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      A warning: Colleen Fitzroy is oblivious to her tangle of emotions. She’s accustomed to presenting a brave face, a c’est la vie vibe, whenever things hit a bumpy patch. She couldn’t see her true feelings if they manifested as Mr. Clean, knocking her over the head with a toilet brush. For now, she floats above the murk of loneliness, squelched ideals, and uncertainty at forty-something. Midlife feels like pulling on too-tight jeans. When even Lycra fails you. Despite all this, to look at her, you’d think she just scored a Friday night table at Carbone!

      This internal, low-simmer dread isn’t the result of losing her home (at the hands of the knucklehead she was married to). It’s about the gong sound of confronting truths. The what-has-she-truly-done-with-her-life bit. The who-is-she tedium. The repressed junk.

      Colleen blissfully ignores all that. She believes she’s excited to start something she calls her Me Period. During which she plans to “make shit happen.”

      This story begins on the last day Colleen closes the door of her tiny home, somewhere in a not-so-nice New Jersey suburb. The house is neat and smells like ocean mist and sea salt in the way cheap candles do.

      Although the ex lost the house playing poker—wait—no. He won the house playing poker. He lost it playing blackjack. His winning streak started on their honeymoon at the posh Casino del Mar in Puerto Rico, and what could only be described as a compulsion with losing ended at Konnie’s Back Room in West Virginia. Leaving Colleen holding nothing but an empty money bag and the expensive purple lace bra she bought a year ago when she sensed the beginning of the end. The one she never wears because she wants to own one nice thing.

      The Colleen you’ll meet out of the gate is exasperating. She is blindly self-assured. Indiscriminately gung ho. Maddeningly unworried. But stick with her!

      The truth is, she’s a shipwreck nestled in the cold, dark, bottom of the sea. A once spiffy force of nature, her whereabouts are currently unknown. She’s all but forgotten. Are there algae-covered treasure chests of glittering gems aboard this capsized vessel? That’s what we’re here to find out!

      This much is certain:

      It’s a truth commonly known in certain circles that sautéing diced onions, carrots, and celery in the rendering of good sausage for an hour or so, while lovingly swirling this holy trinity in slow orbits around the bottom of a Dutch oven, creates a caramelization so sweet, it’s difficult to decipher whether it’s savory or confection. Whereas a loaf of bread made from endlessly kneaded dough, if thrown at someone’s head could knock them out cold. Some things require attention. Some things should be left alone. Colleen makes the false conclusion she is bread dough. Whereas, in fact, she is mirepoix.

      C’est la vie.
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      A strange man walked out of Colleen’s house wearing her bathrobe. Belted, like a trench coat. Over his clothes. She watched him from a patch of dried crabgrass where she stood beside a makeshift sign: FORECLOSURE SALE, EVERYTHING MUST GO. He slapped four quarters into her hand and sailed off in the ratty robe.

      It was remarkable how quickly others moved into your life once you stepped aside. Taking over where you’d left off. Wearing your clothes. Plunging your toilet. Screwing your ex.

      Inside, a dozen strangers picked through her life’s possessions. She didn’t care. Sure, this was the only house she’d ever owned. So that stung. But her belongings? They meant nothing to her. You got stuff. You lost stuff. Colleen had tons of experience with this particular flow chart. She knew the drill. Don’t get too attached to anything. Or at all, if you’re smart.

      The sound of the neighborhood woodpecker relentlessly pecking someone’s gutters in that hyper irritating rapid-fire. She wouldn’t miss that.

      A toddler at her bedroom window pressed his tongue to the glass. His father opened the window and stuck his head out. “Is the bed for sale?”

      “Everything’s for sale!” Colleen had a few hours left to sell as much as she could.

      “Take a whack for a dollar! A dollar a whack,” Colleen shouted, leaning against the full-size slot machine Christopher acquired a few years ago, now sitting on the front lawn. A totem of their financial ruin. Her nightmares were still haunted by the sound of clinking coins and whirring wheels. The cash box was promptly emptied once he left. It was barely upright now. People love to rage, apparently, they’d been bashing it for hours. Of course, Colleen had the privilege of going first.

      Colleen’s mailman passed by and shouted, “Don’t forget to fill out the forwarding address form online.”

      She didn’t have one of those just yet. Unless her car counted.

      Someone handed her two dollars for Christopher’s Shake Weight. She still had his crap to contend with. The last time she saw Christopher, he threw a match to the house. To their marriage. To their finances. Then emerged from the ashes freshly showered with a tidy roller bag in tow, and walked away as if embarking on a cruise. He blew through their savings faster than it took to wax her upper lip. She’d never forgive him. And it would take years for her to forgive herself, bailing him out over and over again. Keeping them afloat. Compensating. Endless compensating. She was less distressed about the marriage. The split was inevitable. Christopher was no Patrick. Not that she ever expected him to be.

      A woman in overalls asked Colleen if she had any plates. “Yes! They’re stacked by the kitchen sink. With the cups. Excellent quality.”

      “I only saw paper plates. And paper cups,” she said.

      “But they’re the sturdy kind,” Colleen pointed out. “From Costco. Use ’em, trash ’em. It’s so easy. China is such a commitment.”

      Colleen’s phone buzzed in her back pocket. A text from Brooke.

      
        
          
            
              
        You applied for the SAVOR job?! I thought you’d never work there again?Direct quote: “As long as Massimo Locatelli’s still editor in chief, I’d rather be jobless, houseless & eating cat food from a can.”

      

      

      

      

      

      Colleen couldn’t believe she needed to defend herself to her best friend. It was equally unbelievable that she was a can of cat food away from that trifecta.

      
        
          
            
              
        No. I inquired.

      

      

      

      

      

      Before she hit Send—not that she needed to justify anything to anyone—she added:

      
        
          
            
              
        It’s a 30-day job. On the Upper West Side. Not in the office. Nowhere near Massi.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        What’s the job? What department? OK, you’re feeling a little lost, I get it. You’re desperate, but they’re not gonna talk to you, Col.

      

      

      

      

      

      WTAH? What happened to their lifelong no judgement zone?

      
        
          
            
              
        I am not desperate. And don’t forget, my statement to HR was confidential. So nobody knows it was me. But nice pep talk.

      

      

      

      

      

      Lost?! Colleen was the very definition of not lost. Found!

      
        
          
            
              
        My therapist says it’s tough love time for you.

      

      

      

      

      

      Wait. Brooke talked to her therapist about Colleen? Proof of how neat Brooke’s life was. She didn’t even need to talk about herself! In-demand photographer—check, husband—check, kids—check. Everything she’d always wanted. Colleen couldn’t remember what she ever wanted. Aspirations were indulgent. She wasn’t like Christopher, either, who acted upon every fanciful whim he had. Someone needed to be responsible. When you struggled to pay bills, little bandwidth remained for fantasies. Still. It was nice to have someone care about Colleen, even if Brooke was conspiring with her shrink.

      “How much?” The dad with the toddler held up a plant in a canvas pot with handles.

      “Not for sale!” Colleen jogged toward the house and took it from him.

      “You said everything’s for sale.”

      “Okay. Everything minus this.” She moved the plant to the bathroom and closed the door. Then went back outside.

      
        
          
            
              
        Can’t deal with your new version of love rn, Brooke. Phone’s ringing.

      

      

      

      

      

      From a 212 area code. “Hello?”

      “I’m looking for Colleen Fitz⁠—”

      “Fitzroy. That’s me.”

      “I’m returning your call, from SAVOR Magazine⁠—”
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      Oh, SAVOR’s not gonna talk to Colleen, huh?

      The voice on the phone sounded vaguely familiar, but hard to decipher over the din of her neighbor’s leaf blower.

      “Wait,” Colleen said. Oh God. “Is this Tad?” Massimo Locatelli’s insufferable assistant at SAVOR Magazine. The realization hit her like a ton of bad karma.

      “Yyyyessss. Should I know you?” She pictured him sliding his glasses down his nose, blinking a dozen times.

      “Well, it hasn’t been that long. So unless you’ve suffered a head injury—” Was Colleen really getting into a snark contest with Tad? The master of snark and gatekeeper of all things SAVOR. What was wrong with her? “Never mind. No worries!” she singsonged.

      “Ahhhh . . . yessss. Colleeeeen. Right. The queen of the quip—our very own temp receptionist with the hot dogs. And the bring-your-own Tupperware for the Test Kitchen leftovers. And the aggressive confidence. How could I ever forget?”

      Colleen had no idea she was so memorable.

      “Part-time receptionist,” she corrected. “Not temp. Permanent part-time. It’s different.”

      He sighed. “You’re back. How wonderful for us. You didn’t leave a message. May I ask what your call was about? Not that I care, but someone may.”

      “I didn’t call you, actually. I called Gloria T. Could you transfer me?” She hated asking him for anything.

      “Gloria T.? About the position?”

      “Um—yes.” Shit. How’d he know? She stepped into the house where it was quieter.

      “Hmph, chutzpah.” She forced herself to ignore any snide remarks. Yes, it was bold to inquire about a job at a company from which she was dismissed. Perhaps she did suicide-bomb a few bridges. A pinch of paranoia festered in her brain. Hang up—don’t hang up. Just gather yourself, Col. Once he transferred her, she wouldn’t have to listen to his attitude or innuendo. This inquiry was none of his business. She’d soon be speaking to someone who didn’t know her. Or her history at SAVOR.

      The sound of papers tapped aggressively on a desktop. “Are you aware of the specific requirements of this position? A day in the life, skills one must bring?”

      “That’s why I’m calling. For details.”

      “How did you learn about this, by the way? We’re not using the normal channels.”

      “A friend told me.”

      “Uh-huh. Well. Gloria’s unavailable. I’ll leave word. Meantime, you could answer a few questions so we’ll know how quickly to circle back.”

      She gritted her teeth. She’d have to deal with this pipsqueak powermonger after all. Fine. The reason he still had a job at SAVOR: someone needed to do Massi’s dirty work.

      She eked out a “sure.”

      The little kid with the tongue was now in the living room punching her sofa pillows. “Here,” she said to the boy, “want a toy?” She handed him Christopher’s Best Customer trophy from Bagel Barn. Kids loved trophies.

      “Where do you live?” Tad asked Colleen.

      How was that relevant?

      “New Jersey,” she huffed, and looked out her back door. At least for the next twenty-six hours.

      “O-kaaay. Are we MWC? SWC? Grown and flown? Child-free?”

      What? “I’m pretty sure it’s illegal to ask that on an interview, just saying.”

      “This is not an interview—just saying. Let’s not flatter oneself. You’re not required to answer. But not answering may reveal more than simply filling in the blanks.”

      Her shoulders sank. He was freaking irritating. Why couldn’t she just answer the question? She didn’t have kids. And that was okay. Women were allowed to not have kids. Though it routinely propagated silent speculation, as if people were entitled to a slide deck of explanations, judgment, pity. She blew out forcefully.

      “O-kay!” he blurted. “That one usually doesn’t stump people.”

      This was a bad idea.

      “Are you currently working?”

      Loaded question.

      “I freelance.” She didn’t want to appear desperate. Because she wasn’t. “So therefore I’m always working. However, my work allows me to be choosy. Of course, my clients think the world of me, and while they couldn’t imagine working with anyone else, I may have to break some hearts.”

      Jesus. Unless Gloria T. was looking for an (un)certainly child-free, faux-employed, New Jersey egomaniac/psycho, Colleen wasn’t moving to the next round.

      “That was a lot,” he clacked. She pictured his head bucking dramatically.

      “I’m also an actor.”

      “Uh-huh. You just remembered that.”

      Kind of. “Voiceovers, commercials.” Though she hadn’t gotten a job in years. Honestly, she could start a Gigs-R-Us business. Specializations included, but were not limited to, Pilates teacher, landscaper, receptionist, cater waiter, audiobook narrator, DoorDasher, audition coach for kids, (former) actor.

      “Do you have a dog?” he asked.

      “Uhhh . . . no,” she said, confused.

      “But you’ve had one?”

      “Uhhh . . . sure.” She shrugged. Christopher’s dog had to count for something.

      “Are you on Instagram? If so, public or private?”

      “Sort of. Public. I rarely post.”

      “If Gloria wants to pursue, we’ll be back. He’s—she’s being highly selective. It’s a classified thirty-day off-site position. One round of interviews.”

      Just enough time to get on her feet. “I can send my resume⁠—”

      “Please. I have enough clutter.” He hung up.

      That was a waste of time. Her attention shifted back to her liquidation sale. On the front lawn, a young couple wearing Hubby and Wifey t-shirts, and their scruffy dog, approached her.

      “What’s the lowest you can go on the sofa? There’s a pretty big stain on one cushion.”

      “Just flip it over. That’s what I do. When your dog here,” licking its private parts, “pees on the other cushion someday—they all do, am I right?—they’ll match.”

      “Your dog peed on it?” The couple shot each other reevaluating glances.

      “Mine? Are you joking? Do I look like a dog person? My ex’s. It was like a year ago. Still smells though.”

      They eyeballed Colleen suspiciously, then retreated to deliberate.

      A big beefy guy wearing camo pants walked across the lawn toward Colleen. “I’m looking for Christopher,” he called out.

      “Does he owe you money?” she chuckled.

      “How’d you know?”

      “Yeah, well, get in line. I didn’t know. But sounds like Christopher. He doesn’t live here anymore. She tapped her phone screen a few times, then held her phone out to him. “You want his number?”

      Colleen took her SALE sign to the curb and saw the sofa couple getting into their car when a new text buzzed. From Christopher.

      
        
          
            
              
        You gave a stranger my phone number?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        He’s a stranger now? Not when you needed $2K, I guess.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        He told you that?

      

      

      

      

      

      As soon as tomorrow, this nightmare would be over, behind her. Where’d she go, she still had to figure out. But she could bury the memories and move on. Her head flopped forward. Her memory graveyard was getting full.

      
        
          
            
              
        Give him the slot machine.

      

      

      

      

      

      She glanced at the slot machine keeled over like roadkill on the grass. Pulverized. Unrecognizable. A fitting end.

      
        
          
            
              
        It’s worth a lot of money!
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      Colleen walked into the house and shouted, “Sale’s over!” It scared the old lady in the hallway scrutinizing a striped vase Colleen used to buy flowers for. “Take the vase. It’s free,” Colleen said brusquely. The lady flashed Colleen a suspicious glance. “Take whatever you want. Just hurry up.”

      A guy appeared out of nowhere, holding a can of baked beans. “Not my dinner, dude. Sorry.” She grabbed the can back and ushered everyone out the door then locked it behind them.

      A text lit up her phone. From Tad.

      
        
          
            
              
        Can you be here at 3pm?

      

      

      

      

      

      Seriously? By “3 p.m.” he meant that afternoon. By “here” he meant an apartment on the Upper West Side. The location of the thirty-day satellite position to meet Gloria T. Colleen half wondered if she was being pranked. What were the chances of this actually happening?

      
        
          
            
              
        Wait outside the apartment for a text, then ring the bell.

      

      

      

      

      

      She immediately texted Brooke.

      
        
          
            
              
        Got the interview!

      

      

      

      

      

      Three winking dots winked for an eternity.

      
        
          
            
              
        God help us.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Thanks for the support.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        What will you wear?

      

      

      

      

      

      Finally helpful. What would she wear? Her heretofore useless blazer, unworn for years, just left her house with the old woman. Colleen tore out of her house and saw her on the sidewalk.

      “Wait—” Colleen jogged after her. “Sorry, I need my free blazer back.” She threw in a warm smile and quickly snatched it. “Seller’s remorse.” She shrugged.

      
        
          
            
              
        Offer stands, btw. The basement’s certainly big enough for you & my parents. Till you get on your feet.

      

      

      

      

      

      She deleted Brooke’s text. This wasn’t the time to be leaning on the charity of others. Colleen had something to prove. And that wasn’t going to happen from her best friend’s Illinois basement playing solitaire with her bestie’s parents.

      After cancelling the Pilates class she was scheduled to teach, and alerting her neighbor that she’d mow her grass in the morning, Colleen’s last known dribble of income for the foreseeable future, she hopped a train to NYC. The train ride would provide ample time for her to rationalize to herself how quickly she jumped at the chance to interview for a thirty-day gig mere hours after entering her Me Period—which expressly prohibited gig work in favor of pursuing self-discovery and life’s purpose. Leave it to those pesky living expenses rearing their banal heads once again.

      It felt like forever since Colleen was in New York. Not that she’d been avoiding it. Not consciously, anyway. Her adult life started in New York City and much had ended there. Today she’d choose to manifest the ambitious, idealistic, anything-can-happen-if-you-give-it-a-chance spirit she’d had in her twenties when she first arrived. The train ride itself made her feel back in the saddle. The excitement of opportunity prickled her feet. Or else it was the shoes.

      Scrolling Instagram, she saw a beauty influencer name Mile High Club the lip color of the moment. When she got to Penn Station, she bought it at Duane Reade and swiped the sheer pink gloss on for good luck.

      The 2 train took her uptown to 72nd Street. She walked to 74th, passing Gray’s Papaya, home of the best grilled hot dog three dollars could buy, and turned east toward Central Park. The town houses lined up like pigeons on a wire. It felt good to be back.

      By the time she arrived at the address, a rush of absurdity hit her. What exactly was she interviewing for? A magazine position, okay. But specifically? She thought back to Tad’s questions. Did she have children, a dog, an Instagram account? Maybe the job required working around the clock. Or patience and multitasking? Could Gloria want someone to do social media? Why hadn’t he told her? Why hadn’t she asked?

      It was 3:01. She stared at the brownstone from the sidewalk. Polished brass numbers hung on a black door so shiny it could’ve been painted this morning. Two long beveled glass panels allowed her to see into the tiny entryway, then another glass door leading to a stairwell.

      She texted Tad.

      Sprawled on the landing were two enormous hairy dogs, taking up the entire expanse. The head of one rested on the back of the other. Their leash was secured to a fancy iron window box filled with red geraniums. Someone left their pets there? How rude. How would people get past them? What if they were aggressive?

      From the sidewalk, a bony woman with wiry gray hair, wearing a sports bra, took the stairs by two, swinging her arms, singing loudly to whatever played in her earbuds. Once at the top, she stomped back down. Then up again. Then down. Each time she arrived at the landing she yelled, “Yo, bros” to the dogs. Not a twitch from either of them.

      Sheer curtains blocked Colleen’s view inside the first-floor apartment. Could be Gloria’s place. Someone was probably in there now, interviewing. Dazzling Gloria with experience, enthusiasm, and connections. Connections were everything. To have connections. Flaunt connections. Connect connections. Colleen despised all that. She just wanted to show up and do the job. Plus, she had no connections.

      Her phone pinged with a text from Tad.

      
        
          
            
              
        Almost punctual.

      

      

      

      

      

      It must be liberating to have a job for which passive-aggressively ridiculing people about irrelevant crap was standard.

      
        
          
            
              
        I’ve alerted Gloria that you’re on site. Be patient.

      

      

      

      

      

      While she waited, she scanned the neighborhood. Patsy’s Pizzeria was still down the street in its original location. That felt good. Not everything was new and unrecognizable. A dog preschool stood on the opposite corner. That explained the insane dog-to-human ratio on this block. Next to the dog place was a cute coffee shop, bustling even at this time of day. People really had time to kill and coffee to drink. A faint violin sound came from an open window next door. Maestro Music School, read a plaque on the door.

      Colleen checked the time: 3:21. The current prospect must’ve been killing it. It surprised Colleen that she suddenly felt deflated by that possibility. Pining for a job she knew nothing about. Nothing. About. She ignored the desperation that implied, since she wasn’t desperate, and sat down on the third step.

      
        
          
            
              
        Hi Tad, Colleen here. Just wondering if I should buzz the intercom? I’m still outside and haven’t seen or heard anything. Will someone come to the door?

      

      

      

      

      

      Three dots appeared, and based on the duration, she expected elaborate instructions.

      
        
          
            
              
        He’s running late. Traffic is traffic. You need to be patient.

      

      

      

      

      

      He’s not even here? She groaned. StairMaster Madam was still at it. The dogs remained unbothered.

      Wait. He? He who?

      Nooo.
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      Just to clarify…

      
        
          
            
              
        You said ‘he’ was on his way. Did you really mean Gloria?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        No.

      

      

      

      

      

      “I hate you!” Colleen shouted. One of the dogs jerked and looked at her. “Not you.”

      He didn’t necessarily mean Massimo. There were lots of hes in New York. The city was teeming with them.

      
        
          
            
              
        Just curious. “He” as in Massimo?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Yes.

      

      

      

      

      

      “Fuck you!” she shouted. She sprang off the step. Took one angry step down. Her foot tapped furiously. “I’m out!” She jabbed the air with a threatening finger. “You hear me?” If anyone did hear her, they didn’t care. No one paid any attention. Not even StairMaster Madam. Actually, it appeared she'd left.

      Colleen quickly self-confirmed she was in fact leaving. Leaving. This job was for Massi, after all. Jerk asshole. Why wasn’t one of Tad’s questions: “Do you identify as a woman?” Because if anyone was unfortunate enough to answer yes, they wouldn’t be taken remotely seriously, if by some miracle they even got the interview. Colleen knew firsthand, women didn’t stand a chance to be hired, promoted, lauded, or respected by Massimo Locatelli. SAVOR’s inept impenetrable Boys Club ruled supreme.

      Surely Massi hadn’t changed. Regardless of SAVOR’s recent Instagram announcement about their “commitment to gender equality and diversity” blah, blah. It sounded, for a hot sec, like maybe SAVOR (and by SAVOR—its editor) was under scrutiny. Maybe Colleen’s parting words at SAVOR had had an impact after all. Words that accused Massimo of gender discrimination.

      Colleen had initially complained in confidence to an HR friend. Then that confidant abused her trust. Suddenly Colleen’s hours started drying up. Until they stopped entirely. In her exit interview—actually more like time allotted for her to relinquish her ID and key card—she made an official on-the-record complaint that less-qualified men were hired over more-qualified women, promoted faster, and compensated better, repeatedly. In effect, blowing the whistle on Massimo Locatelli—the very person operating the male-only ski lift of opportunity at SAVOR. What had she to lose? Nothing. She couldn’t stomach his shameless disregard for experienced and qualified women. One of them was a young marketing superstar who Colleen had befriended. Repeatedly passed over for male numbskulls.

      Ironic that a woman’s place had always been in the kitchen—until fame, glory, power, and money were involved. As soon as that happened, step aside, ladies. It’s all men now.

      Now, years later, Massi was still at SAVOR. Evidenced by the new hires for Creative Director and Recipe Editor (both inexperienced men), he hadn’t changed.

      Not that Colleen followed SAVOR’s masthead or Instagram page. She could barely deal with the militant cooking freaks and fruitcake food fanatics while she’d worked there. Where cauliflower was styled like Gigi Hadid. All the fuss about dinner. She loathed food snobs. Colleen was pretty certain there was scant difference between baby broccoli and adult broccoli, and she didn’t need SAVOR to tell her otherwise.

      Her current SAVOR news source was @FoodFight, the anonymous Instagram gossip page. It’d been created to expose SAVOR’s dirty laundry. Internal machinations. Bad behavior. Rumors and accusations SAVOR tried to keep secret. @FoodFight had materialized shortly after Colleen’s exit. It didn’t take long for @FoodFight to quickly balloon into reporting on the underbelly of the entire food industry—restaurants, cooking shows, you name it.

      She looked up and down the street, debating her next move. She sat for a moment to think it through and removed her blazer. The sun felt good on her shoulders. She hadn’t eaten breakfast or lunch, and started to feel lightheaded. Then she remembered the emergency Snickers in her handbag.

      A car veered to the curb and idled. The back door opened and Massimo, somewhat older-looking, and, if she were being honest with herself and since no one could hear her thoughts, somewhat hotter (despite being an asshole whom she hated), emerged from the car. Why were assholes rewarded with good looks?

      Too late for her to bolt from the steps. She chomped on the remainder of the chocolate bar and wiped her mouth, smearing a sticky streak of Mile High Club across her hand.

      “It needs to happen today.” He slammed the car door while shoving words into his phone like a schoolyard bully. He took the stairs by two, soaring past Colleen, who remained pinned in place. She caught a closeup of his ankle as he passed, where the stylish bright blue striped sock met his shin, as his pants rode up his leg. He patted his pockets and tapped his phone screen with a thumb while straddling one of the dogs on the stoop. “Gloria,” he shouted, “I’m here.”

      So Gloria was real. Colleen began to wonder.

      “I don’t have my key.”

      This was his place? Was Gloria his wife? No that wasn’t his wife’s name. Ex-wife, actually, Colleen had heard. A millisecond later, an irritating buzz, as if a robot farted, came from the metal panel next to the door. He grasped the brass handle, thrust his shoulder to the door, and opened it in one fell swoop. The other dog stood and wagged his tail.

      “Massimo!” Finally, Colleen moved her mouth while simultaneously moving her legs and arms. She stood and waved.

      He looked over his shoulder. “Yes? Hi—” he said tentatively. His expression indicated no knowledge as to who she might be. “Sorry—” He grimaced.

      “Colleen.” She pointed at herself. “Fitzroy?” she said slowly to give him a chance to catch up. “Part-time receptionist from like two years ago?” She waited. “At SAVOR.” Nothing. “No worries.” She waved dismissively.

      “Colleen. Colleen. Of course. What’s wrong with me? Yes, yes. Good to see you. What a coincidence. Are you waiting for someone?” His body was eighty percent in the entryway. “Sorry I can’t chat, I’m running late and, well, on deadline as always.”

      “I was waiting for you, actually,” she blurted before losing his attention. “I had a three o’clock appointment? For the job?”

      He looked at her blankly. Like his brain lost WiFi connection.

      “I was told to sit,” like a dog, she thought, noticing the two dogs were still there and that Massi and his long legs had climbed right over them. “Tad arranged it. Did he tell you I’d be coming?”

      “Uh—yes, of course. I’m meeting a few people. That’s great. Okay—I see.”

      “Tad said you need to hire someone by tomorrow.”

      “Today. I need to hire someone today. The person starts tomorrow. It’s a bit…He sighed and shifted his weight. Another drone from the buzzer and he flinched. “Give me a few minutes. I’ll fill you in—someone’s waiting for me.” Then, poof, he disappeared.

      She stared at the door. She was puzzled. She was tired. She was hungry. Annoyed. Regretful. Other things.

      Wasn’t she leaving? She remembered saying, “I’m outta here” a minute ago.

      She faced the street. Looked into the distance. She didn’t need this. Whatever this was. She didn’t even know. How pathetic must that look? To interview for a job about which she was clueless. A job for which she must have children, a dog, and an Instagram account? Or perhaps, none of those things. It made her cringe with embarrassment. Now Massimo was involved. What about her promise to herself? Was it too late to leave?

      No. It was not.

      It was never too late to corral what’s left of one’s pride, cut one’s losses, and pivot. She took a step in the direction of her future. Or the coffee shop. Whichever came first.

      From the sidewalk she heard the swoosh of the bulky door. The dogs jumped to their feet like kids on a sugar high, tails wagging. They greeted the very pregnant woman who emerged.

      “Aren’t you good boys,” she said, untying their leash from the window box. She drew a water bottle from her backpack and squirted a stream into each dog’s mouth. Dogs were like kids. You needed to anticipate their needs. She’d make a good mother. “Off we go.”

      The dogs waited for her to make the first move down the steps. She waddled slowly. Once they arrived on the sidewalk, the bigger dog approached Colleen and stuck his nose between her legs and sniffed her lady parts. She shrank back. Then shuddered when the dog released its tongue, dripping with drool.

      Colleen asked the woman, “Were you in there on an interview?”

      The dog mom looked surprised. “Yeah, waste of time. Don’t bother.”

      “Really?”

      “He’s a prima donna. Didn’t listen. My fluffernutters are better behaved, right, boys?” She tousled the head of the dog with one gray ear. He licked her hand.

      “He didn’t listen?” Typical Massimo.

      “Nope. I asked him to sit. I asked him to wait.”

      She didn’t know who she was dealing with, asking Massi to wait.

      “I asked him to come.”

      Weird.
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      Colleen controlled the narrative here. Showing up for life on her own terms was the cornerstone of her reinvention. And it was something to celebrate. At the coffee shop, she ordered a pumpernickel bagel with butter, then found a seat outside when someone called her name.

      From his stoop, with hands framing his mouth, Massimo shouted, “Colleen! Come! Come!” He beckoned and clapped as if he were a seal. Or she were a dog.

      “Hurry!” He motioned with a big swinging arm.

      She clutched her handbag, bagel, and blazer and quickened her stride.

      A cluster of misfits now dotted the steps. Like a bunch of actors on a casting call. One girl wore leg warmers and a leotard. A scruffy dude laid out full-length, his hands propped under his head, shirt riding up his hairy stomach. A stout guy in shorts leaned on the decorative cement column at the base of the stairs. Were these people here for the interview? Not a single one looked like a professional—anything. She really hadn’t dressed right. Unless they’d all dressed wrong.

      She zigzagged past them.

      Despite her intention to leave, when a clapping cajoler lures you, you forget the promise you made yourself, apparently.

      “Yes, yes. Come, come. I’m running behind, and I must return to the office.”

      Sorry I made you wait was what he meant to say.

      “We’re on two,” he called back to her, passing the first-floor apartment.

      At his door, he slipped off his loafers and left them in a shoe tray beside the door mat.

      “Leave your shoes in the tray.” He pointed without looking and opened his door.

      She stood there for a moment to process this. Why had that affronted her? It’s not like he said “leave your pants in the tray.” Would she feel exposed padding around in socks? Half the year she wore sandals with entirely naked feet.

      Maybe it was that he didn’t ask, Do you mind? No, he told her. The expectation was she’d do it. And, lo and behold, she did. She thought of all the bosses she’d had over the years. “Close the door.” “This conversation is over.” “You need to lower your expectations.” Statements which left little opportunity for discussion, no matter the ask. No, not ask. An ask was something that allowed “no” as a reply.

      “Leave your shoes in the tray” was the trigger she hadn’t anticipated today.

      She trudged behind him in stocking feet.

      “We’ll talk in here.” He motioned to the room facing the street. They entered a gorgeous magazine-worthy living room. Her nose detected the green woodsy scent of pine, though nary a candle in sight. Nor a tree, for that matter.

      He rolled up his shirt sleeves like he was about to debone a chicken. “Great. Gloria left waters out. Would you like one?”

      Colleen hadn’t said a word since he beckoned her from the coffee shop. Speak, Colleen. Open your mouth like humans do.

      He motioned to a deep purple sofa with plump cushions that sat perpendicular to the windows overlooking 74th Street. As Colleen was about to sit, and precisely at the moment Massimo threw his keys into a silver bowl on the ottoman, something thundered into the room at great speed. It lunged forth with a swell of flesh, ripples of white and brown hair, flapping ears and fireworks of slobber shooting from its mouth.

      In the glass of a framed photo on a table beside Colleen, she saw her reflection. An expression of panic, a gaping mouth, hands clutching opposite shoulders, eyebrows that need tweezing. She forced herself to smile but instead the Joker’s open-toothed grin snuck across her face. The animal stopped short of Massimo, dead in its tracks. Then thrust its chin in the air.

      “What is it, Aldo?” Massimo asked the dog, without a dribble of irony. He then looked at Colleen, who transferred her hands from her shoulders to her armpits. She offered an awkward, closed-mouth reluctant smile.

      “This is Aldo,” Massimo said, by way of introduction.

      “Nice.” She nodded toward the animal.

      The dog let out a crisp, sharp bark. Causing her to flinch.

      “Oh, Aldo—whoa⁠—”

      “No worries. I get that a lot.” She sat.

      “Ma dai? Really?” Massimo’s thick eyebrows lifted. “That’s not good.” He shot her a quizzical look, reached out to tousle the dog’s head, then knelt on one knee and took the dog’s offered paw.

      “Would you like to pet him?” Massimo asked. “Let him sniff you. Offer your hand.”

      Colleen certainly did not offer her hand. She couldn’t claim it away from the comfort, warmth, and safety of her damp armpit. Notwithstanding, she liked having two hands. If today was the day she’d lose one to a fur monster, she’d like another quiet moment with it.

      “That’s okay. I’m good."

      “Would you like to give him a treat?”

      “Me? Not really. You can. I don’t mind if he eats in front of me.” She wished he offered her a treat. She was starving.

      “What kind of dog do you have?”

      “Me? I don’t have a dog.” She rippled her fingertips against her cheek, wondering when he’d get on with it. For someone short on time, he sure was dog-focused.

      “No? Never?”

      Her shoulders sank. This was exasperating. WTH with the stupid dog talk? “I mean . . . I used to. She’s gone now,” she stuttered. (True enough.)

      “What breed? Or was it a rescue?”

      “Uh . . .” What the heck did Christopher call it? Something doodle? “No one knew.” She shrugged. “Try as we might to coax it out of her!” She clapped softly.

      Massi’s eyebrows pinched together. “You’re on the Rover app? What’s your rating?” He stood. “I’m sensing low-key dog aversion.”

      “I mean . . .” She eyeballed the dog. “No offense—but . . .” Her face twisted. “They drool, they shed.” She scowled. “They’re needy. They don’t use the toilet—or wipe themselves. They can’t speak English. So . . .” Her lips rippled. “Yeah. But you do you.” What’s the Rover app?

      Massimo stared at her with cold eyes. Lips curled in. Nostrils flared. Not flattering.

      “Thanks for coming on such short notice. Good seeing you, Colleen.”

      “Wait. What about the interview?”

      “What about it?”

      “Aren’t you going to interview me?”

      “I did. That was it.” He gestured to the floor. He stroked the dog’s ear. “I indulged you longer than necessary. Others are waiting. I’m short on time.” His hand indicated she needed to move along. “The right person starts tomorrow.”

      Yeah, good luck. The right person will be qualified to do the mystery job and so happen to be available in less than twenty-four hours. What a fool.

      He glanced at his obnoxious Rolex. A watch that could’ve paid for months—a year—of her defaulted mortgage. “Thanks for coming.” He upsy-daisyed her. “Send the next person in.” He smiled tightly. “Gloria!”

      “Presto!” She called back from another room.

      A stream of Italian demands was unleashed on Gloria. A personal assistant? A housekeeper?

      “I mean . . .” Colleen put on her blazer. Picked up her handbag and bagel. “What’s the job?” Sweaty footprints trailed her on the wood floor as she headed toward the door—which would’ve embarrassed her ten minutes ago. She turned to face him. “There’s no description. People just show up to interview with the great and powerful Massimo Locatelli? You don’t even have the decency to ask questions⁠—”

      “I asked questions,” he interrupted. “Obviously, your answers were mostly lies. Unless you also lied when I asked ‘how are you?’ Then everything was a lie.”

      “You never asked how I was,” she said too loudly. “Because that would’ve been easy: confused, tired, and disgusted with this stupid dance of self-importance and ambiguity and intimidation.” She’d had it with this guy for the last time. “Starting with your mouthpiece guard dog, AKA Tad. Like I’m supposed to quiver in my shoeless socks about my precise arrival time, or if I’m wearing the right clothes, or getting here fast enough to accommodate your need to make a quick hire, yet I’ve received no details about the responsibilities or salary but I should want it nonetheless, frankly I’m so grossed out right now. This whole stupid ‘do you want to pet my dog’ impropriety, are you kidding me?

      “I wasted twenty-eight dollars on transportation, six for coffee, fourteen for lip gloss that promised to be modern and youthful, in a formula benefitting the changing needs of my lip line.

      “Yeah, I exerted that kind of effort—while you don’t have the consideration to be on time or remember me from SAVOR—my desk was fifty feet from your office. We saw each other several times a day, for nearly two years.

      “I’m busy, too, buddy. I have a life, too. It may not look like yours, but I have one. I need a job. I need a place to live. I need joy!” She swished the air with her hand. “Never mind the last thing. How about a sliver of civility. Do you know what that means? Or do you need the Italian?” She waved dismissively. “I have Google translate right here, hold on.” She tapped her phone. The app wasn’t working. “Never mind. You’re gonna do you. It’s worked for years, right? Why change now?”

      “I asked interview questions.”

      “Ha. Typical. Typical male response. After all that, you glom onto the one statement you can defend. Congratulations.” She slow-clapped.

      “Okay. That’s enough. Let’s stop before anyone says anything additionally offensive.” He shook his head and muttered, "How are you on the app? Not that I believed you, but I also asked about your dog.”

      “Exactly. What the hell does that have to do with anything? I mean, I’m all for verbal foreplay to get things rolling, but judging me on dog talk?”

      “You’re most certainly being judged on it—you’re interviewing to be a dog sitter!”

      They both stopped gesticulating.

      Silence swept in.

      Good God.

      “Surely you knew that much?” His hostile eyes became incredulous.

      They stared at one another. She blinked a few dozen times. Huh. She connected a few dots in her mind. Okay. Perhaps she should’ve seen that coming. Welp. That ended that.

      She shouldn’t have bought the lip gloss.

      “I’m leaving tomorrow for Italy. My cousin Dominic, the owner of the Seventh Best Hotel in Italy, so rated by Condé Nast Traveler, has had a heart attack and needs a trusted, worldly, business-savvy individual to preside over things while he recuperates. Naturally, I am that individual. I, in turn, need someone to move into this apartment.” He jabbed aggressively at the floor. “For one month to care for Aldo.”

      A car horn blared from the street. Colleen folded her arms. Chewed her gum.

      “Live here?”

      “Starting tomorrow.”

      “For a month?”

      “Today is September 19. I leave tomorrow. And return . . .”

      “October 18!” yelled Gloria from the kitchen.

      “October 18. Thirty days.”

      Colleen glanced covertly at the hairy thing and winced. Her eyes surveyed the dining room’s exposed brick wall and huge splashy artwork. She breathed in the scent of melting cheese. Swallowed the pooled saliva under her tongue.

      Massi picked up his phone. “Not only are you massively underqualified, you are emphatically unqualified. I need someone competent. More than competent. Someone who’ll adore Aldo. Someone who understands the privilege of sharing their days with a rare specimen of English Setter.” He snorted. “You wouldn’t understand. If you possessed even the slightest basic experience in pet care—any—a cat, a bird, a fish?—any morsel of nurturing capabilities—have you any children? God help them if you do.”

      Her mouth fell open. “You don’t have to be mean.” Somehow that hurt more not having any.

      “I don’t have time for this. I have the Comfort Food issue to close tonight, and a suitcase to pack, and a plane to catch.”

      Colleen knew there was no way he’d pack his own suitcase. Gloria, among other things, was surely the ipso-facto suitcase packer.

      It wouldn't be such a terrible thing to live in this apartment for a month. Not such a ginormous sacrifice on Colleen’s part. One she could envision. This time when her eyes met the dog’s, she forced her facial muscles to relax into a wan smile.

      “Shame this wouldn’t work,” she said. “As luck would have it, I just moved out of my house, so I’m in between homes at the moment. But obviously, no way, José. That’s obvious to all. Including”—she motioned in front of her—“to this here . . . doggo.” She couldn’t remember its ridiculous name. “Alma.”

      “Aldo.”

      A short, crisp bark jolted her backward.

      “Okay then. It’s settled.”

      “Yes, it is.” Massimo walked past her and opened the door. “Don’t forget your shoes.”

      Don’t forget your shoes? Who says that? Like she’d traipse shoeless along Manhattan streets, tiptoeing through a mine field of excrement? Compliments of the dogs who currently ruled this city!

      His phone rang as he shut the door behind her and shouted indignities into the ear of a poor underling. These guys never changed because they didn’t have to. No one held them accountable for their punitive, entitled behavior. Colleen at that moment made herself the most solemn vow. She’d never work for someone like him again. Someone who belittled and condescended and demanded and made her feel small. Never. Again.
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      Back home, Colleen dragged the last of the garbage bags to the curb. Then she collapsed onto the smelly sofa (her last stick of furniture) and texted Brooke.

      
        
          
            
              
        SAVOR can take their job and shove it.

      

      

      

      

      

      Colleen had never had the luxury of following her passions, for one reason or another. Well, that was about to change. Screw SAVOR. No more gigs. She promised herself that post-divorce would be the era of Colleen. Her reinvention. The launch of her long-delayed Me Period of Living Intentionally. To discover who she was meant to be. Even if she was in her forties. Not a stand-in, that much she knew. Screw stopgap living. Starting today. It was time to dust off her life goals and prove she was worthy of them.

      That the Airbnb listing “Charming one-room carriage house at the beach!” was still available and cheap, was a sign of positive things to come.

      She clicked RESERVE. This one-month cottage rental would be the on-ramp to her future. When she received the confirmation email, she kicked off her shoes and smiled herself to sleep. She was already making shit happen.

      A call at 11:40 p.m. woke her from a beautiful dream that smelled like Banana Boat sunscreen.

      “Hello?” she mumbled.

      “Needless to say, Massimo is quite uneasy about leaving his dog in your care . . .”

      Ugh. Tad?

      “However . . .” However? “After considering all the candidates, which . . . let’s just be honest. There were none. At least no one without familial attachments, housing, employment obligations so that they could dog sit on premises, available to start tomorrow. Oh. Except you. Massi is girding his loins. You got the job. He’s hiring you.

      She laughed. Typical. He didn’t offer her the job to consider against her other options and decide for herself, he was hiring her. Hahahahahaha.

      Tad rambled on while Colleen considered the potential employment landscape.

      Nothing leapt out at this exact moment—being woken in the middle of the night and all. But there were always options. She was scrappy like that. Plus, she had plans to aggressively pursue her voiceover/commercial career by way of her agent (who was strangely incommunicado at the moment).

      “Off the record,” Tad continued, speaking mostly to himself, “how the hell Massi is okay with this is pretty scary. Maybe he is losing his mind—there’ve been rumblings, including other less favorable theories.”

      On second thought. Was this the perfect opportunity? In every way? A dog sitter. What about that couldn’t she do? A dog wasn’t even human—which needed nurturing. And love. And attention. What did a dog need? A bowl of food (she could work a can opener better than most), water (she understood thirst—#relatable) and outside time to relieve oneself. Okay, this one was problematic. Picking up excrement that wasn’t even hers? Why would she pick up her own? Colleen, focus! There were plenty of things she did on a daily basis that she’d prefer not to. That was life. Picking up animal crap was one manageable downside to an otherwise upside situation. It would be like caring for a stuffed animal that needed food and an occasional potty break.

      Furthermore, animals had no expectations. She conjured his face in her mind. A sort of dopey-looking bored thing. He had no interest in Colleen. Perfect. And mutual. Sure, his tail would spin like a weathervane in a hurricane in Massimo’s company, maybe the animal liked Massi’s aftershave. Colleen had noticed it herself—off the record.

      “And you’re not a complete stranger. You start tomorrow at two o’clock. Bring clothes for a month. Obviously, you’ll be given a place to stay—gratis. An apartment the likes of which you’ve likely only seen in movies.”

      Asshole. Though true.

      “In addition, Massimo’s offering a stipend, which I’ll text you once he tells me, such that this will be your only job. You’ll not be permitted to leave the apartment for simultaneous employment elsewhere, nor will you have the need. Your main focus will be Aldo’s well-being. On that note, if anything happens to the dog while in your care, there will be serious retribution.”

      “I’ll think about it.” How freaking presumptuous. What’s the salary, dude?

      “Good. We’ll see you at two.”

      “I said I’d think about it.”

      “Think about Aldo’s well-being?”

      “No. The offer. Once I get the salary, I’ll consider it against my other options,” she blustered.

      “I wish I could laugh, Colleen, seriously I do. But it’s nearing midnight. I need to punch out and have dinner. We know you don’t have any options. I’ll tell Massimo to expect you with suitcase in hand.”

      Fuck you.

      She hated Tad. HATED. And your little dog, too! she said to herself in the voice of the Wicked Witch. Though it didn’t really make sense here. Or did it?

      Colleen would get the last laugh. That he could be sure of.

      How, though?

      Tad already hung up.

      She quickly texted him.

      
        
          
            
              
        I’LL LET YOU KNOW.

      

      

      

      

      

      She didn’t need to consider this demeaning job. Plus, she already had accommodations. What would she do with the cottage? Could she even cancel it now? Did she even want to? Absolutely not. Never.

      Finally Massi hired a woman for something: shit-picker-upper and house hostage. She’d never give him the satisfaction. Way the hell to the no.

      It became quickly apparent Massimo was as desperate as Colleen. More. Since Colleen wasn’t desperate at all. His flight to Italy would take off in less than twenty-four hours. Not her problem.
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      When Colleen’s alarm wailed the next morning, eviction day, she awoke to a welcome text from the Airbnb host of “Charming one-room carriage house at the beach!”

      
        
          
            
              
        Hey, Colleen. Thanks for renting our cottage. You’re gonna love it. Quick question:are you the same Colleen Fitzroy who’s Christopher’s ex-wife? Asking for a friend.[image: winking face]

      

      

      

      

      

      Her body froze. WTAF.

      And what’s with the winky face?

      A sick, bag-of-wet-sand-in-the-stomach-feeling came over her. The host’s name was Annie. This Annie somehow knew Christopher. As well as, apparently, Colleen.

      A text arrived from Christopher:

      
        
          
            
              
        “Annie” the Airbnb host is Whitney, btw. She doesn’t want her ex-husband to know she’s using the cottage for rental income. LOL.

      

      

      

      

      

      Colleen’s eyes widened until it hurt. Are you effing kidding me?

      What in the world were the chances of this horror show? She knew Christopher’s girlfriend was loaded. He moved into her sprawling beach house in Spring Lake months ago. Not your garden variety spectacular beach house. No. A house—with a house on the side.

      Unwittingly, Colleen rented a cottage belonging to her ex-husband’s girlfriend. Colleen had no place to live, and Whitney had too many places to live.

      That’s okay. That’s how it goes in life. Sometimes you won. Sometimes you lost, repeatedly. No matter. Under no circumstances would Colleen rent that house. She’d rather sleep on a park bench and pee into a single-use plastic bottle (which would make it multi-use, actually) if she could get her pee stream steady enough to get through the narrow opening. Been there, not easy. She ignored both messages, tapped her emails, opened the Airbnb confirmation, scrolled to Change This Reservation, and clicked CANCEL.

      She threw her phone across the room where the chair she sold yesterday would have been. It hit the wall and clattered to a rugless floor.

      She dragged her smelly sofa to the curb.

      Back at her front door she looked up and down the street for the last time, and at the mound of garbage bags filled with her once-important possessions, just as her neighbor’s dog lifted his leg and pissed on it.
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      On the stoop of 22 West 74th Street, Massimo and Colleen stood side by side, resigned, staring blankly into the distance. He held out the leash for her to take. Wispy clouds diffused the sun’s rays. Aldo sat between them, facing Massimo. A haughty confusion emanated from the dog. A palpable unease. A tiny, tinny capitulating groan leaked from its closed mouth.

      It seemed no one was pleased with this arrangement.

      Something niggled at Colleen’s subconscious in these last twelve hours. Why would Massi hire Colleen knowing she tried to upend his career?

      Hold on. Let’s backtrack a moment. If anyone almost upended his career—it was Massi himself. Not Colleen. She was simply the one who brought it up for discussion. And scrutiny. To initiate an enactment of consequences. Clearly, none of that had happened.

      The only rationale she could think of: Massi didn’t know Colleen was the whistleblower. Under that assumption, she’d eagerly file this niggling puzzlement away.

      Without breaking his stare into nothingness, Massimo said in a low, grave voice, “I’m deeply concerned about this arrangement.” He finger-combed his hair repeatedly.

      To be honest, a slight sliver of Colleen might’ve agreed with him, for once. But she was locked and loaded, thus giving that sliver no mind.

      “When you walk him, turn left on 74th Street. Never turn right. Unless you’re going to the dog park. That’s what he’ll expect. Follow the dossier precisely. Do not go rogue. The routes are on page twenty-six.”

      She screwed up her face. What the hell were pages one through twenty-five about? She took the leash while side glancing the dog. The furry guy clearly suspected something. He looked at Colleen, then Massimo. His tail, mopey. His eyes begging Massi to explain what in God’s name was going on. When his mouth opened, the length of three tongues unfolded. He panted anxiously, sucked up his tongue, closed his mouth, and shot Colleen a look that said mess around and find out. Colleen glanced at Massimo to see if he noticed this threat.

      “Choose one. Which way? Let’s go.” He snapped his fingers machine gun style. They were role-playing in the minutes before Massi left for the airport. He had so much faith in Colleen that they needed to rehearse dog walking. She had a strong feeling one just walked. Alongside the dog. Whatever. This guy needed to belittle her once more before leaving her with his prized possession.

      All three of them, in close proximity and unison, descended the stairs.

      “Choose a direction,” he grumbled. At that exact moment, a slick black car slid up to the curb in front of them. Simultaneously, Gloria appeared on the landing. Like in a well-choreographed rom-com. Without the rom. Or the com, sadly.

      The entryway bulged with luggage. He truly wanted options.

      The driver emerged from the car and nodded at Massimo. “Mr. Locatelli, can I help?”

      Like clowns from a car, Gloria produced suitcase after suitcase from the entryway to the stoop. Her strength was remarkable. Even the tallest, broadest suitcase she handled with ease. Its breadth and bulk were not unlike her own. The driver scuttled up, taking the steps by two, to retrieve the luggage. For a youthful, able-bodied guy, Massi sure had layer upon layer of protection against the inconveniences of life.

      “Allora! Because you could not decide the simplest of tasks, we are out of time,” he announced. He then spoke to Gloria in Italian, while his arms flew in animated aggression as if he were stung by a wasp.

      “Aldo—amore.” Massimo fell to one knee on the icky concrete. Never mind those five-hundred-dollar pants. He took the dog’s head in his hands. “Be strong,” he encouraged. “For God’s sake, mangia. If I hear you’re not eating, I’ll be very mad. No screwing the poodle.” A stern finger wag. “You can do better than her.”

      Eww. Jerk. Like the poodle wants anything to do with your farting, drooling, hairy thing.

      He kissed the top of Aldo’s head and stood. “I’ll see you on FaceTime very soon.”

      The driver stowed the luggage of a beauty queen into the trunk. Not with ease, mind you. It would take a Rubik’s Cube genius to fit them all, and in the absence of one, the medium-sized roller bag ended up in the front seat next to the driver. And voilà—just like that—the car was packed. There are people in this world with incredible timing. They turn their head or duck away briefly, only to reemerge at the precise moment the work has been done. Like husbands on Thanksgiving. Former husbands.

      Massi faced Colleen. His jowls and shoulders drooped, a sad sigh leaked. A taxi honked. Colleen waited for Massi to say something. He opened his mouth and appeared to consider the best way to articulate his thoughts, sighed again, and looked away with disbelieving eyes.

      What was left to say? On with it. She had the dossier. She knew the dog’s name. She could turn left and right. Not at the same time, obviously.

      He was a dog for Pete’s sake, not King Tut. People who acted as if their job was the toughest in the world, a job so few could manage, really irked her. How lonely to be bloated with self-importance. How boring. She winked at Aldo, and the dog practically rolled its eyes.

      Massimo climbed back up to say goodbye to Gloria. He kissed her on both cheeks. He kissed his housekeeper? Boundaries, big guy. She was old enough to be his mother.

      Gloria nodded nonstop to Massimo’s parting instructions. With every nod, she patted his arm. “Go, go!” she said. “Here, the plane food is terrible.” A brown paper bag passed from her to him, and the smell of warm bread and melted cheese sailed past Colleen’s nose. She prayed there were leftovers.

      Massimo tossed the bag on the back seat of the car. Before sliding in, he waved as if embarking on the Queen Elizabeth. A second later, his window lowered.

      He cast steely eyes on Colleen. “Don’t screw up.”

      She saluted.

      The car homogenized into traffic. Massi was gone. Gloria had vanished.

      She side-eyed the dog. As luck would have it, he was still at the end of the leash. He sat, aghast. She stood beside him, and to all who passed, they looked like they were waiting for the crosstown bus.
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      Fifteen minutes had passed and nothing changed. Colleen and Aldo remained at the curb, facing the street. If this was a staring contest, he was gonna lose.

      It’s you and me now, buddy, she said in her head, clearly meant for the dog. One thing she’d never do—talk aloud to the dog like it was human. Or, more exactly, a baby. Using the stupid voice. She’d never be one of those people. Didn’t they know how ridiculous they sounded? The dog wasn't going to answer. Wait. Was Aldo bilingual? Was that a thing? Massi spoke to him in English and Italian. “Hmph.” She glanced at the dog with new appreciation. She barely passed sixth grade English. Her first and only language.

      I can stand here all day, buddy. Fresh air and sunshine—this is the life. In her mind she told Aldo this.

      She tried to look relaxed, like this was something they always did together. This was completely normal, she told the world with her external nonchalance. Inside, she wondered how long she’d need to keep up this charade.

      The sheer quantity of dogs in this neighborhood was astounding. Dog after dog. They all moved rather nicely. Not one of them stopped to sit. Unless it had to scratch an itch or wait for its human to finish conversing with a passerby. This waiting for the bus improv started to irritate her. The couple sitting outside the coffee shop pointed at Colleen about ten minutes ago and had a good laugh. Repeated glances from the couple cultivated a tinge of quasi-incompetence and embarrassment in Colleen.

      What the hell was her problem? Did she forget she had the reins? She was boss. Colleen stepped to the side and tugged ever so gently. He’d get the idea. He was bilingual. Let’s go, she said in her mind.

      Nothing. Not a twitch of the tail, not a tic of an ear. She forced an awkward smile. He didn’t so much as look in her direction. Though his chin notched up higher.

      “I’m choosing left,” she said aloud, but clearly to herself. Colleen took a few exaggerated high-kneed steps to make her intensions clear and flicked the leash to give the illusion of movement. He was a block of stone.

      She should’ve asked a few questions before taking this job. Interviewed Aldo. Interviewed Massimo. Did Aldo behave? Did he have a beef with anyone at the dog park? Had he ever eaten anyone?

      A little boy scootering on the sidewalk slowed as he approached Aldo. Then zoomed away and yelled over his shoulder, “That dog has a lot of freckles, Mommy!” The woman smiled at Colleen. “What a good dog.”

      How did he look like a good dog? He hadn’t listened to one single thought Colleen had!

      Miraculously, Aldo stood, lifted his leg and peed on the tree trunk beside him. He moseyed to the steps and climbed them. Colleen naturally followed. What about the walk? she asked in her head. He ignored her thoughts and stood at the front door waiting for her to open it.

      She decided to cut him some slack. He probably walked earlier. Seeing Massimo drive off into the sunset and being left with a stranger, he most likely needed a stiff drink and a nap.

      She was about to press the buzzer when she remembered she had the key. She lived here now. A Grinch Stole Christmas grin crept across her face.

      Gloria appeared, on her way out. Aldo wagged his tail with exuberance at the sight of her.

      “Good boy. Good boy.” Gloria stroked his ears. Again with the good boy. Colleen really wanted to set the record straight on that baloney.

      Gloria was bundled up like a Canadian mailman delivering Christmas cards. A puffer coat, a hat, a scarf—Colleen was sweating looking at her. It was September in New York City. Gloria closed her eyes and patted Colleen’s arm as she sidled by. She hoisted an index finger, “Don’t break anything.”

      Were these people serious? She wasn’t landing the space shuttle. She had to fill a bowl with kibble. And do other stuff probably.

      As the door closed behind Colleen, Gloria shouted, “My number’s in the dossier.”
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      “We did it!” Once inside, Colleen’s arms flung wide in victory. By we she meant she. No assistance from the dog, clearly. Over his shoulder, his glance said, please tell me you’re not staying. She unclipped his leash and hung it on the leash rack beside the door comprised of a series of gold miniature dog head hooks.

      Aldo clip-clopped toward the kitchen with the energy of a pallbearer.

      Once he was out of sight, Colleen stepped into the living room and twirled like Mary Tyler Moore in downtown Minneapolis. “Home sweet home.” Finally she was able to take it all in. “Wow, wow, wow.” She spotted a staircase leading upstairs. A duplex? This was what successful looked like. You probably thought a lot of yourself when you lived like this. You probably thought you could do no wrong. That you were important. Because if what you’d done so far got you this, it must be right. No wonder people with means had overly proportioned egos.

      She flopped into a leather club chair worn from use but still looking swank. Probably one of those vintage chairs people buy at Paris flea markets, which made Colleen laugh. Who’d buy an old used chair three times more expensive than a new one? Magazines were always saying “Found at a Parisian flea market.” Yes, the kind of flea market that has two of these chairs every ten yards. Nobody “found” it. It wasn’t hiding. Finding this chair at a yard sale in Winona, Missouri—was a find. She pressed her nose into the leather. God, it smelled good. She loved the way it hugged her. She snapped her fingers and yelled, “Prego! Prego!” Whatever that meant.

      Yesterday, in all her confusion and agitation, she didn’t have the generosity of spirit to take in the splendor of this place. Now that she lived here, it certainly changed her vantage point.

      Colleen launched herself from the chair. It was clearly in the wrong place. Its ideal location was angled toward the window where it could sit in a puddle of natural light, however briefly, before the sun shimmied behind the building across the street. Perfect. Especially once she borrowed the marble side table from the sofa and grabbed a small lamp she found on the mantel. She admired her inspired tableau. Instagram worthy. She took a selfie, and texted it to Christopher.

      
        
          
            
              
        My new digs. Cottage was too small, sadly.

      

      

      

      

      

      She smirked and sent it to Brooke too. While she was at it, she took a video of the living room, the expansive ceilings, the floor-to-ceiling windows that captured a smidgen of Central Park West and the park’s treetops, the bookcases flanking the fireplace, the deep purple velvet sofa with puffy exaggerated seat cushions against a brick wall, an oversized tufted ottoman that served as a coffee table thanks to a sleek tray on which to rest martinis when friends visited. Colleen stopped the video to light the candles on the tray for vibe. She should use candles more. Not that she didn’t own candles—she just didn’t light them.

      She shot video through the dining room, passing a massive painting in a riot of colors, and a spa-like bathroom with a towel warmer and a rain shower head, when her phone rang.

      “You seriously took a dog sitting job for Massi?” Brooke asked with appropriate incredulity. “I don’t know where to start.”

      “I know, right?” She put Brooke on speaker so she could continue shooting pics of the apartment amenities, now in the kitchen.

      “I’m so confused. What happened to auditioning and finding yourself?”

      “It’s a duplex! Sooo many places to find me,” she teased.

      “You better Google how to be a good dog sitter.”

      How could you be a bad one?

      “Just because you hate Massi, don’t take it out on the dog.”

      “What? I’d never do that.” Just because the dog was vile in every way, it was a perfectly innocent bystander.

      “Okay, but you tried to get him fired. And now you’re living in his apartment! How do you explain that?”

      Colleen didn’t know how to explain that, honestly. It was, admittedly, an unforeseen development. To say the least.

      Maybe . . . maybe she took the job because it worked for Colleen. It had nothing to do with hating Massi, or SAVOR. It had everything to do with Colleen and what she wanted/needed. She made a self-serving decision. If that wasn’t progress, nothing was.

      “Okay, let’s stop focusing on Massi. You have more important things to do. You’re a hot, newly single woman in New York City—time to get out there and have fun.”

      Colleen hadn’t thought of herself as hot in some time.

      “Your luck is about to change, Col. I can feel it. You’ll see. I know you don’t always believe it, but happiness exists, girlfriend.”

      “What do you mean, who’s happier than me?”

      “Not to go back to Massi, but is it bizarre that he’d hire you? To live in his house? And take care of his dog?”

      “I wondered about that—briefly.”

      “I’m a little worried. Like could he be devising some kind of payback?”

      “Don’t worry. He’s in Italy. I don’t need to deal with him, just the dog.”

      “What kind?”

      “What kind what?”

      “Dog.”

      “The kind that shits and doesn’t wipe its ass.”

      “That’s all of them.”

      “Exactly why I don’t like them. They want to sleep in your bed with their funky ass hair. Eww. Gross. No thanks.”

      “Send me a pic.”

      “Of what?”

      “The dog.”

      Dog people were nuts.
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      The kitchen was unlike any kitchen she’d ever seen that wasn’t featured in SAVOR. It was stunning.

      Double the size of Colleen’s suburban kitchen. Black cabinets—black. That took balls. Someone knew what they were doing because it was hella gorgeous. There was no shortage of marble. She was stunned by the huge farmhouse table in the middle of the room. There’d been a story in SAVOR about this table. Every inch of it was carved with initials, names, sentiments, as if by pocket knife. Or fork. It wasn’t something she’d expect Massi to encourage—defacing his furniture. Etchings across the surface, down the legs, even underneath. GM inside a heart. EAT HERE. Grazie, Cenzo. 18/10/1971. She ran her fingers over YUM. Wishing it would take her back to the day it had been engraved and to what was happening in this kitchen.

      Not only was there a fireplace in the kitchen, it was double-sided. Colleen crouched to take a video and saw through to another room. Across its long mantel stood cookbooks, magazines and binders fringed with a rainbow of Post-it notes. Each binder’s spine was labeled: Meat. Veg. Fish. Desserts. Party. The Party binder was divided into sections: Fingers. Fork. Hot. Cold. Recipes handwritten on lined paper, or printouts with scribbled modifications. Two cups sugar became one cup brown, one cup honey. Photos of the preparations peppered the pages.

      Above the mantel hung a massive board patchworked with Polaroids taken in this very kitchen. Beardless Massi, wearing an orange apron, stirred something on the stove. A quartet of champagne glasses clinked. Massi’s ex-wife, Emelie, appeared in a few. A toddler, presumably Massi’s daughter, giggled while being bathed in the farmhouse sink. Aldo as a puppy, waiting dutifully at the table’s edge for a handout. Party pics galore. So many memories. Scads of people ate here. Like it was a restaurant. A cast-iron dinner bell was bolted to the kitchen wall. She clutched the rope and gently rang it. The low-toned gong reverberated in her stomach. “Dinner time!” she called, her voice reverberating through empty rooms.

      Back in the hall, she spotted a ray of sun beaming through the living room window, pointing at the velvet sofa. She jumped on it, stretched her legs seductively, reclined her head onto a sheepskin pillow, and smiled for a selfie.

      She uploaded the video and photos to Facebook and captioned it, “My new digs. I’m back, NYC!” Same on Instagram.

      Likes and comments quickly appeared. Friends she hadn’t seen in years. People surely had time on their hands in the middle of the day. She couldn’t identify with that.

      Actually, she could now.

      
        
        
        Where is this, Colleen? It’s gorg!

        Wow. That divorce looks good on you!

        You’re in NYC??? Call me!

      

      

      

      She responded and settled into the couch. Maybe she was back. Back to a time when the world was her oyster. When the possibilities seemed limitless. When her whole life stood before her on a yellow brick road and she wore the ruby slippers—like the first time she lived here. Third time’s a charm? Or strike three?

      Colleen considered her Me Period mission. It was threefold: disallow the needs of others to preempt her own, dust off and resuscitate her “acting career,” commence an eagerly anticipated people-sabbatical. Apart from a text now and then from Massi, she wouldn’t have to deal with a single other human.

      The world was about to find out what Colleen Fitzroy was capable of. Daughter of a Boston firefighter and a hardware store cashier (Colleen could rewire a lamp thanks to her mother), finely educated (for one year) at Salem State University and the streets of New York City (on and off for fifteen years), the former cruise ship fitness instructor was back in Manhattan to return to small screens and earbuds everywhere. (“Return” might be generous.)

      Admittedly, she was rusty at living in the pursuit of life goals. Certainly she had plans and dreams in her youth, but along the way, one by one, they were thrown overboard like dead weight off a leaky boat to deal with various crises. She became quite agile at switching gears when required. It wasn’t so terrible, except that it made for a pretty slim highlights reel.

      This was the perfect time, the next thirty days, to chart her course. To act instead of react.

      Right after a teeny nap.

      Her eyes closed dreamily. It felt so good. This day took it out of her. She tried to ignore her phone blowing up with Facebook alerts. Friends no doubt shocked (envious?) by the pics and how well she’d landed overnight. Literally.

      Then a spate of texts sounded. Like machine gun fire. She flipped her phone over.

      
        
          
            
              
        HELLOOOOOOO, anyone there?
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      From Tad.

      
        
          
            
              
        Delete the video house tour from your FB page. Immediately.

      

      

      

      

      

      Jeez. Didn’t he have better things to do? Poor guy must miss Massimo whipping him into submission. Would he really make Colleen delete the one good thing she posted in years? What a buzz kill. She tucked her phone under her knee, pretending she didn’t see the text and closed her eyes. It was entirely plausible she was very busy right now. Not on her phone. Unable to check texts. She had a dog to “take care of.” This made her consider said dog’s whereabouts.

      Another text from Tad.

      
        
          
            
              
        Now.

      

      

      

      

      

      Ugh. He was contemptible.

      Propped on her elbows, she softly called out, “Aldo?” The apartment was super quiet. Apart from a gentle flurry of flute notes from the music school next door and the murmuring of passersby, the apartment was still. A new text arrived. She peeked nonchalantly.

      
        
          
            
              
        Insta too.

      

      

      

      

      

      Jerk.

      She closed her eyes to let the music lull her. The phone trilled. Dang. Colleen lifted the phone at arm’s length over her face—646 area code. Not in her contacts. Automatic decline. That’s what voicemail was for, suckas. She resituated herself on her side, pressing into the back cushions, and flipped the pillow over, trying to summon the delicious doziness she had moments ago. Try as she might, she was heading in the other direction now. More alert than drowsy. She flipped onto her back and sat up. She lost that dozy feeling.

      In the first-floor bathroom, the medicine cabinet had an impressive selection of premium skincare. The glass bottles and jars felt spendy in the hand. As she uncapped a Retinol serum, her phone rang again. From 646. Probably Gloria. She tapped decline.

      The serum smelled like an elixir from paradise. Eve would know this smell well. If there was a Bloomingdale’s in Eden. A little dot on the cheeks wouldn’t be missed. Would Emelie even be back for this stuff? Maybe it belonged to the daughter. Wealthy people loved buying ridiculously expensive, unnecessary things for their children. What ever happened to “when you get a job, you can buy yourself whatever the hell overpriced thing you want with your own money”? A teenager hardly needed to “brighten and tighten.”

      Colleen’s skin looked a little dull, no vibrancy whatsoever. A little TLC and a new skincare regimen were desperately needed. She followed the serum with a luscious peptide moisturizer. A little went a long way. It better at these prices.

      Now a text. It was impossible to pamper oneself with these distractions.

      
        
          
            
              
        You never gave me your phone number.

      

      

      

      

      

      WTAH? Who’d send something like that? It was so creepy. Like they were texting and spying on you at the same time. Horror movie vibes.

      She stood very, very still. Staring at her reflection, she thought she heard breathing that wasn’t hers. She looked at the shower curtain. She’d know if someone was behind it, obviously. She pinched her nose and held her breath. The breathing continued.

      In one swift swoop, she tore open the curtain.

      “Aldo!” She slapped her chest. His head pitched. “For the love of God. What the hell?”

      He closed his eyes. What was he doing in the tub? Dogs do that?

      Her heart wasn’t finished freaking out when her mind drifted back to the anonymous text. By definition, if someone texted you, they had your number.

      The phone rang at the exact moment she received a text from Tad.

      
        
          
            
              
        HELLLLOOOOOO, PRIMADONNA. ANSWER THE PHONE. YOUR BOSS IS CALLING.

      

      

      

      

      

      Oh jeeps.

      FaceTime?

      She bolted from the bathroom with phone in hand. FaceTime was an invasion of privacy. Employers weren’t allowed to FaceTime employees without advance notice. There were laws for that. Surely.

      He’d been gone for less than two hours. What could warrant a conversation faccia a faccia?

      She jogged down the hall looking for the right place to take the call. A place that didn’t look like she’d been napping. Or snooping.

      Another ring. She leapt up a few stairs—then stopped. And retreated. Not upstairs. Not the bedroom. Inappropriate. She sat on the stairs.

      “Hey Massi, how’s it going?” She held the phone so that her face filled the frame. So he couldn’t see her chest rising and falling like Rome. She mussed her hair and acted chill.

      “What in God’s name is going on?” Massi held his phone under his chin. She could see up his nose. She could count his nose hairs. She was pleased to discover such a good-looking guy (according to some people) had an unattractive vantage point.

      “Nothing much.” She shrugged, easy breezy. “How ’bout you? How was security?”

      “Where are you?” He narrowed his eyes and looked over her shoulder. Maybe the close-up wasn’t a good idea. He seemed suspicious regardless. She pulled the phone back.

      “Here.” She motioned with her hand, sweeping the air to the right, then left.  “Your apartment. Don’t you recognize it? You’ve been gone two hours.” She chuckled playfully and sauntered down the stairs into the living room. Searching for a light switch. A lamp. A match. Anything. All of a sudden it had become dark. That was the downside of a townhouse. You essentially had two rooms with natural light. The room facing the street and the room facing the back. Unless it was a duplex like this one, then you had two rooms times two floors which equaled four rooms with natural light. Unless the back of the apartment abutted another building, then minus two rooms so you’d be back to two. Oh, unless you were on a corner, then you’d have addition, multiplication, and division, and no one’s got time for that.

      “What’s the matter with you? Are you high?” He squinted.

      “High? Of course not.” She found a lamp. “Are you?” And switched it on. “You just FaceTimed me without notice. People don’t do that. I could’ve been . . . doing any number of things that require privacy. A little heads-up would be nice. Accusing me of being high is offensive. I don’t get high, by the way. Unless I take the dog for a walk through the weed vapor labyrinth that has become the streets of Manhattan. Depending on the quality of weed my fellow New Yorkers smoke, I guess it’s possible to get high walking the dog.”

      “Attention passengers. Flight 1645 to Milan will now board Group 1. First Class passengers only.”

      Massi stood and grabbed his personal item from the seat. A beautiful dark brown leather duffle. A tuft of his thick hair flopped forward onto his forehead, concealing one eye. “One more thing, I never want to call three times before you pick up. If you’re alive and breathing, you’ll pick up the first time.”

      “I didn’t know it was you. I don’t pick up calls from unknown numbers.” Or known numbers, occasionally.

      “One sec. I need to scan my boarding pass.”

      “Have a good flight, sir,” said a voice with a flirtatious lilt. With Massi’s camera turned back on him, she saw his gooey smile in response.

      “I’d like to speak to Aldo.”

      “The dog?”

      “Yes, the dog.” His brown eyes became gigantic with exasperation.

      “Let me find him.” She crossed her fingers, unknowingly. She just saw him somewhere.

      “Aldo!” Massimo barked into the phone.

      Like a clap of thunder, the dog bolted into the living room and jumped onto Colleen, who was holding the dog’s daddy in her hand. She fell backward, catching the corner of the ottoman, causing it, and the serving tray with multiple doodads, to flip over and assault her.

      “Colleen—what’s going on?”

      “I’m fine.” She eked out, sprawled across the floor. “I’m okay.”

      “Is that my bone keepsake box on the floor? And the Missoni candle? With my heirloom vase? Why is the ottoman tray on top of you? And not on the ottoman? Colleen.” His voice got lower and lower, disguising his spiking agitation. “Colleen, my home is filled with priceless collectibles, objets d’art, and fine, fine furnishings.” For a split second, he brightened into a splashy fake smile as he Ciao’d the pilot who greeted boarding passengers. He traded his brown duffle for a glass of Prosecco. “Grazie,” to the attendant, then back to hostile face. “What are you doing?”

      “Nothing.” She scrambled upright onto her knees.

      “Why is the club chair by the window?” He derided. “You’ve been there for two hours and you’re redecorating?” He gritted his teeth. “I’m speaking sardonically, of course.”

      In a low voice he continued, “Please, please,” deep exhale, “put the shearling pillow on the Cassoni chair where it belongs. Why don’t we set that as a basic ground rule while you’re staying in my apartment. Okey dokey?” He placed his Prosecco at his seat’s side table to shrug off his perfectly tailored blazer and hand it to the same smiling attendant who returned to fawn over him some more.

      All the while Aldo wagged his tail and licked Colleen’s phone. A soft cry/howl leaked from Aldo’s lips every time Colleen opened her mouth to speak. Like it was a competition.

      “Sweetie. Come stai, bravo ragazzo? Tienila d’occhio.”

      “Ruff,” Aldo replied, with the sudden pizzazz of a marching band.

      Massi’s phone provided a spastic flash of vignettes: window view of the tarmac, illuminated seat belt sign, airline logoed pillow, the aisle crammed with frustrated passengers awaiting Massimo to take his seat.

      “Colleen. I have many friends in myriad places, and if I hear you’re photographing my apartment or my belongings to post on⁠—”

      “Gotta go.” She saluted.

      “What? I say when—” She tapped End.

      Now, for Aldo. She crossed her arms at her chest, pressed her lips flat. “Well, well, well, Mr. Mopey. Aren’t you a con animal?” He sighed and moped out of the room.

      A text from Massi.

      
        
          
            
              
        I end the calls. Don’t force me to reconsider hiring the girl with the dirty clothes and greasy hair. I still⁠—

      

      

      

      

      

      Delete.

      How did people call him nice? “What a great guy. He’s so nice.” He’s not nice. He’s not a great guy. Was he nice as far as jerks go? Maybe. Everything’s relative. Maybe he’s the nicest asshole there was. That could be.

      Her eyes subtly glanced toward the kitchen where the dossier sat on the table. How the heck was it forty pages long? She thought back to Christopher’s dog. It arrived a few months before Christopher moved out. She didn’t recall there was much to do with it. Yes, she had refused to do anything. She didn’t like dogs, and she didn’t like Christopher anymore.

      Anyway, she didn’t need to like Massi’s dog. She was here to do a job. Period.

      Time to sniff things out and mark her territory.
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      Food first, Colleen was starving. The kitchen was draped in a gray gloom from the waning sunlight through the back courtyard. She flicked on all the lights—under the cabinets, the sconces flanking the sink window, a gigantic wooden-beaded chandelier over the table. Light brought a certain lively energy to a place devoid of people.

      The fridge was massive. Who needed a fridge this size? Even when the entire family lived here, it totaled three people and a dog.

      She should feed the dog first. In a closet/pantry, an enormous dog food bag sat on the floor. Above it, on a shelf, was a glass canister filled with kibble. A Post-it note stuck to the glass read: 1 scoop twice a day. 8 a.m. and 6 p.m. Easy peasy. She scooped the food into the bowl, dumped the old water from his bowl and refilled it. The water freshening was all Colleen. She didn’t read that anywhere.

      On to her grumbling stomach. Since Massimo lived by himself and knew he was leaving the country for a month, she had low expectations of the fridge’s contents. Nevertheless, she declared her intentions to the universe that something smothered in mozzarella was sitting behind the black door.

      The fridge door had such incredible suction it took two hands and an engaged core to pry open. She stood in the sudden chill with dropped jaw.

      “Are you kidding me?” It looked like a SAVOR photo spread. One of the most hallowed things in life, to Colleen, was a stocked refrigerator. Massi told her she was welcome to any of it.

      She examined the contents closely. In particular, she searched for leftovers of Massi’s bagged “plane food”, something garlic-cheesy. On the third shelf, there was a heavy, foil-wrapped dish. Very promising. She rested it on the wooden table and peeled back the foil. Bingo. Was it chicken? Lasagna? Eggplant? Hell if she knew. A deep red border framed a mosaic of mozzarella hockey pucks, bespeckled with a flurry of parmesan and accessorized with basil leaves. She placed a generous portion of the mystery food into the microwave.

      Was she staying for a month in the nicest New York City duplex apartment she’d ever seen, about to eat something created in the home of the world’s most respected food magazine’s editor in chief?

      The smells started coming at her. She squealed unapologetically. She acted like she’d never eaten before. Like she’d never seen a full fridge before. It was fun to be excited about food she’d neither paid for nor prepared. She reopened the door and studied the inventory.

      Sun-dried tomatoes

      Marinated anchovies

      Orange marmalade; blackberry marmalade, lemon curd

      Pickled onions

      Four mustards

      Olives (green, black, wrinkled, smooth)

      Yuzu juice (according to the label)

      Lemons

      A fresh herb collection that made her think of Patrick

      Yeast?

      A melon (genus unknown)

      A cheese drawer á la Zabar’s

      Juniper berries in apple cider vinegar (insert shrug)

      Buttermilk

      Red onions, three kinds of mushrooms, enough veg to start a farm

      Not particularly tantalizing, but she could work with it. Wasting food was not in her vocabulary. A memory flashed through her mind of a meal she and her brother would make when they were young, combining corn flakes and barbecue sauce, pretending it was ribs. She could handle marinated anchovies and a bush of parsley. But the thing she just microwaved (eggplant!) was the best thing she’d eaten in forever and there was more of it.

      Fortified, it was time to explore the rest of the apartment and unpack.

      She lugged her suitcase upstairs and parked it in the guest room, where she’d stay, next to Massi’s daughter’s room. It was designed in a colorful, stylish way with quirky mustache motif wallpaper.

      Unpacking didn’t take long. She didn’t bring much. Clothes, her recording equipment, and her carrot plant, which she left downstairs on the living room windowsill for afternoon sun. She placed a bag of Reese’s minis—her daily vitamin taken nightly—on the nightstand.

      At the opposite end of the hall, overlooking 74th Street and a sliver of Central Park, sat Massimo’s room, extravagantly appointed and generously proportioned. A king bed with a leather headboard, fluffy comforter, and predictably, one of those mattresses that becomes instantly acquainted with all the rounds and divots of one’s body in order to coddle and pave the way for a seamless slumber.

      She flopped back onto the bed with her arms spread wide and took it all in.
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      A grating, persistent buzz broke through Colleen’s subconscious, unsettling her. Like a root canal nightmare. The screeching buzz momentarily stopped, replaced by an aggressive voice that filled the quiet. Then the blasting resumed.

      She popped up into a right angle. Her back rigid with concern, her thoughts woozy with sleep. Quasi-alert, her heart exceeded local speed limits. Where was she? The room was pitch black. It took a moment to crystallize. Massi’s bedroom. She’d fallen asleep on his bed, still made. Her phone said 1:12 a.m. Some psycho was blasting the outside bell.

      What the actual hell?

      She sprang to the window, scuffled with the wooden blinds, and yanked the window open. A gush of cold air blew in. She stuck her head out and grasped the windowsill for stability.

      “Hey, lay off the buzzer!”

      She hugged herself, wrapping her arms around her thin blue tank top. She was barely dressed. Somehow she’d removed her bra and leggings in her sleep, now a puddle on the floor.

      A girl materialized on the sidewalk. A young woman-girl in a confident stance. She peered up at the open window.

      “Who are you?” she snarled, befuddled at the sight of Colleen.

      “Who are you?” Colleen countered.

      “Stella.”

      “Colleen.”

      This cleared up nothing.

      Stella’s arms collapsed to her side. “You gotta be kidding me. You’re my dad’s girlfriend?” she asked with unveiled disgust.

      Confusion resolved. Hell would certainly need to freeze over, then thaw, then flood, then burn, then be hit by an asteroid for that to be true.

      “Does my mother know about you?”

      “I don’t know. No. Maybe.” What the hell did her mother have to do with anything?

      “Whatever. It’s not like I care.” She pointed at the door. “I need to pee. Buzz me in. I don’t have my key.”

      Key? Oh, wonderful. It hadn’t occurred to Colleen that others possessed the key. Or a reason to use it.

      “One sec.” Colleen shut the window and ran to the guest room. She grabbed a pair of slimming jeans and a shirt with a flattering neckline. Not that it was necessary to appear slim or attractive. She glanced in a full-length mirror. Yikes. No wonder this girl’s freaked out. Her dad was a dead ringer for Bobby Cannavale—according to some people, she’d never thought that—so yeah, Colleen might be a letdown.

      One hand raked through her hair as the other slicked on her new lip gloss.

      What the hell was she doing?

      She didn’t need to look presentable. For Massi’s daughter. In the middle of the night. Colleen wasn’t even Massi’s girlfriend! What did she care what his daughter thought? Also, by the way, and much more importantly, Colleen was way more than her appearance. Another wail of the buzzer. This time to the tune of “Row, Row, Row Your Boat.”

      Colleen flew down the stairs, buzzed the girl in and opened the apartment door. She heard the entryway door swoosh open, then rapid footsteps.

      Stella arrived and sneered. “What took you so long? I’m about to pee my pants.” She sidestepped Colleen and ran to the bathroom.

      Once she emerged, she made a beeline for the living room window, stood to the side, and studied the street. Without breaking her gaze, she asked, “Where’s my dad? I need to talk to him.” She shrank back from the window to turn off the lamp. This left them in near total darkness except for the glow of the hall light outside the bathroom. “He can sleep through anything, that guy. I guess I don’t need to tell you that.” She shot Colleen the stink eye. “My parents don’t have the panic reflex most parents have when the phone—or doorbell—rings in the middle of the night.” She stood sentry at the window.

      “How’d you get here? Where’s your mother?”

      “Umm, well, I’m a freshman at Columbia, and my mother stopped driving me around about six years ago. Regarding her whereabouts—good question.” Then a coughing laugh. “I guess my dad doesn’t talk about me much.” She adjusted the blinds so they were nearly closed, then spied between slats.

      Great. Massi left town without telling his daughter. Nor did he mention to Colleen, she might pop by if in need of a porta-potty.

      Stella scrutinized Colleen’s face. “Did you put on lip gloss? That’s seriously fucked up.”

      Colleen wiped it off with the back of her hand when Stella resumed her focus on the street.

      “Expecting someone?” Colleen asked.

      Aldo clip-clopped into the room. He appeared simultaneously bemused, elated and stoned. Once he recalibrated and everything clicked into place, his tail whipped to a frenzy.

      “Aldo!” Stella dove across the floor. He licked her face and smothered her with his body. A new side to Aldo. He was giving cheeseburger and fries love.

      The sound of the buzzer made Stella jolt. “Oh shit.”

      Emotions went from zero to eighty in a blink. Stella bolted from the floor to the window and remained in the corner to avoid being seen. “No way.” She dashed into the hall and quickly shut the light. They were now in total darkness except for a soft glow coming from the street through the middle window where the blinds were open to accommodate Colleen’s plant. “Don’t say anything. Don’t do anything,” she threatened. “And for God’s sake—don’t open the fucking window.”

      “What’s going on? Who is that?” This visit went from not fun to not funny, fast.

      The buzzer wailed.

      “I can’t believe he followed me.” She crawled to the window. “He knows where I live?”

      Live? Colleen would circle back to that later. “Who’s ‘he’?”

      Stella ignored Colleen and texted vigorously on the floor under the window. “Shut those blinds,” she groused.

      “But then I have to move my plant.”

      Stella looked up from her phone. “You keep a plant here?”

      Colleen grasped the sturdy burlap bag by its leather handles and lowered the plant to the floor; the stems were tall enough that the soft foliage tickled her chin. She closed the blinds.

      Quarreling voices lifted from the street. Someone leaned on the buzzer for a stretch, then silence. Aldo slurped from his water bowl in the kitchen.

      “Stella!” A voice hurtled from the street. Stella’s head popped up. “Get down here, now,” he bellowed. Stella’s eyes met Colleen’s.

      Colleen felt herself get jumpy. She didn’t care for that tone. Nope. She’d been on the receiving end of that tone once. She didn’t have the benefit of a third-party intervention, which she could’ve used. Colleen crossed her arms. She shoved her hands in her pockets. She dug her fists into her waist.

      “Stella—I know you’re up there!” Then back on the buzzer.

      Crouched under the window, Stella looked like a toddler.

      In one decisive stride, Colleen was at the window.

      “No.” Stella waved her off.

      Colleen yanked the cord with both hands like she was hoisting a sail, plucked back the lock, and heaved the window open.

      “What are you doing?” Stella pleaded.

      Colleen gripped the sill and thrust her entire torso out the window.

      “Dude. Lay off the bell.” The drunk derelict backed onto the sidewalk. His head wobbled until his eyes landed on Colleen.

      “None of your business.” He staggered and slurred, “I’m talking to Stella.”

      “Well, she’s not talking to you. Not now, not ever. So scram.” She flung her arm toward Central Park.

      He recoiled melodramatically. “Okay, granny. I’m not scramming without her.”

      “Really? Well, if you go to Columbia like your hoodie suggests, you must’ve conned a lot of people because this isn’t complicated—Stella wants nothing to do with you. Get lost.” She flicked her hand.

      He cupped his mouth and shouted, “Stella. Get out here!”

      “Okay, buddy. I’ll dumb it down for you. Clearly, you don’t know who I am. I’ll help you out. I can crush you like a Miller Lite. I have literally ruined people’s lives.” She crossed her arms. “You think those turquoise shorts and loafers make you—what, exactly? I got news for you. You got no game, bro. If your drunken dumb ass ever calls, texts, or even looks at Stella again, I’ll make your life a living hell. You’ll wish you got three hundred on your SATs and were in trade school right now to be a plumber. Because then you’d be useful. And popular.”

      “Think I give a shit who you are?” He lost his balance, then threw his weight the other way to accommodate and wiped out.

      “Well, that makes you an idiot.” Colleen removed herself from the window when a girl appeared next to the clown.

      “Come on.” She tore at his arm. “Let’s go.”

      He tried to shake her loose. “I’m not going. Leave me alone.” Then he shoved her.

      “Hey—” Colleen roared, leaning back outside. Now she was pissed.

      Like a cannonball, Aldo shot across the room and dove at the window. Colleen leapt backward as he curled his paws around the sill, which kept him from soaring through midair. In one succinct blast of menace, a howl came from deep in his stomach, then coursed through his body into a devastating warning. His long vile tongue lashed drool everywhere. Aldo emitted three more threats for good measure. The girl skittered backward, clutching the guy’s arm, wresting him away. Aldo shook his head to release the long drool thread clinging to his mouth, then popped back inside.

      Stupid girls. Why were they hanging out with that loser? It’s not like he was disguising who he was. His ugly aggressive entitlement was on full display. She glanced at Stella. She’d need to learn that one asshole at a time.

      With the window closed and locked, and the blinds lowered and shut, Colleen dusted off her hands.

      “Nice guy.”
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      On her knees, Stella took one last survey of the street, then resumed texting. This demographic had a robust audience in the small hours.

      “I don’t know what’s happening here, obviously,” Colleen said.

      “It’s none of your business.”

      Colleen held up her hands. “Nope.”

      “He’s an ass. I met him during orientation. He lives on four. I’m on two. We were hanging out a lot. Then I caught him with the girl across the hall. So yeah, he has a huge ego, and he’s fucking stupid.” For not wanting to share, Stella was quite forthcoming. “I saw a party pic of him on Instagram kissing another girl who lives upstairs. He doesn’t even leave the fucking building. I want nothing to do with him, but now he’s like 'you’re the only one.’ He can’t take no for an answer.”

      Colleen’s eyebrows spiked.

      “Not like that. He’s not used to a bruised ego. Or dealing with rejection. Typical indulged, privileged asshole. Mother’s an economist, father’s a music mogul. Whatever. I’m over it.”

      Without looking up from her phone, she said, “Thanks for taking the lead on that.” She got off the floor and sank into Colleen’s chair. “You shoulda woke my dad.” She faced Colleen. “‘Scram?’” Her eyes bulged in mock fear, then she slid to the floor to pet Aldo. “You’re all right, you know?” Aldo licked her cheek and nuzzled her. “Thanks for having my back.”

      It was unclear who she was referring to.

      Colleen saw the little girl in Stella’s face as she hugged her dog. College kids were closer to being children than adults, really.

      “Not that my dad would’ve done anything. He’s a wimp. He’d pretend to be asleep to avoid confrontation.” This didn’t surprise Colleen. Some affectations didn’t carry over from one role to another. “Forget my mother. She would’ve said ‘he’s cute’ and invited him in for a drink.”

      Yikes.

      Hopefully Stella would leave before discovering Massi wasn’t there. Colleen didn’t want to be the one to tell her. Above her pay grade.

      Stella motioned upstairs. “My father might as well be in the Hamptons with my mom.”

      Not quite east enough, but getting warmer.

      “What’s there to eat?” She was halfway to the kitchen.

      “Now?” Colleen called after her.

      Aldo trotted behind Stella, and Colleen shuffled behind Aldo. “It’s 2:13.”

      “You don’t have to watch. Go to sleep.”

      “Uh, right. Okay. Well, you’re welcome to sleep here.”

      “Gee thanks,” she said, smirking. “This is my home.”

      Stella found the eggplant parmigiana and shoveled it into her mouth cold. “It’s freezing in here,” she said, and left the kitchen.

      She returned wearing an oversized green sweater, eyeing Colleen warily. “Where’s my dad?”

      Aldo rubbed his head against Stella’s leg. He sat between them, trading glances from one to the other. All he needed was a bowl of popcorn.

      Fuck you, Massi. Colleen wasn’t about to protect him, taking off for a month without telling his daughter—a college freshman, no less. If Massi didn’t care about her feelings, why should she?

      There was that little girl expression again.

      Stella opened the utensil drawer. “Why are all these handles loose?” A second later she had a screwdriver in hand. “Why are you here if he’s not? Is he on a shoot?” Stella must’ve poked her head in Massi’s room and saw an empty bed, mostly made, except for the side where Colleen fell asleep. She still slept on one side these days, despite having the entire bed to herself. Sleeping down the middle felt too permanent. She didn’t want the matchmaking gods to think she was okay with that arrangement.

      “So he didn’t tell you?” Colleen loaded the dishwasher with her back to Stella.

      “Tell me what? He’s in Italy?” She smacked the screwdriver against the counter. “You’re fucking kidding.”

      She slammed her hand on the table, banged a cabinet door, threw a fork in the sink. This wasn’t gearing up to be a funny, “Can you believe that?!” kind of conversation. It seemed Stella wasn’t completely in the dark, either.

      Colleen gave a little nod of acknowledgment. “He’s a fucker all right.”

      “You’d know—he’s fucking you.”

      “He’s not fucking me!”

      “Then you’re fucking him.”

      “No fucking chance.”

      “Okay. Stop using that word.”

      “You started it.” Colleen breathed deeply through her nose. Of all the ludicrous scenarios. “Yes. He’s in Italy.”

      “Typical.” She threw the screwdriver in a drawer and shoved it closed.

      Colleen felt bad for the kid. She was experiencing a lot of change—her parents’ divorce, starting college, leaving home (though only a few blocks away), first guy she meets at school was a douchebag. Now her father was away. She was feeling vulnerable, trying to act tough. Relatable.

      “When did he leave?”

      “Yesterday.”

      “Okay, maybe he’ll call soon.” She looked at her phone. “Maybe it was a last-minute thing. He was probably busy at work and had to race to the airport.” She was talking to herself. “For how long?”

      “A month.”

      “What?” She balked. “You get to stay here? So you moved in. You live here,” she said with air quotes and attitude. “Why not leave that out too. I bet you two couldn’t wait for me to start college. Right?”

      “No. That’s not right at all.”

      “I move out. You move in.” She shook her head. “Honestly, I thought he was hanging out with Bianca, next door. At least she’s his type. You’re”—a quick survey of disapproval—“off brand.”

      Ouch. No worries. Colleen wasn’t insulted. This girl needed to lash out at someone.

      “This is still my home.”

      “Of course.”

      “If you think he doesn’t have a girlfriend in Italy, you’re delusional. He’s young for forty-eight. He doesn’t even Botox. He probably has more than one.”

      “I’m sure.”

      “So my dad’s in Italy, and my mom’s in Peru.” She threw up her hands. “They’re so alike it’s tragic. They’d make a great couple if they didn’t have to be together. My mom’s new ‘soul mate’ is a chef. My dad took it as a slight. They act like high schoolers.”

      Coming from someone ninety days out of high school.

      “How did I turn out so normal? Seriously. They’re so self-consumed. How ’bout thinking of other people? The planet?” She sat at the table. “All this travel,” she mumbled, followed by a quiet moment of contemplation.

      “Are they just gonna keep flying everywhere? Without considering the carbon footprint? I’m not saying never fly again—but electric planes are coming sooner than we think. How ’bout sacrificing a little unnecessary travel? At least balance it out somewhere else. Wake up!”

      Colleen tried not to gawk or lunge as Stella inhaled the last square of eggplant parm.

      “Yeah, my mother’s new beeswax candle line is great and all, but candidly, she was this close to a soy line.” She pinched her thumb and index finger together. “Hello? You know what harvesting soy does to the environment? Deforestation. Soil erosion. Loss of natural habitats. Come on! Get your head out of your ass. How ’bout the planet?—how ’bout humanity? If not for your children’s sake, your children’s children. Not that I’m gonna have any.”

      They were certainly taking a jog around the block.

      “What about the food shortage? My dad aligns himself with an entire industry that dumps food on the daily. Good food. Did you know over fifty percent of college kids are food insecure? Half don’t have three meals a day. My parents are fucking clueless.”

      Stella didn’t seem clueless. Whatever Columbia was charging these days, it was money well spent on this kid. Speaking of clueless, Colleen had no clue so many college kids went without food. It was alarming. Colleen’s college food plan, twenty-one meals, was the reason she was conflicted about dropping out. She’d never had access to food like that before.

      “Wanna know the truth? Am I surprised he went to Italy without so much as a text? A little. That he took a month’s leave from work as the ‘face’ of SAVOR? Maybe. The shocker of all shockers is that he left Aldo. He’s never been away from Aldo for an entire month. Not even during the magazine’s Italian launch. He stayed four days and had Rolf do the rest. Aldo ranks higher than I do.” Stella sprayed the sink down. “It used to upset me.”

      No way was Colleen gonna mention Massi’s Zoom call with Aldo tomorrow.

      “By the way,” Stella added, “I’ll tell him about tonight. I don’t need you getting involved.”

      Seems a little late for that. But whatever.

      “How long have you and your plant been with my dad?”

      Colleen started laughing. This truly was preposterous. Why hadn’t she shut it down earlier? Was it the flattery (if not for all the insults) to be considered Massi’s girlfriend? Not to put herself down—seriously—he was the last person she’d ever date. When she was young she had dated successful, hot, powerful men once or twice for fun. But they weren’t her type. They were phony baloneys. Guys that hid their real side—always the most interesting part about them. They preferred to present a plastic enviable perfection, doomed to crack at some point. Thankfully, dating wasn’t a priority right now. Her Me Period didn’t include a plus one.

      Colleen laughed with an unexpected reserve of energy for three in the morning. “I’m not your father’s girlfriend. I’m not even sleeping with him.”

      Stella flinched. “Really?” She looked puzzled and suspicious. “Thank God. I guess.”

      “Agreed.”

      “So what about that whole ‘Do you know who I am? I squash people.’ Or whatever. ‘I can ruin you’ crap.” Stella’s retelling included a shrill cartoonish voice, goofy gestures, and contorted facial expressions that didn’t resemble Colleen in the least. “Who are you, then?”

      “The dog sitter.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            16

          

          Still Day 2

        

      

    

    
      The fact that Colleen took Aldo on his morning walk on time (if peeing on a car tire in front of the apartment was considered a walk) despite sleeping only four hours, since Stella’s Uber returned her to campus (she insisted) at 3 a.m., and after Aldo had already done his business inside (which she nearly stepped in)—spoke to how seriously she took this job.

      I’m not amused, Al. Don’t expect me to pick up after you inside the apartment, too, she said in her head. He showed no recognition of her thought tirade.

      Back inside, the dog stood under the leash rack and stared at Colleen. His eyes were stone cold sober, somewhat glassy. Brown marbles with a honey-colored center. Was he about to cry? Did dogs do that? One of his ears flicked. Maybe a tap on the head would make Aldo feel better. His shiny fur looked soft to the touch. She drew her hand from her pocket and moved it slowly toward his head. She glanced at his face. He seemed like a pretty discerning dog. Probably only wanted to be pet by his inner circle. She unfastened his leash instead.

      Aldo retreated to the tub, she to the kitchen. Colleen prepared a veg and cheese omelet utilizing a multitude of the fridge’s offerings when Massimo’s name illuminated her phone. He wasn’t supposed to FaceTime until the afternoon.

      “Massimo, everything okay?”

      “Everything is fantastic,” he gleamed. “I had breakfast in Milan, stopped by my favorite tailor to be fit for a blazer, drove through Tuscany, and just arrived at the hotel.”

      “I wasn’t expecting your call until three.”

      “It is three,” he sputtered indignantly. She was supposed to know he meant three his time, not hers. “Hold on, Colleen.”

      She overheard him croon, “Grazie.” Then a melodic, “One key, per favore.” Then, “Is Dom here?”

      The phone shifted. It zeroed in on Massi’s waistline—a brown leather belt, a pregnant pause on his crotch. Then swooped up to his chin.

      “Dom-a?” a woman asked thoughtfully. “No, I’m sorry, signore.” Colleen couldn’t see her, but she could sense regretful head shaking. “I will tell him.”

      Silence.

      “—send your luggage—” The lady’s voice kept cutting out.

      “Hey, Massi. You’re breaking up. Just call me later,” Colleen said.

      “If I wanted to call you later, you wouldn’t hear from me now.” Ironically, irritated Massi was clear as a bell.

      “Just go to your room. I’m sure the WiFi is great there,” Colleen suggested, as the view changed to full-face Massi.

      “Colleen, please, please, please—do yourself a favor and resist the useless urge to tell me what to do. Shockingly, my room isn’t ready. So much for being the cousin of the owner.” He threw up his hand. “The very cousin who’s here to save the day.”

      That was a bit much.

      “Where’s Dom now?” he mused, rhetorically.

      Convalescing?

      “Nowhere to be found. Typical.”

      He asked about Aldo. Did she take him to the park? Did he eat breakfast? Did he poop? Where did he sleep? Good lord. What would happen when Aldo left for college? She wondered if he’d been in touch with Stella. His actual child. In actual college.

      Searching for the strongest WiFi, Massi, unwittingly, took Colleen on a tour of the hotel. Through stone archways, down halls adorned with fish murals in watery colors, on a terrace in the glow of a hazy sun, the glittering sea, cliffs dotted with colorful dwellings. It was spectacular.

      “Can you hear me now? Repeat the part about the park. Did you see Lucy?”

      “Not yet. We⁠—”

      “One sec. Just got a text—my room is ready! They certainly hopped to it when they discovered who I was. Thank God. I’m exhausted.”

      He backtracked down the hall, unlocked the door, and entered his room.

      “Can you hear me?”

      Just as she began to speak, he said, “You know what? I need to use the bathroom. I’ll call you—” A knock at the door interrupted him. “Hold one sec. Someone’s here.”

      The door swooshed open. A male voice said, “Mr. Locatelli? Welcome. You are looking for me?”

      “Uh, no. Who are you?”

      “I am Dom. At your service, signore. Fabrizia explained to me.”

      Massi snickered. “No, no. There seems to be some confusion.” Chuckle, chuckle. “I’m looking for Dom—” (an emphasis on the m for some reason) “the owner. Dom Locatelli (crisp consonants). He is my cousin, and I am here to—well, to save . . .”

      No he was not.

      “That’s not important. Please tell Dom Locatelli I’ve arrived.”

      “Dom Locatelli? Hmph. I do not know this Dom Locatelli. I will explain to Fabrizia.”

      “Dom the owner. The owner of this place. This hotel.” Massi used the phone to jab at the floor (up down up down) to signal which hotel (this one). Colleen felt like she was on a Disney ride. She closed her eyes while he sorted out the Dom situation.

      “Ah. The owner of this hotel.” The wrong Dom clapped. He sounded like a swell guy.

      “Yes. Exactly.” Massi sighed with relief. Colleen had a close-up view of his thigh.

      “Ah, okay. Chiara Ricci and her lovely sons, Nino e Salvatore. The owners of this adored hotel. Okay-a. I will explain to her.”

      “No, no. Explain what? You must be mistaken. This is La Gemma, is it not?”

      “Sì. World famous La Gemma—where holiday dreams come true. Allora.”

      “The owner of La Gemma is Dominic Locatelli. Surely you know him?”

      “Surely, I do not.” The wrong Dom, it seemed, needed to go. Impatience tinged his voice.

      “He had a heart attack, so if you’re new here, maybe you haven’t met him yet,” Massi cajoled. Colleen was familiar with this tack of Massi’s, when he was being schooled but unwilling to acquiesce, so he pushed back with faux charm, faux diplomacy.

      “I am very sorry about Signore Locatelli’s heart. I have been at La Gemma for twenty-two years. The longest of any person. Except for Chiara, of course. She will happily help you. But I must go.”

      And just like that, the wrong Dom vanished, leaving Massi in a tizzy, dissatisfied in one language or another. For Massi, the only thing worse than being wrong was appearing wrong. Whether Massi forgot Colleen was on the phone the entire time, waiting to engage with her powerful boss, saver of the day, cousin of the right Dom—or whether he was finished talking to people in general—he ended the call.
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      The first full day of Colleen’s Me Period commenced with mind and body pampering. It included soothing spa music, a good long stretch, Pilates, deep breathing to unblock stress, and meditation focused on her intentions for the remaining twenty-nine days.

      In the bathroom, an entire Walgreens aisle of nail polish crammed the bottom vanity drawer. Her eye was drawn to a creamsicle color in a thick glass bottle. Before applying her mani-pedi, she peeled off the Glow Girl facial mask which provided “intense hydration”, and the “brightening décolletage mask” to “repair sun damage.” Next: selfies and a quick pic of Aldo in the tub for Insta. So much good content in her new life and surprisingly, Tad wasn’t hounding her. Pampering took time and energy. It was already lunchtime. While she ate, she’d create a to-do list. Every morning she’d start the day with reviewing Backstage.com. She needed to dip her toe in ASAP. Email her agent. Record some audio auditions. Schedule commercial auditions. She couldn’t wait to jump in. Right after her mani-pedi dried. And Aldo’s afternoon walk.

      “Let’s go, Al,” she called. “Walk time.” Maybe they’d get farther than the front steps. “Pronto, doggo! I don’t have all day!” Oh the irony. This dud of a dog was, for the next month, the center of her universe. “Put a little pep in that step, would ya.” She clapped in encouragement. “We’re living the high life here.”

      Outside, someone across the street shouted, “Aldo!” A spry young man leading a canine ballet. At least seven pooches. In every configuration. They pranced in unison. An effortless, coordinated movement. Feet light as croissants. Tails pointed at the rooftops, bobbing with gaiety. Prance, prance, prance. Each weightless step a jubilant forward motion. The guy waved.

      Colleen waved back and smiled for appearances. She pretended everything was under control and that they—she and the dog walker—spoke the same language, traveled the same circles. “Hi,” she stammered. Embarrassed, honestly. She couldn’t get one step out of Aldo. She couldn’t get him to lift his butt. Then just like that, as if reading her mind—he stood. She waved this time with exuberance, though Aldo’s friend had already rounded the corner.

      Okay, progress. Aldo just needed to get used to the new sheriff in town. That’s all. A period of adjustment. Same for Colleen. She tugged gently on the leash in the direction of the park. Aldo beelined to the stairs and climbed them with certainty. “Buddy, we need to go for a walk, walk.” He didn’t break his gaze on the door.

      “What about your bladder? Hold it in, and you’re looking at a UTI in a day. Two max.” She shrugged to demonstrate her indifference. Nothing from Al.

      “Fine. If that’s what you want.” She walked toward the steps. “I don’t care. I get to use a toilet. And I’ve got season four of Schitt’s Creek to watch.”

      All this talk of peeing made her rush to the bathroom. While washing her hands, she heard a knock at the door. Strange, she didn’t buzz anyone in.

      At the door, she squinted through the peephole.

      A young woman with hair piled into a messy bun of extraordinary altitude, wearing a long embroidered multi-colored jacket, oversized clear-framed glasses, lots of earrings and just as many necklaces, stood there with two packed grocery bags in hand. “Hello! It’s Yasmin.”

      What the heck was this? A friend of Stella’s?

      Without hesitating, Colleen opened the door. A look of surprise brightened the girl’s already exuberant face. She strode in, passing Colleen.

      To say that Colleen was all of a sudden in a trance-like awe might explain her lack of discernment in letting a complete stranger inside the apartment. She slowly closed the door.

      “I gotta put these down. Jesus, they’re heavy. I carried them all the way from Zabar’s.” She then air-kissed Colleen on both cheeks and squeezed her arm. Colleen allowed this without flinching or making that face she makes when someone has violated her personal space. This stranger had an It Girl aura that radiated in an orbit around her. “I don’t know why I’m being stubborn about getting one of those wheelie carts the old ladies use.”

      She smiled at Colleen, clapped her hands, wriggled out of her backpack until it gently met the floor and removed her jacket. A sheer pink, high-necked ruffly shirt was revealed. Under that, a black lace bra. Tight green and purple plaid pants flared at the ankle. On her feet were patent leather burgundy boots with a bulbous toe, as if stung by a bee, and thick rubber heels. Good for construction work or moon hikes. Colleen never would’ve worn all that together, unless they were the only five pieces she owned, but it seemed like a no-brainer for this girl.

      “Ooh, love your joggers.” The friendly stranger pointed up and down Colleen’s legs. “Very cool.” Clasping her hands together, she created a shelf for her chin and stared at Colleen’s nine-year-old faded, pilling sweatpants. Colleen made a mental note to start calling them joggers.

      “Thanks.” Colleen looked down at her knees. “I just wear them”—she shrugged—“around.”

      “Oh wow.” Yasmin stared at the bookcase. “Something’s new—the brick? Actually, that’s old, right? Didn’t Emelie cover the brick?” she said to herself. “Stella said Massi did some restorations.” She spun around on her massive heels, nimble as Misty Copeland, and bent over the bags on the floor. “Time for sangria.”

      Food items plucked from the bag now lined the rug. “I hope this didn’t—nope, didn’t spill.” A large fluted glass jug with a red stopper came out next. Yasmin beamed as she lifted it skyward, like it was Simba at Pride Rock.

      The sangria was a glorious summer sunset of mango and strawberries and peaches. “The secret,” she said, tapping the glass, "is Cointreau. Whenever choosing between more alcohol or less alcohol . . .” She winked. She spotted glasses on the bar cart behind the sofa. “Can I use those?”

      “Sure.” Colleen still didn’t know who this person was or what she was doing here. Sangria first.

      “I love your vibe. I’m getting the best energy from you,” Yasmin said, while using her hand like a metal detector, gliding up and down between them.

      “Thanks.” She wondered what kind of vibe. Colleen was surprised how comfortable she was with this girl. She didn’t feel cautious at all, like she’d become with most people.

      “There’s ice in there.” Colleen gestured to a wooden panel on the bookcase that was actually a mini-fridge.

      “Right.” She turned toward the fridge. “I used to have a locket like that.” Yasmin pointed at Colleen’s neck. “My grandmother gave it to me when I was young, but I lost it.”

      Colleen fingered the charm’s smooth gold and tiny diamond chip in the oval’s center. She started wearing it again recently. During the Christopher years she tucked it away. It was best not to wear photos of one man while married to another. Part of her, back then, was relieved to stop wearing it. It was overdue. Now this locket was a talisman of joy and a reminder of love.

      “My first husband gave it to me. Patrick. Just before he died,” Colleen said.

      The girl stopped scooping ice. “Oh man. I’m so sorry.”

      That was totally out of character for Colleen. She’d never share something so personal with a stranger. Or with half the people she knew, actually. Being the subject of someone’s careful attention was rare. As much as this girl was flitting around with groceries and tending bar, she was locked in.

      “The fruit’s been soaking since yesterday.” She poured two glasses and took a sip. Her eyes rolled back. “Oh my God, it’s freaking amazing—try it.” She handed Colleen a glass. She took her phone from the back pocket of her plaid pants. “Jeez—it’s six thirty? I gotta get going.” She grabbed a bag from the floor.

      That was fast.

      Yasmin looked around frantically. “Where’s Snooki?”

      “Uh . . .” Colleen slowly lifted her shoulders. “No idea.”

      “Jesus . . .” She ran to the door and tore it open. Sitting on the mat was a flat-faced dog with a tail coiled like rotini. It trotted inside and shot Yasmin a look that said this isn’t over. The dog’s face was deeply creviced and sooty, like it had been searching for a sausage in a mound of ashes.

      “Save the attitude. You coulda said something. Go find Aldo.” Yasmin flung a skedaddle hand. Snooki sauntered out of the room with swaying hips.

      “Wanna help?” Yasmin clutched a bag to her chest. “You make the bouquet garni while I work on the mirepoix? We can have it ready for when Massi gets here,” she hollered from down the hall. “Where is he, anyway?”

      Why were people always looking for him?
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      Once Colleen gathered the apples, butter, heavy cream, and bottle of bourbon back into the bag and did some quick Googling, she followed the sangria fairy to the kitchen.

      Yasmin squatted to stroke Aldo’s long ears. “Who’s a good boy? Who’s a good boy?” She kissed his head and popped off the floor to rifle through cabinets, gathering various cutting boards and a colander. “Can you hand me the chef’s knife?” She pointed to the metal strip above the counter that magnetically held a horror movie’s worth of knives. If only they were labeled. She randomly grabbed a few, hoping the right one was among them.

      Wait. Could Yasmin be Massi’s girlfriend? Young. Beautiful. Lovely. Arrived with groceries and wine, ready to prepare a meal. It checked out.

      “Listen, about Massi,” Colleen said.

      “Oh no. What?” Yasmin faced Colleen. “I hope it’s not what I heard.” She pressed her palms together, like she was praying.

      “Umm,” Colleen stammered, with a feeling they weren’t talking about the same thing.

      Yasmin darted to the pantry and disappeared behind the door.

      “Massi isn’t here.”

      “Obviously.” She peeked her head out. “No offense, I picked up on that.” She returned with a few onions in hand. Surprisingly, they still had their green tops, as if they were homegrown. “Is he—okay?”

      “Okay?” Colleen’s shoulders crept up to meet her ears. “I think so.” Their orbits seemed to be in different galaxies. Despite sharing a sun.

      Yasmin looked at the clock on the oven. “Where is he? We won’t be eating till midnight.” She opened the butter. “I should make the dough first.”

      “Italy.” And with those five letters the spell was broken.

      Yasmin looked at her blankly. “Huh.” She stood still and twirled a strand of hair that escaped the bun.

      “Yeah.” Colleen added a crazy, huh? exhale.

      “Italy?” Her eyes flitted around. “Respect. Cool. So, yeah. What about dinner? Did he say anything about that? He didn’t cancel. I feel bad now. I’ve totally ruined your night.”

      Yasmin abandoned the butter and returned to the sangria. “Everyone’s coming. Oscar just texted.” She checked her phone. “He’s on his way.” She showed Colleen the text as proof.

      “Oscar?”

      “Everyone. Now what? I guess we don’t need Massi. He usually cooks the main, though.”

      Yasmin surveyed Colleen carefully. “Sorry, what’s your connection again?” She tilted her head. “Were you here last time? I had to miss.” She sipped her wine. “Oh—are you and Massi . . .” She gestured in a way that suggested togetherness.

      “Me? No.”

      “But you’re a new Haute Potato, bienvenue!”

      “Uh . . .” Wrong orbit confirmed. Haute Potato? Yeah, no. What even was that? Food again. Everything was about food with these people. Colleen’s connection with food was: she got hungry, she ate. Her meals weren’t dictated by a food pyramid, a nutritional plan, more gluten, less gluten, whether it once had a pulse or not.

      Actually, Colleen’s connection with food was way more complicated than that. If she was forced to think about it, she’d had an inconsistent and turbulent relationship with food. It started out healthy, and along the way became desperate, then joyous, then incited anger and bitterness. At SAVOR she was appalled by the decadence and waste. Finally, her relationship became one of necessity, which was where she currently stood on the issue.

      When Colleen was a kid, after her father’s death, her mother had a breakdown. Weeks and months would go by during which Anna didn’t get out of bed. Colleen and her brother often had to fend for themselves. There were dinner invitations to friends’ homes. An aunt who occasionally delivered groceries. One of Anna’s friends had a hunch something was going on, though she couldn’t have known the extent, otherwise she would’ve intervened. She’d bring tuna casserole. Meatloaf. Stuffed peppers. Those days felt special. Colleen and her brother didn’t discuss it with each other, and they never asked people for food. That would’ve been shameful. Nothing they had ever went wasted. Anything could be a meal.

      People dedicated hours planning, shopping, preparing, cooking, serving, eating. This made her simultaneously envious and repulsed. Food fanfare. Food peacocking. It was so indulgent and sentimental. All about family. Togetherness. Ritual. Family recipes. Family roots. Family meals. She floated outside that universe.

      Colleen’s father died when she was ten. He was thirty-seven. Soon after, her brother left home, leaving Colleen with her struggling mother. The end of family everything.

      Yasmin’s phone rang. “Karl’s bringing the veal. Don’t ask. Ossobuco wasn’t my idea.” She sipped her sangria. “He’ll know what to do—he’s a butcher, for God’s sake. Anyway, Anais can cook anything. I guess we don’t need Massi.” She sighed. “Except he’s the funny one.”

      Funny?

      She looked up from the flour canister. “Sorry. Who are you, again?” She pointed at Colleen, and a flour cloud floated through the air.

      “Colleen.” She pointed at herself. “The dog sitter.”

      “Oh, nice.” Yasmin nodded. “He’s a champ, that Aldo. Love that dog. Cool gig.” She smiled. “I always wanted to be a dog walker. How can your life get better than that, you know?” A dog walker was a dog sitter minus the apartment. The apartment was the only thing Colleen liked about this gig.

      “Cheers.” Yasmin raised her sangria, and they clinked glasses.

      “I’m actually an actor,” Colleen added. As if that’s how everyone knew her. Yet even she couldn’t remember her last acting job. It couldn’t hurt to manifest.

      “No kidding?” She kneaded the dough. “Anything I’d know?”

      “Know?” She felt her cheeks heat up. The outside buzzer shrieked with perfect timing.
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      “Hey, Liz,” Yasmin said, as the two women hugged. “Massi’s not here.” She added whatevs shoulders and closed the door.

      “Typical,” Liz rebuked. “Working late?” She shrugged off a soft pink sweater, revealing the deep neckline of a geometric-patterned dress, and lots of tanned leg and simple slides that probably cost more than Massi's mortgage payments. “Jeez, he’s really in denial. It’s intervention time. To-night.”

      “What? No. Don’t be dramatic.”

      “We’re his friends.”

      “Liz, no.” She shook her head in fast flutters. “He’s not here, anyway.”

      “When he gets here.”

      An intervention? Jesus. What kind of trouble was he in? She felt a pang of something that felt strangely like concern. No, Colleen. You’re here to take care of a dog. Not to have feelings.

      “He’s in Italy. Left yesterday.” Aldo and Snooki waltzed in. Yasmin picked her dog up and snuggled her.

      Liz shrank back and clutched her pearls. Literally. (Earrings, but still.) She looked like a stereotypical Greenwich, Connecticut investment banker wife. She was in her forties, but probably leaving the decade soon, while Colleen had arrived recently-ish. A fashionable brown bob, great bone structure, long and lean, everything the Saks Fifth Avenue woman (with a personal stylist) embodied. She briefly eyed Colleen from across the room.

      Colleen could probably benefit from putting a little effort into her appearance. It might even feel good.

      “He forgot to tell us,” Yasmin added.

      “How’d you get in?” Liz probed. Then hoisted a hitchhiking thumb toward Colleen and said, “Who’s that?”

      Colleen waved at them as she pretended to search for something on the bookcase.

      “Massi's dog sitter. She let me in. Karl brought the shanks. We’re gonna stay. Massi bought everything. His refrigerator doesn’t look like someone left for a month.”

      “A month? Stay? Slow down.” She flipped the ends of her bob. "I’m not staying without Massi. Has anyone called him?” She returned one arm to her sweater. “You’re cooking without him? I don’t want any part of that. With his lady friend here?” She grimaced. “He must really be in a slump.”

      “She’s the dog sitter.”

      “Italy for a month? Without telling us? Does anyone know what that’s about?”

      “Probably his dog sitter. Ask her. She’s very nice.”

      “Okay, whatever you want to call her. I’m sure she’s the dog sitter.” Liz coughed. And thrummed her fingers against her upper arm. “How did I not know about this? With my sources.” She quieted a moment and dug her phone from her tidy croc-embossed purse. “Is it SAVOR related?” She plunked onto the sofa and became engrossed in texting.

      Anais arrived, sprite like a pixie, wearing a t-shirt that said #thatsthetweet. They all moved to the kitchen, including Liz, who decided she’d stay to “keep an eye on things.” The buzzer rang again.

      “Must be Oscar,” Anais said.

      Colleen texted Massimo, though he was surely sleeping.

      
        
          
            
              
        Sorry you’re missing the dinner party I’m hosting tonight. Serving haute potatoes.

      

      

      

      

      

      Everything Colleen loved about New York was happening right now in this apartment. Its strange serendipitous weirdness. How anything could happen at any time. It reminded her of how she used to live. How she used to be. It made her Me Period human interaction sabbatical look stupid. Sad. Tragic.

      A few unexpected blows could really suck the life out of a girl.

      Oscar swept into the kitchen with an armful of wine. “This is gonna blow your mind. Just got it yesterday. Wish Massi was here. The fucker’s in Italy—so screw him.” Oscar, a chatterbox sommelier, with an eye for a perfectly tailored suit and crisp white shirt which dispelled the fact that he’d been working all day, if one called attending wine tastings work.

      Lively kitchen activity ensued with everyone participating in the preparation. Bursts of chatter crescendoed then subdued into moments of silent reverence, as if they were performing a scared ritual.

      Karl “braised” the veal, and Anais stirred the “holy trinity” while the wine flowed freely and, as conversation returned to Massi, Liz pointed at her upright palm, which was pressed to the side of her mouth conspiratorially, to remind everyone that Colleen was in the room. Someone effortlessly changed the subject.

      A sangria-plied Yasmin filled Colleen in on the Haute Potatoes. Among the tidbits was a casual aside that Liz lost her virginity to Massimo during their freshman year at Fordham. The fact that they’d remained friends ever since scored a point for Massi in Colleen’s mind.

      Apparently, Yasmin, the youngest of the bunch, spent summers in the Hamptons with the Locatellis, babysitting Stella years ago. She and Stella remained close. Massi taught Yasmin how to cook during those summers. But baking became her passion, and now, at twenty-nine, she proudly owned Sweetie Pie Bakeshop in Hell’s Kitchen.

      Karl, an outsized wholesale butcher in the meat packing district, with a booming voice and a stained shirt, treated Colleen like the hired hand. Technically she was, but not his. That didn’t stop him from telling her to wipe the counters, turn down the AC, and fetch tomato paste from the grocer around the corner. Thankfully Yasmin snatched the twenty from Karl’s outstretched hand to fetch it herself, and took the dogs with her.

      It was after eleven by the time they finished the main course. With dessert still yet to come, Colleen slipped out of the apartment to sit in the hallway for some quiet. Before she closed the door, she spotted Aldo watching her. She thought he’d fallen asleep. “What’s up, Al?” He dawdled into the hall to join her.

      He pirouetted three times and lowered his butt onto the doormat monogrammed with a tasteful L. His head spilled onto the cool floor, leaving his velvety ears fanned out like wings. He closed his eyes. Colleen sat next to him on the top step.

      “Tuckered out, huh, Al?” she said softly.

      They sat quietly. Sitting in the armpit of the hallway. With its acoustical advantages, she heard her thoughts with the utmost clarity. Some for the first time.

      After a mere twenty-four hours of stepping outside the edge of what normal life had become, it gave her shocking perspective. And honestly, she didn’t want any. She was drunk. Flushed on imported wine, decadent food, and the laughter of friends. None of it hers. Yeah, it was fun to be part of this dinner, but she had to remember she wasn’t part of it at all.

      Hot tip: when you’re drunk, don’t think too much.

      Another unexpected revelation: Colleen couldn’t throw a dinner party among friends even if she’d wanted to, which she didn’t. Brooke lived in Atlanta. Christopher’s friends were off-limits. She lost touch with Patrick’s far-flung sisters once she got remarried. Who was there? Who? No one? No one?

      She felt her pulse race. Probably the excessive Barolo. Mixed with sangria. And port. She didn’t need to have a dinner party. Why would she? She was on a self-initiated people sabbatical!

      Yeah, she and Christopher were wrong for each other and shouldn’t be married anymore. But their relationship had provided two things: a default friend and default family.

      She leaned back with her arms behind her. “So these are his friends, huh, Al? They’re nice,” she said tentatively. Aldo quietly groaned. “I wonder if they know what I know about your daddy?” No reaction from Aldo. She stretched her legs out down the stairs. “I know he’s your sugar daddy. All you see are T-bone scraps from a tummy-rubbing sweet talker. I might pant for that too, honestly.” She sighed. “I won’t taint your view of him. You got a good thing here.”

      Aldo’s head shot up.

      “Hello?” said a voice in the hall.

      Colleen’s body tightened. There had been no sound of a door opening or footsteps. Like the hello-er had been there, listening.

      “Hello . . .” she replied.

      Aldo soared down the stairs in a blur. Simultaneously, a snappy bark and delicate clicks raced up the stairs. Aldo and a slight dog with attentive ears met on the landing below. They barked and sniffed and circled each other in a dizzying display of—friendship?

      “Aldo, where you been, man? Ruggles missed you.”

      Colleen followed behind, and when she stretched her neck around the bend, she saw a young guy unlocking the first-floor apartment.

      He looked up and spotted Colleen. “Oh, hey. Thought you were Massi.”

      “No. Colleen.”

      “Fez, nice to meet you.” Holding his door open with his foot, he rolled a bike up on one wheel into the apartment. He was very fit and cute, except for the spandex unitard shorts. The world did not need to see his junk bulge. Brand logos in bright colors crowded his ensemble à la NASCAR. He was either coming from a race at eleven o’clock at night or the kind of guy who wore his lift ticket off the slopes for the rest of the winter.

      “Is Massi away?”

      “Uh . . .”

      “We look after each other, so⁠—”

      “Yeah.” She wasn’t sure how much to divulge. Just because they were neighbors didn’t mean they were neighborly. He could be telling her anything.

      “I haven’t heard his footsteps in a few days.” He glanced at Colleen’s feet with a sheepish smile. “Or smelled his aftershave.”

      TMI.

      “Oh hey, props on getting rid of Stella’s visitor.” He rolled his eyes. “Fucking drunk college boys. Wasn’t even cute.” He picked up his dog with one hand. “You’re Aldo’s sitter?”

      “Yeah.” He sure knew a lot. Did that make her more comfortable or less? The smell of Yasmin’s apple caramel tarts wafted through the hall. “I better get back.” She pointed upstairs. “Come on, Aldo.” She climbed the stairs by two.

      Karl’s voice bellowed from the kitchen as he imitated someone, followed by the amused approval of his audience. As she approached, theories about Massi’s sudden exit were flying. Oscar: “He’s getting work done.” Karl: “He’s getting laid.” Anais: “He’s on assignment.” Yasmin: “He’ll tell us when he gets back.”

      Colleen stood in the entrance of the kitchen when Liz said, “You’re all wrong.” She closed her eyes briefly and put her phone down. “This stays here, folks.” The chatter sputtered to a halt. “They fired him.”

      Oh, shit. Colleen surrendered both hands in the air. “I had nothing to do with that.”

      Suspicious glances propagated like dandelions in the park. Probably an odd thing for the dog sitter to say. She should’ve stopped drinking before the cheese course.

      “No one thinks that,” Yasmin said unconvincingly. “Of course you didn’t.”

      Silent confusion hung heavy in the room. Anais flipped the switch for the food disposal. The grinding metal roar filled the awkward quiet. Karl drained the port. The kitchen became ultra chilly, fast, so she retreated to the living room.

      Wow. They finally fired him. She texted Brooke.

      “Wants his frenemies close,” she heard someone say in the kitchen. “Trust her?” They all spoke at the same time. “According to my sources . . .” Chair legs screeched against the floor. “I heard she did.” The sink faucet gushed. “We should go.”

      They started to clean up, but Colleen insisted on doing it herself (in the morning). They left single file like ducklings. Liz offered a tight smile. Karl grabbed a bottle of red from the pantry and tucked it into his jacket. Yasmin hugged her and said, “See you at the dog park.”

      She was too exhausted to process Massi’s—unseating. Did she have anything to do with it? Of course not. It had been years since Colleen was at SAVOR. Once her head hit the pillow, her phone pinged with a slow wave of texts from Massi as the sun rose in Italy.

      
        
          
            
              
        Shoot. Forgot about the dinner.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I wish I was there.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I wish I wasn’t here.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I wish I knew what I wished.

      

      

      

      

      

      Why was he whining to her? It was tough to feel sorry for a guy renowned in the rarefied food world, with a multimillion dollar New York City apartment, all his hair, a great kid who loved him, a nonstop flow of people kissing his ass, a closet dedicated to footwear, all the streaming channels, currently texting from a fancy hotel on the Italian coast where he’d spend a month, gratis.

      It always seemed like good things happened to people who had good things, and crappy things happened to people who had crappy things. Like a person’s worthiness of the finer things in life depended on their current possession of them. If they didn’t have them already, they mustn’t be worthy of getting them.

      Maybe the tides were changing for Colleen, considering the good fortune of her temporary home, and news that Massi was finally ousted from SAVOR. Though it was uncool to gloat about that now, while under his employ, living in his home. That could surely invite bad juju her way. She didn’t need that.

      
        
          
            
              
        BTW, what did you tell them?

      

      

      

      

      

      Optics. Always optics.

      
        
          
            
              
        The truth.

      

      

      

      

      

      Though now she wondered what the truth was.
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      Colleen woke to a sizable headache, sun gushing through the blinds she failed to close last night, wearing yesterday’s clothes. Boosted up by her elbows, she grabbed the side of the mattress to stop the bed from spinning.

      Her phone said eleven thirty. Jesus. She’d already missed Aldo’s breakfast and morning walk. Why didn’t he wake her?

      Halfway down the stairs, she heard someone in the kitchen. She grabbed the railing. She stood quietly panicked, hand pressed against her chest. A drawer slammed shut, and her head jerked. Her thumb hovered over her phone, ready to swipe “Emergency.”

      Where was Aldo? She eyed the front door and estimated how quickly she could get there.

      “Ma che cazzo!”

      Oh. No.

      A torrent of angry Italian erupted from the kitchen. What was she doing here? Did she ring the bell? Did Colleen sleep through it? Why didn’t Aldo bark? Why have a dog if not to protect against riffraff?

      Something metal bashed against something else metal. Colleen’s brain throbbed against her skull.

      “Let’s get this prima donna who thinks this is a frat house, where she can throw parties, trash the place, sleep in, and let you shit the rug!” said the Italian housekeeper.

      Colleen flinched in syncopation with the cold crack of a metal ladle repeatedly smacking the bottom of a soup pot. With Gloria leading the band. She clung to the railing mid-flight.

      “What the hell, Gloria?” Colleen yelled over the side of the railing. “What are you doing here? You scared the shit out of me.” Colleen’s heart was beating in the back of her throat.

      Gloria looked up at Colleen. “Did I? Where did your shit land? On the rug, too? Next to Aldo’s?” Gloria stopped whacking the pot, but the echo ricocheted in Colleen’s head.

      “You’ve been here one day and you’re having parties already? Letting your loser friends trash the place and Aldo shit everywhere? Do you know what time it is?” She smacked her own wrist with the spoon right above a very fancy watch for daytime.

      Aldo should’ve woken her if he needed to go that badly. He should be held partially responsible.

      “How do you know he hasn’t been out already?” Colleen shoved this bold-faced lie back at her.

      Gloria shut her eyes and didn’t answer. Instead she said, “I stuck my neck out for you.”

      Colleen stared at Gloria’s neck, wrapped three times in a fuzzy leopard-print scarf in the middle of September. She couldn’t have stuck it out very far. Who could even find it?

      “I told him to hire you. Me.” She jabbed herself in the chest with the ladle. Good thing she was wearing her puffer because that would’ve hurt. “He was about to hire the hummer. With the hairy armpits. Humming and humming. I couldn’t take it. How do you hum off-key?”

      Colleen thought no one else was available.

      “I told Massi, ‘hire the old one.’”

      Old one?

      “The sad one.”

      Sad?

      “‘She’s got something,’ I told him. I couldn’t put my finger on it. But even Gloria Tuzzi can be wrong.” Her arms flopped to her sides, both hands clutched a kitchen prop. “I’ll admit—it’s rare,” she said haughtily. “You know what the hummer had over you? Everything.” The ladle stabbed the air. “Experience. Maturity. Responsibility. A brain.”

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa. Put the spoon down before you hurt someone. Let’s back up, shall we? The people here last night were not my loser friends. They’re Massi's loser friends. The Haute Potatoes, or whatever they call themselves.”

      “What?” She contemplated that. “Figures.” Her expression morphed from angry to mildly curious. “The Snooty Foodies.” She rolled her eyes. “Was Liz here? Be careful of that one. She’s a double-crosser. She’s got her hooks in Massi. Thinks she knows everything.”

      Ditto for the housekeeper.

      She threw the ladle into the pot. “How Massimo is still friends with her—wait. They stayed for dinner? Without Massimo? Was that Liz’s idea?”

      “No, actually. She wanted to leave.” Boy, Massi sure did get tight with his staff. “He forgot to tell them he had to hightail it out of the country. Guess who threw a spontaneous dinner party on the first day of her dog-sit-ting job? Uh, let me check here . . . hold on . . .” Colleen looked at an imaginary job description in her palm, “Yeah, no. Host dinner party for five strangers who drink a ton, talk endlessly about food, treat you like the hired help, talk crap about Massi while they’re in his home—at least I wait till I’m out in the hall—nope, not in the job description.” She offered a tight smile.

      “You are the hired help.”

      “Takes one to know one.”

      “What?” she snapped, looking confused. “Numero uno”—the spoon returned—“don’t make it sound like he’s running from the law. Numero due, taking the dog out so it doesn’t shit on the antique Persian is in your job description.” Gloria stared at Colleen with steely eyes and a mouth shut tight; her lips curled like crimped pie crust.

      Colleen couldn’t suppress the urge to gander at the rug. Which one was Persian? She did notice the smell of something vile. It intensified her nausea.

      “This was a mistake. Out of all the qualified applicants . . .” Gloria rested the soup pot on one hip. “I’ll call the hummer today, and pray to God she hasn’t taken another job. I hope you didn’t unpack.” She stomped back to the kitchen.

      “How did you get in?” Colleen followed her and spotted Aldo under the table, a mound of wispy hair. He guiltily averted her glance.

      He stood, repositioned himself at Gloria’s side, and rubbed his snout up and down her leg. Apparently, the teams had been drawn. He had the appearance of a man bribed. Funny how she recognized that look. Sure enough, Gloria’s hand concealed something that Aldo showed interest in. He nuzzled his pinkish-brown nose into her closed palm, then moved his jaw enthusiastically, and Gloria’s hand disappeared into her coat pocket. Aldo licked his chops and swept a patch of floor with his long tongue where crumbs had fallen. That technique looked easy enough. Colleen wasn’t above bribing. Something she and Gloria had in common.

      Gloria held out a set of keys and jangled them. “It’s cleaning day. Which would be every day if you stayed here. Alas, you’re not staying. Before you go, you’re cleaning up after Aldo. Don’t expect me to do it.”

      Colleen subconsciously flared her nostrils at Al.

      “And another thing,” her voice dropped, “do not mention this to Massi.”

      “Which is it? You want him to know, or you don’t want to know?” Colleen was confused.

      “I make the decisions here.”

      The cleaning ladies were ballsy in this town. Gloria’s phone pinged, and she left the kitchen. Colleen texted Brooke. She might need the catering gig after all, and a sofa.

      There was chatter at the front door. A moment later a young woman popped into the kitchen. “Morning—” She opened the cabinet beneath the sink, collected cleaning products into a pail and poof, she was gone. Gloria’s helper. Colleen pitied the girl. Made sense, though. One elderly person dressed for a blizzard couldn’t clean this entire apartment herself. Speaking of old.

      Gloria reappeared in the kitchen and opened the skinny cabinet next to the window.

      “Where’s the Listerine?” she gruffed. “It’s always right here.”

      “In the kitchen?”

      “What have you done with it?”

      “Nothing. I never saw it. People usually keep it in the bathroom, just saying.”

      “Okay, we don’t need your approval. I need to rinse to keep my throat free of bacteria.”

      Gloria rummaged through various cabinets, then moved on to the refrigerator. This made Aldo pop off the floor.

      “Is there special food in there for Aldo?” Colleen asked. “Massimo didn’t say. In case I need to feed him before the hummer arrives.”

      Having a dog in 1980s suburbia was a lot different than having a dog today. Not that Colleen had one, but her best friend did. It wasn’t the focal point of their family’s life. It just existed. Like a throw pillow. It wasn’t the reason they woke up in the morning. Or the reason anyone left a party at night. He didn’t have playdates or spa days. Or even walk times. He went outside through his doggie door when he had to relieve himself and stayed out to chase squirrels and bark at the mailman. He returned inside to nap by the radiator or eat food scraps someone scraped into his bowl.

      Gloria grunted snarkily. “Ha. Maybe.”

      She made a mental note to check the dossier. Aldo had hardly touched his food since she’d arrived. How the heck did he shit so much?

      “Do you cook for Aldo? Or just Massi?” It was like pulling teeth with this lady.

      “Me? I don’t cook,” she said with a scowl.

      “What about the food you gave Massi for his trip?”

      “Massi cooked that. He cooks everything.” She grabbed her stomach. “Keeps me at my ideal weight.” Then her windshield wiper finger came out. “I don’t cook for humans. I don’t cook for dogs. I don’t cook.” Gloria sailed past her. “I’m leaving.”

      Some people didn’t work very hard when their boss was out of town. On her way through the living room she yelled, “Clean up Aldo’s shit and work on your own shit. The dog sitter shouldn’t need a baby sitter.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            21

          

          Still Day 3

        

      

    

    
      Once Gloria was gone, Colleen tore through the kitchen looking for anything that passed as a dog bribe.

      “Aldo!” She clapped. “Come here.” He trotted in with that suspicious look on his face. She waved him over to the open fridge. “What do you like? What gets your tail wagging?” This was new to him, apparently. No one had let him paw through the treasure chest. He sniffed around. She opened a bag of spinach and proffered a fistful. “This?” He appeared offended. “How ’bout these?” She selected a bag of string cheese bites and his tail took off. Bingo.

      The cheese worked like a charm. If not for a fistful of treats, coaxing Aldo to the corner of 74th and Central Park West would’ve been impossible. She tried a few herself and admired Aldo’s discerning palate. He even sauntered around the corner onto Central Park West for a stretch, while keeping tabs on Colleen’s closed hand.

      “Look around, Aldo. There’s a whole wide world out here. Feel free to poop anywhere you choose.” She motioned like the waitress at Ruby Tuesday’s demonstrating the bounty of options at the salad bar. “You wanna poop here?” She gestured to a yellow metal box that dispensed free newspapers. “Or over there by the No Parking sign. Or maybe in this flower bed? I don’t care. The whole world’s your toilet.” She swept her arms open wide.

      A woman waiting at the corner flashed Colleen a look of irritation. “As long as you pick it up,” she retorted, stepping into the street as the light turned green.

      Colleen waved the orange poop bag at the lady and forced a grin. Why can’t people mind their own business? Wait. How did that lady hear Colleen’s thought-conversation with Aldo? Holy crap. When had she started talking out loud?

      “Look, Aldo.” She pointed. “Central Park is right there. It’s not far. Your buddies could be there right now. If we stay on the stairs, we’ll never know. Sad, right?” He laid down at the base of a No Standing sign. “Look at all these people with purpose and places to go. They have jobs and joys. Dreams and desires. Goals and . . . galoshes.” He settled his head on one leg. “I needed a G.”

      Nowhere up or down Central Park West was there a dog in a reclined position like it was waiting for the Thanksgiving Day Parade. Except for one dog.

      Across the street, about to turn into Central Park, the friendly dog walker with the prancing fur babies from yesterday was in full-throttle motion.

      “Hello,” Colleen shouted across the street. He had seven dogs strutting in formation like a bunch of Clydesdales. Not one of them sniffed garbage or stopped to scratch their private parts. It was impressive.

      His chin jutted upward in the way people wave when both hands are occupied. “Ciao, Aldo. Come stai?” he shouted from across the street while on the move. As he veered into the park, he pouted. “Why so sad, buddy?” Then he was gone. Colleen waved a second too late. That guy could move.

      “You see, if we had crossed the street—which takes very little effort—we could’ve talked to a friend. Maybe walked together. You know those dogs, right?”

      Nothing from Aldo.

      Colleen leaned against the light pole. “Why so sad?”  “You’re normally happy?” She was learning more about Aldo each day. He seemed to have one helluva life. There was plenty to be sad about in the world, but Aldo was living the dream.

      “So I got stuck with sad Aldo?”

      Gloria’s voice echoed through her mind. Hire the sad one. If she was talking about Colleen, she couldn’t be more wrong.

      Admittedly, Colleen didn’t know the difference between two dogs playing or when they were tearing each other’s eyeballs out. So how could she know if Aldo was sad? What did that look like? Probably the same as bored, tired, or gassy. Could dogs feel emotions? Could they sense ineptitude? Indifference? She didn’t want Aldo to know she was averse to his kind. For now, she was stuck with a sad dog who liked to poop inside. “You’re not such a great catch either, Al.”

      Colleen was raised in a sad-intolerant home. Her mother was famous for saying, “You’ve got no right to be sad.” That confused young Colleen. Why couldn’t she feel sad when she felt sad? Why was it wrong? How do you get permission? Didn’t losing your dad qualify you? So she tried to stop herself from feeling sad. And when you practice enough, you become quite good at not feeling it.

      “Someone who’s fed two meals a day that they didn’t have to buy or microwave, gets belly rubs without asking or bartering, has doggie dates at the park, and snoozes in the sun on a Persian rug should not be sad.” God, she sounded like her mother. Certainly, everyone was entitled to their feelings.

      Sadness—or worse, the D word—was a tricky jester. No amount of Moira Rose or Stuffed Crust DiGiorno could turn that around.

      “Let’s go home, buddy.” Aldo’s head lifted and tilted in Colleen’s direction. She snapped a pic of him.

      The cleaning lady was gone. Staying in a sparkling clean lavender-scented home, scrubbed by someone else, made Colleen’s heart and nose twinkle, respectively. She knelt down to unclip Aldo’s leash. “Are you sad, buddy? Is that what’s going on? You can tell me.”

      It would explain the middle of the night sleep-moaning. At first she thought it was the upstairs neighbors having sex. But no.

      “Hey, Al.” She attempted a kind, soft tone. He glanced at her with heavy eyes. She removed her hand from her jeans pocket and tentatively offered it, stopping a good ten inches from Aldo’s snout. Let him sniff you. He acknowledged her hand, but didn’t move. She huffed dramatically and conceded by reducing the gap between them. She motioned toward her hand with a nod. It was his move.

      He inched closer. His mouth opened and the most revolting length of flesh flung forth, curling upward to lick the outside of his mouth, then he sucked it back with the slurp of a once-clogged shower drain treated with Drano. Colleen shuddered.

      Aldo stretched his neck to make up the six-inch difference still separating them, and sniffed. The tip of his tongue grazed her fingertips.

      She stood firm, not wincing or recoiling to avoid insulting the dog. When he trotted off, she kept her hand aloft and headed to the bathroom.

      The #dogstagram community could crack this case wide open. They’d know what was going on. The photos she posted of Aldo thus far had blown up. Not even her handstand pic from a few months ago broke fifty likes. Dogs exerting no effort—sleeping—got more attention. She posted a photo of glassy-eyed Aldo and asked the pooch people to weigh in. Her caption: Do dogs get sad? What to do about it? #thedogsitter

      Colleen was surprised by how quickly the comments rolled in. The first one, though, was unexpected. From Christopher.

      
        
        You’re a dog sitter now? Guess I was right. #foreveratemp Btw you’re not allergic to dogs. You’re allergic to love.

      

      

      Her body instantly clenched. Including her fists, so that she had to coax her fingers to unfurl long enough to hit delete before anyone read it. Again with that word. After all the sacrifices she made for that fucking guy. Did he not get that she took these gigs because of him? How dare he mock her. She made money and he lost it. She underestimated his shamelessness. But she never thought he’d troll her. She pressed her fingertips against her eyelids. Finding a sugar mama certainly gave him a fresh jolt of superiority.

      And how dare he say that other thing. She was certainly not. Had she ever stopped herself from liking someone to protect herself from the possibility that mutual affection could someday become one-sided? Was it a recurring strategy she’d perfected throughout the years?

      Hard to prove.

      She wasn’t taking the bait. What a coward. He knew she wasn’t about to blast him back on her IG feed! His fuck-ups were the reason she took every stand-in job she could find. Career advice and life coaching from a broke, failed “professional” poker player, that’s rich. The sheer audacity made her tremble with rage. Not too long ago he told her when she took jobs with no passion or purpose other than to pay bills it was a waste of a good life. You know what was a waste of a good life? Dying when you were twenty-nine. Dying when you were thirty-seven. She promptly blocked him.

      The second comment came from Tad.

      
        
        Really?

      

      

      She blocked both of them. She should’ve thought of that sooner. These fucking guys have too much time on their hands.

      In the kitchen, she returned the leftover cheese bites to the fridge and made herself some toast with blackberry marmalade and a cup of coffee. When they said the kitchen was the heart of the home, they were referring to a place like Massi’s. She sat at the table and drummed her fingers on the grooves in the wood. This was where Massi and his family, in better days, ate their meals. Not in front of the TV in the living room. They probably talked about the worldly things they were doing. Head of a famous magazine. Head of a design firm. Smart kid in a private New York City school. What had their conversations sounded like?

      She glided her finger gently over the engravings on the table. Massi was the last person she’d imagine allowing people to desecrate his furniture. It was harder to keep clean, for starters. Milk moats. Granola gutters. Crumb canals. Probably what the Dustbuster under the sink was for. Colleen predicted that the table, with all its notched sentiments, was probably one of the things Emelie found charming about Massi in the beginning, but held against him in the end.

      She spotted a Polaroid on the photo board of Karl kissing the top of Snooki’s head, taken last night. A surprising tender moment for the gruff giant. There was one of teenage Yasmin opening a present. She perused the board and did a double-take. Toward the top right corner, shockingly, was a photo of Colleen standing next to Oscar. They were both laughing. Her cheeks were flushed. Every part of her face was involved. Colleen wished she could remember what made her feel that way. She stepped closer with curiosity. So that’s what her hair looked like these days. She didn’t pay attention to the mirror, apparently. The blond she’d dyed months ago had grown out several inches, revealing her natural brown. Even so, it worked with her beachy waves. Her eyes were lost under overgrown brows that needed an intervention. She edged closer to the photo. It was true, a smile could really transform a face.

      This kitchen saw everything: the truth, the facades, the glorious. An amalgam of life. If only it could talk. If only it had scratch-and-sniff walls.

      Stella was lucky to grow up in a home surrounded by people. All that camaraderie and community and connection. Colleen tried hard to remember people visiting her house when she was young. They hadn’t even celebrated holidays at home after her dad died. Always elsewhere. Her childhood home was starkly different than this place.

      She was still hungry, so she thawed, heated and ate a Tupperware of some casserole-type thing, nothing to look at but super tasty, which she topped with cornichons and cocktail onions, then she finished reading the Veterinarian section of the dossier. It included a complete history of Aldo’s periodic ailments, medication, and dosage. Fish oil supplements for joint health, heartworm treatment, flea and tick preventatives and dates last provided. Instructions on how to dispense meds (in peanut butter), and how to recognize an ear infection or what to do if he gets conjunctivitis. Nothing about pooping indoors or disinterest in kibble. She thought dogs peed when marking their territory, not pooped. He was so dramatic.
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      Colleen retreated upstairs to where she had commandeered the second floor for all her various needs: Sleep: Massi’s room; Rehearsal Space: guest room; Recording Studio: Stella’s closet.

      Colleen’s plan was to fully immerse herself in her acting career. Whatever it took. She deserved to give herself the best opportunity for success. Not since she was twenty had she been all-in. The thing was, she expected to be more enthusiastic. Sure, she’d been out of the game for so long that her idealism had been eclipsed by realism. Maybe she was nervous too. Yes, there was that tiny problem of auditions not paying the bills. Only jobs did that. But even if she allowed her fantasies to take over and envisioned herself landing a fantastic acting job, her heart didn’t beat much faster.

      Stella’s closet was big enough to fit a chair and a small table for Colleen's recording gear. Unlike the guest room closet which was empty, Stella’s was loaded with clothes that smothered ambient sound. With the door closed it even blocked out the old lady who yelled at her grandson in the courtyard and the playlist of the Britney Spears fan who lived next door.

      She spent an hour scrolling through the audio auditions on Backstage.com. Several opportunities looked promising. She auditioned for the voice of an animated bear in a toilet paper ad who said, “Perfect for my softer side,” by rehearsing three different inflections and submitting two.

      Next she needed to read a deposition transcript for a true-crime podcast that required a British accent to seamlessly transition between laughing, screaming, and sobbing.

      The last one, which she was sure she nailed, was for a Pilates app. “Seeking experienced instructor with a deep understanding of Pilates. Must describe exercises, modifications, and body awareness.” Easy peasy. One take and submitted.

      She email-nudged her agent. You’ve got to be aggressive in this business. (After not being aggressive for years.) (Or even passive-aggressive.) She needed an attentive agent, then it wouldn’t be on Colleen to scour Backstage.com every day. That was the agent’s job.

      Colleen needed to get real with this dog sitting gig. It was entirely possible she wouldn’t survive a week, never mind a month. The dog was on a hunger strike, it continued to poop anywhere it wanted (indoors only, unfortunately) and Gloria the housekeeper was out for her.

      She needed to be prepared to pivot if necessary. She couldn’t get used to Egyptian cotton, triple lipid collagen cream, or HBO Max.

      Massi sent a voice text saying he completely forgot about the dinner. He’s had “a lot on his plate,” “some stressful, irksome developments,” he was “still looking for Dom” (still looking for Dom?). And added: “Gloria wasn’t happy with the state of the apartment.”

      She sent him a voice text reply: “That’s charming. I’m not happy with the state of the apartment with her in it. Or with five of your friends in it. Or how ’bout your daugh—” She took a breath. “Dog. Your dog. Well, not him. He lives here. Without him I wouldn’t be here. Let’s address the others. People arrive unannounced, eat, drink, use the bathroom, the WiFi. Like it’s Starbucks.”

      Another voice text from Massi: “Can’t talk. Located Dom. I’m fine. Everything’s fine. Everything’s very solid here. I’m meeting with SAVOR Italia in the morning, so please don’t disturb me from ten until—indefinitely. I’m very busy.”

      It didn’t sound like everything was fine.

      “I’m dealing with a lot. Don’t add to it. You’re supposed to subtract from it. If having you there is worse than leaving Aldo alone, I’ll take swift action. Never again wake at 11:30 expecting Aldo to hold his bladder. I told Gloria to replace you ASAP. She convinced me to wait a few days for the learning curve. And probation.”

      Gloria talked him out of firing her? Colleen was confused as to who was her enemy and who was her ally.

      “I have photos. That rug cost thirty thousand dollars.”

      “A fool’s born every minute.”

      “Cleaning it costs a thousand bucks.”

      “Heard of OxiClean? It costs three bucks.”

      They were still audio texting, which was becoming silly.

      “Do not, under any circumstances, tell me you used something that costs three dollars on that rug!”

      She wouldn’t tell him now.

      The reminder notification on her phone set for Aldo’s feeding time trumpeted to the sound of horses at the gate. It was quite startling. His bowl was still nearly full. “What the heck, Al? Why aren’t you eating?” she said aloud to an empty room. Jeez. She’d become one of those people. And it didn’t take long. She Googled: Should uneaten dog food be dumped from a dog’s bowl? Google said to dump the food. She filled it with new food and changed his water.

      No sign of Aldo. She clanked the side of his bowl with a spoon and exclaimed how yummy it looked. No Aldo.

      His usual haunts were vacant. So was under the beds and behind the draperies.

      Concern quickly manifested into panic. No, it made no sense that he’d be in the hallway, but there was nowhere else to look. She snatched the keys from the dish by the door, and from the corner of her eye, with one hand grasping the doorknob, she saw a fringy thing leaking from the coat closet.

      He’d squeezed himself onto the scant floor space where one of Massi’s sweaters had fallen from a hanger. Aldo emitted little dream whimpers as he slept with his head resting on the gray Merino wool armpit. What an odd dog. At least he wasn’t clingy. Some dogs lay on their humans with their smelly hair. Or lick them with disgusting slobber. She posted a pic to IG.

      Colleen was inspired to take a nap of her own. First, she shut the light over the bookshelves that beamed with pride onto the spines of SAVOR’s back issues. An entire shelf was dedicated to showcasing The Massimo Years, chronologically. Eleven years total. That was a lot of food. How did he not run out of things to say? Without it repeating on him. LOL.

      She brushed her fingertips across the spines. You had to feel pride in a body of work like this. Even if you were a known sexist who dismissed the skills and accomplishments of women, making you a weak, dysfunctional, inadequate leader, this was a lot to produce. It must’ve felt amazing, nonetheless.

      Looking at these issues, a feeling of pride blossomed in Colleen. Why did she feel proud? She had nothing to do with the actual magazine. She could take zero credit. She was the part-time receptionist. Still. She had been a part of something, even if her contribution was insignificant. That’s what she missed about SAVOR. Being part of something. Everyone working together toward one goal. The feeling of belonging to a shared experience. Like what a family must feel like. She slid an issue out from the shelf: The Humble Feast Issue.

      On the sofa, she flipped through the pages. One of those annoying subscription cards fell into her lap. They were good for one thing and one thing only: paper airplanes. Colleen was an origami-level airplane architect. She launched one aloft. It soared gracefully through two rooms before landing.

      Starting in the back of the magazine, like she always did, she browsed her way to the front. This issue featured meals the SAVOR editors prepared for their own families without fanfare or fancy ingredients.

      Aldo trotted in gloomily with the weight of the world on his back. He put his head on the sofa cushion.

      “I’m reading about your daddy.” She was now on the Letter From The Editor page at the front of the issue. “Wanna hear it?”

      She read the letter to Aldo. In it, Massi told a story about a game he played at home with his wife and daughter called Pantry Potluck. With Massi’s eyes closed, his wife and daughter would present a selection of random ingredients from the pantry. His objective was to create an exquisite meal using these disparate components. The letter was an unexpected tender depiction of his family, both heartfelt and human. This was a side to Massi she didn’t know.

      Actually, what did she know about Massi? She only saw his public peacock persona. Minions falling at his feet in submission, currying favor. Fuss made over his media depiction, the sauce stain on his Armani trousers, whether he had the “right” dinner reservations, the office always aflutter with “will he like it?” stress. She wondered at times if he was any good at his job. She didn’t have access to that part of him. Just the final product. And the staff changes and the water cooler convos.

      Was he talented? She didn’t know. Over the last few years the magazine had fallen off considerably. It looked terrible. The content was an eye-roll—so obvious ("keep ice cream in the freezer!”) or entirely condescending (“never use store-bought bone broth”). The magazine looked rudderless. She wondered if he was one of those guys who got the job because he had connections and looked the part. That could be enough to spark an entire career for which he might never had had the goods. Every promotion congealed an illusion that he was the best candidate.

      Maybe Potluck Pantry Massi was the real Massi.

      Or an assistant wrote it.
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      The cushy life was not all that. No house to clean. No gigs to juggle. No grass to mow. No bills to dodge. Who could’ve predicted it would be so tedious binging seven seasons of Friends, glowing from daily facials, scrolling Insta reels, eating the contents of a food freak’s freezer and drinking a well-endowed wine collection? Colleen couldn’t take it anymore.

      A few days into her attempt to resuscitate her acting career, she argued with herself over the validity of the word resuscitate. The age-old question tapped on her conscience—how do you know when to give up or when to never give up?

      Colleen studied the dossier. She would not be defeated by a domestic animal. How difficult could it be to take care of a dog? When it was the only thing she had to do! According to this page-turner, the first walk happened now: 7:30 a.m. She dramatically stomped her feet and retrieved the leash by the door. She jangled it robustly. “Hey, Al. The world is waiting, kiddo. Jingle, jangle.”

      Nothing. No Al.

      She fingered the cheese bite in her pocket. “I’ve got a treat for you! Even though you haven’t earned it by doing the simplest of bodily functions outside like every dog in New York,” she lilted, “and probably some humans, sadly. You certainly don’t deserve being rewarded before doing said task, but that’s what it’s come to.”

      No Al.

      She tucked the cheese back in her pocket and marched through the house. “Al!” She checked the coat closet and the shower. “Are you making me come upstairs with my shoes on?” Something Massi would no doubt intuit from across the Atlantic. She kicked off her shoes to proceed on the dog hunt. “I know you’re up here.” She jangled the leash. “Let’s go, Aldo. I don’t have all day.” She really needed to stop staying that.

      There he was on Massimo’s bed. His snout disappeared under Massi’s pillow, feet dangled off the edge. Sheesh. His eyes were open but none of him moved.

      “Pining for the guy just makes you look pathetic. Just saying.” He glanced at her. She felt some kind of offering with that flash of his eyes, like he was really warming up to her. “Don’t you want to go outside, buddy?” She used a very gentle tone.

      He blinked.

      Another offering.

      She jingle jangled the leash. “Come on. It’s so nice out. Look at the sun.” She pointed to the window, where the sun was blocked by the high-rise across the street.

      This sweet talk approach failed to rouse the beast.

      “Aldo.” Enough pussy-footing around. “It’s time to make shit happen. I mean, not that kind. Although I appreciated you doing your business outside last night, thank you. How about doing it without so many cheese sticks? Could be why you’re not hungry at mealtime. Anyway, eating and pooping is not all there is to life. It’s time to reclaim our happiness. Our worthiness. Our joie de vivre. Do you think a party is gonna magically appear on our doorstep like it did the other night?” She considered this. “Maybe. The point is, we shouldn’t expect it. Let’s go get it.”

      Her enthusiasm was not in the least bit contagious.

      “How ’bout some fresh air? Vitamin D?” She popped into the bathroom to brush her teeth. “Listen,” she called out, “did you know dogs that don’t exercise have a higher incidence of dementia?” She spit into the sink. “Little something I read on the internet.”

      Then, as if someone pinched his butt, he sprang off the bed, trotted to the hall, down the stairs, to the front door. He flashed her a look that said, “What’s taking you so long?”

      Outside, parked across the street, was something Colleen had never seen before. A white van with a fancy pink logo: Pamper Your Pup Mobile Pet Spa. After a few raps on the van’s back door, two eager, smiling individuals appeared. A bright light gushed from inside. Like it was heaven.

      “Hi there,” the girl said to Colleen. “Hi, handsome,” to Aldo. Her colleague was singing as he blow-dried a taupe poodle with a pom-pom tail.

      Thirty minutes later Colleen and Aldo said goodbye to their new friends, Rihanna and Jerome, the groomers. Wow, were they a wealth of information. As were their friends from the Vet Hotline. All kinds of things were sorted out.

      Back in the apartment, Colleen hung up Aldo’s leash. “Separation anxiety? Abandonment issues?” Colleen jutted her head. “Why didn’t you say something?” Massi never mentioned any of this. Though he did say, “Aldo needs attention. Quality time. Engagement.” She thought he was being a helicopter human. He maybe said “affection” too. Don’t we all. Sometimes you have to buck up and do without. It’s not easy at first, but then you get used to it.

      “At least we got to the bottom of your tummy troubles. No more all-you-can-eat cheese buffet.” Aldo slid to the floor and crossed his front legs. “Don’t worry. We’ll find another suitable treat. Here, take this.” She offered half a Pepto Bismol chewable. After a good suds down and a little pampering, the pet spa professionals gave their diagnosis: too much cheese and not enough Massi.

      “How does your bum feel now—squeaky clean?” Thank God for Jerome. He had quite the task tidying that area around Aldo’s nether regions. If not for him, Colleen shuddered to think who would’ve done that. “There’s more than meets the eye with this whole dog-sitting operation,” she told Aldo. The greasy-haired hummer would’ve been better, honestly. She wouldn’t have perpetuated a “lactose overload,” for starters. She might’ve anticipated “sad, anxious” Aldo and known what to do about it. “Go hydrate. Self-care comes first.” She pointed toward the kitchen.

      There was a knock at the door. Again someone had made it through the locked front door without buzzing first. The last time it was a party.

      “Hello?” asked a voice from the hall.

      Colleen peered through the peephole.

      Another knock. “Super Duper,” the voice called out. Colleen jumped back. What the heck did that mean?

      “No thank you.” Hopefully he’d go away.

      Another knock, this time assertive. “Hello? Ms. Colleen? Is that you?”

      How did he know her name? A twinge of an accent. Crisp consonants. She didn’t answer.

      “Mr. Massimo sent me.” Great. Another spy. “I am the super. I am here to fix . . .” His voice trailed off. “Hold on, I will check my message. Something is broken . . .”

      “Do you have proof?”

      “Oh, Ms. Colleen! You are there. Yes—I have proof. I will show you—one minute. Mr. Massimo told me you’re a tricky one.”

      Predictable.

      “I came with all my tools and identification.”

      From her vantage point through the peephole, she saw him pat his pockets and remove a MetroCard and tissue from his matching faded navy pants. He blew his nose, then found something in his back pocket. He held it up in front of the peephole, making it difficult to see more than part of a word through strips of yellowed tape used to laminate his “Official Superintendent Card” that he clearly made himself. All she could read was “aintenance.”

      “I mean, proof that Massimo sent you. How about a text?”

      “Ah, good. You are a smart one, Ms. Colleen.” He tapped his temple. He scrolled through his texts, and his eyes widened. “Ah, that one is private. These things. These texts. Let me try . . .” He held the phone to the peephole so that one hand covered the top of the screen and fingers of the other hand concealed something at the bottom. Revealing a text from Massimo saying, in part, “name is Colleen” . . . “could be trouble.”
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      Standing in the apartment in his socks (shoes in tray), the super appeared smaller and sweatier than he looked through the peephole. He briefly removed his pristine white cap, revealing his damp head and one skinny strip of hair that connected one ear to the other.

      “Super Duper, at your service.” His pointer finger soared through the air. “You are much lovelier than Mr. Massimo said. He is a lucky man. All the beautiful women in his life.” The super flapped his hand around. “That sounds different than I meant. Don’t repeat that to Ms. Emelie.” Then as if he remembered, “Ah, not a problem anymore.”

      “I’m not really in his life, but thanks for the compliment. What’s your name?” Colleen asked.

      “Super.” He bowed with a flourish, one arm pinned to his back as if the prince were meeting Cinderella for the first time.

      Awkward.

      “Okay. All right. You don’t have to do that.”

      “I am the handyman. I can fix broken pipes if they need repair,” he lilted.

      Only in New York.

      He smiled gratuitously. “James Taylor. You know him?”

      “Yes.” She nodded. “What should I call you?”

      “You can call me super. You can call me Super Duper.” He pointed to this moniker on his jacket. “Or you can call me Nicholas. Call me anything you like, just don’t call me late for dinner.” He smiled playfully. “Something my grandmother used to say. If she only knew how true that was at Mr. Massi’s!” He rubbed his tummy.

      “Nothing appears to be broken.” She attempted to steer the car back onto the road. He followed close on her heels, carrying a beat-up ziplock bag filled with assorted candy. “Massi didn’t tell me you’d be coming. People keep showing up unannounced.”

      “Oh?” His eyebrows bounced. “Like Ms. Gloria? She, she . . .” He inhaled as if he were about to dive into the ocean and stay there for the weekend. He closed his eyes and his lids trembled. “I am a little nervous in front of her,” he said sheepishly. “I am happily married, but one cannot deny her beauty. Or talent. She designed my logo,” he noted proudly, stroking the embroidered Super Duper on his jacket. “She is very handy on Canva.”

      “Gloria the cleaning lady?”

      He gasped. “The cleaning lady?” His head bucked in offense. “Ms. Gloria is not a cleaning lady. She is famous. Like Celine Dion,” he sputtered. “The Gloria Tuzzi”—a delicate tremble laced his voice—“is a world-famous opera singer.”

      “Huh?” They definitely were not talking about the same person.

      “How is that woman not spoken for? With braciole like hers? It’s a wonder.” He put his hand on his heart. “I would do anything for Ms. Gloria.”

      Eww.

      “Is she coming today?” He offered her the candy bag.

      She shrugged.

      “Help yourself. The strawberry has a chewy center.”

      “Why would she be coming today? No thanks.”

      His phone rang, “Super Duper!” before he slipped it back into his pocket. “The Chinese. Always calling.” His phone case had a smattering of yellow happy faces.

      Aldo moseyed in and sniffed Nicholas’s knees. His tail wagged wearily.

      “Hello, Mr. Aldo.” He scratched him under the ears. “You are so quiet, my friend. A little sleepy?” He assessed the dog. “Something wrong with Mr. Aldo?” He put the candy bag down and typed on his phone.

      “We’re just getting used to one another.”

      “Hmm. That could be true."

      Nicholas moved through the rooms like a tourist at MOMA. Phone out. Possibly snapping pics. Texting. He turned to Colleen and noticed her watching him. “Okey dokey. I will now go to the kitchen where I will fix something.” He pointed to the kitchen.

      Colleen Googled the name Gloria Tuzzi. To her utter amazement, Gloria the cleaning woman appeared. With much nicer hair. A fake blonde up-do secured with a bejeweled clip. Her under-eye circles disappeared. She wore lipstick, a strapless gown and long sparkly earrings. Actually, all of her was sparkling. Even her teeth, which were hitherto unseen by Colleen.

      Wow. Yup. That was her.

      Colleen kept scrolling. Gloria on stage. Gloria accepting roses. Gloria at a party. In costume in a fake forest. Not a single one wearing a puffer, a scarf, or a scowl. Gloria handing teddy bears to children at the Hospital For Special Surgery. A photo of Gloria with Massimo from Page Six of the New York Post. They were shopping for vegetables at a farmer’s market. “World-renowned mezzo soprano Gloria Tuzzi and her nephew Massimo Locatelli, editor in chief of SAVOR Magazine at the Union Square Farmer’s Market before opening night of Carmen.”

      Nephew? Welp, that explained a lot. Was there a chromosome for diva?

      Massimo was smiling and Gloria was laughing as they compared tomatoes. Colleen wished she knew what was so funny. They looked happy and close.

      She texted Brooke.

      
        
          
            
              
        You’ll never believe who the cleaning lady is.

      

      

      

      

      

      The super duper emerged from Massi’s office, looking every which way like he was trailing a mosquito. Finally he arrived at the kitchen.

      “Did Massimo send you to check up on me? And Aldo? This feels shady. Nothing’s broken. I don’t appreciate being spied on.”

      “What?” His whole body undulated with indignation. “Never. Mr. Massimo said you’d think that. You are wrong.” He poked the sky with an erect finger. His signature gesture, apparently. “No offense.” He smiled warmly.

      In front of the sink, he dropped to his knees with surprising agility, opened the cabinet, and dove in. Lots of rattling of wrenches and clanking, as if he were actually hitting the pipes with the wrench. A minute later he extracted his body and said, “All better. You’ll have no more trouble with this under-the-sink problem.” He brushed his hands together. “Now that Ms. Stella is at school, I am here more often. She can fix anything. Between you and me”—he hunched and cupped the side of his mouth—“she taught me much of what I know.” He chuckled. “Beauty and talent. Ah, the Locatellis are special people.” He repacked his tools. “Stella has saved me from a few pickles. She’s a spackle expert.” He tapped the side of his head again.

      “How do you keep your hat so white?” Colleen asked. She didn’t want to talk about Stella in case she accidentally talked about her middle-of-the-night visit.

      “Oh, this?” He removed his hat and examined it from all angles. “It never stays clean. I have dozens. One of my tenants is a hat wholesaler for Nike. She gives me the rejects.

      On his way out, he examined everything closely, and, it appeared, secretly snapped pics.

      “No need to tip me, Ms. Colleen. I’m very well paid by Mr. Massi. Don’t worry one bit. People don’t have cash these days, plus, you didn’t know I was coming. Not that I don’t take Venmo, of course.”

      “I’m pretty sure even if I had cash, I wouldn’t be tipping you to snoop on me and fix the perfectly functioning sink pipes. I might be new here, but I’m not stupid.”

      “Mr. Massi said you were sassy.” His eyes twinkled. “It was my pleasure.” He began to bow again but stopped as he spotted something at the window. “What is this? Someone growing carrots?” He approached them and touched the soft frilly greens.

      “Yes. They’re mine.” Good thing she found a plate big enough to place beneath it for drainage. This guy would’ve definitely taken a pic of that.

      He took notice of Colleen approvingly. “Hmph.” He smiled. “You’ll get seeds from that dried flower soon.” He bowed deeply. “Take care of Aldo—and yourself, of course.” Stuck his bag of candy under his arm. “See you soon,” he sang. “Outside, perhaps?” He tilted his head. “Walking the dog, for instance?”

      “Possibly.” Did he know Aldo had been hard to motivate? Where did this guy live?

      “I am needed next door.” Another bow. “Shower clog repair for the lady with eyes for Mr. Massi.” A slow grin sprouted. He batted the air. “Oh, don’t they all. He is very handsome.” He shrank into the hall. “I’m very observant,” he called back in. “It is one of my superpowers.” He lifted one brow. “Super powers. Get it?” The finger again. “See you tomorrow.”

      Tomorrow? He closed the door as she shouted, “Why?”

      It didn't feel particularly comforting that this guy had a key to the apartment. She bolted the lock. On the ottoman, her phone signaled a new text. A number not in her contacts.

      
        
          
            
              
        FYI: the bathroom faucet is prone to dripping. I will fix it tomorrow.

      

      

      

      

      

      Great. Now the super had her number.

      
        
          
            
              
        Not necessary. The washer had gunk on it. Just needed to be wiped down. Fixed it yesterday.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Ms. Colleen, you are a surprise and a delight! Handy, too. I can include you in the Fix It group chat I have with Stella.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        No thank you.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Oh, you are funny!
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      Colleen squatted beside the tub and reassured Aldo. “You’re gonna be okay, buddy.” Instead of using the length of the tub where he could at least stretch his long legs, he curled his body into the short end under the faucet. His head touched Massi’s loofa hanging from the spout.

      She leaned over the tub and stroked his back. This was probably what early motherhood was like. Consoling a child who didn’t speak English yet. Aldo, sadly, would never speak English, and Colleen would never be a mother.

      “Listen, guys come and go. No one knows that better than me. You should be chasing squirrels and stealing salami from the kitchen table. Howling at the moon, and other stuff your kind do. Not brooding for a guy who didn’t think twice about leaving you with a clueless amateur. I’m not even an amateur. I’m a phony.”

      She sat back on her heels. A sigh rippled her lips. “If I made any of this worse for you, I’m truly sorry.” She rubbed her hands on her thighs. “But back to Massi. He’s the one who left you.”

      Aldo’s ear twitched. He raised his nose and sniffed the loofa.

      She repositioned herself on the long slabs of gray stone, first slipping the plush white rug beneath her, then into reclining hero. It felt good to stretch. She exhaled dramatically. “I wasn’t going to tell you this story, but seems like you could use it. I don’t usually talk about it. Or think about it, but I guess I owe you one.”

      She sat up and bent her legs to the side, stared at a shimmering pink perfume bottle on the sink, and considered where to start. “Don’t ever depend on anyone. Life is a heartache. People leave you.” Then slapped her thighs, impressed with her efficiency. How much did a dog want to hear?

      Aldo’s eyes opened and promptly closed, seemingly unimpressed.

      She groaned. “Sometimes they leave on their own. Sometimes they’re taken from you.” A blue spray bottle resting on the ledge in the corner of the tub briefly distracted her. “The hole in your heart feels the same, though.”

      She scooted back underneath the towel warmer and lengthened her legs, her toes touched the cold porcelain of the tub.

      “You may not know this, but Christopher was my second husband.”

      Aldo’s ear twitched.

      “Patrick was my first. We met in college, freshman year. The first week.” A rush of excitement filled her chest. “We were both cast in Anything Goes.” She laughed at the oddity of Patrick in a musical. “We were instantly inseparable. Two kids practically, starting adulthood together. We dropped out after freshman year and moved to New York to take the world by storm and fulfill our dreams. He wanted to be a firefighter, and I wanted to be an actor, so why get sidetracked with college, you know? We didn’t have the money for it anyway.” She and Patrick were each other’s grit. Each other’s comfort. Her life was fuller than it had ever been. And she never wanted it to end.

      “Patrick was so driven. He became a firefighter and started a side business making walls to convert one-bedroom apartments into two bedrooms. He thought everything I did was spectacular, even the tiniest roles. We got married, but put off kids to save money.

      “Getting stage roles was impossible. I segued to commercial work, but I missed being part of a production. When you’re part of a cast working together, it’s like a family. I was offered the stage manager job once. It felt like a slight at the time. Like I was failing. Could I have been succeeding at discovering what I was good at? Maybe. But I was too young and stubborn to see it that way. I thought if I gave up on acting, I was giving up on my side of the dream-fulfillment equation. I took temporary jobs to make money, like cater waitering. Filling time between acting jobs. Then Patrick died. You heard about 9/11, right? He was a brand new firefighter. He worked in rescue and recovery. In the rubble. Got lung cancer. Five years later he was gone.”

      She stroked her locket and tried to conjure an image of him before they knew how bad it was. “This is Patrick.” She opened the locket. “It’s small, but . . .” She leaned over the tub and showed Aldo. “We never had kids. I miscarried and—then . . .” She sat back down on her heels.

      “It was easier to be angry than sad, you know? I got good at it. Not the happy-go-lucky girl you know, Al. That took a lot of work. I left New York. Got a job on a cruise ship. But it was never far enough away.”

      The microwave dinged in the kitchen.

      “My kid food’s ready,” she chuckled, remembering what Patrick used to call mac and cheese. “I’ll always have the palate of a twelve-year old, I guess. Even though Patrick was a great cook. His specialty was comfort food for a crowd. His beef stew was insane.” She breathed in through her nose and could practically smell it. Her mouth watered. “I miss those days. The belonging to each other. The invincibility of youth. His joy. Even when he was sick.” Her voice hitched. “‘Never give up on your dreams,’ he’d say.” Selfless words coming from a guy looking down the short barrel of life. “The only focus I could muster was to hate everything. Our apartment. Our neighborhood. New York. Our friends. Cooking. Food. People. Happiness.” Her words tripped over themselves. “He was my family.”

      She reached for Aldo’s brush on the sink and took a deep grounding breath. She silently brushed his wavy coat. A blurry blend of brown and white gossamer, ginger polka dots scattered across his legs and face. “Brushing keeps your hair lustrous, Al.” She read that somewhere. She brushed the long hair under his stomach. He stretched his legs.

      “Ironic I ended up at SAVOR, right? With the food snobs. Ever heard of mushroom foam or spherified sriracha? Me neither. They style food like it’s going to the Met Gala. You’d be horrified by all the food they throw away. It could feed a lot of people. Everyone deserves to eat, you know.

      “Why am I telling you this?” She put down the brush and thought for a second. “Oh yeah. Massi. I know you miss him. I’ll try to be better. When you’re lonely, sometimes any warm body will do.”

      Aldo’s tail flicked in solidarity.

      The label on the blue spray bottle came into focus. Hair Regrowth Serum. Funny how you don’t see certain things until your angle changes.

      Aldo flipped over for a tummy rub. “One thing my mom and I have in common. Our firemen brought us the greatest joy and the greatest tragedy. My dad was a firefighter too. He died in a fire. You know what he liked to do when he wasn’t working? Bake me my favorite cake—angel food. He’d cut me a thick slice and spread strawberry jam on top in the shape of a heart.

      “One day a house on our street caught fire, and my dad was home, off-duty. He helped get the family out. But the dog was still in the house. And he went back in to get it. He wasn’t wearing his gear and the ceiling collapsed on him.” She swallowed. “If he’d never gone back for the dog . . .” Her story slammed into a wall.

      Aldo flipped over and rested his head on the side of the tub facing Colleen. His amber eyes steady on her. His nostrils quivered.

      Her eyes tried, unsuccessfully, to find something other than Aldo to look at.

      Dogs being her lifelong trigger wasn’t the epiphany she anticipated today. She distanced herself from Aldo, pressing her back against the wall. She never forgave that family for having a dog. The selfishness of it. The selfishness of loving it so much they risked her father’s life for it. Their dog ruined Colleen’s family forever.

      Aldo panted and let out a chirp for her to continue. She couldn’t look at him. He didn’t need to know what she was thinking. Or that she had lumped Aldo in with the rest of his species. Subconsciously hating him.

      Aldo pawed the air at her.

      “My mother never recovered from her grief or returned to the living. She warned me not to marry a firefighter. She had theories I didn’t dare argue. She was entitled to them. ‘They’ll always put saving a stranger ahead of everything,’” Colleen remembered.

      “Anyhow.” She clapped. “Hope that cheered you up.” She stood.

      “Wanna read one of Massi’s stories?” Aldo climbed out of the tub. “The Say Cheese issue looks good.” She turned on the sink and splashed her face, looked into the mirror, and snapped her locket closed. “We both love cheese.”
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      Midday on Thursday, Colleen and Aldo stopped at her favorite hot dog cart in Central Park to celebrate the exciting audition Colleen’s agent got her. She ordered two with sauerkraut, onions, and mustard. “Fun fact,” she said to the vendor. “Hot dogs are already cooked, even before you boil them.” He responded in a language she didn’t understand, handed her the hot dogs, and moved on to the next guy.

      When Colleen was young, on the days her mother wasn’t up to cooking, she’d prepare mac and cheese with hot dog pennies. It was her favorite. Easy to cook (slice cold hot dogs into the pasta as it boiled), hearty, and felt like a meal she’d have in a normal home. Salty hot dog coins coated in gooey cheese. Happily still in rotation.

      Colleen’s phone rang. “Phoebe! You’re the best agent ever,” she said, while chewing the last bite of hot dog.

      “Did you get the book proof?”

      “Yes!” Colleen’s voice vibrated with this-was-finally-happening excitement. Phoebe secured Colleen an audiobook audition for New York Times bestselling author, Renee White’s new book. “It’s amazing. I can’t put it down. It’s so . . . unputdownable.” Heading back to the apartment, even Aldo strutted with uncommon verve.

      “Keep your feet planted, Colleen. Give it everything⁠—”

      “I will!” Colleen interrupted. “Don’t forget. I have a leg up.” Colleen narrated Renee White’s debut book, a New York Times bestseller for forty-three weeks. When both of them were nobodies. One of them was still a nobody—but not for long!

      “Yes, indeed,” offered Phoebe with a careful tone.

      “How ’bout a little woot woot?”

      “Please don’t get ahead of⁠—”

      “I better go. I’ll email you soon.”

      “Today, you mean. I need your files EOD.”

      “Of course!”

      Before Colleen unlocked the apartment door, she heard voices inside. Gloria yelling.

      She opened the door and saw Nicholas carrying boxes to the dining room table.

      “Hello, Ms. Colleen,” he said with thin cheer. “Gloria let me in. I planned to leave a note on the door like I do when you’re not home, but . . .” He smiled wanly. “I got distracted.”

      Gloria couldn’t give a crap about Colleen’s privacy. She stopped by twice already this week to “check on Aldo.” Though she didn’t ask about him or look for him. Instead she inspected packages that had come for Massi.

      “Don’t be an idiot,” Gloria spat in a guttural fume from the kitchen and slammed a cabinet door.

      “You guys are a bundle of fun,” Colleen said to Nicholas.

      Nicholas sliced open a shipping box like he was performing an autopsy and squeamish of blood. Gloria blustered in, ranting into her phone in Italian while spritzing water in her air path to keep her “vocal cords free of floating microscopic debris.” As she headed to Massi's office, closing the door behind her, Nicholas side-glanced Colleen.

      “She’s under stress.” He fluttered his hand dismissively. “It will pass. Candy?” He offered a bag of peppermint pinwheels.

      Gloria reappeared holding a bulky envelope. “Look who’s here,” she said to Colleen. “Busy, busy, aren’t you? Too busy to pick your clothes off the bathroom floor.”

      “What are you, dorm mom?”

      “I don’t know what that means, dorm mom?” She stood at the dining room table. “No mothers live in dorms. But how could you know? You didn’t go to college.” Gloria dropped the heavy envelope with a thud against the table. Then exited into the kitchen.

      Colleen didn’t dignify that with a response. She went to college. For only one year, but Gloria couldn’t possibly know that.

      The dining room had become a shipping and receiving center Colleen wanted nothing to do with. She went to the kitchen to collect her laptop. Gloria stood at the sink with her head tipped back so far she could do the limbo. A croaky gurgle later, she blasted a mouthful of Listerine into the drain, then sailed past Colleen. Without rinsing the sink. Gross. Colleen hated the smell of Listerine. She headed upstairs to rehearse and record. Thank God for the second floor and her legit career.

      “Where are you going?” Gloria called after her. “We could use some help.”

      “I have an audition to rehearse for.”

      “Does Massi know about that?”

      Colleen ignored her. She wasn’t taking orders from Massi's consigliere.

      “No wrinkles or bubbles,” Gloria barked at Nicholas as he affixed labels to jars.

      Why couldn’t they do this in Gloria’s apartment?

      Upstairs in the guest room, Colleen plunked into the velvet desk chair, swiveled it around to swing her feet onto the bed, and cracked open the proof copy of Renee White’s new book, Validating Vulnerability, to where she left off this morning.

      Chapter one, page one.

      Aldo appeared in the doorway. His closed mouth exaggerated his jowls, and coupled with a pair of steely eyes, gave an impression of disapproval.

      “What? Don’t look at me like that. I need a job. This here”—she motioned between the two of them—“is finished in three weeks. Then what? You want me to starve, Mr. Wild-Caught Salmon and Sweet Potatoes for breakfast. Go on.” She waved him off. “I’m rehearsing.”

      Chapter One: Debunking Vulnerability Myths.

      She relaxed her shoulders, exhaled, and looked out the window at the courtyard. Her eyes followed a wash of residual light coming through the window and pooling onto the arm of the lime-green chair, making the upholstery appear yellow. She never considered lime green juxtaposed to plum, the color of the headboard and the mustaches on the wallpaper, but it worked, by golly.

      Back to the book: Myth #1: Vulnerability is weak.

      For God’s sake. Who the hell was gonna buy this book?

      Truth be told, she thought the same thing about the first book, Cultivating Confidence. An instant bestseller. How? Were people stupid? That was the only explanation. She hated to say it, but this author really hoodwinked a ton of readers into thinking they could learn to be confident. Confidence couldn’t be learned; it was a state of mind. Everyone knew that. Well, everyone minus the two million people who bought the book in English or any of the twelve translations. That self-help guru was very convincing. No problem in the confidence department.

      According to Phoebe, when the audio director heard Colleen’s audition for Cultivating Confidence, they shut it down. They didn’t listen to any other narrator. They found their voice of confidence—with confidence.

      Colleen narrated it brilliantly, and six years later, it still sold like push-up bras. Now, as the voice of Renee White—as everyone had come to consider Colleen—she’d narrate the author’s next book.

      If only she could get through this vulnerability slobber. It was freaking painful. Reading it triggered high school English, specifically Beowulf—when she read the same page thirty times with no recollection.

      Hold on. She closed the book. Why was she auditioning for this?

      WTH. Colleen was the voice of Renee White. When people thought of Renee White, they heard Colleen’s voice in their head. Having her audition was absurd. Insulting. A waste of time.

      There could be one reason, she supposed. They wanted her to be familiar with the material. Understand the rhythms of the book. Highlight words or concepts that needed clarification.

      Brilliant. She needed a highlighter and a pen right away. She’d make notes and highlight the good parts to convey how much this book resonated with her. Authors love to hear that crap. They’re very vulnerable people.

      The slim desk had absolutely nothing on it or in it. Except for a random blue teddy bear which didn’t vibe with the room at all. She stood to check the bedside table for a pen. En route, she paused to take note of how amazing the carpet felt on her bare feet. If silk was a thing in rugs, this one had scads of it.

      She dropped to the floor in corpse pose and made a snow angel in the rug’s pile. The feel was irresistible. The rug, the bed, the chair, the wallpaper, they were functional and slayed on style. She’d love to have a room like this someday. On her back, she wormed her way backward until her head slid through the front legs of the chair so she could read the label on the undercarriage. Crate and Barrel? A mall store? Shocker. So pedestrian of Massi. She wanted a pic of the label for future reference. Her hand stretched to the seat and poked around for her phone. Instead, the chair rolled into the desk and jostled the stuffed animal off the edge, landing on her face. Ow! Was the stupid teddy bear stuffed with rocks? It hit her smack in the middle of her left eye. She pressed on her eyelid and saw stars. She closed her eyes and waited for the stars to pass.

      An indeterminate amount of time later, she woke to Aldo licking her feet. How long had she been sleeping? She checked the time. Crap. The audition deadline was in an hour. She’d need to record without reading the book.

      No big deal. The show must go on. Thank goodness for her confidence.

      In Stella’s closet, Colleen recorded three separate pages multiple times, which she crushed, chose the best, and emailed the file to Phoebe.

      She noticed her hands were shaking. How weird. They never did that. Her abs, clenched tight. Why was she so nervous? This job was hers to lose.

      Then just like that, as if the Universe recognized her Me Period hustle, in came a new email from Phoebe alerting her to an on-camera commercial audition next Friday. Not just any commercial audition—a commercial for a cruise line. Step aside people, Colleen’s got this!
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      “It’s only a couple of hours, Al. You’ll be fine,” Colleen said while searching the apartment for her phone charger. “You don’t need me here every minute of the day.” Aldo was in lockstep, as if they were rehearsing the cha-cha. “What’s up, dude?” He had avoided her since day one, and now he was like toilet paper stuck to the sole of her shoe.

      She wasn’t going to feel guilty. Or rethink her plan to teach a class at Breathe Pilates & Yoga on 75th Street. Colleen had answered a call for a last-minute substitute teacher. The idleness of being #justthedogsitter was killing her. Besides, she had serious money issues to attend to. Massi didn’t need to know everything. He’d never find out, anyway.

      She leaned against the bookcase and appraised Aldo. “Listen, since I won’t be here for story time, how ’bout we read now?”

      At the SAVOR shelf, she perused the issues. “I’m choosing this time, the last two you picked were . . .” She gave Aldo a thumbs-down. He groaned. “Not your fault. How do you botch the Butter is Better issue?” The Holiday issue was no prize either. Recipe after recipe was an indecipherable, pretentious flaunt fest. Were people really cooking recipes with twenty-seven ingredients?

      She slid The Food Memories issue from the bookcase. “How ’bout this, Al?” She showed him the cover. A raspberry galette. A bullseye of vibrant luscious fruit. Its fluted golden crust twinkled with sugar crystals. She flipped through and stopped on a gorgeous bowl of New England clam chowder. One of Patrick’s specialties. Talk about a food memory. A luscious chowder was everything. The chewy clams. The thick glistening bacon bits. The buttery potatoes. Her mouth watered.

      She sat in the leather club chair, and Aldo perched his head on one of its arms. She flipped a few pages to get to Massi’s monthly Letter From The Editor page which he called Amuse Bouche. The title of this month’s Amuse Bouche was “My First Food Memory.”

      “Ready, Al?” His eyebrows flicked.

      “‘ The Food Memories issue is my favorite of the year,” wrote Massi. “It offers a glimpse into the lives of others and their personal connection with food. Here’s my story.’” Colleen cleared her throat.

      “‘I grew up in Italy, where I was born. In grade school, at the year’s end, the smartest student in each grade was invited to dine with the principal at a special table in the cafeteria set with linens and silverware. A place card calligraphed with each student’s name sat beside an exquisite plate of food hidden under cloche covers, like wrapped presents.

      “'I was always hungry. Always first to arrive in the cafeteria at lunchtime, practically skipping down the hall to ensure it. My goal: get the first scoop of food from the steam pan. The first scoop was the best scoop. Without fail, it was the biggest scoop. Because after twenty servings, Carmen, the cafeteria lady, started to run low, and would adjust the scoops accordingly.

      “‘One day, I burst through the swinging cafeteria doors and saw an elaborately set table in the center. It was Lunch with the Principal Day. A pang of jealousy zapped through my stomach. I considered myself as smart as the next kid—but math.

      “‘I whizzed by the table for a quick look so I could still be first for the dumb kids’ lunch. When, like a mirage, I passed a place card that said Massimo. I froze. “Ma dai?” I wasn’t the only Massimo, nor did I receive the calligraphed invitation with ink that stained your skin if your hands were clammy, but in that split second I told myself I was that Massimo.

      “‘The cafeteria was still empty. Except for Carmen, serving spoon in hand, staring at me from afar. I acted quickly. So quickly, she couldn’t stop me. I tore off the cover, plopped into the chair, grabbed a fork, and practically inhaled the food that made my heart sing. Seconds later, the plate was clean. The door opened and the chatter of kids grew behind me. The principal would soon arrive.

      “‘I gave up the coveted first spot on line and got lost in the crowd when I was hit with the most awful stomachache. Later, in the nurse’s office, I struggled to sit up straight. My mother was called.

      “‘To my horror, my mother arrived at the nurse’s office with my father. And the principal.

      “‘I burst into tears before a word was said. “I wanted the fancy food,” I blurted between sobs. “And my name is Massimo.”

      “‘Walking home, my mother tried to defend me. “He loves food.” She implored my father to understand my behavior wasn’t malicious.

      “‘My father was always stern but kind. I knew he loved me. Yet I feared his disapproval. At bedtime, he came to my room for a talk. My eyes instantly teared. He said, “Never convince yourself to do something wrong because you can get away with it. Even if no one knows, you’ll always know. Deceit is an illness there’s no medicine for. Your stomach will remind you every day. And there’s no Bromo Seltzer for that.’”
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      Five painstaking days had slugged by since Colleen submitted her audition for Validating Vulnerability. How did they need six days to make the obvious no-brainer decision? And not a single callback on anything. To stay positive she kept recording audio auditions, every day at least one. To stay distracted she taught Pilates, went to the dog park, searched every borough for an apartment, posted funny pics of Aldo and the meals she concocted using everything in the fridge no matter how weird or wilted. She even volunteered at a food pantry on 71st Street that she read about in December’s issue of SAVOR. The article encouraged people not to forget about the food insecure during the holidays. Though her job at the pantry was only to organize donations, it felt important. She was eager to return.

      In Fairway with Aldo, she looked for noodles to repurpose leftover rotisserie chicken and drearily old scallions into ramen, when Phoebe called. On half a ring, Colleen answered in her cheeriest sing-song hello.

      This is what she’d been waiting for! To get her life back on track with the thing she was meant to do: act. (By the way, voiceover work was acting, she was quick to remind anyone still following her verbal resume in the DMV waiting area or at bar mitzvah catering jobs.)

      Finally, a new audio project! No more subbing Pilates classes or tutoring kids on Zoom. This job would jump-start a ton of new opportunities. Things were about to take off. She pulled her grocery cart over to the vinegars.

      “What do you mean ‘a different direction’?” she stuttered into the phone and stared at the screen to confirm she was indeed speaking with Phoebe her agent. “They’re scrapping the book? I’m not surprised. No one, nowhere needs vulnerability coaching,” she chuckled nervously. “Horrendous idea from the start.”

      “No, they’re not scrapping the book. They chose a different narrator. I’m sorry, Colleen.”

      “Huh?” Colleen blinked several dozen times. “How? Why?” She swallowed. “I’m the voice of Renee White. This is insane. This is like—like not sticking with Michael Keaton for Batman.” She was dumbstruck.

      “Well, actually . . . they didn’t stick with Keaton—there was Kilmer, Clooney . . . Listen, we’re getting off topic. This isn’t about Batman. However, you’re making a good point. There are many Batmans. Batmen?”

      Colleen felt lightheaded. Woozy. She had a million questions, but nothing, no answer, would turn this around.

      “What did they say?” She absently pushed her empty cart up and down every aisle, Aldo in tow. “What was the—Renee Zellweger!” She stopped short, and Aldo crashed into her legs. "That’s who I meant. There’s only one Bridget Jones.”

      “True,” Phoebe agreed quietly. “Only one of those.”

      “What was it?” She found herself in baked goods. Bagels, bialys, black-and-whites. Normally irresistible. Now, forgettable.

      “Bottom line?” Phoebe exhaled. “Honestly? They don’t think you can do vulnerable. Not in any convincing way. Colleen, I have to agree.”

      “Whattt?” She balked. “I can do vulnerable,” she spat. “Are you kidding me? Of course I can do vulnerable. I can do it better than anyone. Jesus. Is that what they said? Are you quoting or paraphrasing?” She abandoned the cart and tramped circles around huge burlap bags of coffee beans. “Did they listen to my sample? It sounds like they didn’t listen. It’s drenched in vulnerability. It reeks of it.” She smacked the air. “I’ll do another take. I’m not offended. I get it. She’s a hotshot author now. A ‘New York Times bestselling author’”—finger quotes—“a little more exposed this time around. Jeez, talk about vulnerable. It’s pathetic.”

      “They don’t want another take. They hired someone.”

      “W-who?” she stammered.

      “It doesn’t matter who.”

      “I want to know. I want to know who’s more vulnerable than me.” Colleen eyed an older woman staring at her, bagging pears and frowning, or maybe that was her normal face.

      “You seem pretty vulnerable from where I’m standing,” the lady observed.

      Colleen did a double-take. “Thank you. Thank you very much,” she acknowledged the woman. "Did you hear that, Phoebe?” She pointed to the woman though Phoebe couldn’t see. “If a stranger at Fairway can hear it⁠—”

      “Colleen,” Phoebe interrupted, sounding measured, “you did an amazing job with Cultivating Confidence. Who could possibly do confidence better than you? Nobody. Hands down you were the best choice. Where all that confidence comes from, no idea. For a book on vulnerability, that’s another story. That is, to be straight with you, a streeeetch.” She stretched it like Spanx. Colleen was not amused.

      “Listen. I know you’re frustrated because you’re not booking on-camera jobs, and now you didn’t get this. You gotta face facts. Those roles require vulnerability. That’s not your thing. You’ve built a fortress around yourself that’s impenetrable by God, man, or the universe. You’ve been tucked in there as long as I’ve known you. That brute certainty. Those winks of indifference. I wish all my clients had a few of your cinder blocks, but⁠—”

      “You know what?” Colleen had heard enough. “I don’t want my name associated with the dumbest idea I’ve ever heard.” She was revved up now. She twirled and twirled, gaining steam, gathering thoughts. “You’re right. They’re all right. I most certainly am not—today, tomorrow, or yesterday—vulnerable. Thank God for that.” She tried to stomp her foot but her legs were bound in Aldo’s leash.
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      The next morning at the dog park, Colleen unwrapped her third black-and-white while chugging a Dunkin’ Latte Cocoa Mocha. She didn’t care how she’d feel later, it made her feel great now. It kept her busy while Aldo played with friends, and Massi whined about his unfortunate, miserable life. She should’ve sent the call to voicemail.

      “Why did I think coming here was a good idea? The solution, even,” he bellyached, while looking wistful and gazing blankly at a glistening blue sea.

      She slid a magazine from her backpack. “Don’t poop there. Shoo,” she yelled at the Newfoundland crapping too close to her feet.

      “Some romantic part of me saw Italy as Clark Kent’s phone booth. He was a journalist, too. It’s not that far off.”

      Good God, make it stop.

      “Maybe that makes me sound foolish.”

      Maybe?

      Last night, to soothe herself to sleep, she read Five Ways to Bacon, the most recent Comfort Food issue. The cover photo was a hashtag created with thick, glistening, frilly fat-edged, salty bacon strips. It looked so good she forgave the guy for turning “bacon” into a verb.

      “But Italy isn’t far enough away. What’s far enough to hide from yourself?”

      Colleen tuned in about every tenth word. Wasn’t he there because his cousin had a heart attack? Wasn’t Massi managing Dom’s “hotel”?

      “I guess I’ll come home.”

      “What?”

      He sounded like a ten-year-old runaway, who after an hour in the dark woods, heard a crunch of leaves and retreated. “What about your cousin?”

      “Colleen, I have something to tell you. My role at SAVOR may be changing.”

      Interesting way to frame it. “Uh-huh.” She licked the whipped cream off her straw.

      “I may be moving to Special Projects . . .” His voice trailed wistfully.

      “Okay.” She took a pic of the recipe for Maple Glazed Bacon.

      He rambled defensively for a bit. She browsed SAVOR.

      “What kind of example am I setting for Stella? Being shuffled to Special Projects, which is anything but special,” he bemoaned.

      Jeez, he was certainly letting it all hang out. Why to her? Didn’t he have friends to mope to? What about the Haute Potatoes? Something told her that Massi didn’t like revealing his vulnerable side to his friends. Appearances were much more important.

      “And in the prime of my career!”

      “Maybe don’t call it your prime, for starters. I mean, if you’re asking me.” She glanced at him. “Are you asking me?” He didn’t reply. He looked into the distance to feign disinterest so she’d proceed without his encouragement. She knew the game. “Seems to me your prime hasn’t been around for a while. Just saying. IMO, it’s pretty much cozily ensconced in the period between the summer Eat With Your Hands issue all the way to the winter Leftovers issue.”

      He gave her a quizzical look. Like the wheels of his mind had lost traction with the road.

      “Those seven years were your best.” Aldo ambled over to check in, panted heavily, wagged exuberantly, then see you later.

      Massi adjusted himself in his chair, bent an elbow and drew his chin to an upturned palm, resting it there. With his thumb pressed to his cheek, cushions of flesh pillowed around it, like a bao bun.

      Colleen got a glimpse of what he’d look like in twenty years. How his face would surrender to the passage of time. The crinkle at the corners of his eyes, now exaggerated by his piercing gaze, would deepen. The loss of elasticity in the jowl. He’d be a pleasant, handsome, old guy. Something else was different about his face today. Oh. He was looking directly at her.

      She removed Aldo’s water bottle from her backpack and filled the attached bowl. Placed it on the ground.

      That was new. Square in the eyes looking at her. Because she was talking about his favorite subject? The other times she talked about him, her words came out differently. Barbed. Cutting remarks occasionally flung from her mouth. Someone needed to keep it real with this guy. He should know how he came off to people. Maybe he could salvage his interpersonal skills yet. He still had some good years in the tank.

      “Continue.”

      Why did he want her thoughts suddenly? Maybe because he had nothing to lose hearing straight talk from a stranger. A fleeting character in his memoir. A bit character. A walk-on. The perfect person from whom to hear the worst about yourself. She’d be gone soon. She’d disappear into the partially congealed mass of humans in NYC, folding into very different circles.

      “It’s just one person’s observation.” She looked away. His attention was all of a sudden too much.

      Aldo was smelling some Schnauzer butt, then he and his new friend chased a squirrel under a fence.

      “What do I know? I know pretty much nothing about food.” That wasn’t true. Patrick had taught her a lot about cooking. Even growing food. But when those years ended tragically, she became so angry, she denounced any kind of joy—food joy included. She had reverted to thinking of food as self-preservation, like when she was a kid. It was startling to discover all the hidden emotional traps food triggered.

      She glanced at the bacon cover. After reading a bunch of issues, she noticed an evolution. “The older issues felt more personal. More meaningful. What you learned baking bread for the first time. Shopping for food in foreign countries where you didn’t speak the language. What happened to the monthly feature Food For All? Highlighting restaurants across America combatting food waste, sharing excess with communities?” That resonated with her. She was curious about organizations like this in New York. Those stories revealed how rampant hunger was among kids. She remembered Stella mentioning an incredible statistic about college kids. If Colleen knew how prevalent it was when she was a kid, it might not have felt so shameful.

      “It seems, these days, you don’t want anyone to know who you are,” she said. “Like you’re inventing stuff on the fly, trying to get someone’s approval, trying to fit in.

      “Why do you want to act like you’re someone else? You have a lot to be proud of. Why ignore your life experience? Or your insights about food and why we make such a big deal about preparing, eating, sharing. ‘We’ as in ‘you,’ of course. Not me. Your readers. Thank goodness for them. They’re your bread and butter.” She lifted one brow. Nice one, Col.

      “Not that I know much about magazines, what could a receptionist know, right? Pretty sure that’s a direct quote from someone you know and love.” She forced a tight smile. He dropped the arm holding his chin and straightened in his chair. A short-lived squirm. A flood of direct light blanched his complexion.

      “Pfft, look at it now.” She held the bacon issue up to the phone.

      He dove his head toward the screen with shock in his eyes.
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      “It’s a shit show,” Colleen continued, regarding the current state of the magazine. “You’re all over the place and no place at the same time. Serves you right. That’s what happens when you hire a dimwit neophyte to head the creative team. You passed up two amazing candidates for him? The department is reeling because everyone knows he’s a zero. Then you promote an inexperienced bozo as production director? And rebuff an absolute hotshot like Clarice? When your team sucks, you don’t look too good, my friend.”

      She needed to stop talking. She wasn’t even drunk. Nobody cared what she thought. Least of all Massimo Locatelli, soon to be SAVOR’s Chief of Special Projects, currently pursing his lips and delicately stirring his cappuccino, pinky aloft.

      “Keep poking holes in the hull and your boat’s not gonna float for long.”

      A screech came from his chair legs scraping the floor as he pushed away from the desk and stood.

      The bookcase in Massi’s apartment held ninety-six issues of SAVOR. What an incredible body of work. An incredible legacy. Colleen once thought she’d be a somebody. She was running out of time. If she had accomplished all that Massi had, chauvinism notwithstanding, she wouldn’t wilt like a squash blossom now. Maybe when you didn’t work too hard to achieve something, it didn’t occur to you to fight for it. You were accustomed to lovely things and big opportunities falling into your lap. Something just as wonderful would materialize for Massi. The biggest hardship he’d suffered thus far was a bruised ego.

      Massi’s profile was back in view. He fixed his gaze blankly into the distance. A seagull squawked by his open window.

      “Who cares if your stories and vision don’t resonate with everyone? When you try to speak to everyone, you speak to no one.”

      He opened his mouth to say something, but she interjected another thought. “I don’t get the whole dashi craze.” She tossed the magazine onto her backpack and stood. “If it even is one.”

      He snorted. “What?” And grew a like-you-know-what-dashi-is smirk.

      “Not to mention you’d need to have kombu or bonito flakes on hand.”

      “How do you know anything about bonito flakes?” He laughed. “Miss Dumb-Down-Dinner.” He was referring to what she did with SAVOR recipes, using leftovers, all the hacks, making it simpler.

      “See. Right there. You’re trying to insult me and my relationship with food? Why does food have to be exclusive? Shouldn’t it be inclusive? Isn’t it the very thing that connects us? That’s what your current issues are missing. Food elitism is the definition of irrelevant, if you ask me.”

      “I’m not asking you.”

      “Free advice, then.”

      Aldo watched Colleen circle the perimeter of the park, kicking up clouds of dry sandy dirt, arms a windmill of fettuccine noodles, delivering her off-the-cuff two-cent spiel on authenticity, midlife crises, growing irrelevant, and second acts. She briefly forgot this was about Massi.

      “You’re pretty opinionated for a receptionist, aren’t you? Loads of confident food advice from someone who eats frozen fish sticks.”

      She was opinionated and confident. Throw smart in there. So her professional life was a casserole of odd jobs—buying time, paying bills—accommodating a series of detours. That didn’t mean she wasn’t capable of more.

      “Expanding our readers’ world view of food is the objective of an upscale food magazine,” he harrumphed. “Why am I defending myself to you? You’re not exactly our target market.”

      “You’re right. I’m not. Honestly, if it wasn’t for Aldo, I wouldn’t be reading it.”

      “Aldo?”

      “I wish I never worked there, but I needed the job. I’m sure lots of expertise goes into those meals, but when you’re on a budget and struggling to feed your family, it’s offensive. The irony of working at SAVOR, watching all the food wasted in the test kitchen and the photo shoots and all those luncheon meetings you had, was that I needed the job to put food on my table. My ex was blowing up our bank account. It wasn’t even the first time I was in that situation. When I was a kid it was worse. Not everyone has that kind of access to food, Massi. So it’s hard for me to jump up and down with praise for your magazine. It’s not my thing and never will be. I’m not judging you because it’s yours.”

      Why did she tell him that? Of all people to share personal stuff with. Luckily, history has proven he doesn’t listen to anything not about him.

      “SAVOR has me eating well, though. I made a ramen recipe last night using leftovers and a homegrown carrot.”

      His head jerked back. “From my garden?” he asked, without a speck of irony.

      “Haha.” His garden. “No. From my garden.”

      “Very funny.” He laughed heartily. They certainly were amusing each other.

      “Maybe SAVOR isn’t the right platform for your vision. Have you thought about that? Put on your big boy panties and figure it out.”

      Where was all of this empathy and understanding coming from? Colleen wasn’t in the mood, now or ever, to allay the bogus concerns of this man of privilege.

      He was easier to deal with before she caught a glimpse of his humanness. Not that she liked him then. She just didn’t care. If only they could return to that stage. This was irritating.

      Always appearances with him—how would this look to Stella? He couldn’t see the actual role-model moment here. His head was truly wedged up there. This was life, buddy. Ups and downs. The problem was, Massi had had very few brushes with hardship. Even this was nowhere near the bottom. What a putz.

      “Jeez, Massi, you were at the top of your game two years ago. For Pete’s sake, you could still reach it from a stepladder. Show some strength and dignity and balls and creativity and figure it out. Take a step in another direction. Try something new. Create something fabulous. You’ve got a million connections in a zillion places, you run a freaking mega magazine. Stop whining. Go do something. Show Stella that. Show her that down doesn’t mean out. You’re pissing me off.”

      What in the @FoodFight Breaking News was she doing consoling him? Pep-talking him? Stroking him? He wasn’t in trouble. This was a pinch of salt for Massi. Colleen? She had problems. Was she gonna whine to him about being flat-out broke, houseless, alone, and going nowhere? No, she wasn’t. She’d figure it out and get on with it. Like always.

      “How did you get to be so successful? You’re really pathetic, Massi. That ends my Ted Talk. Thanks for listening.” She hit End.

      A second later, a text from Massi.

      
        
          
            
              
        The reading copies of SAVOR are in the kitchen. *Not* the living room.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        And for God’s sake, don’t break the spine.
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      Freshly showered and dressed for her cruise line audition, Colleen headed downstairs. She stopped mid-flight when she heard Gloria’s voice. Again?

      “Because Cousin Dom’s a genius and famiglia is everything,” Gloria said to Nicholas.

      “How’s Dom? Is he out of the hospital?” asked Nicholas.

      Colleen held back on the stairs, peering through the railing.

      “Hospital?” Gloria turned to him.

      “For his heart? The reason Mr. Massi’s in Italy.” Nicholas’s voice spiked with impatience, uncharacteristically. “To manage Dom’s hotel. While he recovers from his heart attack.”

      Gloria gazed at the ceiling and squawked with laughter so hard her whole body shook. “Yes, yes—I forgot! Cousin Dom—he has a great imagination!” she snorted.

      He faked a heart attack?

      Nicholas faced Gloria, appearing offended by her outburst. And confused.

      “Massi needed a place to hide, to lick his wounds. He’s humiliated.” Gloria patted Nicholas’s shoulder. “A few innocent white lies to protect Massimo’s pride. He won’t hold it against Dom.” She added a dismissive huff. “The timing was perfect. Dom had business to discuss with Massi. Of course, I’m footing the bill for the hotel. We knew Massi wasn’t about to slum it at Dom’s place.”

      Cousin Dom sounded like a piece of work. No hotel. No heart attack. Strange that Gloria called him cousin. Dom was her son. And Massi was a pushover. They all deserved each other. A schemer, an intervener, and a wiener.

      “The cousins must act quickly now for this new plan to work. Massi was never the right choice for that SAVOR job. Men.” She threw her hands up. “Are any of them qualified? For anything?” She turned to Nicholas and clutched his forearm. “Not you. You’re very qualified to be super.” She gave him a sour face and a hand motion that looked like a rickety boat on turbulent seas.

      “Honestly, what do men need to do to get a fancy job? Dress well. Know the right people. Be handsome. Be charming. And by charming, I mean manipulative. That’s the essence of charm, you know.”

      Nicholas’s eyes grew wide. He lowered his head. Not a word from him. Normally nervous-chatty fangirling around Gloria, not today. He snickered uncomfortably at her snide remarks. Besmirching her own nephew to the super.

      “Massi knows every restaurateur in this city. They’ll all want to support him. They have to. He’s their vein to SAVOR.” She held out her arm and pretended to shoot up like a junkie into the crook of her elbow. Interesting analogy from Gloria. She was a woman of endless surprises.

      “You need help with this, Nicholas.” She motioned to the boxes and jars. “The freeloader will help.”

      Classy.

      “We need a delivery person. Though I don’t trust her half as far as I can throw a tantrum.”

      Duly noted.

      How long did this dynamic duo intend to be here? This wasn’t good. Not good at all. Colleen had one hour to get to her audition. She wouldn’t be able to leave without Aldo, if Gloria was still here, without a million questions. They could be here for hours. Obviously, Colleen couldn’t take Aldo with her either.

      She stomped down the remaining steps, whistling a tune. “Oh, hi.” She acted surprised to see them. “Didn’t realize I had company.”

      “I’m not company,” Gloria asserted. “I’m family. Not yours.” Gloria’s doubtful eyes swept over Colleen. “Do you have any nice clothes?”

      A peculiar question coming from a woman thirty years her senior and fifty pounds more padded. “To borrow?”

      “Not for me,” she grunted. “You think I’d wear anything of yours? Look at me. I have style. I spend money to look like this.” She turned up the collar of her basic blue shirt.

      Gloria’s phone rang and she marched into Massi’s office.

      Colleen needed to grab a granola bar and skedaddle. In the pantry she noticed the kibble canister was nearly empty. When she tapped the giant kibble bag on the floor with her foot, it moved too easily. Some joker left seven kibbles in the bag. She poured them into Aldo’s bowl as Gloria entered the kitchen.

      “Is Aldo on a diet?”

      Aldo arrived eagerly. “Not yet, buddy. Soon.” Colleen grabbed her phone and keys from the counter. “Where does Massi buy dog food?”

      “I don’t know. I’m pretty sure he doesn’t get a fifty-pound bag at Gristedes and schlep it home. He gets it delivered. Read the stupid book.”

      Colleen took a photo of the dog food bag.

      “Gotta run. Taking Aldo . . . to the park . . . for a doggy date.” The clock was ticking and she didn’t have a better idea. “Come on, Al, we’ll get something to eat while we’re out.”
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      Breathless and sweaty, Colleen pushed a heavy stroller while bobbing and weaving through clumps of pedestrians indifferent to her need for speed. She arrived late to the audition. A massive line had already wormed its way along Ninth Avenue and around 41st Street.

      From the end of the line, she surveyed her competition. By the looks of things, they were casting a variety of roles. A petite older woman with curly white hair, eating a bagel, commented on someone’s posture and suggested how they’d appear taller if they stood up straight. “Why do you wanna be short like me? Stand hunched, stay hunched.” A dapper gentleman, in a suit and fedora, pleaded with someone on the phone, “I need a refill today. It’s not good if I miss a dose.” A tall young woman nodded to music everyone could hear despite her wearing headphones.

      It started to rain. Colleen, without an umbrella, stood eight actors away from the cover of scaffolding.

      “Cute dog,” someone beside her said.

      “Lotsa luck bringing him in. You think you can bring a dog in?” said the hunched lady.

      A side conversation ensued on the likelihood a dog would be permitted on a casting call.

      She hadn’t thought it through, obviously. She was singularly focused on how to leave the apartment for a bulk of time without raising the suspicion of a crabby, snooping interloper who was related to the guy she worked for. The challenge grew more ambitious when it included a large dog. “Taking Aldo to the dog park” was the first plausible coverup that sprang to mind. Counting on him to hustle thirty blocks down Columbus Avenue was delusional. Spotting a discarded stroller on the sidewalk—the flimsy kind that folded like an umbrella—was the miracle she needed. Except for a missing front wheel, it was perfect. She secured the harness around Aldo, tilted the stroller back to engage the rear wheels, and off they went.

      Now thoroughly drenched, Colleen stepped into the building. Aldo, whose stroller had a canopy, was dry.

      “Is that your dog?” asked the girl with the iPad, signing actors in.

      Colleen smiled warmly, blotting the rain from her face with a tissue. “Not technically.”

      “He’s with you?”

      “Yes.”

      “You can’t bring him in.”

      “Told you,” someone blurted.

      Colleen grumbled something not nice and looked around desperately. She could not and would not miss this audition. It was for a cruise line! She had worked on a cruise ship, IRL. How many people here could say that?

      “Colleen Fitzroy,” she said, handing the girl her headshot and resume. “Don’t worry, I’m not bringing him in.”

      Could she tie his leash to something? She searched the hall for a doorknob. The door to the casting room opened, and the girl with the music strolled out like she was walking a Paris runway. Steely, confident, unhurried. She’d only been in there five minutes. They were moving fast.

      Colleen looked behind her for a friendly face. Maybe someone would watch Aldo for a few minutes. They needed to wait, anyway.

      “Okay, you’re next. Let’s go. What’s it gonna be?” The girl snapped her fingers at Colleen and handed back her headshot. “I don’t need this, give it to the casting director.”

      It was difficult to find a friendly face with everyone’s head in their phones.

      “I’ll watch him,” said the hunched lady. She shrugged. “I’m not in a hurry.”

      “Really?” Colleen’s heart raced. She was all of a sudden panicked about the level of insanity it would take to leave him with a complete stranger.

      “Next,” shouted iPad girl. “In or out?”

      “In.” Colleen turned to the old lady. “You sure? I really appreciate it. They seem to be moving fast.”

      “No worries. I got all day. He seems like a good boy. He’s put up with this awful thing you got him in. He can’t even fit, poor guy. Where’s the other wheel?” She tried to push the stroller unsuccessfully.

      “Thank you.” Colleen dashed into the room, wasting no time. She handed the casting director her headshot, turning it over to where her resume highlighted her cruise ship experience. “I worked on a cruise. So . . .” She rolled her shoulders a few times. “I know cruises.” She winked.

      “Very nice. Let’s have you with Eli.” She motioned to a short guy wearing a suit.

      “Quick question, am I American? Because I can do British, Australian, any brogue⁠—”

      “You don’t speak. No lines.”

      “Bloody hell—” she blurted, which got everyone’s attention. She held up a hand to apologize. “Just a sample. Not a reaction.” She leaned in, “My Australian is even better.”

      The unamused casting director motioned for Colleen to hop to it with Eli.

      She was auditioning for the “Empty Nesters Getaway” where she’d dance with a “Distinguished Man of a Certain Age” on the cruise ship dance floor. Wasn’t Colleen too young for that role? Maybe they were his kids. Previous marriage. Colleen thought she heard a dog barking in the hall. The music began.

      “Bigger smiles,” the director called out.

      Eli had no sense of rhythm. He stomped on her feet repeatedly. She smiled anyway. Attempting to distract from his clumsiness, she threw her head back at the excitement of being an empty nester stepmother on her first vacation without her stepkids. The freedom!

      The music stopped. “Thank you, next,” said the director.

      Before Colleen could ask to be paired with a new partner, the door flew open, and Aldo bounded in, dragging the iPad girl by the leash.

      “Lady, you gotta get rid of this dog.”

      “What’s going on?” asked the director.

      “How’d he get out of the stroller?” Colleen was dizzy with embarrassment. “Sorry. So sorry.” She took the leash and lead him, yapping nonstop, to the door. She faced the director. “I won’t bring him to the callback, obviously.” No one heard her over the commotion.

      When she got to the lobby, Colleen gave the old lady the death stare. Then exited down the hall with Aldo.

      “He’s a terrible listener,” the lady shouted. “You gotta train that dog.”

      Colleen was fuming. He surely didn’t get out of the stroller on his own.

      Out on the sidewalk she heard someone shout, “Where’s the dog?”

      Colleen moved faster. “Let’s go, Aldo. Pick it up.” What if he peed in there? Or worse.

      Someone grabbed her arm from behind. “Hey, is that your dog?” It was the iPad girl.

      “No,” Colleen barked, holding the leash. If he bit someone she was toast.

      “They want to see him,” the girl said.

      “See him? Who wants to see him? You mean Aldo?”

      “If that’s his name.”

      Trudging back through the walk of shame, all eyes on her, every possible thought swirled in her head. She was sweating through her shirt, thinking of how she’d explain this to Massi.

      The casting director asked, “What commands does he know?” Huh? She wanted to see Aldo in the scene with the family.

      “The dog?” Colleen glared at her, baffled. She glanced at the small group of actors that created the hodgepodge family, then back at the director.

      “For a cruise ad?” Colleen was incredulous. They were considering Aldo for this job?

      “Yes,” the director said impatiently. “What commands does he know?” she repeated. “Has he ever booked anything?”

      The guy sitting beside the director leaned into her and affirmed excitedly, “He’s perfect!”

      Perfect for what?

      Colleen chuckled. “Dogs don’t go on cruises. Believe me. I’ve worked on cruises. Under no circumstances will you find dogs onboard. People leave their pets home.” They weren’t even listening. They kept gleefully shouting “Perfect!” to one another. It didn’t matter what she said, Aldo was the best thing that ever happened to Holiday Cruises. And just like that, he booked it.

      No callback.

      In silence, Colleen and Aldo slogged uptown on Ninth Avenue. She didn’t know what to say. She didn’t know what to think. How could she be angry at Aldo? It wasn’t his fault he booked the job she was completely perfect for and he was completely wrong for. She tried not to be jealous, it was impossible. A dog got the part over her. For. A. Cruise. Ship. Ad.

      She had to pull herself together before they got back to the apartment. She needed to straighten her head out before confronting Nosy 1 and Nosy 2.

      At Lincoln Center, they sat at the fountain on the plaza of the Metropolitan Opera House so she could compose herself. In the breeze, a wet mist spritzed her cheek. Aldo sat dutifully at her feet, watching people pass by.

      She needed ten minutes to feel sorry for herself. To feel all the feels. Allow herself that, then she’d move on. It was okay to be upset and jealous and angry and scared.

      “Aldo.” He turned toward her. “Paw.” He offered his paw. “Down.” He laid down. “Stand.” He got up. “Sit.” Whatever.

      “Seriously? All this time?”

      He could’ve mentioned he was a dog genius. Astonishing that Massi didn’t. Here she was bragging about her cruise ship background and foreign accents, and he, with no experience whatsoever, booked the job. Because why? He’s cute? Colleen was sick of the disparity of the attractiveness spectrum. It was bogus. She was attractive too!

      A woman strolled over with her toddler and sat next to them by the fountain. The little boy clapped and wriggled when he saw Aldo. Aldo sniffed the boy’s feet. The lady offered her hand, and Aldo licked it. “Aren’t you handsome!”

      Oh, for God’s sake.
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      Selfishly, Colleen cancelled story time with Aldo to take herself out to dinner. Aldo followed her to the door. “Don’t give me that look. I need alone time.” The thought of reading the exploits of a premiere magazine’s famous editor in chief to the newest animal acting sensation, who’d predictably take the world by storm, was too much for her. “Don’t you have a Duolingo lesson? Or juggling club?” He panted, playing dumb.

      Colleen sat at the bar at Patsy’s, folding a slice of pizza into her mouth, savoring the thin crust, the gooey cheese, the sweet sauce. The bartender replaced her empty with a new sweaty Bud Light. No better combo in the world. It was eight thirty on a Friday night, and the place was buzzing.

      “You need this?” A guy appeared next to her, asking about the empty stool.

      “No, no. Take it.”

      Her phone bleated with the arrival of a text from Phoebe.

      
        
          
            
              
        Please tell me you didn’t bring a dog to the audition. Please.

      

      

      

      

      

      She flipped her phone over. Phoebe was probably doubly pissed she wouldn’t earn commission on it. She didn’t rep animals.

      “Fried calamari?” The bartender handed the plate to Colleen. She dove in.

      The phone rang. Probably Phoebe calling to fire her. Colleen wasn’t gonna get upset about it. It’s not like Phoebe had gotten Colleen a single job recently. She peeked at the screen. Shockingly, it was Massi FaceTiming. He never called after five. It was two thirty in the morning in Italy.

      “Hey Massi. Is everything okay?” It was dark, wherever he was. She could barely see his face. Then she recognized the curtains. “You all right?” She sipped her beer.

      “French fries?” the bartender asked. Colleen nodded and moved her pizza to make room.

      “A man who sttrruggless doesn’t wear it on his sleeve,” he slurred. Massimo was three Proseccos to the wind.

      “Massi? It’s Colleen.” He should know this since he called her, but he obviously didn’t have all his wits about him. She placed her phone against the napkin caddy.

      After a garbled meandering monologue, at times poetic, she gleaned he’d just come from Dom’s house—a “ramshackle” apartment in Biassa, a “pignoli-sized town” up the road from the hotel in Porto Venere. To say it wasn’t what Massi had expected was a massive understatement. Dom’s apartment was part of a rundown cluster of “all-but-abandoned homes”, enclosed by a creaky rusted metal gate, “once brilliant white, turned flaky copper in the sea air.” Newspaper covered the windows, a mattress lay on the floor.

      Massimo had offered to cook dinner, but didn’t know until he arrived that Dom didn’t have a kitchen. “A hot plate and mini fridge do not a kitchen make, ma dai!” He cooked the feast by juggling two pots from the hot plate to a slab of wood folded against the wall via hinge: “The kitchen table!”

      He shout-babbled, “No one forces Massimo Locatelli out!”

      Out of where? Dom’s apartment? The hotel? No clue.

      The men got sufficiently drunk, which “disintegrated any machismo” either one harbored, “like vinegar dissolving lime scale from any number of Dom’s possessions.” Sprinkled throughout the slurred incoherence were some jewels.

      “Pfft—” A torrent of spit came forth. “They want a modern food perspective? I can do that.”

      Ah. SAVOR. Okay, she was back on track. This debriefing took sudden and cryptic turns. Good thing Colleen was only four beers in and as sharp as a teaspoon.

      When the owner and publisher of SAVOR, Brandt Henredon, Massi’s boss, had announced his retirement, he handed the reins to his daughter. In short order, she’d alerted Massi of her decision to take the magazine in a new direction: “fresh, fearless and female.” (That would be new.) Dom had urged Massi to fight back—but not too hard that he wouldn’t have time for their new project. Just hard enough to keep one foot at SAVOR for the connections and the leverage, while the other foot was free to embark on an entrepreneurial venture with his cousin.

      From Massi’s retelling of the evening, Dom didn’t sound as drunk as Massi. He sounded like a man with a plan.

      “Remember when you needed to be a certain age to be boss? Gobs of experience?” Massi’s face was extra fleshy, packed bags beneath his eyes. “Work your way up? Now you can be twenty-four! Very cool. Super hip. Tattoos. Braces! Just when I’m old enough to reap the glory, the rules change.” He took another swig of something as he leaned an elbow on his desk. His hair tumbled over his forehead. His face way too close to the screen. All his features twice their normal size—unable to all fit on the screen at once. His five o’clock shadow was hitting ten o’clock.

      “They want raw talent. Whatever that is. Natural gifts. Vision. Bred from what? Ignorance? Smoking weed?” Brief visits of coherence appeared.

      The guy sitting beside Colleen thumbed at her phone. “Your boyfriend?”

      She tapped the mute button. “No, my boss. He calls me all hours of the day and night.”

      “Jerk,” he scoffed. “Don’t answer. It’s the weekend.”

      “Not for me.” She rolled her eyes. “I’m the dog sitter. No weekend.”

      Massi continued rambling. “Dom’s business idea . . . a side gig, everyone’s got one . . . time to rebrand . . . midlife career, something like that.”

      “He’s drunk,” she continued with guy next to her, “and in a bit of a professional crisis. Just needs someone to listen. No harm in that, right?” She offered him a French fry.

      “We could all use a friend like you.” He patted her back and selected a fry.

      This guy made a good point. Why was Massi calling Colleen? Where were his friends?

      “Wife gone, daughter gone. Youth gone,” grumbled Massi. Eyebrows really performing.

      “Kids’ spaghetti and meatballs?” The bartender held out the plate. Colleen traded her empty calamari dish for it.

      Massi zoomed his face closer to the screen. “Where are you?”

      She unmuted her phone. “Patsy’s. It’s been a long day. I’m not cooking tonight.”

      “Ccccooking?” he retched. “Since when?”

      “Ever since I started eating.”

      “I’d like to see that.” He slapped his desk.

      “The eating or the cooking?”

      He scanned his room earnestly, like he was searching for his thoughts. “Oh—yes, I went to cook Dom dinner. To tell him what’s happening with me.”

      Wasn’t the real question: what’s up with Dom? Practically living in a tenement when he “owns of a fancy hotel” and “recently suffered a heart attack.”

      “When I opened up to Dom, he did too. I didn’t know many things. See what happens when you ask about others?” She rolled her eyes. “We had much to celebrate. Maybe too mushttt.”

      According to Massi: Cousin Dom’s call for help with his new business venture came at the perfect time. “How did Dom know I needed it just as much? That’s family for you. Just when I thought I was finished—Dom to the rescue. With a genius plan. Who knew Dom had it in him? Don’t tell him I said that.”

      What Massi learned: Aunt Gloria had been bitterly jealous of her sister—Massi's mother—her entire life despite Massi’s mother being deceased for twenty-three years.

      What did Dom learn? Nothing really. He pretty much knew everything already. Even things “no one in the world knew about Massi.”

      “Dom’s like a brother. Without him, where would I be?” Now Massi’s face slumped onto both palms. “Nobody knows me like Dom. Sure, we’ve had our differences. I used to think he was a screwup. Always taking the easy way out, lazy,” Massi chuckled. “Not now. Look how hard he works.”

      Colleen tried to visualize that. It didn’t seem like Dom worked at all, but what did she know?

      “Hence the heart attack?” She fished, while reaching for another pizza slice.

      “Heart attack? Oh. Ha!” Massi closed his eyes. “Dom, he’s—” Hiccup. “Like a tasting menu. You never know whatcha gonna get.” Chuckle, chuckle. “He didn’t need to have a heart attack for me to come all the way to Italy. If he needed me—” He snapped his fingers, though no sound was produced. “Presto, I come. No questions.” Umpire hands for safe on first. “That’s family.” Hiccup.

      “So wait. What about the heart attack?” she pressed.

      His shoulders bobbed up and down in concert with a soundless laugh, as one does when one has been completely hoodwinked and attempts to conceal any ill will toward the hoodwinker. Like it was a joke he was in on. But he wasn’t in on it, and it wasn’t funny.

      Air rippled from his fluttering lips. “Not so scary as a heart attack, after all.”

      Interesting. Massi laughed it off to cover his gullibility. Hotshot Massi was an easy mark.

      The guy sitting next to her tilted his head into the screen. “Hey there,” he said to Massi.

      “Who’s that?” Massi sputtered. Then scrutinized leerily. “Your boyfriend?”

      “You should give this pretty lady a night off. Let her enjoy her dinner.” When his attractive lady friend arrived, he paid the bartender, and they moved to a table. The bartender brought Colleen another beer and said it was from her workfree-weekend advocate.

      “Yeah, I’m on a date. Cute, right?” she said to Massi.

      “He takes you to Pppatsy’s? When I get back I’ll show you what real Italian food tastes like.” It wasn’t clear what he meant by that. Was he going to cook for her? Or take her to a “real Italian” restaurant? By tomorrow morning, no one would remember.

      Despite Colleen being on a (fake) date, Massi forged on. “I feel bad living in this beautiful place for a month”—he motioned like a ringmaster with both arms—“while Dom lives—not beautifully.” His voice faded to a whisper. “Dom doesn’t own this hotel after all. Never did.” He inserted an oopsy face.

      She had deduced that on day one. Massi was about two weeks behind her.

      “I could trade places with him, but my skin doesn’t do well with fireproof bedding.”

      “You could pay for it, though.”

      He brightened. “Great idea.”

      Then she remembered Gloria was paying for it, which apparently Massi didn’t know.

      “You’re good to have around, Colleen Fitzroy.” Really? Proof he was very drunk. “It’s off season, I could negotiate a hefty discount.” He raised his glass to her. “We’re a great team . . .” Another shocker. “. . . me and Dom.” Oh. “He never lacks for ideas or enthusiasm, not so great at figuring out how things get done. I’m good at stuff he’s bad at, and he’s good at stuff I’d never do in a lifetime.”

      That propagated a series of unspoken questions.

      Massi’s incoherent babbling of non sequiturs continued. He poured himself another drink. “I’ve got connections.” He lowered the bottle to the desk with exuberance, but since he lacked spatial awareness in his condition, it missed by a mile, and plunged toward the floor. Massi tumbled from his chair to catch it. He was about an hour late. So much for reflexes when you’re plastered. He reemerged as a decapitated head, his chin resting on the desk top. He heaved the bottle into the air.

      “How ya doing? Can I get you anything?” the bartender asked.

      “Yeah. I need something for my dog. Any suggestions?”

      The bartender considered this. “Grilled chicken? Steamed broccoli?”

      She shot him a thumbs-up and mouthed thank you. “Can you wrap the rest of this in a doggie bag?” She motioned to her half-eaten food orgy. “Oh, one sec.” She dumped the contents of the bread basket onto her plate. “Can’t waste the bread, right?”

      Massi kissed the bottle. “A gift from my cousin. Doesn’t have two euros to run—rub—but’ll give you a fancy bottle of Strega. Look at this label, look at this whimsical font.” He looked at it himself. “Ecru, vermillion, charcoal—bellissimo.” Massi cupped the side of his mouth. “Don’t tell anybody. Dom told me our ancestors invented Strega hundreds of years ago, and he alone is in possession of the secret recipe. He’s gonna tell me.” He jabbed himself in the chest. “On his death bed if we’re still friends.” Massi laughed with his eyes closed. “Why wouldn’t we be?” Bottoms up. “We’re famiglia.”
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      On Saturday morning, after visiting the dog park where Aldo frolicked and Colleen nursed a throbbing head, they stopped at the pet store.

      She was about to open the door when someone behind her shouted, “No dogs allowed in there. Read the sign.” Colleen quickly shut the door and searched for the sign. How did a pet store not allow dogs?

      There was no sign.

      The disheveled woman who shouted the warning leaned on a parking meter, wearing layers of dirty clothes. Wide-legged shorts over purple tights, topped with a balding gold sequined skirt. A Miami Heat hoodie zipped to her chin. One foot pitched against a roughed-up suitcase packed to bursting. A heady acrid odor formed a force field around her.

      “I’ll watch the little guy,” she said. She blew air from her nose, and mucus shot out. “I’m good with dogs.” She picked something off her tongue. “Better than you.”

      “Is that so?” Dogs or no dogs, Colleen was bringing him in.

      “Is that so?” she mimicked. “Is that so? Is that so?” She cocked her head from side to side and disappeared.

      In the store, a minuscule Chihuahua in a baby sling strapped to its owner barked at a beagle rolling on the floor. No dogs, huh?

      “Hey, Aldo. What’s up, man?” said the cashier with a neck tattoo of a snake.

      Colleen tapped a photo on her phone and showed it to the cashier. “Do you sell this? I just need a small bag.”

      “To hold you over until the Amazon shipment comes?” How did he know?

      The door opened, and a boxer waddled in. “Buster, what’s shaking?” This place was like Cheers for dogs.

      “Uh, you Massi’s . . .” His eyes surveyed her.

      “Dog sitter.”

      “We deliver the big bag. That’s how Massi does it.”

      “Like today?”

      “Like tomorrow.”

      Colleen bought the small bag—which wasn’t small—and ordered the big bag for delivery. Outside, she told Aldo to chill for a sec when a sneezing fit (cat dander) got her winded and hunched over, grasping her knee. She searched for a tissue, juggled the heavy kibble, and gripped the hard plastic handle of the leash with her teeth to answer an incoming FaceTime from Massi.
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      “Hold on—achoo.” The leash handle fell from Colleen’s mouth. Retrieving it required more rejiggering. “How ya feeling?” she asked, wondering if he remembered any of last night’s convo.

      “What? Are you at the pet store? I can’t hear you.”

      “Yes, I’m here. Buying food. For the dog.”

      “Have it delivered,” he shouted, as one did when they couldn’t hear you, but you could hear them perfectly fine. “It’s in the dossier under Food and Supplies. You’re out of food? Dry and wet? Is the frozen food gone? I made so much.”

      What frozen food?

      “Order the wet food brand in the dossier. Substitute it for his homemade food. Same ratio: one scoop dry, one scoop wet.”

      Ratio? Wet scoop? Freezer? That’s not what the note on the kibble canister said.

      “Wait. You mean the frozen stuff in the small Tupperwares. Red lids?”

      “Yes. I made a ton. It’s all gone?”

      Yes, it was gone. Because Colleen ate it.

      “Where is my beloved Aldo? Let me say hello.”

      “Daddy wants to say hi.” She turned the phone toward Aldo. But he wasn’t there. She looked around and twirled in place. She scanned the street, up and down. He wasn’t anywhere. Yet she was still holding the leash. She started to jog along the length of the cord while hauling the dog food bag, the phone, and leash. How could it be this long? It traveled through a puddle of pee, around a tree, and barely missed a pile of dog crap. “Aldo!” she shrieked. Her voice snagged on quick gasps of air.

      “What’s the matter with Aldo?” said a faraway voice. “Colleen?”

      The phone was at her side as she jogged, the kibble bag pinned to her chest.

      “Hey, what the hell?” said a guy tangled in the leash, while extracting his feet from an unintentional lasso.

      “Sorry.” She pressed the button a million times. It wouldn’t retract. She ran along the leash until she spotted the end of it. Aldo sniffing at an empty McDonald’s French fry box.

      By the time she was at his side she was heaving for air.

      “I told you to chill! Do you not understand English? I nearly had a heart attack! Get over here. Do I need to get your stroller? Is that what you want?”

      “Colleen,” Massi pleaded. “Please tell me Aldo’s not—stroller? What stroller?”

      She dropped the dog food with a thud, dove at Aldo and squeezed him tight. “If you ever do that again, I’m gonna kill you,” she cried. And just like that, everyone within earshot stopped and glared at her. Like it was a Woody Allen movie.

      “Colleen!”

      Aldo was chewing something. “Are you eating shit again? Jesus, Al. Gimme that.” She opened his mouth and stuck her hand in. Yes, she was brutally aware of the absurdity of this scene. If anyone had told her that someday she’d be fishing dog shit out of a dog’s mouth, and in so doing, have dog slobber and the excrement of another dog smeared on her, she’d have laughed so hard she’d pee herself.

      “Are you listening to me?” shouted Massi. If only he called like normal people do, just to talk. No, he needed the live documentary version.

      She slipped her phone into her jacket pocket while she gathered herself. Wiped her disgusting hand along her pants, and wrapped the remaining miles-long leash around her arm. Aldo could’ve reached Brooklyn with that thing.

      The lady with the tattered sequined skirt materialized out of thin air. “Never use that kind of leash in crowded places. It’s a nuisance to people.”

      Colleen settled the dog food bag onto a hip, retrieved her phone, and tried to stand. It wasn’t easy. She was paying for last night’s carb party. She leaned into a tree for support.

      “Hi,” she said into the phone.

      Massi appeared quite upset. He wasn’t talking, which was the first sign. His shoulders crested and fell, crested and fell as he breathed heavily through his nose. He scraped his top lip with his bottom teeth. He stood against a wrought-iron railing on the balcony of his room overlooking the sea and chugged the contents of a miniature cup. He sat.

      One block later, still nothing from Massi.

      “Hey, that place you recommended for sandwiches, wow, so good. You didn’t exaggerate at all. So anyhoozle. Taking a stroll with Al. Picked up food. All good here.”

      “Al?”

      “Yeah.” Who did he think she was walking?

      “Aldo, you mean? Al-do. That’s his name. He doesn’t answer to Al. He’s not a car mechanic.” He spit little word daggers. Whatever. Colleen had no tolerance for names with padding. Who needs Theodore when you’ve got Ted. Finnegan when there’s Finn. Augustus when there’s Gus. Full names were for proud fathers and angry mothers.

      “Listen to me, Colleen.” He pinched the bridge of his nose. “You’ve got two more weeks. Do you think you can get through fourteen days without losing Aldo? Or changing his name? Or moving the furniture? Or is it time for my contingency plan?”

      Warm and fuzzy didn’t exist for the Locatellis.

      “You know what, Mass? This whole shaming, threatening, I’m-gonna-fire-you song and dance is tiring. I already know you want me to deliver crap in jars. I know this. Because your bitchy aunt asked if I own any nice clothes, in her tactless way. So, seems like you need me more than I need you.” She didn’t really know this. She took a stab.

      A violin riff from next door welcomed them home. Aldo raced up the brownstone stairs, sensing food in his immediate future. Sidewalk dog shit—simply the amuse bouche.

      A guffaw of exaggerated faux mirth spewed from Massi. Colleen looked at him blankly. He slapped the desk several times in syncopation with his bobbing head. She waited.

      “Colleen, you’re amazing. You really are. I’ve never met anyone quite like you.”

      “Thank you.”

      “So inept at everything, but with so much flair and confidence. It would be entertaining if it wasn’t so maddening.” He stopped laughing. His insincere gleeful demeanor vanished. “You, my dear, are an enigma. That means you are not as you appear.”

      “No, that would be an imposter. An enigma is more of a mystery. A puzzle, if you will. It’s nuanced. English isn’t your first language.”

      His face jutted to one side as if someone had slapped him. “Yes, my dear. English is, in fact, my first language.” He gritted his teeth. “As is Italian. I’m bilingual. From birth. I know what an enigma I,” he hissed.

      She placed her shoes in the shoe tray. “What is it, Massi? Did you call for a reason? I’m busy. I need to feed Al—do.”

      “Don’t change the subject, Colleen.”

      “I’m trying to steer you back on it.”

      “Please remember you’re in my employ. Charged with caring for my dog. In fact, that’s the only thing you were asked to do, and I, just now, firsthand, saw you being incredibly negligent right before my eyes. Leaving Aldo by himself on the streets of New York.”

      “He wasn’t by himself. Five million people live here. And technically, he was on the leash. Who knew the leash could grow so long? The button didn’t work.”

      “What? You’re using that leash? Don’t use that leash. That’s not even Aldo’s!”

      “Okay, calm down. It’s not a dildo. I didn’t know. It was hanging with the others.”

      “No, no. Never. Throw it away. You’re really testing me, Colleen. How can I sleep at night knowing you’re so incapable?”

      “Sleep during the day.”

      “And now⁠—”

      She unlocked the door. Aldo entered ahead of her.

      “—when I need you to take on more responsibility, it’s painfully clear you can’t even handle the small task of dog sitting.”

      “You told me dog sitting was ‘no small task.’ Remember? In a text. I’ll show you. I probably still have it.” She put the dog food down to scroll through her phone.

      “No, thank you.” He huffed.

      “Here it is.”

      Massi paced past the open balcony door, where the steeple of a nearby church could be seen. She removed Aldo’s leash.

      “I don’t have a choice, do I?” He looked absently into the phone. “What the hell—are those braids in Aldo’s hair?” His face filled the screen. “Colleen!”
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      “Okay, I’ll take the braids out,” Colleen sighed. Aldo could forget about the nose ring, now. “Anything else, Massi? I’m kinda busy.”

      “Tad is on holiday, so . . . this will be temporary,” he mumbled to himself. “I’ve got news to discuss with you. Exciting news for which I need your full attention. Do I have that?”

      “Sure.” In the kitchen she tilted the phone against the coffee maker while she fixed Aldo a “scoop of dry” mixed with leftover chicken and broccoli from Patsy’s for the “scoop of wet,” since Colleen cleaned out the homemade wet dog food. (It was delicious.)

      She took the phone to the living room and flopped onto the sofa and tilted her face toward the window for some sun. The neighbor across the street was shirtless doing jumping jacks in red shorts.

      Massi sat at the edge of his bed and combed his hand through his hair. “The exciting development is that I’ve started a company with my cousin, Dom.” He delivered this news with root-canal-level exuberance.

      “So you’re leaving SAVOR, then.” She threw her feet on the ottoman.

      “No-I’m-not-leaving-SAVOR. Who said I was leaving SAVOR? Of course I’m not leaving SAVOR. This is a side thing—a side hustle.”

      Poor guy.

      “It’s such a brilliant idea. I wish I had thought of it myself. A truffle business. An entire line of premium products. We’ve named it Scavatore D’oro. Which translates to⁠—”

      “Gold digger.”

      “Yesss . . .” He hesitated, narrowing his eyes, skeptical.

      If only Google Translate could translate Massi’s English for her.

      “That’s nice,” she said. She could be angry and jealous that some people had an easier time with life’s challenges. What’s new about that? It had taken poor Massi one whole day to turn his life around. Already a new career was in the works. He must’ve really struggled. She wasn’t gonna lie, hearing Pathetic Massi was an ego boost. It made her think she had more going on than him. She had more mettle. More determination. More integrity.

      “Have you ever heard of truffles?”

      Moron.

      “I think so.”

      “They’re one of the most exotic and coveted foods in the world. Our Italian white truffles are quite rare and expensive because these jewels are foraged within short seasons, found only by trained dogs. As an international distributor of exotic foods with an extremely short shelf life, I need boots on the ground in New York to execute the final stage of the distinctive service Scavatore D’oro will offer its select clients.”

      “You need a delivery guy. You want me to be that guy.”

      His torso undulated in dramatic offense. “No.” He blew out a haughty rebuke. “Well, yes.” He stroked his almost-beard. “Your responsibilities would include bringing the truffles to the chef de cuisine of select restaurants while I'm with you on FaceTime for the duration. I do the talking. All the talking. You’re simply⁠—”

      “Boots on the ground.”

      “Exactly.”

      Colleen couldn’t wait to get rid of this condescending fool. Thirteen days, Colleen. You can do it. She thought back to all the times she’d heard that chant from herself. How many calendars whose hash marks were trophies. Honestly, when she broke things down and told herself a situation was temporary, there wasn’t much Colleen couldn’t do.

      “The first shipment arrives Monday by three o’clock. Once they arrive, immediately refrigerate them. On Tuesday morning, my driver will pick you up. You’ll make five stops. Meet with each chef de cuisine. They’ll be expecting you, and very excited, of course. They’ve never seen product like this. The most beautiful, fragrant, flavorful truffles in the world. You’ll see.”

      “I should taste one?” Sales 101: Know your product.

      “No.”

      “No?”

      “Let me be abundantly clear. Not a single truffle is for your personal consumption. No matter how small. Every gram is accounted for, and the chefs will weigh their selection in front of you. Believe me, I’ll know if anything’s missing.

      “The restaurant list is forthcoming. Follow the order listed. Rafi, the driver, will have a duplicate copy. Each chef should believe they have first dibs.”

      “I should tell them that?”

      “No. You’re not to say anything. I’ll do the talking. I’ll be on FaceTime every minute you’re there.”

      “I introduce myself, right? Am I Colleen Fitzroy or something Italian?”

      He dropped his head. “Don’t screw this up. My reputation is at stake. I’m not about to go down because of the ineptness of⁠—”

      “A dog sitter? A receptionist? A Pilates teacher?” She omitted actor, indefinitely.

      “Ah, right. You teach Pilates. That explains the wardrobe. And your posture.”

      Were those compliments?

      “Speaking of, you’ll need to wear something presentable. What do you have?”

      “Would you like a fashion show?”

      “Yes.”

      “Yes?”

      “Of course. I’ve seen your . . . ensembles. I’m not about to leave this to your instincts. None of the Lululemon knock-offs. Nothing Spandex.” He held the phone off to the side. “Come in.” In rolled a cart with what Colleen imagined was dinner. “You can leave it there.” She heard the clang of the metal cover but couldn’t see the food. “Grazie.” Massi appraised the meal carefully. “If you have nothing appropriate, you’ll need to buy new clothes right away. You can use my card.”

      Hmm, she could warm up to this idea. “Did you prepare a mood board?” she joked.

      “Clever. Unexpected from you. I’ll send one in the morning. One more thing,” he said. “These chefs must not know I’m making a lateral sashay into Special Projects. I’m saying that in all caps. They need to believe I’m still making SAVOR’s executive decisions regarding content, who and what we’re featuring, etc. Liz is a bit of a gossip. I know she said something at dinner which was incorrect. Tad can’t keep his mouth shut.”

      “Tad wasn’t there.”

      “No, but he tells his mother everything.”

      Mother? Whoa, interesting.

      “There’s been some org reshuffling. You always think you know everything about your own life. Sadly, not so. You think you know what your family thinks of you, then your wife wakes up one day and says she’s leaving. She can’t take the teeth gnashing anymore. First time in eighteen years you’re hearing about teeth gnashing, but she’s been vexed with it every day. You’re confident you know what your colleagues think of you, your boss, your friends. Are they your friends? You think so. Thank God I’ve got Gloria and Dom.

      “And your daughter.”

      He hesitated. “Yes, and Stella. When she doesn’t hate me too.”

      “If my dad left the country for a month when I was eighteen and didn’t tell me, I would’ve been overjoyed. Because my dad died when I was ten. So I didn’t have one when I was eighteen, but you’re not dead. So I agree with Stella. It was pretty shitty. On the whole, daughters don’t want to hate their father. Or their mother. Daughters need their parents to be more mature than them. To do the right thing. Man up before things snowball.”

      “Typical Colleen. Doling out advice on how to be a good father. You must have tons of experience.”

      “Or continue being an asshole.” She ended the call.

      Ten minutes later, Massi texted.

      
        
          
            
              
        I’m sorry about your father. That’s very, very sad. I understand, from personal experience, how losing a parent as a kid never stops hurting. It morphs into a different kind of hurt as you get older. It might be tucked away but it’s always close at hand.
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      Receiving a bit of Massi’s backstory that kiboshed Colleen’s previous belief that they were polar opposites in every way was unwelcome. But there it was. A common denominator. How would her Jenga tower of resentment hold up now?

      Over the years, Colleen wondered how losing her father (and her mother, for that matter) as a kid had shaped her personality and her life choices. Like when a blind person’s other senses become nearly bionic, was there some benefit to the loss of a parent in your formative years? How would she have been different if she’d never lost them?

      When the clothes dryer buzzed, she remembered she’d promised Massi a wardrobe analysis. Upstairs, it took less than a minute to determine her clothes were sad, unattractive, old, cringey. She left the house wearing these things? Had she never looked in the mirror? What vibe was she giving with this ratty athleisure wear? There was only one legit positive vibe she could think of: agile. Ready and able to drop into an alternating lunge at a moment’s notice. Or any other unpleasantries of life.

      How had this happened? She was forty-four. Did she have too-invisible-to-care syndrome? How could she complain about being invisible? She was aiding and abetting.

      She couldn’t blame her lack of finances. Dressing well took effort and expense, yes, but Colleen was the queen of doing more with less. The problem here? One needed a sense of self to dress with confidence and style. Yup, Colleen had more soul-searching to do.

      Ugh, please make it stop.

      The next morning, she found Massi’s mood board surprisingly appealing. The ensembles were attractive. Polished. Actionable. A sophisticated monochromatic look: wide-leg cream-colored denim, cream sleeveless knit top. A brown belt, leather slides. An understated gold necklace with a nondescript charm. Tortoise sunglasses as a hair accessory. Or a casual gray-blue cotton suit. Hem hitting the ankle, jacket slim and fitted, crisp white t-shirt, black loafers, gold necklace. Or cuffed dark jeans, white collared shirt, black blazer with gold buttons, loafers and black crossbody bag.

      She owned none of this. Except the necklace. No worries, she was going shopping with someone else’s card! Colleen strode to the front door. Aldo trotted over. “See ya, doggo.” She saluted. “Going to buy some new threads. No parties.”

      When she got to the street she realized she didn’t know where to go. She was about to Google TJ Maxx, then deleted it. Where did people with ching shop?

      A text from Massi appeared.

      
        
          
            
              
        Don’t go shopping until you receive a FedEx box. You must sign for it.
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          Still Day 18

        

      

    

    
      While Colleen waited for the FedEx guy, she made herself an egg sandwich with fancy ketchup. She heard a knock at the door.

      “Hello, it is Nicholas,” he said through the door.

      Through the peephole she saw Nicholas holding a box. She opened the door.

      “It’s Sunday. Don’t you get a day off?”

      “Oh.” He shrugged. “I don’t like to relax. It makes me nervous. Mr. Fez needs a new exhaust fan installed.” He brightened. “Anyway, the FedEx man was here.” He motioned with his chin toward the box. “I signed for it. For Colleen Fitzroy ℅ Massimo Locatelli. Overnight from Italy.”

      The box appeared heavy. Her curiosity brimmed.

      “Must be important. Or perishable.” He hiked up his eyebrows. “Did you see the 60 Minutes about the prosciutto scandal—smugglers of fake Prosciutto di Parma? Anybody can buy a brander these days.” Air from his closed mouth rippled his lips. “And stamp ordinary ham! Some people have an easy time being deceitful. I turn red when I tell the missus I’m not eating carbs.” He sniffed the box. “It would need a deeper box. Ham legs are huge.” He looked over her shoulder into the apartment. “Should I bring it in for you? It’s heavy.”

      “That’s okay.” She reached for the box, excited to open it. “I got it. Thanks.”

      As he handed it over, he peeked inside. “Any sign of Ms. Gloria today?”

      “No, thank God.”

      He slapped the air. “Oh, you are funny.” He turned to leave and plowed into a large box on the floor. “Oh, I forgot. This box is Ms. Gloria’s. It arrived at my house yesterday. From China. Stuffed animals she gives to the sick children at the hospital. The Locatellis are generous people. Can I leave it here?”

      Colleen remembered seeing a newspaper article about that.

      “This bag of tomatoes is for Ms. Gloria, too, from my garden.” He preened. “Mr. Massi taught me how to grow them so beautifully. Ms. Gloria uses them for her sauce.” He blushed.

      Gloria, who didn’t cook for humans or dogs? Colleen wasn’t getting involved.

      “Hey, do you grow lettuce and scallions? I found some in the fridge. But I didn’t put them there.”

      “Yes, they’re from Mr. Massi’s garden. There’s so much. Use as much as you want.”

      She looked at him suspiciously. “Right, and where’s that? Under the stairs?” That was the second time she heard of Massi’s garden. She thought it was a joke.

      “In his office,” he said matter-of-factly and pointed. “You never saw it?”

      No. She’d never been in his office. It felt like an invasion of privacy. More so than the bedroom. What business did she have in there? None. Every time Gloria used the office, she shut the door behind her. Maybe Colleen watched too many movies, but the office was where the guns were stashed, the loot, the hidden cameras and the forged will. She didn’t need to get mixed up in any of that. The only glimpse she’d had was through the fireplace from the kitchen.

      She followed Nicholas into Massi’s office. Her mouth dropped open. Lo and behold, an astonishing, thriving vertical garden stood before her. Lush with lettuce and herbs and peppers, tomatoes, and radishes. Potatoes, too. With lighting and a drip system. “Mr. Massi has two green thumbs and a big heart. Help yourself,” he said. She never knew you could grow all this indoors. It was incredible. The Grow Your Own issue of SAVOR made more sense now.

      “We’re all growers, us three,” Nicholas crooned. No wonder Nicholas recognized Colleen’s carrot plant. Not the commonality she would’ve predicted for the three of them. If any. She wished Patrick could see this. Though his garden was as much about community as it was about growing food, Patrick would surely be impressed. It was practically an in-home grocery. You’d never go hungry with one of these.

      “Hello, Mr. Aldo. Looking quite spirited.” He bent to tousle Aldo’s hair. Nicholas took on the air of a judge at a dog show, circling Aldo for a three-sixty assessment while nodding approvingly.

      At the front door, Nicholas hesitated to leave. “Ms. Colleen, I have to ask a favor. Can I borrow your phone to call my wife? I misplaced mine,” he groaned. “Again.”

      While he chatted in the hall, Colleen brought the box to the sofa. She couldn’t believe Massi sent her a gift. It was a welcome surprise. Was he showing appreciation or buying future performance? It didn’t matter, it was a nice thing to do.

      Once Nicholas left, she grabbed a kitchen knife to open the mystery box. It had been a long time since she’d received a gift. A nest of pale pink crinkled confetti protected another box covered in the most beautiful handmade paper of green vines. A note sat on top with Colleen’s name.

      
        
        Colleen, please leave this box on Stella’s desk. I don’t know her school address. You’re right. Parents need to be more mature than their children, not less. I know she doesn’t want to hate me, but I’m making it hard for her to resist. Thank you.

      

      

      She stood to take it upstairs. No biggie. She didn’t think it was for her anyway.

      She headed to Columbus Avenue where there were plenty of clothing stores. She couldn’t remember the last time she went clothes shopping. She tried to think of the last thing she bought but it hurt her ego, so she dropped it.

      Shopping for clothes quickly became overwhelming and supremely unpleasant. How did people love this? Even with a solid game plan, Colleen’s head was spinning. She recognized nothing of this experience. The music, the salespeople scrolling on their phones, hiding behind racks, the actual shoppers. Where were their mothers? She committed to a rack. She flipped through the hangers. Then, like synchronized swimmers, she and the girl next to her (tattooed the length of both arms, bright blue braids, a million hoop earrings on one lobe), chose an identical shirt and held it aloft in unison. Clearly, Colleen was rusty at this sport and unaware she was in the “cropped” and “cut-out” section. They faced each other. Colleen did the noble thing and returned hers to the rack.

      This wasn’t her store. These weren’t her people.

      Store two was somewhat less cacophonous. She’d leave this store with something. Within these walls, there must be a shirt that wouldn’t assault people with a view of her side boob. She scouted for a salesperson.

      The lone employee was difficult to find, or, more accurately, identify. Colleen was engulfed in a gaggle of shoppers, all of them effusively gesturing in concert. What discussion involving ravaged jeans could warrant that behavior, she had no clue.

      The sales attendant drifted from one cluster of shoppers to another and even though Colleen stayed right on her heels, she could not get this person’s attention. Even as she interjected, “Excuse me,” "Quick question,” “Hi there.” To Colleen’s utter amazement, once the store had emptied, leaving one solitary shopper, the employee shouted, “Going on break,” and disappeared. How had she not seen Colleen? How had she not heard Colleen?

      Back on the sidewalk, she took a moment.

      Okay, Colleen. Get a goddamn grip on yourself. You’re not a hundred years old, nor are you an alien. This is your land. Pull yourself together, find a store that looks like they speak your clothes language, and buy something already. How hard could this be? You’re looking for basic clothes. Someone else is paying. There are plenty of people in this city who look like you. You have a perfectly serviceable body. And face. At the very least, good hair. Good hair counts for something. Have some self-love. Have some self-respect. Is that what this is about? Is your ego in exile? Ugh. We can’t deal with that now.

      She accidentally saw her reflection in a store window. “Ooof.”

      No more with this bad attitude. These days, women didn’t disapprove of themselves. Look at them. She glanced up and down the street. No one appeared to rebuke themselves. They were all shapes, sizes, and ages. To say nothing of socio-economics—it ran the gamut. They did unimaginable things, willingly, to their body, skin, hair, lips, noses, butts, boobs, and ears. They wore the most unforgivingly horrid clothes that showed much—too much? (it wasn’t for Colleen to judge)—of the aforementioned skin, but something was missing. Unacceptance. These women, as far as she could tell, were loving every inch of themselves. At least, outwardly. Inwardly, well, that would take another few hundred years to fix. But progress! Progress had been made in the years Colleen was drifting through her twenties, thirties, and the beginning of her forties. So why was she not stepping into this amazing self-acceptance movement? Colleen certainly added up to more than the sum of her eleven lines.

      Maybe when you were floundering, you didn’t buy yourself new clothes. Because who was the person you were buying them for? You had no idea who that person was. She had a hunch that authentic happiness might make a dent in the way she looked.

      Back at the bakery she bought a red velvet cupcake. Dessert for lunch was the first sign of self-love she could think of.

      A new text from Massi chimed.

      
        
          
            
              
        FYI: Banana Republic will have everything. It’s right around the corner.
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          Day 19

        

      

    

    
      By two thirty Monday afternoon, Colleen had scoured Street Easy for an apartment, volunteered at the food pantry, and recorded herself cooking three-bean chili for their website. At the pantry that morning she met someone who worked for an amazing organization that retrieved surplus food from restaurants around New York with the sole purpose of suppling food pantries and community kitchens. Like she’d read about in SAVOR. Real progress was being made repurposing food excess to benefit people struggling.

      Oh. And she perused Backstage. Nothing from Phoebe in days. Colleen had spent her life not depending on anyone, so why start now. She couldn’t shake the embarrassment of losing the one job she was a shoe-in for. She had no more leads. Eleven more days with Aldo, then what? Honestly, Colleen was counting on that gig as a sign to prove she was on the right path.

      Colleen noticed that Aldo was following her around the apartment like a debt collector. He wouldn’t let her out of his sight. With hands on hips, she examined the patient. He sheepishly tilted his head this way and that. When she asked Google for insight, it suggested six possible reasons: he loves you because you make him feel safe, he’s bored, he’s experiencing cognitive decline, looking for a treat, feeling scared or lonely. It was safe to assume the first one could be eliminated outright.

      “Listen, Al. You think I’m not bored? You think I’m not experiencing cognitive decline? Or looking for a treat? Or feeling lonely? Or scared? Buck up. Life goes on. We face the day is what we do, you and I. We got this. Am I right?” She waited.

      He barked.

      “That’s what I’m talking ’bout. Let’s seize the day. On board?” Another bark. “All right. High five.” She raised a hand. He offered a paw.

      The sound of the outside buzzer made her jump. As if she’d been branded by a Prosciutto di Palma iron.

      “Hello?” she said into the intercom.

      “It’s-a delivery.” The guy’s accent surprised her. What were the chances the FedEx guy would be Italian?

      “Okay. Coming.”

      “I can deliver to your door. Use-a the bathroom?”

      Use the bathroom? Was he nuts? The FedEx guy wasn’t using the bathroom.

      “Be right there.” Aldo stood at the window, his spot when the buzzer sounded. She opened the door and turned to Aldo. “Stay here, I’ll be right back.”

      When she rounded the first flight of stairs, she could see the guy through both doors. He wasn’t wearing a FedEx uniform. Or any uniform. Street clothes. His shirt was a bleak green linen, saggy and wrinkled. He fidgeted with his phone and surveyed the street. He peered in the front door and saw Colleen in the entryway examining him. He put up a hand. She opened the door but remained inside.

      “Colleen-a?”

      “Yes,” she said with trepidation.

      “O-kay, here, from Massimo.” He motioned with one hand toward a piece of carry-on luggage, which he held with his other hand.

      “You brought it from Italy?” She was confused. Massi didn’t say he was sending a messenger. She expected FedEx International.

      “Sì. Everything is there-a. No problem.” He looked worn out. Two horizontal wrinkles etched across his forehead, despite being a youngish-looking guy otherwise. He could use a bar of soap, a haircut, and a wardrobe mood board.

      “Okay, good.” She reached for the suitcase but his fingers remained curled around the handle.

      “Okay-a.” He gestured for her to move aside so he could enter. He intimated he and the luggage were a package deal, appearing unwilling to relinquish it. Colleen held her ground using her body to keep the door open while not making room for him.

      There wasn’t enough space in the narrow entrance for both of them plus luggage, and no way she was inviting him into the hallway. She preferred the door remain between them. She didn’t know this guy. Did Massi? He wouldn’t send a sketchy guy to deliver truffles, would he?

      “I’ll take it from here. Thank you. I’ll tell Massi you did a great job. Five stars!”

      No reaction. He white-knuckled the handle. On second thought, shouldn’t she check the inventory first? What if the truffles weren’t in the suitcase? Once he was gone, it would be her word against his.

      “I need-a my suitcase,” he groused. “I need-a my things.” His free hand brandished the air like a New York City traffic cop.

      She stepped outside onto the stoop and patted her pocket, praying she had keys.

      “Okay, let’s see the truffles.” This whole thing felt shady. She didn’t anticipate feeling like a drug dealer meeting her wholesaler.

      “Ah, what is this American hospitality? We go inside.” He snarled, gesticulating aggressively toward the stairwell.

      Colleen waved at someone she didn’t know on the sidewalk. “Hey, Mikey.” This truffle trafficker should know Colleen had “friends” close by. Astonishingly, the guy waved back.

      “I don’t have a lot of time. Let’s go.” She removed the phone from her pocket. If he gave her trouble, she’d call Massi. He was waiting for delivery confirmation, anyway. She snapped.

      This evoked an Italian rant and dagger eyes, as he brusquely flipped the suitcase onto the landing and unzipped it.

      Like he said, his personal items were in there. Thank God he had a change of clothes. Under his clothes was a layer of cold packs. He cleared those to the side with one urgent swipe of his arm; some dribbled down the steps. He unzipped the lining of the suitcase to where the mechanics of the luggage were located. Colleen had never looked under the lining. It felt like a secret door to something illicit. Wrapped in striped kitchen towels, he revealed the truffles. God, they were ugly. So disappointing. She wasn’t expecting dirty, misshapen, nubby prehistoric turds. The stench nearly knocked her off the landing.

      In total, there were twenty-seven truffles from both sides of the suitcase in various colored towels. He rendered a canvas tote. “Use this.” The tote was emblazoned with the Scavatore D’oro logo.

      “Put tartufi in the bag, the bag in the cooler.”

      “Okay. Where do I get tartufi?”

      He glared at her with mouth agape. Eyes unblinking. Another hostile Italian tirade in the direction of the towel bundles.

      “Got it.” She nodded briskly. “Where’s the cooler?”

      “Non so!” His hands flew up.

      She quickly placed the towel parcels into the tote. “Thanks. Have a nice day.” She turned abruptly and leapt through the door when he grabbed her arm. Her body bucked backward.

      “You have some hospitality for me?” His voice was restrained. While it sounded like a question, his grip on her arm said otherwise. She’d never hear the word hospitality the same way again.

      She yanked her arm to no avail. “Hey.”

      “Massi said you were friendly.”

      “What?”

      “You ask me inside. Have a drink.”

      “Let go⁠—”

      Just then his head snapped up. Fear flashed across his eyes as Aldo charged down the steps on the other side of the door. One crisp, no-bullshit bark shot from Aldo in the stairwell. The truffle guy released Colleen’s arm and retreated. He muttered a cutting rant. “Ugly Americans.” He plucked his personal items from the ground and scrambled down the stairs.

      Colleen fumbled with her key to unlock the door to the stairwell. “Come on, Al.” In a blur, she soared up the stairs, trying to shake the fear that gripped her unexpectedly.

      She got to Massi’s door and heard Fez in the hall, “Everything okay?”

      “Yup.” She bolted the door behind her. What the hell was that? Her body trembled. She stood at the window and Aldo sat at her feet. Why was she so scared? Massi sent the guy. He’d never put her in danger.

      Furthermore, she wasn’t obliged to be hospitable. She was the fucking dog sitter. She wasn’t running an Airbnb.

      She rested a shaky hand on Aldo’s head and stood there until her breathing slowed.

      A text arrived from Massi.

      
        
          
            
              
        Text me when the truffles get there. Cooler should arrive soon.

      

      

      

      

      

      She was pissed. That interaction was bullshit. Even Aldo knew it. She tapped Massi's name on her phone. On a half ring he answered, sounding like a little boy on Christmas morning.

      “Did he arrive? Do you have the truffles?”

      She tore him a new asshole.
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          Still Day 19

        

      

    

    
      “I’m out, Massi.” Colleen circled the sofa again, her body drumming with anger. “I don’t know what’s going on here, but I want zero part of it. I was hired to be a dog sitter. This other crap, I didn’t sign up for this. It’s been one revolving door of strangers—” Her voice caught at the edge of her throat.

      “Colleen—”

      “Half the city has the key to this apartment. They show up whenever they want. I’ve taken it in stride. Like I do. Fitting myself into all the empty spaces in life. Like Styrofoam peanuts. Space leftover by the existence of others. No more. My boundaries have finally arrived.”

      “Colleen—”

      “Do you know what it feels like to wake up, head downstairs, and find a complete stranger in the kitchen? Or using the bathroom? Or stealing stuff? Unwittingly, I’m hosting dinner parties, scaring away your daughter’s drunk boyfriend⁠—”

      “What?”

      “—bobbing and weaving the suspicious gaze of your aunt, stumbling upon the super who works a side hustle in the dining room, at least he has the decency to knock first; a dog who . . .” The instant she uttered dog, Aldo’s head popped up from the sofa. He stared at her. As if waiting for recognition.

      It wouldn’t be fair to disparage Aldo. When was the last time someone came to Colleen’s rescue? Without being asked? After being asked? Well, truthfully, she never liked asking for help, but off topic. Aldo had sensed a situation. He knew she was scared, and he wasn’t having it.

      “Thank God Aldo was here,” she said genuinely. They were both quiet for a moment.

      She stroked the dainty filigreed leaves of her carrot plant and closed her eyes to pull herself together.

      “Colleen,” Massi said softly.

      “I’m not delivering the truffles.”

      She rested her hand on the window frame and peered out the blinds. She raised the blinds, revealing the perpetual motion of New York. The ever-present stream of energy. All she’d need to do was step into it. Step into the energy, and it would take her somewhere.

      “You can’t do this.”

      “I can’t? I am. You can’t tell me what I can and cannot do.” She had had it with other people directing her life.

      “Colleen, I need you.”

      She cackled. A shocking admission if she ever heard one. “No, Massi. I need me. I don’t want anyone else needing me. Least of all you. That’s exactly what my self-imposed human interaction sabbatical was intended to prevent.”

      “Your what?”

      Christopher’s voice played in her head. You’re gonna be a stand-in for the rest of your life? That rattled her. Because—what if it were true? Somewhere along the way, she had stopped dreaming. She convinced herself to be grateful for her small life. It was more than the three most important people in her life had had. Instead of dreaming big, or dreaming at all, she became responsible, reliable, and resilient out of necessity. Would that be her legacy?

      Her failed marriage to Christopher forced her to rethink all that. Did she want her superpower to be mopping up someone else’s spilled milk? How pathetic. She wanted to spill her own milk. She wanted to chug it. She could no longer rationalize squandering her life in the name of grief or guilt. If she had been given more time on this Earth than her loved ones, she better do something with it. This whole time, she should’ve been swinging for the fences.

      If picking up literal shit for someone wasn’t the bullseye metaphor for her life, nothing was. If she was looking for meaning in this dog sitting job, she needn’t look further. It was a goddamn wake-up call.

      “Massi. You need a new dog sitter.” She breathed in deeply, filling her lungs, grounding herself. “I officially resign.”

      The next few minutes were filled with fury. She pulled the phone away from her ear.

      Aldo popped off the couch. His nails, click-clacking on the wood floor, got closer to her. She opened the window and stuck her head out. The air felt strangely refreshing. A street chimney at the corner released steamy, sooty puffs of subway breath.

      Massi’s diatribe finally petered out. All he had left was, “Aldo needs you.”

      “Nice try, Massi. Stay for the dog. He’s nothing without you. I’m not that stupid.” She peeked behind her. Aldo sat there, looking into the distance. His chin tilted upward. Like he was sitting for a portrait. “You’re in a bind. You need someone to deliver your precious smelly fungal balls to blowhard chefs, so you’re begging me to stay.”

      “I’m hardly begging.” He pinched the bridge of his nose. He looked tired and nervous. “I’m trying to appeal to your sense of professionalism. I’m not in a position, 4,000 miles away, across an ocean . . . you made a commitment. I hired you in good faith. For one month. You signed a contract.”

      “No I didn’t.”

      “What was I thinking not having a contract?” He gripped a clutch of hair. “The truffles—do you know what they’re worth? Thousands of dollars,” he spat. “They’ll be worth zero in five days. This is my new business. You’re sabotaging my new business!”

      “How’s that my problem? Do you think I want to be a dog sitter? Or a glorified DoorDasher, wandering into alleyways and back doors like a drug dealer? I have a life. I have career plans that have nothing to do with picking up shit and getting accosted by creeps you send from Italy.”

      “Colleen,” he said calmly. “I hear you. I feel terrible about the delivery guy. That requires investigation, certainly. I’ve already texted Dom about it. I’m as stunned as you, but we both need to cool off. You’re shaken up. For good reason. I understand.” He sighed heavily. “Pour yourself a glass of wine. There’s a very good bottle in the pantry I was planning to serve at the dinner party. Unless Karl took it.”

      “How did you know?”

      “Oh, he always helps himself. Thinks I don’t notice.”

      “And you let him?”

      “I don’t need all that wine. It’s no secret I live a life of abundance. It might seem enviable to others, but it’s . . . often uncomfortable. Excess is difficult for me.”

      What a joke. Uncomfortable flying first class? Wearing bespoke cashmere blazers?

      "You seem pretty comfortable flashing your obscenely expensive watch around.”

      He looked puzzled. “Oh, that.” He touched his wrist, though he wasn’t wearing it. “I only wear it when Gloria’s around. She gave it to me.”

      Wow. Opera divas must rake it in.

      “Choose any wine you want. I suggest the Sassaia Barolo. It’s quite good. Order dinner. Go out to dinner, it’s on me. Let’s talk in two hours. Three. Take as much time as you want. Certainly, I never imagined you’d deliver truffles for the same salary I’m paying you to dog sit. You’ll be generously supplemented. Call me after dinner.”
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      Colleen threw the phone at the sofa. “I hate him.” Aldo didn’t flinch. “I don’t know what you see in him, Al. He’s so manipulative and selfish. No wonder Emelie wanted out. Though she seems worse, right? They deserve each other, those two. Eww. I hate the whole vibe of this place. This whole life. The ‘uncomfortable abundance,’” she mocked. “These people. Yuck.” She shook out her arms to make the ick go away. “Give me lonely and lost and broke and houseless any day of the week over this. He thinks he can just pour on the ‘I need you,’ ‘Aldo needs you,’ and expect me to be on the front line of a weird truffle exchange with shifty shysters? I’d have to be way more desperate than I am currently.”

      She plopped onto the sofa. Aldo trotted over and with grace and agility, sprang onto the cushion, did a pirouette, then sat, his long wisps of hair lay in soft waves around him like a tutu. He curled up next to her, with his back pressed into her thigh.

      She stared into the nothingness. Millions of infinitesimal dust particles drifted in the light stream. What the hell was she gonna do with the rest of her life? When would all the pieces fall into place? This whole “Me Period,” “My life is starting now,” “This is my time,” was Colleen blowing smoke up her own ass. What did any of that mean? Was she going to float through the rest of her days like a dried leaf waiting to land? Or was she going to plant her own damn tree.

      Aldo’s head rested on her thigh. When did that happen? That had never happened before. Her thigh felt warm. She didn’t mind it.

      “You deserve a better dog sitter, Al.” She sighed. “You’re a pretty good dog, as they come. From what I know. Which isn’t a ton. You’re a lot better at being a dog than I am at being a human, I’ll tell you that.” She put her hand on his head. It felt nice. Soft and silky. She stroked the patch of hair between his ears. Did dogs like that? He unfolded one of his legs and draped it over her knee. “I’m sorry I’m the only one around. I guess I have no idea what to do with you. What dumb luck you have. You get the only person on Earth who has no idea how to pet a dog.” Aldo closed his eyes and fell asleep.

      When Colleen opened her eyes she realized she’d fallen asleep too. Aldo’s head rested on her leg but now both of his legs and half his torso were across her lap. She stretched gingerly to reach for her phone at the other end of the sofa.

      It was six o’clock. Her stomach was rumbling. She wiggled out from under Aldo and went to the kitchen to fill his food bowl.

      Upstairs, she changed her clothes. No matter what her final decision would be, she’d still have dinner on Massi. She wasn’t a fool.

      She wore her new cream top and belt with her old jeans and borrowed a nice jacket from the downstairs closet. In the mirror, she took a long look. She recognized her blondish-brownish hair that was never quite straight, never quite curly, her naturally puffy bottom lip and the myriad beauty marks speckling her fair skin. You are my universe, Patrick used to say, when her freckles were stars he’d trace with his fingertip. But her eyes looked different. She didn’t recognize the doubt in them. Uncertainty weighed down the corners of her mouth. In the past Colleen had seen herself in some sort of context. A married woman, a widowed woman, a woman whose husband left her for another woman, a divorced woman. Who was she now?

      No wonder she’d worked multiple jobs simultaneously all her life. Stay busy. No time for reflection. Ignore feelings that crept up like acid reflux—feeling lost, being lonely. Wondering what had she achieved? What had she to look forward to? Where did she belong?

      She slipped on her new loafers, swiped on Mile High Club and opened the front door to find dinner. Something felt weird though, she was forgetting something.

      Aldo was sitting under his leash wardrobe.

      Ah, yes.

      “I’m just”—she thumbed at the hallway—“gonna grab dinner.” She fake smiled. She hardly left the apartment without him. He must’ve gotten used to that. “I’ll be back soon.”

      Straying from one noisy crowded street to another, while passing through clouds of marijuana smoke and tailpipe exhaust, she turned onto 67th Street and wove through a crowd outside of Ragucci’s Italian Bistro taking advantage of an unusually warm night for October. An older woman sat by herself at an outdoor table. She stood out dressed in a straw hat, huge sunglasses, and despite the weather, a fuzzy leopard-print scarf.

      “Colleen?” Gloria slid the sunglasses down her nose as Colleen approached her table.  Gloria staccato-inspected Colleen from top to bottom. “Is that Stella’s jacket?” She pushed her sunglasses back in place. “Where’s Aldo?”

      “Having drinks with friends. What are you doing in this part of town?”

      “A little celebration. Sit.” She motioned to the empty chair across from her, next to a standing wine bucket with a bottle of champagne nestling in ice. “Have a glass.”
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      The waiter brought another bottle to the table, filled both Gloria and Colleen’s glasses, and removed the empty. This lady could put it away.

      “Is someone meeting you?” Colleen asked.

      “No, no. I came from rehearsal. A quick stop before I head home.” Gloria removed her hat and placed it on the table.

      “Rehearsing what?”

      “Ah . . . a memorial concert for an old frenemy.” She inspected her manicure. “You’ve heard of her, I’m sure, and our rivalry.” One corner of her mouth crept upward. “Did people expect me to soften up after my saboteur’s death?” She produced a dare-me snort. “No matter. I do it for the fans. The world still wants to hear from Gloria Tuzzi. I’ll sing Morgen! and stomp on her grave.”

      Harsh.

      Gloria lifted her glass to Colleen. “To karma.”

      “I guess.” Their glasses clinked. Note to self: never get on this woman’s bad side.

      “So what about you, Colleen?” Gloria focused on removing shrimp tails with her fingers. “I know nothing about you. Are you married? I suppose not, he’d be here with you.” She looked around to demonstrate no one in the midst seemed to be Colleen’s husband.

      “Not currently.”

      “Did he die?” She placed a fishy hand on top of Colleen’s.

      “My first husband did. I divorced my second.”

      “Ah, we are alike!” She popped the entire shrimp in her mouth, followed by a gulp of champagne. “Not all pairings are meant to last. I’ve tried. The Casanova, the tycoon, the flautist.” She ticked them off with her fingers, flicking cocktail sauce across the white tablecloth. “One death, two divorces.” She licked her thumb. “We can’t be lucky at everything. You and I are a lot alike,” Gloria said, running all the words together in a stream of utterances. Alcohol doing its handiwork.

      “Really?” Colleen helped herself to calamari since they were sitting there. “You sing. I can’t keep a tune. You cook fancy⁠—”

      “I don’t cook. I told you that.” She snapped her fingers to get the waiter’s attention. Colleen cringed.

      “Nicholas brags about your braciole all the time.”

      A protest brayed from her lips. “That’s Massi's braciole. I tell Nicholas I made it. Men are stupid. You’d be surprised what you can get away with.” She motioned for the waiter.

      Interesting. “So you don’t make sauce with Nicholas’s homegrown tomatoes?”

      “My cleaning lady takes them.” The waiter appeared by her side. “These shrimp are cold.”

      The waiter bent slightly at the waist. “They are meant to be cold, ma’am. They’re cooked, chilled, and served on ice, as you can see.” He drummed his fingers on his cheek while fixating on an argument unfolding in the street with a bike messenger and a taxi driver.

      She fluttered her hand at the waiter. “I said calamari—these calamari are cold.”

      “I’m very sorry. I’ll fix that right away.” He swiped the plate of perfectly warm calamari just as Colleen reached for more.

      “We are both child-free.” She wiggled a finger between the two of them, then picked up her phone, grunted, and texted with surprising dexterity.

      Colleen sat back in her chair. How did Gloria know that? Wait. “What about Dom?”

      “Ah, Cousin Dom . . . long story.” She drained her glass, then summoned a refill from Colleen since she was closer to the bottle.

      “Husband number one believed I couldn’t get pregnant. I lied. He shtupped every woman in Carrara. Who knew how long he’d stick around? And leave me saddled with a crying, pooping, drooling brat?” Windshield wiper finger. “Back then, you didn’t divorce a man for indiscretion. So I focused on my career. It was rare for a woman to work, travel, and perform for a living.”

      A feminist? Gloria was an endless wonder.

      The waiter reappeared with new warm calamari.

      “He didn’t care. Maybe he thought I’d stay out of his business if I was busy. Everything screeched to a halt when, one day, he brought home a baby. Told me to raise it. Who was this baby’s mother? Where was she?” Her hand flicked under her chin in vulgar fashion. “He went to his grave with that secret. An early grave. Nobody gets over on Gloria Tuzzi.”

      “You killed him?” This was soap-opera-level criming.

      Her hand became a spastic bird, wings flipping and flapping. Revealing a fancy watch. Diamonds rimmed the edge; a center crown.

      “Never mind the details. ‘Ciao, canaglia!’” She raised her glass, then knocked it back. “I’ll have the merluzzo al forno,” she told the waiter. “And one for her.” Her chin jutted at Colleen. She leaned over her phone to read something. “No way some mopey kid would ruin my life. When I was on tour he stayed with my sister, Massi’s mother. She was the domestic one. She liked kids for some reason. You know the type. Dom adored her. Everyone adored her.”

      “That was Dom?” Dom of unknown provenance?

      Gloria sighed. “I wasn’t supposed to marry that louse. I wanted his brother. Instead my sister got him.”

      “You wanted Massi’s father?” She needed 23andMe to keep up.

      Gloria slowly closed her eyes in affirmation. “Two brothers married two sisters. How cute.” She scowled, as if changing a soiled diaper. “I stopped believing in romance. Men became playthings for me. Still are.”

      Eww.

      “What an idiot that kid turned out to be.”

      “Dom the genius?”

      She snorted and rolled her eyes. “Lazy mule.” She checked her phone and her thumbs went flying. “I got the minor league husband and the minor league kid.” Wow. Colleen placed her hand over her glass as the waiter topped off Gloria again. Colleen wasn’t hanging her dirty laundry out that fast. “Hasn’t made a good decision his whole life. Whose idea do you think the truffle business was? Who do you think found the suppliers? Dumb and Dumber?”

      Colleen’s fork-speared calamari stopped midway to her mouth. Keeping her expression neutral took some effort. So each of them thought they were in charge of this new business?

      “I’ve got to think of my future,” Gloria blustered. “How many operas do you think are written for old ladies? It’s not easy being the brains and the guts in the family.”

      “And talent?” Colleen reminded the opera diva.

      “Oh, that.” She flopped her hand. “That’s what everyone sees. They don’t see the brains and the guts. Fine with me.” She shrugged. “It’s perfect. With Massi being fired, we turn lemons into Limoncello.”

      “He told you?” Colleen didn’t think it was public.

      “Of course not. He’s still pretending to the world. Something about Special Projects.” The bird hand was back. “If it wasn’t for me, he never would’ve gotten that job. Brandt and I go way back.”

      No surprise there. Massi’s been lunching at an all-you-can-eat opportunity buffet since he was born. He’d never understand what it was like for someone like Colleen. But oddly, Gloria, the self-made woman, would.

      “You know the publisher?”

      “Every inch of him.” She cocked an eyebrow.

      Eww.

      “Finally, SAVOR gets it—any job a man can do, a woman can do better,” Gloria proclaimed. “With Brandt’s daughter as publisher, hopefully she’ll name a woman as editor. Don’t think the patriarchy can be toppled without small acts of courage,” she said while texting.

      Clearly, you didn’t know a person until you shared two bottles of champagne.

      “Men can’t distinguish between pecorino and a dirty sock waved under their nose.”

      “Massi can,” Colleen said.

      Gloria bobbed her head back and forth in consideration. “I guess you’re right.” She fixed her attention on Colleen. “So, what’s your plan?”

      “Tonight?”

      “With your career.”

      “Oh.” No one had ever asked Colleen that. It was nice to be treated like someone with a plan. She wished she had something important or impressive to say. Or even legitimate.

      Gloria plowed on. “I’ll cut to the chase. You have a lot of potential, but time’s ticking.” She snapped her fingers in quick flicks. “You’re not a spring chicken. In a lot of ways, you’re like me. Self-made. Scrappy. Savvy. You don’t take BS. You’re not afraid to get your hands dirty.” How did that describe Gloria? “Not afraid to take risks, cut corners—in the name of efficiency, of course.” She snorted gruffly and suppressed a burp. “I have a proposition. As you know, anything a man can do, a woman can fix.” Colleen could’ve written that rallying cry. She and Gloria did seem to share a through-line of sorts.

      “Women need to start behind the wheel. Not come in to clean up the mess. We don’t have time to pander to incompetents. Like with this truffle business, I need someone savvy to learn the ropes. I want to retire someday.”

      “What about Massi?” Colleen was confused.

      “Ha.” She slapped the table so hard the salt shaker took a nosedive. She threw a pinch over her shoulder. “I know he asked you to deliver the truffles.” Gloria ignored Colleen’s question. “A chimpanzee can do that. That’s not leveraging your strengths. Anyway, I’m in charge. If all goes well with the deliveries, I’ll train you to stand in for me. I have plans to spend my senior years on a remote beach somewhere. Caipirinha in hand.” She winked. “Massi’s not in-charge material. Just make him think he is. Like at SAVOR. ‘Editor in chief’?” She rolled her eyes. “He’s a puppet.”

      What exactly did that mean? Colleen considered pushing her a little, but stayed quiet. All this information was startling. Did it make her uncomfortable? Or was she finally feeling seen? By a like-minded woman.

      “You know what men ask me? ‘Isn’t being a famous singer enough? You need to be a businesswoman too?’ They throw in my age, not as a compliment. Are they threatened by successful women? Ambitious women? People who insult your efforts are too lazy to do the work themselves. Don’t let anyone tell you you can’t do both. A performer and an entrepreneur? All the celebrities are doing it. Makeup lines, tequila, salad dressing.”

      True. The modern woman was in charge, with multiple income streams.

      “You understand.” Gloria locked eyes on her. “You do all these jobs.” The bird hand again. “They’re not glamorous, but you know how to multitask and wear different hats.” Colleen’s eyes subconsciously drifted to the straw hat. “I need someone like you. A self-made woman. Okay, you don’t make bank yet”—she rubbed her fingertips together like a mobster—“but that’ll come. Take your skills to another level. Buy better clothes.” Air spurt from tight lips. “Find a real place to live.”

      Colleen’s head was whirring. On one hand, Gloria’s deft use of deceit was astonishing. With her family. Or was this what scrappy looked like? A hardworking woman with temerity, who’d experienced double standards her whole life, looking to support the next generation of women to break through? Maybe Colleen had found an ally.

      People had mentioned Colleen’s potential before. Who among them backed it up with an opportunity for her to prove it? For all of Gloria’s dubious qualities, she was willing to help another woman who showed grit.

      “You could still do your auditions. The book recordings—whatever you do in Stella’s closet. In fact . . .” She looked at her phone again, tapping and swiping. “There’s someone I can introduce you to. Do you know VoicePortal? They publish audiobooks.”

      “Of course I know them.”

      “A friend of mine is a director there. He hires talent. He owes me a favor.”

      Gloria knew a ton of people. Maybe Colleen finally had a connection. A connection with connections.

      Of all people. She hadn’t been a fan of Gloria’s, but people were complex, weren’t they? Wasn’t Colleen? Snap decisions about Colleen were made all the time that weren’t true.

      “Let’s see how the deliveries go.” She slid her sunglasses low enough to peer at Colleen over them. “Remember, I have eyes and ears everywhere. You need to pass the first test. Let’s see if you’re tough enough. If you’ve got what it takes.” She put her hat on. “I know you’re looking for something more permanent.” She searched for the waiter as she spoke. “You want to be a stand-in forever or not?”

      That word again. People wielded it at Colleen like a machete. And it hurt. There was only one way not to be cut by it. Stop being one.

      “This could be a chance for you to be a part of something big from the start. Part of our truffle family.”

      "What about Massi’s future? He believes this business is his and Dom’s.”

      “Clueless One and Clueless Two? What about them?” She countered. “They think they’re running it now.”
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      Aldo met Colleen at the door, his tail was in fifth gear. “Al, how ya doing, buddy. You’re excited to see me?” He never wagged his tail for her. Nor had he ever met her at the door. “Want to go out?” She put her doggy bag down and grabbed his leash.

      “Just saw Auntie Gloria getting blitzed, masquerading as an American tourist in Iceland by way of Aruba. She’s a firecracker.” She leaned over to secure his leash, and he licked her cheek. “Whoa. What’s happening? First I get invited into the Locatelli truffle family and now affection?” It was as if he knew. She got down on one knee and let him jump on her. It was kind of like a hug. It felt nice. She hugged him back and his silky ear swept her cheek. “Okay, okay. Yes, it sounds good to me, too.”

      It was hard to believe that the otherwise hideous diva might be the first person to see Colleen in ways she saw herself. People really did surprise you sometimes. She might need to shift how she felt about Gloria.

      It was nine o’clock when they returned from Aldo’s walk, during which she considered Gloria’s proposition. Colleen was never one to let an opportunity slip by. She wasn’t going to start now. A large box addressed to Colleen from Amazon sat in the hallway—the cooler.

      It was three in the morning in Italy. Massi was waiting for her call. She’d let him suffer enough. When she texted to see if he was awake, he called immediately.

      She rescinded her resignation. In hindsight, quitting was a rash move. The result of an emotional day. She had a new reason to stay. She would fulfill her commitment as dog sitter. She also agreed to the truffle deliveries. Not just because of the additional money (which she asked him twice to repeat), maybe being part of the truffle family would be nice. Though she wasn’t certain she liked her new relatives.
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      The driver, dressed in a suit, waited beside a shiny black car, hands clasped behind his back. The same guy who took Massi to the airport.

      He must’ve thought Colleen was important. Once she appeared on the stoop, he jumped up with outstretched hands. “I’ll take those.” He took the wheeled cooler packed with truffles and the tote bag filled with multiple jars of carpaccio. She kept her handbag. He popped the trunk and the bags disappeared.

      For people with means, things appeared and disappeared all the time like magic. Sleight of hand made jobs, awards, and promotions appear. Misbehavior, accountability, and consequences disappear. All day long.

      He opened her door. “Good morning, Ms. Fitzroy. I’m Rafi.” She almost wanted to come clean and tell him she was just the dog sitter, but decided against it. She might as well enjoy being treated like a somebody.

      As they pulled away from the curb, her FaceTime rang.

      “Oh, Colleen.” Massimo appeared startled, like he had called the wrong number. “You look nice.” He sounded surprised. Then he quickly reviewed the plan for the day, speaking businesslike, as if he were talking to a colleague. He offered direction in a helpful way, not condescendingly, which was a welcome change. It wasn’t a secret this assignment was out of Colleen’s wheelhouse, but he spoke to her like she was intelligent. Which made her feel even smarter. Now she was intent on demonstrating just how much.

      A little boy and his mom waited to cross the street at the corner. The boy bit into a croissant. She thought about Massi’s childhood story about loving fancy food. Not the admiration of the school principal or even the recognition of being exemplary. Those editor letters conveyed another side to Massi. His human side. His humble beginnings. His unabashed passion for food.

      The SAVOR org shuffle had edited Massi right out of the pages, leaving him with egg on his face. No wonder this new business, and the impression it made, was so important. He still had something to prove. She could relate. Scavatore D’oro’s success was important to both of them.

      When you’re a kid, you want to prove something to your parents. When you’re an adult you want to prove something to your children. At some point you realize proving something to yourself should’ve been the goal all along.
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      “Where are you now?” asked Massi.

      Colleen looked out the window. "Prince and West Broadway.”

      “Okay, get ready.”

      “I am ready. What would you like me to do?”

      “Get your head straight. Don’t get on Snapchat.”

      “Okay, let’s not confuse me with Stella. Though flattering.”

      Massi seemed quite nervous. Maybe because he knew she could single-handedly blow up this whole operation—and not even intentionally. This suddenly made her nervous too.

      The driver parked in front of a fire hydrant. Oh, the luxury of having a driver whose job it was to sit and wait for you.

      “Don’t use the front door,” Massi said. “They have a service door. The gray door to the right. Walk in like they’re expecting you.”

      “Well, they are. Aren’t they?” She slid across the seat as Rafi opened the door. He popped the trunk, placed the cooler on the ground and engaged the handle. He passed her the tote. She fingered through her hair, fanned her armpits.

      “Don’t bring all the carpaccio. Just one jar,” Massi said. “We don’t want them to think we’re giving it to everyone in New York.”

      Rafi restowed the bag and moved aside so Colleen could take what she needed. All of a sudden, this trunk transaction, switching bags, hiding goods, felt super sketchy.

      “Don’t bring your handbag.”

      Huh? Why did he tell her to buy one?

      “Put the carpaccio in the cooler for now. When you’re in there, it’s very natural. ‘Oh, I brought you something Massi wanted you to try.’ Say that after I hang up.”

      “I thought you were staying the whole time?”

      “I am. I’m staying for as long as it takes to do the deal.”

      “‘Do the deal’?” She stopped before opening the door. “Do you have to say it like that? This is legal, right, Massi?”

      “Sì, yes. Ma dai! Colleen, are you up for this or not? Of course this is—legal,” he quieted his voice so she could barely hear him, which did not comfort her.

      “Don’t throw shade at me,” she griped. “I’m not exactly an exotic goods provider by trade.” Okay, that sounded porny.

      “You’re not exactly a dog sitter either,” he snarked. “But you’re a so-called actor, no? This is just an acting job, Colleen. And it’s opening night, so for the love of fettuccini, take the stage.”

      Why hadn’t he said that before? The thing about this assignment that made her uncomfortable was having to pretend she knew about delicacies. But pretending to be someone she wasn’t was basically the very thing she could do. This was an acting job!

      I’m back, bitches.

      “Just open the door, proceed down the hall, and when you get to the kitchen, ask for Kiko.”

      “Sounds like I’ll be doing some talking. But fine.”

      His head slumped forward in frustration.

      Oscar was the sommelier here. She hoped to see him.

      Clanking pans, lively chatter and the smell of roasted nuts seduced her down the hall like a snake charmer. The room opened up into a humming, immaculate, sparkling command central. Three people dressed in crisp white shirts and aprons and ridiculous paper lantern hats noticed her arrival.

      “Hi, I’m here to see Kiko. She’s expecting me.” It amused Colleen that the smoky vocal timbre of a seductress escaped her mouth. A surprising manifestation of her new role. “I’m here with Massi.” She held up her phone as one of the hatted guys shouted, without shifting his eyes from her, “Massi’s lady!”

      A door swung open and a short fellow with a long stride entered. He stopped in front of Colleen in a Buzz Lightyear stance, eyebrows and all.

      “Kiko’s not here. Last-minute thing. She told me to take two. You pick ’em. Give me a receipt. I Venmo you. She calls Massi.”

      “I’m here!” shouted Massi.

      “Oh, hey. Nice. I told your girl we’ll take two. You’ll hear from Kiko.”

      Massi chatted nervously apropos of nothing, while Buzz Lightyear scrolled his phone. Colleen selected two, weighed them, emailed a receipt, presented a jar of carpaccio, and left.

      The sunlight on the street was blinding and disorienting. A huge weight lifted. The first delivery was complete without a hiccup.

      “Brilliant. That’s how it’s done, Colleen. Good work,” Massi touted.

      Praise? “Thanks.”

      “I knew you’d be good at this.”

      There really wasn’t much to it, but she’d take the compliment. Colleen slid into the back seat, and Rafi pulled away from the curb. She’d definitely count this as an acting credit.

      “Scavatore D’oro is officially launched!” Massi reached for a bottle of Prosecco and topped off a half-empty glass. He was very nervous and/or anticipating success. “I wish Dom could be here, but ever the businessman, he’s with suppliers. What kind of last-minute thing could Kiko have had?” He sounded suspicious. “No sign of Oscar?”

      “No.”

      “No matter. You can’t expect a red carpet.”

      It sounded very much like he expected a red carpet. Regardless, this delivery task was easy peasy. Boots on the ground was literally what she was. Except in loafers. Delivering truffles hardly seemed worth all the money he was giving her, being chauffeured, not even having to speak. Hers was a bit part for now. She’d keep her eye on the prize. If these two weeks went well, her responsibilities could change. If Gloria was truly pulling the strings.
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      In the next kitchen, a serious-looking guy, red-faced and sweaty, wearing a green bandana around his neck and a white chef coat, stormed out of a walk-in fridge. Colleen immediately rotated her phone so Massi could see him.

      “Ciao, James!” Massi shouted.

      The man stooped down a bit to see the screen. “Massi? Ha—you clever, clever man. Finally out of New York. Good for you.”

      “Not for long, James. Coming back soon. But I couldn’t wait to show you what I’ve been up to. My new company, Scavatore D’Oro, we’ve got fantastic products. You’re the first to see them.”

      James stooped lower, as Colleen’s arm, unknowingly, drooped. The phone was now below her waist causing James to stare at her lady parts region. They agreed he should hold the phone.

      “What about SAVOR? Are the rumors true? You’re leaving?”

      “No, no. The rumors? No. I’m not leaving. What rumors? This is a little something on the side. It’s really for my cousin, well, it’s both of ours. We’re partners. He’ll run things in Italy, I’ll head the New York business. I’m still very much at SAVOR. In fact, let’s talk later about the March raw foods issue. How could you not be in it?”

      Thus far, pretty much everything Massi said was a bunch of baloney.

      “Superb.” James took a step back, spread his legs, and crossed his free arm against his newly inflated chest. He tilted his head to—feign modesty? This crazy mating dance was too much for Colleen. This was how guys did business?

      “Thank you, Massi. I’m honored. We’re doing exciting things with sea moss. You need to come in. When are you back?”

      “Two weeks.”

      “Let’s see this product of yours.” He guided Colleen to an empty counter. She parked her snazzy silver cooler. From the cooler she withdrew the Scavatore D’oro tote bag, from which she removed several kitchen towel bundles and rested them on the stainless steel counter top.

      Colleen snapped a red-striped Italian cloth in the air with sleek showmanship, smoothed it out, and unrolled a bundle to reveal the truffles.

      “Ah, nice day in Porto Venere,” James said. “Where are you having dinner tonight? Palmaria?”

      “I was there Saturday. You’d be amazed by what they’re doing with oysters. I thought of you.”

      One by one, James drew the truffles to his nose and smelled them. A series of facial acrobatics ensued. Eyebrow lift. Mouth flinch. Crinkled eyes. Inflated nostrils. Pursed lips.

      “How do they look?” Massi asked.

      “Where are they from?”

      “Where do you think?”

      “Why don’t you tell me?”

      Seriously? Wasn’t Massi doing the talking so the conversation didn’t devolve to this?

      “Piedmont. Foraged yesterday morning, in flight by afternoon. The freshest truffles available. Which means—longer shelf life. You’ll get a few extra days⁠—”

      “I don’t know about a few. One maybe.” He dusted off his hands dramatically. “I only serve the best quality. You know that.”

      “I can get you a superior product days before⁠—”

      James took on a dismissive air. “I want to work with you Massi, but—” He clicked his tongue. “I have a supplier, you know. We’ll see.”

      “Pick a few. Sample them, gratis.”

      James jerked back in disbelief. The generosity. Even Colleen was surprised. Hundreds of dollars worth of truffles. They hadn’t discussed free truffles, just free carpaccio. “Let me know what you think. I want feedback. Colleen⁠—”

      The phone was positioned against a burlap bag of dried chickpeas. She popped her head into the frame.

      “Did you bring any carpaccio?” Massi asked. “I want to give it to James.”

      “I have one jar, but⁠—”

      “I want James to have it.”

      “I know, but—” She shook her head, hoping Massi noticed her subtle communication. She smiled at the kitchen staff watching her.

      “Colleen, do you understand—we’re speaking English. Do as I say.”

      Whoa. What the hell was that? Her cheeks were glowing charcoals. Back on view: Massi’s true condescending colors. She plunked the jar in James’s hand. “This is for you. Don’t get too excited. It’s only half full. I didn’t want to give it to you because the truffles aren’t fully submerged. I attempted to explain this, but clearly Massi knows more than me, so there you go.”

      She turned back to the phone and glared at Massi.

      “How would you know what truffle carpaccio is supposed to look like?” Massimo laughed. He spoke to James in Italian, “Lei è temporanea è solo una dog sitter!” They chuckled together. James took another look at Colleen.

      What did he just say? She couldn’t wait to tell him what to do with his smelly balls.

      James held the jar eye level and peered into the glass. “Get smaller jars if you’re not gonna fill them all the way.” He took a jab at Massi.

      “Let me see that.” Massimo was angry now. James placed it in front of the phone screen. “Don’t give him that. Do they all look like that?” Massi asked.

      She muttered to Massi with bulging eyes, “It’s the only jar we have, remember?”

      “Show James the fresh ones.”

      “I did. He sees them.”

      “I see them, Massi. They’re nice, but⁠—”

      “Pick a couple. Try them. I’ll call you tomorrow.”

      James fingered through the truffles. Choosing and sniffing. Rejecting all but two. How many noses would breathe on them before they were shaved onto someone’s pasta?

      She couldn’t wait to leave. She stood between two posturing egomaniacs. One thought he was smarter. The other, superior. Colleen in the middle, made to look neither. He didn’t say he needed a chump. He said he needed boots on the ground. She couldn’t wait to show him what those boots could do.

      After the whole ciao, ciao, ciao crap, she ended the call and left, seething. Outside, her phone rang.

      “What the fuck was that?” she barked into the phone.

      “I should ask you that!”

      “What kind of asshole are you? You practically beg me to help, can’t do it without me . . . then you demean me in English and insult me in Italian?” Her words tumbled out, crashing against each other. Rafi appeared on the sidewalk beside the car. He looked at the sky, but was clearly listening. “I got news for you. I’m no one’s yes-man. You chose the wrong guy to deliver your mushrooms.”

      “They’re not mush⁠—”

      “Fuck you.” She couldn’t think quickly enough to say what she wanted. So instead she smacked the handle of the cooler so hard it flipped on its side. Then she kicked it. She stormed off in the opposite direction of the car. She didn’t need this. She didn’t need any of this. Thinking of needing things, a light bulb went off in her brain. She ran back to the cooler just as Rafi approached it. Seeing her charge like a linebacker, he recoiled. She righted the cooler, cracked open the lid, and snatched a White Claw. Packed just in case her nerves got the best of her. Admittedly, she was worried about how things might go. Currently her nerves were on fire. She slammed the cooler shut and headed decisively down the street.

      Popping open the can, peeling back the aluminum tab sounded like high school. It sounded like freedom and the effervescence of youth. Tickling her nose. Kissing her tongue. She felt light and unencumbered.

      A text sounded on her phone which prompted her to silence it. She didn’t want to hear from Massi. She wasn’t ruining his business. He was.

      She did exactly what he asked her to do. Exactly. (Except for the remark about the half-filled jars. If he hadn’t humiliated her in front of everyone, she never would’ve said it.)

      She casually glanced at her phone. A text from Rafi.

      
        
          
            
              
        Should I wait for you?

      

      

      

      

      

      And a flurry from Massi:

      
        
          
            
              
        Where are you going?

      

      

      

      

      

      And:

      
        
          
            
              
        We have three more deliveries!

      

      

      

      

      

      And:

      
        
          
            
              
        You can’t just leave!

      

      

      

      

      

      And:

      
        
          
            
              
        I’m paying you a lot of money!

      

      

      

      
        
          
        If you don’t finish the deliveries, I’ll be forced to fire you.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Pack your bags.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Hello????

      

      

      

      
        
          
        COLLEEN

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Do you understand—I’ll change the locks on my door!

      

      

      

      

      

      Change the locks! LOL.
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      The texts kept coming.

      
        
          
            
              
        Ok that delivery wasn’t ideal, there’s a learning curve.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        For me too.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        You did a fine job, mostly. (Apart from the snarky asides.)

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Okay. I messed up. I shouldn’t have said that thing I said.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        What did I say?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        If you must know, I was nervous. More nervous than you, possibly.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I assume you wouldn’t drink canned cocktails before noon if you weren’t.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Okay. There’s something I should tell you.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I’m telling you this in utter confidence.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Ready?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I’m leaving SAVOR.

      

      

      

      

      

      Who didn’t know that?

      
        
          
            
              
        I know it’s shocking. No one knows.

      

      

      

      

      

      Except all his friends, all his relatives and anyone who wasn’t a friend or a relative.

      
        
          
            
              
        Not my closest friends. Not my family.

      

      

      

      

      

      Wow. Clueless.

      Colleen slipped her phone into her back pocket. She wanted to enjoy her White Claw in peace. He really thought no one knew he’d been fired?

      That got her thinking. About her own “secrets.” How many were public knowledge? Her mind traveled back to her childhood. When it would’ve devastated her if others knew her circumstances. Like her mother’s mental breakdown. Or the times young Colleen had been left on her own. All the days she’d been without food. Or a dad. All the friendships she’d shunned because of being embarrassed by the way they lived. She worked hard to act normal when she was at school, act like she was an easy-going happy kid, when in fact she was lonely and scared. And most days, hungry.

      It occurred to her that she’d skipped breakfast. She was too nervous. Now she was starving. She glanced at her phone.

      
        
          
            
              
        Are you there???

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Okay—I’m sorry.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Is that what you want? An apology?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        There. I said it. Feel better?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Fine. Your new title is NY Brand Ambassador.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        A promotion already! I’ll tell Rafi to wait for you.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        We’re late for the next delivery.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        COLLEEN?????

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I said I was sorry!

      

      

      

      
        
          
        If I don’t launch this company while people still think I’m Editor in Chief of SAVOR, it will be dead on arrival. It will fail.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        HELLOOOOO?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        That’s $7K worth of truffles!

      

      

      

      
        
          
        They lose value with every passing minute.

      

      

      

      

      

      She turned off her phone. He could shove those smelly turds up his ass.

      The Waverly Diner appeared like a dream. She respected a place that retained the name “diner.” The new ones were called cafes or eateries. “Diner” connoted something wholly different. Hangovers, greasy burgers, a vegetable medley, mashed potatoes served by ice cream scooper. A twenty-seven-page menu. No pretense. Stay authentic and you’d attract the right people. A lesson to live by.

      “What can I get you?” The waitress wiped the counter with a damp gray (formerly white) dishcloth.

      “I’ll have the onion omelet with American cheese, hash browns, and a coffee. And a Boston cream donut to go.” She handed the waitress her White Claw. “Could you get rid of this?” Rafi tattled on her? Grow up.

      Colleen clasped her hands, settled herself, and exhaled deeply to regain her composure and process what had just happened. Admittedly, her outburst on the sidewalk, walking away, the unprofessional way she conducted herself in the restaurant after Massi’s public denigration was uncharacteristic. How had Massi provoked this reaction in her? After she’d soldiered on for years in the face of ignorant patriarchal bullshit. Maybe it was the tired routine of helping someone else achieve their ambitions, only to be shit on, cut into an old wound that hadn’t yet healed. Because it wasn’t old. She was still reeling from the fallout with Christopher. You know what was old? Always being a sous chef. And forever getting burned.

      Now what?

      Her omelet appeared. She ate a forkful of eggs and ignored her phone. But it silently goaded her. She became paranoid Massi might be angry enough to change the apartment locks. He could have Nicholas do it.

      Dammit. Once she gave Massi’s threat serious credence, her omelet didn’t taste very good. What about her belongings? Would Nicholas pack them and leave them—somewhere? Did she want him handling her dainty-wear? She envisioned him touching her expensive purple lace bra. The one she never wore because she wanted it to last. No way she’d let Nicholas be the first man to touch that bra!

      Hold on. What about Aldo? Could we just stop for a second with all this lock-changing and clothes-packing and throwing-to-the-curb-ing, and think about the dog. How would she say goodbye to Al? Someone needed to tell Aldo that his permanent human was being a dick and demeaning his temporary human—the one who currently doled out a scoop of wet and a scoop of dry twice a day. Aldo deserved an explanation as to why his temporary human disappeared.

      What about Al’s separation anxiety?

      This sucked.

      She flipped her phone over to see what was happening.

      To her shock and horror nothing was happening. Crickets. Not one text. Not from Massimo. Rafi. Tad (he could smell drama a mile away). Nicholas. Gloria. Gloria had never texted her, but based on their convo, if she were the real boss of this operation she might know about the current blip. Could “You need to pass the first test” explain what was happening here? Maybe this kerfuffle with Massi was a test?

      A text from the girl in Brooklyn who was looking for a roommate. She wasn’t anymore.

      
        
          
            
              
        Apartment rented.

      

      

      

      

      

      Shit. Shit. Shit. She could be out of a job and a place to live by EOD.

      The silent treatment wasn’t a good sign. This concerned her. It was much better when Massimo screamed his head off in Italian caps. Because that meant he was scared.

      She quickly texted Nicholas.

      
        
          
            
              
        Hey, Nicholas. How’s it going? Hope all’s good with you and the fam. Any chance you’ll be around today? Need to ask you something about something that needs fixing.

      

      

      

      

      

      She waited for fluttering dots.

      If Gloria’s offer was real, Colleen could be close to a permanent job. Part of the truffle family. Taking over whatever Gloria’s role was. Not being Massi’s pawn. What the actual hell was Colleen doing screwing around on an omelet break and threatening to walk off the job?!

      “Anything else?” The waitress returned with the coffee pot.

      Colleen covered her cup. She didn’t need a fourth cup. She was way too jumpy as it was.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            48

          

          Still Day 20

        

      

    

    
      Still nothing from Nicholas. He usually texted back immediately. He was never unavailable to text. Colleen had seen him texting underneath the kitchen sink.

      
        
          
            
              
        Hey, Tad. How was vacay? Heard you were away.

      

      

      

      

      

      He’d know if Massi was up to something. He’d be the accomplice. Tad would kill to be part of an eviction.

      
        
          
            
              
        Good luck with your first day.

      

      

      

      

      

      A text from an unknown number. Who could that be?

      
        
          
            
              
        Welcome to the Truffle Family.

      

      

      

      

      

      Gloria. It was weird to admit that proving herself to Gloria was her new goal, but it was. When Massi asked her to rise to the occasion, he simultaneously insulted her. Gloria wanted to be right about Colleen.

      She found herself in a half-jog back toward the car, sweating through her new shirt. Then she remembered. She had a driver.

      She ducked under an Old Navy awning to get out of the sun and stop sweating.

      
        
          
            
              
        Hey Rafi, how’s it going? I’m doing much better now that I ate. Whoever said “never skip breakfast” was onto something! LOL.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Could you pick me up? Gotta finish the deliveries. Those truffles aren’t getting any younger! I’m at the corner of Waverly & 6th.

      

      

      

      

      

      Sweat trickled down her back.

      
        
          
            
              
        I’ll be there shortly.

      

      

      

      

      

      Thank God. Hopefully he’d text Massi to call off the eviction and stop Nicholas from changing the locks and manhandling her five-year-old panties. More like eight, but who wants to admit that. Even to themselves.

      Colleen waved with exuberance and omelet energy when Rafi sprang from the car to open her door. She handed him the bag with the donut. “For you.” She didn’t need those calories.

      “Okay, let’s do this,” she said, once Rafi was back behind the wheel. She looked at the list of stops. Once she was in the restaurant, she’d ask to see the Chef de Cuisine, Tomas, then she’d FaceTime Massi.

      She entered the kitchen and approached the backs of six white chef coats huddled into a semi-circle. Smooshed together like manicotti. The kitchen was chaotic and noisy.

      “Fantastic, Massi. Good for you,” one of them said.

      “Sorry for the mix-up.” She heard Massi’s voice. “I promise they’ll be here tomorrow.” No one noticed Colleen.

      “Hello,” she said.

      The semi-circle broke in half down the middle and each side fanned out like a scene from Hello, Dolly. They stared at her.

      “Colleen?” She could now see a phone propped against a soup pot with Massi’s face indicating surprise.

      “I told you the truffles were coming, Tomas. Here they are!”

      The five men did not break their stare until the hatted man, Tomas, said, “Ah, come, come.” He waved her over, then shooed the others to the side. He patted the counter brusquely. The phone jostled and Massi face planted, poor guy.

      All the attention shifted to the truffles. None of them noticed Massi was kissing the counter. Nor could they hear Massi yelling over their banter. Colleen’s phone rang.

      “What happened? Everything went dark,” he said.

      She repositioned the phone, and the men resumed their chatter. Colleen remained happily silent. She hadn’t said a word beyond hello.

      The guy with black and white checkered pants ran to fetch a scale. She smelled the heady aroma of meat roasting.

      “Colleen,” said Massimo from the phone. “Please send Tomas a receipt for 11.2 grams. Thank you.”

      It finally dawned on Colleen what her role was. Did Massimo really need a receipt dispenser? Of course not. For ten years, Massi sat on the tallest soufflé in food media. Now that soufflé was falling under the weight of his irrelevance. These guys didn’t know that yet. People like Chef Tomas had fawned over Massi for years, waiting for a little crumb in print. The power dynamic was now flipped. He’d need them more than they’d need him. A challenging and unpleasant adjustment for Massi. What would become of his hubris? He couldn’t jeopardize offending his “new clients.” A wingman to launder his machismo, insecurity, and anxiety was what he needed. A scapegoat for his frustration when these chefs challenged him.

      “Tomas, have you properly met Colleen Fitzroy? Our Brand Ambassador. She’s quite indispensable.”
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      Massi FaceTimed Colleen early Wednesday morning. She wasn’t expecting to talk to him before their first delivery at noon. She was in the kitchen making coffee. He, in a white bathrobe, though it was the afternoon in Italy. He wore thick black-framed glasses. His hair was wet and slicked back. Parts of him she’d never seen before were on view. A good amount of bare chest for starters.

      Massi opened and closed his mouth a few times, seemingly unable to speak.

      “Can you. Tell me. What. In God’s name. This means?”

      He thrust his phone at an iPad propped up on a bathtub tray in the midst of a cloud of bubbles. The caption of an Instagram post was displayed on the screen.

      She squinted to read it. “Nope, don’t speak French.”

      “Not that,” he bristled and shifted his phone to show the photo above the French caption. “This.” A not so unflattering pic of Colleen at Breathe Studio teaching yesterday’s class. What the hell? Had he hired someone to trail her? Actually, to be precise, it wasn’t a photo of Colleen as much as it was a photo of the attractive brunette with the strength of a bull who’d taken her class. Colleen was in the background. Did Massi know her? How was it possible he knew this random lady? Who spoke French and took classes at Breathe. Her eyes glanced at the account that posted the photo: @FoodFight.

      Uh-oh. Not good. She sat down at the kitchen table.

      “What? I don’t know her. She’s some rando from my Pilates class.  With the balance of a flamingo.” So what if he knew she was teaching Pilates? Who cared? She had nine days left.

      “Really? Interesting. Let’s break that down.” He was pacing the bathroom. Appearing and disappearing through the steamy mist. “‘She’s some rando from my Pilates class.’”

      “Exactly.”

      “Colleen, I’m not in the mood for sass. I’m soaking wet. I’ve just emerged from the bath. I have five minutes to get dressed and be out the door for Giada’s new cookbook launch, during which I’m interviewing her for Food Network.” His angry face was way too close to the phone now. She much preferred the view of his chest. “Now my blood pressure. I’m not at all humored to discover on Instagram that you’re moonlighting as a Pilates teacher for my arch nemesis!”

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa. Wait a hot sec. Let’s unpack that. First of all, I’m not moonlighting as a Pilates teacher. I’m moonlighting as a dog sitter. Also—Batman—had I known she was your nemesis, I would’ve had Wonder Woman and Captain America take her down.”

      He closed his eyes and pressed his lips together, making them disappear. “I told you—under no circumstances could you take additional work that would distract you from your primary responsibility of caring for Aldo. I’ve set you up very comfortably—don’t forget the additional stipend—and room and board in a home you could never afford on your own.”

      “That’s obnoxious.” She shoved her chair back from the table, and it screeched against the floor. “What a shitty thing to say. How do you know what I can afford?”

      “Well, let’s see.” He removed his glasses. “You’re a substitute exercise teacher. A sometimes voiceover actor. You have no home. You took a dog sitting job for which you haven’t a lick of experience or aptitude. You still wear leggings from, I don’t know, with that amount of pilling—the aughts?”

      “You know what?” She stood. “Gloria’s right. You’re an idiot. I don’t need to update my wardrobe every six months to prove anything to anybody about my socio-economic status or relevance. Your Italian loafers didn’t save you from getting fired, by the way. Yeah, I know you got the ax. They already found your replacement.”

      Was that too far? Whatever.

      “Gloria called me an idiot?” He blinked two dozen times. Then swooshed the air with his free hand, chasing all the shock and sad feelings away. “Ever the bellwether, Colleen Fitzroy. While we’re on appearances, don’t act like you don’t care about yours. You care very much. You’ll do anything not to appear lost, empty, adrift, alone.”

      Whoa.

      “Your clever disguise? A fake disinterest in people. A happy-go-lucky nature. A brave and in-charge affectation.”

      She sounded pretty badass on the whole.

      “And thank you very much, but I’m quite aware of my replacement. She’s the flamingo you were fraternizing with!” He swung his arm at the iPad. To the photo of the woman wearing authentic Lululemon. Flashing a knowing smile, skin flushed pink from serenity and fierce from warrior pose. Under whose photo was the hashtag #SAVORMag.

      “She’s the new you?” What were the freaking chances of that?

      “Yes,” he said breathlessly.

      “Ouch.” She was half his age, beautiful and impressive. Colleen noted in less than an hour she was an It girl. “You’re screwed, bro. No contest. I’d listen to anything she said. She could convince me to eat Froot Loops for breakfast.” Colleen would need to switch from Lucky Charms, but NBD.

      His nostrils flared. “I’ve got two minutes before I head to Giada’s launch. Know her? She’s very relevant. And guess who’s interviewing her? Me! Also very relevant—by virtue. Sorry if I can’t sit around and listen to a nobody tell me my publishing career is finished, as sage as you are. I’ll decide when it’s over. If it’s over.” He harrumphed. It looked like he wanted to add something, but instead he emitted a high-pitched groan and shook a fist. His robe opened a bit more in his fury revealing some upper thigh. “We have little more than a week left. I suggest we both try to make it work the best way possible. I realize your role has changed since you were hired and . . . I appreciate how you’ve tried to rise to the occasion.”

      What happened to “indispensable”? He really had a hard time with praise. Poor Stella. Poor Tad.

      “I know this job isn’t your entire life and that you’re trying to set yourself up for the next stage. I have empathy for that, of course.”

      Hmm. She hadn’t taken note of that. He had empathy because he was in the exact same stage. Albeit from a different rung on the ladder. Astute of him to notice, though. Colleen was so acutely aware of their disparities, it clouded her view of their actual similarities.

      “Therefore, if you can respect that Aldo is your primary concern, and that the truffle deliveries are”—he hesitated briefly—“also your primary concern, I’ll allow you to seek, in your free time, once your responsibilities are met in exemplary fashion, your next job and/or home. Our time together is fleeting, but I’ll not tolerate Aldo being neglected in any way, or you sabotaging my new business enterprise. Or my not-as-yet former one,” he groused. His head flopped forward. “Good God, I’m being much more forgiving than I’m used to.”
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      By Wednesday afternoon, Colleen had sold all but three truffles. The first shipment had been intentionally small to take a pulse on how New York would receive the news of Massi’s new business pursuit and to determine who he could count on. Next week’s supply would be larger, the restaurant list, longer.

      Colleen returned to Kiko’s restaurant, who was there this time. She wanted more truffles from Massi, despite being loyal to her current vendor for years. This proved to Massi his product was superior to anything on the market, and with Kiko on the hook, he needed to reel her in.

      Kiko was unlike the other chefs. She didn’t shoot the breeze with Massi. She didn’t baste him in hyperbolic flattery. She wanted information on the truffles: place of origin, harvesting methods, air temperature. Massi was prepared.

      On Colleen’s way to the car, Kiko’s assistant ran after her. Kiko wanted another jar of carpaccio. The jar Colleen gave them the other day had inspired new dishes.

      By the ninth and last restaurant of the week, the experience had become semi-predictable. As had the chefs. Their greeting would include a sizing up of sorts, a not-so-subtle sweeping inspection of Colleen, which involved facial contortions that translated to one of the following: detection of a sour smell, not bad for her age, I don’t speak to delivery girls, I’d do her.

      When Colleen arrived home, she heard Gloria in the kitchen.

      “You’re a prima donna, Aldo. Just like your father. Always the best food, the best groomer, the best shampoo. Know what they do to dogs like you in Italy?”

      As Colleen entered the kitchen, Aldo jumped to greet her. Gloria appeared surprised. Clutching a can that hovered over Aldo’s bowl, she froze. “Finished already? I didn’t hear the door.”

      “What’s that?” Colleen asked. “I already fed him. He doesn’t eat that.” She thought about Aldo’s diarrhea from a couple of weeks ago. Gloria’s tote bag on the table revealed three more cans. “Since when do you feed him?”

      “What’s with all the questions?” She slammed the can on the table. “A little treat for my Aldo. What’s an aunt for, if not an indulgence here and there. Right, bello? Come here, sweetie.” She bent down, and he licked her face. “Speaking of treats, I have something for you.” From her tote, a small gift appeared. Wisps of blue tissue paper blazed from a striped bag.

      “What’s this?” You could’ve knocked Colleen over with a fiddlehead fern.

      “You’re working hard. You’ve become dependable. I hear good reports. A little bit of pampering is always prudent. I see you don’t do it for yourself. A haircut, facial, maybe some color up there.” She swirled her hand above her own head. “Look the part. If you want people to believe you.”

      Colleen was speechless. First a few glasses of bubbly, a swap of personal backstory, a business proposition, and now this, a spa gift certificate. Maybe Nicholas was right calling Gloria a cat in tiger pajamas.

      Another gift bag appeared from her tote. “This is for Nicholas. Give it to him for me. He needs to feel appreciated.” She blew air from the side of her mouth. “For doing his job. You know how men are.”

      Gloria’s phone rang, and she left the kitchen. Her voice wafted behind her, “Are you an idiot? Please tell me you’re joking. Please.” She closed the bathroom door and ran the sink.

      Colleen followed and pressed her ear to the bathroom door.

      “Yes, that’s right—she’s reliable. Tell her to do something—she does it. She even has a brain. That’s more than I can say for you.” Gloria grew quiet. “Never mind him. He’s a peacock. A useful peacock, you dunce. Don’t make me regret bringing you into this.” Gloria flushed the toilet. “No—that doesn’t make you a good guy. It makes you an imbecile. Take care of it.”
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      For the next four days until the new truffle shipment arrived (via a new messenger), Colleen was free to pursue personal endeavors. Among them, two photo shoots. For Aldo.

      The cruise photo shoot that morning had been privately humiliating. She couldn’t shake her internal sour grapes, but nary a gloat from Aldo. Despite his modesty, he sprang to life when the cameras rolled. Resentment aside, she couldn’t have been prouder of the little guy on his first acting job. Mid-shoot, when the client asked, “Why would a dog be on a cruise?”, the creatives changed direction and shot Aldo in a vignette “on the pier” instead, wishing the empty-nester couple a bon voyage. #toldyouso.

      Only mildly less irksome had been creating a resume for Aldo Locatelli, required for tomorrow’s Good Housekeeping magazine shoot, which he booked through a new friend Colleen made at the dog park. The pet editor’s story: City Dogs—How to Keep Them Happy and Healthy. Colleen was astonished by how much it paid, more than she ever got for a one-day shoot. Massi would never need to know about this, plus it was her job to manage Aldo’s activities. She obviously didn’t want to bother Massi with this little thing.

      Among a flurry of texts from Massi lauding the impeccable quality of Scavatore D’Oro’s product and how they were onto something big, was a surprising invitation. Colleen clicked the link he sent. The Culinary Women Annual Gala was a week away. Massi, a Gold Level sponsor at $20K, would be in Italy, so he wanted Colleen to go in his place.

      
        
          
            
              
        You’re a culinary woman, after all! My table is filled with the most dynamic women in food right now. You’ll meet some quality chefs and restaurateurs. Get inspired. It’s always a fun night.

      

      

      

      

      

      She stared at her phone. Dumbstruck. First, let’s not ignore his performative benefacting of “culinary women.” And 20K? Enough to cover a guilty conscience? Was he a rehabbing sexist? It wouldn’t be long until Stella would be looking for a job. Maybe he was attempting to redirect bad karma coming his way. Secondly, why invite her? Certainly he knew countless culinary women more legitimate than Colleen. Could this be a gesture of altruism? Appreciation? Mentorship? Talk about an enigma.

      What would be on the menu for a night like this? She intended to find out.
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      In the Uber Friday morning, Colleen gave Aldo a pep talk for his photo shoot.

      When they stepped off the elevator on the third floor of the photo studio, Colleen glanced around to get her bearings and shockingly, at the end of the hall, saw Tad. Once their eyes met briefly, they hurried into neighboring studios.

      What was he doing here? Did he see Aldo? Dammit. How long until she’d hear from Massi now? There had to be a plausible reason why she and Aldo were at a photo studio in the West Village that had nothing to do with Aldo’s new acting/modeling career. She just had to think of one.

      Nearly an hour passed. No texts. No calls. Very strange. Uncharacteristic of Tad to forgo a gotcha moment. Come to think of it, he looked a little flustered himself.

      She called Massi’s office number at SAVOR and asked for Tad. An unfamiliar voice said, “He’s out sick today.”

      A tad of investigative work unearthed the name of the client shooting in Studio 3. Martha Stewart. Shooting her new cookware collab. A certain someone was her freelance stylist.

      Gotcha.

      She sent a note to Tad by way of the studio assistant.

      
        
        I know what you’re doing.

      

      

      He sent one back.

      
        
        I see Aldo has a fresh blowout. Pimping now?

      

      

      Dammit.

      The photoshoot ended early due to an incident with a Statue of Liberty inflatable. The art director chose it as a scenic element for their City Dogs article. No one anticipated the towering replica could be toppled. On its way down, the torch felled a cluster of photo equipment, namely a gigantic spot light whose scorching heat quickly seared the inflatable’s plastic, stinking up the studio.

      Colleen then found herself engaged in the most unlikely scenario at the outdoor bar of La Chica Bonita.

      Colleen licked the salt from her margarita. “What makes you think I trust you? You could be texting him right now. With photos.”

      “Girl, Massi’s been incommunicado for a week. When and if I hear from him, I’m not wasting airtime on you.” Tad slugged the rest of his mai tai. “No offense.” Then smoothed his eyebrows with a moistened fingertip. “I got bigger problems than you pimping out Massi’s pooch.”

      “Oh?” She offered a doggy treat to Aldo, who lay worn-out under her stool.

      Tad’s shoulders drooped, and he groaned dramatically. “I should’ve left SAVOR months ago. We knew this was coming. I’ve gotta take any gig that comes my way now.”

      “Knew what for months?”

      Tad stared approvingly at the mirror behind the bar. “SAVOR ousting Massi. Once Brandt retired.” With his elbow on the bar, his head plunked onto a fist. “Fucking Brandt. He hasn’t let Massi make a single hire for years. Of course Brandt’s daughter, who’s taking over, wants Massi out. Look at the magazine. It’s a fraternity of fuck-ups.”

      What the hell?

      “Brandt’s been doling out jobs to friends like lobster bibs at a seafood extravaganza. He turned SAVOR into a talentless trough of testosterone.” He rolled his eyes. “I know—me complain?” Tad motioned for the bartender. “Do you have any pickles? Gherkins? Whatever you got. Is Rodolfo working tonight?”

      She hid behind her cocktail. Then sucked it down. Jesus, Colleen blew the whistle on the wrong guy. Brandt’s been doing the hiring all along.

      “There’s only so much Massi could do. Try kiboshing the managing editor’s idea when he’s your boss’s lackluster nephew.” Tad popped a tiny pickle into his mouth.

      “No kidding . . .” Her stomach didn’t feel so great. She slid a few bills onto the bar and stood.

      “We thought it would be better once Brandt retired. Nope. His daughter’s vision doesn’t include Massi. Not surprisingly, Massi’s ego has been fried to a crisp.”

      This news didn’t feel as good as she once thought it would.

      Even if Massi hadn’t been calling the shots, complicity was a harsh boomerang.
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      Before Colleen headed to the East Village to see an apartment she didn’t want to see, in a neighborhood she didn’t want to live in, she sat at the kitchen table picking through every New York City apartment rental website. Any other neighborhood, any other borough. Just not the East Village. Yes, she was desperate. Yes, time was running out. Did that mean she’d need to consider the neighborhood she and Patrick lived in? After all these years, she’d never been back.

      Her phone rang with a FaceTime from Massi, speaking of avoiding. She considered not answering. She didn’t want to talk to him, let alone see him. The intel from Tad had stuck to her (guilty) conscience. She couldn’t even tell Brooke her accusations had been leveled against the wrong guy. No wonder Brandt hadn’t fired Massi for gender discrimination, he’d been Brandt’s enabler.

      She answered the phone and immediately turned the video off.

      “Hey, where’d you go?”

      “Too early for FaceTime. I can’t talk right now anyway. I gotta see an apartment.” She thought she heard barking in Massi’s room. “Was that a dog?”

      “Oh, that’s Pippa. Come here, girl. She’s always barking.”

      “Pippa?” Colleen stuttered. “You have a dog?”

      “Don’t tell Aldo. I mean, I’m sure he’d be fine with it. It’s temporary,” he said, wholly sober.

      “Wait.” She closed the dishwasher. “You’re dog sitting?” Oh, this was good.

      “No! I’m just watching her for a few days, for Dom’s friend.” The actual definition of dog sitting. “He had a heart attack. He’s in the hospital, poor guy.”

      “Huh. Heart attacks are practically contagious in that town. Be careful.”

      “What do you mean?” The dog howled. “Shush, Pippa. The hotel doesn’t allow dogs, so I have to hide her. Dom promised it would be one night. He paid off the front desk clerk. That was three days ago.”

      “Where is she?” Colleen picked up her phone to take a peek.

      “She’s around here somewhere, stupid dog. Never answers when I call her. Dom gave me strict instructions to let her out in private. In back of the hotel. No proper walks—she’s afraid of people. Pazza. Hear her?”

      Colleen increased the volume.

      “She’s growling at me. She destroyed the hamper yesterday. Knocked it over, tore through the clothes like a narc. She’s obsessed with a linen napkin, keeps circling it. Bananas.”

      Aldo’s tail wagged with vigor at the sound of Massi’s voice.

      “Why didn’t Dom take her?”

      “He’s meeting with suppliers. He’s on the road 24/7.”

      She looked at the time. “I gotta go, Massi.” She jogged to the door and grabbed the keys.

      “I booked my flight for Friday,” he said. "I’ll be home by dinner.” When he said that, something that a month ago couldn’t have come fast enough, all she heard was the word home. A pang of jealousy struck her. He had a home to return to, and when he arrived, she’d lose hers.

      She climbed the subway stairs at Astor Place. When she got to the street, the text she dreaded appeared.

      
        
          
            
              
        Room rented.

      

      

      

      

      

      Damn it.

      In six days she’d be without a place to live. Time was ticking. At least now she didn’t have to consider this neighborhood. But here she was. In the place she’d avoided for over fifteen years. Her eyes took in the surroundings, like she was watching a video of her earlier life. She swallowed a wave of emotion gurgling up her throat.

      The corner of 7th Street and Third Avenue. Their street. A surprising heart flutter flicked her ribs. The anticipation of seeing Patrick at McSorley’s after his firehouse shift felt real. A memory surfaced of the day she’d locked herself out of their apartment. Patrick snuck out of work to scale the fire escape, crawl in a window and unlock the door.

      Curiosity goaded her around the corner to see if McSorley’s was still there. Of course it was. It would be there after an apocalypse. She peered in the dirty window, pressing her forehead against the grime, as if half expecting to recognize someone sitting at the bar. Like Patrick.

      If only Aldo was with her. It was impossible to feel alone with a dog. With Aldo, somehow she felt like her life marched on. His presence was a reminder she had purpose and companionship. That she was cared for. That she belonged to someone. Lies.

      She headed back to the subway and heard the strum of a guitar coming from a tiny park she’d nearly forgotten about. The Green Space. A small co-op garden where Patrick had grown vegetables. He’d volunteered in the spring and summer, teaching neighborhood kids how to grow food they’d later harvest and eat together.

      The musician accrued a small audience. Except for graffiti on the side of a building abutting the garden and the new snug performance area with a smattering of seating, the garden looked the same. A greenscape of treasures. Sunflowers, milkweed, and thistle. Lettuces, tomatoes, and herbs. All lovingly attended to.

      This hidden oasis was where her carrot plant was born. Before she moved out of New York, she’d dug up Patrick’s carrot plants and potted them. The only constant in her life since he died has been those carrots. She’s brought them, or their offshoots, everywhere. She even hid them in her luggage when she moved onto the cruise ship. Every autumn, she’s made seeds from the plant, so that each subsequent year the newest crop of carrots descends from the plant Patrick sowed in this very garden. The carrot she pulled from the soil yesterday, from her canvas pot on Massi’s windowsill, could be traced back to this garden and to Patrick’s hands.

      Colleen sat and tried to ground herself. She allowed her mind and memory to wander back here. She gave herself permission to feel whatever this place meant to her, even feelings she denied herself for years. The loss, the grief, the happiness. It didn’t always have to hurt. It could be comforting too—the very fact that it had existed could be sustenance—couldn’t it?

      She turned her hands over, desperate to find dirt under her nails. She brought her hands to her face, inhaled deeply, wanting to smell the soil, smell the memory. The very first time she pulled a potato out of the ground, she must’ve looked shocked because Patrick burst out laughing. Which made them both laugh so hard they couldn’t stop, until their cheeks, their hair, their lips were wet from tears. There was something divine about growing food. She couldn’t explain it. A life force—knowing she’d never go hungry again. Patrick never took her to an extravagant dinner at a fancy restaurant. Instead he taught her how she’d always have food. It was the most loving thing anyone had done for her.

      She closed her eyes and let the sun warm her face. She breathed in and could smell his hair, a mix of suede and sawdust. She felt his breath on her neck. “You’ll never be alone again,” he told her as he was dying. “Listen to your heart. I’ll always be there.”

      There was no chance of hearing her heart if she kept it on mute.

      When the end was near for Patrick, he begged her never to give up on her dreams. As a firefighter, he’d seen the destruction of dreams on the daily. Sitting in this garden now, she had a creeping sense she’d misconstrued him. She’d mistakenly clung to the wrong promise.

      A pigeon swooped down to peck at a potato chip on the ground.

      She’d always thought he meant her acting career. All these years, she’d never let it go for the sole purpose of honoring their promise to each other. Despite her lack of enthusiasm and talent. It had been a way to hold onto him.

      Being here now, with her feet on the ground of this place they shared, it felt like the truth of his words was seeping up from the earth and through her. Absurdly, being an actor hadn’t been her dream.

      Patrick knew about Anna’s collapse when Colleen’s father died. He didn’t want Colleen to crash in self-destructive despair like she had. Ruined by bereavement. Anna never learned that happiness and sorrow could coexist. That living her life wouldn’t be turning her back on mourning the loss of her husband. Anna, consciously or subconsciously, had stopped herself from feeling joy ever again. She had deserted everything, even her kids.

      The guitar lulled Colleen into a focused state of clarity. Patrick never intended her to chain herself to becoming an actor. He wanted her not to forsake a life fully lived. That had always been her true dream for herself. One she’d lost track of.

      Thinking about Christopher, it seemed so strange that the reason she married him, the “good-time guy,” was because she thought having a party partner was the ticket to leaving grief behind. All their partying wore thin fast. When there was little else there.

      Marrying someone she didn’t love seemed like the best way to protect her heart the second time around. Losing three loved ones in her formative years had wiped out her ability to trust love again, get close to anyone, cede to her feelings. Control and predictability were her safety net. There was no room for wonder. Burying grief had been her only way forward, but oddly it never disappeared. It punished her relentlessly. And a protected heart wasn’t good for anything.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            54

          

          Day 26

        

      

    

    
      Aldo snuggled up against Colleen on the sofa, chomping on the last bit of Patrick’s carrot Colleen gave him, while she gently crushed a dried flower from the plant to release the seeds over an old issue of SAVOR. She funneled them into a small envelope, onto which she wrote the date to use for future sowing. She promised Nicholas she’d share some with him. Maybe he’d think of her next summer when the carrots grew in his garden.

      The magazine was open to Massi’s Amuse Bouche page, which she just finished reading to Aldo.

      “That was a good one, Al,” she admitted. It was a November issue from a few years ago, in which Massi told a story of being newly engaged to Emelie, preparing Thanksgiving dinner for her family for the first time. In his overzealous attempt to create a memorable meal, he’d accidentally left the plastic turkey baster in the roasting pan. It had melted onto a wing and created the stench of molten toxicity, forcing everyone to bundle up and abandon the apartment. They ate the side dishes—sans turkey—al fresco at a park in Brooklyn, where he lived back then. Welp, he definitely created a Thanksgiving to remember.

      A very different Massi than she knew emerged from these stories. Someone surprisingly forthcoming with his fallibility, blunders, and embarrassing misjudgments, both in and out of the kitchen.

      She reviewed Massi’s text with the list of restaurants for this week’s truffle deliveries. All new restaurants except for Kiko’s. She wanted another delivery. The third one in seven days. Unusual for someone who claimed to be loyal to their current supplier. Kiko was currently Massi’s best customer. This made Colleen curious about something. She FaceTimed Massi.

      “Is this urgent, Colleen? Can it wait?” Wearing a white apron over his blue cobalt suit, he stood in a noisy room that looked like a restaurant kitchen.

      “Where are you?” she asked.

      He plugged one ear with his finger. “Can’t hear you. Is that Aldo on your lap?” He peered into the screen with a disbelieving look on his face. “Hold on.” He pushed open a door and turned back to yell, “Un minuto.” In an empty dining room, he stopped at a table by the window. “I’m demonstrating the proper preparation for tagliatelle al tartufo for the hotel chefs.”

      He ducked out of the apron, swept the sleeves of his blazer, and looked at his watch. “I don’t have a lot of time.” From the guy who’s giving five-star chefs a cooking lesson.

      “The writer’s coming any minute.” Massimo looked expectantly into the distance. “SAVOR Italia is interviewing me for the official press launch of Scavatore D’Oro. It’s a big day for Dom and me. Of course, he’s late.” He righted his shoulders. “You’ll meet him when he gets here.” He raked his fingers through his hair, smoothed his eyebrows, and tilted his head to look at himself in the FaceTime window. “How do I look? They’re bringing a photographer.”

      “Fine.” Truthfully, he never had a bad hair day, bad skin day, bad clothes day, bad bloat day, unfortunately. “So what’s your relationship with Kiko?” Colleen propped the phone against a candle on the ottoman and sat on the floor. She shook a bottle of pink nail polish she found in the bathroom and opened it. The smell instantly went to her head.

      His expression changed. “What do you mean?” His eyes flitted about. An upper cheek twitched guiltily.

      “She gives off a weird vibe. The way she inspects the truffles. Cuts them open. Tastes them. No one else does that. She doesn’t kiss your ass like the others.”

      “I don’t want her anywhere near my ass.” He laughed awkwardly, concealing something. He paced the dining room, straightening the cutlery on the vacant tables. “So you read vibes now?” His nostrils flared. “You’re a Vibe Reader too? Add it to your resume!”

      “Ughhhhh.” Her shoulders sank. “Stop being an ass.” Classic move by an insecure power monger, belittle someone smaller. She wasn’t taking the bait. This position of hers as Brand Ambassador was not without power of its own. “Take it or leave it, Massi. If I were you, starting a new business from afar, I’d want feedback from the frontlines. Maybe I should tell Gloria instead.”

      “Why Gloria?"

      “Well, who’s in charge? You or her? There seems to be a difference of opinion. You’ve got stuff to iron out. You don’t want things falling through the cracks. If you want this to be a premium business, you’ve got to run it like one.”

      He shrugged off his blazer and avoided eye contact with her.

      “If you don’t want to hear it, I’ll mind my own business.”

      “Ha,” he blasted. “You don’t know how to mind your own business.” He looked at her now. “Maybe you’re drumming up trouble. Like you did at SAVOR.”

      Her heart skipped a beat. She pressed a palm to her chest.

      “Ma dai, not challenging that? Very telling, since you argue about everything. The color of salt. The shape of an egg.” He looked away. “What else have you ruined without correct information, I wonder?” So he’d known all along it was Colleen.

      “If you knew, why did you hire me to dog sit? To live in your home?”

      “Why?” He looked at the floor. “Because.” The rumble of a cart got loud as a waiter wheeled it across the tile floor. He doled out bud vases while singing to the flowers, filling up the silence that blossomed between Massi and Colleen. “I knew how I was being perceived at SAVOR. Promoting those fools. Passing up competent women. My hands were tied.” He nodded slowly as if thinking through it all. “I could’ve left, but I didn’t. I could’ve done something, but I didn’t.” He sank heavily into a dining chair, dropped his head. “I hired you because . . . I don’t know . . . maybe I felt bad that your career took a hit—you should’ve had other opportunities at SAVOR. Bigger opportunities.” He turned briefly to look at her. He cleared his throat. “It doesn’t appear as though you’ve had many. Maybe that’s intentional? Even so, what a waste of moxie. And enterprise.”

      It felt like her heart stopped beating. Or maybe she stopped breathing. What it felt like to be blindsided. When you discover you’ve misjudged a person completely. Based on unknown facts and false beliefs. She closed the cap on the nail polish. It was hard to listen to him talk about her like that. Was she feeling shame? Or feeling appreciated? Her mind was a mess. She needed distance from this conversation. From Massi. She was off base about him. It was easier to think of him as a sexist jerk. She was angry at him and SAVOR for enabling his behavior. Anger gave her a false sense of power when she had none.

      Bigger opportunities? She never thought about what else she could’ve done at SAVOR. Would she have been “qualified”? Funny that she was worried about being qualified for jobs that were given to men who were clearly not qualified! She had read somewhere that women needed to feel ninety-five percent skilled for a job before applying for it, but men went for it no matter their experience. She really needed to reframe her self-worth. Maybe this would be the most inspiring thing she took away from Massi: Think more of yourself and others will follow suit.

      “You were interviewing for a dog sitting job⁠—”

      “I didn’t know it was a dog sitting job. I didn’t know what it was.”

      “Don’t remind me. That makes it worse.”

      So she was a pity hire. She stood. “I gotta go.”

      He stood. “Me too.”

      She couldn’t wait to swipe out of this. Then she remembered. “Wait. I need to ask you something. A few years ago, was Kiko in the running to host Chow Down?”

      “What does that have to do with anything?”

      “I’m curious.”

      “I mean—yes. So what?”

      “Jesus. Seriously? The show you chose Billy Costa to host?”

      Massi stared out the window. “For your information, I wanted Kiko. The test audiences were crazy about her, but⁠—”

      “But Brandt kiboshed Kiko. It wasn’t your decision.”

      “That’s right.” His voice trailed off.

      “But Kiko never knew that. She thinks you chose Billy?”

      “I imagine.” He squirmed.

      “Why on earth would you try to sell her truffles? You’re asking her to support your business after you passed on her for the show? In the final round? Are you some rare kind of stupid?”

      “Technically, it wasn’t me."

      Colleen gritted her teeth. “She didn’t know that!”

      “Okay. I thought . . . I don’t know. I don’t know what I thought.”

      “Another show with Billy Costa. Isn’t the world sick of him yet? He’s not even entertaining. Or hot.”

      “It’s not widely known, but Billy is Brandt’s estranged stepson. From his second marriage.”

      “So you ask Kiko to buy your truffles because you assumed she’d never say no to the most powerful man in the culinary world. Even if you previously snubbed her. What you failed to recognize is that some people have principles. Some people have pride.”

      “I have principles. I have pride.”

      “Some people consider ways to exact revenge when they feel wronged. A woman scorned . . . ever heard of that?”

      An artificial guffaw billowed through Massi. “If that’s a threat, it’s pretty comical. Like you could pull that off.”

      “Me?” Wow, obnoxious much? “I’m not talking about me. I’m talking about Kiko.” Just as she started to feel differently about him. She hated being underestimated. Talk about instant motivation. “But thanks for the idea.”

      Chuckle chuckle chuckle. “You don’t have what it takes.” Massi waved to someone, smiling his center-stage smile and quickly put his blazer on.

      “Don’t dare me.”

      “I’m not worried.”

      “Maybe you should be.”
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      Colleen headed to Kiko’s Tuesday morning with a new appreciation for her. One thing stumped Colleen, though. Kiko didn’t need to buy truffles from Massi. So why did she? It wasn’t because she liked him, that much was obvious.

      The staff hovered idly around the kitchen, like flummoxed bees, until they saw Colleen approach. They stopped and stared. Like they’d been waiting. Last week she felt like a nuisance; today she felt unexpectedly focal.

      In their white jackets and pleated paper hats of various heights, they gathered. One chef, with big ears, wore a black hat and a bemused expression.

      No one uttered a word as she unpacked the cloth-wrapped truffles on the stainless-steel countertop. She had their rapt attention. She asked for Kiko.

      “She knows you’re here.”

      Colleen stepped back from the counter and the hatted pigeons descended, vigorously pecking at the truffles.

      Where the heck was Massi? She already texted him three times. She didn’t necessarily need him, but he scheduled this and wanted to be here. She texted once more.

      
        
          
            
              
        Meeting’s starting. Should I wait for you? What should I charge for the carpaccio if she wants more?

      

      

      

      

      

      Not much was happening in the kitchen beyond silent truffle scrutiny. Except for someone dumping food from bins into the trash. Not customer uneaten food. Food that never made it to the dining room. Rice, potatoes, fish, greens, vegetables, tomatoes, meat. She was transfixed, until she couldn’t stand to watch anymore. An endless stream of tossed food. It was horrifying. Huge garbage bags dragged outside. An extraordinary waste. All the people it could’ve fed.

      Still nothing from Massi. Weird vibes congealed. Why did she feel like she was on tonight’s menu? Kiko barged into the kitchen from the dining room. “Get out of the way.” She swiped at the chefs huddled around the truffles. Without acknowledging Colleen, she said, “I’ll take them.”

      All of them?

      The black hat smirked as he placed handfuls on the scale.

      “How much?” Kiko asked.

      Colleen looked at her phone. “Where’s Massi?” she mumbled.

      “We don’t need Massi.”

      Colleen slipped between two chefs to get to the truffles. Without thinking, she lifted the open cooler beneath the edge of the counter and in one swipe of her arm, corralled the truffles into the cooler. Then snatched the ones from the scale.

      “Sorry.” She didn’t look at anyone. “They’re not for sale.” She needed to focus on not meeting anyone’s eyes.

      “What are you doing?” Kiko demanded.

      What was Colleen doing? She didn’t know. Act now, think later. Trust your instincts.

      She clutched the cooler and bolted to the door. Leaving a scrum of gaping mouths. “Hey, what kind of shoddy operation is this?” someone yelled. “Don’t come back!”

      When this stunt swept through the restaurant community, Massi's name would be dirt. The first time she was by herself without Massi, and look what she did. Her actions could’ve tanked his fledgling business. Massi would be furious. She couldn’t think about any of that now. Something inexplicable had come over her. She was on the front lines of this operation. Not Massi. Not Dom. Not Gloria. Colleen. She’d make the executive decisions today.

      Out on the street, she exhaled deeply. Her heart raced. She was clearly out of her element. Why would Kiko want all of them? Thousands of dollars worth. Too many for one restaurant to use in a matter of days. They’d be worthless by Saturday.

      What if she did need all of them? Maybe she was planning a truffle menu—truffles in every dish—truffle ice cream. What did Colleen know?

      She knew she likely blew her chances of being part of the truffle family.

      A garbage truck clogged the flow of traffic on the street, too wide to pass. Bags of garbage from the restaurant baked in the sun, emitting a putrid fishy stench that made her stomach turn.

      No sign of Rafi. Sometimes he needed to circle the block if there was no place to idle.

      Kiko and her minions were probably laughing at Colleen’s expense right now. What an amateur she was. That was obvious. The best, most experienced truffle runners in New York knew the product inside and out. They knew the restaurateurs. They knew how to conduct business. How to talk about food. Colleen didn’t even speak.

      Rafi’s black car rounded the corner and came to an immediate halt. She recognized it by the crystal sun catcher that hung from the mirror and shot rainbow sabers in the sunlight. His car was stuck behind a delivery van whose driver was MIA.

      She jogged to the car and saw Rafi’s exasperation intensify. When Colleen slid across the back seat with the cooler, he unloaded on her.

      “You should’ve texted me if you saw this standstill. I could’ve met you somewhere else. We’ll be stuck here forever.” Her heart was already racing, and now she felt doubly anxious. More words strung together than he’d said all week. In an unfamiliar tone. If Massi were the passenger, he’d never have said that.

      “Sorry,” he moaned. “Now we’re gonna be late for the next delivery.” He pounded the steering wheel. “Pull over!”

      She couldn’t calm her nerves. It felt so shifty in there. The quiet. The glances. Kiko’s gruff attitude. How was Colleen going to explain this to Massi? She had an opportunity to sell every last truffle; instead she stuffed them back in the cooler, shut down the transaction and ran. He was going to lose his mind, to say nothing of Gloria. Rafi leaned on his horn.

      Colleen had a strong feeling Kiko wasn’t a fan of Massi’s, despite her truffle interest. Then a thought occurred to her.

      She reached for the door handle. “Be right back.” She slid out and left the cooler.

      Rafi whipped his head around. “Where are you going?” She was already at the service door and back inside.

      Colleen sped down the dark hall and heard the bustle of the kitchen and layers of voices. She spotted Kiko and quickly approached her.

      In her best Australian accent Colleen said, “Kiko—one minute, wud ya?”

      A flash of surprise, then confusion sparked Kiko’s face. Reluctantly, she inched toward Colleen, who turned her back on the others so they couldn’t hear her.

      Kiko crossed her arms at her chest, spread her feet. “What are you up to?” She glared at Colleen.

      “I’m sorry. I need to come clean,” Colleen started, unsure of what she’d say next. “I’m sorry about what just happened. I’m really embarrassed,” she said like a true Aussie. Out of all the accents she could do, Australian was her best. But she needed it to be perfect. “I don’t know what I . . .” she acted flustered. “Okay, I’m not American,” she lied. “Obviously,” she chuckled nervously. “I’m sure ya saw roight through my terrible accent,” she laughed.

      It seemed like Kiko was about to let down her guard. Instead, she squinted and offered a tight smile.

      “Just got here a few weeks ago from Kings Cross. Where’re ya from, anyway?” Colleen already knew.

      “Bondi.”

      “Yeah, roight. I was desperate for work, so when this came along, I grabbed it,” she babbled. “I gotta tell ya, this Massi guy—I don’t know.” She scanned the kitchen to see if anyone was listening. Putting on a discreet air.

      “What about him?”

      “Well, I just met him, roight? So maybe I’m way off.”

      “Yeah?”

      “He’s an asshole for sure, that doesn’t botha me. I’ve worked for assholes before.”

      Kiko smirked uncomfortably, a neck muscle twitched.

      “But,” she lowered her voice, “somethin’s bloody weird about this.”

      Kiko’s voice softened. “You feel like something illegal’s going on?”

      “Yes.” Jesus Christ. Illegal? Was it? Colleen’s mouth went dry.

      “I feel like, because I’m Australian, he takes advantage of me.” Her mouth took the wheel. Whatever came out hadn’t gone through her brain first. “He told me to drop the accent. That it made me sound ignorant.” She knew that would piss off Kiko.

      “Arrogant bastard,” Kiko scoffed.

      “Ya don’t know the half of it.”

      “Ya don’t know the half of it.” Kiko clenched her jaw. “Ya need to get out of this job. Give me the truffles. Tell Massi you quit. Make something up. Have ya been using your personal phone?” Kiko looked down at Colleen’s hand.

      Weird question. She immediately thought of Gloria’s three phone numbers.

      A yes eked out of her. This wasn’t how Colleen thought this would go. “I can’t just quit.” What the hell was going on? “I need a place to stay,” she said, mostly to herself.

      “You’ll have a place to stay when they take you in for selling counterfeit truffles.”

      Wait. What?

      “You’re in over your head. These truffles are Chinese. Not Italian. Chemically treated to pass for the real ones. That’s why Massi's not delivering them. Your prints are everywhere. Half the kitchens in New York know you’re the runner. The crap in the jars? I don’t know what that shit is.”

      Colleen’s body buzzed with silent panic. Her mouth hung open but nothing came out. Thoughts spun so fast it made her dizzy. Was this a setup? Was she in trouble? How fast could she pack and get out of Massi’s place? Where would she go?

      Fucking Massi. She never took Massi for a crook. She was even starting to like him. Understand him, at least.

      What now? What would she do about Aldo? Who knew about this? Gloria? Nicholas? Were they all playing her? She was the only one delivering the truffles, the only one selling them.

      “Let me get them. They’re in the car. I’ll be roight back.” She ran down the dark hallway and opened the door into the bright light of Manhattan. The sun was too much for her. Spots floated across her eyes. Rafi made it down the block. He was parked next to the stop sign at the corner. She jogged to the car, opened the passenger door, and looked back. Kiko stood on the sidewalk, watching her. Waiting for her. Colleen jumped in and shut the door.

      “Let’s go, Rafi. Roight to the apahtment. I sold them all. Nothin’s left.”

      In the mirror, he shot her a strange look. She was still talking with the accent.

      She tucked her head down and tapped her phone. It was nearly 6 p.m. in Italy. She punched Massi’s number. It went straight to voicemail. She texted instead.

      
        
          
            
              
        CALL ME ASAP THIS IS A MOTHERFUCKING EMERGENCY.
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      Colleen entered the apartment, body trembling, head in a fugue state. What the fuck was happening?

      Every few seconds she looked at her phone. She double-checked the volume. She refreshed the screen. Nothing from Massi. Nothing from Gloria, whom she’d called twice. Gloria. What was her part in this? If Kiko was speaking the truth.

      She couldn’t settle herself down. She roamed aimlessly, keeping her body moving to wriggle off the shakes. She sprang into jumping jacks. Everything felt different. Everything looked different. Except Aldo. He paraded into the room like it was his birthday and he was expecting diamond studs. His tail swung like a jump rope.

      He nuzzled her leg. She didn’t reciprocate. She felt numb. And untrusting. For her protection, Aldo would be lumped into the “unreliable” pile, for now. Did he have a role in this? Cozy up to the dog sitter? Make her feel less alone? Break down her defenses? She thought of what Phoebe said, “You’ve built a fortress around yourself that’s impenetrable by God, man, or the universe.” But not dogs. Dogs could break down fortresses, apparently. If she’d let them. Colleen was pissed. Pissed that she did just that.

      God, she was confused. She had allowed this manipulation. WHAT ABOUT YOUR HUMAN INTERACTION SABBATICAL, ASSHOLE! It was one of her goddamn Me Period tenets. Know why? Because she couldn’t trust people! She gulped down fear-flavored saliva.

      The apartment felt eerie. Like the energy had been sucked out. She stood quietly in the living room trying to center herself. On the top shelf of the bookcase, a framed magazine article featured Sweetie Pie Bakeshop’s ribbon cutting. Massi stood behind Yasmin, who was cutting the ribbon. The caption read: Grand opening of Sweetie Pie Bakeshop with proprietor and bakery chef, Yasmin Jones, and the bakery’s co-owner, Massimo Locatelli, EIC of SAVOR Magazine. Massi bankrolled Yasmin’s bakery. Out of the kindness of his heart? She was suddenly suspect of everything. Colleen examined her surroundings with a new lens. Every sound made her jumpy. A neighbor’s laugh. A creak in the pipes. A dog in the courtyard. The cry of loneliness from a distant bird.

      She could practically recite the contents of these rooms. After a month here she knew all the nooks and crannies. There were days she’d just sit and stare, do a visual assessment of her surroundings. Examine how other people live. Wealthy people. What was important to them. How they were different from her. When she was bored, she played a game imagining the family members moving about the apartment, interacting with each other and their pepper grinders and mandolines. Jeez, that made her sound creepy and lonely.

      Aldo stared at her, breathing heavily. He wanted to play and snuggle and have his belly rubbed. Forget it, buddy. You’re barking up the wrong sap.

      In the dining room, she circled the table with her hands clamped tight under her armpits. Not wanting to touch anything, but who was she kidding? It was too late for that. Boxes piled high. Some contained carpaccio. Truffle oil in others. The boxes, she noticed, were stamped with Chinese symbols. Was Gloria the liaison? And Dom, always with suppliers. Colleen had questions. Oddly, no one was available to answer them.

      This wasn’t her scene. All this elitist exotic food crap. Was she really selling thousands of dollars of fungus to the one-percenters when normal everyday people were struggling to cobble together three meals a day? How was that living authentically? Her mission! She was disgusted with herself. Was she that desperate to prove something to somebody? To be a part of a “family”? How pitiful. Where were her principles? She’d been in this position before, broke. Scrounging for work. She’d turn it around like all the other times. She didn’t need to compromise her values to get whole.

      Everything looked abhorrent to her. The grotesquely enormous refrigerator and the obnoxious thick marbled counters. The table violated by knife marks. All the Polaroids of friends and family wanting a piece of this privilege. People with wealth who went to any length to accrue more. Like Massi. How many of his friends knew what he was up to?

      Never had she felt more alone than right now. Or more foolish. Or scared.

      Colleen looked for Gloria’s other number in the dossier. She dialed the one on the Post-it. Five rings, then voicemail. She left a pretend calm message and heard Gloria’s voice in her mind. “Let’s see if you’re tough enough.” What the hell did that mean?

      She drifted back to the living room; a light mist of rain feathered the windows. She sat upright on the couch, at the edge of the cushion, as if resting against the back admitted some kind of belonging. She sat and waited. For what, she had no clue.
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      The sound blasted like a foghorn. The warning became louder and louder, raising panic in Colleen’s chest. Someone shouted her name. A dog howled. Her eyes bolted open. On Massi’s bed, Aldo straddled her, mewing at the ceiling. Her heart was in her throat.

      Propped on her elbows, she struggled to make sense of her surroundings. The room was dark. It appeared dark outside, too, from the black perimeter around the window blinds. She began to dial in. Aldo nudged her under her waist with his snout as if trying to get her up. An outline of a figure stood in the bedroom doorway. She choked on her breath.

      “Who is that?” She choked out. “Nicholas?”

      She grabbed the balled-up blankets from the bottom of the bed and drew them to her chin.

      “What the hell? What are you doing here? You scared the shit out of me.”

      He was nearly unrecognizable in the dark and without his white hat. He slumped over, grasping his knees.

      “Nicholas!”

      He panted frantically. Like it was his last breath.

      “Are you having a heart attack? Say something!”

      “I knocked first,” he gasped. His ring of keys appeared, raised, clipped to a chain, linked to a belt loop; he jangled them. “And buzzed.” His head remained slumped over. He felt around the back of his pants and his phone materialized. He held it out facing Colleen. “Mr. Massi. He’s in trouble.”

      Her attention shifted to the phone. “Massi!” she shouted. “What the fuck’s going on?!”

      “No, no. He’s not here. A message only.” His arm dropped to his side. The phone seemed too heavy to hold.

      She swung her legs over the side of the bed, and Nicholas shielded his eyes and pivoted. She was wearing a t-shirt and underwear. He backed into the hall. “I'm sorry, Ms. Colleen. It’s an emergency. Gloria’s not answering. I went to her apartment.”

      Colleen dove into a bathrobe from the closet and cinched the belt tight. She struggled to get her bearings.

      “Is this about the truffles?”

      “Truffles?” He frowned. “No. The dog.”

      Aldo’s head sprang to attention. How was Aldo involved? Nicholas headed for the stairs. She swiped her phone from the nightstand—6:12 a.m. No calls. One text:

      
        
          
            
              
        I’m in the hall. You’re not answering. I’m using my key. It’s an emergency.

      

      

      

      

      

      From Nicholas five minutes ago.

      Colleen followed Nicholas downstairs. “I’m confused. When did you talk to him last?”

      “Ten thirty on Monday,” he uttered so quickly, he’d clearly already done the calculation. “I always expect a text when I wake up. Most days.” He looked out of place standing in the middle of the living room without his Super shirt or his hat to manipulate with nervous hands. Just an ordinary guy. “Not telling me what to do, like some tenants. Things that, you know, we discuss. Our gardens, our health, the news, TV shows.” His face was flush with alarm.

      Eighteen hours had passed since Colleen heard from Massi. It was never more than eight hours between a snippy text, a pretentious FaceTime, a pleading voicemail, a whiny call. Though lately, he’d call just to chat, as if he were lonely. She was officially concerned.

      “I need to tell you something—” She locked eyes on Nicholas.

      He held up his hand to stop her. “You need to hear this first. It’s urgent.”

      “Mine is too. He never showed up for the delivery yesterday.”

      “I know!” Nicholas stomped his foot, and the glasses on the bar cart jangled. “Something terrible happened!”

      “You don’t know the half of it⁠—”

      “You don’t know the half of it.”

      “Why are you getting hostile with me?”

      “I’m sorry. I’m upset. I knew for days about Mr. Massi,” Nicholas said.

      “Days?”

      He became increasingly flustered. “No, I didn’t know. I should’ve known. It was here all along.” He held up his phone. “But I lost my phone again.” He squeezed his eyes shut. “If my wife didn’t make me sleep on the couch for losing my phone and not returning her calls, I wouldn’t have found it today between the cushions.”

      They were both sitting now. Nicholas, taut at the edge of the ottoman, Colleen in a ball on the sofa. Aldo on the rug. Nicholas played the message a third time. Colleen finally understood the sequence of events. Two days ago, after Massi’s interview with SAVOR Italia, he called Nicholas. He was in the midst of leaving Nicholas a voicemail, when there was a knock at Massi's hotel room door. Simultaneously, the hotel house phone trilled from his bedside table. Massi said, “One minute, Nicholas, my room phone is ringing. Pronto?” On the voicemail, Massi could be heard talking into the other phone. “La polizia?” His voice became alarmed. Then another aggressive knock at Massi’s door. “Un minuto,” he shouted. This entire exchange had been recorded on the message for Nicholas. The sound of Massi opening the door. “Si?”

      “Massimo Locatelli?”

      “Si.”

      “Abbiamo un mandato di arresto.”

      “Arrest me?! For what? There must be some mistake!”

      A dog howled.

      “Eccola! Bella—” the policeman shouted.

      “Wait,” Massi said. “What are you doing with that dog? You can’t take her.” Then the sound of a struggle.

      “Questo è un cane da tartufo rubato.”

      “Stolen?” His voice cracked. “Truffle dog? No, no, no. You’re mistaken. This dog is stupido. Where are you taking me? I didn’t steal it—I’m dog sitting!” The rest was difficult to make out from the inside of Massi's pants pocket. Half in alarmed Italian, half in frightened English.

      “Under arrest.” Colleen uttered those words in a trance. She couldn’t even find joy in him admitting he was a dog sitter.

      She jumped off the sofa to shake out her nerves. Should she tell Nicholas what she learned from Kiko? She was conflicted. What if he knew already? What if he was in on it?

      How could Nicholas be involved in something illegal?
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      “What do you know about this truffle operation? You’d believe anything Massi told you. I’m not that gullible.” Colleen straightened her shoulders and fished for information.

      “You mean, you’re not that trusting.” Nicholas held her gaze and it was unsettling. Very bold for the Super Duper Super.

      “Why would I trust him? I don’t even know him.”

      “I do.”

      “Do you?”

      “Yes. Mr. Massi didn’t steal a dog, that much I know.”

      What a sucker. How infuriatingly naive. This guy could get played left, right, and center. “Okay, well, sorry, but statements like that don’t hold up in court.” She widened her eyes. “Just for the record, you’re right. He didn’t steal it. Dom asked him to watch the dog for a friend. Dom is quite the operator. See what happens when you trust too easily?”

      He jumped up. “Ha. I told you.”

      Unless Massi was lying to Colleen.

      She stared out the window. Maybe she was being played. A skinny guy wearing a cowboy hat shoved a donut/coffee cart toward the park with his body bent over. Strength no doubt coming from his legs. Tonight, pushing it in the opposite direction, at least it would be lighter.

      “We need to find Gloria. I’ve been calling and texting her since five o’clock this morning.” He looked embarrassed. “I stopped at her house. I rang the bell.”

      Colleen was concerned about this Gloria ripple. Was concern the right word? A week ago, she wouldn’t have cared if Gloria fell off the side of the Earth. But now. Colleen had skin in the Gloria game. If Gloria was sincere about helping Colleen. There were too many questions swirling now. Colleen may need to forget about Gloria. Maybe it was too good to be true anyway. Colleen wasn’t signing up for any search party. She was the dog sitter. And the dog sitter was concerned about her own hide at the moment.

      Nicholas leaned on the bookcase. His sweatpants and hoody distressed Colleen. Like the guy was a Nicholas impersonator who didn’t do his homework. His left foot was a woodpecker against the floor. Aldo stood anxiously the whole time, his head swiveled between Colleen and Nicholas. His canine radar quivered.

      “Did you call Stella?” Colleen didn’t like the idea of telling Stella her dad was in an Italian jail with no other information.

      “No.”

      “That’s good.”

      It might be necessary soon. Or maybe call Emelie? Would she even care? Come to think of it, why did Colleen? Maybe Nicholas should take his MIA panic party somewhere else. She had her own ass to worry about. What a joke her Me Period had become. Of all the inconceivable scenarios imaginable for her make-shit-happen-while-abstaining-from-human-connection chapter.

      “Hate to say this, Nicholas, but”—she collected a few SAVORs from the ottoman and returned them to the bookshelf—“I’m not your wingman. Can’t help with this.” She offered a hollow but kind grin. “I need to think about me. How this could . . .” She couldn’t say it out loud. “You need to get ahold of Gloria.” Colleen needed to put some distance between herself and these people. Forget about Gloria’s promises. She had to keep her head down for a couple days, then pack her measly belongings, scoop up her carrot plant and sail off. Start over again. She wondered if that would ever change.

      “What about a lawyer?” Colleen might need one of those herself.

      He looked at her silently, pseudo patiently.

      “Don’t try to shame me into this.” Her nah-nah-nah finger appeared. “I’m not family. I’m not a friend. I’m an employee. An employee who might’ve said yes one too many times. I might regret my can-do spirit for years to come.”

      His demeanor took on the air of a disapproving father patiently waiting for his child to come around on their own.

      “A temporary employee who’s got”—she looked at her wrist’s invisible watch—“two days and six hours left.”

      Nicholas hiked his eyebrows high and kept them there. It seemed they both arrived at the same thought simultaneously. Massi wouldn’t be on a plane in two days. Unless he was sprung imminently, she wasn’t going anywhere.

      A pang of anxiety shot up her throat until acid reflux pooled on her tongue. She forced it back down. How would she separate herself from these people if she still lived here? The anxiety caused by not having a new place to live was replaced with the anxiety of needing to stay.

      She didn’t need to stay. That wasn’t the agreement. Thirty days was the agreement. She wasn’t obligated to stay. Why would she?

      The click-clack of Aldo’s nails on the wood floor inched closer. It felt like a tap, tap, tap on her noggin. She scratched her scalp. She didn’t look at him. She had no responsibility to Aldo past thirty days. None. She needed some water.

      At the kitchen sink she gulped back a mug of water. In her mind she quickly reviewed the cast of characters this gig introduced her to and who among them she could trust.

      Not a single ironclad contender, frighteningly. This situation got more worrisome by the second. She returned to the living room with a new frame of mind.

      “What’s with you anyway, Nicholas? What are you doing here? These people aren’t your family. You’re supposed to be off today. You’re supposed to be at the doctor.” She wasn’t holding back. “What do you even get paid? No offense. I’m trying to make a point. You probably do this crap for nothing. Pennies. Why do you care so much? Seriously, Nicholas. Fuck Massi. You think he’d stick his neck out for you?”

      “I don’t make decisions like that,” he said, gravely serious. “I don’t keep a chart to see whose turn it is for a seat on the subway.”

      “Let me ask you something.” She hunched closer and calmed her voice. “What if Massi was involved in something illegal? What if you were involved?”

      His face was a cocktail of confident and concerned. “No.” His hand attempted to remove his hat, but it wasn’t there. He swept his forehead instead.

      “No? That’s it?”

      He didn’t look at her. “I’d never believe it.”

      “Ha. I knew it. You’re in for the shock of a lifetime.”

      Nicholas concentrated on her face. “You’re making me very sad.”

      “Me?” she scoffed. “How?”

      “Someone must have let you down very badly. Someone you trusted. I’m very sad for you, Ms. Colleen. I’m very sorry.” He leaned against the window ledge as if he wasn’t allowed to sit on the couch.

      “You don’t know what you’re talking about.” She pivoted too fast and stubbed her toe on the side table. “Shit.” She grabbed her foot and hopped around. “Dammit. You better go, Nicholas. I don’t want you here. I don’t need you shrinking me.”

      “It’s a simple⁠—”

      “It’s not simple!” she exploded. Her whole body jolted. “Don’t say that. It’s complicated. You wouldn’t know that because you’re too busy dispensing rescues. That’s your thing. The handyman. Rescues are practically in your job description. You take it way too far, but that’s important to you, right?” She plodded back and forth in front of him. “So why is my reaction not as important? Why? I have my reasons. I don’t need to explain them to you. While we’re on the topic of rescues, maybe it’s me who’s gonna need the rescue, by the way—not Massi. Maybe Massi is getting what he deserves.”

      “Ms. Colleen!” His tone was sharp enough to leave a scar. “You don’t know Mr. Massi if you could say that.”

      “Maybe you don’t know him, Nicholas. Because I’ve got something to tell you about your precious Mr. Massi.”

      All of a sudden, Colleen’s phone rang. They both jolted with alarm. She looked at the phone on the ottoman without approaching it. Without answering it. She could see a strange number. A number with a shit ton of digits. No, no, no. She wasn’t answering that. Her eyes met Nicholas’s.

      He shoved his hands in the direction of the phone. “Ms. Colleen . . .” She didn’t move. He snatched the phone on the sixth ring.

      “Hello, Ms. Colleen’s line.” He squared his shoulders. “Can I be of assistance?”

      He listened intently while the mercury of his face rose until his eyes bulged. “One second, please.” He shoved the phone at her. “The American Consulate in Naples. Looking for you.”
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      “M-me?!” Colleen stuttered. Then mouthed, “I’m not here.” She backed away, slowly retreating from the living room, running her hand along the back of the soft velvet couch. Slinking backward through the dining room with a watchful eye on the super, she slipped into the bathroom. She closed the door. Running water from the sink and the tub drowned out whatever Nicholas was saying. It didn’t stop him from barging in, however, risking seeing her in an indeterminate state of undress. Lucky for everyone, Emelie’s robe remained tightly wrapped around Colleen as she stood in the shower with the curtain drawn, water rising up her ankles.

      “Ms. Colleen. You need to talk to this person. Mr. Massi’s in trouble.” He shut off the sink faucet. And whipped open the curtain. “He needs you.”

      The three words she’d carefully eluded like grief.

      She briefly reconsidered. She could take the call. What’s the worst that could happen? Listening was passive, not active. What kind of trouble could result by simply listening to the US Consulate in Naples tell her about her arrested, jailed employer? Easy peasy. She held out her hand to Nicholas.

      However. She withdrew her hand. Why her? Why. Her.

      She stuck both fists to her hips. How did they even get her number? For a split second, from the salad spinner of emotions that swirled since discovering the true provenance of the truffles she’d been shilling, to finding Nicholas in her bedroom as she slept, to discovering her boss was in jail—she mistakenly understood that this phone call from Italy had come to Massi's home. But the call didn’t come to his home. It came to her cell phone. Big difference. No land line, darling. She could be on a beach in Aruba and still have received this call. A deliberate call to Colleen Fitzroy. Why on earth would Massimo (who had two days ago taunted her about not being clever or capable enough to take him down) ever call her in an emergency? Typical. Belittling her in one breath, beseeching her in another. Fuck that, Massi. Pick a lane!

      She ignored the phone inching closer, as well as Nicholas’s uncharacteristic stern demeanor and disapproving eyes, and retreated until the shower valve poked her between her shoulder blades. The hem of her robe was submerged in rising water.

      Another thought crept in. Another wholly different reason they could be calling Colleen. According to Kiko, Colleen had been selling counterfeit truffles. Sold as Italian, but harvested in China. Her eyes flicked at Nicholas, recalling the story he told her about the 60 Minutes exposé on fake prosciutto. The fraud investigations, the arrests.

      Colleen could very well be the next person jailed for this venture. Who’d bail her out?

      Was Massi stupid? Counting on Colleen to help him after setting her up with contraband? This smacked of what he did to Kiko. Kick a girl in the balls and expect her to kowtow.

      Was it weird that none of the other restaurants complained about the truffles? Maybe Kiko’s conspiracy theory was self-devised to propagate Massi’s fall from grace. Not even his first, mind you.

      Colleen needed to know the truth, but more importantly, she needed to protect herself.

      “Why me?” she quietly protested.

      Nicholas snorted air. He dropped his arm. “For God’s sake. Stop acting like a child. What’s wrong with you?” He placed the phone to his ear. “Un minute, per favore.”

      “You speak Italian?” She shoved her hands at him. “You take the call.”

      “No, I don’t speak Italian, Colleen.” He gritted his teeth. He didn’t say Ms. Colleen, she noticed. She also noticed how straight his teeth were, and white. He mustn’t drink coffee or red wine. Funny that a guy who’s always upbeat, always smiling, didn’t expose his teeth.

      “Do you think you were his first call? Of course not. He’s not a stupid man. You don’t exude any kind of ‘you can count on me’ spirit. Which is no doubt intentional.”

      “Thank you for noticing. One of the cornerstones of my Me Period. I’m really trying.” Wow. Where was the old Nicholas? Where was Super Duper? She missed him. She didn’t like this new guy.

      “You’re not fooling me. I know it’s an act. No one is scrappy because they want to be. So you’ve had some clogged drains and broken pipes in your life. You’re very skilled at jerry-rigging.” His eyes didn’t break their steely focus on hers. “Did you ever think that’s why he’s calling you? Because his powder-puff friends wouldn’t have a clue what to do. But you would get to business.”

      No one would argue that Massi’s reliance on his dog sitter and building superintendent to get him out of jail was what sitcoms were made of.

      She was supremely cornered. The tub water continued to fill, and the sound of it stirred her pee reflex. “What if they’re looking for me because they’re looking for me,” she hissed fearfully. “What if this is about counterfeit truffles?”

      He stiffened. “What?” Shock filled his eyes as he covered the back of the phone with one hand while the other covered the front, encapsulating it. Like a phone ravioli.

      “I didn’t tell you—because—because—why do I even have this information? I don’t want this information!” She tugged two fistfuls of hair. “Massi’s dealing phony goods.”

      Nicholas mouthed “phony goods,” his whole body questioning. His eyebrows practically integrated into his hairline (already receding like low tide). His face was a flashing Times Square billboard of worry, fear, confusion, shock.

      “That could be why they’re calling . . . why they’re calling me. I—I can’t.” She swept the shower curtain closed. “Or . . .” Curtain open. “It’s about Massi, but who cares about him? Look at the danger he’s put me in—knowingly. Or unknowingly.” She dug her fists into the pockets of the robe and spoke quietly to herself. “I shouldn’t care. I shouldn’t. I don’t. I’ve got to worry about me. I’m the one who’s been dealing the goods. How could he put me in this position? I’m throwing his crooked ass under the bus. Give me that phone.” Her hand thrust forward. “Close the door—I don’t want Aldo hearing this.”

      Phone pressed to her ear, lacking warmth, interest, or concern, she eked out a salutation. With a soupçon of fear. “This is Colleen Fitzroy.”

      When the call ended, she and Nicholas stared at one another. She turned off the tub water. Opened the drain. Wrung out the hem of Emelie’s robe.

      In a calm trance she relayed what she’d learned: Massi was arrested for stealing and harboring a truffle dog named Biscotti (no surprise it didn’t answer to Pippa) and was being held until he corroborated its provenance of belonging to a man with a bad heart as told to him by Dom (currently MIA) and secured a lawyer. He requested that Colleen alert Gloria (heretofore unreachable). Massi didn’t want Stella, Tad, Emelie, or his friends to know about this turn of events. Finally, he requested she take care of Aldo, and send his Minoxidil and cholesterol meds.

      She and Nicholas exchanged expressions of disbelief.

      Nicholas’s phone rang from the living room. They both gasped.

      “Could be Gloria!” He shifted to open the bathroom door. With his hand on the knob, he twisted this way and that. Then yanked it. Finally with both hands he strangled it. The door didn’t open. He flashed Colleen an accusatory glare. “What’s wrong with this door?”

      “Nothing. It works perfectly fine.” She stepped out of the tub. “Get out of the way.”

      “You don’t have to be hostile.”

      She turned the knob normally, then frantically. It didn’t budge. Not left. Not right. She wrenched it with both hands. Nothing. “You’re the super—fix it.”

      “Fine. Step aside. I need my tools.” He swiped at her with the length of his arm and grabbed the knob. Surprise, surprise. Nothing. “I can’t get my tools if I can’t open the door!” He threw up his arms.

      “This never happens when I close the door,” she rebuked. “What did you do?”

      “Nothing. I closed the door. Under duress, mind you. Try explaining being locked in a bathroom with an attractive young woman to your wife. Dear God, that could be her calling—and I didn’t answer—again.” He groaned and shook his fist.

      She had to admit, it was nice being called young and attractive.

      He searched his pockets for anything that could pass as a tool and slipped his driver’s license into the doorjamb à la MacGyver. Then smacked it down against the sink top, and it slid off the slippery marble.

      Time passed. From the floor, on the cold stone tile where they both sat, Colleen could hear Aldo’s tail brush the door. Silence grew like an inflatable elephant between them.

      The only person they could call—from the seemingly endless pool of New Yorkers who possessed a key to the apartment—with the skill to tackle a faulty doorknob assembly, was Stella. They left her a message.

      “You know her number by heart?”

      “I know everyone’s number by heart.” He recited Colleen’s. “I often misplace my phone.” Embarrassment closed his eyes. “It’s best to have them up here.” He knuckled his head.

      Fifty minutes passed. No word from Stella.
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      While Colleen and Nicholas waited, they deliberated what to disclose to Stella.

      Colleen recounted the details of her conversation with Kiko, but Nicholas was steadfast in believing Massi would never take part in a criminal enterprise, and this Kiko character was out to get him. Colleen wasn’t convinced, but they agreed to not reveal Massi’s current situation to Stella. They’d keep it very light and breezy and what-were-the-chances the super and dog sitter would get stuck in the bathroom!

      “She has Philosophy on Wednesday mornings until 8:10.”

      “You know her class schedule?” That seemed a bit much for a super.

      “I sometimes have plumbing questions.” He blushed. “Also, her father is out of town. Someone needs to be around for her. Yes, Ms. Gloria might be more suited, and while she has many extraordinary qualities”—Colleen cringed at the display of his infatuation—“she’s not the maternal type. Neither is Ms. Emelie. The actual mother.” He squirmed, embarrassed by his uncensored pronouncements. “Thank goodness for Ms. Yasmin. She’s like a big sister.” His eyes twinkled. “Anyway, I like to keep in touch.” He reached into his shirt pocket. “Stella thinks you’re a badass,” he said, articulating the last word dramatically. “Which is a positive thing, not at all like jackass.” His expression morphed to proud parent. “She told me about your first night here and how you got rid of her unwelcome schoolmate.” Colleen was relieved someone else knew about that. It was weird how teenagers made you feel ignorant in their presence but hyped you up behind your back.

      Nicholas handed Colleen a Slim Jim. “You must be hungry.”

      She thought of Nicholas leaving his house before dawn and having the presence of mind to pack a snack. “What about you?”

      He grabbed his stomach. “I can afford to skip.” He chuckled.

      She broke it in two, and handed back half. Aldo scratched the door. Then his body thumped against it as he slid to the floor, whimpering softly. He probably needed tub time.

      “I knew something was wrong when he didn’t text me after Below Deck,” Nicholas said.

      “You guys watch that show?” In addition to a text recap? They were full of surprises. Nicholas offered a teensy shrug and bashful eyes. “The episode where the guests get engaged onboard?” Colleen asked.

      Delight perked him up. “You watch too?”

      Below Deck was the center of their Venn diagram, next to veggie growers. Who would’ve predicted that?

      “Ashley is a bummer,” she said.

      “Oh, yes.” He sighed. “Bad behavior.” He slapped the floor and brightened. “I’ll add you to the group chat!”

      Colleen retrieved Nicholas’s license from under the sink cabinet where it had landed. “You don’t want to lose this.” She handed it to him. “You don’t look sixty-seven.”

      He patted his cheek and smiled. “At-home facials. Me and the Mrs. They’re very effective.”

      A piercing beep came from the hall, startling them both. It repeated a minute later.

      “Low battery on the smoke detector.” He grimaced. “I’ll take care of it later.” After five minutes of annoying beeps, Colleen turned music on to drown it out.

      She couldn’t reconcile this dynamic between Massi and his super. Nicholas appearing at tenants’ homes before dawn on his day off. All the way from Queens. Or Staten Island. Or the Bronx. Which was it? He mentioned it all the time, his commute on the A train, the great Portuguese restaurants, easy access to the beach. How didn’t she know? She didn’t listen, that’s how. If she had listened, she blocked it out. Because knowing a lot about someone means you weren’t strangers anymore. A secondary violation of the Me Period credo.

      Someone who traveled from the Bronx/Queens/Staten Island on his day off to hunt down the aunt of the tenant he did odd jobs for was . . . Colleen didn’t know what to call that. She wanted to shake him by the shoulders and shout, These people don’t even care about you.

      Instead, though, this very act, his very presence seized her by the shoulders.

      “What’s he done for you? The Massi I know is incredibly self-involved and entitled,” she said aloud, instead of to herself as she intended.

      His torso jolted. “Mr. Massi?” Nicholas chuckled with his mouth closed, his shoulders bobbed. “You don’t know him very well.”

      It was true that some of her longstanding beliefs of the guy had recently been disproved.

      “He’s always there for me,” Nicholas added. “When I needed a ride to the hospital. He was there. When aphids covered my tomato plants, he got rid of them. When my daughter’s wedding was nearly ruined because the restaurant burned down two days before her special day, we rented the Hungarian Community Center, and Mr. Massi bought and cooked the food himself. With Ms. Stella, of course, and his friend Karl, the butcher. Very funny guy.” He snickered to himself.

      “Karl? You said his friends were helpless powder puffs.”

      “I lied.” He shrugged. “How else could I get you to answer the phone?”

      Nicholas’s phone rang again. Each trill was punctuated by a pained expression. “Surely my wife. Me and the couch again tonight.”

      “Call her with my phone.” Colleen held it out to him.

      “And tell her I’m using the phone of the woman I’m currently locked in a bathroom with?” He shook his head. “I’ll have to buy her something nice. If we ever get out of here. No offense. You are wonderful company.”

      “Oh, that reminds me. Gloria brought you a gift.”

      He lit up instantly. Like Aldo did when someone said peanut butter. “Ms. Gloria?”

      “Yeah. She wanted to express appreciation for all you do. Two tickets to the Rockettes.”

      Shock splashed his face. His voice spiked. “How do you know?”

      “I looked inside. Sorry. I was curious.”

      He teared up.

      “I’m sorry. I rewrapped it.”

      “I don’t care about that.” His hands shooed away her apology. “My heart is full. To think Ms. Gloria bought me such a special gift. Such an esteemed woman and we can’t find her!”

      “Don’t worry. She can take care of herself.”

      Nicholas fidgeted with his watch. “You think you can protect yourself by not caring for others. By your disinterest. You’re cutting yourself off from your own heart.” He looked at the wall.

      Oh no you don’t, Dr. Nicholas. If he continued to shrink her, she’d bust that door down so fast they wouldn’t need tools.

      “I need to pee.” That would shut him up.

      He stood in the corner and faced the wall, closed his eyes, covered his ears. Colleen turned up Lizzo’s “Truth Hurts.”

      “What is a Me Period?” he asked, after she flushed.

      “Time to focus on me for a change. Take a break from relationships, people.” She washed her hands. “So I don’t—well, in the past I’ve—I need to be alone for now.” The irony did not get lost on her. “To figure out my life. Career stuff—and other stuff, I guess.”

      “I thought you were an actor, Pilates teacher, tutor, receptionist, and dog sitter. What do you need to figure out?”

      Ugh. Was she really having this conversation? “Listen, some people know what they want to do their whole life. Like you.”

      “True. I’m very good at fixing things.”

      She winced. “Not really.”

      He drew a pointer finger. “I make things better.” His chin inched up. “Being a super is more than fixing things. It’s about being there when someone needs you. I’m very good at that.” At the sink he splashed water on his face. “You know, some people have no imagination. No work ethic. No courage. No flexibility.” He faced Colleen. “You have all those things.”

      Christopher’s insults flashed through her mind. He made her feel small for sacrificing a bigger life for the security of a steady paycheck and hustling for it.

      “But you have to be happy.” The pointer finger again. “No matter what you do. Happiness matters. Life is not just counting days. But you already know that.” His hand swiped the air.

      Did she know that? Counting days was exactly what she was doing. She had subconsciously turned her life into a tally sheet, whereby the achievement was living longer than her loved ones. As if wanting happiness too would be greedy. Wanting fulfillment. Wanting love again. Wanting anything more than a heartbeat felt like a betrayal to them. But to not seek more squandered her earthly advantage, which was a betrayal of its own.

      Looking into the mirror, he smoothed his comb-over. “You’re an OG multi-hyphenate. Before it was trendy.”

      No one in Colleen’s entire life put a positive spin on her hyphens. It had always been a sign of someone lost. Despite it being intentional and out of necessity, in her case. She was a multi-hyphenate. Only she’d never thought to brag about it.

      “That’s why you wear stretchy clothes. So you can pivot at a moment’s notice.” He tapped his temple. “Not everyone is as nimble as Colleen Fitzroy.”

      In her mind, her mouth fell open. How did Nicholas observe so much? How could a person see something admirable about the very thing another deemed embarrassing? She’d known this guy for three weeks. How was he able to see her like this? To connect the dots of Colleen Fitzroy in a way that created something special and worthy.

      “Why do you want to force a diamond peg in a round hole?” he asked.

      “Square peg, you mean.”

      “No. You’re not a square, Ms. Colleen. You’re a diamond. And you sparkle in spite of yourself.”
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      Every other Wednesday of the fall semester, Stella assisted a team of researchers in the philosophy department. A schedule detail Nicholas had forgotten. So two more hours passed before Stella arrived to unseat the bathroom doorknob, adjust the mechanism, squirt WD-40, and reinstall it to spring Colleen and Nicholas from captivity. During which time, Colleen demonstrated restorative standing stretches (due to lack of floor space) and Nicholas guided a meditation (his daily subway habit assisted by the Aura app). This guy was more than met the eye. Funny when that happened.

      “What number are you using for Gloria?” Colleen asked Nicholas after Stella left, as she grabbed a leash to take Aldo out.

      “Her cell phone.”

      “Yes, but which number? She has more than one.” She retrieved the dossier from the kitchen, fingered through to the page with Gloria’s number. Next to it was the Post-it note Gloria gave her the first day. “One of these two?”

      “No.” He had a third number for Gloria. Colleen tapped in the number from the dossier, when the buzzer sounded. They clutched each other’s arm.

      “Gloria!” Nicholas shouted.

      “She doesn’t buzz.”

      He deflated. Then skittered to the window. When he turned back around, all color drained from his face.

      “What?”

      “Could be the police.”

      “What?” She strode to the window, maintaining distance, and eyeballed the street. “I see him.” A cop emerged from his car and met another cop on the curb. They exchanged something. “They just got gelato,” she whispered. “Looks like pistachio.”

      “Colleen?” A voice came from the hallway and she gasped. “It’s Fez. From downstairs.”

      Nicholas looked at her beseechingly and motioned for her to open the door. Why would Fez buzz from outside? Nicholas drummed his fingers on his cheek, waiting.

      “I thought I heard someone up here,” Fez continued. All three of them stood very close to one another, separated by a slab of wood. She looked through the peephole. Fez in a sleeveless shirt, and very short running shorts. She opened the door.

      “Hi.”

      “Sorry to bother you. Oh, hey, Nicholas. Didn’t know you were here.”

      Nicholas began to say something but Colleen cut him off.

      “Did you buzz? Just wondering, because I thought someone buzzed.” She gestured toward the bathroom. “I was in the shower.” It wasn’t a complete lie. Though now it probably sounded weird with Nicholas here.

      “No.” His eyes flashed from her to the super. “I don’t need to do that.”

      “I know. Did you see anyone down there?”

      “Like just now? No. Just Stella earlier. However, yesterday I saw some people down there.” His eyes darted between Colleen and Nicholas. With a stony expression. “Looking for you, actually. The cops.” His eyes stopped flitting and parked on Colleen, waiting for some kind of reaction.

      “Me?” She took a step back, making their equilateral triangle an isosceles.

      “They rang everyone’s apartment, but I was the only one home. They asked me about the person living here.” He pointed at the floor.

      “Asked what? Why me?”

      Nicholas exhaled through a small circle he created with his mouth, which transformed each breath into a whistle. His hand went to remove his phantom cap from his head.

      The jingle of Aldo’s leashes, compliments of Aldo’s snout, filled the momentary silence of three anxious people.

      “What did they say? Wait. You know what?” She raised her hand. “Don’t answer that. I don’t care. You know why? I don’t live here.” Brilliant, Colleen.

      Nicholas flashed a fake uneasy smile. A wrinkled brow from Fez.

      “You know how much I don’t live here?” She looked at her phone and brought their attention to the date on her calendar app. “Two more days, suckas. I’ll be gone for good. I have fulfilled my responsibilities and then some. This . . .” She swirled her hand like she was shining the floor. “All this. All. Of. This.” She swirled the air to her side and up around her head. “Is above my pay grade. Way above. Truffle deliveries, calls from Italian consulates, dog auditions, dog photo shoots. I don’t need content that badly. I can take pics of flowers or myself sleeping. Warhol did that and it went viral before viral was a thing. Plus, I love to sleep.

      “You know who does live here?” she continued. “Massi. I don’t know what kind of shit Massi’s involved in, or”—she looked at Nicholas—“anyone, for that matter. And I don’t care. Y’all are on your own.”

      She cupped her mouth with her hand and shouted, “Aldo!” His tail swatted her leg. She hadn’t seen him standing there. “Let’s go, buddy. You probably have to pee like crazy. I’m surprised your eyes didn’t turn yellow.” She saluted Nicholas and Fez. “Nice chattin’.”
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      Outside, the fresh air smacked Colleen in the face like a wake-up call. She needed to focus. Get her priorities straight. Devise a plan. Not let her emotions take over.

      The cops? Pfft. What did she do wrong? Nothing.

      Getting her priorities straight included determining what they were. Those priorities might need to change depending on how much “nothing” she had done and how serious that “nothing” was.

      She was hired to do a job, and she was simply fulfilling her duties. If that was a crime, then . . . She seriously hoped it wasn’t.

      They took a new route to another dog park where no one knew Aldo so she could think. The people she’d met at Aldo’s favorite park wanted her to say goodbye before the gig was up. She was feeling pretty jittery right now. Not the carefree, cheerful dog sitter they’d gotten to know.

      Wait one second. Fez said the cops “asked about" the person living there. Not “looking for” the person living there. Two completely different things. Also, was she “living” there or “staying” there?

      Most likely, they’d moved on to more unsavory people by now. That was always the case. Criminal activity was relative. This truffle stuff was small potatoes. Fingerlings.

      Something didn’t sit right with her. Not that she wanted to give anyone the benefit of the doubt, least of all Massimo. But. She didn’t believe he was responsible for stealing a truffle dog. Way off brand. Not with his cringe-worthy dog-lust. Knowing Massi, he’d have a real soft spot for the dog and its human.

      Additionally, if the truffles were indeed from China, Massi didn’t know about it. She was pretty sure of that too. There wasn’t an iota of possibility Mr. Fancy Food would dare announce an exotic foods business to world-renowned New York City chefs with fake product. Never. He wasn’t the risk-taking-conman type. He was too proud. A die-hard food snob. And cared too much what people thought of him. Throw in wimpy. But what about Gloria?

      Were they counterfeit? Were they from China? They smelled pretty foul to her. It was weird that someone could actually decipher the stink—if she believed Kiko. Who should she believe?

      She couldn’t help but notice the huge opportunity the Universe was bestowing upon her. For years it had been her low-key fantasy to take down Massimo Locatelli. Knock him down a few pegs. Topple the pedestal. Break his hollandaise.

      Here it was. Here was her chance.

      When had Massi ever felt passed up, scared, inconsequential, unappreciated, alone, small? Yeah, small.

      (Maybe, after he’d been fired and saw a photo on Instagram of the editor who was hired to replace him at a Pilates class taught by his dog sitter.) Okay. Whatever. Besides that.

      She watched Aldo sniffing the tail of a new furry friend when she identified a hole in her potential Massi take-down rationale. He wasn’t responsible for the all-male takeover at SAVOR. So what would she be avenging now? That was old beef. Expired beef. Fake beef. It wasn’t even beef—it was Incogmeato.

      On the park bench she surveyed the other dogs’ humans and reflected on one of her favorite New York truisms. In this town, you could live alone with millions of people. For all she knew, nine million people were here for the same reason she was. To be alone, but have company. This was her kind of place.

      A cute coffee shop on the corner of Amsterdam and 89th Street caught her eye. Marley and Me specialized in coffee and treats for dogs and humans alike. “Look, Al. We could use a treat.” Nutella cheesecake o’clock hadn’t come fast enough.

      At an outdoor table, Aldo sat beside Colleen and looked at her expectantly. She knew the look. “Nothing’s up with me, Al. Do I need to get your approval to stop for coffee?” He placed his head on her lap. She wondered if he knew she was leaving in two days. Of course he didn’t. She really was losing her mind.

      Wait. Was she leaving in two days? Who’d take care of Aldo? Oh, perfect. Her Me Period initiative would be sabotaged by a dog?

      A paw appeared on her knee. “What’s up, Aldo?” It looked like his eyebrows flicked with worry. “Have some water, buddy.” She tapped the water bowl under the table with her foot. “This place has the best water.” His treat remained intact next to the bowl. “You didn’t eat your pupcake.” Colleen bent over to move the treat closer to him when she felt something wet on her cheek. Aldo kissed her. She turned to face him. He panted softly only inches from her face. She straightened in her seat and covered her cheek gently with her hand. So it would last.

      They took the long way home. Home. She’d have to stop using that word soon.

      Waiting for the Walk sign on Massi’s street, she saw someone on his stoop, shouting angrily into the intercom. Wielding spastic arms at the silver box that held the doorbell buttons. A wave of panic shot through her. The original truffle guy from Italy. Without a suitcase this time. What was he doing here? Who was he talking to? All of a sudden, he smacked the buzzer box and kicked the wall. Without his finger on the button, he continued to verbally assault the steel plate. He fished into his pocket and presented a key, holding it in front of the buzzer as if it were a camera—which it wasn’t.

      Colleen snapped a photo, then stepped back onto the curb. Swallowed a boatload of saliva. What was that a key to? “Look who’s here, Al.” She held Aldo close; his head was at her knees. They retreated around the corner out of sight. She kept her attention on the stoop.

      From the landing, looking down at the street now, he shouted passionately, à la Eva Perón, continuing his demonstrative oration with flapping arms. He added a kick in midair. No one paid a lick of attention. After a few minutes, he thudded down the steps dramatically. He examined both directions, and, exasperated, skulked toward Columbus Avenue, eventually swallowed up by the pedestrian stream.

      Colleen couldn’t move. For one, her heart wasn’t sitting in its normal spot. It was somewhere in her windpipe. Her legs felt gooey. She glanced at Aldo, and he glanced back. She reached out to pat his head. At that moment, she felt it. She felt that thing dog owners feel. The “we’re in this together” feeling. The “I got your back and you got mine” feeling. The “I don’t feel so alone as long as I’ve got you” feeling. The “I’m incredibly grateful to you, Aldo, for not rejecting me because I’m a pathetic human, who sucks at this trust and affection thing” thing.

      Could she have true, legitimate affection for a dog?

      Maybe.

      She gulped. Her palm made gentle contact with the silken short hairs of his head.

      “I have true affection for you, Al. Just so you know.” Aldo’s head tilted upward toward her; he gave her a curious expression. “What? You don’t believe me?” She drew in a long breath. “I never believe it when someone says stuff like that to me, so I understand. You’ll have to trust me.” He blinked a knowing blink. It was clear they got each other.

      Colleen exhaled like she was blowing out birthday candles. Not a small amount of them. There was no decision to make here. She only had one place to go. She waited for a UPS truck to drive away from the curb before crossing. That’s when Fez appeared on the stoop. He looked up and down the street and sat on the top step. He placed his phone next to him. He worried his hands through his shiny hair. When he saw Colleen approach, he hurried toward her. She stopped short. She could feel her heart beat in her throat.

      “The police took Nicholas.”
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      Fez spoke like he was on speed. “Right on the stoop.” He thrust his hand at the front door. “Right there. Nicholas was about to leave; we were talking inside. He opened the front door and bam, a cop was there.”

      “Why?” Colleen asked.

      “They took him to the station for questioning. Something about Chinese counterfeit goods. Officer Edgar.”

      “Nicholas?” So it was true. Colleen tried to warn him.

      “Yeah, my question exactly. Since the sketch factor went up ten-fold once you arrived.”

      She brushed past Fez. “Let’s go, Aldo.”

      “I wonder what Massi knows about all this? I think I’ll call him.”

      “Good luck with that!” Colleen sailed right by him. She had bigger concerns. She knew more than she wanted about counterfeit goods. She unlocked the hall door and let it close behind her.

      Fez shouted, “Wait!” She turned around and he stepped into the hallway. “Remember the Italian guy with the suitcase a couple weeks ago? Nut job? He was just here. He buzzed my apartment. Yours too. I didn’t answer but I heard him through the window.”

      Her body tensed.

      “He said he was staying at Massi’s. He had a key with him but he didn’t use it.” Fez spoke fast. “He kept yelling, ‘Answer the door. I need to help Massi!’ Then something about looking for his mother.”

      His mother?

      “What’s wrong with Massi?” Fez demanded.

      She ignored the question. She wondered how close Massi and Fez were. She wasn’t going to offer specifics. Arrests were kind of personal. Massi was a proud guy.

      She took the steps by two. Aldo’s nails clicked alongside her with equal urgency. She hurried into the apartment, locked the door behind her. Bolted the latch. She needed to think, but right now, her head was a Cuisinart.

      She stood outside the dining room looking at the boxes of truffle carpaccio crowding the table, stamped in Chinese symbols she couldn’t decipher. She kept her distance. Her body hummed. She didn’t know what to do with herself.

      Or did she? It seemed rather simple. Get the hell out of here. Why on earth would she stay here another minute? To find out if the angry Italian had the key to Massi’s? To see if the cops were in fact closing in on the person who’d been selling the Chinese goods?

      She bounded up the stairs. Aldo followed.

      In Massi’s room she grabbed her clothes. She yanked clothes off of hangers and scooped anything from the floor. In Stella’s room she collected her recording equipment.

      A sound from downstairs broke through her mounting fear and multiplied it. She eyed Aldo. She pointed at him and motioned toward the floor below. They should’ve been practicing hand signals from the start. How was she expecting him to pick it up now? He bolted from the room toward the stairs. From the top step, an eerie growl leaked from between his teeth. Colleen ran behind him yelling, “Who’s down there?” Just as the door clicked shut.

      “Did you see that?!” She flung her arm at the door. Aldo flew down the stairs, machine-gun barks pelted the air. He stuck his nose at the seam of the doorjamb and threatened whomever it was with breathless menace. From behind Al, she reached over and slid the bolt. Hadn’t she done that when they got in? Like ten minutes ago?

      “Jesus!” She held onto the bolt to steady herself and squeezed her eyes closed. What. The. Actual. Fuck. Her heart pulsed in her throat. Intermittent ear-piercing wails resumed.

      She sprang into action, grabbing her shoes from the closet. Her tote bag. Throwing her things on the floor by the door. “That’s it. It’s over. I don’t know what’s going on or who’s fucking with me, but I’ve had it. I hope you can hear me!”

      She immediately regretted saying that last part.

      She was trembling. Someone was inside the apartment when she and Aldo arrived. Did people come and go all the time here? Yes. So why was she freaked out this time? Because being uninvited and announcing oneself was wholly different than being uninvited and hiding. Either the intruder was someone Colleen didn’t know, engaging in something nefarious, or someone she did know. She wasn’t sticking around to find out which.

      “Jesus, Aldo.” She ran to the window. “We should’ve looked outside.” Whoever it was had gone now. Unless they lived in the building or were still in the hall. She slid the bolt back. Unlocked the door and opened it slowly. Aldo sprang into the hall. She stood on the welcome mat while he flew down the stairs. She listened.

      The lady’s TV upstairs forecasted possible showers.

      A door opened downstairs. “What’s up, buddy? What’s the matter?” Fez asked. "Where’s Colleen? You okay?”

      “He’s okay,” she yelled.

      “O-kay!” Fez shouted. “He doesn’t sound it.”

      She zombie-shuffled down one flight to the landing between the first and second floors. Fez, down on one knee, scratched Aldo’s head with one hand and rubbed his chest with the other. Aldo’s tail whipped like windshield wipers in a storm.

      “Someone was in the apartment.” Colleen was barely audible. “An intruder. While we were there. Aldo knew it too. He went crazy, and I saw the front door close from the top of the steps.” She swallowed. “Did you see anyone in the hall? Just now?”

      “What?” He stood. “No.” There was a suitcase at his side.

      “Where are you going?”

      “Me?” He looked at his luggage. His disposition whiplashed to defensive. “Fire Island, for the weekend.”

      “It’s only Wednesday.” Her mind was spinning.

      “Oh, okay.” He nodded. “Before I add Wednesday and Thursday to the weekend, I should clear it with you first?” He huffed dramatically. “Jesus. Who are you? When Massi's here, none of this shit happens. Police, arrests, break-ins! What. The. Fuck. I was already shook when Nicholas was carted off in a cop car. Now a break-in?”

      “Break-in” was a matter of interpretation. How many people had the key? She could think of at least five without breaking a sweat. Did the intruder have a key? Did Fez have one? Out of his back pocket his phone appeared. He poked the screen fitfully. Pressed to his ear, he waited.

      “Massi, bro, it’s Fez. You need to call me ASAP. Shit’s outta control here.” He put his thumb to his temple, fanning out his fingers to look like a rooster. “The cops were here twice. They took Nicholas. They fucking took him in a cop car. He’s probably scared out of his Hungarian mind. I have a hunch they were looking for your dog sitter, who coincidentally wasn’t here.” He shot her slitted eyes. “She’s here now and told me your apartment was broken into.” His nostrils flared. “Do you even know her? Is she some rando? A homeless-looking dude’s been here, speaks Italian, says he knows you, trying to get in. What. Is. Happening?” He strode in figure eights in and out of his apartment.

      “You know me, I’m cool. I said nothing during the crazy Emelie years. The fights. When she broke the glass on the front door. When Stella got drunk and showed up at my door wearing nothing but a towel, just to get your attention. I was flattered. A girl hasn’t come on to me since middle school. When you were in your dark period and didn’t leave the apartment for days and I had to keep moving your car from one side of the street to the other, I said nothing.

      “Do I appreciate the carbonara? Yes. The braciola? Of course. Lending Ronald a suit even though we knew he was about to break up with me?” He swept the back of his head. “Now I gotta worry about break-ins? The cops? I’m freaking out here. I was about to leave for a relaxing weekend with a new friend. Now I’m a wreck. My IBS doesn’t need this.

      “This dog sitter—I’m just gonna say it—is sketchy as fuck. I’m calling the cops. Sorry, but I’m here and you’re—where are you?”

      In a dramatic flourish he poked his screen to end the call. Pirouetted into his apartment and slammed the door. A second later, the door sprang open, and the suitcase disappeared.

      “Sketchy? I’ll show you sketchy,” she shouted at the closed door, then bounded up the stairs. How would she show him sketchy? “Call the cops, asshole!”

      Fez’s door swung open. “Oh, don’t you worry—the cops already have your name,” he taunted. “Expect a visit from NYC’s finest.”
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      Focus, Colleen. Her head was dizzy with distress. Clearly there was only one thing left to do: leave this place.

      Of course the cops should be alerted to an intruder. But she’d be long gone by the time they got here.

      Colleen sat on her suitcase to get the zipper engaged. It was one of those old-school fabric numbers. The fabric of which just ripped away from the zipper. Dammit. She unzipped it and removed the French press and coffee beans. She’d never tasted better coffee in her life. Whatever. You can’t take Folgers outta the girl.

      In the kitchen she spotted the mandoline. It was as slim as a whisper. She took it. Fuck it. She was big enough to admit that her relationship with potatoes had evolved. And that thinly sliced Yukon Gold potato coins fried to crispy perfection topped with flakes of black garlic sea salt was her new obsession. (SAVOR, The Humble Potato issue) He owed her more than a mandoline. She grabbed the salt tin, too.

      She quickly pecked through the apartment for her belongings. She had things in every room. On every surface. She didn’t have time for this. She had to go. Who was she running from? The cops, the intruder? She was the victim here.

      The dining room table came under her scrutiny. Stella’s sweater tossed in a ball on top of a flyer for No Kid Hungry. When did that sweater get there?

      With her tote bag on her shoulder, yoga mat under her arm and suitcase handle in her grasp, she headed toward the door by way of the windows to check for cops. She patted her handbag. Where was her phone charger? She did a quick pass of the living room. It was always plugged into the outlet by the club chair. Not this time. She looked between the sofa cushions and under Aldo’s dog bed in the corner.

      Well, look at that. Under his plush, cozy dog bed was a graveyard of paper airplanes. All those planes she’d made from SAVOR subscription cards. Every time she read him a story, cards would shed and she’d origami an airplane. They’d all disappeared. She'd wondered where they landed. With the bed back in place covering the fleet, her thoughts slid to Aldo.

      What would happen to him? How long would he be alone? Would Gloria check on him? Or Nicholas, when he got out?

      Stop thinking about the dog. She’d done what she was hired to do. She had fulfilled her obligation. Aldo, shockingly, was still alive. Hale and hearty. This latest ordeal shook him, but dogs bounce back pretty quickly. They had short memories, didn’t they? Once she was gone, Aldo would forget all about Colleen. She’d forget all about him.

      “You’re gonna be fine, Aldo.” He took a step closer to her. She pinned her arms to her sides so that she didn’t accidentally pet him. “Don’t look at me like that. Go do dog stuff.” She slid her hands into her armpits and looked elsewhere, thereby encouraging him to resume normal canine activities.

      She spotted her phone charger on the bookshelf.

      The apartment was quiet. Except for the heat traveling through clanking pipes. Heat season already. A siren pealed by and shot her blood pressure to the stratosphere. She collected her suitcase. What was the protocol for police visits? Was one obligated to answer the door? What if one were showering? Or sleeping? It was possible to not hear the buzzer. She stuffed her sandals into the outside pocket of her luggage and her loafers into her tote bag.

      Back at the window, she confirmed the street was devoid of police.

      She opened the door and stepped into the hall with tote bag, yoga mat, and suitcase. She shouldn’t have looked back. Why did she do that?

      Aldo stood there watching her leave. His tail wagged in loopy sweeps. He offered a quiet groan, trotted to the leash wardrobe and rattled them, though not very convincingly, as if he already knew.

      She ran past him into the kitchen and filled his water bowl with fresh water. In his food bowl she plopped a heaping scoop of kibble and, for the wet scoop, his gourmet grass-fed beef. On top of that she dumped what was left of the freeze-dried salmon treats she’d bought Aldo to celebrate how well he did on his very first acting job. (Once she’d stopped sulking for not booking it herself.) The consulate said to take care of the dog. So she added a handful of blueberries for dessert. From the kitchen doorway, Aldo looked uncharacteristically forlorn for someone with surf and turf in his immediate future. He was incredibly quiet. There was no announcement of his arrival into the kitchen. No clicking. No clacking. Even his paws seemed woeful.

      “Listen, I can’t chat right now. I’m in trouble with the law even though I’m innocent. Plus, if we’re getting technical, my commitment here is fulfilled. Look at you. You’re thriving and happy and healthy.” Another groan-like emission. “Don’t look so miserable. No one’s gonna believe me.” She sidestepped him out of the kitchen. “You and me, we’re not right for each other. You deserve better. Okay, I said it. Most everyone deserves better than me. You should have someone who truly gets you. Someone who knows you don’t like your tummy scratched, you like behind your ears scratched. Someone who knows you like Fred Astaire movies, because you love the sound of tap shoes. Someone who knows you don’t lie in the bathtub to stay cool but because you can smell Massi’s woodsy body wash from the loofa hanging off the spout. Leave it to Massi to use a body wash called Bravo. That guy needs applause even in the shower.”

      Aldo’s eyes appeared glossier than normal. Super shiny brown marbles. Were his lids always so heavy? She couldn’t stand to look at him. “I’ll visit,” she said in a singsong voice even though it was a lie. “Massi’s gonna be home soon.” Another lie, most likely. She picked up speed and sailed into the hallway. Closed the front door.

      Walking west on 74th Street, she phoned Brooke. Should’ve called her sooner.

      Voicemail. “Brooke. Need to talk. In a bit of a bind.” She caught her up on current events in the most succinct way possible. “And no. I’m not being dramatic. I’ll text you once I find a hotel.” She made a right on Amsterdam.

      Her gait picked up, which gave the false impression she had a predetermined destination and was anxious to get there. She’d check in to the first hotel she could find, sit quietly, and have a good cry. She wanted to cry so badly. Her tummy was fluttering, readying for an imminent onslaught of waterworks.

      In her periphery, on 82nd Street, she detected a slow-moving cop car driving alongside her. No, she wasn’t being paranoid. White car, blue stripe, NYPD on door. She told herself not to look. The car slowed. She picked up speed. The car pulled over.

      With her head down, she focused on not stepping in dog crap; it was everywhere. Another cop car double-parked behind a third. WTH? If they threw her to the ground, she hoped her head wouldn’t crack open into dog excrement. A car door shut. A cop shouted, “Late lunch?”

      What could that mean? Casually, she lifted her eyes and got a good look at an entire fleet of cop cars parked along a building that displayed a sign that said NYPD 20th Precinct.

      Jesus.

      She about-faced and hustled to cross the street against the light down Broadway. She was sweating like onions.

      Thoughts of Nicholas slid into her consciousness. Damn. Why’d she have to think of him? Fez was right. Nicholas must be scared out of his mind. She wished he had his hat. The guy probably never did an unsavory thing his whole life. Life was so unfair. She hoped the cops hadn’t called his wife. He didn’t even tell her when he had a cavity. Remaining perfect in his wife’s eyes was everything to him.

      Stopped at a red light, she watched a lady buying a hot pretzel at a cart with a striped umbrella. She remembered when she used to do that. When life was as simple as a pretzel stop. Like two days ago. She Googled Upper West Side hotels that don’t break the bank.

      “Excuse me—” Someone shoved his arm against her.

      “Watch out, lady.”

      “You gonna move?”

      The light had turned green, and she and her suitcase were obstructing pedestrian advancement. The flow of people glided around her as if she were a midstream boulder. Just then she spotted a white cap in the crowd. “Nicholas!”

      But Nicholas wasn’t wearing his hat today.

      What would Nicholas do in her shoes? Honestly, she didn’t want to know. She rarely agreed with his choices. Going out of her way for people who didn’t live by the reciprocity code was not her jam anymore.

      She paused her forward motion. Sighed deeply. Made a U-turn. She retraced her steps through the dense stream of uptown salmon.

      At the entrance to the NYPD 20th Precinct, she stared at the door. Her chest burned with backwash. If they locked her up, she wouldn’t need a hotel. Better now, before her credit card was charged.
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      Colleen walked through the metal detector with her suitcase, yoga mat and tote bag which led her to the police station receptionist, or whatever they called her, who sat behind a thick pane of plexiglass. Wow, when Colleen was a receptionist, she never carried a firearm. Maybe if she had, she’d still have her job. She swallowed a pint of saliva and smarted her shoulders.

      “Hello. I’m here for Nicholassss . . .” She bit her lip. What was his last name? “My friend was brought here today for questioning,” she explained, steadying her voice. “I’d like to see how he’s doing. If he needs anything—food or company or anything. A book.” She tipped her head closer to the glass. “He’s probably scared to be here. No offense.”

      The tired-looking woman, sixty-ish, who could benefit from restorative yoga, a gentle facial exfoliator, and a low-salt diet, stared at Colleen blankly. Her mouth parted like she was about to say something, then changed her mind. It was almost five according to the clock hanging on a dreary cement wall beside a cork board exhibit of questionable characters.

      Colleen gulped some air, held her breath, and searched for a photo of herself.

      “Bummer,” the desk officer said, “visiting hours are over.” Then she redirected her attention to a bag of Doritos, chose one, and popped the intact triangle into her mouth.

      “Oh.” Colleen tucked her hair behind an ear. “When do they start again?”

      “Seriously?” She clasped her hands. “We don’t have visiting hours. This isn’t the maternity ward. This is a precinct. People don’t get company. Or takeout. Or Kindles.”

      Colleen put distance between herself and the glass. “Got it.” She looked down the hall. All sorts of people sat on blue plastic chairs lining the wall like it was a train station. Or a maternity ward, actually. She searched for a pristine white cap, something that would stand out like a rainbow in this place. Then remembered he didn’t have it with him. “Is there any way you could tell me if he’s still here? What kind of trouble he’s in?”

      “Nicholas?” she jeered.

      “Okay.” She cleared her throat. “I see.” And lowered her shoulders. “I didn’t want to share this, but . . .” She let go of her suitcase, placed her yoga mat upright on the floor, and set her hands on the ledge. “Your people—cops and such—are actually looking for me. I wasn’t available earlier. Not that I was hiding, I was in the shower. So I missed their visit.” A little white lie wouldn’t kill anyone. “I’m an upstanding citizen.” She pressed a palm to her chest. “I’ve always done right by the law.” Except for that time in her twenties when she was stoned, starving, and strapped and stole a Hostess Lemon Pie from 7-Eleven. Why was that floating through her mind now? “Here I am. Colleen Fitzroy. I have no idea what I’ve done.” Everyone probably said that. What a freaking cliche she was. “Anyway, you should let Nicholas go.”

      “Okay, Colleen Fitzroy, we’re a little busy right now. If you’d like to make an appointment⁠—”

      “Oh.” She brightened. “Sure.” This was more civilized than she expected. “Today would be preferable since I’d like to help Nicholas as soon as possible.”

      “Okay, yeah, no. We don’t make appointments.” She rolled her chair back. “This isn’t a hair salon. I’m messing with you.” One of the monitors on her desk got her attention. She picked up her phone and poked in a number. “No mani-pedis today, sadly,” she mumbled. “Hell-o.” She focused on her screens. “I found what you’re looking for,” she said to someone else.

      If this were a hair salon, this woman and her attitude would never last a day.

      Colleen took that as the unceremonious end of their conversation. So much for turning herself in. Oddly, that made her optimistic for Nicholas. Maybe once he got here they realized he was a class act, not a criminal.

      Colleen stepped to the side where there were a handful of seats against the wall, some of them occupied.  She peered down the hall. It had been twenty minutes since she texted Nicholas. No reply to any of the previous seven texts or two phone calls. She called once more. It rang four times, then went to voicemail. Nicholas’s message was comprised of him singing, “I work twenty-four hours a day, I fix broken pipes, because I’m your handyman.” Then: “This is Nicholas, the super-duper super. I’m available 24/7. Leave a message. Have a trouble-free day!”

      The beep sounded, and she whispered, “Nicholas. I’m very worried. I’m at the police station. I told them they should let you go. Question me instead. It was futile. Where are you, Nicholas? Please call me the first instant you can.” Her voice became increasingly quiet the more she spoke until, in practically a hush, she added, “Have a trouble-free day.”

      A thought occurred to her. Colleen returned to the unamused desk officer who greeted her with a friendly not-you-again eye roll.

      “I should’ve mentioned Officer Edgar’s name. He’s the one who brought my friend Nicholas here. I believe he was looking for me. I’d like to leave my number.” From her tote bag she rendered a movie ticket from a year ago when life was annoying and lonely, but simpler, and wrote her number on it. “Here’s my phone number. Could you give it to him?” She held it against the plexiglass.

      Colleen could sense a snide comment forthcoming by the grin sprouting across the officer’s face, so she interjected another thought. “Actually, there’s someone else he might want to talk to.” She took her pen out again. “I’m going to add Gloria Tuzzi’s number.” Numbers.

      The officer’s head jerked up and her grayish complexion brightened like a fluorescent bulb. “The opera singer?”

      Colleen pressed her hand against her collarbone. “You know her?”

      “My father’s a huge fan. I’ve been listening to her records since I was young,” she gushed.

      Colleen blinked. This was unexpected.

      “O mio babbino caro,” sang the newly spirited desk officer. A veritable metamorphosis transpired before Colleen’s eyes.

      “Okay, well . . . anyway. Here’s her phone number for Officer Edgar, and”—she shrugged—“your dad, for all I care.” She slid the ticket with the phone numbers through the opening in the window. “Gloria Tuzzi’s nephew owns the apartment where I’m staying. Here’s another fun fact—her nephew was just arrested yesterday in Italy. Anyway, I can’t seem to find her. Maybe you can.”

      To think, however briefly, that Colleen hoped Gloria could’ve been her ticket out of anonymity. Anonymity was looking pretty good right now compared to whatever this was.

      The officer looked at the note like she found a twenty in an old handbag.
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      The sun withdrew behind New York’s concrete curtain as Colleen aimlessly drifted through the Upper West Side, rolling her suitcase and jostling her heavy tote bag and yoga mat from one arm to the other, with nowhere to go. She stepped on a crushed Starbucks cup. A cup that once belonged to someone. It once had purpose and value. Look at it now.

      The lobby of the Arthouse Hotel looked like a speakeasy. A dimly lit room with leather tufted sofas, bookcases, and tasseled poofs, exotic rugs. Wall sconces and beveled smoky mirrors. Jazz music probably meant to relax people.

      Colleen was second in line to check in. This place looked pricey. She couldn’t worry about that now. Hopefully her credit card wouldn’t be declined.

      Lying across the foot of the woman in front of her was an overweight pug who looked exactly like Aldo’s friend. It was odd to see a dog in a hotel. Dogs truly were allowed anywhere these days. Colleen whispered, “Olive?” No response from the pug.

      Thank God they had a room available. She didn’t know how much longer she could tamp down the bubbling emotion in her throat. With key card in hand, Colleen waited at the elevator to take her to the third floor. The doors opened and out trotted a MinPin. Ears sharp as knife blades.

      “Toby?” Colleen couldn’t believe it was him. The dog ignored her. Its human, whom Colleen didn’t recognize, flashed a tight smile.

      She felt haunted. The dogs of Colleen’s past were showing up at every turn. She forced herself not to think of Aldo. But the very act of trying not to think about him had her thinking about him. She checked the time. He was probably napping in the bathtub. Or playing with his squishy corn-on-the-cob toy. His favorite. Colleen’s too. It was dishwasher safe.

      She entered her room, pushed the door closed with her back, and let go of the tight grip she had on herself. When her head began to buck, she didn’t force herself to stop. She slid down the door and curled into a ball on the rug. Probably the dirtiest spot in the entire room. People usually still had their shoes on in this spot. No shoe tray. She wrapped her arms around her shins and rested her head on her knees. Her nose ran. She crawled into the bathroom on wet knees since it was easier to stay on the floor and pulled the toilet paper with too much vigor. Like Aldo’s bad leash, it kept streaming for miles. She blew her nose somewhere in the middle.

      The coolness of the tub’s porcelain ledge felt comforting next to her cheek. She crawled into the tub and in a fetal curl, feel asleep.

      A dog barked, waking her. A door shut in the next room and the wall shook. Was that Aldo? Where was she? Why was she in the tub? It took a minute to get her bearings. Her body ached.

      A deep moaning came from the other side of the wall. One thing she couldn’t bear was a whimpering dog. She couldn’t take hearing anything cry. She had an extremely low threshold for other people’s sorrow.

      She wondered if Aldo ate the blueberries yet or if he was saving them for later, when he’d really need them. Typically, it was between dinnertime and bedtime when Colleen ate a mini Reese’s, the loneliest time of day. She’d brought a bag to Massi’s anticipating she’d need them. Not until this moment did she realize she never ate a single one. Not in twenty-nine days.

      She turned on the TV and searched for something to watch. Something she wouldn’t need to think about. There were dozens of streaming channels with endless choices but she couldn’t find a thing. She stopped on the Bob Vila show. He was fixing a toilet drip valve. He connected the tube that sends water to the drain valve. He’d need to trim it to fit properly, but he left it long. Even though it created such an arc, the tank lid would never sit flush. Nicholas would say, “People are gonna tear him apart for that. I guess when you’re Bob Vila you don’t worry about reviews or influencer deals.” Nicholas was obsessed with influencer deals.

      She tried forcing herself to feel good about herself and all she had achieved this month. The growth. The new experiences. The people she met. It was time to look onward. It was going to be awesome. Tons of time to devote to herself. Wow, it felt amazing.

      Why did feeling amazing feel so awful?

      The dog in the next room changed its tune. It was now on a nonstop yap reel. The TV, the shower, and her phone’s sleep app set to thunderstorm couldn’t mask the yapping. How could someone leave a dog alone in a hotel room? What if it had to pee? What if it was hungry? What if it fell off the bed and broke a bone? What if it was scared?

      Dammit.

      She dumped everything heavy from her tote bag: loafers, laptop, a jar of feta-stuffed olives.

      And put her shoes back on.
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      When Aldo saw Colleen, he twirled so fast she got dizzy. “I’m not staying, Al. Just back for a short walk.”

      He seemed to disregard her remarks and trotted to Central Park West like a blue-ribbon winner, nodding to people in greeting. Maybe she needn’t have worried about him. Still, she hoped he understood this was just an impromptu drop-by.

      From the sidewalk, she looked up at the living room window. The glow of the floor lamp leaked out in stripes through the blinds. That’s when she saw it. Holy shit. She’d forgotten her carrot plant! The silhouette of the plant with its tall forest of dainty ferns sat on the windowsill.

      She hustled Aldo back up the stairs. Before she opened the door, she removed his leash. Allowing her to race in, grab the plant, race out. No lingering. No loitering.

      With the door open, she dropped the leash, darted to the window, and heaved the weighty plant. Aldo tilting his head in that passive-aggressive way he did.

      Colleen groaned. “Okay.” She dropped the plant in the doorway. “Fresh water, then I’m out!”

      She turned on the faucet in the kitchen. To her surprise, the water was hot. Yet she’d turned the cold on. Which meant someone used the hot water recently enough to still be hot. Something else. The sharp acrid smell of Listerine burst from the drain.

      Colleen slowly turned away from the sink. “Gloria?” She called out hesitantly.

      Aldo’s nails softly flicked the floor as he entered the kitchen. If someone had been here and turned on the water and spit Listerine into the sink, Aldo knew. If only he could tell her.

      “You can’t leave your bike here.” A voice lifted from the courtyard. It was dark enough outside that the window above the sink became a mirror. She thought something moved behind her. If Colleen could hear the old lady yelling at her grandson outside, someone would hear Colleen if she yelled inside. Or screamed.

      A distant buzz of music came from the Britney Spears fanatic. She recognized the song “Criminal.” Aldo directed his attention to the sweet potato in his bowl and noisily devoured it like he hadn’t eaten in days.

      “Al.” She raised her shush finger. The ten-thousand-dollar silent refrigerator murmured angrily. She looped a finger around his collar so he’d come with her to the front door; she hugged her tote bag close.

      Something on the ottoman, half concealed under a magazine, caught her eye. Nicholas’s phone, happy faces smiling. No wonder he wasn’t texting her back.

      “Nicholas?” Her voice wobbled. The muscles in her thighs quivered. Her palms were sweaty. Maybe her nerves were playing tricks on her, but she heard something upstairs. Like the swoosh of a closet door, brushing the fibers of a rug. “Hurry up, Al.” She scooped his leash, squatted for her plant and split.

      Outside on the sidewalk, she took her first breath. “I’m nobody’s sitting duck,” she said, scooting up the street, lugging the extra weight of the plant, half cradled in her arm, half resting on her hip. “This way, Al.” He stopped. “Come on. We gotta keep moving.” Jeez, she sounded like a fugitive. She was jumpy, and he probably sensed it. She glared at her phone for the millionth time.

      “Sorry I can’t take you with me, Al. But I can’t.” Better to break it to him early. She wasn’t bringing him to the hotel. She just needed some fresh air to think clearly and figure things out.

      “Nothing personal. Dogs aren’t allowed in my new place of residence, unfortunately. Stupid policy,” she lied. “Who doesn’t like dogs?” Maybe she’d hear from Nicholas and he’d agree to look after Aldo until Massi got back.

      “Hey, lady. Read the sign,” someone yelled from behind. “No peeing. Be polite!”

      Colleen glanced back. The spruced-up woman was yelling at Colleen. No biggie. New York had at least one nut job per block.

      “Finish up, Al.” She noticed he was peeing on a tiny sign in the grass that said: No peeing. Be polite.

      “Hello?” The lady, again.

      “You try holding it in. Plus, he doesn’t read!” Although knowing Aldo, he might.

      They ambled along the cobblestone sidewalk of Central Park West, Aldo’s tail wagged in his happy-go-lucky feather-duster way. Colleen couldn’t take it anymore. Everything she had to contend with. It was too much. Hiding in a hotel, wanted by the cops, no home. Failing at every career. She didn’t know who to trust, who to call, what to do.

      She spotted a bench at the entrance to Central Park and sat in the glow of an overhead street lamp. Plant at her side. Aldo’s head rested on her knee. His jowls spread out across her thigh, and his lustrous brown ears looked like angel wings. The wisps shuddered in the breeze. She took out a bagel from her tote bag and ripped off a piece for Aldo. With one arm around her carrots and the other around Aldo, a storm of silent tears shook loose.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            68

          

          Day 29

        

      

    

    
      Colleen woke the next morning in her hotel room with Aldo spooning her head.

      She was barely aware of the day, time, or exact location, as a flurry of texts sprang to life on her phone. Which brought her attention to four missed calls.

      Her phone rang. “Nicholas!”

      “Colleen, where are you?”

      “Where are you?” She swung her legs over the bed and sat at the edge. Aldo sprang from the bed and sat at her feet.

      “Massi’s. I left my phone here yesterday. I realized in the cop car,” he groaned. “Never thought I’d ever say that.”

      Thank God she could cross Nicholas off the list of potential intruders. Not that she considered him, but paranoia and fear had the tendency to hydroplane.

      “I used my key when you didn’t answer,” Nicholas confessed.

      A call from Phoebe rang next. Colleen let out a whale cry of frustration.

      “What’s the matter?” Nicholas asked.

      She couldn’t handle a call from Phoebe right now. It felt like Phoebe existed in an alternate universe. She could only handle one universe at a time and tapped Decline. Just as she did that, Brooke’s name appeared on her screen. What took her so long? Colleen needed to call her back too. She’d never gotten this many calls in an entire day, let alone within the same five minutes. She tapped Can’t talk right now and took Aldo outside while she spoke to Nicholas.

      “They kept you all night?!”

      “No. I couldn’t go home. I wasn’t ready to face my wife and tell her about my whereabouts and whatabouts. I walked downtown. I went to the midnight movie. Sat in the dark. Went to the diner.”

      “What did they say about the truffles?” She tightened every muscle in her body.

      “You mean teddy bears?”

      What the hell was he talking about? A calendar notification appeared on Colleen’s screen: Christopher’s birthday. Last day of dog sitting. Gloria’s tribute concert. Culinary Women Gala. So much for all that. It was a lifetime ago any of those things mattered. Certainly she couldn’t attend the gala now. With Massi in jail.

      “I can’t hear you.”

      “I’m on the subway. One second.” His voice vanished, then “. . . about the Chinese stuffed animals that come to my house.” His voice floated in and out. “Inside the teddy bears . . . smuggling fake Rolexes.”

      Colleen stopped abruptly. Yanking Aldo backward. “Sorry!” She was smuggling fake Rolexes?

      “Ms. Gloria will be very angry when she hears this accusation.”

      “Nicholas,” Colleen interrupted. “You’re worried about Gloria? You’ve been implicated in a Rolex counterfeit scheme? Snap out of it! Why does she send them to your house instead of her place?”

      “Don’t try to scare me. I have nothing to do with trafficking phony goods. Neither does Gloria!” The intensity of his voice escalated with every word. “She gives teddy bears to sick children. She doesn’t know about watches. Someone’s trying to pull a fast one on her.”

      She’d seen a photo online from The Post of Gloria at the Children’s Hospital. She also recalled the day she was on the floor in the guest room, and one of those teddy bears fell on her face. It felt like it was stuffed with rocks.

      “Really?” This guy. Could he be more gullible? “You told the police about Gloria, right?”

      “And the name of the hospital she donates to, so they can corroborate her innocence,” he said with a haughty air.

      “Okay, Nicholas. Did you ever see the watch she⁠—”

      “Just because she wears a Rolex doesn’t mean she sells fakes.” Then his voice quieted to a prayer. “I must go. I am home now and need to take care of . . . wife things.”

      “Wait. Don’t hang up. Remember the Italian guy who brought the truffles the first time? I saw him yesterday, trying to get into Massi’s building.” She scrolled to the photo she took and sent it to Nicholas. “That’s him on the stoop. Zoom in.”

      “Dom? Dom’s here?”
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          Still Day 29

        

      

    

    
      The only thing stranger than Dom being the hostile, creepy truffle delivery guy from Italy, and Massi being unaware of this, was that out of all the people with a key to Massi's apartment, his business partner and very own cousin (who was “like a brother”), wasn’t one of them. Unless he was now.

      “How do you know that’s Dom?” Colleen asked.

      “Ms. Colleen. Do you really need to ask? I know everything. Haven’t you noticed?”

      “Funny, you don’t know where Gloria is. Or why Dom’s here. Or why he gave Massi a stolen truffle dog. Or that the truffles are fake. Or that the teddy bears⁠—”

      “Okay. That usually works with my wife. She has a terrible memory—oh, here she is. I must go.”

      “Wait. Gloria’s concert at Lincoln Center is tonight. Remember?” She quickly checked Twitter for potential breaking news from Metropolitan Opera House about the disappearance of Gloria Tuzzi.

      Nicholas gasped. “We can go to the stage door! I do it all the time. We will find her.”

      They met at ten o’clock in the low-ceilinged parking garage under the opera house. A sizable crowd had already assembled around a door with a sign that read: Metropolitan Opera House Stage Door.

      The vibe was electric, honestly. The jovial crowd clutched playbills and flowers and chatted anxiously. This robust opera fandom was surprising. A whole subculture Colleen knew nothing about. She asked to borrow someone’s playbill. She flipped through and saw Gloria’s headshot, an uncharacteristically glamorous diva photo. On the list of Musical Numbers, Gloria Tuzzi was to perform after intermission.

      “How was Gloria Tuzzi?” Colleen asked the guy.

      “Amazing!”

      She met eyes with Nicholas, who looked relieved to hear that. She overheard Nicholas tell someone that Gloria Tuzzi made pasta sauce with tomatoes from his garden. Love was blind.

      Thirty minutes had passed and still no one had emerged from the stage door. Aldo found a comfortable spot to nap. His head rested on Colleen’s foot, keeping it nice and warm. It was a chilly October night that she didn’t dress suitably for. Whether from the cold or nerves, she couldn’t stop shivering.

      The door finally swung open and a bunch of boisterous teenagers poured out from the high school choir that performed. Next, a troupe of long-legged dancers wearing hoodies and joggers. They signed programs, meandered through the garage and when they got to the street, blended seamlessly into the nonstop current of New Yorkers.

      The crowd went wild at the sight of a regal-looking woman who appeared next with a severe hairdo and glossy red lipstick. She waved and smiled as her bodyguard, carrying her handbag, held his arms in a way that blockaded her from her fans. People shouted, “Kathleen! Welcome back!” Someone thrust roses at her. She dipped into a black limousine and disappeared.

      Then a smattering of cops appeared out of nowhere, like pimples on prom night.

      Colleen and Nicholas exchanged looks of concern. Subconsciously, Colleen ducked behind a large man. Why was she hiding? They weren’t looking for her? She hadn’t done anything wrong! She wished her thoughts could be more persuasive.

      One of the officers cleared the way, butterflying the crowd to create a path. The crowd cheered as the next diva emerged.
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          Still Day 29

        

      

    

    
      Leave it to Gloria Tuzzi to require a police escort. She was flanked by cops. An endless loop of “Brava!” echoed throughout the exhaust-tinged air of the parking garage. Unlike the other performers, she still wore her costume, a sparkling low-cut emerald-green gown and a gaudy bejeweled necklace. She was in full makeup; her swooped-up hair was accessorized with a white rose. Someone from behind Colleen pushed through to offer Gloria flowers. Fans elbowed their way to the front for her autograph. It was bizarre observing this reverence.

      Gloria skittered head down through the crowd, never once looking up. No swagger. No hubris. No sense of celebrity. Nearly unrecognizable. A unified gasp crested over the mob. The reason she didn’t take a single flower or sign a single autograph—she was handcuffed. And the car that awaited her was no limo.

      Colleen smacked Nicholas in the chest with the back of her hand.

      “Ms. Gloria!” he cried out, waving frenetically. “Ms. Gloria!” Phones were held high to capture this unlikely scenario. She quickly disappeared into the cop car. Nicholas’s expression pinged from confusion to outrage to shock to helplessness. Colleen was unsettled with her own emotions.

      She couldn’t parse them now. Seeing Gloria in handcuffs scared the shit out of Colleen. How did this affect her? The thought that pressed against her blooming fear: what did Gloria intend to train Colleen to do?

      The crowd closed in behind the police, blocking Nicholas’s view. On tippy toes, he shouted, “Ms. Gloria! It’s me, Nicholas! I will fix this!”

      Nicholas and this entire opera crowd were just served the buzzkill of a lifetime. Colleen understood what they were feeling—duped.

      Just as Nicholas grabbed Colleen’s arm and said, “We need to help her,” she spotted a straggler on the outermost fringe of the mob, wearing a Yankee cap and a smile. He looked very familiar. Colleen whacked Nicholas again and pointed. “That’s him.”

      Nicholas lurched. “Dom?”

      She couldn’t believe it had been Dom all along. He removed his hat to wave at the departing police car, then blew Gloria a kiss. His demeanor was calm, borderline joyful. Nicholas and Colleen turned to each other in shock. This was one messed-up family. She couldn’t shake being nervous about whatever it was she still didn’t know about them.

      “Dom!” Nicholas yelled above the clamor of the crowd. He tried to push through, but Dom disappeared. A steady stream of exiting cars blocked their view of him.

      Colleen and Nicholas stood speechless, shoulder to shoulder, as the crowd thinned. The stage door flew open once more and in a wild blur of panic, Stella shot out. She spotted Nicholas right away and ran to him. “Colleen? What are you guys doing here? Did you see my aunt? She was arrested! What the fuck?” Aldo jumped on her. She squatted and buried her face in his fur.

      In an emotional recounting, Stella attempted to fill in the blanks between sobs. Gloria gave Stella tickets months ago for what Gloria thought would be her last New York performance. When Stella arrived backstage to meet her in her dressing room, Gloria was already gone. Everyone backstage was stunned.

      A text sounded on Colleen’s phone from Rafi.

      
        
          
            
              
        Sorry to bother you. Any idea how I can reach Gloria Tuzzi? Been waiting an hour for her. She’s a no-show and not answering her phone.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        She had a performance at Lincoln Center tonight. Were you meeting her there?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Yeah. She was heading to JFK. Flight to New Zealand. I got a carful of luggage. She’ll never make it now.

      

      

      

      

      

      Nope.

      Stella continued to unravel on the concrete floor. Thank God Aldo was here to comfort her. She called her father repeatedly, getting his voicemail. “He’s not answering his fucking phone.”

      “He’s sleeping,” Colleen said. While that might’ve been technically true, it was time Stella knew his exact location.

      “You need to call Dom,” Nicholas pleaded with Stella. “Right now. Tell him what happened to Gloria.” Nicholas didn’t let on that Dom was in New York, or that they just saw him.

      “My dad’ll tell him. Why doesn’t he keep his phone on!” Stella hid her face in her hands. Aldo wormed his way under her arm.

      Colleen gave Nicholas the “we need to tell her now” eyebrows.

      Nicholas ignored her. “Leave Dom a message,” he badgered Stella. “Maybe he wakes up before your dad. He’ll call back sooner.” He used his sleeve to wipe his forehead.

      Stella peered at Nicholas, nose running, parsing his logic. Facing her phone she tapped another number.

      “Dom? You’re awake?” She pulled her knees to her chest.

      A car alarm bleated and Stella cupped a hand to her other ear while shouting into the phone. “What airport? You’re coming to New York?”

      She jumped up and looked at Colleen and Nicholas, incredulous, phone pressed to her ear. All color drained from her face.

      “What do you mean you’re going back to Italy to get my father out of jail?”
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          Day 30

        

      

    

    
      It was barely five o’clock the next morning, still dark out, yet a group had already assembled in the kitchen when Colleen shuffled in, unable to sleep. Stella, Yasmin, Nicholas, and Aldo huddled around the phone on the table. The only light came from the hood over the stove, casting a moody pall across the room. It was likely none of them slept a wink.

      Dom, on a layover in Paris, shouted from Stella’s speaker phone against the tinkling of brewing coffee.

      The New York Post sat like an open wound on the table, featuring a photo of Gloria crouching into the back seat of a cop car. The crowd around her was pictured in various stages of shock. Except for the guy in the Yankee cap, smirking.

      “I’m sorry I waited so long, bella,” he shouted. “You know Gloria, she’s a bully.”

      Stella pounded a fist against the table. “You’re scared of your own mother!”

      “Don’t call her that,” he warned, “she’s never been my mother. Yes, I was scared. I’m full with shame. For the pain of Massi. Everything he’s done for me,” he stammered.

      “How could you do this? He’s in fucking jail!”

      “Not for long, bella. I needed to go to New York first to expose Gloria for what she is.”

      Wow. Dom turned her in?

      Nicholas waved Colleen out of the kitchen to relay what Dom had already told them. He moved through the apartment as if his body needed fresh batteries. His eyes were dull. His signature Super Duper sparkle, snuffed. He’d aged twenty years overnight. They sat at opposite ends of the sofa.

      He stared blankly at the rug. “She was selling fake Rolexes. I didn’t want to believe it. I am a disgrace.”

      “You?!” Colleen blurted, her body practically lifted off the sofa.

      “I was a part of it!” he yelled at her.

      “Blindly. She duped you. You were a pawn! You would’ve never agreed to any of it.” It didn’t matter what Colleen said. He’d never forgive himself for his role.

      He continued in a quiet stupefied tone, “They’ve been watching us for a year. A year. The watches were inside the teddy bears. Delivered to my house.” He poked at his chest and looked straight at Colleen. “My wife will leave me, I’m sure.” He dropped his face in his hands.

      Damn. That Gloria. Full of shit and vinegar.

      “So the truffles are real, thank God for that!”

      “No,” he offered plainly. “I am doubly guilty. They are fake too. From China. Dom confessed.” He rubbed his palms up and down his thighs. “No charges for that—yet.”

      “Are you fucking kidding?” She leapt from the sofa. “Massi implicated us in an international⁠—”

      “He doesn’t know!” Nicholas barked at her. “They kept it from him. He’d never sell Chinese truffles pretending they’re Italian,” he harrumphed. “He doesn’t know any of this. He doesn’t know the dog he was watching belonged to a truffle hunter who knew about their Chinese knockoffs and was about to expose them. Gloria threatened him. She threatened to do something terrible to the dog that I cannot repeat. She told Dom to do it. Thank God all he did was steal it. She’s not the woman we thought she was, Ms. Colleen.” His cap was a worry stone in his hands. Stella was sob-shouting in the kitchen again. “I’m sorry for yelling,” he added.

      “Don’t forget. I always thought she was skanky.” If only she’d trusted her instincts. “She got me anyway.” Colleen wanted to believe Gloria saw something in her. That she could’ve been Colleen’s ticket to a bigger life. Gloria had a knack for picking the perfect tools to advance her various ruses. Dom, Nicholas, Massi, Colleen. Others, no doubt. Vulnerable people. Good grief. Gloria proved to be the biggest fake of them all.

      The somber cadence of his words, disbelief in his recounting.

      He slumped into the couch. As if he couldn’t hold his posture another minute. “A few years ago, Gloria tried to get Dom to help with the watches. He refused. Years passed. When he fell on hard times, Gloria proposed they become partners in the truffle business. She told him everything he wanted to hear. That he was smart. A great businessman. A go-getter. After years of demeaning him. He fell for it.” Colleen listened quietly. It was painful to hear Gloria’s playbook. Colleen was the next sucker.

      “Dom thought by getting Massi involved, it legitimized the scheme. He knew he was lying to himself, but he needed it to work. He wanted Gloria’s approval. And some kind of success for himself.” Aldo came into the living room and hopped on the sofa next to Colleen. Curled up against her. “When Massi ended up in jail—after putting his reputation on the line—it was the last straw for Dom. He didn’t care anymore about losing Gloria. He decided to tell the police everything even though he might lose Massi and Stella when they found out the truth.”

      The actions of one selfish hustler poisoned so many lives. The depth of Gloria’s cunning was staggering. “Famiglia is everything” had been her adage. What did family mean to her? They were oven mitts, protecting her from getting burned.

      Back in the kitchen, Colleen poured herself some coffee.

      “I took a DNA test,” Dom shouted excitedly. “I want to know my real mamma.”

      Stella cried, and Yasmin hugged her tight. The large kitchen felt small and shaky, but oddly solid.

      “Don’t cry, Stella. I feel free. When your nonna died I was just thirteen—a boy,” Dom said. “It was the worst day of my life. I loved her. She raised me, not Gloria. I always prayed Gloria wasn’t my mother, and it came true.”

      Aldo crawled under the table and laid across Stella’s feet.

      “Don’t worry, bella. I will confess to everything. I have a lawyer for your father. Massi will be home soon. I promise.”
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        Six Weeks Later

      

      

      

      Once the legal rigamarole of Massi’s arrest was nipped and tucked, and sufficient time had passed for the bruising and bloating to subside, during which Scavatore D’oro had dissolved (including the doling out of apologies to New York chefs unknowingly hoodwinked), and he was no longer daily fodder for @FoodFight, The Cut, Reddit, Page Six, and Food News, he corralled what was left of his ego and skedaddled home to his beloved New York City, a free man. Thanks to a savvy American Consulate and a surrendering cousin.

      As promised, to partially make amends for luring Massimo into a criminal enterprise under false pretenses, Dom gave him the legendary secret Strega “family recipe.” It was the least he could do. He possessed nothing of greater value. It quickly became clear Dom had never read the fragile parchment which bore the recipe, instead, for a classic Negroni. A cocktail, ironically, that didn’t require a drop of Strega.

      For Colleen, the weeks flew by. She’d ceased ticking the days off her calendar app. Her life became fuller as Massi’s became wanting. She was seriously making shit happen. For the first time in a long time—if not ever—she felt like she was in charge of where her life was heading. For starters, she secured a new dog sitting job for a friend of Aldo’s, Squirt the Newfoundland, once she finished at Massi’s and already had an apartment lined up for after that. She volunteered regularly at the food pantry and was asked to contribute to their website’s video series on how to prepare nutritious meals using nonperishables (spicy coconut lentil soup, anyone?).

      Colleen attended an event at Columbia focused on bringing awareness to food insecurity among students that Stella invited her to. At the event, she me people from No Kid Hungry and learned of a position they had available. After Colleen shared her personal and professional experience with them, they encouraged her to apply.

      Amazing work was being done to assist people with limited access. Colleen wanted to be a part of it. She felt like she’d truly found her lane. Funny how it could take a person four and a half decades to find their purpose. Over these last two months, so much had come into focus for Colleen. She’d never felt so full of life.

      Colleen was relieved to discover there was no “normal age” to unearth one’s calling. It took time to figure out. It took time to seize the right circumstances. Often you needed to create the right circumstances. Grief had a way of turning the lights out. Making it hard to even see the end of your nose. Never mind the right life path. It was okay to find your way along the way. Clarity came from the journey. From the doing.

      As for Massi, though the truffle deliveries had ended, once he was a free man, he remained in Italy to sort out legal stuff and let the drama blow over before returning home. He called Colleen every day. Their conversations were filled with new content. It seemed that a humble Massi genuinely emerged from his various humiliating experiences. He was always interested in what Colleen and Aldo were up to, but they mostly talked about things friends talk about. Which was everything. They swapped family and childhood stories. Yasmin was right about him being funny. He never tired of hearing stories from Colleen’s days living on a cruise ship. Or her time in New York with Patrick. It felt almost like they were becoming close. He told her about growing up in Italy. Lots of Dom stories. But not once had he uttered Gloria’s name. So neither did Colleen.

      When Colleen returned from the dog park, she encountered a battalion of silver luggage in the entryway of the apartment. And unexpected stomach butterflies.

      She could hear Massi in the kitchen. “Ma dai! Ma dai!” he chirped in fake surprise at the Welcome Back soiree the Haute Potatoes assembled. Non-tubers—Stella, Nicholas, Tad, and Fez—were also in attendance. Even Emelie was expected for dessert.

      The party was Stella’s idea. She knew it would be the perfect antidote for the embarrassment Massi would lug home. He’d be mortified for about thirty seconds and then settle into the blessings of unconditional affection from his many loved ones.

      Colleen unclipped Aldo’s leash and kissed him on the head. “I’m gonna miss you, kiddo.” She tousled the long wavy hair at the scruff of his neck. Aldo’s ears flicked hearing Massi, and he charged down the hall and into the kitchen.

      “Aldo, amore!”

      A cork popped.

      As Colleen moved her carrot plant to the door, Massi rushed into the room. “Colleen!” He approached with outstretched arms, then suddenly rescinded them. “Squirt?” The enormous black Newfie greeted Massi with a long stretch of pink tongue. “What a surprise.” He squeezed the dog’s massive head.

      “Welcome home,” Colleen said as she recalibrated the weirdness of seeing Massi here, in his home. It felt like he was visiting Colleen in her home, but she didn’t kid herself.

      In person, she noticed a few grays had sprouted. A vision all of a sudden sprang to mind. The day she sat outside, waiting for the interview. Promising herself there was no way she’d ever work for Massi again. Promising herself to leave. If she had, she would’ve missed out on so much living.

      Massi wore his glasses and a cashmere hoodie in soft blue. He looked good, she wasn’t gonna lie.

      “You . . . look . . . wonderful,” he said brightly. His eyes flicked here and there. “A new haircut.” It had been days since they FaceTimed, and she herself had to tug on the ends to remember her fresh cut.

      She’d wondered if their conversations in person would devolve to that of strangers. Or would their relative closeness over the last month stick? Maybe this small talk was a preamble to smooth out the transition. Two dogs sniffing each other’s butts, if you will.

      “Perfect length. It’s very flattering. Emphasizes your cheekbones. Reveals a smattering of beauty marks,” he said mostly to himself, leaning forward. “Like a dusting of cinnamon.” He looked at her closely. “Yes, hazel eyes.” He surveyed her clothes, then feet. “Ah, I know those loafers.” He smiled. “You never needed a mood board.” He threw a pshaw hand.

      “You must be thrilled to be home,” she said, feeling weirdly shy, as if they’d just met. “Aldo missed you a lot.” She smiled, tiptoeing through a minefield of awkward small talk. “Sorry I can’t stay for dinner,” she said, looking at her phone. “I’ve gotta take Squirt home, and I have a date tonight.”

      “A date?” His voice hitched. “Tonight?”

      “Yes. You know Jonathan, from the dog park? The Weimaraner’s dad?” she said matter-of-factly.

      “Jonathan? The Weimaraner’s dad?”

      “You don’t have to repeat everything.”

      He swallowed hard and his eyebrows pinched together. His sweater traveled up his forearm as he gestured to the kitchen. “They’re preparing a feast in there.” He breathed deeply through his nose. “Roast duck and Anais’s dauphinois. I saw a fennel salad in the works. Won’t you eat first?” His question splintered at the end.

      “Before I go to dinner?”

      “Wow. I didn’t know.” He looked at the floor. “It seems out of left field,” he murmured. “The venture capitalist, Jonathan? He’s . . . nice . . . I guess.” His face screwed up as if attempting to picture Jonathan. “A little too good-looking, if you ask me. But if you’re into that.” He shrugged, looking forlorn. “He’s always traveling, you know. VC-ing all over the place. Dubai this, Paris that. Sydney.” His hands flew around. “Weimaraners are very showy. Do they both need to be attractive?”

      This was hysterical coming from the hyper-handsome duo otherwise known as Massimo and Aldo. Aldo, in all his gorgeousness, panted in front of his daddy, looking for a little affection.

      “One minute, Aldo,” Massi blurted. “I’m in the middle of something here.”

      Aldo retreated to Colleen, nuzzling his head against her shin. She stroked his ears.

      Massi looked around as if trying to steady himself on something familiar. “Lots of new developments . . .” He rubbed his forehead.

      “Not really. It’s our third date.”

      “Third?” He choked.

      “Listen.” She needed to change the subject. His reaction was throwing her. She wasn’t prepared for his . . . feelings . . . was he jealous? What were her feelings? She had planned a wait-and-see approach. “I’m sure I left something behind inadvertently. So just text,” she rambled.

      “You’re packed? You’re leaving?”

      “Of course I’m leaving. You’re home, Massi. I don’t live here. You do. Remember?”

      “Yyy-yeah.” He spaced out for a second. Then looked around frantically. “Where are your things?” Turning this way and that. “None of my business.” He raised a hand to stop himself.

      “Okay. Welp, it’s been real.” She held out her hand. Was that weird?

      “What?” He glanced at her outstretched hand. “That’s it? It’s not how I pictured it.” He said, almost talking to himself. His sweater hugged the ripple of his biceps.

      Her eyebrow lifted (in her mind). Admittedly—she’d attempted to picture something too. “How did you picture it?”

      “Certainly not trying to get a word in edgewise while you take off for your third date with Jonathan, the Weimaraner’s dad,” he blustered, clearly surprised by his outburst. “I thought we’d”—he shrugged—“I don’t know, have a heart-to-heart?”

      “A heart-to-heart?”

      “Okay, a tête-à-tête.”

      “Tête-à-tête?”

      “About the future.”

      "The future?”

      He moved his hands to his hips and glared at her pointedly.

      “Okay. I’ll stop,” she said. “It’s just a little out of left field.”

      He hiked an are-you-finished eyebrow.

      “I’m finished now.” You could’ve knocked her over with a basting brush.

      “Professional future,” he added, unconvincingly. “I wanted to share some ideas with you. A business idea that, well, there’d be a position for you. You’d be perfect. With your interest in food. Your resourcefulness. Your savvy.”

      “That’s funny.”

      “Why funny? You don’t lead a prestige food media company for eleven years without having a lot of ideas!”

      The Bravado returned for Season Two.

      “Not that you have ideas. That they include me.”

      “They’re early stage ideas,” he said a bit uncomfortably. Like he hadn’t really formed any and was worried she’d out him. “I haven’t fleshed them out. You could help with that.” Aha.

      “I see.” At least it was flattering that he wanted her help to brainstorm. That made her feel more confident about her own ideas. But did she want to be someone’s sous chef again? “Well, I have an idea I wanted to share with you, actually.” It came out faster than she intended. “Maybe you’d like to be involved. If you’re interested.”

      “Oh?” He tilted his head à la Aldo.

      “I started an initiative called KidsGrow. It was born out of wanting to help kids who don’t have access to three meals a day. There are a ton more than you realize. I mean, any number is too many, obviously.

      “From my work at the food pantry I started to discover restaurants here in New York that actually grow their own food! I’m sure you already know about this. Being exposed to these growers reminded me how empowered I felt when I learned how to grow food. That sense of pride pulling my first carrot out of the ground!” She wondered if she was being too effusive, seeing Massi’s expressionless face. She looked away and settled her gaze on the bookcase’s SAVOR shelf.

      “My mission for KidsGrow is to teach kids about food sustainability and how to grow food they can eat. Right in the classroom. Do you know how much one hydroponic garden is capable of growing? Well, of course you do! Anyway, I want to form a board of directors soon. A few New York chefs have already agreed to lend their name to the cause to raise grant money for schools to buy hydroponic gardens! An organization doing something similar in Chicago offered to help me get started.”

      She wondered if all that sounded too much like the pitch she’d been using to procure support for the initiative. Maybe it should if her goal was to get Massi involved. He’d admire her professionalism, she thought.

      Massi looked befuddled. He was comically still. His arms were frozen midair, where he’d last used them.

      Colleen continued, “The next step is to develop a curriculum so representatives of KidsGrow can go into schools, teach kids how to grow hands-on in their school’s garden. And eat the food they sow. The goal would be to grow enough food to bring some home for weekend meals.” She hadn’t noticed Aldo standing in front of her, mouth open, panting, tail high in the air, swishing from side to side mirroring Colleen’s excitement. She petted him affectionately for his support.

      Still nothing from Massi.

      “By the way, I got the job at No Kid Hungry! I found out yesterday. I have Stella to thank for making the intro. It’ll perfectly complement my work with KidsGrow. I start after Thanksgiving,” she said excitedly.

      “Speaking of Thanksgiving,” he interjected. “I hope you’ll join us here.”

      She winced. He essentially ignored everything she just said, pouring out her soul practically, proud and excited about her plans, eager for his thoughts, and all he could glom onto was Thanksgiving? She was speechless.

      Massi flashed an expectant grin.

      “I’ll be serving Thanksgiving dinner at the soup kitchen. Stella too. Maybe you’ll join us?” Her eyebrows stretched upward, hopeful.

      “Stella? Really?” His voice skidded along his upper register. “Great.” He fixed his sweater sleeves mid-forearm. “Initiatives . . . missions,” he whispered. He looked like the last kid picked for dodge ball. Then spouted, “Let’s not forget my contribution to this idea.”

      She clasped her hands behind her and waited. She tried to stay calm. And quiet.

      “I’ve got a hydroponic garden!” he harrumphed. Then slumped into the club chair. “Actually,” he sighed, “delete that. My only contribution was putting you in a compromised position as a representative of a disreputable venture. Which I’m hardly proud of. I doubt that’s on your resume. It exposed you to some horrendous food waste practices. No, this idea of yours is pure Colleen Fitzroy.”

      She felt her body relax, and the beginning of a smile formed, if not on her face then in her heart. “It combines your life experience with everything that’s important to you. With a bit of inspiration from Patrick, no doubt.” He smiled, warmly. It struck her in that moment how attractive Massi was. She felt her cheeks flush. “It’s a fantastic idea.” He slapped his thighs.

      She took a step back and gathered herself. It was true. Her life experience had inspired this idea and part of that was her time with Patrick. After all these years of trying to honor their promise to each other in the absolute wrong way, this new purpose, this new career direction was so close to her heart, it was the perfect way to honor Patrick and what he meant to her. While staying true to herself. It was the greatest act of love when he taught her how to grow food so she’d never be hungry again. She’d never felt so understood and respected. After years of feeling shame. To give a vulnerable person power and knowledge and pride—that’s what she wanted to do for kids like her.

      “I guess you and I are in the same boat in some ways. Examining our life and taking stock—maybe it’s universal in midlife,” she said. “Except that’s where we diverge. You’ve been wildly successful. I’ve had to come to terms with disappointment in myself. It’s not easy to face becoming, well, not as planned. That time is ticking. That I’ve made too many excuses, only some of them valid.” For as long as she could remember, she’d put her dreams on hold for others. For tragedy. Focusing instead on staying afloat. Only to wake up one day and discover she’d lost the thread of her own life.

      “There’s still time for me to right the ship. To live a life I’m proud of.” After decades of adulting, she’d finally convinced herself that she was worthy of driving a stake in the ground and claiming space to plot her own course. In that moment it crystalized for her. She yearned for a life with meaning. The thought of exhausting an entire life without meaning was staggeringly sad. She needn’t worry about that now.

      He stood. “You deserve it.” He tucked his hands in his jeans pockets. “It’s long overdue. It’s time to stop squandering your talents.” His expression changed from pride to weary. “I hope I’ll have the proper opportunity to thank you for all you’ve done for me. Not just with Aldo. There was that other matter.” He swished the air to dismiss it. He zoned out momentarily. “I don’t want you to be late for your—date. This isn’t the right time. I don’t want to just blurt out all the ways you’ve opened my eyes.”

      That made Colleen open her very own eyes.

      “About my career. My success. My failures. How to see the world. And the people in it.” He glanced at her and held his gaze. He sighed. “No one has seen the worst of me like you have, at my most shameful, and still chose to be my friend. I kept rationalizing that it didn’t matter how embarrassing I appeared to you because you were a stranger and not, well, a peer. So I could be my truest self without worrying what you thought. Then a day came along when I realized I did care what you thought, and that you were leaving. I felt so alone just thinking about it.”

      She listened quietly, stunned by his sincerity.

      “Maybe we can chat another time,” he said, looking forlorn, tossing a hand. “Can we schedule a meeting?” he asked without a crumb of sarcasm. “I think what we’re both saying is that we should do something—together? We can argue later about who’s on top—I mean—that’s not what I meant.” He lifted both hands in surrender. “I mean, who reports to whom.” He shook his head regretfully. “No. I don’t mean that either.” He exhaled a breath of frustration at himself. “It seems we’d be a good . . . pair. Match? Duo. A couple of savvy, smart, ambitious, funny, caring, passionate people. Partners? Is that the word? It’s nuanced, yes. Partners of what, we could figure out. What do you think?”

      What did she think? Was she ready to be a partner? Or ready to be herself? She had long waited for the latter. Someday she might want the whole enchilada.

      She’d come a long way from playing defense. She had the ball in her hands now.

      “Let’s have lunch to discuss it.” His face brightened with hope, eager for her to agree.

      No matter how many iterations she’d contemplated regarding what the future held with Massi, she knew that once they were in the same room, faccia a faccia, she’d know in her gut what she wanted.

      She had control and stability, finally. And a plan for her future (and present!) she was proud of. She was already on her way. One foot in front of the other. What was lunch? It was just a meal. She needn’t worry about abandoning her goals and dreams this time, certainly not by committing to a meal. On the contrary. She had an agenda of her own. To recruit Massi.

      She smiled and nodded. “Yes, I’d really like that.”

      After all, a girl’s gotta eat.
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      1.	At the start of the novel, Colleen’s life has “gone sideways.” Which aspects of her situation felt most relatable or realistic, and how did they shape your empathy for her?

      

      2.	Colleen takes the dog-sitting job despite not being a dog person. What does this reveal about her mindset at this point in her life?

      

      3.	How does Aldo’s presence influence Colleen’s emotional journey? In what ways does caring for him push her out of her comfort zone?

      

      4.	Massimo’s apartment becomes a revolving door of unexpected visitors. Which character made the biggest impression on you, and how do these interactions change Colleen?

      

      5.	How does the New York City setting contribute to the story’s energy and themes? Does the city feel like an opportunity, an obstacle, or both for Colleen?

      

      6.	Colleen’s relationship with Massimo evolves over time. How did your perception of him change, and what does their dynamic say about power, class, misconceptions and reinvention?

      

      7.	How does Colleen’s secret shape her identity and decisions?

      

      8.	Do you think strangers can change your life?

      

      9.	New York is often seen as a place to “start over.” Do you think the city helps 	Colleen become someone new, or forces her to face who she already is?

      

      10.	Did you ever have the feeling that you were living a life you didn’t plan? What changes did you make?

      

      11.	How does grief play a role in how Colleen’s lived her life? Has grief ever affected your personal trajectory?

      

      12.	What makes this story feel distinctly New York—and what’s the most “only in NYC” moment you’ve ever had?

      

      13.	Were you satisfied or surprised by the ending? What do you think is next for Colleen?

      

      14.	Have you ever held a misbelief that you didn’t know was wrong for years?

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A Note From The Author

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you for reading THE DOG SITTER. Time is precious and the choices of how to spend your time are endless, so I’m honored indeed. If any of this story rang true for you, know that I see you, and I’m cheering you on in finding your joy and purpose. To all you lucky dog parents—send me a pic of you and your fur baby reading THE DOG SITTER, it may end up on my socials!

      

      If you enjoyed THE DOG SITTER—I hope you did!—I’d be so grateful if you’d post a review on your favorite online bookstore. It’s enormously helpful to me and readers looking for a book like this. To anyone who shares this book with friends, on social media, Goodreads, asks for it at your local bookstore or library, or chooses it for your book club—thank you! It means so much to me! Tag me in your social media posts!

      

      Book clubs—send me a photo of your book club discussing THE DOG SITTER by uploading it to my website Contact form at evaleskonatiello.com. Reach out in advance, and if my schedule allows, I’d love to join your book club discussion virtually!

      

      I’m hard at work on my next book. For up to date news, sign up for my monthly newsletter on my website.

      

      
        
        With much gratitude and wishing you all good reads,

      

      

      

      
        
        Eva
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