. She had something to tell Sam.

“I saw Jake Sarnoff is taking Strangers public,” Erin said. “My partners are pissed because they chose Sequoia to underwrite. It made me think of you.”

Sam smiled and tipped her head. Once, years ago, Erin had been gossiping about Jake and his divorce, which she had heard was less amicable than he wanted the public to believe. Sam had gently interrupted to say that she knew Jake. She didn’t go into detail, only saying that their relationship hadn’t ended well.

“I read the piece in the Times,” Sam said lightly. “Here, let’s get you on your back. Legs up for some scissors. You know the drill.” She paused to check Erin’s form. “Do you … think it will go for a lot? The IPO?”

“There’s hype,” Erin said, pointing her toes and propping herself up for scissor kicks. “It could be between five and ten billion. But I’ve also been hearing rumors that the company’s financials might not be so solid.”

Sam brought up Erin’s back arm from where it was drooping behind her but said nothing.

“You never said how you met him,” added Erin. “But to be honest, I never liked him. All his talk of feminism. It just feels fake.”

Sam focused on a fiddle-leaf fig in the corner. She was so used to having instincts about people that she forgot other people had intuition too.

“Like maybe,” Erin said, “he’s hiding something.”
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The morning drizzle died down, and Sam decided she had time for a walk through the Arboretum, which had been her favorite place when she was a student. College had been two decades ago, but it felt so nearby. The time between then and now seemed to be collapsing. As she made her way into the Winter Garden, there were only a few other people there, admiring the hellebores. She loved the hush of this place, the way the trees created a cathedral. It looked so unchanged since the days she had spent walking these paths, pleasantly alone, puzzling through the algorithm and thinking through what attributes they might add to make the results more precise.

For the past twenty years, a piece of Sam had lived inside of Strangers. Reporters always mentioned the unknowable magic of the site’s original algorithm. There was Sam, buried inside the very thing that made Strangers special, a major part of the reason it had succeeded when 95 percent of its competitors had failed.

Sam could feel the different versions of herself walking these paths over time, the way they split apart, ran together, colliding like atoms, then reintegrating into a whole. There she was under the flaming fall foliage, chatting with Sai. There she was on a blanket on the grass with Jake, the azaleas bursting in hot-pink bloom. There she was saying good-bye without realizing it.

The first time she successfully wrote a piece of code, watching those glowing numbers and letters on the screen bring something new into being, she had felt like God creating a new reality. In college, she had loved the work but not the classes. Each time she walked into a lecture hall, row after row of her fellow students looked her over—resenting her, judging her, dismissing her. She was the only woman, the men bird-boned, pasty. Coding was their only source of power.

Sai Chandra had been the exception, handsome, without a hostile bone in his body. After their first class together, they’d become fast friends. Soon he confided in her that he and his friend Jake were creating a product. Sai talked about Jake with a breathless wonder. “He wants to connect people, bring them together around the things they love: music, books, movies,” Sai told her.

Sam felt a vicarious excitement as she listened, as though Jake’s charisma was working through his proxy. At twenty years old, the two men were starting a company together. Their confidence was astounding. She assumed she would learn to code and then find a job at a tech company. One day, after accumulating years of experience, maybe she would create her own product. But not then.

Sai described his and Jake’s plans as he and Sam made their way along the gravel path in the Japanese Garden, both carrying gigantic coffees. The software he and Jake were developing had hit a snag, Sai said. People didn’t love the recommendations they were getting. Beta users were abandoning the program. He had created an elegant system that could interpret users’ preferences once they had begun to use the site, but they needed to use it for a while to get relevant recommendations.

One night, he invited her to a party at the old Victorian he shared with roommates, including Jake Sarnoff. The moment Jake first smiled at her, Sam felt as if they were in a secret chess game, watching each of their moves fall into place before either of them had moved a piece. “Sai told me all about you!” he said, closing the space between them. “He said you’re the smartest person in his class.”

“Jake’s a programmer too,” said Sai.

“A novice,” Jake said. “A hobbyist.”

“A Renaissance man,” Sai said, a sentiment many reporters would echo about him later in his life.

The three of them drank shots of dreadful charcoal-filtered vodka and beer late into the night. At some point everyone else had left or passed out. Sam found herself in Jake’s room, alone with him except for his roommate snoring away in the top bunk. Jake and Sam lay whispering to each other in the bottom bunk, discovering their mirrored pasts—their lost fathers, their beloved mothers—as well as his surprisingly urgent desire for children.

“Sai thinks you’re a genius, you know,” he said.

She blushed. “He didn’t say that.”

“Yes, he did,” Jake said. “And so beautiful,” he added softly. “You are, I mean. You’re beautiful.”

It was this stammering declaration that won Sam over, the little fault line in his confidence.

Sometime in the predawn hours, just when she was losing hope, he kissed her. Their love affair was instantaneous, entangled with their work together on the nascent version of Strangers. Sam was the one who refined the data sets and discovered that the image-conscious students they were interviewing were lying about what they liked. Young women pretended to like Jack Kerouac rather than Candace Bushnell. Young men obviously liked the Stones and not *NSYNC.

It was Sam who connected these human beings to the code. Jake waxed poetic about her intuitive powers and her ability to translate them into software. It would take her a long time—too long—to say out loud what she had to Sienna Markowitz: that she was not a helpmate but a coinventor. With the deck so stacked in his favor, Jake would have been successful at something someday, but without Sam, it wouldn’t have been Strangers.

Jacinta was right. Soon, thanks to Sam’s silence, he’d be untouchable. She stopped near the pagoda now, just off the pond. She was the only person in sight. The green and brown of the dormant gardens gave the park an almost stultifying stillness. It was all she could do not to scream at the top of her lungs.

Driving back to Portside, Sam picked up a call from Sienna. “I’ve been reporting on tech for years, and I’ve seen this pattern before,” the reporter said. “A group of young founders with a romantically involved couple, who gets cut out when it takes off? But without documentation, I’m afraid this story could just look like gossip.”

“How ironic,” Sam said. “If social media had existed then like it does now, everything would be documented.”

“Is there anything you can think of to back this up? Do you have notes you took while you were working with Jake and Sai? Even journal entries from that time, photos, whatever.”

There must have been notes at some point, but Sam had long since thrown away most things having to do with that period of time. She cut north on I-5, furious with herself and ashamed all over again. “There is one thing,” she said, “but it doesn’t look good for me.”

“Tell me what you’ve got,” said Sienna. “We can put our heads together.”
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After Jake had graduated, he and Sam stayed together. Her plan had been to stay in Seattle that summer, but Jacinta, who already felt Sam was foolish for taking on student debt to go to a university outside the UC system, where her tuition would have been partly waived because of her mother’s tenured professorship, laughed aloud at the suggestion.

Instead, Sam got a job at a café in Irvine. Day after day, she dreamily went on working at the café and hanging out with friends from high school whom she felt suddenly many years older than, her mind and heart already projecting forward to the fall when she’d be back in school and spending every free moment with Jake. Somehow with the change of scenery, her mind spun even faster. She told herself she’d have even more to offer Jake and Sai—they were her partners, weren’t they?—when she saw them next. She noodled around building web pages with Javascript and putting together a program to find prime numbers in arithmetic progression.

By the time Jake came to visit in mid-July, she had their whole future planned out: their business plan, their growth strategy. Meanwhile, Jake and Sai had gotten some start-up capital from Jake’s stepfather and his friends. He was ecstatic: What I Want was about to become real. She began to fantasize about dropping out of school to join them.

But Jake set her straight, encouraging her to finish school. “Honestly, I’m really glad I finished school,” he told her. “The suits respect that, you know? They already basically think we’re kids as it is. You can join us when you graduate.”

He seemed to receive endless phone calls to his cell during that trip, and his stories were interwoven with names of people Sam didn’t know. She could feel their connection fraying. He was happy to be with her, eager for them to sleep together, but his life was spiraling away from hers with increasing velocity.

The week after Jake left Irvine, he was never home when Sam called. Only after the hundredth desultory back-and-forth with his mother did Sam begin to understand that Jake was done with her. But it still felt incomprehensible. Weren’t they in love?

At last, he returned one of her calls. She knew the moment she heard his voice. His tone was detached, cold. “This long-distance thing isn’t working,” he said.

“I’ll be back in a month and a half!”

“We’re just in, like, really different places right now. You need to focus on school. I need to put all my energy into What I Want. I just don’t have time for a relationship.”

Sam crumpled into her childhood bed, looking up at the makeshift gallery wall of taped-up pages of YM and Seventeen: perfume advertisements with hot guys and black-and-white spreads featuring buxom GUESS jeans models. “But you can’t…” It was as though a series of small explosions were happening in Sam’s brain. She could not even mount a defense.

Jake mumbled something to someone in the room with him. “My mom needs me,” he said. “Look, I’m sorry. I really care about you, but sometimes things just don’t work out, okay?”

Later, with the benefit of age and reflection, the breakup would make perfect sense. Jake had hurtled into adulthood, and she was still in school. But to her at twenty years old, it was a cataclysm. The idea of not being with Jake again, of not hearing his voice each day, of never being in his arms again, felt unbearable. Underneath all that devastation was anger. He’d taken so many pieces of her. She’d never have given so freely if she’d known he was just going to leave.

After that, Jake didn’t answer her calls. She had several terse back-and-forths with his mother, Pam, when she tried the houseˈs landline. The few times they’d met, Pam had been polite, but Sam had always sensed she didn’t approve.

A few days into August, she called Sai. He indulged Sam for several long conversations while she paced in the courtyard of Jacinta’s house. He told her to give Jake some time, to wait until she saw him in the fall. At last, Sai began avoiding her calls as well.

For days, Sam stayed in bed. She couldn’t sleep. She was despondent; the world had turned colorless.

“Mija, I know it hurts, but it’s for the best,” Jacinta told her. “You need to worry about your own life.”

“I just know this isn’t really over,” Sam said.

“Amor,” Jacinta said, “you can’t just wait around for a boy.”

Though this was very much not what her mother meant, Sam agreed. Waiting didn’t feel like an option. So she took action. What she did next would put her at a disadvantage for the next two decades and make her second-guess every choice she made, irrevocably widening the power gap between her and Jake.

Sam woke before Jacinta, hastily packed a bag, and drove her old Honda north, drinking coffee. She was exhausted, manic. She had not eaten in days and replayed each moment with Jake from the instant they’d met. As she drove, she became more entrenched in those memories (Jake beside her while she coded, Jake kissing her neck and telling her how in sync they were) so that she was no longer in real time, no longer the Sam whose phone calls had been ignored. She was in the past. She felt certain she was right. They weren’t over. They’d be together again. Jake just needed to understand.

It was past midnight when she arrived at Jake’s mom and stepfather’s house in Portside. She had never been there before, but even in the dark, she could tell the house was beautiful—not a mansion exactly, but it was two generous stories and had a view of the water. It didn’t match the picture of struggle Jake had painted of his childhood. The front entrance had a high arch and a facade of river stones, and there was a window over the door through which you could see the chandelier that lit the foyer.

It was Jake’s stepfather who answered the door. Sam had barely said hello when she heard a voice from the top of the stairs. “Rick!” Pam snapped. “What in the hell is going on?”

The look Pam gave her as she descended the stairs, wrapped in a fuzzy bathrobe, would stay with Sam forever. Her face was twisted with astonishment—and rage. “Samantha?” she said. Pam had never once gotten Sam’s name right, and this was not the time to correct her. She stepped in front of her husband. “What do you think you’re doing here?”

“Pam, I’m so sorry. Just … could I please talk to Jake?”

“It’s the middle of the night!”

“If I could just talk to Jake—”

“He doesn’t want to talk to you,” Pam said. “That’s what it means when someone doesn’t answer your phone calls. I’m very sorry that you interpreted your relationship with my son as something more serious than it was, but this behavior is completely inappropriate. You need to leave.”

“I just …” Tears of humiliation filled Sam’s eyes. She felt stunned. Some part of her knew she should accept defeat and go home. But she’d come all this way. She was sleep-deprived, caffeine-mangled, crushed. To not even get a few minutes to talk to Jake was unthinkable.

Perhaps it was Jacinta’s genes that took over. Sam pounded on the door, rang the bell over and over. When Pam reappeared, her face was enraged. She opened the door. Sam yelled Jake’s name. His appearance at the top of the stairs felt, for a minute, like a triumph. “Sam?” he said. He did want to see her. He understood they needed closure.

“Listen, you little nutjob,” Pam said, her face contorted, “if you don’t get off of my doorstep this very minute, I’ll—”

“Mom,” Jake said, softly pulling his mother away from the door. “It’s okay. I’ve got it.”

At last, they were alone.

“What are you doing here?” he asked. He was wearing sweatpants and a T-shirt from Big Time, a brewery by campus, items so homey and familiar that Sam felt a wave of grief.

“I just needed to talk to you. You wouldn’t answer my calls. I just—I can’t stand the idea that we’ll never speak again.”

He let out a long sigh. Was it possible he was as sad as she was? “I’m sorry. I just need some space right now. So I can get over you.”

“I just—don’t think we’re really over,” Sam sputtered. “I just think you’re being shortsighted. You don’t understand. Remember how I cracked the algorithm? How I knew?”

He’d seen it then. He’d marveled at her. But now he looked at her, incredulous. “Sam,” he said, “come on.”

During this increasingly frustrating and mortifying back-and-forth, Sam distantly registered the wail of police sirens. It did not occur to her that those sounds had anything to do with her until the officers were right behind her, until she heard a man’s voice: “Miss?”

Sam turned. The front door of the house opened to reveal Pam.

“We’ve gotten a call about trespassing?” one of the officers said.

“Yes,” Pam said, “this young woman refuses to leave the premises.”

“Mom!” said Jake. “This isn’t necessary.”

But it was Pam’s house, not Jake’s. Portside was a small town, and it was perhaps for this reason that the cops reluctantly put Sam in their squad car. They knew Pam and her husband. They didn’t know Sam, who spent a truly dreadful night at the station before being released the next morning.

Several weeks later, the final, brutal blow was dealt. Jake filed a restraining order against her. Something in her crumpled, her confidence taking a permanent hit.

“Wow,” Sienna said at this part of the story, “what a dick.”

Sam’s shame about what she’d done had always caused her to reflexively defend Pam’s and Jake’s actions. “He regretted it. I know that.”

“Do you think it spooked him, what you said about the algorithm?”

“I don’t know if it even penetrated. He saw himself as the inventor. He still does.” Sam pulled into her driveway. “I’m so sorry but I have to run. Can I email you and we can set up another time to talk? There’s more,” Sam said. “A lot more.”

“Sure,” Sienna said. “I did some digging, and Jake only put his S-1 filing in this week. We’ve got plenty of time to get to everything. The more details and backup you can share, the better. You want to come at them with everything you’ve got.”
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That night, Sam came home to find Lola and Padma in the kitchen devouring the leftover lasagna Sam had prepared the night before. “Why can’t I have you as a wife?” Padma asked playfully. “Are you single?”

“She’s too single,” Lola said and laughed. “Seriously, Mom, you need a boyfriend.”

“Excuse me?” Sam smiled and pulled her daughter in for a hug.

“Or a girlfriend or a nonbinary partner,” Lola said.

“Sexy contenders of all genders, come right up!” Padma said.

It wasn’t that there’d been no one since Lola was born, but Sam had kept them all at a comfortable distance, saving her liaisons for travel: sometimes on girls’ trips with Padma or when she went to fitness conferences. These had included the occasional woman. Sam told herself that, between running a business and being a single mom, she simply had no time for a romantic relationship. When Lola and Kin were babies, that had been true enough. But as the years went by, her habits had become more entrenched. Years had passed since she’d even been on a proper date.

Even now, Sam was afraid she wouldn’t be able to be in love and keep herself whole. Further, she wasn’t sure she wanted the kind of love that would leave her entirely intact. There was something unmatchable about the thrill of letting yourself completely disintegrate in the presence of raging, wild feelings. She’d been through enough therapy to understand how self-defeating this belief was.

“Remind me to talk to you about it tomorrow, but I found this amazing fitness videographer,” Padma said. Increasingly, she was against the idea of franchising and had been doggedly sending Sam ideas about creating an online platform for classes.

“Great!” Sam said. She appreciated her friend’s enthusiasm. Then again, the debt wasn’t in Padma’s name. Padma’s husband was an ocular surgeon; her parents were wealthy.

As soon as Lola was safely tucked into bed in her own room, Padma looked at Sam. “You think she’ll be an entrepreneur like her mom someday?”

“Maybe,” said Sam, smiling. “At the moment, she says she wants to do robotics or AI.”

“At last,” Padma said, “the mystery is solved. The baby daddy is Elon Musk, isn’t it?”

Sam laughed. Padma had always respected Sam’s reticence to talk about Lola’s father. “I was a programmer for an AI start-up right out of college.”

“What? Really? How could I not have known this about you?”

“I wasn’t there very long,” Sam said with a nod. “It helped me pay off my student loans, but otherwise it wasn’t the best experience.”

“Wow, it’s just hard to imagine you surrounded by a bunch of tech bros in their coder caves. You don’t even do your own Instagram.”

“What’s funny is that coding was originally thought of as ‘women’s work,’” Sam said. “Women operated some of the original computational devices during World War II. Afterwards in the 1960s, the idea that it was secretarial hung on. Bosses wanted detail-oriented, meticulous little ladies punching away. It wasn’t until the eighties when things changed. All of a sudden programing meant status and money, and guess who got sidelined?” Sam shrugged.

“You will never cease to amaze me,” Padma said. “Do you miss it?”

“Sometimes,” Sam said. She crossed the room to a bookshelf and pulled out an old photo album—a relic. Sam’s roommate had insisted on taking the first-day-of-work photo of her, replete in her Ann Taylor Loft slacks and sweater, a Future-tech badge around her neck.

Padma gasped. “Oh my God, you’re a baby! And you’re so—” Padma caught herself, but Sam knew what she was going to say.

“Skinny? I know. Not a happy time.”

It was perverse, but like every woman she knew, Sam could pinpoint her weight during almost any given year. All her efforts to counteract this culture couldn’t change it, as if society had installed software in her that she couldn’t delete.

Jake had dropped the restraining order quickly, but not before Jacinta had had to pony up several thousand dollars to hire a defense attorney, something that still filled Sam with humiliation. By the time she returned to school, she’d lost twenty pounds.

“You’re beautiful no matter what,” Padma said, “but you don’t look like yourself.”

“I wasn’t myself,” Sam said. “I unintentionally lost a bunch of weight one summer, but once I got back to school, everyone kept telling me how great I looked. So then I kept it off.”

There were also the men.

Sam had always been a pretty girl, and men had always looked at her, but once she was thin, it seemed all men were looking at her all the time. Sam hadn’t realized she’d been invisible to so many of them before. Or that it had mattered to her. But the new wave of attention that followed her everywhere was intoxicating. Sometimes when she went to get coffee, one of the male baristas would just give it to her for free.

By the end of Sam’s senior year, she’d lost an additional ten pounds and was wearing a size six, sometimes a four. As the world reflected back its approval of her thinness, Sam began to see herself differently too. She began to see her emerging ribs and clavicle as marks of beauty, the sharper cheekbones and jawline signs of power. She was miserable. But she was thin.

“So, what happened with the tech job?” Padma asked.

Her male colleagues had either “jokingly” hit on her relentlessly or barely spoken to her. Sam had been one of the two women in an office of twenty-five people—the other woman had been an admin assistant in her fifties whom the boys loved because she was constantly baking them things—and the sole person of color. The founder of the company grilled potential hires with inane brainteasers (how many hot dogs would you have to stack end to end to reach the height of the Space Needle?), and a framed vintage print of Lena Söderberg’s 1972 Playboy spread featured prominently above his desk. He relished explaining its significance as the first digitized image to anyone who asked, lest they accuse him of simply having porn in his office. He made a huge point of asking Sam what she recommended whenever they phoned in takeout from the Mexican joint below their office.

“You know what they say,” Sam said now. “I wasn’t a ‘culture fit.’”

“Barf,” Padma said. “Good that you started your own thing, anyway.”

Sam smiled, but she wondered if her entrepreneurial spirit was out of desire or necessity, and if it even mattered anymore. She liked calling the shots; she liked creating a space for women, a small but significant haven, she hoped. If only it weren’t for that pesky tiny issue of several hundred million dollars that should have been in her account.

“Can you imagine,” Padma said, now fully absorbed in Sam’s old photo album, “how different things might have been if you’d stayed in tech?”





ANNA


Christmas always snuck up on Anna. When her parents were still together, there had almost always been a fight. Her mother bent over backward trying to make the holiday festive, exhausting herself. When her father complained about something trivial, things blew up. Everyone was screaming, and—in one memorable instance—someone had thrown an entire dish of mashed potatoes against the wall. The grease from the butter had left a permanent stain on the yellow-and-pink-patterned wallpaper. After they’d split, life was calmer in many ways, but poverty caused its own turmoil. On Christmas, Anna used to wonder if her father would show. Some years he stopped by with his paint-peeled ancient Chevy full of gifts; other years he didn’t even call. More than anything, it was the uncertainty that made Anna so miserable.

When she and Jake were together, Christmas turned joyous. After Dylan was born, she glimpsed what the holiday was supposed to be like: the traditions, the wonder, the pause on any and all family enmity. The holiday was Pam’s personal Super Bowl, and even now, there was no question of anyone else hosting.

This was their third Christmas since Jessica had entered the picture. Anna had initially tried to divide the day, but the boys had been beside themselves at the disruption. Worse, on the first Christmas Eve without her, they had found all their presents left sitting in view in Jake’s office. The boys had sat there listless, looking at gift cards and Xboxes. None of it wrapped. None of it personal.

This year marked their second Christmas with Jessica “as a family.” The first since Jake had kissed her on the doorstep and told her it had all been a mistake.

Anna stood in her closet, trying to figure out what to wear to Christmas dinner with her ex-husband. Dylan and Ben were being entertained by their slightly bawdy and boozy grandmother Diane. Anna’s mother had blossomed in her sixties, owing to a tight-knit group of well-traveled girlfriends and a voracious bingo habit. She honestly made growing old as a single woman look pretty great. Anna wondered if she could get away with sending the boys over to Pam’s for Christmas while she and her mom stayed home and ordered pizza. Anna wished she could care just a little less about everyone else’s feelings. As it was, she didn’t have the energy to fight that fight.

She hadn’t seen Jake since the kiss, but he’d been texting her consistently, sometimes quotidian details about their sons and sometimes another kind of text.

Remember Rome?

She gingerly pulled out the lingerie drawer containing the several sets she’d bought in Italy and opened the little silk bags that each set came with, feeling the fine, soft mesh and lace between her fingers. Italy had been their first big vacation after the series A funding had come through and they’d really had money. They’d left the kids with Pam for two weeks and splurged, staying in five-star hotels in Rome, Venice, and Florence and then adorable little rented apartments in tiny towns like Atrani on the Mediterranean coast. They ate pasta and pizza that made a mockery of American versions and went shopping in Milan, where Jake bought her eye-wateringly expensive dresses and shoes. They had sex twice a day and made out in cafés as if they were having an affair.

“Remember Rome?” was all he had to say to make her blush crimson. On their second night in Rome, Anna had stood on the balcony looking out at the ruins that were visible from their window. Jake had come up behind her and taken a sip from her glass of champagne.

Anna had felt a bit caught out because she’d just been noticing a handsome man sitting on his own small balcony across the street who’d been staring at her. He’d continued to stare as Jake kissed her neck and his hand wandered, lifting up her silk robe and tugging at the very pair of gossamer panties Anna now held in her hands. When he’d gently spread her legs apart, his tongue tracing the small of her back, she’d started. “Jake!”

“If you don’t like it, I’ll stop,” he’d said.

He’d seen the stranger too. And they didn’t stop.

Anna slammed her lingerie drawer shut, returning to the world where that man was someone else’s husband.

Twenty minutes later the four of them arrived at Pam’s. The whole house had been transformed into the North Pole: nutcrackers flanked the entryway; cottony fake snow and gigantic candy canes lined the perimeter of the entire main floor.

“Don’t you look glamorous?” Pam said when Anna walked in, handing Pam a bottle of wine. Anna felt a sudden surge of self-consciousness, as though Pam might be able to tell she’d tried harder than usual.

“Oh, thank you,” she said. “You look lovely too.”

“Well, I’m hoping these Spanx will help keep me from overeating,” Pam said, leaning in.

“Not me!” Diane chimed in cheerfully. “I wore my fat pants.”

“Oh please,” Pam said. “Diane, you always look great.”

Now in her late sixties, Anna’s mom was still slim, but her skin showed the wear and tear of stress and fatigue and a whiskey and cigarette habit Anna and her sisters had finally implored her to give up after a cancer scare nine years earlier. These days she stuck to wine and beer and went on power walks with her neighbor four times a week, which in Diane’s estimation made her practically a fitness buff. Pam was the same age but looked younger, plumper, and well cared for. The two women had always gotten along inexplicably well.

Pam had always adored Anna, making it clear from the moment she met her how pleased she was by her son’s choice. Anna suspected that for Pam—a woman who still waxed poetic about Ronald Reagan—Anna’s life story proved something that Pam deeply wanted to believe about America: that pulling oneself out of poverty was a matter only of work ethic and diligence. Of bootstraps.

Anna had never meant to tell Pam about her teenage pregnancy. But after she’d had Dylan, in those early days of motherhood when hormones and sleep deprivation had brought Anna to the darkest of places, she’d confessed. Pam was so kind. She countered Anna’s fears of being judged. The knowledge seemed only to deepen Pam’s respect for her daughter-in-law. Diane had been stalwart in her support during Anna’s pregnancy, but quietly, she’d taken it as a failure on her own part as a mother. She simply hadn’t been able to help Anna emotionally process what happened, too caught up in her own shame.

Whatever judgment Pam might have placed on Anna for her teenage pregnancy seemed obliterated by her admiration for Anna’s decision not to terminate it. “You made the ultimate sacrifice,” Pam said. “And because of that, your daughter is happy with a family that could care for her. I admire you so much.”

Anna knew the words were meant kindly, but the thought of her daughter out there in the world somewhere always sent a flare of pain through her entire being. She did not tell Pam that she still had nightmares about the moment they’d taken the baby from her arms, horrific ones in which she was searching an abandoned hospital for a baby whose cries echoed throughout its halls.

Anna had told Jake about the baby when they were dating. He’d listened sympathetically but his evident discomfort had made it clear he had no appetite to discuss the subject further with her. So she’d leaned on Pam, and because of this, Anna would always love her.

The sight of Jake standing by the hearth, handsome, wearing a maroon cashmere sweater she’d bought for him several Christmases ago, caused Anna’s heart to lurch a little. He was laughing with Rick about his having been deputized to hang Pam’s roughly one thousand snowflake decorations from their vaulted ceiling. Jake’s father’s death had been so amplified in the creation myth of Strangers—his lonely, grieving mother the inspiration to bring people together online—that Anna sometimes felt bad for the way it erased his stepfather. Rick had been in Jake’s life since he was seventeen. He’d contributed money to Strangers on several occasions. He adored Jake and his grandchildren.

Jake turned to look at Anna and smiled, holding eye contact for just a beat too long before Jessica appeared by his side. Pam took Anna’s coat, and Rick handed her a glass of champagne. Anna went around the room with a plastered smile, accepting a hug from everyone, including—because it was Christmas and she wasn’t a monster—Jessica. Bless her heart. Jessica was expanding, expansive, in her pregnancy. Her hair, already long and lush before, was cascading down her back like a mermaid’s. She was glowing.

“Good grief,” Diane whispered to Anna, making her smile.

The week before, Jessica had posted a picture of herself in her underwear showing off the small protrusion of her baby bump. Anna had tried not to look but had lost the battle when Dylan had described it at the breakfast table. The image came back to her now: Jessica’s full breasts spilling over, the rest of her backlit and ripe. The fact that Dylan had seen it made Anna a bit queasy.

When at last she tuned fully into the conversation, everyone was talking about Strangers and the IPO. “I have to confess,” Jake was saying, “the due diligence is unnerving. Not that we have anything to hide, but it makes you feel a little like you’re on trial.”

Anna’s eyes glazed over. It was no longer her company. No longer her husband. The options she owned would likely make her richer than she could imagine. But if she could invest the money with purpose, it might feel less as if it belonged to Jake.

As she crossed the room to refill her glass, passing the long walnut dining table lined with elaborate place settings, he came up to her from behind. “Anna?”

She found the champagne. “Hmm?”

“I wanted to talk to you.” He looked nervous, which made him look vulnerable, which sent Anna’s heart into a somersault. Everyone perceived him as hyperconfident, but it was this other side that always drew Anna in. All those nights he’d woken up in a panic worried that he’d be a failure, all those times he’d seemed so in need of her approval, all those moments when the vast wall of his belief in himself broke down and doubt came gushing through. Assuaging his fears, being allowed to see them at all, had made her feel powerful and loved.

Was he about to tell her that the kiss had been a mistake? Or that it hadn’t been and he was leaving Jess?

“They’ve been asking me a lot about Sai,” he said. “About him leaving.”

Ah, the due diligence. Anna’s mind came back to earth, knocked off the precipice of—what? A reunion with Jake? It had always been like this, the business and the personal interwoven so tightly there was no space between them. “Well,” she said, regaining her composure, “it was a big moment in the company’s history.”

The breakup with Sai had happened when Dylan and Ben were young, during the series A funding. A new infusion of capital into the company had meant that Anna could take a step back from her day job and focus on their boys and, of course, the work she did for Strangers. Jake loved having her as an ambassador for the brand. He was always encouraging her to help manage the communities. If the moderators’ council was split on something, it was Anna he called in to deal with it as his proxy.

As part of the series A funding, the investors wanted to restructure. Sai had been reluctant about working with venture capitalists to begin with. He wanted to stay lean and continue to grow slowly, but Jake’s ambitions were bigger.

“You love Sai,” Anna said at the time, astonished by the split. “You’ve been together since the beginning.”

“Of course I care about him,” Jake said, defensive. “This is business, Anna. Sai and I don’t have the same vision for where Strangers is going next, and the investors want him out.”

“What does that mean, that you don’t share a vision?”

“Sai is thinking small; he’s too idealistic. All social media companies are in for a reckoning if they don’t figure out the revenue piece. We’re not immune. You can’t run on dreams and hype forever. Strangers is too important to let it be another casualty.”

The idea of Sai as the impractical one didn’t check out. Everyone knew Jake was the dreamer, Sai his anchoring force. That particular conversation cemented something for Anna: As much as Jake talked about her being his partner, he only actually consulted her on big decisions with the understanding that she was helpful but not critical. He had the final say. He had the power.

Standing in his mother’s house all these years later, he looked hesitant. “You don’t think I screwed Sai over, do you?” Sai had been given $8 million for his half of the company. But it hadn’t been his choice to go. And the company was possibly worth billions now.

“Sai’s done well for himself,” Anna said cautiously. “He made the best of things.”

“So you do think I screwed him over?”

“You did what you had to do to keep the business moving forward,” she said. Over the years, she’d thought so much about this forward momentum of theirs, how much it had cost just how many people. “It was a long time ago. Anyway, what do you care what I think?”

“I’ve always cared what you thought,” he said, looking wounded. “More than anyone. You’re the one who’s been with me through all of it.” Anna’s consistency, her solidity, was what she had to offer him. Even now.

“The IPO process is going to be stressful, but you’ll get through it.” “Someday soon it will be you putting founders through their paces. When you eclipse me, I’ll say I knew you when.”

Anna shook her head. Whereas Jake experienced only fleeting moments of self-doubt, she experienced only fleeting moments of self-confidence. Her faith in her idea and capabilities was like a silvery fish that shimmered just out of her reach. Each time she tried to grasp it, to hold on, it slipped from her hand.

“I wish I had you on the other side of the table now,” he said. Was he still talking about the business? “I know what you bring to it.” He moved closer to her. His hand was on her arm, and his breath was in her ear. Everyone else faded from the room. “Remember?” he said.

“Time to open presents!” Pam’s voice rang out. Jake and Anna jumped apart like guilty teenagers. In the living-room window, the lights of the last ferry of the night sparkled out across the sound. Anna tracked its progress but could still feel Jake’s eyes on her.

The house erupted with bits of ribbons and wrapping paper, the boys tearing through their presents—gift cards from their father, innumerable expensive pieces of clothing from Pam, including $300 sneakers Dylan had wanted. Anna had shelled out for Seahawks tickets for the boys—complete with a night in a downtown hotel for the three of them—and they’d been excited that morning (God knew they didn’t need more stuff). But her gift suddenly seemed puny in the face of their grandmother’s extravagance.

Just as they were almost finished, Pam pulled out a last gift. Apple Watches for both boys. Dylan and Ben practically levitated. Anna sighed. Pam really ought to have asked her permission. One more device to monitor.

Diane had brought a bûche de Noël she’d made for dessert. After dinner as they dug into the thick chocolatey slices, Jessica gingerly sat down next to Anna. “Thank you again for the spa gift certificate,” she said.

Anna had panic-purchased it two days before so the boys would have something to give their stepmother. “Of course,” she said, wondering if it would be too obvious if she got up right then to get more wine.

“I’m sorry I didn’t get you anything! I just thought …”

“Oh, it’s fine. Truly.”

There was an endless silence. For God’s sake, where was Pam to butt in when you needed her? “I always get behind on my Christmas shopping and leave it to the last minute,” Jessica said. “Honestly, I dread the holidays.”

“Really?”

“Ever since my mom died. It just makes me so sad.”

Jessica’s mother was dead? Had Anna known this? Was she supposed to know this? “I’m sorry. That must be so hard.”

Jessica shifted her gaze and her eyes shimmered. Anna realized Jessica was on the verge of tears (weren’t you always when you were pregnant?) and that she didn’t want Anna to see. The grasp at remaining dignified moved Anna. As painful as it was to admit, this woman was having a child who would be the sibling of Anna’s children. She couldn’t regard Jessica as a walking Instagram account forever.

“What happened?” Anna asked gently.

“Ovarian cancer. I was seventeen. She was sick for about six months, and then she was just gone.”

A dead mother on top of everything. Jessica really was a Disney princess. Anna had tried her best not to think about what had bonded Jake and Jessica, but to lose a parent so young was life-altering. The death of Jake’s father was his touchstone; he returned to it again and again for direction, for motivation, not to mention to excuse every questionable thing he’d ever done.

“I’m very sorry to hear that,” Anna said. “It must be hard now especially, being pregnant.”

Jessica smoothed a strand of hair behind her ear. “I just didn’t anticipate the way it would bring it all back.”

Over by the tree, Diane was getting a tutorial on the new TikTok dance from Ben while both boys howled with laughter. Only Diane could break through Dylan’s funk in an instant like that. However hard their times during Anna’s childhood, she had always had her mother. Even if Anna hadn’t been able to talk to her about every part of the experience, her mom had checked in on her daily when she’d been pregnant with her boys. Diane’s steely presence by her side was the only thing that had enabled Anna to survive the experience of giving up her daughter.

“Becoming a mother is an intense experience,” Anna said. “No one can understand until they’ve been through it.”

Jessica nodded. “I just find myself wondering if she’d be proud of me. I worry she wouldn’t be.”

Because you stole someone else’s husband? Anna almost said. But stopped herself. “I’m sure that’s not true.”

“I was going to go to school. Become a veterinarian,” Jessica said. “But my brothers were already in college when my mom got sick. There just wasn’t the money, and getting an assistant certificate was a way to start earning.”

“Well, you’re still young. You could go back to school now.”

“Maybe,” Jessica said, putting her hand over her stomach protectively.

Neither said what they both knew: being Jake’s wife left no room for other ambitions. “The IPO,” Jessica said cautiously, her eyes darting to where Jake stood by the window with Pam. “I know it’s this big, exciting thing, but it’s kind of dominating our lives at the moment.”

“Yeah,” Anna said, remembering how the light from Jake and his company had drowned out all else.

“And I’m not you.”

Anna sat up. “Sorry?”

“He values your opinion. It’s not like that with me. Not as much, anyway.”

“Oh” was all Anna could muster. Did he try to make them jealous of each other? Or was he simply that oblivious? Jake looked over at the two of them and smiled, looking self-assured, even proud. Shouldn’t it make a man nervous to see his two wives in conversation? Was there nothing, Anna wondered, as she excused herself to find more wine, that could knock him off-balance?





SAM


With Jacinta staying on the pull-out bed, the house was cramped. But for Sam, it was such a comfort, having her mother there for Christmas, she didn’t mind their being packed on top of one another like tweens at a slumber party. Every time she heard herself say, “Mom!” in the same tone as Lola, she had to laugh. Some things never changed.

The dinner—a honey ham alongside her mom’s signature stuffing and sweet potatoes—was perfect. Once they finished opening their presents, though, Lola stalked off to her bedroom.

“What’s with her?” Jacinta asked.

“I didn’t get her an iPhone,” said Sam. “I told her I wasn’t going to, but I think she had it in her head that I was going to surprise her. Three of her best friends from Ballard got phones for Christmas, and of course all of her new friends here have them.”

“It’s never easy to explain to teenagers what is and isn’t good for them. But it is the job.”

Sam refreshed their hot chocolate, adding a touch of peppermint schnapps to each mug.

“I don’t know how much longer I can hold out with this phone thing,” Sam said.

“She’s stubborn,” Jacinta said, smiling. “She knows what she wants.”

“I wonder where she gets that from,” Sam said. The older Lola got, the more she reminded Sam of Jacinta. Both of them were so passionate, so decisive. Jacinta had had the courage to leave Mérida and move to the States at the age of eighteen. Sam couldn’t imagine making that kind of leap. “Anna Sarnoff was at the tree lighting,” she said. “I saw her.”

Jacinta raised her eyebrows. “Did you talk to her?”

“No, but she looked right at me. It seemed like she recognized me.”

Jacinta had always insisted that Sam had nothing to feel guilty about when it came to Anna Sarnoff, but Sam disagreed. “I thought,” Sam said, “that maybe I should go and talk to her.”

“Mija, no.”

“Mom, things have changed. After all that, he left her anyway.”

“Of course he did,” Jacinta said. Her mother held a dim view of marriage—and of men in general. “But this doesn’t change her alliances, mi amor, and she owns shares in the company. She’s not going to take your side. Even if she should.”

“We don’t know that,” Sam said. What if Anna could be an ally?

“No, so you have to assume. And be cautious.”

“I just want to do the right thing. Especially for Lola.”

“You’ve given Lola everything,” Jacinta said, getting up and coming to sit next to Sam on the couch. “A community, a home, opportunities. You’ve brought her here, and you did it all without him. You’re a magnificent mother. I’m so proud of you.”

Jacinta, Sam knew, had never gotten this kind of reassurance. After Bernard died, she’d had no interest in remarrying. Irene, Sam’s abuela, had come to live with them for the first year after that, and though she’d been unfailingly sweet to her granddaughter, she’d been endlessly critical of Jacinta, bustling around their house in her bata, finding fault with everything from her activism to her outfits to her dates, bemoaning the tragedy of Jacinta’s status as a single mother as if she had fallen from grace.

Afterward, Irene went to live with Tía Rosa, but the altar that she’d built to the Virgin de Guadalupe remained in the corner alcove of Jacinta’s house. It had always spoken to Sam, a poignant reminder of the way in which Jacinta wanted to escape her home and to hold tight to it all at once.

“What I’ve done just feels so small sometimes,” said Sam.

Jacinta clicked her tongue, exasperated. “Don’t do that, mija.”

“It’s just, compared to—”

“You don’t need to compare it to anyone. It’s yours,” she said. “No one can take it from you.”

Sam wasn’t so certain, but for now, Jacinta’s certainty was enough. She squeezed her mother’s hand.
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The next morning, long before her mother and daughter woke up, Sam settled in for another call with Sienna. Recounting the past in these calls brought a strange blend of catharsis and pain; it left Sam exhausted. “Right,” Sienna said. “So last we talked we covered the terrible breakup. And then you mentioned you worked in tech for a couple of years. You were only twenty-seven when you opened your first studio, right?”

“Right before that is a good place to pick up,” Sam said. Jake may have long ago compartmentalized everything that had happened between them, but Sam knew better. Much as she herself had tried to fight it, Jacinta was right—their collision was inevitable.

Sam took a deep breath. “That’s when Jake came back.”

Sam had still been working her miserable job at Future-tech and renting her first apartment in Ballard—in those days, dirt cheap—in a building with a tiny yoga studio on the first floor. She had never been much of an athlete. Her body felt like a nuisance, a thing to be kept in check. But yoga was different. She started going to classes every day, sitting with herself for the first time in years. Each time, she felt little pockets release throughout her body, and she was often in tears by the time the class reached Savasana pose.

The studio offered teacher training but at a cost. Sam still had student loans from UW. She got a discount for being so dedicated—or maybe just so relentlessly present. She piled classes on top of classes. At first Jacinta didn’t approve. “The American commercialization and appropriation of yoga from South Asia is an abomination,” she told Sam.

To her credit, once Jacinta saw what the practice had done to restore her daughter, she relented and never brought up her ideological objections again.

Though she taught only on Saturdays, Sam began to build up a following. She instinctively knew who needed comfort and who needed space. Occasionally, she caught a certain current of emotion as she walked by her students—grief, heartache, betrayal—almost as if it were scent. She never knew for certain if she was right, but she suspected she was, and as she became more confident, she subtly worked her intuitions into her closing meditation. “How did you know?” people sometimes said to her after.

Then one Saturday, Jake appeared, squeezing into the last row just before the class filled up and she had to turn away the line of students outside the door.

“I couldn’t believe it,” Sam told Sienna. “We’d both been in Seattle for years and never crossed paths. But an old school friend had told me he had a son.”

“So, he was married at that point. What about you?”

“No,” Sam said, “I’d dated here and there but nothing serious.” After Jake, every time Sam had begun to feel something for someone, it spooked her. “I think I was scared of feeling something as intensely as I’d felt with Jake, but at the same time, anything less felt … insubstantial.”

“What was it like seeing him in your class? Knowing he’d come looking for you?” Sienna asked.

Sam looked out the window. “It was surreal.”

She’d barely made it through the class, fudging her opening meditation, forgetting to repeat a series of movements for the right side when she’d just done the left. While other students came to hug Sam and ask her questions, Jake stood patiently off to the side. At last, there was no one in the room but the two of them.

He looked the same. He still wore his dark hair short and lightly gelled; his blue eyes were as arresting. Sam felt like she might be sick or simply dissolve. He held his arms out. Sam could feel his longing. “Stop,” she said before he could reach her. “What are you doing here?”

“I needed to see you.”

“There’s a thing called email,” Sam said.

He looked at the floor. “I tried. I’ve written so many drafts of so many emails to you over the years. The summer we broke up. The summer after. Every summer since then. Every season since then. I just couldn’t find the words.”

Sam shook her head. She hated that he could do this, that he could walk right back into her life with just a few words. She still loved him. And now that love was mixed with humiliation. She had acted like a crazy person. He’d made her act like a crazy person.

“What do you want?” she said.

He ran his fingers through his hair. He was wearing a wedding ring. It was too late.

Angelique, the instructor who taught the next class, was peering through a crack in the door. “Sam?”

“Five minutes?” Sam said.

Angelique glanced at Jake, raising her eyebrows. “No worries.”

“Please,” he said. “Can I just buy you a cup of coffee?”

Somewhere in the multiverse, there was a version of Sam’s life where she said no. Where she told Jake to go back and figure out his own messy, complicated life without involving her. Or just to go fuck himself. “Fine,” she said. “There’s a place next door.”

He moved closer to her, put his hand on her shoulder. “Sam, please, can I just hug you?”

Sam nodded mutely. He opened his arms, and she fell into them. The barrier between them evaporated. At the hipster joint next door with the expensive fair-trade beans, Jake told her everything. What I Want had quickly fizzled in 2001 after the tech bubble burst. He’d convinced himself that having a family would fill the void he’d felt since losing his father as a child, one that had only increased, he explained, after he lost Sam.

“Yet the way he described it,” Sam told Sienna, “it was as though marriage and fatherhood were events that happened to him. Things he’d had no say in.”

“So, he didn’t lie?”

“He didn’t deny being married. He told me about his son. He clearly loved him.”

He had pulled out a picture that he kept in his wallet of Dylan—a blue-eyed toddler who looked just like him.

“He’s beautiful,” Sam had said. She’d never loved anyone after Jake. He’d gone and made a human being with another woman. A woman good enough to marry. “I’m happy for you,” she choked out. “I’m sure you’re a wonderful dad.” And husband? She couldn’t say it. Her eyes lingered on Jake’s wedding band. “What’s she like?” she finally asked.

“Not like you. She’s … steady. I thought I needed someone to balance me. You always tapped into this other side of me. You scared me,” Jake said.

“I scared you?”

“See—this is why it’s taken me so many years. Every time I try to say it, it comes out so wrong.”

“Well, I’m here now,” she said. “So try.”

“You bring out this passionate side. This part of me where I feel like I can’t just settle for a regular life. When we were together and working on What I Want, I was the happiest I’ve ever been. Do you remember it?”

Remember? Those months were like an island in her mind she returned to over and over again, torturing herself with each visit.

“Jake,” she said, “you filed a restraining order against me.”

“My mother made me do it. She said she thought you might try to mess things up with the company. We were meeting with these new investors, and they were nervous I’d bring drama, being so young.”

Sam shook her head. She fixed her eyes on her coffee, overwhelmed by the memory.

“God, I’m so sorry,” Jake said. “Ever since we lost my dad, Mom has always been overprotective. Can you forgive me?”

“Is that what you came here for? My forgiveness?”

Just then Sam’s stomach growled so loudly that it made both of them laugh. Jake reached for her hand. “Can I take you to get some lunch? We can get crab in a bag from that place at the market and sit in the park.”

“The one full of homeless guys with strong political opinions?”

“The harbor steps, then.”

“I’m supposed to meet a friend for brunch.”

“Cancel,” Jake said simply, getting to his feet.

She rolled her eyes. Jake took her hand and pulled her close. “Sam.” He cupped her chin with his hand so that she had no choice but to look at him. When she did, she realized his eyes were filled with tears. “I do want you to forgive me. But that I could have put in an email. I’m here because I needed to tell you that I still love you. It’s always been you, Sam.”

And then he kissed her as though they were any other couple out for coffee on a lazy Saturday.

The rest of the day was a dream. Jake told her about an idea he’d been unable to shake: that they reanimate What I Want but make it social, use it to help people find one another through books and music and interests instead of just discovering books and music. The world of social media was new and evolving quickly. It was full of utopian hopes for connection. Myspace was the largest social networking site in the world, Facebook having only newly expanded its reach into the world outside of students. He was thinking of changing the name to Strangers. With the internet, there were no more Strangers anymore.

“You have to do it,” Sam said. It was so good to be with him. The August sun was shining. The ocean air coming off the sound overtook her. He may have asked for her forgiveness, but it felt as if she’d needed his as well for behaving the way she had. She felt flooded with relief and rejuvenated. “You can’t just work a nine-to-five for Microsoft. You’re not cut out for that.”

“I know,” he said, smiling. He’d been holding her hand all afternoon. After they’d finished their lunch, they’d wandered Pike Place, bustling with wide-eyed tourists from the cruise ships that loomed over Elliott Bay. As they watched people trying the Oh My God peaches for the first time, clapping for the handsome, grizzled guys tossing halibut and salmon through the air, or purchasing one of the bright bouquets of flowers, Sam felt how wonderful it was to be young in this quirky frontier city. Jake bought them doughnuts from the Daily Dozen, and when she complained about the sugar covering her fingers, he grabbed one and put it in his mouth.

That day, she told him her own newly minted dream, an idea that she had hardly dared to admit to herself: to start her own studio. Even then, she had a concept, that it could be a place of freedom for women, a place where the pressure and shame of the outside world could not reach. She was breathless as she spoke, as though the idea had been waiting for this exact moment to burst into bloom.

“I’d call it Kin,” she said.

“As in family?” said Jake.

“Yes, but also the Mayan sun god. A double meaning.”

“Not Ixchel?” he said, mentioning her middle name, which she almost never told anyone.

“White people would never be able to pronounce it,” she said and laughed.

“Kin is perfect. Sam,” he said, leaning over to kiss her, “you have to do it.”

When the sun got low, they migrated to an Irish pub in Post Alley, where they drank until they were tipsy enough to retreat to Sam’s bed. At last. “I never thought I’d get you back,” Jake whispered as he traced the sides of her torso with his finger. “Just to feel your body again, to be able to touch you—”

“You didn’t say anything about how different I look,” she said in the semidarkness. She’d been waiting for him to mention it, to praise her in the way other people did.

He cocked his head.

“I lost thirty pounds!” she said, punching him on the arm.

“I don’t know what to say,” he said with a shrug. “You’re my beautiful Sam. Same as you ever were.”

[image: image]
“He tracked you down?” Sienna asked, pulling Sam from the memory.

Sam could hear her mother starting to stir in the next room, and she dropped her voice to a whisper so that Lola wouldn’t wake. “Isn’t that silly,” she said to Sienna, “that it meant so much to me?”

“No,” Sienna said. “It sounds like quite the reunion. But—”

“He was married,” she supplied. What an irony that his reappearance had at first relieved her shame, only to then increase it many times over. “It must all sound like such a cliché now. But he told me their marriage was over. He made it sound mutual. Like they’d come up for air after the first few years of parenthood and realized they were wrong for each other. To hear him, it was all in the details about custody and such. I was an idiot.”

“It’s not your fault, Sam. He was the married one. I’m assuming you guys got back together?”

“We did. His married life was like this thing he was sorting out, like a house he was selling or something. Like it had nothing to do with me. I guess this is what every … mistress”—Sam winced at the word—“tells herself. I was so busy too; maybe I just didn’t give myself time to think too hard about it. I was caught up in the excitement. This little fitness studio went under in Ballard, and I took over the lease. I’d been saving for a new car, but instead I just went for it. Being back with Jake gave me that energy. I don’t know how to explain it. And he was relaunching What I Want with Sai. It was already becoming Strangers.”

“What did Sai make of you getting together?”

“He was concerned but supportive. He loved us both. It was just that, ultimately, he was always going to have Jake’s back.”

Sam remembered seeing Sai again for the first time after all those years. Jake had been holding her hand as she watched Sai come through the door. He had grown into himself. He had a stylish haircut with a fade on the sides and was wearing a black bomber jacket. He’d brought his brand-new boyfriend, Paulo—a handsome principal with the Pacific Northwest Ballet company—to meet them at the Alibi Room, a dark bar that felt as though it should be filled with by-then-outlawed smoke. Sam and Sai hugged for a long time. She never thought she’d see him again; their friendship had revolved so much around Jake, it had been impossible to sustain it without him. In their excitement, Jake and Sai talked Paulo’s ear off about their old days together in college.

“Ugh, okay, I get it. You’re the cuter version of Bill Gates and Steve Wozniak,” Paulo said and laughed. “Can we get another round going here, boy geniuses?” He winked at her.

“First of all, it’s Steve Jobs and Steve Wozniak,” Sai said to Paulo. “Second, we’re much cuter, and last, that’s wrong because there were three of us.” Sai looked at Sam.

“He’s right,” Jake said, taking her hand. “Sam was as much a founder as the two of us. But she was still in school and—”

“You sure we can’t convince you to join us?” Sai said.

“Sam’s going to start a studio. Someday she’ll probably own a hundred of them. I just know it,” Jake said.

It wouldn’t strike her until much later, the way Jake had answered on her behalf, smoothing her out of history. At the time, she was so ready to leave the tech world. As a woman, she’d never feel welcome, and she didn’t have that drive her mother had to rebel. Teaching yoga, she felt so rooted, her heart stronger, her intuition sharpening with each new student who reached a breakthrough under her guidance. After all the rejections of her twenties—large and small—Sam wanted to be where she was loved.

After pizza, beers, and a few ill-advised shots of Fireball, Sai pulled Sam and Jake aside. “Don’t fuck this up again,” he yelled over the music. “You’ll break my heart.”

“It’s hard to explain,” Sam told Sienna, “but it made it all feel legitimate that Sai wanted us to be together. He knew Jake’s wife. I thought it meant that everything was as Jake said: all but over.”

“So, you two got serious again?”

“There was no easing back in,” Sam said. “It was always like that with him, zero or one hundred. Nothing in between. It made everything else seem boring, watered down.”

“You thought there was a future?”

“I thought we’d be this entrepreneurial power couple. I thought … that we’d be together for good.”

“I’d love to talk to Sai Chandra for this story. Are you still in touch?”

“We haven’t spoken in years,” Sam said. “Isn’t he under an NDA? I read that.”

“He is,” Sienna said, “but this would probably be outside the scope of it. And honestly, NDAs are notoriously tough to enforce.”

The thought of Sienna calling Sai to confirm Sam’s version of events made her heart catch in her throat: What if he saw the whole thing differently? Ultimately, Sai had betrayed her too. All of those unanswered calls to him still hung in the air.

“Sai and Jake are a well-known founder bust-up,” Sienna continued. “And the IPO will renew people’s interest in it. No worries if you don’t have contact info. I’ll reach out to him.”

Who knew where Sai’s loyalties lay these days? Maybe he’d still shield Jake. Or maybe, like her, he was longing for the truth to come out.
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The day after Christmas, Sam taught a special half-day of classes she called the Boxing Day Wind-Down. Turnout was always high: people trying to extract themselves from the post-holiday letdown. It was a busy day for Sam. Thanks to her distracted state, it wasn’t until halfway through her packed prenatal class that she noticed Jessica Sarnoff in the back row.

Sam had been sure Jessica would show up at some point—she’d asked Serena to comp her first session—but actually being in the room with Jake’s pregnant wife was something different. Sam made her usual slow circles around the class, stopping to gently adjust limbs or whisper encouragement to those who needed it. When she came near Jessica, she was hit by an almost overpowering sadness. People always brought big emotions with them to this particular class—joy, anticipation, even grief—but Jessica’s vibe was notable. Sam had to force herself to refocus when it came time for the closing meditation.

“I want to close with some thoughts on motherhood for this prenatal group. Candidly, the way we talk about motherhood in this culture—it pisses me off,” Sam said. The group tittered. Sam knew that she didn’t always talk like a typical yogi; her frank manner could catch students off guard. “Mothers are supposed to be loving, perfect, patient, saintlike. Or on the other hand, you have all the memes about wine and coffee and the general disaster of it all, which would lead us to believe that mothers are well-caffeinated, sleep-deprived drunks.” More laughter. “This leaves very little space for the humanity of the women at the center of it all.

“The truth is some of us had wonderful mothers, some had medium mothers, and maybe some of you had monstrous, selfish mothers. Mothers are human beings. We come in the full spectrum. But pregnancy and childbirth are singular experiences. It is a miraculous thing to be able to grow another person. There’s even a theory of civilization,” she continued, “that the reason men oppressed women to begin with, the reason they used their advantage of physical strength to subjugate us, was because they feared us. I’ve always found this compelling.” Sam let her eyes travel back to Jessica. She was watching Sam: riveted.

“So that’s what I want you to think about as we close our eyes today and exhale. What your body is doing right now is more powerful than all of the wars ever fought, any feat of strength ever performed.” She looked at Jessica, whose eyes were dutifully closed. “Women,” Sam said, “are the fiercest creatures.”

After class, Sam stood by the door to the studio. A flood of feeling and warmth radiated off the class. Reading the women before the intensity of the session wore off was Sam’s best way of gauging feedback. It came down to that old adage: people remember only how you make them feel.

Jessica was the last to leave. Such lingering was usually a sign someone was hooked. “Thank you,” she said quietly to Sam.

She had lovely blue eyes but was wearing a full face of makeup. Sam enjoyed makeup whenever she went out but could never understand wearing it when you knew you were going to be sweating in a room full of sweaty women. What must that be like? To feel so watched?

Later, as Sam walked through the café, she saw Jessica sitting alone at one of the tables by the window. She was holding her phone out, taking a selfie. Sam watched her as she made several attempts to get a good shot, appearing to grow increasingly frustrated with the results, her face twisting in disgust as she looked at each photo. She glanced around, as if considering asking someone to take her picture, but then put her phone down, gazing dolefully out the window.

Sam had seen Jessica’s Instagram account: her pictures were good, and her captions—often written in the voices of pets in need of adoption—were clever and warmhearted. It wasn’t so hard to understand what Jake saw in her. But though Sam respected the work it took, she was put off by the business of Instagram influencing and its downstream effects. She could already see it with some of Lola’s friends. The moment they got their first phone, they began documenting, made themselves subjects, which too frequently led to them making themselves objects. As Sam thought this she noticed Jessica discreetly wipe away a tear. Before she could second-guess herself, Sam grabbed a cinnamon scone from a tray that had just come out of the oven. “Would you like one?” Sam said.

Jessica turned to her, the tears brimming in her eyes spilling over. “Oh God, I’m sorry,” she said, furiously wiping her cheeks.

“It’s okay. I can just leave the scone if you want.”

“No, please,” Jessica said, gesturing to the chair opposite. She looked a little awed that Sam was sitting with her. Sam remembered this feeling acutely from her early yoga days, the way a good teacher could seem like a momentary god. Jessica took a bite of the scone. “This is so good! Ugh, I just eat carbs all day. I’m going to be as big as a house.”

Sam smiled. “At the moment, you are someone’s house.”

“I just feel like I don’t recognize myself already. I was trying to take a picture just now to post, and my face looks so puffy.”

“You look beautiful,” Sam said. “But everything you’re feeling is really common. It’s a strange experience, being pregnant.”

“I look at other pregnant women on Instagram, and they all look so serene and happy, you know?”

“Instagram is never reality, though.”

“Right, of course not. You’d think I’d know that!” Jessica said with a smile that did not reach her eyes. “Thank you so much for comping my first session. I follow a lot of other pregnant and mom influencers,” Jessica said, “but they’re all in, like, Utah. None of my IRL friends have kids. It was nice to be in a room full of other pregnant ladies. I can’t wait to come back.”

Success. Sam nodded thoughtfully. “It’s so important to have community.”

“I almost didn’t come today,” Jessica confessed. “I have to pack us up to head to Whistler in the morning. I’m going with my husband and his two boys.”

“Well, that should be fun,” Sam said, nearly sharing that Lola was heading to Whistler too, with her friend Kennedy’s family. As always, she erred on the side of keeping her personal life private—its own separate island.

“I don’t know.” Jessica scrunched her nose. “My older stepson isn’t exactly my biggest fan. My husband will probably end up working most of the time. And I can’t even ski right now. Honestly, I wish I could sit it out. Not that I’m much of a skier to begin with! I’m bunny hill all the way.”

“Me too,” Sam said and smiled. “Still, Whistler is beautiful.”

“I’ve never been. I always thought skiing was a rich-people thing.”

Sam nodded. Did Jessica not think she was rich? Maybe she hadn’t gotten used to it quite yet.

“Well, thank you again for the class,” said Jessica, looking down at her empty plate. “And for the scone. And the chat.” Her cheeks grew pink. “I’m babbling.”

“No worries,” Sam said, getting up from her chair. “Have a great time on your trip. I hope we’ll see you again soon?”

“Definitely,” Jessica said. “And I’ll do a post today. I really—I just think it’s amazing, what you’ve created. And I loved what you said about women being fierce. I’m going to hold on to that.”





ANNA


After packing the boys off to Whistler, Anna went to change out of her pajamas. They’d gone many times as a family. Though it was impossible not to feel wistful watching them drive away, she had planned a brunch with Miranda Chu to distract herself. She had avoided making decisions about Artemis for weeks.

She went for a run, showered, then blew her hair out and pulled on a cashmere sweater. Miranda had the requisite polish and wardrobe of a venture-capital exec. She never failed to look perfectly put together.

At Boat Street, their favorite little French café in lower Queen Anne, Miranda was already seated by the tall window. The brightly lit café was warm and inviting on a day like this, the temperature hovering just above freezing. “Look at you!” she said, standing. “You look gorgeous.”

“Oh,” Anna said, as though she hadn’t made an effort. “Thank you. It feels like such a treat to get out.”

“I know! My girls are with their dad. I hardly know what to do with myself. Oh wait.” Miranda smiled as the waiter arrived with a pair of mimosas. “I do.” They clinked glasses. “To finally making Artemis a reality! Any thoughts on the first round of pitches I sent you?”

“I loved the She Runs app,” Anna said. “The business plan is solid. I love the background the founder has with Under Armour.”

“The fitness app market is crowded.”

“I know, but there aren’t enough designed specifically for women. I love the pregnancy and postpartum settings. Do you know how hard it is to find reliable information as a pregnant athlete?”

“Uh, I don’t know anything about being any kind of athlete, but I’ll take your word for it,” Miranda said. “They’re asking for seventy-five K, if I remember correctly.”

“We could do twice that for a twenty percent stake,” Anna said. The rush of being able to talk business with Miranda was just what she needed. “I want us on the board. How have they not gotten funding?

“You know how it is. If they were rich male Stanford dropouts, they’d get three times that from their dads’ golf buddies. Two percent, Anna, two percent.”

Two percent: as in the number of female-founded start-ups that got backing.

Anna ordered the fine herb omelet while Miranda went for the crab eggs Benedict. “I have to know,” said Anna. “Do you think this five-billion-dollar valuation for Strangers is going to hold?”

“There’s always some unpredictability. But short answer, yes, I think you could walk with two hundred fifty.”

Two hundred fifty million dollars. The number made Anna’s palms sweat. “It’s not about the money. It’s what I could do with it. About impact.”

“Okay, but I’ll remind you as many times as you need to hear it that you earned that money. And more. The big buzzwords right now about social media are ‘trust’ and ‘authenticity.’ Everyone is concerned about overreach. If you hadn’t come up with the idea for verified moderators, Strangers just wouldn’t look as good to investors right now.”

At first, Jake had given her credit for the verified moderators. Then, somehow, over the years, he’d just stopped. Anna was sure he’d forgotten it by now. But she hadn’t. She’d come up with the idea before the series A funding came in, just as Facebook had begun to overtake Myspace. The two of them had been sitting on the back porch drinking beers while Jake bemoaned the problem of trying to grow while still keeping a handle on the culture of the site.

“I don’t think you can automate it,” Anna said. “You need human beings keeping an eye on things.”

“I agree, but we can’t keep hiring moderators every time the site gets bigger.”

“Then don’t hire people,” Anna said. “Get the members to do it. People are really invested in this community. We could use a vetting process to become an official moderator, ask people to provide real-life ID so they’re accountable.”

“Who wants to do all that for free? I mean, tell me I have to fill out an application, and …” Jake mimicked falling asleep.

“But it would become a status symbol. We make the moderators’ profiles look different. Make them more visible on the site. Give them special capabilities to communicate with one another, even make decisions.”

Jake’s eyes lit up. “They could form a kind of tribunal and vote offenders off.”

“Exactly.” Anna smiled and clinked her beer against Jake’s. “I mean, maybe call it something a little less evocative of Dungeons and Dragons.”

“A council,” he said and smiled.

Anna started recruiting friends and they recruited friends. The original moderators’ council formed. Anna’s instincts about the willingness of volunteers were right. In Portside, Anna found herself surrounded by smart, ambitious women who needed an outlet more than a paycheck. Strangers took the feedback of the council seriously because it had become a differentiating factor, creating a “safe space” before that became a buzzword. Strangers offered a place where women could bring the most serious traumas of their lives: abuse, postpartum issues, rape, divorce. They received not only emotional support but also legal advice, help finding housing, whatever they needed. Some of the most popular features on the site—such as the Job Board, where execs and hiring managers offered an inside track to job opportunities, and “Help a Stranger,” where you could anonymously post requests for donations—had been suggestions of the council.

After Ben was born, Anna took a less dynamic position at Perkins Coie that offered more flexibility and required less travel. The calculus of her going back to work had been brutal. It snuck up on her. She wasn’t alone in this; other moms she knew talked about it too. In the early days of marriage, things seemed so even with their partners, but kids changed that. Jake was loving with the boys, overjoyed by their existence, but little by little the quotidian tasks of parenting became Anna’s. The more he worked, the less he cooked dinner, until he never cooked dinner at all.

Her day job reviewing documents and drafting contracts had been dull and relentless. Believing that Strangers was their shared passion, she had made working on the site her creative outlet. She put together marketing materials for the company, refined their user agreement. She deserved her payout as much as Jake did his. Why did she keep forgetting?

“The IPO is the final step in you escaping from this whole”—Miranda paused and made a circle with her well-manicured fingers—“toxic mess.”

“About that,” Anna said. “I think Jake might want to get back together.”

Miranda gestured to a waiter passing by their table. “We’re going to need two more of these. And, in fact, just keep them coming until we say otherwise.”

Anna laughed. “Miranda, I drove.”

“That’s what Uber is for,” she said. “Please explain that bomb you just dropped on me.”

Anna was selective about soliciting Miranda’s opinion. Unlike her Portside friends, who were more likely to wait and see what Anna wanted and then cosign, Miranda said exactly what she thought. But this time, Anna needed help. She told Miranda about the kiss, the confession.

“Oh, for fuck’s sake,” Miranda said. “What an absolute child. Please tell me that no part of you is considering this proposition.”

“I don’t know,” Anna said. Sometimes loving Jake felt like a curse she’d never be free of; she found herself wanting to defend him to Miranda, all the while knowing how pathetic the impulse was. “Maybe I’m just afraid of starting over. Did you feel that way when you left Tim?”

Miranda’s ex was a chronically underemployed graphic artist and aspiring painter who was, in Miranda’s words, “too hot for his own good.” She’d finally gotten tired of propping him up. “You have to beware of the sunk-cost fallacy,” she said. “Tim is a better dad now because he has to be. And”—she leaned forward conspiratorially—“dating in your forties is the best.”

“I just can’t imagine being back out there.”

“You can date men any age: fifties, thirties, twenties. It’s so fucking liberating,” she said. “I’m not looking for a father for my children or even a partner. I can just have fun! Remember that feeling of disappointment when you realized that some guy you were seeing wasn’t the one? Gone!”

“But … you don’t think you’ll get married again?” Anna felt square admitting it to Miranda, but she’d liked being married.

“Maybe someday. For now, it’s a relief having all clocks, biological and otherwise, turned off. There’s no rush. Listen, you can’t buy into this idea that we’re not desirable as we age. It’s utter bullshit.”

“Yeah,” Anna said, looking at her friend, who was indeed even more beautiful now than ever. “Fuck the patriarchy.”

“Fuck the patriarchy,” Miranda roared, smashing her glass into Anna’s.

“Sorry,” Miranda stage-whispered to the next table over. “Do you think we can make that Artemis’s tagline?” she said to Anna.

Two mimosas later, Anna was giddy on friendship and a little day drunk. Somewhere under both layers of intoxication, she needed to be truly talked out of the notion of getting back together with Jake Sarnoff. Telling Miranda the truth—or a partial truth—could only help. “I never told you, but early in our marriage, Jake had an affair. When I was pregnant with Ben.”

“You’re fucking kidding me.”

“It was during the Strangers relaunch. He was never home. It wasn’t a good time for us.”

During that period of her life, Anna had barely had time to think: she had a job that sucked up all of her time, a husband anxious for her counsel and affection, and a toddler who was desperate for her attention. She could find no space for herself that wasn’t a role. She was either a lawyer, a mother, or a wife. She’d forgotten who she was when she wasn’t serving the needs of everyone around her.

Miranda tipped the last of her mimosa down her throat. “Did you ever confront him?”

Anna closed her eyes. How many times had she imagined that version of events? “You’ll think I’m pathetic,” she said, “but I didn’t want to know. The way he was acting … I knew something was up. But I just thought, Let him have the guilt. I was pregnant. I was working so many hours. I was exhausted. I didn’t have the space to deal with it. So, I didn’t.”

“I don’t think you’re pathetic. I think you made a choice out of a shit platter of bad choices your husband served you.”

Anna laughed. “A colorful way of putting it.” It felt good to unburden that part of the story. Perhaps it would feel equally good to tell the rest. But no, Anna thought, looking at the dregs in their glasses. It was one thing to confess a secret when you were the victim. Quite another when you were the villain.

“That settles it. Give me your phone.” Miranda reached across the table.

“Why?”

“Give it! We’re signing you up for the dating apps right now!”
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At home, woozy with an early-evening hangover, Anna settled in for her usual routine: popcorn, wine, and The Golden Girls reruns. She continued swiping through the apps. She knew enough about how social media worked to be skeptical. But tonight she simply gave in to the addiction, let herself be lulled by the swipe.


I’m funny, passionate, not here for the drama. Looking for a woman with depth and not too into herself. Serial entrepreneur who loves to cuddle and cooks and is looking for his partner in crime.



Anna screenshotted the account and texted Sarah.

Okay, confession. Got drunk at brunch. Miranda made me sign up for the apps.

Sarah texted right back: Good! You need to get back out there. I approve.

I promised her I’d actually set up a date. Thoughts on this one?

Cute! I say swipe up…or diagonally or whatever the fuck it is you do. LOL.

Up on the screen, a cop was—hilariously—in the process of arresting Dorothy, Blanche, and Rose on suspicion of prostitution, thwarting their attempt to attend a party with Mr. Burt Reynolds.

Let’s all just move in together, wear caftans, and eat cheesecake every night, Anna texted. Then I won’t even consider getting back together with Jake.

Brb, going to let Cal know I’m leaving him for you. Can we please not invite Bri though?

But she’s such a good cook, Anna wrote.

I’ll take classes. She’s a no from me. She’d be judgmental of all the wild sex I’d be having with twenty-five-year-olds.

LOL right.

Seriously though. I think it’s good for you to date. You know I’ll support you whatever you do, but at least give the apps a try first!

OKAY OKAY.

Next, a fantastically cute guy whose main photo was him shirtless at the beach.

For chicks over thirty: I’m a great cook, make six figures and am looking to start a family.

For chicks under thirty: I give great oral and have a big cock.

Anna swiped left. What exactly had dating devolved into? Anna assumed it was somehow worse these days, but then, she’d never dated much before Jake. In college she’d been too shell-shocked to date. After the pregnancy and adoption, she’d felt like she had nothing in common with her peers.

As a new episode of The Golden Girls started playing, Anna leaned over and poured herself another glass of wine. She closed out of Bumble and opened her Strangers account, which she rarely used. Among her friends, only Bri was still active: posting constantly about parenting teenagers and sharing new items from her Etsy store.

A recent post said that she’d raised $20,000 for Northwest Harvest. Bri had a good heart.

A text bubbled across her phone. Jake.

Snow was absolute garbage today. Remember the year we came up here and there was foot-deep powder on the glacier?

Anna looked at the time. Almost ten. Maybe Jessica was asleep already.

Best day of skiing ever, she replied.

And the hot tub…

Anna was jolted by the memory. They’d been so exhilarated by the day on the mountain that they’d gotten drunk in the hot tub and made out for hours. Jake had peeled down her bikini top like they were teenagers and this might be his only chance to see what was underneath.

You were so sexy, he texted. You ARE so sexy.

Anna threw her phone across the room.
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Jake’s expression when he pulled into Anna’s driveway a few days later told her there’d been trouble. Anna wrapped her arms around Ben for a quick hug. She was relieved to have the boys home. Her friends had mostly been traveling, and the house had begun to feel like a tomb in the dark weather. “Can you guys take your skis into the garage and put them away?” she asked.

Jake waited until the boys were out of sight and then reached to hug her.

“How was Whistler?” she asked.

“Not as fun without you,” he said, arms still around her.

“Did the boys have a good time?” She pulled away.

“Yeah,” Jake said hesitantly. “Dylan and I got into a bit of a fight, though.”

“Over what?”

“He was mad that I had to do some work while we were up there. Trust me, I wish I could have taken a complete break, but I can’t with the IPO coming up.”

“I know,” Anna said. “It’s just hard for the boys to understand that.” She wondered what “a bit of work” actually entailed.

“They have each other to ski with,” Jake said defensively.

“They want to be with their dad,” she pointed out.

“Please don’t give me a hard time, Anna.”

She put her hands up. “I’m not. I’ll see you later, okay?”

“Yeah, see you later.”

This aspect of her marriage was familiar: the refereeing of conflicts that occasionally made her feel as though she had three sons rather than two.

“How was your trip?” Anna asked tentatively as the boys finished putting away their gear, hints of sweat, snow, and Gore-Tex swirling around them.

“Good,” Ben said mildly, looking at his brother.

Dylan scowled but submitted to a hug. “The trip sucked.”

Ben shook his head and went upstairs.

“I’m sorry you feel that way,” Anna said. She couldn’t stand it when Dylan acted spoiled. A trip to Whistler would have been out of Anna’s wildest dreams as a teenager. She’d seen the Vrbo listing: a four-bedroom ski-in/ski-out house with a hot tub on the patio and a giant media room where she was sure Dylan had spent way too much time.

Dylan rolled his eyes. “Yeah, pretty special to have to hang out with number two while Dad works the whole time.”

“Don’t call her that, please. It’s disrespectful,” she said. “He went up a couple of times with you, didn’t he?”

“Only two days! And for, like, half the day.”

No matter how many times Jake let her sons down, his selfishness crushed Anna every time. But it didn’t help the boys for her to criticize their father. “He’s just got a lot going on with the IPO stuff. I’m sure he would have rather been skiing with you.”

“Whatever,” Dylan said. “Just thought you should know that I’m not going over there anymore.” With that announcement, he turned and headed to his room.

Anna was forced to follow. “Honey, you can’t just not go to your dad’s,” she said, propping an elbow against the doorframe.

Dylan remained splayed on his bed, his eyes already locked on his phone. “Why not? I live here.”

“You need to spend time with your dad, honey. It’s important.”

“Tell him that! All we get is number two.”

“Dylan.”

“Fine. Jessica. Whatever. I’m not listening to someone who’s ten years older than me. I don’t give a shit about her, okay?”

“Language—”

“Now this baby is coming, and then what? Ben and I just have to tiptoe around? Yeah, no thanks.”

The idea that they’d be cramped with a baby in a six-thousand-square-foot house was ridiculous, but she saw his point. Who had newborns and teenagers at the same time? Only creepy families on TLC. “Honey, I understand your frustrations, but it just doesn’t work like that.”

“So I don’t even get a say? You’re so on me about school and everything, but you don’t even care that no one pays attention to me over there.”

“I’ll talk to your dad,” she said.

“You do whatever. I’m not going.”

Anna always told herself that Jake had been a better father when they were together, but maybe he’d simply been able to rely on her to cover for his absences. She pictured Dylan marooned in that big house with Jessica, a woman too young to seem like his parent and too uncomfortable to take the lead, no doubt nervously edging around him the way Anna had seen her doing when they were all together, as if he were a bomb that might go off at any moment. Jake took his children for granted. He took Anna for granted.

If only he knew all that she’d done to protect him.





PART TWO






SAM


May was a gorgeous time in Seattle, with the lilac bushes bursting into fragrant bloom and dogwoods and magnolias filling with heavy blossoms. Sam, however, was too anxious to enjoy what was usually her favorite season. When and if the IPO would happen was a closely guarded secret, but Sienna had all but finished her story. She’d told Sam she was still waiting on corroboration from Sai.

Meanwhile, Sam had been back and forth with Greg Hines a half-dozen times and knew soon she’d have to make a decision.

On Friday, Sam wrapped up her classes at the studio and waited at home for Lola to come back from a hip-hop dance class with Kennedy. She sat in the alcove reading emails from Serena: Another amazing post from our favorite influencer! And she’s even wearing a Kin tank! Sam clicked on the link.

Jessica Sarnoff flooded her screen, radiant with life and health. She was now a regular at the prenatal classes and often hung around the café and had made friends with several of the other moms-to-be. In the picture—which had already garnered thousands of likes—Jessica was sitting cross-legged with her now massive belly resting on her legs like an offering. She wore one of Kin’s popular tanks. Women Are the Fiercest Creatures, it read. Jessica had tagged Kin and Samanta Flores-Walsh in the photo. Sam read the caption:


If you guys have been watching my stories, you know I’ve been struggling with body image since getting pregnant. Something that has really helped me is YOGA. I know the last thing I should be worried about is the way my body looks when I’m MAKING A HUMAN IN HERE but it’s still hard to watch the scale creep up and up. Thank goodness I’ve discovered @KinStudio in Portside! You will never hear one of their instructors say anything about losing weight or getting a beach body. It is so refreshing! With my daughter due in only a couple of weeks, the prenatal classes here have been helping me feel good in the home stretch. I know it will be a journey to feeling like myself again after the baby comes, so I’ll need all my tools!



Sam and Jess talked all the time now, before and after class. There was no way for Sam to avoid her, nor did she especially want to. But each time they spoke, Sam felt guilty. Her revelations about Strangers—and Jake—were going to affect this lonely young mom. Even more upsetting was the way Jessica looked at her, as if she was hanging on Sam’s every word. Jessica’s due date was soon. Time was running out.

Sam closed the laptop. How could Jake possibly not know by now that Jessica was taking classes with her? Unless he did know. Maybe he was waiting for the IPO to happen. After that, he would confront her. Maybe he was going to show up in the back of her class, the way he’d done all those years before, only this time, furious.

Then again, maybe Jake didn’t pay attention to Jessica’s social media. He rarely paid attention to anything that didn’t directly involve him.

With a slam of the front door, Lola interrupted Sam’s thoughts. She’d turned twelve in March and already she seemed like a teen. She’d gotten her period: an occasion they’d celebrated with icecream sundaes and a movie marathon of feminist classics, including Wonder Woman, Moana, and Hidden Figures.

Sam followed her to the doorway of her bedroom, her heart already in her throat. “Lola Bug, what’s wrong?”

Lola muffled her face in her pillow. “I’m in a fight with Kennedy,” she said.

Sam sat at the foot of Lola’s bed and reached out to touch her back just to comfort her. Lola’s whole body was tense, stricken. She shrugged Sam off. “Mom, don’t.”

“Don’t what, honey?”

“Stop trying to read me or whatever.”

Stung, Sam straightened. “We hold pain in our bodies and—”

“I’m not one of your stupid students! Can’t you just talk to me like a normal parent?”

“Okay, I’m sorry. Do you want to talk about what happened?”

Lola sat up and crossed her legs under her oversized Husky sweatshirt. “Kennedy is being such a bitch.”

“Let’s not use derogatory words,” Sam said.

Lola huffed dramatically. “Fine, I just won’t say anything!”

“Please, bug, just tell me.”

Lola maintained a haughty silence, but she was on the verge of tears.

Sam tried again. “I know things have been a little rocky with you guys, but I can tell you that boys are not worth fighting over.”

“We’re not fighting about boys, Mom,” she murmured.

“Okay. Then what happened, honey?”

Lola threw her face down into her pillow once again. “I don’t want to tell you.”

Sam restrained herself from touching her daughter. Was this going to turn into a situation where she had to call Kennedy’s parents?

Lola sat up and started to cry as it all came out in a rush. “Kennedy was talking about how her dad is taking her out on his boat this weekend and they do this whole, like, father-daughter thing where they go clamming on Lopez, and then she, she, she—” Lola’s chest heaved. “She said she felt sorry for me because I don’t have a dad and I don’t even know who he is.”

“Oh, honey.” Sam felt as though she’d been punched. She wrapped her arms around Lola. “That’s not true. You know everyone’s family is just different.”

“Not here! Literally everyone in my class just has, like, two parents and siblings. Even the divorced ones, they all have dads.”

She rubbed Lola’s back. Her explanations about Lola’s father had shifted over time but always remained some version of this: that even though he wasn’t able to help raise her, she’d be able to meet him some day if she wanted. In preschool, Lola had simply wanted to know about the difference in her family structure. Thankfully, there’d been kids in Lola’s class with one parent, two dads, two moms, and a couple of kids who lived in some hippie collective house in Crown Hill that Sam could never make sense of, and so Lola had automatically accepted that families came in different shapes. Later, as she learned about sex and reproduction, she had yet more questions. Lola’s curiosity about her father came in waves, corresponding, Sam was sure, to some stages of development that she ought to have known about. In between these waves, Lola seemed satisfied and happy. Though they saw Lola’s “uncles”—Ryan and Farouk, a couple Sam was good friends with—a little less frequently now that they were up in the North Sound, Sam had tried her best to make sure that Lola had some good male examples in her life. Not an easy task.

Sam would do anything to protect her daughter, but she couldn’t lie to her.

“I’m sorry Kennedy said that to you, honey. It was insensitive. She was probably just thinking that she loves her dad and wants the same for you.” Or, Sam thought less charitably, she knows you’re smarter and more popular and is looking for something to lord over you.

“Why won’t you let me meet him?”

“Oh, honey, it’s not that I won’t let you—”

“But you know who he is, right?”

“Of course I do.”

“Then why can’t we just call him? Maybe if he knows we don’t want anything from him, he’ll at least want to meet me?”

Sam’s heart ached. “It’s a little more complicated than that, bug.”

“You always say that!” Lola howled. “But why? Why is it complicated?”

Every feeling flooded through Sam: guilt, love, regret, anger, fear. Jacinta had warned her how intense the mother-daughter bond could be, how porous the boundaries would become between the two of them. And she’d been right; it had been that way for Sam since the day Lola was born.

“Lola,” Sam said, taking her daughter’s hands in hers, “I’m sorry that I don’t have all the answers for you. I wish I could give you everything in the world. Do you know that?”

“I know, Mom,” she said, her rage going out like a snuffed candle. They hugged and stayed like that for a few minutes. Sam inhaled the scent of her daughter’s ginger shampoo and straightened her lopsided ponytail. From the moment your child took her first breath, she moved away from you, Sam thought. You created a person and loved her like she was a part of you, just to let her break your heart by leaving you bit by bit.

“Can I be alone for a little while?” Lola asked.

“Of course, honey.” Reluctantly, Sam got off the bed and closed the bedroom door. She felt dizzy. She had done everything she could not to form her life around Jake, and in doing so, she had somehow let his absence define it.

Would she ever be free?
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A long time ago when she thought she knew it all, Sam had wondered how accidental pregnancies ever happened to adult women with full access to birth control. In Sam’s case, she’d traced it back to a neglectful pharmacist who’d given her an antifungal for a rash on her hands without mentioning the possible interaction with the pill. Not that she’d known this the last time she’d seen Jake Sarnoff.

It was an August day, and they’d been fooled by the early sun into taking a picnic out to the Arboretum. Sam wore a sundress and Jake wore shorts. The Arboretum was gleaming green, the canopy of leaves so thick Sam had the sensation that she was underwater, hidden in a secret, beautiful Atlantis separate from the real world. She’d just opened Kin’s first location. Jake had stolen away from his Microsoft cubicle to celebrate with her. The giddiness of their love had made taking on the debt for the studio feel reasonable. She and Jake were two of a kind: entrepreneurs, risk-takers. It was too easy to forget all of the layers of protection he had—financial, institutional, cultural—that she did not.

They settled under the lacy red leaves of a giant Japanese maple near the pond and spread out their picnic. Sam popped open the Marcona almonds and slipped several into her mouth, savoring the delicate saltiness. Her appetite had returned. She’d been enjoying food in a way she hadn’t in years. Her body was expanding out into its old proportions as though, finally, it had been allowed to breathe again.

“I met with my lawyer yesterday,” Jake said as he smeared a slab of goat cheese on a tiny piece of toast and handed it to Sam. She took it gingerly from his fingers. Time was slowing; something monumental was happening. “It’s going to take a while to sort through everything. But in the meantime, I’m going to move out. I’m telling her tonight. None of this feels right with me being in the same house. I would have done it much sooner if it hadn’t been for Dylan …”

Jake trailed off, and Sam took his hand. Was she a home-wrecker? Should she try to talk him out of it? But no, he’d come to find her. He would have left Anna, wrecked his own home, no matter what she’d done.

“It has to happen,” Jake said resolutely. “I love Dylan so much. But I was meant to be with you. I know that.”

They’d been so wrapped up in one another that they’d missed the gunmetal-gray clouds amassing on the horizon. The bridge was deserted. All around them people were packing up their lawn chairs and blankets. The sky opened up and poured on them. They laughed, darting around to rescue the remainder of their picnic. By the time they made it to Jake’s car, they were soaked. The heat turned to high, they clutched hands over the console and coasted through the puddles all the way back to Sam’s apartment at the end of Market Street.

The moment they were through her door, Jake peeled off her wet sundress and playfully threw her onto her double bed. “You know a sundress drives me crazy,” he said, dropping between her legs, his skin warm and wet. He lightly sunk his teeth into the soft flesh on the inside of her leg. “I dream about these thighs.”

After, they lay in bed together naked, Sam curled around his side. “I wish I could stay,” he said mournfully. He rarely slept over, not wanting to confuse Dylan before he needed to. “Do you want me to stay?”

“Of course I do,” Sam said. “I want you to stay forever.”

He rolled over and kissed her, propping himself up on his elbows and looking into her eyes. She reached out and put her hand on his cheek. “I think you should go and talk to Anna,” she said. “I know it’s going to be hard.”

Maybe she knew even then that he wouldn’t leave his wife. Maybe she knew her words were in vain. He put on an oversize Husky sweatshirt of Sam’s, putting his wet clothes in a plastic QFC bag. She always found it comforting when he left with something of hers, a sign that he had to come back. She pulled on a robe and walked him to the door.

“Can I call you after I talk to her?” he asked.

She nodded. His fingers trailed off hers, keeping contact until the last possible moment. She tilted her head out the door to get one last look. He turned and winked at her just as he got to the stairwell.

She couldn’t have imagined that she would never see Jake Sarnoff again.
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The next morning, Sam looked through the photos Serena had sent her for Instagram and read the draft of the caption Serena had been working on for a photo of Sam guiding a heavily pregnant student into a pose.


Sometimes I feel our culture robs pregnancy of much of its darkness and its gravitas, that it doesn’t get enough reverence for the serious business that it is. There’s a particular Mayan goddess I love and am actually named after (my middle name, that is—there’s no Mayan goddess called Sam [image: image]) who perfectly illustrates this. Ixchel is a goddess who oversees fertility and childbirth. She is also a goddess of death and destruction. I’ve always found her inspiring as a feminist symbol: creator and destroyer. She’s alternately depicted as a beguiling young woman and an old crone with bones on her belt and fearsome claws. This dichotomy puts us in touch with the fact that childbirth is an ancient thing: it takes us to the door of life and death. No one who experiences it is ever the same. Ixchel reminds us: a mother is capable of anything.



Sam had built a powerful wall around Lola, but maybe it was time to let it crumble. All she could do was help her daughter work through the truth. The reality was, she’d have to tell Lola sooner rather than later if this story was going to run. Wasn’t that what Sam was doing here, bringing it all into the open?

Sam’s head was still swimming when she went to teach her morning prenatal class. It did not help her anxiety any to see Jessica Sarnoff—looking even bigger than she had in her latest Instagram post and considerably less glamorous—coming through the studio door. Sam knew she’d be there. Jessica barely missed a class and hung around with the other moms-to-be, but those were often tenuous friendships. Inevitably one person would disappear first, sucked into the vortex of new motherhood.

It was strange to see so much of Jessica at a time when Sam was thinking of her younger self. Jessica was the only one Jake hadn’t left. And yet, she seemed no less alone than Sam had during her own pregnancy.
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That morning, the class Sam taught was not up to her usual standards. She struggled through, offering her students platitudes rather than letting herself open up and connect. She was anxious for it to be over. As the women wiped down their mats, she saw Jessica kneeling and trying to catch her breath. Her eyes were closed.

“Jess,” said Sam, “you doing okay?”

“I just feel so off,” she said, “like queasy and … I don’t know. My due date isn’t for a week. And everyone says you’re late with your first. Guess I’m just that pregnant.”

“Well, due dates are always kind of a guess.”

Jessica looked lost.

“Do you think you’re in labor?”

Jessica took a deep breath. “I … What if it’s just Braxton-Hicks?” Sam knelt beside her. “Where’s your husband?”

Jessica burst into tears. “He’s … he’s hiking.” Other women started to look over with concern. “He does this ‘off-the-grid Sundays’ thing where he goes out in nature and doesn’t take his phone. There is a whole separate building on our property that he was supposed to use to meditate instead. But he just hikes off into the woods! He promised he’d take his phone today.”

“Okay, okay, shhh.” Sam put an arm around her shoulders. Panicking when you were in labor made everything so much worse. “Come with me to the back office, and we’ll give your doctor a call,” Sam said. “I’ve got a little couch back there. It’s comfy, I promise.”

Jessica nodded and followed Sam down the hall. When they reached the office, Sam saw her notebook, splayed open on her desk with the exact timeline of events she’d put together at Sienna’s request. As Jessica dialed the on-call ob-gyn at her clinic, Sam closed the notebook and quietly shoved it into a drawer.

“They said it’s up to me if I should come to the hospital,” Jessica said. “It might just be early labor.” Her eyes darted around the room.

“And you still can’t get ahold of Jake?” said Sam. His name sounded surreal coming out of her mouth. For a moment, Sam was gripped by a panic; Jessica had never mentioned her husband’s name to her. But then, he was famous.

Jess didn’t seem to notice. Another contraction shook through her. She winced.

“Can you call your mom? Does she live nearby?”

“My mom died when I was in high school. Jake is supposed to fucking be here!”

Sam stroked her hair. “Shhhhh, I know it’s really overwhelming, but you will be okay, I promise. You probably still have a lot of time, but I think you should go to the hospital now.”

“But what if they send me home?”

“I don’t think they will.” Reassurance cost Sam nothing. She had avoided thinking about what her relationship with Jessica might be after everything came to light, but now she tried to picture it: this baby was Lola’s half-sister.

“Should I drive? It’s only like ten minutes away. I don’t know what to do,” Jessica said.

“I’ll take you,” said Sam.

A bizarre forty-five minutes passed, the two of them holding hands and waiting in the triage room to see whether Jess would be admitted. “God, where is he?” Jessica said, looking at her phone.

Her labor was progressing quickly. In the middle of what appeared to be an intense contraction, her phone rang out. Breathing heavily, she gestured to Sam to pick up. A picture of Jake and Jessica flashed across the screen along with the word “hubs.”

Dumbly, Sam passed her the phone.

Jessica unleashed a desperate torrent of words. The phone was on speaker. For the first time in almost thirteen years. Sam heard Jake Sarnoff’s voice: “Babe, I’m so sorry. There was some traffic fuckery on I-5. I’ll be there in like two minutes.”

“Just get here!” Jessica tossed her phone across the room. “Why did I ever let him go today? I told him I was feeling off this morning! He has two kids. He’s been through this. He’s supposed to know.”

Three kids, Sam thought. She saw the rage flashing through Jessica’s eyes and saw her own rage reflected there too, all those years of it.

“He’s so fucking selfish!” Jessica said.

Sam took Jessica by the shoulders. “I know you’re mad right now, and you have every right to be. But try to just focus, okay? Today is not about him. It’s about you. You and your baby. Don’t let anything get in the way.”

Sam’s labor with Lola had been long and difficult. If Padma and Jacinta hadn’t been there to advocate for her, Sam would have been taken for a C-section, which she very much did not want and, as it turned out, didn’t need.

At the front desk, an older nurse had asked, “Is Dad here?” and when Jacinta had said no, the nurse nodded like it confirmed her suspicion.

Later, a younger, kinder nurse said, “Men are such babies anyway; they get in the way.” However silly and limited the idea, it made Sam feel better.

The word arrived: they were going to admit Jessica. Relief washed through Sam. She needed to get out of there. Now. “I’m so sorry, Jess,” she said. “I’ve got to leave.”

“Can’t you stay until he gets here?”

“I’m sorry. I need to pick my daughter up. He said he’d only be a few minutes.”

Jess looked as though she might cry.

Sam put her arms around her and whispered in her ear, “You’ve got this. Remember: you’re nature’s fiercest creature.”





ANNA


Anna made a circuit through the bedrooms, collecting the vast amounts of stinky laundry the boys left behind. Off Dylan’s floor, she grabbed a pair of sweatpants. Something weighed down the pocket. At first, she was confused by the Apple Watch. Then she remembered: a Christmas gift from Pam.

Anna slid her finger over the glowing watch face. An electronic device that she had no access to? There was nothing more dangerous than that.

Dylan was a sloppy criminal: his password was his own birthday. She unlocked the watch to discover a host of social media and gaming apps. And here she’d thought she’d been keeping such a good handle on his screen time. She sat down on his rumpled blue comforter, feeling despondent.

Since Whistler, Dylan had stuck to his guns about not spending time with Jake. It felt terrible to admit, but Anna had come to rely on the breaks from solo parenting. Now every single day, she barked out orders about Fortnite and homework and the need to go outside. Dylan resisted her. Ben did the opposite, continuing to excel at school and sports, leaving Anna only more worried that it was a defense—her own strategy once upon a time—and that he would push himself toward perfection until he snapped.

She opened Instagram on the watch with a sense of foreboding. The account Dylan was signed in to had a handle Anna didn’t recognize. She’d stumbled on his finsta: his secret account. The first post in his feed was one of Jessica’s. With horror, Anna realized that he’d been using the account to comment on—or, more accurately, to troll—his stepmother’s posts. Ur pretty chubby, having twins? read one comment. Others were milk and peach emojis, which Anna deciphered as being sexual.

On a post of a picture of her and Jake, Dylan had written: Is that ur dad? Several other just read bewbs. Her son’s comments were far from the only ones harassing Jessica. One man said he felt jealous of the baby who’d get to breastfeed. Another female poster chastised Jessica for appearing to have gained too much weight. But this was Anna’s son—her son!—body-shaming and slobbering over his pregnant stepmother.

“Mom? What are you doing?” Dylan was standing in the doorway, his eyes on the watch in her hands.

For a second—only a second—Anna saw her son as someone else might: a crude, disrespectful punk. She dangled the watch from her fingertips.

“Grandma gave it to me for Christmas.” His voice was shrill.

Anna said nothing. There was nothing to say.

“It was just a joke!” Dylan hollered. “She gets so many comments she probably didn’t even notice!”

Anna stood. As she did, she let the watch drop to the hardwood floor. Before she knew what she was doing, she had stomped it into oblivion beneath the leather sole of her slipper. It lay there like a crushed bug, its screen shattered beyond recognition.

“Mom!” screamed Dylan.

“Give me your phone,” said Anna, holding out her hand. She could barely look at him.

“You’re totally overreacting.”

Anna stood with her palm open until she felt the warm slab in her hand. “You’ll give me the password. I’ll close the account,” she said.

“Whatever,” said Dylan. Her son had flung himself on his bed, the detritus of the watch still littering the floor.

“I’m ashamed of you,” she said, slamming the door.
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Baby Charlotte is here! 8lb 3oz—ten fingers, ten toes. Mom and baby are doing great.

The text message arrived that evening from Jake just as she was making dinner. It was a group message to her and Pam and included a picture of Jess holding the tiny pickled-looking newborn. She wore the unmistakable expression of brand-new motherhood: depleted and glowing. Pam, Anna knew, would be livid that she hadn’t been asked to be there for the delivery. When both of Anna’s boys were born, Pam had waited just outside the door.

At dinner, to Anna’s surprise, Dylan appeared at the table with almost no cajoling. Seeing his stricken face, Anna felt some of her anger at him fade. She deposited her phone into the wicker basket where they were all required to drop their phones before sitting down; Ben did the same. She moved it to the counter by the sink. If she kept it in sight, everyone would just stare longingly at it.

The news began to sink in. The baby had seemed abstract until now. Anna had managed to avoid Jessica almost altogether since the holidays. In the face of Dylan’s resistance to spending time at his father’s house, Jake had finally agreed that he’d take the boys during the day every other weekend for a little while instead of the fifty-fifty agreement they’d had before.

“Just until we get through the IPO and Jessica is settled with the new baby. Then we’ll figure everything out,” he had said, clasping her hand.

Anna took a deep breath and carried the minestrone and grilled cheese sandwiches—an easy and perennial favorite—to the table. She poured herself a glass of red wine. A very large glass of wine.

“I just got some exciting news from your dad,” she said, trying to keep her voice light. How had she ended up here—telling her sons about their father’s baby with another woman and, worse, feeling the need to do so cheerfully? “Baby Charlotte was born!”

“Really?” Ben said, his eyes wide with astonishment. For a moment, Anna reveled in his excitement about becoming an older sibling. Maybe he believed in his father’s ruse that they were just as close as a family—all six of them now—as they’d ever been, that the baby might even bring them all closer. It was a precious thing about his age, the way he flashed between his almost-adolescent self and his boyhood self.

“Uh-huh,” she said. “Your dad sent me a picture. I’ll show you when we’re done eating.”

Anna glanced at her older son, simmering in silence. The baby, on top of their argument, was a lot for anyone to take.

“Can we go see them?” Ben asked.

“I can drop you by the hospital tomorrow,” Anna said. “As long as your dad says it’s okay.” How was her glass half-empty already?

“Do you want to come?” Ben whispered to Dylan.

Dylan looked at his mom, then back to his brother; something in him seemed to thaw. “Of course, buddy,” he said. “Hey, you’re a big brother now, little man.”

Ben laughed. Anna’s heart ached, seeing how much he clearly looked up to Dylan.

“May I be excused?” Ben asked. “I wanna go text Dad.” Anna nodded, and he carried his empty plate off to the kitchen. Dylan made a move to get up, but Anna reached for his arm.

“Sit and talk to me for a minute,” she said.

He sighed and slid back into his chair. “I’m sorry, okay,” he said. “About the Instagram thing.”

Anna sighed too. She was so exhausted, if she put her head down on the table right then, she could have slept for a week. “You can’t talk to women like that,” she said. “Especially not your stepmother, but any woman.”

“I didn’t say anything that bad,” he said. “There’s way worse stuff out there.”

“And do you think that’s okay? For people to talk like that?”

“No. God, Mom! I said I was sorry.”

“I know you are, but I need you to understand what you’re sorry for. It’s not just that you broke the rule. Would you want people to talk to me like that?”

Dylan looked stricken. “I’d punch them!”

“Well, you need to remember that feeling. Because people have talked to me like that. And every other woman on earth. I don’t want you to be part of the problem.”

Dylan nodded and looked at the floor, but Anna feared she was too late. She and Jake were failing him. Soon he’d be beyond their influence, and the chance to make him into an empathetic person, into a good man, would have evaporated. Maybe it already had.

Anna reached over to take his hand: “You and your brother are the most important things in the world to me. You know that?”

“We’re not to Dad,” he said sullenly.

“Yes, you are.” Were they? Anna genuinely didn’t know. She knew Jake loved the boys. He always said that family was his first priority, but Jake was Jake’s first priority. Everything and everyone else fell to the wayside.

“Why are you defending him after what he did? Why do you always stand up for him? He doesn’t do that for you, you know.”

It was not the first time Dylan had tried to pit them against each other to get a rise out of her. “That’s enough, Dylan,” Anna said.

“Seriously, Mom, don’t you think it’s pathetic? You’re over here being his number-one stan while he’s with his baby mama.”

“That’s enough,” she said, slamming her first on the table. The force of it sent her wineglass—empty but for the dregs—tumbling onto its side. They both stared at it. Anna could see that Dylan’s lip was quivering. “I do not approve of everything your father does. But he is your father, and I am trying to do what’s best to preserve your relationship with him. You will be a man soon, and it won’t be any of my business anymore, but while we are trying to parent you together, I am trying to do what I can. Can you understand that?”

“I just wish you would admit for one second what a selfish asshole he is.”

She looked up at her son and took a breath. “Your father,” she said, “could stand to be a little less selfish.”

Dylan smiled. Not only had she let him get away with calling his father an asshole, but she was also tacitly agreeing with him.

“Come here,” she said, standing to hug her son. “I love you so much. I know it’s hard, but you’re going to be a good big brother. You already are to Ben.”

He said nothing but nodded his assent into her arm.
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Late the next morning, when the boys were off at school, Anna decided to go for a run. It was the one protective measure she refused to give up. Ordinarily it required very little motivation, but the night before she’d slept badly. She knew she’d have to talk to Jake about what had happened with Dylan. She felt vaguely guilty about the whole thing. Had her feelings about Jessica rubbed off on her son?

Just as she began hunting for her sneakers, there was a knock on her door. Pam. The intimacy that had developed with the families living just down the street from each other had seemed ideal when the boys were little. Now it felt claustrophobic.

“I was just out for a walk,” Pam said. “Are you busy?”

“Come in.” Anna was still bitter about the Apple Watch. She could also tell that Pam was—in her polite, quiet way—fuming about something.

“Well, I went to see the baby,” Pam said, settling into an armchair.

Anna smoothed her hair back into a bun. She was always a little embarrassed when Pam saw her looking disheveled. “How is everyone doing?”

“Fine, fine. The baby—Charlotte, darling thing, spitting image of Jake—is healthy, though that poor girl can’t get her to breastfeed. You were such a natural at it, I remember.”

Breastfeeding had been a wonderful experience for Anna: intimate and animal, though she remembered equally vividly pumping in the server room at Perkins Coie. The only other available space had been the ladies’ room, the first suggestion of the senior partner when she’d mentioned she needed a place to pump. Why was it so hard to get men to realize how truly unhygienic it was to pump someone’s food out of your body while sitting on a toilet?

“Breastfeeding can be tough,” Anna said.

“You should have seen it!” Pam said. “They had nurses and lactation consultants. It was quite a scene. Jessica all but shooed me out! I suppose she’s riding high on some postpartum hormones or something. My goodness.”

Anna smiled at the idea of Jessica standing up to Pam. There was no one who could fuss around a new baby, critiquing and giving orders, like Pam.

Pam adjusted herself in her seat and pulled her cardigan close. “You know, I worry. I don’t think she’s entirely stable. Jake told me that before she got pregnant, she was pretty heavily medicated.”

“I didn’t know that.”

“She suffered from depressive episodes, I gather.”

“A lot of people take antidepressants these days,” Anna said. She’d taken Zoloft for a time herself, though she was off it now. She still kept Ativan in her cabinet. Not that she’d shared any of this with Pam. It wasn’t really her business.

“The poor thing struggled during pregnancy when she was off her meds. Jake was very concerned when he found her sobbing on the bathroom floor one day. He called me because he didn’t know what to do. You just worry about people like that having babies. Don’t you?”

Anna felt a pang of unwelcome empathy for Jessica. Because she still worked at the time, Anna’s mom had been able to stay for only a week after the birth of each of the boys, but Anna couldn’t imagine going through the experience without Diane. She’d been in the room holding her hand. All three times.

“Anyway, enough about that. How are you doing, my dear? You look stressed. I know this must be hard on you.”

“Oh, it’s not that,” Anna said, even though partially it was. “I found out Dylan had a secret Instagram account. He’s just been acting out so much.”

“I don’t know how parents cope with all of the social media these days,” Pam huffed. “Though Jake certainly got up to plenty of shenanigans at that age. Boys will be boys! I know that’s not very PC to say anymore, but it’s still true.”

“Jake’s going to be furious.”

Pam’s face twisted with concern. “Do you really need to tell him? He’s so stressed right now. With the IPO coming up, he hasn’t been sleeping. And now the new baby!” The tone of Pam’s voice was almost offended, as if Jessica had somehow been inconsiderate to have her baby when she did. “That girl isn’t capable like you, Anna. You’re so good with your boys. I’ve always admired the way you handle things with them.”

Anna imagined the conversation with Jake: he’d be angry, yell at Dylan, impose a punishment that only Anna would be around to enforce. Pam was right. It wouldn’t accomplish much.

“I just want to make sure we’re consistent with our discipline. And I want Dylan to get what he needs from Jake,” Anna said. So much of what her son was doing, she knew, was a plea for his father’s attention.

“Well, he will!” Pam said. “You know how important being a father is to Jake.”

For a moment they were both silent. Pam never seemed to waiver in her convictions. It was similar to what people admired in Jake: the absolute dedication to one’s vision of the world. Anna wondered what Pam might have done with her intelligence—her dash of ruthlessness—if she’d decided to put it toward something other than her son.

“You know,” Pam said finally, “we always wanted to have another baby. Though, sadly, we were never blessed with one. I always thought it would be lovely to have one of each. And I like to think, Anna, that if I’d had a daughter, she would have been like you.” Pam smiled at her and Anna’s heart lurched. “You remind me so much of myself.”





SAM



From: Campbell, Bri

To: Soundview Middle School Parents

Subject: Sixth-Grade Graduation Party!

Hi, Soundview Parents! We’re gearing up for the sixth-grade graduation party so we can celebrate how hard all our kiddos have worked this year! Their first year of middle school is over already, can you believe it?!

Adam and I are thrilled to be able to host this year. Thank you so much to Tiffany and Ariel for volunteering to help with snacks and drinks. We could still use volunteers for the following:


	Decorations for mortarboards (puffy paint is a classic!)

	Desserts (nut-free, and be sure to include vegan and gluten-free options: PCC has great choices if you don’t have time to bake!)

	Party favors for the kids to take home (Here’s a link with fun ideas Pinterest.com/sixthgradegraduation)

	Balloons

	Flowers (love the sunflowers in mason jars idea Jen suggested at the committee meeting!)



Please let me know what you can help with, and of course parents, spouses, and siblings are welcome to come! Invite with details attached.

With gratitude,

Bri



It had to be divine intervention: the party was on the same day that Sienna Markowitz was coming to Portside. Sam refilled her coffee cup and glanced over at the table where Lola was inhaling her second bowl of cereal. “Lola Bug, I just saw this email about the sixth-grade party.”

“Omigod, I’m so excited. The Campbells’ house is so nice, and Ryder’s mom said we could bring our swimsuits to go in the hot tub.”

“I wish I could come, but I have something with work that I can’t miss.”

“It’s fine, Mom.”

“Are you sure? I’m sorry, sweetheart.”

“None of the other moms here work. It’s kind of weird.”

Sam held her breath. Was she failing her daughter? Did Lola wish she had the kind of mom who would think about children with gluten allergies and put sunflowers in mason jars?

“It’s different from our old neighborhood, huh?” Sam said carefully.

“So different.” Lola’s eyes grew wide. “Some of the moms here are really nice, but some just, like … hover all the time. Kennedy’s mom is always making her feel bad about not doing well enough on tests and stuff. Or she’s mean to her about picking a bathing suit. You’d never do that.”

Lola and Kennedy had made up. With courage that Sam never had at her age, Lola had gone to her friend and told her that she knew she didn’t mean to hurt her but what she said about her dad made her really sad. They’d cried and held each other and then, bless them, immediately got over it.

Sam didn’t know exactly what “mean to her about picking a bathing suit” entailed, but Amy, Kennedy’s mother, was an average-sized woman who was always vocally on a diet and packed Kennedy’s lunches with salads and celery sticks.

“Her mom is always talking about how thin I am,” Lola said. “It’s weird.”

“It’s just how you’re built, bug. Every body is different.”

“Obvi, Mom.” Lola rolled her eyes and produced a packet of Red Vines from where she’d stashed it next to her on the bed. “I told Kennedy’s mom that ‘thin’ is an adjective, not a compliment.”

“What did she say to that?”

“She said easy for me to say. I told her she should go to your studio.”

Sam smiled. “So you’re not mad that I can’t make the party? I know I haven’t been able to come to many school things.” In fact, she’d carefully avoided them.

“No, Mom, whatever. The parents just, like, drink and talk to each other. It’s fine. I’m glad you work,” Lola said. “Being a stay-at-home mom seems boring. I want to run a robotics lab. I’m going to get a Ph.D.”

“That sounds wonderful, sweetheart. Dr. Lola. I’ll be so proud of you.” After twelve years of spinning a cocoon around her daughter, Sam couldn’t imagine telling her about Jake. She wondered what the future held for her daughter. What would happen when the article came out? It wouldn’t be long now before her daughter’s world changed.

The timing of the article felt so delicate. Everyone in Portside would be talking about the IPO and about Sam and Lola; Sam would have to tell her daughter the truth to save her from reading it in The New York Times.
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The next day, she had a private session with Erin Cavitt, just back from weeks of work travel. After they finished, Erin asked her to stay for a smoothie. The sun had come out, and the patio was filled with light. They sat on the Adirondack chairs outside, soaking in the warmth and glowing with postexercise endorphins.

Sam wished she could outright ask about the situation with Strangers, but it was too risky. And it would be messy to involve a client too directly. Sam knew how close her clients often felt to her, how much they opened up to her. Keeping her boundaries firm was crucial. But she’d thought of a way to find out what Erin might think of her approach. She took a sip of her smoothie. “Can I ask your advice on something about intellectual property?”

“Always!” Erin settled back, closing her eyes and letting the sun hit her face.

“I’m thinking about creating some online classes,” Sam said, beginning with the truth.

“Oh, Sam, that’s a great idea! Digital fitness is becoming a big thing. And you’d reach so many new people.”

Sam allowed herself to bask in the compliment for a moment. “I’m a little worried about protecting the content. Workouts are difficult to copyright.” Sam chewed her lip, wanting to choose her words carefully. “I have a friend whose former partner completely ripped her off,” she said slowly, “and took the chain national. Now no one knows that my friend was crucial in creating it. I mean … there’s nothing she could really do, right? There was only one other person there when they were developing the workouts.”

“Ooof. The Gary Kildall of fitness.”

“Why does that name sound familiar?”

“Well, it’s never been confirmed, but the rumor is he invented the original operating system for Microsoft. He was a Seattle guy too. Went to UW, even.”

“That’s right,” Sam said, feeling an old murky memory resurface.

“There was a bunch of back-and-forth. I think they eventually just paid him off to the tune of like fifty million dollars or something like that. And that’s in nineties money!”

“Did he have proof that he invented it?”

“No idea. But I think they just wanted him to go away. It becomes a thorn in these companies’ sides, you know? Someone can go to the press, make a fuss.”

“So you think she should go to the press? My friend, I mean.” Sam’s heart was hammering.

“Maybe,” Erin said. “I mean, she could sue them, but then the only winners would be the lawyers. If she goes to the press, they might pay her off just to get rid of her. Is the new chain succeeding?”

“They’re raking it in,” Sam said.

“Well, then it might be worth it to them to handle it quickly and quietly. That’s often how I advise my own clients to handle it when these kinds of disputes come up. Better for everyone to be able to move on.”

Move on. Sam wanted that too, but she needed justice to be able to do it.

“But in terms of your idea,” Erin said, “I wouldn’t worry too much. Copyright the workouts and then just put a really good product out there. And Sam, as much as I love your particular fitness blend, it’s you that makes it special. You make your studio special. If you can find a way to translate that online, no one will be able to replicate it.”

It would take money to do it well, though. Having researched videographers, production costs, and hosting, Sam knew she’d need another loan. More debt. More risk when she was already a single parent. She had to go back in the red every time she wanted to grow. Maybe she needed to become a thorn in Jake’s side. It wouldn’t be a payoff; it would be long-overdue recompense.

“You’re too kind,” Sam said. “You’ve definitely put the wind at my back.”

“Good,” Erin said, sitting up. “Go out there and get yours, sis.”
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During the penultimate week of school, Sam picked Lola up to find her uncharacteristically sullen. “Are you okay, honey?” Sam asked, driving back to their house. The only time Lola didn’t talk nonstop was when she was upset. Her daughter’s blue eyes began to fill with tears.

“Lola? Honey, what’s going on?”

“I don’t want to go to the party,” she said.

“What? You’ve been looking forward to it for weeks!” Sam had also been counting on the party keeping Lola busy while she met with Sienna Markowitz.

Lola shook her head.

“Ryder called me an anchor baby,” Lola said.

Sam felt as though someone had put a knife through her stomach. “He called you what?”

Great floods of tears streamed down Lola’s cheeks.

“I didn’t even know what he meant! So, then he goes, ‘Look it up on your phone. Oh, wait, you don’t have one, because you’re poor.’ And then Kennedy looked it up on her phone and said it meant my mom was an illegal immigrant who had a baby so she could stay here.”

The little shit. “Honey, you know that’s not true. Besides which, that’s an ugly thing to say.”

“I know!” Lola said, sounding indignant. “I told him he was a racist and a xenophobe. We just learned that word in social studies.”

“I’m glad you stood up for yourself! And I’m so sorry he was mean to you. That’s unacceptable. Where would he even get such an idea?”

“Because I told him Gigi is from Mexico,” she said. Tears were welling up in her eyes again. “I thought he was my friend.”

Sam almost wanted to laugh. “You can’t have an anchor baby one generation removed,” she said. “And you know Gigi came here legally.” Sam hated that she was defending her mother in this way, but she needed to cut through her daughter’s hurt.

“I know!”

“And Lola Bug, you know we’re not poor, don’t you? If we were, it would not be okay for someone to say that to you, but it’s also not true.” Sam felt herself bending into a pretzel, simultaneously assuring her daughter that these things were false and that there would be nothing at all wrong with her if they were true. She felt her defensiveness rising. She had worked too hard to let some spoiled boy ruin her daughter’s sense of self.

“Ryder is acting like a jerk,” Sam said as they got out of the car. It was a sunny May afternoon, the kind that came blazing through and made you think that summer had come early—though it was more than likely to become gloomy again in June. “Sometimes when kids who are used to getting whatever they want don’t get what they want, they lash out. It doesn’t have anything to do with you.”

“It was just really embarrassing.”

“He’s the one who should be embarrassed,” Sam said, fuming. Everyone talked about how kids today were supposed to be so much more tolerant and “woke,” but they were inhaling the same garbage from their parents that their parents had from theirs. It hadn’t been so long ago that Sam was getting mocked by kids at school, whole rings of them doing ceaseless impressions of the cursed Chihuahua from the Taco Bell ads.

“It’s so warm out,” said Sam. “Let’s get dinner down at Beach Hut.” Lola smiled and nodded, wiping away the last of her tears. “But seriously, Mom, can I please get a phone already?”

Sam’s stomach lurched. One more can to kick down the road. She wanted to savor these last calm weeks when her daughter was hers alone. “We’ll discuss it, okay?”

[image: image]
At Lola’s old school, an incident like this between two kids might have gone unnoticed. But Lola’s friend Kennedy had reported it to the teacher, who then reported it to the principal, who called both sets of parents to come in for a meeting about a “troubling incident.”

Although Sam had been on the receiving end of dozens of emails from Bri Campbell about “opportunities” to help out at various activities, Bri never mentioned her class-parent work to Sam at the studio. Sam suspected this was because Bri didn’t realize that Sam was Lola’s mother. But maybe she was just being polite.

The look on Bri’s face when she walked into the principal’s office confirmed it was the former. “Sam?” she said, stunned.

Sam had been able to mostly compartmentalize Bri as a studio client, though her friendship with Anna made that complicated. Now she was the mother of the boy who’d wronged Lola. Anger flared through Sam. “Hi.”

“Oh, good. I’m glad you two know each other,” Principal Taylor said. She was a tall, willowy white woman in her early fifties with long, loose gray hair: a gracefully aging Pacific Northwest hippie. Her office was decked out in kooky, bright paraphernalia, plastered with photos of smiling middle-schoolers.

Bri was smiling nervously. “Can I just start by saying that I’m so sorry that Lola got her feelings hurt.”

Starting with a non-apology apology was not a good sign. “She is hurt,” Sam said. “She considered Ryder a friend.” Sam hoped Bri heard the pointed past tense.

“Honestly, I think he’s got a little crush on Lola,” Bri said conspiratorially. “You know, sometimes I think we make a way bigger deal of these things than the kids do. They’re probably over it by now!”

“Be that as it may—” Principal Taylor began.

“Let me ask you something, Bri,” Sam interrupted, her heart pounding. “Do you remember any of the mean things people said to you as a kid?”

“Well, sure, but—”

“Kids don’t have context the way we do. What kids say at this age … it can cut straight to the bone. It can affect the way they see the world. Especially—I assure you—when someone says something racist to them.”

Bri looked as if Sam had punched her. “I don’t know that it was racist. I mean, it’s an … indelicate term. I honestly don’t even know where he learned it, but … I mean … women from anywhere can have a baby here to get citizenship, so …”

“Is that something you think lots of women do?” Sam asked.

“I wouldn’t blame them! These poor women coming over the border from these violent countries. So tragic. I can’t even imagine.”

“We’re getting a little off-track here,” Principal Taylor said. “I think we can all agree that the term ‘anchor baby’ has some racial and prejudicial connotations.”

“I just don’t want you to think that Ryder—or that Adam and I—are racists,” Bri said, turning to speak directly to the principal. “None of us has a racist bone in our bodies! I don’t think Ryder understood what he was saying, truly. And, well, I mean, Lola is blond-haired and blue-eyed!”

Sam took several deep, steadying breaths. “My mother, Jacinta, is from Mexico,” she said calmly. “She and my daughter are very close. She’s a professor of anthropology. Lola is extremely proud of her heritage, and her friends certainly know this about her. Regardless of her hair color,” she said, turning back to Bri.

“I just want to ensure that conversations are being had at home about this incident so that the children understand,” Principal Taylor said. Sam had scarcely ever heard two women turn themselves inside out so thoroughly to use the passive voice. “Racism and prejudice are not tolerated at this school.”

“Of course we spoke to Ryder,” Bri said. “We explained that saying hurtful things to other kids is not okay.”

Ah, Sam thought. It was simply a matter of hurt feelings in Bri’s book. She refused to see the ugliness, which would only let it fester. “Lola and I talked about what happened,” Sam said. “By her account, she told Ryder that he was being a racist and a xenophobe. I’m proud of her for standing up for herself.”

“She called him that? No wonder he’s been so upset,” Bri said, her voice rising. “Jesus. I’m not defending what he did, but it’s very hurtful to call someone a racist. It’s the worst thing you can possibly say to someone.”

Sam cocked her head at Bri. “Uh, I’d argue that saying something racist is more hurtful than calling someone out on it. He also teased Lola about being ‘poor.’ Did you know that?”

Bri let out a throttled little huff. “I don’t think he would do that! We always make sure he knows how fortunate we are. Listen.” She now turned back to the principal as though appealing to a judge. “He made a bad joke. They’re twelve! We teach our children to treat everyone the same regardless of race or economic status or—”

“Principal Taylor,” Sam cut in. As much as she wanted Bri to get it, wanted her son to get it, it was not her responsibility to teach them. “I’m sorry to cut this short, but I have a class to teach.”

Principal Taylor, who’d begun the conversation looking assured, now resembled a deflated balloon. “Bri,” she said, “can you make sure that Ryder apologizes to Lola?”

“Of course. You know, we were just talking this morning about him writing Lola a letter. I think that would be nice. Boys just need more time to properly express themselves in words. I really would feel so much better about this whole unfortunate incident if he did.”

Of course, Sam thought, Bri’s feelings were what mattered.

“Okay,” Sam said, “but it would be great if he could actually get his head around what he’s apologizing for first. Now I really do have to get going.” She stood and shook the principal’s hand. Many years of clueless students who lingered long past the end of class had taught her how to make an exit.

Sam was halfway to her car when she realized that Bri was behind her.

“Sam?” Bri’s face was contorted. “I really am sorry. I just—” She burst into tears.

Sam stood there calmly for a moment, then said, “Don’t cry.” It wasn’t a comfort but a directive. “You don’t need to cry. Just talk to your son.”

Bri sniffled. “You know how it is,” she said. “You just want to protect them from everything. Even their own actions sometimes.”

“But you can’t,” Sam said. She thought then of Pam and Jake. Of Anna and Jake. Of all the women standing in a circle around Jake. “They look to us to see how to treat others. To see what’s acceptable.”

“You’re right,” Bri said, “and it’s not okay, what he said.”

“No,” Sam said, at last reaching out to touch Bri’s shoulder lightly before walking away, “it’s not.”





ANNA


Hey! Just wondering if you had a chance to look at possible advisory board members for Artemis. Know you’re busy but I want to get this going!

Anna stared at the text from Miranda Chu. Miranda wanted to take meetings with the founders of different companies and to sign a lease on a space as soon as possible. She’d found an ideal space in Georgetown—an up-and-coming neighborhood in the South End. But these days Anna found herself in a kind of suspension, unable to commit to anything. Maybe, she thought, she should let Miranda—who had the appetite for risk—drive them forward. The stress of everything happening at home had immobilized Anna. Dylan was increasingly morose, barely responding to her or emerging from his room. She wanted to think it was teen hormones, but maybe he was depressed. Really depressed. How did you know the difference?

The one upside of her split with Jake had been that the custody arrangement gave her so much more time to herself. She would never have considered something as ambitious as Artemis when they were married. And yet, here she was again, taking on all the parenting duties.

I’ll look this afternoon, promise! she texted back.

It was Thursday. The next day Jake was picking up the boys for the weekend. Jake had a string of father-son activities planned, enough that Dylan had reluctantly agreed to return to his father’s. Anna was desperate to have the time. She’d planned a long brunch with friends for Sunday, and other than that would hole up to work on plans for Artemis.

The phone rang. Jake. “Okay, don’t kill me,” he began, sounding excited, “but could you keep the boys this weekend?”

“Jake! They haven’t spent a weekend with you in a month! And you were supposed to go to Dylan’s swim meet with him.”

“I know, I know. And if it were anything else, I’d never cancel, but, Anna, I got invited to the Conclave.” His voice practically dared her to rain on his parade.

Ah, the Conclave. It was a ridiculously exclusive weekend-long summer camp for world leaders, men of industry, tech giants, celebrities. The Conclave was super-secretive, no women allowed.

“You know how much I’ve always wanted to go,” he continued, sounding almost like a teenager asking to borrow the car. “And the invite coming so close to our road show? I mean, I couldn’t time it better myself. You know I’d never blow the boys off otherwise.”

Anna wondered if Jake even knew that was a lie. “Jake, you’ve canceled on them several times in the last few months.”

“Dylan barely spoke a word to me last time,” he said.

“All the more reason,” Anna replied. Didn’t Jake understand that this was what having a teenager was about? You put in time with a person who appeared to be rejecting you but who deeply needed you. “He’s failing math. He has to do summer school.” She should have told him about the Instagram account. Maybe it would have shocked him into action.

“Anna, please don’t guilt-trip me right now. This is work.”

“Work”: that magic word. It was true that the invitation was beneficial to Strangers, but it was also very much about Jake’s ego. And despite her focus on the boys, Anna felt a rising tide of jealousy. She would have more money than she ever could have dreamed once the IPO went through, but neither she nor Miranda would ever be invited to something like this.

“And the baby?” Anna said.

“My mom is going to help out. I offered to hire someone to help a dozen times. I wish Jess would take me up on it, but she just won’t. She says she doesn’t want a stranger here. Please, Anna, please.”

What would happen if she said no? He’d leave the boys with Pam. And she’d be the bad guy. Despite herself, Anna felt a pang of sympathy for Jessica. Charlotte was only two weeks old. Jake had never been a perfect father, but he’d been present and helpful when the boys were small. This time around, Anna wondered if he’d so much as changed a diaper.

“I just can’t pass it up,” he said.

Anna needed the IPO to go well too. Artemis was her chance and this was her mechanism to fund it. Without it she’d just be an unemployed, middle-aged divorced woman. “It’s up to you, Jake,” she said. He interpreted this as a blessing and thanked her effusively.
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Midafternoon that Saturday, Ben realized that he didn’t have his favorite swim trunks, which he needed immediately because he was going to Bri’s the next day to hang out with Ryder and the temperature was creeping toward seventy. School would be over in a week, and Bri was, Anna knew, preparing for the giant class party. Anna’s attendance, of course, was mandatory.

“Ben?” she said. “Where was the last place you used them?”

“At Dad’s, I think. Mom, can you please, please go get them for me?”

Teenage boys seemed to shed their possessions wherever they went.

“Mom, can you get mine too?” Dylan said. He was also going to Bri’s. Because of the Instagram incident, he’d been grounded for the past two weeks, but he’d been so heartbroken over his father’s absence that weekend that Anna had lifted the punishment. She also deeply wanted him to go outside for a while.

She texted Jessica to let her know that she’d be by in ten minutes. The door chimes rang twice. When the door finally opened, Anna tried to conceal her shock.

Jessica was unrecognizable. Her breasts, barely constrained by a thin-strapped nursing tank, were gargantuan beneath the baby swaddled to her chest by an intricate wrap. She had dark circles under her eyes. She smelled of milk and sweat. She looked utterly confused, as if she either didn’t recognize Anna or just didn’t understand what she was doing at her house.

“The boys left their swim trunks,” Anna explained, apologetic. “I’ll just go grab them and be out of your hair.”

“Oh. Okay,” Jessica said. “The baby just fell asleep.”

The particular powdery, animal smell of new motherhood overwhelmed Anna as she walked by. She mostly tried to avoid newborns. As moving as it was to see a tiny brand-new person, it was too difficult not to think about her own daughter—out there somewhere—and spiral into regret. Her remorse lived alongside the conviction that she’d done the right thing. She couldn’t believe she’d given up her daughter. She couldn’t imagine having acted otherwise.

As she made her way up the stairs and down the hall, she felt something like grief and something like envy, both mingled with relief that she was past this stage. She couldn’t believe Jake was starting it all over again, resetting himself at the beginning of parenthood. Did he think it would make him young again? He was certainly acting young.

Anna entered Dylan’s room at the end of the hallway and was struck again by the familiarity of the layout. It was the mirror image of her son’s bedroom at home, only this one was now barely used. No one prepared you for having a teenager: the way that you saw them teetering on the brink of childhood, their bodies lengthening and stretching into their adult forms. The rest would all go by so fast: Dylan would be in college (please, God) in a blink and then out in the world. Ben would follow soon after. And then Anna would be starting over too.

She found the suit wedged in the corner of the closet, collected Ben’s from his room, and headed downstairs. “I’m off, then,” Anna said.

Jessica, still in the foyer, looked shattered. “Oh … okay,” she said. Anna remembered what Pam said about the medication and wondered if Jessica had gone back on hers. But it was not Anna’s responsibility to look after this girl.

This girl with no mother. This girl the age of Anna’s own daughter. Oh hell.

“Are you … okay?” Anna prayed Jessica would just say yes so she could leave with a clean conscience.

“Yeah … no.… I mean, I’m fine.” Tears leaked from her eyes.

Anna sighed and closed the door, stepping back into the house. She looked more closely at Jessica. There was no trace of the blond bombshell that her husband had left her for. The circles beneath Jessica’s eyes were dark as eggplants. Her thick hair was matted; the baby was a slumbering lump wrapped to her chest.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I can’t stop crying. I don’t know why.”

“Because you had a baby about five minutes ago,” Anna said. “Some fresh air might help. Have you been out of the house today?”

Jessica looked at her blankly. “I don’t even know. Is today Sunday?” “A walk maybe?”

Jessica looked like she might cry again but nodded.

“Give me the baby while you go put shoes on.” Jessica unraveled the wrap and passed her over. As soon as Charlotte nuzzled against her arms, Anna regretted her offer, her mind flashing back to the moment when she handed her daughter to the nurse. More than two decades had passed, and the memory had never become less vivid.

On one of the podcasts she listened to during her runs, Anna had learned that the memories we conjure up the most frequently are the least accurate, that we inadvertently embellish and overwrite them. Meaning that the ones we try to avoid thinking about remain the most potent. Back then she’d thought a clean break would be best. The day her daughter had turned eighteen—when she would have been permitted to contact Anna per their adoption agreement—she’d heard nothing. Anna wasn’t allowed to contact her daughter herself. She didn’t even know where the girl was. She grieved all over again then and continued to grieve. It served her right; she’d given up her daughter.

Jessica returned and Anna distracted herself with the considerable production of getting the baby into the stroller. As they walked along the trail near the house, the Sound sparkled. The sky was clear. The Olympics were visible as well as the low-slung islands of the southern San Juans.

“Thanks,” Jess said, breaking the companionable silence, “for getting me outside.”

“It’s important not to be alone too much,” Anna said. “Do you have some friends who can come over?”

“None of them have kids,” she said. “They all commented on my Instagram post. That’s about it. That’s the only place anybody has really reached out. And mostly it’s strangers, like, demanding that I post pictures of Charlotte. I didn’t think that would bother me so much.”

Anna blanched at the mention of Instagram. Should she have made Dylan confess to Jessica and apologize? More and more she was convinced sheˈd handled the situation badly. Why had she listened to Pam?

“I was a young mom too,” Anna said. Even the second and third time. Many of her friends hadn’t had babies until they were in their thirties. “It’s hard to understand until you’ve been through it. What about meeting some new moms in Portside? Jake said you were moderating a group on Strangers.”

“Yeah,” Jessica said. “I haven’t found it that helpful.” Then she added, with a laugh, “Please don’t tell Jake I said that.”

“I won’t.”

“Actually, can I tell you something weird? I think Strangers might have pulled my contacts, maybe because I’m a moderator and I clicked through on all those permissions pages without reading the endless legal jargon. Because I noticed that two of my friends who are definitely not on Strangers—most people my age aren’t huge fans—were posting. I asked Jake, but he blew it off. He said maybe they set it up to autopost, which—I don’t think that’s it. I really don’t know. Does that make any sense to you?”

Anna shook her head. “I’m not involved with the company anymore, though, so I wouldn’t know if there was a glitch in one of the updates. But you should screenshot it and send it to Darius—the head engineer. He can look into it. Jake gets a bit disconnected from some of that stuff himself. Don’t tell him I said that.”

Jess smiled. Anna found her mind running ahead. If something on the site was glitching, she hoped it wasn’t widespread. The timing couldn’t be worse.

“How did your delivery go?” Anna asked.

“I barely remember it, honestly, just that I was in so much pain and then all of a sudden it was over and”—she glanced down at the snoozing baby and choked up—“I loved her instantly. It felt like There you are!”

Anna felt something deep within her coming loose. She knew exactly what Jess meant—and it had never been quite so powerful as that first time. How could she explain that she still loved someone whom she’d met only once and never seen again?

“I felt pretty good for the first couple of days,” Jessica continued wistfully, “but then I crashed. And Jake only took two days off work.”

Feminism, Anna had to admit, had never completely eradicated the fantasy of marrying a rich man. Was it something Jessica had always dreamt of? Was it something Anna’s daughter dreamed of? Anna prayed her daughter was out there in the world fully becoming herself before giving in to the devouring forces of motherhood and marriage. Was it too much to hope that whenever she did start a family, it was less consuming, that the promise of a different kind of female life—one where things were truly more equal—might be realized for her, even as it seemed so out of reach for Anna and Jessica?

“I remember,” Anna said. “The baby blues. I always thought it was stupid that they call it something so cutesy. But you need support. You should call Pam,” she offered. “I know she can be a lot, but she was really helpful when my boys were born.”

“Pam hates me.”

“I’m sure that’s not true. She can take a while to warm up.” Anna knew even as she said it that the opposite was true: Pam decided immediately whether she approved of you and that was it.

“You should have seen her when she came to visit. She kept talking about how breastfeeding had been so natural for her and Jake had taken to it right away and how she’d done it even though it wasn’t the fashionable thing at the time. The nurses congratulated her on being ahead of her time, and meanwhile”—Jessica’s eyes filled with tears again—“I can’t get this baby to latch for the life of me.”

“Try not to put so much pressure on yourself,” Anna said. It was all coming back to her, the full-body experience of new motherhood: the loose joints, the aching back, the pressure and release of her filling and draining breasts.

For a minute they were quiet. There was only the sound of the juncos twittering in the branches of a mountain ash that was in full bloom.

“I know Jake was supposed to take the boys this weekend,” said Jessica. “I’m sorry.”

“You don’t need to be sorry,” Anna said. “Jake’s always been obsessed with going to the Conclave.”

“You know they don’t allow phones? I can call a number in case of emergency, but I can’t even text him pictures of Charlotte.” She gave a snort of frustration. “No phones and no women,” she added bitterly. This might be the first time Jake had disappointed Jessica, but it wouldn’t be the last. For years, his selfishness had been burnished by the various people in his life—including Anna—orbiting around him like planets, always subject to his pull.

“I should have told him no, but I felt like I couldn’t be the reason he missed going,” Jessica said. “Like, he’d miss out on some life-changing thing, and it would be my fault. I guess it is a pretty big deal, though, right? It’s probably good that he went. The IPO.”

“Right.”

They walked slowly. Jessica was unsteady on her legs.

“Do you want to go back?” said Anna.

“Not just yet,” she said. They reached a lookout point and paused for a moment. A green-and-white ferry motored across the otherwise calm water; waves lapped gently at the beach. Behind them, the whole expanse of Jake and Jessica’s house glinted along the cliffs, culminating with that stupid, shiny atrium—a room that had always been Jake’s dream. One day, he’d always said, he’d get twenty minutes to meditate before breakfast and twenty minutes to meditate after dinner—to be more present for his family, to be more focused. All he needed was a room dedicated to his practice, totally silent, no kids … so he could be there for the kids. Anna had a sudden, violent fantasy of swinging a sledgehammer through the gleaming window. She’d never been up there. Very much on purpose.

“Can I ask you something?” Jessica asked.

Anna nodded.

“Not to be rude, but why are you being so nice to me?”

Anna laughed. “Because I remember what being a new mom was like. And our kids are siblings. I know you probably think I’m a bitch, but I’m not going to make this harder on everyone than it already is.”

“I don’t think you’re a bitch,” Jessica said. She sounded sincere, though if Anna had to guess, she’d say this was a recent change of heart. “I know it must be hard that Jake and I got together so soon after you and he split up.”

Anna’s sudden burst of goodwill diminished. “That’s one way of putting it,” she said.

“What do you mean?”

“Let’s not do this right now.”

“Anna,” Jessica said, stopping in her tracks. “What?”

“Jake had an affair with you,” Anna said. “There’s no point in beating around the bush. We’re all adults.”

Jessica went pale. “No,” she said quietly. “You were already separated.”

“I didn’t even know about his place in South Lake Union. He told me he was staying on a cot in his office those nights because he was working late. You knew,” she said incredulously. “You must have known.”

Jessica looked disoriented. “When we met, he said you were separated and working out the details,” Jessica said. “I guess I should have known. Oh God, Anna, you must hate me.” Tears spilled from her eyes. Was Anna supposed to comfort her?

They started walking again. Anna looked straight ahead at the smooth dirt trail. Jake hadn’t told any outright lies, she suspected. He had just allowed both her and Jessica to be misled. He always left himself plausible deniability. “I don’t have the energy to hate you.”

“Why didn’t you say anything sooner?” Jessica asked. “I mean, he always talks about how we met after the divorce. In interviews and stuff. Why did you go along with that?”

“Do you think I want my sons to know he was unfaithful? It was hard enough on them. I didn’t exactly love the idea of publicly being the scorned woman either.”

“Anna … I really didn’t know. I promise you.”

As they rounded the turn back to the house, a certainty struck Anna. In some corner of her heart, she would love Jake Sarnoff for the rest of her life. But whether he’d been serious about any of his recent overtures or not, Anna did not want him back. She wanted whatever was coming next for her to come. She wanted to be free.

“Jessica,” she said, “it doesn’t matter anymore.”
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In a reversal of their usual habits, Bri was late to brunch, and Sarah was early, already installed in a booth with a Bloody Mary when Anna showed up at Breakers.

“How are you?” She kissed Sarah on the cheek.

“Exhausted. Gigantic bidding war over a three-bedroom house in Ballard, went for one-point-four million.”

“Yowza,” Anna said. “Congratulations?”

Sarah smiled and took a long sip of her drink. “Seller is an older lady who bought it decades ago for a handshake and a jar of pickled herring. You love to see it.”

Bri charged across the dining room, practically vibrating with angst. “You girls will not believe what happened to me this week,” she said, sliding into the booth. “So, you know the boys have crushes on the new girl, Lola. And you know how kids are at this age. When you like someone, you tease them, remember?”

“Sure,” Sarah said. “I pushed Todd Stanton down so hard on the four-square court, he got a concussion. God, he was a dreamboat.”

“Exactly,” Bri said, “and we’re way too concerned with policing these interactions between kids these days.” The year before, Bri had helmed an anti-bullying task force after a kid in the ninth grade had called her older son, Mason, a dumbass. “Ryder has just been desperate to get Lola’s attention. I mean, it’s sweet if you take a step back. You should hear him reporting all of their daily interactions to Mason. He thinks he’s being so casual about it.”

“What happened?” Sarah asked.

“Well, Ryder said something he shouldn’t have. And you know kids these days. They overhear all these conversations about politics, but they don’t have any of the context!”

“What did Ryder say?” Anna asked.

“I gather Lola’s grandmother is from Mexico, which you would never know to look at her. I mean, she’s blond-haired and blue-eyed. But anyway, Ryder called her an anchor baby,” Bri said, frowning and lowering her voice.

Sarah and Anna collectively gasped.

“I know! It’s terrible. And I told him! But this girl—who honestly seems a little self-righteous to me—calls him a racist and a xenophobe.”

“A xenophobe!” Sarah said. “Wow!”

“Their social studies teacher,” Anna explained. “Ben’s ready to demolish someone with it at Scrabble.”

“Part of the problem,” Bri went on, “is these teachers are so liberal. They just bring politics into the classroom too much. I mean, these kids aren’t ready for this stuff!”

“Where did Ryder pick up ‘anchor baby’?” Sarah asked.

Bri sighed with frustration. “My father-in-law. I try to keep him from talking about politics, but he will just launch into a rant about thugs and illegals and welfare moms.”

“Yikes,” Anna said. She privately bristled. Her own mother had been on public assistance for a chunk of her childhood.

“I know. So Ryder comes home so upset. And you know how boys are; I had to drag it out of him. He finally tells me the whole story, and he’s so worked up he can barely sleep. He thinks he’s a terrible person. I mean, I know he was out of line, but he is not a racist. We teach our boys to treat everyone the same! We don’t see color!”

Anna and Sarah quickly exchanged glances. They were each weighing the pros and cons of pointing out that Bri’s racial politics were from the Reagan era. They didn’t even have their mimosas yet.

“So, of course, we were going to have Ryder apologize to Lola, but then the school calls.”

They all cringed in unison.

“Of course, Adam has some meeting he can’t miss. So it’s just me, and you will never guess who’s sitting there,” she said breathlessly. “Sam from Kin! She’s Lola’s mom. Can you believe that? I’m such a dummy that I never put it together. So, anyway …”

Bri continued with her story, but Anna couldn’t hear a word. Her stomach twisted. She excused herself as her friends looked on in dismay.

There in the pristine, cushy white bathroom of Breakers, with its map of Provence on the wall and its expensive lavender hand soap, Anna Sarnoff puked her guts out.





SAM


“Your little influencer friend finally posted a pic of her baby,” Serena said at the studio that morning. Sam leaned over to see Jessica Sarnoff holding a bundle with a tiny human face looking as though she was not quite ready for the outside world. Lola had a new sibling. A closer look revealed the telltale haze of a filter, camouflaging Jessica’s exhausted face.

“Aw,” Sam said, the blood rushing in her ears. “So sweet. I’ll send her a message.”

“Do you remember your password?” Serena smiled at her.

“Excuse me, yes,” Sam said. “I wrote it down last time.”

Serena laughed.

“Just tell Padma I’m in my office when her class gets out, would you?”

“You got it.”

Sam sequestered herself in her office to write to Jessica: You and the baby both look beautiful! Call me if you need anything at all. I know how hard it is when they first arrive.

It had been a while since Sam had looked through “her” account. She scrolled quickly through dozens of flattering and laudatory comments, her chest swelling up with pride. This was the drug, the social approval that every human being was hardwired for. Her followers were nearing 110,000. She told herself she cared about the number only because it was good for business, but she knew that wasn’t true. She clicked over to her followers list.

Verified accounts were clustered toward the top. As she looked through the list of plus-size models and body-positive bloggers, her heart stopped.

Jake Sarnoff. There was his name with the little blue checkmark beside it. Her hand shaking, Sam clicked on his account. His profile picture was of him hiking. She was tempted to burst out of her office and grill Serena for details, but Sam was pretty sure she wouldn’t keep track of when individual people started following her account. Jake was watching her. What if he’d always been watching her? Sam so rarely looked at her own account.

What if he knew what she was about to do? She couldn’t imagine the sort of technology Jake might have access to, what he might know. Maybe he’d been keeping tabs on her. Sam’s thoughts began to race, and her chest seized up. She tried to breathe but couldn’t get air in.

“Hey, girl! Sorry, God, did I have some chatty—whoa.” Padma swiftly shut the door behind her and knelt by Sam. Her voice sounded suddenly far away. “What happened?”

“I think … I’m having … a p-p-p—”

“A panic attack? You’re having a panic attack?”

Sam nodded. She felt outside of herself yet somehow trapped deeply within herself.

“Put your head between your knees, okay?” Padma gently guided her downward. “And here.” She dumped the contents of a paper bag that was sitting on the minifridge in the corner and handed it to Sam. “It will help you regulate your breathing. Okay, there you go. I know these feel super-scary, but you’ll be okay.”

Padma rubbed circles on Sam’s back. One of the many reasons her students loved her so much was this quality of touch. It was something you couldn’t teach.

After minutes that felt like hours, Sam regained herself. She was sitting on the floor with Padma, their backs against the tiny couch in Sam’s office.

“There you go,” Padma said. “Do you want to tell me what’s going on?”

Sam at last told the friend who’d been with her through it all exactly who Lola’s father was and what she was planning.

“Holy shit,” Padma said. “The New York Times?”

Sam nodded. “You think I’m crazy.”

“No,” Padma said after a lengthy pause that spoke volumes. “I guess I’m just wondering … why now? Twelve years is a long time to hold on to all of this.”

“It was easier when she was little,” Sam said, remembering how resolute she’d been. She’d met Padma toward the middle of her pregnancy, once Jake was long gone and Sam had made the decision that she would parent Lola on her own. “But I’m tired of letting him take credit for my work, my contribution. My daughter deserves a mother who stands up for herself. And to know who her dad is.”

“So you thought you’d tell her via the national media?”

“Of course not! I’m going to tell her myself first.”

Padma put her hands up. “It’s just—a story like this could blow up. Okay, sorry if this is an insensitive question. But Jake does know about her, right?”

Sam gazed at the wall where she’d hung a painting of the harbor by a local artist. The sting of his rejection was still potent. “Oh, he knows.”

“But you haven’t spoken to him since you moved here?”

“I haven’t spoken to him since before she was born.”

“What if you just talked to him now? I’m sure he’d just want to take care of it quietly, right? I mean, legally, he owes you back child support and—”

“No,” Sam said, feeling with force how vile the idea was to her. “I made the decision to have Lola on my own. I don’t want child support.”

“Then what do you want, Sam?”

“He could make hundreds of millions of dollars off this IPO. My contributions to it have never even come up. It isn’t fair. It isn’t just.”

“I get that,” Padma said with a nod. “But it’s a lot for Lola, isn’t it? To have all that out there in the media?”

“I don’t want to teach her that you just let people steal from you and get away with it. I got blinded by my feelings for him. You don’t understand,” Sam said. “You don’t have a daughter.”

Padma looked hurt. “You know I’m on your side. Can’t you ask to be compensated for your contributions?”

“Based on what? My claims that I helped build the original algorithm twenty years ago?” Sam shook her head. “I’m not even sure if I can prove that to the satisfaction of this reporter. At the moment, she seems way more interested in the angle of the supposedly woke, feminist entrepreneur having a secret out-of-wedlock daughter he left high and dry. But I guess I want people to know that too. He’s a fraud. I’m the only one who can expose him.”

Padma nodded again. “It just seems like a lot to put yourself through to call someone out.”

“He’s a public figure,” Sam said. “He’ll soon be an even bigger one. Lola will have to reckon with it sooner or later.”

“Should you maybe give him a second chance before going public?” Padma asked. “What if he feels differently about being Lola’s dad now than he did twelve years ago?”

Of course, Sam had wondered about that. But in her experience, Jake didn’t think about what he didn’t want to think about. He’d outsourced that sort of rumination to the women in his life, and the resulting absence of guilt and doubt had allowed him to build a multibillion-dollar business. “He’d just be acting in his own self-interest. She’d be another PR problem to solve. This will even the playing field.”

Padma took it all in, thought for a moment, then nodded. “People will admire you for standing up. It takes guts to do that. And Kin will get national coverage through the story. Maybe that can help with the expansion.”

“I’m worried that the article won’t even include what I said about helping to invent the original algorithm,” Sam said. “There’s no way to verify it without Sai Chandra. He’s the only other person on earth who knows.”

“So why don’t you contact him?”

Sam shook her head. “I can’t risk it. I don’t know where his loyalties are. He could alert Jake ahead of time. Jake’s fancy lawyers could squash the piece.”

“Still,” Padma said. “You’re making assumptions.”

“So, you don’t think this is all a terrible idea anymore?”

Padma put her hands on Sam’s shoulders. “I’m seeing it now. The universe is pushing you. And you’re right, people should know. If everything women do is invisible, people have an excuse to erase them.”

Sam took a deep breath. “Do you think Lola will forgive me for all those years of not telling her?”

“You’re so brave, Sam. Maybe she won’t understand everything right away,” Padma said, “but eventually she will.”
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Jessica sent Sam a text message late that morning, replying to her offer of a visit: You’re so sweet! I’m on my own and would love some company if you’re around! No pressure! But I’m just here and if you want to meet the baby and everything!

No one in their complete right mind used that many exclamation points. As Sam drove to see Jessica the following day, she felt a swirl of emotions: anxiety about the possibility that she might be walking into a trap—what if Jake had told Jessica who she was?—and nagging guilt about why she was going in the first place. If she was going to go public about Lola’s parentage, she needed proof.

Sam drove up the little road to a gate and pressed a button on an intercom. The gate slid open. A camera discreetly nestled at the top recorded her entrance. It was in the middle of a weekday, and Jake would surely be at the office, but what if he came home to check on Jessica? What if he’d forgotten something at the house?

The massive home that emerged from the woods quickly distracted her. This was how Jake’s other children—the ones he acknowledged—lived. Sam had worked hard to provide for Lola. She was lucky to have the support of her family and her amazing community. But as she stood there, confronted with all that luxury, the stress of being a single parent caught up to her. She could almost imagine an alternate version of her life, one in which money would never have been a worry.

Sam pulled herself together and took the coffees and the pastries to the door with a smile. When Jessica opened the door, Sam had to scramble to hide her shock at Jessica’s appearance. Her skin was pallid, and her hair was atop her head in a greasy ponytail. “Hey, come in,” she said.

Following Jessica to the living room, Sam could scarcely connect the airy, strangely anonymous house with the Jake she’d known. That Jake had lived in a ramshackle Victorian with Sai and all those other boys. That Jake was more than happy to sleep wrapped around Sam in her little double bed in her crappy apartment in Ballard. Even after all those years, that version of him was preserved in her mind like a specimen in amber.

“This place is incredible,” Sam said.

Jessica gazed out the window. “I used to think so. Now I don’t know what I think. Jake designed it with a famous Scandinavian architect.”

“Beautiful,” Sam said. “I’d love something like this for a studio.” Not so much for a home, she thought. There was something sterile about all the glass, the towering ceilings.

“You can’t see it from here, but there’s a huge atrium built into the cliffs. Jake was supposed to use it as his tech-free meditation space, but I think he’s only been out there once.”

Sam smiled and sipped her cup of coffee. They sat down on the couch amid a vast tangle of burp cloths and blankets. Charlotte was sleeping fitfully on a Boppy pillow nearby. Sam pulled out a croissant, three different kinds of muffins, and two different kinds of scones from the bag. “When Lola was born, I was ravenous all the time.”

“Oh my God,” Jessica said forlornly, “I ate an entire meal at three in the morning last night. I’m never going to lose all this freaking weight.”

“Try not to worry. Your body is working hard right now.” Sam was the woman Jake had promised to leave his wife for. Jessica was the one he’d actually done it for. Why her?

“I didn’t realize what a nightmare breastfeeding would be,” Jessica said, tears blooming in her eyes. “I’m pumping like eight times a day. We’re working on her latch.”

Sam remembered herself pumping furiously between classes at Kin, stubbornly ignoring her mother’s pleas to switch to formula, never wanting to take the easy way out of anything. Looking at Jessica—a raw nerve of new motherhood—Sam realized there was no way Jake had told her about their past together. About their daughter.

“My body doesn’t feel like it’s mine anymore. Or, like … maybe it never did, but in a different way now? I’ve only just noticed that it’s, like, designed for something. It just looks so alien. God, I’m making no sense, sorry.”

Sam had seen this before: women who were attached to being seen as beautiful had an even more brutal transition to motherhood. The pressure to return to a self now out of reach would be double for Jess. She could spend the rest of her waking life chasing it if she wasn’t careful. “You’re making sense,” Sam said gently.

Charlotte began to stir, her eyes fluttering open, eyes that were the exact blue of Lola’s. “Oh,” said Sam. “Hello.”

“She looks so much like her dad right now,” Jessica said.

Sam startled for a beat, realizing how true this was. “Biology,” she said. “So their fathers don’t abandon them.” She suddenly couldn’t help but wonder: If Jake had taken one look at Lola, would he have loved her? How could he not have? All those years ago, she had wished for that and feared it, worried that pushing the issue with Jake would land her in some sort of custody arrangement where she couldn’t be with her daughter every day. Not being with Lola, even for a weekend, had felt like a much worse outcome than being financially strapped.

“He’s never here,” said Jessica, sounding despondent. “I get that the IPO is a big deal, but it’s like he doesn’t even see me. Or Charlotte. Like we’re invisible.”

Charlotte made a small hungry mew. Tears streaming down her cheeks, Jessica picked the baby up, fumbling with her plastic nipple shield and trying to sandwich her breast into her daughter’s mouth while the baby squirmed and turned her head away.

A loud, shrill alarm bleated through the house. Sam jumped.

“Oh God, that stupid thing!” said Jessica, still struggling with the baby. “Our alarm has been going off for no fucking reason. I need to call the service, but I keep forgetting. Can you shut it off for me? The panel is just there by the door. The code is three seven one nine four nine.” She rolled her eyes. “My mother-in-law’s birthday.”

Sam swiftly punched the numbers into the panel before she forgot them. The alarm abruptly, blessedly stopped. All afternoon she’d worried Jessica might know who she was, and now Jessica was so unsuspicious of her that she’d given her the alarm code to her house.

Back on the couch, Jessica whispered, “Baby girl, why won’t you just latch?”

“Do you have milk stored somewhere?”

“The fridge. There’s a warmer on the counter.”

Sam surveyed the disarray in the massive kitchen. She shook herself from her reverie and remembered what she’d actually come for. DNA. She glanced around for something with enough of Charlotte’s genes. Dirty dishes and bottles littered the counters. There had to be someone who cleaned this place, but maybe, in her state, Jessica had let them go?

When Sam brought the bottle of warmed breast milk, Jessica was still trying to get Charlotte on her breast. She radiated exhaustion and helplessness.

“I just don’t understand,” she said. “You see other women doing it, and they make it look so simple! I feel so, like, defective.”

Sam sat gingerly next to her. Jessica had won, hadn’t she? She’d ended up in the big house with the big-shot husband. But not even in her worst times had Sam ever been this alone. Jessica seemed hollowed out. Was it Jake who’d done it to her?

The baby—hungry but unwilling to feed—began to wail, and Sam carefully took her from Jessica’s arms. “Why don’t you let me feed her and you can go rest for a few minutes?”

Jessica nodded but remained where she was for a moment, looking at the two of them anxiously. Sam remembered that desperate vigilance, the way your body clung to your child’s.

After Jessica finally walked down the hall to some unseen room, Sam fed the tiny infant, then swaddled her. She made a slow lap around the main floor of the house. The entire back side, with its tall windows and clear guard panels on the deck, was designed around a stunning, unobstructed view of the sound. A view that only money—and lots of it—could buy. Over the last ten years, this had seemed to be happening at an increasingly fast clip in Seattle. The superrich were hoarding land and beauty: every picturesque vista, every inch of coastline, every livable space. Single men living in homes with ten thousand square feet, small families living in houses in Medina with twelve bedrooms. Jake had once claimed to hate those people. But here he was, unfurling his kingdom.

Baby Charlotte slept for a few minutes in Sam’s arms and then woke, peering out at Sam from the safety of her swaddle. Looking down at this precious little human, Sam tried not to resent her existence. What would Lola think when she saw everything Charlotte and her other siblings had? Would their own little house—the one that felt like such a stroke of luck to Sam—look shabby? Would Lola feel Sam had deprived her because of her stubbornness and pride? Eventually she would have to understand how valuable pride could be to a woman, how it could keep you alive.

“What are we doing here, Charlotte?” Sam said quietly. The low-hanging clouds above the sound made the snowcaps of the Olympic Mountains appear as if they were floating in midair. The baby blinked at her. Newborns always looked so wise; it was as though Charlotte knew the answers, and if only she could speak, she would explain it all.

The baby’s fingernails were long and jagged. Sam saw a pair of baby nail clippers on the table. She grabbed them and snipped all ten of Charlotte’s little half-moon nails, the baby gazing calmly at her all the while. Sam dumped the fingernails into a plastic bag from the kitchen and kissed the baby’s head.





ANNA


The house was empty with the boys at school. She was so behind on her work for Artemis that the thought of opening up her laptop felt crushing. The only other thing she had planned that day was a run, but Anna couldn’t even muster the energy for that. The exhaustion was overwhelming. She retreated to her bed.

The next thing she knew the boys were home, though only Ben came to check on her. The blackout shades were drawn. She had no sense of the time. “Do you think you guys could order some pizza for dinner? I’m not feeling very well.”

“Sure, Mom. Do you need anything?”

Her sweet boy.

“Maybe just some tea?” she said. “My credit card is in my purse for the pizza.”

“Thanks. Are you sure you’re okay?”

“Just a cold, I think.” Anna forced herself to sit up and smile at her son. She never got sick; she had a sterling immune system. Without her even asking, he came to hug her, and Anna felt she might start crying again. Anna fought a sudden, bubbling urge to tell him what she had done to his own half-sister, but that would only confuse and alienate him. If keeping her secret had been selfish, unburdening it on her son would be more so. “Order breadsticks and the cookie dough too if you want.” He raised his eyebrows. Well, now he knew something was up.

He left, shutting the door. Sometime later, either minutes or hours, Anna’s phone buzzed. Sarah. “Hey, where are you?”

“At home? Oh shit, I’m so sorry. I completely forgot.” Anna was supposed to meet her at Breakers for happy hour.

“Are you okay? You don’t sound too good.”

“Um …” Anna felt her throat constricting. The weight of all those years of lies was too much. She simply didn’t have another one in her.

“Okay, hold tight,” Sarah said. “I’m coming there.”

Soon Sarah was at the door of Anna’s bedroom with an open wine bottle and glasses. “Let me know if I need to get the scotch or something,” she said. “Mind if I turn a light on?”

“Since when do either of us drink scotch?”

“I don’t know! I feel like on TV they’re always drinking scotch when they’re plotting. This feels like a plotting situation. Vodka?”

Anna laughed. “Wine is great.”

Sarah fetched the decorative tray from the ottoman and poured wine into their glasses. She was a good friend, a die-hard friend. Perhaps Anna hadn’t given her enough credit. Maybe she could confide in her. All Anna knew for sure was that she couldn’t bear one more moment alone.

“Okay,” Sarah said, handing her a glass, “tell me.”

Where to even begin? “I … stayed in bed all day. I didn’t even get up when the boys got home.”

“Okay.”

“And I skipped my run today.”

“Uh-huh.” Sarah looked at her.

Anna put her wineglass back on the tray and collapsed onto the bed, half burying her face in the pillow. “You know Sam? The parent Bri had the brouhaha with?”

“The fitness instructor lady?”

Anna nodded.

“What about her?”

Since the tree lighting, Anna had tried so hard not to think about Sam. She had tuned out Bri when sheˈd raved about the classes at Kin. She’d wanted to brush off the possibility that the instructor “Sam” was Samanta Flores-Walsh, Jake’s “crazy” ex, the one he’d had an affair with. But Anna was tired of pushing away thoughts, denying reality. As the words tumbled out, she felt relief.

“Whaaat?” Sarah said. “Omigod, I remember that story about her coming to Pam’s house and banging down the door! Jake had an affair with her? What the hell? When?”

“I’ve never been completely sure, but I think it was while I was pregnant with Ben. When he was starting the company.”

“Why didn’t you ever tell me?”

“I didn’t tell anyone. I didn’t want to believe it.”

Sarah nodded. “Well, I’m sure your instincts are right.”

“They were,” Anna said, “but it gets worse.”

Her pregnancy with Ben had been a surprise—they’d barely had sex in those months. In fact, Jake had mostly been sleeping in the guest bedroom on the ground floor of their Queen Anne house, claiming he didn’t want to risk waking Anna and Dylan when he came home late “from the office.”

He hadn’t hidden that he was having doubts about their marriage. One night he said quietly to her in the kitchen, “Anna, you know this isn’t working.” Before she could respond, Dylan conveniently started crying. Anna never dared ask Jake to elaborate. In her desperation, she made attempts to seduce him, some of which were mortifyingly rebuffed. Others were successful. After she told him about the pregnancy, everything changed. It was as though they’d both woken from some nightmare. Soon he was back in their bedroom.

Then came the email.

Jake was generally careless with his possessions, forever leaving his phone and wallet strewn everywhere. He was paranoid about privacy but only in an abstract sense. Jake was an idea man. Details were something he outsourced.

One morning, he went on a coffee run and left his email open, his phone sitting beside it. Anna was already in her third trimester. She’d sat down at Jake’s laptop to quickly check something about Dylan’s preschool schedule when Jake’s email pinged. She clicked over to his account without even thinking about it, a Pavlovian response from so much time with electronics: ping, look, drop everything for some meaningless bit of information. Though this time not so meaningless. This time the ping was the sound of Anna’s life splintering.

Samanta Flores-Walsh. The college girlfriend. Who forgets a name like that? Or the epic lore that trailed in her wake? What little Anna knew about her had always seemed more interesting, sexier and more exciting, than Anna could ever be. Even the fact that Sam was the “crazy ex” was something Anna found oddly enviable. It took conviction to drive all night and show up at someone’s door when he stopped taking your calls. Passion. It must have horrified Pam, even though in her telling, she was the hero of her story for calling the cops on Sam to protect her son from the “clearly unhinged” young woman.

Before she could consider the implications, Anna was reading the email.

Samanta claimed she was pregnant and that the baby was Jake’s. The revelation was dizzying. Just as quickly as she processed the words, Anna came up with a story to neutralize it. Jake had been getting press for the Strangers relaunch. Just the previous week, he and Sai had been billed as the founders of the “flashiest start-up in Seattle.” The company wasn’t making any profit yet, but smoke and mirrors were part of how start-ups worked. This woman, Samanta, was after money. She thought Jake was her ticket. She was lying, Anna decided. She was crazy.

Later Anna would reason that what she did next had been a fight-or-flight response to the threat of that email from a lying, possibly litigious woman. She responded as Jake, telling Samanta to leave them alone. Then she blocked her email address and deleted the email. And waited. Jake almost always kept his phone on silent, lest its ringing interrupt some brilliant thought he was having, but he’d left it next to his laptop—and after a moment, the screen flashed. The name Brett Ashley came up. Anna looked at it, puzzled. She couldn’t recall Jake mentioning a Brett, and yet the name felt somehow familiar. She Googled it. The love interest in The Sun Also Rises. A fake name. It was Samanta. Anna waited for the call to go to voice mail, and when she was sure a message hadn’t been left, she calmly and deliberately pulled up the contact information—she knew Jake’s passcode—and blocked the number.

Anna let the story spill out to Sarah in what felt like one long exhale, all while staring at her glass of wine as though the sauvignon blanc might absolve her. When she looked up again, Sarah’s eyes were wide, her hand over her mouth.

“Damn,” she said. “So, the Lola that Ben has a crush on is Jake’s daughter? And her mom is living, like … down the street?”

“After it happened, I kept thinking she’d show up at my door. Or that Jake would confess to me about the affair. But as the years went by and I never heard from her again, I kind of thought that was proof she’d been making it up. Am I a terrible person?”

Sarah shook her head. “A terrible person would have murdered Jake in his sleep and framed the mistress. You were trying to protect your family.”

“I feel like garbage,” said Anna.

“Well, okay, just to be devil’s advocate here—you don’t know that Lola is Jake’s.”

“The timing adds up. I just … I think she is.” She smiled. “The funny part is, it didn’t even matter in the end. He left me anyway.” Anna had done his dirty work without his even asking her to—not for the first or last time. “Maybe I should just go talk to her?”

“Maybe. But you don’t really know her agenda. Maybe you want to wait until after the IPO? You’re under enough stress as it is.”

“I just need to know if she’s his,” Anna said. “I’m afraid Ben will never forgive me for letting him crush on his sister.” She shivered with disgust.

“Honestly, I feel like you need to be less involved in Jake’s dramas, not more.”

“This is different,” Anna said. “Jake doesn’t know about his daughter, because of me.” As the words left her mouth, she was struck with horror. The idea that she’d separated a girl from her father? It was unthinkable.

“Look,” Sarah said, taking Anna’s hands, “I hate to get your mind spinning, but what if she did tell him? What if he’s been supporting the two of them all these years? Maybe she moved to Portside to be closer to him.”

Anna drew a deep breath. “Maybe,” she said. “God only knows. But I don’t think Jake is capable of that level of long-term deception. I’m not making excuses for him; I just don’t think he’s a sociopath. Is he?”

Sarah sipped her wine, considered it as though she were trying to determine tasting notes. “Not likely. And Pam would probably know if he was keeping a secret family.”

“I told Pam, you know. About the email. Years ago.”

“What did she say?”

“That I was right to do it.”

Sarah put her hands up. “Well, there you have it. I can say one thing for your former mother-in-law. She’s always been Team Anna.”

“No. I’m just the horse she picked.” There was a reason, Anna realized, she’d told Pam and not her own mother. Diane would have set her daughter’s moral compass straight and made her tell the truth. “Pam isn’t Team Anna,” she continued. “She’s one hundred percent Team Jake.”





SAM


Padma was at her door with two to-go cups from the café on Walnut Street. “Flat white for you,” she said, handing it to Sam, “and I’ve got muffins. They looked too good to pass up.”

“Thanks for coming over.” Sam got two small plates from the cabinet and put the muffins on them. They settled onto the couch. “I’ve been putting this off, but Sienna is in town tomorrow. I just needed the moral support.”

“I feel like a detective or something. Is it weird that I’m excited?” “At least one of us is,” Sam said. Her stomach churned.

Padma put her arm around her. “No one I know has better instincts than you. If you think this is the right path, then it is.”

“There it is,” Sam said, gesturing to a shoebox on the coffee table.

“Wow,” Padma said, “Pandora’s box!”

“I haven’t opened it since Lola was born,” Sam said. “I’d actually completely forgotten about it until we moved. I got rid of most of the things that reminded me of him, but I wanted to save at least some for Lola.”

Carefully, Padma removed the lid. “What’s this?” she said, picking up a couple of printed pages that rested on top of the pile of things in the box.

“Read it,” Sam said.

She watched as Padma absorbed the printed email exchange. Sam had also saved them on a thumb drive—having long ago deleted them from her old email address, just in case. There’d been something satisfying about having them on paper, solid and real. She’d looked at them every so often over the years when she’d felt her resolve not to contact Jake getting shaky.


Dear Jake,

I don’t know what happened to you, and I have no wish to rehash all of the details of our relationship. I’m writing now to tell you that I’m pregnant. I haven’t been with anyone but you. Please call me.

Sam



Jake—who must have been sitting at his computer the moment she sent the email—had responded swiftly.


Dear Sam,

You know I have a family of my own and they need me. I can’t do anything for you. I’m sorry. Please leave us alone.

Jake



Despite everything he’d done in the past, Sam had never expected this. Even in college, he’d idealized his future as a father. He talked endlessly about how important Dylan was to him, how being Dylan’s father was his chance to be everything he’d missed after his father had died so young. His cruelty in the email shocked her, but perhaps it shouldn’t have. Perhaps she’d never been a meaningful part of his life.

That day, she tried calling his cell phone again, but the call went straight to voice mail.

A half-hour later, Sam sent another email, her desperation and panic mounting. This time a response popped up right away: Server error. Email not deliverable.

She tried again, with the same result.

He’d blocked her email. He’d probably blocked her cell phone too.

“Un-fucking-believable,” said Padma, looking up at Sam with horror. She threw down the printout. And put her head in her hands.

“I made an appointment with Planned Parenthood,” Sam said. It was painful to think back on it now. “It just seemed sensible. I even went to the clinic. But I walked out.” It had been as though fate had pulled her out of the waiting room, back to the car, on toward Lola. “I already knew his decision. That day I made mine, which was to raise Lola on my own. Well,” Sam said, leaning in to her friend’s shoulder, “not on my own. I had my mom. And you.”

“I must have met you right after all of this happened.”

“I don’t know how I would have kept the studio going without your help. You were so great.” Sam warmed with love at the memory. Terrified her fledgling business might go under, she’d gathered her six employees to tell them about the pregnancy. It was almost overwhelming, how eager everyone was about picking up her classes and taking over extra shifts at the café. They didn’t want to work anywhere else. They were nearly as invested in keeping the studio afloat as Sam was. One of the instructors, who had a toddler, suggested Sam add a low-priced day care to the studio’s offerings. Next door, there was unused office space, and they managed to sweet-talk the landlord into giving it to them with barely a bump in rent. Padma’s mother—a wealthy, spirited matriarch with time on her hands—offered to run the day care, and it was all they could do to make her accept any pay at all. In the evenings, Sam began to run workshops for new moms, bringing in postpartum doulas and lactation consultants or sometimes just leading a discussion herself.

“Remember the dude who complained to me about all the women breastfeeding in the café?” Padma said and laughed.

“And you told him there was a CrossFit gym around the corner where he might be more comfortable.”

The word got out among moms and moms-to-be. Before long, there was a waiting list for membership, and every drop-in class was packed.

“I remember asking you once early on about Lola’s dad. The way you responded, it was like he didn’t exist,” Padma said. “And then I never asked again.”

Sam put her hand on the shoebox. “I packed it all away. I guess I was kidding myself to think I could leave it there forever.”

“Should we go through the rest?” Padma asked.

Sam nodded. Just below where the email exchange had been were a handful of photos and love notes Jake had written her, including ones he’d slipped under her door while they were at school together.

“Look at this!” Padma said, holding up a photo of Sam with her arms around Jake’s neck on the quad, the blooming cherry trees around them. “Baby Sam! And oh my gosh, this must be Sai,” she said, flipping to a photo of the three of them next to the iconic Gum Wall in Pike Place. It had been the night of their reunion at the Alibi Room. “He must have a good skin-care regimen; he looks the same. I Google-stalked him the other night.”

Sam took the photo and was momentarily shocked by how young she looked, how in love. She’d been so hard on herself for her stupid choices, but she’d been in her twenties, feeling grown but still half-child.

“It’s so weird,” Sam said. “How this feels like not that long ago and like a million years ago.” She shook her head.

“The aughts!” Padma said. “What a time. The media still treats women like crap, but, ugh, it was the worst back then. Poor Jessica Simpson, poor Britney! I totally get why you never went to the press before. You had to wait for the world to catch up.”

“I guess I did.” Sam looked back at the photo, but instead of feeling ashamed of her younger self, she felt almost protective. She didn’t want to erase that person. She wanted to finally give her what she deserved.

“You’re this close to the deadline, Sam. You should talk to Sai. He’ll find out soon enough.”

Sam froze. She had purposely refused to imagine life after the article. The looming deadline eclipsed everything else.

“Both Sienna and I have tried reaching out,” Sam said.

“But did you tell him why?”

Sam shook her head.

Padma took her hand. “Maybe it’s time.”
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Sam stood by the breakwater at Cascade Beach as the tide came in, bringing swirling pools of seaweed and the occasional debris—a coffee cup, a water bottle—from the ferry.

In person, Sienna Markowitz came off as older than twenty-nine. She had an air of having seen it all, maybe due to her years as a reporter. During their many phone calls, Sienna had skillfully opened up places in their conversations for Sam to fill with her story. Sam had underestimated her own desire to let it all out, to release the past that lay coiled and waiting inside her. She let loose and Sienna had made herself a cipher. But now Sam felt the woman’s determination.

“Thank you for coming all this way,” Sam said.

“I’m obsessed with making this story happen.” Sienna said, smiling. “I thought we could sit down and talk for a bit. The photographer isn’t meeting us until noon. I thought the studio? We can even take the photos outside if you don’t want to disrupt classes. We can be discreet.”

“Is it going to look like a publicity ploy having the photos taken outside of my studio?”

“Who cares? There will always be people ready to accuse you of wanting attention. But there’ll also be people who are interested in you. You should take advantage of that.”

They found a bench. Sienna dug out her microphone and notebook.

“I guess my biggest fear is that we’ll go through all of this and no one will care. Like I will have waited all this time, and—” Sam’s voice caught in her throat.

“Don’t worry about that,” Sienna said brusquely. “I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t think it was going to land. So, obviously the paternity lab results are great. I don’t know how you got that, but bravo. You said you had some other stuff?”

“Photos and emails. I brought you printouts. Sorry I didn’t get them to you sooner. I guess I’ve been purposely avoiding looking at all of this for so long. I had to work up to it.”

“Understandable,” Sienna said as she started flipping through the folder.

Sam had included the old pictures from the shoebox. They’d been taken on her ancient Canon point-and-shoot, and the date stamps were visible in the bottom-right corners in muted orange. He’d been brazen, Sam thought, to let her take those last shots. One was of the two of them kissing, Jake’s long arm holding the camera so that they were listing diagonally in the frame: a selfie before you could see what you were doing. Maybe Jake really had convinced himself he might leave Anna. Or maybe he’d just believed he was untouchable.

“There’s a copy of the restraining order in there,” Sam said. “I guess I’m a masochist for keeping it.”

“It’s good for you to tell that side of the story. It increases your credibility. And it will come out anyway.” Sienna read through the email exchange about the pregnancy.

“Wow,” Sienna said, “cold. You must have been really angry.”

“At first, yes. After a while I learned to compartmentalize it.”

“So you built this wall between you and Jake. But then you moved here. I mean, Jake might live online, but he also lives in Portside. What changed?”

“Things lined up in this weird way with us moving here,” Sam said, not wanting to start in about how it had felt like a sign when the house came on the market. “But it was also the IPO rumors. I was tired of running from it. I’d convinced myself that thriving with my daughter and my business would be enough. That it would be enough to become a success on my own,” she said to Sienna. And she had! She had. She’d bought her house in a wildly expensive real estate market; she provided for her daughter. She was a successful business owner. But it all felt so horribly small. As though she’d simply done well for a woman. Done well for a mom. Sam had convinced herself that by walling herself off from the world of men she’d made it so she no longer had to play by that world’s rules. But the world of men was the world. It was a place where people like Jake won and women were forever incidental. Interchangeable. Collateral damage. “I just … I couldn’t let it go. Somehow it broke the barrier I’d built between myself and what happened with Jake. I realized I hadn’t let it go, that I’d just been … waiting.”

Sienna nodded, marking something down in her notebook. It was interesting to watch her, how she processed everything Sam told her, seemingly at warp speed.

“And now you’ve got him when he’s vulnerable,” Sienna said. “Smart.”

“It’s another turning point, and it feels like my last chance to tell my side of the story. We have some of the richest men in the world in Seattle. They create these fortresses around their lives. At some point, they’re just untouchable.”

“Strangers has a really heavily female user base,” Sienna said. “There was a small exodus when he left Anna—the divorce, then him remarrying someone so much younger. Users had a strong reaction to it, as I’m sure you know. Hashtag DeleteStrangers?”

Sam shook her head.

“Doesn’t matter. All I’m saying is that there could be much bigger ramifications when they realize he abandoned a daughter. That’s why my editor wants to move this to the front page of the Style section.”

A group of children nearby burst into excitement as a seal poked its head above water in the marina. Sam frowned. “Isn’t it more of a business story?”

“The human-interest angle is shaping up to be much stronger.”

“But you’ll include the stuff about me working on Strangers?” Sam could feel it, the story getting away from her, along with the reason she had decided to go public in the first place.

“Listen,” Sienna said, “I believe you. I do. And it’s fascinating. That algorithm is like his original sin.”

Sam nodded. It was as though her DNA were in Strangers. And Jake was now selling that part of her off for his own profit.

“But I’m sorry. Without anyone else to confirm that it happened, the optics just won’t work for us to include it.”

Sam felt panic rising in her throat with the sudden realization that she was not in control of this story, that she’d never been.

“Are you okay?” said Sienna.

Sam closed her eyes; she willed the fear back and nodded.

“With the rest of the story, you have proof. If there’s interest—which I think there will be—maybe we can run a follow-up piece if Sai Chandra decides to break his NDA. I’ve tried reaching out to him. No response. Sometimes it’s easier when the tide of public opinion is already moving your way.”

Sam’s mind raced. “But if he could confirm it,” Sam said, “then you’d include it? That would be enough?”

“I’d have to confer with legal, but barring any extenuating circumstances, yes. The story of Jake and Sai is well known, and there’s renewed interest because of the IPO, so yeah, it would carry a lot of weight.”

“Let me try him one more time.”
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Whispers spread through the studio when the photographer—a cute guy in his twenties—met Sam and Sienna at the café. Sam went to freshen up in the back while he snapped photos of the Portside moms having lunch and streaming out of the 11:00 a.m. yoga class.

Standing by the large window of the studio storefront, Sam had no idea what to do with her arms and her face. Should she look wronged? Defiant? Happy and thriving?

“Just relax,” said the photographer. “Good. Great. Perfect!”

With a frown, he stopped to adjust his lens. Sam closed her eyes, breathed.

“Sam?” said Bri Campbell, her arms laden with shopping bags. Her eyes ricocheted among Sam, Sienna, and the photographer.

“Hi.” Sam’s heart pounded, but she forced herself to sound casual. She could practically feel the woman’s antenna. “I thought you’d be getting ready for the big party.”

“I was just picking up some decorations for mortarboards since no one else volunteered,” she said, sounding annoyed. “By the way, I’m so glad Lola is coming.”

“Yes, she’s excited. Great that the weather held up,” Sam said. The photographer had switched his lens out, and Sam could see him out of the corner of her eye looking antsy.

“So great,” Bri said. “Doing a little photo shoot?”

“Just a lifestyle piece,” Sam said.

“Wow, how glamorous! What publication?”

“Seattle Met,” Sienna said, the lie at the ready. “And, sorry, but we’re on kind of a tight schedule here.”

“Oh, my apologies,” Bri said, “I won’t keep you. Well, congratulations, Sam. I can’t wait to see the article.”





ANNA


The weather was in the high sixties the day of the Campbells’ sixth-grade graduation party, meaning that every robust Pacific Northwest preteen was in a swimsuit—some of them bikinis. The adults gathered on the opposite corner of Bri’s expansive pine deck, enjoying the endless, sparkling view of Portside.

“Do you think she’s going to be here?” Sarah whispered to Anna as they made their way to the house. They’d had to park several streets away because of the cars lining the block. Every function at Bri’s house—even if nominally for children—was catered for parents, with plenty of booze.

The possibility of running into Sam had been racing through Anna’s mind all day. “If she is, I’m going to need you to create a diversion while I leap into the bushes,” said Anna.

“This is what I train for,” Sarah said, taking Anna’s arm as they went through the house.

“Girls!” Bri stepped away from a gaggle of sixth-grade moms and hugged them both.

“Party looks great,” Anna said. “This is nicer than my high school graduation.”

“Oh, well.” Bri blushed. “I just wanted to do something for the kids. It’s been such a big year with them starting middle school.”

Anna spotted Ben standing with a group of his friends. She smiled and waved; he raised a hand in return. The girl he was talking to laughed at something, and as she tossed her hair back, Anna saw: it was Lola. Even from a distance, Anna could see her resemblance to Jake. She’d seen pictures of Lola, but now the evidence seemed so glaringly obvious.

“How are things with anchor-baby-gate?” Sarah asked.

“Ryder said he would make things right,” Bri said. Stephanie, Bri’s “house manager,” appeared at her elbow, as if waiting to tell her something. Bri carried on without acknowledging her. “I just hope he hasn’t internalized the idea that he’s some evil racist, you know? They just take things to heart at this age.”

“Is the mom here?” Sarah said. “Sam?”

“Oh no,” Bri said, “she can’t seem to be bothered with school functions.” She wordlessly turned to Stephanie and took a printed list from her. “I mean, I suppose I shouldn’t judge her,” she continued, “being a single mom.”

Stephanie hovered, presumably needing something more from Bri but not wanting to interrupt. “Actually, I saw her downtown when I was picking things up for the party,” Bri said. “She was doing a big photo shoot outside her studio.”

Anna glanced nervously at Sarah. “A photo shoot?”

“Press!” Bri said. “Something for a profile.”

At that moment, the light indie music that was playing through the Campbells’ outdoor speakers died out, and high-energy notes of a pop song burst through the sound system. Everyone turned toward the patio doors, as three girls Anna recognized from Ben’s class came skipping out of them, gyrating to the familiar tunes of a Justin Bieber song. They turned sideways to usher in the star: Ryder emerged wearing an all-white ensemble and a trucker cap. The girls pop-and-locked impressively around him as he started to lip-sync Justin Bieber’s “Sorry.”

“Oh my goodness,” Bri whispered. “He said he was going to apologize.”

Anna looked to where Lola was standing wide-eyed next to Ben. Her cheeks were blazing red. She wasn’t smiling. Everyone’s eyes—and most of their smartphones—were pointed in the same direction. Ryder continued his performance, making his way down the steps to Lola, mouthing the final lyrics. The whole thing—the wrongness of it, the twerking, the innuendo, combined with the earnest, openly pleading expression on the boy’s face—was too much to bear. For a moment, it felt as though the entire party was holding its breath.

Lola stood still and then took a step forward. She said something softly to Ryder and shook her head, crossing her arms over her chest. Ryder gave an aggressive shrug, his pained face belying his attempt at indifference.

Ryder stormed back toward the house, his dancers trailing after him. “My poor baby!” said Bri, rushing inside.

“That was brutal,” Anna said.

“What made him think that was a good idea?” Sarah said. “He made it all about him. He totally put her on the spot.”

“I don’t know,” Anna said. “I really don’t.”

On the other side of the lawn, Ben was trying to comfort a rattled Lola. Anna resisted the urge to go and sweep him into her arms. The party began to recalibrate, conversations resuming and hors d’oeuvres circulating. “And by the way,” said Sarah, “what was Bri saying about Sam being in the press?”

“We need to find out.”

A few minutes later, coming back from the restroom, Anna spotted Lola and Ryder talking by the side of the house, away from the other sixth-graders. Both looked as if they’d been crying, and to Anna’s surprise, Lola gave Ryder a hug.

At that age, would Anna have ever had the self-possession to turn away a popular boy like Ryder, to make him cry? Seeing the two of them making up, privately, with dignity, somehow made her feel more hopeful about the world.

On the back deck, she found Sarah in a cluster with several other women, including Bri. They were looking at their phones, faces horrified.

“What?” Anna asked. “What is it?”

“Oh my God, Anna, it’s everywhere. All over the Strangers message boards, in everyone’s inboxes!”

This is it, Anna thought. Sam had come forward.

“Poor Jessica,” one of the moms said. “At least she looks great! This must have been from before her pregnancy.”

Jessica? Anna frowned in confusion.

Bri pulled her away from the crowd. “Oh God, Anna, it’s just so awful. And poor Jake!”

“Slow down!” Anna said. “What am I looking at?”

“It looks like security camera footage of Jessica. Naked.”

Watching the video—black-and-white but crystal clear—of the young woman climbing into her hot tub made Anna feel ill. Her naked body, glowing in unfiltered black-and-white, was on full display for a long moment, and she sat on the edge and dangled a leg in as though to check the water before slipping in.

“It’s just such a violation!” Bri said. “Who would do such a thing?” Anna’s adrenaline spiked. She turned on her heel to leave.
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Back at home, she knew exactly where she would find him: upstairs, in his room. God forbid her son spend time outdoors on a beautiful day. Mustering all the self-control she possessed, she told Dylan to turn off the game he was playing. Now. Her tone silenced any protest. “There’s a video of Jessica in the hot tub going around,” she said. “Would you like to explain that to me?”

Dylan opened his mouth but then stared at the floor.

“Dylan!” Anna’s voice rose.

“It was only supposed to be for Carter!” Dylan sputtered. Carter was a schoolmate of his, a cooler older boy Anna didn’t know well. “He wasn’t supposed to share it with anyone.”

“Tell me how you even got it!”

“I was just messing around. Then I figured out I could hack into the video feed from the security system,” he said with a shrug.

Her son’s misuse of his own talents, his bright mind, made her head spin. She could feel herself wanting to blame Jake. A horny teenage son cooped up with a woman only ten years older. What had Jake thought would happen?

“I didn’t know she’d go walking around naked!”

“But you knew she was naked when you sent this to Carter.”

“He’s always teasing me about how hot she is. I just … I was showing off. I’m sorry!”

Anna closed her eyes, at that moment unable to even bear the sight of her son. She would have to call Carter’s parents, deal with their reaction. She would have to call Jake. “It’s not me you need to apologize to. This is a massive violation of Jessica’s privacy. Did you know you could be registered as a sex offender if she pressed charges?”

He looked suddenly terrified. “I only showed it to Carter!”

“And Carter showed it to everyone. I thought your generation was supposed to be smart about the internet!” Anna’s cell phone rang. Jake. So much for distance.





SAM


To Sam’s surprise, Sai called her instead of emailing her back. She normally let calls from numbers she didn’t recognize go to voice mail, but for some reason this time, she answered. Lola was still at the sixth-grade graduation party. Sam was at home reading a book, decompressing from her day with Sienna.

“Sam?”

She felt her neurons sparking, a cache of old memories releasing at the sound of his voice. “Sai,” she said, breathing deeply.

“I don’t know where to begin telling you how sorry I am,” he said. “But this isn’t a conversation to have over the phone.” He sounded so much more assured now, so assertive. “I’ll be in Seattle for business on Friday. Can we talk in person?”

They met for lunch at Matt’s in the Market. The weather was gloomy, but at least it wasn’t raining. Sam walked by the line snaking out of the original Starbucks and paused for a moment to admire the giant vat on display in the window of Beecher’s Handmade Cheese. The market was touristy, but she loved it still; most locals did. Sai was already sitting down. He’d snagged a table by one of the vast arched windows with a view of the famous Public Market Center sign. He was well preserved, but having known him so long, Sam could see changes. His forehead had faint creases, and there were patches of gray at his temples.

When he spotted her, he stood slowly from his chair. His face was wrought with emotion. Sam felt unsteady. Before she could process how she felt, Sai opened his arms, and she found herself in them. His scent, woodsy and warm, was familiar. For a moment, time stopped.

“You look beautiful,” he said. “You look exactly the same.”

“You too,” she said. She’d expected this to be awkward, but her anger was dissipating by the second. It was always easier to hold a grudge against a ghost.

The waiter with a bottle in his hand gave Sam a moment to collect herself. “The Pol Roger, sir?” he said.

“I got champagne,” Sai said sheepishly. “You’ll have some?”

“A drink sounds like a good idea,” Sam said.

“To old friends,” Sai said, clinking his glass with hers. “It’s so good to be here with you.”

Sam’s throat tightened. “Sai,” she said, “what changed? I’ve been trying to get in touch with you since last fall. And before that …”

Sai closed his eyes and squeezed the bridge of his nose. “I know, Sam. I’m so sorry. I need you to know that it had nothing to do with you. Hearing from you just brought up so much for me, all those memories. Things ended badly between Jake and me. Really badly. He stabbed me in the back during our series A funding.”

“What happened?”

“In retrospect, it was normal cofounder stuff. Our investors wanted to hire a shit ton of new people, and they were pushing us into a data-collection advertising model. It never felt right to me. I thought Jake agreed. But he changed. He started getting grandiose and telling me I was betraying the company if I didn’t do what was necessary. The board pushed me out and he joined them.”

“I’m sorry,” Sam said. On the one hand, at least Sai had gotten paid out for his contributions. On the other, there was no getting those years back. As she well knew.

“It was for the best. Once I was out, I was much happier. You know how he is; he sucks up all of your attention. Every romantic relationship I had when we were working together fell apart.”

“Paulo the dancer?”

Sai laughed. “After I missed a Valentine’s Day dinner, he threw all of my clothes out the window. Then told me I should go back to Jake, who was clearly the love of my life.”

“Oh dear!”

“It became a pattern. Anyway, it’s water under the bridge now. I’m really happy where I am. And married! We’ve got three-year-old twins,” he said, pulling up a picture of two dark-eyed toddlers on his phone.

“Lola,” Sam said, pulling out her own phone. Her home screen was a shot of Lola from earlier that spring, smiling on the Portside waterfront, the churning sound behind her.

“She’s so beautiful, Sam,” Sai said, his voice catching. “Those eyes.” He looked back up at her. “Sam, I didn’t know. I promise you. Jake never said a word. You’re sure he knows?”

Sam nodded.

Sai gave a mirthless laugh. “I wouldn’t have thought he could surprise me at this point. But that’s a rather dizzying new low for Mr. Family First.”

Listening to him, Sam felt sure he was telling the truth. He’d avoided her to compartmentalize his feelings, just as Sam had tried to do. He’d reached a point where he couldn’t afford to look back. She understood. He refilled Sam’s glass and reached across the table for her hand. “Please forgive me for ghosting you all those years ago. I had to choose. I chose wrong. I’ve regretted it. Believe me. But I’m assuming that you didn’t look me up just to reminisce. Tell me: What can I do for you? How can I help?”





ANNA


The Strangers annual summer kickoff party that Jake threw for his employees was a tradition dating back to the company’s early years. It was always at his house—and this year was no different. A bacchanalia on the beach below the glass house and cliffside atrium, a DJ playing old-school emo and Grimes.

And against her better instincts, Anna had promised to come; Jake had been insistent about it, and Anna’s curiosity had gotten the better of her. Nonstop chaos had ensued since the video leaked. The parents of Carter, the other boy involved, blamed Dylan. The Strangers moderators’ council was up in arms. News of the incident was covered everywhere from Jezebel to TechCrunch. The video was banned from Strangers but had resurfaced on Reddit. To the world at large, Jake blamed an unnamed foreign entity that had hacked his security system.

Anna felt Dylan should apologize to Jessica, but Jake was adamant that they never tell her. She was going through enough with the new baby, he claimed, but Anna wondered if it was more about keeping the story contained. For his part, Dylan seemed less relieved by his father’s insistence on silence than cowed, the threat of dismissal by his father far scarier than the threat of having to apologize. Pam had already informed Anna that Dylan was sulking inside and wouldn’t come out for the party.

“It’s not actually the beginning of summer until the solstice,” Anna overhead some brogrammer say to another as she made her way to the patio. Someone always pointed this out. The Seattle solstice parade of naked bicyclists was still weeks away.

Anna wore a white sundress she’d bought years ago in Capri. When she looked in the mirror on her way out the door, she had the fleeting thought that she was too old to wear this now. As she passed a gaggle of young programmers, she wondered if they were looking at her because they thought she was attractive or if they thought it was desperate for a woman her age to dress like that.

The Strangers summer party had been a social staple of their lives for years, so Anna’s friends were always invited. Thank God. Sarah hugged her extra long—she was the only one of her friends who knew about Dylan, who knew about everything.

“You made it!” Bri said when she found them. “Ben and Ryder are down on the beach.”

“I’m not staying long. Just showing face for a drink or two. What have you got?” Anna asked.

“A margarita,” Sarah said. “Full bar!”

“Oh lord,” Anna said, glancing around at the crowd of mostly twentysomething employees. “This place is going to turn into a shit show.” Anna grabbed a glass of rosé from a passing waiter. Ten years earlier the party was a backyard barbeque with their seven employees. Now it had grown considerably more lavish. The stretch of beach below Jake’s new home was so secluded it might as well have been private. Younger employees ran by in bathing suits, dragging gigantic floatation devices that Jake had rented, plunging into the freezing water of Puget Sound.

“No,” Bri said suddenly as something caught her eye.

“Holy shit,” Sarah said under her breath.

A woman was walking from the house out onto the lawn. She wore a tentlike red-and-white maxi dress that barely contained her massive breasts. It took Anna a moment to realize she was looking at Jessica. With the exception of their strange day together, Anna had never seen Jessica without her long shiny blond hair blown out to perfection. But now that hair was … just gone.

“Whoa,” Sarah said, “she hacked off her hair.” “Hacked” was the right word. Her hair wasn’t cut into anything that could be called a style. It stuck out everywhere in different directions; she looked like a Barbie doll that had been subjected to a child with safety scissors.

“She was so pretty!” Bri said. “Do you think she’s spiraling about the video?”

“A full Britney Spears?” Sarah said.

“Jake didn’t mention anything,” Anna said. “She must have just done it. Like, today.”

“She must be really upset,” Sarah said carefully.

“The last I talked to her,” Anna said, “she seemed okay.” But as Anna spoke the words, she realized they weren’t true. Jessica hadn’t seemed okay at all.

“Why would you ever disfigure yourself like that?” Bri asked, horrified.

“It’s just hair,” Sarah said, taking Anna’s arm. “It grows back.”

As Jessica strode across the grass, her red dress billowing behind her, Anna felt guilty. Not just about Dylan but about herself. She had known what a state Jessica must be in after the video, and she’d been avoiding her.

At that point in her life, Anna should have known better than to come to a party and announce that she was staying for only one drink. Switching to palomas had been a very bad idea. No woman sitting on as many secrets as she was should have been getting into the tequila. But two hours later, Anna found herself on a towel on the beach, leaning back on her hands and laughing too loudly at the jokes that one of Jake’s young programmers was telling. His name was … Chad? Chuck? No, it had to be Chad. Look at him: beefy and overconfident, probably played football in high school. Perfect teen-idol face. Absolutely a Chad.

The illicit thrill of flirting with the boss’s ex-wife was surely why he was paying her so much attention, but still it felt good. Chad was probably fifteen years younger than she was. Jessica’s age. So this was the drug that had hooked Jake.

“I actually came up with the idea,” Chad was saying, in the midst of some long story about his recent promotion at Strangers. “It’s a program that crawls someone’s contacts—it works best with verified moderators because we have the most access—and creates accounts for their friends who don’t have existing Strangers accounts.”

A bell went off in Anna’s mind. Dimly. He was telling her something she should have been paying attention to, interrupting her slip into blissful oblivion.

“It creates fake accounts?” she said.

“Mirror accounts, we call them,” he explained. “They’re pretty minimal. The algorithm just collects, like, some basic info and photos. If they use the Facebook plug-in, we can get much more.”

“What’s the point? Inflating the number of accounts?” This was not good. Even drunk, she knew this was not good.

“We give them activity too. Mostly just liking accounts and clicking on ads. Nothing complicated.”

“And people don’t notice?”

“Mostly not, but if they complain, we just take it down. The thing is, we disclose everything in the terms and conditions. Of course, no one reads those.”

He was proud of his contribution, Anna realized. What the fuck was Jake thinking? He’d always claimed to be above this kind of thing. Chad laughed, taking in her expression. “Don’t look at me like that. It’s nothing compared to what Facebook does, trust me. And we’re going to purge them after the IPO. No harm done. Anyway, enough about work. We’re going to see the Chainsmokers at the Neptune later. You should come with!”

Anna had no idea who the Chainsmokers were, not that she was going to admit this. She laughed and shook her head. “I’m too old for the Neptune.”

“You can’t even be thirty.”

“I’m forty-one.”

“No way!” As one of Jake’s programmers, the guy could do math. But Anna let the compliment wash over her. “You know, I actually love older women,” he said. “You know who you are. You’re, like … grounded. It’s refreshing.”

Anna certainly did not feel grounded. She felt like whatever force had been holding her together was coming apart. But she just had to hold on a few more days until the IPO. Maybe not get wasted with a twenty-five-year-old who was possibly defrauding innocent users with no regret.

“It must be great,” Chad continued. “I hate being in my twenties.” “Well, don’t wish it away,” Anna said. “You don’t get it back.”

“I just want to settle down. Find the right woman. A woman of substance.” He smiled at her. It was a line. Did he think it would work on someone her age? Oops, it had.

“Well,” Anna said, raising her plastic cup with the remains of paloma number way too many in it, “good luck out there.” He bumped his cup against hers and held eye contact as they drank. A shiver of tequila-soaked lust went through her. He leaned over, pushed her hair over her shoulder. She could feel his breath on her neck.

“You look so hot in that dress,” he said.

Before Anna knew what was happening, he was kissing her. She wanted him to kiss her. She wanted him to kiss her since she sat down with him. And yet it felt wrong. He was sloppy and overeager; his tongue seemed enormous, and his teeth clicked against hers.

“Anna?”

She extracted herself from the kiss to find Jake standing in front of her.

Chad scrambled to his feet. “Oh, hey, man! I was just … We were just …”

“Could you give us a moment?” Jake said.

Jake held out a hand to help Anna up, but she started giggling uncontrollably. “Are you drunk?” he said.

“Are you serious?” she said. “Yes, I’m shit-faced.”

He smiled and helped her to her feet. Anna brushed the sand off her dress. Most of the beach was rocky, but there was this one soft patch of sand. Where had her shoes gone? “Please don’t fire that kid. Chad. He’s probably panicking.”

“Luke,” Jake said. “Lucky for him he’s one of my best programmers.”

“Yes, he mentioned it.” Anna’s mind was swimming. Suddenly she felt like she should have paid more attention to what Luke had told her … about the mirror accounts? She needed to go lie down. “Anyway, you wanted me to comfort the employees, so …”

“Are you trying to make me jealous?” He smirked. “Because it’s working. I’ve been thinking about you constantly.”

Anna looked into his eyes and wished them both back to the beginning. She yanked her arm away. “Jake,” she said blearily, “you have a daughter.”

“I know, and I love Charlotte. We’ll figure it all out after the IPO. I promise.”

And just like that Anna’s resolve flickered out again. After the IPO. Let us all be untouchably rich first. The dizzying thought of all that money made her laugh out loud. Not in the nicest way. Jake looked at her.

“Can I go lie down somewhere?” she asked.

Jake laughed now too. “Okay, Anna Banana.”

As they made their way up the windy beach stairs, Anna leaned on him. He smelled like fresh laundry and Kiehl’s, as he always had. All of a sudden, he stiffened. There at the edge of the lawn, a tall dark-haired man was waiting. “Hello, Jake. Hello, Anna.”

How drunk was she? Because it appeared that Sai Chandra was standing on Jake’s lawn, looking dapper in jeans and a linen shirt rolled to the elbows.

“Sai!” Jake said. “What are you doing here?”

“I was invited!” It was true that nearly all current and former Strangers employees—alumni, as Jake called them—were invited to major events. Many of them flew in from around the country to attend. But never Sai. As far as Anna knew, he and Jake hadn’t spoken in years.

“I mean, of course,” Jake said. “It’s just a surprise that you came.”

“Well, I had to come toast you in advance of the IPO. It’s so exciting.” His tone was light, inscrutable, but something felt off. Even threatening.

Jake nodded. “Hey, thanks, man.”

“Jake, you’ll never guess who I had lunch with yesterday. Sam Flores-Walsh! We met at Matt’s in the Market. God, their fishwich is good!”

Jake looked as if he’d been hit by a two-by-four. Anna felt as though she might pass out. Actually, she wished she would.

“You saw Sam?” Jake said.

Sai turned to Anna, whose heart was in her throat. “Anna, I don’t think you ever met Sam. She’s an amazing woman. We were all good, good friends in college. In fact”—he sipped his drink and turned his gaze back to Jake—“she helped us invent Strangers.”

Anna looked at Jake. His face drained, his easy smile gone.

“She had one of the most brilliant programming minds I’ve seen, before or since. She helped create the original algorithm,” Sai continued.

“It’s obviously gone through a lot of changes since then,” Jake said weakly. “So many updates.”

“Ye-ah,” Sai said, seeming unconvinced. “But—and I realize programming was never your thing, Jake—there’s just something to be said for the original DNA.”

For a moment they all stood there in silence. Anna waited dumbly for Jake to tell Sai he was wrong.

“Anyway,” Sai said with an unhurried smile, “thanks again for inviting me. What an … exciting time for you, Jake!”
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Anna woke with a start at 3:00 a.m., hungover and disoriented. Her heart raced until she remembered she’d ended up in one of the innumerable bedrooms in Jake and Jessica’s house. She felt around for her purse. She wanted her own house, her own bed. She made her way downstairs, determined to go home.

“Hi, Anna.”

Anna dropped her sandals with a clatter of chunky soles. “God, Jessica, you scared me to death.”

“Sorry,” she said flatly. She was curled in the corner of the sofa in a stained robe, watching television with the volume barely audible. Flashes of some animal show whisked across the screen.

Anna found it hard not to stare at Jessica’s head. With her lush long hair gone, Jessica’s wild-eyed face was revealed in stark angles.

“Did you know that the female sea louse gets pregnant and then her babies eat her from the inside out?” Jessica said, her eyes still on the screen.

“Dark,” Anna said. “Maybe you should switch to Bravo for a while.”

Jessica didn’t seem to absorb Anna’s attempt at a joke. “Even before the whole video thing, I was having trouble sleeping,” Jessica said. “I’m guessing you saw it?”

Never before had Anna wanted to disappear so badly. She gave a slight nod.

“I keep waking up thinking someone is standing in the corner watching me. I have these nightmares.”

Anna’s head throbbed with guilt. “Jake replaced the security system, though, didn’t he?”

“I wanted to get a German shepherd,” Jessica continued, oblivious to her. “But Jake thinks we should wait until after the IPO. It’s like the return of Christ. It will deliver us, Anna. Did you know?”

Telling Jessica it had been Dylan would surely make her feel awful. But Jake’s lie about an anonymous foreign hacker was more terrifying. Anna told herself to just get out of there, decide later. But Jessica turned and looked Anna in the eye for the first time. “You’re staring at my hair.”

“Oh no, um, it’s just different. You know, I always wanted to try a pixie, actually. You’re lucky with those cheekbones.”

“I was tired of everyone looking at me.”

Anna didn’t know what to say. The world had turned Jessica into an object. Anna’s son had turned her into an object.

“It was falling out anyway. The shower drain was clogged with these handfuls—”

“It’s temporary,” Anna said. “The hair, I mean.”

“Did you ever wish you could take it off? Your body, I mean? Just, like, be … an idea? A floating consciousness? Or more like an animal in nature.”

Jessica was clearly sleep-deprived, yet she spoke somehow with more lucidity than ever. She’d always seemed so self-conscious around Anna. Now she not only didn’t seem to care what she said; she seemed hardly to notice Anna at all. The effect was eerie.

“I think Jake is cheating on me,” Jessica added.

“Why do you think that?” Anna’s mouth felt dry.

“Just a feeling. Ever since I found out that you two were still together when we met—I can’t look at him the same. Jake says I’m being paranoid. About everything.”

Anna shook her head. You’re not being paranoid, she wanted to tell her. Trust your instincts. But those instincts would lead her right back to Anna. The flirtation between her and Jake had to end. Maybe Jake would cheat on Jessica eventually, leave her for someone else, continue this horrendous cycle. But he would not cheat on her with Anna. When this week was over, she was moving forward with her life. “You’re going through a hard time,” Anna said. “You just need some sleep. Can you take an Ambien or something?”

Jessica shook her head. “Breastfeeding.”

“One pill is not going to hurt, I promise.” Anna reached over and squeezed Jessica’s shoulder. Jessica clutched Anna’s hand.

“I wish I could be like you,” Jessica said. “You’re better than me. Everyone thinks it. Pam. Jake.”

Anna shook her head. If only Jessica knew.





SAM


Finally, it was time to do something, not just wait and worry. Despite her nerves, Sam felt hopeful. Sienna Markowitz had told her that Sai was willing to go on the record about her contributions to the company. Now came the hardest part. She’d asked Lola if she wanted to make tamales together the following night. Sam usually reserved anything more time-consuming than a stir-fry for the weekends. But the two of them needed the familiar routine of mixing the masa, shredding the pork, and folding the corn husks to center them while they talked about Lola’s father and Sam’s past. She couldn’t let Lola find out who her father was along with the rest of the world.

In order to take the next night off, Sam taught all day and that evening, leaving her mercifully little time to stew over all the ways their lives might be upended that week. When the last of her employees finally left, she locked the studio door to do the last of the cleanup. Inevitably she was going to lose some clients over the news. Then again, classes could be packed because of the scandal. There was simply no way to know. Jacinta was staying with her that week to help Sam with Lola when the story broke.

Sam lingered for a moment in the café. The life she’d built was about to be blown up. She felt a wave of nostalgia for the quiet anonymity she was giving up. She collected her things from the back office. She was startled by the sight of a man standing at the glass door. The sight of him sent Sam reeling. Those azure eyes were as arresting as the day sheˈd met him more than twenty years ago. His face, which wore a tortured look, seemed boyish still. He didn’t look away as she crossed the space between them and, hands shaking, twisted open the lock.

For a moment, he stood in the doorway. It was almost nine o’clock at night, but daylight still lingered. “Sam,” he said at last. “Can I—”

“Yes,” Sam said. “Come in. I’m just closing up.”

Jake took a few tentative steps in and looked around wide-eyed. “Jess—my wife—she loves this place. She comes here all the time.”

“I know her,” Sam said. “She’s lovely.”

In the brighter light of the café, Sam could see the years on his face, though he wore them well. He’d filled out some. He had flecks of gray in his dark hair. Time contracted and expanded. It had been but a moment since they’d last been together, running through the rain after the picnic. It had been a hundred years.

“I got a call from a reporter today,” Jake said.

Sam pretended to look for something behind the counter, just to put space between herself and him. Was he here to make threats? He leaned over, standing on the opposite side. Sam fought the urge to apologize. It would be true: she was sorry that it had worked out this way. But it was not her fault.

“Sam,” he said, “why didn’t you come to me?”

She should have asked Sienna what she was supposed to do if he tried to confront her. She thought of the lawyer referral sitting in her email. She should have called her already. She wasn’t in her twenties anymore. Jake was a powerful man, and she couldn’t afford to be on her back foot.

“That’s why the reporter calls for comment,” Sam said, “so you can respond. If I’d told you about the story, you’d have tried to get it killed.” And he would have succeeded, Sam felt sure.

“No, Sam, I’m not talking about the article. How could you not have told me we have a daughter?”

Sam set down the pile of receipts she’d been fussing with and squared her shoulders. Her mind reeled back to their final, damning exchange all those years before. “You thought I terminated the pregnancy?” she asked, grasping to put the story together.

“Sam, what pregnancy?”

A fresh wave of shock spread through her. She finally looked Jake in the eyes and, to her surprise, saw grief, not anger. “The pregnancy I discovered after you ghosted me,” she said.

“And you didn’t call me to tell me this?”

“I called you a hundred times. You disappeared, remember?”

Jake dragged a hand across his face. “I was such a coward. If I could do it all over again …” His eyes were cloudy with tears. Sam felt herself being pulled down with him. “But, Sam, still! You didn’t think to leave me a message about it, send me an email?”

The exchange with him had haunted Sam for her entire life since. She couldn’t believe he’d forgotten it. Why after all these years was he lying? “I did email you. You told me to go away.”

Jake recoiled. “No, I didn’t.”

“Sorry,” Sam said, now furious. “You told me that you had a family and you couldn’t do anything for me.”

“Sam,” he said, “you don’t understand. I didn’t get that email, and I certainly didn’t send you one back.”

Sam shook her head. She was not about to be gaslighted. “Wait there,” she said, and retreated to the office. When she returned, she had a copy of the printouts she’d given Sienna.

She flung them at Jake, her heart hammering. Of course he was capable of deceit, but as she watched his expression, she felt confused. He couldn’t possibly be that good of an actor. He looked shattered.

“Jesus,” he said, “I would never have sent you an email like that!” He stepped forward, took her hand. “You have to believe me.”

His hand was warm, his face ashen. Despite herself, despite the evidence, Sam felt her heart shifting.

“I’m going to figure out what happened,” he said. “I’ll search through my old emails. I’ll put my best tech guys on it. I don’t have an explanation right this minute, but I am going to prove to you that I didn’t send this. I don’t care what I have to do.”

It had taken Sam a long time to learn to trust her instincts. And her instincts now were telling her that the emotions on the face of the man before her were real. She believed him.

Settled into the armchairs that framed the café fireplace, Jake and Sam were down to the dregs of a bottle of wine. For what felt like hours, they’d been trying to reconstruct the events of twelve years before but had found themselves at an impasse. “I know this isn’t worth much now,” Jake said. “But I really was going to leave Anna.”

“We don’t need to do this,” Sam said.

“If you don’t want to hear it, I won’t,” he said, “but these things have weighed heavy on my heart for more than a decade.”

Sam looked at him and nodded.

“Anna and I slept together a handful of times while we were separated. When you and I were together. I guess part of me was torn. It was messy and unfair, and I’m sorry. But I did talk to a lawyer; I really did plan to divorce her. But then that day, the last time I saw you—when we had the picnic in the Arboretum and it rained. Remember?”

Sam rubbed her temple with her fingertips, trying to hide the emotion on her face.

“God, I think about that day all the time. I think it was the last truly happy day of my life. I went home to break the news, just like I told you I would. But before I could say it, Anna told me she was pregnant.”

Sam saw herself standing in the doorway smiling down the hallway at Jake, so trusting that he was going to make things right so they could start their lives together. “Why didn’t you just tell me?”

Jake choked up. “I should have! But I’d betrayed you. I worried that if I had to see you again, I’d lose my nerve. I was young and stupid. It’s the biggest regret of my life.”

“Which part?” Sam asked sadly. She thought about Ben, about Lola. They were siblings. They should have known that all their lives. Now finding out was going to be a shock.

“I thought it was the best thing I could do for you. Make you hate me a little.”

“You were selfish.”

“Yes. But I never stopped thinking about you. I followed your career from afar. I was so proud of you. And I never knew about Lola.”

Sam tried to let it all sink in, but just being in the same room with him, she felt her circuits being overloaded. “I’m not going to kill the story.”

“Sam, no. I don’t want you to. I mean, I don’t want it to run, obviously. And I’m going to deny sending that email because I didn’t.”

Sam shook her head. “You’ll say I’m a liar?”

“No. I’ll …” She could see his thoughts churning. “Someone either hacked me or intercepted that email. I’m not going to say the emails are inauthentic. Let me sleep on it. I’ll figure something out. But I’d never say you were a liar. You’re the most honest, good-hearted …” His eyes were rimmed with tears. “I know I don’t deserve to know, but can you tell me about her?”

Sam sighed but gave in. She told him about how Lola had started speaking in full sentences before she was two, how she loved math and robotics, how she was tough and kind and sensitive. How close she and Sam were. She showed him photos of Lola on her phone. As much as men could never fathom carrying a child, Sam could not fathom what it might be like to find out you had a child you’d never met. She wouldn’t trade those years with Lola for anything, and he’d missed them.

“Does she know about me?” Jake asked. “What have you told her?”

“I’ve never told her anything about you,” Sam said, “only that she could meet you someday if she decided to. My plan was to sit down and tell her everything tomorrow.” She looked at her phone. “God, I didn’t realize it was so late. I have to go.” She had a text from her mom before saying she and Lola were going to bed. She also saw a text from Jess: I’m sorry I know it’s weird that I’m texting but can u talk? Sam felt a flash of panic. Did she know somehow that Jake was there?

He stood reluctantly and lingered as Sam cleared their glasses.

“Are you okay to drive?” he asked as they made their way to the door.

“I’d probably better not. But it’s only about a fifteen-minute walk.” She shrugged on her coat.

“Sam, not this time of night. I’ll drive you.”

She got in the side door of his Tesla, overwhelmed by the proximity to him. They were both quiet on the short drive. Sam feared what she might say if she let herself speak; perhaps he did too.

“This is me,” Sam finally said as they pulled up outside her little house. All the lights were off, Jacinta and Lola fast asleep.

“What a great spot. What a great house,” he said. Sam wondered if—as she had done so many times—Jake was seeing the ghost of a parallel life, the one he might have had with Sam.

“Thanks for the ride,” Sam said, reaching for the door.

“Sam”—he grabbed her arm—“I’m going to say this now because I feel like I might never get another chance. You were the love of my life. It was always you. It’s still you. Maybe …” He leaned incrementally forward, slid his hand into hers. “What if it’s not too late?”

Just for a moment, Sam let herself be lulled by the fantasy. But as she opened her eyes to the reality of this man and all the chaos he brought to the women in his life—including the one with a new baby waiting up for him at home—she knew in her heart it all came down to choices. That was what being a grown-up meant. If you didn’t choose a person when it counted, calling them the love of your life meant nothing.

“Oh, Jake,” she said, squeezing his fingers softly, then releasing herself from his grasp, “it’s long past too late.”





ANNA


“I probably should have used today to do something productive,” Anna said.

“Nah, eating pizza and watching a Frasier marathon in this big-ass bed with me is exactly what you need.” Sarah reached over and grabbed another handful from the bag of Doritos between them.

“I was going to get some work done, but I just …” She mimicked her head exploding.

“Honey, I have a new rule for you, which is that you need to do whatever it is that’s going to get you through. And if you need me to stay here with you and the Doritos, so be it.”

Anna laughed. Her phone buzzed from her nightstand. A text. From Jessica.

“Oh God,” Sarah said.

“Jake was supposed to be home from the office by now, it seems. And he isn’t.”

“Well, why is she texting you about it?” Sarah said. “Does she think he’s with you?”

“I don’t know,” Anna said. “I’m starting to get the feeling she doesn’t have anyone else to talk to. Oh shit, now she’s calling.”

“Give me that.” Sarah snatched Anna’s phone, sent the call to voice mail, and put the phone on silent. “Anna, Jake is going to just keep pulling you into his chaos if you let him. You need boundaries.”

Anna scrunched her face. “You’re right, but—”

“Let’s just get you through.”
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The next morning, with Sarah snoring beside her, Anna finally checked her phone. A missed call from Jake at 6:00 a.m. Sarah was right: she needed boundaries. Not a minute later, a notification that Pam was calling flashed across the screen. Anna’s heart hammered; what if it was an emergency? She picked up the call but could scarcely make sense of what Pam was telling her. She slid out of bed, shaking Sarah awake, and reached for her sneakers. She could barely believe the words as they came out of her own mouth: “Charlotte is gone.”





PART THREE






ANNA


Fear swept through Anna as she approached the gate at Jake’s house and saw the multitude of police cars in the huge circular drive. It was early still. Ben and Dylan would both be asleep until midday if unroused. Anna sent them both a text to call her when they woke up. Everything felt suddenly, horribly real. What good outcome could there possibly be when a six-week-old baby went missing? Charlotte was so helpless.

She took a deep breath. For today, she simply needed to keep it together. She could worry about the rest later. The front door was ajar, cops bustling around. Jake was standing with Pam, but when he saw Anna, he exhaled her name with relief. She rushed toward him.

“I’m so glad you’re here,” he said.

“Of course,” Anna said. “Sorry it took so long. Where’s Jessica?” “She’s downstairs resting,” Jake said.

“She fell to pieces when the police got here,” Pam said, appearing at Jake’s side and hugging Anna. “They had to sedate her.”

Anna felt a chill go up her spine. Anna had binged a few too many true-crime podcasts on her runs and knew the reality about missing kids. People feared bogeymen in white vans had snatched their children, but it was always someone in the family.

“They’re not making us go down to the station, thank God,” Jake said. “At least we can keep this contained until it gets sorted out.”

“Of course they’ll keep it contained!” Pam said. “I’ve known the police chief for decades. He’ll make sure his officers are discreet.”

Anna glanced at Jake. He looked irritated, as though he’d merely misplaced something. He simply could not imagine his life being derailed. One of the younger officers was looking at him strangely, and she understood why. Jake’s offhand manner might seem bizarre or even suspicious to someone who didn’t know him well. Brute positivity had always been his default.

“Let’s get some air,” she said, gently taking Jake’s elbow.

“Ma’am,” one of the officers, a woman in her forties, said, “are you Anna Sarnoff?”

“I am.”

“We’re going to want to ask you some questions,” the officer said. “Oh, that’s not necessary,” Jake said, as though it were his decision. “I’d be happy to speak with you,” Anna said. “But might I have a moment to talk to my husband? My ex-husband. We’ll just be right outside.”

The chief of police beelined over. He knew not just Pam but also Jake. “Take your time, ma’am,” he said deferentially. “No rush.”

He might as well have added, At your service.

The air was still crisp, with the morning mist coming off the sound. Anna pulled the cover off one of the outdoor sofas, and they sat side by side, quietly looking out over the water.

“I’m sure she’s fine,” Jake said. It was unclear whether he meant his distraught young wife or his missing daughter. It was an absurd statement either way. The muscles in Jake’s jaw were clenched tight, and he seemed unable to sit still for even a moment. His entire body belied his attempts at stoicism.

“I hope so,” Anna said. His hand grasped for hers and she took it. She and Jake had been in each other’s lives through so much. No matter what, they would never stop being family. She would find a healthier distance from him someday. But for now, Anna wanted to be the rock he believed her to be, to be the one who made it all right, even though she knew that was impossible.

“They asked me a lot of questions about Jessica. About her mental state since the baby.”

Anna remembered Jessica’s name on her phone screen, glowing as Sarah snatched it away from her. She would not feel guilty. She refused. It accomplished nothing.

“I told them she’s been fine. Just … tired, a little anxious, I guess. But that’s all new moms, right?”

“Her hair …” Anna said. How could he not have noticed?

“Well, I obviously preferred it long, but she said it was more practical. Do you think it’s a big deal?”

Could she even explain to him about a beautiful woman and her hair right now? Was there any point? Were men even capable of understanding how a woman’s identity could get so smothered by her looks that there was no longer any space between the two? It should have just been hair, but it would never be.

“Don’t those early days seem like a blur?” Jake said wistfully.

“It’s an intense time. Especially with the first one,” Anna said.

“I haven’t been around to help as much as I should. Everything has been so crazy with the IPO. Once I get through this, I’m going to be able to be much more present. We’ll work everything out.”

It broke Anna’s heart a little to hear confident, big-shot Jake bargaining with the universe. Promising he would act differently if given another chance. But Jake believed the world always had more chances for him.

“Do the police think the IPO has anything to do with it?” Anna asked.

“They’ve asked about it. They think there’s a chance it could be a ransom situation. They’re monitoring everything in case someone comes through with demands.” Jake laughed miserably. Then turned to her. “They brought up the video,” he said. “They asked me if I had any enemies. Enemies. Even the word …”

The police, like the rest of the world, believed an unknown hacker had leaked the footage of Jessica from the security system. If they were trying to connect the two incidents, it could waste precious time.

“We need to just get this all sorted out quietly,” Jake said, interrupting her thoughts. “Get Charlotte home safe before the press hears about it.”

Anyone who didn’t know Jake would have been appalled that he could think about his image or his company right now, but it showed Anna just how deep his denial went. He was retreating to the world where he had control.

“What can I do to help?” she said.

“Can you call Trent?” he said. “Just check in, try to figure out if anything has gotten out?”

“Of course,” Anna said. Trent was VP of public relations for Strangers, and he needed to be in the loop before someone picked up the story. The news was already tearing through town. Her phone was buzzing with messages from friends and acquaintances throughout Portside.

“Ma’am?” said a female officer, the same one who had approached Anna before. “I apologize, but we really do need to ask you some questions.”

“Of course,” Anna said, trying to keep her voice neutral despite the dread slamming around inside her. Jake had still not released her hand.

“Just stay with me today, okay?” he said in an almost whisper.

“Of course,” Anna said, “I’ll be right inside, okay?”

The police were using Jake’s office at the end of the hall. Anna never had any reason to come to this part of the house before. A massive asymmetrical desk took up a quarter of the large room, and two low-backed Scandinavian armchairs were positioned by the window. The whole room looked pristine, unused. A sliding glass door led to a patio with yet another stupendous view of the water. The police officer gestured to one of the chairs, and Anna slid into it. The officer began with the preliminary questions about Anna’s whereabouts the previous evening.

“I was at home with my kids. My friend Sarah was with me.”

“I assume we can reach out to her to confirm this?”

“Of course.” Why did Anna suddenly feel like a suspicious person?

“You and Mr. Sarnoff are obviously close. Not many divorced parents get along as well as the two of you.”

“We have two children together,” Anna said. “We do our best.”

“That’s admirable. It must be hard on you, though, him having a child with someone else so soon after your split.”

“It’s complicated,” she said, “as with all families.”

“So, you wouldn’t say that there’s animosity between you and Jessica?”

“No, I wouldn’t.”

“Would you say the two of you are friends?”

“Not friends,” she said. The notion of their being close was somehow almost as humiliating as the idea that she was bitter.

“Your ex-husband spoke glowingly about how nice you’d been to her.”

“She has a new baby,” Anna said, nearly choking on the present tense of her statement. “It’s a hard time. Her daughter is my sons’ sibling.”

“Your ex-husband is about to be a very rich man. Taking his company public, right? There are big numbers attached. Billions.”

“I’m aware.”

“And it doesn’t make you angry, that he’s moved on with this young lady?”

Anna blanched. She could see how the officer was looking at her: A trampled woman who’d been abandoned with her two children. Someone who’d been treated as if she didn’t matter and might now want revenge.

At that moment, her thoughts flickered to Samanta Flores-Walsh. Sam had moved here with her daughter. Jessica had been going to her studio. She was the crazy ex who’d once shown up in the middle of the night, refusing to go away. Should Anna tell the police?

“Mrs. Sarnoff?”

“Yes?”

“I was saying that it must be really hard on you, this situation.”

She shook her head. “I have everything I could ever need, as do my sons.”

“And how does Jessica feel about you and Mr. Sarnoff being so close?”

“I don’t know,” Anna said. “You’d have to ask her.”

“I’m curious about your impressions,” the officer said, “about her mental state. I understand she hasn’t been coping particularly well.”

Anna didn’t like where this was going. “Do you have kids?” Anna asked.

“Haven’t been blessed, I’m afraid. Would you say she’s seemed unstable?”

“As I said, it’s hard to judge a brand-new mom.”

“Do you think she’d be capable of harming her child?”

“I’m sure she wouldn’t,” Anna said. But as the words came out of her mouth, she realized she wasn’t so sure at all.
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When the officer had finished her questions, Anna slipped into one of the guest rooms to call Trent Nakamura. He didn’t answer, so she toggled over to quickly check her email. The reporter who’d done the New York Times piece the year before had sent her an email.


Hi Anna,

It’s Sienna Markowitz. I wanted to see if you had a few minutes today to provide a comment for a story I’m working on about Jake. I’m filing it this evening, so let me know!



She didn’t respond, just as she hadn’t when Sienna had tried to contract her about the original piece. Anna had signed an NDA and always used it as an excuse not to comment to the press. In reality, she just didn’t want to talk to reporters. Sienna couldn’t know what was happening that day but, Jesus, the timing.

In the living room, Anna was surprised to see Jessica sitting on the couch with Pam. Pam had an arm around her. Jake was pacing. As soon as Jessica saw Anna emerge from the hallway, she walked unsteadily toward her and practically collapsed into her arms. Her face was damp.

“I’m so sorry,” Anna said into Jessica’s shoulder.

Jessica’s voice sounded far away, half-drowned.

“It’s my fault,” she said. “I’m to blame.”





SAM


On the bench outside Kin, Sam fired off a text message to Kennedy’s mom asking her to bring Lola to the studio after her hip-hop dance camp in Shoreline. Women were packed into the café. No one seemed to be leaving. The news of the missing baby had gotten around fast, and everyone had somehow gravitated there to commiserate and wait for news. Sam wanted to go home and hunker down, but they were short-staffed. Part of Sam wanted to reach out to Jake, but it was the worst day of his life; it didn’t seem like her place.

She typed and retyped an email to Sienna Markowitz trying to explain what was going on before settling on: Hey-can you call me when you get this? Something crazy is going on over here.

An undertow of guilt washed through Sam. She’d known how isolated Jessica was, how much she was struggling. For God’s sake, she had driven Jessica to the hospital when she was in labor! How could she have no one else?

The night before, Jake had been here at the café with Sam. Maybe that was why he might have missed—or simply slept through—an intruder. Unless it wasn’t an intruder.

At noon, Sienna finally called back, and despite the crush of customers, Sam ducked out. One of the women who’d obviously watched too many cop dramas was talking about organizing a search chain. There were conversations about vigils and meal trains.

“Sienna, I’m so glad you called,” Sam said, walking a few feet from the awning for privacy.

“Good God,” Sienna said after Sam had explained everything from Jake’s visit to the missing baby. “Have you spoken to him?”

“No. Have you?”

“I put in a call to his VP of PR for comment this morning, but I haven’t heard back. I’ll give them until the end of the day.”

Sam’s head spun. “So the story will move ahead?”

“My sources have said the IPO is going ahead, so there’s no reason to hold it.”

“Jake told me he didn’t send that email. I believe him.”

“Oh, Sam.” Sienna’s voice was sympathetic, edging toward pitying. “Listen, I know this is all really loaded for you. But Jake has a lot to lose with this story coming out.”

“You don’t believe him,” Sam said. Maybe she was being foolish; Jake had proved over and over that he could be manipulative.

“I believe the evidence. I believe that men like him will do anything to protect their own interests.”

“But the baby …” It hadn’t even been two weeks since she’d held Charlotte in her arms—and then turned around and slipped the infant’s little fingernails into her pocket.

“Horrific, obviously.”

Sam was momentarily distracted by a group of women friends laughing on the street outside the next-door art gallery.

“Sam, are you there?”

“I’m here.” Sam’s voice came out as a croak.

“I know it probably sounds callous, but this is the way it works. Everything you’ve told me both about Jake and about the company is newsworthy. And Jake had to know the consequences of taking a company public. We’ll keep an eye on the situation as it develops and obviously include in our reporting whatever happens next, but we’re not going to pull it because there’s a personal crisis.”

“I just don’t want them to be hurt.”

Now Sienna was quiet.

Sam realized the irony of what she’d just said. “It seems so horrible, the idea of adding to their pain right now.”

“Sam,” Sienna said, “I know how much you’ve put on the line. I’m genuinely sorry for everything that Jake and Jessica must be going through today, and I hope that their daughter is safely returned. But as crazy as the timing is, none of it changes what you’ve been through. So today, I think you really need to hold on to why you’re doing this.”

At that moment, Sam watched a car glide into one of the last remaining parking spots on Main and saw Lola hop out of the back. Maybe Jake really hadn’t known about Lola. But Sienna was right. She had evidence. It was on Jake to prove her wrong.

“For her,” Sam said, as much to herself as to Sienna. “I’m doing this for her.”





ANNA


Anna went rigid in Jessica’s arms. “What do you mean,” she asked, trying to keep her voice calm, “that it’s your fault?”

“I slept through it,” Jessica said quietly. “I hadn’t slept in so long, and Charlotte was right beside me. I always wake up when she cries. But I didn’t wake up. I just slept through until this morning, and then she was gone.”

Anna could still remember how deeply she could sleep when she got the chance as a new mom. But to not wake up as someone crept into your bedroom and took your child?

Unless that wasn’t what had happened. Anna’s mind flitted through every gruesome newspaper story she had ever read about tiny bodies found stashed in various places in people’s homes: crawl spaces, boiler rooms. Why was she thinking these things? Why weren’t the police? Jake and Jessica’s property was huge. How thorough had their search really been?

“Ma’am,” said the officer who had just questioned Anna, “if you’re feeling up to it. We really do need to speak with you.”

“Right,” Jessica said, looking as though she couldn’t quite remember where she was. Her butchered hair was standing on end, her eyes wide and glassy. She looked unhinged. She followed the officer down the hall.

“What did Trent say?” Jake asked.

“He didn’t answer. I’ll try him again.”

She dialed Trent’s line and was met with the familiar voice of Stella, his longtime assistant. “I’m so sorry; he’s just stepped into a meeting.”

“Can you pull him out? It’s important.”

“I’m afraid I can’t,” Stella said. Maybe Stella thought this was a call from Jake’s crazy ex-wife. She nearly blurted out the entire crisis, but Stella was a gossip.

“Have him call me as soon as he gets out.” Anna hung up.

Pam beckoned her from the hallway. “We need to get everyone some food. No one’s eaten and there’s nothing in the house.” Anna detected a tiny note of judgment in Pam’s voice. Pam’s own house was always stocked with enough food for an army. “Could you go out and pick something up for us? Just some sandwiches or something?”

“Of course,” Anna said. “I’ll be back.”

Anna was relieved to leave the house; she had a horrible sense of foreboding. She dashed to the PCC and swept the bakery case, as well as ordering several of the largest-sized coffees possible. As she got back into her car, her phone buzzed in her pocket. Strangers. It must have been Trent calling her back. She fumbled with the Bluetooth, trying to get it to connect.

“Trent, thank God.” She filled him in.

“Jesus, Anna,” Trent said, “how is everyone doing?”

“As well as can be expected.”

“Do they know anything yet?” Trent asked.

“No,” Anna said. “They’re questioning everyone. Jake’s house is full of police. It’s surreal. I’m heading back over there now.”

Trent exhaled.

“What are the chances we can keep this out of the press?” Anna said.

“Oh man. Well, I’m assuming you know about this reporter, Sienna Markowitz?”

“She just emailed me. Did she call you about Charlotte?” The Bluetooth finally connected and Trent’s voice surround her.

“No. Oh God, Anna. This is really bad timing. I hate to have to go through you about this, but I can’t very well talk to Jake about it today, and Sienna is filing a story soon.”

Anna’s chest tightened. Was Trent about to tell her some horrible litany of stories about Jake groping his colleagues? Or what Chad had told her, about the mirror accounts? Sai Chandra’s veiled threats? “What story?” she asked.

“She’s doing a hit piece on Jake,” Trent said. “It’s going to run in The New York Times. Honestly, this girl has such an agenda. I’ve looked at the rest of her stuff. I’m sure it’s not true.”

“Trent, just tell me.”

Anna felt herself floating above her body as she listened to Trent explain all that she already knew about Samanta Flores-Walsh: How she was claiming she helped invent Strangers when they were in college. That she’d had an affair with Jake. That there was a child.

The blood drained from Anna’s face. So Samanta had decided to play her hand at last. She’d held on to it for all these years until the moment it would have the most impact, when Jake was his most vulnerable because of the IPO. Today of all days.

“Is she … is she credible, this Samanta woman?” Anna hated sounding like her mother-in-law. She didn’t want Sam to go public, but suddenly it felt worse to be aligned against her. Jake and his team would go after her, try to discredit her. It would be ugly. Samanta surely knew that, and Anna had to admit—her courage was breathtaking.

“Seemingly,” Trent said. “I’m afraid it gets worse.”

“Worse how?”

“She’s got emails showing that he just completely shut her down when she tried to tell him about her daughter. But that just doesn’t sound like Jake. I mean, can you believe that?”

Trent kept talking but Anna couldn’t hear a word. Her brain was buffering, flooded with a kind of white noise: the sound of the end of her life as she knew it.





SAM


Back from hip-hop camp, Lola put her arms around Sam, tucking herself into the crook of her mother’s arm where she barely still fit. She’d grown taller overnight. Part of Sam wanted to run, to pull Lola into the car and drive away and never look back. “How was dance camp?”

“Fun!” Lola said, and ran through a short piece of choreography while beatboxing. Smiles radiated through the tense, crowded café.

Sam hoped that her daughter would always be so unselfconscious. “Do you want some lunch? We have those pear-and-Brie paninis you like in the case.”

“In a little bit,” Lola said with a theatrical yawn. “I’m going to take a nap on your couch.”

“Okay, bug,” Sam said, pulling her daughter in for another hug and a kiss on the cheek. If only she could nap with her. To keep her hands busy, Sam bused tables.

The air was dense with worry, and her customers, nearly all faces she recognized, seemed desperate to talk to her, to know if Sam had any information on Jessica. Anxious snippets of conversation floated through the café:

“She’ll be okay. I’m sure they’ll find her.”

“Sorry, but where could a six-week-old baby be that she would be okay?”

“Okay, have you seen that girl’s hair? Something is up.”

“You know, it’s almost always the parents.”

Padma and Jacinta arrived at the studio. Sam filled them in on everything, including Jake’s visit the night before.

“And you believe him?” Jacinta asked incredulously.

Sam shook her head. “I don’t know. I haven’t really had time to think.”

“And now his baby is missing,” Padma said. “This is unbelievable.”

“I don’t buy it,” Jacinta said, still stuck on Jake’s denial, “until he can prove that he didn’t send that email.”

Sam’s head was spinning. She adored her mother, but she had certain fixed ideas about men that Sam didn’t particularly want to adopt as her own. These ideas were, in part, why she’d made only one attempt to tell Jake about Lola. Now that seemed so needlessly stubborn.

“Sienna wants to go forward with the story,” Sam said. “I feel terrible.”

“What are you going to do, recant?” Padma said. “Put your life on hold again? You’ve told the truth from the beginning. He definitely can’t say the same.”

“He brought this on himself,” Jacinta said.

“Mom, come on.” But even as Sam criticized her mother for her superstitions, the timing of it all had the feel of some horrible curse.

“Mija, I hope with all my heart that that baby is safely returned. But quien siembra vientos, recoge tormentas.” Sow the wind, reap the storm.

Sam knew her mother meant Jake, yet the words cut her too. She’d had nothing to do with Charlotte’s disappearance, but she had tried to cause Jake trouble. What could be worse trouble than a missing baby? What if merely wishing him ill had functioned as some sort of prayer that had been misinterpreted?

Goddess of life. Goddess of destruction.

Which one, Sam wondered, was she?





ANNA


On the drive back, Anna got stuck at the railroad crossing. She was trying to absorb what Trent had just told her as she watched the cargo train go thundering by. “Anna, are you still there?”

“Trent? Yes, I’m here.”

“Look, I know this is awkward to talk about, but did you know about any of this? I just need to get a sense of what we’re walking into.”

What had she known, and when had she known it? She’d known it since the email from Sam. And then she’d blocked the address. But there were a thousand ways to get in touch! Anna would have stormed into Jake’s house and sued him for all he was worth if she’d been in Sam’s position. Or at least she liked to believe that’s what she would have done.

Had she convinced herself that it was just a coincidence that Samanta was in Portside? Of course it wasn’t a coincidence. Samanta had become an almost abstract figure to her over the years, but she was very real.

“I suspected there was an affair,” Anna finally said. “But he never told me.”

Trent sighed. “This is a shitty way to find out. I’m sorry.”

“Are they really going to run this story with everything going on with the baby?”

“We’re trying to keep that out of the press, remember?”

“God damn it. Can’t someone just tell this Sienna woman what’s going on? Don’t you think she’ll back off?”

“Probably not. It just makes it a bigger story. Oh … Anna, Jake’s on the other line.”

“Okay. Go ahead. I’m on my way to his place now.”

Anna tried to imagine what she might do, how she might feel, if she were in Sam’s shoes, if she believed Jake had denied her sons’ very existence. A lump of molten rage burned in her as she thought of it. Suddenly it did not seem inconceivable at all that Sam had done something to Charlotte. Hiking in Selah Ridge growing up, Anna and her sisters used to bring bells to ward off black bears that were known to amble across the trail. Mostly the bears weren’t aggressive, but if you saw cubs, that was when you knew to be scared. There was nothing more dangerous than a mama bear.

She should have confronted Jake long ago.

She should have come clean to Sam.

She should never have deleted that email.

Any of these options might have resulted in baby Charlotte’s safety.

As she pulled into the driveway, she saw Jessica’s car pulling out. Bewildered, Anna hastily put her car in park and jogged to the driver’s side of Jessica’s car.

Jessica rolled down her window. “I’m going to find Charlotte.”

“Jessica, what? Slow down.” Anna braced her hands on Jessica’s window; she was already starting to roll forward again. She looked wild-eyed.

“I can’t keep sitting at home, and I can’t take being around Pam. I need to do something.”

“Jess, I don’t know if …” But Anna couldn’t bring herself to say it: I don’t know if that makes sense. If her child were missing, she’d be out looking too. “Never mind. Let me come with you.”

Anna got in before Jessica could argue, and Jessica peeled out. “Where is Jake?” Anna asked gently. “Did you tell anyone you’re leaving?” Under the circumstances, the police wouldn’t want Jessica going anywhere.

“Jake,” Jessica said, “is on the phone with Trent! Because work is the only thing he cares about! And no, I didn’t tell anyone I was leaving.”

“I’ll text Pam.”

“Whatever.”

There was a moment of tense silence. It occurred to Anna how utterly in the dark the poor girl was. It wasn’t fair. “Jessica, how well do you know Sam? From Kin.” Anna had seen her posting about the studio.

“What? I don’t know. I used to see her at the studio all the time. She came over to help with Charlotte once. She’s really sweet.”

“Was Jake there?”

“Of course not. You know he’s never home.”

Anna’s heart hammered in her chest. She felt terror overtaking her, each instant imprinting itself on her memory as something she’d revisit until the end of her life. “She’s just … She’s not who you think she is.” As the words left her mouth, she wondered if any of it really mattered. Would Sam really hurt Charlotte?

Jessica wasn’t paying attention anyway. Her eyes were raking the streets, looking for what, Anna didn’t know: A suspicious character in a ski mask with a BabyBjörn?

Jessica took a left at the top of the hill, down a winding road that took them back down to the water and toward town. As they approached the bay, Anna glimpsed a portion of the sprawling estate, its glittering windows overlooking the sound. She thought about the party, sitting on that sandy stretch in her ridiculous dress. It felt like years ago.

They stopped at a light on Shore Drive, and a beam of sunlight coming through the clouds hit all the glass of the house. Anna watched as the sun flashed on the smaller windows of the structure set off from the house. “Jess,” she said. And pointed. “The atrium.”

Jessica’s gaze followed Anna’s hand. “Oh, stupid thing. God knows how much it cost; we never use it.”

“Have the police searched it?”

“I don’t know…” Jessica said. She abruptly pulled over, then she bolted out, climbing down over the rocks to get to the stretch of beach at the north end of the property. Anna scrambled to follow her. As they made their way to the shore, Anna spotted a hidden staircase tucked into the hillside, carved so artfully into the rocks that it blended right in. Her eyes followed it up to the atrium. She stopped cold, then lunged forward to grab Jessica’s arm.

“What?” Jessica said wildly.

The world seemed to grind to a halt as Anna watched the glass of the atrium. She saw a flash of movement in the lower window. “There’s someone in there,” she said, before she could stop herself.

Jessica tried to pull free, but Anna held fast. “It’s not safe to go up there! The cops are right up at the house.”

“Then you go get them!” Jessica sprinted forward with such force she nearly knocked Anna down. If Anna hadn’t been a runner, she never would have caught up with her. It wasn’t safe, what they were doing, but Anna couldn’t let her go alone, and Jessica was following an instinct that went deeper than reason.

Clouds had rolled in during the few moments it took them to reach the steep staircase carved into the rock. The weather on the sound was always mutable. Fat raindrops began to fall. Ahead of Anna, Jessica lost her footing and slipped, nearly knocking them both down.

“Careful!” Anna said. The staircase was built for aesthetics, not practicality. She supposed a handrail would have ruined the visual effect. She typed a text to Jake—carefully—as they climbed, Anna following right behind Jessica. At last, her superior texting multitasking skills were being put to good use.

They were maybe a dozen steps from the door to the atrium. Anna looked up to see that someone had emerged from the glass structure. The rain was coming down heavily now. Anna’s heart stopped as she saw Ben. Holding Charlotte.

It was as though Anna were experiencing a glitch, the scene before her making no sense. None of it felt real until Jessica’s voice pierced through Anna’s paralysis. “Charlotte!”

Ben looked spooked. For a terrible moment, he teetered, then advanced a step, moving away from the atrium, down onto the unprotected stairway. “Don’t!” he said. His face suddenly looked very young. The baby seemed content in her brother’s arms, not yet old enough to be afraid. A diaper bag lay splayed by the atrium doorway. “Honey, what are you doing?” Anna yelled.

He didn’t answer. Something over her shoulder caught his eyes.

“You called the police?” Ben said, scared.

“They were at the house with Dad,” Anna said. “They’ve been looking for Charlotte.” She took a step forward. “Honey, just come over here and hand me the baby, okay? Everything is going to be fine. I promise.”

“Where’s Dad?”

“At the house. I’m sure he’s heading here right now,” Anna said. Somewhere in the last moments, she’d placed a protective hand on Jessica’s arm. She could feel her straining forward, preparing to lunge for Charlotte. The last dozen steps to the atrium were smooth. With the rain, all three of them could slip.

“Good!” said Ben. “I want Dad to see this.” Though he clearly meant to sound menacing, his voice was shaking with fear.

“Don’t hurt her!” Jessica wailed.

Ben looked at her surprised, as though he’d just noticed her there. “I’m not …” he trailed off.

“He wouldn’t,” Anna whispered to Jessica. And she knew he wouldn’t, at least not intentionally. He’d been hiding out here to make a point, Anna saw, but now that plan had crumbled and she could see he didn’t know what to do next: he was in over his head, both wanting his father to be afraid and also terrified himself.

“He doesn’t respect any of us!” Ben said, with all the fury of emotion that—Anna now realized—he’d been bottling for months. “He thinks he can do whatever he wants.”

“Look at me, honey,” Anna said, keeping her eyes locked on Ben’s. Jessica made a strangled noise beside her, too terrified to move, too anxious to stand still. As Anna willed her boy not to move, she felt herself looping in time, holding him in her arms as a newborn, kissing his knee when he skinned it at six years old. And then to the time they’d discovered him—after an entire day of searching—holed up in the neighbor’s treehouse following one of Anna and Jake’s most explosive fights: it was his only recourse, to remove himself, to punish them by taking away what they loved most. All these moments happened at once, right next to one another, on top of one another. Her sweet youngest who so rarely caused her any trouble, who’d pushed everything down until he couldn’t take it any longer. Who—so much like herself—had been perfect to the point that heˈd snapped.

In a few minutes, everyone would reach them on the stairs. With the addition of Jake, Pam, and a bumbling cadre of small-town police on this narrow staircase, anything could happen. Anna squeezed Jessica’s shoulder. “It’s okay,” Anna said softly in her ear, edging her way forward.

“Mom! Don’t come up here.”

“Come on, honey.” Anna’s voice telegraphed a calm she did not remotely feel. Not today, she thought, forcing her mind to stay focused. This is not how it ends.

“I can’t let Dad keep doing this to our family. To Dylan, to you!” Her heart broke. Her twelve-year-old son felt he had to defend her. “Ben,” Anna said, taking another two steps, “Dad loves you both.” Ben shook with emotion. The baby startled and began to cry. “No! Dylan’s right. He doesn’t care, he’s got her, and his company. He only loves himself!”

“Your father has been fucking selfish!” Anna screamed the words, the wild rage of a mother bear building in her. “It’s cost us all. He’s going to spend the rest of his life making it up to you and Dylan, to all of you. I promise you that. But he does love you.” The shock of hearing his mother use the f-word had subdued Ben enough that Anna was able to take the last few steps to almost close the space between them. He was an arm’s length away and still too far.

“He loves you,” she said. “I love you. You and your brother are everything to me. There’s nothing I wouldn’t do for you.”

Tears were streaming down Ben’s face.

“You’re the best kid,” Anna said, hoping her opinion still counted. “You’re brave and kind. You’re not going to hurt anyone.”

“Mom! Don’t!”

It was insane how high up they were, how close they were to a dizzying drop, with not so much as a flimsy railing to protect them. “Shhhh,” Anna said to him as though he were still a little boy, when, as she should have realized earlier, he was nearly a man. She took the baby from him with one arm and encircled his waist in the other. Ben’s phone slipped from his hand, crashing down the cliffside.

Jessica rushed forward to take Charlotte, and Anna put both her arms around her son. As she held him, she felt as though her heart would burst. She didn’t want to let him go. She whispered into his ear, “I’m so proud of you.”

Below them, Jake Sarnoff was racing toward the foot of the stone stairs, out ahead of Pam and the police officers on her heels. He’d sprinted from the house toward the danger, though by the time he reached them, the danger had passed.

His children were safe in their mothers’ arms.





EPILOGUE


Alone in her bedroom, looking out the same window she’d gazed out of as a little girl, Kayla Abrams turned the envelope over in her hands. For so long, she’d wanted to know. But now she couldn’t bring herself to face it. For the past twenty minutes, she had been sitting at her childhood desk, immobilized. Once she opened the envelope, there was no going back.

Her parents had always told her they would support her when she was ready, but she hadn’t felt up to it. On her eighteenth birthday, when contacting her birth mother had first been an option, she’d felt too resentful of the woman who had abandoned her. Curious, yes, but angry. Throughout college, she told herself she didn’t need that sort of upheaval in her life when she was trying to figure out who she was. Scenarios played out in her mind of her learning about her birth mother, only to be disappointed. The woman would have a whole new life now. Maybe she didn’t want to hear from Kayla. After all, what were they to each other?

Kayla stared at the envelope. She had just finished her master’s program in computer science. She had landed a dream job at the Saban Research Institute as an AI specialist. She ran marathons. She was okay. She was more than okay. And she could do this. Her parents, down the hall, loved her.

With trembling fingers, she opened the metal clasp and shook out the sheets of paper inside. There was information she’d take in later, but the name caught her eye first.

Anna Marie Clapkey.

With her birthday and birthplace, it took Kayla only a few minutes to discover Anna Sarnoff. One of the top articles she found on her was from The Cut. Kayla opened the link and began to read.


The Dramatic Backstory of Kin, Your New Fitness Obsession


“The response to our online offerings has been remarkable,” says Samanta Flores-Walsh, the Seattle-based founder of and most popular instructor on Kin, a virtual fitness platform that offers group and one-one-one classes, meditation, and community. The platform features a small group of instructors who’ve developed cult followings, as well as interaction with fellow Kin, as users refer to themselves. “We set out to try to re-create the experience of our brick-and-mortar studio with Kin Online because we wanted to become more accessible, but we never could have anticipated the need the pandemic would create.”

Acolytes of the platform will tell you that the Kin experience is more than a workout; it’s a bonding experience with both the instructors and fellow students. “It completely saved me,” Trina, a 36-year-old mom of three from Brooklyn tells me. “There have been mornings I could barely get out of bed, but when I have a Kin class scheduled, and I see all these other women and moms going through the same thing, it helps me.”

Kin’s real-life iteration has been around for over a decade, and its serendipitous expansion online was accelerated last year when it received an infusion of capital from the Artemis Fund, a female-focused angel fund and accelerator run by Miranda Chu and Anna Sarnoff, both of whom are also from Seattle.

However, Anna Sarnoff and Samanta Flores-Walsh share more than a geographical location, a business vision, and a passion for fitness (Sarnoff is a distance runner). A lot more.

Though both women are very much visionaries in their own right—readers may recognize their names from last year’s New York Times exposé that led to onetime tech darling Jake Sarnoff being ousted from his company Strangers following an epic social media rant that dissolved into him insulting and berating the legions of commenters that questioned his behavior. The company went public soon after to the tune of $2.6 billion. Sienna Markowitz’s explosive account revealed that both Anna Sarnoff and Samanta Flores-Walsh had been—at various points—integral to Strangers’ development and success, a fact that had been completely absent from the breathless coverage of the company’s meteoric rise but that was confirmed in the article by Jake Sarnoff’s former partner, venture capitalist Sai Chandra. The piece also revealed that Jake Sarnoff has a daughter by Flores-Walsh—in addition to his two children with Anna Sarnoff and one child with his second wife, Jessica Sarnoff (they’ve since divorced).

“We’ve all had a lot of work to do to repair our families and make sure our kids are okay,” Anna Sarnoff told me. “And Jake’s done a lot. I give him credit.” I ask if it’s been healing to work with Sam. “Sam is great,” she tells me, “incredibly smart and talented. I would have wanted to invest in Kin anyway, but yes, it’s definitely helped us develop a bond. And our kids are friends. Listen, it’s not all rainbows, but at this point, I consider it a blessing.

“We’re the weirdest family in the world,” she says and laughs, “and I wouldn’t have it any other way.”



Hours passed as Kayla learned about the woman who’d been responsible for half of her DNA. For so many years, this element of her life had been a null space, a question mark, and now the details were sweeping in: Anna also ran marathons; she had been a lawyer before she started the angel fund. She was pretty but not fussy-looking, and when Kayla found a picture of her from an event where she was laughing, she was startled by the sight of her own familiar smile. She knew from her parents that Anna hadn’t grown up with the advantages Kayla had. She felt something unexpected reading about the woman’s success: a swell of pride. She imagined Anna at seventeen, younger even than Kayla was now, and thought her mother, Bette, had been right: Anna had sent Kayla off to a better life. And perhaps she’d truly done so out of love.

It was overwhelming, knowing she had siblings—something she’d always wanted—two of them! Brothers! Plus two almost sisters. All from three different moms! The story behind this family was nothing like she’d expected. Still, it was heartening. If a family could be close after this many crazy mistakes had been made, maybe there was room for her in it. Without knowing quite why, she felt suddenly certain that there was. That, perhaps, they were waiting for her.






You may have noticed while reading this book that none of the Spanish has been italicized; this was a deliberate choice reflecting the seamless way that so many of us in this country blend languages when talking to our loved ones. It is meant to capture the intimacy of those conversations that toggle between two tongues without a hint of friction.
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“Andrea Dunlop has a knack for making deeply flawed
characters recognizable, sympathetic, and compelling as hell.”
—LAURIE FRANKEL, author of This Is How It Always Is

THREE WOMEN, ONE CHARMING TECH CEO,
AND THE LONG-HELD SECRETS THAT ENTANGLE THEIR LIVES

Anna Sarnoff is still reeling from her quickie divorce from tech wunderkind Jake Sarnoff.
Forced out of the company that she helped Jake build, Anna is trying to adapt to her
new roles of ex-wife and solo parent. Across town, unanswered questions gnaw at
Samanta Flores-Walsh, Jake’s college girlfriend, when she learns that Jake is planning
to take his billion-dollar company public. Is it too late for justice? And then there’s Jake’s
much younger new wife, Jessica, who's struggling to stay afloat as a new mom while her
high-profile husband grows distant.

Set in the wealthy enclaves of Seattle’s tech elite, Women Are The Fiercest Creatures
is a searing look at the complexities of family, the obstacles women must navigate, and

the secrets that threaten to destroy their lives.

“A STYLISH, TIMELY, BUZZ-WORTHY NOVEL.”
—TARA CONKLIN, author of The Last Romantics

ANDREA DUNLOP is the author of the novels
Losing the Light, She Regrets Nothing, and We
Came Here to Forget, as well as the novella
Broken Bay. She is the creator and host of the
true crime podcast Nobody Should Believe
Me. She lives in Seattle with her husband and
children.
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