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Epigraph

Here, you said and say, is

where we are. Give back

what we are, these people you made,

us, and nowhere but you to be.

—from “America,” Robert Creeley




In the group chat



	Bella
	40, corporate litigator, Manhattan; married (Bill), two sons (Gus, 4; Bill Jr., 2) 



	Carson
	40, writer and academic coach, Brooklyn; single



	Gregg
	39, politician, former actor, Austin; married (Zeke), two sons (Xavier, 2; Zack, 1)



	Hillary
	40, ENT physician, Chicago; married (Miles), one son (Roger, 5)



	Reba
	41, homemaker, former management consultant, San Francisco; married (Terrence)







Prologue

Tue, Nov 15, 2022 at 9:03 PM

Carson:

There better be a gd pool.

What is time, really? It can be measured in centuries or seconds, calendar years or costume periods, milestones or metamorphoses. Some quantities we know to be immutable; seconds feed into minutes into hours; light speed being what it is, in midwinter it will take the sun’s rays eight minutes and twenty seconds to reach a backyard swimming pool in Palm Springs, California. 

But time is also measured more subjectively, the experienced length of things, intensity times duration. Sometimes the days are slow but the years are fast—truisms aren’t born on a lark—and sometimes you lie down for a quick nap and wake up to find half your life has passed. 

By this idiosyncratic stopwatch, maybe February isn’t the shortest month of the year, maybe those twenty-eight days can set a Guinness record for Longest Month Ever; this story’s quintet could make the case for it in 2023, given the pileups coming down their collective and respective pikes. Because while these women, the five friends we’ll meet in a moment, knew that sometimes the two modes of timekeeping decoupled completely, the milliseconds of the iPhone voice recorder staying steady even as one’s life fell apart in slower motion, they couldn’t have known that the first quarter of that year was to be the most consequential of their lives. They certainly wouldn’t have guessed, as they texted back and forth about their long-punted reunion, that they’d be seeing one another three times in three months, and that after the dumpster fire of late winter, their constellations would be tumbled into wholly different star charts. Bright pinpricks where there had been dim ones, some specks flaring more orange or pink than before, other lights absent entirely. Every aspect of their night sky, of their day sky, of their lives below the dome: different.

No, not every single one. One subjective thing that had become, through duration, objectively true and nonfungible was their friendship. Because the group had been friends for twenty years, more if they were honest about the starting bell, a literal three-hundred-pound inverted brass cup that rang out during their New England college’s convocation exercises, then continued gonging periodically throughout the welcome-to-campus activities of their freshman year. As for the five of them being placed along the same residential hall, maybe it had been the college’s social optimization algorithm, maybe it had drawn on all the compute power of eenie, meenie, miney, moe, but they were grateful for their forced proximity. Five women from four parts of the country, each with a distinct upbringing and different academic interests; on paper, they’d have been unlikely love matches, yet here they were, decades later, all and still dear and trusted intimates. They’d seen one another through marriages and at least one impending or recent divorce, childbirths and miscarriages, dead-end jobs and big-deal jobs and those deemed once-in-a-lifetime opportunities (some of which had turned out to be very good, while others had just sounded fantastic but became ho-hum, as quotidian and tedious and gray-hair making as the rest of their obligations). They’d been there for all of it.

For a while after graduation there’d been a critical mass living in New York, or if not living there then at least appearing at the West Fourth subway station with some frequency. Reba kept an apartment in the West Village, even if work (management consulting) more often shipped her to corporate apartments in Flint or Columbus or Orlando. During her internship year, Hillary did a surgery rotation at Mount Sinai; she’d hoped for lots of domestic violence reconstructions and asthma mitigation, but during her three months on the Upper East Side she mostly scrubbed into happy-birthday rhinoplasties for the daughters of the city’s elite. Gregg, still acting then, might get cast in an off-off-Broadway production; she had inadvertently become a specialist in the role of understudy. If Reba was between far-flung client consultations, the women would turn Gregg’s stage run into an extended sleepover, everything but the pillow fights; if she was absent, Gregg would go domestic in Reba’s apartment, vacuuming and mopping and taking her friend’s mussed and musty suits to the cleaner, things Reba always meant to get to but somehow couldn’t manage.

And then, for several years, they’d had the excuse of weddings. Theirs, less Carson, who was either hopelessly self-sabotaging or hiding an affair or truly as indifferent to romance as she claimed to be, and Reba, who was too busy to find love, at least until she did. There were also celebrations feting the next circle of friends; the women had plenty of mutuals among their outer, overlapping bands. In recent years, weddings—and the affiliated showers, bachelorette weekends, rehearsal dinners, recovery brunches—had tapered to zilch; people who were going to find love had done so. Or, if they were late arriving to the land of connubiality, the newcomers didn’t think it worth the fuss of mason jars and tea lights and hosting a hundred of their closest friends for steak and salmon. There was a time and place for everything; the time for passed rolls had passed.

Now only Carson and Bella were still in New York. Hillary had joined an ENT practice in Chicago, but between her still starter apartment and the transitional state of her marriage (which was chugging toward fine—the musical term, not copacetic), her life hardly seemed settled. Contrast this with Reba, who’d finally quit the consultancy, returned to San Francisco, and, once she’d off-loaded her parents to a nearby retirement community, moved back into the house in which she’d grown up. (Some of the women thought this was the ultimate settled, while others considered it settling … that wee gerund bore so much judgment.) Gregg had, improbably, wound up in Texas. Improbable because Gregg had been the savviest, most urbane of them upon arrival to college; she had grown up toddling across the Cambridge campus where her parents both taught, she liked Stoppard and Sondheim, she had eaten pâté! So when Gregg sent them all Texas barbecue sauce for Christmas 2015, it was like a pie to the face, that surprising and good tasting. How many missed roles does it take to get to the center of an actor’s psyche? We’ll never know, but after a dozen heroic years of mostly unsuccess, and close on the heels of the UT production that fortuitously brought her to Austin and introduced her to Zeke Graves, Gregg chomped down on that lollipop and went from theater in the round to the state’s Capitol Rotunda and the start of her political career. 

And so, spread out as they were, tethered to home by third-trimester travel restrictions and breastfeeding requirements, because for years now it seemed someone was always coming or going from the maternity ward, it had been four years since they’d all seen one another. This was the longest stretch since forever, since the gongs of August 2001, when they’d endured their residential hall’s excruciating icebreakers (never mind that those cheesy campus scavenger hunts and three-legged races had worked—the five of them were forever bound in a six-legged race, happily joined at the ankles), though it hadn’t been a total abeyance. Bella and Carson still got together, once every month or two, to drink wine on the Metropolitan Museum’s roof or along its Great Hall Balcony as seasonally appropriate. Gregg had been through Chicago for a Lori Lightfoot fundraiser and seen Hillary; she thought her friend had looked exhausted but blamed a busy surgery schedule and the sweet menace of Roger (whom they all called the Little Raj for his already pronounced imperiousness, his little boy swagger). Weeks before the lockdown, Carson had flown to San Francisco to catch up with Reba and hear about her new beau, who would become her new husband, and who might yet become her new baby daddy, if the stars and the fertility treatments aligned. Terrence had been out of town that weekend, and so to Carson remained a minimalist Instagram profile, a photo on Reba’s living room mantel, a man reinventing himself after two tours of duty in Afghanistan and a dishonorable discharge. (These last points sounded somewhat sinister to Carson, but she set them aside, not wanting to deny Reba her ongoing swoon. And who was she to judge?)

But all of them together.

“Something must be done,” Bella had texted the group in fall 2022. Had it been Thanksgiving? A swirl of well-wishes around Carson’s fortieth? In any case, that doleful Something had stirred the group chat up from its latency. This same chain had chirped constantly during the first weeks of the pandemic, all of them rabid with worry and boredom and manic energy, news gathering and fearmongering and loneliness. Since then, the chain had settled into an occasional chime, a kid doing something cute or some tea. But now, it was churning, churning back to life.

“You’re right,” Gregg typed in reply. The dot dot dot from Hillary’s phone was excruciating—it gurgled for several interminable minutes.

Until Reba chimed in. “Palm Springs. 2nd wknd Jan???”

It was a canny strategy. No one did anything the second weekend in January. People binged Netflix or swore off streaming; people regretted their consumption of Christmas cookies or made and froze the low-sodium soups that they’d dutifully reheat into April.

The women’s screens filled with cascading replies. A straightforward thumbs-up from Hillary, a GIF of a B-list celebrity with a confetti gun from Bella. Gregg sent a clip of those cartoon kids from Captain Planet lifting their ringed knuckles to the sky and summoning an environmentally conscientious hero. Carson, the most deadpan of them—though quiet, earnest Hillary was a close second; she could occasionally unleash a scorcher—wrote, “Lemme check my calendar.”

Bella thought about replying lol—Carson didn’t have a job, just that tutoring gig she’d had forever; and she didn’t have a husband or kids or aging parents to consider, the commitments that clogged up the rest of the women’s calendars and kept them within a stone’s throw of insane.

“Jk jk, im in,” Carson added after a beat. Then she sent a short video of a dog walking off the end of a diving board. The creature, a fluffy golden, seemed startled when the mint-green plank turned into air and then into water with a splash.
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Fri, Jan 13 at 3:08 AM

Carson:

This is yr 3am wakeup call [image: Laughing Face emoji] see you @jfk xx

Bella and Carson were taking a six a.m. flight out of JFK. To fly directly into Palm Springs would’ve been ungodly expensive, which Bella could have afforded on her corporate law salary, but because she was sensitive to her friend’s finances, and knew how much of a stretch Carson’s fifth of the holiday rental would be, Bella was the one to suggest they fly to LAX, pick up the weekend’s rental car there, then drive to the desert. Besides, she added as cover for them both, the directs would have gotten them into Palm Springs late in the day, and the five women had pledged to one another that they’d show up in time for Friday lunch.

Bella reasoned, as she swallowed her morning pills in the stumbling dark (Bill snoring, oblivious, across the room), that this itinerary saved face for Carson, which was good because Carson didn’t have much face left. She could offer up her usual skeptical smirk, or her standard stiff-lipped-and-staying-proud face, which was her default when anyone asked about her one published novel and its middling success. No longer could Carson milk the what-if wistfulness of a potential best seller or a film adaptation starring Miles Teller or Michael B. Jordan or Henry Golding (because each of the women had her type). Admittedly, Bella thought, Carson had more faces in her arsenal. She also had her fuck you face, which she swore by for riding public transit. And there was her mildly amused I have a secret face (the face she’d made when she told Bella what she’d done with that teenage client all those years ago; it had taken great restraint on Bella’s part to keep it to herself, but she had, and sometimes still patted herself on the back for her enduring discretion). Carson beamed similarly Cheshire while receiving secrets, and accepted all of Bella’s extracurricular confessions as scintillating episodes right up until they disappeared. With the hormonal shifts of pregnancy and motherhood’s new exhaustion, Bella’s days of polyamory were gone, or at least holed up in a two-star hotel in a hard-to-reach foreign country. The potential of some sexiness, or even just day-to-day calm returning to her life—via monthslong sleepaway camps, maybe  boarding school, but only if and when her boys were ready—was a distant beacon. She loved her sons, but sometimes delegating their daily maintenance sounded so delicious.

Bella, now dressed in a comfy traveling outfit, tiptoed into the kids’ room. She kissed each boy on his damp forehead—Goodbye, Mommy loves you!—then gathered her things, uttering a prayer that, under Bill’s watch, they would not require any visits to urgent care. Her husband meant well, but his only example of fatherhood was absenteeism—his late banker father had always been busy earning money enough to support three wives (two former, one current; this wasn’t Utah) and the associated offspring—and Bill was still learning how to offer the care he’d never encountered with his own dad. She wished for Bill (for the boys, for herself) bath-time protocols that didn’t soak the whole bathroom, a menu of reasonably healthy meals, and no accidents, because really, both of them were old enough to use the potty. But when Bill was in charge, the hallway always seemed to flood with bubble bath, the boys ate greasy things from the diners and delis of Lexington Avenue, and Bill usually managed to get himself strafed with toddler piss.

She slipped quietly out of their apartment and into the antique elevator that could’ve woken half the building for its pings and pangs. She strode through the lobby. Her car was waiting at the curb, her stomach was arriving in her throat. Why? she asked herself, befuddled by her sudden discomfiture. Bill would be fine; there was a fridge full of tiny Tupperwares with prerinsed, precut snacks; if the boys ate pizza for breakfast: oh well. Was she anxious about seeing the women? These were her oldest friends, her dearest ones. Their bond was so different from the semi-competitive kindness of the nursery school drop-off set, nowhere near the mean-but-said-sweetly atmosphere at work. (There, Bella had absorbed her boss’s treatment and started delivering similarly disparaging instructions to her assistant. She hated herself for it, but also didn’t stop.) Carson, Gregg, Hillary, Reba—they all, and together, were special.

Bella settled into the back seat of her livery and thought again of Carson’s face-saving techniques. She wasn’t dating niche famous musicians anymore, which hadn’t exactly been an accomplishment, but had offered cred, a kind of coverage. The coolness factor of the hot-slash-renowned indie rock boyfriend, the backstage passes she willingly shared around, the largely nocturnal existence she embraced with smoky eyes and mussed hair (though to think of it, her hair was still usually a mess). In those days, Carson puffed American Spirits like a chimney and did permanent damage to her ears—Hillary had been so concerned about her cochleae. But all of it had been very chic, in its tumbledown way.

Or was the idiom saving face about diminishing proportions? Maybe Carson just had a sliver of cheek, one eye and a nostril, an inch-wide swath of lip and chin left, and that’s why she was so guarded. No, no; Bella knew that was not what the phrase meant. (She needed coffee.) The point, no matter the expression’s literalness or its etymology, was self-preservation, and maybe that was what Bella observed on Carson’s face during those Friday night glasses of museum wine, her friend having trekked over from central Brooklyn but talking like she might as well have traveled in from another planet. Because as much as Bella Winston thought all her friends were wonderful, talented, and as tough as freaking nails … statistically speaking, not all of them could get everything they wanted. Sure, they each totally deserved it all, and they were all good, worthy people. Maybe they’d made a smattering of mistakes along the road, but who hadn’t? Bella was pragmatic enough to know that earnest efforts were not every time duly rewarded. This was life, and in life, unfairness abounded, which meant no matter how hard they each worked, someone would invariably draw the short stick. Maybe it’d be Carson; signs (her perpetual singledom, her sputtering literary career, that she still had roommates) were pointing that way.

The car slowed. How could there be traffic at this hour? Bella, short in the trunk, couldn’t see much from the Lincoln’s deep back bench.

But this weekend was not about doom and gloom, not about Carson’s meager bank account or Hillary’s anticipated (official? Bella couldn’t recall where Hill and Miles were in the process) divorce. Nor would it be a time for passing judgment or being judged, not for the pleasantries of school pickup or the hallway dodge of neighbors forever angry about her children’s happy racket. It would be none of the stuff of daily life, instead forty-eight hours of bottomless joy, true feeling, no BS. A weekend just as beautiful and giddy and sloppy as it needed to be. Their beloved six-legged race returned! But instead of ankle binds and a fifty-yard dash, maybe they’d opt for five massage-chairs-plus-footbaths in a row, ten calf rubs and fifty toes painted with precise, pretty polish.
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Fri, Jan 13 at 4:48 AM

Bella:

Here!

Carson:

No im here

Carson was at the gate, looking placid or bored in the terminal’s sterile light. The writer was wearing blue jeans, a stylishly distressed T-shirt of a long-gone band. Atop that was the slouchy, soft cardigan that she donned so often her friends joked that she’d come with it, like the set of dresses and pumps that were packed in the pink box alongside their favorite Barbie doll.

Bella waved, Carson waved back, then looked her up and down with a smirk. “Nice soccer mom getup,” she said as they hugged. Bella was wearing a sweat suit in pastel tie-dye, which had looked cute on Instagram, though in real life it was giving off rainbow sherbet vibes. It had been expensive, but to its credit, it was very soft, and earlier that morning—so early the night was still squarely looming outside her window—she’d stepped into the stretchy pants and pulled the pillowy top over her head and exited the room before she could psych herself out of the lilac and mint.

“Did you brush your hair today?” Bella replied, noting the morning’s pronounced tousle.

Carson ran a hand over her scalp; her hair settled a smidge. “Guilty as charged.”

Bella plucked at the sleeve of her new outfit. “Soccer mom, really?” 

Carson shrugged noncommittally. 

“Anyway, I thought this was a judgment-free weekend?” Bella added.

“We’re not there yet.” Carson’s smile crooked up on one side. Sometimes they bickered like sisters, Carson playing the junior know-it-all, though Bella was the real-life younger sibling, with a brother, a decade her senior, living out west. But they also shared secrets like sisters, Carson’s affairs (after the student and the musicians had been a smattering of married men and divorced women, then a long stretch of nothing) and Bella’s (pre-kids, both she and Bill permitted and partook in sex outside their marriage, the only rules being don’t get too attached, and no one new in the marital bed; since kids, the idea of cavorting with anyone, Bill included, had, to Bella, withered on the vine).

“I don’t think it’s soccer mom.” Bella smoothed the performance fabric. “And I should know.” She was referring, they both understood, to her years as a serious soccer player, a sweeper known among her teammates and rivals as Bella the Destroyer. Varsity for three seasons, which didn’t rise to the level of Reba’s hooping (she was briefly a starter on the U-19 national team), but Bella’s Westchester high school often showed at the state tournament.

Carson nodded. “Whatever you say.”







The three-hour time difference would have been to the women’s advantage except that when they landed in LA at ten and got their rental, they still had to contend with the morning rush, all these Southern Californians just now heading toward the office or their life coach or wherever it was they were going. Back in New York, Bella would have done a predawn workout, preschool drop-off, and 2.5 billable hours by eleven, not only now going to her first appointment of the day. And the way Carson was driving—it wasn’t laziness, more laissez-faire, as if she were steering a large and buoyant boat—made Bella wonder if her friend had been drinking Bloody Marys on the flight. (Bella, with her airline credit card’s many points, had been upgraded out of steerage.) They stopped for coffee just past Pomona and Bella offered to drive, but then Carson reminded her of what she’d done to the rental car at Gregg’s wedding (thank God they’d opted for bumper-to-bumper coverage) and said that she would manage fine, thanks.

They were already up and over the mountains when they got a text from Gregg saying that she’d missed her flight, or her flight was canceled, or anyway, she would be late, very sorry et cetera, but not to worry, a friend was “playing golf in PS this weekend,” like that explained everything. Bella dictated the text chain to Carson as she drove, adding air quotes where she thought them appropriate. “Catch a ride,” Bella repeated with fingers curling the air. “That means her friend has a private jet.”

“I’m not stupid, Bella,” Carson said.

“I know that,” Bella said.
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Fri, Jan 13 at 12:38 PM

Hillary:

Landed. Also has anyone watched the latest season of Naked & Afraid?

Asking for a friend

They were going to be five, because that was how many would fit into a rental car, no bother that they’d been upgraded to a three-row SUV. Carson quietly fretted about the larger vehicle for environmental reasons (Gregg, the fervent recycler, would blow a gasket), for economic ones (the gas bill would be massive), and because driving it in LA traffic felt like maneuvering a shopping cart through a subway station, stairs and turnstiles included. She’d gotten her license at sixteen, but subsequently had scant reason to drive, as she and her mother, Sonja, shared a beat-up VW Rabbit; then in college, when Bella had brought the family station wagon to their off-campus house (the five women used it for grocery runs and leaf-peeping day-trips), Reba usually commandeered the keys; during Carson’s two decades in Brooklyn the difficulty of parking, to say nothing of negotiating the BQE, dissuaded her from seeking out a car. Now, she saw clearly that driving on city streets in Seattle in the 1990s was not like navigating LA’s contemporary interstates. She took it easy.

There was a sixth woman, Amelia, who could’ve been invited. She was another friend from college with whom three of them were still close, but there was some unspoken animosity between her and Bella. Not a hatred, nothing as strong as that, but a not-good feeling, a hostility or skepticism that lurked below the surface. The dorsal fin of it would flash up every so often, putting everyone on edge. Out of the water, kids! Early in the weekend’s planning stages, Carson and Gregg and Hillary had side-channeled about it, and decided the risk of shark bites, of catfights, wasn’t worth it. Because they liked Amelia, a figurative painter who had toiled for years before even her first minor critical success (any meaningful remuneration would take longer still), but they liked Bella more. Plus, the last time they’d all been together—they’d converged on Bella’s apartment, the prior one, in Turtle Bay (she’d made Bill go to his mother’s for the weekend)—Amelia had arrived to the reunion direct from discovering her boyfriend’s infidelity and spent the whole weekend requiring hands-on consolation. Plans were canceled, dinner reservations tossed out the window in favor of greasy takeout. Bella bore the brunt of it—it was Bella and Bill’s bed getting soaked with another woman’s tears, Bella’s Resy profile that was marred with no-shows—and she had fumed over it in the kitchen. “I don’t see what the big deal is. It’s not like he dumped her,” Bella said to Hillary, adding that while she preferred the five of them and their six-legged configuration, she was okay with being seven-legged too, so long as she and Amelia were on the far ends. She was less okay with their race team turning into a tearstained group hug, collapsed on the grass, all because of one inconsequential indiscretion. And did Hillary know, Bella continued, what she had promised Bill to get the apartment for the weekend? Hillary didn’t, and mumbled some reply about how they couldn’t know what Amelia was going through, not really, because each of them was her own mysterious island of nerves and ambition and desire. “What was that?” Bella had snapped, her hands sudsy with the prior night’s wineglasses. “Islands?”

Or maybe, Hillary had thought (Bella had, by then, stomped out of the kitchen, leaving Hillary to dry glasses by herself), they were all fundamentally alike: women who wanted peace on earth and a degree of material comfort, reasonable sex lives and good health and some professional satisfaction. But in pursuit of these goals, they’d been placed in wildly different locales, and they were forced to play out their scenarios like their lives were the myriad plots of a reality TV show with very well-concealed cameras. As for their locations, some of them had washed up on lush islands, essentially oases, and ate juicy, sweet fruits all day, while others were dropped onto rocky outcroppings and proceeded to expand their stone compounds, rock by heavy rock. It wasn’t a competition, this metaphorical unscripted show of theirs, but it wasn’t not a competition, either.

One of those hidden cameras cut to Hillary now, these dozen years later, as she rode on her morning flight from Chicago to Southern California. She was nursing a wound on her left hand in the shape of a five-year-old’s hard palate. In the rubric of her reality TV/private island theory—which she still mostly believed, especially when things felt dire—she was convinced her island site was all sand, one scrawny palm tree for shade and sustenance and company. That lonely tree was named Roger, and he was in pre-K, again (his birthday had been on the cusp, but his maturity, or lack, nudged him into the younger class), the best thing to come out of her failed marriage to Miles. The best thing, full stop. But the boy had the attention span of a fruit fly, and seemed to revel in the chaos he wrought on the universe generally, his mother in particular. In this configuration of islands and isolation, the camera was always rolling and Hillary was forever waiting for that damn coconut to drop.







Hillary and Reba stepped out of Palm Springs International Airport concurrently, one exit apart. Each looked past the other, as if the desert light were blinding after their grayed-over winters or the other woman had turned invisible or their appearances had changed so much in these four-ish years that they’d been rendered unrecognizable. The last time they’d all been together was Bella’s baby shower, though nobody had treated that as any kind of Last Supper.

And Hillary did look different, having recently lopped off her hair. The stylist had called it a “sleek bob,” but he cut it so that a looser, air-dried version would look nice too—he had met Roger and assumed a baseline level of havoc in her life. Meanwhile Reba looked gaunt, skinny where most of them had thickened in the intervening years, owing to neglected Pelotons, an administration’s worth of stress eating, pregnancies, and new, beguiling metabolism. Carson had almost kept her early-twenties figure, thanks to an ambitious running routine and not bearing any children, but she’d messed up her knee last summer, and while thankful to have dodged surgery, in her new inactivity she too had gone up a pants size. She’d once told Bella that she’d added the weight in “solidarity” with her mom friends, which made Bella glower.

Bella and Carson now spotted their friends through the windshield and Carson eased the SUV to the curb. “Definitely not pregnant,” Bella said of Reba. There had been a chain without Reba, a discussion over Reba and her endless “radical” (her term) sabbatical. Taking time off to have a kid was one thing, but she was going on year five with no work and no baby in sight. The friends accepted her extended “rest” as a privilege few could afford but Reba definitely deserved, though they still periodically asked one another whether she was pregnant yet. “Not yet” had been Hillary’s latest reply to the subgroup, spoken with the authority of a doctor. (And she was, in some ways, the team physician, answering calls and texts about maladies that had nothing to do with ears or noses or throats. Carson’s patellar tendon, Bella’s meds while she was pregnant … The reach of Hillary’s advice even extended to the women’s parents, children, husbands, and paramours. Hillary, for instance, personally wanted nothing to do with Bella’s husband’s scrotum, but she listened patiently when Bill got a tick bite on his ball sack, offered the advice of tweezers and ice, and sent an antibiotic prescription to the Duane Reade on Eighty-Second. She’d talked Reba through both her father’s prostate diagnosis and Terrence’s anemic sperm counts, only later pondering, What was it with her and men’s crotches? Those were the opposite of the sinus canal.)

From the front seat, the women determined that neither liked Hillary’s haircut.

Carson laid on the horn, a syncopation that could’ve been the hook to a Britney Spears song if you tilted your ear just right. She played the rhythm not as a nod to the #FreeBritney campaign, though some of them had followed the hashtag, watched the documentary, and listened to the podcast, but because they’d all been somewhat earnest fangirls of the singer twenty years before. That era of her career, that early slice of her oeuvre, gave voice to so many of their young adult impulses, the big feels of life before a fully formed prefrontal cortex. That their busty blond mascot had had a very public breakdown, that her life had become a pop-culture punch line and the singer had skittered off the radar for most of a decade, that her music now felt lewd in some lights and wincingly basic in others … all that felt somehow appropriate too. Goodbye, sweet youth, it said with a shove. You’d best be moving on. Which they did. Publicly, at least. Never mind that Bella listened in her workout mix, and Carson still sometimes thought about the prescience and impossibility of the 2001 Super Bowl halftime show, when Britney and NSYNC and Aerosmith had shared the midfield stage. There was Steven Tyler’s tongue, there was a baby-faced JT in green leather, and here comes Britney, at the height of her pulchritude, singing in a cropped and corseted football jersey. Oh, how the world had been so innocent, and slutty, and sluttily innocent then.

Pavlov-like, both women turned toward the horn’s plaintive bleating.

Then Bella rolled down the passenger-side window and leaned out of the car. “Bitches, hey!” The women saw Bella, then saw each other. On that cue, the organ in the sky, the one in their hearts, hit a big resounding chord. The celestial key player shifted to the fifth, took a step up, then resolved into bliss. The song was Handel’s “Hallelujah,” right there at curbside pickup.

They were ten minutes into lunch before Hillary thought to ask, “Where’s Gregg?”
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Fri, Jan 13 at 1:38 PM

Reba:

Made it to PS np. Good luck with the deadline. Luv u!

They finished their fancy salads, then went by the grocery for weekend provisions, ping-ponging between the snacks aisle and the wine one, before checking into the vacation house. It appeared as advertised (though the online photographs may have benefited from a fish-eye lens): both sleek and opulent, midcentury modern on the outside and decorated like a Renaissance painter’s idea of a Turkish bath indoors. The great room was furnished with low, soft couches, embroidered plush ottomans, antique rugs laid in overlap. Reba saw the carpets and thought, Trip hazard; she was now, thanks to her octogenarian parents, reminded of danger with every rumply floor covering. But she also reminded herself that everyone here had ample, abundant mobility. (Mostly: Carson was still favoring her knee; when they were leaving lunch, Hillary had noticed and questioned her friend’s limp.) For Reba, this would be a weekend with no no-step showers, one without grab bars, panic cords, or anticoagulants; here, she could step away from the innumerable concerns that occupied her parents’ minds and therefore hers too. It would also be a scoldings-free weekend, Reba thought. Or at least, if her friends picked and prodded at her life’s present configuration, she’d face nothing so scathing as Doris Boaz-Becker’s level of critique. That woman was remarkably adept at cutting down her only child, even as Reba was a highly functioning, moderately successful middle-aged adult. Or at least she had been all of those things until somewhat recently.

After they’d picked rooms (Reba and Bella obviously together in the king; Carson in one queen, Hillary in the other—Gregg would have to choose to share with one of them), the pool beckoned. It wasn’t hot out, per se, but according to Reba the sunny weather was warm for Palm Springs in January, and wasn’t that awesome? Carson’s head bobbed enthusiastically; she couldn’t wait to get in the pool. Once changed, they pulled together assorted deck chairs so they could chat without shouting over the burble of the water feature (there was also a hot tub, covered and quietly gurgling, at the pool’s far end). Reba went back and forth from the kitchen, first appearing with a bowl of organic corn chips; then, after checking on everyone’s cilantro tolerance and heat preference, returning with hand-mashed guacamole. The homemade guac was new; she was historically reliant on the closest Whole Foods deli and those pre-chopped salads for sustenance. “Terry’s recipe,” she explained. Apparently, she’d been learning to cook in her unending downtime.

The women discussed, at length, whether they thought Gregg would run for US Congress. There was, as a result of redistricting and Austin’s manic growth, a new seat in Travis County. An octogenarian congressman had come out of retirement to claim it in 2022; he promised to serve only one term, just until the party got its house in order. Now, for Dems (which they all were, though Bella’s husband was maybe a quiet Libertarian), it offered better odds than most corners of Texas. Gregg, who had hopped from state legislature to state senate in 2018 with apparent ease, had been deliberately evading the topic during public appearances, in press interviews, and even when asked by longtime friends, point-blank, on the phone: Was she going for it? “We’ll see,” Gregg always replied. “We’ll see, we’ll see.”

But now, the women concurred, there were so many arrows pointing to yes, she was bound to run for Congress. She’d be so good! For all of Gregg’s highbrow occasions (and with Charlene Thomas, a famous-for-a-poet poet as a mother, these started early and were many), she was at other times accessible and down-to-earth, able to code-switch as she moved between poetry readings, country club fundraisers, and truck-stop photo ops. Maybe her agenda was tilted toward socialism and net-zero emissions—if she’d had her druthers, she’d disembowel those verdant golf courses’ irrigation systems and join the Valve Turners in their campaign of twisting off oil spigots—but Gregg understood compromise and didn’t charge in on her high horse too often … only when riding that steed was her last or best hope. And so her favorability in Austin was through the roof, even if she was a transplant. (That’s where the years of acting came in, Reba thought—she wasn’t playing Texan, but she could handily pick up the necessary cues to perform it well.) Of course she’d run, and win, and take her savvy agenda from Texas’s big granite dome to the slightly smaller marble one in DC. She’d probably even tell them about it over the weekend, when they were all together, Hillary conjectured. Make it a real celebration, like they didn’t have enough else to celebrate (life, forty-eight hours without toddlers, desert sun). Thinking about the possibility, Bella started riffing the names of future political action committees—CCF (Citizens with Concerned Footwear), AKM (Alliance of Kickass Moms), CTTYNMT (Committee That Told You Not to Mess with Texas)—until Carson, who still felt at times insulted that Gregg had stepped off the artist’s path and ambled into the political arena, sighed a very big sigh and tried to shift the conversation. What did they all think of the resurgence of mom jeans? Hillary was pro, short-waisted Bella skeptical, Reba agnostic.

“What are we going to do tomorrow?” Hillary asked. Reba and Carson swapped knowing glances. “What?”

“Carson brought chocolates,” Reba stage-whispered. When the women looked unimpressed, Reba clarified, louder. “Mushroom chocolates.”

“You flew with those?” Bella questioned. Not that she was a narc, but she was taken aback. Carson had seemed so calm in the airport.

Carson waved it off. “Donny helped me whip some up,” she said, referring to one of her two roommates. “He swears by regular microdosing and the occasional mind melt. I thought it might be a fun bonding experience. No one’s pregnant, right?” The women nodded yes to bonding, no to embryos.

Carson smiled. “Good. Making them isn’t rocket science, but there is some calibration, so I tried to customize for each of us. Reba and I talked about what she’s looking for, not like she needs much guidance.” When Reba wasn’t trying to get pregnant, in those unceasing stretches between fertility cycles, she was something of a pothead. It helped that Terrence knew just what to cultivate, the right mix of THC and CBD to keep her calm-ish. They had a few plants growing in the basement, another in the backyard.

“Hill, for you I made something mellow,” Carson continued.

“I appreciate that.” Hillary liked getting stoned as much as the next woman, but her husband—her ex—had a “substance abuse issue.” They all knew about Miles’s SUD to some extent (it had been the subject of a text chain among the women, sans Hillary, after Reba and the then-new Terrence had gotten together with Hillary and Miles in Chicago, and Miles had nearly nodded out at dinner). Hearing those details, and maybe remembering Miles’s behavior at his and Hillary’s wedding (charming nerves through the ceremony, a totally sociable reception, but sloppy—beer slamming and thrash dancing—at the after-party), perhaps recalling how he was supposed to be on the straight and narrow since the filched pills incident (the hospital had agreed not to press charges if he went into treatment), the texting women had thought it was worth keeping an eye on. When Roger was two or three it had gurgled up into a real problem again, but reticent Hillary wasn’t forthcoming about how bad it was and how freaked out she was and how many ultimatums Miles had blown right by … That stretch had been awful, they could all admit, now that it was over. Because she’d kicked him out last year, and they were getting or had gotten divorced! Her friends were so happy for her. Well, not happy happy, but relieved. “Dodged a bullet,” was how Bella put it in one message. Too blunt—Bella had a habit of being bruising—though no one on the chain disagreed with the sentiment.

“I want to trip balls,” Bella said.

“I figured,” Carson answered. She didn’t know the particulars of Bella’s current anxiety, that when Bella got home, she’d be heading not only into trial prep (this part Bella shared readily, her all-in case and how she hoped her boss would at last put her up for partner once she’d won), but also into three-times-a-week speech therapy for Gus. The problem was that he still couldn’t say his s’s, had another problem (related? independent? no one could give her a straight answer) with his r’s. Gus didn’t have to follow his parents into the law; no one expected him to become a champ litigator. But he needed to be able to express himself, to convey his ideas without his audience curling their mouths into so many derisive smiles. Carson wasn’t aware of the therapy plan, but knew generally that Bella needed to keep her life in New York a safe distance from her brain until Monday morning. Until then, Bella’s mind should be as blank and as blue as the glinting pool water that lapped before them. 

“I got you, girl,” Carson said. 
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Fri, Jan 13 at 3:15 PM

Gregg:

You guys better not be having too much fun yet! Kidding! See you soon. xo

After a quick dip, the women settled back into their loungers and turned their attention to the guacamole. In time, conversation drifted to work. When Gus was born, Bella had scaled back and stayed that way, which now meant all her billable hours were for one client, a beverage company facing a slew of litigation over its caffeinated alcoholic beverages. The first of the cases, a wrongful death (some guy had drunk a dozen cans of the stuff and basically exploded his heart), had been settled out of court for an acceptable amount, but now the feds were investigating the brand’s marketing practices, trying to make permanent the temporary injunction against its sale. Bella and her team were going full throttle to defend consumer access to the beverage.

She expected, she told her friends, she’d ramp up to three-quarters or full time, maybe more, as they headed into court next month. And she wanted to ramp up, to show her mettle. Her trajectory at Cushman was more like a pinball game than any sort of straight path: the bouncing between different teams, the unanticipated chutes of out-of-court settlements, the hidden ball holds of birthing and caring for young children, for a time without day care (the pandemic had been like one of those trapdoors that ate pinballs for supper). But she’d be up for equity partner soon, or she should be, or she feared she never would get the opportunity. The rest of her associate class had moved up or out years earlier. For Bella to meet the challenge she just had to be organized, strategic, ruthless—and utilize their nursery school’s after-school program. She’d promised her boys—and especially herself—she’d be the type of mom that picked them up right at the end of the school day, and she loathed the prospect of more time apart, but this flex up at work and downshift of momming was totally temporary. And while the extended school day was suboptimal, it wasn’t so bad as getting a nanny. Bill had been pro in-home help, pushing since before there was a vaccine, but for Bella bringing in a helper had been both an existential and, for a time, a viral threat. They were her children, and she’d take care of them, please and thank you.

With but the lightest tap of encouragement, Bella continued talking, outlining the scenario of her upcoming case. The product in question was stronger than a spiked seltzer, more caffeinated than a Red Bull, and came in flavors like neon-green candy apple and hot-pink berry blast.

Carson winced at the garish descriptions, while two loungers down, Hillary’s brow knitted. “Do you believe in the product?” Hillary pressed. “Like, is it justified to defend them, to keep this … beverage available?” Hillary had thought, when picking her medical specialty, she’d focus on trachea surgeries, cancer removal, and windpipe reconstruction. But she had entered the field in the nadir between smoking-related throat cancers and whatever all these vaping teens were going to get next. Probably more throat cancers, but who knew? For now, everyone’s throats were safe, glistening, and nodule free, and so she’d shifted her focus within ENT from neck parts to noses.

“Oh, it tastes like shit,” Bella was quick to say. “Better than Red Bull and vodka, in my opinion, though that’s not saying much. But the case isn’t about artificial strawberry flavor, it’s about liberty,” she continued, watching her friends’ faces for agreement or disdain.

“Freedom of choice,” she added, her posture shifting higher in her chair. “An individual’s right to have a kick-ass time.” Her cadence changed, her volume increased. The women braced for litigator voice.

“And a hangover,” Carson said, mostly to herself.

Hillary wasn’t sure she agreed with Bella’s constitutional tack, but remembered how they’d fought about the Sacklers—one of Bella’s firm’s clients for a while—the last time they’d all been together, and it had been unpleasant. Sometimes history declares a victor, and Hillary had clearly won that argument. She would not mention Oxy now, not utter Wrong again on the topic of this stupid drink. It wasn’t like Bella could pick her clients; she was beholden to the partners for assignments.

Whatever restraint Hillary thought she was demonstrating, to her friends she seemed spiky or tender or both, like a tiny puffer fish on the verge of inflation. Reba, for one, noted that their friend was exuding a weird vibe, the energy of which was being funneled toward an unjust grilling of Bella. And Hill, she saw, kept rubbing her hand, which was taped over by bright Band-Aids. There were yellow cartoons on them, SpongeBob or the Simpsons, something sunny.

When Hillary followed up with a question about Red 40 Lake, Reba had had enough. She sat up straight and snapped, “We’ve all got to earn a living,” which was objectively true, but silly coming from her, who, if she managed her money right (previously earned income and ongoing trust distributions and the slated inheritance), could stay out of the workforce until 2065, and by then they’d all be dead or bedridden or bionic. But what Reba meant, what she was indicating toward, was that work would never be righteous, it was forever a capitalist exchange, and your best hope was that it wasn’t too exploitative. The women had each heard her speechify from this soapbox before—her decampment from hustle culture was relatively recent, and she bore a convert’s amount of zeal—and they now let her run out her rant.

When she was done, Reba settled back into her chair. She had not wanted to sermonize poolside, while they were having such a nice time; she just wanted Hillary to back off poor Bella. She and Bella had a special bond—they had shared a dorm room on campus in years two and three, then they’d sublet a place in New York together, the summer between their junior and senior years. Glorified gofers they’d been, sixty-hour weeks of document formatting and Excel sheets and slide decks for their downtown firms (bespoke management consultants and corporate lawyers, respectively, and both portals into their futures). The rest of the women knew that something had happened that summer—Bella came back to campus senior fall a touch withdrawn; Reba, always bossy, no longer tried to restrain her high hand; and the two were even closer than before. To see them together again now was to be reminded of whatever had happened that summer, to be made aware of their language of eyebrow lifts and nostril flares, to be shown that friendship wasn’t a competition, but if it were …

The tightness of their alliance, even among such close friends as these four, made standoffish Carson a touch uncomfortable, and caused the trombone of Hillary’s loneliness to honk a little louder. Hill wasn’t inherently a loner, but work had been relentless lately, and just as soon as she was warming up to the other moms at any given playground, Roger was liable to be “asked” to leave (they meant kicked out, but politely), and Miles’s side of the bed was cold. Underneath all this, and it’d dawned on her soon after Miles left for his new studio apartment, was the realization that virtually all her friends from Chicago, from med school, from the last fifteen years effectively, had been their friends, guys and girls and couples who, at the end of the day, liked Miles more. He was the center of attention in any room, attractive and appealing and good at hiding his troubles from all but the most observant. She observed it all!

But, she reminded herself, Miles’s loquacity and his entrancing eye contact and how hot he was (Hillary was pretty, but Miles turned heads) did not sway these women’s loyalties, and for that she felt gratitude. Even if Reba and Bella’s closeness made her feel a tad left out, and Carson was so cool that an observer might deem her aloof … Dwelling on relative rankings—who were the tightest friends, who had the easiest time losing weight, who was doing the most good for the world (would that be one of the mothers, raising respectful sons, or was it Carson, with her compact life and its tiny environmental footprint, her contributions to the canon?)—such thinking was not helpful. Hierarchies were bullshit; they were all doing the best that they could.

Looking around the patio, she reminded herself she was a thousand miles from Chicago and the cold feelings there. Here it was just the sun on her skin and the reflected warmth of these women, their long-standing and unconditional friendship. Those various furnaces made her feel delectably toasty on this January afternoon. She closed her eyes. She, Hillary Koenig, would absorb all the heat she could.
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Fri, Jan 13 at 3:30 PM

Mom:

Got Roger. Said today was ‘so-so’ & teacher said it went better than last week, so that’s good! Have fun with your friends, sweetie. Love you.

The conversation drifted farther into the pool, the ladies splashing around such topics as deviated septa and Gregg’s husband Zeke’s Twitter presence, how he wasn’t as bad as Elon, but was often mentioned alongside him, given their physical proximity (both in Austin), their tech products’ adjacency (foundationally useless, but very addictive), Zeke’s investment in rockets (not as big as Elon’s, but not insignificant, and wasn’t he too vying for government contracts?), their similarly canny if erratic business strategies. When did the women think Zeke would IPO? (He’d been dodging a date for years.) Bella said six months, Carson said never. And did any of them think he’d really get a rocket to Mars? They looked at one another. No one said yes, but it seemed shortsighted to pronounce no way.

They moved from Gregg’s husband to speaking about their own spouses. When it came to Reba’s thoughts on Terrence, she had few criticisms, other than that her husband was possibly taking his health tech start-up job too seriously. (There it was again, her newfound conviction against late-stage capitalism, popping up its head like a hungry groundhog.) But, she was quick to add, she could understand his near-desperate want to play catch-up, to prove himself. Terrence had been a bartender when they’d met; it was only through her encouragement that he finished his credits at Portland Community College—which wasn’t about her interest in academia so much as trying to build a bulwark against the disdain she anticipated from Doris, knowing her mother would hate the prospect of her daughter living with someone without any sort of college degree—then went to one of those coding boot camps, which he reported was a cakewalk after boot-camp boot camp. She was, she said now, glad he was out of harm’s way and the armed services (making no mention of his unceremonious split), but as far as she was concerned, he could still be making martinis. Though she’d seen how he felt better about himself with the buzzy, name-brand company, entry-level as his role might be. The ego was as real a thing as that beach ball floating at the pool’s far end. Besides, she added, the firm covered 100 percent for in vitro—and here the women held their breath, to see if Reba would say more about her pregnancy journey and its most recent swerves; she did not.

Next, Bella had more express complaints about Bill, regarding his parenting skills, his snoring skills, his enviable metabolism, his clumsiness while dining in expensive clothes. The extent and frequency of his spills felt, to her, willful. Was this a response to her plunging libido, which had fallen through the floor and settled at subbasement levels? (There was a hormonal reason for this, Hillary knew, but she held her tongue. Bella didn’t need a biochemistry lesson, she needed a pat on the shoulder.) While Bill outwardly acted supportive of Bella’s changed moods, he’d recently spilled red sauce on his light gray Brooks Brothers blazer and put a plateful of pesto on his nice winter suit. Was this retribution?

Then they plied Carson and Hillary for updates on their dating lives, which were spare. Hillary hadn’t gone on a date with anyone but Miles since 2007, and Carson purportedly hadn’t seen anyone for months—with her, it was feast or famine; her twenties defined by the former, her thirties, the latter. The start of her forties? Reba egged. Carson made a face at the prospect of dating that suggested her voluntary absenteeism would continue.

And then, like a chime had rung at some moms-only frequency, Hillary and Bella were in their phones, checking to see whether their kids had been picked up from school or day care or wherever they had eaten their lunches and listened to their story times and taken their midday naps. This led to a great sharing of pictures—oohing and aahing and chortling as appropriate (even Reba clucking at the cuteness, though her posture perceptibly stiffened)—which led to complaining about RSV and how tired they were of wiping tiny asses, at what age did a kid figure out how to do it for himself? Which led to Carson slipping into the the water again and Reba abruptly leaving the group to attend to something inside. She returned with a bottle of white wine, four glasses, and a glint in her eye.

“How’s writing going, Carson?” It was Reba asking, holding out a stem.

So they did remember she was there, Carson thought, kicking toward the edge of the pool and a cool glass of sauvignon blanc. Sometimes, when conversation veered into child-rearing and husbands, she had her doubts. It was so hard to pull them out of their photo timelines, the pride and nostalgia and self-righteous exhaustion of having created a miniature human and kept it alive. She could’ve argued that she’d made a book, and maybe that was even harder than cooking a baby. Look at the baby versus book population—there were so many more of one than the other. And only one could be made with a bottle of red wine, a sloppy ninety seconds of missionary, and nine months in the oven, while the other took … But she was too good a friend to make veiled comments about Bella’s descent into lame, very infrequent sex with her husband. The story of Bill Jr.’s conception had been shared in whispered confidence across a café table during one of their nights at the museum, and in confidence it would remain.

And how was writing going? For years, Carson had been working on a historical epic about a penitentiary island in Washington State, an hour’s boat ride from her hometown. “Imagine Alcatraz with ferns,” was her default reply; she didn’t like getting into the weeds of a work in progress, never had and likely never would. Consequently, five years into the project, her closest friends still didn’t know the storyline or even how she felt about incarceration. Bella, before she’d had kids, had given many pro bono hours to bail reform legislation. “I mean, are you more Hammurabi or live and let live?” the lawyer had asked the writer more than once. Regardless of how many glasses of red Bella bought Carson on that museum balcony, surrounded by Ming dynasty porcelain, she never got a straight answer. Ditto for Reba, who, since meeting Terrence (who’d done two combat deployments, then one to the military prison at Leavenworth for pot possession, though the amount of weed in his infraction would have struck most civilians as laughably small), had many thoughts on the criminal justice system vis-à-vis drug reform. Her entreaties to Carson had gotten similarly nowhere.

“Have you solved capital punishment through literature?” Bella said now, sliding from her chair to the edge of the pool. She sank her legs into the water, and her skin turned greenish in the water’s blue tint.

Carson thought she should give them a crumb; the book was done, after all, out of her hands and onto her agent’s desk. But she wasn’t ready to tell them everything, not how its story and her life’s intersected. Intertwined. Because for all their liberal bona fides, Bella’s bail reform and Reba’s decriminalization campaigns and Hillary’s apologist approach to Miles’s illicit substances, none of them had stared down profound, true violence. How a room changed when premeditated murder stepped through the threshold—bam! It was like someone cut all the lights. And she didn’t want to do that here, not now. To kill the lights would do away with their pleasing late-afternoon sun. Carson looked around. Bella was splashing in the pool, and Hillary, after one-third of one glass of wine, appeared blissed out. These women were still so perfectly ignorant; they didn’t know a thing about her father. Or they knew one thing, that he was out of the picture, which was true—but they had no idea why. She’d prefer to keep it that way for the time being, maybe forever if she could manage it. So, she offered a deflecting crumb. “Well, in one scene,” she started, lifting her sunglasses, “I have them throw an electric chair into the sound.”

“Okay!” Reba said, slapping the side table. The guacamole jumped. “Now we’re getting somewhere.”
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