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            Chapter One

         
         I have never seen Jaws. Not because I have anything against the movie. I just don’t care about sharks. Or boats. Or sharks trying to get on boats.
         

         
         I never really thought of this as a problem before. Sure, every summer Jackson would make a pitch for why we should finally
            watch it together—it was the original big summer blockbuster, the effects hold up great, it’s a classic—but I always hemmed and hawed until we ended up picking something else, and he always let it go.
         

         
         Now, however, halfway across the Sagamore Bridge with the windows down and the wind buffeting my eardrums, I’m beginning to
            think the shark-size hole in my movie knowledge might be an issue. Rika is deep in a Wikipedia hole and showing no signs of
            emerging anytime soon.
         

         
         “Wait, this says they filmed on Martha’s Vineyard.” She frowns at her phone, still scrolling. “Why did I think they filmed
            on the Cape?”
         

         
         I sneak a quick glance out the driver’s window at the deep blue of the water below us. There’s a sailboat down there—the kind
            that fits only a few people, its single, triangular sail billowed out in the wind. “I don’t know. Do they look similar?”
         

         
         “Probably,” Yasmin says from the back seat, where they’re stuffed in with my boxes of books and my suitcases. “Beaches and lighthouses and shit.” 

         
         Rika lets her breath out like this revelation about Martha’s Vineyard has personally wounded her. “I really thought it was
            the Cape.”
         

         
         “Why’s it matter where they filmed Jaws?” I ask.
         

         
         “Vibes, Harlowe.” Rika gives me a look over her aviator sunglasses, as though this should be obvious. “We’re heading to Cape
            Cod, that movie looks like Cape Cod . . .” She scrolls on her phone. “Okay, there’s a whole section on scholarly criticism
            here and literally nobody is mentioning the obvious queer reading. What’s wrong with people?”
         

         
         Yasmin and I share a knowing look in the rearview mirror. Rika may have a PhD in biostatistics and a job in a lab at Mass
            General doing things I don’t remotely understand, but her real passion is queer readings of straight media. She claims it’s
            because she couldn’t find any actual queer media when she was growing up in rural western Washington, so she had to get inventive.
            I’ve heard her talk at length about everything from Sherlock Holmes to the Marvel Cinematic Universe. She’s been mourning
            the death of The Toast website and its Femslash Fridays feature for a decade.
         

         
         In other words, there’s no dodging this bullet.

         
         “Okay,” I say, because I might as well indulge her. “Hit me. What’s the queer reading of Jaws? The shark is gay?”
         

         
         “I think all sharks have big bisexual energy,” Yasmin says, perfectly seriously.

         
         “The queer reading is that all three dudes are gay,” Rika says to me. “The unresolved sexual tension is crackling. Plus, in
            my opinion, the whole film is far more enjoyable to watch if you also pretend that Hooper is a trans man.”
         

         
         “Reeks,” I say, “I’m not going to watch a movie just because I’m trans and you’ve decided there’s a decent trans reading in
            there.”
         

         
         In the rearview mirror, Yasmin looks thoughtful. “She has a point, though. I mean . . . Hooper’s a short king, he’s an academic nerd, and he basically owns your exact wardrobe . . .” 

         
         This is why Yasmin is the perfect partner for Rika. On paper, the two of them look like they shouldn’t work, except they’ve
            been together for almost ten years and are disgustingly cute. Practically the only thing they seem to have in common is science.
            Yasmin is currently in the second year of their OB-GYN residency, also at Mass General hospital. They’re taller than me, with
            short, neatly combed wavy dark hair and a septum piercing, while Rika is a four-foot-eleven Japanese American lesbian who
            wears her long black hair twirled up in messy buns and has a penchant for very long earrings. Yasmin does things like iron
            their button-down shirts before they go to their shift at the hospital. Rika has shown up at my door with no idea her shirt
            is on backward and inside out. She’s the sort of person who seems more like she should be flinging paint at a canvas or making
            sculptures out of trash than staring through microscopes while wearing a lab coat.
         

         
         But somehow, Yasmin never seems to mind that it takes Rika approximately three times as long as anyone else to get anywhere.
            Yasmin could listen to Rika’s queer media theories all day, and seems to buy most of her arguments.
         

         
         I shift in my seat, tugging on my denim cutoff shorts with one hand. My little Honda doesn’t exactly have plush padding, and
            we’ve been driving for an hour and a half. “There’s no such thing as a trans wardrobe,” I say defensively.
         

         
         “I’m just saying,” Rika says, “you’re moving to Cape Cod for the summer. You’re living on an actual beach. You need a thematically
            appropriate movie to kick things off.”
         

         
         “And the only thematically appropriate movie is the one about a shark literally eating people?”

         
         “It’s a classic!”
         

         
         My stomach knots, and I tighten my fingers around the steering wheel. “Yeah. I’ve heard that.”

         
         There’s an awkward silence, except for the wind roaring in through the open car windows.

         
         “Sorry.” Rika turns her phone over in her hands, clearing her throat. “I didn’t mean . . . that.”
         

         
         We all know what that is. That is quoting Jackson, or bringing up Jackson, or acknowledging the giant elephant that’s squashed into the car with us. The
            elephant, of course, is the fact that Jackson and I—eight years after we met, seven after we started dating, six after we
            moved in together—broke up.
         

         
         Which is why Rika and Yasmin are in the car with me in the first place. They’re helping me haul my stuff to Cape Cod—or at
            least, the stuff I kept—because I’m renting a cottage there for the summer.
         

         
         Because I need to get the hell out of Boston. At least for a while.

         
         We’ve been talking around Jackson for weeks, ever since he and I finally officially broke up, because Rika and Yasmin are
            his friends too. Turns out when you date somebody for seven years, and you met at the same university where you also met all
            of your other friends, you end up sharing all the same friends.
         

         
         Which was great, until now. Now “horribly awkward” doesn’t even begin to cover it.

         
         “It’s fine,” I say, which is a bald-faced lie, but at this point, I’ve said it so many times that it barely even registers.
            The words leave my mouth and I feel nothing. “I know what you meant.”
         

         
         Rika glances into the rearview mirror, and I know she’s exchanging a look with Yasmin in the back. I can guess what look it
            is too, because they’ve exchanged it a lot, when they think I’m not paying attention. It’s a look that says Careful, Harlowe is fragile.

         
         And maybe also Careful, we can’t get involved.

         
         It works its way under my skin, that look, no matter how hard I try to ignore it.

         
         From the back seat, Yasmin clears their throat. “So how long have we got left?”

         
         Right. Subject change. I rub my forehead, glancing at my phone, propped in one of the cupholders. “Google Maps is saying an
            hour.”
         

         
         “Nice.” Yasmin looks out the window. “Maybe we really beat the traffic, then.”

         
         It’s early Friday afternoon, the last weekend of May, which means we’re past Memorial Day. And that means—as Dina, the owner
            and manager of the cottage, told me—it’s officially summer tourist season and the traffic gets gnarly on the weekends. The
            listed check-in time for the cottage I’m renting is 3:00 p.m., but Dina said I could arrive earlier if I wanted. She didn’t
            care.
         

         
         So Rika and Yasmin and I left Boston shortly before noon, after spending almost an hour wrangling my boxes and suitcases into
            my car like we were playing an incredibly frustrating game of Tetris. The problem was more the Honda’s diminutive trunk than an overwhelming amount of stuff. I got rid of as much as I could,
            and Jackson is keeping our apartment, along with all of the furniture, the dishes, the sheets and towels, the beaded throw
            pillows we found at a stoop sale on our third anniversary, even the stupidly fancy gooseneck kettle that could heat water
            to any temperature you wanted.
         

         
         It just seemed easier than fighting about any of it. I got my half of the security deposit back. I told myself that was all
            I really needed.
         

         
         My phone buzzes in the cupholder, so loudly that it makes me jump. I glance down at it, at the same time Rika says, “It’s
            your dad.”
         

         
         Shit. I tighten my fingers around the wheel again. Of course this had to happen now. “I’ll get back to him.”

         
         “I can answer it if you want,” Rika offers. “Or text him we’re driving or something.”

         
         “No, no, it’s okay. I . . . I haven’t actually told him yet and I don’t really want to get into it right now.”

         
         The buzzing stops. Rika glances at my phone, and then at me. “Haven’t told him like . . . you haven’t told him you’re moving to the Cape? Or you haven’t told him you broke up with Jackson?” 

         
         I force myself to unclench my hands. This is straying dangerously close to everything we’ve been avoiding for weeks. “I haven’t
            told him about any of it. It’s complicated.”
         

         
         “You’ve told your mom, right?” Yasmin asks.

         
         “Yeah, of course.” I called her the night of the breakup. I don’t really know if my mom and I are close—it’s not like I call her every week, and when I do, we maybe talk for an hour at most. I hadn’t told her about anything before
            I broke up with Jackson—about the simmering under my skin, the vaguely suffocating feeling, like if I didn’t finally do something, I was going to drown. Or explode.
         

         
         But when we actually broke up, I had to call her. There’s something about going through the experience of your dad leaving
            your mom—of answering that phone call where your mom tells you in a choked voice that he’s just gone—that bonds the two of you.
         

         
         Even if we weren’t close about everything, she was always the person I was going to call first.

         
         Rika glances into the mirror again, and when I look up, I see Yasmin looking back at her. Now I feel vaguely annoyed. They’ve
            met my mom when she’s visited Boston, all of us going out for brunch or a walk on the Common. They dubbed her “adorable.”
         

         
         They’ve never met my dad. They know the broad strokes—that one day he just up and left, apparently deciding he’d actually
            never been happy, and after literally jetting off to Alaska and then disappearing into the Canadian wilderness for a month
            on a cross-country train trip, he reemerged with a new girlfriend, a stepdaughter, and a reinvented personality.
         

         
         “I’m going to tell him,” I say to Rika and Yasmin. “I just want to get to this cottage first and get settled. I’ll go from
            there.”
         

         
         “All right.” Rika nods slowly. “That makes sense.”

         
         “Totally fair,” Yasmin agrees.

         
         I can hear it—how careful they’re being, voices mild and un-pushy. The tone that says they’re walking on eggshells, because
            Harlowe is fragile.
         

         
         For an awful second, I catch myself wishing they’d fight me on this. Tell me I should call my dad right now. Tell me I’m being
            unreasonable, even if I’m not. Give me some reason to get angry. Some reason to yell. Some reason to be something other than
            fine.
         

         
         Jackson wasn’t angry when I finally called it—told him I was done. We were done.

         
         Neither of us yelled. He said he was glad we could be mature about this.

         
         And I nodded, because of course I wanted to be mature. I’m thirty-one. I’m an adult.

         
         And still, a tiny part of me wished he’d get angry, just so I could finally be angry back at him.

         
         “How about some tunes?” I pick up my phone, quickly swiping aside the missed call notification from my dad. I don’t wait for
            an answer, just hit play on an album by an indie artist Rika, Yasmin, and I went to see at Club Passim once when Jackson was
            away at a conference. Indie guitars and slightly out-of-tune piano fill up the car. Yasmin drums their fingers along on their
            knee and Rika goes back to scrolling on her phone.
         

         
         

         The farther out on the Cape we go, the more the trees seem to take over. We pass the occasional small town, with signs for
            B and Bs and cottages and trailheads, a Cumberland Farms, a trailer rental that sits like an island in the middle of all the
            green. I’d almost believe there was nothing much out here, except for the number of cars on the road, and more of those peel
            off the farther out we get.
         

         
         Once we pass a sign for Wellfleet, I turn down the music and grab a piece of paper off the dashboard, holding it out to Rika. “Okay, I think the turn is supposed to come up soon. What’s that say?” 

         
         Rika frowns at the page and then at me. “I thought you had the directions on your phone.”

         
         “Well, apparently Google Maps can’t find the cottage’s actual location. The closest town is Wellfleet, so I put that in, but
            Dina sent these directions for the last leg.” I point to the paper.
         

         
         “Wow, so this place really is out in the boonies,” Yasmin says.
         

         
         Rika studies the directions. “Okay, the turn is called Great Hollow Road and it’s on the left after Marconi’s Beach Outfitters.”

         
         “Which is probably that, right?” Yasmin points to a barnlike blue building with beach chairs, flotation rings, and a giant
            inflatable flamingo out front. Sure enough, there’s a sign near the road that says Marconi’s: Beach Gear & Souvenirs.

         
         I turn the car off Route 6 onto a narrower road, winding through groves of younger trees and past a marsh full of cattails.
            There’s sand at the edge of the asphalt now, tumbling down from the small hills on either side of us like it’s seeping from
            the soil itself. The traffic has disappeared—the only evidence I see of other people is one car that passes us going the other
            way and two guys riding bikes.
         

         
         We drive for five minutes, and then ten, around so many turns, going up and down little dips and rises, that I lose all sense
            of direction and we almost miss the next turn onto an even narrower road called Old Pilgrim Lane. Yasmin spots it just in
            time. The street sign leans so far to one side that it’s almost blocked by hanging tree branches. After that, I slow down,
            the car bouncing over potholes as we all lean forward, squinting through the windshield. But even so, we still nearly miss
            the turn onto Spyglass Beach Way too.
         

         
         “Are you sure this is actually a road?” Rika says, as I turn the car around the sharp bend. “That sign is literally a wooden
            post.”
         

         
         I glance out my window. Spyglass Beach Way is painted on what looks like an old piece of driftwood in peeling white paint. It’s hardly a proper street sign. “It’s what Dina sent,” I say. “She said the place was hard to find.” 

         
         Yasmin grunts. “No kidding.”

         
         The asphalt disappears and the road turns to gravel. I have to press the accelerator almost to the floor to get the Honda
            up the hill that rears up in front of us. The road narrows to a single lane with weeds growing in the middle. I hear them
            scraping the underside of the car. Low, loose branches rub against the roof until it feels like we’re driving through a tunnel.
         

         
         “What’s next?” I say, gripping the steering wheel as we bounce over another pothole.

         
         “Nothing.” Rika glances at the directions. “It just says drive to top of hill.”
         

         
         As if on cue, the trees and shrubs around us fall away, the ground levels out, and we come out at the top of the hill into
            an open clearing. The road (if it even is a road) just ends. In front of us is a two-story house with weathered wooden shingles
            and a sharply sloped roof, peeling blue shutters framing its windows. It can’t be the cottage I’m renting—in the pictures,
            that cottage was a single story and small. Only about five hundred square feet, according to the listing. This house is definitely
            bigger than that.
         

         
         Maybe it’s Dina’s house; she said she lived next door.

         
         I pull up behind an old Toyota 4Runner with rust wearing through its silver paint and turn off the car.

         
         “Is this it?” Rika asks.

         
         “Yeah, I think so.” I open my car door.

         
         A breeze ruffles my hair as I climb out, cool and gentle and vaguely salty. The air actually moves here, unlike the still, humid pall hanging over Boston when we left. It’s probably a good ten degrees cooler too. All around the clearing are skinny birch trees, low shrubs, an occasional knot of wildflowers. And it’s quiet. No roar of traffic. No blare of distant sirens or car horns. The only sound is the hum of insects and a faint rushing sound I can’t quite place. 

         
         “Wow.” Rika shades her eyes as she climbs out, squinting into the distance. “Is that the ocean?”

         
         Yasmin slams their door. “Yeah, looks like it.”

         
         On one side of the house, the ground plunges away steeply, going from scrubby grass and shrubs to rolling dunes and, far below,
            bright sand. Beyond the sand is a sliver of sparkling blue water, disappearing into a wide blue sky. That explains the rushing
            sound—I can see waves lapping gently against the beach.
         

         
         I take a breath; it goes deeper than any breath I’ve taken recently. Like a weight on my chest—a weight I didn’t even realize
            was there—has vanished, and my lungs can finally expand again.
         

         
         “You want to unload?” Yasmin asks.

         
         I tear my eyes away from the sunlight dancing on the waves. “Dina said to ring her doorbell when I got here.” I look back
            up at the house in front of me. “So I guess we should do that first?”
         

         
         There’s a brick path on the side of the house that faces away from the ocean, and the land falls away more gently on this
            side, past flower beds that gradually give way to knots of shrubs and trees that lead down into a ravine. In the distance,
            I see a couple other rooftops pop up through the trees, but they must be far away—they look small enough to be dollhouses.
         

         
         We follow the brick path up to a front porch of weathered wood and a shockingly yellow front door. A hand-painted driftwood
            sign on the door says Welcome to the Beach.
         

         
         A shiver of anxiety goes through my stomach, and for a second, I hesitate, while a tiny part of me wonders what I’m doing
            here. If I’m really going to spend an entire summer in a place I’ve never been, renting a house from a stranger. If this is
            really the best way to escape.
         

         
         And then I take another deep breath, and my lungs expand again, and I press the doorbell.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         From somewhere inside the house, someone shouts, “Just a second!” There’s a muffled thump, followed by a string of curse words,
            and then footsteps tromping closer.
         

         
         The door flies open. In front of us is a tall, harried-looking woman with wild gray hair and broad shoulders, bright red plastic
            eyeglasses sliding down her long nose, dressed in a lime-green caftan printed with yellow bananas.
         

         
         She holds up a finger. “Can you wait one moment? I need to contain a demonic force.”

         
         “Um.” I blink. “Sure?”

         
         “Thank you.” She steps back, but before she can close the door, a blur of gray fur shoots past her out of the house. We jump
            back as the woman charges after it, running down the brick path in her bare feet. “Duke! Get back here!”
         

         
         She disappears around the side of the house. Silence sinks back in, except for the rush of waves and the distant cry of a
            seagull.
         

         
         Then the woman reappears, climbing the brick path again, looking annoyed. “Damn cat. Thinks he’s a hellish fiend who has every right to go outside and eat birds. Environmental destruction on four legs. It’s like trying to contain the apocalypse.” She reaches the front porch and puts her hands on her hips, frowning at us. “Is one of you Harlowe?” 

         
         “Yeah, I am.” I hold out a hand. “Harlowe Truett.”

         
         The woman clasps my hand firmly. “I’m Dina. Dina Daley.”

         
         Now that she’s standing still, I recognize her. I googled her, back when I first found the listing for the cottage, because
            it was so cheap that I was half convinced it had to be a scam, and I’d show up only to discover I’d been cottage-fished and
            my new summer home was actually a leaky, ant-infested tent in someone’s backyard.
         

         
         The only hit was a three-year-old article from a local newspaper, but there was a picture, along with a caption: Dina Daley, 62, is a local trans woman who owns and manages Queer Punx on Commercial Street.

         
         And that was what convinced me. She was real, and she was trans. And a cheap rental, hosted by a trans person, that promised
            to be “about thirty minutes” from Provincetown, a town with a lot of queer tourism? It felt like a minor miracle. The universe
            throwing me a bone. Or at least showing me an escape hatch.
         

         
         “The cottage is all ready for you,” Dina says. She turns to Rika and Yasmin, her eyebrows rising above her bright glasses.
            “Didn’t realize you were bringing friends.”
         

         
         “We’re just helping Harlowe move,” Rika says with a quick smile. “We’re catching the ferry from Provincetown back to Boston
            in a few hours.”
         

         
         “Well, let me get your key,” Dina says. She goes past us into the house, returning a minute later with a small gold key on
            a key ring, a silver sailboat charm attached to it. “Here you go. Cottage is that way.” She waves a hand at a flagstone path
            that leads away into a grove of skinny birch trees on the far side of the house. “Can’t miss it.”
         

         
         I take the key, glancing into the trees. I can’t see anything except . . . trees. “Okay, thanks. Is there anything else I
            should know? Like a Wi-Fi password or . . . ?”
         

         
         “All in the cottage.” Dina leans down and grabs a pair of red rain boots from inside her entryway. “There’s a notebook on the coffee table with everything you need.” She pulls on the boots. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I have to go chase the devil. If you see him, don’t let him into the little house. He scratches the furniture!” 

         
         And she marches past us again, clomping down the brick path in her rain boots, gray hair and banana caftan flying behind her.
            In another moment, she’s disappeared around the edge of her house.
         

         
         We stare after her.

         
         Finally, Yasmin clears their throat. “So . . . should we go find this cottage?”

         
         The flagstone path is half overgrown with long grass and trailing plants, and the hum of insects and rush of waves follows
            us as we climb farther up the hill, into the grove of birch trees. And there, sort of suddenly, is the cottage. It’s only
            about fifty feet from Dina’s house, but its weathered gray shingles blend in with the mottled bark of the birch trees around
            it. No wonder I didn’t see it from Dina’s porch.
         

         
         It looks just like the rental listing. Deep blue shutters framing a picture window, with a few steps leading up to a matching
            blue front door. It’s an actual structure. Not an ant-infested tent.
         

         
         My breath rushes out in relief.

         
         The key turns easily in the lock, and the door opens to reveal a small living room. It looked cozy in the pictures online,
            but in person it’s practically tiny, barely big enough for a couch, a lamp, and a coffee table, all perched on a striped rug
            that’s faded to a wash of pastels. On the coffee table is a notebook, just like Dina promised.
         

         
         The whole room is a little worn and everything smells kind of musty, like the windows haven’t been opened in weeks, but otherwise . . .
            it’s nice. I don’t care if it’s small; I only need room for me.
         

         
         Which is a thought I still can’t seem to get used to.

         
         “This is adorable,” Rika says. She’s already opening a door on the far side of the living room. “Oh my god, and you have a separate dining room?” 

         
         “Didn’t I send you the listing?” I trail after her, Yasmin behind me.

         
         “Well, yeah, but it’s hard to tell the layout from pictures online.” Rika walks around a table that’s only big enough for
            two mismatched chairs, past a skinny wooden hutch stuffed into one corner, and pulls open a slatted, bifold door that leads
            to a tiny L-shaped kitchen.
         

         
         “Wow.” Yasmin goes past her, peering through the window above the sink, which looks out into the grove of birch trees. “This
            definitely beats our fire escape view.”
         

         
         The rest of the kitchen is nothing fancy—the stove is extremely narrow and the refrigerator is probably half the width of
            my old one—but the cabinets hold a decent selection of dishes and pots and pans. Which makes me feel a little better about
            leaving all of mine behind.
         

         
         Around the corner of the L is a stacked washer and dryer and a pocket door that leads into a short hallway. There’s a cramped
            bathroom with a tub that doesn’t look quite full-size, and at the end of the hall is the bedroom. It’s also smaller than it
            looked online—the bed takes up most of the floor space—but there’s a narrow dresser and a tiny bedside table squeezed in.
         

         
         I heave open the window and squint through the screen at the ocean.

         
         “Okay, I’m officially jealous,” Rika says, coming into the bedroom behind me. “This cottage deserves its own Pinterest board.”

         
         “Yeah, you’re gonna have to send us pictures,” Yasmin says, sitting down on the patchwork quilt that covers the bed. “Or make,
            like, sound therapy videos out of those ocean waves.”
         

         
         That almost makes me smile. I lean my face into the cool breeze that drifts through the open window. In this moment, at least, Boston feels very far away. 

         
         “Let’s unload the car,” I say.

         
         It takes some awkward pushing and pulling to get everything out of the trunk, and the suitcases don’t exactly roll on the
            gravel. By the time we’ve carried it all up the brick path, across Dina’s porch, up the flagstone path, and into the little
            cottage, I’m sweating, and I’m really glad I finally threw out those three banker boxes full of my various thesis drafts.
         

         
         It was close. I thought about trying to stuff them into the car. But in the end, they went in the recycling bin. I know I’m
            not going to get a job in academia. There’s no reason to keep hanging on to the physical reminders of just how little I’ve
            done with an American history PhD.
         

         
         Rika and Yasmin unpack the boxes of books and the tchotchkes I couldn’t part with, while I fling clothes into the narrow dresser.
            The boxes get broken down and shoved under the bed, since I’ll need them again in about three months. Finally, the three of
            us collapse on the couch. The cushions are saggy, the springs worn out, and I sink in until my knees are practically as high
            as my chest, but I don’t care. It’s soft and comfortable.
         

         
         “Ugh, I don’t want to move,” Yasmin groans. “I can’t believe I have a full shift tomorrow.”

         
         “We definitely need to come back and visit at some point,” Rika says, digging out her phone. “I just have to find the weekend
            with the most gay shit going on in Provincetown. And someplace for us to stay, because we won’t fit here.”
         

         
         “We could just come visit and sit on the beach,” Yasmin says hopefully. Yasmin is peak introvert—they’d spend all their spare
            time reading books and adopting cats if they could.
         

         
         “Yeah, yeah, we’ll sit on the beach too,” Rika says, waving a hand. “But if we’re near P-town, we need to do gay shit.” She looks at me. “We’re kind of near P-town, right?” 

         
         “I mean . . . It’s supposed to be half an hour away.” I pull out my own phone, typing Provincetown into Google Maps. The route pops up as a thin orange line along Route 6, turning red as it nears the little circle marked
            Provincetown. “Oh, shit. It actually looks like about forty minutes right now. I guess we should probably go if we’re going to make your
            ferry.”
         

         
         

         I was starting to think maybe Dina overhyped the traffic—but by the time we get back to Route 6, heading for Provincetown
            at the farthest tip of Cape Cod, where the land curls back toward the rest of Massachusetts like a beckoning finger, we’re
            joining a long line of cars, all going the same direction. The groves of trees and stretches of beaches disappear and we crawl
            past shingled cottages and white-sided houses with little fishing boats and old pickup trucks parked out front. Bed-and-breakfasts
            crowd in with small hotels, all packing in closer and closer together as we near the ocean. Pretty soon we’re surrounded by
            throngs of people, spilling over from the sidewalks into the narrow streets.
         

         
         The ferry that runs between Provincetown and Boston sits at the end of a long pier that juts out into the ocean, packed with
            vendors selling hats and sunglasses and postcards. It’s a big boat—not big enough to carry cars, but still with multiple decks,
            an American flag whipping in the sharp breeze.
         

         
         We join the line of people waiting to board just as it starts to move, everyone drifting toward the boat. A couple guys in
            shorts and fleece sweatshirts are setting up a ramp to act as a bridge between the pier and the ferry.
         

         
         Rika turns to me. “I guess this is it.”

         
         There’s suddenly something stuck in my throat that I can’t seem to swallow. I tell myself this is silly—they’re only going to be a few hours away. 

         
         But I know it’s not really about the driving distance.

         
         I pull Rika and Yasmin into a hug. “Thanks for helping with everything.”

         
         “Of course,” Rika says into my shoulder.

         
         “You’ll be okay?” Yasmin asks.

         
         “Yeah.” I let them both go, doing my best to summon something like a smile. “I’ll be fine.”

         
         Rika and Yasmin cross onto the ferry, and I wave when they turn to wave at me. But I feel almost like I’m watching myself.
            Like I’m somewhere far away, watching someone else wave at his friends, trying to look fine, while my own heart is crumbling and my head is pounding and my mind is full of bees.
         

         
         The ferry motor rumbles to life, churning the water to frothing white. The horn blasts and the boat turns, leaving the harbor
            with a roar that rattles my bones. I stand there until the late afternoon sun feels as if it’s burning the back of my neck
            and the boat is well out into the ocean. And then my stomach rumbles.
         

         
         I need to go grocery shopping.

         
         It hits me with a kind of dull surprise. I need to stock up the cottage. I mean, I knew—in the back of my mind—that I would
            need to stock up the cottage, but now it’s real.
         

         
         I live by myself. I need to learn how to cook for one. I need to buy all the basics, like salt and pepper. I need to remember
            what the hell the basics even are.
         

         
         The thought of trying to make an actual grocery list makes me want to fold up on the pier and cry, so instead I head for what looks like the main drag of Provincetown and walk until I find a restaurant that has decently cheap chicken wings and fries, order to go, and carry the box back to my car. The wings are only okay and the fries are greasy, but I eat them all anyway, staring through the windshield and wondering why I’m sitting in my car instead of sitting on the pier or on the beach or somewhere you’re supposed to sit when you go to a place like Cape Cod. 

         
         I don’t bother finding a trash can to ditch the box, just toss it into the back seat and turn the car out of the parking lot.
            Provincetown itself is still crowded, but once I leave it, the traffic disappears, and within half an hour, I’m rumbling up
            Spyglass Beach Way to the top of the hill.
         

         
         The sun is low in the sky as I walk back up the brick path, past Dina’s house, and on to the cottage, fishing the gold key
            out of my pocket. The hum of insects has grown louder, and when I glance through the trees, I can see more of the beach at
            the bottom of the hill. The tide must be receding.
         

         
         I left the windows open in the cottage, and the living room doesn’t smell nearly as musty when I go inside. The breeze sweeping
            in is cool and salty. I slip out of my shoes, rubbing my eyes with the heels of my hands, and head for the kitchen. I need
            a glass of water to wash down the wings and the fries.
         

         
         But when I reach the dining room, I stop, as abruptly as though I walked into a brick wall. Because sitting in one of the
            two chairs at the small dining table, in the middle of paging through a book, a pencil in one hand, rectangular reading glasses
            slipping down her nose, wearing a sweater set that’s so familiar I can practically hear the faint buzz of those fluorescent
            lights in her office, is someone I haven’t seen since I finished my PhD program. Since I turned in the thesis that never got
            me a job—the one that’s currently sitting in a recycling bin behind my old apartment in Boston.
         

         
         My mouth falls open. “Professor MacAndrew?”

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         She looks up, eyebrows arching. “Ah, Harlowe. Thank you for coming by.” She gestures to the chair across the table. “Have
            a seat.”
         

         
         She looks exactly the same as I remember: a small, almost birdlike white woman in her mid-fifties, dyed blond hair in a loose
            curly bob, tortoiseshell reading glasses slipping down her thin nose, her dark eyes bright and sharp.
         

         
         “Well?” Her eyebrows arch higher.

         
         I can’t move. My feet are glued to the floor. Blood pounds in my ears. “Uh. What are you doing here?”

         
         She blinks at me and turns her head, barely, from one side to the other, looking around the room. “Where else would I be?”

         
         I open my mouth, but I can’t figure out what to say. In your office in the history department of Boston University doesn’t seem helpful—she’s clearly not in Boston. She’s in the dining room of the cottage I’m renting for the summer to escape
            Boston.
         

         
         Oh god. There’s been some awful mix-up. Some double-booking error, and somehow I’ve ended up renting the exact same cottage as my
            former thesis advisor, who basically told me I’d never get an academic job—and then turned out to be right.
         

         
         The chicken wings in my stomach dissolve into acid. “Does . . . does Dina know you’re here?”

         
         A delicate crease appears between her eyebrows. It’s so familiar it sends an actual shiver down my back. “Who?”

         
         I swallow, my throat as rough as sandpaper. I haven’t seen Professor MacAndrew in two years, and I still feel exactly as stupid
            and superfluous as the last time we were in the same room. “Never mind. Nothing.” I need to get out of here. “Just give me
            a second, okay? I’ll . . . I’ll be right back.”
         

         
         I push through the bifold door to the kitchen, groping for the faucet. I need cold water on my face. I need to breathe because
            what the fuck is Professor MacAndrew doing in my rental cottage—
         

         
         “Oh, there you are!”

         
         I jump, letting out a yell and stumbling back into the door behind me. Standing at the kitchen sink in mid-wash jeans and
            an old T-shirt that says Alaska, washing dishes like he belongs here, is my dad.
         

         
         “I was wondering where you were,” he says.

         
         “Wh-what . . .” I work my mouth like a fish. The pounding in my ears turns to a roar. “Dad, what are you . . .”

         
         And then it hits me—the phone call in the car. I should have known. My dad only ever calls me for one of three reasons: It’s
            my birthday, it’s Christmas, or he wants to visit. And since it’s not Christmas and my birthday isn’t until October . . .
         

         
         “Is this why you were calling me?” I ask. “Someone told you where I’d be and you decided to drop in and drop out, like always?”

         
         His glasses are sitting crooked on his nose, and when his forehead wrinkles up, they lean even more. “What are you talking
            about?”
         

         
         “How did you know I was here? Did someone tell you about me and Jackson?”

         
         Now he looks genuinely lost. “I don’t know what you mean.”

         
         “We haven’t talked in months, Dad. Why are you even here?”

         
         “What are you talking about? We just talked yesterday. And I was going to ask if you wanted a cup of coffee.”

         
         This is too much. We didn’t talk yesterday—I would have remembered that, since a side effect of only hearing from my dad a
            few times a year is that I tend to remember when those conversations happen.
         

         
         I push past him. I need to call Rika and Yasmin. I need to tell them what’s going on. I need someone sane to explain to me
            what on earth is happening, and I need to do it from the safety of a locked bathroom where neither my dad nor Professor MacAndrew
            can bother me . . .
         

         
         I round the corner in the kitchen and open the bathroom door on the other side of the awkwardly short hallway.

         
         I walk right into someone standing in front of the sink. My face collides with a shoulder. “Ow. Fuck.”

         
         “Okay, I know we live together now, but you could still knock.”

         
         I look up, and the roaring in my ears vanishes. My mind goes silent, like a TV on mute.

         
         Jackson is standing at the sink, barefoot, in gym shorts and a stretched-out Boston University T-shirt, holding his toothbrush
            and frowning at me. The fading sunlight streaming through the tiny bathroom window catches on every familiar freckle scattered
            across his nose, every faint line at the corners of his deep brown eyes. It glows on his pale skin and his dark, buzzed hair,
            throwing a shadow into the hollow of his throat. He seems too big for this cramped bathroom, a tall and broad-shouldered collection
            of sharp angles.
         

         
         Somehow, I find my voice. “What the fuck are you doing here?”

         
         He just turns on the tap and rinses his toothbrush. “What do you mean? This is my bathroom too.”

         
         He says it easily, like we haven’t spent the last month barely speaking to each other. I almost forgot what his voice sounded
            like when he wasn’t annoyed or tired or running out of patience.
         

         
         “No.” I rub my temples. My breath comes in shallow gasps. “This is not your bathroom. This is my cottage. You need to go.”
         

         
         Jackson turns off the tap and looks at me again, his thick eyebrows pulling together. Even frowning, he’s still beautiful,
            with his high cheekbones, angular jaw, and dark eyelashes. “Go where?”
         

         
         I stare at him. “How about your apartment?”

         
         He gives me a look that’s half exasperation, half amusement. “The apartment I moved out of a month ago so we could move in
            together? Kind of late for that.” He shakes off his toothbrush and sets it on the counter. “Speaking of apartment stuff, though,
            could we please talk about the couch today? I know it’s a big purchase, but we have to stop overthinking it.”
         

         
         Cold prickles at the back of my neck. Something about this is familiar. Really familiar.
         

         
         I close my eyes, rubbing my temples again. My head hurts. “This is a joke. This is a completely unhinged joke.”

         
         “What’s a joke?” Now there’s a sharp, annoyed edge to Jackson’s tone. “Our relationship? Moving in together? Trying to act
            like adults?”
         

         
         It’s familiar bait, and my stomach knots. “No, I’m not doing this with you.” I fumble for the doorknob behind me. “I’m not
            going to listen to this. You’re not supposed to be here. I let you keep everything!”
         

         
         “Harlowe—” he says.

         
         But I’m already closing the door, moving quickly through the living room, pushing my way out of the cottage and into the dappled
            sunshine of the birch grove. Forget calling Rika and Yasmin. I need Dina. This is her cottage. She must know what’s going
            on. She’s the only one with the keys, after all. So if this is some kind of bonkers double-booking error or an unhinged joke—well,
            she has to know.
         

         
         My hands are shaking by the time I reach Dina’s front porch, and I accidentally punch the doorbell three times in rapid succession.

         
         The door opens, revealing Dina, barefoot again. She frowns at me. “Did he get in the house?”

         
         My knees go weak. “You know? Why did you let them in?”

         
         “Them?” Dina raises an eyebrow. “Goddamnit, don’t tell me Duke has a posse now.”

         
         “What?”

         
         “My cat! Sir Duke!” She leans out of the doorway, looking up one path and down the other. “Still haven’t found the asshole.
            Always finds his way back, usually with a dead bird as an offering. So did he get in the little house?”
         

         
         “N-no . . .” My brain is melting. Actually melting. “No, I’m not talking about the cat, I’m talking about . . . about the
            people.”
         

         
         She looks at me, face as blank as a marble statue. “People?”

         
         “Yeah. You know . . . the other people in the cottage? The ones you let in? Or . . . gave keys to?” I run a hand through my
            hair—auburn, like my dad’s used to be before it thinned and faded to blondish gray. “Look, if there’s something going on,
            if it’s a joke or a prank . . . I just want to know. I need to know.”
         

         
         Something crosses her face—something I can’t quite read. Then she blinks and it’s gone. “Not sure I’m following. If you want
            to add more people, there’s an additional fee—”
         

         
         “No, no, I’m talking about . . .” Does she really not know? “Look, can you just come over to the house for a second?”

         
         Her eyes skip past me to the flagstone path, and then she sighs. “All right.” She grabs the red rain boots again. “Let’s go.”

         
         She pulls on the boots and leads the way back to the cottage, climbing the porch steps and pushing open the front door herself.
            “What’s the issue?”
         

         
         “In here.” I beckon her to the dining room, where Professor MacAndrew is still sitting at the table, paging through a book.
            Past her, visible through the kitchen doorway, is my dad, washing dishes, just like I left him.
         

         
         Dina peers into the dining room, eyes sweeping from side to side. “Sorry. What am I supposed to be looking at?”

         
         I stare at her. And then at Professor MacAndrew. “What do you mean?”

         
         Dina follows my gaze, but she seems to look right through my former thesis advisor—as though Professor MacAndrew is invisible.
            “Everything looks fine to me.”
         

         
         Professor MacAndrew clears her throat, frowning at me over her glasses.

         
         Dina doesn’t so much as twitch.

         
         She’s not playing a trick on me. She really doesn’t seem to have any idea that Professor MacAndrew is there.

         
         Oh god.

         
         “Could you please come into the kitchen?” My voice, at least, sounds calm.

         
         Dina follows me, but she doesn’t seem to see my dad either. Not even when he turns around, looks right at me, and says, “Change
            your mind about that coffee? We could always do decaf.”
         

         
         “Maybe you heard Sir Duke,” Dina says, a slightly soothing note in her voice. “I swear that cat sounds like a herd of buffalo
            sometimes. Or a bunch of burglars.”
         

         
         I look from her to my dad. It takes everything I have not to shout, He’s right there! “But—”
         

         
         “You should get some rest,” Dina says firmly. “Take a nap. Try to relax.” She hovers for a moment, and then she turns and
            leaves the kitchen, heading for the living room. “You had a long drive. First time out in the country can make people jittery.”
         

         
         “It’s not my first time in the country,” I say, following her. My voice sounds very far away in my own ears. “I grew up in
            Indiana. My grandparents lived on a farm.”
         

         
         “That’s nice,” Dina says. “You should still let yourself get used to everything.” She opens the front door and sweeps out a hand, gesturing to the view beyond. “Walk on the beach! Go for a swim! If you run into any more problems, I’ll check them out tomorrow; I’ve got to head over to Queer Punx for a bit.” 

         
         Her words go by too fast for me to keep up. “Queer Punx?”

         
         “My other job,” Dina says. She’s out on the porch now, descending the steps to the flagstone path. “Half store, half art space
            I run out in P-town with my friend Sharon.”
         

         
         “Right.” Now I remember—the picture of her I found when I was googling. The one that said she owned a place called Queer Punx.

         
         Dina gives me a long, deep look. “Take it easy,” she says, “and don’t let Sir Duke in the house.” And then she walks away
            toward her larger cottage, leaving me standing alone on the porch. Distantly, I hear her front door open and close. A few
            minutes later, an engine roars to life and I catch a glimpse of the old silver 4Runner rumbling off down the gravel drive,
            disappearing into the thickets of trees and shrubs.
         

         
         I sink down on the porch steps.

         
         I’m hallucinating.

         
         That’s it, right? That has to be it. If Dina really couldn’t see my dad or Professor MacAndrew, then there’s no other explanation.
            My brain is showing me people who simply aren’t there.
         

         
         My mouth turns dry. I dig my phone out of my pocket and call Rika.

         
         She picks up after the first ring. “Hey! How’s beach life? Are you calling to make me jealous already?”

         
         I can barely hear her over a buffeting roar in the background. “No, I was actually . . . What’s that noise?”

         
         “Probably the ferry engine!” She’s practically yelling. “Or maybe the wind. We’re freezing our asses off on this boat, but
            at least we have booze!”
         

         
         “Booze?”

         
         “Yeah, you can buy booze on this ferry. How great is that?”

         
         “Great,” I say. My head pounds. “I need to ask you guys a weird question.”

         
         Yasmin says something in the background that I can’t quite make out. “Okay,” Rika says.

         
         “You didn’t give Jackson the address for the cottage, did you?”

         
         Silence. Except for the distorted roar of the engine.

         
         “What do you mean?” Rika asks.

         
         “There’s no way he’d show up here, is there?”

         
         More silence. I’ve done it now. I’ve waded right into the middle of everything we’ve been carefully avoiding.

         
         “Uh, I don’t think so,” Rika says slowly. “Especially since he’s picking us up in Boston.”

         
         For a second, I feel nothing at all. And then, deep in my gut, I feel an icy prickle. Jackson is in Boston, probably already
            driving through city traffic toward the Seaport in his Volvo. Which means there’s no way he could possibly be in the bathroom
            of the cottage.
         

         
         But maybe out of a sense of self-preservation, my brain chooses not to focus on that part. “He’s picking you up?”

         
         The silence turns jagged and awkward. I hear Yasmin’s voice, muffled, and then Rika saying, “Well, what was I supposed to
            say?”
         

         
         Something buzzes on the other end of the line.

         
         “Shit,” Rika mutters. And then, louder, “Harlowe, Jackson’s calling me. We haven’t exactly figured out where we’re meeting
            him, and I’m kind of worried I’m going to lose signal out here, so—”
         

         
         “Yeah. Go ahead. We’ll talk later.”

         
         “I can call you back,” she offers.

         
         “Don’t worry about it,” I say, and hang up.

         
         It’s perfectly reasonable for Jackson to pick Rika and Yasmin up from the ferry. They don’t live super close to the T, there’s
            a lot of construction fucking everything up this weekend anyway, and Jackson has his Volvo.
         

         
         He was always pointing out how ridiculous it was that we had two cars when we were together. I worked from home. We lived in a major city with a subway and a ton of buses. Any time we left the city—driving up to New Hampshire to see his parents or down to Connecticut to see his sister—we took his car, because the Volvo was bigger and newer and nicer. 

         
         But I wouldn’t get rid of my Honda. It was just a feeling I had that I couldn’t really explain—a feeling that I didn’t want
            to be the additional driver on Jackson’s insurance policy, didn’t want to ask him for permission to drive somewhere, even
            though there wasn’t really anywhere to drive.
         

         
         I lean my head in my hands, trying to push away the clammy sense of panic settling over me.

         
         Something jingles nearby. I look up just as a large gray tabby cat leaps onto the porch. It’s shaped like a barrel, with a
            short, fat striped tail, wearing a red velvet collar with a silver tag and a bell. The tag says Sir Duke.
         

         
         I let out a small, very pathetic laugh. “So you’re the devil.”
         

         
         The cat just sits down next to me and lets out a low rumble. I’m pretty sure he’s purring—though it sounds more like a cross
            between an idling motorcycle and a leaky balloon. I hold out my hand, letting him sniff me, and then gently run my fingers
            over his back. His fur is surprisingly soft and fluffy. From the way Dina talked about him, I half expect him to try to bite
            me, but he just closes his big orange eyes, looking perfectly content.
         

         
         There’s something grounding about petting him, my fingertips bumping over his spine. It pulls me back into my own body, until
            I can feel the wooden steps under my feet and hear the cicadas buzzing in the trees and the waves tumbling distantly on the
            beach.
         

         
         Maybe Dina’s right. Maybe all I need is a nap. Maybe this is some giant attack of accumulated stress. I feel like I got run over by a cement truck, so clearly I’m tired. Maybe I just need to go back inside, lie down on the bed, and go to sleep, and everything will be normal when I wake up. 

         
         It could happen.

         
         I desperately want to believe it could happen.

         
         I push myself up. Sir Duke stays put when I open the cottage door, like he couldn’t care less about trying to sneak in.

         
         The cottage is quiet when I step back into the living room. No voices from the dining room or the kitchen or the bathroom.
            All the doors are closed—I must have closed them as I was following Dina out, although I have no memory of doing so. I consider
            opening the bathroom door as I walk past it, heading for the bedroom, but that feels like pushing my luck.
         

         
         The bedroom door looks older than every other door in the house—made of dark wood with an old-fashioned glass knob that wobbles
            in my grip, like it’s loose. I have to twist it back and forth a few times to get the door open.
         

         
         I get a split-second view of a guy balancing on a chair on the other side of the bed, before he notices me, we both yelp in
            surprise, the chair tips, and he disappears behind the bed with an epic crash.
         

         
         My heart thuds against my ribs. Dina didn’t check the bedroom. There’s a random stranger in the bedroom and now she’s gone and left me here and why won’t my fingers cooperate? I fumble my phone out of my pocket, but my hands are so shaky I can’t seem to pull up the keypad to dial 911. “Who’s in here?”
            I yell. “What do you want?”
         

         
         A groan. “I’m just . . . just fixing the hole in the wall.” A hand appears, flat on the patchwork quilt, and the guy slowly pushes himself up. He’s young—barely into his twenties—with a deep tan, a long, straight nose, and overgrown blondish-brown hair tucked under a worn baseball hat. He points up to a section of the wall next to the bed, which is a rough white color, unlike the cream of the rest of the room. 

         
         “Oh.” I frown. “I guess I didn’t notice a hole.”

         
         “Well, I patched it. It wasn’t that big or anything.” He rubs the back of his neck awkwardly, and I catch a glimpse of a dolphin
            tattooed in blue and green on the inside of one forearm. “I just need to sand it down and paint it.” He holds up a block of
            sandpaper in his other hand.
         

         
         “Right.” I rub my forehead, staring at the white patch on the wall without really seeing it. “Sorry, Dina didn’t tell me anybody
            was going to be doing repairs. I’m renting this place for the summer.”
         

         
         The guy blinks at me, and then lets his breath out with a huff. “Well, she didn’t tell me anyone was renting.” He looks at
            the wall and then back at me. His blue eyes are eerily familiar. “I’m Nathan Daley. Dina’s my aunt.”
         

         
         Now it makes sense—his eyes are the same shape and color as Dina’s. Not pale like the sky but deep blue like the ocean outside.

         
         Another thought occurs to me. “How long have you been here?”

         
         He glances at the watch on his wrist—a dated digital thing with a black plastic strap. “Maybe an hour or something. Why?”

         
         So he must have come in while I was taking Rika and Yasmin to the ferry. “Nothing. Just thought Dina would have told me.”
            Especially since I told her there were people in the cottage. You’d think that would give her a clue.
         

         
         Nathan Daley leans down to pick up the tipped-over chair. “She can be kind of flaky.”

         
         I feel a twinge of guilt, watching him rub at his elbow, wincing. “I’m sorry I startled you. Do you need—I don’t know—ice
            or anything?”
         

         
         He shakes his head. “No, it’s okay. I’m fine.”

         
         “Well . . .” My eyes go again to the wall. “Do you have an estimate of how long this will take?”

         
         He pulls off his baseball hat (a Red Sox cap, I notice) and runs a hand through his shaggy hair. A thin gold hoop winks high
            in the cartilage of one ear. “I’m almost done sanding, but I still need to prime and paint, and that’ll take a little while
            to dry . . .”
         

         
         I run a hand over my face, very tempted to ask why he couldn’t have done all of this yesterday before I got here. But I don’t.
            Partly because it would be rude. Mostly because at this point, I’m too tired to care. “Look, is there any chance you could
            finish tomorrow? I’ve had a long day and I was hoping to crash.”
         

         
         He glances at me, the sun sliding in through the window catching on his blondish-brown eyelashes, and then he looks back at
            the wall. “Yeah, I could definitely do the painting tomorrow. Would you mind if I finished the sanding and put on primer now,
            though? Won’t take long; maybe half an hour.”
         

         
         I don’t have the energy left to argue. “Sure. I’ll just go out for a bit.”

         
         “Thanks.” Nathan glances at me again, this time with a hint of a smile—just the corner of his mouth turning up, like he’s
            only smiling a quarter of the way. “Sorry.”
         

         
         I shrug. “Let yourself out when you’re done, I guess?”

         
         He hesitates, his eyes going past me to the hall, and then he nods. “Yeah. Will do.”

         
         I turn and leave the room, pulling the door closed behind me. The knob wiggles again in my hand. Maybe I should ask Nathan
            if he can fix that too, while he’s here. But I don’t want to open the door again. I don’t want to keep talking to someone
            I don’t know about something else wrong with today.
         

         
         So instead, I go back outside. Sir Duke has disappeared, and the shadows of the birch trees are growing long and skinny as the sun sinks toward the ocean. There’s a narrow trail mowed through the grove, leading off toward the ocean instead of back toward Dina’s, and on a whim, I follow it until it comes out at the edge of the dune. Dina’s house is behind me now, the sunlight glowing golden on a wide back deck held up by stilts against the sloping hill. In front of me, a wooden stairway, built into the side of the dune, leads down to the beach below. Dina said I should explore, and the cottage listing promised beach access, so I carefully creak my way down the stairs, fingers gliding over the rope railings on either side, both bleached and weathered to gray, dusty and slightly crumbling. 

         
         Reedy grass grows up around the small wooden landing at the bottom. I pull off my shoes and socks and leave them behind while
            I walk out onto the sand, still warm under my feet from the heat of the day.
         

         
         Down here, the wind is stronger and the waves are much louder, roaring onto the shore. Goose bumps prickle up my arms and
            I fold them tightly to my chest. The beach stretches on for miles, curving away into the distance, like an arm cradling the
            bay. Farther down the sand, someone is throwing a stick into the ocean for the dog who’s gleefully chasing after it.
         

         
         I wade into the water, up to my ankles. It’s cold—colder than I was expecting for late May. My heels sink deeper into the
            sand with each retreating wave, and I stuff my hands into my pockets, hunching my shoulders up against the chilly breeze.
         

         
         I don’t know how long I stand there, but it’s long enough that my feet turn numb and white under the water, and the sun melts
            into a fiery disk that slides into the ocean, sending an orange glow across the waves.
         

         
         I’m fine.

         
         I say it silently to myself over and over.

         
         Everything’s fine.

         
         Just as soon as Nathan’s done sanding, I’ll go back to the cottage, and I’ll fall asleep, and somehow, that will fix everything. Tomorrow, I’ll wake up and the cottage will be empty. It’s just stress. A long day. An extremely weird case of food poisoning. 

         
         Everything will be fine.

         
         I close my eyes and focus on the waves around my ankles, and try, very hard, to make myself believe it.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Four

         
         I wake up to sunlight.

         
         It’s bright. And hot. My first thought is that the window AC in the apartment bedroom must have finally crapped out. It’s
            been on its last legs for years. Jackson wanted to get rid of it, but I felt too guilty sending it to a landfill before it
            actually died, so every summer, we’d both shower right before bed and then stand in front of the AC, still damp, in an attempt
            to become as cold as possible before going to sleep. Jackson would say we were way too old to be living this way. I’d shove
            him because he was right, and also taking up too much space in front of the AC. And then he’d laugh, and I’d laugh, and even
            last summer, that was still something we could manage. Still something that felt close to normal . . .
         

         
         I blink my eyes open, focusing on the ceiling. I’m not in the apartment. There’s no rumble of a half-functional AC. I’m in
            the tiny bedroom of the cottage, and the only sounds are the calls of shorebirds somewhere outside and the distant swish-swish of ocean waves. I’m too hot because the sun is shining directly through the window behind the bed.
         

         
         The events of yesterday rush back to me and I jerk upright, fumbling around on the nightstand for my phone before realizing it’s still in my pocket. Nathan was gone by the time I came back up to the cottage last night as twilight was settling in, and I was so relieved and so exhausted that I face-planted on the bed and passed out in my clothes, apparently without even pulling out my phone. 

         
         9:14 a.m. 

         
         I push myself off the bed, staggering to the window. Outside, sunlight glints off the ocean. I can see more of the beach than
            yesterday. It must be low tide. Lines of seaweed have washed ashore, left by receding waves. A warm breeze floats through
            the window, blowing my hair back from my forehead.
         

         
         I take a long, deep breath. My pulse slows. My head clears. Staring out at this view, yesterday feels like a strange, foggy
            dream. And who knows, maybe it was. I feel bleary enough for that to be true, like I can’t quite remember what really happened and what didn’t.
         

         
         I still don’t have any food in the cottage, since I never went shopping yesterday, but I have a vague memory of seeing a bag
            of coffee in the fridge, so I head for the kitchen, pushing open the pocket door in the hallway and shuffling past the laundry
            machines, still rubbing my eyes.
         

         
         “Morning, Harlowe. I was just going to make coffee. You want some?”

         
         I freeze, insides clenching.

         
         My dad is standing at the kitchen sink, just like he was yesterday. He’s wearing the same Alaska shirt. The same jeans. His glasses sit crookedly on his nose in exactly the same way. Instead of washing dishes, he’s holding
            up two mugs, eyebrows raised.
         

         
         This can’t possibly be happening. I slept. I rested. Everything is supposed to be fine.

         
         “Harlowe?” my dad says.

         
         But I ignore him, sidling past him and fumbling my way through the bifold door and into the dining room.

         
         There’s Professor MacAndrew, still in the same sweater set, sitting in the same chair at the dining table, paging through the same book. 

         
         She looks up at me over her reading glasses. “Ah, Harlowe. Thank you for coming by. Please, have a seat.”

         
         This is just like yesterday. She’s even gesturing to the other dining chair, just like yesterday.

         
         That roaring sound is back in my ears, like someone’s holding a seashell to my head. “Um . . . just . . .” I hold up a finger.
            “Hang on . . .”
         

         
         The door to the living room bounces back on its hinges as I slam through it, rounding the corner to the hall, pushing open
            the door to the bathroom . . .
         

         
         “Okay, seriously?” Jackson looks up from the bathroom sink. He’s wearing the same stretched-out T-shirt as yesterday, holding
            the same toothbrush. “Are you ever going to knock?”
         

         
         Shit.

         
         He’s here. They’re all here. Sleeping for twelve hours didn’t fix anything.

         
         I back out of the bathroom, pulling the door closed behind me.

         
         I try to breathe. Try to think through the thick fog closing in around my mind.

         
         I’m hallucinating. And not just that—it must have something to do with the cottage, because I didn’t hallucinate Jackson on
            the beach. I didn’t see my dad in the line for chicken wings. All of this only started once I arrived here. In this house.
         

         
         So it’s the cottage. Maybe there’s something wrong with it. It’s full of lead paint. Or mercury. Or some other horrible chemical
            that’s leaking into the air. Maybe it’s something Nathan did. Maybe he sanded off some protective layer of paint and now there’s
            toxic dust or asbestos and I just spent twelve hours breathing it in while I slept.
         

         
         I need to find Dina.

         
         But there’s no answer when I ring her doorbell. Pounding on the door doesn’t get a response either, and there’s no sign of her car in the clearing. 

         
         Maybe she’s at Queer Punx. It’s Saturday—a store-slash-art-gallery has to be open on the weekends, especially during summer
            tourist season. Maybe she’s there.
         

         
         I jog back toward the cottage for my keys and wallet, googling directions to Queer Punx on my phone.

         
         

         It’s just after ten when I arrive in Provincetown, but the streets are already busy, cars backing up into a long line, waiting
            to get into the parking lot by the pier. Through some miraculous stroke of luck, I manage to find a smaller gravel lot between
            two art galleries and squeeze my Honda into the last space.
         

         
         According to Google Maps, Queer Punx is on the next block, so I join the crowds on the brick sidewalk, wishing I’d thought
            to grab my sunglasses. There isn’t a single cloud in the endless blue sky and the sunlight seems to reflect off everything—cars,
            pavement, buildings, ocean. It’s already giving me a headache.
         

         
         The main commercial drag of Provincetown is a narrow street lined with a colorful jumble of one- and two-story buildings with
            wooden siding, painted white and yellow, purple and red. Striped awnings shade the sidewalk while banners for drag shows flutter
            in the breeze over the heads of the crowd. Every third sign seems to feature rainbows—cannabis dispensaries, handmade gifts,
            ice cream parlors, stores with bathing suits and T-shirts and patchwork skirts embroidered with peace signs. There are art
            galleries and cheap silver jewelry, seafood restaurants and realty offices with flyers for picturesque, dreamy beach houses
            in their windows that all list prices into the millions.
         

         
         Queer Punx sits on a corner next to an alley, a wooden shack with a bright purple awning and a sign hanging out front that says A P-town Establishment Since 1985. There’s a rainbow flag fluttering over the door and the sign in the window is flipped to Open.
         

         
         I pull open the door. A collection of bells tied to the handle rattles.

         
         Inside, the space is cramped, walls almost completely hidden by art prints and paintings and shelves full of greeting cards,
            pottery, and books by bell hooks and Roxane Gay. Spinning carousels on the floor display big funky jewelry and political bumper
            stickers. A small collection of T-shirts hangs from the ceiling, screen-printed with messages like Pride Was a Riot, Resting Drag Face, and Womxn.
         

         
         There’s a counter with a cash register in one corner, and behind it is a short, stocky Black woman in a white T-shirt and
            a leather vest, her graying hair in short twists and a smattering of dark freckles across her nose. “Morning,” she says. “Can
            I help you?”
         

         
         “Yeah.” I tuck my hands in my back pockets awkwardly. “I’m wondering if Dina Daley works here?”

         
         “Dina Daley owns the place.” The woman looks me up and down, raising her eyebrows. “Who’s looking for her?”

         
         I clear my throat, suddenly very aware that my clothes are rumpled from sleeping in them and my hair is probably sticking
            up. “My name’s Harlowe. I’m renting her extra cottage.”
         

         
         The woman looks surprised. “Are you really? Huh. Dina hardly ever rents that place out. One sec. Let me get her for you.”
            She skirts the edge of the checkout desk and disappears through a door that’s almost completely hidden behind several tie-dyed
            wall hangings.
         

         
         A moment later, Dina appears, sweeping the wall hangings aside like a theatrical curtain. Today, she’s wearing a bright orange
            caftan covered in pineapples. I’m starting to think she has a thing for neon fruit prints.
         

         
         “Good morning!” she says. “Everything okay at the house?”

         
         “Um . . . actually . . .” I rub the back of my neck, glancing around. “I need to talk to you about something.”

         
         The woman in the vest reappears behind Dina, heading back to the register. “Let me guess,” she says, sounding amused. “Dina’s
            cat is terrorizing you.”
         

         
         Dina scowls. “He was in the house when I left, and I double-checked the windows were closed.” She waves a dismissive hand.
            “Ignore Sharon. She holds a grudge against Sir Duke.”
         

         
         “If that cat took a flying leap at your head in total darkness, you’d hold a grudge too,” Sharon mutters, resting her elbows on the counter.
         

         
         “Right. Well . . .” I clear my throat. “I was just going to . . . um . . . I was going to ask . . .”

         
         But now that I’m here, and Sharon is staring at me, I feel ridiculous. I don’t know how to explain any of this without sounding
            like I’ve totally lost my mind, or like I’m a raging conspiracy theorist. Dina’s not going to drive all the way back to the
            cottage just because I claim there must be toxins floating from the walls. All I’m going to do is convince her I’m completely
            unhinged. Not a tenant she wants around all summer. She’d be well within her rights to kick me out.
         

         
         And then I’d be stuck. There’s nothing to rent in Boston right now, not right before the first of the month. I’d end up on
            Rika and Yasmin’s couch.
         

         
         “There’s a loose doorknob,” I say, waving a hand weakly. “On the bedroom door. Just . . . wanted to ask if maybe it could
            get tightened at some point.”
         

         
         Dina gives me a long look, and I get the distinct feeling she knows there’s something I’m not telling her. “I can look into
            it,” she says.
         

         
         “Or you could ask your nephew, if he’s coming back to paint. That would be fine too.” I swallow, feeling more awkward than ever. “Although in the future, could you let me know ahead of time if he needs to fix something? I mean, it’s fine and everything, of course. I’d just like to know.” 

         
         Dina’s eyebrows slowly rise. “Right. Didn’t remember I asked him to do any work. But there’s always something up with that
            cottage. Quirks of an old house.”
         

         
         “Nathan’s fixing things again?” Sharon asks.

         
         Dina just waves her off. “Anything else?” she says to me.

         
         Yes. I have unexplained roommates. It’s right there. I could still say it.
         

         
         “No.” I rub my temples. My head is pounding again. “Unless you know where I could get a good cup of coffee.”

         
         “I’d go down to the street to Cuppa Cove, as long as you’re here,” Dina says. “Best coffee in P-town. Can’t miss it. The sign
            has a crab on it.”
         

         
         “A crab?” Sharon snorts. “It’s a lobster, Dina.”
         

         
         Dina frowns at her. “I’ve been there a hundred times. It’s a crab.”

         
         Sharon rolls her eyes. “You haven’t been there in months.” She turns to me. “Just look for the sign with a crustacean. Turn
            right out of here and walk a couple blocks. The cold brew’s fantastic.”
         

         
         “Great. Thanks.” And I turn around and leave, feeling like a fool. The bells rattle as the door creaks closed behind me.

         
         For a second, I’m horribly tempted to fold up right there on the sidewalk and have a full-on meltdown. The only thing keeping
            me from doing it is just how embarrassing it would be, especially right in front of Dina’s store. So instead, I do the only
            thing I can think of, which is walk toward the coffee shop. At this point, a cup of coffee can’t hurt.
         

         
         The sidewalks are filling with people, most of whom seem to fit the “brunch crowd” description—moving in couples or groups of friends, all dressed just a little fun, all drifting toward obvious brunch establishments. For a while, I get stuck behind a very slow-moving group of women in floral maxi dresses who must be here for a bachelorette party, judging by the tiara and Bride sash one of them is wearing. They peel off at a restaurant with a patio and pink umbrellas advertising a drag brunch.
         

         
         Even the breeze drifting off the ocean can’t keep up with the sun, and I’m sweating by the time I spot the sign for Cuppa
            Cove, which does, in fact, seem to feature a lobster drinking coffee. (Point Sharon.) The coffee shop occupies one side of
            a converted Victorian house, with a collection of flyers taped to the big front window advertising open mic nights, comedy
            skits, drag shows, and dog-walking services.
         

         
         I pull open the door and immediately get hit with the comforting, earthy smell of coffee and the buzz of conversation. The
            shop only has room for a few tables, but they’re all full. In the background, some Top 40 song I can’t quite place filters
            over the speakers.
         

         
         I join the back of the line and pull out my phone.

         
         Okay. I need to think rationally about this. There has to be an answer to what’s happening; I just need to find it. I cup
            my hands awkwardly around my phone, because I really don’t need anybody eavesdropping on what I’m about to google, and open
            up a browser window.
         

         
         Is it normal to hallucinate?

         
         It feels completely ridiculous as soon as I type it, but based on the number of hits that turn up, I’m not the only person
            who’s gone down this rabbit hole. I skim a few articles from Psychology Today and HowStuffWorks, and learn that apparently a lot of people experience some kind of hallucination at some point in their lives. Usually in the
            evening, when they’re alone. Sometimes just as they’re drifting off to sleep. Sometimes it’s hearing something. Sometimes
            it’s seeing something (like spiders that vanish right before they land on your face, which makes me wonder whether I’ll ever
            fall asleep again).
         

         
         But none of these articles mention hallucinating your ex-boyfriend in the bathroom. In broad daylight. When you’re very much awake. 

         
         I google various toxic chemicals I can imagine floating around the cottage, but none of them seem to have extremely realistic
            hallucinations as a side effect either. And nothing else I read about hallucinations on the Mayo Clinic website or WebMD makes
            it sound like they would be limited to one specific location. If I’m seeing Professor MacAndrew or my dad or Jackson, why
            aren’t they following me around?
         

         
         “Be with you in a sec.”

         
         I glance up and realize I’ve reached the front of the line. The barista has his back to me, busy wiping off the nozzles of
            the espresso machine with a towel, but his voice sounds oddly familiar. “Sure.” I swipe out of the browser window and stuff
            my phone in my pocket. “No rush.”
         

         
         The barista tosses the towel in the direction of a basket under the counter and turns to me. “What can I get you?”

         
         Any thought of coffee flies right out of my head, along with everything I just read about hallucinations. All I can do is
            stare at the man in front of me—at his tanned skin, his bright blue, slightly hooded eyes, his blondish-brown hair, leaning
            a little lighter now than the last time I saw him. It’s shorter too. He’s got several days’ worth of stubble on his face and
            a thin white scar on his chin that wasn’t there before. But I can still make out the edge of the dolphin tattoo on his inner
            forearm and that tiny gold hoop in his ear. I can still recognize him, even though there are fine lines on his forehead and
            he must be ten years older than when I saw him yesterday.
         

         
         Before I can stop myself, before I can think, I say, “Nathan?”

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Five

         
         The man behind the counter blinks at me, a perplexed but familiar smile lifting one corner of his mouth. “Yeah. That’s me.
            Do we know each other?”
         

         
         I feel lightheaded, fog eating away at the edge of my vision. It takes a few tries to find my voice. “No, I . . . I’m staying
            in Dina’s extra cottage. She told me to get coffee here. She said her nephew worked here. So I figured that had to be you.”
         

         
         I’m babbling, and only half of it’s true, but Nathan—this Nathan—seems to buy it. “Right,” he says, nodding slowly. “She doesn’t
            rent that place out very often.”
         

         
         “Yeah, I’ve . . . gathered that.” I can’t stop staring at him. At all the ways he looks the same as the guy I saw yesterday,
            and all the ways he looks different.
         

         
         He slowly raises his eyebrows. “Can I get you anything?”

         
         “Yeah. Yes.” I squeeze my eyes shut, trying to ground myself, trying to remember what you’re supposed to do when you feel like you’re about to pass out. Jackson told me once, when we were flying back from a conference he was invited to in Seattle. It was windy coming down into Logan airport, the worst landing I’ve ever been through, and the plane bounced around so much I was sure I was going to throw up or pass out; it was just a question of which would happen first. 

         
         Breathe in through your nose, out through your mouth. He’d put his hand on my back, repeating it over and over. In through your nose, out through your mouth, slow and steady . . .

         
         “I’ll have an Americano.” I open my eyes and fish out my wallet, trembling fingers finding my credit card.

         
         “Small? Large?”

         
         I glance up into Nathan’s blue gaze. “Uh . . . small is fine. Thanks.”

         
         He nods and turns away to the espresso machine. I watch him from the corners of my eyes.

         
         He’s real. He’s very definitely real. He just spent the last several minutes making lattes and mochas and Americanos for everyone
            in line ahead of me, which means other people can definitely see him.
         

         
         But if this is the real Nathan—this man in his early thirties, with a slightly faded dolphin tattoo, with shorter hair, with
            hints of lines at the corners of his eyes—then that can mean only one thing: The Nathan I saw in the cottage yesterday wasn’t real. He wasn’t the single normal person in that house, the way I assumed he was, because I had no reason to think anything different.
            I didn’t know him. He was just there fixing a hole in the wall.
         

         
         But unless there are two versions of Dina’s nephew walking around, a twentysomething one and a thirtysomething one, then the
            Nathan I saw yesterday has to be . . .
         

         
         Well, whatever Professor MacAndrew, my dad, and Jackson are. A hallucination. An apparition. A ghost. My brain playing tricks
            for who knows what reason.
         

         
         “One Americano.” Nathan—the actual Nathan—slides a paper cup across the counter toward me.

         
         “Thanks.” I hand over my credit card, and when he takes it, my eyes catch again on the dolphin tattoo on his forearm. Something
            scratches at the back of my brain.
         

         
         Why on earth would I hallucinate someone I’ve never met before?

         
         I had no idea who Nathan was before yesterday, so how could my brain show me a hallucination of someone I didn’t even know?
            And not just that, but a hallucination of a younger version of someone I didn’t know?
         

         
         There’s no way that should be possible. Unless it’s not my brain at all.

         
         Nathan scans my credit card and hands it back. “Receipt?”

         
         “No, thanks.” I pick up the cup of coffee, glance at him once more, and then turn around, heading for the exit. I feel like
            I have cotton in my ears. Like someone else is operating my limbs. Like I’m watching myself in a movie.
         

         
         This is impossible. I know this is impossible, but the more I think about it, the more it makes a weird kind of sense. If
            I’m seeing people nobody else can see, including someone I’d never met before yesterday, someone related to the owner of the
            cottage, and I’m only seeing these people in the cottage . . .
         

         
         Then the cottage must be responsible. And not in a toxins-leaking-from-the-walls way. The cottage must be showing me things. The cottage would certainly know who Nathan is. How it could conjure up my dad or Professor MacAndrew or Jackson,
            I don’t know, but maybe it read my mind or something.
         

         
         I pause on the sidewalk, taking a long, slow sip of coffee. The hot bitterness is grounding and mundane on my tongue. A completely
            normal Americano.
         

         
         I rub my eyes and glance back through the window of Cuppa Cove. It’s hard to see past the reflections in the glass from the
            sunny street around me, but I catch a glimpse of Nathan taking orders from another small knot of people at the counter.
         

         
         Why is he in the cottage?

         
         Why are any of them in the cottage?

         
         If it’s true—if I’m not losing my mind, because there’s no way my brain could show me some younger version of Nathan inside the house—and somehow, impossibly, something else is going on, then I need to get back. I need to find out what those people in the house are doing there. 

         
         There has to be a reason I’m seeing them. I just need to figure out what it is.

         
         

         Professor MacAndrew looks up as soon as I open the dining room door, peering at me once again over her reading glasses. She’s
            still paging through a book—Giovanni’s Room, I notice. Which I’m pretty sure I saw on one of the shelves of the dining hutch when I first arrived, and is not the kind
            of book I would generally picture Professor MacAndrew paging through. The only books I remember from her office were all narrowly
            focused academic tomes on the involvement of the US in World War I and biographies of Woodrow Wilson.
         

         
         “Hello, Harlowe,” Professor MacAndrew says. “Thank you for coming by.”

         
         I take a deep breath and repeat to myself (for the thousandth time since I left Cuppa Cove) that I’m rolling with this. “Hello,
            Professor MacAndrew. Long time no see. What are you doing here?”
         

         
         She blinks. “Excuse me?”

         
         “Why are you here? Is there a reason you’re occupying the beach cottage I’m renting instead of your office in the BU history
            department?”
         

         
         Her delicate eyebrows pull together. “What on earth are you talking about? We’re in my office.”

         
         My composure slips. “No, we’re not.”

         
         “Let’s not waste time.” She closes the book and lays it down on the table. “I asked you to come by so we could talk about your thesis and your future.” 

         
         The hair on the back of my neck stands up. This is familiar. This is very familiar.
         

         
         Your thesis and your future. She said those exact words to me two years ago. Right before she crushed most of my dreams, crumpling them up like useless
            notes for an old test she no longer needed to think about.
         

         
         I swallow. “I don’t need to talk about my thesis, Professor MacAndrew,” I say. “I finished it.”

         
         “Yes, I know you did.” Now she folds her hands on top of the book. Her nails have a vaguely shiny luster to them. I always
            had a suspicion Professor MacAndrew used clear nail polish, and I always wondered why she didn’t go for a color. “I finished
            reading it. And I appreciate the work you’ve put in. But I think I owe you a conversation about your future in academia.”
         

         
         I don’t want to hear any more. “This already happened,” I say. “We already had this conversation. Right before my thesis defense.
            You called me into your office. Remember?”
         

         
         Professor MacAndrew purses her lips—that look she got when she clearly thought something I said was worthless but she’d decided
            it was too mean to actually point it out. “Yes, Harlowe, I remember. I emailed you about this meeting yesterday.”
         

         
         “No, not yesterday,” I say. “Two years ago.”

         
         The pursed lips are now accompanied by another frown. “We’re getting sidetracked. The important thing here is that I’m going
            to recommend to the committee that we accept your thesis. You’ll get through your defense, and you’ll get your degree. But
            as to your future—”
         

         
         “I don’t need to talk about my future,” I say, as firmly as I can manage. Which isn’t all that firmly, because this is starting to feel like a very, very bad dream. “We’re not in your office and I’m not about to defend my thesis. I don’t even have my thesis anymore. I threw it out. I work in IT. I don’t care about any of this.”
         

         
         “I know you have an IT job on the side,” Professor MacAndrew says with a sniff. “But it’s not the best look to tell your thesis advisor that you don’t care about your work.”
         

         
         “It’s not a job on the side,” I say in frustration. “It’s my actual, full-time job. My actual career. It’s . . .” I pause,
            my thoughts catching on her words. “Hang on. Are you talking about the IT job I had at the student center?”
         

         
         “What else would I be talking about?”

         
         I lean forward, studying Professor MacAndrew more closely. She looks exactly the same as I remember. I’m pretty sure I remember
            this exact sweater set. And these glasses. I’m not sure if it’s what she was wearing on that particular day, two years ago,
            when she called me into her office, but it might have been.
         

         
         “What year do you think this is?” I ask.

         
         She raises an eyebrow. “Really? I’m trying to have a conversation about your career. About something you’ve spent years working
            toward. I don’t think now is the time for jokes.”
         

         
         I haven’t seen Professor MacAndrew since I finished my PhD. As soon as I got my degree, I was plenty happy to never set foot
            on the BU campus again, so I have no idea what Professor MacAndrew looks like now—if she’s grown out her hair or stopped dyeing
            it. If she’s gotten new glasses. If she’s switched from sweater sets to blazers. Or if she actually looks exactly the same.
         

         
         But the Professor MacAndrew in front of me is the same, because as far as she’s concerned, it’s actually two years ago. She really seems to think she’s in her office,
            and we’re about to have one of the worst conversations of my life.
         

         
         I rub my temples. “Can you leave?”

         
         Professor MacAndrew’s eyebrows jump. “What?”

         
         “I don’t want to talk about my future. So could you just—I don’t know—leave and come back later? Or maybe just leave?”

         
         She gives me a very annoyed look. “This is my office, Harlowe. If you want to leave, you can leave.”
         

         
         “Fine.” This is useless. Whether this is actually Professor MacAndrew sitting across from me or not, she’s clearly not going
            to leave, and I know better than to waste time fighting with her. I never won an argument with Professor MacAndrew. I’m pretty
            sure she considered it her duty to make her advisees’ lives a living hell in order to prepare us for the cutthroat world of academia. Which I’m still not sure is a thing the way she made it out to be.
         

         
         So I leave her sitting at the table and head for the bifold door to the kitchen.

         
         “Where are you going?” she asks.

         
         “I’m leaving,” I say. “As you suggested.” And I walk into the kitchen.

         
         “There you are,” my dad says. He’s standing by the stove, holding two mugs. “Change your mind about that coffee?”

         
         “Where do you think we are?” I ask.

         
         He blinks at me. “What do you mean?”

         
         “Where are we standing, Dad? Right now?”

         
         He glances around the kitchen and then at me, from the corners of his eyes, a slightly confused smile on his face, like he
            thinks I’m playing some kind of trick on him. “In my kitchen. Which I know still needs some work, but it’s coming together.”
         

         
         He sounds so sure of himself that I look around, half expecting the cupboards to look different, or the window over the sink
            to look out on a different view. “In your kitchen,” I repeat.
         

         
         “That’s what I said.”

         
         “In Michigan.”

         
         “That’s right.” He gives me a crooked, uncomfortable grin.

         
         I have been in my dad’s kitchen in Michigan exactly once. I was halfway through writing my thesis. Jackson and I had lived in our apartment for less than a year. My dad invited me out in the summer, and for once, guilt got the better of me. 

         
         He went on and on about how he hadn’t seen me enough. How bummed he was that my mom saw me more often than he did. How much
            he wanted to show me the house he was building on the shores of Lake Michigan.
         

         
         So I went.

         
         I spent five days with my dad and his new family, in the house he was building for them. For five days, Dad and I pretended
            everything was fine. And then, when I left, we never talked about those five days again.
         

         
         And I never went back.

         
         I stare at him, and then, on impulse, I lean forward and poke him in the shoulder.

         
         “Ouch!” he says. “What was that for?”

         
         He’s real. He’s solid.

         
         Cold sweat breaks out on my forehead and down my back. “What are you doing here?”

         
         “Just thought you might like coffee,” he says, holding up the mugs.

         
         This is as useless as when I asked Professor MacAndrew. “I don’t want coffee right now. I’m just . . . I’m trying to enjoy
            some time alone. Could you leave me alone?”
         

         
         He shifts, rubbing at his rumpled, blond-gray hair. “Well, you could take a walk or something, if you need some space.”

         
         “Why don’t we both take a walk?” I glance over my shoulder toward the dining room.

         
         “What about the coffee?”

         
         “We could have coffee when we get back.” I take a step toward the kitchen doorway. Maybe I can lure him out. Maybe I can get him to follow me out of the cottage, and once he’s out . . . I don’t know. I suppose I could lock the door. Maybe eventually he’d go away. 

         
         But he doesn’t follow me. He just shakes his head and sets the mugs down on the counter. “I’ve got to get to some stuff around
            the house. I don’t think I can take a walk right now.”
         

         
         Great. So he won’t leave either?

         
         I don’t waste more time arguing. I’m getting angry now. Angry and impatient. I push past my dad, around the L-shape of the
            kitchen, and out into the hallway. And then I wrench open the bathroom door.
         

         
         The rush of running water fills the room—the shower is on, and behind the curtain, a shadow moves.

         
         I grab the shower curtain and yank it aside. Jackson yelps, slips, and grabs on to the built-in soap dish to keep himself
            from falling on his ass. “God, Harlowe, what the fuck?”
         

         
         “You said we just moved in together, right?”

         
         He wipes water out of his eyes. “Are you joking?”

         
         I let go of the shower curtain, and it gently swings back between us. I don’t want to keep looking at him. If I do, I’m going
            to scream. “No, Jackson. I’m dead serious.”
         

         
         “Look, if this is about the couch, it doesn’t have to mean anything, okay?” He leans his head around the shower curtain. “It’s just a piece of furniture.”
         

         
         “What are you talking about? Why are you asking about a couch?”

         
         “Because we’ve been talking about it for weeks.” His eyebrows pull together, water dripping from his lashes. “We need a couch.
            I have been asking you about a couch. I’m getting kind of tired of you blowing me off. We’re adults, Har. We need a couch.”
         

         
         I stare at him. Jackson has had the same haircut the entire time I’ve known him—close cut, neat, something that went seamlessly from a scientific conference where he pulled out computer glasses to present from a PowerPoint to the drag shows we used to go to with Rika and Yasmin in grad school, back when he’d still throw on the occasional mesh tank top. But now that I’m looking closely, even under the water running over his face I can see that there are fewer lines around his eyes. The crease between his eyebrows isn’t quite as deep. 

         
         He’s asking me about a couch because this is Jackson from six years ago, back when we first moved in together, into the apartment
            that he’s keeping. He brought a bed from his previous apartment. I brought a small dining table from mine. We had bits and
            pieces, but neither of us had a couch.
         

         
         It took us a month to pick one out. Because every time he pushed, every time he bothered me about it, I got hit with a shivery
            feeling of panic. The kind that made my mind freeze up. Even though I’d made the decision to move in with him, even though
            I told myself I was doing everything I wanted to do, as soon as he brought up a couch, I just wanted to run.
         

         
         “Harlowe,” Jackson says.

         
         I reach out and awkwardly prod at his face with my fingers. He’s just as solid as my dad. The water running down his face
            is real. And wet.
         

         
         “What the hell?” Jackson pulls back, spluttering. “God, what is going on with you?”

         
         “Can you leave the bathroom?” I ask.

         
         Jackson yanks the shower curtain closed. “Okay, whatever this is, can we talk about it later?”

         
         I wipe my hand off on my pants, leaving damp patches. That was real. That sure felt real.

         
         My heart thuds against my ribs. I need to get to the bedroom. I need to open the last door and see if the other Nathan is
            there.
         

         
         “Will you think about the couch?” Jackson says.

         
         “Yeah, fine, whatever,” I mutter, leaving the bathroom. As soon as I close the door, the sputtering rush of the shower vanishes as abruptly as if someone switched off a television. 

         
         I pause. The hallway is completely quiet now.

         
         I turn the knob and open the bathroom door again, and it’s like the TV switched back on. There’s the whoosh of the shower. Jackson is vaguely humming something off-key.
         

         
         The bathroom door isn’t that thick. If anything, it’s kind of thin. A little basic. It can’t be that soundproof.

         
         But as soon as I pull it closed again, the sound cuts out. I press my ear up against the door, but I can’t hear a thing. There’s
            just silence. Like no one is in the room at all.
         

         
         My heart thuds louder. I can hear my pulse in my ears.

         
         I close the pocket door that leads to the laundry room and the kitchen. I close the dining room door.

         
         Silence.

         
         “Professor MacAndrew?” I say.

         
         No answer.

         
         “Dad?”

         
         Still no answer. And when I lean my ear against the dining room door, it’s just like the bathroom door—there’s no sound. The
            room might as well be empty.
         

         
         Last night, when I came back to the cottage, it was quiet. And I hoped that meant whatever I’d seen had just been a fluke.
            But if the doors were closed—and they had been, hadn’t they?—then maybe it wasn’t a fluke at all. Maybe everyone was still
            there, waiting . . .
         

         
         I turn and go down the hall to the bedroom.

         
         The doorknob still feels loose in my hand as I turn it, and it takes a few tries before the latch catches and the knob turns.
            I open the door to the bedroom, but just like when I woke up this morning, the room is empty. There’s no sign of the other
            Nathan, the younger one, who I saw yesterday.
         

         
         My breath escapes my chest until my lungs feel empty. I sit down on the bed, pulling my phone out of my pocket.

         
         I don’t know if any of this is making any more sense, but I have at least one more thing to google. I open a browser window
            and type, Can you touch hallucinations?

         
         I scroll through the results, skimming entries from all the same sources I looked at before. They all say the same thing:
            Tactile hallucinations are a real thing, but they involve sensations like bugs crawling over your face, not poking your dad
            in the kitchen or prodding your ex-boyfriend’s face in the bathroom.
         

         
         I toss my phone onto the bed.

         
         This should be a point in the pro column. Another signal that I can’t be hallucinating after all. Even if there’s no sign of another Nathan in here.
         

         
         Except if I’m not hallucinating, what the hell is going on?

         
         I look around the bedroom—at the off-white walls, the narrow dresser, the curtains billowing gently on either side of the
            open window. “Is this you?” I say, more or less to the whole room.
         

         
         There’s no answer, obviously. I’m talking to a house.

         
         I lie down on the bed, on my back, and throw an arm over my eyes. After a few minutes, something heavy jumps onto the bed.
            I jerk, raising my arm, and find myself staring into the gray, furry face of Sir Duke. He settles himself on my chest, so
            close to my face that his whiskers tickle my nose.
         

         
         “You’re not supposed to be in here,” I say.

         
         He only starts to purr again. The same low, gravelly rumble I heard yesterday.

         
         I close my eyes, too tired to make him move. “How did you even get in?”

         
         More rumbling.

         
         I put my arm across my face again.

         
         Okay. So I seem to have three uninvited time-traveling roommates in my summer rental. They won’t leave the rooms they’re in. And they can’t be hallucinations because I can touch them. 

         
         And I have no idea what they are or why I keep seeing them.

         
         Which means, I realize with a horrible sinking feeling, I also have no idea how to get rid of them.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Six

         
         And that meant I needed somewhere else to live. It was basically my only remaining option—unless I wanted to spend my entire
            summer with the worst roommates I could imagine.
         

         
         So instead of relaxing on the beach or trying the local restaurants, I spent my first week on Cape Cod scouring every single
            rental listing site a Google search could turn up. By Thursday, I was even checking Craigslist. And all I discovered was that
            I was screwed. The only available places (and there weren’t many now) were wildly expensive. Way more than I could afford,
            knowing I’d have to forfeit the money I’d already paid Dina. The nonrefundable clause in her rental contract was very clear.
         

         
         Which is how I end up sitting on the living room floor on Friday afternoon, halfway through a fourth episode of a reality
            TV show I’ve forgotten the name of, eating olives straight from a jar I discovered in the kitchen pantry because I still haven’t
            gone to the grocery store, feeling depressed and numb and pathetic.
         

         
         I’m stuck. I can’t afford a different place on the Cape, and if I go back to Boston, my only real option is Rika and Yasmin’s couch. I’ve missed the window to find a new apartment for June—I’d have to wait for the July listings. And then I’d have to put down a security deposit, first and last month’s rent, not to mention buy a bunch of furniture. Which I could do, but not without pulling a lot out of my savings. I hadn’t been planning to budget for any of that until August. 

         
         I can’t end up on Rika and Yasmin’s couch. Crashing on your friends’ couch for a month is what you do when you’re twenty-two,
            not when you’re thirty-one.
         

         
         And anyway, if I go back to Boston . . . I’ll have lost the breakup. It’s petty and immature and makes me feel small to admit
            it, but I can’t shake the image: Rika and Yasmin asking why I couldn’t stick it out on the Cape. The story making its way
            back to Jackson somehow—how I couldn’t even get through a week in a new place by myself, because that’s how useless I am without
            him.
         

         
         At least with all the doors in the cottage closed, I can sort of pretend I’m alone. For a little while. Until the next time
            I need to use the bathroom.
         

         
         I’m getting really tired of telling Jackson to go stand in the shower while I pee.

         
         I stick another olive in my mouth. “She’s not worth it,” I say to the woman with pink nails on the TV, who is upset about
            the woman with the purple nails betraying her over something I can’t remember but I’m pretty sure had to do with somebody’s
            tiny dog.
         

         
         There’s a knock on the front door.

         
         I jump, sloshing olive juice over my hands. “Shit.” I set the olive jar on the coffee table, patting my hands on my pajama
            pants, and suddenly realize that I’m sitting on the floor in pajamas in the middle of the afternoon, having eaten most of
            a jar of olives. I haven’t showered. I’m technically supposed to be working. My laptop is sitting on the couch, still signed
            into my work Slack, but I haven’t touched it for at least two episodes. I told myself it was fine; I haven’t taken a sick
            day in three years.
         

         
         I run a hand through my hair, which is still sticking up on one side. Immediate regret. Now I have olive juice in my hair.

         
         I give up and pull open the door.

         
         Dina is standing on the front steps, hands on her hips, in a bright green caftan patterned with violently bright pink cats.
            “Good, you’re here! I need to talk to you.” She takes in my pajamas, and then glances over my shoulder. “Having a relaxing
            day?”
         

         
         Oh god. I forgot to turn off the TV. “Yeah. Um, something like that.” I step outside, quickly pulling the door closed behind
            me. “What’s up?”
         

         
         “I’m not sure I’ve been a welcoming enough host,” she says.

         
         I blink, caught off guard. “Oh?”

         
         “It’s been a while since I’ve had a renter, and I’ve been distracted running Queer Punx and chasing the spawn of Satan around
            before he eats more birds. But since you’re here for the whole summer”—she raises her eyebrows pointedly—“I thought you might
            like to come to a cookout I’m having tomorrow. Nothing fancy. Just some old friends. I think you’d like them. And it might
            be a nice chance to get out of the house.”
         

         
         Her bright blue eyes are fixed intently on me, and even standing on the lowest step, she’s as tall as I am. But she sounds
            genuine. Her tone is almost friendly.
         

         
         Behind me, inside the cottage, I can just barely make out someone on the TV yelling that she can’t believe she’s getting blown
            off for a doggie manicure. Pink Nails did not believe me that Purple Nails wasn’t worth it.
         

         
         I run a hand over my face. “Sure. A cookout sounds great.”

         
         “Good.” Dina looks me up and down again. “Don’t worry about bringing anything. We’ll have it covered.”

         
         I curl in on myself like a poked porcupine. Is it that obvious I don’t have any groceries in the cottage? “Um . . . great.”
            I muster a smile. “Looking forward to it.”
         

         
         “Tomorrow at five,” she says. “Just knock on my door.”

         
         “Okay. See you then.”

         
         She turns away, and I escape back into the cottage, feeling disgusted at myself. I should take a shower. Put on some real clothes. There’s still time in the day for a walk on the beach or a trip to the grocery store in Wellfleet. I could cook something instead of driving to PJ’s for chicken wings and fries again. 

         
         But cooking something would involve spending time in the kitchen with my dad. Taking a shower would involve negotiations with
            Jackson. So in the end, I sit back down on the floor, feeling like a total loser, and pick up the jar of olives.
         

         
         

         Saturday dawns with a cool drizzle that turns to hazy mist over the ocean, the clouds hanging so low that it’s impossible
            to tell where the water ends and the sky begins. I stay curled up under the quilt in the bedroom. Every night this week, I’ve
            climbed into the middle of the bed, defiantly telling myself I’m supposed to enjoy having a full-size bed all to myself, and
            every morning, I’ve woken up on the left side, like my subconscious can’t shake the expectation that Jackson will be on the
            right, sleeping on his stomach with his arms stuffed under his pillow.
         

         
         This morning, I just stayed on the left side of the bed, wallowing in the gloom, staring at more Cape Cod listings I can’t
            afford on my phone.
         

         
         By noon, however, the drizzle vanishes, swept out to sea, the sun creeps out, and I decide I can’t keep putting off a shower.

         
         Jackson is brushing his teeth when I open the bathroom door. “Okay, I know we live together now, but you could still knock.”

         
         This is something else I’ve discovered after spending a week in the cottage—every single day, each of the uninvited roommates
            says the exact same thing when I see them in the morning.
         

         
         Jackson says he knows we live together, but I could still knock.

         
         Professor MacAndrew thanks me for coming by and invites me to sit down.

         
         My dad asks if I want a cup of coffee.

         
         All of it as though the previous day never happened.

         
         “I did knock,” I say to Jackson, which is a complete lie, but I don’t care. “You must not have heard me.”

         
         “Did you think any more about the couch?” he says around the toothbrush. “We could go shopping this weekend.”

         
         I already want to go back to bed. “Can we talk about this later? I need to take a shower.”

         
         “Now? I’m brushing my teeth.”

         
         “Sorry,” I say, peeling off my shirt. “I’m in a hurry.”

         
         The clouds have turned to scattered white cotton balls across the wide blue sky when I walk down the flagstone path to Dina’s,
            shortly after five o’clock, wearing an outfit carefully chosen to say I am not, in fact, a total disaster of a human who eats olives on the floor 24/7. Jeans. A plain but polished T-shirt. Boat shoes I bought years ago before I met Jackson’s parents in New Hampshire for the
            first time, when I was strangely desperate to prove I’d assimilated to the East Coast and wasn’t some Midwestern hick from
            a state nobody could identify who’d grown up in a cornfield.
         

         
         I ring Dina’s doorbell, expecting her to answer in another neon caftan. Instead, the door is opened by a very buff, very hairy
            white man in his sixties with deep lines in his tan forehead, wearing a pink tank top and very tight denim shorts. His head
            is completely bald, but he’s sporting an impressive gray beard that sticks out from his face at least six inches in all directions,
            and he has gold hoops in both ears.
         

         
         “Welcome!” he booms. “You must be Harlowe. I’m Dave, a friend of Dina’s. Pleasure to meet you.” He gives me a dazzling smile
            and beckons with one hand. “Come on in. Dina’s just in the kitchen. Can I get you something to drink? Beer? Wine? Seltzer?”
         

         
         I step inside. “Seltzer would be great. Um . . . shoes off?”

         
         “No, no!” Dave is already striding away from me, and I realize he’s wearing rainbow flip-flops. “We’re going to head out to
            the deck in a minute. It’s just straight through there.” He points down the hall and then disappears around a corner.
         

         
         I wait for a few seconds, but he doesn’t come back, so I start down the hall to search out the deck myself, and find myself
            in Dina’s living room. It looks, somehow, exactly like I’d expect. Bookshelves full of faded paperbacks, oversize art books,
            and a vast collection of records. Overstuffed couches and armchairs on top of a leopard-print rug. Leftover candles cluttering
            the coffee table. The walls are painted the same neutral tone as the smaller cottage, but you can hardly see them because
            they’re covered with art—pastel watercolors of beaches and sailboats, vibrant oil paintings of fruit and animals, and moody
            black-and-white photographs of half-shadowed faces and expressively draped hands.
         

         
         “Seltzer?” Dave reappears, holding out a can. “I’m afraid there’s only lime.”

         
         “Oh, that’s fine.” I take the can. “Thanks.”

         
         “Ah, you’re here!” Dina billows into the room behind Dave. She’s back in her banana caftan and a pair of hot-pink sandals,
            carrying a paper grocery bag. “We’re just heading outside. Dave, get the door, would you?”
         

         
         Dave leaps past me and opens a sliding screen door that leads to the back deck. Dina sweeps past him, jerking her head at
            me to follow.
         

         
         There are more people out on the deck. Sharon is cracking open a beer, sunglasses pushed up on her forehead, talking to an
            Asian woman with graying hair pulled into a ponytail and at least ten silver earrings in each ear. Another woman with spiky
            white hair is digging around in a cooler, and a man who’s just as buff and broad as Dave, but with buzzed blond hair and a
            mustache instead of a beard, is pushing back the lid of a big grill.
         

         
         “Come meet everybody.” Dina sets the grocery bag down on an outdoor patio table and waves a hand at me. “You already know Sharon. This is Yan”—she gestures to the Asian woman—“and Yan’s wife, Meryl.” The woman with spiky white hair looks up from the cooler and waves. “And this is Bill, husband of Dave.” Dina points to the man with the blond mustache, who turns around from the grill. 

         
         “Oh, is this your mysterious renter?” he says. His voice is much softer than Dave’s, and very deep. “Hello, lovely to meet
            you.”
         

         
         “Yes, yes, this is Harlowe,” Dina says. “He’s renting the little house for the summer.”

         
         “And what do you think of it?” This from Meryl, with the spiky white hair. She straightens up, holding a can of seltzer. She
            looks to be the oldest of the group, maybe pushing seventy, a collection of liver spots on her pale, bony hands. “You know,
            Dina’s barely even let us see inside.”
         

         
         “Why do you need to see inside?” Dina frowns at her. “It’s not your house.”

         
         “We asked you if we could rent it,” Yan says mildly. “You said no.”

         
         Dina purses her lips, looking vaguely annoyed. “You always stay with Dave and Bill! You don’t need my place.”

         
         “Well, Dave and Bill’s house is lovely.” Meryl pats Bill’s arm, as if to reassure him. “But the stairs are a bitch.”

         
         “We can get a chair lift,” Bill tells her, with the patience of a man who has had this conversation a number of times before.
            “Like I’ve said, darling, we’ve had it measured. There’s room.”
         

         
         Meryl shakes her head defiantly. “I am not using a chair lift. Chair lifts are for old people.”

         
         “You’re seventy-one,” Bill says.

         
         “Which is the new sixty-one.” Meryl turns to her wife, holding out the can. “Yan, dear, can you get this seltzer open?”

         
         Bill sighs, shaking his head, and turns to me. “So, is this your first time on the Cape?”

         
         I swallow a sip of seltzer quickly, bubbles fizzing up my nose. “It is, yeah. I got here a week ago.”

         
         “What brings you out here for the summer?” booms Dave, coming up beside Bill and throwing an arm casually around his shoulders.
            “Vacation?”
         

         
         “No, I’m working. Or . . . I have a remote job. I just needed a change of scenery.”

         
         I feel Dina watching me from the corners of her eyes. It’s exactly what I told her when I first contacted her about renting
            the cottage. I need a change of scenery. I did not tell her I was going through a breakup.
         

         
         “Well, it’s an excellent change of scenery,” Dave says with a wide smile. “That’s why we come out for the summer.”

         
         “Oh.” I glance between Dave and Bill in surprise. “You don’t live out here?”

         
         “No, no. Dina and Sharon are the only full-time residents in our group. We have a little house in Provincetown, but we live
            in western Massachusetts the rest of the year.”
         

         
         “I teach high school,” Bill says. “So we come out for summer vacation.”

         
         “And we’re out whenever Yan takes time off,” Meryl says, as Yan hands over the opened can of seltzer. “Staying in their guest
            room.”
         

         
         Distantly, the doorbell lets out a muted bing-bong. “That’ll be John and Cathy,” Dina says, turning around in a billow of bananas.
         

         
         “John and Cathy are Dina’s lovely straight neighbors,” Bill says for my benefit, with an amused smile.

         
         “Oh.” I nod, glancing around, suddenly wondering what Dina’s told everyone about me. I said I was trans in my first message
            to her, since she mentioned she was a trans woman in the rental listing, and it was a big reason I decided to go for the cottage.
            I’m a trans man looking for a change of scenery and a break from the city. A few quick words to say I see who you are; it’s who I am too.

         
         It’s not something I think about all that often anymore. I go through most of my life with a certain amount of invisibility—at
            most, if I was with Jackson, people would look at me and see a rather small, slim gay man. Square shoulders and slightly knobbly
            knees and elbows. Freckles on my arms and auburn hair that curls at the ends but hasn’t started thinning like my dad’s, at
            least not yet.
         

         
         I hadn’t thought about who Dina’s friends might be when she invited me to her cookout. I was too busy eating olives and trying
            to ignore the uninvited roommates. But it’s hitting me, with a faint twinge, that I’m not sure I’ve ever been around this
            many queer people and been the youngest by so many decades.
         

         
         “Speaking of John and Cathy . . .” Meryl leans close to Dave and Bill, her voice slightly conspiratorial. “Did you see that
            for sale sign on Old Pilgrim? Must be pretty close to them. We should ask them how much it’s going for.”
         

         
         Bill groans. “Oh, I don’t want to know.”

         
         Yan shakes her head, earrings clinking. “Can you imagine how much Dina would get for this place if she sold it?”

         
         “She’d never sell,” Meryl says, waving a hand. “She and George lucked out. She knows it.”

         
         “I think you mean George lucked out,” Bill says pointedly.
         

         
         “Oh, all right,” Meryl concedes. “But Dina lucked out keeping the place.”

         
         “Is it true about Queer Punx, though?” Dave turns to Sharon, the deep lines in his forehead wrinkled in concern. “Dina said
            something about the rent going up, but I thought George locked down a twenty-year lease.”
         

         
         That catches my attention. I have no idea who George is, but I’ve at least been inside Queer Punx.

         
         “He did,” Sharon says. “And it’s been more than twenty years.” She shakes her head. “I haven’t seen the exact numbers. Dina won’t show them to me. But business isn’t what it used to be, and hasn’t been for a while, so we must be in trouble. Honestly, sometimes I think we should just close.” 

         
         Around me, everyone’s eyebrows go up.

         
         “Close Queer Punx?” Yan sounds shocked. “That place is an institution.”

         
         “And George’s idea to begin with,” Bill adds quietly.

         
         Sharon only shakes her head again. “George was a long time ago.”

         
         “Let’s not talk about that,” Meryl says firmly. “Anybody been to a drag show at Queen of the Bay yet?”

         
         And with that, they’re off talking about a bunch of places I’ve never heard of, discussing the good gay bars and the ones
            “that are all bachelorette parties,” whatever that means, so I excuse myself and head for the house to find the bathroom.
            Dina is just opening the sliding screen door when I reach it, with two more people behind her—John and Cathy, the neighbors.
            They look very straight and very mild. All three of them are carrying covered casserole dishes.
         

         
         “Harlowe,” Dina says as she passes me, “would you mind putting on a record? Meant to do that earlier and now I’ve got my hands
            full.”
         

         
         “Sure.” I glance into the living room. “Any requests?”

         
         “Surprise me!” she says, drifting away after John and Cathy, who are setting down their casserole dishes on the patio table
            and greeting everyone else with air kisses and hugs.
         

         
         I step back into the living room, closing the sliding door behind me. The turntable sits on the sideboard, surrounded by a
            cluster of small photographs, all informal shots of people laughing, talking, smiling. Judging by the hair and the clothes
            and the faintly fuzzy quality, I’m guessing these pictures are from the eighties or maybe the nineties. Lots of dad jeans.
            Oversize button-downs. Frizzy perms.
         

         
         I crouch down, opening the lid on the turntable, and my eyes catch on a picture of Dina. She’s much younger, her wild hair a deep, rich brown instead of gray, dressed in a T-shirt and high-waisted jeans instead of a caftan. She has an arm around the waist of a pale, lanky man who’s even taller than she is. He’s wearing a pair of tan shorts that reveal long, thin legs, the sleeves of a denim jacket rolled to his elbows. His face is lean and his dark hair comes to a widow’s peak on his forehead, a pair of oversize glasses perched on his nose. He’s leaning back against an old truck, one arm around Dina’s shoulders, the other elbow resting against the side mirror. 

         
         “Motown’s always a good bet, if you need ideas.”

         
         I glance up. Nathan is standing in the middle of the living room, holding a grocery bag—the real Nathan, the older one I saw
            in the coffee shop.
         

         
         “Oh. Thanks.” I straighten up. “Dina asked me to put something on; I just got distracted.” I wave a finger at the collection
            of photographs.
         

         
         The corner of Nathan’s mouth turns up—a quarter of a smile. “Did you find the one of Dave’s old beard?”

         
         I blink. “No. Was it different from his current beard?”

         
         Nathan sets the grocery bag down on the coffee table, leaning closer to the collection of photographs. He smells like coffee
            mixed with cinnamon and sunscreen and the faintest hint of cigarette smoke. “Let’s see . . . there it is.” He reaches out
            and taps one of the photographs.
         

         
         I lean closer. “Oh. Wow.”

         
         “Yeah.” His grin widens. “Impressive, right?”

         
         It’s Dave, all right, along with Bill—both of them younger but only slightly less broad than they are now. Bill’s hair forms
            a frizzy yellow halo around his head. Dave’s head is still bald. But his beard is so wide I can barely see his chest and long
            enough to graze his belt buckle.
         

         
         “He looks like a gay punk Santa Claus,” I say.

         
         “Apparently he won a prize for it at Bear Week,” Nathan says. “He still has the certificate framed at their house.”

         
         “That’s . . . something.” My eyes rove over the collection of photographs. Meryl and Yan, when Meryl’s hair was dark and spiky and Yan had fewer earrings. Sharon and Dina sitting in beach chairs, wearing big sunglasses and broad hats. Dave and Bill again, this time standing with Meryl on the back deck of the house, the sun setting behind them. 

         
         “Bill was saying that Dina started Queer Punx with someone else,” I say. “George?”

         
         Nathan glances at me, looking vaguely surprised. “Yeah. George and Dina opened Queer Punx together. The cottages used to belong
            to him. That’s him in that picture.” He waves a finger at the photograph of the tall man with his arm draped around Dina.
            “He and Dina were together for something like a decade.” Nathan turns to the bookshelf, running his fingers over the collection
            of records. “Here.” He pulls one out. “Dina will like this.”
         

         
         He holds the album. The Best of Motown: 1960–1970.

         
         “Thanks.” I take it.

         
         “I better get out there.” Nathan picks up the grocery bag and gives me that quarter of a smile again. “I’m on grilling duty.
            See you in a bit.” And he heads for the deck.
         

         
         I set the record going and leave my seltzer can on the coffee table while I search out the bathroom (a pleasant, Jackson-free
            experience). When I reemerge onto the deck, seltzer in hand, a Supremes song is filtering through the air from the bookshelf
            speakers in the living room.
         

         
         Dina and the rest of the group are busy unwrapping paper plates and cups, uncovering John and Cathy’s casserole dishes, opening
            bags of Cape Cod potato chips and emptying them into a big bowl. Dave, Bill, and Meryl are all loudly singing along to “You
            Can’t Hurry Love.”
         

         
         I wander over to Nathan, who’s standing at the grill, flipping burgers. “You were clearly right on the music recommendation.”

         
         He glances over his shoulder at the group behind him. “Yeah, Dina’s always liked Motown. She’s not really of the Motown era,
            but it’s always been her thing. Really anything from the sixties and seventies. Grateful Dead, Queen, Tom Petty . . . And
            she’s usually the one picking the music.” He looks back at me, a smile tugging at the corner of his mouth. “You know Sir Duke
            is named after a Stevie Wonder song, right?”
         

         
         “I did not.” I grin. “Are the lyrics about an escape artist who apparently likes to eat birds?”

         
         Nathan laughs, and there’s something surprisingly gentle and shy about it. “Not as far as I remember. But I can’t say I’ve
            listened to it recently.”
         

         
         The song filtering from the house changes from the Supremes to something else equally familiar that I can’t quite place. Dave,
            Meryl, and Yan immediately pick up singing along, and Bill grabs Dina and twirls her around the deck, despite the stack of
            paper plates she’s waving in one hand.
         

         
         The sight of it makes me ache, and I suddenly desperately miss Rika and Yasmin. For a split second, I even miss Jackson—or
            at least, I miss the normalcy of the four of us sitting around the apartment I left behind, sharing homemade pizza in the
            summer, the windows thrown open and all of us sweating anyway, because there was never much of a breeze and it never seemed
            to make its way inside.
         

         
         “They seem to be having a good time,” I say, trying to keep the longing out of my voice, as Bill tries to twirl Dina again
            and she swats him away with the stack of paper plates, smiling.
         

         
         “Summer is the one time they’re all together,” Nathan says.

         
         “How did they meet if they all live in different places?”

         
         “Oh, they go way back.” Nathan digs the spatula under the burgers, flipping them on the grill. They sizzle, spitting grease into the air. “They were all in New York in the eighties. I think Dave worked on Wall Street, if you can believe it. Meryl and Dina were working on a political campaign.” His eyes skip past me to the others. “John and Cathy only joined the mix when they bought the house up the road about ten years ago.” 

         
         “What about you?” I ask. “How’d you end up out here?”

         
         He shrugs one shoulder, looking back at the burgers. “I came out to help Dina with some stuff one summer and just kind of
            stayed.”
         

         
         “Stuff around the cottage?” I ask, carefully casual.

         
         “Yeah. Something like that.” He turns, cupping a hand around his mouth. “Burgers are ready!”

         
         We all end up crowded around the big patio table, passing around ketchup and mustard, John and Cathy’s potato salad, and the
            bowl of Cape Cod potato chips. Meryl and Sharon and Bill tell stories of previous summers. John and Cathy share stories about
            teaching their grandkids to sail. Dave laughs uproariously at everything.
         

         
         And even though I can’t follow most of the stories, and I don’t know most of the people they’re talking about, I don’t feel
            nearly as out of place as I expected to. The ache begins to fade, and I find myself smiling and even laughing along once or
            twice.
         

         
         Eventually, the group splinters into separate conversations, some people standing at the deck railing, others sitting at the
            table. I wind up sitting on the stairs that lead down to the rest of the yard with Nathan, each of us with a seltzer, watching
            the sun sink toward the rim of the ocean. The air is slowly turning cooler, even up here. I’m wishing I’d brought my sweatshirt.
         

         
         “Does it always get cold in the evenings?” I ask, hunching up my shoulders against a breeze rolling off the water.

         
         Nathan considers, lifting his seltzer to his lips. “Not so much in the middle of August, but otherwise, yeah, I guess so.”
            He raises an eyebrow. “Not used to it?”
         

         
         “I live in Boston, land of the urban heat island. I’m not sure it ever cools off in the summer.”

         
         He smiles. “You grow up there?”

         
         “No. I’m from Indiana. No urban heat island but plenty of corn sweat.”

         
         His eyebrows jump. “Corn sweat? Is that a real thing?”

         
         “It is.” I grimace. “Pretty much the same effect as an urban heat island. Hot and muggy.”

         
         He takes another drink. “Indiana’s a long way from Boston. What brought you out here?”

         
         I’m slightly impressed he has any idea where Indiana is. Jackson didn’t, when we first met. He mixed it up with Illinois for
            months. “Grad school,” I say, stretching out my legs, resting my heels against the lowest step. “I did a history PhD at Boston
            University.”
         

         
         “So you’re an academic?” Nathan says.

         
         I huff out a laugh. “Definitely not. Not anymore, anyway.”

         
         “Changed your mind?”

         
         I raise my seltzer to my lips, pause, and lower it again, trying to figure out what to say. I have an easy, canned response:
            the job market. It’s what I pulled out with academics any time I went somewhere with Jackson, moving in the academic circles
            he kept moving in. I’d get a knowing nod from his colleagues. Ah yes. The job market. Famously known to be terrible. Definitely not my fault.
         

         
         But this isn’t some conference I’m tagging along to, and Nathan isn’t some oxford-and-blazer-wearing colleague of Jackson’s.

         
         “I was planning to keep going,” I say. “Become a professor or something. But right before my thesis defense, my advisor told
            me she thought my work was . . . average. Not likely to get me job offers. She actually told me I shouldn’t feel bad about
            this, because it was her fault. She was the one who’d decided to admit me to the program and she should have known better.”
         

         
         Nathan lets his breath out in a low whistle. “Ouch.”

         
         I shrug, hoping I look like it was a long time ago and I don’t care anymore. “I tried for a few months anyway, hoping to prove her wrong. But I didn’t get any interviews, and I needed a job, so . . . I found something in IT. I sort of planned on it being temporary, but I like the paycheck. And it’s remote. And I didn’t have to leave Boston.” 

         
         Nathan fiddles with the tab on his seltzer can, squinting out at the ocean. And then he says, “Well, if it makes you feel
            better, I didn’t exactly intend to be a long-term barista either.”
         

         
         “Yeah? What was plan A?”

         
         “I don’t know about plan A, but . . . I was going to open a bike shop.” He looks at me with that quarter of a smile again.
            “You know, one of those places where you can rent bikes or buy a bike or get your bike fixed. There are a lot of trails and
            back roads around here. Great for biking.”
         

         
         I find myself mirroring his smile. “That sounds great. I mean, seasonal, but great.”

         
         “Yeah, definitely a summer business.” He shrugs. “But most things are around here.”

         
         “So what’s keeping you from doing it?”

         
         He considers. “I don’t know what Dina would think of the whole idea.”

         
         “Why’s that matter?” I ask.

         
         He’s quiet, next to me, and he seems suddenly very still. As though he’s frozen.

         
         Then, suddenly, he pushes himself up. “I should probably start cleaning the grill,” he says.

         
         “Oh.” I blink. “Sure. You want a hand or anything?”

         
         “No, that’s all right. I got it. Thanks.” And he turns away, quickly, crossing the deck and disappearing through the sliding
            screen door before I even realize what’s happening.
         

         
         I’m left sitting awkwardly on the deck stairs, glancing at the grill, feeling distinctly like Dina’s nephew just ran away
            from me and I have no idea why.
         

         
         I push myself up, glancing around the rest of the deck at Dina laughing with Bill and Dave and Meryl, and John and Cathy deep in conversation with Sharon and Yan at the patio table. The comfort and ease I felt earlier evaporates. I don’t really belong here, with these people who have decades of shared history. I’m an extra invited along because Dina felt sorry for me. 

         
         I feel suddenly small, rather broken, and very lonely.

         
         I glance once more at the grill, but it still sits unattended. No sign of Nathan.

         
         I pull out my phone. Check the time. Glance again at the color fading from the sky. And then I set my seltzer can on the railing,
            next to someone else’s abandoned water glass. I thank Dina for having me, making up an excuse that I’m tired.
         

         
         “You don’t need to leave,” she says. “We’ll probably take this party inside once it gets dark.”

         
         “Thanks.” I give her a quick smile. “But I think I’ll just go crash.”

         
         I see her eyes go to the grill and then the sliding door, before they come back to me. “Right,” she says. “Well, glad you
            could join us.”
         

         
         I wilt inwardly, feeling like I’ve failed some kind of test, but I manage a smile as I shake hands with Dave and Bill and
            get a quick, awkward hug from Meryl.
         

         
         Nathan still hasn’t reappeared by the time I walk back down the deck stairs and start up the flagstone path.

         
         Once I get back to the cottage, I go straight to the bedroom, holding my breath as I turn the knob, hoping maybe, just maybe . . .

         
         But there’s no sign of the younger Nathan when I open the door. The room is empty. I let my breath out and kick off my shoes
            and fall onto the bed, hands behind my head, listening to the voices drifting through the open window from Dina’s deck.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Seven

         
         It had seemed like a good idea at the time—a mixer for Boston University’s LGBTQIA+ grad students at Fuller’s, the pub on
            the ground floor of the alumni center. I was twenty-one, new in town, and trying to adjust to life in graduate housing, which
            felt a lot like life in a dorm, except I didn’t have a roommate, the room was slightly bigger, and the shared bathroom and
            kitchen were marginally nicer. I’d made it through the first few weeks of the semester, gradually getting my academic feet
            under me, but I’d barely met anyone. The history department was small, and half the PhD candidates had been undergrads at
            BU and already knew each other, and they didn’t seem inclined to expand their social circle, especially to someone who had
            skipped a grade and was still barely old enough to drink alcohol.
         

         
         So I put on a nice pair of jeans and a blazer that I felt made me look decently smart and relatively grown up and I went to
            the mixer.
         

         
         I don’t know what I expected. Indiana University wasn’t exactly a small school and it had a decent queer scene, but Fuller’s
            was packed. Everyone was dressed smartly. Blazers. Chinos. Loafers everywhere, along with the occasional splash of pink hair
            or an unusual piercing or a slightly exposed tattoo.
         

         
         I didn’t see anyone else from my department. Or from any of the departments that History shared a floor with.

         
         I stuck it out for as long as I could. I got a beer. I had a few awkward conversations. But I felt like I was lurking on the
            edge the whole time—the outsider from Indiana who had no idea what he wanted to write his thesis on, who knew nothing about
            Boston, who seemed so unimpressive next to people who could throw around institution names like Princeton, Yale, and Wesleyan.
         

         
         So I left, feeling young and underprepared and out of my depth, and as soon as I walked back outside, I discovered it was
            raining. The kind of thin, cold, persistent rain that never looked all that bad and still somehow always soaked through clothes
            in a matter of minutes. And I had a ten-minute walk back to graduate housing. And I hadn’t brought an umbrella.
         

         
         I stood there for a few minutes, hoping the rain would let up. And then a few minutes more, trying to decide if anyone would
            notice if I slunk back to the mixer.
         

         
         And then Jackson walked out of the alumni center with a big black umbrella and said, “Hey, you want to share?”

         
         I didn’t know who he was then. He was just this tall, beautiful man I was pretty sure I’d seen at the mixer, with close-cropped
            dark hair and thick dark eyelashes, wearing a navy blazer and a silver stud in one ear that he’d take out later when he started
            going to conferences and getting interviews.
         

         
         “Oh, that’s okay,” I said. “I’m just heading home.”

         
         He looked out at the rain, glistening in the glow of the streetlights, and then looked back at me with a small smile. “Yeah,
            I figured. I can walk you. You’re in grad housing on Bay State Road, right?”
         

         
         I stared at him. “Yeah. How did you . . . ?”

         
         “My apartment’s just up the road from there. I’ve seen you.”

         
         “Oh.”

         
         He ducked his head, glancing down at his shoes. “Sorry, I don’t mean that in a creepy way. I just noticed you, and then I saw you at the mixer tonight, so . . . I figured we’re both heading in the same direction. I’m Jackson.” He held out his hand. 

         
         So I held out mine. “Harlowe.”

         
         We shook hands. His was warm, even in the cold and the damp, and the way he looked at me, I couldn’t look anywhere else.

         
         I wasn’t someone who was noticed. Not by men with beautiful cheekbones who offered me their umbrella on rainy evenings.
         

         
         “What do you say?” Jackson tilted his head in the direction of the rainy sidewalk.

         
         A smile crept over my face. “Sure,” I said. “Thanks.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Eight

         
         By the end of my second week in the cottage, my Google search history is looking truly bizarre.

         
         I’ve googled time travel.

         
         Time loops.

         
         Portals.

         
         Wormholes.

         
         Extremely realistic dreams while in comas.

         
         And at least fifty different accounts of haunted houses. All of which seemed to involve a lot more death and murder and a
            lot less “ex-boyfriend won’t leave your bathroom.”
         

         
         I still haven’t found any plausible explanation for the uninvited roommates. And without any plausible explanation for why
            they’re here, I have no idea how to go about getting rid of them. I tried ignoring my dad for an entire day, like he was a
            monster in a closet who was only real as long as I thought he was. I tried asking Professor MacAndrew if she had unfinished
            business. I tried pushing Jackson bodily out of the bathroom.
         

         
         None of it worked. My dad was still in the kitchen the next day. Professor MacAndrew replied frostily that the only business she had was talking about my thesis. And Jackson just braced himself in the doorway and demanded to know what the hell was wrong with me. 

         
         By the time Rika texts on Friday, cheerfully asking how “beach life” is going and if I can send her a picture of the ocean,
            I’m sorely tempted to fling my phone across the room and crawl back into bed to hide.
         

         
         Instead, I stalk out to the edge of the dune, snap a picture for her, and start googling bars. I’m sad. And lonely. And more
            depressed than ever. And I really want to get out of the cottage.
         

         
         A bar is the obvious answer. I can either meet people and become less lonely, or I can get drunk and feel less sad about how
            lonely I am. Either way, it’s a win. Or as close to a win as I’m going to get at this point.
         

         
         The cottage doesn’t seem to be close to any bars, which isn’t really surprising, since it doesn’t seem to be close to much
            of anything. If I want to go to a bar, I’m going to have to drive to Provincetown. Which is fine with me. The more distance
            between me and the cottage right now, the better.
         

         
         When I walk into the Old Colony Tap shortly after sunset, it’s already crowded, dim, and warm, with faintly sticky floors
            and thick ropes wrapped in twinkle lights running across the low ceilings. The whole place feels like a cross between a sailing
            ship and a frat house. Old-fashioned white lifesavers line the walls, along with buoys, bumper stickers, oars, and a wooden
            ship’s wheel. Rusted metal lanterns hang from the ceiling and several guys in various stages of drunkenness are duking it
            out on an old arcade machine stuffed into one corner.
         

         
         It’s practically the definition of a dive bar, which is more or less what the Yelp reviews said: Go here if you want a real bar where locals hang out.

         
         I don’t really know what kind of bar I want, but this seems better than the first place I tried—a touristy, overpriced club full of people dressed for a night out who were clearly there to be seen. Nobody was there to drink and be sad. I walked in, took one look around, and walked back out again. 

         
         The decibel level in the Old Colony Tap is somewhere between subway station and cement mixer, but the crowd seems laid-back,
            almost everyone in T-shirts and jeans and baseball hats. I have to duck and weave my way to the bar, which is harder than
            I remembered. I get swept briefly off course by several gay men with biceps that say gym rat and voices that say they’re several shots in, and definitely trample a number of different hems belonging to a crowd of women
            in summer maxi dresses.
         

         
         I actually haven’t gone out to a bar for a while, but I remember this being easier with Jackson, back when we went out for
            Rika’s birthday or to celebrate Yasmin finishing med school or Jackson getting his first interview at the Smithsonian Astrophysical
            Observatory, the place that eventually offered him his dream job. Jackson’s height, his cheekbones, that effortless way he
            took up space . . . People always noticed him. They got out of his way, and I could cruise along in his wake.
         

         
         It was easy. Secure.

         
         I manage to flag down the bartender and order a cocktail that’s not as horribly expensive as I was expecting, and find a seat
            at the bar to sit and nurse it. It’s pretty clear that everyone around me already has a friend to talk to. So I stab at the
            ice in my drink with my tiny cocktail straw, trying to convince myself that getting drunk until I feel less sad isn’t as lonely
            as it’s beginning to feel.
         

         
         “Harlowe?”

         
         The straw slips from my fingers and I look up to find Nathan sidling up to the bar. He’s shaved recently, his stubble reduced to a five o’clock shadow, his blondish-brown hair falling across his forehead with just a hint of dampness that makes me wonder if he recently went swimming. The twinkle lights strung across the ceiling catch on his tiny gold earring. 

         
         “Hey,” I say.

         
         “Hey.” He gives me a slightly awkward smile. “I haven’t seen you here before.”

         
         “Oh, I haven’t come here before. I just . . .” I weigh my options, since I can’t exactly say I needed to escape the people nobody else can see in your aunt’s weird house. “I decided to explore the local bar scene.”
         

         
         He glances around. “You here with someone?”

         
         “No.” I try to look cool and confident about this. “Just out by myself.”

         
         “At a bar,” he says.

         
         “Yeah.” A faint flush rises up my neck. “I’m not actually looking for a date or trying to pick someone up, if that’s what
            you’re wondering. I’m just . . .” I try for an easygoing shrug, because I can’t quite make myself say I had vague hopes of
            making a friend.
         

         
         “Right.” Nathan studies me for a minute, and then he waves at the bartender. “Well, I’m here with a few friends, if you want
            to come join us.”
         

         
         I blink in surprise. That sounded like a genuine invitation. Almost like he’s forgotten what happened the last time we were
            in the same place. “Sure. I mean . . . if I wouldn’t be butting in.”
         

         
         “You wouldn’t be.” He grabs the pitcher of beer the bartender slides across the counter, along with several stacked glasses,
            and jerks his head. “We’re over this way.”
         

         
         I slide off my stool, picking up my glass and following him.

         
         Nathan isn’t as tall as Jackson. His shoulders aren’t as broad. He’s leaner, and his face, though thinner than that of his younger doppelgänger in the cottage, is still softer than Jackson’s. People don’t naturally drift out of his way. But he sidles and ducks and leans in to say excuse us, all of it with the affable and easy demeanor of someone who comes here regularly.
         

         
         “Here we go.” He leads us to a table tucked under a fishing net draped across the ceiling. A woman with a mass of strawberry-blond
            curls and a cute, upturned nose is leaning on her elbow, shoulder idly resting against the arm of a Black man with an impeccable
            fade and deep ebony skin.
         

         
         “Katy and Marcus,” Nathan says, “this is Harlowe. He’s renting Dina’s cottage for the summer. I just ran into him at the bar.”

         
         The woman—Katy—straightens up, giving me a bright smile that reveals front teeth that slightly overlap. “Hey, Nathan was just
            telling us Dina had rented that place again.”
         

         
         I shake her hand, which is covered in freckles. “Nice to meet you.”

         
         “Please, join our celebration!” Marcus knocks his gold-wire glasses up on his nose with a knuckle and sweeps out a hand. “For
            I am employed.”
         

         
         “Congratulations,” I say, pulling out the chair by the wall. “What’s the job?”

         
         “Newest veterinarian at the animal hospital in Eastham,” Katy says proudly, squeezing Marcus’s arm in a way that immediately
            tells me they’re a couple.
         

         
         “Yes. Sadly, the commute is not cause for celebration,” Marcus says, taking the stack of glasses from Nathan as he sets the
            pitcher down on the table.
         

         
         “It’s fine.” Katy waves a hand. “We’ll find someplace between the salon and the animal hospital. We need a new apartment anyway.”

         
         “Are you guys in Provincetown?” I ask.

         
         “Wellfleet,” Katy says. “Not that far from Nathan.”

         
         I nod, even though this means nothing to me since I have no idea where Nathan lives.

         
         “Yeah, if you need a haircut this summer,” Nathan says, sitting down next to me, “Katy’s the person to see. I bet she’d give you the locals’ discount too.” 

         
         Katy gathers her hair off her neck, tying it up in a messy bun. “I will, but only if you tell Nathan to stop offering it to
            everyone he meets.” She leans her chin in her hand, looking at me with a smile. “So you’re out here for the whole summer?
            For vacation?”
         

         
         I open my mouth, all ready to give the carefully prepared response I already gave at Dina’s cookout: needed a change of scenery, have a remote job. But this time, I can’t quite do it. Maybe it’s the alcohol, or the number of times I’ve had to see Jackson in the cottage
            bathroom today, or the fact that I’m only just remembering the last time I went to a bar—when Jackson took me out to celebrate
            finishing the thesis that Professor MacAndrew keeps asking me about in the dining room.
         

         
         But suddenly I’m saying, “Actually, I broke up with my boyfriend after seven years, and he’s keeping the apartment and all
            the furniture, and since we basically know all the same people and go to all the same places in Boston, I decided I needed
            to be . . . elsewhere. So here I am.”
         

         
         Silence. Katy and Marcus are looking at me with twin expressions of surprise, eyebrows raised. I have a feeling Nathan’s looking
            at me too, but I don’t turn my head to check.
         

         
         “Oh, wow.” Katy recovers first, her forehead wrinkling in sympathy. “That sucks. I’m sorry.”

         
         “Thanks. It’s . . .” I’m about to say it’s okay, but it’s not, so I change my mind. “It was time.” I manage a wobbly grin. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to bring down the mood.”
         

         
         “Oh, you’re fine,” Marcus says. “You should have seen me about two weeks ago. Before I got the interview for the Eastham clinic,
            I thought I was screwed. Not exactly a lot of jobs for vets out here.”
         

         
         “Anyway, you’re obviously winning the breakup,” Katy says. “You’re the one living by the beach.”

         
         It’s nice of her to say, and I’m definitely having a reaction to the alcohol, because for the first time since Jackson and I ended things, I feel dangerously close to tears. 

         
         I blink, clearing my throat, and give a choked laugh. “Well, glad I’m doing something right.”

         
         I’m sure Nathan’s looking at me now. Mostly because I feel it when he looks away.

         
         “How about nachos?” he says. “I’m starving.”

         
         Katy raises an eyebrow at him. “Seriously? Didn’t you eat dinner?”

         
         “I had some crackers after we went to the pond.”

         
         She sighs. “Daley, you need to stock your fridge.”

         
         Nathan ignores her. “I’m getting nachos. Harlowe, you in?”

         
         I look at my cocktail glass, which is now empty. I should eat something, before I get any drunker. “Yeah, I’m in.”

         
         He pushes himself up, flashing me a small smile before he disappears back into the crowd.

         
         Katy turns to look after him and then looks back at me. “How do you know Nathan?”

         
         “I don’t.” I poke at the ice in my glass with my cocktail straw. “I mean, not really. We just hung out at Dina’s cookout.
            What about you guys?”
         

         
         “Well, who among us really knows Nathan Daley,” Marcus says with mock solemnity.
         

         
         Katy just laughs, rolling her eyes. “We met years ago. The first fall after he moved here he came into the salon—the summer
            crowds were gone, so I actually noticed him—and he had this awful, overgrown hair. He sat down and heaved this big sigh and
            said, My aunt says I have to do something about this. And I knew Dina because I do her hair. I guess we started hanging out sometime after that, over the winter. It’s different
            when the tourists are gone. The whole place feels smaller.”
         

         
         “Sounds nice,” I say.

         
         She tips her head from side to side, as if to say maybe. “It can be.” She picks up the pitcher of beer and pours herself a glass, then holds it out to me, eyebrows raised.
         

         
         There’s a not insignificant chance I’m going to regret this later. I’ve never been a big drinker and I’m not twenty-five anymore.
            But in this moment, I don’t care. Or at least, I don’t want to care.
         

         
         So I shrug. “Yeah, sure,” I say. “Thanks.”

         
         

         The bar around us slowly empties as we drink our way through another round and eat our way through two plates of nachos. By
            the time Katy and Marcus leave around eleven, my head is buzzing.
         

         
         “Okay, this may have been a bad idea,” I mutter to the table, which I seem to be resting my forehead on. I’m not entirely
            sure when that happened.
         

         
         “I think you might be a lightweight,” Nathan says mildly. He’s moved across the table to the chair formerly occupied by Marcus.

         
         “I think I might be thirty-one,” I mumble.

         
         He laughs—that shy, gentle laugh I remember from the cookout. “Okay, but I’m also thirty-one, and we both had two drinks,
            and only one of us has his head on the table.”
         

         
         “You didn’t start with a cocktail.” I lift my head off the table, which takes a lot more effort than it should, and pick up
            one of the glasses of water that showed up at some point. “How many hundreds of dollars will I owe if I leave my car in that
            parking lot by the pier overnight?”
         

         
         “You didn’t take an Uber?” he says.

         
         “They exist here?”

         
         “In the summer, they definitely do. The price gouging is criminal, but they exist.”

         
         “And they can find the cottage?”

         
         “Oh, nobody can find Dina’s place,” Nathan says. “You’d have to walk to the bottom of the hill at least.”

         
         I chug water and then set the glass down, rubbing my eyes. “If an Uber dropped me off at the bottom of the hill in my current
            state, I’m not sure I’d end up back in the cottage.”
         

         
         I drop my hand and find Nathan watching me, head tilted slightly, looking thoughtful.

         
         “Why don’t I drive you home?” he says. “My car’s out of commission right now, so I was planning to go the price-gouged Uber
            route anyway.”
         

         
         I think about this—or at least try to. “Okay, but then how would you get home after you dropped me off? Call another Uber?”

         
         “Bike,” he says.

         
         “You’re joking.”

         
         He shakes his head. “I’ve got a bike in Dina’s shed somewhere. My apartment’s in Wellfleet. It’s not far.”

         
         “In the dark?”

         
         “Nobody will be out on the back roads now, and I’ve got a flashlight.” He downs the rest of the water from his glass. “Come
            on. Let’s at least get out of here.”
         

         
         We leave the Tap, heading out into the cool, salty air. My phone tells me it’s almost midnight, but Provincetown is hardly
            asleep. A club across the street radiates a pink and purple glow through the open front door, along with the faint thud of
            music. Several people cruise past on bikes laced with blinking rainbow lights, singing ABBA at the top of their lungs. The
            restaurants and shops are closed, but people are still coming out of the bars, still talking and laughing in the streets.
         

         
         Maybe it’s the fresh air, or the water, or the walking, but the buzz in my head is already fading by the time we reach my car, tucked into a corner of the parking lot by the pier, which is a lot emptier now than it was when I arrived. I hand Nathan my keys, and we climb into the car. He has to move the seat back to avoid ending up with his knees against the steering wheel, which for some reason makes me smile. 

         
         Route 6 is dark and practically deserted as we drive back toward the cottage. My Honda’s headlights hardly feel strong enough
            for this level of night. I never noticed it before, living in the bright city. But out here, without any streetlights, they
            hardly seem to uncover enough of the road, especially at highway speeds. I’m not even sure Indiana was ever this dark.
         

         
         Nathan turns on the brights as we climb the hill, bouncing over potholes, branches scraping the roof. He pulls up behind Dina’s
            4Runner and turns off the engine.
         

         
         Silence fills the car. The chink of my keys seems strangely loud as Nathan hands them back to me.

         
         “I’m sorry,” I say in a rush. “If I was awkward at the cookout or . . . I don’t know . . . chased you away.”

         
         He blinks, glancing up. There’s just enough light from the moon outside to catch in his eyes. “No,” he says quickly. “It . . .
            That wasn’t you. I’m the one who should apologize.”
         

         
         I wait, for an explanation or an excuse. But he doesn’t offer one. He chews his lip, studying the steering wheel, and then
            he says, “Can I ask you a question?”
         

         
         “Sure?”

         
         His eyes are bright pinpricks in the dark. “Why’d you choose the cottage?”

         
         I don’t know what I was expecting, but it wasn’t that. “What do you mean?”

         
         “There are tons of places to rent on the Cape,” he says. “Why’d you choose Dina’s place, specifically?”

         
         “Um . . .” I fiddle with my keys. “It was affordable. And seemed nice. And . . .” I hesitate. “And your aunt is trans. And
            I am too.”
         

         
         I wait again, this time aware of my heart thudding in my chest. It’s not like I really expect Nathan Daley to secretly be some raging bigot. But I’m not used to coming out to people. I’m not used to having people I haven’t already come out to. 

         
         He only nods. And then he holds out a hand. “Here, let me give you my number.”

         
         I fumble my phone out of my pocket and hold it out. The bluish glow of the screen lights up the car as Nathan types his number
            into my phone.
         

         
         And I feel an odd twinge of familiarity, like I’m suddenly back on that street in Boston, all those years ago, holding Jackson’s
            umbrella so he could type his number into my phone, the same bluish glow illuminating his face.
         

         
         A hum runs under my skin.

         
         Nathan holds my phone out, eyes skipping up to my face. “Text me so I have your number?”

         
         “Yeah. Will do.” We climb out of the car. “Thanks again for the ride.”

         
         He gives me a smile and then turns away, disappearing around the back of Dina’s house, off to dig his bike out of the shed,
            I suppose, wherever that is.
         

         
         I turn and climb the brick steps that lead toward Dina’s front porch and the flagstone path beyond. And maybe I have no chill,
            or maybe I simply want to hang on to this feeling of being less alone, but I pull up his number on my phone, and I send him
            a text: Hey, it’s Harlowe. Drinks on me next time.

         
         As I’m unlocking the cottage’s front door, my phone buzzes in my hand. He’s sent me a thumbs-up.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Nine

         
         The next morning, I wake up with a headache.

         
         I roll over in bed, groaning. I knew this was going to happen. I really have nobody to blame but myself. The last time I had
            two drinks in one night, I was probably in college. I don’t think I woke up feeling terrible, but I certainly didn’t feel
            great.

         
         I don’t know what I was thinking.

         
         “Lightweight,” I mutter into the pillow. My head pounds in response.

         
         I haul myself out of bed, full of regrets, and head for the kitchen, taking the back route through the laundry room to avoid
            Professor MacAndrew. I need coffee. And painkillers. And something to eat so my stomach stops feeling like a lake of acid.
         

         
         “Morning, Harlowe,” my dad says. “I was thinking about making coffee. Would you like some?” He turns around from the sink,
            where he’s washing two mugs, just like he always is, and his eyebrows jump. “What happened to you?”
         

         
         I ignore the implication that I look as shitty as I feel and open the refrigerator. It’s empty. There’s no sign of the bag
            of coffee supplied by Dina that’s usually sitting on the top shelf.
         

         
         “You want some coffee?” my dad says again.

         
         I let the fridge door close and squint at him. “Did you get it out?”

         
         “What?” he says.

         
         “The coffee. It’s not in the fridge.”

         
         “Who puts coffee in the fridge?” he says, turning back to the sink and the mugs. “Grab it out of the cabinet and I’ll make
            some.”
         

         
         I wander to the cabinet, feeling confused, but there’s nothing in it except a few mugs and bowls.

         
         “You find it?” my dad asks.

         
         “No. It’s not in here.”

         
         “Sure it is,” he says without looking. “I just got some yesterday.”

         
         I groan again and shut the cabinet. Of course. My dad thinks he’s in his kitchen in Michigan, where he keeps the coffee in
            the cabinet, just like he and my mom did when I was growing up.
         

         
         Anyway, now I remember. I used up Dina’s coffee yesterday. I threw out the bag and had a brief, fleeting thought that I should
            really go to the grocery store or I was going to be annoyed the next day.
         

         
         I turn and shuffle back out of the kitchen to search for Advil instead.

         
         But I seem to have completely forgotten to pack any. There’s no sign of it in my toiletries bag or any of the pockets of my
            suitcase. And there’s no magical supply hiding in the bathroom either. Just Jackson, brushing his teeth and asking why I can’t
            bother to knock.
         

         
         I stand in the hall outside the bathroom, fingers pressed against my eyes, for several minutes, desperately wishing Instacart
            was a thing on the Outer Cape. And then I go back to the bedroom, put on pants, and make myself drive to Wellfleet.
         

         
         According to Google Maps, the closest grocery store to the cottage is Wellfleet Marketplace, which sits at the end of a line of a dozen or so quaint buildings. Wellfleet doesn’t have much of a commercial center compared to Provincetown, but at least that also means parking is easier. I snag a spot across from the store, next to a green lawn with a flagpole and several park benches. An elderly guy is sitting on one of the benches, reading a newspaper, while a dog snoozes at his feet. 

         
         Inside, Wellfleet Marketplace isn’t particularly big or particularly well stocked, but it’s got coffee, Advil, a bottle of
            water, and a box of granola bars, which is all I really need. I buy all four things and head back outside, prying the lid
            off the Advil bottle. I wash a couple pills down with water, aware that the old guy on the bench across the street is watching
            me over the top of his newspaper.
         

         
         I feel a little better once I’ve eaten a whole granola bar and finished most of the bottle of water. The Advil slowly kicks
            in, and I look down at the bag of coffee and the box of granola bars in the plastic grocery bag.
         

         
         What am I doing? I’m at the grocery store. I should actually shop. I can’t keep buying takeout and eating jars of olives out
            of random cabinets. It’s obvious at this point that I won’t be able to find someplace else to rent on the Cape, and I’m not
            ready to go back to Boston. The uninvited roommates are unpleasant, but the possibility of running into the real Jackson,
            of trying to find a new apartment, a new barber, a new favorite coffee shop . . .
         

         
         I let my breath out. I’m here. Realistically, I’m stuck with the cottage for the rest of the summer. So I should buy some
            actual food and start cooking, like a responsible adult. I can deal with all of this for a couple months. At least in the
            cottage, Jackson is confined to the bathroom.
         

         
         I turn and walk back into the grocery store, and this time I grab a basket.

         
         

         The sun is high in the sky and the cicadas are humming in the trees when I stagger back into the cottage over an hour later,
            awkwardly balancing four bags crammed full of groceries.
         

         
         “Ah, Harlowe.” Professor MacAndrew closes the book she’s paging through, peering at me over her glasses as I cross the dining room, heading for the kitchen. “Have a seat.” 

         
         “Sorry, can’t right now.” I push at the bifold door with my foot. “I’m in the middle of something.”

         
         “We need to discuss your future,” she says.

         
         I ignore her. On the drive back, I decided that if I’m going to get through the summer, I have to just treat the uninvited
            roommates as exactly that—uninvited roommates with boundary issues who can’t read the room.
         

         
         So I lean my shoulder against the bifold door to open it the rest of the way and go into the kitchen with the grocery bags
            in my arms.
         

         
         “Oh, there you are.” My dad is still at the sink, although I notice he’s set the mugs he was washing earlier on the counter.
            “Decided you want that coffee after all?”
         

         
         “Maybe later.” I sidle past him, which is not easy with four bags of groceries in a kitchen the size of a postage stamp.

         
         “Well, what’s all this?” he asks, adjusting his crooked glasses and frowning at the bags as I shove them onto the strip of
            counter.
         

         
         “I went grocery shopping.”

         
         “You don’t need to go grocery shopping, Harlowe.”

         
         Is he serious? “I do if I want to eat, Dad.” I think over the last couple of weeks, and add, “If I want to eat without going
            broke or clogging my arteries.”
         

         
         “Is this about the fish?” he asks, still frowning.

         
         I open the fridge, setting a carton of milk on the shelf and feeling pleased with my adulting abilities. “What fish?”

         
         “The fish! The salmon! The dinner I made last night.”

         
         Yogurt, cheese, and a carton of greens follow the milk. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

         
         He lets out a frustrated sigh. “I told you—it’s Kendra’s favorite, and . . . Well, it’s been a while. I forgot it wasn’t your
            preference.”
         

         
         Something pings in the back of my mind, and I straighten up, closing the fridge door. “What’s Kendra’s favorite?” I say slowly.

         
         He runs a hand through his hair, looking uncomfortable and annoyed and like he’s trying to hide it. “Salmon. I told you. Are
            you trying to make me feel bad about this?”
         

         
         Now a memory bubbles up—arriving at the house my dad built on the shores of Lake Michigan, five years ago, and trying hard
            to be friendly. Exchanging niceties with his girlfriend, Christine, and her daughter, Kendra. It was the first time I’d met
            them. The first time I was putting faces to the names my dad had been talking about on the phone for the past year.
         

         
         Christine was younger than my dad—about ten years younger, with soft brown eyes and dark hair shot through with gray. And
            Kendra had just finished her junior year of high school. She’d just been to prom. Just started dating. She was preparing for
            the SATs and had a collection of wolf figurines. She made me feel about a million years old.
         

         
         And apparently, she liked salmon, which was what my dad made for dinner that first night. He asked me if I wanted lemon on
            it, if I wanted herbs, if I thought it looked cooked enough—apparently completely forgetting that I didn’t like fish. That
            I’ve never liked fish. That he and my mom used to buy frozen fish sticks and heat them up for dinner when I was a kid and
            I always thought they were gross.
         

         
         He’d had his new family for a year, but he’d been my dad for twenty-five years at that point, and he didn’t remember that
            I had never liked fish.
         

         
         I managed to eat a few bites, and then I gave up, feeling vaguely sick. Christine asked me why I wasn’t eating, and in that
            moment, my politeness wore thin, and I said fish wasn’t my favorite.
         

         
         Since when? my dad asked.
         

         
         And I said, Since always.
         

         
         It was Kendra’s favorite, Christine explained, and my dad was so good at cooking for Kendra.

         
         I nodded and smiled, and felt petty and hurt and mean.

         
         I dig into another grocery bag, pulling out cereal and crackers and granola bars, shoving them into the closest cabinet. “We
            don’t need to talk about the fish stuff, Dad.”
         

         
         “Well, I did remember,” he says defensively. “After you reminded me about the fish sticks.”
         

         
         “Okay.” I fold the paper bag, a little more violently than necessary, and throw it in the direction of the laundry room.

         
         “And people’s tastes change. You’re grown now.” He clears his throat and his shoulders hunch up. He looks more uncomfortable
            than ever. “You could have said something before I had it all on the table.”
         

         
         I dig into the next bag, focusing on the bags of pasta and the cans of tomato sauce, just so I don’t have to look at his face.
            Because I know if I look at his face, I’ll start to feel guilty. “We really don’t need to talk about this, Dad.”
         

         
         “I’m just saying.”

         
         I close my eyes. I feel like I’m suffocating, like I’m in a room that’s too small. It’s how I always feel when I’m around
            my dad. Like every time we say something to each other, the walls close in a little more. “I was trying to be polite. You
            were cooking, and I was a guest, and I didn’t want to be rude.”
         

         
         “Don’t see how it would’ve been rude,” he grumbles. “I’m your dad. You’re not a guest.”

         
         I go back to unloading groceries, because I don’t know how to tell him that if I really wasn’t a guest, if we were really
            family, then he wouldn’t have forgotten something about me that had been true my entire life.
         

         
         If we were really family, I wouldn’t have felt so guilty for taking up space at that table.

         
         Instead, I say, “Okay. I’ll keep that in mind.”

         
         “You can just ask me to get groceries,” he says, turning back to the sink. “We want you to have a nice time here.”

         
         The last of my patience frays. We want you to have a nice time here. It’s exactly how he talked that entire visit—we want, we think, we hope. As though he had ceased to be an individual and existed only as part of his new family unit.
         

         
         As though “a nice time” was ever something I was going to have.

         
         I give up on the last grocery bag. It’s all shelf-stable stuff anyway. I need a break. I duck past him.

         
         “What do you say to that coffee now?” he asks as I reach the bifold door.

         
         “No, thanks,” I say flatly, and close the bifold door behind me.

         
         For a moment, I stand in the dining room with my eyes closed, breathing too quickly, feeling uncomfortably twenty-five again,
            in that house where the bathrooms weren’t painted yet and the door handle was missing in the guest room and half the ceiling
            lights were bare bulbs because nothing was quite finished. In my mind, whenever I think of my dad, I still picture the house
            that way—not quite finished. As though he’s forever existing in a permanent state of incompletion.
         

         
         “Well, I’m glad you weren’t actually blowing me off,” Professor MacAndrew says in clipped tones.

         
         I open my eyes. She’s looking at me over her glasses, expectant.

         
         “You know . . .” I let my breath out with a frustrated grunt, rubbing my forehead. “I really have no fucking idea why you’re
            here, Professor MacAndrew. And I really wish you would leave.”
         

         
         She stares at me, her lips parted, but I’m so annoyed that I can’t even enjoy that for once, I’ve actually rendered her speechless.
            I just turn and stalk out of the dining room, slamming through the front door and out onto the porch. The air is warm and
            thick, and through the birch leaves, the ocean is so bright in the sun that I have to squint.
         

         
         I run a hand through my hair. Coexisting with the uninvited roommates is clearly going to be harder than I was hoping.

         
         Maybe I should buy a hot plate. Plug it into an outlet in the living room, just so I can cook and avoid my dad.

         
         My phone buzzes in my pocket. I pull it out and find a text notification on the screen, a name bolded at the top: NATHAN DALEY.
            I tap on the message.
         

         
         
            Hey, Marc and Katy and I are going to the pond later to swim. You want to join?

         

         I stare at my phone. For a second, everything else disappears.

         
         Three dots pop up. And then a second message comes in.

         
         
            No pressure. But it’s a fun locals spot.

         

         A smile creeps across my face, and somehow, the knot in my chest loosens. The invisible walls closing in around me vanish.

         
         I run my teeth over my bottom lip. And then I type, I’d love to join. Where’s the pond?

         
         A few seconds pass, and then Nathan writes back, I’ll send you a pin. Google usually can’t find it.

         
         A few more seconds go by, and then my phone buzzes again. He’s sent a dropped pin location—a small spot of blue on Google
            Maps, surrounded by a whole lot of green, just off a road labeled Willet Lane.

         
         Another text pops up: See you around 1?

         
         I send him a quick thumbs-up and then shove my phone in my pocket and go back inside the cottage to look for my bathing suit.

         
         I got groceries. That’s enough for now. The cooking can wait.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Ten

         
         The pond doesn’t really have a proper parking lot or even a sign to point out where it is. There’s just a clearing on one
            side of the road where the grass has been worn down to dirt and a skinny trail snaking away through the trees. I pull up behind
            a blue pickup truck, glancing at my phone. It looks like I’m in the right place—at least according to the dropped pin.
         

         
         Long strands of grass brush against my legs as I shuffle carefully along the trail, following it down the hillside, through
            the trees, and around several switchbacks to a thin strip of rocky beach. A narrow wooden pier juts out into still, glass-like
            water. Nathan, Marcus, and Katy are sitting at the end of it, dangling their feet over the edge.
         

         
         Katy spots me first and waves a hand. She’s wearing a bright turquoise two-piece. Her shoulders are as covered with freckles
            as her hands. “You found us!”
         

         
         Nathan twists around, sees me, and pushes himself to his feet. “Hey,” he says as I walk to the end of the pier.

         
         “Hey,” I say. Am I supposed to hug him? Shake his hand? Just stand here? What does one do after getting drunk enough at the
            ripe old age of thirty-one to need a ride home from someone who may have run away from you at his aunt’s cookout?
         

         
         I become aware of Katy and Marcus, still sitting on the dock, watching us. My face warms and I clear my throat, setting down the tote bag I brought, packed with a towel and sunscreen and my sunglasses. “So this is nice.” 

         
         Nathan retreats, rubbing the back of his neck. He’s wearing plain black swim trunks and a loose tank top, revealing a bit
            of a farmer’s tan. “Yeah, somehow the tourists haven’t really found it,” he says. “It stays pretty uncrowded, even in the
            middle of the summer.”
         

         
         The pier creaks under me as I sit down on the edge, next to Katy. I shade my eyes, squinting across the water. When Nathan
            said pond, I pictured something . . . well, smaller. A half-hidden swimming hole. But this pond is probably half the size of a football
            field, surrounded by trees, the still water reflecting the clouds and the sky. “Does it have a name?” I ask. “I didn’t see
            any kind of label on Google Maps.”
         

         
         “Everybody calls it Willet Pond,” Katy says, as Nathan sits down next to me. “I actually don’t know if it’s got a more official
            name than that.” She scoops her hair into a ponytail. “Okay, who’s coming in with me?”
         

         
         Marcus groans. He’s shirtless, wearing a pair of floral swim trunks, a vague white cast of sunscreen visible on his back.
            “I’m still absorbing rays, Katy. That water is going to be cold.”
         

         
         “Oh, you wimp!” Katy pushes herself up. “It’s not going to be that cold. Come on!” She backs up several steps and then takes
            a running leap off the end of the pier, grabbing her knees to her chest and splashing into the water.
         

         
         Nathan, Marcus, and I duck as droplets rain down on us.

         
         “Katy!” Marcus shouts. But he swipes off his glasses, tossing them onto his beach towel, and heaves himself off the pier and
            into the water, letting out a yelp. “Fuck! What the fuck, Katy, this is cold!”
         

         
         She bobs in the water, pushing tendrils of wet hair out of her eyes. “Wimp! Every single year!”

         
         Nathan glances at me. “You want to go in?”

         
         “Well, I’m a little scared now, but sure.” I pull my T-shirt over my head, my heart thumping a little too quickly. The scars
            from my top surgery have faded to thin white lines, but they’re still visible, if you look closely enough. Unlike Dave, I
            am not a hairy guy.
         

         
         Nathan, though, doesn’t seem to be looking. He’s in the middle of pulling off his tank top. “The pond is a lot less cold than
            the ocean,” he says, emerging from his shirt. “One of the perks of swimming here instead of the North Atlantic.”
         

         
         He tosses his tank onto the pier, and my eyes catch on a jagged white scar running from one shoulder, under his collarbone,
            to the center of his chest. It doesn’t look like a surgery scar.
         

         
         It looks more like something tore into him.

         
         “Car accident,” he says.

         
         I glance up and realize he’s caught me staring. “Sorry. That was rude. I didn’t mean—”

         
         He shakes his head. “It was a long time ago. You ready?”

         
         I open my mouth to ask what I’m supposed to be ready for, but he’s already turning away and launching himself off the end
            of the pier, arcing into a surprisingly graceful dive that makes me notice, rather suddenly, just how sinewy he is. The muscles
            of his shoulders and back, the tautness in his arms as he slices into the water.
         

         
         He disappears under the surface, coming up again a moment later, shaking his hair out of his eyes.

         
         Something flutters, deep in my stomach.

         
         “Harlowe, come on!” Katy shouts from where she’s treading water next to Marcus.

         
         I swallow, close my eyes, and leap off the end of the pier.

         
         It hits like a system-wide shock. The water isn’t actually as cold as I was expecting, but goose bumps prickle over my body
            as I bob back up, spitting water, feeling more alive than I have in weeks.
         

         
         Nathan’s looking back at me, a smile on his face. “Come on. I’ll show you the raft.”

         
         I can’t even remember the last time I went swimming—actually swimming, not just wading into the hot tub in that hotel in Seattle,
            the last time I accompanied Jackson to one of his astronomy conferences. My first few strokes through the water are clumsy
            as my body loosens and I find my balance. But then my muscles warm up. The water feels like it’s holding me as I follow Nathan
            toward a big gray raft in the middle of the pond, which is really just a piece of sheet metal on top of four air-filled plastic
            barrels with a crude ladder down one side. The whole structure rocks back and forth as we climb up on top of the raft. The
            metal is warm under my feet.
         

         
         “Wow.” I shade my eyes, turning in a slow circle. We’re exactly in the middle of the pond, in our own circle of quiet. No
            sound of rushing waves. No cry of seagulls. I can’t even hear any traffic from the road, as though the trees are muting everything.
            Katy and Marcus’s laughter reflects off the water, echoing into the air as they playfully tackle each other, farther out in
            the pond.
         

         
         “I love it out here,” Nathan says. “The Cape gets so busy in the summer, but you can still come out here and be alone.”

         
         “I guess all the tourists would get old after a while,” I say.

         
         He shrugs, eyes roving over the line of trees on the distant shore. He’s close enough that I can see droplets of water standing
            out on his tan arms, trickling from the ends of his hair and down his neck. “You get used to it,” he says. “And honestly,
            sometimes it’s almost too quiet in the winter.”
         

         
         “You ever think of leaving? Moving to a city or something?”

         
         He taps his fingers against his thumb, fidgeting. And then he shakes his head. “I think I’d get lost in all the noise.”

         
         I open my mouth and then close it again, not sure what to say. Because even though I’ve lived in Boston for close to a decade, I instantly understand what he means. The crowds of people, the traffic, the restaurants, the sirens at night and the hum of a neighbor’s TV . . . I wrapped myself in all of it when I first arrived, like a blanket. It was exciting to be in a city full of universities, full of research, full of so much potential. I let myself drown in the noise, used it to shut out everything else in my head. The worry that I wasn’t keeping up in my
            PhD program. The strangely distant, muted sadness after my parents split.
         

         
         I catch myself wondering if all the hubbub of the city around me made it easier to ignore all the ways Jackson and I were
            slowly splintering. I could drag him to a concert at Club Passim. He could drag me to a new restaurant. We could always find
            something to do, someplace else to be besides sitting in our apartment with all the things we couldn’t figure out how to say
            to each other.
         

         
         “Yeah,” I say finally. “The quiet is nice.”

         
         He looks at me—no hint of a smile, no expectant raised eyebrows. He just looks, and something happens to my breath. It gets
            caught, somewhere between my throat and my lungs, as though I’ve forgotten how to breathe in the first place.
         

         
         “Nathan!” Marcus shouts. “You want to race to the dead tree?”

         
         Nathan looks away, squinting to where Marcus is treading water several yards away. “You think you can actually beat me this
            year?”
         

         
         Marcus lifts his arm out of the water, threateningly squeezing his bicep. “I’ve been working out all winter for this, bro!”

         
         Nathan laughs and pushes his wet hair back. “Be right back,” he says to me, and then dives off the raft, swimming out to Marcus.

         
         I sit down on the edge of the raft just as Katy pulls herself up the ladder. “You ready to watch Nathan beat my fiancé?” she
            says.
         

         
         I blink in surprise. “You and Marcus are getting married?”

         
         She sits down next to me, wringing out her ponytail. “Yeah, eventually. Maybe next summer? We’re saving up right now—Marcus
            has a lot to pay off from vet school.”
         

         
         “Congratulations,” I say. “I mean . . . about the engagement. Not the student debt.”

         
         She laughs. “Thanks. I actually met Marcus because of Nathan. He worked at Cuppa Cove with Nathan for a summer, and Nathan
            insisted I had to meet him.” She rolls her eyes, her cheeks pinking. “It was a total setup.”
         

         
         There’s a splash as Nathan and Marcus begin furiously swimming in the direction of what I’m guessing must be the dead tree—a
            gray trunk and skeletal, leafless branches, leaning out over the pond.
         

         
         “And now here we are, five years later,” Katy says, “and Marcus still isn’t going to win this race.”

         
         A smile pulls at my mouth. “They do this every year?”

         
         “Every. Single. Year.”

         
         We sit in silence for a minute, watching Marcus and Nathan splash their way toward the tree.

         
         And then I chew my lip, and I say, “Can I ask you something?”

         
         She tugs the elastic band out of her hair. “Yeah, sure.”

         
         “Nathan said something about a bike shop. About opening one, and how being a barista was going to be temporary.”

         
         “Oh, so you mean why hasn’t he actually done it?” She rolls the elastic band onto her wrist.

         
         I feel uncomfortably nosy. “I mean . . . I realize it’s expensive to start a business . . .”

         
         “Yeah, but it’s not that. He’s had money set aside to start the bike shop for ages. He just keeps sitting on it.” She leans
            back on her hands. “Honestly, at this point, I’m not holding my breath.”
         

         
         A whoop goes up from out in the pond. Marcus is pumping his fist in the air.

         
         “I did it!” he shouts. “I knew this was my year!”

         
         “Best two out of three.” Nathan shakes his wet hair out of his face, his voice echoing off the water. “Let’s go again.”

         
         “Absolutely not,” Marcus says. “I beat you. We’re done.”

         
         Nathan laughs and starts slowly swimming back toward the pier. “Katy, where are the sodas you brought?” he calls.

         
         “I think we might’ve left the cooler in the truck,” she calls back. She scoots herself forward to the edge of the raft and
            then glances back at me. “I still kind of hope he’ll open the bike shop,” she says. “But I’ve known Nathan for a long time
            now, and . . . I don’t know. Sometimes I think he’ll never let himself be happy.”
         

         
         And she pushes herself off the raft into the water and starts swimming for shore.

         
         I look at the pier, where Nathan is pulling himself out of the pond, tilting his head to knock water out of his ear.

         
         Another flutter goes through my belly.

         
         And then I look away, grabbing the ladder, and climb back down into the water, swimming after Katy.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Eleven

         
         My hair and swim trunks are still damp when I get back to the cottage as the sun is sinking toward the ocean. My T-shirt sticks
            to my skin, still faintly greasy from sunscreen. My feet are dirty. I desperately need a shower, which will, of course, mean
            dealing with Jackson, but in this moment, I don’t even care. I feel weightless, like a little kid who just spent hours playing
            outside without a care in the world.
         

         
         I wipe my dirty feet on the doormat as best I can and dart toward the bedroom to grab fresh clothes, my towel wrapped around
            my waist. I could have sworn I left the door open this morning, but it’s closed now. Maybe it blew shut; I’m pretty sure I
            left the window open too . . .
         

         
         The doorknob sticks when I try to turn it. I twist, wrenching. The mechanism finally catches and I open the door.

         
         Nathan is standing in the middle of the room.

         
         For a split second, I stare, speechless, because how did he beat me back to the cottage when I left him at the pond, hitching
            a ride with Marcus and Katy in their blue pickup truck because his car was still out of commission?
         

         
         And then I actually take in what I’m seeing—longer, overgrown hair, a face with a hint of baby fat, the tattoo on his arm sharper and brighter, and he’s holding a small can of paint . . . 

         
         “Oh,” I say. “It’s you.”

         
         The other Nathan—the one I haven’t seen since my first day here—turns slightly pink. “Yeah. Sorry I didn’t come back earlier
            to finish up the painting. I got a little sidetracked.” He glances at the towel around my waist. “Did you go to the beach?”
         

         
         “The . . . the pond actually,” I stammer. “The one by Willet Lane.”

         
         What is he doing here? Why is he back?

         
         It’s been weeks. I was starting to think maybe the younger version of Nathan I saw was some kind of fluke. A one-off gift
            from the cottage, just to make my first day extra confusing.
         

         
         This Nathan frowns, looking thoughtful. “I don’t think I’ve been there.”

         
         “Oh. It’s nice.” I can’t stop staring at him. “I think you’d like it.”

         
         “Cool. Maybe I’ll check it out.” He’s stirring the paint with a stick, slowly and carefully, frowning down at the can. “This
            shouldn’t take long, and it’ll dry pretty fast if you leave the window open.”
         

         
         “Right.” The smell of paint is already filling my nose, sending an icy prickle down my back. It’s so real, I almost want to
            go stick my finger in the can, or grab the paintbrush sitting on the bedside table and smear paint on the wall myself, just
            to see what happens.
         

         
         I look back at Nathan’s face instead. The lack of lines near his eyes. The paler tone of his skin. He isn’t as tan as the
            Nathan I left at the pond, I realize. Like he hasn’t yet spent as much time in the sun.
         

         
         “Why are you here?” I ask.

         
         It slips out, bubbling up to the surface before I can catch myself.

         
         He shoots me a puzzled glance. “What do you mean?”

         
         I clear my throat, trying to recover. “I mean, obviously you’re here because you’re painting. But . . . why are you here?” I twirl a finger, vaguely, at the room around us. “On the Cape? Dina
            said you didn’t grow up here.”
         

         
         A lie—I didn’t get that information from Dina—but he doesn’t need to know that.

         
         “Um . . .” A frown passes across his face and he looks back at the paint can. “I was done with college. I needed somewhere
            to go and Dina said I could come out and help her with some stuff for the summer while I figured things out.”
         

         
         “Like what to do next?” I ask.

         
         He glances at me sideways. “I guess.”

         
         I get the distinct feeling there’s something he’s not telling me. Which I suppose is fair—he doesn’t know me.

         
         But I need to know why he’s here.

         
         I cast around for something else to ask. Some way to keep the conversation going. “What did you study in college?” 

         
         “Marine biology,” he says.

         
         It’s somehow a more specific answer than I was expecting. “Did you ever think of pursuing that? I mean, as something to do
            next?”
         

         
         “No,” he says.

         
         His voice is harsh and flat, and it catches me off guard, how certain and final he sounds. “Oh.”

         
         He hesitates, his shoulders rising, like he’s a turtle trying to retreat into his shell. “Listen, um . . . would you mind
            if I just focused on getting this painting done? Then I can get out of your hair.”
         

         
         I open my mouth and then close it again, feeling bewildered. He’s trying to get rid of me, which isn’t how Jackson or Professor
            MacAndrew or my dad behave at all.
         

         
         He isn’t asking me questions. He’s trying to avoid me.

         
         “I guess . . . I guess I can go shower and leave you to it.” Maybe if I give him some time alone, he’ll get out of whatever
            funk he’s fallen into, and then I can try again.
         

         
         Because it’s not just that I want to find out why the cottage is showing him to me.

         
         I want to find out more about him.
         

         
         I grab a clean T-shirt and a pair of sweatpants, glance once more at Nathan, and leave the bedroom, closing the door behind me. 

         
         Jackson is in the middle of shaving when I go into the bathroom. “God, Har.” He lets his breath out, closing his eyes. “Seriously,
            could you knock? I just about took out my jugular.”
         

         
         “I need to take a shower,” I say, sidling past him to turn on the water.

         
         He raises his eyebrows at me in the mirror. “Can you wait until I’m done?”

         
         “No.” I pull my shirt over my head. “Can you close your eyes or something?”

         
         “Are you serious? I’ve seen you naked. Rather a lot.”

         
         A poisonous blend of frustration and embarrassment bubbles up in my stomach. I don’t want to think about how many times Jackson
            has seen me naked. Or how many times I’ve seen him naked. I don’t want to think about nakedness at all. “I’m really not in
            the mood,” I snap. “Could we just not argue about this?”
         

         
         He pauses, razor in one hand, half his face still covered in shaving cream. “I’m not arguing with you.”

         
         He sounds surprised, almost taken aback, and a twinge of guilt shoots through me. This Jackson has no idea what’s coming in
            our future, or just how spectacularly we’re going to fall apart. “Fine. I’m sorry. But could you please close your eyes?”
         

         
         He sighs, but he does it. I undress the rest of the way and climb into the shower, tugging the curtain closed behind me.

         
         “Look, Harlowe, I know I’ve been bothering you about the couch a lot,” Jackson says slowly. “We don’t have to decide today
            or anything. I just . . . I don’t want us to keep putting it off.”
         

         
         His voice is apologetic. Gentle. It makes me ache in a kind of dull, deadened way—like pain around an old scar. “I know,”
            I say. “I just don’t want to talk about it right now.”
         

         
         He seems to accept that, at least for as long as it takes me to scrub off the sunscreen and essence of pond. When I climb out, wrapped in a towel, he’s patting his face dry, looking at me with a combination of thoughtfulness and trepidation, like he thinks I might bite. 

         
         “How about we plan a time to talk about the couch?” he says. “We could put something on the calendar.”

         
         I groan. “I just said I didn’t want to talk about this today.”

         
         “But we don’t have to talk about it today. We can make a plan to talk about it another day.”

         
         “I don’t want to talk about it at all.”

         
         He lets his breath out with a frustrated grunt. “We need a couch, Harlowe.”

         
         “You know what?” I swipe up my clothes. “I’m going to go change someplace else.”

         
         He reaches for me. “Harlowe, come on—”

         
         But I duck away, out of the bathroom, tugging the door closed. His voice abruptly cuts out. For a few seconds, I stand in
            the hall with my eyes closed, enjoying the silence. Then I change into the fresh T-shirt and my sweatpants and go back to
            the bedroom.
         

         
         But when I open the door, the room is empty. The chair is back in the corner. There’s no sign of a paint can or the sheets
            of newspaper. Or Nathan.
         

         
         He’s just gone. Again.

         
         I dump my towel and wet clothes, dodging around the bed to the wall where he was working. But I guess he did a good job, because
            no matter how hard I look, I can’t spot the fresh paint. I can’t smell it either. There’s a breeze blowing through the open
            window. Did the room really air out that fast?
         

         
         I stand, staring at the wall, digging the fingers of one hand into my hair.

         
         I can’t get rid of Jackson, or my dad, or Professor MacAndrew. But the one person in this house I actually want to talk to?
         

         
         I can’t seem to make him stay.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Twelve

         
         That’s how Jackson put it, when he asked me to move in with him: Would you stay?

         
         We were at his apartment—the one he shared with several roommates, all of whom were pursuing degrees in the sciences. There
            was Ethan, who was in chemistry; and Rika and Yasmin, who had already been together for several years, and who I was quickly
            becoming friends with. I was the lone humanities person, constantly drowning in source material and citations while the others
            were preoccupied with theories and experiments.
         

         
         Jackson and I were lying on the floor, next to each other, on our backs, because the couch in his apartment was an ancient
            thing from IKEA that Ethan had bought off Craigslist, and it was horribly uncomfortable.
         

         
         “Stay for what?” I asked, studying the shadows on the popcorn ceiling. Honestly, I’d only been half listening. I’d just come
            from a meeting with Professor MacAndrew, who was going to advise my thesis, and was apparently the whole reason I was in the
            program. She had believed in me, she said, right before she told me she didn’t think my proposed thesis topic was any good.
            I was going back to the drawing board.
         

         
         “Forever,” Jackson said.

         
         I laughed in surprise, and then turned my head to find him staring intensely back at me. “Wait. What do you mean?”

         
         He rolled onto his side, propping his head up with one hand, a smile playing around his lips. “You want to move in together?”

         
         My heart stuttered. But it didn’t feel like an excited stutter. It felt more like I missed the bottom stair and hit the floor
            when I wasn’t expecting to. “You mean . . . live together? In the same place?”
         

         
         His forehead wrinkled, that half-amused, half-puzzled look he gave me when I was slow on the uptake. Which I often seemed
            to be around him. “Yes, Harlowe. That’s generally what moving in together means.”
         

         
         I still couldn’t quite seem to catch up. “You want me to move in here? It kind of seems crowded already.”

         
         “No, no, I mean . . . let’s get our own place. Just you and me. We could get a couch that’s actually comfortable.”

         
         That made me laugh. “You don’t want to feel springs in your ass every time you sit down?”

         
         He grimaced. “Shockingly, no.” The grimace disappeared and he raised his eyebrows expectantly. “Come on, what do you think?”

         
         I smiled, but it felt strange, like my face was stretching in all the wrong ways. “It’s . . . a big step.”

         
         A very faint frown crossed his face. “Yeah. I know.”

         
         “Well, it’s just . . . we’ve only been dating a year.”

         
         He leaned ever so slightly away from me. “A year is a long time, Har. And we’re adults. I think we can know what we want.”

         
         Can we? I thought desperately. Am I supposed to know?

         
         He was so confident—just like he always was. Jackson wasn’t someone who waffled. He always seemed to be moving forward, in
            a straight line, while I felt like I was zigzagging all over the place. He never changed his mind about anything.
         

         
         And he’d chosen me.

         
         I stared into his dark eyes, and I decided maybe his confidence was strong enough for both of us. Maybe this was just always how I was going to feel—like I was missing that bottom step. Never quite sure. Never quite ready. 

         
         Maybe this was just what happened when your dad walked out and it turned out your whole childhood was basically a lie. Maybe
            it wrecked you for ever feeling sure.
         

         
         So I decided I could let him lead. I could follow, because he was sure. That was enough.

         
         “Okay,” I said. “Let’s move in together.”

         
         “And buy a decent couch?” he asked with a smile that made it impossible to look anywhere else.

         
         I laughed. “And buy a decent couch.”

         
         He rolled onto his back again, looking satisfied. And in that moment, a tiny voice in my head wondered why he hadn’t kissed
            me. And then another wondered if it was fair to expect him to.
         

         
         But I pushed both voices aside and squeezed his hand. We were going to find an apartment, and buy a couch, and I would figure
            out my thesis topic, and we’d build lives together. And eventually, I told myself, I would be sure.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Thirteen

         
         Fourth of July weekend sweeps onto the Cape like a crashing wave, dumping traffic, parades, and a swarm of beachgoers. Route
            6 is jammed by the end of July 2, and when I run out for groceries on the third, it seems like the population of the Outer
            Cape has grown three times overnight. Even Wellfleet is crowded with cars.
         

         
         Dina rumbles up the gravel drive in her truck as I’m pulling grocery bags out of my car.

         
         “Harlowe! Perfect timing!” She climbs out, and for once, there’s no caftan in sight. She’s wearing loose jeans and a tie-dyed
            T-shirt, her wild hair held back under a bandanna. “I’ve been meaning to ask if you have any plans for the Fourth.”
         

         
         I close the trunk of my car with an elbow. “Uh . . . no. Not really.”

         
         I had thought, briefly, of going back to Boston for the weekend. I’d even texted Rika and Yasmin about the idea—only for them
            to text back that they’d already made plans to see the fireworks over the Charles River in Cambridge with Jackson.
         

         
         They clearly felt bad about it. They offered that I could come anyway; Yasmin could hang out with Jackson, and Rika could hang out with me. It was nice of them, and sounded completely awful. I quickly said it was just an idea and they shouldn’t worry and we could plan another visit.
         

         
         And then I did my best to forget about July Fourth completely.

         
         “Well, in that case . . .” Dina takes one of the grocery bags from me and starts up the brick steps toward her front porch.
            “Any interest in hitting P-town? We go to the fireworks there every year, down by the harbor. Me, Sharon, Dave, Bill, Meryl,
            Yan . . .” She glances over her shoulder. “Nathan too.”
         

         
         It’s been a few weeks since the cookout, and most of my interactions with Dina have been limited to running into her as she’s
            leaving for Queer Punx, or as I’m coming back from a walk on the beach or another swim at the pond with Nathan, Katy, and
            Marcus. Except for the time she texted me last week because Sir Duke had gotten himself stuck on top of her refrigerator and
            she needed help getting him down. It took twenty minutes. There was a lot of hissing from Sir Duke and a lot of swearing from
            Dina.
         

         
         I find myself wondering, vaguely, if she knows how many times I’ve been out swimming with her nephew. Or that last week, I
            drove all the way to Provincetown for a cup of coffee (I told myself I needed a change of scenery and brought my laptop to
            get work done) just because Nathan had mentioned he was working that day.
         

         
         “Yeah, sure,” I say. “Fireworks sound great. What time do they start?”

         
         “Oh, I never remember,” Dina says. “After dark.” We reach her front porch, but she continues on up the flagstone path with
            my grocery bag. “We always get there early, though, and set up on the beach. I’ll give you a ride. Meet by my truck at six
            thirty?”
         

         
         “Sounds great.”

         
         “Good, good.” She sets the grocery bag down on the steps of the little cottage and gives me a slightly amused smile. “I’m glad to see you’ve moved on from olives.” And she turns away, heading back down the path to her house. 

         
         The Fourth itself dawns sunny and hot. A muggy haze hangs over the beach when I take a walk in the morning, carrying my sandals
            in my hand so I can let the waves swirl around my ankles. The water is still far from warm, but it’s no longer as frigid as
            it was that first day I arrived. It’s easier to wade now without my toes turning numb in five minutes.
         

         
         By noon, though, it’s warm enough that I’m starting to wish the cottage had AC. I open all the windows, but the mugginess
            has my hair sticking to my forehead and my shirt sticking to my back. It also makes me grumpy, even before I decide I better
            take a shower ahead of meeting up with Dina, which of course means dealing with Jackson in the bathroom again.
         

         
         I have no idea if he can feel the extra heat, but he seems grumpier than usual too.

         
         “I was just about to take a shower,” he says. “I told you that. Can you seriously not wait ten minutes?”

         
         I probably could, but I don’t want to. It’s my bathroom. “You don’t take ten-minute showers,” I say. “You take twenty-minute
            showers. And I need to run out to something, and I’d really like to shower before then.”
         

         
         “What are you running out to?”

         
         “It’s nothing. Just . . . an errand,” I lie.

         
         I’m still grumpy and annoyed when I get out of the shower, despite the change into fresh clothes. I push around my dad in
            the kitchen, stubbornly ignoring every attempt he makes to ask me about coffee, pulling out a leftover salad and shoving some
            bites in my mouth while I throw together a tote bag to bring to the fireworks. Water bottle, bug spray, sunglasses, a sweatshirt,
            because even though it’s hot now, I learned my lesson after Dina’s cookout.
         

         
         I wind up ready to go a little early and decide maybe I should just go sit outside, since even with the windows open, the air in the cottage is stifling. I pick up the tote bag and try to close the bifold door behind me, but it sticks in its tracks. 

         
         “Harlowe.” Professor MacAndrew sets her book down with a slap. “You’ve been walking in and out of here all day, and I’m getting
            a little tired of waiting to have this conversation.”
         

         
         “This really isn’t a good time, Professor MacAndrew.” I tug on the bifold door, but it won’t budge. “I kind of have somewhere
            to be.”
         

         
         “Yes, I’m getting the impression you always have somewhere to be,” she says in clipped tones. “You’ve had somewhere to be
            all day.”
         

         
         I give the door a wrench and it moves, squeaking closed. “Well, I’m saying it because it’s true. I really don’t need to talk
            about my thesis or my future.”
         

         
         “I don’t recall asking if you needed to talk about it,” Professor MacAndrew says. “I recall emailing you and requesting that
            you come by.”
         

         
         I have a very unhinged urge to tell her she’s not the boss of me. “In that case, I’m going to have to decline your request.
            I have somewhere to be.”
         

         
         “Harlowe.” Her tone has become even more clipped, which I didn’t think was possible. “We need to talk about your future because
            I’m not sure you’re going to have one.”
         

         
         That tips me over the edge, and all the weeks of walking past her, all the weeks of her stubbornly asking, over and over,
            if we can talk about something I’ve been trying to forget for two years . . . it all catches up with me, and it’s far too
            much.
         

         
         And suddenly I’m shouting. “Would you please shut up!”
         

         
         She stares at me, her eyebrows arched very high. My heart hammers. I never raised my voice to Professor MacAndrew. Or really
            any university faculty members. I certainly never told any of them to shut up. Even though there were times when I really wanted to.
         

         
         Professor MacAndrew takes a deep breath through her nose. “Excuse me?”

         
         I swallow. I’m suddenly breathing too hard, and there’s a heat coursing through me, right under my skin.

         
         “I’m quite aware of everything you’re about to tell me,” I say, my voice shaking. “Because all of this”—I wave a hand at the
            space between us—“already happened. You already read my thesis. You already asked me to come by your office to talk. You already
            told me that you were going to do me the kindness of recommending that I get my degree, because I’d held up my end of the
            deal, and I’d done the best work I could. And it wasn’t my fault that the best work I could do was actually only average, because you were the one who admitted me to the program. So actually, you told me, you were the one who should feel bad, because you had made a mistake. You thought I could rise to the occasion, when apparently
            I couldn’t. You told me that I should probably start thinking about a backup plan, because in your opinion, I wasn’t likely
            to get many interviews.”
         

         
         Professor MacAndrew folds her hands on the table. And for the first time ever, I actually think she looks a tiny bit uncomfortable.
            “I wouldn’t say I feel bad,” she says. “I feel responsible.”
         

         
         “Oh, great.” I can’t keep the sarcasm out of my voice. “That makes me feel so much better.”

         
         “I don’t make decisions like this lightly.” There’s a defensive note in her tone now. “I consider every candidate very, very
            carefully. And most of the time I’m right. But there’s a piece of every decision that’s just about potential. Guesswork. And
            I . . . guessed.”
         

         
         “And you guessed wrong,” I say. “I know. Again, we don’t need to go through all of this. I didn’t live up to my potential.
            I’m not as smart as you hoped. I get it.”
         

         
         “I never said you weren’t smart,” Professor MacAndrew says. “I said I wasn’t sure you were cut out for this.”

         
         “Because I’m average,” I say. “I’m not sure there’s a difference.”

         
         She sighs in frustration. “I am trying to do you a favor, Harlowe. Wouldn’t you rather I tell you this now than after you’ve been trying to find a job for five years, or you’re stuck adjuncting at community colleges for a decade?”
         

         
         I open my mouth to say I’m not sure there’s anything wrong with teaching at a community college or with adjuncting, and then
            change my mind, because that’s what I said last time, when we had this conversation two years ago.
         

         
         And she only sighed and said she couldn’t tell me what to do, but she thought I had more ambition than that.

         
         Instead, I say, “So you really think ruining my life was doing me a favor?”

         
         “I am not ruining your life,” Professor MacAndrew insists. “I am giving you some hard truths. It’s up to you what to do with
            them.”
         

         
         “I already know what I’m going to do with them!” My voice rises again. “I’m going to try to prove you wrong, and then I’m
            going to fail, and I’m going to feel like absolute shit while I watch my boyfriend get his dream job and become a rising star
            in his field. I’m going to get a job I don’t really care about, and then I’m going to spend the next two years hanging on
            to my thesis for who knows what reason and wondering if you were really right or just an asshole, until I finally break up
            with that rising-star boyfriend and junk my thesis in a dumpster. And I know this because all of this already happened.”
         

         
         Her eyebrows arch again. “I see. And it’s all my fault?”

         
         “Well, you’re the reason I quit looking for an academic job, so . . . yeah.”

         
         She pushes her glasses up on her nose with one finger, her clear-painted nail glinting dully. “Did you really want to be a
            professor?”
         

         
         I open my mouth, and then close it again. And finally, I say, “I don’t know.”

         
         Which is the truth, more or less. It’s not like I had some lifelong dream to wear tweed and deliver fascinating lectures to halls full of students. I just liked history. And writing about history. So grad school seemed to make sense. A natural next step. 

         
         I sit down, too quickly, in the chair across from Professor MacAndrew.

         
         Maybe she’s right. I was never sure, after all, was I? Not in the way Jackson was so sure that academia was the right path for him.
         

         
         But so what? Plenty of people weren’t sure about their careers. That wasn’t the same thing as lacking ambition. It was just . . . being unsure.
         

         
         I lean my head in my hands. That’s it, I realize. I may never have been sure of what I wanted, but when Jackson told me we could move in together, and we could
            both be high-powered academics, and soon we’d be flying off to conferences, leading our fields—everything he dreamed of . . .
         

         
         Well, I started to dream of it too. And I told myself, once again, his confidence was big enough for both of us.

         
         “This is why I wanted to have this conversation,” Professor MacAndrew says. “Because I think you should consider what you’re
            going to do next.”
         

         
         “I already know what I’m going to do next,” I say, suddenly tired. “I just told you. IT job. Huge breakup. Dumpster.”

         
         “I see,” she says. “And do you want that?”

         
         I stare at her. “Are you joking? No. Obviously not.”

         
         “So you regret this breakup?”

         
         “No, I . . .” I squeeze my eyes shut, rubbing my forehead. “No. I don’t know. It’s complicated.”

         
         She peers at me over her glasses. “I’m beginning to see your issue. You need to figure out what you want.”

         
         I glower at her. “Thanks, Professor MacAndrew. Very helpful.”

         
         She ignores me. “You’re here now. Your thesis defense is coming up and then you’ll graduate. Maybe you’ll have a backup plan or maybe you won’t. But time goes fast, Harlowe. You don’t have forever. So what is it you want to do?” 

         
         I run a hand through my hair and push myself up. “I want to stop reliving this conversation. And I have to go.” I pull out
            my phone. It’s 6:32. “And now I’m late.”
         

         
         “I’m not sure we’re finished with our conversation,” Professor MacAndrew says.

         
         “Well, then, we can finish it when I get back,” I say, grabbing my tote bag and jogging for the front door.

         
         Dina is waiting for me next to her truck, tapping her foot impatiently, still in her jeans and T-shirt and bandanna, a pair
            of oversize bright orange sunglasses on her face.
         

         
         “There you are!” she says. “Got worried that house had eaten you. Ready to go?”

         
         “Yeah, sorry.” I tug open the passenger door. “Got a little sidetracked.”

         
         “Not to worry.” She climbs into the driver’s seat and starts the engine. “Happens easily around here.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Fourteen

         
         Provincetown is in full party mode when Dina and I arrive. Red-white-and-blue banners flutter over the streets. People walk
            by with painted faces, wearing necklaces of red-white-and-blue beads, waving miniature flags. There are families with kids
            and knots of singles in various stages of drunkenness, and through it all, music floats from some unseen PA system. I can’t
            even tell if it’s coming from a club or a DJ setup on the street somewhere.
         

         
         Dina ditches the 4Runner in front of a small two-story house with blue siding, several blocks away from Commercial Street.
            “Dave and Bill’s place,” she tells me as we join the crowds on the sidewalk.
         

         
         Most people seem to be drifting toward MacMillan Pier, where the ferries to Boston dock, but Dina takes us past the pier and
            down onto the sandy strip of beach that spreads out along the coastline. The sun is already going down over the crowded line
            of beach houses behind us, the color slowly draining from the sky.
         

         
         “Where are we going?” I ask.

         
         “Just up here,” Dina says, pointing. “They shoot the fireworks off in the harbor. Closest view is the pier, but that’s a circus!
            Much nicer to watch from the beach.”
         

         
         Other people clearly have the same idea. Beach chairs and towels pepper the sand in small clusters. Kids with buckets and shovels run between them, splashing in and out of the ocean. 

         
         “There we go.” Dina waves, and I see Dave waving back, his bald head glowing in the setting sun. Bill is in the middle of
            setting up several low-slung beach chairs, and Yan and Meryl are laying out a couple brightly colored towels.
         

         
         “Happy Fourth!” Dave booms as we reach them. He pulls me into a sideways hug that crushes the air out of my lungs. “Where’s
            Sharon? Figured she’d be with you.”
         

         
         “She’s closing up Queer Punx,” Dina says. “Should be here any minute.”

         
         “And how are you, darling?” Bill pulls Dina into a hug that seems surprisingly gentle.

         
         Dina pats his back and then waves him off. “I’m just fine. Don’t worry about me. Anybody seen Nathan?”

         
         “Not yet,” Yan says, setting a couple extra cushions on two beach chairs for her and Meryl. “He probably had to close up Cuppa
            Cove, no?”
         

         
         Dina just grunts, frowning, and sits down in a chair.

         
         I take a seltzer from Bill and sit down next to her, fishing my phone out of my pocket and tapping out a text to Nathan one-handed:
            I’m on the beach for the fireworks with your aunt. You joining?

         
         I stare at my phone for a few minutes, waiting, but he doesn’t reply.

         
         Sharon arrives a few minutes later, wiping sweat off her forehead. “Please tell me you’ve got a cold beverage,” she says,
            collapsing into one of the beach chairs and rubbing her knees. “It is too warm in that store.”
         

         
         “Pick your seltzer flavor,” Bill says, holding out two cans. “Lime or cranberry orange.”

         
         Sharon sighs and goes for lime. “One of these days, you need to bring a damn Diet Coke. Are we ready to toast?”

         
         “Not quite yet,” Bill says.

         
         I pause, about to flip the tab on my seltzer. “Oh. We’re toasting something?”

         
         “Just a little annual tradition,” Dave says. “But don’t wait! We’ve got plenty more seltzer.”

         
         Sharon mutters something about boring bubbly water and cracks her can open. Dave pretends not to hear her, glancing down the beach.
         

         
         “Aha!” he says. “There’s our straggler.”

         
         I follow his gaze. Nathan is walking toward us across the beach, jeans rolled up to reveal bony ankles, carrying a pair of
            Birkenstocks in one hand and a small paper bag in the other—the kind that is very obviously concealing a bottle of alcohol.
         

         
         Next to me, Meryl whispers, “Shit.”

         
         Yan gives her a quick frown.

         
         “Sorry I’m late,” Nathan says as he reaches us. “Commercial Street was a circus.”

         
         “And you clearly didn’t come straight here,” Dina says in a sharp voice.

         
         “I stopped to get one beer,” Nathan answers patiently, holding up the bag. “I’m fine, Dina. Did I miss the toast?”

         
         “No, we were waiting for you,” Bill says. He glances worriedly at Dina, and then gestures to the cooler. “We’ve got seltzer,
            if you want one.”
         

         
         Nathan just shakes his head. “Thanks, I’m set. Should we do this?”

         
         Dina gives him a long look, and then she clears her throat and stands up. Everyone else follows suit. I stand too, somewhat
            awkwardly holding up my seltzer can, glancing around. The twinkle has vanished from Meryl’s eyes. Yan looks solemn. There’s
            a crease between Sharon’s brows.
         

         
         Dave takes a breath, raising his can of seltzer. The lightness is gone from his face too. The lines seem to sit deeper in
            his forehead.
         

         
         He clears his throat, and then he says, in a voice that’s quiet but still manages to carry to all of us, “To being here, for as long as we can. And to the ones who’ve left—we miss you. We hope it’s a party wherever you are.” 

         
         Bill squeezes Dina’s hand as everyone raises their seltzer cans in silence. I glance at Nathan, and feel like someone has
            kicked the air out of my lungs. There’s no hint of his quarter smile now. His expression is empty and hollow and deeply sad.
         

         
         We all take a drink, and the moment breaks. Yan coughs and turns back to her chair. Dave digs out a bag of chips to pass around.
            I notice Dina glance at Nathan with a vague frown, and then she turns to Sharon and starts asking her about how much foot
            traffic Queer Punx got today.
         

         
         I open my mouth, because there’s still sadness written all over Nathan’s face, but before I can decide what to say, a cheer
            rises into the air from the direction of MacMillan Pier. A brass band strikes up in the distance, launching into a bright,
            snappy Sousa march.
         

         
         Meryl claps her hands. “All right, let’s get this show going!”

         
         Yan leans forward in her chair, waving at one of the tote bags. “Bill, pull out those cupcakes I packed, would you?”

         
         Next to me, Nathan jerks, like he’s come back from somewhere far away, and drops his Birkenstocks on one of the beach towels,
            patting his pockets. He pulls out a crumpled pack of cigarettes and wanders away, toward the water that’s slowly receding
            from the beach, leaving lines of seaweed on the sand.
         

         
         I go after him. “Hey, are you okay?”

         
         He jerks again and turns around, blinking at me like he completely forgot I was here. “Oh. Hey. Yeah, I’m . . . I’m fine.”
            He pulls a cigarette from the pack, awkwardly tucks the bottle in the bag under one arm, and puts the cigarette between his
            lips, lighting it.
         

         
         I suddenly realize I’ve never seen him smoke before. There was the faint hint of cigarette smoke when he leaned close to me at Dina’s cookout, both of us staring at the photographs around the turntable, but I haven’t noticed it since then. 

         
         I shove my hands in my pockets. The sand close to the water is colder under my bare feet. “What’s the story with that toast?
            Who’s it for?”
         

         
         Nathan takes the cigarette from his lips, blowing a thin trail of smoke, squinting out at the ocean. The waves are mere ripples
            here, the water even calmer than it is near the cottages, like wavy antique glass, almost black in the dark. The hulking shape
            of a ferry boat, squatting at the end of the pier, has turned to a dark blotch against the twilight sky, and out in the harbor,
            sailboats sway gently at their buoys, masts waving like lone blades of grass in a breeze.
         

         
         “Just . . . people they’ve lost,” Nathan finally says, waving the hand holding the cigarette vaguely behind him.

         
         It’s not really much of an answer, but he doesn’t seem to want to say more, so I don’t press. Instead, I tip my head back,
            looking up at the darkening sky. It’s clear, the first stars just beginning to poke out. Even here, with the lights of Provincetown
            and the pier behind us, it’s so much easier to see them than it would be in Boston.
         

         
         “Have you ever seen shooting stars out here?” I ask. “You know, like a meteor shower?”

         
         Nathan taps his cigarette and follows my gaze up to the sky. “I saw one a few years ago, maybe. I don’t remember which one
            it was supposed to be, and I never saw more than a few shooting stars.” He takes a slow sip from the bottle concealed in the
            paper bag. And then he says, “You can see the Milky Way sometimes, if it’s dark enough and you’re not in the middle of P-town.”
         

         
         His voice is a little stronger now. He doesn’t feel quite so far away.

         
         “Yeah, I saw that once in Vermont.” I hunch up my shoulders against a breath of wind. It’s refreshing—finally washing some of the mugginess out of the air. “My ex and I were camping. He was—is—an astronomer, and he brought this little telescope, and we sat outside and looked at the Milky Way.” 

         
         It was the first time Jackson told me he loved me, sitting outside our tent, covered in bug spray. It was the first time I
            said it back.
         

         
         “Sounds nice,” Nathan says.

         
         “I can’t really remember,” I say. “I mean, I’m sure it was, I just . . .” I look down at the seltzer can I’m still holding
            and swirl it slowly. “You ever feel like when you look back at something you know happened to you, it feels sort of like it
            happened to someone else? Or like you’re watching a movie? Like you can’t recognize that version of you anymore?”
         

         
         He glances at me, the distant lights from the pier reflecting in his eyes. “Yeah,” he says. “All the time.”

         
         “That’s how I feel about that camping trip. And actually . . . a lot of stuff about my ex. He was always so focused, and knew
            exactly what he wanted, and he’d talk about these articles he wanted to write or journals he wanted to publish in, and honestly . . .
            he’s going to do all of it. He works at the Smithsonian Astrophysical Observatory now and he’ll probably wind up teaching
            at, like, Harvard or Princeton someday. And when we were together, he kept telling me I could be like that too. And I just . . .
            I tried. He made it seem so appealing. And now when I think about everything back then, it’s like I’m looking at someone else.”
         

         
         Nathan fiddles with the cigarette in his fingers. “Did you love him?”

         
         He asks it simply—a genuine, honest question—but it catches me off guard. I get that feeling in my stomach again, like I’ve
            missed the bottom step. “I think so. I don’t know.” I close my eyes, rubbing my forehead. “God, that’s a terrible thing to
            say.”
         

         
         “It isn’t if it’s the truth,” Nathan says.

         
         I open my eyes and look at him, but he’s staring out at the ocean again, cigarette between his lips.

         
         The brass band finishes with a flourish and another cheer goes up from the pier. A single red firework shoots into the sky
            from somewhere out on the water, like a lonely signal flare, bursting with a sharp bang into a halo of sparkling light in
            the dark. Another firework follows, and then another, and another, until whole groups are going off. Greens, whites, glittering
            golds and reds, their reflections shimmering in the ocean. Explosions shatter the air, one after another.
         

         
         For a disconcerting moment, I feel like I’m back in Cambridge, standing on the grassy strip that runs along the Charles River,
            leaning back against Jackson, while fireworks bloom over the skyline of Boston, mirrored in the still water. I catch myself
            wondering if he’s standing on that grassy strip with Rika and Yasmin right now.
         

         
         And maybe it’s just to push away that familiar tug of loneliness, but I move closer to Nathan. Close enough that my arm brushes
            his.
         

         
         He doesn’t move away. He stays where he is, warm and solid and here.
         

         
         A spray of silver goes up into the sky.

         
         Nathan takes a slow drink from his beer. “That was a good one.”

         
         “Yeah.”

         
         Another spray goes up, and then another and another, until the fireworks display reaches a climax that’s so bright I have
            to squint and the beach lights up practically as bright as day. I glance back once, toward the group we left behind on the
            beach chairs, and I think I see Dina watching us. But when the next volley of fireworks goes off, lighting things up again,
            she’s looking up at the sky.
         

         
         

         My ears are ringing when the last flashes wink out and all that’s left is a faint cloud of smoke drifting over the ocean. The cheer that goes up from the pier and the beach around us sounds oddly muted and underwhelming compared to the finale’s volley of bangs. 

         
         Nathan takes a last sip from his beer and then drowns the end of his cigarette in the bottle. We turn and walk back to the
            others, who are slowly rousing themselves from their beach chairs, bundling up blankets and collecting empty cans of seltzer.
         

         
         “I think that was the best show I’ve seen yet,” Meryl says, pulling a sweatshirt over her head. “I swear they get more ambitious
            every year.”
         

         
         “And more crowded every year,” Bill says, glancing toward the pier, where crowds of people are already drifting in waves toward
            the parking lot. “We better start walking if we don’t want to get stuck in that.”
         

         
         “Oh, husband.” Dave pats his arm. “We always get stuck in that. We’ll live.”

         
         My phone buzzes in my pocket and I pull it out. Rika has sent me a slightly blurry picture of fireworks exploding over the
            Charles. A second later, another message comes through: Happy Fourth. Missing you.

         
         I pause, staring at the message, at the picture, thumb hovering over the screen. I start to text back Miss you too and change my mind and hit the backspace key. I’m afraid of sounding like I wish I was there with them. Like I feel like
            I’m missing out.
         

         
         And I don’t.

         
         I’m almost sure I don’t.

         
         In the end, I just send a quick heart and tuck my phone back in my pocket, glancing around for Nathan. I spot him with Dina,
            a few feet away from everyone else. She’s leaning close to him, eyes intense, but I can’t hear what she’s saying. Whatever
            it is, he looks annoyed about it.
         

         
         “Harlowe, you want some leftover cupcakes?” Yan asks.

         
         I jerk my eyes away from Dina and Nathan. “Um. Sure. I’ll take cupcakes.”

         
         “Excellent. Hang on, Meryl packed an extra Tupperware in here somewhere . . .”

         
         I glance again at Nathan and Dina. They’ve broken apart now, Nathan wandering away a few steps, running a hand through his
            hair. Dina is coming toward me.
         

         
         “Harlowe,” she says, “I’m wondering if I can ask you a favor. Would you be good enough to drive my nephew back to my house?”

         
         I blink in surprise. “Oh. In . . . your truck?”

         
         “No, no, his car is around here somewhere.” She clears her throat awkwardly, hands on her hips. “I just don’t feel terribly
            comfortable with him driving.”
         

         
         I glance at Nathan, who’s picking up his Birkenstocks from the beach towel. He doesn’t seem drunk. “I think he just had a
            beer,” I say.
         

         
         Dina’s mouth thins. “Harlowe,” she says, quietly but firmly. “Could you please drive him for me?”

         
         Her eyes search mine, desperate in a way I don’t understand.

         
         “Yeah,” I say. “Of course. Sure.”

         
         “Thank you.” She looks relieved. “Just head back—he can crash at my place overnight. He’s done that plenty of times before.
            I just want to stop by Queer Punx and inventory a couple things, and then I’ll head back too.”
         

         
         I nod and she turns away, helping to gather up the beach towels. I grab my shoes and walk over to Nathan.

         
         “Should we get out of here?” I ask.

         
         He looks ruefully at the paper bag in his hand and then sighs. “Yeah. Fine. Let’s go.”

         
         The party is moving from the pier to the rest of Provincetown as we head for Cuppa Cove, where Nathan left his car. Laughter echoes into the night air. Music plays from portable speakers and thumps out from clubs. Gaudy flashing necklaces blink red, white, and blue lights in the crowd. A group of laughing, tipsy people get briefly between us, and after that, Nathan reaches back a hand. Maybe he’s aiming for my wrist, or just my T-shirt, but he finds my hand, and I let him have it. Our fingers twine around each other. 

         
         Nathan leads me around behind Cuppa Cove, past a random dance party happening in the middle of the street, to an alley behind
            the row of shops. A very old Pontiac Grand Am sits parked next to the dumpster, rust eating through its bumpers, its gold
            sides faded to white from permanent salt stains. The hubcaps are long gone and the headlights have clouded over. One of the
            side mirrors is black, probably a replacement from salvage parts.
         

         
         “This is me,” Nathan says. I half expect him to just walk around to the driver’s side himself—he seems no different from that
            night he drove me back from Old Colony Tap, and it’s not as though Dina would ever know. But he pulls his keys out of his
            pocket and tosses them to me, then climbs in on the passenger side.
         

         
         The fabric seats are worn and the cupholders are stained and the whole interior smells musty. It takes me a couple tries to
            start the engine and the brakes squeak as I ease us out of the alley and onto the road.
         

         
         “Turn left,” Nathan says, as I pull up to Commercial Street. “We can go out the back way and avoid the party crowds.”

         
         I can see why Nathan’s car was recently out of commission. I have to floor the accelerator just to get us up to speed when
            we reach Route 6, and the whole car rattles around us like it’s about to shake apart. The engine seems to have a permanent
            whine.
         

         
         But Nathan doesn’t look worried. He rolls down the passenger window, closing his eyes and leaning his face into the breeze.
            I roll my window down too, to keep the wind from thudding against my eardrums. The air is cool and fresh and damp, like I
            can feel the dew coming in overnight.
         

         
         We rumble up Spyglass Beach Way, the Pontiac bouncing over the dips in the gravel drive, and I pull up behind my little Honda. The crickets are loud as we climb out of the car, a pulsing, whirring hum, while the ocean is just a gentle swish-swish underneath. Scattered clouds drift across the stars, but the moon is still bright enough that I can see the steps on the
            brick path in front of us even before Dina’s porch light sensor turns on.
         

         
         “Oh.” I stop on the porch, rubbing my forehead. “Crap. I didn’t . . . I forgot to get Dina’s key.” I look at Nathan. “We could
            hang out in my cottage, if you want?”
         

         
         “I’ve got a key.” Nathan pulls a small brass one out of his pocket, but he hesitates, fiddling with it between his fingers.
            “I could still walk you over to the other house, though. Just . . . for company.”
         

         
         Goose bumps prickle up my arms in the chilly night air, but there’s a pool of warmth deep in my core. “Sure.”

         
         The porch light switches off behind us as we go up the flagstone path, and I pull out my phone, turning on the flashlight,
            throwing skinny shadows from the birch trees into the night ahead of us. Through the trees, I catch glimpses of the moonlight
            reflecting on the ocean in white glimmers.
         

         
         When we reach the smaller cottage, I pause on the front steps. “Thanks for the company.”

         
         That quarter of a smile creeps onto his face. “Right, well . . . I had to be a gentleman. Make sure you weren’t eaten by bears.”

         
         I blink. “Are there bears on the Cape?”

         
         The smile widens. “I actually have no idea. It was just the first thing that came into my head.”

         
         I smile back at him, hesitating, and then I say, “Any idea why Dina insisted I drive you?”

         
         The smile fades from his face. He looks away, running a hand through his hair. “It’s a long story.”

         
         “I don’t have anywhere to be.”

         
         His gaze comes back to mine, considering. And then he says, “I haven’t always made the best decisions. And Dina . . . still gets worried.” 

         
         “Should she worry?” I ask.

         
         He looks at me for a long time, like he’s searching for an answer in my face, only I don’t know the question. And then, all
            in one quick motion, as though on impulse, he steps closer, raises a hand to my chin, and kisses me.
         

         
         It’s warm and soft and gentle, his mouth tasting faintly of alcohol and cigarettes, and it’s tender in a way that catches
            me so completely off guard, it crushes the breath out of my chest.
         

         
         This is different. The thought goes through my mind: This is so different than Jackson.

         
         And then the thought is gone, vanishing like smoke, and all I’m aware of is that the pool of warmth in my core is spreading
            up into my chest, growing into a tentative, aching flame.
         

         
         We break apart at the same time, and I open my eyes. I don’t know when I closed them, but I find Nathan looking back at me.

         
         “Do you want to come in?” My voice comes out a whisper.

         
         For a second, he’s frozen, staring at me. And then something passes across his face—a shadow I can’t read. He drops his hand,
            pulling away.
         

         
         “I should . . .” He shakes his head. “I should go.”

         
         Heat rises up my neck. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean . . . I wasn’t trying to imply anything. I don’t have expectations; I was
            just asking if you wanted to come inside for a minute . . .”
         

         
         But even as I say it, I’m not sure I believe myself. If he changes his mind—if he says yes right now—I think I might do anything
            to keep this flame alive in my chest. To keep feeling the way I feel right now.
         

         
         “No,” he says. His voice cracks, and it seems to catch him by surprise. He steps back, clearing his throat. “I should go crash. I have the morning shift tomorrow and . . . it’s late.” 

         
         “Nathan . . .”

         
         But he’s already backing away. “I’ll see you later.” And he turns and walks away, melting into the shadows of the birch grove.
            I hear his footsteps crunching distantly, and then Dina’s porch light turns on again. I can just barely see him through the
            trees, pulling out his key and disappearing into the house.
         

         
         Shit.

         
         I close my eyes, running a hand over my face. How did I spectacularly ruin that? How did I make him run away from me . . . again?

         
         I pull out my keys and unlock the cottage’s front door, kicking off my sandals and switching on the lamp by the couch. The
            dining room door is open, just like I left it, and beyond, the room is dim. The glow from the lamp barely reaches across the
            threshold.
         

         
         The dining room is also silent.

         
         “Professor MacAndrew?” I walk toward the dining room, but I still don’t hear anything—no sound of pages turning or the chair
            creaking.
         

         
         I flick the light switch. The hanging lamp over the dining room table switches on, filling the room with a soft yellow glow
            and sending the shadows rearing back into the corners.
         

         
         The room is empty.

         
         The books sit silently on the shelf in the hutch. The dining chairs are pushed in around the table. There’s no one here.

         
         Professor MacAndrew is gone.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Fifteen

         
         For several seconds, all I can do is stare at the empty dining room chair.

         
         And then a wild surge of hope goes through me. She’s gone. She’s finally, actually, really gone. There’s not even any sign
            she was ever here. No creases in the rug from the feet of the chair being pushed back. No smudges in the fine layer of dust
            on the dining table.
         

         
         My heart thuds against my ribs. Maybe it’s over.

         
         I cross the room, pushing through the bifold door.

         
         Maybe I’m finally alone.

         
         “Hello?” I flick on the lights in the kitchen. “Dad?”

         
         “Yeah?” He looks up from the sink, in the middle of rinsing a mug. “What’s the matter?”

         
         My heart drops like it fell off a cliff. “You’re still here,” I say.

         
         He looks around, confused. “Where else would I be? I just wanted to finish these dishes . . .”

         
         But I’m already turning away. Already heading for the bathroom . . .

         
         Jackson is in the middle of patting his face with a towel when I open the door. “What?” he says.

         
         Shit.

         
         I back out of the bathroom, pulling the door closed, fighting the urge to slam it. Or kick it. Or pound it with my fists like I’m throwing an actual tantrum. 

         
         It’s not over. The cottage is still messing with me. My dad and Jackson are still here. The only one missing is Professor
            MacAndrew.
         

         
         So what happened to her? Where did she go?

         
         A faint beam of light sweeps across the living room floor. I reach the front window just in time to see headlights coming
            up the gravel drive, visible through the trees—Dina, back from Provincetown.
         

         
         I grab my phone, switch on the flashlight, and push my way out of the cottage.

         
         She’s just unlocking her front door when I reach her. “I need to talk to you.”

         
         She pauses, looking up in alarm. “What’s wrong? Is Nathan all right?”

         
         “Yeah, he’s . . . he’s inside.” I gesture, vaguely, to her house. Nathan is the last thing I want to think about right now.
            “Dina, I need you to tell me what’s going on. With the house. You know more than you’re letting on; I know you do.”
         

         
         Her face turns blank—but it’s a careful kind of expressionless. “What is it you think I know?”

         
         “That there are people inside!” My voice cracks, desperate. “The house is showing me people, I’m not losing my mind, and I
            need you to tell me what’s going on and what it means.”
         

         
         She studies my face, the porch light catching in her eyes. Then she lets her breath out, a slow, whispering sound, and says,
            “I can’t.”
         

         
         For a moment, I’m too surprised to say anything. I was prepared to fight her harder. “Why . . . why not?”

         
         “I just can’t.”

         
         The surprise changes to anger. “Well, what would make someone in the house disappear? Can you tell me that? Why would I see someone for weeks and weeks in the same room, every single day, and then one night they just . . . vanish?” 

         
         Something crosses her face. Something almost pained. “I can’t tell you.”

         
         “Right.” I rub my eyes with the heels of my hands. “So I suppose you also can’t tell me why I keep running into a twentysomething
            version of your nephew in the bedroom?”
         

         
         She’s silent for long enough that I drop my hands, half wondering if she’s somehow vanished too.

         
         She hasn’t, but she’s staring at me with a strange expression, like she’s looking straight through me. “You should be careful
            with that door.” She turns away, pulling out her keys. “The knob is loose.”
         

         
         “Yeah. I know. I asked you to fix it.”

         
         “I’ll add it to my list,” she says shortly, and pushes her way into her house, closing the door firmly behind her.

         
         I turn and stalk back up the flagstone path. But I can’t bring myself to go back to the little cottage. The anger coursing
            through me won’t let me be still, so I change direction, careening blindly through the darkness to the stairs in the side
            of the dune, and then down them to the beach. The anger and frustration drive me all the way to the water’s edge. I reach
            down, fingers searching, until I find a rock, and then I hurl it, with every ounce of my strength, into the ocean.
         

         
         Then I find another, and I throw that one.

         
         And another.

         
         And another.

         
         I hurl rocks into the water until my shoulder aches. Until my throat is raw and burning from the salty air, and my cold, stiff
            fingers can’t find another stone to throw.
         

         
         And then, finally, I walk back to the stairs, collapsing on the bottom step, trying to slow down my breathing. I dig my phone out of my pocket and google Dina. Down here on the beach, it takes the page a while to load, but when it finally does, it’s all the same hits I got last time. The article from the local Cape Cod newspaper. Shady sites claiming to know her address or phone number. Everything else is clearly about some other Dina Daley. A real estate agent in Arizona. A local councilwoman in Ohio. Various obituaries. 

         
         It’s useless. Nothing here will tell me what she knows, or why she won’t tell me.

         
         I hit the backspace key, erasing the search. And then, on impulse, I type something new: Nathan Daley.

         
         Pages and pages of hits pop up, and most of them are obviously not the right Nathan Daley. It’s way too much to sift through.

         
         I try Nathan Daley Cape Cod instead.
         

         
         There’s a lot less this time. The first result is from a local newspaper for Dartmouth, Massachusetts. I tap on the link.

         
         
            
               
                  Obituary: Steven Daley and Heather Caldwell

                  Dr. Steven Daley, 54, and Dr. Heather Caldwell, 52, both residents of Dartmouth and professors of marine biology at the University
                     of Massachusetts, Dartmouth, died Saturday while conducting research near Buzzards Bay. Daley and Caldwell met when both were
                     studying in Maine. They later relocated to Dartmouth, where they lived for twenty-two years. They will both be remembered
                     for their contributions to the field of marine biology, especially for their study of the impact of industrial fishing on
                     the dolphin colonies of the Atlantic coast. They are survived by Dr. Caldwell’s parents (William and Janine of Brunswick,
                     ME), Dr. Daley’s sister (Dina, a resident of Cape Cod), and their son, Nathan. A private memorial will be held at Rose Bay
                     Funeral Home on Saturday. In lieu of flowers, please consider a donation to the following marine science scholarship funds . . .
                  

               

            

         
         I swallow. There’s a new kind of rawness in my throat now, one that has nothing to do with salty air or anger. I scroll back
            up to the top of the obituary. It’s dated April 21, 2017.
         

         
         Nine years ago. Nathan would have been a senior in college.

         
         I push myself up, stuffing my phone back into my pocket, and make myself go back up the stairs, even though my legs are burning.
            Back up the flagstone path. Back into the cottage. I don’t even bother taking off my shoes. I just go down the hall to the
            closed bedroom door, grabbing the knob, wiggling until I hear a soft click.

         
         But when I open the door, the room beyond is empty, just like the dining room.

         
         Dina said to be careful with this door, because the knob was loose. Maybe she was trying to tell me something. Offer a clue.
            Maybe this door is different, and if I turn the knob just right, I’ll be able to bring him back. 
         

         
         So I try. I twist the knob. I rattle it. I turn it gently. I wrench it.

         
         But nothing works. No matter what I do, no matter how many times I open the door, the room beyond stays empty.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Sixteen

         
         The Fourth of July ebbs off the Cape like a receding tide, leaving detritus everywhere. Banners and leftover bunting still
            line the streets of P-town, and the trash cans overflow with paper cups and plates. Lost light-up necklaces and miniature
            flags litter the sidewalk when I walk down Commercial Street on the fifth, heading for Cuppa Cove. It’s midmorning, but cars
            are only just beginning to turn into the parking lot by the pier. The whole town seems sleepy and slow, like it has one big
            collective hangover.
         

         
         There was still no sign of Professor MacAndrew when I woke up this morning. She seems to be well and truly gone. There was
            also no sign of Nathan or his Pontiac. I waffled, writing out text message after text message to him and then erasing each
            one, until finally, out of options and feeling annoyed at myself, I sent the first one I’d come up with: Hey, can we talk?

         
         I regretted it almost as soon as it whooshed into the ether. Can we talk? Really? It sounded vaguely threatening. Like it obviously meant bad news.
         

         
         It’s nothing bad, I typed, and sent that too. I wasn’t sure it made me feel any better.
         

         
         An hour later, he hadn’t texted back. Which either meant he hadn’t looked at his phone because he was working the early shift at Cuppa Cove, or he had looked at it, found my texts totally off-putting, and decided never to contact me again.
         

         
         I waited another hour, staring into the empty dining room of the cottage, and then decided I couldn’t take it anymore. For
            all that I was relieved Professor MacAndrew was gone, the suddenness of it was throwing me. I couldn’t figure out what her
            disappearance meant. I couldn’t figure out why it happened, and whether the cottage was trying to tell me something, and I was just missing it.
         

         
         And the longer I sat around the cottage, the more I was going to stew about it. So I grabbed my keys and I drove into Provincetown
            to look for Nathan.
         

         
         It’s warm again today, and I’m fanning myself with my T-shirt by the time I step into Cuppa Cove. It’s not exactly cool inside,
            but there’s a weak breeze coming from an AC vent in the ceiling, and it’s better than nothing. Only about half the tables
            are occupied, a mix of groups of friends and solitary people hogging space with their laptops.
         

         
         There’s no line, so I go right up to the counter. But the barista is someone I don’t recognize—a woman with light brown skin
            and curly black hair tied back under a scarf.
         

         
         “Morning,” she says. “What can I get you?”

         
         “Is Nathan Daley here, by any chance?” I ask hopefully.

         
         She shakes her head. “He’s not working today.”

         
         “Oh.” I frown. I was so sure he’d said last night that he had to get up for the morning shift. It was his whole excuse for
            deserting me. “Did he call in sick?”
         

         
         “Sorry.” The barista looks apologetic. “I don’t know.”

         
         “Right, okay.” I pull out my phone, glancing again at my text messages, but there’s still nothing from Nathan.

         
         “Did you want to get anything?” the barista asks.

         
         “Yeah. Sorry.” I shove my phone back into my pocket and wipe my forehead. “Cold brew, please?”

         
         I check my phone again when I go back outside with my coffee. Still no reply. I pause on the sidewalk and try to craft another
            text, but Are you ok? is too much, Did I misremember you were working today? is weird, and Stopped by Cuppa Cove but you weren’t there sounds like I’m stalking him.
         

         
         I chew the inside of my cheek, glancing up the street. I can just see the rainbow flag outside Queer Punx, hanging limply
            in the still, muggy air. Maybe Dina knows where Nathan is. She probably saw him this morning before he left her house.
         

         
         The store feels hot and stuffy when I step inside, even with the door propped open. Sharon has a small fan set up on the shop
            counter next to her, turning creakily back and forth, whirring away while Sharon herself pages through a magazine.
         

         
         “Well, hello,” she says, looking up. “Decided to take advantage of the post-Fourth lull?”

         
         “Actually, I’m looking for Nathan,” I say, standing in front of the creaky fan. “He told me he was working the morning shift
            at Cuppa Cove today, but he’s not there.”
         

         
         Sharon pauses halfway through turning a page. “Didn’t show for his shift?”

         
         “Uh . . . I don’t know. The barista just said he’s not working today.”

         
         “Hm.” Sharon lets her breath out. “Well, there’s a surprise.”

         
         I’m not sure what that’s supposed to mean, and she doesn’t offer an explanation. “Is Dina here?” I say. “I wanted to ask if
            she saw Nathan this morning.”
         

         
         “Yeah, she’s here. She’s just in the back.” Sharon picks up her magazine, fanning herself with it, and heads for the back of the store, beckoning me to follow her past the collections of bumper stickers and art prints to a doorway half hidden by a teetering stack of tie-dyed shirts that look a lot like the one Dina was wearing yesterday. 

         
         The back room of Queer Punx is small and cramped, barely bigger than a walk-in closet, with boxes stacked along the walls,
            a mini fridge in one corner covered in stickers for political candidates from the nineties, and a very old computer on a rickety
            desk.
         

         
         In the middle of it all is Dina, wearing a purple caftan covered in pandas, talking loudly on her phone. “Where exactly am
            I supposed to get another team member, Dave? And no, do not suggest I run out into the street and shout that I need a gay
            hunk. Meryl tried that years ago and it did not end well.”
         

         
         Sharon clears her throat. Dina turns around.

         
         “Gotta go, Dave,” she says. “I’ll call you back.” She lowers her phone, looking at me. “Don’t tell me—Sir Duke destroyed another
            window screen.”
         

         
         I blink. “What? No. I was just wondering if you’ve seen Nathan. He told me he’d be working this morning, but he’s not at the
            coffee shop.”
         

         
         Dina purses her lips, regarding me in silence. “He left early this morning,” she says. “Didn’t ask where he was going.”

         
         “Oh,” I say, feeling disappointed.

         
         Sharon sighs. “Come on, Dina, you know what he’s doing.”

         
         Dina sniffs, frowning, and stares at her phone.

         
         “He just does this sometimes,” Sharon says to me, fanning herself with the magazine again. “Ignores his phone. Calls in sick.
            Flakes for a few days. He’ll pop up again.” She glances at Dina. “I’m sure he’s fine.”
         

         
         “Of course he’s fine,” Dina says sharply. “Now, if neither of you need anything else, I have to find somebody to fill in for
            Ruth-Ann at kickball, because Dave is useless.”
         

         
         Sharon’s eyebrows jump. “What happened to Ruth-Ann?”

         
         “Broke her damn hip!” Dina says. “She’ll be fine but she won’t be playing kickball anytime soon. Which means we’re down a player. We might as well hand Ace of Base the championship trophy now.” 

         
         I have no idea what they’re talking about, so I turn, awkwardly, and start for the exit. Maybe I’ll text Katy and Marcus.
            See if they’ve heard from Nathan.
         

         
         “Wait a minute,” Sharon says. “Why don’t we just get Harlowe to play?”

         
         I freeze.

         
         “That’s a thought,” Dina says. “Harlowe! You want to play kickball?”

         
         I turn back. They’re both looking at me intently, like they’re trying to bore holes into my skull. “Uh . . . I don’t know.
            What’s kickball?”
         

         
         Dina waves a hand. “It’s like baseball but with kicking instead of a bat. There’s a whole Cape Cod LGBTQ-plus amateur league.
            We’re all on a team together—you know, the whole crew from last night, plus Ruth-Ann, until just now. We’re supposed to play
            Ace of Base next weekend, and they win the championship every year.”
         

         
         “There isn’t actually that much competition,” Sharon says. “There are only four teams in the whole league. Our team—the OUTfielders—Ace
            of Base, the Switch Kickers, and . . .” She snaps her fingers, frowning. “What’s the other team?”
         

         
         “Three Dykes You’re Out,” Dina says.

         
         “Right.” Sharon folds her arms, looking at me expectantly. “What do you think? It’ll just be a couple hours running around
            a baseball diamond on Saturday. We’ve got some fans that always turn out to be the cheering section. And Nathan should be
            there, assuming he pops back up by then.”
         

         
         “He’s never missed a kickball game,” Dina says. “He won’t miss Saturday.”

         
         Sharon looks less sure, but she attempts a reassuring smile. “I’m sure he won’t. So what do you say, Harlowe?”

         
         I swirl my cold brew, ice cubes clinking. I don’t have a great history with sports (I honestly can’t throw a ball to save my life) but Dina said the league is amateur, and with the state of Meryl’s knees, I can’t believe she’s some sort of kickball phenom.
         

         
         And Nathan will be there, a little voice says.
         

         
         I muster my best, confident smile. “Sounds great.”

         
         “Excellent.” Dina claps her hands together. “I’ll tell Dave. You’ll need a T-shirt and a cap, of course, but we’ll take care
            of that. I’ll text you the details.”
         

         
         After promising multiple times that I won’t forget and I’ll show up at Wellfleet Park on time the following Saturday, I say
            goodbye to Dina and Sharon and leave Queer Punx, wandering slowly up Commercial Street toward my car, scrolling through my
            text messages again.
         

         
         There’s still no response from Nathan. I walk to my car, running my fingers absently over my lips, wishing they still tasted
            faintly of alcohol and cigarettes, instead of slightly bitter cold brew.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Seventeen

         
         I make it twenty-four hours before I break down and text Katy, on my lunch break from work, sitting at the dining room table
            with my laptop and the leftovers of a salad I made last night that felt a little too complicated to prepare for a single person
            but I have to admit tastes pretty good. At least with Professor MacAndrew gone, I’ve got a proper workspace, instead of balancing
            my laptop on my knees while sitting on the couch and killing my back.
         

         
         Have you heard from Nathan? I text Katy.
         

         
         A half hour passes before she texts back. Sorry, she writes. In the middle of a color appointment. Haven’t heard from him. Something wrong?

         
         I chew my lip. Part of me wants to just tell her that Nathan kissed me. That I kissed him back. That I’m fairly sure I would
            like to kiss him again.
         

         
         The rest of me is too afraid to.

         
         Just sent him some texts but haven’t heard back, I write.
         

         
         A minute passes. Three dots pop up—Katy typing. The dots disappear. Pop up again and then disappear. Finally, she texts, Yeah, he does this sometimes.

         
         Exactly what Sharon said. I frown at my phone.

         
         So you’re saying I shouldn’t worry? I ask.
         

         
         She replies, I’m saying it’s nothing personal. Sometimes he just ghosts for a bit. He’s done it to me too. He’ll turn back up.

         
         None of that really makes me feel better. I consider asking her for his address, but I suppose if he’s ignoring my texts,
            showing up on his doorstep probably wouldn’t go over particularly well. So I do my best to let it go. I turn my phone face
            down on the table and go back to staring at my laptop.
         

         
         I have my work Slack open, and I am technically in the middle of working on a project, but I also have several internet browser tabs open, and I’ve been idly
            flipping among them all day, as though maybe this time they’ll tell me something different.
         

         
         I still have no idea why Professor MacAndrew disappeared, or why Jackson and my dad haven’t. And while I certainly didn’t
            love having my former thesis advisor stuck in the dining room, the fact that she’s the one who vanished and I still have my dad
            and my ex as uninvited roommates is just making this whole situation even more grating. And since Dina clearly won’t give
            me any answers, I’ve been resorting to Google. Again.
         

         
         I’m not having any more success than last time. Googling can hallucinations disappear is amazingly useless, since I have no idea if Professor MacAndrew was really a hallucination in the first place. Googling
            can ghosts disappear and what makes ghosts vanish just makes me feel fully unhinged.
         

         
         Really, I know Google isn’t going to give me any answers, because Google has no idea what rules the cottage is playing by,
            if it’s playing by any at all. There’s been no sign of the other Nathan either—the younger one in the bedroom. So maybe nothing
            in the cottage makes sense and I should stop trying to impose rules where there clearly aren’t any.
         

         
         Maybe none of this means anything.

         
         But I can’t quite make myself believe that. Because if none of this made any sense, why wouldn’t Dina just say that when I asked her about the cottage? Why wouldn’t she just shrug and say Oh, yes, the cottage is very strange, it doesn’t mean anything, just ignore it?
         

         
         I wish I could find the other Nathan in the bedroom again. I have a feeling, somehow, that he holds the key to all of this.
            To understanding whatever’s happening.
         

         
         The night before the kickball game, I’m sitting on the couch, half watching an episode of Diamonds and Divas, the reality show full of betrayal, enormous engagement rings, and tiny dogs that I’m now utterly addicted to, and half texting
            Rika about it because I’d really like to know her queer reading of Pink Nails and Purple Nails, when a text notification pops
            up on my phone screen.
         

         
         My heart jumps. For a split second, before my eyes focus, I’m sure it’s Nathan, finally responding.

         
         But it’s not. It’s a text from my dad. I tap on the message.

         
         
            Hello, Harlowe. Tried calling you a while ago but I haven’t heard back. I’m hoping to discuss an upcoming visit to Boston.
               We are going to Maine at end of summer to drop Kendra off at college. It will be a quick trip and mid-week but could you take
               a day off so I can see you?
            

         

         I read the message a second time. And then a third, frustration simmering in my gut.

         
         I toss my phone onto the couch cushion next to me and lean my head back, staring at the ceiling. Well, at least my instincts
            were right. I had a feeling that’s why he was calling when I was driving out here with Rika and Yasmin—because he wanted to
            do another one of his drop-in-and-drop-out visits.
         

         
         I still haven’t told him I’m not in Boston. Or that Jackson and I broke up.

         
         And I know it’s sort of ridiculous that it’s been more than a month now and I still haven’t told him. But he also hasn’t called
            me to say hello. He hardly ever asked about Jackson to begin with, even when we did talk. Not in a homophobic, avoidant way—more
            in the way where his go-to questions were always about the weather. Was Boston always this hot/humid/cold/rainy/whatever happened to be occurring on the day he dropped in? And then, whatever my answer, he would tell me all the ways Michigan was different.
         

         
         As though I hadn’t grown up in Indiana, right next door. With him.

         
         I tilt my head forward and glance in the direction of the kitchen. And then I push myself up, leaving the reality TV episode
            playing while I go through the dining room and open the bifold door to the kitchen.
         

         
         My dad looks up from the sink. He’s washing the dishes. As usual. “Hello, Harlowe. Did you decide whether you want that—”

         
         “I don’t want coffee,” I say. “I want to ask you a question.”

         
         He blinks a few times, shifting awkwardly from foot to foot. “Oh. All right.”

         
         “Why do you come visit me?”

         
         He looks blank. “What do you mean?”

         
         “It’s a simple question, Dad. Why? What do you get out of it?”

         
         “I see you.”

         
         “And?”

         
         He frowns. “Well, I like seeing what you’re up to. Catching up. You know. Seeing how you are.”

         
         “That’s it?”

         
         He shifts again. Takes a breath. Lets it out, scrubbing at his hair with one hand. “I’m not quite sure what you want me to
            say, Harlowe. We keep up. I know it’s not perfect, but I’m busy and so are you.”
         

         
         This digs, painfully, under my skin. “You’re retired.”

         
         “Well . . .” He gestures vaguely with the mug he’s still holding in one hand. “I’ve got work to do on the house.”

         
         He says it as though his house projects are just as inflexible as my forty-hour-a-week job. As my limited vacation package.
            As my deadlines. As the hours and hours of overtime I pulled six months ago when the company was switching over to a new scheduling
            software.
         

         
         “Right,” I say.

         
         He looks lost. “What do you want me to say?” 

         
         “I don’t know,” I say, because I don’t, not exactly.

         
         I just feel certain that there’s another answer I was hoping for, and I wish I knew what it was.

         
         

         I’ve clearly spent too much time in Boston and seen too many Red Sox games on TV, because when Dina told me the kickball game
            was at Wellfleet Park, I pictured . . . Well, not a stadium, but at least an expansive baseball diamond surrounded by bleachers
            with a big scoreboard and an announcer and maybe somebody selling popcorn.
         

         
         Instead, I walk onto a small field surrounded by a chain-link fence, with one set of bleachers, no scoreboard, and no snacks
            to be seen—unless you count the bag of chips Marcus is holding, but I’m pretty sure he brought those himself.
         

         
         Dina wasn’t kidding when she said there would be a cheering section. Besides Katy and Marcus, and John and Cathy, all of whom
            are decked out in hats with rainbow O’s on them, there are several buff, hairy men in tank tops (friends from Dave’s bear club, Marcus tells me), members of the
            teams that aren’t playing (the Switch Kickers and Three Dykes You’re Out), and even several families with kids.
         

         
         I barely have time to say hello to Katy and Marcus before Sharon waves me over to the baseball diamond, which is not at all manicured and barely even green. Half the grass is worn to dirt or turning brown. 

         
         “Come get your gear,” Sharon says, pulling me over to a long, narrow bench on one side of the baseball diamond. There doesn’t
            seem to be a formal dugout. Dave and Bill are already sitting on the bench, lacing their sneakers, while Yan digs through
            a big cardboard box.
         

         
         “Let’s see . . . What are you, a small?” She pulls a blue T-shirt out of the box and holds it up. It says OUTfielders on the back in bright white letters. “Give this a try.”
         

         
         “Where’s your wife?” Sharon says, looking around. “We need to talk strategy.”

         
         “I’m here, I’m here!” Meryl shouts, motoring toward us from the direction of the bleachers. “Had to park the car. Is it true
            we’ve got a new whiz ball-kicker?”
         

         
         Bill winces. “Meryl, please just say kickball player.”

         
         “Harlowe’s joining us,” Sharon says, handing me a hat with a rainbow O on it.
         

         
         “Oh, good, good.” Meryl beams at me. “We could stand to inject a bit more youth into this team.”

         
         Dina arrives a few minutes later, wearing magenta leggings in addition to her OUTfielders shirt, her wild hair pulled into
            a frizzy ponytail that sticks out the back of her baseball hat. Across the baseball diamond, the other bench begins to fill
            with the opposing team—Ace of Base—all in gray shirts with purple A’s on the back. I can see why they keep winning the championship. They are, on average, several decades younger than the OUTfielders.
         

         
         I swap T-shirts, settle the cap on my head, and check my phone: 1:45. There’s still no sign of Nathan, and the game is supposed
            to start at two. I notice Dina checking her phone too. Even Sharon seems vaguely antsy.
         

         
         Finally, at 1:54, I see him jogging across the grass from the direction of the parking lot, wearing a blue OUTfielders T-shirt and a cap pushed back on his head. 

         
         My heart jumps, caught somewhere between relief and a lurch of anxiety. He’s here. He’s popped back up.

         
         “Sorry,” he says as he reaches us, pulling off his hat and running a hand through his hair. “Traffic was a mess.”

         
         “Maybe send a text next time,” Dina says, frowning at him. But I notice she pats his arm, just briefly, before she turns away
            to retie her sneakers.
         

         
         Which leaves me and Nathan standing next to each other, each of us awkwardly trying to remember what you’re supposed to do
            with your hands when you’re wearing athletic shorts that don’t have pockets. Or at least, that’s what I’m trying to remember.
            I have no idea if that’s what he’s thinking about, but the way he pats the sides of his shorts and then puts his hands on
            his hips makes me think it’s at least a possibility.
         

         
         “Hi,” he says finally, with the barest hint of a smile.

         
         “Hi,” I say back.

         
         He’s breathing a little quickly, a faint sheen of sweat on his forehead. “Listen, I’m sorry I didn’t respond to your texts—”

         
         But before he can say anything else, Sharon claps her hands together. “All right, everybody, huddle up!”

         
         Nathan’s eyes skip to mine, and I think we share a silent look that says to be continued. 
         

         
         I hope we do.

         
         I get pulled into the OUTfielders huddle between Dave and Bill, while Meryl grabs Nathan. In the middle of our tight circle,
            Sharon stands with arms folded, turning to look at each of us.
         

         
         “All right, team!” she barks. “We may not win this game—in fact, we probably won’t, since we’ve gotten our asses handed to
            us every time we’ve played Ace of Base. But we’ve got Harlowe stepping in for Ruth-Ann today, and at least he has two real
            knees.”
         

         
         Bill looks mildly offended. “I have two real knees.”

         
         “Plenty of us have real knees, Bill,” Dina says, waving him off. “The point is Harlowe’s still actually work.”

         
         “I’ve got a good feeling about today,” Sharon continues. “Not that we’ll actually win, but that we might lose less badly.”

         
         “Hear, hear!” Dave bellows, clapping loudly.

         
         I spent a good chunk of this morning googling the rules of kickball, so I have a passing familiarity with how the game works,
            but in practice, it doesn’t turn out to be very hard. Or maybe we’re just not playing a very intense version of it. The OUTfielders
            kick first, facing off against a big, bouncy ball that doesn’t move very fast or in particularly unexpected ways—at least
            not the way the players of the Cape Cod amateur LGBTQ+ leagues throw. I definitely had a nightmare last night that I kicked
            the ball and managed to hit someone in the face, but when I step up to the plate—third in our lineup after Bill and Yan—I
            manage to land a solid kick that sends the ball bouncing straight between second and third base. Meryl whistles on her fingers
            when I slide into first, and I actually catch myself smiling.
         

         
         I’m not exactly great at kickball, but I’m not terrible, which is more than can be said for most of the OUTfielders. Meryl’s sole move seems to
            be to bunt, except she can’t get the ball to go the right direction so she ends up out every time. Dave kicks with so much
            gusto that he sends the ball into the air like a pop fly, which unfortunately makes it very easy for the outfielders of Ace
            of Base to catch. Sharon aggressively tries to steal bases, but her instincts are terrible, and she keeps getting tagged out.
         

         
         The only people on our team who are actually any good are Nathan and, surprisingly enough, Dina. They aren’t enough to give
            us a real chance against Ace of Base, but by the third inning, the two of them have started a running bet to see who can bring
            more people home, with the loser apparently on the hook to buy the whole team postgame soft serve from a nearby truck.
         

         
         “You sure you don’t want to back out now?” Nathan asks, raising an eyebrow as he walks onto the field for his turn at the top of the third inning. “You’re not gonna beat me, old lady.” 

         
         “Old lady?” Dina cries. “Age is meaningless and I’ve been playing kickball since before you were born, you little fucker!”

         
         Nathan just grins at her and jogs to home plate. He lands a good kick, but a fielder from Ace of Base catches it midair.

         
         “Out!” shouts the referee, an older gay guy named Gus, who (according to Meryl) trades off refereeing duties with his partner,
            Phil. Phil is currently sitting in the stands, enthusiastically cheering for both teams.
         

         
         Nathan grimaces and stalks back to the bench.

         
         Dina raises her eyebrows at him. “Getting a little cocky?”

         
         Nathan gives her the finger.

         
         We’re solidly losing by the end of the fifth inning, but Sharon seems to be in good spirits. “You two should bet against each
            other more often!” she says, mopping her forehead with a towel. “We’ve never gotten this many points in a game!”
         

         
         “I don’t know.” Nathan unscrews the cap on his water bottle. He’s sitting next to me on the bench, and I can feel the heat
            radiating off him, sweat standing out on his neck and darkening the collar of his shirt. He glances at Dina. “You look like
            you’re ready to give up on me.”
         

         
         Dina’s breathing like she just ran a marathon, but she waves him off. “Bullshit. I was just thinking maybe I should let you
            win, just to be nice.”
         

         
         “Just to be nice?” Nathan raises an eyebrow. “What kind of excuse is that?”

         
         “Seems kinder than sticking you with the ice cream bill,” Dina says.

         
         Nathan stills next to me. “I can cover an ice cream bill,” he says, a slight edge to his voice.

         
         “Yes, yes, I know.” Dina sounds vaguely annoyed.

         
         “Or I suppose I could let you win.” The edge in Nathan’s voice has turned razor sharp. “Instead of spending money on ice cream, maybe you could put it
            into actually doing something for Queer Punx.”
         

         
         There’s a sudden silence, a collectively held breath. I see Meryl and Yan looking at us.

         
         Dina pushes herself off the bench and stands up. “And what exactly is that supposed to mean?”

         
         But Nathan doesn’t look at her. He screws the lid back onto his water bottle, staring at the dirt under his sneakers. “There
            are other art galleries and other T-shirt stores,” he says, voice even. “They seem to be doing just fine. That’s all.”
         

         
         Sharon and Dave glance at each other.

         
         “That’s not all, and you know it,” Dina says. “I’m not interested in changing everything my store stands for just so I can
            sell some cheap rainbow shit or showcase safe, boring art on the off chance it’ll bring in a few more visitors.”
         

         
         Her voice is rising, and now the members of Ace of Base are looking our direction too, eyeing us from across the baseball
            diamond.
         

         
         “Well, I’m glad to know you’ve got exactly the right priorities,” Nathan says in a biting tone. “Who needs a business to turn
            a profit?”
         

         
         “You do not get to talk to me that way,” Dina snaps, “when you don’t have any priorities at all.”

         
         Nathan flinches, surprise and hurt flashing across his face. “At least I’m not hanging on to a house I barely rent out,” he
            spits, “when I could be selling the whole place to support the store I supposedly care so much about.”
         

         
         Dina reels back, her mouth open, eyes wide.

         
         Sharon pushes between them. “All right, that’s enough,” she says in a low, forceful voice. “We’ve got a game to finish and
            you fools are about to turn it into a scene. Nathan, get out there and pitch.”
         

         
         He stands, looking once more at Dina, and then he slips past her and jogs onto the field.

         
         Dina closes her eyes, slowly letting her breath out, and then she turns and stalks after him. The rest of the OUTfielders
            follow.
         

         
         “What was that about?” I ask Dave.

         
         He only shakes his head. “I wish I knew.”

         
         

         There is no postgame soft serve. Nathan and Dina are both in foul moods, and it clearly has nothing to do with the fact that
            the OUTfielders lost, since nobody else on our team seems to care. If anything, everyone else seems pretty cheerful—we only
            lost by a few points, instead of getting completely creamed.
         

         
         Dina stalks past Nathan without saying goodbye to him, heading for her truck and rumbling out of the parking lot while Nathan
            and I are still standing with Marcus and Katy near the bleachers.
         

         
         Nathan looks after her, but he doesn’t say anything.

         
         Marcus awkwardly clears his throat as Dina’s truck rounds a bend and disappears. “Well, that was a good game.”

         
         “Yeah.” Katy tries for a smile. “We should celebrate. You know, mark the occasion of only losing a little bit. What about
            the drive-in?” She pokes Nathan’s arm. “I saw that Jaws is playing at eight.”
         

         
         I’m in the middle of taking a sip from my water bottle, and I very nearly do an actual spit take. “Jaws? The shark movie?”
         

         
         Katy gives me an amused look. “Yes, the shark movie. Pretty sure there’s not another Jaws. Have you seen it?”
         

         
         “Um . . .” I flash back to last summer—to Jackson, sitting on the floor in our apartment, arms around his knees, once again
            telling me it was a classic. “No. I haven’t.”
         

         
         “Well, that settles that!” Katy grins. “Tonight, we go to the drive-in. Nathan?”

         
         He blinks, jerking out of his thoughts. “Yeah. Yeah, sounds great.”

         
         Katy’s eyes linger on him for a moment, and then she nods. “Okay. We might as well just go in together in Marc’s truck. So
            maybe meet in front of the drive-in at seven thirty? In that little parking lot?”
         

         
         “Sure,” Nathan says.

         
         “Great.” Katy grasps Marcus’s hand and the two of them start for the parking lot. “See you guys soon!”

         
         And just like that, I am apparently finally going to see Jaws.
         

         
         I suppose I should tell Rika. She’ll be thrilled.

         
         Nathan pulls off his cap, running a hand through his sweat-darkened hair. Still staring after Katy and Marcus, he says quietly,
            “Harlowe, about the Fourth of July, I—”
         

         
         “It’s okay,” I say quickly, trying desperately to sound casual and failing completely. “We don’t have to talk about it now.”

         
         He glances at me, and something goes through his eyes that I can’t read. “No, I . . . I meant what I said. I’m sorry I didn’t
            respond to your texts. It’s just . . . I’ve kissed people, Harlowe, and I’ve dated and I’ve been in relationships, but . . .
            nothing’s ever ended well. I guess I got . . .” But he trails off, a crease appearing between his eyebrows.
         

         
         I swallow. “Do you want to pretend it never happened?”

         
         The crease vanishes. His eyes meet mine, deep wells of blue. “No.”

         
         My stomach turns to water. “Okay. Me neither.”

         
         “So . . .” A tiny smile flashes across his face. “I could swing by and pick you up on the way to the drive-in, if that works.
            Might make things simpler.”
         

         
         “Yeah,” I say. “That works.”

         
         “Okay.” He retreats a step. “I’ll see you later, then.”

         
         And he turns away, heading toward the old Pontiac parked at the far end of the lot.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Eighteen

         
         It takes a lot of scrubbing to wash off all the sand and mud and sweat accumulated from the kickball game, doing my best to
            ignore Jackson’s usual couch-related questions. I spend too long in the bedroom, trying on every T-shirt I own, changing my
            mind over and over, and then feeling ridiculous that I care this much. I’m going out to a drive-in movie theater. I’m going
            to be covered in bug spray, and I’ll end up throwing my sweatshirt on in a couple hours anyway. Why does it matter what T-shirt
            I wear?
         

         
         It’s not like this is a date. We’re going with Katy and Marcus. This is four grown adults spending an evening seeing a movie.

         
         I grab my sweatshirt and my sunglasses and leave the cottage.

         
         Unlike almost everything I’ve seen so far on Cape Cod, the Wellfleet Drive-in Theatre is hard to miss. It’s right off Route
            6, marked by a big arrow-shaped sign and one of those marquee light boxes with individual letters assembled to spell out July 11th Feature: Jaws. I snap a picture of it and text it to Rika.
         

         
         Nathan swings his car into a small, mostly empty parking lot right behind the sign, where Marcus and Katy are already waiting
            in Marcus’s blue pickup truck.
         

         
         “I threw some blankets in the back,” Katy says, leaning out of the passenger window. “You want to climb back there now or squish in with us?” 

         
         “I think it’ll be a bit tight with four, Kate,” Nathan says, levering himself up over the back bumper and into the flat bed
            of the pickup truck. “We’ll be fine back here.” He turns around, extending a hand to me.
         

         
         I look doubtfully at the pickup. “Is this . . . safe? Or, like, legal?”

         
         He grins. “It would be very illegal if we were actually hitting the road, but we’re just driving to the ticket booth, which
            is right up there.” He jerks his head in the direction of the narrow road that leads away into the trees. “We’ve done this
            before. We’ll be fine.”
         

         
         I grab his hand and let him pull me into the back of the truck, which is piled with blankets and old cushions. I crouch awkwardly,
            grasping the side, as Marcus rumbles out of the parking lot, joining the line of cars heading for a solitary red ticket booth
            that marks the entrance to the drive-in. Beyond is an enormous parking lot, where a man in a neon vest waves us to a parking
            spot with a glow stick. The truck bobs up and down as we drive, like a boat on the waves, the asphalt undulating gently underneath
            us. Marcus carefully backs into a parking space, inching up one of the small mounds in the asphalt, so the back end of the
            truck is tipped up ever so slightly, and suddenly I get it. It’s just like an actual movie theater—aiming us up so the screen
            fills our field of vision.
         

         
         Katy slides open the truck’s rear window. An upbeat Motown song filters over the speakers. “Okay, we should be all set,” she
            says, climbing out of the cab and then clambering into the bed of the truck.
         

         
         I glance back at the radio. “Is that for the sound?”

         
         “Yeah, you tune to this one channel,” Nathan says, “and they broadcast the sound that way. It’ll switch once the movie starts.”

         
         “In the old days, they used to use those.” Marcus hoists himself into the back of the truck and points to a large, ancient-looking brick of a metal speaker, sitting in a cradle on an upright pole that’s fixed to the asphalt. It looks like something out of the atomic age. “I’m pretty sure they still work, actually. You hook it onto your car door. They just sound like shit.” 

         
         “Oh, should we get popcorn?” Katy pauses, in the middle of arranging cushions. “I feel like for Jaws, you need popcorn, right?”
         

         
         Nathan pushes himself up. “We can get it.” He glances at me. “Harlowe, you want to give me a hand?”

         
         “Sure.” I clamber out of the truck behind him and the two of us head for the concession stand, a long, low shack at the edge
            of the parking lot. The buttery, salty smell of popcorn mixes with the sugary sweetness of caramel and candy as we join the
            back of the line.
         

         
         Nathan taps his fingers against one leg. He seems preoccupied, a line of tension in his shoulders.

         
         “You okay?” I ask.

         
         He glances at me and his fingers still. “Yeah. Sorry. I’m trying to quit smoking, so . . .” He ducks his head, looking self-conscious.

         
         “Oh.” I think back to the weeks after my grandmother quit smoking, back in Indiana. The way she’d stick toothpicks in her
            mouth or chew gum. The way her fingers would fidget. “That’s great,” I say. “How’s it going?”
         

         
         He huffs out a laugh. “Ask me in a month. That’s how far I got last time before I broke.”

         
         “I think you can do it. My grandma did, after smoking for fifty years.”

         
         His eyebrows rise. “No kidding.”

         
         I nod. “Ate carrots constantly but she never smoked again.”

         
         “They say carrots are good for your eyesight.” He pulls several crumpled bills out of his pocket as we get closer to the counter,
            and then a credit card. I catch myself wondering if he owns a wallet.
         

         
         “Um, this is on me,” I say, pulling out my own wallet.

         
         He looks up in surprise. “You don’t need to.”

         
         “I know, but . . . Marcus paid for the tickets, and I never did buy you a drink.”

         
         His lips twitch into a smile. “All right. Thanks.”

         
         We buy a few pin-striped bags of popcorn and some sodas and head back to the truck, where Marcus and Katy have set up cushions
            and blankets and are leaning back against the truck’s cab, resting their shoulders against each other.
         

         
         “So, Harlowe,” Katy says, as I hand her a bag of popcorn, “you said you haven’t seen Jaws, right? Like, you haven’t seen any of it?”
         

         
         “I haven’t seen any of it,” I confirm. “And please don’t say it’s a classic.”

         
         “It is a classic,” Marcus says, taking a soda from Nathan. “I mean, I think that’s kind of an objective statement at this point,
            according to pretty much every film buff.”
         

         
         I sigh. “I know. It’s just that my ex kept trying to get me to watch this movie, and that was always his argument. It’s a classic. He seemed to think that would convince me to watch it.”
         

         
         “Is this the ex you’re here to escape?” Marcus asks.

         
         “Yeah.”

         
         “How’s that going?”

         
         Terribly. He’s stuck in my bathroom.

         
         But all I say is “Jury’s still out.”

         
         Nathan grabs one of the cushions and sits down, setting it between his back and the side of the truck. “The actual reason
            to watch this movie is the shark,” he says. 
         

         
         “Oh, here we go,” Marcus grumbles.

         
         “We put up with your weird cat facts,” Katy says, slapping Marcus’s arm. “You can put up with Nathan’s shark facts.”

         
         “What shark facts?” I ask.

         
         “Nathan went to college for marine biology,” Katy says. “Ergo . . . weird shark facts.”

         
         “Oh, really?” I ask, doing my best to sound like I don’t already know what Nathan studied in college, courtesy of whatever version of him keeps turning up in the cottage bedroom. 

         
         He shakes his head, a faint flush in his cheeks. “I just remember a few things here and there,” he says. “It’s not much. Do
            you want to sit down?”
         

         
         He gestures at a cushion next to him. I carefully sink down onto it, balancing my popcorn and my soda, and lean back against
            the side of the truck. My sleeve brushes Nathan’s, and I can’t help noticing the last of the daylight catching in the hair
            on his arm, golden against his tan skin.
         

         
         Behind us, the truck radio cuts out for a moment, static crackling, and then a voice with an unmistakable 1950s accent blares
            through.
         

         
         “Welcome to the Wellfleet Drive-in Theatre! Visit our refreshment center during the intermission . . . or any time!”

         
         The giant screen at one end of the parking lot flickers to life, displaying a chipper animated hot dog that looks like it
            belongs in a Looney Tunes cartoon. It gives us a wink and a big thumbs-up, before the screen switches to an idyllic drawing
            of an ocean, fluffy pink clouds floating through the sky, while an atomic-era font flashes across the screen: Make this drive-in theatre a regular habit!

         
         “What do you think?” Marcus leans around Katy, looking at me. “Feel cocooned in white, suburban fifties America yet?”

         
         “Yeah. Wow.” On the screen in front of us, a list of rules pops up, like no driving over ten miles per hour. “Is this actually from the fifties?”
         

         
         “Oh, yeah, it’s been playing ever since the drive-in opened,” Katy says. “I remember it from when I was a kid.”

         
         “Terrifying,” Marcus says.

         
         Katy shoots him a look of mock offense. “Nostalgic!”

         
         “For what, exactly?”

         
         “Segregation, McCarthyism, nuclear anxiety, and raids on gay bars, obviously,” Nathan says, tossing a handful of popcorn into his mouth. 

         
         The cartoon images flicker and vanish, and the static from the radio disappears. A cheer goes through the parking lot around
            us. Most of the spaces are filled—a sea of cars and trucks, with a few people sitting in lawn chairs on the pavement.
         

         
         Behind the screen, the sky is almost completely dark now, the last hints of lighter blue fading into dusk. The screen flickers
            to life again, zooming along a sandy ocean floor, the colors all slightly pale and washed out. Music crackles over the car
            radio—the bah-dump, bah-dump of the Jaws theme I know immediately even though I’ve never seen the movie.
         

         
         I lean back, resting my elbow against the hump over the truck’s rear wheel, and take a sip of my root beer.

         
         I’m finally seeing Jaws. Just like Jackson always wanted. There’s still no buzz from my phone as the ominous music cuts out and the scene changes
            to a crowd around a campfire on the beach, a guy playing harmonica—so maybe Rika hasn’t seen my text yet. Maybe she and Yasmin
            are out somewhere, if Yasmin isn’t on a long hospital shift.
         

         
         Maybe they’re even out with Jackson.

         
         The thought doesn’t eat at me, the way I expect it to. Instead, a tiny, petty piece of me hopes they are out with Jackson. Hopes even that Rika shows him my text. Just so he knows that I’m finally watching the movie he kept pushing
            at me, only I’m not watching it with him.
         

         
         “Ugh, I hate this part.” Katy squeezes her eyes as the young woman on the screen runs into the dark water for a midnight swim.
            “I’ve seen this movie so many times and I still hate this part.”
         

         
         “Is she going to get eaten by a shark?” I ask.

         
         “She is one hundred percent going to get eaten by a shark,” Nathan says. He’s close enough that his voice vibrates against my shoulder. 

         
         I suppose I could lean away. Try to shift. Maybe I’m too close to him. But there’s a kind of comfort to it, his shoulder against
            mine.
         

         
         It’s a little like the feeling I used to have drifting through a crowded bar in Jackson’s wake.

         
         And Nathan doesn’t move either. We eat our popcorn as the sky overhead darkens and the colors seem to saturate the screen
            as the light fades around us. As the mayor of a coastal town that does look an awful lot like Cape Cod (Rika was right) refuses
            to believe he should close the beaches, Nathan shifts, and his knee knocks against mine. I don’t move away. Neither does he.
         

         
         It gets colder as it gets later. Katy curls into Marcus. Nathan leans forward and grabs one of the blankets, pulling it over
            both of us. When he leans back again, his arm presses closer to mine. I can feel him breathing.
         

         
         I have to admit that this time at least, Rika kind of has a point about the queer reading. Three guys alone on a boat comparing
            scars and singing together does have a certain sexual tension that makes me smile, thinking about what her running commentary
            would be like. My phone still hasn’t buzzed, even as the credits begin to roll, but I make a mental note to text her later
            about the movie anyway.
         

         
         Marcus heaves himself up, pulling Katy with him. “All right, let’s get out of here before the line gets ridiculous.”

         
         “We could just wait,” Katy says, stretching her back. “Let everyone else leave first.”

         
         Marcus gives her a blank look. “Then we’ll be here for, like, another hour.”

         
         She sighs. “You are such a dad.” But she hops down from the truck bed, climbing back into the cab. Marcus follows her, and
            a moment later, the truck’s engine roars to life.
         

         
         I sit up, untangling myself from the blanket and shifting away from Nathan, suddenly conscious of how close we are now that Katy and Marcus aren’t crowded in with us. He seems to notice too. He clears his throat and rubs the back of his neck, grabbing the blanket and awkwardly trying to fold it. 

         
         The end credits music turns diffuse and distant as Marcus turns off the truck’s radio, and all I can hear is the sound from
            the car stereos around us. We pull out of the parking space and slowly rumble toward the exit. Around us, a few other cars
            are peeling off too, headlights flickering to life.
         

         
         Marcus drops us off in the parking lot by the road, and Nathan and I climb back into his old Pontiac. It takes Nathan three
            tries, turning the key, before the engine roars to life, letting out a whine as he turns us out of the lot and back onto Route
            6.
         

         
         We drive with the windows down, and the air thuds against my eardrums, blowing my hair back from my face. It’s cool enough
            that I shiver, but it’s refreshing—the kind of shiver that feels like a relief after a hot day, and makes me want to pull
            my sweatshirt sleeves over my hands and sink down into the old crushed velvet of the passenger seat.
         

         
         The engine whines again as we climb the hill back up to the cottages and come to a stop in the clearing.

         
         Nathan turns off the car, and the sounds of the night grow suddenly louder. Crickets and waves and rustling leaves. “So, what
            did you think?” he asks. “You like Jaws now?”
         

         
         “You know, I think I do.” I grimace. “I’ll never hear the end of this.”

         
         “Why’s that?”

         
         “Oh, my friend Rika has this whole queer reading of this movie, and she thought I should see it because I was going to be
            on the Cape for the summer. It was a whole thing.”
         

         
         Nathan glances at me, that quarter of a smile tugging at his mouth. “Sounds like everybody thought you should see Jaws.”
         

         
         “Thus why I’ll never hear the end of it.” I undo my seat belt, but I don’t reach for the door. I wait, watching him, and I
            swear he’s waiting too, watching me.
         

         
         My breath seems too loud in my ears, filling up the silence, as we sit and look at each other. And then he leans toward me,
            and I lean toward him. This time, when he kisses me, it’s almost tentative. As though he’s hesitating, asking a question,
            waiting for me to respond.
         

         
         The flame in my chest burns brighter, sending heat down into my belly. I wrap my fingers around the back of his neck. Pull
            him closer—
         

         
         And then his seat belt creaks, and the edge of the storage compartment between the seats catches my hip, and the moment breaks.
            We pull away from each other. My heart pounds in my ears, sending a pulse all the way out to my fingertips.
         

         
         “Thanks for the ride.” I fumble for the door handle. “I’ll text you?”

         
         “Yeah.” His voice is rough, but he’s smiling. “Text me.”

         
         I climb out of the car and watch from the bottom of the brick steps as he turns the Pontiac around and rumbles down Spyglass
            Beach Way, taillights disappearing into the trees. My phone buzzes in my pocket. I pull it out and find a text from Rika on
            the screen: Omg you did it?! I want all your thoughts.

         
         I smile. In the morning, I write back. I promise.

         
         Even though it’s closing in on midnight, Jackson is still standing at the sink in the bathroom when I walk in, brushing his
            teeth.
         

         
         He looks up, and for a moment, we just stare at each other.

         
         Then I say, “I saw Jaws.”
         

         
         He blinks at me and takes the toothbrush out of his mouth. “You did?”

         
         “I did.”

         
         “When?”

         
         “Just now. I went out.” I pick up my own toothbrush and the tube of toothpaste. When I glance up into the mirror, Jackson
            is still staring at me.
         

         
         “You keep saying you don’t want to watch Jaws,” he says.
         

         
         I take a breath. Let it out. “I changed my mind.”

         
         He goes back to brushing his teeth. And then he pauses again and says, “So does this mean you’re ready to talk about the couch?”

         
         “No.” I turn on the water, wrenching the tap harder than I mean to. “I don’t need to talk about a couch, Jackson. It’s pointless,
            okay?” I stick my toothbrush in my mouth, turning to face him. “I’m moving on. I don’t need you. I really don’t know why you’re
            here.”
         

         
         He frowns at me, frozen mid-brush. “I’m here because this is our bathroom,” he says, garbled around the toothpaste. “And we
            need a fucking couch.”
         

         
         I give up and turn away. He asks me about the couch again, as I’m rinsing off my toothbrush. And again, when I’m washing my
            face. But I ignore him. And when I leave, I slam the door.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Nineteen

         
         Nobody realizes things overnight. Nobody wakes up one day, out of the blue, and decides that actually, everything about their
            life is wrong.
         

         
         You realize things slowly. You think, and maybe you waffle, and then eventually, you figure something out.

         
         At least, that’s what I thought I believed. But when I opened my eyes, on that morning in mid-April, I felt like someone had
            flipped a switch. Here I was, waking up next to Jackson like I had been for the past six years, except this time, one clear
            thought cut through the swirl of fog that had been collecting in my head for months.
         

         
         I don’t want this.

         
         I lay in bed, staring at the boob light in our apartment ceiling for ten minutes, waiting to see if the thought would go away.
            And when it didn’t, I lay there for ten more minutes, trying to tell myself it wasn’t real. Just a leftover feeling from a
            bad dream I couldn’t remember.
         

         
         But I couldn’t shake it. It stayed in my head as I took a shower. It bubbled as I made coffee. And as Jackson and I moved
            around each other in the kitchen—him preparing to head out to the observatory, me getting ready for a day of working at home—it
            only grew louder.
         

         
         I don’t want this.

         
         I didn’t want the realization that I hadn’t asked him about his work all week, because I couldn’t stand the thought of hearing
            about it. I didn’t want the swirl of emotions I knew I’d feel, listening to him—the vague hint of jealousy about the article
            he was working on; the exhaustion when he moved on, forgetting, again, to ask how my work was going. I didn’t want the kiss
            that we’d inevitably give each other when he left—the one that felt like nothing except an obligation.
         

         
         I didn’t want to plan another week of meals with him. I didn’t want to do our laundry—a task that always seemed to fall to
            me because I was home during the weekdays and that was the only time you could snag a machine in our building without stiff
            competition. I didn’t want to listen to him tease me when I took a while choosing what to order, the next time we went out
            to dinner, because I could never make up my mind.
         

         
         I suddenly couldn’t see any kind of future in front of me—in front of us. The fog that had been collecting in my head was
            just one giant white space when I tried to picture next month or next year or five years from now.
         

         
         When Jackson left for the observatory, I didn’t kiss him. I said I hadn’t brushed my teeth.

         
         And then I sat in the middle of the living room, staring at the couch, and felt empty.

         
         Maybe it wasn’t really that someone had flipped a switch and suddenly everything was different. Maybe it was that it had all
            unraveled so slowly that I hadn’t noticed until now. We’d been fighting more, I realized, but it had happened gradually. 
         

         
         He got really upset when I told him I was going to stop searching for an academic job.

         
         We were supposed to do this together, he told me. I was giving up too easily.

         
         And after that . . . it was smaller stuff. He worked late without telling me, and I got mad because I’d cooked dinner and it had gotten cold and he hadn’t answered my text. I accidentally put one of his ties through the wash and ruined it and he called me careless. Every small thing became something bigger, and every passing comment cut deeper. 

         
         Eventually, I got up off the floor and went to work at the little desk I had set up in a corner of the living room. But in
            between all my work tasks, I kept trying to think of things I loved about Jackson. I kept trying to remember why I said yes
            when he asked if I wanted to move in. Why I said yes when he asked me out. Why the past six years in this apartment, the past
            seven years together, had even happened.
         

         
         And I couldn’t remember.

         
         I couldn’t come up with reasons I loved him.

         
         I just felt empty.

         
         I picked up my phone to text Rika, because she was who I talked to when I couldn’t talk to Jackson. Except I realized I couldn’t
            talk to her about this. I couldn’t ask her to help me figure out why I apparently no longer loved her other best friend.
         

         
         I couldn’t ask her to help me figure out if I ever had.

         
         So I set my phone down, and I tried to go back to work. And I spent that whole week hoping, vaguely, that this was just some
            kind of mid-relationship crisis and I’d wake up one morning and it would have passed.
         

         
         But it didn’t.

         
         I spent two more weeks noticing how far Jackson and I sat apart from each other on the couch. That we didn’t kiss each other
            good night, and I couldn’t remember when we’d stopped. That he smiled more when Rika and Yasmin came over for dinner than
            he did when it was just the two of us.
         

         
         And then, finally, one night in the kitchen, when both of us were making a cup of tea before bed, I said, “I’m not sure this
            is working.”
         

         
         “What’s not working?” he asked. “The kettle?”

         
         “No. Us.”

         
         He was quiet, looking at his mug on the counter. Which was when I realized that the two of us had been playing a game of chicken
            for a while—waiting to see who would break first and call this what it was: an end.
         

         
         He didn’t seem that surprised. He just turned his mug in a slow circle. “No,” he said, “it’s not.”

         
         I swallowed. “I think we should break up.”

         
         Another slow mug turn, the ceramic grating softly against the counter. “Fine,” he said, and picked up his tea, walking past
            me to the bedroom.
         

         
         I stood there, heart hammering, wondering what I had just done. Wondering if I was supposed to feel better about it, or if
            I was supposed to cry.
         

         
         But all I felt, still, was empty.

         
         So I picked up my own mug of tea and followed Jackson to the bedroom. We climbed into bed next to each other, because I didn’t
            know what else to do, and apparently neither did he.
         

         
         And the next day, when I woke up, I started googling for somewhere else to live.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Twenty

         
         August rolls in with a torrent of rain that lashes the Cape, filling potholes and flooding the low-lying dips in the road
            near the marshes. The waves roar, white peaks as far as I can see, and the gray of the ocean blends into the gray of the sky.
            At night, I listen to the wind rattle the bedroom windows, whistling in at the seams.
         

         
         It should feel cozy. It could feel cozy, except that I can’t lounge in a warm bubble bath while reading a book, or spend time cooking in the kitchen, thanks
            to Jackson and my dad. And being stuck inside all day means it’s not exactly easy to avoid the kitchen and bathroom either.
         

         
         For the first time, I actually find myself missing Boston, just a little. At least in Boston, on days when it was rainy and
            cold and I didn’t really want to be at home all day with Jackson, I could just walk down the street to a coffee shop, or a
            bookstore, or the library.
         

         
         Here, everything is far away. And I have a feeling that in this weather, even the closer, smaller coffee shop in Wellfleet
            will be packed with sodden tourists who also don’t want to hole up in their B and Bs or beach shacks for another day.
         

         
         I’m in the dining room, paging through the copy of Giovanni’s Room, remembering Professor MacAndrew paging through it and faintly wondering if it’ll offer me some clue to her disappearance, when my phone starts buzzing on the table. 

         
         I glance at it. My dad is calling me.

         
         For a second, I turn toward the kitchen, as though I half expect to see the version of my dad in there holding a phone to
            his ear. But he’s just scrubbing away at another mug, humming to himself.
         

         
         I look back at my phone.

         
         I should answer. I still haven’t told my dad that I’m on Cape Cod. I could tell him now.
         

         
         I pick up my phone, and then set it back down, and then pick it up again, and by the time I’ve finally decided to just answer
            it, it stops buzzing. After another minute, a voicemail notification pops up.
         

         
         I swallow, my throat dry, and play the message.

         
         “Hi, Harlowe. It’s me.” My dad’s voice crackles over the tinny speakers. He must be in his house in Michigan. He never seems to get great reception
            there. “Just calling again about this upcoming trip. We’ll be swinging through Boston in a few weeks, so give me a call back and
               let me know where you can meet us.” He clears his throat. Waits, almost as though he expects me to somehow answer. “All right, then. Looking forward to catching up.”

         
         I lower the phone.

         
         He said us, but the new family never comes with him when he meets me for lunch or coffee or whatever two-hour activity we decide on.
            I haven’t seen Christine and Kendra since those five days in Michigan. Dad always pulls up a picture on his phone, and I promptly
            erase it from my brain as soon as we part ways. As far as my memory is concerned, Kendra is still stuck at sixteen, obsessed
            with wolf figurines.
         

         
         I used to ask my dad why they weren’t joining us.

         
         Oh, Kendra wanted to see the museum, he said the first time. He didn’t say which museum.
         

         
         Another time they were seeing a play. That one about the murder. You probably saw it. (I hadn’t.)
         

         
         And another time they were just shopping. He didn’t say for what.
         

         
         I wonder what it’ll be this time. Maybe they’ll go out for coffee too. Somewhere else.

         
         Another gust of wind hits the cottage, rattling the front door. I set down Giovanni’s Room and head for the kitchen.
         

         
         Uninvited Roommate Dad has given up on the mug and is peering under the sink, which is new. But I’ve discovered him doing
            various new things these last few days, now that I’ve been stuck inside all day while it’s raining. He clearly spends most
            of his time washing dishes, but I’ve also found him looking through the fridge (although he never seems to find what he’s
            looking for), looking for a screwdriver to fix the faucet (which he also never seems to find), and turning the faucet on and
            off while inspecting the various fittings as if convinced there’s something wrong with them.
         

         
         “What are you doing?” I ask.

         
         “Oh, this faucet was always a rush job,” he says, head still stuck under the sink. “I should probably pull the whole thing
            out and redo it one of these days.”
         

         
         I glance worriedly at the faucet. I really hope he can’t actually take Dina’s kitchen apart. I’m not sure how I’d explain
            that. “Dad . . . why’d you ask me to come visit you in Michigan?”
         

         
         He backs out from under the sink. “What’s that?”

         
         “Why did you invite me here?” Might as well roll with his view of things. “To your new house?”

         
         He pushes himself up, one freckled hand braced against his knee. “I thought you’d like to see the house. You hadn’t been up
            yet.” He scratches his ear. “I’d only ever come out to visit you, so I figured I ought to invite you out to visit me.”
         

         
         He sounds like he means it. And yet somehow I don’t believe him. “You’re never going to invite me back, you know,” I say.

         
         He frowns. “What are you talking about?”

         
         “Nothing.” I shake my head. “Never mind.”

         
         He leans a hand against the sink, eyes focused on the counter like he’s avoiding my gaze. “Are you having a nice time?” He
            picks at the grout between the counter and the sink with a thumbnail. “Here in Michigan?”
         

         
         He asks it the same way he asks if I’m enjoying the weather, whenever he sees me in Boston. Casual, and like he knows exactly
            what I’m going to say in response. Because if the weather is sunny and lovely, nobody is going to say they hate it.
         

         
         “Yeah,” I say flatly, sidling past him to the fridge. “I’m having a great time.”

         
         “I just thought it would be nice for you to get to know Christine and Kendra,” he says. And still he has that casual tone.
            The tone that says this is normal. This is ordinary. Another sunny day. “And Michigan. You know, my life.”
         

         
         I grab a seltzer out of the fridge, because at some point this summer, probably thanks to Dave and Bill, I’ve become someone
            who buys seltzer. “Well, I don’t get to know them,” I say, cracking open the can. “If you want the spoiler alert.”
         

         
         His forehead wrinkles in confusion. “Why not?”

         
         “I don’t know, Dad. You’d have to tell me.”

         
         A shadow crosses his face, lines sinking deeper into it. He turns away, back toward the sink, and picks up a mug. He goes
            back to washing dishes without a word.
         

         
         Which I guess means the conversation is over. He doesn’t want to tell me anything.

         
         I take my seltzer and go back to the dining room, pulling the bifold door closed behind me. I could turn on the TV. See if
            I can find more Diamonds and Divas to binge.
         

         
         But I know if I do that, I’m also going to end up staring at my phone, reading the transcript of my dad’s voicemail or looking at his last text, and right now, I desperately need to stop thinking about him. 

         
         I glance out the window at the rain still slashing through the trees, and then I text Nathan: You around today?

         
         We’ve hung out a number of times since seeing Jaws, but it’s usually been with Katy and Marcus, as though we’re both a tiny bit afraid to be alone together. And maybe we are—or
            at least, I think I might be. Whenever the four of us are at the pond, or wandering through Provincetown, or walking one of
            the trails that winds through the woods or around the marshes, I feel caught between enjoying the easy way we’ve settled into
            talking and laughing together, and wishing that I could experience this just with Nathan, twining my fingers with his. I want
            to know how his smile might change, if it’s just the two of us.
         

         
         What we might talk about.

         
         If we’d talk at all.

         
         Whether the silence would feel as easy and safe as I’ve caught myself imagining it would.

         
         But part of me is also scared. Of just how much I want, and the way the wanting seems to extend forever, a well with no bottom.

         
         A message pops up on my phone from Nathan: I’m at Cuppa but closing in an hour if you want to come by.

         
         A now familiar warmth floods through me, and I feel a smile starting. I’d love to, I reply, and then I pick up my seltzer and my car keys, and head for the door.
         

         
         

         It rains all the way to Provincetown. My windshield wipers squeak back and forth (I definitely need new windshield wipers) and the drive takes almost twice as long as usual because the visibility is so bad, but at least the weather also means Provincetown is less crowded. I find a spot on the street, a few blocks from Cuppa Cove, and grab the umbrella I brought with me. 

         
         As soon as I step out of the car, the wind grabs the umbrella, tugging it inside out so sharply that I hear a metal rib snap.

         
         Shit.

         
         I toss the broken umbrella back in my car and run for the awning of the nearest shop. The rain hits heavy and cold, pelting
            my face and the shoulders of my T-shirt as I leap a puddle near the curb. I pause under the awning, wipe my eyes, and then
            run for the next shop awning I see. By the time I open the door to Cuppa Cove, I’m completely drenched, the toes of my sneakers
            damp, my T-shirt sticking to my back.
         

         
         The coffee shop is empty except for Nathan, wearing a hoodie, the sleeves pushed to his elbows, wiping down the tables.

         
         He looks up when I open the door. “Hey, perfect timing. I’m just closing up.” He takes in my sodden clothes and hair. “You’re
            soaked.”
         

         
         “Yeah, my umbrella broke.” I fold my arms. It feels just as cold inside Cuppa Cove as it did outside.

         
         “Oh, umbrellas are useless here,” Nathan says, dodging behind the counter and tossing the rag into a basket. “You need a raincoat.”

         
         “I don’t have one,” I say, feeling vaguely incompetent. “I did have one, but it ripped when I was camping with my ex in Vermont and I never got a new one.”
         

         
         Nathan switches off the light behind the counter and the string lights that crisscross the ceiling overhead, plunging the
            coffee shop into a gloom that matches that of the street outside the windows. “Well, we could hang out here for a bit and
            see if it lets up. Or we could try to fit both of us in my raincoat.”
         

         
         I give him a look of mock offense. “Listen, I know I’m small, but I’m not that small.”
         

         
         He comes back around the counter, stopping in front of me. He reaches out, almost hesitantly, and rubs his hands and up and down my arms. “Maybe I should fire up the espresso machine again,” he says, forehead wrinkling in concern. “You’re freezing.” 

         
         “If I have coffee now, I will be awake all night,” I say, which is true, but also, I don’t want him to stop. “Anyway, your
            hands are warm. This is helping.”
         

         
         “Good.” He pauses, and then he takes his hands away and pulls his sweatshirt over his head. The T-shirt he’s wearing underneath
            hitches up, revealing his ribs. I’m pretty sure he hasn’t had a cigarette since July Fourth, and his edges don’t seem quite
            as noticeable now—as though his elbows have become slightly less knobby and his face has gotten slightly fuller.
         

         
         “Here.” He wriggles his way out of his hoodie and holds it out to me. “Put this on.”

         
         His T-shirt slips down over his torso again, and I realize, rather suddenly, that this is disappointing. I look at the hoodie.
            “Won’t you be cold without this?”
         

         
         “I’m fine,” he says. “And I’ve got a raincoat.”

         
         “I’ll get your hoodie all wet.”

         
         He laughs, that gentle laugh that makes me feel more alive every time I hear it. “I’ve got at least one more hoodie at home,
            Harlowe. I’ll live.”
         

         
         I take the sweatshirt, and I’m about to pull it over my head when he catches my T-shirt.

         
         “Take this off first,” he says. “You’ll just make yourself colder if you trap wet fabric against your skin.”

         
         I set the hoodie on one of the tables and pull off my drenched T-shirt, half turning away from him, suddenly self-conscious.
            But as I lay my T-shirt over the back of a chair and reach for the hoodie again, I feel his fingers brush my shoulder.
         

         
         It ripples through me like an electric shock.

         
         “Sorry.” He pulls back.

         
         I look up at him. He’s leaning toward me, almost imperceptibly, hesitating, bottom lip caught between his teeth. His hand
            comes up again, fingers brushing wet strands of hair off my forehead.
         

         
         The shyness I felt a moment ago vanishes. I wrap a hand around his back, gently pulling him closer, and lean up to kiss him.
            He tastes faintly of bitter coffee, and it sends a shudder through me that has nothing to do with how cold and rain-drenched
            I am. The kiss turns deeper, slower. His tongue brushes against mine, and I feel like I might melt.
         

         
         Then he pulls back, shoulders rising. His eyes meet mine. “Do you want to come back to my place?”

         
         His voice is barely more than a whisper, almost drowned out by the rain outside.

         
         I’m not cold anymore. That flame in my chest is spreading through my whole body. I nod, swallowing, my breath hot in my throat.
            “Yeah. Okay.”
         

         
         He turns away without a word, disappearing behind the counter. He returns a moment later, pulling on a somewhat dingy black
            raincoat. I quickly grab his hoodie, pulling it over my head. The sleeves fall over my hands. I sweep the hood over my head
            and grab my wet T-shirt, balling it in my hands.
         

         
         “Do you want to ride with me?” Nathan asks.

         
         “Give me your address.” My heart is beating too fast, so close to the surface of my chest I feel like it might escape. “I
            can just follow you.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Twenty-One

         
         Nathan’s apartment sits above a garage at the end of a long, cracked driveway, past a single-story house with peeling white
            siding. It’s still pouring when I pull my car up behind his. We run together for the garage, dashing up the rickety stairs
            to his front door. I fold my arms, shivering, while he fumbles with his keys and unlocks the door.
         

         
         We practically fall inside the apartment, pushing the door closed behind us, both laughing a little breathlessly.

         
         “God, it feels like a hurricane out there,” he says.

         
         I can barely see him in the dark entryway. “Or a monsoon,” I say, awkwardly slipping out of my shoes. “Have you ever gotten
            a real hurricane out here?”
         

         
         I feel him move past me and then a bare light bulb switches on over our heads. “We’ve gotten hurricane remnants,” he says,
            pulling off his raincoat and sending a shower of water over the doormat. “A storm tore half of Dina’s stairs out of the dune
            a few years ago. It was a big job to put them back.” He hangs his coat on the single hook on the wall. “Come on in. I’m sorry
            it’s a little messy.”
         

         
         I follow him inside. He flicks on another light, revealing a small living room covered in gray carpet that’s seen better days. A sagging couch sits against one wall, a TV against the other, a ceiling fan turning lazily overhead. There’s no art on the walls. No tchotchkes on the IKEA sideboard that holds the TV. The only signs that anyone really lives here are the half-assembled bicycle sitting in one corner, missing its wheels, and the single bookshelf filled with books on marine life and oceans. 

         
         I feel a small pang of sadness. I don’t know what I thought Nathan’s apartment would look like—I guess I never really pictured
            it—but this feels too empty. There isn’t enough stuff here to even make a real mess.
         

         
         Nathan pauses in the middle of the living room and turns back to me. “We could hang up your clothes,” he says. “I might have
            something you could borrow.”
         

         
         His hoodie held up better against the rain than my T-shirt did, but my shoulders are still damp, even under the thicker cotton,
            and the hood feels heavy and sodden.
         

         
         I push it back, running fingers through my wet hair. “Yeah, probably a good idea. If you don’t mind.”

         
         We go down a hall, past a tiny bathroom, and into his bedroom. It’s as basic and sparse as the living room. No fancy headboard
            for the bed. No extra throw pillows. An IKEA nightstand holds an old digital alarm clock. A lonely floor lamp stands in one
            corner, its cord snaking across the floor to the outlet. The top of his dresser is covered in random things that don’t seem
            to have a better place to live—charging cables, a watch, a pack of tissues, an abandoned mug, a lighter.
         

         
         And a snow globe. It catches my eye, sitting alone on one side of the dresser, the only thing that looks like it’s just here
            to be beautiful. It’s large for a snow globe, with a textured beige base that glitters like sand. In the middle of the globe
            is a dolphin made of blown blue glass.
         

         
         I reach out and pick up the snow globe, smiling. “You like dolphins.”

         
         Nathan tucks his hands in his back pockets, hovering behind me. “I guess so,” he says. “That was my mom’s.”

         
         I look at him quickly, but he’s not looking at me—he’s looking at the snow globe.

         
         “Here,” he says, gently taking it out of my hands. He turns it over, shaking it, and then turns it right side up, setting
            it back on the dresser. Glittering blue and white specks swirl around the dolphin, delicate and beautiful, like twinkling
            bubbles in the ocean.
         

         
         “Wow,” I say. “That’s really pretty.”

         
         A smile passes across his face, but it looks sad. “Yeah,” he says. “I always thought so.”

         
         I suddenly feel like I’m intruding someplace I shouldn’t be. Straying too close to something protected and private. “Here,
            you can have this back.” I pull his hoodie off and turn toward him, holding it out.
         

         
         He steps forward, taking it, and my eyes catch again on the dolphin tattoo on his arm. I can’t stop myself from reaching out,
            catching his arm, and running my thumb over it, almost like I expect, somehow, to feel the shape of it outlined on his skin.
         

         
         He goes still, watching me. The bedroom is dim—the only light the distant glow from the living room—but when I look up, I
            can still see a few specks of light moving in his blue eyes, reflections from the snow globe on the dresser.
         

         
         My heart pounds close to my skin again. I’m almost sure he can hear it.

         
         He’s close, so close I can smell the rain on his clothes, and even though I feel like I’m intruding, I can’t make myself turn
            away.
         

         
         He leans forward until his forehead gently bumps against mine. His nose grazes mine. I feel his breath against my lips, both
            of us hesitating for one more moment, and then we move together, mouths finding each other. And I’m melting, a puddle of fire
            welling in my belly and racing to my fingertips.
         

         
         He drops the hoodie on the floor and his hands touch my bare shoulders, brush down my back, catch on my hip. I move my fingers up under his T-shirt, pushing it up over his ribs, up to his shoulders, until he leans away, just long enough to pull it over his head. And then he pulls me toward him, kissing me deeper, fumbling with the button on my jeans. Then with the zipper. And then his hand slides in and the last thought that flashes through my brain before I go completely lightheaded is that I never felt like this with Jackson. 

         
         This alive.

         
         This desperate.

         
         This inevitable.

         
         A brief twinge of guilt catches in my stomach. I don’t want to think about Jackson now. I never want to think about him again.

         
         And then the twinge is gone. Nathan pulls me backward, and we feel our way to the bed as I try to get my shaking fingers to
            behave long enough to unzip his pants.
         

         
         He pauses, leaning away from me again. “Just take them off.”

         
         I laugh a little, heat rising up my neck. We untangle ourselves, shimmying out of our pants, and then he catches my arm, pulling
            me onto the bed.
         

         
         “Condom—” I start.

         
         “Yeah, I have some in the nightstand,” he breathes into my neck.

         
         I catch his mouth with mine, kissing him deeply. I can feel him against me now, and I run a hand down his neck, fingertips
            bumping over the ridges of the scar on his chest, and then I reach into his shorts, my breath hitching with his as he shifts.
         

         
         And then his hands find me too, and I go lightheaded all over again. Whatever distance might have still been lingering between
            us evaporates, and any last hint of shyness leaves me. There’s only Nathan, and me, and the two of us together, the rain thrumming
            on the roof over our heads.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Twenty-Two

         
         I wake up to the sharp, earthy smell of coffee.

         
         A jolt of confusion goes through me. For a split second, I’m sure this must mean my dad has finally figured out how to make
            coffee by himself. And then I blink, and the ceiling comes into focus, and I realize I’m not staring at the ceiling of the
            cottage.
         

         
         I’m in Nathan’s bedroom, completely naked.

         
         I roll over. The other side of the bed is empty, the blankets pushed back. The blinds are pulled over the single window, but
            I can make out light streaming between them, glowing in thin bright stripes on the carpet.
         

         
         I sit up, looking around for my clothes, but I don’t see them. There is, however, a slightly ratty bathrobe laid out on the
            end of the bed. I grab it, pulling it around my shoulders, and shuffle down the hall, blinking in the sunlight that floods
            into Nathan’s sparse living room.
         

         
         Nathan himself is in his tiny kitchen, in the middle of plunging a French press. He’s wearing lounge shorts and a loose T-shirt,
            his hair sticking up on one side. “Morning,” he says. “I hope I didn’t wake you.”
         

         
         “No, I . . . What time is it?”

         
         “A little after eight.” He pulls a mug down from one of the cabinets. “Do you want coffee?”

         
         “Yeah. Sure.” I rub my eyes. I feel like I slept hard; my head is full of cotton.

         
         Silence settles between us while he pours the coffee. I wander over to the living room window and peer out. The rain of last
            night has disappeared, the heavy gray clouds rolling away toward the horizon. Nathan has opened the window a crack, and the
            air outside smells like damp earth. Puddles lurk in the dips of the driveway.
         

         
         “Milk?” Nathan asks.

         
         “Sure,” I say again.

         
         He adds milk and hands me one of the mugs, and then we both stand there, holding mugs of coffee, staring at each other.

         
         Finally, he jerks and gestures vaguely toward the hall. “Sorry, I just hung up your clothes in the bathroom. I don’t think
            they’re dry yet.”
         

         
         Right. We definitely forgot about my damp clothes last night. They must have still been in a heap on the floor when he woke
            up this morning. “That’s fine,” I say, trying for a smile. “I can wear them home and dry them there. Or something.”
         

         
         “Oh,” he says. “Do you need to get going? I didn’t realize—”

         
         “No!” I say quickly, and a little too loudly. “I mean . . . yes. Eventually. I have work. I just . . . didn’t want to assume
            it was cool for me to hang here in your bathrobe while my clothes dried.”
         

         
         “It’s cool,” he says. The smile he gives me is a little hesitant, a little shy. “My shift doesn’t start until noon. I was
            just going to hang out here and work on the bike.” He tilts his head in the direction of the half-assembled bicycle.
         

         
         I look at it, taking a slow sip of coffee. It’s better than any coffee I ever remember Jackson making, or any I’ve made for
            myself. I suppose maybe that goes with the whole barista occupation. “Yeah, um . . . Why is there half a bike in your living
            room?”
         

         
         He laughs. “It’s not half a bike. It’s a whole bike, it’s just . . . in pieces.”

         
         I glance at the two wheels leaning against Nathan’s tiny table, one of which is missing half its spokes. “Right. Why is there
            a bike in pieces in your living room?”
         

         
         “I’m building Katy a bike,” he says.

         
         I look at him in surprise. “Seriously?”

         
         He nods. “It’s supposed to be a wedding present, for whenever they actually get married. She keeps saying she wants one and
            then never buys one for herself. I got this super cheap off Craigslist. It’s actually a nice model, it just needs some work.”
         

         
         I look at the bike again—at the spots of rust eating through the frame and the flaking blue paint. “Wow. You should clearly
            do that whole bike shop thing sometime. You’re obviously qualified, if you can fix that.”
         

         
         Nathan pauses, mug halfway to his lips. His eyes go to the bike, and for a moment, his expression is very far away. Too far
            away for me to read. Then he takes a sip of coffee and turns back to the counter. “Maybe,” he says. “You think you have time
            for breakfast before you need to go? I’m generally kind of a shit cook but I make pretty good pancakes.”
         

         
         I turn away from the bike. “Yeah, I’ve got time. And also . . .” I hesitate, running a finger over the rim of my coffee cup.
            “I can be a little late.”
         

         
         He glances at me, the corner of his mouth lifting. “Yeah?”

         
         “Yeah.” I set my mug on the counter and lean up to kiss him.

         
         

         With the rain gone, the days turn slow and warm and muggy. August sits on the Cape like a damp blanket that refuses to move or to dry out. Even the ocean breezes seem subdued, the summer heat lingering later into the evenings. 

         
         “Sometimes I think this is the worst season for a birthday,” Katy says, fanning herself with her menu.

         
         The four of us—Marcus and Katy, me and Nathan—are sitting on the patio of a seafood restaurant in Provincetown, staring out
            at the beach. The restaurant is a bit pricier than any place I’ve been so far, but it’s Katy’s thirtieth birthday, and Marcus
            insisted we needed to splurge.
         

         
         “That is blatantly untrue,” Marcus says, studying his own menu. He’s been having a crisis trying to decide between oysters
            and lobster, and we’ve had to ask the waiter for more time twice. “The bitter cold of January would be worse.”
         

         
         “No.” I shake my head. “Christmas. My friend Yasmin’s birthday is on Christmas. It’s the worst.”

         
         “But everything is so pretty around Christmas!” Katy says. She’s decked out in a flowery sundress, her strawberry-blond hair
            pinned up, a few loose curls sticking damply to her neck. “And you get so many presents!”
         

         
         “Yeah, all at once. And people constantly try to combine them.”

         
         She wrinkles her nose. “Oh, I see your point.”

         
         “I think October would be the best month for a birthday,” Nathan says. He’s leaning back in his chair, wearing sunglasses,
            and under the table, his knee is just barely touching mine. “You get great autumn colors, it’s cooler, and all the tourists
            have left.”
         

         
         I try to hide my smile behind my cocktail glass. “I do usually have good autumn colors on my birthday.”

         
         Nathan blinks at me. “Your birthday is in October?”

         
         “The seventeenth.” I take a sip and set down my glass. “What about you? When’s your birthday?”

         
         His shoulders tense and he shifts in his chair, his knee moving away. “April twelfth.”

         
         Something scratches at the back of my brain. A date that feels important, but halfway through a cocktail, I can’t remember what it is. 

         
         “See, October would be nice,” Katy says. “August is just too hot. Especially without AC. Does your cottage have AC, Harlowe?”

         
         I jerk my eyes away from Nathan. “No. I’ve been sleeping in shorts.”

         
         At least, when I’m sleeping in the cottage at all. Which has been happening less and less lately.

         
         Nathan and I haven’t actually told Katy and Marcus about the two of us. About the kiss we shared on the Fourth, or the one
            after Jaws, or anything that’s happened more recently. But we haven’t exactly been making an effort to hide it, and I can see by the
            sidelong glance Katy shoots Nathan that she knows exactly what’s going on.
         

         
         “Right,” she says. “Well, we’re still trying to find a place a little closer to Marc’s work, but I’m not moving unless it
            has some kind of air-conditioning.”
         

         
         The waiter returns, and Marcus finally decides on lobster. As soon as the orders are placed and the waiter has disappeared,
            Nathan pushes his chair back, pulling off his sunglasses. “I’m just gonna run to the bathroom,” he says.
         

         
         I watch him disappear into the restaurant, trying to understand the line of tension still sitting in his shoulders.

         
         “Maybe I’ll go too.” Katy pushes her chair back. “If the waiter comes back, will you get me another glass of wine?” she asks
            Marcus.
         

         
         “You got it, babe,” he says.

         
         She plants a kiss on his head and then disappears into the restaurant after Nathan.

         
         I hesitate, turning my cocktail glass slowly in circles, and then I lean forward, resting my elbows on the table. “Does Nathan
            hate his birthday or something?”
         

         
         Marcus glances at me. “Ah, you noticed that, did you?” He shakes his head, adjusting his glasses. “I don’t really know what it’s about, but he’s never been much for celebrating, that’s for sure. A couple years ago, he broke up with this guy he’d been dating a few weeks before his birthday, so maybe that has something to do with it.” 

         
         “Oh. I didn’t know that.” I look toward the restaurant, an odd feeling in my stomach. It takes me a minute to recognize it—it’s
            that feeling of missing the bottom step again. As though the world lurched a little unexpectedly. “Nathan’s never really said
            anything about his exes, I guess. Other than that he’s had them.”
         

         
         “Yeah, he’s definitely had them.” Marcus picks up his own cocktail glass, swirling it slowly so the ice cubes clink, and then
            sets it back down again with a sigh. “Nathan falls hard. I think he’s fallen hard every time he’s started dating someone,
            to be honest. It just . . . never seems to end up working out, and then Katy’s watching him like a hawk, afraid he’ll ghost
            her and emerge three days later smoking like a chimney again, or . . .” Marcus rubs his face. “Sorry. That’s unfair. He hasn’t
            had the easiest time, I just . . . I wish he’d make it easier on himself.”
         

         
         I look back at my cocktail, a knot forming in my stomach.

         
         What are you doing? a little voice says in my head. You’re going to leave too. So what are you doing?

         
         “Hey.” Nathan reappears, wiping his hands off on his jeans, and sits back down in his chair. The tension seems to be gone
            from his shoulders. He smiles at me, and I quickly smile back.
         

         
         The food arrives just as Katy returns from the bathroom, and we dig in, raising our glasses to toast her birthday, talking
            about nothing. Whether any of the upcoming movies are worth seeing at the drive-in before it closes for the season. How many
            animals peed on Marcus today (three). Which bike path Nathan should have taken me on instead of the Cape Cod Rail Trail.
         

         
         He reaches over at some point, finding my hand in my lap and squeezing it.

         
         I swallow around the lump forming in my throat.

         
         What am I doing? I think. What are we doing?

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Twenty-Three

         
         My phone buzzes as Nathan and I are walking back to his car from the restaurant, meandering our way down Commercial Street
            to his secret parking space behind Cuppa Cove. I let go of his hand to pull my phone out of my pocket. I have a text message
            from Rika.
         

         
         
            Hey, so Yas and I have totally been meaning to come visit at some point, and we finally found a date we can both take off
               work! So . . . we booked this super cute beach shack for next weekend. Hoping that works for you???
            

         

         I stare at the message. Next weekend?

         
         “What’s up?” Nathan asks.

         
         I look up and realize I’ve stopped in the middle of the sidewalk. People are dodging around us like we’re rocks in a river.
            “Sorry. It’s nothing . . . just . . . my friends want to come visit.”
         

         
         Before the summer is over.

         
         Panic lurches in my stomach. We were just talking about the drive-in closing for the season. I’ve been seeing the signs going up all over Provincetown, and all over Wellfleet. Closing for the season after Labor Day. Limited off-season hours starting September 15.

         
         I knew it was coming. But somehow the hazy long days of August made my sense of time lazy, and I checked my work calendar
            every day without really seeing the month slipping away. Without realizing September was just around the corner.
         

         
         I only have a couple weeks until Labor Day—until my lease of Dina’s cottage is up, and I’m supposed to move on. I have done
            exactly zero apartment hunting. At some point, I’m pretty sure I had the idea that I’d drive back to Boston on some weekend
            and look at a few places, but I never did. I haven’t even browsed any listings online.
         

         
         “Do you want your friends to come visit?” Nathan asks.

         
         I glance up at him and then back at my phone. “Yeah, of course. I mean, they’ve been wanting to come out and now the summer’s
            almost over so . . . It’ll be great to see them.”
         

         
         “So what’s wrong?” he asks quietly.

         
         “Nothing,” I say. “It just made me realize I have a lot of my own planning to do.”

         
         He’s silent, watching me. And then he lets his breath out, tucking his hands in his back pockets. “Right,” he says.

         
         “Nathan . . .” But I don’t know what to say next.

         
         He runs his tongue over his bottom lip, his shoulders hunching. “We don’t have to do this right now. It’s fine.” He pulls
            his keys out of his pocket. “You want me to drop you off at Dina’s?”
         

         
         We hadn’t discussed plans for tonight. We hadn’t said anything about whether we’d watch another movie, like we did last night,
            my feet tucked under his legs while we both attempted one of Rika’s queer readings on an old noir film. We hadn’t even said
            whether we’d end up at his place at all.
         

         
         But I still feel a tug of disappointment. “Yeah. Sure.”

         
         He nods. And then he holds out a hand. I grasp it, tangling my fingers with his, and we walk toward his car. He’s warm, his arm soft against mine, but he feels suddenly miles away. 

         
         

         I type out a reply to Rika as I walk up the flagstone path to the cottage: Next weekend sounds great. Are you guys taking the ferry?

         
         She texts back almost immediately. Yay!! Yes, I was planning on it.

         
         Cool, I text. Let me know your plans and I can pick you up.

         
         I send it all off before I can think too hard about why I can’t bring myself to add an exclamation point.

         
         The sun is sinking behind the dunes when I reach the cottage to find Sir Duke waiting for me on the steps. He lets out a plaintive
            meow when he sees me, coming up to the front door like he expects to be let in.
         

         
         “Come on, bud.” I nudge him gently out of the way with my foot. “You know you’re not supposed to come in here.”

         
         He turns his orange eyes up at me, giving me what I’m quite sure is a glare, before waltzing away into the bushes, his fat
            tail held high.
         

         
         I ditch my shoes just inside the door and head straight for the dining room, where my laptop sits on the table. I open a browser
            tab, pulling up Zillow, Craigslist, every other rental website I can think of.
         

         
         How did this sneak up on me? I’m going to miss the window for September first leases. And given how many universities there
            are in Boston, those are already hard enough to pin down.
         

         
         Of course, I know exactly how it snuck up on me. I spent weekends at the pond. I took walks on the beach. I played kickball and went to the drive-in and the Old Colony Tap. I spent my evenings with Nathan and I kept telling myself there was tomorrow. There was next weekend. There was later.

         
         I stare at the search options for Zillow. I still only have vague ideas of a budget. I haven’t nailed down a neighborhood.
            I haven’t decided whether I want to be close to everything I know, even if it means I might run into Jackson, or pick someplace
            far away and new.
         

         
         I push myself up, trying to shake off the fizzy feeling of panic, and go into the kitchen in search of tea. Some nice and
            calming peppermint tea. Maybe that will help.
         

         
         “There you are,” my dad says, from his usual spot by the sink. “I know it’s late, but what about that coffee?”

         
         “Not right now.” I push past him, grabbing the box of peppermint tea down from the cupboard.

         
         He turns to look at me, a vague frown on his face. “What’s wrong with you?”

         
         “Nothing’s wrong with me.” I pick up the small kettle and fill it with water, turning on the stove. “I just don’t want coffee
            right now. I’m having tea. And I’m busy.”
         

         
         “You’re here visiting,” my dad says. “What could you possibly be busy with?”

         
         I grab a mug and stick the tea bag into it. “It doesn’t matter,” I say shortly. “I’m just busy and now isn’t a good time.”

         
         On other days, by the second or third time I’ve said no, my dad would turn around, looking miffed or hurt, and go back to
            washing dishes. But tonight, for some reason, he dries off his hands on the towel and folds his arms.
         

         
         “I want to spend time with you on this visit, Harlowe,” he insists. “We’ve got a few days. So how about coffee?”

         
         “You don’t want to spend time with me, Dad. If you wanted to spend time with me, I wouldn’t get two-hour lunches whenever
            there happen to be cheap flights to Boston. I’m honestly not sure you ever wanted to spend time with me.”
         

         
         He stares at me in surprise, and then his brow furrows and he turns away. “Then why do you think I’m asking if you want coffee?”

         
         I pause in the middle of adjusting the gas on the stove. “What?”

         
         “Never mind,” my dad says, waving a hand. “You clearly don’t have time.”

         
         But his words stick in my brain. A memory trickles back, like water seeping under a door.

         
         The morning after that first night in Michigan, five years ago, when my dad made salmon, I walked into the kitchen, and Dad
            asked if I wanted coffee. And I had no real reason to say no, except that I still felt hurt and vaguely angry at him, and
            like I was devolving into a petulant, angry teenager who was somehow competing with Kendra.
         

         
         So I said no.

         
         He seemed a little disappointed, but he went back to washing dishes, and I made my own breakfast, even though I had a bit
            of a headache that coffee definitely would have fixed.
         

         
         It was an amazingly bratty thing to do, and I felt incredibly immature, but I was too stubborn to take it back.

         
         And then I forgot about it, because I tried to forget everything about that trip.

         
         I turn to my dad. “Is there something important about this?”

         
         My dad is still facing the sink, fiddling with the faucet handle. “What do you mean?”

         
         My mind churns. “What is it about the coffee, Dad? Are you trying to tell me something? Is there something important about
            this day that you’re reliving?”
         

         
         “Well, I was thinking about having a go at fixing those pipes,” he says. “You could give me a hand.”

         
         “No, not the pipes, Dad,” I say in frustration. “This already happened. You asking me about coffee. This happened five years
            ago. So why are you here, asking me again now? Is there something important about this?”
         

         
         He turns around, frowning at me. “What are you on about? I wasn’t even in Michigan five years ago.”

         
         “Oh, for the love of . . .” I pick up the kettle, even though it hasn’t whistled yet, and pour steaming water into my tea
            mug. “Okay. Fine. Forget I said anything.” I pick up my mug and go back out to the dining room, closing the bifold door before
            he can argue with me.
         

         
         I try to focus on my laptop, looking at my bank account and my paychecks and crunching numbers to figure out my budget as
            the room grows darker and darker around me. Staring at maps on Zillow and listings on Craigslist. Jotting down neighborhoods
            and what I think I want in a place, like I’ve put any thought into it at all.
         

         
         But I can’t stop playing that memory over and over again in my head—my dad, in his kitchen in Michigan, asking me if I want
            coffee. It’s all foggy and faded, like staring through a dirty window.
         

         
         Why is the house showing me this moment?
         

         
         I shut my laptop, rubbing my forehead and staring again at the chair across from me where Professor MacAndrew used to sit.

         
         Was there something important about that moment too? Some reason the house picked it, and if I can just think what that reason
            might be, I’ll be able to figure out why Professor MacAndrew vanished?
         

         
         I try to recall every piece of our conversation on the Fourth of July, looking for the piece that mattered . . . but nothing
            stands out.
         

         
         I still don’t understand any of this. The summer is almost over, and I suppose I should be relieved that I’ll finally be free
            of the uninvited roommates. But all I feel is that vague churn of panic.
         

         
         A vague scratching under my skin, a vague sense like I left a light on somewhere—a feeling that I’m missing something.

         
         I take a last gulp of tea and then push my chair back. I want to shower and collapse into bed.

         
         But once I get into the bathroom, Jackson seems more insistent than usual too. Just like my dad.

         
         “We can’t keep doing this,” he says, facing the wall with his eyes closed and his arms folded, while I peel off my clothes and turn on the shower. “I mean, what am I supposed to think, Harlowe? Because it feels hard not to take it personally at this point.” 

         
         “I said I don’t want to talk about the couch right now.” I step into the shower, yanking the curtain.

         
         “And when will you want to talk about the couch?” Jackson asks sharply. “Tomorrow? Next week? In five years?”
         

         
         “I don’t know.”

         
         He lets his breath out, an annoyed grunt. “There it is.”

         
         I stick my face in the water, pushing my hair back. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

         
         “You never know, Har. It’s your answer for everything.”

         
         That stings, more than I expect. “That’s not true.”

         
         “Then let’s talk about the damn couch.”

         
         “Not now.”

         
         He makes a frustrated sound. “You’re impossible, you know that? I honestly don’t know what else I’m supposed to do. I give
            you space. I ask you nicely. I make suggestions. I offer options. And you still don’t know.”
         

         
         By the time I finally escape the bathroom, my jaw hurts from holding in the urge to scream at him, and the corners of my eyes
            are hot and prickling. I bundle up my dirty clothes and head for the bedroom to throw them in the laundry pile.
         

         
         But when I grab the doorknob, I can’t get it to turn. It’s completely jammed. I twist at it with one hand and then the other.
            For a horrible second, I think I might actually scream after all.
         

         
         Finally, I wrap my hand in my dirty T-shirt and wrench as hard as I can. The door flies open.

         
         And standing by the open window, a measuring tape in one hand, is the other Nathan.

         
         He jerks as the door bounces back on its hinges, looking over with wide eyes. When he sees me, he relaxes, his shoulders slumping. He pushes his Red Sox hat back on his head. “Hey.” 

         
         I feel an odd flood of relief, seeing him, even though he’s not the same Nathan I left in the outside world. “Hey.” The door
            swings closed behind me as I fling my dirty clothes into the laundry pile. “What are you doing here?”
         

         
         He points at the window. “Dina thinks we need to replace these. I guess they leak sometimes. So I’m measuring.”

         
         “Oh.” I glance at the window. I don’t remember it leaking, but then again, why would I? This window is probably the new one
            Dina’s about to buy in the year the other Nathan is living in.
         

         
         “After this, I’m done.” Nathan turns away, toward the window, and I notice there’s a tense line to his shoulders—the same
            tense line I saw in the Nathan I just left. “I’m not going to do any more jobs around the cottage, so I won’t need to bother
            you anymore.”
         

         
         “You don’t bother me,” I say.

         
         He gazes back at me, and I realize, suddenly, just how tired he looks. His face is thinner than it used to be. There are dark
            circles under his eyes.
         

         
         “That’s nice of you to say,” he says, “but I told Dina I’m done.”

         
         “Why?” I ask.

         
         His shoulders hitch up toward his ears. “I just am.”

         
         The hair on the back of my neck stands up. I feel like my skin is tingling. This feels important. “Did something happen?”
         

         
         He pulls the measuring tape out, just a little, and lets it snap back. Pulls it out and lets it snap back. “It doesn’t matter,”
            he says, but his voice sounds unsteady. “I’m gonna get a job at the new coffee place in P-town instead. It’s fine.”
         

         
         “So you’re really not going to pursue marine biology, then?” I already know the answer, of course, but I ask anyway. I want
            to know what this Nathan will say.
         

         
         “There’s no point.” He says it easily. A foregone conclusion. “I didn’t graduate. I dropped out in April.”

         
         I open my mouth, but nothing comes out. All I can do is stare at him and wonder why Nathan—the real Nathan, my Nathan—never
            told me. Did he think I would care? Did he think it would bother me because I spent so much time getting a PhD?
         

         
         And then something else hits me.

         
         The date that was scratching in the back of my mind—it hits me like a bucket of ice water. Nathan’s parents died in April.
            I saw it in the obituary I found.
         

         
         “I should get these measurements to Dina.” The other Nathan pockets the measuring tape and slips past me, heading for the
            door.
         

         
         “Wait,” I say, even though I have no idea what to say next.

         
         But he doesn’t wait. He walks past me, hand closing around the doorknob.

         
         “See you around,” he says.

         
         And then he pulls the door open and steps out into the hall, pulling the door closed behind him.

         
         My brain stutters. He’s not supposed to be able to leave the bedroom. The thought registers, faintly. Sure, he’s not always
            here, but none of the uninvited roommates have ever left their rooms and wandered around the rest of the house . . .
         

         
         I grab the doorknob and yank the door open. “Nathan!”

         
         The hallway is empty, but I think I see a shadow move in the living room. I hear a creak, like a door opening.

         
         But when I reach the living room, it’s empty too. The front door is closed. When I look out the picture window, there’s no
            sign of him. He’s just gone.
         

         
         How is he gone?

         
         How did he leave the bedroom?

         
         Dina told me to be careful with the bedroom doorknob. Maybe I did something. Maybe when I wrenched it really hard, I somehow broke the doorknob and that’s how he got out. 

         
         Or maybe he’s been walking in and out of that room this whole time and I just never saw it until now.

         
         I dig my fingers into my hair and turn around, stalking back to the bedroom. The wind picks up, blowing back the curtains,
            scattering a few loose dollar bills off the bedside table. I pick them up and close the window, but the wind rattles the frame.
            I can practically feel it pushing on the cottage. The walls and roof creak.
         

         
         I sit down on the bed. “You know, one of these days, you could consider giving me some answers,” I say to the house around
            me.
         

         
         The wind whistles in response.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Twenty-Four

         
         The week before Rika and Yasmin’s arrival flies by, a blur of work and apartment listings and phone calls to real estate agents
            and landlords. I google for gay shit to do in Provincetown, hoping maybe if I come up with a long list of activities, I can
            keep Rika and Yasmin away from the cottage and avoid the awkwardness of trying to hang out with my friends while the uninvited
            roommates keep trying to bother me. And all I discover is that gay shit in Provincetown is definitely winding down for the
            season, along with everything else.
         

         
         None of the apartments I call about pan out either. Already rented. Full of hidden fees. Shady landlord. And each time, I
            feel strangely relieved.
         

         
         I tell myself it’s just because I didn’t really want those apartments anyway. And not because I still can’t picture myself
            moving back to Boston.
         

         
         Rika and Yasmin are due to arrive on the Friday afternoon ferry, so Nathan and I head to Provincetown early so I can look
            for presents for them.
         

         
         I know the presents are really just to make myself feel better. To try to assuage the guilt I feel over just how unexcited I am to move back to Boston and be closer to my friends. But if my guilt results in something nice for Rika and Yasmin to take back with them, I figure that can’t hurt. They don’t have to know it’s a guilt present.
         

         
         Nathan and I wander through various stores along Commercial Street, but, perhaps inevitably, we end up in Queer Punx, rifling
            through T-shirts and bumper stickers. Dina is “out,” Sharon says (she doesn’t say where), so it’s just the three of us, Sharon
            turning the pages of another magazine while the fan on the counter creaks.
         

         
         “Anything look good?” Nathan asks, studying the art prints on the walls, his hands in his pockets.

         
         “I don’t know.” I turn in a circle, surrounded by feminist postcards. “What says I’m glad you’re here and not at all overwhelmed by your presence?”
         

         
         “Um . . . art?” He turns, walking past a collection of greeting cards. “Or maybe a woven blanket?”

         
         I leave the postcards and follow him to a few blankets set on a shelf near the back. “Yeah, one of these might be nice.” I
            pick up one of the blankets, carefully unfolding it. It’s mostly black, with vibrant silk threads running through it in spiraling
            rainbow colors. “This is pretty.”
         

         
         “Yeah, they’re made by this lady over in Eastham,” Nathan says. “Dina’s carried them forever.” He frowns and then glances
            at Sharon. “Did you sell a bunch? You’ve only got three here.”
         

         
         She glances up from the magazine, squinting. “The blankets? No. We’re just not restocking.”

         
         “Why not?” Nathan asks. “Is Tina still weaving? I guess she must be getting up there.”

         
         “Ninety-two,” Sharon says with a smile, shaking her head. “But she’s still going. We’re just not restocking a lot of stuff
            these days.”
         

         
         I glance around the store. There’s an empty spot on the wall where an art print used to hang. The T-shirt rack seems a little
            sparse.
         

         
         Nathan’s eyebrows pull together. “Where’s Tina going to sell these if you don’t stock them?”

         
         Sharon snorts. “Tina doesn’t need us. She has an Etsy store. She goes to art fairs. Trust me, she sells way more that way.
            Dina’s just trying to cut costs. We need to if we’re going to stay open.”
         

         
         Nathan lets his breath out, and I feel his shoulders tense. “There’s an easy fix to all of this,” he says.

         
         “Don’t start,” Sharon says pointedly. “It’s not easy for Dina to just up and sell her houses to put the cash into Queer Punx.
            You know that.”
         

         
         Nathan shakes his head and turns away, running a hand through his hair. “I’ll wait outside.”

         
         He leaves without looking at me. I watch through the window as he goes down the steps to the sidewalk, pulling a pack of cigarettes
            out of his pocket.
         

         
         A knot forms in my throat. When did he get a pack of cigarettes?

         
         I look away, rubbing my forehead, and pick up the blanket with the rainbow threads. “I guess I’ll take this, please.”

         
         “Good choice.” Sharon punches at the cash register, glancing at me, and then out the window. In a low voice, she asks, “How’s
            he doing?”
         

         
         “Nathan?” I lower my hand. “I don’t know. Okay, I guess. Why?”

         
         “He can spin out a bit, this time of year.” The cash register lazily prints out a receipt, and Sharon folds the blanket into a paper bag. She hesitates, a line deepening in her forehead. “He didn’t start smoking till that summer he lived with Dina. That first August he was here . . . right in the middle of it, he drank too much and drove his car into a ditch. Put himself in the hospital for almost a week.” Sharon sighs. A slow, heavy sigh. “That’s why Dina’s always so worked up about him driving if he’s had a beer. And why Dave and Bill have gotten so into seltzer. We used to sneak a bottle of wine onto the beach for the Fourth of July toast, before Nathan’s accident. But after . . .” Sharon shakes her head. “Dina always worried, after.” 

         
         I feel cold. Puzzle pieces slowly fit themselves together in my head. The seltzers at the cookout and on the beach. The look
            on Dina’s face when she asked me to drive him home. The scar on Nathan’s chin, the one across his chest.
         

         
         “I didn’t know,” I say.

         
         Sharon looks up. Guilt flashes across her face, like she’s afraid she’s shared too much. “He’s mostly all right now. Better
            than he used to be. We all just worry.” She glances out the window again. “He always seems to go to a dark place around now.”
            She shakes her head again and pushes the paper bag toward me. “Anyway, let us know when your friends get here. All of us want
            to meet them.”
         

         
         “Yeah. I will.” But my mind is back in the bedroom of the cottage, with the other Nathan—tired and wan, telling me he was
            done. “Sharon . . . do you know what happened to Nathan’s parents?”
         

         
         She raises her eyebrows. “They died.”

         
         “I . . . I know. Do you know what happened?”

         
         She hesitates. And then she says, “Boating accident. Something mechanical—I don’t know exactly. They were out doing research
            and they capsized.”
         

         
         My stomach turns over so hard I feel sick. “Oh.” I take the bag, swallowing. “Thanks. I’ll see you later.”

         
         Rika texts as I’m stepping outside to let me know that the ferry is approaching the dock. I glance at my phone and shove it
            back in my pocket without responding.
         

         
         Nathan is waiting on the sidewalk, oblivious to the crowds around him, halfway through a cigarette.

         
         “I thought you were trying to quit,” I say.

         
         He jerks and looks at me, quickly pulling the cigarette from his mouth with shaking fingers. He taps it, ash falling to the ground. “I was. I am. I just . . . I needed a minute.” 

         
         I rub my forehead. I feel sad and guilty and like my head is filling with bees. “Rika says they’re almost here,” I say. “We
            should go.”
         

         
         The weekend crowds seem thinner on Commercial Street now than they were in July as we walk to the pier. The season slowly
            tapering off as people go back to work, or back to school, or back to all the prep they need to do for work or school. The
            heat isn’t quite so bad and the sun doesn’t seem quite so intense. I tip my old trucker hat back on my head so the breeze
            rolling in off the ocean can cool my face.
         

         
         We turn down the pier, walking past the tiny shacks displaying tourist maps and T-shirts and hats and suncatchers. It’s a
            clear day, and I can see the ferry out past the breakwater, chugging slowly toward the harbor.
         

         
         I pause, turning to Nathan. “Would you tell me if something was wrong?”

         
         His eyes skip to my face, and for a second, there’s something raw and vulnerable in his expression. He looks young. As young
            as the other version of him I’ve seen in the cottage bedroom.
         

         
         “What would be wrong?” He raises the cigarette to his lips again. It’s hardly more than a stub now, but he keeps dragging
            at it like he’s afraid to let it go.
         

         
         “I don’t know,” I say, frustration rippling through me. “But you’re smoking.”

         
         He drops the cigarette to the ground, crushing it under his heel. “What does it matter? You’re leaving.”

         
         His voice is quiet, resigned, but it catches me off guard. We haven’t talked about that night after Katy’s birthday dinner. I haven’t said anything else about leaving, and he hasn’t asked. We both ignored it. “Nathan, I . . . My life is in Boston.” But even as I say it, something twists painfully in my stomach. “I mean, I just . . . I live in Boston. I’ve always lived in Boston.” 

         
         “I thought you were from Indiana,” he mutters, squinting toward the parking lot.

         
         “What’s that mean?”

         
         He takes a breath, and then his shoulders relax and his face softens. “Nothing. I’m sorry. I’m just a little . . .” He runs
            a hand across his forehead. “I’m fine, Harlowe. Let’s go meet your friends.”
         

         
         I look away, down the length of the pier. The ferry is just pulling in, people crowded by its railings.

         
         I suddenly wish it could’ve been late. Been delayed leaving because of a snap rain shower, just so I would have time to try
            to make Nathan talk to me. But maybe that would’ve been pointless too. Maybe he’s never going to really let me in, and maybe
            it’s not even fair of me to expect him to.
         

         
         I’m leaving. So maybe he’s right—what does it matter?

         
         I look back at him—at the shadows under his eyes, at the vague fidget of his fingers, two of them tapping against his thumb.

         
         Tell me. I want to shout it at him. Just tell me.

         
         But I don’t. The ferry is here and there isn’t time. I reach out and grasp his hand instead, like I’m trying to hold both
            of us here, and pull him with me toward the ferry.
         

         
         

         It’s a weird kind of full-circle moment, picking Rika and Yasmin up in the exact same spot I dropped them off three months
            ago. Rika lets out a shriek as soon as she sees me and dashes down the ramp to the pier, ducking past the other disembarking
            passengers to fling her arms around me.
         

         
         “God, it’s been so long! How are you?” She lets go, squinting at my face. “Are you tan? You look tan.”

         
         I’m definitely not tan—I’m way too pale to do anything except burn spectacularly—but her smile is contagious. “Hi. I missed you too.” 

         
         Yasmin follows behind Rika at a much more sedate pace, hauling a duffle bag and a backpack. “Thanks for coming to get us.”
            They turn to Nathan, extending a hand. “I’m Yasmin.”
         

         
         “Nathan.” He gives Yasmin that quarter of a smile, shaking their hand. “Nice to meet you.”

         
         “Oh, so you’re Nathan!” Rika grins and gives his hand a very enthusiastic shake. “You’re responsible for finally making Harlowe watch Jaws.”
         

         
         Nathan laughs. “I can’t say I did it on purpose, but yeah, I guess so.”

         
         “He also knows random shark facts,” I say, “in case your Wikipedia dive didn’t provide enough of those.”

         
         “Awesome.” Rika gives him a thumbs-up and turns to me. “So when do we get to visit your adorable cottage?”

         
         My stomach lurches uncomfortably. “Well, um . . . it’s kind of late. How about we just grab some dinner and then take your
            stuff to your rental?”
         

         
         “Yes, please,” Yasmin says. “I’m starving.”

         
         Rika gives them a look. “Babe, I told you to just buy something on the ferry.”

         
         “I don’t need to pay ten dollars for a bag of chips.”

         
         “You regularly pay ten dollars for doughnuts.”

         
         “Yes. Multiple doughnuts.”

         
         “If you want doughnuts,” Nathan says, “I have a really good recommendation in Eastham.”

         
         Yasmin’s face lights up. “I definitely want that.”

         
         Rika rolls her eyes. “Okay, let’s get some food. What’s good and cheap?”

         
         “How do you feel about bar food?” Nathan asks.

         
         “Are there french fries?”

         
         “Multiple varieties, and onion rings,” he says with a smile.

         
         “I’m in,” Rika says. “Let’s go.”

         
         We take Rika and Yasmin to the Old Colony Tap, which Rika immediately announces she’s in love with. Yasmin seems taken with
            the old arcade games, which leads to a whole conversation between them and Nathan, comparing favorite old video games. I pull
            out the guilt blanket and hand it over to Rika and Yasmin, who are both thrilled with it, and this leads to a discussion of
            what “gay spots” the two of them should be sure to hit over the weekend.
         

         
         I keep stealing glances at Nathan, out of the corner of my eye, as we eat our way through french fries and burgers, Sharon’s
            words still sitting in the front of my mind. But the line of tension in his shoulders is gone. He grins and laughs, talking
            easily, just like he did the first time I saw him here, with Katy and Marcus.
         

         
         I move my knee, just a little, until it knocks against his. He doesn’t move away.

         
         The sun is sinking by the time we leave, all piling into my Honda to drive to Rika and Yasmin’s rental on a narrow strip of
            land halfway between Provincetown and Truro, with the ocean on one side and a large body of water called East Harbor on the
            other. Here, for a few miles, there’s nothing but Route 6, beach, and a bunch of little shacks dotting the shore.
         

         
         Rika and Yasmin’s rental is right in the middle, with a designated parking spot outside and a baby-blue front door. Inside,
            there’s a small living room, a smaller bedroom, and a kitchen that’s so tiny it only has room for a sink, a mini fridge, and
            a hot plate. But the shack is cute, decorated kind of coastal chic, with gray flooring and whitewashed walls and pillows printed
            with starfish and sea turtles. There’s even a deck in the back, right on the beach, with two Adirondack chairs and a small
            barbecue.
         

         
         “Oh, this is perfect,” Rika says. She glances at Yasmin. “We can totally do it.”
         

         
         “Yeah.” Yasmin nods. “Especially with the deck.”

         
         “Do what?” I ask.

         
         “Beach bash!” Rika says. “We were thinking it would be fun to invite your new friends over tomorrow night. You know, meet
            everyone you’ve been hanging out with.” She turns to Nathan. “You free?”
         

         
         He shrugs. “I should be.”

         
         “Great.” She opens the single cabinet in the kitchen, revealing exactly two plates and two bowls. “Okay, I guess we’ll need
            to get some paper plates. But whatever, we need to go shopping anyway.” She turns to me, eyebrows rising hopefully. “Would
            you be up for a shopping expedition tomorrow?”
         

         
         “Sure. We can go to Wellfleet Marketplace or something.”

         
         “I love that you know everything around here now.” Rika grins. “You’ll have to show us. A grand tour. All your new haunts.”

         
         I promise to drive them around to all the places I’ve been, and we make plans for me to pick them up after breakfast the next
            day. And then we part ways. Rika and Yasmin want to take a sunset walk on the beach alone, and I realize, my stomach twisting,
            that I’m happy to let them.
         

         
         All I want is to be alone with Nathan.

         
         “Your friends are nice,” Nathan says, as we leave the shack and head for my car. It feels like a peace offering. “Watching
            movies with Rika must be a trip.”
         

         
         “You have no idea.” I unlock the car. “She can make a queer argument for pretty much anything.”

         
         He smiles at me and pulls open the passenger door.

         
         We climb into the car, but I hesitate, fiddling with my keys. “Nathan, about earlier—”

         
         “It’s fine,” he says quickly. “I get it.”

         
         I want to ask what that means, because I’m not even sure what I was trying to say. But I don’t. Because for right now, we seem okay, and I want us to stay that way. I want to live in this moment with him for as long as I can. 

         
         “Do you want to come back to the cottage?” I ask. “Maybe for the night?”

         
         He stills next to me. I’m not sure he’s breathing. I’m not sure I am either.

         
         Then he slowly shakes his head. “Would you . . . would you mind if we just went to my place instead?”

         
         I sink down in my seat, fingers loosening around the steering wheel. It was a ridiculous thing to suggest. I know it was.
            My dad and Jackson will be there—for me at least, even if Nathan wouldn’t see them. And who knows whether the younger Nathan
            might be in the bedroom.
         

         
         But even so, I can’t help but feel hurt, though I don’t really know why.

         
         “Sure.” I start the car, mustering a smile. “Let’s go to your place.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Twenty-Five

         
         All it takes is a text to Dina to start the cookout plans rolling. Within an hour, I’m fielding texts from Sharon and Dave
            and Bill (separately, for some reason), all asking when they should show up and what they can bring. Even Meryl texts me to
            say that she and Yan can’t make it—they’ve headed home for the season but are VERY BUMMED. I have a feeling Meryl accidentally turned on caps lock at some point and has no idea how to turn it off.
         

         
         At least planning the cookout distracts Rika and Yasmin from wanting to see the cottage, and it’s easy enough to fill the
            hours with a trip to Wellfleet Marketplace, lunch at a café, and driving them past the drive-in and the pond and everywhere
            else that’s become a piece of my summer landscape.
         

         
         We spend most of the afternoon on the beach in front of Rika and Yasmin’s shack, which Yasmin has clearly been looking forward
            to. They practically race across the sand and into the ocean.
         

         
         “This is amazing!” they yell, waist-deep in the water. “Seriously, Harlowe, how have you not been in the ocean yet?”
         

         
         “The pond is quieter,” I say defensively. “And warmer. And not salty.”

         
         Yasmin doesn’t really hear me, turning to dive into the waves. Rika drops her towel and the book she brought to read on the sand and runs into the ocean after Yasmin. The beach here is more crowded than I’ve ever seen the strip of beach by Dina’s house. Umbrellas and towels pepper the sand. Kids are running in and out of the waves, filling buckets with water to make sandcastles or scrambling onto inflatable rafts. 

         
         I drop my towel next to Rika’s and wade into the ocean. It’s much colder than the pond. Even though the day is sunny and warm,
            goose bumps prickle all over my skin when I finally get out far enough to let myself fall backward and disappear under the
            water. It feels somehow darker and heavier than the water of the pond too. It moves my whole body, waves crashing over my
            head, undercurrent pulling at my legs.
         

         
         I push myself to the surface, gasping for breath and shaking my hair out of my eyes. Rika is floating on her back and laughing
            as Yasmin pulls her along through the waves. But I shiver, staring out at the expanse of the sea that just goes on endlessly
            into the sky.
         

         
         It’s bright and sparkling and beautiful. And all I really want is to be sitting on the raft in the middle of the pond with
            Nathan, listening to the trees gently rustling on the shore.
         

         
         “Harlowe!” Yasmin waves at me. “Get out here!”

         
         “Yeah, coming!” I wipe salt out of my eyes and swim toward them.

         
         

         The official cookout start time is six o’clock, which means, of course, that Dina, Sharon, Dave, and Bill all arrive at 5:59,
            because none of them know how to be chill.
         

         
         “Well, it’ll take time to grill everything,” Dina says, when I open the door and point out the time. “And I figured you didn’t
            want to be eating at seven. I brought cookies. Where should I put them?”
         

         
         Katy and Marcus arrive a few minutes after six with bags of Cape Cod potato chips, but it’s almost six thirty by the time Nathan drifts in, dressed in a thin white T-shirt and jeans that are rolled up above his ankles. It’s the first time I’ve seen him all day—he was gone before I even woke up, a quick scribbled note on the table in his apartment to let me know he had the early shift at Cuppa Cove. His hair is going every which way, and he looks scruffier than ever. 

         
         “I brought a small contribution,” he says, holding up a six-pack of beer. “Should I put it in the fridge?”

         
         “I can take it,” I say.

         
         He hands me the six-pack, and I lean in to kiss him, quickly. But it’s still enough to taste the acrid blend of cigarette
            smoke and alcohol on his lips. “Nathan . . . have you been drinking?”
         

         
         He leans away from me. “I had one beer, Harlowe. I’m fine.”

         
         “Did you drive here?”

         
         His face closes off, shoulders hunching up. “You’re as bad as Dina. I’m fine. I’ll go get the grill started.”

         
         He slips past me, through the back door and out onto the tiny deck.

         
         I stand there, holding the six-pack, watching through the window as he and Yasmin fire up the grill. Watching the two of them
            pull out burgers and hot dogs, talking and smiling.
         

         
         He’s fine.

         
         I slowly put the beer bottles in the cooler full of ice that Dave and Bill brought, repeating it to myself: He’s fine.

         
         “Hey, Harlowe?” Rika’s pulling ketchup and mustard and a jar of pickles out of the fridge. “Can you help me take this stuff
            outside?”
         

         
         “Yeah.” I tear my eyes away from Nathan. “Sure.”

         
         It doesn’t take long for the burgers and hot dogs to grill, and pretty soon everyone has a plate of food and a seltzer or
            a beer. Rika holds court describing her entire queer reading of Jaws to Nathan, Dave, and Bill, while Yasmin ends up in a long conversation with Sharon about queer butches of color in the feminist
            movement.
         

         
         I’m nursing a seltzer, watching Nathan from the corners of my eyes, trying to calm the vague worry gnawing at my insides, when Dina comes up beside me. 

         
         “Harlowe,” she says. “You have a minute?”

         
         I turn my eyes away from Nathan. “Yeah. What’s up?”

         
         “Well, your lease is up in just over a week.” She clears her throat. “I wanted to check in. See how you were doing.”

         
         “Oh. Right.” I set my empty paper plate on the table, wiping my fingers on my napkin. My hands are suddenly sweating. “Yeah,
            I guess I should ask if there’s anything you need me to do. Um . . . strip the bed? Start the laundry? Anything to get the
            place ready for the next renter?”
         

         
         She frowns. “No, no, that’s not what I . . .” She waves a hand, but it looks stiff. Strangely awkward. “Never mind. You don’t
            need to worry about any of that. There won’t be any more renters anyway.”
         

         
         I blink. “Why not?”

         
         She hesitates, and I see her eyes flick toward Nathan. “I’ve decided I’m going to sell the houses. Both of them. I’m having
            a real estate agent take a look after you leave.”
         

         
         I open my mouth, but nothing comes out. All I can do is stare at her. My mind has turned completely blank. “What?”

         
         “It’s time.” She shrugs. “Or . . . it seems reasonable.”

         
         “But . . . where are you going to live?”

         
         “I’m going to travel.” She waves her hand again, but this time it’s a grander gesture, and one that looks more assured. “I’ve
            always wanted to, you know. I always meant to. Sharon and I had a long talk about Queer Punx and what we’re doing with our
            lives and . . . Well, we both thought we might as well go now. See the rest of the country. We’re not getting any younger.
            So we’re doing it—buying a camper van and hitting the road. Should be fun.”
         

         
         I watch her raise her seltzer to her lips and take a sip. A breeze rushes through the open back door, fluttering her caftan, deep green tonight and covered in roses. 

         
         No. This can’t possibly be right. I can’t picture her existing anywhere except that house at the top of the hill. I can’t
            picture her leaving—abandoning those summer cookouts or the kickball matches or Queer Punx . . .
         

         
         “Wait.” I rub my forehead, trying to make my brain work. “What about Queer Punx? What’s going to happen to Queer Punx if you
            travel?”
         

         
         She lowers her seltzer and lets her breath out slowly. “We’re going to close.” She looks at me, and now there’s a sadness
            in her blue eyes. “It’s been a long time coming. Honestly, I probably should have admitted it at the end of last summer. Nathan’s
            right—I can’t just keep pushing along a business that’s not making any money.”
         

         
         “But that’s not . . . He didn’t want you to close Queer Punx. He wanted—”

         
         “I know what he wanted,” Dina says firmly. “But this is what’s best for everyone.”

         
         “Couldn’t you hire a management company or something?” I say, desperately. “You know, rent out both houses full-time?”

         
         “I don’t want to deal with a management company. Who wants a faceless management company fucking things up?”

         
         “Or maybe Nathan could be the manager, or—”

         
         But Dina shakes her head. “No. This is the only option. I need to sell the houses and close the store—”

         
         “Is that what George would want?”

         
         It slips out of my mouth before I even realize what I’m saying, but the effect is immediate. Dina’s face hardens, her lips
            tightening. But there’s something in her eyes that looks a lot like hurt.
         

         
         “You have no right to bring up George,” she says, and I could almost swear there’s a tremor in her voice. “You don’t know
            what you’re talking about.”
         

         
         And she turns on her heel and walks away, out the back door to the deck and onto the beach. Sharon pauses in her conversation with Yasmin, glances at me, and then goes after Dina. 

         
         Shit. I run my hand over my face. I should go after her too. Apologize. Tell her I’m a moron. Because I’m obviously a moron.

         
         “Hey.” Rika bobs up beside me, stuffing the end of a hot dog in her mouth. “So Dave agrees with me that Hooper basically has
            your entire wardrobe in Jaws. Your new friends are cool.”
         

         
         “Yeah.” Outside, Sharon has reached Dina. The two of them are standing on the beach together, side by side, as the sun sets.
            I wish I could hear what they’re saying. “I don’t know if they’re really my friends.”
         

         
         “Of course they’re your friends. Why wouldn’t they be?”

         
         “I’m leaving.”

         
         “What does that matter?” Rika sets her empty plate on top of mine on the table. “Also . . . we’re going to talk about Nathan,
            right?”
         

         
         I glance at her. “What about him?”

         
         She raises her eyebrows. “You and Nathan?”

         
         I shift, and now my eyes find Nathan, who’s still standing with Dave and Bill, a beer bottle in one hand, idly looking at
            his phone. “Yeah. Maybe. I don’t know. Can we not talk about it right now?”
         

         
         “Okay. Sorry, I just . . . It seems like this summer was really great for you. You’ve moved on. It did what you wanted.”

         
         An ache tightens in my chest. “Yeah. I guess.”

         
         “Well, I’m really glad.” Rika chews her lip, looking down at the beer bottle she’s holding, and then she says, “Jackson’s
            dating somebody, by the way.”
         

         
         For a blissful second, I feel nothing at all. And then the nothing turns sour. “What?”

         
         “Jackson’s dating somebody.” Rika clears her throat, trying for a casual shrug she can’t quite pull off. “This guy who’s an adjunct at Harvard. It’s only been a few weeks. I wasn’t . . . I wasn’t necessarily going to say anything. But we got here, and . . .” She gestures with her beer bottle. “Well, you’ve got all these people. You’re doing great. So I just thought—” 

         
         “You thought what?”

         
         She looks at me, a vague panic on her face. “I just thought I should tell you. I don’t know. You were a part of his life for
            so long, and he was a part of yours, and we all know each other, and—”
         

         
         “Hang on.” I squeeze my eyes shut, mind spinning so fast I feel dizzy. “Is this why you and Yas are really here?”

         
         “What?” Rika says.

         
         “You said Jackson started dating this guy a few weeks ago, and then suddenly you and Yas were texting about visiting me.”
            I open my eyes. “So is that why you’re here? Is this whole weekend some kind of pity party because you feel guilty that my
            ex is dating somebody new and you’re still friends with him?”
         

         
         Rika leans away from me like I’ve slapped her. “What the fuck? I’m saying you’re doing well. I only told you because you’re
            obviously moving on and I didn’t want it to be weird if you came back to Boston and saw Jackson and Louis out getting coffee
            or something.”
         

         
         Louis. His name bangs around in my brain. “Great, so you’re already on a first-name basis with him.”
         

         
         “We’re friends with both of you, Harlowe,” Rika says, and now she sounds as desperate as I did with Dina. “You and Jackson.”
         

         
         But I can’t listen to this. “Yeah, I know. We’re all buddies.” I turn away, toward the front door of the shack. “I need to
            get some air.”
         

         
         “Harlowe, come on—”

         
         I ignore her. There’s a throb building behind my eyes. My throat is so tight I can barely breathe.

         
         But before I reach the door, someone catches my arm.

         
         “What’s wrong?” It’s Nathan. Close and warm, smelling of cigarettes and coffee, holding one of the hard ciders Rika bought
            for the cookout. I didn’t even see him grab it.
         

         
         And somehow, that’s what makes me break.

         
         “I don’t know how you can ask me that”—it tears out of me, rough and painful—“when you clearly won’t trust me enough to answer
            the same question.”
         

         
         He stares at me, and then his face twists with hurt. He lets go of my arm, and I wrench open the door and turn my back on
            him, running to my car like I have any chance of outrunning the wave of guilt that’s chasing me.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Twenty-Six

         
         I press the accelerator dangerously close to the floor as I urge my car up Spyglass Beach Way. The motor groans and the wheels
            almost spin out on the gravel three separate times, but I don’t care. I leave the car in the middle of the clearing and run
            up the path past Dina’s house like some invisible force is sweeping me forward, pushing me faster and faster through the birch
            trees.
         

         
         My breath comes in ragged gasps as I crash through the front door of the cottage and head straight for the bathroom, flinging
            the door open so hard it bounces off the wall.
         

         
         Half bent over the sink, Jackson jumps. He’s shirtless, water dripping from his face, a towel clutched in one hand.

         
         “Why are you here?” I yell it at him, my voice bouncing off the walls in the tiny room. “Why can’t you just fucking leave
            me alone?”
         

         
         For a moment, he stares at me in shock, droplets of water caught on his eyelashes glimmering in the late afternoon sun. Then
            his eyebrows pull together. “Are you serious? We live together.”
         

         
         “No, we don’t. We don’t live together, Jackson. This—this whole thing you’re stuck repeating, it doesn’t last. It’s not going to matter what couch we buy. We’re broken. We broke, Jackson, and you’re already playing house with someone new, so why won’t you leave me alone?” 

         
         “What are you talking about?” His voice rises to match mine. “I’m not playing house. We’re not broken. I’m just trying to
            get you to have a simple conversation.”
         

         
         “It’s not a conversation I need to have! This is ancient history. I don’t need to relive this moment. We broke up. And none
            of this is real.”
         

         
         “What’s not real?” There’s a cold glitter in his eyes now. “Our relationship? How much I care for you?”

         
         I bite back the urge to scream. “Don’t do that. Don’t try to make me feel guilty.”

         
         “I’m trying to get us a couch so we can have an apartment like the fucking adults we are!” he says. “What’s wrong with that?”

         
         “Oh my god.” I rub my forehead. “Would you stop it with the couch? It doesn’t matter. This isn’t real. And I really don’t
            need to remember just how much you hounded me about a piece of furniture, just like you hounded me about watching Jaws, because you never wanted to listen when I said I don’t know—”
         

         
         “Because nobody says I don’t know for four fucking weeks about a couch!” Jackson shouts. “It’s a couch. You look at some options and you make a decision. But you keep saying I don’t know.”
         

         
         “And you didn’t listen—”

         
         “I listen when it’s important.” He runs the towel over his face and flings it down onto the counter. “Remember when you didn’t
            want to move into that first apartment we looked at, with the really nice windows, because you got a weird vibe from the landlord?
            I listened. I didn’t push. But this isn’t the same. This is you avoiding something because you don’t want to commit.”
         

         
         “No.” I shake my head. “It was just a lot. A big decision. It was expensive.”

         
         “We can afford it.”

         
         “I wanted to make sure it was right—”

         
         “Bullshit.” Jackson’s chest heaves, like he’s been running. “If that was true, you’d talk to me about it. We could have a
            conversation. But we can’t. Because you can’t make yourself commit to being here. With me. Because if we buy a couch, then you’re really moving in with me, and that makes all of this”—he waves his arms
            in the space between us—“something you actually chose, and you don’t fucking know how to choose anything.”
         

         
         “That’s not true,” I say.

         
         “Really?” He leans forward, eyebrows raised, eyes fixed on mine. “Tell me something you chose, Har. Tell me something you
            didn’t just fall into. Because I feel like I’m the one who keeps choosing you, and you never seem to choose me back.”
         

         
         I stare at him. I open my mouth, because I should have an answer. I’m sure I should have an answer.

         
         But I don’t.

         
         It was Jackson who offered me his umbrella. Jackson who gave me his phone number. Jackson who asked me out. Jackson who asked
            me to move in.
         

         
         And each time, I said yes. And none of the steps felt all that big when I took them. Just one at a time, easy to say yes to
            because he was there, and he was asking, and he was choosing me. He was choosing me, and it was terrifying and wonderful to be chosen—to wake up and have someone there. To have someone who would answer the
            phone when you called. Who would show up when you asked them to.
         

         
         Jackson did all of that. Jackson remembered my birthday. He liked to cook. He didn’t need to be reminded how much I disliked
            fish. He was ambitious and smart and so damn functional.
         

         
         “You’re right,” I say. “I let you lead and I just . . . I kept going along. So maybe I was the one playing house. You were
            everything I thought I wouldn’t get. Everything I thought if I had, then . . . I don’t know. It would mean I’d done something right. So I kept saying yes, and then somehow when it got to the couch . . . it all got real. And I started to feel like maybe this was it.”
         

         
         Jackson runs a hand over his face. His broad shoulders have slumped, and he looks tired. Worn out. “So . . . what?” he says.
            “You never actually loved me?”
         

         
         “I did.” There’s a lump in my throat that’s hard to swallow. “Once. Or at least . . . I know I loved laughing at your stupid
            jokes, and I loved how smart you thought I was, and I loved that you believed we could be this academic power couple. I loved
            the vision of the future that you kept showing me, and I guess . . .” I let my breath out slowly. “I guess I told myself that
            was the same as loving you.”
         

         
         He grabs his T-shirt from the hook on the wall and pulls it over his head. “I love you,” he says, a little helplessly.

         
         “Maybe. Or maybe you loved the idea of me. I don’t know. Maybe that’s the problem.” I rub my eyes with the heels of my hands.
            “We both loved the idea of who we were together, and we just kept hanging on, hoping the other person would become who we
            really wanted.” I lower my hands. “I guess that’s on me too.”
         

         
         Jackson sighs. “I just wanted to talk about the couch.”

         
         I glance up at him. “Yeah, I know.”

         
         He picks up his toothbrush. The glow of the sunlight through the shower curtain lends a strange halo to his hair. “We can
            talk about it tomorrow,” he says.
         

         
         That makes me smile a little. “Do you think it was worth it?”

         
         “What?”

         
         “I don’t know. Us. All of it.”

         
         He leans against the vanity. The glow from the sunlight moves across his arms and his shirt, and I realize suddenly that it
            isn’t just the light making him look hazy.
         

         
         He is hazy. His edges have blurred. The darkness of his hair has faded. It’s like the color is slowly draining from him.
         

         
         “Jackson?” I say.

         
         But he doesn’t seem to hear me. He turns back to the bathroom sink as though I’m not even there, and now I can make out the
            dim shapes of the sailboats on the shower curtain behind him, like his whole body is slowly evaporating into smoke.
         

         
         “Jackson?” I say his name louder this time, reaching forward. “What’s going on?”

         
         He still says nothing, and my hand passes straight through his arm, my fingers closing around empty air.

         
         My throat closes, heart hammering against my ribs. “Wait. Jackson, wait. I need to know if . . . You can’t leave now. I need
            to know if this was worth it.” I move my hand, but he’s barely a shimmer now.
         

         
         “We can talk about the couch,” I say. “We can talk about the couch as much as you want . . .”

         
         He leans forward, nothing more than a shadow, reaching for the faucet. Just before his fingers touch the tap, he melts into
            the air like the rainy mists that disappear over the ocean, and then he’s gone.
         

         
         I’m alone in the bathroom. There aren’t even any extra footprints left on the bathroom rug.

         
         I wait. Counting to ten. And then twenty. Like maybe he’ll come back.

         
         But he doesn’t.

         
         I turn for the doorway. “What was the point of that?” I yell. At the room. At the house. “What are you trying to tell me?
            What am I supposed to do with any of this?”
         

         
         There’s no answer, because of course there isn’t. I’m yelling at a building.

         
         I yank the front door open, pitch out onto the porch, and fold up on the steps. And then, for the first time since Jackson and I broke up, I start to cry. My throat closes. My chest tightens until I can’t breathe. I wipe my face with my hands, over and over, but it’s like I’m drowning. Like something inside me has cracked open, and there’s a wave pouring out, threatening to wash me away. 

         
         I cry until my eyelashes are caked with salt. Until my face burns. Until my lungs hurt.

         
         And then I realize my phone is vibrating in my pocket.

         
         I dig it out, blinking my eyes clear, trying to focus on the screen.

         
         Sharon is calling me.

         
         Why is Sharon calling me?

         
         “Hello?”

         
         “Harlowe?” There’s an anxious, scared note in her voice. “Have you seen Nathan?”

         
         “Nathan?” I wipe my eyes again, and this time they stay clear. “No. Why?”

         
         “He’s not answering his phone and we can’t find him.”

         
         “What do you mean?”

         
         “He took off after you did. He and Dina got into it, things got heated, and he left. Dina’s going to his apartment to see
            if he’s there. I was kind of hoping he was with you.”
         

         
         My stomach knots. “No, I’m . . . Is his car still there?”

         
         “No.” Sharon sighs. “He drove off.”

         
         I rub my temples. My head is throbbing. “What happened? I mean, with him and Dina?”

         
         “She told him she was closing Queer Punx and selling the houses to go traveling and he got upset about it,” Sharon says irritably.
            “I really don’t understand why he gives a damn about that store—not like he ever spends any time there. And anyway, it’s time,
            even if it’s sad. The Fourth was thirty-five years since George died; it’s time to let it go.”
         

         
         My thoughts skid to a stop. The world stills. The birch trees in front of me turn to a blur of gray and white. “George . . .
            George died?”
         

         
         “Yeah,” Sharon says. “Fourth of July, 1991. Who did you think that toast was for?”

         
         “I . . .” But I don’t know what to say, because the truth is I never thought. I assumed. Assumed Dina and George had broken up and somehow Dina had ended up with the cottages, like hanging on to assets
            in a messy divorce. That George had let her keep them the way I let Jackson keep our apartment, because for some reason it
            was easier.
         

         
         I assumed he’d moved away.

         
         I assumed no one talked to him anymore.

         
         I assumed some part of Dina still missed him, and that’s why she held on to Queer Punx and the pictures around the turntable.

         
         And no, no one told me that the toast was for George, but also, it never even occurred to me to ask.

         
         I feel suddenly ridiculous, and foolish, and incredibly sad. “What happened?” I ask.

         
         “Complications from AIDS,” Sharon says, with a calm matter-of-factness. “He was the first person any of us really knew. There
            were acquaintances, people we’d heard of. And then later, there were more people we knew. You just . . . lost people back
            then.”
         

         
         I close my eyes. “And that was what the toast was about.”

         
         “Started the year after George died, to mark the occasion. We thought maybe it would help. Help us let him go, bit by bit.”

         
         My mind snags on her words.

         
         Let him go.

         
         Bit by bit.

         
         Another piece slowly fits into that puzzle in my head, and then another, and another, turning until their edges finally match
            up. Professor MacAndrew. Jackson. My dad. The obituary for Nathan’s parents. The pictures by the turntable. The countless
            times I’ve heard Dina hardly ever rents out that house. The Nathan I keep seeing in the bedroom. The real Nathan, who keeps pushing Dina to sell . . .
         

         
         Bit by bit.

         
         Let go.

         
         My eyes fly open. “Sharon,” I say, “I think I know where Nathan is.”

         
         “What?”

         
         “I’ll call Dina if I find him.”

         
         “Harlowe—”

         
         “I have to go.” And I end the call before she can say anything else, and run for my car.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Twenty-Seven

         
         Nathan won’t be at his apartment. I know that much—it’s the first place Dina would look, which means if he was there, I would
            have heard by now.
         

         
         He won’t go to Provincetown. He’ll go someplace it’s easy to be alone.

         
         Twilight creeps through the trees, sending deep wells of darkness into the potholes on Willet Lane as I turn my car around
            the bend and climb the gentle hill.
         

         
         I was so sure that the reason Professor MacAndrew vanished was because she needed to tell me something. But that’s not it
            at all. She didn’t need me. I needed her. Just like I needed Jackson. And it wasn’t even really about my thesis or about the
            couch. It was about something I hadn’t seen before. Something I needed to see.
         

         
         Something I needed to say.

         
         Or scream.

         
         Or let go.

         
         It was always about something I needed to leave behind.

         
         It’s so obvious now that I don’t know how I missed it for so long. Nathan spent a summer working in the little cottage—the
            summer after his parents died. And after that . . .
         

         
         Well, he told me, the first time I met him: he doesn’t do that anymore.
         

         
         Every time I invited him into the little cottage, he bailed or suggested we go somewhere else. Every time I’ve seen that younger
            version of him in the bedroom, he’s been quieter, more distant, as though something is wearing him down, tearing away little
            pieces of him, hollowing him out.
         

         
         After all this time—months of seeing people in the cottage that I knew, people no one else could see—why didn’t it occur to
            me that maybe Nathan saw someone too?
         

         
         I let my foot off the gas as I near the sandy clearing on the side of the road, and sure enough, there’s Nathan’s old Pontiac,
            parked crookedly in the middle of it.
         

         
         Darkness is falling fast now, and I have to switch on my phone’s flashlight just to find the trail leading down to the water.
            Through the trees, the pond is a dark mirror, reflecting the deep, clear blue of the sky overhead.
         

         
         Nathan is sitting at the end of the pier, feet dangling over the side, picking at the label of a bottle with one fingernail,
            an unlit cigarette dangling from his lips.
         

         
         I turn off my phone’s flashlight as I step out onto the weathered, creaking boards. With the last of the daylight reflecting
            off the water, it’s not so dark here, like twilight is hanging back, lurking on the shore.
         

         
         Nathan doesn’t move as I sit down next to him, except to reach up and take the cigarette out of his mouth. “I threw away my
            lighter,” he says. “On the way to your friends’ place. This is just . . .” But he doesn’t finish the thought. Just tucks the
            cigarette behind his ear.
         

         
         Guilt twists my stomach. “Nathan—”

         
         “Let me guess,” he says. “Dina called you.”

         
         I let my breath out, rubbing at the goose bumps already prickling up my arms. “Sharon, actually.”

         
         “Right.” He goes back to scraping at the label on the hard cider bottle in his hand. “You didn’t need to come find me.”

         
         I look at him, but he’s staring out across the water with such a resigned expression, a sadness in his eyes that’s somehow
            simultaneously empty and terrifyingly deep, that my heart twists painfully in my chest. I don’t know what makes me feel worse—that
            he never really told me the truth, or that I’m beginning to think he tried to, in bits and pieces, and I just missed every
            clue he dropped until now.
         

         
         I almost reach for him, but I change my mind, too worried he’ll pull away. “I’m sorry for everything I said.”

         
         He only shrugs. “None of it was untrue.”

         
         The ache in my chest drives deeper. “I think I understand now,” I say. “Or at least, I think I’m starting to. Will you please
            come back with me?”
         

         
         He raises the bottle to his lips. “I’m not going back to have some wholesome makeup with Dina.”

         
         “That’s not what I’m asking.”

         
         “Harlowe”—he sounds so tired and so worn—“you don’t need to fix us.”

         
         “I know. This isn’t about Dina, this is . . .” About you. But I don’t say it. I swallow, and then I throw every last bit of caution to the wind. “Look, I want to take you somewhere,
            and I need you to trust me.”
         

         
         He finally looks at me, and in the dying light, his eyes have dulled to deep, dark gray. For a moment, I’m sure he’s going
            to argue with me, or just refuse. Tell me to leave.
         

         
         But he runs a hand over his face and sighs and every last piece of tension seems to run out of his body. His shoulders loosen
            and he closes his eyes. “Okay. Fine.”
         

         
         A knot inside me releases and I quickly push myself to my feet, reaching down a hand. He grasps it and I pull him up. We climb
            the hillside, back up to the road.
         

         
         “Let’s just take my car,” I say. “We can come back for yours.”

         
         He shrugs and folds himself into the passenger side of the Honda.

         
         We’re quiet as I drive us back to the cottage. Nathan stares out the window like he’s barely aware of what he’s seeing. It’s
            only when I pull into the clearing at the top of Spyglass Beach Way that he seems to rouse himself and realize where we are.
         

         
         “What are we doing here?” His voice is brittle. “I told you I don’t really want to talk to Dina right now.”

         
         I turn the key, the engine sputtering to silence. “I know. That’s not why we’re here, I promise.” Please don’t run away from me. “Just come with me.”
         

         
         He lets his breath out, grabbing the cigarette from behind his ear and fiddling with it between his fingers, but he opens
            his door. We get out of the car, and he follows me up the brick steps, across Dina’s porch, and then up the flagstone path.
         

         
         But when I climb the front steps of the little cottage, he stops.

         
         “What is this?” he says, voice rough, rasping, like he’s forgotten how to use it. “What are we doing?”

         
         I hold out my hand. “It’ll be okay. Trust me.”

         
         He shakes his head, shoving the cigarette in his pocket and digging his fingers into his hair. “You don’t know what you’re
            asking.”
         

         
         I take a slow, shuddering breath. “Yes,” I say, “I do.”

         
         His gaze meets mine. He wavers, and once again, I’m afraid he’s going to bolt—actually turn and run. He has a key to Dina’s
            house. He could lock himself inside. What would I do then?
         

         
         But he doesn’t run. He doesn’t turn away. He reaches out and takes my hand. His fingers are cold.

         
         I unlock the front door, and we cross the threshold together. The living room is dark, and I have to let go of his hand so
            I can fumble for the lamp by the love seat and switch it on. A soft yellow glow fills the room, and I hear Nathan’s breath
            rush out.
         

         
         The man and woman standing in the living room look, somehow, exactly like I would have expected, even though I’ve never seen pictures of them. The man has wild dark hair, a deep tan, and familiar bright blue eyes behind a pair of wire-framed glasses. The woman is smaller, broad-shouldered with blondish-brown hair pulled back in a braid, gray threads running through it. They’re both wearing jeans and T-shirts, plain and practical. 

         
         “Surprise,” the man says, smiling. A crease deepens in his cheek. “Happy birthday.”

         
         He’s looking at Nathan as though I’m not even here. So is the woman.

         
         And Nathan’s looking back at them, pale under his tan, hands loose at his sides, so still I’m not even sure he’s breathing.

         
         “They’re still here,” he says.

         
         The woman gives him a slightly perplexed smile. “Of course we’re here. It’s your birthday! We wouldn’t miss it.”

         
         “It’s not my birthday,” Nathan says. A frown passes across his face, and he looks at me. “Can you see them?”

         
         “Yeah.” I nod. “I can.”

         
         He closes his eyes, takes a breath, and then looks back at the man and woman in front of him. “They were here that summer,”
            he tells me. “I didn’t finish college after they died and I wound up here, because . . . we came out here every summer to
            visit Dina when I was a kid, so this . . .” He shrugs, as if to say this was the only option. “Dina showed me these things she needed fixed in the house, just to give me something to do. She said she’d pay me. She
            wanted to get it spruced up to start renting out. So I . . . I said I’d do it, and then the next day, I came back to start
            working, and . . . they were here.”
         

         
         “And Dina didn’t warn you,” I say. It’s not really a question. I already know the answer.

         
         He lets out a tiny, bitter laugh. “I actually thought they were real for a second. The Coast Guard never found the bodies.”

         
         I look away, down at the coffee table. It’s too much to keep looking at the man and the woman. Too intrusive.

         
         “I tried to tell Dina.” Nathan’s voice catches. “I basically dragged her in here . . . but she didn’t see them. All she said was that whatever I was seeing . . . it wasn’t really real. That convinced me that she knew. She knew I was seeing them, even if she couldn’t.”
         

         
         I swallow. And that was why she asked him to fix things in the little cottage—he doesn’t say it, but he doesn’t have to.

         
         She knew what might be waiting for him inside.

         
         “At first I thought it was okay,” Nathan says. “They were here. I could see them. I could talk to them. And even if they weren’t
            real, it was better than nothing.” A ghost of a smile flickers across his face. “I kept coming back, finding more things to
            fix, just so I could talk to them. But it was like . . . like they never quite saw me. Every day, I’d walk in, and they’d just tell me—”
         

         
         “Tell you happy birthday,” I say.

         
         “They surprised me in college.” He presses his fingers against his eyes, and I see his hands trembling. “They showed up at
            this house I was renting with friends and told me they were going to do this dive over the weekend—they were going out to
            Buzzards Bay for their dolphin research—”
         

         
         “You could come with us,” the woman says with a bright smile. “We might even get out past the bay. It would be really great
            hands-on experience.”
         

         
         “Because you were studying marine biology,” I say.

         
         “I wanted to be just like them.” Nathan drops his hand and gives a tiny choked laugh. “Everything they did, every study, every project, even the way they talked when they took me to the aquarium as a kid . . . I wanted to be just like that. I know it sounds cheesy, to want to be just like your parents, but . . . Every time my mom talked about dolphins, her eyes lit up. Every summer when we came out here to visit Dina, I’d swim out with my dad to these rocks you can only get to at low tide, and he’d show me what lived in all the crevices.” Nathan lets his breath out, his chest turning concave. “But that Monday . . . I had a test coming up on that Monday, and I was behind prepping for it.” 

         
         Understanding sinks in. “You told them no,” I say.

         
         “We understand,” the man says, although he sounds a little disappointed. “School comes first. And there will be other dives.”

         
         “Maybe you could come with us this summer, after you graduate,” the woman says.

         
         Nathan blinks, his eyes too bright as he looks at her. “You know I still have dreams where dolphins rescue you? Find you.
            Push you to the surface. Push you to shore.” He looks at me and that empty, endless sadness is written all over his face.
            “They do that, dolphins. They’ve been known to rescue swimmers in distress.”
         

         
         “You did always love dolphins,” the man says.

         
         Nathan shakes his head again. “It didn’t matter how many times I tried to change the subject,” he says. “They just asked me,
            over and over, whether I wanted to go on this dive. I even tried saying yes, just to see what would happen.” His shoulder
            twitches. “They were still there the next day, same as always.”
         

         
         I take a step toward him, but I don’t know what to say. I don’t know how to say anything that could ever be enough.

         
         He looks back at the man and woman in front of him. “I went out there looking for you,” he says, offering it desperately,
            like maybe this time they’ll be able to hear it. “I got someone to take me out in a boat a week after it happened. I thought
            maybe I’d be able to find something the Coast Guard missed. Like there’d be anything to find. But the ocean’s too big.” He
            waves a hand, a hopeless, defeated gesture. “The ocean’s just too big.”
         

         
         A flicker of movement catches my eye from the direction of the hallway. The younger Nathan is standing there, on the edge
            of the living room lamplight, watching us.
         

         
         The Nathan next to me draws a shaky breath. “I wish I’d gone,” he says, his voice breaking. “I really wish I’d gone with you. I really wish I hadn’t told you no. I wish I’d blown off that test . . .” 

         
         My heart cracks open. “Nathan—”

         
         “I wish I’d been there . . .”

         
         “We understand,” the man says again.

         
         The woman nods. “School comes first.”

         
         My fingers wrap around Nathan’s arm just as he closes his eyes, and his breath escapes his chest, and he finally starts to
            cry. I wrap my arms around him as his knees buckle, but I can’t hold him up, and we both crumple to the floor. Tears slide
            down his face and his whole body shakes, his fingers digging into my shirt as sobs tear out of him, like if he doesn’t hold
            on to something—to me—he’ll fall some great distance, or get swept out to sea.
         

         
         In the shadows at the edge of the lamplight, I see the younger Nathan turn, walking back toward the bedroom. And in front
            of us, the man and the woman are slowly fading. Just like Jackson, their edges go first, turning blurred, like ripples in
            water. The blond bleeds from the woman’s hair. The man’s eyes turn gray. The color fades from their clothes, and they seem
            to turn to twilight, as though the light from the lamp can’t reach them anymore.
         

         
         The man reaches for the woman’s hand. And then they turn to smoke.

         
         And then to haze.

         
         And then they’re gone.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Twenty-Eight

         
         Nathan and I stay on the floor in the middle of the living room until his sobs slowly dissipate. Until his breath comes easier
            and his fingers loosen. And then, finally, I push myself up. My knees ache from the hard floor. I drag Nathan up with me,
            moving us both toward the couch. We collapse, sinking into the worn-out cushions. I lean my head back until it hits the wall
            with a dull thud, closing my eyes.
         

         
         I don’t know how long we stay there, but it’s long enough that when I open my eyes, I realize Nathan has fallen asleep, half
            slumped against the pillows piled at one end of the couch, his feet tucked against me.
         

         
         I rub my eyes and realize I haven’t texted Dina and Sharon.

         
         “Shit,” I whisper. I glance at Nathan, but he’s still fast asleep, so I carefully inch away from him, pushing myself off the
            couch. I dig my phone out of my pocket and fire off a quick text, and then I set my phone on the coffee table and stretch
            my back. My eyes go to the short hallway; it’s empty, and the door at the end is closed.
         

         
         I glance once more at the Nathan asleep on the couch, and then I walk down the hall, grasp the glass knob, and open the bedroom door. 

         
         The room beyond is dark and empty, a chilly breeze whistling in under the window that I left cracked open to let out the heat
            of earlier in the day.
         

         
         I know I saw the younger Nathan walk back here, just like I know I saw him standing there at the edge of the living room.
            I don’t know how. But I know he was there.
         

         
         And now he’s gone.

         
         A pair of headlights sweeps through the trees, outside the window. There’s a car coming up Spyglass Beach Way.

         
         I leave the bedroom. The real Nathan is still asleep on the couch, so I pull the throw blanket down over him. And then I leave
            the cottage, closing the door quietly behind me.
         

         
         I reach the clearing just as Dina is climbing out of her car.

         
         “He’s here?” Her voice is hoarse, eyes wide behind her glasses.

         
         “Yeah, he’s here. He’s fine.”

         
         “Where?” She slams her car door, ready to charge past me. “My house?”

         
         “No . . . in the little cottage. He’s asleep on the couch.”

         
         She stills, her eyes locked on mine, her face washed in the distant glow of her porch light.

         
         Then she lets her breath out, long and slow. Her shoulders slump. She seems to shrink, shadows etching deep into her forehead,
            around her eyes. “It’s over,” she says.
         

         
         I don’t need to ask what she means. “Yeah. I think so.”

         
         She turns away, locking her car. “Then you did what I never could.”

         
         I hesitate, catching my lip in my teeth, and then I say, “So you knew.”

         
         She’s quiet, shoulders rising slowly and then falling. “I never know. Most of the time, all I can do is guess. And with Nathan . . .” She turns back to me. Her face is sad; sadder than I’ve
            ever seen it. “I could guess.”
         

         
         “So why send him in there?” I ask. “Why tell him you needed help fixing things?”

         
         “Because I did need help,” she says, frowning at me. “That place always has something going wrong.” And then the frown fades
            and she runs her hand over her eyes. “I wanted to help him. He stopped . . . he stopped moving as soon as they were gone.
            He wouldn’t talk to me. He wouldn’t talk to anyone. He was sinking. I thought the house could help him.”
         

         
         I look down at my shoes, shoving my hands into my pockets.

         
         “I suppose it was probably selfish,” she says quietly. “I sent him in there because I wanted him to stop being sad. I was
            too impatient. Didn’t realize it wasn’t the right time.” Her voice catches. “Didn’t realize all I was doing was making it
            worse.”
         

         
         I hunch my shoulders up against the breeze rushing in from the ocean and look back up at her. “Why do you rent the cottage
            out, if you know what it does?”
         

         
         She shakes her head and starts up the steps toward her house. “It’s late.”

         
         But I refuse to let it go. Not this time. “Does everyone who rents that cottage see someone?” I ask, following her. “Someone
            from their past? Like we did?”
         

         
         She stops on her front porch. “No,” she says. “For some people, the cottage is just a house.”

         
         “But not for everyone.”

         
         “No, not for everyone. Not for most people.” She sighs and turns to face me. “I don’t rent that place out to just anyone, Harlowe. I get plenty of booking requests, and I turn plenty of them down. I try to keep the cottage for . . . for the right people. After Nathan, I tried to be careful. I try to choose the people who might need it.” 

         
         “And you decided I needed it?”

         
         She raises an eyebrow. “You were an easy pick. All I had to do was google you to realize your life was a mess.”

         
         I make a mental note to switch my Instagram to private indefinitely. “So why didn’t I see anyone the first time I walked in?
            When I showed up with Rika and Yasmin, the house was empty.”
         

         
         “Yes, well . . .” Dina runs a hand through her hair, which only makes it look wilder. “The house seems to activate when you walk in alone for the first time. Damned if I know why. It just seems to know. And if anyone’s with you—it waits.”
         

         
         Except for tonight. Tonight, Nathan and I walked in together, and I could see his parents too.

         
         I think, for a moment, about telling her this. About asking her what it could possibly mean.

         
         But I don’t. It’s not really mine to tell, because none of what just happened really belongs to me.

         
         “So why did I see a younger version of Nathan in the bedroom?” I ask. “I knew everyone else I saw. Why would the cottage show
            me him?”
         

         
         Dina takes a long, slow breath, as if pondering her answer, and then she says, “I’ve never been able to figure out why, but
            the bedroom door is different.”
         

         
         “Different how?”

         
         “I’m not sure I understand it, but . . . Well, every other door in the house only shows the past—a person, a moment. Even
            the front door works like that for some people. But the door to the bedroom seems to be different. My best guess is that it’s
            got something to do with an event that needs to happen but hasn’t yet. Not something that will happen. It never seems set in stone, whatever you see in the bedroom. Just a possibility. Maybe that’s why I can never fix that damn doorknob. I’ve tried, dozens of times, but it never takes. Seems determined to stay loose and shaky.” She sighs. “But I suppose that’s our connection to the future, isn’t it? Loose and shaky. Unpredictable.” 

         
         My mind flashes back to the first time I opened the bedroom door and the younger Nathan fell off the chair. Maybe that’s what
            the cottage was trying to tell me—that I needed Nathan. Or that he needed me.
         

         
         Who knows, maybe that’s even why I could see his parents tonight. Why the younger version of him showed up in the hall. Maybe
            tonight was the moment the house was always trying to push us toward.
         

         
         “Are you really going to sell the cottages?” I ask.

         
         Dina looks down at the weathered floorboards of the porch, gray from decades of rain and snow, and then up at the overhang
            above us. “I don’t know,” she says. “But I think it’s time for me to leave, one way or another.”
         

         
         “Why?”

         
         “Because I want to travel.” She tips her head down, eyes fixing on me. “I was never brave enough to do it when I was younger.
            I never even left the Northeast. It always seemed too risky. Too dangerous to go out there, the way I was. George and I said
            we’d do it someday. You always think you have time, until you don’t. So I’m doing it, while I still have time.”
         

         
         “But Nathan—”

         
         “Needs his space. And I’ve been terrible at giving it to him.” Her eyes soften. “We need time away from each other, Harlowe.
            It’ll be good for both us.”
         

         
         “Right.” But my heart sinks. “Sure.”

         
         Dina regards me in silence. And then she says, “What about you?”

         
         I run a hand over my face, suddenly worn out. “What about me?”

         
         “Summer’s almost over.” Dina raises her eyebrows. “Are you ready to leave?”

         
         I look back at her. A hint of panic bubbles back up, but I know she’s not asking about whether I have an apartment, or whether
            I’ve packed, or even whether I’m looking forward to seeing the city once again.
         

         
         I push the panic down and take a deep breath. “Not quite yet. There’s one more thing I have to do.”

         
         She nods and turns to her front door, pulling out her keys.

         
         “Dina—”

         
         She turns back.

         
         “Why didn’t you just tell me about the cottage?” I ask. “About what it does? That first day, when I asked you to come look . . .
            I told you I saw people inside. So why didn’t you just tell me what was really going on?”
         

         
         She raises an eyebrow. “Would you have believed me?”

         
         I open my mouth, and close it again. I want to say yes. I want to believe I would have taken Dina at her word. It would have
            saved me a lot of time spent wondering if I was losing it.
         

         
         But then again, if she had told me exactly what was happening . . . would I have stayed? Would I have put up with it all long
            enough to understand? Would I have talked to Professor MacAndrew or screamed at Jackson?
         

         
         Or would I have run away?

         
         “You could have made it easier,” I say, but it comes out half-hearted.

         
         “There’s no power in easy,” Dina replies. “Easy does not make you wiser or kinder or gentler. And some answers aren’t mine to give.” She unlocks her front door. “Thank you for finding Nathan,” she says, and then she steps inside, closing the door, and I’m left alone on the porch with the wind whistling around the edges of the house and the waves roaring onto the beach in the distance. The windows of the little cottage will be rattling tonight. 

         
         I hunch up my shoulders and turn away, starting back up the flagstone path. I don’t pull my phone out, even though the moon
            is disappearing behind the clouds. I don’t need a flashlight. I know the way by heart now, even in the dark.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

         
         Nathan is gone in the morning.

         
         I blink at the couch in the living room, bleary-eyed. Nathan was still asleep on it when I came back to the cottage last night.
            I crept past him to the bedroom and fell asleep as soon as my head hit the pillow. I didn’t even bother changing out of my
            clothes.
         

         
         I check my phone. No texts or missed calls. He’s just gone.

         
         I push down the urge to go running out of the cottage again to look for him. To bang on Dina’s door to see if he’s there.
            To drive over to his apartment or Cuppa Cove.
         

         
         He’s not running away from me. In my heart, I know he’s not. This time, he’s not disappearing—he just needs time.

         
         And so do I. Because there’s something else I need to do, and I can’t put it off any longer.

         
         I brush my teeth and take a shower. Pull on fresh clothes. And then I stand in the dining room, in front of the bifold door,
            and take a deep breath.
         

         
         You don’t have forever, Professor MacAndrew said. So what is it you want to do?

         
         My dad looks up from the sink as soon as I walk into the kitchen. “Morning, Harlowe. I was just about to make coffee. Would you like some?” 

         
         “Yes,” I say. “Coffee sounds great.”

         
         He looks vaguely surprised, his eyebrows hovering above his glasses. Then he clears his throat and turns quickly to the stove,
            picking up the percolator. “All right. Well, good. Would you get the coffee?”
         

         
         I sidle past him and grab the bag of coffee and the milk out of the fridge. “Dad,” I say. “I need to talk to you.”

         
         He fills the percolator with water and then steps back while I add coffee to the basket. “Is this about the thing with the
            fish?”
         

         
         A smile tugs at my mouth, but it feels sad. “Kind of.”

         
         He sighs. “Look, I’m sorry I forgot about that. It’s been a while. And people’s tastes change—”

         
         “We don’t need to talk about the fish.” I don’t want him to bring up Kendra. I don’t want him to tell me salmon is Kendra’s
            favorite. If he does, I’m not sure I’ll have the strength to keep going.
         

         
         “Oh,” he says.

         
         I take a breath, and I feel like it might cut me in half. “Do you remember the week you left?”

         
         He goes very still, fingers wrapped around the handle of the percolator. So still that for a second, I wonder if he’s actually
            frozen, like the cottage is having technical difficulties. Buffering like a slow internet signal.
         

         
         And then he picks up the percolator, turning to the stove. His shoulders rise and he scrubs at his hair. “I do,” he says.

         
         I was halfway through college when I got the phone call from my mom. I was sitting in the library, studying for a final, and
            I had to scrape all my books and notebooks into my backpack so I could go outside and listen to her tearfully tell me that
            my dad was gone.
         

         
         He had told her, over breakfast that morning, that he didn’t love her anymore.

         
         He wasn’t happy.

         
         In fact, he wasn’t sure he’d ever been happy.

         
         He had all these things he’d meant to do, he told her, and instead, he had settled down and stayed in Indiana. With her. And
            me. But now he needed to go. He’d been thinking about it for a long time, and he’d decided.
         

         
         I sat on a bench outside the library and listened to her tell me all of this, feeling numb. And then, finally, she asked if
            my dad had called me.
         

         
         No, I said.
         

         
         Oh, she said. I’m sure he will. He packed his suitcase and drove away. Maybe he’ll call you tonight from a hotel.

         
         But he didn’t. I waited by my phone, my notes for my final forgotten, as it got later and later, but he didn’t call.

         
         I talked to my mom the next day, to see how she was doing. She cried some more, and then she asked me if he had called. I
            said he hadn’t.
         

         
         I’m sure he’ll call today, she said.
         

         
         But he didn’t.

         
         I rub my hands on my jeans, palms too sweaty. “Why did it take you a week to call me?”

         
         I hate the desperate, pleading note that creeps into my voice. Hate that it’s exactly how I feel.

         
         His shoulders go higher. “It was a long time ago,” he says.

         
         “That’s not an answer.”

         
         “I’m sorry it took me so long,” he says. “I . . . I had a lot to figure out. I wanted to wait to talk to you until I could . . .
            gather my thoughts.”
         

         
         It’s exactly what he said when he did call, after a week, to tell me he was in Alaska, of all places. He’d driven to Chicago
            and bought a plane ticket to Alaska. He’d always wanted to go.
         

         
         “You didn’t seem to have that many thoughts to tell me,” I say bitterly.

         
         He scrubs at his hair again. “I wasn’t happy, Harlowe. I needed . . . I need to be happy now.”

         
         His words slice into me like so many knives. “Is that why you invited me to Michigan?” I ask. “So you could show me how happy
            you are? So you could prove to me it was worth it?”
         

         
         He seems to wilt, folding in on himself. “I wanted to be with you. I’ve never invited you out before.”

         
         My eyes sting at the corners, my throat hot. None of this is new. And I finally realize—he’s repeating things he’s already
            said. This is all stuff he’s said to me in the real world, outside the cottage.
         

         
         As though he can’t say anything else.

         
         Maybe he can’t. He’s not really my dad, after all. He’s just a shadow, or a projection, or whatever the cottage can come up
            with. Maybe he can’t really give me answers that I don’t have myself.
         

         
         Maybe I don’t need him to.

         
         The stinging fades from my eyes. I swallow.

         
         “You left me,” I say. “You always talked about leaving Mom, but you also left me. You said you weren’t happy, and that means
            you weren’t happy with me. I wasn’t enough for you. Sometimes I wish I knew why, and sometimes I’m afraid of what the answer
            might be. And every time you pop back up—every time you show up in Boston—I let myself hope that maybe this time, you’ll remember
            to take a picture of the two of us instead of showing me pictures of Kendra. I hope you’ll have more than two hours. I hope
            it’ll turn out that maybe Christine and Kendra aren’t even with you—that you aren’t on your way somewhere else, and I’m not
            just a brief stop on the road. That maybe for once you just came to see me. And every time I end up disappointed. I honestly
            don’t know why I keep hoping. I don’t know why I still need you. I don’t know why I feel bad that I wasn’t enough, or I made
            you unhappy. But here we are.”
         

         
         My dad shoves his hands in his pockets and turns around to look at me. There’s a faint coppery glow to his hair now, and it’s not just the sunlight streaming through the window over the sink. His edges are starting to glow. The letters in Alaska on his T-shirt aren’t quite as sharp as they were a minute ago.
         

         
         “Why are you telling me this?” he says.

         
         “Because I just needed to say it.” I run a hand through my hair. “For me.”

         
         He nods. I can see through him now, to the stove behind him, and when he turns back to the percolator, he vanishes completely.

         
         The kitchen is empty. Finally.

         
         I close my eyes. Let my breath out slowly. And I feel as though I’m shrugging off something heavy, something suffocating,
            something I’ve grown so used to that I didn’t realize until now just how much it was dragging at me. How much it has pulled
            at me for years. How much I have been trying to run from it, and never quite succeeding.
         

         
         I take another slow breath, and this one feels easier. And the next one is even easier.

         
         I turn the gas off under the percolator, changing my mind about coffee.

         
         

         Sir Duke is waiting for me on the porch when I step outside. He blinks his big orange eyes, squinting in the sun.

         
         I sit down next to him on the steps and he flops on his side, starting up that rumbling, cement-mixer purr.

         
         I stare at my dad’s contact info on my phone screen for as long as it takes me to draw in three more deep breaths, and then
            I call him.
         

         
         It rings five times before it goes to voicemail. “Hi, this is Rick, leave me a message.”

         
         I breathe out a sigh. It’s not that unusual to get my dad’s voicemail, on the few occasions I call him. He’s constantly leaving
            his phone in a room and forgetting about it. And right now, that’s a relief.
         

         
         “Hey, Dad,” I say. “It’s me. Sorry I haven’t returned your texts or calls. Jackson and I broke up, and I’ve been spending the summer on Cape Cod. My plans are kind of up in the air, so I don’t think now is a great time for a visit. I’m—” But I pause, and change my mind, just before I say I’m sorry. “I hope you can enjoy some time in Boston anyway, and you have a nice trip to Maine with Christine and Kendra. I’ll talk to you later.” 

         
         And I end the call.

         
         I don’t need to say any of the things I said in the cottage. Not now. Not yet. Maybe not ever—I don’t really know.

         
         I said them for me. Which was what I needed to let go.

         
         Bit by bit.

         
         I stretch out my legs, rubbing a finger under Sir Duke’s chin. I should go over to Rika and Yasmin’s place. It’s their last
            day.
         

         
         But I can spend a few minutes sitting in the sun, listening to Sir Duke rumble.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Thirty

         
         There’s no answer when I knock on the door to Rika and Yasmin’s beach shack, so I walk around it to the deck in the back,
            and sure enough, there’s Rika, draped in an Adirondack chair. She looks right at home, eyes closed, wearing shorts and a tank
            top, hair up in a messy bun and her legs hanging over the arm of the chair.
         

         
         “Hey,” I say.

         
         She starts, opening her eyes, and quickly sits up. “Oh, hey.”

         
         “Is Yasmin around?”

         
         “They went out for a run. They’ll probably be back any minute.”

         
         She’s watching me with a familiar expression—the one that says Harlowe is fragile. But this time, I don’t feel annoyed. I deserve it. “Reeks, I’m so sorry. I was a dick yesterday.”
         

         
         For a moment, she just looks at me, frozen. And then she lets her breath out, shoulders slumping. “Yeah, well . . . me too. I shouldn’t have told you about Jackson. I don’t know what I was thinking. We didn’t come here for some kind of pity trip. I honestly wasn’t even sure I was going to tell you he was dating somebody, but then you’d made friends, and you had Nathan, and . . .” She shrugs, shooting me a desperate look. “You’re doing well, Harlowe. You seemed to be doing so well. So I thought you could handle it and . . . I didn’t want things to be weird between us.” 

         
         “What are you talking about? Why would things be weird?”

         
         “Because we’re all friends.” She waves a hand at the space between us. “It felt weird for you not to know. I don’t know.”

         
         I run a hand through my hair. “I don’t know either. I mean, we were friends—all four of us. But, Rika . . . we’re not anymore. You and Yasmin are friends with Jackson, and you’re friends with
            me. You’re in the middle.”
         

         
         “Yeah.” Rika rubs absently at her forehead. “Which sucks, by the way.”

         
         I shift, hands in my back pockets. “Sorry.”

         
         “No, that’s not what I . . .” She shakes her head. “I didn’t mean you had to apologize. It just is what it is.” She sighs
            and scoots forward in her chair until her feet hit the ground. “It just . . . it felt strange to realize that you didn’t know
            this big thing about Jackson, you know? Like what if you ran into him in Cambridge or something? So I told you. I guess I
            didn’t want you to come back and be caught off guard.”
         

         
         “I get it.” And I do. I can follow her logic. Maybe I even would have done the same thing in her shoes. “I’m sorry I wasn’t
            as emotionally mature as you were expecting.”
         

         
         She smiles a little. “Well, I’m sorry I told you at a party full of other people.”

         
         “Oh, are we apologizing?” Yasmin appears around the side of the shack, still in their running gear, still breathing quickly.
            “Hey, Harlowe.”
         

         
         “Hey.” I give Yasmin a rueful smile. “And yes. I am currently apologizing for losing my shit at you guys.”

         
         “Cool.” Yasmin tips their baseball cap back on their head. “I’m listening.”

         
         I blow my breath out until I can feel my lungs turning concave. “I think I got in my head about the fact that you’d been hanging out with Jackson all summer while I was . . . here.” 

         
         Yasmin raises an eyebrow. “Well, yeah, but that’s why we came out here. To visit you. Because we miss you.”

         
         “I know.” I run a hand over my face. “I miss you too. I do. I just . . . I guess maybe I don’t know how to do any of this
            either. Us without Jackson. Without sticking you in the middle.”
         

         
         Yasmin pulls off their hat, running a hand through their hair. “Yeah, well. If there was a guidebook for navigating your best
            friends’ breakup, I’d buy it.” They squint out at the ocean, and then at me. “In the meantime, I think we just fumble.”
         

         
         Relief settles on me like aloe on a burn. “I can fumble.”

         
         “I think we’ve all proved we can fumble,” Rika says. She pushes herself out of the Adirondack chair. “But right now, I need
            to eat. We haven’t had breakfast yet.”
         

         
         “Yeah, I just gotta shower.” Yasmin tugs on their T-shirt, fanning themself with it. “And then we could go look for a place.”

         
         “Well, actually . . .” I pull out my phone to check the time. “I was going to ask if you guys wanted to get brunch. There’s
            a place in P-town I think you might like.”
         

         
         “Is it gay?” Rika asks.

         
         “The entertainment is.”

         
         “In that case,” she says, heading for the shack, “I am very much in.”

         
         

         I take Rika and Yasmin to drag brunch at Queen of the Bay, where we drink mimosas and eat pretentious egg dishes and make
            ourselves hoarse cheering for performers decked out in sequins and feathers and platform heels, lip-syncing to Cyndi Lauper,
            ABBA, and Tina Turner.
         

         
         And then, finally, I drive them up Spyglass Beach Way to the clearing at the top. We walk to the little cottage, and I unlock the door and take them inside and we spend the rest of the afternoon sitting in the small living room—me and Rika on the couch, Yasmin lying on the floor. We talk about Yasmin’s hospital shifts, the trials Rika is working on at the lab, and I make them both laugh by recounting the kickball matches. 

         
         We don’t talk about Jackson, but it’s different now. It’s no longer something awkward we’re talking around, something we’re
            too scared to look at directly. It’s more like a box we’ve moved to the attic. A box we might remember someday and reopen,
            but for now, we can let it collect dust.
         

         
         Finally, Rika asks the thing I’ve been dreading: “When are you coming back?”

         
         I look down at the glass of water I’m holding in my hands. “I haven’t found a place yet.”

         
         “But isn’t your lease here almost up?”

         
         “Yeah. It is.”

         
         “You can always crash with us if you need to,” Yasmin says.

         
         I knew that I could, but it makes me feel better to hear it. “Thanks.”

         
         “Have you tried looking in Roslindale?” Rika asks, pulling out her phone. “A couple folks in the lab just moved there. It
            seems cool. Cheaper. And you have a car so not being that close to the T wouldn’t be a huge deal . . .”
         

         
         I nod along, but I feel strangely like I almost can’t follow. As though I’ve forgotten pieces of the language we all used
            to speak—the language of subways and Ubers and night skies that never turn truly dark. As though when I wasn’t looking, I
            became someone who lives by the ocean, who drives down empty, winding roads, who pauses to watch sunsets and notices the level
            of the tide.
         

         
         “We can always go look at a place for you, if you find one you like,” Rika says.

         
         “Thanks,” I say again, and try very hard to smile.

         
         Yasmin sighs and sits up. “We should go.” They poke Rika’s leg. “I hate to say it, babe, but we still gotta pack.”

         
         “Yeah, I know.” Rika stands up, tucking her phone back in her pocket. “I still can’t believe you got to spend a whole summer
            next to a freaking beach, Harlowe.”
         

         
         “I know,” I say, pushing myself up. There’s a weight on my lungs, heavy and dragging. “Neither can I.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Thirty-One

         
         I drop Rika and Yasmin off at the ferry, standing in line with them until they board, waving as the boat motors out to sea.

         
         And then I text Nathan as I walk back to my car: Hey, where are you?

         
         At the pond, he writes back.
         

         
         Just like yesterday, he’s sitting alone when I walk out to the end of the pier, but this time, there’s no sign of a bottle
            or a cigarette. He’s changed his clothes too; he’s wearing fresh jeans, torn at the knee, and a T-shirt the color of the deep
            green leaves behind us on the shore. He leans back on his hands, squinting up at the sun slowly sinking behind the trees.
         

         
         “Hey.” I sit down next to him, dangling my feet over the edge of the pier.

         
         “Hey.” He looks tired, but he gives me a very small smile.

         
         For a while, we’re quiet, looking up at the scattered clouds turning orange and pink in the sky.

         
         Then Nathan says, “How did you know they would be there?”

         
         I pick at a fingernail, looking down at the ripples in the water under my feet. “Because I saw people too.”

         
         I feel his breath catch. Feel him look at me, but I keep staring at my hands.

         
         He turns his head again, looking back out at the water. “Who?” He says it gingerly, like he’s afraid he shouldn’t be asking,
            but desperately wants to know. Looking for a way to feel less alone.
         

         
         “My dad,” I say. “And my ex. And my thesis advisor for my PhD, weirdly enough.” I hesitate. “And you.”

         
         His eyebrows slowly rise. “Me?”

         
         “A younger version of you. From the summer you worked in the cottage.” I lean my hands on the edge of the pier. “That’s why
            I knew your name when I walked into Cuppa Cove the first time. I’d seen you. The other version of you. You were patching and
            painting this wall in the bedroom.”
         

         
         He’s silent, absorbing this. “Wow. That must have been weird.”

         
         I smile. “You have no idea.”

         
         A duck takes off from the surface of the pond in a sudden flurry of beating wings, sending up a spray of water. We both watch
            it climb into the sky, heading for the trees.
         

         
         “I still don’t understand,” Nathan says. “Even if you saw these people you knew . . . how did you know that I would—”

         
         “I didn’t,” I say quickly. “I mean . . . not for sure. Not until we walked in.”

         
         “But you guessed.”

         
         “Yeah,” I say. “I guessed.”

         
         He picks up his hands, leaning forward and resting his elbows on his knees. “Did you know they would disappear?”

         
         I chew at my lip. “No. But I knew they could. My thesis advisor and my ex disappeared, and once I realized why, and I realized
            who you’d probably seen in the house . . .”
         

         
         “You wanted me to come back.”

         
         I nod. “Yeah.”

         
         Somewhere in the distance, a truck goes by on Willet Lane, and the rumbling engine echoes through the trees.

         
         “I don’t remember patching any walls,” Nathan says. “I remember painting the living room in the little cottage, and pulling
            up some old flooring in the kitchen, but . . .” He looks at me, eyes narrowed, a vague frown on his face. “I don’t remember
            patching any walls. I’m not sure I ever went into the bedroom.”
         

         
         I ask the question that’s been hovering in the back of my mind. “So, you don’t remember seeing me?”

         
         “No. I don’t think I did.”

         
         I feel a strange twinge of disappointment. I don’t really know why. None of the other visitors in the cottage were really
            real. That wasn’t really Jackson in the bathroom. I wasn’t talking to my real dad in the kitchen. They were just . . .
         

         
         Well, I don’t know, really. Whatever the cottage conjured up. So why would the Nathan I saw be any different?

         
         “I finished Katy’s bike today,” Nathan says, pulling me out of my thoughts. “Took me long enough, but it’s done.”

         
         That makes me smile, something warm lighting in my chest. “Did you give it to her?”

         
         “Not yet. I have to figure out the right time. But it made me think . . .” His blue eyes flick to my face. “I think it might
            be time to take the plunge. Actually open the bike shop. I . . . I have some money that my parents left me. And it’s enough
            to get me started. I was thinking I might ask Dina if I could take over the lease on the Queer Punx space.”
         

         
         He’s searching my eyes, hesitating like he wants an answer.

         
         “You should do it,” I say. “It’s a great location.”

         
         He smiles—that quarter of a smile, one side of his mouth lifting. He leans closer and bumps his shoulder against mine. “Yeah.”

         
         There’s another question hanging in the air between us, like the fog that hovers over the pond on muggy mornings—the question of what happens now. What happens next. For us. 

         
         But it’s not one that either of us can answer. Not right now.

         
         So I hold out my hand, palm up, and he laces his fingers with mine, and we sit in silence, watching the colors above us change
            from blue to orange and pink and purple, while the tree leaves rustle and the water laps gently at the pier underneath us,
            and the whole pond turns into a mirror of the sky on fire.
         

         
         

         It takes me a few days to work up my courage to talk to Dina. I know I’m just putting off the inevitable, but I tell myself
            she’s busy. Which she is. She and Sharon are constantly rumbling up and down the drive in Dina’s 4Runner, shuttling boxes
            from Queer Punx to her house and piling them in the basement.
         

         
         “How many leftover T-shirts do you have?” Nathan says, grunting as he carries another box down the narrow basement stairs.
            The two of us have spent most of the day helping Dina and Sharon unload boxes.
         

         
         “Just whatever didn’t sell on clearance,” Dina says defensively. “They’re nice designs.”

         
         “And everybody we know will be getting T-shirts for Christmas for the foreseeable future,” Sharon mutters.

         
         On the Sunday of Labor Day weekend, I spend the day by myself, alone in the cottage. Nathan is out at the store formerly known
            as Queer Punx, looking over the space with Dina. It seemed like something the two of them should do alone, so I stayed behind
            in the cottage. I make coffee in the kitchen, pacing slowly back and forth, taking up the whole space with just myself. I
            eat breakfast at the dining table. I sit and read on the couch.
         

         
         It’s wonderful.

         
         And it’s also lonely. The house feels different, and it’s not just because it’s empty. I feel like I’m sitting in a place
            that’s no longer quite mine.
         

         
         So in the afternoon, I walk down the flagstone path and ring Dina’s doorbell.

         
         She answers in a teal caftan printed with pink sailboats, blowing a wisp of hair out of her face that’s come loose from her
            messy bun. “Ah,” she says. “I thought I might be seeing you today.”
         

         
         “Yeah.” I shove my hands in my pockets, suddenly feeling strangely awkward. “I did everything I needed to do, so . . . I guess
            I’ll be leaving tomorrow. I just wanted to ask about check-out instructions. Should I strip the bed or . . . ?”
         

         
         “No, no.” Dina waves a hand. “I’m perfectly capable of doing laundry.” She considers me. “Have you told my nephew?”

         
         My heart twists so painfully that I can’t breathe. My lungs won’t expand. “Not . . . not yet.” But I can’t manage to say the
            rest: And I don’t know how. Even though I could feel that question hovering between us, with every box we carried down to Dina’s basement, I still haven’t
            figured out what to say. How to say anything without breaking him. Without breaking me.
         

         
         “Well.” Dina folds her arms, leaning against her doorframe. “Where are you heading next?”

         
         “Back to Boston, I guess.” I try to shrug, but I barely manage a shoulder twitch. “I don’t have an apartment lined up, but
            I found a couple possibilities, and I can crash with Rika and Yasmin in the meantime.”
         

         
         “Hmm.” Dina nods thoughtfully, eyes narrowed. “Would you ever consider living here?”

         
         “You mean on the Cape? I didn’t see that many regular apartment listings—”

         
         “No, not on the Cape. Here.” Dina points at the porch under my feet. “In my house. Would you consider staying at my place and taking over management of the cottages while I’m traveling?” 

         
         I stare at her. The apartment listings still open on my laptop, Rika and Yasmin, even thoughts of Nathan evaporate. “I thought
            you were going to sell.”
         

         
         She slowly lets her breath out, looking away, up the flagstone path. “I was. But if I’m not paying all the Queer Punx costs . . .”
            Her eyes come back to me. “I did a little bit of poking around at the going rates for one-bedroom apartments in Boston. If
            you could do two thousand dollars a month, help me wrangle renters for the little house, and take care of the upkeep, do the
            laundry, all that . . . I could swing it.”
         

         
         My breath sticks in my throat. “But . . . won’t you want to come back?”

         
         “I suppose,” Dina says. “Eventually. But I don’t know how long I’ll be gone, and I don’t really feel like planning. I’ve been
            running a business and taking care of two houses for thirty years. I could use a break. Besides, I have a feeling you’d be
            good at finding people who need the cottage. And somebody should keep an eye on Sir Duke, and he seems to like you.”
         

         
         I blink. “You’re not taking him with you?”

         
         “That murderous hairball?” Dina raises an eyebrow. “Absolutely not. He’d escape the camper constantly and I can’t spend my
            whole trip chasing after him. I was going to leave him with Dave and Bill, but honestly, I think everyone would be happier
            if Duke stayed with you.”
         

         
         “Oh,” I say, but my mind is far away, listening to the roar of ocean waves and the wind rattling against the windows. The rustle of birch leaves and the hum of crickets. I wonder how empty the roads will be as the leaves change from green to fiery orange, as snow falls, as a blanket of quiet settles over the beach. I wonder if I’ll actually be able to find a parking spot in Provincetown, once the summer crowds have disappeared. I wonder how different Cuppa Cove will feel in the dead of winter. I wonder how the branches that arc over the long gravel drive of Spyglass Beach Way will look when they’re bare and clacking against each other. How they’ll look as they bud and turn green again. 

         
         I picture the roads slowly filling back up. The drive-in opening. The shops full. The towns contracting and then growing again,
            like the whole place is slowly breathing.
         

         
         “I don’t know anything about managing houses,” I say. “I don’t know what I’m supposed to do if someone rents that place and
            sees someone and goes screaming for the hills or—”
         

         
         “Well, I’m not going to Mars, Harlowe,” Dina says. “You can call me. And I’ve got a whole list of people who fix things. I’ll
            show it to you. I learned that lesson the hard way, the first time I tried to fix a broken toilet. Just call the professionals!”
            She pauses, thoughtfully. “Although Nathan might be willing to do the smaller jobs, if you ask him.” Another pause. “My house
            is a nice size, you know. Nowhere near as cramped as the little one. Plenty of room for two people, if you ever decided you
            didn’t want to live alone.”
         

         
         My thoughts spin. I could keep my job—it’s already remote. I’d have to find a new clinic to go to. Someone else to write my
            T prescription. But Katy’s already cut my hair. I already know where to buy coffee. The groceries are a little pricey, and
            maybe it will feel dull and quiet sometimes, when so many things are closed for the winter, but Boston isn’t so far away.
            Rika and Yasmin could visit. I’d have room for them to stay.
         

         
         And Nathan. More than anything, I think of Nathan. Of swimming in the pond and watching the sunsets. Of stopping by the store-formerly-known-as-Queer-Punx, just to visit him, to see how things are going, because I want to see his smile and I don’t care if that means driving forty-five minutes in tourist traffic. Of movies at the drive-in in the summer and evenings curled up on the couch in the winter when it’s dark and cold and the pond is covered in ice. Of the struggles waiting for us, along with a hundred mundane moments I’ll forget the details of, except for the feeling of being close to him. Like for all the ways we’re broken, our brokenness fits together, and I am, finally, home. 

         
         I shake my head, pressing my fingers against my eyes. “Are you sure this is okay?” I ask. “What about Nathan? Does he want
            to take over the cottages? I mean, if they belong to you, they kind of belong to him, don’t they?”
         

         
         Dina’s quiet, watching me, and I feel as though she’s looking right through me, reading every thought in my head. “They might
            kind of belong to him, as you say,” she says, “but I’m quite sure my nephew wants nothing to do with cottage management.”
         

         
         My heart beats wildly in my chest. I look away, up the flagstone path to the grove of skinny birch trees, and then to the
            ground falling away in front of Dina’s house, and then to the trees and the shrubs and the winding gravel road leading down
            the hill.
         

         
         “I budgeted twenty-four hundred a month for an apartment in Boston,” I say. “And that wasn’t counting the furniture I’d need
            to buy, so . . . I mean, if you’re leaving everything, then . . . I can’t do less than twenty-five hundred, Dina. Not for
            all this.”
         

         
         Dina smiles, a small, slow smile. “All right, then. It’s a deal.”

         
         I smile too, hope blooming inside me. “It’s a deal.”

         
         She takes a breath. Holds it. And then says, “I do have one favor to ask.”

         
         “Anything.”

         
         “I’d like to stay in the little house one more time, for old times’ sake, before Sharon and I head out.”

         
         “Oh.” I don’t know what I was expecting, but somehow it wasn’t that. “Sure, of course. I mean, it’s your house, you can stay
            there now if you want—”
         

         
         “No, no,” she says quickly, holding up a hand. “Just the night before Sharon and I leave will be fine. You can move your things over here and we’ll swap earlier in the day. I’ll get a lease all drawn up and we can worry about the security deposit and all that stuff then too.” 

         
         “Okay. Sure.”

         
         She smiles again and steps back inside her house.

         
         “Wait,” I say. “Should I tell Nathan that I’m staying?”

         
         “You should,” she says. “But let me tell him too.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Thirty-Two

         
         A week after Labor Day, Dina and Sharon are all packed up and ready to go. They sold Dina’s 4Runner, pooled some savings,
            and bought a little camper van, which is currently sitting on one side of the clearing at the top of the hill, its roof already
            covered in tiny scratches from rumbling up and down Spyglass Beach Way under the tunnel of overhanging tree branches.
         

         
         It takes me less than an hour to pack up my own things in the cottage. I don’t bother packing neatly—there’s no real reason
            to when I’ll be unpacking again fifty feet away. I just shove my clothes into my suitcase, pile my remaining groceries into
            a few paper bags, tuck my laptop and charging cables and notebooks into my backpack. The books I brought go back into boxes
            along with the few tchotchkes I held on to.
         

         
         And then, suddenly, it’s all piled up near the front door, and I’m left standing in the living room, looking around at the
            couch, the sailboat painting, the faded rug on the floor. The scuff marks on the coffee table. The brass finish worn off on
            the lamp switch from years of use.
         

         
         I take one last walk through the house, just to make sure I got everything, closing each door behind me as I go—the bedroom, the bathroom, the bifold door to the kitchen, the plain one to the dining room. 

         
         And then I take all my stuff outside, piling it on the front steps—the boxes, the suitcase, the backpack. Pull the key with
            the sailboat charm out of my pocket.
         

         
         I know it’s not really goodbye. I’ll have to come back here and clean between guests. Swap out a rusted percolator or a broken
            chair. Touch up scuff marks on the walls. After spending the summer here, I’m not sure how much longer this cottage can really
            go without at least a window AC.
         

         
         “See you soon,” I say to the tiny living room.

         
         And I could almost swear I hear a creak of shifting walls and settling floors, as though the house is letting out a gentle
            sigh as I close the door.
         

         
         It takes me a few trips to haul everything down to the bigger house. Once it’s piled up again on Dina’s front porch, I ring
            her doorbell. She opens it a moment later, dressed in a tank top and baggy paint-splattered overalls, her hair in a frizzy
            ponytail.
         

         
         I hold out the cottage key. “It’s all yours.”

         
         A small smile crosses her face and there’s a softness in her eyes as she takes the key, tucking it in her pocket. “Thank you.”
            She waves a hand. “Come on in. Let me show you around.”
         

         
         We carry my things into the entryway and then I follow her into the living room. There are a few bare spots now, here and
            there. Some of the black-and-white photographs are missing from the walls. Some of the books are missing from the shelves.
            All the smaller photos are gone too, and so is the record player.
         

         
         “Feel free to move things around,” Dina says. “Nothing’s all that precious, except the art. You can take that down; just put
            it in storage and make sure it’s safe.”
         

         
         I glance around at the remaining paintings and photographic portraits. “Did George do all of these?”

         
         She nods. “The photographs, yes. The paintings . . . those are just things we both liked. But like I said, put it all in storage if you want to.” 

         
         I don’t think I will want to. I’m not sure it would feel like the right house if I did.

         
         Dina walks me through the whole cottage, showing me the electric panel, and the furnace, and where she stores tools in the
            basement. She explains the trash pickup schedule. She points out the dehumidifier you have to leave on in the laundry room
            so the house doesn’t start growing mold, the sticky window in the second bedroom that needs a little extra muscle, and the
            tap in the bathroom that will start leaking every few months.
         

         
         “Just means the bolts need tightening again,” she says. “Got a wrench in the drawer just for that.”

         
         She shows me her lists of people to call if something breaks. Where the cat food is. The cat litter. The phone number for
            the vet.
         

         
         And then, finally, she turns to me, holding out a plain brass key. “Here you go. In the interest of transparency, I should
            tell you Nathan also has one.”
         

         
         I smile. “I know. I don’t mind.” I take the key. “Do you want me to make a copy, so you can have this one back?”

         
         She scoffs. “Why, so I can lose it in the Grand Canyon or something? No, no. Don’t bother.”

         
         “You’re going to the Grand Canyon?”

         
         “No idea. But I’ve never been. Seems like an interesting thing to see.” Dina puts her hands on her hips, looking around. “Well,
            I guess that’s it. I might as well take my things over to the little house.”
         

         
         “You want a hand?”

         
         She waves dismissively. “It’s hardly anything. Most stuff is in the camper now.”

         
         I follow her back to the front door, where she picks up a small duffle bag and a slightly dilapidated cardboard box. I hold the door for her as she steps outside. 

         
         “I’ll see you tomorrow,” she says.

         
         “Yeah. See you tomorrow.”

         
         “Keep an eye out for Duke.” She glances around. “No idea where he’s gotten to, but he usually turns up once you break out
            the cat food.”
         

         
         I smile. “Got it.”

         
         She looks past me, into the house, and for a moment, I think she’s going to say something else. Her lips part, but in the
            end, she just gives a quick little nod—to me, or her house, or maybe to both of us—and then she’s gone, carrying her box and
            her duffle up the flagstone path to the little cottage.
         

         
         I close the door and lean my back against it, looking around the house. At its warm wood floors and colorful rugs and furniture.
            The jumble of art and books and records. All of it chaotic and lived-in.
         

         
         My eyes catch on the empty space on the side table where the record player and the photographs used to be. I’ve got plenty
            of unpacking to do, but for now, I reach into the closest cardboard box and pull out the first tchotchke my fingers find—a
            rainbow tea light holder that Rika and Yasmin gave me for my birthday, after Jackson and I moved in together.
         

         
         I set it on the side table, in a little patch that’s free of dust, where one of Dina’s smaller photographs must have been.
            It fits, how colorful it is, and it makes me smile.
         

         
         The screen door that leads out onto the back porch squeaks a little when I open it, and I make a mental note to try oiling
            it with the oil Dina showed me in the basement. But for now, I walk out to the edge of the deck, leaning my elbows on the
            railing, staring out at the ocean as a cool breeze ruffles my hair.
         

         
         I don’t know how long I stand there, but it’s long enough that the sun warms me, even through the breeze, and when I close my eyes, bright spots dance on my eyelids, echoes of the sunlight dancing on the sea. 

         
         

         The sun is setting when the front door creaks open and Nathan calls out, “Harlowe?”

         
         I lean my head back against the wooden frame of the dining chair I’m sitting in. “I’m in the kitchen!”

         
         The door closes and Nathan appears, wearing a paint-spattered T-shirt and beat-up jeans. His eyebrows jump. “What are you
            doing?”
         

         
         I look down at the gray fluffball of cat curled up on my lap, and then back at Nathan. “I’m petting Sir Duke. Why do you look
            so surprised?”
         

         
         Nathan leans a shoulder against the wall, the fingers of one hand tapping against his leg, his expression amused. “He’s letting
            you. And he’s on your lap.”
         

         
         “So?”

         
         “That is a half-feral demon beast. He doesn’t sit on laps.”

         
         “Well, he hasn’t been here long.” I look back down at Sir Duke. The cat’s eyes are closed, but the tip of his tail is still
            twitching back and forth. “I only just got him to come inside.”
         

         
         Nathan’s mouth quirks up. “You clearly possess superpowers.”

         
         I glance up at him, and the thought drifts through my head that I want to take a picture of him—just like that, leaning against
            the wall in paint-splattered clothes, exhausted but smiling, even though I know his fingers are tapping because he’s on day
            ten without a cigarette or even a beer. But I don’t care. I want to fill the side table in the living room with photos again.
            New ones—dozens of gloriously imperfect moments—for the sun to slowly bleach and fade.
         

         
         Tangible reminders that we’re here.
         

         
         “How’s everything at the shop-formerly-known-as-Queer-Punx?” I ask.

         
         Nathan pushes himself away from the wall and pulls out the chair next to me, sinking down onto it. “Getting there. It’s all
            cleaned up, and I started painting.” He slowly rotates a shoulder. “You wouldn’t believe the marks on those walls. I’m not
            sure Dina had painted since the nineties.” He glances around. “Is she here?”
         

         
         “Dina? She already went over to the little house. You need her for something?”

         
         “No, I was just wondering.” He lets his breath out, running a hand through his hair. “The lease is all signed and turned in.
            It’s official.”
         

         
         I grin. “Bike Punx era begins, huh?”

         
         He laughs—that shy, gentle laugh that seems to be coming easier and easier. “I haven’t decided on a name yet,” he says, squinting
            out the big picture window that overlooks the deck. “Hey, you think Sir Duke will let you get up? It looks like it’ll be a
            nice sunset. We could walk down to the beach.”
         

         
         I glance at his jiggling leg. “Sure. A walk sounds great.”

         
         I carefully scoop Sir Duke off my lap. He lets out an annoyed grunt as I stand up, but as soon as I set him back down, he
            curls up with his face buried in his tail.
         

         
         I go to grab my boat shoes from the entryway, and when I come back, Nathan is slowly moving the sliding door to the deck back
            and forth, frowning down at the track it glides on.
         

         
         “This needs some WD-40 or something,” he says.

         
         I grin. “You offering to fix it?”

         
         He glances up and slowly returns my smile. “I don’t know. What’s in it for me?”

         
         I laugh. “Let’s look at it later. Dina’s probably got something in the basement that would work. Come on, we’ll miss the sunset.”

         
         We head for the deck stairs at the edge of the dune. There’s the faintest hint of crispness in the air, like the beginning
            of autumn is on the edge of the wind.
         

         
         “How’s it feel?” I ask, grasping the rope railing. “To really be starting the bike shop?”

         
         “Fucking terrifying,” he says from behind me.

         
         “I can take the day off tomorrow, if you want a hand with anything.”

         
         “How do you feel about painting?”

         
         I consider. “Well, I’ve never actually painted a room in my life, but I know there are trays and rollers and brushes and occasional
            sanding involved.”
         

         
         “Good enough. I can show you the rest.” His fingers touch my shoulder, just for a moment. “Hey, did you talk to Rika and Yasmin?
            You tell them you’re officially staying?”
         

         
         “Yeah.” I squint down the length of the beach, where it curves away into the horizon, melting into the foggy colors of the
            sunset. “I talked to them both earlier.”
         

         
         “And?” 

         
         I glance back at Nathan. “Well, I think they’d both guessed something was up.” Rika had been texting me for days, asking when
            I was planning to come back to Boston, and I kept putting her off, saying I was figuring things out and I’d let her know soon.
            “But they’re okay. When I said the bigger house has a guest room, Rika promptly started planning their next trip.”
         

         
         He laughs, less shy, but still gentle. “Give it a year, and they’ll be joining the OUTfielders.”

         
         We reach the bottom of the stairs and I kick off my shoes. “Please don’t say that. Rika has a surprisingly ruthless competitive
            streak.”
         

         
         The sand is cool under my feet as we walk toward the water, maybe another sign that summer is ebbing away. Nathan picks up a flat black stone, winding his arm up and then uncoiling in one smooth motion, sending the stone skipping across the calm sea—twice, three times, four, and then five. He turns to me with an expression of victory and I laugh. 

         
         We hunt for rocks to skip along the waterline, dodging around washed-up seaweed, while the bronze disk of the sun falls behind
            the ocean, and the tide slowly recedes, and the sky darkens bit by bit. I watch the light change across his face. Watch him
            laugh. Laugh with him. The waves soak the hems of our pants and I can feel the vague stickiness of salt on my hair when I
            brush it out of my eyes, and on his fingers when I grasp his hand.
         

         
         Finally, when my fingertips are numb from the wind and the wet rocks and his are no longer tapping absently against each other,
            we turn and head back to the stairs.
         

         
         “I’ve got a couple leftover ears of sweet corn,” I say, brushing sand off my damp feet and slipping back into my shoes. “I
            was thinking of making those and heating up some leftover pasta for dinner. You want to stay?”
         

         
         “Yeah, that sounds great,” Nathan says, pulling on his own shoes. “I might take a shower too, if you don’t mind.”

         
         “I don’t mind.” He’s already left a few articles of clothing around the bigger cottage. An extra T-shirt. A sweatshirt. A
            pair of old sweatpants. It’s made sense, with how much time he’s already been spending here.
         

         
         Twilight is creeping across the dune as we climb back up the stairs. When we reach the top, I hear music floating from the
            direction of the little cottage. Through the birch trees, I catch a glimpse of open windows, the curtains drawn back. Dina
            is standing in the living room, bathed in the warm glow from the lamp by the love seat, swaying gently, as though she’s dancing
            with someone invisible. Her eyes are closed, her gray hair falling loose around her shoulders, her hands raised—one as though
            it’s resting on an invisible shoulder, the other cradled by an invisible hand.
         

         
         I stop, watching, and Nathan stops with me.

         
         “I haven’t heard this song in ages,” he says.

         
         I turn to look at him, but he’s looking past me, toward the cottage, a vague, faraway look on his face.

         
         “She’s had this record for as long as I can remember,” he says, “but I don’t know when she last played it. It’s been years.”

         
         There’s a faintly scratchy edge to the gentle ballad, the voice and strings and keys all warbling. It’s clearly an old song—something
            from the fifties or sixties, tinged with gospel or soul.
         

         
         I think of the large cardboard box Dina carried with her to the cottage, and the record player missing from the side table.
            She must have taken the turntable with her.
         

         
         “What is it?” I ask. “The record?”

         
         “An album by the Four Tops, I think,” Nathan says. “I can’t remember the name of it, but I’m pretty sure George gave it to
            her as a present.”
         

         
         A last piece slips into the puzzle.

         
         Even the front door works like that for some people, Dina told me.
         

         
         I may not have seen anyone in the living room, but Nathan did. Maybe Dina does too.

         
         Maybe she’s not dancing alone.

         
         A sudden, desperate desire washes through me to walk up the flagstone path, knock on the door, and ask if I can come in, hoping
            that maybe I’ll be able to see him too—her dancing partner—the way I saw Nathan’s parents.
         

         
         But I can’t do that. I know I can’t. This moment isn’t for me. This is a last dance, the kind you ask for at the end of a
            night, before you part ways. Before you say goodbye.
         

         
         So all I say is “It’s a beautiful song.”

         
         Nathan smiles. “It is.”

         
         We stand there for another moment, listening, and then I turn away, holding out my hand. His fingers wrap around mine, warm and rough and faintly gritty with salt. 

         
         The kitchen light is still on in the bigger house, glowing through the windows like the lamp in a lighthouse as we climb the
            deck stairs. The music fades behind us, blending in with the gentle hum of the last summer crickets and the distant rolling
            waves. I let myself drown in all of it—the creeping chill, the breath of wind, the creaking branches, and the salty air.
         

         
         And then I open the screen door, my fingers still tangled tightly with Nathan’s, and we walk into the house together, leaving
            the deepening night behind.
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“What would you tell your teen self if you could
go back in time? Underhill’s tender, innovative debut
is the smartest take on this trope I've ever read. . .
and for the record, | read it in a single sitting.

A beautiful, thoughtful study of how we find our truest
selves, and whom we choose to trust with that gift.”
—JODI PICOULT,

#1 New York Times bestselling author

A poignant and enchanting novel about a magical bookstore
that transports a trans man through time and brings him face-
to-face with his teenage self, offering him the chance of a
lifetime to examine his life and identity to find a new beginning.
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