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			Praise for Dolly All the Time

			“I have fallen in love with Dolly. And with funny, fizzing Annabel Monaghan. And with love itself! This book is like a spicy margarita or a magic ice cream cone, the way it’s sweet and a little salty and tart and hot and just the tiniest bit bitter. And then also deeply, surprisingly nourishing. What an absolute treat is what I’m trying to say. I wish I could read it again for the first time. (Lucky, lucky you!).”

			—Catherine Newman, New York Times bestselling author of Sandwich and Wreck

			“I finished Dolly All the Time last night—I think I nearly died. It might be my favorite love story of all time. This book isn’t just brilliant, it’s exceptional. I loved it with all my heart.”

			—Rosie Walsh, New York Times bestselling author of The Love of My Life

			“An impossibly winning story…that absolutely radiates warmth.”

			—Kirkus Reviews (starred)

			“Everything I want in a love story! Dolly and Stewart’s chemistry is off the charts, and their summer romance grips you from the very first page and sparkles like the sun.”

			—Elle Kennedy, New York Times bestselling author of The Graham Effect

			“Another delicious story about falling in love and finding yourself from Annabel Monaghan. Annabel has such a tender way of crafting her characters. I couldn’t help but tumble head over heels for Dolly and Stewart and their fake-dating-turned-very-real romance. The perfect book to soak up the summer sun with, I can’t wait for readers to get their hands on this enchanting story.”

			—B. K. Borison, New York Times bestselling author of Good Spirits

			“Equal parts comforting and inspiring, Dolly All the Time had me grinning from ear to ear, from beginning to end. With a delightful cast of characters and a romance worth kicking your feet over, Annabel Monaghan has written a winner.”

			—Brooke Averick, author of Phoebe Berman’s Gonna Lose It

			“Annabel Monaghan is the queen of writing romances about actual normal middle-aged people, some of them moms, who still deserve romance. And in her newest effort, we meet Dolly, a single mom who’s about to get into a pretty intense fake relationship. Can’t wait!”

			—Scary Mommy

			“I wish I could live in the worlds built by Annabel Monaghan. Dolly All the Time sweeps us away to a charming seaside town for a salt-laced summer with Dolly and Stewart, and you’ll never want to leave. A Cinderella tale spun with a lovable and eccentric cast of characters, this book might be my favorite one yet. No one writes modern love stories like Monaghan—with wry humor, warmth, and a deeply romantic soul.”

			—Maurene Goo, author of Reese Book Club YA winter pick Throwback

			“Beautiful, sexy, and escapist, Dolly All the Time is my new favorite Annabel Monaghan book. I adored it!”

			—Beth O’Leary, bestselling author of The Flatshare

			“A fresh take on fake dating and a cheeky wink to Pretty Woman, this is a love story for the eldest daughters, who hold the weight of the world on their shoulders and just want to be held in return. My face hurt from smiling when I finished this book.”

			—Iman Hariri-Kia, author of A Hundred Other Girls

			Praise for Annabel Monaghan

			“Monaghan deserves a prime spot in the pantheon of adult romance.”

			—The Boston Globe

			“It isn’t summer without an Annabel Monaghan novel.”

			—theSkimm

			“Monaghan has proven herself to be a master of the summer romance.”

			—Bookreporter

			“Anything Annabel writes, I’m reading it.”

			—Carley Fortune, #1 New York Times bestselling author

			“Annabel Monaghan’s writing is smart, snappy, and satisfying.”

			—Elin Hilderbrand, #1 New York Times bestselling author of Hotel Nantucket

			“Annabel Monaghan is topping the list as our new favorite romance author.”

			—Country Living

			“Monaghan has an uncanny ability to write love stories that resonate as true and believable in the most beautiful way.”

			—BookBub

			“Annabel Monaghan delights with her bright, sparkling, witty writing style that makes everyone want to be her best friend.”

			—Katie Couric Media

			“Honestly, I will read every single thing that Annabel Monaghan writes until the end of time…. Add in Monaghan’s sharp-shooting wit and writing, and just don’t blame me if you neglect your work and family to turn page after page.”

			—Nerd Daily

			“Monaghan always delivers engaging, breezy beach reads.”

			—E! News
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			For the caretakers. I wish I could bring you each a cup of tea just the way you like it.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1
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			“Good Sports. This is a recorded line. How can I help you?” I tuck my phone between my shoulder and my ear, scoop a handful of shrimp off the bed of crushed ice onto the scale, and nod to Gus to let him know I’m going to need a sec. I step out from behind the counter and smile apologetically at the line of waiting customers. It’s the three-o’clock rush and no one, including me, is thrilled that one of the only two people working behind the counter needs to step out to take a call. The brass bell tinkles as I swing the door open to Main Street, the briny ocean air mingling with the salt-sweet smell of the scallops we just unloaded on the dock.

			I sit on the little cedar bench outside the store, and it feels great to be off my feet. “Yes, the weighted vest. Our best seller. Oh, I’m sorry to hear that. No, it will only improve your bone density if you put the weights in the vest. Otherwise, it’s just a vest.” I wince because this is a recorded line and they don’t like sarcasm. “I’d suggest starting with the lowest level and working your way up.” I wrap it up with my standard “Is there anything else we can do to be of assistance?” I stumble over the “we” every time. I am not in a big office building with a team of trained fitness enthusiasts. It’s just me out here, taking all the calls.

			I take one more gulp of the fresh air before heading back into the fish house. “Dolly, you’re home!” says Mrs. Holbrook, catching the door behind me and taking a spot at the end of the line. “I heard there was a fire.” She’s a good-natured busybody who lives at the top of Goose Lane. Ours is the kind of street where you can hear your neighbor’s TV if you turn yours off; she wouldn’t have missed the firetrucks.

			“Yes,” I say, looking up from the worn wooden floors, still damp from my midday mop. “I haven’t seen it, but my dad says the damage wasn’t too bad. Mrs. Goldberg called it in right away.”

			I was sound asleep in Boston this morning when the call came in that there had been a fire at my dad’s house. It seems like a lifetime ago. The fire alarm hadn’t sounded, which is on me. This is something I should have checked when I was here last month. It was on my list, but there was a problem with the kitchen faucet and there were flying squirrels in the attic. Precautions against problems he didn’t yet have took a backseat, so I let the alarm battery slide. Thankfully, Mrs. Goldberg had her windows open to the June night air and smelled the smoke coming from the sleeping porch out back. She got my dad and my brother, Christopher, out of the house to safety and called to assure me that everything was fine. She was kind enough not to give me any more details about the rescue. In addition to his meds, Christopher has to be specifically reminded to wear pants.

			The hours since that call have been a bit of a blur. Biking across town to get my car and then packing a summer’s worth of clothing for Gus and me. Normally our monthly trips to Rhode Island are just for the weekend. We leave Dad and Christopher with a clean house and empty laundry baskets and return in time to make sure nothing’s at a tipping point. We usually stay two weeks in the summer, but this time I decided to pack for longer. I’ll need time to repair whatever the fire has done and assess their overall living situation. I don’t see any way to get that done in a couple of weeks.

			I sent a rambling message to the Bad Teachers group text before we left. It’s just my friends Kim and Layla from work, and none of us are actually bad teachers, though we do use that particular thread to unleash on our tyrant principal and make inappropriate comments about the hot new janitor. Between them they’ll be managing my mail and my beast of a fern. I’ll miss Kim’s thirty-fifth birthday in July and Layla’s daughter’s dance recital. I’d planned to surprise my landlord by re-staining both front doors on our two-family house. The good thing about a surprise is that no one’s let down if it doesn’t happen.

			Gus and I came directly to the store because my dad is short-staffed today. His one full-time employee has gone to Florida indefinitely to care for her mother. And Rikki Clark, his best bet for summer help, was a no-show. For today, we’re all hands on deck. Gus is behind the counter, stacking salmon fillets onto butcher paper. He smiles a crooked smile at something a customer has said and, as lucky as I feel to be his mother, I can’t help but think of how lucky she is to be a stranger. I haven’t gotten a smile from Gus all day. He catches my eye and nods to the cash register in a Mom, get back here and help me kind of way.

			I take my place next to him as he puts a credit card receipt under the cash tray in the register and slams it shut with that familiar metallic snap. For a second, time folds in on itself until this regular day is like an origami bird. Gus at thirteen, me at thirteen, my dad, his dad. Four generations of Bricks in Brick Fish House T-shirts pitching in for the summer rush. Daily rock-paper-scissors to divvy up chores. Loser goes into the back room to gut the cod.

			My great-grandfather opened Brick Fish House in the fifties with an eye toward cornering the summer lobster roll and shrimp market and kicking back the rest of the year. We have a prime spot on Main Street with the back door opening up to the wharf. There’s a single counter inside containing seafood brought in daily through the dock outside. We’re basically a fish store, but we serve lobster rolls and crabcakes in the summertime. Don’t ask for a salad or, God forbid, any kind of baked goods, or my dad will give you a stern “It’s not that kind of place.” I’ve stopped suggesting that it wouldn’t kill him to serve a nice chopped salad or a homemade sourdough loaf because he looks at me like any act of expansion might actually kill him. He has been anti-progress since he tried and failed to open a second store farther down the coast when I was a kid. Expanding was my mom’s dream, not his; he went for it to keep her believing he’d one day give her the kind of life she wanted. She ended up leaving, but he got to keep the debt on the failed new store. One thing I learned early—love is fickle, debt sticks around.

			I slide my phone into my back pocket and grab a pair of gloves from the dispenser. “Who’s next?” I call to the line.
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			The rush is over at four, and I take a second to enjoy the Zen of it. The ceiling fan whirring slowly overhead, the hum of the refrigerated case. We usually get only one or two more customers before we close at five, so we spend the hour cleaning up and settling the cash register. My dad emerges from the back room, white-haired and sun-leathered in his faded blue apron and yellow rubber gloves. He places a fillet knife and two fully cleaned haddocks on the counter.

			“You guys really saved me today,” he says.

			“Well, we’re here for the summer,” I say. “Happy to pick up some shifts.”

			“But I’m probably doing that lifeguarding camp,” Gus says.

			“Yes!” I say, too enthusiastic. “We need to look into that. Tomorrow. On my list.” I mentioned it to him on the drive this morning, and it’s the first thing I’ve seen him excited about since his social life took a nosedive in January. I wonder if a summer away is just what he needs to set things right. He’ll have a few low-stress months with family, sunshine, and salt air. We’ll head back to Boston before Labor Day just in time for him to start high school, where he will bloom socially. Just overnight, poof! Look at all these friends and that cool, easy confidence. He’ll whiz through those four years, grabbing an apple from the fridge and polishing it on his shirt like happy teenagers do on TV. He’ll give me an appreciative smile and a quick squeeze on his way to do something both meaningful and fun. At thirty-nine, these are my fantasies as I close my eyes at night.

			Dad tosses his gloves onto the counter. “We’ve got the till, the mopping, and a delivery. Who wants what?”

			“The till!” Gus says like he’s calling shotgun. It’s the only job you can do sitting down, and I’m sure he’s beat.

			“I’ll do the mopping,” my dad says. “Dolly on delivery. The Whitfields.”

			I roll my eyes. “Let me guess. A gross amount of shrimp and they want it before cocktail hour.”

			“On the west veranda, of course,” he says with a smile.

			“To catch the sunset,” I say. You don’t grow up in the town of Whitfield without knowing every detail of the Whitfields’ precious routine. “I’ll bike up there,” I say. “Gus, maybe you can unpack the car when you get back. And I’m on Cook House. Hamburgers.” My dad gives me a smile at our old joke. The Cook House is where circus performers take their meals, and we have long considered ourselves to be the ringmasters of our household circus.

			“Cheese,” Gus says.

			“Promise,” I say, and kiss the back of his head. A sneak attack.

			I bike away from the fish house, down Main Street, through Whitfield. I pass bars and restaurants and the yacht club where I worked nights laundering linens as a teenager. The Whitfields’ yacht is on display in perpetual drydock in front of the yacht club. It’s its own kind of museum and people circle it, admiring the polished wood of the hull. I shake my head as I always do at the idea of people who have yachts they don’t even use. Extra yachts.

			I bike to the edge of town, away from the shops, to where the summer people live. Elm trees line the streets and touch in the middle, giving the roads the most delicious spattering of dappled light. My legs are a bit sore from my morning bike ride, but as I smell the thick salt air, it’s hard to believe this is still the same day. I ride my bike in Boston only when I need to pick up my car. I rent out the parking spot that comes with our apartment to a Boston College student for $200 per month and then park my car four miles away for $90. This life hack has been a highlight of my year. It pays for Gus’s baseball and makes me feel like I’m getting paid to exercise. More than anything else, it reinforces my sense of self-sufficiency. I can pull resources out of thin air. Every time I get on that bike, I mentally pay myself for the Peloton I never bought.

			My primary worry of the day is Gus’s perpetually sullen mood, but my background worry is that I still need to email his Boston baseball league and ask for a refund for summer ball. I have about $1,200 in my checking account, and the lifeguard camp he wants to do here would cost $1,000. It’s pretty tight, though I guess we’ll be eating fish all summer for free. I picture Gus in a white T-shirt with the word Lifeguard stamped in red. When he’s sixteen, it would be an actual paying job, probably better pay than the fish house. We could start coming back here for entire summers and sublet our apartment in Boston to students. I pedal faster with the excitement of having just pulled more money out of nowhere.

			The houses start to get larger and farther apart as I approach the Whitfield estate, Eight Oaks. My younger sister, Patsy, and I used to do deliveries out here together because it was a fun ride at the end of the day. We’d laugh and play music off our iPods, until we got to Eight Oaks’s gate at the end. Then we’d get churchly quiet. Theirs is a black iron double gate adorned with gold acorns. There are eight of them, intricately fashioned to have the exact imperfections of actual acorns, but each at least the size of my head. They should be in a museum, not out here where birds can crap on them. I think of my mother and how much she loved the careless way rich people treat valuable things. If carelessness is aspirational, my mother nailed it when she walked away from us, easily her most valuable things.

			I walk my bike through the open gates and gaze down the oak-lined driveway. I am a million miles from the fluorescent lights of the fish house now, and I have to admit there’s nothing lovelier than Eight Oaks. At the entrance to the property, the land is still wide enough that I can’t see the water on either side. I get back on my bike and pass the stables on the left, made of river stones, where an older man is leading a black horse through an old wooden door. On the right is a pool and two tennis courts, and in the distance there’s a small white clapboard chapel.

			It’s not long before the house emerges in front of me. Gleaming white limestone. You could not knock it down. It would cost more to knock this place down than it did to build it, I think. Tall, impenetrable, like the Whitfields themselves. It’s now that I can see the water on both sides, so I get off my bike again. The sounds of the Atlantic to the east and the bay to the west replace the crunch of gravel under my tires. I try to imagine all this white noise surrounding me all the time; it’s all part of the ease. I’m standing in the circular driveway, staring at the ten-foot-tall black high-gloss front doors, when I remember that I am not a front-door person. The delivery entrance is around the side, so I wheel my bike through the formal gardens, where carefully manicured boxwoods alternate with giant blue hydrangeas, snapdragons, and lavender. Rich people are always worried about the bees, I’ve noticed.

			I drop my bike at the side entrance and ring the bell marked Deliveries. The woman who has been opening this door since my very first delivery at nine years old appears. She is rosy everywhere. Her cheeks, her lips, her pink top that looks like scrubs from a pediatric unit but is probably for cooking. She’s in her late sixties now, which is not as shocking as the fact that I’ll be forty in January.

			“You!” she says with a bright smile. “I haven’t seen you in years.”

			“Yes, I’m just back for the summer.” I hand her the still-cool bag of shrimp. “Five pounds of shrimp.”

			“Perfect timing. I was just setting up for cocktail hour.”

			On the west veranda to catch the sunset, I don’t say. Breakfast is served on the east veranda for obvious reasons.

			She reaches into her pink pocket and pulls out a carefully folded ten-dollar bill. She hands it to me and says, “Which one of Freddie’s daughters are you?”

			“Thank you,” I say, taking the tip. “I’m Dolly. Here helping out for a bit.”

			“I heard there was a fire.”

			“Yes, a small one. We were lucky.”

			“Well, I’m Gladys,” she says. “Welcome back to Whitfield.”
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			I tuck my ten-dollar bill into the front pocket of my shorts, always safer than the back, and I bike down the long driveway. I slow down at the chapel, white clapboard with a pristine steeple pointing straight up to heaven, as if the Whitfields have a direct line. It would actually explain a lot. When we were kids, Patsy and I called it the princess chapel. We imagined a princess in a bedazzled tiara and a gentle man (we took this literally and pronounced each word—the man would be gentle, like our dad) helping her navigate her giant dress onto the back of a white horse. That she got to keep. We always added that clause because we were more interested in her getting to keep the horse than we were in the man with his gentle ways. I should call Patsy about the fire, but I haven’t because I don’t feel like doing our resentful dance. It’s the one where I act like it’s fine that I’m handling everything and she acts like I’m so lucky to be home. Which I am; I love it here. But I still don’t think it would kill her to take a turn being the emergency contact.

			I pedal back toward town, and the leafy streets are quiet. No mail delivery. No UPS truck. The day is catching up with me, and I am surprisingly sleepy when I see a brand-new black Range Rover come to a stop on the wrong side of the road twenty yards ahead. I keep pedaling in its direction and Stewart Whitfield gets out of the car. I know it’s him before I see his face. It’s in the way he stands. Tall, broad shoulders thrown back. As if he has a vantage point higher than mine so he can survey the vast expanse of all he owns. My best friend, Naomi—an avid Whitfield watcher—is going to flip. Stewart is generally considered the handsomest of the Whitfields, and is certainly the most powerful as the heir apparent to the role of CEO of Whitfield Industries. Unlike his playboy brother and his socialite sister, he’s rarely spotted around here. He’s about my age, and I used to see him sometimes in the summers when I was young. He’d come into the fish house (crabcakes, extra tartar sauce, no thank you to the plastic fork) or I’d see him as I headed into work at the yacht club. Stewart Whitfield is always winning—boats, horses, Yale—but, notably, I struck him out in summer Little League when I was eleven years old. If you’re a townie, you remember striking out a Whitfield.

			I don’t slow down as I pass, but he calls to me. “Excuse me!”

			I stop my bike and turn, just my head. His dark brown hair is precisely cut. It’s shorter than it was in the engagement photo that made the cover of The Boston Globe in February and was then reprinted three weeks in a row in The Whitfield Gazette. He’s wearing a blue blazer, a white shirt, and the tan of someone who doesn’t have three jobs. Just the idea of him annoys me. I get off my bike with a pinched smile and yank down my denim shorts where they’ve ridden up.

			“I was wondering if you had a phone charger. For a car,” he says.

			“I’m on a bike,” I say.

			“Yes. I see that. I was just hoping you might…” He holds up his dead phone and nods to his car behind him. All sleek lines of Range Rover perfection, shining like it’s been buffed by the soft bellies of kittens. The front left tire is flat.

			“Your tire,” I say.

			“Yes. It just happened and I started to call my assistant when my phone died. It’s been a hell of a day, workwise.” He holds up his phone as if I can tell by looking at it just how hard it’s been working. “All around, actually.” He looks to the side like he’s trying to remember why he’s standing there, or maybe to give me a chance to admire his breathtaking profile. The straight line of his jaw, the slight bump on his nose that turns his perfectly symmetrical face into something more masculine. We get it, Stewart. You have everything.

			“Do you want to use my phone?” I ask. I’m not even going to bother asking if he knows how to change a tire.

			“Yes, thank you,” he says, but his dark eyes don’t soften with any kind of real gratitude. He takes it from me, then lets out a frustrated huff. “I don’t know his number.”

			“Who?”

			“My assistant, Damion.”

			“I don’t know it either,” I say and shrug. “Do you want help with the tire?”

			“From you?”

			“Yes, from me. I’m Dolly,” I say.

			He extends a hand. “Stewart.” It’s a hell of a handshake.

			“I know,” I say. “You should really learn how to change a tire, Stewart.” He definitely doesn’t recognize me.

			He looks away again. “Yes. Batting a thousand today,” he says.

			“I just delivered your shrimp.” I gesture down the long leafy street in the direction I came from. This does not jog his memory back to the hundreds of crabcakes I’ve sold him over the years.

			“Thank you?” he says.

			“Let’s just—” I start. “Come on.” I am a person in service. To my family, to a bunch of little curious minds during the school year. To owners of weighted vests and Saturday-night Uber riders. But changing Stewart Whitfield’s tire less than a mile from his house because his phone’s dead and he can’t reach his servants has got to be the most next-level bottom-of-the-food-chain moment imaginable.

			I move my bike to the side of the road and make my way around to the back of his car, where he pops the trunk. There is a navy-blue blanket, folded by someone in the military, and not a single spot of dust. I wait for him to pull up the floorboard, but he doesn’t move, so I do it myself. I reach for the spare tire, factory new, and he leans in to help. I edge a tiny bit closer so I can smell him, because I know Naomi’s going to ask. I breathe him in. He smells like something I want to wrap myself up in. Like leather and fresh cut grass. I take in the open collar of his shirt, the lines of his neck under tan skin. There’s an unfamiliar current of electricity running under my chest, and I risk taking in another breath of him. Our eyes meet and color rises to my cheeks. Stewart Whitfield is definitely a person more safely admired from behind the fish counter.

			“So how do we do this?” he asks.

			For a second, I don’t know what he’s talking about, but then I remember where I am and why I’m here. “Grab the tire,” I say, straightening up and taking a cautionary step away.

			He pulls out the tire and places it on the ground. “What’s next?” And those two words snap me out of it. This absurdly attractive man is a Whitfield. He knows all the rules for a polo match and probably has annoying things to say about wine, but he doesn’t know how to change a tire. Classic ridiculous rich guy.

			I hold up the jack and tool set and look him directly in his pretty brown eyes. “You’ve never seen a tire changed, have you?”

			“Well, no. Not in person.” He crosses his arms over his chest.

			“Then on YouTube?” I cock my head to the side and wait. I don’t know if it’s because I’m tired or what, but I am getting a kick out of razzing Stewart Whitfield.

			“Okay, never.” He uncrosses his arms and gazes into the open car window. “Listen, I’ve had a pretty brutal day ego-wise. Having a tiny little woman change my tire is the icing on the cake.”

			“I’m five-foot-five.”

			“Why are you telling me that?”

			“You called me tiny.”

			“You don’t read the Post, do you?” he asks.

			“I don’t. And I’m also having a hard time following this conversation. How ’bout I loosen the lug nuts, and you just keep on with your random thought generating?” I sit by the flat tire and pull the lug wrench out of the tool kit. I can feel him watching me, and I can also feel his discomfort. This man is the heir to one of the largest real estate trusts in North America. He’s worth more millions of dollars than I can even conceive of and recently had a heliport installed on the top of his Boston office building. But his face tells me he’s equal parts shocked and humiliated by the way I’ve just jacked up the side of his car to remove his bum tire.

			“It’s a nail,” I tell him. “Look.” He bends over to have a look at where a large construction nail has pierced the tire, and a car stops next to us.

			“Stewart,” the driver calls, and we both look up just as he snaps a photo and drives away.

			Stewart pops up and puts both hands on his head as he watches the car drive away. “This fucking day,” he says.

			“Who was that?”

			“The press? The Post? Who knows. But someone just got a photo of me standing by while a tiny woman changes my tire.”

			“I am not tiny.” I stand up to show him just how huge I am, and the top of my head is level with his chin. I give him another silent sniff.

			He reaches through the open car window and pulls out a copy of the New York Post, folded back to Page Six. “I was served this with my breakfast this morning,” he says. The headline reads Fever Pitch and there’s a photo of his beautiful chestnut-haired fiancée, Audrey Mills, with her lips on the neck of a guy in a New York Yankees uniform. “That’s my fiancée. And the relief pitcher for the Yankees.”

			“Ouch,” I say. His expression reads more annoyed than hurt. I decide not to mention striking him out in Little League.

			“Yeah, it’s really been a day.”

			“So are you breaking up?” It’s the stupidest question. I feel like I’m in high school, comforting a girlfriend. “I mean, it’s none of my business.”

			He takes the paper from me and tosses it back into the car. “It’s everyone’s business now.”

			I sit back down and start replacing the lug nuts to secure the spare. I lower the car with the jack and then get up, wiping my hands on my shorts and then wiping my forehead with the back of my hand. And I know there’s grease on my forehead; I can feel it before I see his eyes go there.

			Stewart Whitfield pulls a handkerchief out of his inside coat pocket the way a sheriff in the old West whips a gun out of his holster.

			I take it and wipe my forehead and then my hands. “Thank you,” I say, and try to hand it back to him.

			“Keep it,” he says. “So now what?”

			“We roll this tire to the trunk. You take it to get fixed. You’re good on this spare for sixty miles, but not too fast.”

			When he’s closed the trunk, he says, “Why were you delivering my shrimp?”

			I laugh and gesture to my T-shirt. “I’m Dolly Brick. My dad is Freddie Brick of Brick Fish House.”

			“Ah, best crabcakes in town.”

			“Yep.” I am out of things to say to Stewart Whitfield, so I give a half-hearted wave and say, “Drive carefully,” and make my way back to my bike.

			“Wait. How much do I owe you?” he asks.

			I get on my bike. “On the house,” I say. “Hope your day turns around.” I pedal off toward town with his handkerchief in my back pocket.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2
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			I get to Goose Lane at six with ground beef, sliced cheddar, hamburger buns, and a bunch of romaine lettuce for salad in my basket. I’ve biked more than a reasonable number of miles today, and I’ve changed an aristocrat’s tire. If my dad doesn’t have oil and vinegar in his cupboard, I might lose my mind.

			I sent Naomi a series of texts from the grocery store: There was a fire. I’m home for the summer. Hilarious story to tell you, unrelated. Come for dinner

			She said yes with a dozen exclamation points, per normal. She’s leaving Sully and their girls at home, which makes it feel like old times. Naomi runs Whitfield Tees, our local tourist-trap gift shop. She and I spent weeks brainstorming names for the store and landed on this one because we thought it was funny when it was said out loud: Whitfield Tease. Naomi is the kind of hot that actually stops traffic. Throughout my life, I have seen cars slow down to take in the bounty of her. Blond, curvy, with lips that fall into a perfect pout. She trails pheromones wherever she goes, and it’s possible she was a bit of a tease in high school. Like my dad, she makes most of her money in the summer, peddling hoodies and faux mansion artifacts, cheaply made replicas of vases and flatware to remember your mansion tour by.

			I turn away from the water, up Goose Lane, so tightly packed with houses that you’d know if your neighbor’s back porch was on fire. I haven’t been to the house yet to assess the fire damage and am a little worried. Ours is white clapboard with a luxuriously oversized but drooping front porch and green shutters gone gray from neglect. If I tackled only the shutters, I could sand and prime and paint them before August. I’ll need to borrow a ladder and see what outdoor paints are on sale at Hubbard’s. The planters at the bottom of the front steps have gone to seed, and Christopher is on the top step, whittling a popsicle stick.

			“Dolly!” Christopher says, just as I say, “Pants!” and redirect him inside.

			I grab the broom that lives on the porch and start to sweep. This is the first step of tending to this house and, ever since it became mine to care for, I always start here. First the front porch, then the kitchen floor. The dishes, the wiping, the general degunking starting with the refrigerator door. Sheets and towels, up the stepladder to dust the ceiling fan, vacuum, done.

			Christopher reappears in the doorway, clad in Big Bird–orange pants that cannot possibly be his. He wraps his arms around me and lifts me off the ground.

			“Dolly!” he says, stretching my name into a song the way he always does. “You’re home.” He’s a full head taller than me and soft around the middle from spending his days on this porch. He smells of the same baby shampoo we’ve always used and the butterscotch candies my dad keeps in a mason jar by the sink. For the second time today, time folds in on itself—he is three and perfect, he is eight and broken, he is thirty-six and both of those things at once.

			“I am,” I say, and the enormity of my love for him burns my chest. Now that I can feel him safe in my arms, I allow my mind to take in what might have happened last night if that fire had gone unchecked. My little brother, my dad, my home. He breaks the hug, and I give him a once-over. His hair is wild and needs a cut, though I’m in no position to talk. His skin looks terrible from all the meds he’s on. They’re mostly antipsychotic drugs that even out his disposition. He suffered a head injury when he and my mom were in a car accident when he was eight. I was eleven and Patsy was ten. My mom was wearing a seatbelt, he was not.

			The Newtons, to the left, are playing polka music. The Goldbergs, to the right, have T-shirts and towels drying on the line. I’m thirty-nine and nothing’s changed. I’m here, at home, with Christopher in my arms. Naomi is coming to hang out. Patsy’s out living her life. The only new thing is Gus, and at thirteen he’s really not that new.

			Christopher and I sit on the porch swing and sway gently. “What’s been going on today?” I ask.

			“Not much, just watching my tree.” He looks at it lovingly. “It’s having a great day. And I was thinking about Las Vegas.”

			This startles me, but I proceed carefully. “What about?”

			“Just about the time Mom took me to Vegas and we met the real Buddha. The one from a thousand years ago, and he blessed me.” Christopher has never been outside the state of Rhode Island.

			“Ah,” I say, and put my arm around him. I will call his doctor tomorrow. Every few years he needs his meds switched up. He gets dreamy, like he’s slipping away. This makes me anxious because I don’t want him to slip away, and also because it’s how my mom left. She never sat us down and said she was leaving. It was more of a slow departure, like when the water’s draining slowly from the bathtub. You don’t really notice until it’s completely gone and suddenly you’re sitting there, cold.

			He’s holding Vic, the long-haired stuffed fox I gave him before I left home for Boston. It usually stays upstairs in his room, so this is also cause for concern. When Mom left, Christopher stopped sleeping. He was nine and had gotten used to soothing himself after the accident by rubbing the ends of her hair while he fell asleep. I figured this out on the third night she was gone when I went in to check on him. He’d been crying, but he settled down and fell asleep with a chunk of my hair in his hand. I put him to bed this way until I left for Boston at twenty-two and replaced myself with Vic the fox. It took all of five minutes, and I still marvel that this became too much for my mom to give.

			I leave him with Vic and head inside for the first time. I find my dad puttering around in the kitchen. “There’s my sweet Dolly blue eyes,” he says.

			“Things don’t look too bad here,” I say. The kitchen and the living area make up most of the ground floor. My dad’s bedroom is right off the kitchen, and it will take me no time to change his sheets and tidy that up. A flight of stairs that’s always seemed too close to the refrigerator leads upstairs to Christopher’s room and the one Patsy and I used to share. Gus stays up there when we visit, which is probably where he is now, relishing some rare alone time in this house. I’ll have the partially burnt sleeping porch out back all to myself.

			I drop my groceries on the table and wander out to the sleeping porch to assess the damage. The screens are filthy with soot but seem savable. The wood needs to be sanded and repainted. I’ll need a new mattress and bedding, but the old iron daybed just needs a wipe-down. I can fix this, I think. I can do it in the mornings before the fish house and after dinner. My grandmother Maud’s old Singer sewing machine is unharmed in the corner. Entirely made of metal, it’s from the early 1900s, with foot pedals that move the needle up and down. She used to say it was harder to learn than the violin, but once you got it, it was twice as beautiful.

			My dad’s watching me from the doorway. “This is all fixable,” I say.

			He breathes out a heavy sigh, like he’s been waiting all day for my verdict. “Thank you, darlin’,” he says. “Are you really staying all summer?”

			This is a question that produces mixed feelings in my dad. Like deep, thirty-year-old mixed feelings. I can see it in his eyes and in his unnaturally neutral expression. Like he’s trying to wipe all the preference from his face. He wants me to stay because he needs my help. Managing the house and the store and Christopher is no joke, and until I left for Boston, we divided the load pretty evenly. But he doesn’t want me to stay, because he feels guilty taking my help.

			“Yep. I’m here for the summer. Gus wasn’t so excited about the kids who are playing summer baseball anyway, and I was telling him about that lifeguarding camp here. Kim and Layla are going to stop by the apartment to bring in my mail and deal with Fern.” I pull out my phone to show him a picture that he’s seen before. Fern is majestic, hanging in the corner of my living room.

			“And you’re telling me that’s all you’re leaving behind? Mail and a fern?”

			“I’ll miss a couple of barbecues. Really, Dad, I’m glad to be here. Gus’s friends have sort of gone off the rails, and he’s been keeping to himself. It’ll be good to air him out a little.” I reach out for his arm. “Really. And I’m glad to work at the store.”

			“Okay, well, thank you,” he says. “It’s a relief. I’m not sure I can count on Rikki Clark. Apparently, he joined a band.” He huffs a sound like following that kind of dream is pure tomfoolery. “Maybe four days a week?”

			“Perfect,” I say. “And I can spend the other three on house stuff. The shutters look tired and everything needs grout.”

			“Yeah,” my dad says. “If you look close enough, everything around here needs fixing. But maybe it’s time you let some of it go. Maybe you work four days at the fish house and then treat yourself to a little summer rest.”

			I laugh. “I’ll rest when I’m dead.” I reach into my bag and pull out my card catalog of Maud’s recipes. “I’ll be baking in the mornings, and if you guys can’t keep up with all the deliciousness, I’ll be forced to sell some at the fish house.”

			He shakes his head. “Bake all you want, but I’m not putting in another counter. I’m not buying a single new thing for that store. Last debt payment’s in August. I turned off my autopay so I can have the full experience of walking out of that bank debt-free. You can come with me.”

			“It’s been a long time coming,” I say, pulling him into a hug. “I’ll let you buy me an ice cream after.”

			He gives me the smile of a proud, stubborn man. The kind who’s been underwater for decades but who always wants to be the one to pay for ice cream. I’m happy for him, for us, to finally be out from under the weight of that failed second location.

			We head into the kitchen and fall into our rhythm, my dad and me, and now Gus. I sweep the kitchen floor, my dad cleans the lettuce. I take a knife to crumbs that have hardened along the metal rim of our old Formica countertop while Gus makes the hamburger patties and regales my dad with statistics about the Red Sox’s new third baseman, Howie Carver. He has so many thoughts and feelings about the Red Sox and Howie Carver that I relax, knowing the conversation will never run dry. Christopher is at the table eating Oreos and watching them talk, but he’s not really listening. I’m definitely calling his doctor tomorrow.

			My dad and Gus are outside minding the coals on the barbecue when Naomi arrives. She bursts through the door and calls, “Hey-o!,” as she drops her bag on the table. I put down my carrot scraper and cross the room into her arms in almost one movement. Naomi smells like floral shampoo and cotton candy lip balm, just as she has for thirty years.

			“Did you really just work a full day hawking T-shirts?” I ask. “You literally look like you stepped out of a salon.”

			“Speaking of which,” she says, lifting a piece of my hair and making a yikes face. “You’re starting to look like you’re in a witch costume.”

			“One of my students said that exact same thing,” I say, laughing.

			“Kindergarteners don’t lie,” she says. “I can’t believe you’re actually staying the whole summer.”

			“I haven’t stayed this long in eighteen years,” I say. “It’ll take a sec to get my bearings, Gus too. But I think it’s the right thing.” I gesture with my head to the sleeping porch.

			“Is it bad?”

			“I need an electrician, but I can fix the rest,” I say, placing a plate of Triscuits and cheddar cheese on the table.

			“Well, Keith Bloomfeld came into the store today,” she says, and takes a hunk of cheese. “Which, as you know, is odd. Locals don’t shop for souvenirs. He wandered around the store for ten minutes before he mentioned that he heard you were in town.”

			“No,” I say. It falls out of my mouth like a boulder I’d been sucking on.

			“No what? No, you can’t find a night to go to Hog Tied for a basket of chicken and some laughs?”

			“Yes, that’s the no I mean.”

			Naomi steps toward me. “Let me tell you something you don’t know about Keith. He’s a sweet, single guy with rock-hard abs and a Mustang.”

			I laugh. “That does sound like one in a million.”

			“Think about it.”

			“I do not have the bandwidth. Not even for rock-hard abs and a Mustang.”

			“Are you dating anyone at all?”

			“Not exactly,” I say, and turn back to scrape carrots.

			“Does that mean sort of? There’s a guy and you’re hanging out?”

			I turn around and gesture with my scraper. “More like there’s no guy and I’m fine with it. I don’t need the headache or the heartache or actually any of the aches. I’m currently living the ache-free lifestyle.”

			“This,” she says. “This is what I’m talking about. You jump to a lot of conclusions about how things are going to turn out with guys you haven’t even met. Mustangs you haven’t even ridden in!”

			“And I’m usually right. Even if they’re perfectly fine, they’re going to take up my headspace or, worse, my actual space. I promise you when Gus is grown, I’ll find some kind of companion.”

			“You’ve got to stop saying ‘companion.’ I’m picturing you finding your soulmate at the kennel.” It’s possible we’ve had this conversation too many times. “What about a little something fun? Rock-hard abs in the moment?”

			“This is my life.” I gesture to the Formica countertops as if getting the gunk out from under the metal rim is my life now. Which, maybe.

			“It’s been what? Fourteen years since Niles? And you’re kicking ass at life.” She looks at my hair again and winces. “Generally. I want to see you swept off your feet.”

			My childhood princess fantasy flashes in my mind, swept away by the gentle man and the white horse she gets to keep. “Life’s swept me away plenty, Naomi. Not a big fan of it.”

			She doesn’t say anything, which is the true beauty of old friends. She was there when my mom left. She was there when I found out I was pregnant with Gus. She came for the month I was on bedrest and stayed a week after he was born. She held him while I cried in the shower. If anyone understands why I don’t want to set myself up to be abandoned again, it’s Naomi.

			“Speaking of you doing every goddamn thing around here, what’s going on with Patsy?” she asks.

			I laugh. “She’s good. Busy with work and kids and stuff.”

			“And you here with all your free time,” she says, and here we go. I never argue on this point, because God knows I agree. But it’s a circular discussion because Patsy’s not interested in pitching in. And sometimes it’s easier to take care of things than it is to ask for help.

			I grab two beers from the fridge. “I can’t help it if I’m so great at everything,” I say with a bow. “And speaking of which.” I reach into my back pocket and grab Stewart Whitfield’s handkerchief as a prop for the story I’ve been dying to tell her.

			She recognizes the monogram immediately. “Holy shit. Where did you get that?”

			This is going to be even more fun than I thought. Naomi has a very short fuse for excitement, and nothing excites her like the Whitfields. “Oh, just from my pal Stewart. When I stopped to change his tire.”

			“Get. Out.” She grabs the scraper from my hand to garner my full attention. “Start from the beginning. Where was he? What was he wearing? Did you smell him? Was this the first actual contact outside the fish house? Sorry. Just talk.” She pulls a chair from the table and sits.

			“I knew you’d ask, so I checked—he smells like leather and freshly cut grass. The backs of his hands are tan, and he has strong-looking wrists. I’m guessing tennis.” She’s leaning in to my details, and I swear this was worth the trouble of changing his tire. “He was on the side of the road out by Eight Oaks and I was on my bike. He was in a blazer and sort of acted like I worked for him. He even offered to pay me.”

			“How much?”

			“I said no.”

			Naomi nods approvingly. “Is he still ridiculously handsome? It’s been years since I’ve seen him in person. He looked good in that engagement photo, sort of brooding.”

			“Definitely still handsome.” I’m not going to mention his neck. Or the reckless electricity that comes off his skin. “But get this: Audrey Mills dumped him for a Yankee.”

			“Gross,” Naomi says. Then, with horror on her face, she says, “Please tell me you didn’t bring up striking him out. Total boner killer.”

			“What? There was no. Eww.”

			Naomi’s laughing at how easily she’s gotten me flustered when Christopher calls, “Dolly!” from the front porch.

			I turn to the window and see Gavin McCumber, the fire chief, walking up our front steps.

			I open the door to let him in and give him a few seconds to run his eyes up and down Naomi. I honestly don’t blame him. “Naomi,” he says, removing his hat. “Hi, Dolly.”

			“Hi,” I say. “Thank you for responding so fast last night.”

			“It was no problem, barely a fire at all,” he says. “Looked like an isolated electrical problem.”

			“Doesn’t look too bad back there,” I say. “I think I can sand and paint it, and no one will ever know.”

			“Yes, I’m sure you can,” he says. “But I wanted to talk to your dad about the roof.” Our roof is original to the house, making it about eighty years old. Because I can’t really see it, it’s the one thing in this house I don’t worry about. “We were up on ladders last night, checking the roof for embers. There were none, which is good, but the roof is shot. Water’s gotten in, there’s rot and visible mold. The whole thing is going to need to be replaced.” I should have known. The only real problems that ever materialize are the ones I haven’t thought of.

			“My dad’s outside. Barbecuing,” I say. As if this will somehow stop this line of conversation: He’s busy so you can’t give him bad news. Instinctively, I finger the ten-dollar tip in my pocket.

			Naomi asks because I don’t dare. “How much would that cost?”

			“This size house? With the mold cleanup, I’d guess about fifty grand.”

			I laugh a hard laugh. “Yeah, I’m not sure the house is worth that.”

			“Of course it is,” says Naomi.

			“Okay, but my dad doesn’t have the money. We can work around it. Replace parts of the roof as they fail.” Just when he was about to get out of debt, here we go again.

			“You can’t,” Gavin says. I turn to the fridge and offer him a beer. He holds up a hand to decline. “The thing is, Dolly, now that I know about it, and I know it’s not safe here, or at least it won’t be soon, I have to report it. And if it’s not fixed this place could be condemned.”

			“No,” I say. I turn to Naomi. I want her to make a joke about how I’ve misunderstood, how I’m a worrywart. The furrow of her brow tells me I’ve heard correctly. I shove a rich man’s handkerchief deep into my back pocket. “No. They can’t. Christopher can’t leave, this is his home. My dad’s. No.”

			“There’s the hero of the day,” my dad says, framed in the open front door of the house he was raised in. He puts down the hamburger tray and shakes Gavin’s hand. “Did you want a beer? Stay for dinner.” He turns and hugs Naomi, who is sparkling thirty percent less than usual.

			Gavin gives me a look that lets me know it’s on me. “Dad, Gavin found a lot of damage to the roof last night and says we need to replace it.”

			My dad shakes his head. “It’s always something. Here’s hoping we get the contract for the Starlight Gala this year.”

			“It’s fifty thousand dollars,” I tell him.

			“Oh,” he says. He’s still smiling, but there’s a crack in it now. It’s the cracked smile he used to give us when he told us our mother would be back in a few weeks. “That’s a lot of lobster tails.”

			We don’t talk about it at dinner, because our lack of fifty grand feels more personal to my dad than it does to me. He’s had just one failed venture, but he lives it every day because of how long he’s been stuck under the debt. He peppers Naomi with questions about the store and her girls.

			When Christopher and Gus have gone upstairs and Naomi has left, we sit down at the kitchen table. “Meeting of the ringmasters?” he says.

			I smile. “Yep, I think we should call one to order.” When I was thirteen and my mom had been gone for a year, we had the first of these meetings. Patsy needed a costume for something at school and Christopher had developed a habit of wandering around the neighborhood in the evening. My dad was managing the store and us full-time, even though I’d taken over the housekeeping and most of the cooking. “This place is a circus,” he’d said, dragging Christopher home by the arm and discovering me at the sewing machine, trying to make a pillowcase into a skirt. I told him the circus needs ringmasters, and we needed to get more organized about things. He smiled, both sad and relieved. I think I became an adult in both of our eyes that day.

			“I don’t have the money to fix it,” he says now. “And before you say something crazy, neither do you, and neither of us is going into debt to fix this old place.”

			“Then what? You can’t stay here if the house is condemned.”

			“Would it be so bad if we had to move?” my dad asks.

			“Yes,” I say. “It would be so bad.” It would shake Christopher to his core. His routine is everything to him and he is the guardian of his tree out front, the maple that he watches year in and year out through the seasons. And this is Maud’s house, the house my dad grew up in. The one she moved out of and gave my parents as a wedding gift, much to my mother’s horror. It’s also my home, the place that held us together after Mom left. The home where I’ve tended to my people. The place where we grew because of the food I cooked, the schedules I ran, the sheets I washed. It’s the frog song and the leafy view out of Patsy’s and my bedroom window. “Yes,” I say again. “It would be so bad.”

			“Chris and I could get an apartment in town. Two bedrooms and a bathroom. A circus of two.” He smiles. “Works just fine for you and Gus.”

			“Gus is a kid, and he’s going to grow up and leave. This is the Brick home. You were born here. Grandma Maud taught me how to bake here. Christopher’s whole life revolves around sitting on the porch. He’s connected here.”

			“Doll. You’re not his mother. He’s my responsibility.”

			I raise my eyes from my tea. “He’s also mine.” I’ve been taking care of Christopher his entire life. Even before the accident I knew he needed an extra set of eyes on him.

			He shakes his head. “Let me think about this. Talk to friends. Maybe even talk to the bank. But one thing I know is I’m not letting this be your problem. You’ve given up too much.”

			“I’ve given up nothing, Dad. This is my home too.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 3
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			I wake to the sound of robins just as the sky is starting to brighten. I’m in the daybed under a musty wool blanket, and it takes me a second to remember why I’m here. Mrs. Goldberg lent us a mattress and linens she’d been keeping in her garage, and I decide that replacing them will be high on today’s list. Waking up on the sleeping porch should be the opposite of musty. My legs and back are a bit sore from all the biking I did yesterday. I think of the women who pay thirty dollars for a spin class and smile to myself. My eyes focus on the corner above the Singer, where the wood is black and a bit of the screen has come away from the frame. I stretch and give myself a pep talk: I’m doing great. Everyone’s doing great. It’s all fixable. I’m in Whitfield for the summer, where there’s always extra time. The fish house doesn’t open until eleven. This is practically vacation, I tell myself, and grab my spiral notebook and my blue pen.

			I’m about a quarter of the way through this notebook, college ruled, with a single task on every line. I write the tasks in blue and cross them out in green. Green means go. On to the next thing.

			My line additions for today:

			
					
					Call Christopher’s doctor.

				

					
					Buy new bedding. Or sew?

				

					
					Organize Gus’s closet.

				

					
					Follow up with Little League refund.

				

					
					Register Gus for lifeguarding camp.

				

					
					Major grocery shop, produce heavy.

				

					
					Sand singed wood.

				

					
					Find YouTube on reframing a screen, otherwise get duct tape.

				

					
					Q: Is it possible to DIY a whole roof?

				

			

			I review my list, and it centers me. There’s nothing on here that’s more than a task. I changed a millionaire’s tire yesterday. I can figure out the roof.

			I get up, pull a hoodie over my nightgown, and head into the kitchen to turn on the gas under the teakettle. I set the oven to three-fifty and pull Maud’s mixing bowl out of a low cupboard. There were three overly ripe bananas by the sink last night, perfect for a breakfast loaf of banana bread. I smash the bananas, add the eggs and the soft butter, and mix in the dry ingredients with Maud’s big wooden spoon. When it’s in the oven, I creep past my dad’s door to the laundry closet and pull last night’s wash out of the dryer. It’s still damp, so I head to the sleeping porch and add “take dryer apart to remove rogue lint” to my list. This happens at least once a year.

			Christopher is the first to wake up. He stops on the stairs when he smells the banana bread, and I watch the smile spread across his face. There is no quicker way to wrap someone in love than by creaming sugar and butter and flour.

			“Chocolate chips?” he asks before sitting down.

			“Of course,” I say, serving him a still-warm slice right from the pan. “I’m not a monster.”

			Christopher laughs and eats his whole slice in one bite.

			My dad emerges in his old flannel robe. “I thought I was dreaming that smell, and then I remembered you were home.” He hugs me and I feel the joy of having warmed the kitchen. I can’t wait for Gus to wake up.
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			I leave the fish house at four because there are no deliveries. Dad insists he can mop and Rikki showed up to do the till. It’s cool for late June, and I grab Dad’s extra gray fleece from the back of his office chair on my way out. I pull it on and tie my hair in a knot on top of my head as I walk out onto Main Street and let the sun warm my face for a second, eyes closed. These are micro-breaks, I recently read, and are helpful for overdoers. I spent the rest of the morning pulling lint out of the disassembled dryer and then redrying and folding the laundry. I helped Gus oil the chain on his bike. Christopher’s doctor adjusted his meds without asking to see him, which was a small win, but twice today my dad half joked about turning the dingy storage space above the fish house into two bedrooms and a bath. The roof is feeling like an unsolvable problem, and picturing them there with no kitchen and no yard is giving me a low thrum of anxiety behind my chest. I open my eyes because someone is standing in front of me, blocking the sun.

			“Hi,” he says.

			Stewart Whitfield’s in a tissue-thin blue button-down, broad on his shoulders but slim along his sides, perfectly following the way his body tapers there, like a swimmer’s. I pull my eyes away. His sleeves are cuffed just once, like he was about to get relaxed but then forgot how.

			“How’s the car?” I ask.

			“Fine, I got a new tire.”

			“Yeah, good,” I say, and hike my straw bag up my shoulder, purposely not looking at how his shirt hugs his torso.

			He’s wearing glasses, horn-rimmed, and they frame his chocolate-brown eyes and masculine brows just so, while also making him look two percent more vulnerable. But the way he stands there like he owns the whole street reminds me that Stewart Whitfield has been to the White House to advise the president.

			“Okay, so are you here to thank me again? I think we covered it.”

			“No,” he says. He takes off his glasses and puts his phone in his pocket. He’s looking down at me, and I am annoyed by his interrupting my micro-break, standing there being handsome and rich. I’m annoyed by the thing my mother loved so much—how easy it is for these people. I need to come up with fifty grand, and I bet my 2003 Volkswagen Jetta cost less than his belt. “You really don’t read the Post, do you?”

			I’m about to say something about my limited budget for random out-of-state newspaper subscriptions when my Good Sports phone trills the Rocky theme song. “Shit,” I say, fumbling in my straw bag. “Good Sports. You’re on a recorded line. How can I help you?” I put up a finger to let him know I’ll be a minute and sit on the cedar bench. Stewart stands, arms crossed, and watches me. “Yes, people are loving that vest. Okay. How long have you been using it? I don’t know. I mean, it’s difficult to tell if your bone density has increased. You’d need to see a doctor for that. No, I am not a doctor.” I look up at Stewart and roll my eyes, I can’t help it. I wrap it up by asking how else I can possibly be of service and hang up.

			“What was all that?” he asks.

			“Side hustle,” I say, getting up. “I’m the call center for a small sporting goods company.”

			My personal phone pings, it’s Gus. “Oh, that’s my son.” I read the text: Christopher’s in a beach chair on the front lawn and he’s not wearing pants

			“I’ve got to get home,” I say. “Glad your tire’s fixed.” I hike my bag back up on my shoulder again and start walking.

			“Son? Are you married?” He’s walking alongside me, his long legs matching my pace.

			“Yes, son.” I stop walking, and he does too. “Hopefully he’ll be delivering your shrimp a lot this summer. Kid on a bike, Red Sox cap.”

			“Thank God, not the Yankees.” If this isn’t a joke, it’s joke-adjacent. And possibly at his own expense. This softens me toward him just a tiny bit.

			“Yeah,” I say. We look at each other for a beat. I try to imagine what kind of woman walks away from a guy like this. Wide-set chocolate-brown eyes and full lips, even when pressed into a firm line like they are now. Just looking at him I can remember the delicious way he smells, and I’m annoyed all over again. “And no, I’m not married. See you later, Stewart.”

			I turn to go and he says, “I’ll walk you to your car.”

			“I’m walking home.”

			“Perfect.”

			“You are not walking me home,” I say. My home is currently a dangerously raw nerve with a pantsless man on the lawn. I don’t want him anywhere near it. I let out a breath and we face off, me in my dad’s fleece and Stewart Whitfield in a six-hundred-dollar shirt.

			“So you have two jobs? The fish house and the call center? Both part-time?”

			“What is this?” I ask. “Why are you talking to me and asking questions?”

			He doesn’t answer. He’s three inches too close to me, more than enough to trigger that weird current in my chest. It’s hard to tell if I’m allergic to him or drawn to him, but there are definitely magnets at play. He’s just standing there, his gaze steady, like he’s prepared to wait forever for my response. I would never want to be in a negotiation or a poker game with him.

			“You can walk me to the end of this block,” I say, and start walking. I quickly learn that silence is his favorite power play. I take step after step, the silence building between us until I can’t take it anymore. He might as well have me in a windowless room under a single hot lightbulb. “I’m part-time at the fish house, just this summer, to help out my dad. But I’m a full-time kindergarten teacher in Boston and a part-time Uber driver when my son’s not around or asleep. The call center is only sporadic, but always at the worst time.”

			“That’s a lot,” he says. “I thought I worked hard.”

			“Well, there’s no accounting for the idle rich,” I say, and give him a sideways smile so it seems like I’m kidding. He smiles back and it’s the opposite of an easy smile. It’s as if he’s trying his smile out for the first time in a while and it hurts. This strikes me as odd because if I was Stewart Whitfield, I’d be smiling all the time.

			“Stop for a second,” he says, and pulls out his phone. He holds it up to me. “You didn’t see this?”

			It’s Page Six of the New York Post again, but there’s a photo of me sitting on the pavement, holding a lug wrench, and Stewart bent over, both of us looking up at the camera. The headline reads: Power Hour—Whitfield Teaches Gal Pal to Change a Tire.

			What the. Teaches me? I scroll down to the paragraph about how the recently jilted tycoon had already moved on to a new relationship before his fiancée started canoodling with a Yankee. “What the hell is this?” I ask.

			“This is what I’m here to talk to you about.” He takes a breath. “Dolly, I have a big job.”

			“Wow, newsflash,” I say. My sarcasm flusters him, but he composes himself and goes on.

			“I have a lot on the line. For me. For my family. My image is, for a variety of reasons, a bit shaky.”

			“Because of the Yankee?”

			“That, and lower-than-expected numbers on a few projects. The Post sent this photo to my assistant last night for comment, because they thought it was what it actually was.”

			“You not knowing how to do anything for yourself.” I’m being rude, I know. But I don’t appreciate the amped-up way he makes my body feel. And I’m having a hard time feeling compassionate about a millionaire’s business woes when my family’s house could be condemned.

			He lets out a huff. “I know how to do things.”

			“Scramble eggs?”

			“Well, no.” He crosses his arms over his chest and treats me to that rugged profile again.

			“I stand by my statement.”

			“This was actually my sister Busy’s idea, to use the photo to make it look like I had a girlfriend, like I was already leaving the relationship. With Audrey.”

			“So you’d look like you’re as big a jerk as your fiancée.”

			“It’s better than looking weak,” he says. “This is an exceptionally bad time for me to look weak.”

			“Are you asking me not to call Page Six and tell them that of course I know how to change a tire?” If my dad saw this, he would laugh his head off. Even Patsy knows how to change a tire.

			“Yes, that’s what I’m asking. And I’m sorry that this makes you look bad. And is dishonest.” He’s earnest. He truly looks like he needs my help.

			“It’s fine,” I say. “Literally no one I know reads the New York Post. But I do need to get going.”

			“Stewart! Is this her?” A woman in her sixties in a caftan has her hand on Stewart’s arm.

			“Clara, hello,” he says. His demeanor has gone from distraught to even, like he’s just zipped himself up. This is the beauty of manners, I think. Knowing how to behave when you don’t really know how to behave. “This is Dolly,” he says.

			I shake the hand she offers me.

			“Dolly. Adorable. So lovely to meet you. Where are you two off to?”

			Stewart says, “I’m walking her home.” He’s not touching me anywhere, but he’s leaning in to me, closing the space between us, and it occurs to me that he’s trying to make it seem like we’re together. “Beautiful day,” he adds.

			Clara gives Stewart a wink and makes her way down Main Street. We just stand there. I’m watching Stewart as he nods at his own thought.

			“Are you okay?” I ask.

			People are passing us on the sidewalk. Stewart directs me out of the foot traffic, and I lean against the window of Whitfield Blooms. Inside, there’s a small bouquet of ranunculus. The season for them is so short, I almost never see them. This bouquet is bright orange and pink, just shouting about fleeting summer joy.

			“What if I asked you to play along?” he asks.

			“Pretend to be your gal pal?”

			“She bought it. And she smiled. She’s the first person I’ve talked to today who hasn’t given me a pity face.”

			I make the face, in spite of myself. Head tilted, bottom lip jutted out.

			“That one, yes,” he says.

			“Absolutely not.” I cross my arms over my chest and say it again, thinking of all the spare time I do not have. Pretending to be his girlfriend would most certainly involve hand-holding and a staged public kiss, and just the thought of it has my chest doing that thing. “Absolutely not.”

			“Just for a couple of months, maybe through the Starlight Gala. A few photo ops around town, dinner as necessary. There’s an event in Providence next week that would be a nightmare to go to alone. Just enough that I can get through this and come across like…”

			“A guy who’s got it going on.”

			“Yes,” he says. “Well, no. I work a lot. It’s a long story. I just need to seem involved.” He gestures between us to indicate some level of involvement. “And then we can break up. Or let it fizzle. That doesn’t need to be in the paper.” He’s thinking all this up as he goes, and I can imagine him at work, making snap decisions about whatever it is that he does.

			“Listen, Stewart. I have a lot of jobs and a kid and a brand-new family crisis I didn’t see coming. I don’t have time for this. Tell the Post we had a big affair and broke up today. Tell them you dumped me, I don’t care.”

			“I don’t want to break up.”

			And at this, I laugh. Anyone passing by would think I was actually dumping Stewart Whitfield. “We’re not a couple. Try to stay focused on that, okay?”

			He takes a new approach. “For career reasons, this would be an opportune time for me to be in a relationship.” His hands are in his pockets, but his eyes grab me. He really needs this and he’s not going to tell me why.

			“Then go meet someone,” I say.

			“I don’t have time. I’ll pay you.”

			I laugh. “You’re joking.” I let out an exasperated breath and switch my straw bag to the other shoulder. He continues with the even gaze. “Wait, you’re serious?”

			He nods once, definitively. He’s serious. He wants me to spend the summer yacht-clubbing around with him. And as much as I hate to admit it, I’ve always wanted to eat in the dining room at the yacht club. I’ve seen it through the kitchen doors, the way they rush the hot sourdough buns to the tables and then open the white napkin just enough to let the steam out. The pats of butter are shaped like seashells.

			I would be crazy to turn down any amount of money at this particular point in my life. I would also be crazy to have any kind of relationship—fake or not—with this dangerously attractive man. Everything about him shouts sniff me, touch me, abandon your good judgment.

			“I’m not a big fan of the flesh trade,” I say.

			He widens his eyes at me, like the thought hadn’t occurred to him. Of course it hadn’t, a man like Stewart Whitfield does not need to pay for sex. Not with his chest looking the way it does now that a little breeze has pressed his barely there shirt flush against it. God, why do I keep thinking about sex with Stewart Whitfield?

			“Nothing like that,” he says.

			“I’m sure what I’d require is way beyond what you’re willing to pay.” I turn and start walking.

			“Give me a number,” he says, matching his steps to mine.

			“Give me a contract,” I say.

			“Of course. And you’d have to sign an NDA.” This is all completely insane, and I can tell he’s thinking this up on the spot, following one idea to the next. “Give me a number.”

			I stop and turn to him. “Sixty grand.”

			“Done.” He holds out his hand to shake. Sixty grand, no biggie.

			“Seriously?”

			“Yes.”

			I look around Main Street to ground myself. The Salty Clam is across the street and someone’s playing the guitar inside, confirming that it’s Thursday. The sun is at four o’clock. Everything tracks with reality. If he’s serious, this is a miracle.

			“I meant seventy thousand,” I say.

			Stewart crosses his arms and tilts his head. “That’s not how negotiating works. You proposed a number and I accepted it. We’re done.”

			“We’re not done.” This is insane and I don’t even know him. This could be some sort of a cruel reality show with cameras hidden in the sun hats of passersby. Stewart could be, for some reason that’s not entirely apparent to me right now, interested in human trafficking. “I have terms,” I say.

			“Terms?”

			“For the contract.”

			“What are your terms?” he asks.

			“I don’t know yet. But there are definitely terms.”

			His eyes soften and he almost smiles. It’s a ploy, I’m sure. This is his extra handsome face, the closer. “I swear to you, Dolly, I’m harmless.”

			“I doubt that very much.” He has to know how absolutely not harmless he is. I stop at the corner of Goose Lane. “Give me your phone.”

			“I’m not giving you my phone,” he says.

			“I just want to give you my number, in case you’re serious.”

			“I told you, I—” He stops and pulls out his phone. “Give me your number.”

			He puts on his glasses and types my number in his phone. “Okay, then,” he says.

			“Okay nothing,” I say. “Let me think about this.”

			“Thank you,” he says. “For the help with the tire, for considering this. It hasn’t been the easiest week.”

			“That makes two of us,” I say. I turn and start walking past Goose Lane toward Whitfield Tees for a reality check. I’m not a hundred percent sure, but I might have just secured a fourth side hustle and a new roof.
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			The door to Naomi’s store is open to lure tourists into their next impulse purchase. I finger the stack of Whitfield hoodies by the door. Today, the word “Whitfield” feels supercharged. It’s not just the town I grew up in, it’s the name of my potential benefactor. Remembering myself, I text Gus: Try to get him inside. I’ll be home in 10

			A group of college-age girls is assembled around the cash register, trying on bracelets. “He’ll never call,” one of them says, and I want to walk right over there and say he might. And then he won’t. And then there will be another guy and another guy and someday your roof will be moldy and you won’t even remember his name. You need that bracelet more than you need that guy, and you don’t even need the bracelet.

			“You look a little crazy.” Naomi appears out of nowhere. “And not just the hair.”

			“Well, that tracks,” I say. “I just walked into a whole bunch of crazy. Stewart Whitfield wants me to pretend to be his girlfriend.”

			Naomi acts decisively. “Girls! I’m so sorry. I think I smell gas? We’re going to have to close for a bit.”

			A woman comes out of the dressing room with a bathing suit and a cover-up in her hands. “I just need to pay for this,” she says.

			“Take it,” Naomi says, and ushers her out. She shuts the door, bolts it, and turns the sign to Closed. “Start at the beginning. Do you get to have sex with him? I bet they have the nicest sheets. Ohmygod. Sit.”

			We sit on the floor between the checkout counter and the bikini rack, and I fidget with all the colorful strings hanging down. “I don’t think I told you the part about how someone took our photo yesterday while I was changing his tire, but it’s in the New York Post, the gossip page. He told them I was his girlfriend and he was teaching me to change a tire.”

			“As if.”

			“Right? And now he wants me to pretend I am. To make him not seem like a loser. For sixty grand.”

			“What? Wait.” Naomi has both hands on her head and seems dangerously close to pulling her hair out. “What did you just say?”

			“It’s what I asked for. The roof plus ten, just in case, we haven’t even gotten an estimate yet. And maybe because somewhere, deep down, I’m greedy. I had no idea. It just came out.”

			“Ohmygod. This is just. Wow.”

			“It is wow for sure,” I say. “I mean, it’s an answered prayer. We can’t lose that house.”

			“The house, yes, of course. But you know he’s a great kisser. That mouth.” She pulls out her phone and starts googling images of Stewart. Charity events, the engagement photo, his corporate headshot. She zooms in on his mouth and holds it up to me. “World-class lips.”

			“Okay, stop,” I say. This was not something she needed to make me aware of. “This isn’t Pretty Woman.”

			“It’s totally Pretty Woman, Dolly. If it was me, I’d milk this for everything it’s worth. I’d order extra steaks to take home and steal all the little soaps in his bathroom. I bet they’re shaped like acorns.”

			“You’d be rich with acorn soap,” I say.

			“I would be. Acorn-soap rich.” She’s smiling her biggest, most ecstatic smile. “This is so fun.”

			“Maybe?” I say. “What’s Gus going to say?”

			“Maybe he’ll appreciate the break from you talking about your parking arbitrage scheme all the time.”

			I laugh. “This is almost better than that.”

			“Almost,” she says with an eye-roll.

			“Do you really think this is a good idea? He’s a Whitfield. Yuck.”

			“Just because your mother loved them doesn’t mean you have to hate them.”

			“Doesn’t it though?” I smile a pained smile. “And honestly this may be nothing. It was the crazed idea of a man in a panic. And I’m sure he’s forgotten about it already,” I say.

			My phone beeps with a text, and it’s an unknown number: This is Stewart, confirming I’m serious. I was wondering if you could come by my office to go through your terms. I am free between 2 and 3 pm tomorrow

			I hold my phone up to Naomi and she grabs it, falling backward and kicking her legs up in the air. “You have Stewart Whitfield’s number. In your phone.”

			I grab my phone back and respond: Do you mean your office at Eight Oaks?

			Stewart: Yes

			Me: Then no

			“No?” Naomi asks, just as Stewart types: No?

			Me: That seems fraught

			“Fraught?” Naomi says just as Stewart types: Fraught?

			They’re clearly on the same page. I say to Naomi, “I don’t want to show up there and deal with a butler and put on a show before I even know what this is.”

			She places a hand on each of my knees and looks me straight in the eye. “Jimmy Sheffield” is all she says. What she means is that she’s going to handle this in the same way she handled my breakup with Jimmy Sheffield the summer after our sophomore year in college: over text and on my behalf. I texted him in circles without ever getting to the point of actually breaking up until she took over and just did it. I hand her my phone.

			Naomi: Can we meet someplace for dinner?

			Stewart: Sure how about Le Forêt at 7

			Naomi holds the phone one inch from my nose. “Le Forêt! The caviar train just rolled into town, baby!”

			“I know everyone on the waitstaff there. Pick someplace easier, like not in Whitfield.”

			Naomi lets out a breath and starts typing. She reads a reply and replies to that. She’s enjoying herself a bit too much.

			“What?” I ask.

			“You’re meeting tonight in Harvey at that little French restaurant by the train station where people go to have affairs.”

			“Bistro Belle Vie? Tonight?”

			“Yes, it’s dark and kind of sexy. My idea. It’s perfect.”

			I read through their texts, and we both stare at my phone for a minute in case there’s more. There isn’t. We lie on our backs and run our feet up the side of the checkout counter in exactly the same way we used to lie with our legs straight up against the window seat between Patsy’s bed and mine on Goose Lane.

			“This is amazing,” she says. “You should have asked for more. A hundred grand.”

			“A jillion,” I say. “I should have asked for a jillion dollars.”

			“A jillion dollars and a clothing allowance,” she says. “And regular spa days where you sit in a robe and eat ice cream while quiet people rub your feet and everything smells like eucalyptus.”

			“Yes, I’ll ask for that.”

			“I’d do this for free, just to smell him up close,” says Naomi. “I mean, if I was single,” she says and laughs. Naomi’s husband, Sully, is her high school sweetheart and the literal best, as are their two girls. “Ride around in limos. Eat complicated food and say ‘bespoke’ a lot?”

			“You could use ‘summer’ as a verb and care a lot about tennis,” I say.

			“Tennis matters so much,” she says. “Also, figurines. Small animals made of crystal that you can hire people to dust. I’d get a flock of them.”

			I’m laughing now, and it releases a little bit of my anxiety around all this. Naomi will go to the edge of absurd with me. When I told Niles I was pregnant with Gus and he responded by telling me that he didn’t love me, Naomi drove to Boston and sat in bed with me for the entire weekend. We watched shows about hoarders and people who can’t stop eating their own hair, and she told me how much better off I was than those people. She called the cable company and had Niles’s cable turned off, just for fun. She didn’t ask me what I was going to do, she just sat in my bed, managing take-out containers and reminding me what a good job I was doing not eating my own hair.

			She also tried to convince me to move back to Whitfield so that I could raise Gus around family. It made sense on an emotional level, but practically I didn’t want to walk away from the four years I’d already put into my pension. We argued about my choosing financial security over the support of the people who love me. I didn’t feel like I needed help as much as I needed money.

			“This is the summer Dolly Brick travels by yacht,” she says, wistful. She takes my hand. “Promise me you’ll go out on one of those yachts and take a selfie of your carelessly sunburned cheeks. Promise me.”

			“I promise I’ll try.”

			“And I want a photo of the two of you at opposite ends of that twenty-four-person dining table,” she says.

			“One of the servants can take it,” I say to the popcorn ceiling.

			“His name is Jeeves, which is why he took the job.”

			“He had no choice,” I say.
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			My dad’s on Cook House tonight, which means baked potatoes. It’s never the wrong season to set the oven to four hundred degrees, as far as my dad’s concerned. He’s sautéing frozen spinach and has crabcakes from the store. Christopher and Gus are in front of the TV, eating Triscuits.

			“I’m actually going out tonight,” I say to the general space. “To Hog Tied for a bit. Some old high school friends. Charlotte and those guys.” I am a terrible liar, and I am forever painting myself into a corner with unnecessary details.

			“Sounds fun,” my dad says, eyeing the cocktail sauce stain on my jeans. I don’t know how I didn’t cover this with Naomi, but I have nothing to wear out to dinner.

			I go upstairs to see if I can find anything suitable in Patsy’s and my old closet in Gus’s room. The two twin beds are covered in clothes from the explosion of Gus’s duffel bag, and the window seat has a rip in the upholstery. I’ll add it to my list. The little bookcase by the closet has a few framed photos—Pasty and me, Gus and my dad, my mom holding Patsy as an infant while I sat next to them, beaming.

			I turn to the closet. My side is empty because I moved out like a grown-up. Patsy’s side is like a museum exhibit of 1990s fashion that she shows no sign of coming back for. I sort through the mainstays of an unfortunate grunge phase and several too-short skirts before finding a navy-blue sundress. Sleeveless and sensible, it’s the coastal Rhode Island version of a business suit. It’s cotton, T-shirt material, and fine for standing but too short for sitting down. I’ll hopefully be sitting across from him with a giant napkin in my lap, so this is probably fine. I take my hair out of the knot on top of my head and brush it out. I let it fall over my face, like a cloak of invisibility. I part it down the middle and pull it into a low ponytail to prevent me from fidgeting with the ends over dinner.

			Gus eyes me as I come down the stairs. “Why are you wearing that?” he asks.

			“My jeans were filthy,” I say, and kiss both Gus and Christopher on the forehead. “I won’t be late.”

			It’s fifteen minutes to Harvey, just north of Newport, and I pull into the mostly empty parking lot of Bistro Belle Vie.

			The restaurant is dark. Couples, just as Naomi said, are leaning into each other in the booths toward the back. I’m about to ask the hostess for a table for two when I see him in the corner booth. He has a bottle of red wine and two glasses. He holds his up to me.

			I make my way over to the table and sit across from him, and the whole thing feels so clandestine, like he’s going to pass me some money in exchange for compromising photos.

			“Interesting spot,” he says. He’s in a white dress shirt, open at the collar and bright against his tan skin. I let my eyes dip to his neck and over the curve of his Adam’s apple. There’s a votive candle on the table that’s uplighting his square jaw, and I wonder if he appreciates how perfectly things line up for him all the time.

			I look around. “Yes, weird choice.”

			“It was your choice,” he says.

			The roof, the ruse, being anyplace at all with Stewart Whitfield—it’s all too much. I can’t be lying about small things. “That was my friend Naomi texting you. She has a history of grabbing my phone out of my hand when I’m faltering.”

			He smiles a real smile, and it must be the first time I’ve seen it because I don’t remember the single dimple on his left cheek. It brightens his eyes. “I knew it,” he says.

			“Knew what?”

			He leans back in the booth. “I don’t know you at all, but I thought your texting style seemed off.”

			“How so?”

			“Wine?” he asks, and then fills my glass. “I thought, for a person who has been busting my balls since I met her, you used a lot of exclamation points.”

			I laugh. “Good call. I am definitely exclamation point averse.”

			“Me too,” he says. “See, we have something in common.” He raises his glass to me and takes a sip. My eyes stay on his mouth, even though I have specifically instructed them not to, and I consider how an occasional kiss this summer, just to prove we’re a couple, wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world. The last man I kissed was a thin-lipped guy in a sleeveless hoodie who I felt bad for because I beat him in darts. That was at least two years ago. I drag myself back to the reason I am sitting in this too-dark restaurant with this too-handsome man. My roof.

			“Yes,” I say. “Good. So where do we start? Is there an agenda?” I pretend to look under my napkin. “I didn’t get my copy.”

			“You were the one who had terms,” he says, and pulls a laptop out of his leather satchel. He opens it and looks up at me. “So I’m thinking a few times a week. I never saw Audrey more than that.”

			“You didn’t live together?”

			“Well, sort of. Sometimes she stayed at my house. But she’s very social and I didn’t always go along. I was mostly asleep when she came home.”

			“Could have been part of the problem,” I say.

			He shrugs. “Also occasional photo ops. Just around town. At the house.”

			“There’s press at Eight Oaks?”

			“No, actually. But that’s the other thing. My family can’t know about this, besides my sister, Busy.”

			“Why are we lying to your family? I thought this was a business thing.”

			He folds his hands together. It’s a deliberate movement and each of his fingers lands separately. They are beautiful hands, lightly tanned and perfectly manicured. There’s no way Naomi has ever seen a photo of these hands; if she had, she would have mentioned them in a pervy way.

			“What?” he asks.

			“Do you get manicures?”

			“Sometimes, yes.”

			I raise my eyebrows at him. I haven’t had a manicure since Layla’s wedding in 2021.

			“You can tell a lot about a person by their hands,” he says.

			I drop my hands onto my lap so he can’t see my nails. “Yes,” I say. “I can tell by your hands you have extra money for manicures. So why are we lying to your family?”

			He looks down at his laptop and then pushes it away and opens his menu. “It’s sort of complicated. What looks good?”

			“Let’s split the chicken cordon bleu and the endive salad,” I say. I close his menu and stack it on mine. “If I’m going to do this, I need to understand what it is. Now spill.”

			He takes his time refilling his wineglass, which is already half full. “I’m trying to get a promotion.”

			“Okay?”

			“And so is my cousin Grant. We’re both in business development. Basically my ideas are good and his are bad. It’s in the best interest of the company that I get the job.”

			“In your unbiased opinion.”

			He doesn’t blink. “Yes. But it’s the truth. My dad is retiring as CEO at the end of the year, and they’re choosing his replacement in the next few months. My family makes up a big part of the board of directors, so I need their vote.”

			“Ah, yes, this all makes perfect sense.” I swirl the red wine in my glass. “Naturally they won’t vote for you unless you’re dating a fish heiress.” I hold up a hand to him. “I get it. I minored in business. Say no more.”

			The waiter comes and Stewart orders exactly what I’d suggested, plus a steak and french fries.

			“I work a lot,” he says when the waiter’s gone.

			“You’ve said.”

			He bites his bottom lip and I have the feeling it’s a tell. Stewart’s worried and he doesn’t want to say the next thing. But he does. “My mother doesn’t think it’s entirely healthy. It’s probably not. She’s always been worried that if I took over as CEO, I’d go overboard and never make time for a life outside of work.” Stewart’s mother, Victoria Whitfield, has recently retired from a long career in medicine. Pediatrics, I think. She is by all accounts not a typical socialite.

			“So you think Audrey dumping you is enough for your parents to block your promotion.”

			“Audrey dumping me is practically proof that they’re right. The way my mom looked at me when she saw the photo of Audrey with that guy—I don’t even have the job yet, and I couldn’t keep my relationship going. This is all really bad timing.”

			“So I’m here to make you seem like you’re emotionally healthy enough for a relationship and in a balanced frame of mind to take on the role of CEO.”

			“Essentially,” he says. “And like I’ve found my person. You’re so different from her. We’ll show them how right you are for me, and they’ll know how wrong for me she was. It’s perfect, actually.”

			“I’m the anti-Audrey.” That, at least, seems true.

			“Exactly,” he says. He reaches into his satchel and pulls out his glasses. I like his glasses. He’s more human in them, like it’s an admission that he’s not twenty-twenty in every aspect of his life. “And Grant. In addition to the fact that his terrible projects happen to have higher returns than mine, he’s happily married. So right now, Grant’s looking like exactly the right guy for the job.”

			“Why do you work so much?”

			“It’s what I do,” he says.

			“Always?”

			“Pretty much.” He pulls his laptop toward him and readies himself to take notes.

			“And are you good at your job?” I ask.

			“Yes, why?”

			“Because I would have done it for fifty.”

			He looks up at me over his glasses and gives me that one-dimple smile again. “I would have paid you a hundred.”

			“Shoot,” I say. Naomi was right.

			“Duration,” he says. “Through the Starlight Gala on August twenty-second.” He’s typing as he speaks. “After that I’ll be back in Boston, and we can pretend to have a long-distance relationship until the CEO announcement is made.”

			“I’m also going back to Boston.”

			“Right,” he says, still typing. “Perfect. We both came for the summer.”

			“Fine,” I say. “Why are you here this summer?”

			“Grant floated the idea of remote work during the summer, and I’m pretending I don’t think it’s the worst idea in the world. Which it is.” He’s typing again. “Can you commit to two outings per week, as necessary?”

			“Okay,” I say. “Any travel?”

			“Yes, but not far. Maybe an overnight or two if we need to be in Boston.”

			I raise my eyebrows. “Overnight? Stewart, let’s get super specific.”

			“I think you mentioned already that you’re not involved in the flesh trade. Let me get that down.” He goes back to typing, mouthing, “no flesh trading.”

			“Wait, did you just make a joke?” I ask.

			“Yes,” he says. A little color hits his cheeks, and he refocuses on his laptop. “I obviously don’t expect sex. Or anything sex-like. If we go overnight, you’ll have your own room on a separate floor of my house.”

			“Touching?” I ask. I need to understand the parameters here. Or at least brace myself for what’s coming. “For show?”

			“Not necessary.”

			“Okay, wow.” I’m thinking about Audrey and her twice-weekly sleepovers and absolutely no PDA. I can see why she was desperate for a make-out session in the dugout. “No touching at all?”

			He shakes his head like he’s a bit exasperated by my specifics. “Maybe? Like if you were about to walk into traffic, I might grab you by the arm.”

			“Okay. I’ll agree to touching in lifesaving situations.” He keeps typing, so I go on. “And maybe in a normal way when we’re in public? Arm around me for a photo, adjusting a stray piece of my hair because someone’s looking.”

			“Sure,” he says, still typing.

			“Why am I in love with you?” I ask.

			He looks up and takes off his glasses. “I’m a great guy?”

			I smile at the question mark. “How so? Got any Yelp reviews?”

			He shakes his head. “Yeah, I don’t know. Ask Busy, she likes me.”

			“Does Oscar?”

			He looks at me for a beat. “He used to.”

			I think of how close Patsy and I were before my mom left and I stepped out of our childhood to mother her. I wonder what the big shift was for Stewart and Oscar, but I don’t ask. Oscar Whitfield is a few years younger than Stewart, a relentless playboy who settled down with Lilly Hammersmith but still doesn’t work, as far as I know. Stewart will marry someone like Lilly in the little white chapel, and she’ll get to keep the horse.

			“What else?” he asks, putting his glasses back on and turning to the computer.

			“I need to work around my shifts at the fish house, and I’ll have to answer my Good Sports line. But I’ll keep it on vibrate. I’ll need to know about each event in advance. I’ll require twenty-four hours’ notice.” I am pushing him, just to see where the edge is.

			“What else?”

			What else? I think of Naomi and a jillion dollars. “A clothing allowance.”

			“Of course,” he says, eyeing the navy dress circa 1995.

			I lean in across the table and whisper, “I want bespoke.”

			He leans in too. “Bespoke what?” he whispers.

			“Do you know what ‘bespoke’ means?” I ask.

			“Custom-made for a specific person.”

			“Really?” I laugh. I had no idea. “I don’t need that.”

			Stewart laughs as a busboy places a basket of hot French bread between us. I take a piece and breathe in the steam. I look up and he’s watching me spread butter on it.

			“So how did we meet?” I ask.

			He’s quiet, really considering it. “You spilled your purse at a coffee shop and I helped you.”

			“Hate it.”

			He raises his eyebrows. “Grocery store.”

			“Because you go to the grocery store?”

			“No.” He looks away for a second. “Blind date?”

			“Who sets an engaged guy up on a blind date?” We’re quiet while I butter more heavenly bread. “We both bike the same route in the park and occasionally nodded hello, until one day you found me sitting on the ground by my bike with a flat tire. You helped me home and then vowed to teach me how to change a real tire someday. And thanks to the love gods, we’re both spending the summer in Whitfield. See what I did there?”

			“Not bad. It has an arc.” He nods appreciatively and takes a piece of bread.

			I say, “It’s sporty, it’s innocent. You look like a hero. You’re welcome. What else?”

			“Birthday?”

			“January eleventh.”

			“I’m May fourteenth.”

			“I assume you live on Beacon Hill.”

			“Yes. Let me guess. You live…” And he pauses for so long I’m thinking he can’t think of any place that’s not Beacon Hill.

			“I live out near Boston College. Gus and I have the downstairs apartment of a two-family house.”

			“That sounds nice,” he says, like he’s trying to make it sound nice.

			“Oh stop.” I laugh. “It is. We’ve been there since he was three, and the landlord barely raises our rent. I take care of the lawn and stuff. And over the years, we’ve made it our own. I’d buy it and stay forever if I could.”

			He’s nodding ever so slightly.

			“And do you date?” he asks.

			“A bit.” It’s an exaggeration for sure. My last actual date was with a middle-school teacher, but it would have been before Gus started middle school, so that’s at least three years ago.

			“How do you approach that, with a child at home?”

			“With very low expectations.”

			“And how does that work out?”

			“Exactly as I expect.” Our eyes meet and he waits for me to explain. I don’t. “How’d you meet Audrey?”

			“She’s friends with Grant’s wife, Kendall. They introduced her to me, and it took.” He holds my gaze, and I’m trying to see a little heartbreak in it. He must have loved her a little. But he’s not going to explain himself either.

			“I only go on dates on Saturday nights.” I lean in and lower my voice again. “Married guys can’t go out on Saturday nights.”

			“So the expectations are that low? He has to be single to clear the bar?”

			“You’d be surprised. Single. No smoking. Doesn’t want kids.” Stewart narrows his eyes at me, and I explain. “I love my son, but I’m almost forty and that’s a hard no. And I don’t want a guy who wants to be around all the time. Gus and I are a team, we have our routines, and I don’t want to break any of that up because I have some guy to look after.”

			“Maybe he’d look after you,” Stewart says.

			I smile and shake my head. “That has not been my experience.”

			The waiter brings our food with little plates for sharing. I take a bite of the chicken and let it melt in my mouth. It’s heavenly, this chicken, almost illicit in this dimly lit restaurant.

			“Good?” he asks.

			“Mmm.” I nod with a full mouth.

			“Which is the favorite of your jobs?” he asks, pushing the fries toward me.

			“Teaching, hands down.”

			“Why?”

			“Well, nighttime Uber riders can be belligerent. And I don’t totally get the weighted-vest thing. I mean, regular life seems heavy enough.”

			He raises his glass to me. “That’s the truth. So is there something about little kids that you like or is it just the least bad job?”

			“Oh yes. Well, everything. I love the way they jump around when they’re excited and lie right in the middle of the floor when they’re tired. They’re just so connected to themselves. And they’ll tell you anything. They totally appreciate you and they never lie. That’s actually the best thing.”

			He looks at me for a beat. “Because you’ve been lied to.”

			“I’ve definitely been misled.”

			“Well, if it makes you feel better, my fiancée told me she was in France when she was really in the Bronx.”

			“With a Yankee, of all things.”

			“Bad things can happen to anybody,” he says, and pours me some more wine.

			By the time Stewart walks me to my car, we have a deal. He reaches into his satchel and hands me a check for thirty thousand dollars. It’s the most money I’ve ever seen or had. I run my finger over the zeros. “Half now, half later.” He extends his hand to me, and I shake it.

			“Thank you,” I say, still staring at the check. “I need a new roof, so.”

			He nods. “Ah. It did seem like an oddly specific amount.”

			I smile at the check and then look back up at him. He reaches out and pats my shoulder. Once. It’s one hard pat, like he’s pressing a call button for service.

			I look at my shoulder and back at him. “What was that?” I ask.

			“Touching? I don’t know.” He looks away. “I was just trying to act like we’re a couple.”

			I laugh and fold my check carefully in half. “We’ll have to work on that.”

			He opens my car door for me, and I get in. Now that I’m sitting, my dress is too short. I feel his eyes go there, so I place my bag on my lap as if I plan to drive clutching my tote. I look up at him through the open door. “Just to be super clear. There’s nothing weird here. Like, I don’t have to give you a bath or anything, do I?”

			He stifles a laugh, but I see it in his eyes. “No, nothing like that.”

			“And obviously no kissing.” It’s as much a reminder to myself as to him.

			“I do not kiss in public.” He says it like it’s his blood type.

			“Me neither, Stewart,” I say, and close the door.

		

	
		
			Chapter 6

			
				[image: ]
			

			The house is dark when I walk in, except for the rippling light of the television screen. Gus is on the living room sofa watching ESPN, unblinking.

			“Hey, babe,” I say into the darkness. Nothing. I sit next to him and pull my grandmother’s crocheted blanket over both of us. We’re not touching, but a shared blanket always makes me feel closer. “You okay?” He nods at the TV.

			“Aunt Naomi just texted, she wants me to babysit tomorrow night,” he says.

			“That’s fun,” I say. “Is it fun?” Leigh and Macy are like the little sisters he never really wanted, but they adore him, and I think he likes being looked up to. They’ve called him Chief since they were little, and I think it’s exactly how he’d like to be feeling in his life right now.

			“It’s fine. I mean, we always have fun, but I don’t want to spend the summer hanging out with little girls.”

			“Yeah,” I say, because I get it. Whitfield is a place where he has family and history, and I think it’s the perfect nurturing space for him this summer. But I suspect he feels like he’s hiding out, peering around the corner, looking for a more normal social life.

			After long enough that I’ve seen the same home run replayed twice, he says, “It’ll be good to start lifeguard camp.”

			“Yes!” It’s too enthusiastic. I’ve broken the sanctity of the mood. I dial it back. “It’ll be good to be outside and in a routine.”

			“I rode my bike around today and didn’t see any kids my age,” he says.

			“They’re probably all inside, resting up for lifeguard camp.” He gives me the look: head down, eyes up, always followed by a shake of the head. I am ridiculous.

			“Do you think they give you a hat at this thing? Or should we go to Naomi’s shop and pick something out?”

			“I’ll be fine,” he says, and goes quiet again.

			A thirteen-year-old boy’s mind is a fortress. I know his circumstances in Boston. I’ve seen them in action. His friends have moved on to girls and beer, maybe vaping. It’s hard to piece together from the little he tells me, but there was definitely an incident. Since January he’s been home after school, home on the weekends. It’s not like they dumped him, they just went someplace he doesn’t want to go. It breaks my heart to see him abandoned for wanting to take a few more sips of his childhood. I also know the other option is hanging out with the boys in his class who are still trading Pokémon cards. He’s caught between a rock and a nerd place. What I can only guess is how he feels about it all. I don’t know if he thinks it’s hopeless, that he’ll always be on the outside of things, or if he’s biding his time, secretly out scanning the streets of Whitfield for a kid who wants to talk baseball and hunt frogs.

			It’s all so agonizing that I abandon my restraint and put my arm around him. He rests his head on my shoulder, and I take in the boy smell of him, unwashed hair and dried sweat.

			“Want to drop some lines off the back of the fish house dock tomorrow morning before work?” I ask. “Live worms and donuts?”

			He purrs a bit on my shoulder. Donuts were the answer. I nailed it.

			“How was Hog Tied?” he asks. He’s still letting me hold him and I wonder if we could sleep like this, in this quiet space where he forgot I’m the worst.

			“Good,” I say. “It was really good.” I want to pull out the check that’s pulsing in my pocket and show it to him, watch his eyes bug out of his head. But more than anything I just want to keep holding him. I’ll come clean tomorrow.

			“I’m going to catch a bluegill tomorrow,” he says, dreamy.

			“Pairs perfectly with a chocolate glazed.”

			He looks up at me and smiles. I put a hand on his cheek so I can experience this smile with more of my senses.

			I step out into the sleeping porch and flick on the little white lamp by the daybed. Mrs. Goldberg has her TV on, but the sound is faint compared to the frog song. There’s a breeze coming through the screens carrying the smell of blooming things, and I could close my eyes and tell you it’s late June. In July the air out here will be sultry; in August it will be hot. I put on my nightgown, but I’m not tired. I’m thinking about what a strange thing it must be to be Stewart Whitfield. What a strange thing to be an heir to that dynasty and still be a workaholic. I work hard because I need the money, not to prove something. At least not to anyone but myself.

			I take a seat at the old Singer. I practice on a dishrag for a few minutes before I get back into the rhythm, and after that it feels like second nature. The warm summer breeze moves through the screens. After a while, I get up and grab a piece of sandpaper and start low in the corner. Paint that was already peeling comes off in my hands, but the wood is solid below. Tomorrow I’ll call contractors for estimates on the roof. The porch I can definitely fix myself.

			My phone beeps, and it’s Stewart: Busy wants to take you shopping on Monday morning at 10. Are you free?

			Me: Yes, that would be great

			I’m smiling at my phone, imagining how many exclamation points Naomi would have added to that text. In the hierarchy of fascinating Whitfields, Busy is at the top. She’s ten years younger than Naomi and me, so we watched her grow up in the summers. A socialite and an athlete, she is perpetually tossing her platinum-blond head back in laughter. Every time one of these photos pops up in the press or on social media, Naomi and I text each other captions: We saw the most hilarious whales from the yacht! Who ever heard of pancakes without caviar? My personal favorite: You bike how far to save $110 a month in parking? That’s what my manicure costs! I think I’ll love meeting Busy; I want to find out exactly what’s so funny.

			I take a screenshot and send it to Naomi. I wait for the count of five. Naomi: OMG!!!!!­!!!!!­!! STOP!!!!!!! Can I come? You don’t need me but you NEED ME!!! Please please please!!!!

			Me: First of all you need to sign an NDA, and so does Sully, because I know you told him

			Naomi: Guilty

			Me: And of course you have to come. I’m way out of my depth here
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			I decide to deliver the good news to my dad with a little fanfare. I get up early and bake a batch of zucchini muffins and lay them out on my mother’s prized Whitfield platter. She loved this stupid platter; I’m using it ironically. When I was little, she read a magazine article that featured Stewart’s grandmother Lucinda’s spring table setting and became fixated on her ivy-covered fine bone china. She hunted down a chipped platter in that same pattern and used it to serve everything from pancakes to a too-big turkey on Thanksgiving. It was going to lend our family the elegance my mother craved, one meal at a time. When not in use, she kept it in a stand on the counter like a shrine. I’m frankly surprised she didn’t take it when she left.

			I give Christopher a muffin and shoo him out to the front porch and wait to present my dad with the tray and the muffins and the crisp white check for thirty thousand dollars.

			“You’re going to…what?” he asks. It wasn’t the reaction I was going for.

			“He has an image problem since he was dumped, and his parents think he has no life. I’m going to be his pretend girlfriend.”

			“Doll, I hate every single thing about this.”

			I hold the check up with two hands. “But not this. There’s no way you hate this. Dad, I’m going to laugh at his jokes all summer, and we’re going to have a new roof and a little savings.”

			“I don’t think Stewart Whitfield makes a lot of jokes.”

			“He’s a little jokier than I thought. And I promise it’s nothing creepy. We have a contract that actually says so. He’s having it all typed up.” I laugh and pick at a crusty muffin top. I’m so relieved about the house and the money. “And he knows I need to make my shifts at the fish house.”

			“We can handle that. That’s not it.” He covers my hand in his. The same kind, warm hand that never wanted to take anything from me but needed to all the same. “I just wish you were using the money to do something you wanted to do. I don’t like taking from you, I’ve taken enough.” My childhood being what it was, my dad has always wanted to see me carefree. One thing about caretakers is they are never carefree. Without our cares, we’d just be takers like everyone else.

			“Dad, a couple nights a week I’m going to put on mascara and eat fancy food. Maybe I’ll have a few glasses of champagne. What exactly are you taking from me? My chance to eat your signature baked potatoes?” I smile at him and squeeze his hand. This is an answered prayer, and I want him to embrace it.

			“Are you going to tell Gus?”

			I’ve always tried not to lie to Gus. Not about Santa Claus. Not even about his dad. I told him I thought he was better off without that particular dad, but that if he ever wanted more information, I would point him in the right direction. The burdens of motherhood and personhood are things I can carry. The weight of deception I cannot.

			“Of course,” I say. “But Christopher cannot keep a secret, you know that.”

			“He’d go straight to Page Six,” my dad says and laughs.
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			On Monday morning Naomi sends a screaming all-caps text that she’ll be late for our shopping trip because Sully forgot he had a meeting and can’t open the store. I suspect she’s more disappointed than I am, because shopping’s her thing, but I can feel in my chest how much I wanted her here. I am about to step out of my super-grounded reality into a fantasy I’m ill equipped to navigate. Naomi is the steady hand that will help me cross. I don’t know how I’m going to keep my head on straight without her reassuring me that this is all doable. That I’m still doing a great job not eating my hair.

			I’m standing outside Wendell’s like I’m waiting for a formal invitation to enter. I’m in my regular jeans (clean) and a slightly nicer shirt than usual. It’s white and has four pretty buttons down the front. It’s something I never put in the dryer. Stewart pulls up in an old forest-green Range Rover and stops long enough for Busy to pop out of the passenger seat. She does not exit or emerge—Busy is a person who pops. She approaches me in a maxi dress, all swirls of orange and pink under her long platinum-blond hair. I think of the ranunculus in the flower shop window and wish I had them to give her.

			“Dolly, hi!” she says. She takes both of my hands. “Thank you for letting me do this. And for doing this for poor Stewart. Let’s get inside and find you every single beautiful thing!” She’s like a walking glass of champagne.

			“That’s a different car,” I say, as Stewart drives away. I am overwhelmed by the prospect of a new wardrobe and my mind has just short-circuited on the idea that Stewart might have a different Range Rover for every day of the week. “He was in a black one before. New.”

			Busy laughs a bubbly laugh. “He calls the black one The Abomination. Audrey bought it for him.”

			“She bought him a Range Rover,” I say. Just to be clear.

			“Because she hates his car. That green one. It’s from 1994 or something, and he can talk to you about how it’s a superior model to the ones they make now until you want to jam a fork right into your eye. Audrey wanted him to get with the times. And that is so not Stewart.” She raises a hand as if she’s solemnly swearing. “A bad match. Obviously. So are you ready?”

			“Yes, I’m excited,” I say. Without Naomi here to back me up, this lie falls flat.

			Busy smiles at me with the full brightness of the sun. “I know this is weird, but I swear it’ll be fun.”

			We walk into Wendell’s and it’s bigger than I imagined from the street. Small compared to Old Navy, but still bigger than I thought. The clothing is displayed on small racks around the store, with blue velvet sofas scattered so that you could sit for a while and admire a dress before you tried it on.

			A woman named Octavia with a black pixie cut comes out to greet Busy. They kiss hello and she shakes my hand.

			“So, Dolly has some big events coming up, and she’s looking for a summer wardrobe refresh,” Busy says. A bit of an understatement.

			“Would you ladies like…” Octavia starts.

			“Yes, all of it, please,” Busy says. Octavia raises her hand and makes a circular motion that I read as bring it all, and soon we are seated on a blue velvet sofa with glasses of champagne, warm cheese puffs, and shrimp.

			“This is delicious,” I say to Octavia. “Where do you get your shrimp?”

			“I would have no way of knowing,” Octavia says. “Where should we start?”

			I open my mouth to speak and close it again. I’m looking around the room at the clothes—long chiffon dresses in ice cream colors, tailored pants in bright yellow and green, short-sleeved cashmere sweaters so fine you can see the silk of the camisoles under them. I cannot imagine wearing this stuff or standing in a room full of people dressed like this.

			“Give us a minute, if you don’t mind,” Busy tells Octavia, then she turns to me. “Can we talk about the vibe you’re going for?”

			I scrunch up my face. “Probably no vibe? I think that’s my vibe.”

			“I mean, what do you think about when you’re picking out clothes? Like when you show up and love what you’re wearing, what’s that like for you?” she asks.

			This is something I’ve never thought of in my life. I like clothes that can be washed in warm water and don’t have to be ironed. Anything that can be bleached in case of a mishap is a plus. I feel good when my jeans are freshly washed and dried so they don’t hang too low. I don’t like having to hike them up when I sit for circle time. I like a cocktail sauce–free T-shirt and a nightgown that’s short enough that it doesn’t get tangled around my legs. I have the feeling this isn’t what she means, but she is sparkling at me so brightly right now that I want to give a good answer.

			I say, “I think I feel best when my clothes fit. And are clean. The vibe I’m putting out is that I’m on top of things?”

			Octavia shoots Busy a look.

			“That’s interesting,” Busy says. “There’s an enneagram for that. I like a pulled-together look. But I think this summer, for these events, we want a bit more than that, just a little bit. Low-key whimsical. Just a whiff of spectacular. Is that okay?”

			I don’t think I’m capable of pulling off even a half whiff of spectacular, but I want to do this right. I want to win at being made over and do a great job making Stewart look good. “Okay,” I say.

			Octavia says, “We’re going for a competent fashionista.”

			“Send us your most capable clothes!” Busy says, and tops off my champagne.

			Octavia smiles for the first time and I realize they’re teasing me. “What do we need?” she asks.

			“I have a list,” Busy says.

			“He gave you a list?” I ask.

			“Damion did. His assistant.”

			“Of course,” I say.

			Busy reads from her phone. “One black-tie dress for the Providence event on Wednesday. Four dinner dresses—one for Boston, so more structured, and three for here. Something for the Starlight Gala. Shoes. Accessories for all. Sun hat. An assortment of things for yacht club lunches.”

			“What about casual?” I ask. “Do I need something to wear on a boat or are my shorts and T-shirts okay?”

			Busy shakes her head. “Stewart doesn’t take his boat out. Boating might actually be fun, and he can’t have that.” She says it with a smile, like it’s just a little quirk of his, but it strikes me as kind of sad.

			“All right,” Octavia says with a clap of her hands. “Can I get a quick look at you, dear?” I stand and she measures me with her eyes. “Got it.”

			The two of us, along with our feast, move into the dressing area to wait. Everything is white in there, down to the leather sofas, and I decide to forgo cocktail sauce for the rest of the day. Octavia returns with the “casual” options first. Pants in heavy cotton and linen, crisp blouses in floral patterns, and those delicate sweaters. I turn the pants inside out and admire the stitching the way Maud used to do. These pants were not sewn in a factory. I try on the first pair, canary yellow, with a sharp seam up the front. Yellow pants. The blouse picks up the tiniest bits of the yellow and maybe even a bit of my blue eyes. I can see how it’s all pretty in some way, but I feel like a peacock. This is more than a whiff. I take tiny steps to the sitting area.

			“These are very nice pants,” I say, making big eyes at Busy. “But yellow? Do people wear yellow pants?”

			“Gerard,” Octavia calls into the hallway.

			“Trust me, this blends. People at the club are going to stare at you if you’re not wearing yellow pants,” says Busy. “Think of these yellow pants as camouflage. Change into beige and they’ll stare.”

			It makes sense in an upside-down kind of way. My main job here is to fit in. “Okay,” I say, though I’m not sure I mean it.

			Gerard comes in and sits at my feet. Apparently, my pants don’t fit. He takes them up an inch and then in at the crotch. He hikes them at the waist and pinches a bit. Covered in pins and not knowing how I am ever going to take them off without injuring myself, I realize I have been wearing pants that don’t fit for thirty-nine years.

			“They’re perfect,” Busy says.

			Next are the dinner dresses. There’s a black one for Boston that scoops low at the neck and makes me think of Audrey Hepburn. The other three are in flowy cotton (it might be linen, I don’t totally know the difference) in light pastel patterns. Each of them is a work of art.

			When Octavia brings three long dresses in featherweight fabrics, I know they’re for the Starlight Gala. I’ve worked the event more than a dozen times, and the women were always in long, flowy dresses that felt like a fever dream of color and wind. My choices are orange strapless, powder-blue sleeveless, and a white halter dress.

			Busy wants me to try the white one first, and I do. It feels more like a princess costume than a dress. The top is fitted and flattering, but the skirt is miles of gauzy fabric cascading to the ground like I’m the Good Witch of the North. I suspect I could do the splits in this dress, if I could do the splits. I am not light and airy enough to pull it off.

			I walk out into the sitting room and Busy shouts, “Perfect!”

			I’m about to push back, but they’ve just brought in multiple options for Providence, and I have to sit down. I really wish Naomi was here. I pop a cheese puff into my mouth and carefully wipe my hands. “Busy, you pick.”

			“I want to see you in the green,” she says.

			I haven’t worn a strapless dress since my prom, and let me tell you the technology has improved significantly. Once I’m zipped into this long celery-green column of satin with a sweetheart neckline, there is absolutely no fidgeting or boob shoving to be done. I am locked and loaded. Octavia arranges the bottom of the dress and smiles at me in the dressing room mirror. “This is the one, dear. I refuse to sell you a different dress.”

			It’s the most beautiful dress I’ve ever seen, I’ll admit that. But it’s way too much. It screams for attention. Look at me and my shoulders and my boobs—behold and judge!

			Octavia walks out ahead of me. “Green it is,” she announces.

			Busy gasps. “I love it.”

			I say, “It’s kind of a lot.”

			She steps closer to me. “The other dresses are sequins, I think this is your best bet. Also, you’re absolutely gorgeous in it.”

			I look at myself in the mirror behind her. I squint and I see Stewart Whitfield’s girlfriend. That’s the shape and form I’ve agreed to take on. “I don’t feel like myself,” I say.

			Busy reaches out and squeezes my arm. “Of course you’re yourself. But it’s kind of fun to try to feel like someone else for a bit, right? You’re you, but sprinkled in pixie dust.”

			I have never been sprinkled in anything but regular dust.

			“Is there jewelry?” Octavia asks. “We can bring in a few things.”

			“Damion had a few things sent over from Kingsmouth.” Busy reaches into her tote bag and pulls out three velvet boxes. The first is a thick braided gold chain with diamonds inset throughout. I don’t know what my face does as I look at it, but Busy says, “There are more, don’t worry.”

			The next is a thinner platinum chain that cannot be expected to support the dime-sized diamond that hangs off it. The third is a thin gold chain with a flower pendant, a dahlia, fashioned out of yellow and rose gold. The flower is the size of a nickel, elegant enough that you’d wear it with a dress like this, but subtle enough that you might just put it on and never take it off. I want to be as casual as a Whitfield with this precious necklace. I want to wear it with my fish house T-shirt. I want to put it on and never take it off.

			“Do you have a preference, Busy? Does it matter to you which one I wear?”

			“Of course not, pick what you like. And honestly, in that dress, no one’s going to notice your necklace.”

			I pick up the dahlia and let Octavia put it on me. One day in, and I’ve already forgotten how to do things for myself. “I won’t take it off,” I say, lowering my voice. “Like until this is over, I’m just going to wear it all the time so I don’t lose it. Okay?”

			I look up and see Naomi standing in the dressing room doorway, stunned. I greet her by demurely raising my glass of champagne, and we both start to laugh. “I honestly don’t know what’s happening here,” I say. “But I’m wearing this dress to Providence on Wednesday, and I have so much stuff in that dressing room you’re going to freak. Busy, this is my friend Naomi.”

			Busy takes Naomi’s hand in both of hers like she’s precious, which she is. “I’m so glad you’re here,” Busy says. “I think we have everything we need, but I wonder if you have thoughts on her hair?” The diplomacy is impressive.

			Naomi laughs. “Do I? It’s almost all I think about.”

			They turn to me, and Busy moves my hair behind my shoulders. “I would literally die to see your hair cut. Your jawline is so Olivia Wilde, you know?” I do not know. “Can we?”

			Naomi smiles her most radiant smile. “We must,” she says.
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			Lee, Busy’s favorite hairstylist at the Willa Bernard Salon, does not crack a smile as she stands behind my chair and surveys me in the mirror. “You shouldn’t even be allowed to have hair,” she says.

			“Lee!” Busy swats her arm.

			“I totally agree,” says Naomi.

			“It’s all too much,” Lee says. She starts to brush out the ends of my hair, working from the bottom until it’s all smooth. I relax into the chair and try to enjoy the strangeness of it. I don’t even remember my mother doing this for me. I did it for Patsy, brushing and braiding and curling and straightening, and I washed Christopher’s hair forever. “What I really want to do is give you a bob. A straight line right across your jaw.” She folds my hair up to demonstrate, and I see what she means. It’s like she opened a curtain and now you can see my eyes.

			“I need to be able to put it in a ponytail,” I say.

			“Because you’re competing on the U.S. volleyball team?” Naomi asks. “You don’t need a ponytail.”

			Lee says, “You actually have the right kind of hair for it. A little product and you can tuck it behind your ears when you need to.”

			I do not want a dramatically new haircut. My hair has been the same, cut twice a year and often by me, for decades. Every other change is already drastic. That celery-green dress is a drastic step out of my comfort zone. But maybe a drastic haircut will help shift me into this new role. Maybe the strange woman with the chic haircut will be perfect in yellow pants.

			I look at Lee in the mirror. “Let’s do it,” I say. Busy squeals with delight.

			I turn my head to accept Naomi’s hug and kiss, and Lee drags my chin back to the mirror. Giant chunks of hair fall to the floor. My heart rate ticks up a bit because I cannot turn back. There is so much of me exposed—my face, my neck. I push my shoulders back because now I can see them. It’s as if someone has come into my bedroom and ripped off my covers.

			My second phone rings. “Shoot, sorry, I have to get this quick. Work.” I grab it on the second ring. “Good Sports. You’re on a recorded line. How can I help you?” Busy steps back and folds her arms to watch me. “I’m sorry to hear that. If you want to initiate a return, please go to our website and select returns. Yes, return the weights too. In the original packaging.” This goes on for a while because he doesn’t have the original packaging. They never do.

			“So what’s your job?” Busy asks when I’ve been assured there is nothing more I can do to be of assistance.

			“I’m a teacher, but I also answer calls for a sporting goods company.”

			“How did you know that’s what you wanted to do?”

			I laugh, but I shouldn’t. I understand why she’s asking, the world is full of people trying to identify their passion. When I was a kid, my passion was baking. I was going to grow up and sell cakes and cookies and every pie my grandmother thought up. I was going to be a baking tycoon. Brick Fish House and Bake Shop. The events of my actual life have left me with more of a passion for providing protein and health insurance for my kid.

			“Well,” I say. “I studied to be a teacher because I like kids, and I think what happens to you when you’re little matters. That worked out great because I had a baby at twenty-six and I could be around in the summers for him. The call center is just extra money because everything is more expensive than I thought. I also drive an Uber sometimes.”

			“And the fish house,” she adds.

			“With my dad, yes.”

			“You’ve figured out four things to do, I can’t figure out anything. I keep thinking I should go to med school and then I don’t go, and then I feel lazy about it all.”

			“I hear med school is kind of a commitment,” I say with a laugh into the mirror. My wet hair is cut at an exact angle. It’s even blacker when it’s wet like this, and my eyes look bluer than usual. I look like a flapper, I think, and I like the playfulness of it. I look like I could get into some trouble while looping a long strand of pearls around my fist. Stewart Whitfield’s girlfriend would totally do that.

			“If you want to know,” Naomi says. “I opened a T-shirt shop because I live in Whitfield and there aren’t that many choices.”

			“That might be your problem,” I say to Busy. “You have too many choices.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“Well, it’s like when you go to a TGI Fridays.” I narrow my eyes and read her expression. She’s never been to a TGI Fridays. “Like a restaurant with too many things on the menu. You walk in hungry but end up overwhelmed. The only thing to do in that situation is just make a decision and live with it.”

			“Like just go to med school, and that’s that.”

			“Do you want to be a doctor?”

			“Not at all,” she says, no hesitation.

			We all laugh, and Lee starts blowing my hair dry.

			“Can I make you up?” Lee asks when my bob is dried to shiny perfection. I can’t quite manage the smile on my face, it embarrasses me how changed I feel by this haircut.

			“Sure,” I say. I’ve come this far.

			I watch as she darkens my lashes and my eyes go a shade bluer.

			“Stewart’s going to go nuts,” Busy says.
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			“I’m not going to recover from today,” Naomi says on the drive home. “You look like a princess, and I can keep cutting your hair like that when this is over. I watched how she did it.”

			I run my fingers along the straight line of my bob. I really do like it. I feel lighter. “It was very fun. And Busy is a dream.”

			“I wish this was all real so I could come to your wedding.”

			I laugh. “In their chapel. I’d wear this necklace, because I am in love with it.” I finger the dahlia around my neck.

			“You should be,” she says.

			“We’re sharing the stuff I get to keep. You can borrow it all. The lavender dress would be gorgeous on you.”

			“It’d be worth driving to your place in Boston to pick it up,” she says. I smile at the thought of Naomi and me wearing these clothes for the next twenty years until they’re threadbare.

			My phone dings with a text from Stewart: Go okay?

			“It’s my fake boyfriend,” I say. Me: Yes, thank you

			Stewart: Good

			“Super romantic,” I say to Naomi. “The bland boyfriend check-in.”

			“Kind of nice, actually. Checking in.”

			“He probably set a reminder on his phone,” I say.

			“Is he really that stiff? Such a waste of lips.”

			“He’s not. He’s focused. Definitely goal-oriented. I have the feeling he’s good at sex but not intimacy,” I say.

			Naomi laughs. “Sounds like you’ve met your match.”

			“What’s that supposed to mean?”

			She shoots me a look.

			“Fine,” I say. “But I don’t even remember if I was good at sex.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 9
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			When I get home, Christopher and Gus are on the front steps, and neither of them is as excited about my haircut as I am.

			“What happened to your hair?” Gus asks.

			“Going for a new summer look,” I say.

			“I don’t like it,” Christopher says. Christopher is in so many ways like my kindergarteners. You can count on him for an unfiltered, honest reaction.

			“What’s all that stuff?” Gus asks.

			“Some clothes I needed.”

			He raises his eyebrows at me in the only expression of his father’s that I remember perfectly. It’s time for me to come clean.

			“You know what? I’m starving.” I am not starving in the least. I ate my weight in cheese puffs today. “Want to go grab a soft serve at Addie’s?”

			There’s a flicker in his eyes. “Sure.” He stands up and stretches. I think he grew since this morning.

			“Want to come, buddy?” I ask Christopher like I always do. He says no like he always does. Getting him to move his body is a lost cause. He watches over the town from this porch. It is his domain and his safe place. I squeeze the handles of my shopping bags in gratitude that we get to stay in this house.

			Gus gets chocolate and I get vanilla, and then halfway through we trade so we each have a bit of both. We could get swirls, as we always discuss, but we like this methodology better—getting something totally different at the end.

			“Time for the plot twist,” he says every time when we switch.

			We’re finishing our cones on a bench under the shade of an old sycamore tree in the park across from Addie’s ice cream shop. This tree is nearly two hundred years old, with craggy roots that reach out over the ground like fingers gripping the earth. I feel unusually safe sharing ice cream with my son by this tree.

			“So I have some weird stuff to talk about.”

			“Oh God, Mom.” Gus covers his face with his cone, and suddenly we’re both thinking about sex.

			“No, jeez. No,” I say. “I just mean I have another part-time job and it’s a total secret. I don’t like keeping things from you, but you have to promise to keep it quiet, like, Pop and I had to sign an NDA and Christopher can’t know or the whole town will know. I wasn’t actually at Hog Tied Thursday night.”

			He turns all the way toward me and tents his fingers in dramatic anticipation. “I’m listening,” he says.

			“You know the Whitfields, right? They have the big house and the company that owns a ton of real estate?” He nods, duh. “Well, the oldest one, Stewart, is my age. I actually struck him out in baseball once. His fiancée dumped him really publicly and he’s trying to get promoted, and he’d be in a better position if he had a girlfriend.”

			“And you’re the girlfriend.”

			“Pretend.”

			“He couldn’t get someone young?”

			I shove him with my shoulder, and he laughs.

			“I’m the best he could do. So I have all these new clothes, and the hair, and I’m going to go to some events with him. And he’s going to pay for Pop’s new roof.”

			He laughs. “That’s crazy.”

			“It’s completely crazy,” I say.

			He pops the end of his cone into his mouth and is quiet for a bit. Finally he says, “I wish I could pretend I played third base for the Red Sox for a while. Tag some guy out. Get him into a hotbox with home plate.” The daydream takes over his face. It’s still so easy for him to step in and out of his own reality. “It’d be a bummer when it was over.”

			“Well, I get to keep the clothes and the roof.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 10
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			I let Stewart pick me up on Goose Lane for the forty-minute drive to Providence. Only Christopher is home, and I tell him I’m going to a costume party, which in no way feels like a lie. I wait at the bottom of our walkway for my ride. The chauffeured black town car pulls in just as Mrs. Goldberg is throwing a sheet on her line, and I hop into the car before either Stewart or the driver can get out to help me.

			I sit statue-still in the back next to Stewart. He says hello but is deeply involved in his phone. He doesn’t say anything about my dress or my haircut. I love my haircut, and this dress is Busy-approved. I should not be spiraling the way I am, but Stewart is just completely fucking dashing, and I don’t want to look at him. He’s in a tuxedo that was woven by angels with tiny hands to the exact specifications of his body. His black shoes have been professionally tied by the royal shoe tyer.

			“Are you all right?” he asks me. I can’t worry the ends of my hair, so my right leg is bouncing.

			“Yes, fine.”

			He puts his earbuds in and makes a call to someone about a problem in Dallas.

			Honestly, with this level of warmth, I can see why Audrey may have sought solace elsewhere. When Stewart Whitfield is in work mode, which seems like all the time, he cannot be distracted. It should be clear that I could use a few words of affirmation. I need confidence to walk into a swarm of millionaires and try to make small talk that will be so on point that they will all believe I am the new chosen Whitfield woman. I really wish I understood what Bitcoin is. I’m not looking for a full-out pep talk, but a compliment would be nice. I’m in a magic green dress. There’s a golden dahlia around my neck to match my handbag and shoes. Notice my gold shoes, Stewart.

			“Can you at least brief me?” I ask when he’s off his call. “Like about what I’m walking into?”

			“It’s their annual cancer fundraiser. I’m being honored.”

			“Why?”

			“Because I gave a lot of money.”

			“Ah.”

			“We’ll be sitting with the head of the charity and some old friends of my parents’. All pretty low-key.”

			I nod at the window.

			“Dolly. You can’t screw this up. We met on bikes, you’re in a beautiful dress. Simple.”

			I grab it. “You like my dress?”

			“Of course, it’s…” He raises both of his hands to suggest wow.

			“Okay. Thank you. You just didn’t say.” I turn back to the window.

			“We have a business arrangement. And if I told one of my employees she looked”—he stops and struggles to find a word. “How you look,” he says finally. “I would be sued.” He gives me a matter-of-fact look, but I swear his eyes linger for a nanosecond on my bare shoulder and then on my chest. “But you’re welcome.”

			I raise my hand to where my hair meets my chin. I refuse to ask for another compliment.

			“Actually,” I say. “I recall a clause about touching being allowed if it’s to save my life? In that spirit, I think a compliment when I’m about to walk into a party and have a full-on heart attack is warranted.”

			He laughs, and even that laugh is dashing. It’s like his tuxedo has doused him in dashing potion. “I accept your interpretation there. So, yes, you are wearing everything very well.”

			“I am wearing everything very well. That is a top ten worst compliment of my life,” I say, just as we’re pulling up to the valet. “And the guy who asked me to my senior prom led with ‘I already asked Vicky Walsh and she said no, so you’re next.’ ”

			Stewart’s laughing as he steps out of the car and extends his hand to me, outsizing his own dashingness. He places his hand on my elbow as we walk up the stairs and into the hotel. The perfume of flowers hits me immediately. People are milling around, sipping their cocktails, and somehow not craning their necks to see the canopy of flowers above us. Yellow roses, daisies, and sunflowers are the only ones I can name, but the ceiling is covered with a sheet of every possible yellow flower. I want to pull out my phone and take a photo for Naomi. I want to take a selfie so I can remember my celery-green dress under it.

			“Stewart, hello,” a gray-haired man says. Stewart extends a hand to him, and I notice his cuff links for the first time, gold acorns, of course.

			“Paul,” Stewart says. “This is Dolly Brick.”

			“Pleased to meet you,” Paul says. “You are absolutely stunning in that dress.”

			“Thank you,” I say, and raise my eyes to Stewart. That’s what you were supposed to say, my eyes tell him. He rolls his eyes the tiniest bit.

			A waiter comes by with a tray of champagne flutes and we each take one. Stewart and Paul are talking about an industrial property that’s for sale along the Providence waterfront, and I’m half listening and half clocking the women around me. They’re all in long dresses, many of them brightly colored florals. It’s all so joyful and whimsical. Black tie for the men, and rainbow sorbet for the women.

			Everyone wants to talk to Stewart, and he is charming. His demeanor is welcoming but regal. He knows everyone’s name and introduces me immediately, alternating between keeping a hand on my elbow and resting it stiffly on the small of my back. It’s possessive in a showy way, but that’s the whole point.

			“And what do you do, Dolly?” asks a woman who’s name I’ve already forgotten.

			“I teach kindergarten in Boston.”

			“Ah,” she says, resting her hand on the golf ball–sized emerald around her neck. “You two are like Charles and Diana!”

			It’s a grim comparison to say the least. “Well, sort of. Except he cheated and she’s dead,” I say, and look up at Stewart, who winces a bit. I could have just said nothing. Nothing was the thing to say. I feel a little blush creep up my neck.

			“Let’s try not to go down that path, honey,” he says, wrapping a tight arm around my shoulders. I don’t think I can do honey.

			“How did you two meet?” she asks, and I know this one! I tell her the tale of our morning bike rides and Stewart’s gallant rescue.

			“That’s sweet. Which park?” she asks, and I immediately forget the name of every park in Boston. It’s as if all park-related data has been swept from my mind.

			“Boston Common,” Stewart says.

			“Yes, Boston Common,” I say, relieved. Of course. That’s over by him.

			“You two,” she says. “Bikes are forbidden on the paths in Boston Common.”

			“We found that out the hard way,” I say, nudging Stewart with my elbow like we’re frat brothers. This was actually the hardest way to find that out. “We got tickets because of it. Not on the same day. Different days. Stewart got two. But we went back.” I do not have the power to stop. “With bikes.”

			“We bike in town now,” Stewart says, and asks about their summer plans.

			I need a minute. Despite my absolutely perfect dress, that was a screwup. I am entirely unprepared, and this isn’t going to get easier. There are going to be jokes and references that I’m not in on. No one here is going to get excited about my Boston parking arbitrage scheme. I need to figure out how to plaster a pleasant look on my face without saying any more words. I could be Stewart’s girlfriend as a mannequin. I excuse myself to go find the restroom.

			The restroom is nicer than the dressing room at Wendell’s. It has a seating area with gilded mirrors and pale pink sofas. Two women in their twenties are seated, laughing at something on their phones. I use the bathroom without ruining my dress and emerge from my stall anticipating a round of applause. I wash my hands with a tiny trickle of water to ward off any splashing and dry my hands with an environmentally questionable paper napkin. Just as I pull my lipstick out of my gold purse, a woman in her fifties comes out of the stall behind me. Our eyes meet in the mirror, and I smile my pleasant smile. She does not smile back.

			“This goddamn dress,” she says to no one. She’s holding on to the spaghetti strap of her pink chiffon gown and then lets it fall away, torn from where it should be attached at the back. She wets a paper napkin and dabs it at her neck and forehead. “Sweating.”

			“Do you need help?” I ask, tentative.

			She turns to me. “All the help in the world. I have to go out there, and I knew this dress didn’t fit. The salesgirl assured me it did. And I liked the size, the number, you know. It made me feel good. So I bought it and now I have to go out there, sweating—do I stink? I bet I do!—in a broken dress like I just crawled out of the back of someone’s car.”

			“You look beautiful,” I say, because she does and because it’s what I wanted Stewart to say to me when I was nervous. “And look what I have.” I open my gold bag and show her my CVS emergency needle-and-thread kit. “My grandmother never left the house without ChapStick, five dollars, and a sewing kit. May I?”

			“Yes,” she says. She’s staring at my little red kit like it’s a miracle. “Thank you.”

			“No problem. I am not a great seamstress. But I can hem things and make curtains. I can do basically anything that’s going to end up a rectangle.” I take her pink strap and stretch it to where it was previously sewn, and it’s tight. I don’t like the way it presses into her skin like she’s trapped. “If you have five extra minutes, I can sew this one on a little looser and then let out the other strap. You might be more comfortable?”

			Which is how it came to be that I spent an extra fifteen minutes in the bathroom altering a couture gown. The woman’s name is Jen and she lives in Providence. She has teenagers too and thinks they’re monsters. I tell her about the time Gus split his pants at a Little League game and I repaired them in the car while he crouched down in the backseat in his underwear. I tell her about Maud and how she could make anything out of nothing—a dress, a biscuit, a total shift in a room’s energy.

			Jen is no longer sweating, and she hugs me in thanks. Stewart is standing outside the bathroom when we walk out. He’s agitated, pacing a few steps and putting his hands in his pockets, pulling them out, and then adjusting his cuff links. “There you are. It’s time to sit and I couldn’t…Jennifer. Hello.”

			Jen kisses his cheek. “Do you two know each other?” she asks.

			“Yes,” he says. “This is my girlfriend, Dolly Brick. Dolly, this is Jennifer Quigley, head of the cancer center.”

			“No wonder you didn’t want to look like you were climbing out the back of someone’s car,” I say.

			She laughs and gives me another hug. “When I wake up tomorrow, this will be my favorite memory of tonight.” She turns to Stewart. “Well done. Much better.”

			He thanks her after she’s already turned to go. “What was all that?” he asks me.

			“Nothing, she was in a jam and I fixed her dress. I always carry a sewing kit.” I hold up my purse.

			“Of course you do. And jumper cables.”

			“Yep, though not in my bike basket.”

			He places a hand on my back and starts kind of nudging me through the lobby toward the ballroom. I stop and say, “I think you should hold my hand.”

			“Why?”

			“I don’t know, it just feels more believable. Like if you were really my boyfriend, I’d like to be holding hands as we walk in.”

			“Okay,” he says, and takes my hand. It is not a soft, melty hand-holding situation. He does not entwine our fingers, and the warmth of his palm against mine does not tug at my heart. In fact, I get no palm action at all. He grasps me by the fingers and pulls. He holds my hand like he’s holding a dog’s leash.

			“This is how you hold hands?” Poor Audrey.

			“What?” he asks, and then stops to introduce me to someone.

			We continue to make our way through the crowd. “So we’re sitting with Jennifer, your best friend, and some people from the hospital. I have to give a quick speech before we eat.”

			I stop again. “A speech? Why aren’t your hands sweaty?” I turn his hand over in mine and inspect it for evidence of nerves. “Do you have notecards? Do you want to practice on me?” Just the thought of it is making me queasy.

			I look up, and he’s giving me a full smile, dimple on display. I don’t remember his eyes ever looking this playful. “I think we just found something I know how to do that you don’t,” he says.

			I still have both of my hands around his. “You’re a lot less scary-looking when you smile.”

			“That’s why I don’t smile,” he says.

			The tables are dressed in yellow with white lace overlays. There’s an endive salad waiting at each place with individual silver pitchers of dressing, like tiny gravy boats. I sit next to Stewart and introduce myself to the man to my left, who passes me a basket of hot French bread. I take a piece and breathe in the steam. The butter is disappointingly not shaped like seashells, but it’s soft in its little butter pod and it melts like liquid gold on contact. I turn to Stewart and smile with a full mouth.

			The man next to me is named Howard, and he talks a lot about Nantucket while he butters his bread and then salts it. I tell him that I’ve always wanted to see Nantucket, but what I’m really thinking is that I’d love to go back in time so I could have salted my bread too.

			Jen kicks off the program and says a lot of nice things about Stewart. “Not only is he a brilliant business leader and a generous philanthropist, but Stewart Whitfield is also generous with his time. Anyone can write a check, and I hope you all do tonight.” She pauses for chuckles. “But Stewart also comes to the hospital, engages with the children, and seeks out specific unmet needs.” The screen behind her switches from the hospital’s logo to a photo of Stewart sitting on the floor in the hospital’s playroom with two little girls. The crowd lets out a unified “Aww.” He’s in dress pants and a black sweater, and he’s not aware of the camera. I can tell because he’s making a goofy face at the Barbie he’s holding. “The children adore him, and so do we. Please join me in welcoming Stewart Whitfield.”

			He rises from his chair and places a hand on my bare shoulder. Not a Tin Man hand, but warm like a caress. It’s unfamiliar being touched like this, and I can’t help but lean my head toward it. He walks up to the podium like he’s got all day to get there and addresses the crowd. “Thank you, Jennifer. And thank you for honoring me in this way tonight.” He turns around and looks at the giant photo again. “As I recall, Barbie was giving me a bit of a hard time that day.” Everyone laughs. “As many of you know, pediatric cancer is an important cause to my family and me. It was a battle my sister fought and won with the help of brilliant doctors like these. And it’s critical that research continues and that the care she received is available to all families.”

			I look around the room as he goes on. Is this something everyone knows? Everyone in town knows everything about the Whitfields, and I have never heard any mention of Busy having cancer as a child.

			“Sometimes when I’m with my sister now, she seems almost hyper-alive,” he says. “As if what she went through as a child made her commit to sucking the last bit of joy out of each day. It’s out of gratitude for that joy that I am delighted to support this organization.”

			And now I know what Busy’s laughing about all the time. She’s beat the devil.

			Everyone is on their feet as he makes his way back to the table. I try to stand but catch my heel on the hem of my dress and sit back down. When Stewart is seated and all eyes are still on him, he takes the opportunity to lean in and graze his cheek against mine, like he’s whispering to me. I feel that same fizziness in my chest, but now it lingers and wanders down my body. I am entirely unprepared to be this close, even though it’s the whole point of the night. His skin is smooth and warm as it slides over mine. I hear him take in a little breath.

			He pulls away and meets my eyes. Another smile.

			“You sniffed me,” I say.

			“I did,” he says, and turns back to the table.

			I hold my ice water to my face to cool my blush just as the waiter comes to ask if I’d prefer filet mignon or sea bass. I can get one for free, so I choose the other. It’s served with little snap peas and a leek purée. Dessert is flourless chocolate torte with crème anglaise. I know this because Stewart tells me. It just looks like flat chocolate cake and white sauce. It’s a little dry. As we sip our coffee there’s a fundraising game of some sort. Jennifer stands at the podium and asks who will give twenty-five thousand dollars. I expect everyone to laugh at her joke, but I feel Stewart’s hand raise from behind my chair, like it’s nothing. She steps down to fifteen thousand and a few hands go up. Ten, then five. I think of my mother as I watch the ease of it, and I wonder if the best part of having all that money is being able to eat cake while you give it away.

			We’re quiet on the ride back, each looking out separate windows.

			“Thank you for tonight,” he says after a while. “I think it went well.”

			“You’re welcome. I’m available to eat a twenty-five-thousand-dollar steak anytime.”

			He laughs just a bit. I reach up to fidget with the ends of my hair and remember it’s gone. I run the back of my hand along the straight line of my bob instead. It feels like silk.

			“I’m sorry about Busy,” I say. “I didn’t know that.”

			“It’s fine. I mean, it is now. We didn’t talk about it for a long time and her treatment was all in Boston, so people didn’t really know. But we want to start doing more to help, so we’re telling her story. If I can get more people into the hospital to see what they’re doing, meet the kids—it would make a difference.” He stops himself and looks back out the window.

			“Do you want kids?” I ask.

			“Yes,” he says without hesitation. I knew it. I could see it in that photo.

			“How many?”

			“Any number greater than zero.”

			“They’re good,” I say. “I mean, I have one, I know.”

			He’s looking out the window again and his face is serious. I’m wondering if he’s thinking about his unborn heir and where it’s going to come from. He needs a thirty-year-old woman with an appetite for shopping. If only such a person existed.

			“You sniffed me,” I say. “Should we talk about that?”

			“I know, sorry. I got sort of caught up and you smelled good.”

			“Well, I’m great at my job,” I say. We’re quiet again and he pulls out his glasses and scrolls through emails. “So are you looking for notes? On tonight?”

			“That speech wasn’t really supposed to be a big thing.”

			“No, on your dating. I mean, you’ll have to get out there eventually. Especially if you want a baby.”

			“I’m not the one who brought up Princess Diana’s death,” he says, still not looking up from his phone.

			“I’m serious. You rock a tuxedo like no one I’ve ever seen on TMZ, but your boyfriend skills could use some help.”

			“All right.” Stewart takes off his glasses and rests his hands on his knees. “Okay, I’m ready, shoot.”

			“The complimenting.”

			“Come on.”

			“I’m serious, it matters. I’m not saying you greet your dates by telling them how beautiful they look all the time, but if there’s something you notice when you see them, just get in the habit of saying it. Blurt out the first nice thing that pops into your head, right away. It’s kind and it’s free.”

			He turns toward me and says, “I like the outline of your leg in that dress. When you cross your legs like that.”

			I blush, hot, and untuck my hair from behind my ear, forgetting that there’s so little of it to hide behind. “I didn’t mean me, now.” I uncross and recross my legs. “But yes, that was a nice thing to say.”

			“Good for me.” He smiles and I get a glimpse of the dimple again.

			“It’s good when it’s specific like that. ‘You look pretty’ isn’t as good as ‘You have pretty eyes.’ ”

			He nods. “What else?”

			“Don’t call anyone ‘honey.’ It gives diner waitress vibes.”

			“I thought so.” He smiles and unknots his bow tie. He undoes his top button, and I find myself running my eyes down his neck again. “I knew it sounded weird the second I said it.”

			“What did you call Audrey?”

			“Audrey.”

			I laugh and then turn all the way toward him on the seat. “And the hand-holding, what even was that?”

			“What? You asked me to. I was trying to get you through the room.”

			“That’s exactly how it felt. Like you were the UPS guy, and I was the package you were delivering to someone’s porch.”

			“I’m not a big hand-holder,” he says.

			“Give me your hand.” He extends his hand to me, palm up, and I clasp just the tips of his fingers in the tips of mine. “This is not hand-holding. Manicurists get more intimate than that. As you well know.” He smiles at this little inside joke. “You need to hold someone’s hand like it’s precious.” I undo my seatbelt and scoot a bit closer and take his whole hand in mine so our palms touch. His hands are strong and warm, and I just sit and feel them for a bit. It’s really been an eon since I’ve held a man’s hand. “It’s the palms,” I say to our hands. “There’s a heartbeat there, or at least something happens that releases oxytocin into your system.”

			He gives my hand a squeeze and then entwines our fingers, each one slowly scraping the inside of mine as it settles in close. I feel his touch on that delicate skin trickle through my body. And in that moment, I know exactly what Stewart Whitfield would be like in bed. I have a sudden and complete understanding of what his hands would feel like on my bare back, the inside of his leg against the inside of mine. This understanding settles low in my belly. I look up at him and he’s watching me.

			“Better?” he asks.

			“Not bad,” I say, and take my hand away.
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			He texts me at work on Friday. I called scissors to my dad’s rock and got stuck in the back room, de-veining shrimp. Stewart: Are you off at four again?

			Me: Stalker

			Me: Yes

			Stewart: You’re prompt at replying to texts

			Me: Don’t tell me that’s my compliment. No woman wants to be ravaged by a man who calls her prompt

			Ravaged. Why did I say ravaged? That is such an actively sexual verb. I am hot with regret with one hand in the shrimp bin, waiting for a response.

			Stewart: That’s too bad

			My eyes go huge, and I look around the empty storeroom, wishing there was a witness to this. He just flirted. No doubt. I know this because I read the text in his voice, and I feel the heat of it all over my body.

			Before I can come up with something to say, he calls me.

			“I’m sorry,” he says. “Now that I’m looking at that text, I think it might be inappropriate. I was joking around, which isn’t something I normally do. I got that wrong.”

			“I’m the one who said ‘ravaged.’ Who says ‘ravaged’?”

			“Right?” He laughs, relieved. “This one’s on you.”

			“I’ll take full responsibility,” I say, wiping my brow with a gloved hand. “I’m in the back room, deveining a mountain of shrimp, and it always makes me think of being ravaged.”

			“You just did it again,” he says.

			My face goes hot. What is wrong with me?

			“How’s the fish business today?” he asks.

			“Fishy, I guess. Sold lots of wild salmon to people who were annoyed that the sea bass didn’t come in.”

			“Tough,” he says.

			“How was your day? Doing whatever it is that you do.”

			“Not as fishy as usual,” he says. “Things are looking better for this project I’m trying to do in San Francisco.”

			“Because of your new girlfriend? Who knew the business world was just like high school?”

			He laughs. “No, we just had a good call. And my parents saw the photos from the Providence gala, and everyone seems to have bought into us as a couple.”

			“Even with us not knowing our favorite biking park doesn’t allow bikes?” I ask. “That was a total screwup.”

			“It was fine, but they’re asking me a ton of questions about you. I was thinking we should go over some things. Basic facts about each other and our relationship. I don’t even know if you have siblings.”

			“I do,” I say.

			“Okay, I’ll cross it off my list.”

			“Do you really have a list?” I’m picturing him in his glasses, tapping away at his laptop.

			“I was going to put one together. Can you come by this afternoon so we can talk some of this stuff through? I don’t even know where you went to college.”

			“Community college,” I say. “Early childhood ed and a minor in business.”

			“Got it,” he says. “So can you come? I can move my schedule around to accommodate you until six.”

			“Before cocktails on the west veranda?” I ask.

			“Before calls with the West Coast.”

			“Well, I’m meeting the last of the contractors for estimates at four thirty, so I can’t come today.”

			“How about tomorrow?” he asks.

			“Tomorrow is Saturday.”

			“Does that mean you’re busy?” he asks.

			“Do you really want to sit in your office on a perfect summer Saturday?”

			“Yes.”

			“Busy says you never do anything fun.”

			“Well, Busy’s right. She’s got the market cornered on fun, and I sit up here keeping all the plates spinning.”

			“Up where? Are you in your grandfather’s office up top?” It’s absurd how much I know about a house I’ve never stepped foot in.

			“My home away from home,” he says. There’s a resignation to his voice that makes me feel kind of hollow. It makes me think his parents might be right about his work ethic not being all that healthy. I wonder if I’d be like this without Gus, without that little spark of playfulness that comes with being around a kid all the time.

			“Do you do anything at all besides work?” I ask.

			“No,” he says. “Well, I swim.”

			I knew it. He didn’t get those shoulders for free.

			“Every day?”

			“Most days, a mile. In the ocean when I’m here. In Boston I belong to a club with one of those current systems.”

			“Like you swim forever, indoors, and never get anywhere?” This is up there with the saddest thing I’ve ever heard.

			“It’s very efficient,” says the Tin Man.

			This is truly alarming. This man needs an intervention more than he needs a fake girlfriend. I wish I could give him just five percent of Naomi’s enthusiasm for the Whitfield lifestyle.

			“Let’s have our meeting on your boat,” I say. If I can take a few selfies on a Whitfield yacht, the next decade of Naomi’s birthday gifts will be taken care of—a framed copy for her bedside table, a coffee mug. Maybe a wall calendar.

			“No. Why?”

			“For fun. For vitamin D. For people to see us traipsing through the yacht club. We can play twenty questions and have a couple of beers. It might really help for the next thing. What’s the next thing?”

			“Maybe meeting my parents.”

			I let out a breath. “Then we need this,” I say. I cannot imagine biking up to Eight Oaks or even driving my Jetta past the princess chapel and ringing the front doorbell. “Hello, I’m here to see my boyfriend, Stewart Whitfield. Please show me to the correct veranda.” I’m not ready, and he could clearly use a micro-break.

			He’s quiet for a beat. I hear a chair scrape the floor, and he sounds like he’s walking around, maybe looking out the window for a change. “Okay,” he says.

			“Okay?” I’m brushing a significant amount of recently removed digestive matter away from a clean heap of shrimp, but this time tomorrow I’m going to be on a Whitfield yacht. My dad has Rikki Clark scheduled, so I’m off. “Let’s do it. I’ll make sandwiches.”

			“No. Gladys will want to do it, picnics are her favorite. But wouldn’t it be easier to meet here? We could have lunch by the pool if you’re so worried about vitamin D.”

			“Nope. Sorry, Stewart. That’s not how negotiation works. You said okay. We have a deal.” I’m about to insist he leave his laptop behind when I get a text from Gus.

			Gus: Biking home with a kid I met clamming, we might hang out for a bit

			I stare at my phone. This sounds like a friend. A warm burst of something bright fills my chest.

			“I’ve got to go, it’s Gus.” I start scraping the shrimp into the refrigerated drawer, only half of it deveined.

			“What? Is he okay?” There’s alarm in his voice.

			“Yes, sorry. He’s fine. It sounds like he made a friend. I need to get home and act cool.”

			“I don’t think teenage boys care if their friends’ moms are cool,” he says.

			“No. I know. It’s just.” I take a breath. “Gus has been having a hard time socially in Boston. His friends are into a bunch of stupid stuff, and he’s been hanging back alone.”

			“Smart kid. I respect that,” he says.

			“Right? Thank you. I mean, totally. But still, it’s awful to be alone and thirteen.”

			“Yes,” he says.

			“Okay I gotta go. Boat tomorrow. At boat o’clock. I’ll text you later.”

			I hang up. I need to calm down. I need to saunter home, like this is nothing. Like this kid is one of a million friends he could be hanging out with.

			I text Gus back: Cool

			Ridiculous. That is not something I would ever text. He replies with a question mark.

			I arrive at Goose Lane, and Christopher waves at me from the porch. “Dolly!”

			“Hey, buddy,” I say, just as bike tires hit the gravel driveway. I turn to see them, and an indescribable well-being washes over me. My kid rolling in with a friend. I want to grab it with both hands, the half smile on his face and whatever he just said to make the other kid laugh. I want to put it in a jar and screw the top on tight so that I can get in bed for years and just stare at it.

			They drop their bikes and make their way toward us. Gus’s recent buzzcut may have been a mistake but the Red Sox hat can fix anything.

			“Oh hey,” I say, like I’m a middle-schooler and I don’t want him to know I like him.

			“This is Clay,” Gus says.

			“Hi, Clay,” I say. “I’m Dolly, Gus’s mom.” Obviously.

			“Where have you guys been?” I ask. Open-ended, casual. If I’m cool, they’ll come back. One wrong move and they’ll start hanging out at Clay’s house. Clay has long blond hair, almost green from chlorine.

			“I rode down to the salt pond to check out the clamming. Clay was there too.” Gus takes off his backpack, and I know before smelling it that it’s full of clams.

			“Great,” I say. “Clay, are you here for the summer or do you live here all year?”

			“All year,” he says. “Starting at North Street in the fall.” Ah, high school. They’re the same age. I start to say something about it being my alma matter, but it tastes corny as it’s about to come out of my mouth, so I zip it.

			“We were going to drop our stuff here and head to the beach,” Gus tells me. I think this is the first time his plans have been a statement rather than a question, but I go with it.

			“It’d be good to get in the water. Lifeguard camp starts Monday.”

			“I’m doing that too,” says Clay, my son’s new friend, a thirteen-year-old answer to my prayers.
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			That night Gus and I wash the dinner dishes, and we don’t talk about his new friend or lifeguarding camp. We tread in that uncharged space outside our own lives. I tell him about the caller who wanted my medical opinion on her bone density, and we make pretend calls back and forth using bananas for phones. For just a while it’s like when he was little and I could make him laugh by posing his Spider-Man action figure in the fridge like it was scaling a half gallon of milk. Sometimes before I went to bed, I’d leave his tiny Aquaman sitting outside his bedroom door, chin on fist, like he was bored waiting for him to wake up. It was nothing, but it was free and he’d smile and run into my arms every damn time.

			“I signed the papers for the new roof today,” I tell him, drying the pasta pot. “Should get started in about a month.” The third contractor, Izzy, was the obvious choice. She gave a slightly better quote than the other two, and she’s backlogged with other projects so she can’t start until early August. This dovetails perfectly with my immediate need to tell the fire chief I have a plan while not having all the money to pay her until late August. I bought myself some time for free.

			“Christopher’s going to hate it,” he says, which is true. But not as much as he’d hate having to move.

			“For sure,” I say. “And guess what I’m doing tomorrow. I’m going out on Stewart Whitfield’s boat.”

			Gus turns his whole body to me. “Not the giant one.”

			“No, one of the others,” I say. “I don’t even know. We’re going to go over the particulars of our little ruse. He’s bringing a picnic from Eight Oaks and we’re going to sail around.”

			“That’s the coolest thing I’ve ever heard,” he says.

			“Right?” I flick him with a dishtowel. “I wish you could come.”

			“Me. Too.” His eyes are huge. “I’d jump right off the side of the boat a hundred times.”

			I am intoxicated by his happiness, which is why I say, “I’ll ask if you can come. Maybe you can invite Clay?”

			“Seriously?” The smile on his face.

			I grab my phone. “Can’t hurt to ask. He is my fake boyfriend, after all.” I make a crazy face.

			Me: So are we on for tomorrow?

			Stewart: Yes, picnic is being handled and I’ll get you at eleven?

			I look up at Gus. “He’s picking me up at eleven. Here goes.” Me: Any chance I can bring Gus and his new friend Clay along? Would be an epic Saturday for them

			Stewart doesn’t reply and I immediately regret asking. I’ve gotten too comfortable. I hold up my phone to Gus. “No reply.”

			“That’s okay,” he says, just as Stewart texts: Sure. I just texted Gladys that we’d be two more. All set

			There’s a little burning in my sinuses and I might have wet eyes when I look up at Gus. Thirteen years of secondhand everything. It’s not often that I get to do something extravagant for him. “He said sure,” I say. “Text Clay.” Gus beams and I watch as he texts and gets a yes reply right away. They text what look like yacht emojis back and forth for a bit, and I savor the full-on hug he gives me before he heads upstairs.

			I pour myself a short glass of bourbon, then take it out to the sleeping porch and sit at the old Singer.

			I text Naomi: So tomorrow I’m going on a yacht with Gus and his NEW FRIEND

			Naomi: I’m going to save this text forever

			I laugh. I’m not even sure what part of that sentence is the most implausible.

			Me: I know. Can you believe Gus has a friend? He’s going to be doing the lifeguard camp with him too

			My phone rings. “I’m sorry. What? Is this the Whitfield yacht? And are you somehow making this about Gus? I literally need to lie down.”

			“I know.” I laugh. “Fun, right? But not the giant one in town. One of the others, I think.”

			“Oh my God.” I can hear her walking around now. “I just. Wait, what are you going to wear? Is this what the yellow pants are for?”

			“I think we’re picnicking and going swimming, like bathing suits. This one’s off the books. It’s just to get our stories straight.”

			“Picnicking and swimming? Bathing suits?! He likes you,” she says.

			“Oh my God, no. I’m not even in the right stratosphere. Do I need to text you a photo of Audrey Mills?”

			“I think he likes you.”

			“He doesn’t.”

			“Does.”

			“Doesn’t.”

			“Does.” This could go on awhile.

			I take a sip of my bourbon and say, “Remember when we drove to Vermont in that storm?”

			“Because Brian Levy had a crush on you? See, this is what I’m talking about. You’re like a sneaky smoke show.”

			“Remember we were almost out of gas, and we saw that Comfort Inn and we were so relieved?”

			“There were free bags of chips and hot water for tea in the lobby.” Naomi sounds dreamy remembering it, and it was every bit that dreamy. We were exhausted and in total adrenal collapse from having driven for hours in a snowstorm, our headlights illuminating the six inches in front of us that could very well have been the edge of a cliff. We were sixteen.

			“That hotel was awesome, and a lifesaver,” I say. “I’ll never love a hotel more. But Stewart Whitfield stays at the Four Seasons. In case you’re not following, I’m the Comfort Inn. I’m there in a pinch, right where you expect me to be, by the side of the highway. I’ll take you in and give you tea. But Stewart Whitfield doesn’t stay at the Comfort Inn.”

			“Oh stop. You’re the Ritz-freakin’-Carlton. I saw you in that gown.”

			“That’s a costume, and it’s important that we both remember this.” I can envision a reality where I get confused.

			She lets out a breath. “Oh, I’m sorry, I forgot we were all given permanent hotel chain identities at birth. I’m probably Club Med, by the way. Hard to get to, but once you’re in, everything’s free.”

			I laugh. “See, you understand.”

			“You’re ridiculous. Listen to me. You’re going to need to hunt around in Patsy’s closet again. I want you to find a dress, short, so your legs show, but casual, so it feels like a cover-up. Do you have a bathing suit? I can actually meet you at the store right now if you don’t. God, I am freaking out. A Whitfield yacht.”

			“I have a perfectly good bathing suit. Let’s not blow this out of proportion. It’s just going to be a really nice thing for Gus.”

			“If you say one more thing about Gus, I swear I’m going to hang up. You are going to have a whole day of yacht fun. Champagne and really good cheese on those expensive crackers that have raisins and rosemary in them. You know the ones?”

			“I do. They cost eight dollars.”

			“Exactly. Send me a selfie in the morning and eat all the eight-dollar crackers. Comfort Inn, my ass. He likes you.”
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			On Saturday morning I find a white gauzy sundress in Patsy’s closet and wear it over the turquoise bikini Naomi brought over at eight a.m. Apparently, she woke up terrified by the prospect of me wearing my perfectly good bathing suit and headed straight to her store. Of the four choices she brought me, this one gave the most butt coverage. I put on sneakers and pack flip-flops in my straw bag. Gus is very excited. He makes pancakes for Christopher and himself, tiny little silver-dollar ones, and serves them in a teetering stack. He pours Christopher’s syrup around the tower like a moat and serves it with a low “Your Highness.” Christopher laughs that laugh that totally smooths out my nervous system.

			The old green Range Rover pulls in to the driveway just as Clay arrives by bike. Christopher forks the entire stack of pancakes and follows us out to the front porch. Stewart gets out of the car and raises a hand at us. He looks younger in a navy-blue T-shirt—no collar—washed enough times that it rests lazily on his shoulders. He smiles a half smile, and I think of Jake Ryan from Sixteen Candles. I make my way down the steps, and I feel like this dress is too short.

			He watches me approach. “Your thighs,” he says. “The whole leg, actually.”

			I look down to see what’s wrong with my legs. “What?”

			“The compliment. I’m practicing. I saw you and that’s what popped up.” He shrugs.

			“Oh.” I blush like I’m twelve and look over my shoulder at Gus approaching in his Red Sox hat. “Thank you.”

			“Clay. Gus. This is Stewart Whitfield,” I say.

			“Hi,” Stewart says, shaking both of their hands. “I’m a Red Sox fan too. Do you play?”

			“Third base,” Gus says.

			“What do you think of Howie Carver?” asks Stewart.

			“I think he’s going to change everything,” Gus says. This makes me smile, though I try not to. Just the certainty he has around this particular topic.

			“I think so too,” Stewart says. He looks up and takes in the house. He waves at Christopher on the steps.

			“That’s my brother, Christopher,” I say.

			“Would he like to come?”

			“He likes to sit right there,” I say.

			Because Stewart hasn’t known Christopher for thirty-six years, he asks anyway. “Do you want to come out on the boat with us?”

			“Who are you?” Christopher calls, the plate of pancakes teetering on his knees.

			“Stewart. I’m a friend of Dolly’s.”

			Christopher stares him down in a way that makes me smile. It’s the protective glare of a million other brothers. “I’ll stay here,” he says finally.

			“Okay,” Stewart says. “You guys ready to go?”

			Gus and Clay reply enthusiastically, and Stewart opens the door to the backseat for them and then the passenger seat for me.

			“Thank you,” I say, and get in. I don’t know why I’m a tiny bit nervous. The compliment about my legs has totally thrown me, and Stewart seems different dressed in his off-duty costume. He’s clean shaven, but his hair isn’t arranged as precisely as it usually is.

			I sit in the passenger seat of the Range Rover and realize it’s the first time I’ve been in it or any car like it. The brown leather on the seats is like a fine handbag, lovingly restored.

			Gus and Clay talk a mile a minute in the backseat. About this car, other cars, all the cars.

			I steal glances at Stewart as he drives. He’s comfortable, like this car is a favorite pair of jeans, molded to his exact shape. He looks my way and catches me staring. I smile the world’s most neutral smile.

			“This is my actual car,” he tells me. “I’m getting rid of that shiny black one. I can’t stand it.”

			“Is this the part where I ask you why you love this car so much? Because Busy warned me that your answer might make me want to stab myself in the eye.”

			“With a fork,” he says. “Yes, she tells me that all the time. Since you don’t have a fork, I’ll just say they stopped making this car in this quality in 1994. So I keep it going.”

			“Are we going on a sailboat or a motorboat?” Clay asks from the backseat.

			“Sailboat,” Stewart says into the rearview mirror. “I called this morning to ask them to get it ready. Just check the sails and the lines. My dad’s worried I don’t remember how to sail it. But I’m sure I do.” He turns to me and lowers his voice a bit. “He was thrilled, by the way. My mom too. This was a great idea. All around.”

			I didn’t even think of how good this would look to his parents. Stewart’s new girlfriend encouraging him to engage in a leisure activity. “Stick with me, Stewart,” I say, and turn my smile to the window.

			We pass the giant Whitfield yacht in front of the club and pull into the valet parking area. “Good morning, Mr. Whitfield,” the attendants say in unison.

			Stewart hands one of them his keys as Michael, the club manager, rushes out. “Marian’s ready to go,” he says to Stewart. “I don’t remember the last time you took her out.”

			Stewart introduces us. “Michael, this is Dolly Brick. Gus and Clay. We’re headed to Ruddy Duck Cove. I think I still remember how to get there.”

			Michael says, “Dolly. I can’t believe it.”

			I smile at him. “In the flesh. But I am not going into the laundry dungeon today. You can’t make me.”

			“Good,” he says and laughs. “Perfect day for sailing. Any provisions?”

			“In the trunk, thanks,” Stewart says. I elbow Gus, who makes his way around the back of the car just as the valet attendants do. “It’s fine, Gus,” Stewart says. “They’ve got it.” Gus shoots me his biggest eyes.

			We head through the club, bustling with breakfast cocktails, and go out back to the docks. We pass a sea of fiberglass, a dozen yachts built to cross the Atlantic. We stop at the very end, and Stewart’s boat is a jewel, thirty feet of gleaming wood. It has a single mast and a wooden helm polished to a high shine. It makes me think of Cary Grant’s boat, True Love, in The Philadelphia Story.

			“This is Marian,” he says.

			“Wow,” Gus says.

			“I say that every time,” he says. “I love this boat.”

			“Do you ever take out the giant one? That’s yours too, right?” Clay asks.

			“Savannah was my grandfather’s boat,” he says. “My dad used to take it out sometimes, but I’m too chicken.” He lets out a laugh like he’s kidding, but I feel like he’s not.

			“Why?” I ask. I step aside so that the guys can load the coolers onto the boat.

			He’s looking down at me, expression serious. “I don’t want to be the Whitfield who sinks the family ship.”

			The coolers are identical and don’t have wheels. This strikes me because you would never have a cooler without wheels if you intended to transport it yourself. There’s a tote bag too, white with a blue handle and Marian embroidered in green on the side. I peer in and see four kinds of sunscreen, extra hats, and a corkscrew.

			Stewart is all business as the captain of this ship. He gives quick and decisive orders. Untie the ropes, push away from the dock, wrap the line clockwise around the winch and turn. When the sail is up and we are moving, he steers us into deeper water. The wind blows back his hair and presses his T-shirt against his chest, and I decide that swimming must be exceptionally good exercise. Afraid I might get caught looking at his chest, I sit behind him on the long bench seat.

			The boys go up to the bow and dangle their legs over the edge. Stewart cuts the motor and we’re moving entirely by wind. The wake behind us sends a spray onto the deck, and I stretch my legs out to let it cool me. A Saturday on a boat with my son, who has a friend. An unobstructed view of the backs of a man’s legs, tan and muscled, with a faint layer of hair disappearing under his pale yellow swimsuit.

			He turns around and smiles at me. “Want to steer?” he asks.

			“I’m not sure I want to be the kindergarten teacher who sinks the Whitfield ship,” I say.

			“I’ll back you up,” he says.

			“Oh yeah?” I say, brow raised.

			“Of course.” His easy answer hits me. I’m not a woman who is used to backup.

			“Sure,” I say, getting up. He steps aside and I rest my hands on the helm.

			“You have the conn,” he says.

			I turn my head, and he’s right there. He’s not as cleanly shaven as I thought, and his stubble is flecked with gold and white. “The what, now?”

			“The conn. It’s a nautical thing, a change of responsibility. You’re in charge now. You have the conn.”

			“But you’re still backup,” I say. It’s time for me to turn away, back to the helm, but I don’t. I stay there, looking up at the ridge of his cheek and the way the faintest stubble trails down to his jaw. I want to tell myself that I am recording data for Naomi as a thank-you for the free bathing suit. But the fact is, it’s been a long time since I’ve been this close to a man, and I’m enjoying the swirly way the heat off his skin is mixing with mine.

			“I’m backup,” he says. “Just point it toward that tiny speck of land.”

			We don’t talk. I steer toward the land, and he sits back on the bench like he has all the confidence in the world that I’m not going to sink this thing. He pulls ropes to adjust the sails, and I feel my way through the adjustments I need to make at the helm. We’re moving more quickly than I would have guessed, and the wind is misting my face with sea spray. I love the rhythm of the boat moving under me, rolling over waves as they come.

			When we’re close, Clay shouts, “Land ho!” We anchor, and everything is completely silent.

			I turn to Stewart and he’s smiling at me. “You did it,” he says.

			“I did.” I smile back and flex my hands to release where I’d been gripping the helm.

			“I forgot how good it feels to be out here,” he says, running a hand through his hair.

			“How long has it been?”

			“I got this boat for my sixteenth birthday,” he says. I got a pair of UGG boots, and that was a big gift. Patsy was jealous and I didn’t even care. “I took it out every day that summer and some of the next. But not much since then, since I was seventeen. Busy and her friends take it out now.”

			“Seventeen seems kind of young to give up on fun.”

			“That’s when Busy got sick,” he says, looking straight ahead. I am caught in that place between wanting to know more and not wanting to pry. Finally, he turns to me and says, “She was seven. Kind of a perspective change for me. Life didn’t feel so lighthearted after that.”

			I have a million things to say in response to this. Like how sorry I am that his family went through that. How much I understand having the rug pulled out from under you and then clinging to whatever you can control. I just say, “Bad things can happen to anybody.”

			He nods over the helm. “It threw my family into chaos. My mother lost a lot of weight, and my dad got this hollow, sad look about him. They stopped gardening and nagging us about our schoolwork. It felt like everything was slipping away. Busy is fine. She learned to embrace life. I became afraid of ever seeing us fall into chaos again.”

			“So you work,” I say.

			“So I work,” he says. After a beat, he turns to me. “To my detriment, if you ask my parents. Who are probably popping champagne because my new girlfriend got me to take the day off.” He smiles at me, and there’s a softness there that seems new. I want him to know just how much of this I understand. Perpetually running at full speed to keep the chaos at bay is my jam.

			“So far you’re nailing this cool mom routine,” he says. “I don’t think I’ve heard you say one embarrassing thing.”

			“That’s probably because I haven’t said anything,” I say. I motion like I’m zipping my lips and he laughs.

			Stewart goes below and comes back with cups and plates. I want to see what else is down there. A full kitchen with boat crystal? He pulls up a foldaway table and calls the boys over. “Are you guys hungry?”

			“Sort of, but can we go to shore?” Gus asks.

			“Sure,” Stewart says. “That’s Ruddy Duck Cove, and it looks like it’s low tide. There used to be great clamming, if I’m remembering right. And caves to explore.”

			Gus and Clay are live wires. I can see their excitement wiggling through their skinny frames. “Can we jump off and swim to shore?” Gus asks.

			“Go ahead,” Stewart says. “We’ll take the dingy.” He unpacks the tote bag and fills it with foil-wrapped sliders, Cokes, and beer. The coolers are still half full, and I’m dying to see what else is in there.

			The tide is very low. We take the dingy as far as we can and then drag it up on the beach to where Gus and Clay are waiting. We are the only people here. Around us is white sand and rock, uninhabitable but perfect for exploring.

			“I think the best clamming is right over there,” Stewart says.

			The boys go off in the direction of the clams, and I look out at the ocean, at the boat I just sailed, and beyond it to Rhode Island.

			He spreads two towels on the sand, and we sit, arms resting on knees. We’re quiet for a bit and I don’t feel the need to break the silence. The waves are rolling in and out, on a different path than the breeze. The sun warms my arms and legs, and it makes me feel kind of dreamy.

			“This is good, right?” he asks. “I forgot how it sort of slows down your mind.”

			“I’m a genius.”

			“So they think this is cool?” he asks.

			“Taking a yacht to explore a deserted beach? Yeah. The alternative was riding bikes to get a slice at Wally’s.”

			“Good,” he says. He’s squinting against the sun and the lines around his eyes look rugged, like he’s earned them through decades of focus. “My dad used to take us here, starting when I was a bit younger than Gus. He actually would have been close to my age. CEO already, three kids, happy marriage.”

			I turn to him and watch his profile. I am surprised to hear that Stewart Whitfield feels like he’s behind. “Were you ever engaged before Audrey?” I ask.

			“Nope,” he says, and turns to me. “That was my first try.” I think he’s going to say more about all the beautiful women he’s dated. Instead, he says, “Let’s go exploring.”

			We leave our stuff on the sand and walk up the beach toward the massive rock formations. Our feet are bare as we make our way from rock to rock, along the coast. As we get farther from the sand, waves crash and spray our legs. Stewart turns back every few yards to see if I’m okay.

			“This is the roughest part,” he calls back. “It’s a little mossy on the rocks. Want me to come back for you?”

			“I’m good,” I say, though I am a bit unsteady. The waves are splashing higher now, and the next rock I’m going to step to is barely visible under the water. Stewart doubles back and, in a few steps, is on my rock. His hands are on my shoulders, and I have this feeling trickle through my core that I haven’t had since Laurence. And the sad thing about Laurence is that he was a guy in a Netflix movie.

			“You okay?” he asks. “This is lifesaving touching, for the record.” He gives my shoulders a squeeze, and I feel it all over my body. Shoulders not being an erogenous zone, I have to chalk this up to the way his chocolate-brown eyes are locked on mine. The way his hair is swirling, messy, in the wind while the waves lap our ankles. For a man who is seldom at ease, he is completely at ease on this slippery rock. “If I’m remembering this right,” he says, “we’re going to make a couple more jumps and then it’s going to be amazing.” The ocean is raging next to us, and a wave soaks the bottom of my dress.

			“Okay,” I say. He releases me and steps to the next rock and extends a hand. We do this twice more, and we’re at the entrance to a cave. The opening is about ten feet wide, and I’m relieved that we’re walking on sand again. The air cools as we make our way into the cave, and after a few minutes, all the light is behind us.

			When it’s completely dark, Stewart stops and turns to me. “If this is the right cave, which I think it is, we are going to walk for a bit, and then it’s going to be light again.”

			“Okay,” I say again, and grab his arm.

			“The dark part is really fast,” he says. He takes my hand and entwines our fingers, slowly, like he did in the limo. “How’s this? Any oxytocin?”

			“Overload,” I say, trying to sound sarcastic. In truth, the scrape of the insides of his fingers down mine sends a current through me. We take a few steps in the dark. “Keep talking,” I say.

			“Okay. This part used to spook us when we were kids, and we loved it. But I’m having this feeling right now that I should have told you it would be dark, like I should have asked you if it was okay, but now we’re probably halfway through, so we might as well keep going.” His voice echoes in the darkness.

			“Keep talking,” I say again.

			“Okay, so now we’re even farther along, and if you aren’t blown away by what’s back here, I am going to give you a million dollars.”

			My laugh bounces off the cave walls.

			“I hope I hate it, then,” I say, just as the cave brightens ahead of us. My eyes adjust to the light as we step into an open-air grotto with a waterfall trickling into a clear blue pool. The opening to the sky is a narrow oval, and the light plays on the pink cave walls as it reflects off the moving water.

			“You do not owe me a dime,” I say, and pull my dress over my head. I’m holding it in one hand and am about to drop it on the rocks before I fully realize what I’ve done. I’m standing there in my turquoise bikini, freckles on my chest, cesarean scar tucked just under my panty line. I am awash with imperfection, but I feel good. I turn to Stewart, who is watching me. His eyes sweep across my body and land on mine, and I feel it again, a jolt like I’ve been plugged in.

			“This is actually better than I remembered,” he says, pulling his shirt over his head. People should talk more about the fitness benefits of swimming.

			We step into the pool and the water comes up to my shoulders and his chest. I float on my back with my eyes closed. I can feel his eyes on me, but I might be imagining it.

			“So you’ve never sailed the big boat? Your grandfather’s.”

			“No. It was the scene of my first panic attack, actually.” He looks away. “I’m not sure why I told you that.”

			“You never forget your first,” I say, though I’m surprised Stewart has ever had a panic attack. I’m realizing that Stewart Whitfield is not the impenetrable man Naomi and I thought we knew. The way my body reacts to him against all my better judgment is dangerous enough. But Stewart’s willingness to share a bit of his own vulnerability is terrifying, just the fact that there might be a way further in.

			He stands and walks across the pool to place his hand under the trickle of water. I watch his back, broad and tightly muscled.

			“Do you have an ex-husband who helps out?” he asks with his back to me.

			“No,” I say.

			“So no husband ever?”

			“No. He was a boyfriend, but I misunderstood his interest in me.”

			“Oh.” He turns around.

			I shrug and let myself sink under the water. When I come up for air he’s right there. I reach for the ends of my hair to wring out the excess water, forgetting that it’s been cut.

			“So what’s Gus’s relationship with him now?” he asks.

			“Are we filing a memo on this or something?” He’s looking down at me, waiting for a straight answer. What I really want to do is touch his shoulder and run my hand down the length of his arm. I’m focused on his collarbone because it’s above his shoulder and below his mouth, theoretically a neutral spot, but also not.

			Stewart doesn’t say anything, letting it get awkward enough between us that I’ll spill my guts. But it’s not the silence that makes me want to tell him. It’s the fact that he’s opened up. It’s the fact that we’re barely dressed, in a secret place where my freckles are sparkling like the night sky. We’re in an in-between world, Stewart Whitfield and me. “He gave me three hundred dollars and told me to take care of it,” I say. His mouth is a straight line, zippered against an angry thought. “And that’s what I’m doing, taking care of it.” I smile at him to let him know it’s okay. “I bought a crib with the money.”

			His eyes soften and his lips stay tight. I look down and smooth the water between us.

			“So he doesn’t even know?” he asks.

			“No,” I say. “And we’ve been absolutely fine on our own.”

			He’s looking down at me, and I’m not an expert on Stewart Whitfield, but I swear he’s about to reach out to me. A pity hug with his skin against mine would completely derail any effort I’ve been making to not run my fingertips along his abs.

			“We should get back,” I say. “I’m starving.”
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			The trip out of the cave is less frightening, but I accept his hand because, frankly, I do like the oxytocin. Giving over to the dark and trusting someone else to find the way is a completely new experience for me. I’ve traveled through wind and darkness, and standing at the opening of the cave, having just swum in a secret grotto, something about me feels brand-new.

			We find Clay and Gus back on the beach, eating sliders. Gus has used his T-shirt to collect clams, and without a doubt, there will be two rounds of soaking before that thing gets washed.

			When they’re done eating, Stewart takes them up the rocks to the opening of the cave. He doesn’t go inside with them because he says having a guide will ruin the fun, but based on my recent experience, I could not disagree more. We’re lying on towels now in our bathing suits, both leaning back on our elbows and sharing a beer.

			“Audrey was in the Post again yesterday,” he says. “She and her sister behind home plate.”

			“I’m sorry,” I say. “I don’t know if I said that before.”

			“Thanks.” He shrugs.

			“Better you know now, right? Are you heartbroken?”

			“It stings, but I’m not heartbroken,” he says. “At least I don’t think I am. I never have been before, so I don’t know what that would feel like.”

			“Then you’re not.”

			“Why are we sharing a beer?” he asks. He pulls two more out of the tote bag, opens them, and hands me one.

			“I kinda liked sharing,” I say. “Felt like we were pals.” Pals. I like the way it sounds, and I like the distance it puts between me and whoever I was back in the grotto, longing to run my hands along the waist of his swim trunks.

			He smiles at the waves, and I watch his profile.

			“I think we’re doing a great job getting to know each other,” I say. “The trust walk into the cave was a good icebreaker. So tell me some more about our love story. We met in Boston Common, illegally riding bikes.” I roll my eyes. “What was I wearing?”

			“Denim shorts,” he says. No hesitation. “I liked the way your legs looked while you changed the tire.”

			I turn to him. “You fixed my tire.”

			“Right. I was thinking about when I actually met you. It’s good when a lie is close to the truth.” My face goes hot. I was in my too-short jean shorts that day. And he noticed my legs. This is the second mention of my legs today, and it flusters me again. “When we fake met, you were on the ground next to your broken bike. Also in shorts, also with nice legs.”

			“Okay, stop,” I say, and pull my knees closer to my chest.

			“It’s okay to have nice legs, Dolly.” He takes a sip of his beer and grins at me before looking back out at the ocean.

			“I thought you were dashing, the way you swiftly mastered the bike repairs.”

			He shoots me a look. “So much for staying close to the truth,” he says.

			I lie down flat and he does too. I say to the sky, “Oldest son. Maybe some control issues. Taurus. Leg man.” I turn to him and he’s smiling. “On some strange level I think I get you.”

			“Not so much to get. Workaholic with a panic-inducing fear of failure. Dr. Meyers got it on the first day.”

			“Who’s Dr. Meyers?” I ask.

			“My therapist.”

			“Ah.” I try to think of something to ask him about his therapist, though I think the whole point of therapy is that it’s private. We lie there as the waves come closer and closer, and when they get to our feet we don’t move. The cool water laps my ankles, and it feels as luxurious as that yacht in the distance.

			“Can I ask about Christopher?” he asks after a while.

			“Car accident when he was little. The official diagnosis is schizophrenia secondary to a head injury. He’s all over the place, but so good-hearted.”

			“Seems like.”

			“He may be why I like being around kindergarteners. The way you always know where you stand and how they feel, a room full of Christophers.”

			“And that’s always what you wanted to do?”

			“I wanted to take over the fish house. You’re not the only scion of industry.” I smile at him. He’s watching me. “But my dad hates all my ideas, so I gave up.”

			“And where is your mom?” he asks, such a simple question.

			“Virginia,” I say. He turns onto his side to give me his full attention, and I know there’s no way around this. “She left when I was twelve.”

			“She just left?”

			“She didn’t just leave. It took a while.” I am at a conversational crossroads—go forward or retreat. I could shut this down and change the subject, or I could let him in. It’s no secret in Whitfield that Georgia Brick split. I could just tell him and maybe after all this is over, Stewart could actually end up being a friend. I shield my eyes from the sun with the back of my hand and turn my head toward him. “When I was twelve, she went to visit an old friend in Virginia. She said she’d be back Monday.” I laugh, and he’s looking at me like I need to explain the laugh. “My sister, Patsy, and I have a joke about this. That our mom didn’t specify which Monday, so maybe she really is coming back. Sometimes Patsy texts ‘Happy Monday!’ and I reply with the fingers-crossed emoji, and then we laugh.” It’s been years since we’ve done this. It’s been years since we’ve joked around about anything. Our conversations are largely fact based: Everything okay? Yes, everything’s fine.

			“Is that the end of the story? She went away for a weekend and never came back?”

			“No, not at all. The weekend led to a week and then another week. And I think she got a taste of what it was like not to be worried about the fish house and a disabled son. And Patsy and me. Eventually she met a guy named Bob and remarried. Bob didn’t want kids either, so it’s been good.”

			“That’s heartbreaking,” he says.

			“Yes,” I say. The word comes out a little ragged because it was, at the time, heartbreaking. I sit up and rest my arms on my knees and steady my beer bottle in the wet sand between my feet. “It was sort of like quiet quitting,” I say, and try for a smile. “She was ahead of her time.”

			I turn to him, still lying on his side with his swimmer’s body. He’s watching me, brow furrowed. “Is that the end of the story? You never heard from her again?”

			“Oh no,” I say. “She sends a holiday card with a lot of x’s and o’s. It’s like she’s our mom but she works remotely.” I laugh at this and wonder if I’m tipsy off a single beer.

			“Where’s your sister?”

			“Patsy lives outside of Boston, married, with two kids. Very nice husband. Works in marketing. She’s just a year younger than me.”

			“So you’re close?”

			“Sort of,” I say. “I mean, we check in on each other. She wants to know how Dad’s doing, and I’m the one who knows. I kind of watch over them.”

			“Huh,” he says. “That’s all so fucked up.”

			“It’s fine,” I say to the water.

			He sits up next to me. “Gus’s dad left you to handle things on your own. And your mom did the same thing. It’s fucked up, Dolly.”

			I look out at the water and nod. “Okay, it is,” I say. I give him the best smile I can because I do want him to know I’m over it. He gives me that steady look back, like he’s made of the same limestone they used to build Eight Oaks, like he can handle it. So I just tell him. “It was kind of fun at first. Dad gave us money for groceries, and we bought junk food. We let the dishes sit in the sink, sort of an experiment to see what would happen, how bad it would get before someone actually did something.” I look at him to see if I should go on. He’s turned his whole body toward me like he’s listening with every part of himself. “And one day, when she’d been gone for about three weeks, Patsy and I rode our bikes home from school, walked into the house, and she started to cry. There was a smell. I can still smell it, actually. It was the smell of garbage and decay and giving up. The smell that tells you no one’s coming back.”

			“What did you do?” he asks.

			“Well I took Patsy into my arms, but she wouldn’t stop crying. And I was kind of freaking out because Christopher’s bus was coming in an hour. My dad would be home an hour after that. I couldn’t let them see Patsy that way, know how bad she felt. So I brought her over to the couch and covered her up with our grandmother’s heavy crocheted blanket. I remember I kissed her on the forehead, something I’d never done before. And I cleaned the house.”

			That was probably the day I de facto became Patsy’s mother. In small ways, like bringing the blanket, and in bigger ways, like taking her shifts at the fish house so she could run around and have a childhood. When she was Gus’s age, she’d roll in after school and soccer practice, and I’d be pulling a chicken out of the oven and asking about her geometry test. I’d become a lot more than fourteen months older than her.

			“I’ve been that person in my family ever since,” I say, and brush some sand off my leg.

			“Fending off the chaos,” he says.

			“Exactly,” I say. We’re just looking at each other as the breeze tousles our hair. We’re not so different. “I think I was having more fun when we were talking about your heartbreak.”

			“Audrey?” He’s quiet for a bit. “There’s not much to say. I miss some things, like she picked great restaurants and made me order things I’d never try. But I’m not totally sure that makes a marriage.”

			“Niles used to buy seltzer water and put it in my fridge,” I say. “Gus’s father. He did stuff like that, and I felt taken care of. I thought that meant forever, a lifetime of sodas appearing because someone was thinking I might be thirsty. He used to text me and ask if I needed anything from the store before he came over. Just because someone’s thoughtful doesn’t mean they love you, I later learned.”

			“Audrey would never come to the hospital with me, said sick kids made her feel uncomfortable.”

			I laugh though I know I shouldn’t. “Sorry,” I say. “But kind of a red flag for a guy who desperately wants kids?”

			“I am not desperate,” he says.

			“You are, it’s all over you. You reek of baby lust.”

			He laughs. “Maybe a little.” He looks out at the waves. “I just want to have something to leave behind. If that doesn’t end up being a family, I still have my work. This restoration project in San Francisco with Kramer Corp, if we can get it done, it’ll last forever. So…” He trails off and shrugs.

			I want to explain to him that a building isn’t the same as a child, but I have a feeling he understands that very well.

			“It’s probably for the best,” he says. “I don’t think I’d want to be married to someone who’s always looking for a better deal.”

			“Do you really think that guy is a better deal? All that chewing tobacco.” I make a face and he laughs.

			“I hope she’ll be happy, really. And I’m not just saying that. I’ve known her for a long time. But I never felt that feeling you’re supposed to feel. Like I never thought about her when we were apart. And I never got excited when she called.”

			On cue, the Rocky theme song trills. “I know the feeling,” I say, and put my finger up. “Good Sports. This is a recorded line. How can I help you?”
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			We’re back on the boat and Stewart unpacks the warmer. Underneath more sliders there’s roasted corn and macaroni and cheese. Inside a cooler there’s a watermelon-and-feta salad, figs wrapped in prosciutto, pineapple wedges. A second cooler has water and a bottle of chardonnay. Gus’s eyes grow bigger with every item pulled out.

			“Gladys is a goddess,” Stewart says, laying it all out in front of us. He’s put on a white cap with Marian embroidered in green across the front. It shades his eyes and makes him seem younger.

			I put some of everything on my plate. This might be the most delicious meal I’ve ever eaten—better than any twenty-five-thousand-dollar steak—and it’s just been served out of valet-transported vessels at the perfect temperature. I look up and catch Stewart watching me eat. He might be smiling at the way I’m shoving figs into my mouth like they’ll save my life, but also something’s different between us.

			“This is amazing,” Clay says, opening a slider and piling macaroni and cheese on top.

			“Gladys is a great cook, all around,” Stewart says. “But there’s nothing she loves more than making a picnic.” He pulls a thermos from the cooler. “Iced coffee?” he asks me.

			My mouth is full, so Gus answers for me. “She hates coffee.”

			“But thank you,” I add, shooting Gus a look. “And I think I’ve had plenty of everything.”

			“Do you do this a lot?” Gus asks between bites.

			“Actually, never,” he says. “But maybe I should.” His face is soft, and I think the day off did him good.

			“Do you have any cruise ships?” Clay asks.

			“Like for people? No,” he says. “Cargo ships, but mostly office buildings now. A bunch of malls that were a mistake.” He stops as if he’s overanswered. “I’d like to simplify things.”

			Gus and I share a smile. Gus says, “My mom and I are trying to do that. That was our Valentine’s resolution.”

			“New Year’s Day is a bad time to be committing to things,” I say. “We wait.”

			“We cleaned out our apartment. Made a bunch of new routines. I have to clean up after Sunday baking,” Gus says, and rolls his eyes.

			“You bake?” Stewart asks Gus.

			“No, Mom does,” he says. “Only on Sundays at home, but all the time when we’re here. I make pancakes when it’s my turn to make dinner.”

			“That’s impressive. I don’t know how to make pancakes,” Stewart says.

			I look up at him from my second slider and laugh. “You don’t know how to make anything. Gus can teach you.”

			He smiles and looks away to the right so I can see that dimple. “I know how to tie a lot of knots,” he says. “Want to try?”

			He leans back to grab the end of the rope that’s around the winch and ties something called a reef knot. I look away from the spectacle of those hands deftly tying knots and distract myself with the watermelon salad. Where are the seeds, Gladys? Where are the seeds? But Gus and Clay want to see how he did it. Stewart goes below and gets ropes for each of them, and I watch them try.

			It must be second nature to Stewart, but he breaks it down into little steps. I’m surprised by his patience as they follow his exact instructions and watch the knot fall away again and again. I miss my kindergarteners. This usually happens about now, late June, when the ringing in my ears stops from all that yelling. “Ms. Brick! Ms. Brick!” I miss their little hands working so hard to make a pencil do what it should. I miss the way their hearts break over playground things and then heal up so quickly. There are always a few who crack the code and bring me a book they discovered they can read. It’s a miracle to teach a kid to do something new, and I’m watching Stewart experience it now.

			“That’s it!” Stewart shouts. Gus has tied his rope in an elaborate pretzel shape around the railing. He offers Stewart a fist bump like he does to my dad and then immediately undoes the knot and starts again.
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			We pull in to the driveway, and my dad is watering the grass. “Hey, hi,” I say, suddenly aware of how little I’m wearing and just how windswept it all is. I think my dress has dried completely, but I’m wearing Stewart’s Marian hat and no shoes. “This is Stewart,” I say finally. Stewart follows me across the lawn and offers his hand to my dad. “And Stewart, this is my dad, Freddie Brick.”

			“Hello,” Stewart says as they shake hands. I watch his face. Even though he’s in his washed-too-many-times T-shirt and his hair is in disarray from where his hat used to be, he’s putting up his CEO guard.

			“Nice to meet you,” my dad says. “I’ve been meaning to thank you for the roof.”

			“That is my pleasure,” he says. “I would have paid more, but Dolly’s a terrible negotiator.”

			My dad laughs. “She is, at that. She got three bids and went with the contractor who can’t start right away.”

			“Hey! She had the best bid. And this guy won’t be able to pay me until August twenty-second,” I say. “It was a calculated decision.”

			Stewart turns to me with his most earnest expression. “I could have paid you earlier. That would have been no problem.”

			“Thanks, but no, this is fine. We can enjoy a little more porch time before all the mess. Christopher’s going to hate it.”

			My dad asks, “You’re in construction. Want to come in and see the plans? It’s an asphalt roof and she’s using some newfangled insulation material under it. Going to cut my heating bill in half.”

			Stewart’s about to say yes, but I’m not ready for him to be in my house. After the intimacy of the day, all that exposed skin and all the oversharing I did, I can’t walk him into my personal space. “That’s okay, Dad. Stewart should get back. We had a long day.”

			“Yep,” Stewart says, and turns to the boys, who are sitting on their bikes, practicing their knots. “We did. I should go. But it was nice to meet you.” He shakes my dad’s hand again.

			Stewart stops to say goodbye to the boys, and I watch. Gus unties his knot and reties it in record time. He smiles up at Stewart, who says something that makes Clay laugh. Gus is telling Stewart something, like multiple sentences in a row. I think today was good for everyone.

			When he’s gone, my dad asks, “What’s going on here?”

			“Image rehabilitation at its finest.”

			“Was there press out on the high seas?” He’s eyeing me suspiciously. “You seem awfully familiar. In his hat.”

			“Good, that was the whole point of the day. I can’t show up at the Whitfields’ pretending to be gaga over a guy I know nothing about. And he was really great with Gus and Clay, taught them to do whatever that is.” I gesture at them with my head.

			He gives me his closed-mouth smile. It’s the one that says, Hey, I’m smiling so everything’s okay, but also I’m sorry about the world letting you down so many damn times.

			“I love that you’re having fun, Doll. But let’s just remember what this is, okay?”

			“Trust me, this is all just fun. We might even end up being friends,” I say. I should write those words on Post-its and put them on my bathroom mirror. They’re going to be my mantra for surviving this thing with Stewart without making a fool of myself. “Plus we’re probably a lock for the order for the Starlight Gala, right?”

			His face brightens. It’s about the money for sure, but also about sticking it to Miller’s Seafood in Newport. “I hope so. I think now that Gus is a year older, we won’t be so shorthanded. And maybe his friend can help.”

			I smile at him. “Yes. Nice about that too, right?”

			“Just the best, honey. There’s nothing like having a friend at thirteen.”
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			On Monday, I’m in the back room of the fish house making crabcakes when Stewart invites me to Eight Oaks. I stand there with crabby hands and stare at the message for a bit.

			Stewart: My mom wants to meet you. Can you come for dinner tonight? Cocktails are at 5

			On the west veranda. Dinner in the dining room with the coffered ceiling that Archie Whitfield had brought over from France in the late 1800s. I’ve read everything ever written about this house. Everyone in town has, but if you’re Georgia Brick’s daughter, it’s all tattooed behind your eyelids. I take a breath and wipe my hands. I will wear the dress with the pale blue ikat print and those strappy beige sandals. A ballroom with a bunch of strangers was one thing, but dinner at the Whitfields’, with the Whitfields, is next level.

			Me: I could get there by 5:30

			Stewart: That’s fine. I’ll come get you then

			Me: No, I’ll drive, thanks

			And then after a few seconds of staring into my phone, I text: I am extremely nervous about this

			Stewart: Please don’t be. They’re really not so bad

			I don’t reply. I don’t know where this hesitancy is coming from. I just rubbed all the richest elbows in Providence. But a family dinner. I just don’t know if I can pull it off.

			Me: What kind of domestic help do you have in Boston?

			Stewart: Why?

			Me: I forgot to ask before. Arming myself with facts

			Stewart: Helena is my housekeeper. She comes weekdays, does laundry and makes my breakfast. Billy’s my regular driver. There’s a landscaping team—Mike and Reggie—that deal with my yard. Damion deals with house maintenance for the most part

			Five people. I do every single one of those things myself. I almost text that to him, but it would only put more distance between us when I’m about to walk into a situation where I’ll have to pretend I’m already part of his world.

			Stewart: I texted Gladys. She’s making coq au vin and some kind of goat cheese appetizer. Does that help at all?

			I smile at my phone. It helps that he went to the trouble to ask, actually. And I do love fancy chicken.

			Me: It does. I’m in. See you at 5:30
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			When Gladys opens the door, I immediately realize my mistake. I’m standing at the delivery entrance. I was so focused on parking where my car wouldn’t be an eyesore and then making sure the bag of shrimp I brought wasn’t leaking that I forgot that I’m a guest. Above all, I forgot that I’m Stewart Whitfield’s beautifully dressed girlfriend.

			“Dolly,” she says. “Welcome.”

			“Old habits,” I say, and take a deep breath. “I brought these, just came in. Maybe for tomorrow?”

			She takes the bag of shrimp and thanks me. “Mrs. Whitfield will be delighted. Come in. Now everyone’s outside, are you ready?”

			She holds my gaze for a second, and I know that she knows this is all a lie. It was two weeks ago that I showed up here on my bike in my fish house T-shirt saying I was just in town to help out. There is no way I was Stewart’s girlfriend that day. It doesn’t seem to bother her, and I wonder if not being bothered is part of her job.

			“You look absolutely lovely,” she says, and I smile at her shoes.

			“Thank you. Okay, I’m ready.”

			When I step foot inside Eight Oaks, it’s the first time. The delivery entrance opens to a small office, just a desk and a chair and a few shelves with three-ring binders, and then into the kitchen. It’s clearly been updated in the past two hundred years but is still a place strictly for cooking. There is no kitchen island or big TV to watch the game, just a twelve-burner stove and a stainless-steel workspace with a few stools. Copper pots and pans hang, polished, from the ceiling.

			She leads me through the cutting room. I know what it is because mounds of fresh peonies lie on a wooden counter that slants down into a sink, draining excess water while they wait to be readied for vases. There was an article about it in Better Homes & Gardens that the whole town was quite proud of. We walk through the living room with the giant stone fireplace and imported coffered ceilings. I crane my neck to make out a tiny gold acorn painted in the center of each carved mahogany square. The doors to the veranda are open, and a handful of people are gathered around a low coffee table. The men are in button-down shirts and freshly pressed pants, and the women are in perfectly cut dresses. The thought comes to me as a wave, starting in my crown and moving to my feet: I have been invited to the Whitfields’.

			“Stewart,” Gladys says.

			Stewart rises to his feet more quickly than I’ve ever seen him do and crosses the patio to me. “Very pretty,” he says, and quickly shakes his head. “That was my first thing, but I know it’s not specific. It’s to do with your eyes and the dress. I should have led with that.”

			I smile at him because I do love these compliments, and also because he’s taking it all so seriously. I can feel all eyes on us, so I say, “Perfect. Thank you.”

			He takes my hand and entwines our fingers. “Extra credit,” he says.

			Stewart’s parents stand to greet me and eye our entwined hands. “Mom, Dad, this is Dolly Brick,” Stewart says.

			“I’m Henry Whitfield. This is my wife, Victoria.”

			“Hello,” I say, and shake their hands. “It’s beautiful here.” I’m so glad I came tonight to point that out. They’ve probably never noticed.

			“Dolly!” Busy comes bounding my way and takes me in her arms. “You. Are. Gorgeous!”

			“Thank you,” I say, and awkwardly pull at the side of my dress like I’m going to curtsy.

			Victoria gives me a smile that does not reach her eyes. She has dark brown hair neatly tied into a bun at the nape of her neck. She is tanned and completely without makeup, small gold hoops in her ears. If she was your doctor, you would never guess she lived in a place like this. “Dolly?” she asks. “Is that short for Dorothy?”

			“No,” I say. “My mother is a country music fan.”

			She gives me a tight smile.

			Oscar stands. “I’m Oscar. This is my wife, Lilly.”

			Lilly reaches out to shake my hand, but then changes her mind and hugs me. I am lost in the jasmine scent of her long dark hair and the undeniable sincerity of this hug.

			“I want to know everything,” she says. “How you met. When it started. How you tolerate what a bore he is.” She gives Stewart a mischievous smile. “But seriously, tell me.”

			All eyes are on me to recount the details of our sordid affair. I say, “Bikes. We met on bikes.”

			“We did,” Stewart says. “And we got ticketed for illegal biking.” He puts his arm around me and pulls me toward him just the slightest bit, and now all eyes are on the hand on my shoulder. Stewart wasn’t kidding about not being a big toucher.

			The last of their party arrives—the dreaded cousin Grant, his wife, Kendall, and his mother, Ellen. Ellen and Kendall stand back while Grant reaches out to shake my hand and keeps it in his for the count of Mississippi. He has full lips and a square jaw and extreme rich-guy hair. Rich-guy hair is Gus’s joke. It’s hard to describe it but you know it when you see it. It’s brushed straight back and sometimes has a distinctive wave in the front. There is always tons of it, which Gus chalks up to expensive hair-care products, but I suspect is the result of having absolutely nothing to worry about.

			Stewart introduces me to Ellen and Kendall, who do not appear to want to shake hands or hug, so I give a weak wave.

			“The mystery woman,” Kendall says, by way of greeting.

			“We’ve been seeing photos of you everywhere,” Grant says. “Where did you come from?”

			“Goose Lane,” I say, and immediately want to take it back.

			He laughs, still holding my eyes. “Really?”

			“Also, Boston,” Stewart says. “That’s where we met.”

			“On bikes!” says Lilly.

			“Dolly doesn’t have a drink,” Stewart says. “Did you want a drink?”

			Everyone’s looking at me and I am finding it hard to answer this simple question. Either you want a drink or you don’t.

			Busy says, “I’m going to have an old-fashioned.”

			As soon as the words are spoken, Gladys appears with a tray of drinks. Busy takes an old-fashioned, likely a standing order, and Gladys holds the tray in front of me. “I wasn’t sure what you’d like,” she says. “I have an old-fashioned, a pinot gris, or a rosé. Sparkling water?”

			“A rosé would be lovely,” I say, and take it. “Thank you.” Gladys gives me the kindest look and then a nod. It’s a You’ve got this nod.

			“So, Dolly,” Kendall says. “Who are you and why have we never met you before?”

			Oh, I see. Kendall’s kind of a bitch. I understand that Audrey is a friend of hers, but she has to know she’s no saint. “I’m a kindergarten teacher from Boston, but I grew up here. I’ve been delivering fish here my whole life, actually.” I didn’t need to say that.

			“Fish?” Henry Whitfield asks.

			“Yes, my father is Freddie Brick of Brick Fish House.”

			Kendall does the most elegant spit take.

			“We’re using them for the Starlight Gala this year,” Victoria says to Henry. “His was the best bid all around.”

			“I hadn’t heard, thank you. My dad will be thrilled,” I say, in what is officially the greatest understatement of all time. As soon as I can excuse myself to the bathroom, I am going to text him in all caps and break my own exclamation point protocol. By the end of this summer my dad will be officially in the black.

			“Come see the view,” Stewart says to me, and guides me by the elbow to the limestone railing at the edge of the patio. He keeps his hand on my arm as we look down at the waves lapping the rocks below.

			“I’m sorry,” I say. “I don’t know why I told them about the fish house. I’m a kindergarten teacher, the anti-Audrey. Was fish delivery girl too far?” How did we not cover this?

			“There’s nothing wrong with the fish house,” he says.

			“Okay,” I say.

			“And they don’t even need to like you. They just need to believe we’re good together.”

			I turn to him and take in that gorgeous profile. I don’t know who would ever believe we were really together, but it’s awfully fun pretending. “They all just about dropped dead when you put your arm around me,” I say. “Want to sniff me again?”

			He smiles in spite of himself and keeps looking out at the waves. After a beat he turns and leans in, brushing his cheek against mine. I try to be quiet about it, but I breathe him in, that clean smell of leather and a cologne so faint that it’s like the memory of scent. His lip catches my ear, an accident, and I take in another breath.

			“All right,” he says into my ear. His warm breath and the sound of his voice that close trickles down my neck.

			“All right,” I whisper. “That’s enough sniffing.” That was a terrible idea.

			He pulls away and retucks his perfectly tucked shirt. I can feel his family watching us, so I turn toward the view. I look over the railing, down at the six-mile cliff walk that ends here at Eight Oaks. Beyond it is the rocky shore where the waves are lazily rolling in and out. “Not a lot of drama down there tonight.”

			“Put a few drinks in my aunt Ellen and you’ll see some drama,” he says. He dips his head to me as he says it and, without thinking, I touch that place on my ear where his lips were.
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			We’re eating outside, which is a relief. I’d been picturing the formal dining room, and a million tiny catastrophes played out behind my eyes. Red wine on the antique carpet, an unsolvable puzzle of slightly different forks. A lady’s maid straight out of Downton Abbey, lurking behind me in case my hair needs arranging. Instead, we are all seated around a table overlooking the orange sunset on the bay. Gladys serves dinner with the help of another woman who has not been named to me. In front of me is a rattan placemat under a white plate, edged in gold and decorated with tiny yellow birds in flight. It’s exquisite, this plate. My napkin is white linen rolled into a gold ring embossed with a jeweled acorn.

			Stewart is across from me with his back to the sunset.

			“Well, the chicken is delicious,” Henry says to Gladys when she’s refilling everyone’s Sancerre.

			“Thank you, sir. Tomorrow I’m making scampi. Dolly brought a load of fresh shrimp.”

			Henry raises his glass to me. “I’m looking forward to it.”

			“Do you cook, Dolly?” Victoria asks.

			And just like that, I am stumped. I don’t know how to answer this question. Of course I cook, my kid and I need to eat. “Yes,” I say finally. “Just meals.” What does that even mean?

			Kendall laughs. “Oh, not snacks?”

			“I just mean I make eggs and sandwiches and chicken. It’s not so much cooking as making something to eat. Nothing fancy.” I look up at Stewart, who is shooting Kendall a look. “I do like to bake when I have time.”

			“On Sundays, she bakes,” Stewart says, deftly painting a picture in everyone’s mind of me pulling a fresh pie out of his Beacon Hill oven. “Dolly has a thirteen-year-old son,” he adds. It surprises me. It’s the biggest, most important fact of my life, but for some reason I thought we’d be deliberately not talking about it.

			“Yes, Gus,” I say.

			“For St. Augustine?” Victoria asks.

			“More like the mouse from Cinderella,” I say.

			Victoria nods but says nothing.

			“Who makes the crabcakes at your dad’s store?” Henry asks, tucking into a second piece of chicken. “Victoria sometimes picks those up for lunch when she’s trying to butter me up.”

			He gives her a smile, and she says, “It’s true.”

			“My dad makes those, but it was his mother’s recipe. My grandmother was a great cook. She made everything. Always won the fall bake-off.”

			“I think I remember her,” Henry says. “A redhead?”

			“That was her,” I say, proud. “Her name was Maud.”

			“Maud!” says Ellen. “The redhead. Did she sew?”

			I guess we’re doing this. “Yes, she did your mother’s sewing. Always brought home a big bag of pretty things to be fixed.” I smile, closed mouth. I have placed myself firmly in the servant category.

			“And she brought pies sometimes,” says Henry, as if he can smell one of those pies. “Blueberry and peach. Could that be right?”

			“Definitely,” I say. “That was one of her specialties. She gave my dad her house on Goose Lane when he married my mom, and she moved out closer to Harvey. She grew blueberries in her yard there.”

			The conversation is easier after this, not because we’re suddenly best friends but because I have almost nothing to hide. When our plates are cleared, Gladys comes out with coffee and chocolate-dipped biscotti. She pours mine first, and I thank her.

			“Dolly doesn’t like coffee,” Stewart says, to my absolute horror. “Is there something else you’d like? Tea?”

			“No, thank you, I’m fine,” I say, flustered. My face is hot sitting in this moment where I am potentially sending something back to the kitchen at Eight Oaks because it is not to my liking. I pick up my coffee and sip it black to prove how much I like it.

			“Come on,” he says. “You’re a terrible faker. Tea? More wine?”

			I give him that look that usually comes with a knuckle sandwich and say to Gladys, “May I please have tea?”

			“That’s no problem at all,” she says. “What kind do you like?”

			“Whatever you have would be lovely, thank you.” My skin is too tight on my body.

			Stewart’s shaking his head, and I shoot him a few more daggers. “Just say it,” he says.

			“If you have Earl Grey, that’s my favorite. But anything’s fine.”

			“Earl Grey it is,” she says. “Lemon? Sugar?”

			“Honey?” I ask. It hurts to get it out. The absolute arrogance of asking for honey.

			Gladys laughs. “That’s no problem at all.”

			Stewart leans in close and whispers, “You know it’s okay to say what you want. Doesn’t make you a bad person.” His whisper against my skin makes me shiver. I don’t think I could be completely honest with either of us about what I want in this moment.

			“I say what I want plenty.” He raises an eyebrow at me. “Okay, that’s not something I’ve had a lot of occasion to do.”

			“I’m going to make you practice,” he says, a smile in his eyes. He turns back to his coffee and lets his words hang in the air.

		

	
		
			Chapter 17
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			Kendall gets quiet after her third glass of wine, Ellen does not. She wants to know when anyone is going to bother opening the pool house this summer. She wants to know if Henry plans on having the south tennis court repaved or if he’ll just let that languish too.

			Grant rattles the ice in his bourbon to free the last sip. “Put Stewart on that. Maybe he could hire a bunch of artisans from Europe to come hand-pave the whole thing.”

			“Good one,” Stewart says.

			Grant turns to me. “Preservation. That’s his thing. Nothing new and efficient, nothing that makes money. Stewart likes to stick to the vision.” He uses a single air quote, which seems lazy.

			Ellen says, “Grant, you’re drunk.”

			“Am I, Mother?” He rolls his eyes and says to me, “He’s going all in on some restoration project in San Francisco. We’ll ride his love of old crap all the way to the poorhouse.”

			Stewart turns to me and says, “Grant’s not a huge fan of the Kramer deal. If it were up to him we’d tear down the Paul Revere House and put up a 7-Eleven.” I match his smile and rest my hand on his to show my loyalty. I am distracted by the way the skin on the back of his hand feels against my palm and the way he loops his pinkie over mine, like a tossed leg over a bedsheet in the morning.

			“I’m sure the San Francisco project will be lovely,” Victoria says.

			Henry folds his hands on the table and leans in. “Nothing wrong with honoring the family vision if it’s also going to make money,” he says.

			“Stewart missed the part about how making money is the family vision,” Grant says.

			Stewart takes his hand from me and leans forward. “The numbers on the Kramer deal are quite good.”

			Grant says, “Quite good,” and rolls his eyes. “Quite good isn’t good enough, especially for a project that’s going to take forever. I have three projects lined up to close in nine months that will outearn your Kramer project by double.”

			“But is this dinner boring enough?” Busy asks, sipping her coffee. “That’s the real question.”

			Henry shushes her. “This will be a big topic with the board in the fall.” He looks at Stewart directly. “It’s important to have an eye toward change. Grant’s strip malls and cell towers aren’t pretty, but they’ll keep the lights on. I have a hard time believing the numbers for San Francisco are that great.”

			Victoria places a hand on his forearm. “Can we not?”

			“There’s a lot more to it than the returns,” Stewart says. “If you see the drawings and understand the history. If I walked you through the whole thing, you’d see it’s much more in line with who we are.”

			“Broke?” asks Grant with a laugh. “I didn’t know that’s who we are now.” He’s definitely drunk.

			“There comes a time to rethink who we are,” Henry says. “It’s saved our asses more than once, having the instincts to shift gears when we needed to. My grandfather did. My dad did too. And with every new generation it’s a crapshoot to see if we have that kind of leader.” He’s looking at Stewart, a challenge.

			Stewart stiffens next to me. His hands are folded tight on the table, as if he’s trying to crush something inside them.

			Henry takes a sip of his coffee. “Otherwise, we’ll all have jobs handing out brochures to people who show up for tours of this old place.”

			Victoria starts to say something, but Grant interrupts her with a laugh. “I can totally picture that. Crowds of people gawking at Great-Granddad stuff, listening to the story of how Stewart Whitfield took the reins and let it all go to shit.”

			“Ah, there it is,” Busy says. “Grant’s prediction of who gets the job.” Oscar laughs, but Henry keeps his hard stare on Stewart.

			I turn to Stewart because it’s his turn to say something mildly insulting to Grant. But his face seems frozen, almost expressionless.

			“Excuse me,” he says to the napkin he’s placing on his plate, and he walks into the house. My eyes follow him until he’s disappeared into the living room. My heart is telling me to go after him, but I don’t listen.

			Oscar passes me the tray of biscotti. “Sorry, Dolly. These two. It never ends. When we were little, they’d race to that bunch of rocks in the middle of the bay. Loser would have to swim back naked. They’d race the horses on the beach. They’d even compete to see who could make their ice cream last the longest.”

			“Stewart always won that,” Busy says. “Made of steel.”

			“Denying himself any kind of pleasure is his superpower,” Oscar says with a laugh, though I don’t know why that’s funny. “Grant has no patience. Hence the strip malls.” Grant raises his glass in agreement.

			“And did you compete too?” I ask Oscar.

			He leans back in his chair. “Never. While they fought to the death, I got all the girls.”

			Lilly gives him a little shove.

			“What? I can’t help it if I’m the handsome one,” he says and grins.

			Busy laughs and tosses her napkin at him. “Oh please.”

			You’ve got to love the middle child. The tension that was simmering at the table is broken. I look across at Oscar, and he is handsome. Light brown wavy hair that dips low over green eyes. He has a devilish smile that likely works wonders at getting women undressed. I can imagine him honing his ability to keep things light when his little sister was so sick. I think of Stewart and all the pleasure he denies himself, working tirelessly to protect the legacy of the people around this table—none of whom seem to be concerned about his absence.

			Dinner is officially over and Stewart still isn’t back. Lilly’s talking about her kids’ swimming program, and no one seems to think anything of the empty chair next to me. As the minutes pass, I get more and more worried. Something is clearly wrong. I know Stewart well enough to know that he is duty bound to a fault. He wouldn’t leave me alone here, uncomfortable with his family. I excuse myself to use the restroom, hoping I’ll find him wrapping up an urgent call in the big formal living room. He isn’t there, so I make my way through the dining room and into the main foyer. I stand on the black-and-white-checkered marble floor, looking up the wide white marble staircase. I don’t dare climb the stairs and start opening doors to all the places he could be—a bedroom suite, a private office.

			I text him and get no reply. Worry spreads across my chest. He’s not okay. Stewart’s under a lot of stress. He has panic attacks. No one in his family seems to be doing anything to make things easier for him, and I wish I could.

			“Are you looking for the restroom?” Gladys asks from the doorway.

			“No, actually. I’m looking for Stewart. Have you seen him?”

			She gives me a solemn smile. “He left through the kitchen. He won’t have gone far. He wouldn’t have left you.” Ah, Gladys is the one who knows him the way I do.

			I follow her back through the formal living room, then the dining room, toward the kitchen. I thank her and wave awkwardly at two women who are washing dishes and make my way out the delivery entrance. It’s quiet out here, with the huge limestone house blocking me from the waves. The only sound is my feet on the gravel, like I’m walking on diamonds.

			I walk toward the formal gardens and find Stewart sitting on the ground with his back to a small stone bench. His large frame is slumped over his knees, and I crouch down next to him.

			“Stewart. Look at me,” I say. He raises his head but doesn’t meet my eyes. “You’ve gone pale. Are you okay?”

			He’s taking shallow breaths and shakes his head a tiny bit.

			“Want me to get you inside?” I ask, and he shakes his head no. His eyes are unfocused, and his forehead is damp. I reach up to touch his cheek and then his forehead, like I would to Gus. He’s clammy. “Tell me what you need,” I say. “Is this a panic attack?”

			He keeps taking shallow breaths, and I place a hand on his chest. His heart is beating so quickly that it scares me. “Stewart, say something.”

			“Yes. Panic attack,” he says.

			“Okay,” I say. “You’re going to be okay.” I put my hands on his face again and force him to look me in the eye. “You’re going to be absolutely fine. I’ve got you.” He nods, but his eyes are heavy. “Is it okay if I put my arms around you? A hug is good to reset the nervous system.”

			“Yes,” he says.

			Without giving it any thought, I climb sideways onto his lap. I wrap my arms around his neck and am hit by the narcotic smell of him, but I can’t meet his eyes from this angle. This hug isn’t about me floating into another reality; it’s supposed to be about bringing him back to this one. I hike up my dress and shift so I’m straddling him. I place a hand on either side of his neck, and his eyes focus on me. He rests his forehead against mine, and I make a big show of breathing deeply to remind him to do the same. I weave my fingers up into his hair and back down his neck, letting the rhythm calm me too. “You’re okay. We’re okay,” I say over and over until his breaths start to deepen.

			“I’m sorry,” he says after a while. “I’m fine.” He runs a hand through his hair, and I feel the ghost of where it had been resting on my thigh. I shift off his lap to sit beside him, arranging my dress the best I can.

			“Do you want to go back inside?” I ask. Some of his color has returned. “Or I could throw you in the back of my getaway car?”

			He gives me a weak smile and stands up, offering me a hand. When we’re face-to-face, he pulls me into a hug. I can feel his rabbit heartbeat against my cheek as I wrap my arms around his back. He smooths the back of my hair with one hand and holds me tight with the other. “This is actually lifesaving touching,” he whispers. “Thank you.”

			I’m not ready to break the hug. It’s resetting my adrenals too, so I hang on for an extra few seconds. His shirt has been laundered in lavender and I breathe it in. “Okay, that was crazy,” I say when I pull away. I reach up and touch his face again. I run my thumbs along his cheekbones. Last time it was diagnostic, but this time I just feel like it. We have broken the touch barrier and are standing inches apart, looking at each other with new eyes.

			“I’m fine,” he says. “A little embarrassed, but fine.”

			“Don’t be. Your dad’s kind of terrifying.” I rest my hand on his chest. “Your heart is still beating fast, let’s walk around a little bit.”

			He loops my arm through his and we make our way through the gardens in silence. We pass snapdragons and white spray roses. I stop to run my finger over the tiny sharp petals of a red dahlia.

			Beyond the formal gardens is an ivy-covered archway that’s dripping with cherry tomatoes in all stages of ripeness. Without thinking, I pick one and pop it into my mouth. It explodes with unexpected sweetness. These are not Stop n’ Save tomatoes. He reaches a hand toward my mouth, then stops himself. “Just there,” he says, as I lick a tomato seed from my lip. His eyes stay on my mouth. I blush and look through the archway.

			“Can we go in?” I ask.

			“Into the vegetable garden?”

			I nod. “I bet it’s totally calming.” I think we could both use that at this point.

			“Okay,” he says. I go first, ducking under the tomato archway, and emerge into a circular garden. Eggplant, peppers, zucchini, and string beans. Red leaf lettuce and kale. There’s a separate raised bed for herbs, and I lean down to pick a bit of the rosemary. Stewart sits on the edge of the bed, so I do too.

			“Do you mind?” I ask, and hold up the rosemary. “This smells so good, and now I want to make an olive oil cake.”

			“That sounds delicious.”

			“So do you want to talk about it?” I ask. “What just happened?”

			He shakes his head.

			“Give me your hand,” I say, and take it on my lap, palm side up. I run a finger along his lifeline. I trace his thumb and each of his fingers over and over again. I am hypnotizing myself with the rough feel of his skin and the smell of the rosemary and basil.

			“This is really relaxing,” he says. “Should come in pill form.”

			I look up at him and smile. I place a hand on his heart again and feel how he’s calmed down a bit. “Saved your life, no extra charge,” I say. He smiles at me and it’s different, softer. His guard is down, and I feel like it might be possible to climb right inside him.

			After a while, he says, “I hate mansion tours. My dad knows that. Just the idea of ogling someone else’s failure. Looking at people’s bathtubs beyond red ropes. Those were real people whose families no longer live there. They built something that a later generation let slip away.” He takes a full breath and lets it out.

			“That’s not going to happen to you.”

			“History says otherwise, Dolly.” He holds his hand out to me again, and I start tracing it, running my finger up and over and down the outside of each of his, like my kindergarteners do with a crayon to draw a turkey.

			“What does history say?” I ask.

			“We were a big shipping company originally, but all that business moved out of Boston to New York in the 1800s.”

			“Everyone knows this, Stewart.” I roll my eyes dramatically. I’m joking around but fail to lighten the mood. “And then you evolved into a real estate company.”

			“But before that we were on a major downward financial spiral for two generations. My grandfather had the foresight to save us by redeveloping all our waterfront property and pivoting into real estate. My dad took it from there, and I don’t know what I’d do if it was on me and things started going south again. The idea that strangers might walk through our home someday, listening through their AirPods to the story of how Stewart Whitfield screwed it all up. As you saw tonight, it’s the thing panic attacks are made of.”

			He looks up and I see it on his face, the truth of what he’s just said.

			“I’m terrified of letting my family down,” he says. He waits for me to say something, but I just keep running my fingers between his. “I want to be CEO, especially if the alternative is Grant. But I don’t know if I have the vision or the instincts or whatever it is that my dad’s always talking about. If the bad thing comes, I don’t know if I’ll know how to pivot.”

			I unbutton his cuff and trail my fingers up his forearm. We’re both watching my hands, and I hear his breathing slow.

			“Why doesn’t Oscar work with you?” I ask.

			“I think he feels left behind. And he probably looks at my life and wants no part of it. And Busy. I think she feels she’s supposed to show up as an executive somewhere, you know? I wish she had an entry-level job like I did, right out of school.”

			“Busy will find her thing,” I say, brushing his palm with my fingers.

			“She will. She’s a big thinker under all the”—he waves his free hand in the air in a chaotic way, and I laugh.

			“Ah, you’re feeling better,” I say.

			He takes a breath. “Yeah, I am. Thank you for this.” He folds his hand over mine. “Second time I’m being rescued by the same tiny little woman.” He’s giving me his softest smile.

			“Do we have any more engagements this week?” I ask.

			“I don’t think so,” he says. “I have a lot of work on my plate.”

			I nod, an unwelcome disappointment bubbling up. “I might take a few extra shifts at the fish house, and they’re dropping off shingles for the new roof at some point.”

			“Still not starting till August?”

			“Yes, and it’s all on budget. Just under fifty thousand, as expected.”

			“You only needed fifty?”

			I smile. “A deal’s a deal. And a girl should have a little cushion.”

			He laughs and it lights up his face. When his eyes land on mine, there’s something happy there, like he’s just gotten great news. “Is there anything else that needs fixing?”

			“Just a bit of the sleeping porch, from the fire. But I’ve started that on my own.” I don’t mention the way I’ve reattached the screen with duct tape from the outside. “I sleep out there. With the frogs and the cool night air.”

			“Sounds like heaven,” he says. We sit and look at each other for a bit. I hold up my rosemary bouquet, and he closes his eyes and smells it. I’ve never seen him with closed eyes, and even though it’s for just a few seconds, I have a flash of us in bed, his hair splayed out on a crisp white pillow. His mouth soft and unworried. Maybe an arm thrown across my hip, one leg out from under the covers. He’d smile when he opened his eyes, just like he’s doing now, and I’d kiss him.

			It’s my imagination, I’m sure, but he leans in a bit toward me. Lips slightly parted.

			“I should really get home,” I say, because I have clearly been drugged in this garden.

			“Yes,” he says, pulling away. “You can really lose track of things out here.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 18

			
				[image: ]
			

			The next morning I wake up to a Bad Teachers’ conversation already in progress.

			Kim: I’m so tired I cannot deal with Fern today. Layla can you go

			Layla: I’ll go. Tell her why you’re so tired

			Kim: I met someone. A guy and I like him

			Layla: She more than likes him, she blushes when she says his name, which is Greg

			Kim: It’s true

			Me: This is the best news, though I hate that I’ve been out of the loop. How does he stack up against Custodian Hank?

			Kim: Not as tall, but he’s funny. I have a feeling Custodian Hank isn’t funny

			Layla: He’s not

			Me: I am so happy to hear this, can’t wait to meet him. And seriously thanks for dealing with Fern, she’s fine, right?

			Kim: She’s living her best life

			Stewart’s calling. I want to tell them about him, they are a collective vault, but I’ve signed a contract, and I can’t keep blabbing and passing out NDAs to my friends who clearly don’t read Page Six.

			“Is this too early?” he asks. It’s seven thirty.

			“I’m up,” I say, and get back under the covers.

			“You sound like you’re in bed.”

			“I am. Are you calling on official business or is this a random bed check?”

			“I check on all my employees every morning,” he says. It lands hot in my ear; it’s as if my brain is now programmed to change everything he says into something suggestive. If I was failing at keeping my lusty thoughts at bay in the grotto, the herb garden did me in. I fell asleep replaying a version of last night where he kissed me.

			“So no outings this week?” I ask, hopeful I’m wrong.

			“Nothing formal. It’s a perfect morning. I just went for a swim and I was thinking about you out there on the sleeping porch.”

			Again, this hits me in parts of my body that are not for hearing. I’m imagining him toweling off, imagining me sleeping.
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			My dad’s already up and drinking coffee when I get to the kitchen. I preheat the oven. I am not surprised to see that I forgot to take butter out of the fridge to soften last night. I must have floated right to bed on my rosemary-scented cloud. Christopher will be up in an hour, and I promised him poppyseed muffins, but I can pivot to blueberry because Maud’s recipe calls for melted butter, not soft.

			Dad holds up his Red Sox mug to me. “Morning. How was dinner at the manse?”

			“It was really something,” I say, putting on the teakettle. “I sipped rosé and Sancerre and ate the most delicious coq au vin and didn’t rinse a single dish.”

			“Too good to be true,” he says. “Were they nice?”

			“Busy and Lilly are great. Henry’s kind of intense. Victoria is polite but suspicious, and I don’t blame her. If some random woman broke up Gus’s engagement, I’d be watching her like a hawk.” I pull out Maud’s mixing bowl and measure the sugar.

			“She’s a good woman,” he says. “Does a lot for the community and still works shifts at the ER when they need her. And now that she’s giving us the Starlight Gala, she should be sainted.”

			“Yes, well, she’s a little standoffish.”

			“Standoffish or not, it’s all a miracle. We’re getting a new roof. We never would have been able to fix it without their help. We would have been out on the street.”

			Sometimes when you’ve known someone forever, simple conversations can unexpectedly veer off into emotional land mines. It starts as nothing: Sancerre, the roof. Then it arrives at my dad’s maddening inability to see any way for us to thrive. Frustration bubbles quietly in my chest.

			“Dad, there are a million ways we could make more money.”

			He shoots me a look over his coffee. “Don’t think so.”

			I laugh a hard laugh to ease the tension building behind my eyes. “It wouldn’t kill us to take a risk and expand on our already thriving business.”

			“Almost did once, Doll. I won’t play a fool’s game twice.” This is the preface to his sermon called “My Grandfather Started a Little Fish Shop and That’s All I Need.”

			“I’m not talking about a second location. We could expand where we are, on Main Street. We could use the extra money from the Starlight Gala to get started. Plus my ten grand.”

			He waves a hand at me, as if to clear the chalkboard of my approach to the family legacy. “Again, it’s all down to the Whitfields bailing us out. This charade of yours is completely insane, but since you’re doing this, I’d like to thank him properly. Let’s have him for dinner tonight. I’m getting a bunch of striped bass this morning, and we can barbecue it.”

			“Here?” I ask.

			“Yes, here. We can eat on the west veranda to watch the sun set over the Newtons’ underwear.” He motions with his coffee to the front porch. He’s changed the subject and made a joke. We have reached this discussion’s end.

			When the muffins are in the oven, I take my coffee to the front porch and call Naomi. “Why am I so uncomfortable inviting Stewart here for dinner? I told him about Niles, he’s seen me in a bikini. It’s not like he’s going to be shocked that the rest of my life is a wreck.”

			“Not one thing in your life is a wreck. Besides maybe you, currently pretending you don’t want to jump this guy.”

			“Stop.”

			“You know and I know, we don’t have to talk about it. But invite him over. Besides Gus, that house is your life’s great labor of love. It’s charming. And I guarantee that Audrey woman can’t retile a bathroom.” This hits me right where she wants it to. Last year, the week after Christmas, I retiled the downstairs bathroom, and it is a work of art. Aqua tile buffed to look like sea glass. It was Gus’s and my Christmas gift to my dad, and we wrapped up a single tile and a trowel. Gus made me include a roll of toilet paper, which made Christopher laugh so hard that it made the holiday. I’d like to show Stewart that bathroom, so I text him.

			Me: What are you doing tonight?

			Stewart: I was going to ask you that earlier, but then I thought it was too much

			Me: Total stalker

			Stewart: I was thinking about taking the boat out for sunset. Want to come?

			Yes, I want to come. I want to get on that boat with him and watch the hell out of that sunset.

			Me: My dad has striped bass and he wanted to invite you for dinner tonight. To thank you

			Stewart: Really?

			Stewart: Ok

			Stewart: Yes, I accept

			Stewart: Thank you

			Stewart: Bringing wine, is that ok? What time?

			Me: That’s great and six

			Stewart: Ok, great
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			It’s a coolish, dry evening, and the sky is a deep July blue. The leaves on the maple in our front yard are huge this year. The Goldbergs aren’t home, so there’s no polka music, and I’ve set up the picnic table on the front porch so that only two people have a view of the Newtons’ underwear line. I will seat Stewart strategically.

			I wander around Goose Lane and clip one flower from every garden—yellow wild indigo, milkweed, a few white daisies, and a bloom of hot-pink hydrangea from the back of Mrs. Goldberg’s prize bush. I line them up along the center of the table in Maud’s little cream bottles, and it looks beautiful. I shower and put on my favorite jeans (clean) and a sleeveless white top from Patsy’s stash. I don’t have time to completely dry my hair, but I do put on mascara and lip gloss. I make a face at my reflection in the mirror because I’m sure she’s about to tease me for caring so much.

			“What’s all this?” Gus asks, dropping his bike in the driveway.

			“Striped bass,” I say. “Pop got some fresh this morning, so I thought I’d make a party.”

			“Who’s coming?”

			“Just us,” I say. “And Stewart.”

			“Cool,” he says. He smiles at me and I take him into my arms without even considering the risks. “Okay, that’s enough,” he says.

			“It’s a beautiful day in paradise,” Christopher announces just before six.

			“Pants!” I reply.

			My dad is tending to the coals on the barbecue in the front yard. I stand on the porch and look out toward town, little glimmers of water between the low buildings. I have the bass laid out on a platter in the kitchen. It’s been sitting in olive oil and garlic for twenty minutes, and I wish I had a bit of rosemary to sprinkle over it before serving. I think to text Stewart but he’s probably already on his way, and asking him for rosemary seems sort of suggestive, like I’m trying to take him back to that romantic moment in the garden. This restless, buzzy feeling I’m having started then. I’ve been trying to rationalize it. Maybe he didn’t lean in. Maybe he does periodic abdominal crunches that cause his torso to dip forward. But he did; he leaned in with his eyes too. My heart does this weird dip into my stomach when I think of it.

			I’m helping my dad roll the barbecue away from the house when Stewart pulls in to the driveway. My hand flies up to my dahlia necklace like I have pearls to clutch there. He pulls his Marian tote out of the backseat, and we meet in the middle of the driveway.

			“I’ve overthought this, I think,” he says. He’s about to explain, but I smile and he smiles back, and we just stand there like a couple of teenagers. “Hi,” he says. The word washes over me like a breeze.

			“Hi,” I say back, and tuck my still-damp hair behind my ear. “What did you overthink?”

			“Oh, the wine. I wanted to get it right and ended up bringing all of it. Is that going to make me look like a drunk? Be totally honest.”

			I laugh. “No, that’s very generous. Thank you.” I peer into the bag and there are five different bottles of wine.

			“Like I said.” He reaches deeper into the bag and hands me a small bouquet of herbs—thyme, sage, and rosemary. It’s the thing I worried would be too romantic, but on the receiving end it is the exact right amount romantic.

			I lead him over to my dad, who’s adding wood chips to the coals. He puts down his tongs, wipes his hands on his apron, and extends one to Stewart. “Hello,” he says. “So glad you could come.”

			“Well, thank you for including me. I hear the striped bass just jumped right out of the ocean.”

			“Practically,” my dad says and laughs. “Dolly’s got it prepared, should be delicious.”

			Christopher, in pants, rises from the front steps and makes his way to us.

			“Hey, buddy, you remember Stewart.”

			“He took you on a boat,” he says.

			“He’s staying for dinner, Dad’s making striped bass.”

			“Gross,” Christopher says.

			“You can make a sandwich after dinner if you hate it,” I say.

			“Our mom used to say that,” he says to Stewart.

			“Stewart brought herbs from his garden.” I hold up the precious bouquet. My dad leans in and smells it, eyes closed.

			“The thyme,” he says. “Let’s use the thyme.”

			“Okay,” I say. “He’s also brought enough wine to get us through the summer.”

			Stewart holds up his bag. “A bit of indecision, actually.”

			“Thank you,” my dad says.

			“Come inside and we’ll get it in the fridge.” Stewart follows me up the front steps and into the kitchen. I see it through his eyes. A photo of all of us on the wall, before the accident. The round table with five spindled chairs. The original porcelain sink and wooden countertops. The yellow wildflowers I picked yesterday and placed in a Cookie Monster coffee mug. The chipped platter in his family’s ivy pattern on its special stand.

			“We have that too,” he says, gesturing to the platter. “My mother uses the tea set all the time.”

			“And the dinner plates around St. Patrick’s Day,” I say. “It was in the paper; my mom was all over it.”

			My back is to the kitchen sink, and he takes a step toward me. “I like those curtains,” he says, to the window behind me. They’re white, with red poppies embroidered along the bottom.

			“I made them,” I say. “Out of an old dress of my grandmother’s, actually.” I take the bottles of wine from his bag and put them in the refrigerator. I empty the big piece of crockery we keep spatulas in and fill it with ice.

			“Maud?” he asks.

			“Yes. I’ll show you where I sew.” So much easier to say than I’ll show you where I dream about kissing you.

			I lead him to the sleeping porch. He looks around and smiles.

			“This is paradise,” he says.

			I smile, because I know he means it, and I totally agree. “This is Maud’s sewing machine. It’s old-school obviously, pedal operated. But it makes the most perfect stitches, slightly irregular, like they’re by hand.”

			“You made those curtains here?”

			“Yes. She used to wear this dress all the time in the summer. She died when I was ten and I missed seeing her in it, the way the little red poppies swished around her ankles when she walked. So when I got a little older and mastered that machine, I made curtains out of it. When the wind blows, it’s that same happy effect.”

			He steps toward me and my whole body tells me that he’s about to touch me. He’s going to put a hand on my waist and pull me toward him. The fizzy feeling I’ve had all day is at a boiling point. It’s a mix of two energies—wanting something and knowing it’s a bad idea—and it’s causing a reaction inside me, just under my heart.

			He crosses his arms instead, taking them out of play, and asks, “What else did you make?”

			I turn around and gesture to my bed. The place where I lie all night, replaying a scenario where I leaned in at the exact second he did. I look up at Stewart to see if he saw that thought cross my face. He’s looking at me like he did. “This is all new,” I say to the bed, trying to hide the red in my cheeks. “I made the duvet cover and the pillowcases, to replace what burned. I wanted it to be a lightweight pale blue fabric.” Like that shirt of yours, I don’t say. “There was nothing like that at Target.”

			“It’s beautiful,” he says, and picks up a pillow to inspect it. “You know what I think you should do with the ten thousand dollars?” I shake my head. I never thought I’d see the day Stewart Whitfield would be spending my money. “Rebuild this so that you can replace the screens with windows in the winter.”

			“And a fireplace,” I say.

			“Yes. Just there. Maybe river stones.” His expression is almost boyish. He’s excited about this project.

			“It would be beautiful,” I say. I would never spend money on something like that, but it’s fun to talk about in this waking dream where Stewart is here with me in my personal space.

			“Let me get you some wine,” I say.

			When we’re seated on the porch, Stewart across from me with his back to the Newtons’, my dad says, “We don’t see that much of you out here. I see Oscar and Busy all the time in the summer.”

			“I haven’t been for the whole summer since high school. But this summer a lot of my office is working remotely, so I’m here.”

			“Do you work in your grandfather’s office up top?” my dad asks. “With all the windows?”

			“How do you know about that?” I ask.

			“Saw it in a newspaper article when he passed. The whole thing looks like a lighthouse, three hundred sixty degrees of windows.”

			Stewart nods. “Yes, we call it the crow’s nest. My dad’s been working out of his study, so it’s my office now. Though I have to admit it makes me dizzy if I’m up there too long. I can see too far in every direction, and I get a little overwhelmed.”

			“It’s a lot of responsibility doing what you do, big shoes to fill.”

			“They’re not quite mine to fill yet. I’ve got to beat out my cousin,” Stewart says. “But yes, it’s a lot of pressure. Like anything.” He catches my eye, and we meet in that place where I know just how much pressure it is. This happens to be the same place where I climbed into his lap.

			“Do you think you’ll win?” asks Gus. “I mean, are you better at your job than him?”

			Stewart leans back in his chair and considers the question. “I’m not really sure, actually. I’m more interested in what we’re doing than how much money we’re making. So I guess it’s up to the company to decide what they want.”

			“They probably want money,” Gus says.

			Stewart laughs. “Probably.” He takes a bite of his bass. “This is so good. Do you guys eat fish every night?”

			Christopher says, “Gross.”

			“We eat a lot of it,” my dad says. “Except for when Dolly treats us to chicken.” My dad winks at Christopher, opening the floodgates. When Christopher laughs, it is infectious. It comes from deep inside him, and he lets it go on as long as it needs to. He doesn’t have that That’s enough, I’m done shutoff valve the rest of us have. So we laugh with him, always such a gift to tap into his joy. Stewart is laughing too, though he doesn’t even know what’s funny.

			“Tell,” Christopher says.

			“It’s barely a story,” I say. “Though they never stop bringing it up. When I was thirteen, I was temporarily burned out on fish, so I decided to roast a chicken.”

			“She bought it, found a recipe and everything,” my dad says, grinning.

			“Nowhere in that recipe did it say to take it out of the plastic before cooking it,” I say.

			Christopher is laughing again and this gets Gus going.

			“It smelled so bad.” My dad wipes his eyes. “For days.”

			Stewart says, “When I was little I brought a skunk into the front hall because I thought it was a kitten. Trust me, we’re still talking about that.” He raises his wineglass to me, and Christopher starts laughing all over again.

			“At Eight Oaks?” Gus asks.

			“ ’Fraid so,” says Stewart. “He sprayed, and for a week people were coating the carpet on the front stairs with tomato sauce. We made a game of sliding down the banister to avoid it, and Oscar broke his arm. It was a whole thing. We eventually replaced the carpet, but we never stop bringing it up.”

			When we’ve finished dinner Gus takes the plates into the kitchen and returns with the chocolate cake. “Too soon?” he asks with his most impish smile.

			“No, perfect,” I say.

			“You made this?” Stewart asks.

			“She made it this morning and wouldn’t let us have any,” says Christopher.

			“Oh please,” I say, passing plates around. “You had three blueberry muffins for breakfast.”

			Stewart takes a bite. “Wow,” he says. “This is amazing.” I have been baking for years, but watching Stewart’s eyes as he eats this cake turns baking into something erotic for the first time. His mouth on the tines of the fork, the way his eyes dip closed. It’s too much.

			The next words that come out of the mouth I’m staring at are: “Would you want to go to a Red Sox game this summer?” Stewart is speaking to Gus, who immediately stops eating.

			“Are you serious? Of course.” He turns to me. “Could we?”

			“Sure,” I say, as if I’m the generous one.

			“We could all go,” Stewart says. “Which game would you like to see?”

			“Any game,” Gus says.

			Stewart looks at me and then back at Gus. “They can’t all be the same to you. Pick one you’d really like to see.”

			Gus looks to me for guidance. I’m sure he’s waiting for me to tell him to figure out which one the cheapest game is, or he’s thinking he should go with a game that’s at the most convenient time for everyone else. I have been making decisions along these lines for my entire life. I can’t even say I prefer tea over coffee. I don’t know why I think not asking for things is a virtue. I don’t know why I think I’ll get extra points on my deathbed for going without. I want Gus to say what he wants, to know it’s okay to want everything he can imagine.

			“He said any game,” I say. “Who would you like to see?”

			“Well, the Yankees, obviously,” he says. My dad makes a yikes face and Stewart laughs.

			“I’ve been dreading that one, but let’s do it. Three weeks from Saturday, I think.”

			“Seriously?” The smile on Gus’s face.

			“Freddie? Christopher? Are you guys in?”

			Christopher shakes his head. “Too loud.”

			“We’ll stay here and see if we can see you on TV,” my dad says.

			“Invite Clay if you want,” Stewart says.

			Gus is furiously texting Clay, Stewart takes another bite of cake, and I am melting from the inside out.
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			Stewart: Thanks again for tonight

			Me: Thanks for coming, it was fun

			Stewart: I have a bunch of work to do tonight, but I was thinking about doing that sunset cruise tomorrow. Something to look forward to. Can you do that?

			Me: Yes

			My heart is racing, and if I type any more words, they will have exclamation points after them.

			Stewart: Sun sets at 8:41 tomorrow. I’ll pick you up at 7

			Me: Great, thank you

			Stewart: Good night Dolly

			He texted my name. He could have just said good night. I text Naomi: Not only did he eat my cake like he was making out with it, he texted “Good night Dolly.” That’s more than just good night, right? Feels different?

			Naomi: HE LIKES YOU!!! The absolutely unnecessary excursions, the effort with Gus, the totally pornographic hand-holding. Come on

			Me: There’s something between us and it terrifies me

			Naomi: Because he’s so hot his body may burn you into a pile of ashes?

			Me: Ha ha. You know what I mean. A person could fall for a guy like this

			Naomi: A person could do a lot worse. Maybe it’s time to let go of your tragically low expectations

			Me: We’re going on his boat tomorrow night. Sunset

			Naomi: STOPPPPPPPP!!!!!

		

	
		
			Chapter 19

			
				[image: ]
			

			My dad and Gus are inside, doing the dishes, and Christopher is on the porch swing when Stewart pulls in to the driveway at seven the next evening. He gets out of the car and waves to Christopher and then opens my door for me. I’m in a yellow T-shirt dress and sneakers. I tuck my hair behind my ear, my new habit, and smile out the window as we drive.

			We pull up to the club and Michael is there to greet us. “Mr. Whitfield. Dolly,” he says. “Do you have bags?”

			“No, we’re all set, thanks,” Stewart says. He takes my hand and leads me through the clubhouse, out through the back deck, toward the docks. I love being in public with Stewart because of the hand-holding and casual touches. As soon as we’re on that boat, there will be no reason for it.

			“Well, hello, Dolly,” says Grant, at the head of a table for eight. If I had a nickel.

			Stewart stops but does not drop my hand. “We’re headed out on the boat,” he says to the table. “We’ll catch up with you guys on our way back.” I wave and we’re walking again.

			I follow all the orders, and we motor out into the open water. He drops the anchor, and we scoot back onto the bench seat behind the hull. We’ve kicked off our shoes and our feet are propped up together.

			“If we were going to add hours to the day, I’d add this one a dozen times,” he says, handing me a glass of Chablis.

			“Same,” I say.

			“How was dinner?” he asks.

			“Good. I broiled salmon, and Gus cut up a bunch of salami and cheese and made an appetizer tower for Christopher. Christopher loves stuff like that. Food that’s fun.”

			“Your family is so easy, why is that?”

			I’m quiet for a bit because I’ve never considered this. My family is just the air I breathe, I don’t think much about what they’re like. My mom leaving made things anything but easy, but I know what he means. “It might be because of Christopher. We’re not too precious about things because anything can happen. He doesn’t always show up for dinner in pants.”

			Stewart laughs.

			“When Patsy’s home it’s not as easy. She’s not part of the routine and doesn’t know how to be. But that’s the price of being out of the loop, I think.”

			“Oscar feels that way about the company, I think. Like it’s too late to jump in so he does everything he can to show how little interest he has in it. I’ve always wondered if the whole playboy thing was to make himself unhireable in the family’s eyes.”

			“Well, everyone can’t be the perfect, long-suffering firstborn,” I say, and we drink to that.

			The sun makes a spectacle of itself as it falls into the water. The entire sky is pink and orange in fleshy layers over the horizon. I want Stewart to put his arm around me right now. We are not a couple, and there’s no one around to impress, but it feels strange to sit this close to him without some kind of touch, his fingers scraping the inside of mine.

			“Are you cold?” he asks.

			“A little,” I lie, thinking he’ll put his arm around me.

			“I’ll get a blanket.” He gets up and heads down the ladder into the living area of the boat. I wrap my arms around my bare legs even though I’m not cold at all. Stewart Whitfield has gone to fetch me a blanket, for my comfort. I repeat that three times, a whisper to the sunset.

			After a few minutes the sun is completely gone, and Stewart isn’t back. I feel bad that he’s searching for a blanket for a woman who just wants to be touched, so I get up and follow him below. He’s standing in the middle of a tiny galley kitchen, filling the entire space, and waiting for a kettle to boil.

			He looks up at me, halfway down the ladder. “I thought you might want tea too.” There’s a green wool blanket on the counter.

			The ceiling is low, and the walls and cabinetry are a dark wood. I step into the tiny kitchen that was certainly made for a single tiny chef and run a hand along the paneling. He’s facing me, back to the stove. He is so close, a fist’s distance between us. I take a step backward.

			“It’s teak,” he says, stepping toward me.

			I look up at him and see everything I’m feeling reflected in his eyes. I am not imagining this; I saw him take a step forward. I clock the distance between him and the stove to prove it to myself. When I look back up at him, he’s biting his bottom lip.

			“What are you worried about?” I ask.

			“How do you know I’m worried?”

			“You bite your bottom lip, just barely, when you’re unsure.”

			“You’ve known me for three weeks.”

			“I guess,” I say. Something about Stewart makes me feel like I’ve always known him.

			“What would happen if I kissed you?” he asks.

			My eyes dip to his mouth. “I don’t know.” I say it so quietly, maybe because it’s a lie. I do know. I would kiss him back and fall even more deeply under his spell.

			“I really like you, obviously. And I don’t want to take advantage of you. But lately I think about kissing you all the time.” He says it like it’s a confession. Like he’s in church and might have to repent. His eyes dart from mine to my mouth. “This has never happened to me. When we were sitting up there just now, I couldn’t figure out how to sit without touching you. It’s my strongest instinct.”

			“So you want to get it out of your system.”

			“Maybe,” he says, and leans in a little closer.

			“I don’t think that’s how kissing works,” I say.

			“Yeah,” he says. He reaches out and takes my hand. He raises it to his lips and kisses my knuckles. “I’ve never met anyone like you,” he says. “You’re disarming. And sexy.”

			“You’re really getting good at that,” I say, looking at our hands clasped between us. I’m not sure if I mean the compliments or the hand-holding.

			He lifts my chin with a single finger, and he’s looking right inside me.

			“Stewart, I…” I start to protest but I’m leaning in closer. I want to tell him what an abominably bad idea this is, and I also want my dress in a puddle at my ankles. He leans in and kisses me. The press of his mouth on mine sends a jolt throughout my body. Actual sparks, gold in color, appear behind my eyes. I clutch his neck and pull him closer to me, parting my lips and taking him in. He is delicious, I think. A purely delicious man. His stubble, barely there, brushes my skin, and I realize I was wrong—I did not know what this would be like. He winds his hands into my hair, and I feel us tangle up in each other—hands, limbs, our breath sweet from Chablis. My body is wound up so tight that when his teeth brush my bottom lip, I let out a gasp.

			“Okay?” he asks. I nod and he kisses me again more deeply, trailing his fingers down my neck and along my collarbone. His hands find their way to my hips, thumbs low on my stomach, steadying me and unsteadying me all at the same time. I run my fingers along the soft fabric of his shirt, just above his belt, and his breath falters.

			“Dolly,” he says against my lips, and the way he says it vibrates down to my core.

			“How was it?” I ask.

			He’s running his mouth along the side of my jaw and he laughs. “Pretty good,” he says, and meets my eyes. I touch his lips with the tips of my fingers and he kisses them. “Are you asking me to stop?” he asks.

			I nod, and I hate myself for it. Just once I want to do the absolute wrong thing. I kiss him again, long and deep. It’s a crazed kind of kiss, like it’s going to be the last kiss on earth. My hips are moving against him, traitorously, and I feel him respond. I know that I am giving all the mixed messages.

			“Okay, now stop,” I say, and steal one more kiss, just a brush across his lips. “This could get out of hand.”

			His hands are on my hips and he pulls me even closer. “This is already out of hand, Dolly.”

			“I think maybe we need to think this through.”

			“Okay,” he says. “You’re right.” He lets out a breath and looks away.

			I reach up to his face and turn it back to me. As soon as our eyes meet, I’m kissing him again, because I cannot stop. Long and deep, it’s the sort of kiss I might never be able to climb out of.

			“We need to go back out on deck,” I say, pulling away. “I can’t stop kissing you here.”

			I climb the ladder, and his hand grazes the back of my calf. The tips of his fingers trace that sensitive spot on the back of my knee, and I feel the ghost of that touch all the way up my leg. I don’t know if it’s that Stewart is the sexiest man in the world or if it’s the chemistry between us that’s sending me over the edge, but I know for sure that this needs to stop.

			I make my way back to the bench seat. He comes up a few minutes later, hands me a mug of milky Earl Grey, and sits next to me. I scoot a few inches away in hopes that I’ll be able to think clearly.

			“I feel like you have an important take on what just happened that I’m not going to like,” he says. His voice is all business, but his eyes are playful.

			I laugh a half laugh. This is too much. This fantasy of a man who was making me tea. A man who has something running through his bloodstream that hits my system like a ghost pepper. Stewart is stopping by the Comfort Inn on his way to a better place. Which is fine; that’s my function here. But it doesn’t mean I need to get wrecked in the process. The most terrifying thing about Stewart is that his mouth was on mine two minutes ago, and I already miss him.

			I am in danger of misunderstanding what this is, so I set it straight for both of us. “Method acting,” I say. I scoot another inch away and sit cross-legged on the bench. I take a sip of my tea. He’s put honey in it. He is a uniquely dangerous man. “That’s what this is.”

			“I don’t follow.”

			“We are doing a great job getting to know each other, and I think it helped. We seem believable as a couple. I think your parents ate it up. And couples touch, it was good that we’ve been doing that, and tonight? We had some wine.” I open my eyes as wide as they can go to show him just how much wine that was. In reality, I had three sips. “So we come out for the sunset, what’s more romantic than that? And you kiss me. A great kiss, I might add. Great. No notes. And I think we nailed the chemistry of this whole thing with just that kiss. We don’t need to do that again.”

			He’s watching me come down from that overly animated speech. I feel like I sold it, but he’s looking at me like I didn’t. I blow into my mug and take a sip.

			“So you’re telling me that was acting,” he says.

			“That’s what I want to tell you.” My voice quivers the tiniest bit.

			“But is it true?” he asks.

			I don’t answer. I tug at a loose string at the hem of my dress. Amazing how one tug can make something completely unravel. “I need it to be,” I say finally, without looking up.

			“Okay,” he says. “And I trust you’ll let me know if that changes.”

			“Deal,” I say.

			Stewart turns away from me and watches the night sky for a bit. The stars are right where he left them. Everything seems to be in order. He gets up and raises the anchor. We stand side by side at the helm as we motor back toward the yacht club.

			“Who has the conn?” I ask, as we’re both steering.

			“It’s really hard to tell at this point,” he says.
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			Stewart texts me the next morning when I’m sitting in bed, tracing the path to that kiss. Flat tire, makeover, rosé and rosemary, sunset, and—boom—I’m a goner. Anyone would have seen this coming. Naomi saw this coming.

			Stewart: I’m going to New York for meetings for a few days, wanted to let you know

			Me: Great

			Stewart: Great?

			Me: Not great. I meant have a great time

			And it’s official, things are going to be weird from here on out.

			Stewart: Listen, I’m sorry about last night. Or I am if you are. I just want to know if I’ve upset you or if I got the whole thing wrong. If I did, I’m sorry

			I reread that a few times. He is a dangerously good guy and a great communicator. That is a lethal combination, and I was smart to shut this down.

			Me: I’m fine, thanks. I think it was good for us to go there for a minute. We’ll wow them at the next thing

			We don’t talk or text while he’s in New York. A few days could mean two or five, and now I wish I’d asked. The week is chaotic, but not chaotic enough to make the time pass quickly. On Wednesday night there’s a big thunderstorm and the roof over the kitchen gives up. I wake to a soaking-wet table and chairs and a persistent, dirty leak. Izzy and her crew are there in the morning with a wet vac and a giant tarp to get us through the next two weeks. They’re drilling it into the existing shingles right over my head when Patsy calls.

			“Where are you? What’s all that noise?” she asks. I’m at home, at our house, taking care of a problem you don’t even know about.

			“It’s the roof. It’s rotten and moldy, and we need a new one.”

			“Oh wow. That sounds messy and expensive.”

			“Life is messy and expensive,” I say.

			“How’s Dad paying for that?”

			“We figured it out,” I say.

			“Is that why you’re there? The roof?”

			“No, I came because of the fire.”

			“What fire?” she asks. A familiar ripple of anger is activated by that question. This particular strain seeps out in the form of sarcasm with a side of passive-aggression. What fire? The one that almost burned our house to the ground. Oh wait, did you mean the metaphorical one I’ve been fighting my whole damn life?

			I try to banish that tone. “There was a small electrical fire on the sleeping porch, and the firefighters discovered a problem with the roof. I’m here for the summer.”

			“You didn’t call me,” she says, because everything’s my job.

			“I was kind of busy.”

			“I could have come,” she says.

			“It’s been really busy, getting Gus adjusted and working at the store. Christopher. Everything.”

			“I’m sorry, I didn’t know.”

			I can tell she feels bad, and I have that sick pressure on my chest that I get every time we talk. “It’s fine. I’ve got it handled.”

			“Okay, thank you,” she says. “And I was actually calling because my boss told me she heard you’re dating Stewart Whitfield, and I thought you’d think that was funny. That’s all, just wanted to tell you.” There’s no humor in her voice. She called with something funny to say, but I have buried her in guilt. I love being in Whitfield and I made out with Stewart on his yacht. I don’t know why I can’t give her these things.

			When we’re off the phone, I get myself a beach chair and sit next to Christopher under the maple and watch the men on the roof. I have things I want to say to Stewart about Izzy and her wild roofing crew, but then again I have things I want to say to Stewart about the sandwich I bought at the deli yesterday. I want to ask him about the dahlias in his garden and tell him that I made the olive oil cake. This is how it happens. You give someone an opening, and they infiltrate your thoughts. Last night I dreamed that he let himself in and climbed into my bed and told me he’d take care of things. I asked him what things, and he kissed me. Ridiculous. Honestly, Stewart Whitfield is as real a possibility in my life as Laurence from Netflix.
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			It’s five days later when Christopher cracks a molar on a piece of butterscotch. It’s not the end of the world, but getting Chrisopher to the dentist should be a job for six psychologists and a team of Navy SEALs. I drop Gus at camp where they’re traveling by bus to Point Judith for the day to practice ocean rescues in the big waves. This is what I think about as I drive with Christopher fuming in the passenger seat—Gus running into the waves with a huge smile on his face. He looks over his shoulder and smiles at a friend and then dives under a wave, coming up and shaking his head like a dog because he forgot about the buzzcut.

			I use all my tricks to calm Christopher in the waiting room, including surprising him with Vic the fox. I pull out a deck of cards and we play Go Fish. By the time Christopher’s name is called, he is hungry and agitated. He flat-out refuses to go into the examining room until I promise to try out the chair and get my teeth checked first. When Christopher is finally in the chair, I check my phone. I have three missed calls from camp and a text from Gus: I’m fine, but I hit my head on a rock and I’m bleeding. Can you get me?

			My already shaky nervous system kicks into gear. I call him. “Are you okay? How much blood? Is there a doctor?”

			“I don’t know how to say how much blood,” Gus says. “But they said they’d give me a new T-shirt. I’m fine, but I feel kind of weird, like wavy.”

			“Wavy?” I say. “What is wavy? Can I talk to a counselor?”

			“This is Matt,” is the next thing I hear. “We’ve been trying to reach you.”

			“Yes, hi. Does he need to see a doctor?”

			“Probably. Can you come get him?”

			Christopher lets out a groan that sounds like he’s having all his teeth ripped out rather than just sitting still while a single tooth is scraped clean. What he doesn’t know is that he’s going to have to sit there while an impression of his tooth is taken and then suffer through the placement of the temporary crown. He actually deserves to groan all he wants. Point Judith is thirty-five minutes away, and we won’t be out of here for at least an hour. This is a system failure. I can do every single thing to parent my son and also meet my other responsibilities, until I can’t. Just one loose screw and the whole thing falls apart. A crack in a tooth, a crack in the system.

			My heart races as I call Naomi. She doesn’t answer. My dad can’t leave Rikki in charge of the store, so I don’t text him. I’m about to call Sully at work when Stewart calls.

			“Hey, hi,” I say. “Little crisis here, can I call you back?”

			“Sure,” he says. “What kind of crisis?” I look up and Christopher has gone red with fury.

			“Christopher cracked a tooth, we’re at the dentist. Gus hit his head on a rock in Point Judith and needs to see a doctor.”

			“Oh God. How can I help?” he asks. And of course. This is what money is for, it’s better than the roof.

			“Are you back from New York?” I ask.

			“Yes. What can I do?”

			“I hate to ask but any chance your driver is free? To get him and bring him back to my house?” I take in a little breath. It’s a lot to ask, but it’s the perfect solution.

			“No, I’ll go.” I hear him push back a chair and start walking. “You can’t have a thirteen-year-old bleeding in the back of a stranger’s car. At least he knows me. Text me the address and tell them I’m coming.”

			That’s actually the perfect solution. The tightness in my chest subsides. “Thank you” is all I can say.

			“No problem. And I’ll bring him back here to see my mom, so you don’t have to deal with another doctor’s office.” A door opens, closes. “Mom, don’t go anywhere. I’ll call you from the car.” Then to me, “Don’t worry, we’ve got this.”

			When I’ve hung up, I let my head fall into my hands. I picture Stewart coming back to my rock when I was unsteady at Ruddy Duck Cove. That took my breath away, but this. This is a man walking out of his workday to tend to my crisis. I feel as if he’s taken part of my heart. We’ve got this.

			Christopher puts up an impressive fight over the impression being made of his tooth but has given up by the time he gets the temporary crown. I hold him in the parking lot before we get in the car. “I know that was awful, buddy. It’s over.”

			I bring him home and set him up on the couch with some crackers and The Wizard of Oz, before heading to Eight Oaks. I park right by the front door and ring the bell. I am anxious to see Gus and wrap him in my arms. Alarmingly, I am also anxious to see Stewart and wrap him in my arms. Gladys answers and smiles when she sees me. “What a doll your boy is,” she says.

			I smile. “Thank you. And thank Stewart. This is really above and beyond.”

			“They’re in the kitchen,” she says. “Follow me.”

			We walk through the grand foyer and the cutting room into the kitchen. Gus is eating a sandwich at the stainless-steel counter, catty-corner to Stewart. Between them is a backgammon board. Gus has a white bandage on the side of his forehead, attached with surgical tape. Stewart looks up and smiles at me. He’s completely relaxed, like he had nothing to do today but take care of us. Gus turns and sees me and smiles too.

			“Pretty nice here,” he says, holding up half a sandwich.

			I cross the room to him and hug him from behind. I spin him around and check him for cracks. His shoulders, his arms, his hands. “Are you okay?” Then to Stewart, “Is he okay?”

			Victoria is in the doorway. “He’s good,” she says. “He didn’t need stitches, but I did a butterfly bandage under there. No signs of a concussion.”

			“His appetite seems fine,” Gladys says, bringing him a second bacon, lettuce, and tomato sandwich.

			Gus thanks her and tells me, “She puts cheese in it instead of mayonnaise.”

			“Stewart doesn’t like mayonnaise,” Gladys says. “I’ve been reworking recipes for years.”

			Gus is fine and we’re talking about mayonnaise in Eight Oaks’ kitchen. I thank Victoria and then Gladys, and when my eyes land on Stewart, in a dress shirt because he’d been working, in front of a backgammon board that suggests he has no intention of letting my kid win, I tear up. I go to him and hug him, right on his barstool. I stand between his legs with my face in his neck and all the stress rolls off me. “Thank you,” I whisper. “For the backup.” I breathe him in and feel him do the same, nose in my hair.

			When I step away, all eyes are on us. Gladys might be amused by the PDA, Victoria is intrigued. We’ve outdone ourselves today, looking like people who care about one another, who would drop anything to be there. Gus has questions, I can tell.

			On the drive home, he talks a mile a minute about hitting the rock and Clay getting him out of the water. Stewart found him in the shade with one of the counselors and went back to move his car so Gus wouldn’t have to cross the parking lot.

			“He’s a very nice man,” I say.

			“We talked about sailing,” Gus says. “He says it’s best to learn on a small boat, just for one person.”

			“That makes sense,” I say.

			“And he said he could teach me. At the yacht club.”

			I look at him. “Would you like that?” I don’t see where sailing is going to be a big part of his future, but it’s good to learn new things.

			“Yes,” he says.

			“Okay, then, I’ll text him about it.”

			“I can,” he says. “He gave me his number.”

			“Oh,” I say.

			When we pull in to our driveway, I open my door but Gus doesn’t open his. “Is it still just a pretend thing for his image or whatever?”

			I turn to him and take in his totally open expression. I am his only parent; I am his main person. And I do not lie to Gus. “We are pretending to be a couple, yes. But it’s been nice getting to know him and seeing that he’s the kind of person who would stop his workday to go rescue my kid.”

			“So you like him.”

			I smile. “I like him very much, actually. But it’s not like that. Like, I don’t like him, like him.” I feel my cheeks go hot when I say it.

			“You do!” he says.

			We both laugh and it breaks the tension. “Okay, what’s not to like, right? But he’s Stewart Whitfield, heir to all that.”

			“And you’re Dolly Brick, heir to all this,” he says. We look up at the tarped house just as Christopher walks out onto the porch in his underwear.

			“Are you saying he’s too good for you?” Gus asks. “Because I don’t think you’d say anyone was too good for me.” He smiles at me in a gotcha kind of way and gets out of the car. How strange it would be to want all the things I want for him for myself.
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			Busy wants to have lunch with Stewart and me at the yacht club on Saturday. It’s an opportunity to be seen on a day she hopes some of Audrey’s friends might be there, and an opportunity to wear my yellow pants. She texts Stewart and me together to schedule it and names the chat Operation Payback. Stewart replies: Stop it. Dolly, I’ll pick you up at noon

			I decide to meet Stewart at the yacht club because Naomi insists I stop by her store first so she can see what the tailor did to my pants. I strike a pose in the doorway in the giant black sunglasses Busy had messengered over.

			“Damn,” she says from behind the cash register. “I have never seen a more extroverted pair of pants.”

			“I love all the clothes,” I say. “But what I love about this outfit in particular is it feels like an actual costume. I am in no way Dolly Brick when I’m wearing it.”

			“Ah, just the distance you need,” she says.

			She’s going somewhere with this. And it’s not somewhere I want to go. I lean in and whisper, “It was one kiss.” Her eyebrows shoot up. “A series of significant kisses, fine. But there’s no way, and if you were in on those kisses, you’d back down too. They are not safe.”

			“Of course, because you’re the Motel 6.”

			“How dare you? I’m the Comfort Inn. We have a lobby.”

			My phone pings and it’s the Bad Teachers.

			Kim: Naomi is telling us there’s a guy and you kissed him. Are you holding out on us?

			I never should have introduced them. It was one night, New Year’s Eve ten years ago, and since then they’ve been colluding about my birthday plans and my love life. I thrust my phone at Naomi. “You didn’t. You signed an NDA.”

			She shrugs. “I did, but I didn’t say who it was. I just feel like I need a little backup here. You’re letting this slip away, and I think you really like him.”

			“Of course I like him,” I whisper-shout. “Anyone would. It’s like asking all the people at the Louvre why they’re not taking the Mona Lisa home to hang in their bathrooms. They’d like to, they think it’s pretty. But it’s not theirs to take.”

			Naomi laughs. “Okay, he’s a priceless masterpiece now.”

			I text the Bad Teachers: She’s being ridiculous. There was a man. I kissed him. We’re friends. It’s nothing, promise

			Layla: If you’re holding out on us, we can make you talk. We’re the only people keeping Fern alive and we don’t even love her that much

			Kim: I don’t love her at all

			Me: You two are ruthless. He’s just a guy, not for me. More soon

			I walk through the club entrance, into the big lobby and to the double doors that open to the dining room. I’m nervous to see Stewart. My mind is stuck ruminating over not just the taste of him but the sound of his voice when he said, “We’ve got this.” I stand there for a bit, listening to the din of conversation and letting my eyes graze the tops of freshly blown-out hairdos. As I do, Stewart stands and makes his way to me.

			“Hi,” I say, taking him in. He’s in a pale blue shirt and dove-gray pants.

			“Happy,” Stewart says, and I smile. He shakes his head. “Sorry. It was a compliment just taking shape. You look happy.”

			“It’s the pants, thank you,” I say.

			He extends a hand to me and I hesitate. That hand is a gateway drug to something more, I know this now. But we are in public, and this is the deal, so I take it. We stand there for a second and I let myself feel it, the initial sliding of fingers and the soft press of his palm against mine. I must be the best teacher in the world.

			We find Busy already seated in a hot-pink tunic with green trim around the neck. “Gorgeous,” she says by way of greeting and kisses me on the cheek.

			“Thank you, hi,” I say. Stewart doesn’t drop my hand and Busy notices.

			“Wow, nice touch,” she says to him. “Who knew you had a little PDA in you.”

			“I’ve been practicing,” he says, and shoots me a quick look that makes my face go hot. We are in the little galley kitchen, all mouths and breath.

			Michael, the club manager, stops by our table. “Sunset cruises, lunch breaks. Busy, who is this man?”

			Stewart nods at him. “Who knows what I’ll do next?” Michael laughs and walks off.

			“Sunset cruises?” Busy asks. “Is he kidding?”

			“No. It was a quick trip,” Stewart says. “For the sunset.”

			Busy leans back in her chair. “You did what, now?”

			“Dolly had the conn,” Stewart says, offering me the basket of bread without meeting my eyes. “She likes the conn.”

			I decide to play along. “It was quite cold,” I say. “Stewart made tea.”

			“I did,” he says. His eyes stay on mine for a moment too long.

			I open the white napkin and close my eyes as the steam comes out and surrounds me with pure sourdough goodness. I spread a pat of seashell-shaped butter on my bread and salt it perfectly.

			The waiter comes by, and they each order a Nicoise salad, so I do too.

			When he’s gone, Busy takes each of us in like we’re a tennis match. “What’s going on here?”

			“We had a lot of fun,” I say.

			“Fun,” Busy repeats. “This is just unreal. I haven’t seen Stewart have fun since Grant got sprayed by a skunk.”

			“That was very fun,” he says. “Ellen left his clothes in the laundry room, but I took them and hid them under his mattress.”

			“But then there was the kitten incident in the front hall,” Busy starts. “A case of mistaken identity.”

			Stewart holds up a hand to stop her. “She’s heard it. And you weren’t even born.”

			“My dad brought that up this morning,” I say. “Said it reminded him of how Pepé Le Pew was always pretending to be a cat. Thought it was an honest mistake.”

			Stewart bows like he’s redeemed by this, and I’m glad things are easy between us.

			“Because you know her dad?” Busy asks. She’s leaning back in her chair, sizing us up.

			“Yes, Freddie Brick,” Stewart says, ending that line of questioning.

			He gets a text and smiles at it. Stewart is not the kind of person who spends a lot of time smiling at his phone. I am hot with jealousy, and I think I might have imagined him smiling this way during our late-night chats.

			Busy notices too. “Who are you right now? Who’s texting you?”

			He finishes sending his reply and looks up. “Gus,” he says. And then to me, “I texted him this morning about sailing this afternoon. He just woke up.”

			“Gus, your son?” Busy asks.

			“Stewart’s going to give him a sailing lesson this afternoon,” I say.

			“Okay, wow,” Busy says, tossing her napkin onto the table. “Tell me you’re taking the whole day off and I might drop dead right here.”

			Stewart shakes his head. “Not to worry. I was up at four to make this action-packed Saturday happen.” My face falls. “It’s fine. I wanted to.”

			Our salads come, and we tuck in. Stewart asks for another basket of bread without looking at me. I’m wondering where they get their tuna, and I’m hoping it’s from us, because it’s delicious.

			Stewart goes into the locker room to change for the sailing lesson, and Busy and I sip iced tea at a tall table overlooking the marina’s launching area. A small single-masted sailboat waits at the shore. It looks beautiful sitting there, so much potential waiting for the right wind.

			When Stewart walks onto the sand, Gus is with him. They’re both in Red Sox caps, and they’re walking in lockstep. Stewart points up to where we’re sitting, and Gus waves.

			“I can now say for sure that I’ve seen everything,” Busy says.

			“It’s very nice of him,” I say, and sip my tea.

			“It’s more than that,” she says. “This past month, with you, it’s been really good for him. He seems lighter. I think Audrey was just going to let him work himself into the ground.”

			“I don’t think that’s on Audrey. He puts a lot of pressure on himself.”

			Busy raises an eyebrow at me. “You’ve really gotten to know him.”

			And I have. I want to tell her that I know everything about Stewart. I know his eyes go unfocused during a panic attack, and that fingers on his palm will calm his heart rate. I know that his mouth tastes even better than it looks and that there are ghost peppers running through his bloodstream.

			Instead, I shrug and keep my mouth shut.

			“Well, I wish this whole thing was real,” she says. “I like him with you. I wish we were going back to Wendell’s for wedding things and Stewart was going to spend the rest of his life like this.” She motions to where Stewart is leaning off the side of the little boat, laughing.

			I laugh to let her know I’m a hundred percent sure she’s kidding, that I have never, ever entertained such a wild thought. “It’s Gus,” I say. “Kids bring you out of your own head. When he has a family, he’ll do more of this stuff. Do you want kids?”

			“A hundred,” she says.

			I laugh. “Start with one.”

			“And I’d like to meet a guy who’s normal. Who wants to have a conversation, who listens. Like a guy I could spend a whole day with.”

			“Yeah,” I say, looking out at exactly that man laughing with my son. We watch as Stewart explains things to Gus and points him toward the rudder. After a while, Stewart lets out the sail and it catches the wind, Gus lowers the rudder, and they start moving.
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			The bell on the door of the fish house chimes Monday morning, and I look up to see Stewart taking his place at the back of the line. He’s in that blue linen blazer that makes him look like a movie star. I’m in the jean shorts I was wearing the day I met him, and I have a flash of him saying something about my legs on the beach. The thought of it makes a slow blush rise up from my chest. I ring up three live lobsters, four swordfish steaks, and two pounds of tilapia before he gets to the front of the line. I try for the vibe I give Gus in front of his friends. It’s no big deal that you’re here.

			“Hey,” I say. “Out of shrimp?”

			“I wanted to talk to you in person, but I have a call at four so I couldn’t wait till you were off. Is there any way we can just—” He gestures to the door. His face is extra serious.

			“Sure,” I say, and call to my dad that I’ll be right back. There’s something about Stewart’s demeanor that’s telling me this isn’t a talk he wants to have on Main Street. “Come around the counter,” I say. “Let’s go out back by the wharf.”

			Stewart follows me through the deveining room and out the back door. It’s quiet here and smells fishy in a different way than it does in the store. Besides multiple aluminum tubs and all of our bikes, there’s nothing much back here and nowhere to sit. I square my shoulders to his and tuck my hair behind my ear to brace myself.

			“What’s going on? You look stressed.”

			“I need to go to Boston on Wednesday night. Overnight, because I’ve been forbidden from helicoptering back here after dark. It’s with the Kramer people. This is the last meeting before we sign, and they want to know the company’s fully behind the project. So I invited my dad.” He looks over my shoulder and out at the water.

			“Okay,” I say.

			“It’s kind of make or break. I really want you to come.”

			“Because you think I can help you do deals?”

			“No,” he says. “You just help. Me.”

			My heart does something I can’t quite explain. I want to step toward him and also away.

			“I’m really only good for a tire change and a hand massage,” I say.

			“You’re good for a lot of things. And I know we discussed a trip to Boston before, but I wasn’t sure how comfortable you’d feel with an overnight now. Because of what happened on the boat.” His eyes dip to my legs, and he quickly catches himself.

			“I’d be fine overnight,” I say, though I’m not so sure. We’re looking at each other, and I feel a thousand possibilities playing out in the space between us—everything from the two of us in our pajamas, playing cards in a room just like the library from Beauty and the Beast to the two of us tangled up in his sheets. Either sounds like a fantasy I need to ward off. “But remember I’m not giving you a bath.”

			Stewart laughs and visibly relaxes. “I think that’s in our contract. I just wanted to make sure you felt comfortable. I have five bedrooms, you’ll have all the space you need. And if you freak out, I can take you to a hotel.”

			“I’m not going to freak out,” I say. I’m kind of freaking out. It’s too close, it’s too much. I’m already thinking about him all the time, the way he looked up from the backgammon set and caught my eye in the kitchen. Like he’d been waiting his whole life to do me a huge favor.
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			There are men on my roof again when I get home. My dad called Izzy’s crew because the tarp came unsecured and is blowing on top of the house. It looks like the whole thing could set sail. Christopher is in a beach chair again under the maple, watching it fly.

			“Hey, buddy,” I say, and stop to kiss the top of his head. “I’ve got salmon for dinner, but I’m making pasta too, so no complaining.”

			“Gross,” he says with a smile.

			“Another week or two and it’s going to be a serious circus around here,” my dad says when we’re all seated for dinner.

			“It’ll be quick. Izzy says the new roof will be good for fifty years, so that stress is over,” I say. I pass the salad around. “So, I might be going to Boston on Wednesday night and staying over. But just for the one night.”

			My dad raises his eyebrows. “Where are you staying?”

			“At Stewart’s,” I say. “His mansion has a few extra bedrooms.”

			“Can you go by our place and get my Red Sox sweatshirt?” Gus asks.

			“We’re probably not going that way,” I say. I serve myself some more green beans and catch a mood shift off him. “Don’t you have that blue hoodie here?”

			“I do but it’s stiff, like too new. Kids here don’t really wear stuff like that.”

			“They don’t wear new clothes?” my dad asks.

			“They do,” Gus says. “But they don’t seem new.”

			This is fashion. I literally never thought I’d see the day. “I know what you mean, it’s a thing. Clothes that look like you’ve had them forever, which is funny for a kid your age because you’ve only been this size for a week.”

			He smiles at me because he likes that he’s growing. And maybe because I’ve met him where he is. Life’s weird enough at thirteen, you do what you can to fit in.

			“I’ll go by and grab it,” I say. “I could use a few things myself.”

			I picture myself sneaking out of a Beacon Hill mansion and spending double the cost of that sweatshirt Ubering there and back. Totally worth it.
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			We’re traveling by helicopter to Boston. I’m assuming this has to do with weeknight traffic, but I suspect he travels by helicopter on Saturdays too. I think it goes without saying that I have never been in a helicopter before, and I am a swirling cocktail of anxious, excited, and giddy. A black car picks me up on Goose Lane and takes me to the heliport. Stewart got tied up on a call, so he’ll meet me there. Henry has been working out of the Boston office all week and will meet us at the restaurant. The clients, the CEO, his son, and his son’s girlfriend all together to evaluate whether Stewart’s vision for the future of Whitfield Industries is worth pursuing. This is actually the sixty-thousand-dollar meal.

			I’m in the black dinner dress with the scoop neck and red-soled black pumps. I googled these shoes because the box didn’t have a price tag on it, and I briefly considered returning them in exchange for a month’s rent. I finger my dahlia necklace nervously as we drive.

			We pull up right next to the helicopter, blades whirring so loudly that the driver doesn’t hear me thank him. He motions toward the helicopter just as Stewart is ducking out and walking toward me. He’s in a dark blue suit and a crisp white shirt with a green silk tie flying over his shoulder. He looks like he’s coming to claim me, throw me over his shoulder, and steal me away.

			He smiles when he’s close and takes my hand without breaking eye contact. He says something under the din of the blades. I can’t hear what it is, but I see it in his eyes, so I mouth, “Thank you.”

			He leads me by the hand to the helicopter and gives me a headset. It’s infinitely quieter and I smile at him, excited. “You ready?” I hear it in my ears and realize our headsets are connected. His voice in my ear is so close, as close as when we were in his galley kitchen, and I feel it meander through my body.

			“Yes,” I say, meaning no, and turn toward the window. He lets go of my hand and turns toward his.

			I blink and we’re high over Boston. I can see down to the seaport and all the way across the Charles. I look for my place in the distance and think that this is a true miracle of money, the ability to make Boston and Whitfield just minutes apart.

			We land on the roof of the Whitfield building and when the blades cut, I take off my headset and hear the sounds of the city below. A few horns honking, the rush of traffic. Stewart thanks the pilot and tells him he’ll be in touch in the morning. We head into the building and into the elevator. He presses Lobby.

			“Do we have time to go to your office?” I ask. I’ve pictured it, all very Mad Men in décor, and I’d love to see the view from there. Everything through Stewart’s eyes has a little more possibility.

			He looks at his watch. “Sure. Not much to see, but we have time.” He presses thirty, and we woosh back up to the top.

			The doors open and a receptionist drops her phone. “Good evening, Mr. Whitfield.”

			“Hello,” he says. “We’re just popping in for a bit.”

			We head through a sea of charcoal-gray cubicles. Heads pop up in lightly veiled horror at seeing the heir apparent to the C-suite arriving unannounced. He nods in greeting but doesn’t slow down until we reach his office. A man working off two monitors is seated at a desk outside.

			“Surprise,” says Stewart, with absolutely no ta-da in his voice.

			The man looks up and is immediately on his feet. “Why are you here? They didn’t cancel. I just confirmed with”—he glances down at his phone—“someone in their office named Patrice. Your dad went home to change.”

			“We just had some time. Damion, this is Dolly. Dolly, Damion.” I shake his hand because we are definitely doing business right now. Damion is dressed in a navy blazer and a red bow tie, giving all the Smithers from The Simpsons vibes.

			“Well, hello,” he says, relieved. “Sorry to be such a mess about this dinner tonight. I know the heavy lifting is on you, but I’ve confirmed and reconfirmed this thing six times because if it goes haywire, I don’t want it on me.”

			“Anything that goes haywire is on me,” says Stewart, leading me by the arm into his office. It’s the corner, of course, with floor-to-ceiling windows looking out on the Seaport and Boston Harbor. I run my hand along the edge of his leather-topped desk. There’s a wet bar to the left, exactly the Mad Men detail I was expecting. A telescope faces the other window, pointing in the opposite direction, and I walk over to it.

			“Who do you spy on?” I ask.

			He looks into the telescope, adjusting a few things and then lowering it a bit. “Have a look.”

			He steps away and I look into the scope. It takes me a second to focus, but when I do I laugh. “It’s Fenway Park!”

			“It is. Home game tonight. If we didn’t have this to do, we could have gone.”

			“That sounds so much more relaxing,” I say.

			Stewart reaches for my arm and turns me toward him. “Listen, I’m the one under pressure tonight. You’ve already done everything you needed to do.”

			“What did I do?”

			“You showed up, looking like a knockout. You just need to seem like you like me.” He laughs a little and looks away, out the window.

			I run my hands down the sides of my dress, smoothing imaginary wrinkles. “You’re doing great with the compliment thing.”

			He turns back to me. “It’s coming pretty naturally. Must be all the method acting.” He holds me there with his eyes. I am terrified of the unsaid thing, so I walk over to the other window and look out at the Seaport.

			“It’s so pretty,” I say.

			“I sure hope so,” he says.

			“Why?”

			“We own a lot of those buildings. And I suspect we’re a little too concentrated in this area right now.” He stops a deliberate two feet away from me and it feels unnatural. “Which is another reason why tonight matters. The Kramer deal would be a low-risk way to diversify to the West Coast.”

			I’m trying to imagine owning a whole building. “Which ones do you own?”

			He points at the low skyline. “That,” he says over my shoulder. “And those. The tall one. And everything to the right of that.”

			I turn to him. “Seriously?”

			He nods.

			“Do you own Fenway Park?”

			He laughs an actual laugh. “I’ve been trying to buy Fenway Park my entire adult life. It’s my Moby Dick.”

			“This is very disappointing,” I tease.

			Damion is in the doorway. “You should head out,” he says.

			“Right,” Stewart says.

			“Are you okay to walk?” he asks when we’re on the street. “It’s about four blocks.”

			“Of course,” I say. Though I’m not exactly wearing sneakers. “Are you nervous about this? How do these things usually go?”

			“A little. My dad being here is sort of a formality, a show of our commitment. But I hate having him looking over my shoulder. I just need to get this done. They’ve got a huge amount of money to put into this project, we have the reputation and the experience. They’re basically buying my grandfather’s name and the idea that I inherited his good judgment.”

			“Oh God, what if they think you picked the wrong woman?”

			“Dolly, you’re probably the first woman I’ve ever picked that wasn’t all wrong. And you were an accident.”

			I smile at the sidewalk. “Is that my second compliment? It’s a good one.”

			“Third. I gave you one when I first saw you.”

			“I couldn’t hear.”

			He looks at me and smiles. “Well, I’m not saying it again.”

			The restaurant is elegant, with silver-leafed walls and starched white linens. Henry is already at the table and stands as we approach. Stewart’s holding my hand, and I see Henry note it.

			“Dolly, so nice that you could join us,” he says.

			“We thought it would be fun to get away for the night,” Stewart says, and I busy myself with my napkin. This sounds like sex. Sex is what you do when you are having fun getting away for the night. Stewart and me all tangled up in each other between impossibly soft sheets. The Kramer people arrive and save me from the thought. They are a Nick and Hillary, both in their forties, I’d guess. He’s in a charcoal-gray suit, a pale blue shirt, and no tie. She’s also in a charcoal-gray suit.

			“Dolly, thank you for coming,” Hillary says. “Keep this from being a solid meal of deal talk.”

			“I don’t mind. If the food’s good, I’ll listen to all the deal talk you’ve got.” No. Weird. Too casual. I eye the bread, whole-wheat buns that I suspect are a little sweet, right next to a big crock of soft butter and a little bowl of sea salt. I am not going to be the first to grab it.

			They talk business for a bit, and Stewart takes the lead. He has the artist’s renderings of the restored buildings. A fountain fills a dead space in a courtyard, and an old movie theater is reimagined as a concert venue. They pass around a summary of the financials everyone has seen before. Henry asks about permitting issues, and Stewart talks through the design decisions to preserve the historic integrity of the architecture in the area. He talks generally about preservation and his grandfather’s commitment to building things that will last. I hate to admit it, but it’s all very sexy. His mastery of the subject matter, his confidence in his ability to get this done. The way he listens and responds like he has all the time in the world. He does business exactly like he kisses, actually.

			Henry’s looking at the numbers. “It will be a beautiful restoration. No doubt.”

			“If we can get all the permitting done quickly, we could start before Thanksgiving,” Nick says.

			“It could move to January,” Stewart says. “But not beyond that.”

			“I assume you’re all okay with the numbers?” Henry asks, casually.

			“We are,” Stewart says, less casually.

			“Just seems like you’re going to an awful lot of trouble for not such a great return. Why do you all feel it’s worth the time?”

			Stewart places both hands on the table and takes a moment before handing his dad the rendering of the restored buildings. “To make this,” he says. “To make some money, keep the lights on, as you say, while also preserving something beautiful and honoring the largely forgotten craftsmanship that went into building it all. It’s history we can keep walking through.”

			Nick nods. “It’s going to do wonders for the neighborhoods around downtown.”

			“Which none of us own,” Henry says.

			“We don’t need to own everything,” Stewart says. There’s a bite to his voice.

			Hillary says, “We’ve been through this at length with our board. Same conversation. Where we’ve landed is that this project is great for our reputation. What we’re not getting in stellar returns, we are definitely getting in goodwill.”

			“Great,” Henry says. “Because that’s where we could all end up shopping.”

			“Dad,” Stewart says, sharp.

			The waiter comes with our food, giving us all a pause. I have fettuccine, and Stewart has ravioli. We remark on how lovely it all looks.

			When he’s gone, Stewart goes on. “In the long term, we are all going to be proud of what we built. We’re giving people back their history and showing them the best of themselves.”

			Henry doesn’t say anything. He’s just looking at Stewart.

			“Have you ever been to Addie’s ice cream?” I ask Henry.

			“Of course,” he says.

			“It’s the old ice cream parlor in Whitfield,” I say to Nick and Hillary. “Small, with a hand-painted sign hanging on a rusty chain. When my brother was little, he got a chocolate cone there and the scoop fell off outside on the sidewalk. He was so upset, and my dad went in to get him another one. When he came out, he was carrying that huge banana split they sell, the one with the sparklers and the flags and everything? And my brother laughed so hard at the surprise of it all. It’s one of my happiest childhood memories, and when I pass by that old, shingled building with the bad yellow trim, I can still hear it. It’s like I walk right back into that moment, you know? I think Stewart likes doing that for people, by preserving the best of our old things.”

			Henry looks at me for a beat. “My dad was the one who invented that sundae. He had a hard time convincing Addie to use the sparklers, but it was Ellen’s birthday and he was adamant.”

			“Does Ellen still go there?” I ask.

			“She does,” he says. “Every year on her birthday.”

			“There you go,” I say. “I go back to Whitfield to see my family, but even if they weren’t there, I’d go to visit my memories.”

			“That’s what I’m trying to say,” Stewart says, leaning back and placing his arm on the back of my chair. I feel him relax next to me, and the tips of his fingers graze my neck. “The movie theater alone feels like time travel. The original brass doors with the big glass panels and the marquee sign surrounded by incandescent bulbs. It’s a moment in time. The hand-carved wood. No one’s building that way anymore, so once it’s gone, it’s gone. It’s exactly the kind of thing your dad would have wanted to preserve.”

			Henry says to Nick and Hillary, “I suppose you know Stewart drives a thirty-year-old car.”

			“As soon as they build a better one, I’ll buy it,” Stewart says. He raises his glass to his dad with a smile. And then to Nick and Hillary, “I suppose you know my dad lives in a two-hundred-year-old house?”

			Henry laughs. “All right, touché.”

			“I’d love to see it sometime,” says Nick.

			“We should have a closing dinner at Eight Oaks when this is done,” Stewart says. Everyone loves this idea, and they talk for a while about the timeline for moving forward. I’m wondering if they’ll serve lobster and if my dad will get the order when I have a sinking feeling that this closing dinner will happen in post-Dolly time. They’ll get together to celebrate, and Stewart will have that thirty-something model on his arm. There is no time to sulk over this, because Hillary is asking me where I live.

			“Near Boston College,” I say.

			“Oh, are you in education?”

			“Well, yes. But not at Boston College. I teach kindergarten at Abigail Adams Elementary.” The name of the school lends, I hope, a little gravitas.

			“Parking’s terrible around there,” Nick says.

			“It is,” I say. I can feel the smile spread across my face. Finally, an area of my expertise. “But I use it to my advantage.” I lean in and tell them about my parking scheme. I actually use the word “arbitrage.”

			“Seriously?” Stewart asks. “How did I not know this?”

			“Genius,” Henry says, pouring me a bit more wine.

			“I’m surprised I haven’t mentioned it,” I say. “It’s currently my favorite thing about my life.”

			“Ouch,” Stewart says with a laugh. I love the sound of his laugh and the way it lightens his eyes, so I smile back at him in a way that certainly reassures our dinner partners that he’s my favorite thing about my life. I spear one of Stewart’s ravioli while I can.

			Hillary raises her glass to me. “I feel so seen.” I nod like we’re comrades and raise mine back.

			“How does this make you feel seen?” Nick asks. “Are you a biker?”

			“No,” she says. “But I still hang on to small financial wins like that. Even after all these years and all this.” She gestures with her hand to the roasted vegetable napoleon and ice-cold Chablis. “My grocery store has BOGO on ground beef on Tuesdays, and as hard as I try, I can’t pass it up.”

			“They do that because of Taco Tuesday,” I say, twirling my pasta. Everyone knows this, but I throw it out there anyway.

			“What’s BOGO?” Stewart asks.

			I can’t help but laugh. “Come on. It’s buy one, get one.” It’s not registering with him, and this makes me laugh harder. “Free. The get one is free.”

			Stewart nods appreciatively. “That does sound like a good deal.”

			“BOGO,” Henry says, like he’s trying the word out. “Buy one, get one.”

			We’re all laughing now, including Henry, and Hillary confesses that her freezer is packed with single packages of ground beef because she can’t ever pass up a BOGO.

			“Dad, we’ve got to get in on this,” Stewart says, laughing.

			“I’m taking you to the grocery store on Tuesday,” I say. I rest my hand on his thigh, a gesture I haven’t made before. It’s intimate and I feel his muscles tense under his suit pants. I am about to pull it away when he places his hand on mine to keep it there.
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			“I talked too much,” I say when we’re in the town car.

			“You didn’t,” he says.

			“The whole parking arbitrage thing was absurd.” I’m looking out the window.

			“Kind of brilliant, actually.”

			I smile at the window. “I know, it gives me so much joy. Your dad was kind of tough.”

			“Yeah,” he says. “I was expecting a little pushback but not a total takedown of the project. You got him with the ice cream thing. So well played.”

			“Well, it’s the truth. A guy who’s got a town named after him should have a little respect for the past. So what happens next?”

			“Kramer’s ready to move forward, so we will,” he says. “I have an avalanche of work coming my way. Then there are details for the lawyers to iron out, but we’re good. And—”

			“What?” I say. I turn to him and he’s looking at me.

			“Thank you. For tonight.” He looks down at his hands and then back up at me. “You just have this way of making everything easier. Like I think I might be easier when you’re around.”

			I open my mouth to joke about him not being easy at all when the car stops in front of his house. It’s a three-story brick mansion with six steps up to a black door under a white portico. The brass doorknob, I can tell from the curb, is an acorn.

			I stop at the bottom of the steps. “Do you live here alone?” I ask. I could fit everyone I know in this house.

			“Yes,” he says. “I grew up two blocks from here. My parents are still in that house, and Oscar and Busy are their neighbors. I’m the only one on this block. Big act of rebellion.” I look both ways down the tree-lined street. I imagine beautifully dressed little kids running down the sidewalks. It feels impossible that a child could get sick in a place like this.

			Billy, the driver, follows us up the steps with our bags and leaves them in the dark foyer. Stewart flicks on a light and a wide staircase appears, carpeted in a navy-and-white geometric pattern. Beneath it is a round table, ebony, with a huge vase of lilies on it. Someone knew we were coming. The floors are light hardwood, wide planks and likely original to the house, but polished to a high shine. A living room is darkened to the left and to the right is a den, lined in bookcases.

			“Can I?” I ask.

			“Sure,” he says. He turns on the light, and it’s nothing like Eight Oaks or the traditional exterior of his house. Everything is casual, from the beige jute rug to the low, deep black sofa, perfect for lying down and watching a game. An antique wooden coffee table is the most formal thing in the room, but it’s covered in books and crossword puzzles torn recklessly from The Boston Globe. A pair of reading glasses sits next to a ChapStick.

			“It’s a little messy,” I say. Above a stone fireplace is an oil painting of a city block, blurred as if it’s melting into the pavement below. I walk toward it so that I can see the brushstrokes. Something about it makes it seem like it’s alive.

			“Helena cleans in here, but I ask her to leave my stuff. This is kind of where I unwind.”

			“To the extent you ever unwind,” I say, eyes still on the painting.

			He comes up behind me. “Have you been sucked in?” he asks.

			“Yes,” I say. “It’s beautiful. But also so weird. It gives off a feeling like it’s…”

			“Breathing,” he says. “I know. I bought it because I loved it, but also I had this feeling it was important for me to have. It makes me think of how the things we build belong to their surroundings and they matter. They interact with us.”

			I nod at the painting. “I bet Grant hates it,” I say.

			He laughs. “He does. Good guess.”

			We are standing too close. I am fighting the urge to lean back into him. What heaven it would be to be in Stewart’s arms, looking up at this masterpiece. I think of Naomi and remember why I can’t take the Mona Lisa home to my bathroom, so I step away to admire his books. Classics and contemporary fiction. Business books, three about Warren Buffett. There’s a framed family photo and another of him in a tuxedo with a chestnut-haired woman.

			“Audrey?” I ask.

			“Yes,” he says.

			“I guess Helena doesn’t read the Post either,” I say. In the photo he has a wineglass in one hand and his other in a pocket. He’s not touching her anywhere.

			There’s a black-and-white photo of a couple on a sailboat. He has Stewart’s profile and the same intense gaze. She’s leaning in to him like she’s dying for a kiss. “That’s my grandfather Oliver,” he says. “And my grandmother, Lucinda.”

			I take the photo and run my finger over the glass. “What a photo,” I say.

			“Yeah, they were truly in love. So good for each other, from what everyone says. She always had his back, and I think it helped him do everything he did. He died the week after she did.”

			“That’s so sad.”

			“Maybe,” he says. “But also kind of nice.”

			We’re standing there looking at each other, and the air gets heavy between us. I want to kiss him as much as Lucinda wanted to kiss Oliver. I want to snatch him up and keep him like a diamond among all my common things.

			“Can I have a glass of water?” I ask.

			“Sure,” he says. He starts to say something else but doesn’t, and I follow him into the foyer, past the stairs, down a long hallway, to a wide-open kitchen that must run the entirety of the back of the house. It’s sleek and modern but with copper where you’d expect stainless steel and cream-colored cabinetry where you’d expect white. I have never dreamed of a kitchen, but for the rest of my life I will dream of this one.

			He pours water from a jug in the fridge and asks, “Can I get you anything else? Tea?” He’s opening and closing cupboards, looking for where Helena keeps his tea. I’m watching him do it, looking behind things and then crossing the room to look somewhere else. And my heart is doing something it’s never done before. This objectively handsome and good guy is going to break his own brain to get me a cup of tea, and I am falling for him. I am going to cross this room and wind my arms around his neck and pull him toward me.

			And it’s going to end really, really badly.

			“I don’t actually need tea, but thank you,” I say. My voice has gone an octave higher and I’m talking too fast. I need to get out of here. “I forgot I promised Gus I’d stop by my place and pick up his Red Sox sweatshirt while I was here. So I’m just going to Uber there. And then I can meet you in the morning?” I make a circle in the air with my finger to suggest a helicopter.

			He closes a cabinet and turns to me. “What are you doing?” he asks.

			“Nothing. I just need to go by my apartment, and I might as well stay there.” I pull out my phone and open the Uber app, and damn if it isn’t $87 to get to my place right now. I look up to find him watching me.

			“Did I do something?”

			“Of course not.” Nothing besides opening six different cupboards to find me some tea. Honestly, how dare you. “I just need to,” and I gesture to the front door with my head.

			“Fine, but I’ll take you.”

			“You don’t have to do that,” I say.

			“You’d rather pay a hundred bucks than get in my car?”

			“No, but,” I start. He’s already grabbed his keys. I follow him into the two-car garage that’s just off the kitchen. Inside is only one car, a Jaguar. I don’t say anything about renting out the extra spot. Everything about that luxury car and the extra luxury of that empty parking space reminds me of how futile my crush on Stewart Whitfield is. Our lives are just too different.

			The Jaguar is a 1961, he tells me, as we pull out onto the road. “It’s an E-Type, best one they ever made. Want me to tell you about it until you want to poke your eyes out with a fork?”

			I give him a tight smile and turn back toward the window. I don’t want to joke around. I want to get home and away from the pull of him. The physical need to touch him and the emotional need to tell him how moved I am by his desire to make me tea. His passion for permanence, his fear of chaos. I’m moved by every single thing about this man, and I need to stop it. I feel tears prick the back of my eyes for something I cannot have. “It’s a beautiful car,” I say to the window.

			“You okay?” he asks.

			“Just tired,” I lie.

			We are silent for the twenty-minute drive to Brighton. I think back to how easy it was in the limo in Providence, practicing holding hands like it was nothing. Everything’s changed now. I feel like any touching at all in private would lead to my dress puddled around my ankles.

			We stop in front of my place, and I turn to him. “Well, thank you. And for tonight. Text me in the morning and let me know when to meet you.”

			“I really want to come in,” he says, looking straight ahead.

			My stomach drops. I really want him to come in. And not because I think he’ll be impressed with the original avocado tiles in my little kitchen, but because I want to show him this part of myself. The life I’ve built.

			“Why?” I ask.

			“I’d love to see it, where you and Gus live. Your real life.”

			“But why?” I ask again. I mean it in the smallest sense, as in why does he care what my home looks like, and also the biggest possible sense—why is he spending so much time with me outside of our arrangement? Why is he infiltrating my heart in this terrifying way?

			“Because you’re important to me,” he says.

			“Because I know how to pull you out of a panic attack?” I ask.

			“That’s only part of it.” He turns to me, and he looks like he has a lot to say about the rest of it. And I want to hear every word, every single detail of why I’m important to him. I’d ask for a stenographer to sit in the backseat to record it all, but if I stay in this car for one more minute, I’m going to kiss him. Equally likely—if I bring him into my house, I’m going to kiss him.

			“Sure,” I say. “Come in.”

			We climb the front steps, past the staircase that leads to the Gilroys’ top-floor apartment, and to mine on the ground floor. There’s no mail because Kim and Layla have been bringing it in, but my Red Sox Fans Only welcome mat has a few grocery store circulars and home repair advertisements. Stewart picks them up and follows me inside.

			In front of us is my rectangular kitchen table with the four caned chairs Gus and I refinished when he was eight. Above the table is the corkboard that contains our life. The schedule for the baseball camp he didn’t end up doing. Our June calendar only sparsely filled in. I can’t read it from here, but I know it says things like registration for fall ball opens and free swim at the Y. Nowhere does it say fall for Stewart Whitfield.

			To our right is my kitchen, straight out of a 1970s sitcom, with my lemon-yellow tea kettle bright on the stove. To the left are two denim couches in the shape of an L and a coffee table made of two tree stumps and a found piece of glass, another project of Gus’s and mine. A TV, an Xbox controller left on the worn red rug. On an end table by a tulip-shaped lamp is a stack of sticky-sweet year-end cards from my students. In the corner, Fern is thriving.

			I drop my keys on the table by the mail and turn to him. “This is it,” I say.

			“It’s a great place,” he says. “Who’s taking care of that fern?” he asks. He hasn’t taken a step since he closed the front door.

			“The Bad Teachers. My teaching friends. They’re not bad, it’s just what we call our group text. To be funny.” I’m rambling and some part of me worries that if I stop talking, I’ll jump into his arms. “I call her Fern. Gus calls her Sideshow Bob.”

			“What does that mean?” he asks.

			My shoulders relax with this chance to tease him. “You don’t watch The Simpsons, do you?”

			“No,” he says. “I don’t watch much of anything.”

			“Well, Damion dresses like Smithers, Mr. Burns’s assistant, which you’d think was funny if you did.” I walk past him and throw open the green-and-white checked curtains on the front window. “Doesn’t look like much, but when the sun comes in here in the morning, the light through the needles of that white pine is spectacular.”

			“I’d love to see that,” he says.

			And it hangs there. He’s holding my gaze and my heart is racing. What would it do to me to spend the night here with Stewart, those hands all over me, and wake up and drink tea with him in this, my favorite spot? The tea is the worst part of this terrible idea—his hands all over me is one thing, but the hope of the next day and the next day and all the days I’d want with him is quite another.

			“Can I?” he asks, gesturing to the short hallway that leads to our bedrooms.

			“Sure,” I say, heart in my throat.

			I follow him into Gus’s room, bed hastily made by me a lifetime ago. Stewart scans Gus’s desk and the shelf of baseball and hockey trophies above it. He turns to take in the quilt covering Gus’s bed and is suitably impressed.

			“Don’t tell me you made this,” he says.

			“I did,” I say. “I kept all his T-shirts and jerseys from the million sports he played starting in preschool and sewed them into this. Only way I could feel like I got my money’s worth.”

			“It’s amazing,” he says. “He’ll keep this forever.”

			“I actually have a whole bin of new ones since sixth grade, so I’ll do a second installment at some point.”

			He nods at his own thought, and I want to know what it was. “What?” I ask. “Your face did a thing.”

			He shrugs. “You’re a great mother. That’s what I was thinking, but then I thought it sounded weird to say, because what do I know.” That compliment is too big for me. I let it fall on the ground between us rather than take it in.

			“Oh,” I say. “Thank you. I think I do want tea.” I turn toward the door. “Would you like some?”

			“Sure,” he says, and follows me to the kitchen.

			I fill up the kettle and turn on the burner. It clicks a few times before it catches. I pull two mugs from the shelf: one Red Sox, one World’s Best Mom. I can feel him behind me. I take a breath and turn around. I look up and his gaze is heavy on me.

			“Thank you again for tonight,” he says. “I liked having you in my corner.”

			“Good,” I say. “That’s good. You’re getting your money’s worth.”

			“You put your hand on my leg at dinner.”

			“Was that too much? Seemed kind of natural in the moment.”

			“It was,” he says. “Everything about being with you feels natural. Everything but not touching you.” He takes my hand, and I close my eyes for a second. Just to feel it.

			I lean back against the stove. “Are you trying to say you want to kiss me again?”

			“Obviously.”

			I smile. “Just once?”

			“Till you tell me to stop.”

			We look at each other while he waits for my response. Stewart is a pleasure I am denying myself because he’s a daydream I’ll have to wake up from. But he wants me, that is undeniable. Neither of us is acting.

			“Tell me what you said under the helicopter, and you can kiss me one more time,” I say.

			He smiles. He wants to pay me a compliment as much as he wants to kiss me. I smile back and I wait.

			“I said you take my breath away, more every time I see you.”

			My heart takes that in. I can feel it soften and expand. To hell with it, I think. This daydream is worth whatever comes after. “Thank you,” I say, and I lean in to kiss him. I take it slowly, kissing his top lip and then his bottom. He’s letting me taste him without touching me at all, but when I cover his mouth with mine and wind my hands up into his hair, he grabs me by the hips and pulls me to him. We are instantly wrapped up in each other—mouths and arms and breath—as if that is where gravity would take us if we both just let go. My dress has come off my shoulder, and he’s trailing kisses there while I’m untucking his shirt.

			He takes my hands and stops me. “Is this still part of that one kiss?”

			I nod. There’s a reality where this kiss lasts until the end of August. “I’ll tell you when to stop.”

			His mouth is on mine again and the kiss is endless. I’ve undone all of his buttons and am exploring his chest and his stomach with the tips of my fingers. I can feel him reacting to my touch, a hitch in his breath and his hips pressing into me. I stop kissing him and he bites his lip with worry.

			“I’ll show you my bedroom,” I say, as if we’re still on a tour.

			I turn the fire off under the kettle, lead him to my room, and turn on the lights. I am delighted to see that I took care making my own bed on the day we raced out of here. I’ve folded the white top sheet down over the pale pink comforter. Both pillows are fluffed and welcoming. I feel a hesitancy off Stewart, as if he’s not completely sure what’s happening here. It sends a thrill through me because I am.

			“It’s pretty,” he says, squeezing my hand. He drags me with him to my bookshelves and scans all the photos of Gus and me. He picks up one of us in Red Sox gear, Gus sitting on my shoulders holding an ice cream cone that’s about to topple into my hair. He picks up a Little League trophy.

			“1998? Is this yours?”

			“It is,” I say. “I wasn’t bad.”

			He smiles at me. “I bet.” He takes my other hand and asks, “Dolly, what’s happening here?”

			I meet his gaze, and I know that we are in a delicate place. Each of us wants to take a step we’re unsure of. “Unzip my dress,” I say. He hesitates, but then turns me around and unzips it slowly, tracing each inch of skin with his fingers until it’s in a puddle on the floor just like I imagined. I step out of it and turn around. I’m in my bra and underwear—my own, beige from the annual sale at Macy’s. Busy didn’t think I’d need lingerie. I push his shirt off his shoulders and step toward him. He runs his hands along my waist, over the cotton of my underwear, and loops his thumbs inside, like he’s one cowboy-swift motion away from dropping them to the ground. I run my hands down his chest and rest them on his belt buckle without taking my eyes off his. He smiles just a bit, like it’s a question.

			I pull him onto the bed with me. We land on our sides, facing each other, and he runs a hand along my side and over my hip. His mouth is close enough to mine that he smiles when my breathing goes shallow. But he doesn’t say anything, he just waits. I touch his face, the high ridge of his cheek and the small scar in his eyebrow that I’m seeing for the first time, and he leans in to my hand. He’s clean shaven on account of the Kramer dinner but he won’t be in the morning. I’m going to wake up with him here with his bed head and his sex smell. I lean in to kiss him and he rolls onto me.

			He kisses me, slowly, and I get to savor it. His lips soft against mine, the way he tastes me like I’m chocolate. My hands grip his face, his mouth is on my neck, and my body is screaming for more of him. I push up into him and he whispers, “Dolly,” running his hands down the sides of my thighs. I fumble with his belt until he rolls off me and handles it himself. I feel a chill from having his body that far from me. It’s for a count of twenty, but I hear myself say, “You need to come back.” It’s such a small thing, saying what you want, and I’m not sure where it came from.

			When he’s back, we are nothing but skin and sheets and breath. His fingers tease the insides of my legs, and I nearly black out. My body wants this more than it’s ever wanted anything, like I feel a burning where I want him to touch me. We are both in a fever. A mumbling, extrasensory fever. I can’t remember the last time I had sex, and when he’s finally inside me, his hands steadying my hips, I melt the rest of the way into the fantasy that is Stewart Whitfield.

			“That was a hell of a kiss,” he says after. I’m resting on his chest and look up to find him smiling at me. “I would sound like a creep if I told you how often I’ve thought about doing that.”

			“Then I’m a creep too,” I say, and run my hand down his chest. I do not want to wake from this dream, but because I anticipate the big bucket of ice-cold water coming my way, I ask. “Did you get it out of your system?”

			He tilts my head up to him, and his expression is serious. “Not even close.”
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			I wake up naked in bed alone. For a second I think I’ve imagined the whole thing. The fire, the Post, Stewart, all of it. But then Stewart’s in the doorway in his underwear with two mugs of tea, and the dam breaks on my feelings. His expression is all business as he navigates our clothes on the floor to deliver the tea to my bedside table. I sit up and arrange the sheet like a strapless dress.

			“There was no milk, but I found honey,” he says.

			“Thank you,” I say.

			He puts his mug down on his bedside table, and I wonder for the first time why I have two. There has never been a person on the other side of this bed. He climbs under the covers and lies on his side, watching me.

			“How is it?” he asks.

			“Good,” I say. “But you didn’t have to do that.”

			“That night on the boat, I thought you looked so beautiful drinking your tea. The way your eyes dipped and you blew on it as you sipped.”

			I smile into my tea. I can’t count how many times he told me I was beautiful last night. My lips, my neck, my feet. The way he’s looking at me right now makes me almost believe it.

			“I’m not saying I was planning this, like a predator,” he says.

			I laugh. “What a relief.” I put my tea down and lie on my side, facing him. He immediately pulls me into his arms, and I’m back in the dream.

			“I just mean I was thinking that someone who saw you drink tea every morning would be lucky.” He brushes my hair off my cheek and tucks it behind my ear. “I’m lucky today.”

			I reach up and touch his face. There’s a light stubble there now and it’s just for me. By the time he belongs to the world again, he’ll be clean shaven and he won’t be biting his bottom lip the way he is now.

			“What happens now?” I ask.

			“Whatever you want.”

			What a thing to say. What a thing to believe. My heart aches for my younger self, who thought the princess got to keep the gentle man and the horse.

			“Whatever you want,” he says again. His eyes are smiling at my face like it’s his favorite thing. “Except never doing this again, that’s not something I’m willing to agree to.”

			My smile blooms, relief mostly.

			“Tell me,” he says. His hand grazes my side and rests on my hip.

			“I want this,” I say. The words come out jagged. I don’t know why that was so hard to say. I feel cracked open by having said it and he’s kissing me now, entering into that open space. I pull away. “But this feels very close,” I say.

			“What does that mean? I want to be close.” He pulls my leg over his.

			“Yes, but not just sex.” I look around my room and at the white curtains I sewed for the off-center window. “I’ve actually never had sex here, first of all. But that’s not it. This feels closer than sex, the way we were last night.” I stop myself from explaining how I want to climb inside him and wrap myself around him all at once. That making love to him last night changed me in some fundamental way. I don’t think I can go back to giving someone a little bit of myself.

			He takes my hand in his and raises it to his lips. “This definitely feels closer than sex. And if you told me you never wanted to do this again, I’d still want to see you every day. That’s the strongest instinct I have, actually. To be close to you.”

			I find that impossible to believe, though it’s exactly how I feel. I am terrified to trust myself here. I don’t know why ecstatic and terrified so often occupy the same space.

			“Let’s stay close,” he says. He takes my face in his hands and kisses me, just a tiny kiss, the kind that says something different from I want to keep your clothes off all day. He places a thumb on my bottom lip and smiles. “I’d be honored if you’d raise your expectations for me.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 26
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			“When you said breakfast, I figured you meant before your swim.” The voice comes from the kitchen as Stewart steps in from the garage. I’m behind him in my Audrey Hepburn dress because I brought all the clothes I like to Whitfield, and there was nothing I wanted to change into.

			“I’m sorry, Helena,” Stewart says. “This is my girlfriend, Dolly.” The way he says it now makes it sound true. Or maybe he’s always said it this way, and now it just feels true.

			“Hello,” I say. Helena is Stewart’s height and German and annoyed.

			“Nice to meet you,” she says.

			“We were out late and ended up staying at her place,” Stewart says. “I should have texted.”

			“It’s fine,” she says. It’s not. “I have berries and breads for you in the sunroom. I’ll bring coffee and start your eggs. Miss, how do you like your eggs?”

			“Whatever’s easiest, thank you,” I say.

			Stewart hangs his suit jacket on the back of a leather barstool and rolls up his sleeves. “That is not an answer,” he says. “First of all, she prefers tea, if you have it. Milk and honey. And, Dolly, you have here the greatest breakfast chef in America. Don’t tell Gladys.” Helena smiles for the first time. “You should have your eggs how you like them.” He takes my hand and smiles at me.

			“Okay, well, scrambled?” I say.

			Helena nods. “Medium? Hard?”

			“Medium, please.”

			“I’ll start them. I’ve brought your bags to Stewart’s room, if you’d like to change,” she says.

			“Thanks, we’ll do that,” he says. He takes my hand and leads me out of the kitchen and down the long hall to the front stairs. He stops and kisses me at the bottom of the stairs. “I really love having you here.” I kiss him again and don’t say how much I love being here or anywhere with him. Being able to reach out and touch him anytime I want.

			I follow him upstairs. We arrive at a wide landing that leads to two hallways. We turn left and he opens the last door to a room with a wall of windows that are open to his back garden. There’s a king-sized bed upholstered in heavy gray silk and dressed in puffy gray linens. I take off my shoes to feel the thick white rug beneath my feet.

			“Maybe you should keep me here,” I say. He pulls me close and unzips my dress. It falls to the floor and I climb onto his bed. We are terribly late for breakfast.

			I don’t meet Helena’s eyes when we finally emerge. I’m in jeans, sneakers, and my favorite Red Sox T-shirt, and I have combed my hair back into submission. The sunroom is just off the kitchen, with two walls of glass looking directly into the garden. Stewart has a Japanese maple that Christopher would adore and a rainbow of blooming flowers, including the lilies I saw in the front hall. He takes a seat at the little table next to me so we can both see the garden.

			Helena brings our eggs. They’re still hot, which makes me think she was waiting for us to finish doing what we were doing up there. I thank her, still not meeting her eyes.

			“I need to check in. I think they thought I’d be back by now.” It’s eleven thirty and I’m not on the schedule to work. Gus knew I wouldn’t be around for breakfast.

			“I have calls at two and work to do before,” Stewart says. “Would you be okay with staying here until three?”

			I’d be okay staying here forever. “Sure,” I say, and text my dad and Gus together. Me: Off to a slow start here, but I did grab your sweatshirt from home. Probably won’t be back till around four thirty

			We spend the day in his den. Stewart sits in an armchair with his laptop, and I lie on the deep black sofa. It’s so strange not to have anything to cook or clean up, nowhere to be. I find myself researching commercial-sized ovens for my imaginary bakery at the fish house. I look up “best practices for shipping raw fish” and the cost of take-out crabcakes in different parts of the country. I watch him concentrate behind his horn-rimmed glasses. He calls Smithers several times to make changes to a document. He catches me watching him and smiles. “Don’t make me come over there,” he says, and I blush. If I could make him come over here, I would. I want the weight of him on me, I want his mouth on my neck. I want him to say everything again, about how close he wants to be. I want to wake up with him a million tomorrows in a row.

			He’s different when he’s on his call. He’s firm but accommodating, like he’s in charge but he’s happy to let the other party think they are. I wonder if that’s what’s happening here between us, his letting me think he’d follow me anywhere. But then he looks up at me midsentence and seems so happy to see I’m still there that I believe him.

			As soon as the call is over, he is on top of me on the couch. “That took forever,” he says, and kisses me.

			“It did,” I say, relieved to have him back.

			Helena is in the doorway. “Sorry, I didn’t—” She stops.

			Stewart rolls off me but keeps me in his arms. “It’s fine,” he says. “What’s up?”

			“I’m going shopping and was wondering if you’re here for dinner.” She’s taking us in, and her surprise is giving way to a small smile. It’s the way Henry looked at our entwined hands last night, like it was a very pleasant shock.

			“We have to head back,” he says. “Probably soon.”

			“Thank you very much for breakfast,” I say.

			“My pleasure,” she says. “I will see you next time.”
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			His arm is around me on the car ride from the Whitfield heliport. I rest my head on his shoulder, and Gus’s Red Sox sweatshirt acts as a blanket over our laps. When I look up at him, he’s already looking at me. I don’t know what his look is telling me, but I smile anyway, because I loved last night. I will recount this all to Naomi today and probably to Kim and Layla over drinks and darts in the fall. But part of me really wants to call Patsy and tell her that for one night I was the princess. I was beautiful with the prince, and I am bedazzled from the inside out.

			I walk into the house at four fifteen, and my dad is at the kitchen table with his adding machine and a bunch of receipts.

			“You’re home,” I say. “Who’s closing the store?”

			“I let Rikki do it. Slow day and I brought the till home. Anything you want to talk about?”

			“No, why?”

			“I heard a car pull up and then feet on the front steps, and then it took you so long to open the door that I thought maybe squirrels got you.”

			I smile at him in his old fish house T-shirt and jeans, drinking a mug of Ovaltine. “Just saying goodbye,” I say, and turn my swollen lips away.

			“Dolly,” he says.

			“I’m almost forty, Dad.”

			“He seems like a good man.” He looks away, as if the point he’s trying to make might be taped to the refrigerator. “But Stewart Whitfield, honey? Seems like an awfully big catch.”

			I understand his worry. I’d be worried for me too, if I was my father. And also if I was a man whose wife left because she was out hunting for a bigger, fancier life. He’s never said so, but I’ve always suspected he was worried we might turn out to be like her, embracing her fascination with all things shiny and unattainable. Happiness just out of our grasp.

			“It’s just fun, Dad. And he’s a very nice man.” I walk over and kiss the top of his head. It is fun, but it’s not just fun. It’s soulful and romantic and explosive between us. That’s why it took us thirty minutes to say goodbye. I’m in this now, but I don’t need to make that my dad’s problem. “So I’m on Cook House tonight?”

			“Sure,” he says. “That’d be great.”
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			Before I change my clothes or figure out what I’m making for dinner, I go over to Whitfield Tees. The store is packed and Naomi’s ringing people up behind the counter.

			When she sees me in the doorway, she says, “Oh my.”

			“Yep,” I say. “Three times.”

			“Okay, Cara,” she calls to her teenage helper, who’s refolding T-shirts on the center display table. “You’re in charge.” She hands her the credit card reader, likely for the first time. “You’ll figure it out. I need to help my friend here in the dressing room.” She grabs a handful of bathing suits from the toddler rack and leads me behind the red curtain. “Spill! It! Start with the sheets. Did you get a sense for the thread count?”

			“We were at my place. And then his.” I can’t fight the smile that’s taking over my face. “They were quite nice, actually.”

			Naomi is scrunching up her face like she’s trying to hold in a scream.

			“But the sheets aren’t the point,” I say. “It was amazing. The sex but also the whole night and the next day. He made me tea and remembered honey. And I don’t know who I am right now. I’ve jumped off a cliff. I am a person who never even wanted to go to the mountains, never even liked standing near the safety rope to look down at the view. But now I’ve gone all the way up and I’ve hurled myself off and I’m free-falling. It feels good but the landing’s going to be tough.”

			Naomi is nodding at me slowly. “To be clear, this mountain is near the Comfort Inn? And you’ve just hung your stolen Mona Lisa in the bathroom there?” She starts laughing. “I’m not totally sure metaphors are your thing now that you’re a three-time sex champion.”

			I bury my face in my hands. “You wanted me to have fun.” I look up at her and she does not look as concerned as she should be. “And I did have fun. The boat and the yacht club. But this was something else, it was intense. Like we were perfect together.”

			Naomi lifts her hands in surrender. “Dolly, this could go a lot of ways. You could end up Mrs. Freakin’ Whitfield with a diamond the size of a pizza on your hand and a funny walk from having sex three times a day forever. Or, worst-case scenario, this is nursing home talk. When we’re old, we can sit in a couple of rockers and relive this summer every single day until one of us drops dead in a bowl of soup.”

			“You do paint a lovely picture,” I say. I go on to tell her about the helicopter and the telescope and the ravioli and the way he asked me what I wanted and how strange it was to tell him.
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			That night I climb into bed listening to the frogs and the crickets and imagining that I hear Stewart making his way through the bushes. Every distant car is his, as I sit and wait for him to appear at the screen door. I press my hands together and conjure the feeling of his holding my hand in the car, his fingers trailing my neck. I picture him on our porch in broad daylight, pulling me toward him with his hands on my hips, thumbs pressed lightly on my hipbones like he could break me if he wanted to, but won’t. I lie back on my bed and close my eyes and try to picture him with open windows, thinking about me lying here. My phone dings.

			Stewart: That was a terrible idea

			Me: Which part?

			Stewart: Saying goodbye. Are you busy? I’m in your driveway

			I turn into my pillow to hide my smile from myself. It doesn’t work; I am in a full-body smile.

			Me: Come around back

			He doesn’t reply but I hear him, feet on dry grass making their way to me. Then he’s opening the door and standing there in the lamplight. He looks around, up at where I still haven’t finished sanding, and then back at me on the daybed. “Is it okay that I’m here?”

			“There? No,” I say. “Come here.” And he climbs into my bed and pulls me into his arms.

			“I wanted to hear the frogs and the crickets,” he says. “And I wanted to know what it felt like in your bed.”

			“What do you think?” I ask, kissing him.

			He pulls my leg up over him, and I’m amazed that it’s been only twenty-four hours since we figured out all the ways we fit together. “I think I want to stay as long as you’ll let me.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 27
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			The Yankees game is Saturday, and I spend the morning worrying about how I am going to keep my feelings from Gus. He picked up on my little crush when it was still that, and I’m worried my new heart-exploding fever is going to show on my face the second Stewart pulls into the driveway. Luckily, Gus is too excited about the Red Sox to notice that his mom’s gone mad.

			Stewart picks us up on Goose Lane, and we leave the car right by the helicopter. It’s a different one, a four-passenger version, and Stewart lets the boys sit in front for the better view. Gus and Clay are buzzing in their seats, each in a Red Sox T-shirt, each in total disbelief. I know exactly how they feel. Stewart puts his arm around the back of my seat and strokes the ends of my hair. We land on the roof of Whitfield Tower, and Billy meets us outside the lobby to take us to the stadium.

			There’s no game like the Red Sox vs. the Yankees, and everything seems to be buzzing with Gus’s energy. Stewart directs us to a separate entrance and then up to his suite. It has dark walls and leather seating. Huge television screens, unnecessarily, because an entire wall opens up to view the actual field. Players are warming up below. Gus and Clay high-five and Stewart smiles at me.

			“Let’s have something to eat,” he says. “Then we can go down to our seats.”

			“These aren’t our seats?” I ask. “I might be disappointed.”

			“They are, but I also got the front row on the third base line. Because of Howie Carver?”

			Gus’s face goes slack like he’s going to pass out, and I think my heart just exploded.

			“You’re kidding,” he says. “Tell me you’re not kidding.”

			Stewart laughs. “I’m not. I like it up here but if you really want to feel it, it’s better down there.” We eat pizza and salad before heading down, and Stewart insists Gus and Clay each carry a big bucket of caramel corn with them. Stewart grabs hats from a cupboard as we go, one for each of us.

			The Red Sox take the field and it’s as if Howie Carver is running directly toward us. He tips his cap in our general direction and we all beam. It’s a great game, four to two, Red Sox in the third inning. The Yankees bring out Audrey’s relief pitcher boyfriend in the sixth inning. I give Stewart a nudge and he smiles at me.

			My phone pings with a text from Patsy: What??

			She attaches a photo of her TV screen, Stewart smiling at me in the good seats.

			Me: Gus won a raffle

			It’s the first thing I thought of. These seats cost a month’s rent.

			Patsy: And you invited Stewart Whitfield??

			Me: Oh, ha. No. They’re the Whitfields’ seats. They donated them to the lifeguard camp but only three. So Gus won three. He bought the raffle tickets. At camp

			I am truly the worst liar of all time.

			Me: Anyway, Stewart’s in the seat next to us. Nicer than you’d think

			Patsy: Mom would freak out

			Me: Totally. Gotta go

			Stewart’s watching me. “What was all that?”

			“My sister saw us on TV. I made up a lame story that she bought.”

			“You can tell your sister,” he says, frowning.

			“I signed an NDA.”

			“I know, but—” He stops himself. “You’re right.”

			On the way out, Stewart stops to get T-shirts for my dad and Christopher, the ones that say Wicked Old Pahk on the back. He buys Gus and Clay each a Howie Carver jersey. Stewart and Gus argue about the Red Sox’s strategy for batting order on the way back to the car. I don’t hear how it ends, but I watch as Stewart turns Gus’s cap around backward and Gus laughs. It’s funny how sometimes when a moment is unfolding you’re aware that you will remember it for the rest of your life. The turn of that cap is the beginning of something new, the first page of a fresh story.

			I hold Stewart’s hand the whole way back in the helicopter. He drops Clay off first and then us. Gus runs into the house to show off all the new gear.

			“Did he say thank you,” I ask Stewart by his car.

			“About a hundred times.”

			“Well, thank you. That was a once-in-a-lifetime for sure.”

			I look up at him, and he has a questioning look on his face. “Was it?”

			“I hope not,” I say, and steal a kiss.

			I watch him pull out of the driveway, and I make my way up the porch steps. Gus is in the doorway. “Christopher’s never going to take that shirt off,” he says. The TV’s on inside and they’re watching all the postgame stuff.

			“Probably not,” I say. I take a step toward the front door, and Gus steps to block me.

			“You were holding hands in the helicopter even though no one was around to see,” he says.

			Busted. There’s no way around this, and I’m not going to lie about this very real thing that’s happening in my life. “We were. Yes. We kind of like each other,” I say. “We do, actually.”

			“Knew it.” He gives me a half smile.

			I take the cap off his head and smack him with it in the chest.

			“I like him too,” he says, replacing his cap. “And not just because of the great seats.”

			“Fun today, right?”

			“It was amazing,” he said. “I think the third base line is better than the private box.”

			“All right, let’s not get too picky,” I say, leading him inside. “Last time we were there we were in the nosebleeds.”

			He stops and turns to me. “I know, I’m just saying.” He’s quiet for a second. “It’s okay if you liked the good seats too.”

			I stop and consider that. In one way or another I’ve been pushing back against the good seats my whole life. Stewart is the good seats. “What’s not to like,” I say.

		

	
		
			Chapter 28
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			Izzy starts work on the roof on Monday morning. It’s August third and she thinks it’s going to be about three weeks of work, taking the project right to the day I will have her final payment ready. The first stage is removing all the existing shingles from the roof and tossing them into a dumpster that’s now on my front lawn between Christopher and his view of the maple tree. The week goes on like this, with Christopher monitoring their progress from a beach chair while we’re at work. And I see Stewart every single day.

			Most days, he’s waiting outside for me when I leave the fish house. Sometimes he’s on a call and we just walk together back to Goose Lane, holding hands. This tugs at me, the fact that he has no time to see me, but he does it anyway. That it’s worth it to him to climb down from his tower and take his calls on the go just so he can hold hands with me for three blocks. We meet after dinner, usually on his boat. We sketch out plans for my renovated sleeping porch, and it’s my favorite project. I like sharing the pencil and erasing tiny details until we have the proportions exactly right. Each stone of the fireplace is carefully placed by us, and while I know I’m never going to do the renovation, I will keep this sketch forever. Most nights he sneaks into the sleeping porch when it’s late and I tell him the coast is clear.

			Stewart and Gus have two sailing lessons that week in the evenings. I stand on the shore and watch as they silently prepare two small sailboats like they’ve been doing this forever. Short instructions are received with nods in that way that some men can talk with a total economy of syllables. I can’t hear what they’re saying as they raise their sails and catch the wind until they are smaller and smaller.

			Watching this, I worry I might have been naïve or even arrogant to think that Gus would be fine without a father. I did so much caretaking for my family as a kid that I figured I was uniquely qualified to do this on my own. I’d surround Gus with friends, and he’d have my dad nearby. In most respects it has been fine, but what he doesn’t have is the confidence that comes from having a second person who completely has your back. I see it in the eyes of the kid who shows up to baseball practice with his dad who’s carrying the balls because he’s the coach. I saw a flicker of it in Gus today as he climbed into a tiny boat to do things with ropes and winches that I don’t understand.

			Stewart told me last night, under the covers in my daybed, that he never thought he could be this happy.

			Naomi has thoughts. “The way you’re retelling this makes it sound like he means it.”

			“It’s not just sex, either,” I say. I’m holding my phone to my ear while scooping handfuls of scallops onto the scale. I give the elderly customer an apologetic smile. “That’ll be twenty-three ninety-five.”

			“But it’s great sex, which is a bonus,” Naomi says.

			“Yes, but.” I’ve rung up the last customer and I slide the chalkboard menu down onto the floor. Yes, but I like him. Yes, but I really like him. Yes, but I feel my expectations rise every time I’m with him. I’m starting to trust that he actually means all of it, the way his eyes change when they land on mine. “It’s more than that. He told me this morning that he wants to take Gus and me to see the Red Sox play the Mariners. And that’s in September. Like the future.”

			“Oh,” she says.

			We’re quiet on the phone for a bit. I hear a customer ask her a question about sizing. “Listen, I can’t give you advice on this, but bring him to Peepers tomorrow night. I’ve got to see this for myself.”
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			“Good Sports. You’re on a recorded line. How can I help you?” I’m standing at the bar at Peepers with Naomi and Sully, watching the door. My heart is doing that thing where it has waited the allotted amount of time to see Stewart and it won’t wait any longer. It’s eight o’clock, he said he’d be here right after his seven-o’clock call, and I now feel strongly that no call should ever be longer than an hour. I have lost my mind. “Yes, that’s very common. Are you new to walking for exercise?” Naomi hands me a margarita, and I nod my thanks. “You should always consult your doctor before starting a new routine.” I look up as the door opens and Stewart is there. He’s in pink, I’ve never seen him in pink, but now it’s my favorite color. It’s a button-down, sleeves rolled up, and I see the glint of his grandfather’s watch, the one he takes off in bed because he thinks he’ll scratch me. I feel that memory low in my belly, and when his eyes find me, a smile takes over my face.

			“Holy shit, look at her,” Sully says.

			Naomi nods. “This is what I’ve been saying.”

			He’s walking toward us, and I just want to kiss him. “In the meantime, I would wear the vest with lighter weights, just work up to it and get those steps in. Yes, exactly.” He’s shaking hands with Naomi and Sully, apologizing for being late. I let out a breath into the phone. He should apologize for looking like that in that shirt. “Is there anything else I can help you with tonight?” Stewart smiles at me. “Goodbye.”

			“Hey,” he says, stepping toward me and kissing my cheek. His lips linger there for a second too long, and I feel him take in a breath of me.

			“How was your call?” I fix my hair behind my ear. I am overly aware that my friends are watching us and that they can see this other me, the one who is all joy and nerve endings.

			“I don’t even remember,” he says, and entwines our hands.

			“So, Stewart,” Sully says. “What are you drinking?” The bartender wipes a spill and waits.

			“I’ll have a beer and a cheeseburger. Thanks. Hope you guys don’t mind if I eat. I was on calls through dinner and didn’t want to be too late.” We’re all just looking at him.

			“You didn’t need to rush,” I say.

			“I did,” he says, and squeezes my hand.

			“Okay, wow,” Sully says.

			Stewart’s burger comes, and we move to a table. “I saw someone in a Whitness Protection T-shirt yesterday, was that yours?” he asks Naomi.

			“It was. Do you like it? Kind of a play on Whitfield, like witness protection?”

			“I got it,” he says. “I liked it. Do you design everything in the store yourself?”

			“She’d like to,” Sully says. “But it’s expensive and time-consuming. Most of the stuff we buy in bulk, and it’s not Whitfield specific. Just beach town stuff.”

			“A drink in my hand, toes in the sand,” Naomi says.

			“Call me on my shell,” Sully says with an eye-roll.

			Stewart laughs an easy laugh. I think back to the first time I saw him smile, like it was covered in cobwebs. Now he smiles all the time, and I feel it in my heart when he does, because I think it’s because of me.

			“Must be weird living in a town named for you,” Sully says.

			“It was really named for my great-great-grandfather, but also yes. A little weird. Most of the time I live in Boston though.”

			He puts his hand on my knee and I’m not sure what he’s saying, but Boston is the place where we both live, where we will continue to be together is what I’m hearing. He smiles at me, and I have the sense that I heard him right.

			We call it a night at ten because Naomi and Sully have to get back for their babysitter. Stewart’s car is parked out front and we just stand there, holding hands in front of it, under the streetlight. It’s still warm out and the town is wide awake. Cars cruise slowly down the street, people spilling out of bars and restaurants, making plans as they pass us. We’re just standing there, looking at each other, in a world of our own.

			“I don’t want to say good night,” he says.

			“Want to come sit on my front porch, listen to the bugs?”

			“Yes,” he says. “It’s crazy how much I want to do that.”

			We leave the car and walk the two blocks to Goose Lane. The Goldbergs have hung their beach towels on the line, all stripes of different colors. It looks pretty. We stand there for a second at the end of my front walk. I can hear people laughing in the distance and the nighttime wail of crickets nearby. We walk inside the dark house, where Gus and Clay are watching a movie.

			“Hi, guys,” I say.

			“Hey,” they say in unison. Eyes on the TV.

			I make us each a cup of chamomile tea. It’s hot for tea, but I’m feeling so cozy inside my body, like my bed’s been made and my pajamas are laundered. Everything feels exactly right for the first time in forever.

			We sit on the porch swing, and Stewart puts his arm around me while we sip our tea. “Why’d you ever leave here?” he asks.

			“I was going to stay forever,” I say. “I love it. And always thought I’d take over the fish house.”

			“The fish heiress,” he says. I smile.

			“Exactly. But my dad was never going to see things my way, so I left for Boston to find fame and fortune.”

			“It’s weird how much we have in common,” he says.

			“Rhode Island’s great scions of industry.”

			He pulls me closer and I drape my legs over his. “Gus has your same dream,” he says.

			“He told you that?” I want a full transcript of these sailing conversations. My favorite person sharing his thoughts with this particular man. “He’s never said that to me. It’s such a hot button between my dad and me, he probably doesn’t want to start anything.” I shrug. “But I like that he told you. He must feel very comfortable with you. That’s sort of a new thing.”

			“New for me too. I don’t have that many friends who are thirteen.” He smiles down at me. “There’s also a girl he likes, but I’m sworn to secrecy.”
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			The week of the Starlight Gala, Stewart has to go to San Francisco for the Kramer project. While he’s away I miss him a dangerous amount. We text as we’re falling asleep and as soon as we wake up. He texts me photos of the view from his San Francisco office and says he wishes I was there. I slide my phone into my back pocket and smile what I know is a ridiculously radiant smile to the next customer. “How can I help you? The wild salmon just came in.”

			On Thursday night we’re eating chicken cutlets in the kitchen, the four of us. Stewart’s going to be home tomorrow.

			“Crazy at the store today,” my dad says.

			“It was nuts,” I say.

			“What’s going to be nuts is the Starlight Gala on Saturday,” he says. “Last time we did this we needed six people to help us get everything there. We’ve got you plus two friends?” he asks Gus.

			“Yep, my crew’s in,” Gus says. His crew. Everything about this summer has been great for him. Both the comfort of people who have known him his whole life and the excitement of new friends.

			Christopher forks his entire cutlet and takes a bite in the way that’s infuriated me for decades. He gives me a smile that tells me he might have done it on purpose.

			All this, and Stewart’s coming home tomorrow. Stewart, who wants to take us to a ball game in the fall.
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			I wake up on Friday to a text from Stewart: Skipped my morning meetings, will land by noon. Come for dinner tonight? Just us

			Giddy. It’s not a word I’ve ever used to describe myself, but it’s the one that pops into my head. This dizzy, bubbly feeling that washes over me as I stare at the words “just us.”

			Me: I can be there by five

			I get off work at four, but I want to come home, shower, and show up like a normal woman. Maybe re-shave my legs.

			Stewart: Perfect, can’t wait to see you

			Me: Same

			There has never been a longer day. Someone took this particular I Get to See Stewart Friday and added eight hours to it. Tomorrow is the Starlight Gala and my dad is in a frenzy. I try to plug in to his frenzy to make the day pass more quickly, but it doesn’t work. When it’s finally four, I take a too-hot shower and decide to wear the blue-and-white ikat dress again.

			The gates are open to welcome me in, and I park by the front doors. I ring the bell. It’s absurd, this bell, like the gongs of church bells at eight o’clock.

			He opens the door and his smile matches my own. “Hi,” he says. He’s in a crisp white shirt and khaki pants, no shoes.

			“Hi,” I say, and take a step inside. It’s overwhelming, this foyer, with its double high ceilings and wide, wide marble staircase. Also, the way my stomach dips all on its own accord taking him in. He takes a step toward me and pulls me to him. I wrap my arms around his neck. The relief I feel in this moment, as if I’ve come out of the cold and someone’s wrapped me in cashmere. He kisses me and it’s different. It’s more somehow, more tender and heavier with feeling. I have a brief thought that we could both start to cry.

			“I missed you so much,” he says, and my smile cracks open. He kisses me again and I rest my hands on his chest, feeling both his heartbeat and the muscles under his shirt. I am taking this kiss someplace that might not be totally appropriate for the family foyer. I stop and let out a breath, embarrassed. “Would you like to see my room?” he asks, grinning.

			“I would,” I say.

			He leads me by the hand upstairs. We walk down a long corridor to a second landing. This landing has floor-to-ceiling windows facing the bay. He opens a door to an antique four-poster bed dressed in white linen, two armchairs in green-and-white ticking facing the water view. Off to the right is a small alcove with a desk and a view of the tip of Whitfield.

			Stewart closes the door and pulls me close. His hands strong on my back and the warmth of his chest on my cheek are the things of my daydreams this past week. He says, “In a day, like a regular day with meetings and travel, I have a hard time thinking about anything but you.”

			I look up at him. “Oh?” That’s all I can get out, because my body is responding like it’s heard volumes of meaning behind his sentence.

			I unbutton his shirt, from the top. I keep my eyes on the buttons as I go, and I can feel him watching me.

			“I wanted to know if you felt the same way,” he says. I pull my dress over my head, drop it onto the floor, and climb onto his bed. He smiles and climbs onto the bed on top of me, the feel of his bare chest on mine is enough to undo me. I run my hands down his back, and he rests on my chest, watching me. I love him, I realize. He’s telling me that he missed me, but I actually love him. I should tell him this isn’t safe for me. I should warn him that I’m in too deep already. He takes both of my hands in his and raises them up over my head. I am caught. He brushes his lips over mine and my hips respond. “Is this a yes?” he whispers.

			“Yes.” I say it so fast, the way you’d say “uncle” to get someone to stop twisting your arm.

			“About me taking off the rest of your clothes? Or about you feeling the same way?” He squeezes our entwined hands, intensifying the ache between my legs.

			I raise my head to kiss him and the warmth of his mouth on mine spreads throughout my body, down to my legs, which are wrapped around his, holding him to me. He pulls away and lets go of one of my hands. He touches my lips and waits. His favorite negotiation tactic. I smile at him.

			“All of it, Stewart.” And it’s like a slingshot pulled so far back that the tension released matches the intensity of what follows. It’s different, the way we touch each other, it’s as if we’ve removed the last barrier between us. We make love with eyes and hearts open, and I feel like we’ve told each other something that can’t be taken back.

			“Let’s never do that again,” he says afterward. My head is on his chest and he’s running his hand over my hair in a way that makes me feel like I’m in the safest possible place. Then I clock what he said.

			“Have you gone crazy?” I ask. I look up at him and he smiles.

			“No. Not that. I want to do that again immediately, or maybe just after dinner.” He kisses my forehead and pulls me in closer. “I mean being apart a whole week. It was torture. Let’s not do that again.”

			I press my head harder onto his chest. I want to stay here in this exact second. If I had long fingernails there would be blood on his arm. I feel a burning at the back of my throat and I wonder if I might cry.

			“Why?” I ask.

			“Why?” He laughs. “Because I missed you. I had this weird anxious feeling the whole time, like I’d lost my phone. I mean, you mean more to me than my phone. But like everything was off, knowing I wasn’t going to see you at the end of the day.” He’s quiet for a bit and I lie there with my hand on his heart. “I love being able to share things with you.”

			“Like what?” I say, though I know. Everything.

			“My life. My worries. For the first time I feel like I don’t have to handle everything on my own.”

			I pull myself closer to him and run my fingers along his neck. “Yeah,” I say.

			“Okay, I’m out on a limb here with my feelings. I’m naked and I’m lying here telling you how little I can cope with not being with you. And you’re saying ‘yeah.’ Cue my next panic attack.”

			I laugh. I run a hand down his chest to his stomach. He takes a breath, and I let the sound wash over me. “I have all of those feelings too,” I say finally. “But I’m probably more afraid of them than you are.”

			“Afraid of what?”

			“This. Us. We’re not exactly an obvious couple.”

			“Pretty obvious to me.”

			“It doesn’t scare you?”

			“Dolly, I wake up scared. Everything scares me, like one wrong move is going to topple the house of cards. Dr. Meyers calls me Atlas.” He turns onto his side so he can see my face. “He calls Oscar the spare.”

			“My therapist calls me Mom,” I say after a while, and he smiles.

			“Lucky,” he says. I don’t react. This is the thing that will keep what’s beautiful between us from blooming into forever. Stewart wants a baby, and he deserves to have a child. And while I’m not so great at determining what I want for myself, I know in my heart I don’t want to be pregnant again. After a complicated pregnancy and an emergency C-section, I would never risk Gus losing his only parent. We’ll talk about this if we ever start talking about forever. And I have it in my head that forever starts after the Starlight Gala tomorrow night.

			“You’re quiet,” he says after a while, trailing his fingers like silk over my shoulder. “You okay?”

			I look up at him and decide not to sabotage this moment for a moment that may never come. “Yes, super okay. You?”

			“I’ve been waiting my whole life to feel like this.” He means it, or at least I hope he does. “Sometimes Audrey would cancel dinner plans and I would try to feel disappointed. I’d actually talk myself through it, like Oh no I’m going to be alone tonight, because I was dying to feel something. But I never did. I honestly thought there was something wrong with me. Then this week I’d be sitting in a meeting, hoping it was getting close to one o’clock so I could text you when you left work at four, and I’d look at my watch and it would only be noon, and I felt gutted.”

			There are tears in my eyes and I don’t want them there. I wipe them with the back of my hand and roll on top of him so that I can see what he looks like after having just said what he said. I rest my head atop my hands on his chest. He is so strong to be this vulnerable. His eyes plead with me, adoring, but he doesn’t say anything more.

			“All of that,” I say. “I could barely sleep while you were gone.” He runs his hands down my back, and it’s so familiar. I could draw a map of his hands and trace a line where the rough parts and the smooth parts meet my skin. I am truly terrified to feel this happy. I have left Paris with the Mona Lisa in my checked baggage.

			“What if it became impossible?” I ask. “What if there was something unfixable between us and we couldn’t get past it?” I’m thinking of the baby thing, but there are a million more possibilities. “What if the world kept us apart?”

			Like it’s nothing, like he’s agreed to go get me a glass of water, he says, “Then I’d change the world.” I believe him because I feel that way too.

			“Same,” I say.

			His face relaxes and it’s so beautiful. The deep brown of his eyes, his overworked lips. “Okay, I guess we’re on the same page, then.”

			I smile at the business talk. “Should we circle back to this after dinner?”

			He smiles. “That would be best practices, yes.” He reaches for his phone. “Gladys has been texting, actually. When we’re ready, dinner is served.”
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			Our role in the Starlight Gala is fairly straightforward. We’ll bring the lobsters to the Whitfields’ six-car garage, where they will stay iced until they’re ready for the buffet. We need eight people to crack them and delicately remove the tricky bits so that people can enjoy them without putting down their champagne. It’s behind the scenes, but it has to be done right. This year we have Rikki and his brother, Gus, Clay, their friend Sadie, my dad, and Christopher.

			The Christopher thing was a bit of a battle. First convincing my dad that it was a good idea to bring him and then convincing Christopher that this was worth leaving the house for. I tried bribing him with chocolate eclairs. But it wasn’t until I was totally worn out that I told him I needed his help so that I could put on a pretty dress and go to the party. That’s when he agreed.

			“You deserve a party, Dolly,” he said. We were on the front porch, and I rested my head on his shoulder. “And I think you like him. I won’t tell anyone.”

			I laughed. “I do like him, and you know what’s crazy? He likes me too.”

			“Everybody likes you, Dolly.”
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			I help my dad pack up the truck and do a last-minute in-store tutorial for Gus, Clay, and Sadie on how to crack a lobster without cutting yourself. I hug Christopher and thank him for helping, and the look on his face makes me wonder why I haven’t been making him help all along. He seems bolstered by purpose. His tree can mind itself for a while.

			I go home, shower, and put on the long white halter dress. The neckline perfectly frames my dahlia. I examine my face in the mirror, and now that I am in love, I am exactly light enough for this dress. I could ride sidesaddle away from the chapel in it, but the full skirt would allow me to throw a leg over and ride it astride if I wanted to. I don’t know why I didn’t see it when I was looking in the Wendell’s mirror, but this dress is exactly right for riding off into the sunset with a gentle man.

			I stop by the garage at Eight Oaks before joining the party. Everything seems to be going fine, and the last of the lobster is being cracked. “Wow, Mom” is all Gus says when he sees me, but it’s plenty.

			“She likes him,” says Christopher, who cannot keep a secret.

			Gus smiles at me.

			The party is in full swing on the back lawn. Men are in jackets, no ties. Women are in dresses that catch the evening breeze; I like none of them as much as I like mine. There is a champagne tower, which is a thing I’ve only ever heard of, but which delights me in its playfulness and functionality. A man in a white caterer’s uniform hands me a glass and I take a sip. Bubbles tickle my nose. I don’t see Stewart or anyone that I know, so I just stand there next to the champagne tower and take it all in. The back of Eight Oaks is even more grand than the front, a fact that I run through my mother’s worldview and decide she would love. The abundance of spending all that time and money on the part that strangers would never see. I have the unusually generous thought that I wish she was here to enjoy this with me.

			Stewart is walking toward me in his light blue blazer and white linen pants, and my first thought is that we should be photographed together. We are in all ways an unexpectedly perfect match. He doesn’t slow when he gets to me, he just comes right in for a kiss. Soft and warm.

			“You kiss in public now?” I ask.

			“You are too beautiful not to kiss,” he says.

			“You are too,” I say, taking an extra kiss.

			“What do you think?” he asks, motioning to all of it.

			“It’s amazing.” There’s a band warming up at the other side of the lawn at the edge of a big wooden dance floor. There’s nothing like the excitement of musicians warming up, discordant notes that are going to come together and sweep you away.

			Grant and Kendall make their way toward us and Stewart groans. Kendall is in a pillar of stripes like a roll of Life Savers and looks exquisite. “How are you two lovebirds ever going to leave the beach?” Grant asks with a laugh.

			Stewart squeezes my hand. “We’ll manage,” he says. “And it’s an easy weekend trip.”

			“Unless the new CEO takes your helicopter privileges away,” Grant says, with a particular glint in his eye. Kendall gives him a swat.

			“Good one,” Stewart says. This time I squeeze his hand.

			The band starts with a nineties dance song that was in a movie I can’t remember the name of. Busy and Lilly appear out of nowhere and grab my hands. “Sister dance!” they say, and pull me toward the band. It’s slow motion for a second as I let myself be pulled and turn my head back to Stewart. He catches my eye and smiles. This feels like forever.

			Busy is accustomed to getting the party started. People join us on the dance floor, and I am in a swirl of silk and chiffon, all the colors of the summer surround me. Busy dances with every part of her body and twirls me around and around. After a few songs, the band slows and starts a Van Morrison song. People disperse, and Stewart appears. He scoops me up with an arm around my waist and pulls me toward him.

			“That was fun,” I say into his neck, catching my breath. The dancing, being called a sister. All of it.

			“This is fun,” he says, and pulls me closer. “Why haven’t we danced before?”

			“We’ve been busy,” I say.

			“Terribly busy.” He smiles at me. “When we get back to Boston, let’s figure out where people dance. Or maybe we could just do this in your kitchen.”

			“I love you in my kitchen,” I say. I hear it as soon as the words are out and rest my head on his shoulder to regroup. I meant I love being with you in my kitchen, but it sounded like I love you. I know I mean both.

			Stewart pulls away and raises my chin with a finger so our eyes meet. “I love you in your kitchen too,” he says.

			I laugh as he pulls me tighter. We’ve said it without saying it.

			Toward the end of the song Stewart’s body changes. I know his heartbeat and the way his shoulders feel, both when tense and relaxed. He’s gone tense.

			I look up at him and he’s staring over my shoulder. “What?” I ask, turning around. He’s staring at Grant, who’s standing on the edge of the dance floor, arms crossed and smug. Henry is pushing through the crowd to get to us. Busy is following him, talking. Time slows, just a little bit, and there is a palpable energy shift. Something horrible has happened, and my first thought is that it’s Christopher. All my instincts are screaming red alert. This was too much, too many people. What have I done?

			Henry stops in front of us, fuming. He’s a bit out of breath and is too agitated for his happy yellow seersucker suit.

			“What’s happening?” Stewart asks Busy. They lock eyes like people who have been navigating the same terrain forever.

			“This is just unbelievable,” Henry says. “You. With a contract. And a call girl.” What have I done?

			There’s a swarm of bees in my head. I don’t totally understand what’s happening, but I do know that this is the moment I’ll remember. This is where it’s all coming apart. I look down at the dance floor and catch sight of my gold shoes, a perfect match to my bag. Underneath all of this, I am just Dolly. But Stewart loves me, I remind myself. He would change the world for me.

			Stewart steps toward his dad, away from me. “What? Did Grant tell you this?”

			“Is it true?” Henry asks, as Grant makes his way toward us, so self-satisfied under his rich-guy hair.

			Stewart doesn’t look at me. “Obviously she’s not a call girl. I can explain this. And I was doing it for the company. Grant doesn’t know what he’s talking about.”

			Grant pulls a folded stack of papers from inside his jacket. “Kinda think I do, Stewart. Funny that the combination to your briefcase is the same as Granddad’s. I love the psychic connection, very sweet.”

			People are quiet around us, listening. I’m waiting for Stewart to turn to me to see if I’m okay. I’m waiting for him to meet my eyes so that I know this is a thing we’re going to get through together. But he doesn’t.

			“Why were you in my briefcase?” Stewart asks.

			“Dolly’s weird brother and I had a talk. About you two and a new roof on the house, and I got to wondering if money had changed hands. I mean, she’s not exactly your type.”

			“He’s not weird,” I say, in a voice much stronger than I would have thought myself capable of right now. Soon Stewart is going to step up and defend us.

			Henry shoots Grant a look. “I think, once again, you’re missing the important part. Why was there a contract to begin with? And the way you two have been carrying on. Grant’s no saint, but you’re the one whose judgment is in question.”

			“Grant is such an asshole,” Busy says, to fill the space.

			Stewart doesn’t say any of the things I want him to say. That he’s in love with me now. That it’s kind of a funny story. He says, “I did it because of what happened with Audrey. Because Mom’s so worried I wouldn’t make time for something like this.” He gestures to me without looking at me, like I’m “this.”

			Grants wears a false look of concern, the look you’d give someone after you tripped them and were gallantly helping them up off the ground. “What a mess,” he says to all of us. “Am I right?”

			“You really broke into my briefcase,” Stewart says.

			Grant shrugs. “At least I didn’t hire a woman to play house with. I’m thinking that’s not best practices? Uncle Henry, what would the board say?”

			Henry ignores Grant and looks directly at Stewart. “Unbelievably poor judgment. And you brought her out with clients.” He looks at me, disappointed, and walks away. Grant follows him, and Stewart turns to me finally. He looks broken. He starts to say something but just shakes his head and leaves to follow them inside.

			Everyone is watching me. Stewart walked away. He walked away.

			“Grant is the absolute worst,” Busy says.

			“Yes,” I say to the ground.

			“Stewart cares about you,” she says. “You know that.”

			Tears sting the backs of my eyes. I take a breath and let it out. I run a hand over the gigantic skirt of my dress. I look up at her. “I know. Or I hope I know. But technically this is over after tonight. Can you help me get out of here? Everyone’s staring.”

			Busy leads me through the crowd, toward the house. I keep my eyes down, which makes me seem shameful. Even though I don’t want to, I am giving this crowd exactly what they want. We go into the kitchen, bustling with caterers, and Gladys crosses the room to me.

			“What happened?” she asks.

			“Grant. I’m not sure,” I say. She puts her arms around me in the most tender hug—it’s the hug you’d give your child after their first big heartbreak.

			She whispers in my ear, “You know what you know, Dolly.”

			I pull away and meet her eyes. I nod my agreement, because of course. He’s just in a panic right now. This will be the new oft-repeated story to replace the skunk in the foyer. We’ll all laugh and laugh. I follow Busy out through the bustling kitchen, and we leave through the delivery entrance. This seems fitting for how this day is going. In through the grand double doors, out through the delivery entrance.

			Outside, I touch my dahlia necklace, the thing, besides maybe Stewart, that I’d hoped to keep. If this is over, I don’t want to drag this out or engage in any kind of lengthy goodbye later, so I unclasp it and hold it out to Busy.

			“Please,” she says. “Put that back on.”

			“I can’t,” I say. “And I do think you’re right, that he cares about me. I am sure of it, actually, but I’ve been super wrong before. In case I’m wrong, I don’t want to have to do this later. He can give it back to me if…when—” My voice breaks and betrays the fact that I’m not as sure as I say I am.

			Busy pulls me into her arms. I take in the baby powder and lavender smell of her. She has been so, so kind to me. When we pull apart, I hold out the skirt of my dress. “If this doesn’t turn into rags at midnight, I’ll take the necklace back.” I smile at her because she’s the kindest person, but she smiles back with worry in her eyes.

			“Deal,” she says.

			“I’m sure it’s fine,” I say, but my voice wavers. “I’m just really surprised.” That he left me there in a crowd of people who think who knows what about me, I don’t say.

			“This is his worst nightmare,” she says. “Screwing it up.”

			“I know,” I say.

			I make my way back out to the garage, where my family is tending to lobsters. I put my arms around Gus and squeeze him too tight.

			“Your dress will get ruined out here,” my dad says. “Get back to your party.”

			“It’s fine,” I say, grabbing a piece of lobster like I’m just here for a snack. I look out through the open garage doors, and Stewart is pacing on the gravel driveway. He must know I’m in here, because I’m not exactly subtly dressed. I consider waiting him out but that’s not what love is. Stewart is in a bad place and I’m the person he leans on. I can lean on him later.

			I walk over to him and lead him by the arm to the side of the house. I squeeze his hand and he doesn’t react by pulling me into his arms. He doesn’t react at all.

			“You okay?” I ask. He looks a little broken and it terrifies me.

			“Sure,” he says, and looks up at the house.

			We just stand there, silent. He’s not being quiet to get me to spill my guts; he’s being quiet because he doesn’t want to talk about what’s upsetting him. It’s a new kind of silence and it puts distance between us.

			“Grant really plays dirty, huh?” And I laugh a bit, a jagged little laugh, just to highlight how absurd it all is.

			“This is a mess,” he says. “It could all end up in Grant’s hands now. A new legacy of strip malls.”

			“Would that be so bad?” I ask.

			He pulls his head back as if to survey me for the first time. “Yes,” he says. “It would be.”

			“What does this mean?” I feel like I’m about to jump off a cliff. But I ask anyway. “For us.”

			We’re fine, I love you. He looks at me, and he does not say those words.

			“I don’t know,” he says. His eyes are not latching on to mine the way they did in the herb garden or in the helicopter or fifteen minutes ago. I know Stewart now, and I wish I didn’t. I wish I couldn’t tell that he’s pulling away.

			“So what does that mean, exactly?” I ask, my voice tight. “Like, be super precise with your words.”

			He shoves his hands into his pockets and shrugs, tight-lipped. He’s the Tin Man again, like he flipped a switch. “I don’t know,” he says. How could he not know? My heart starts to burn. Heartburn, I think, an odd combination of words. Heart burn. My heart is burning because he doesn’t know.

			“Got it,” I say to his perfectly shined shoes. And I really mean it. I have got it—I am in full possession of the big picture. I stand a little straighter and touch the place on my neck where the dahlia used to be. “Let’s take a little time?” My voice catches and I hate that I turned it into a question.

			No, don’t go, Dolly. I love you. If you could wish words into existence, those would be the ones I’d choose.

			Instead, he says, “Yeah, I’ve got to get back in there. Emergency board call in the morning.” He looks away and then says to a spot just above my shoulder, “I’ll call when things settle down.” One thing that both of us know: things never settle down. He’ll call me never.

			“Stewart,” I say, a whispered plea. He won’t meet my eyes.

			“Sorry, yes. I’ll drop by with a check this week.”

			The pressure on my chest is so sudden and intense that I almost can’t catch my breath. An eternity passes and I’m surviving, just barely, on tiny sips of air. I am reminded once again just how carelessly the Whitfields treat their precious things.

			“You can mail it,” I say finally. I walk past him, past the rose garden and the perfectly cut lawn. Christopher is coming toward me, carrying more ice to the lobster table.

			“Dolly?” Christopher says, and the sound of his voice snaps me back to reality. I am a person with four jobs and a kid and a load of unspecified responsibilities. I’m not a princess. This is not my fairy tale. “Are you going to cry?” he asks.

			“Hey, buddy. No, I’m good.” I walk with him back toward the garage, where I should have been working tonight. I knew it is the only clear thought that’s coming to me right now. This was fun for a while, but Stewart Whitfield does not stay at the Comfort Inn. I knew it from the very beginning, then at some point there was a boat ride and a bouquet of herbs and that confident smile on my kid’s face, and I stopped wanting to know it.

		

	
		
			Chapter 33
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			On the ride home we all assure one another that it was an absolutely perfect event. I keep throwing out little phrases, because I’m afraid of the silence. “Very fresh,” I keep saying. “The freshest yet.” My chest and my throat are full. There’s a giant sob waiting to get out, but I am not a sobber, I remind myself. I am the soother of sobs. The fixer. I will take off this dress and I will not hang it up. I will not use the miles of fabric to make something else. I will cleanse myself of this dress and this particular fantasy. I keep with the little comments. “And the flowers, all so fresh.”

			Unfortunately, you cannot hide the pain in your voice from the people who love you. We get out of the car and Gus stops me to ask if I’ve been crying.

			“Yes,” I tell him, because I don’t lie to Gus, and then I immediately say, “But I’ll be fine,” switching course and telling him a blatant lie.

			“What happened? Something with Stewart?”

			I don’t know how to explain this to Gus without showing him the full breadth of my pain. I am going to a dark place, and I don’t want to take him with me. So I keep lying to keep him safe.

			“No, not at all. I just twisted my ankle in these ridiculous shoes, and it hurt. Everything’s great with Stewart, in fact it’s payday! Tonight was the last event of our arrangement.”

			Gus sits with this. He’s sorting through the mixed messages that he’s getting from my spirit and my words. He is not accustomed to being lied to, but honestly he should get used to it.

			“But you liked him,” he says.

			“I did,” I say, and look down at my absurd gold purse. Who carries a gold purse? “It was a very fun summer.”

			“So are sailing lessons over?”

			“Probably. I think he’s going to be back in Boston soon. But you really learned a lot. We can see if there are boats to rent at the dock for the next few weeks. Did I mention it’s payday?” I smile at him, half real, because he did have a great summer. I pull him into my arms, my person who I get to keep for a few more years.

			A little while later my dad pokes his head into the sleeping porch and catches me staring at my unringing phone. “You okay, Doll?” he asks.

			“Yeah, sure.” I turn to him, and he sees it on me. The dark pit of grief that’s going to swallow me whole. “Don’t worry.”

			“I’m always going to worry, Doll. I’m sorry for whatever happened.”

			“Me too, Dad,” I say, and he has the grace to knock twice on the doorframe and walk away without saying anything more.
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			I text Naomi a quick synopsis on Sunday morning. She arrives ten minutes later through the sleeping porch door and gets in bed with me. I can tell she thinks this is a little blip and that I’m overreacting. She smooths my hair like I’m her child.

			“What was the last thing he said to you?” she asks.

			“That he’d drop by with a check.”

			“Oh,” she says. Her sunny demeanor darkens.

			“He wanted to be CEO to carry on the family vision or whatever, and now he looks like a fraud. And I know that’s all a really big deal. But he walked away from me when everyone was looking at me. I asked what this meant for us, and he said he didn’t know.”

			“He knows,” she says.

			I shake my head. “Really didn’t seem like it.” We’re quiet for a bit, and I love Naomi for not telling me he’ll be back. I don’t know where I’d put my dark moments if I didn’t have her to hold them for me.

			“Can we bring dinner over tonight? Let the kids run around?”

			The idea of that turns my stomach. It feels like moving on. “I think I want to leave the night open,” I say. “I’m sure there’s a big talk coming.”
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			My shift the next day starts at eleven, and there’s a boatload of scallops to unload. I like the weight of the metal bins my dad uses to transport them into the store. They’re ice cold against my legs and leave red marks where the cold has burned me. This is all I can feel today.

			My phone is face up, unringing, by the cash register. Customers come in and out, dinging the bell over the door and driving me into a madness I’ve never quite known before. I leave the fish house at four and he is not standing outside. I close my eyes to the sun and he does not step in and make a shadow. I walk home to Goose Lane and his car is not in my driveway.

			This is the strongest emotional pain I’ve ever felt. It’s a horrible realization. My dad telling us my mom had decided to stay in Virginia permanently. Niles handing me a wad of twenties and saying goodbye. This feels like a deeper cut, even though it’s one that could be sutured with a few words. Let me come by and explain. Miss you. But the longer this day goes on, the wider this cut grows, and the more words it’s going to take to sew it shut. He knows how this is hurting me and he’s just letting it be. He held me in his arms and talked about the fall and the Mariners and never being apart for a week. He’d change the world for me? How about sending me a text? It’s this bit of anger that breaks through my sadness, a relief, and spurs the text I send at nine p.m.

			Me: How’d the board call go?

			His response comes after thirty seconds. Not so long that he’s away from his phone, but long enough that he’s holding it and thinking about how to reply. This is how well I know Stewart now.

			Stewart: Badly. They don’t trust me and Grant will probably get the job

			Me: But things changed

			Stewart: Facts are facts. I did hire you. I did bring you to a client dinner. Money changed hands, it’s fraud.

			It’s the period at the end of that text that tells me all I need to know. I could make a study of our entire texting relationship over the past two months, and I would not find a message with a period at the end. It is currently killing me how well I know Stewart. But I keep going, just to be sure. I cannot be in this wondering state.

			Me: Are you working tonight?

			Stewart: Yes, lots to do.

			Another period. Me: Ok good night

			He doesn’t reply.

			My dad has the misfortune of walking into the sleeping porch at that moment.

			“You okay, Doll?”

			He’s standing there in his Red Sox T-shirt and his gray shorts, the ones I spent two days getting a mustard stain out of. And I remember that Gus doesn’t have any clean shirts to wear to lifeguard camp next week, so I don’t even have a crappy, fitful sleep to look forward to.

			“I’m fine,” I say. “Did you need something from me?” It bites, like an accusation.

			He narrows his eyes at my tone. I don’t think I even talked to him like this as a teenager. “Just checking on you. You seemed a little off today.”

			“Yeah, well, I’m a little off.”

			“Doll,” he says, and comes to sit on my bed. Just like I used to do with Christopher and Patsy when they were upset. It’s so strange to have this dynamic with him.

			“I’m sorry,” I say. “I’m upset. And tired.”

			“You don’t have to be sorry.”

			We’re quiet for a bit and the frog song fills the room. I hear no rustling of leaves. Stewart isn’t coming. “This family is stuck,” I say. He looks up at me. “The way you’re so rigid about the business. And the way we treat Christopher. He’ll never get off the porch. Why would he? It’s like our world imploded thirty years ago, and then we just stayed frozen in time. I’ve lived in Boston for twenty years, and I still know where all your socks are.”

			He’s quiet for a bit. “Last time I made a big change I lost your mom.”

			“You lost money, Dad. She was leaving anyway.”

			He doesn’t say anything.

			“I think I’m in the middle of a pretty huge heartbreak.” My voice cracks when I say it, as if I just made it true. “And you warned me, you were right. But taking time to do different things, just for fun, I haven’t done that in a long time. I want more for Gus and for me.”

			“So what does that mean? What are you going to do?”

			“I don’t know. But I really feel like shit right now. And I don’t want to pretend that I don’t.”
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			On Wednesday, a messenger delivers a check for thirty thousand dollars.

		

	
		
			Chapter 34
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			“The river stones were a pain in the ass to find,” Izzy says, letting herself into my kitchen. “But they’re being delivered here this afternoon. Windows and lumber come in the morning.”

			It’s Friday morning, six days since I’ve heard Stewart’s voice. I pull a tray of banana muffins out of the oven and place them on a trivet in front of my dad, who leans in and gives them a sniff.

			“Good morning,” I say. “And what are you talking about?” Izzy’s been paid in full. Fifty-one thousand dollars in the end, and I have nine thousand in the bank. Won’t keep me warm at night.

			“Oh crap,” my dad says, just as Izzy says, “The sleeping porch.”

			“They broke up,” he says.

			“Jackass,” she says. “Well, it’s paid in full.” She helps herself to a cup of coffee and sits down.

			“Dad,” I say. A full sentence and also a question.

			“He wanted to surprise you,” he says. “He had those plans, and he knew you’d never spend the money.”

			The pressure on my chest is familiar now. He did know me so well.

			“Well,” I say, somehow also a full sentence.

			“Maybe you could start construction after she leaves,” my dad says to Izzy. “They’re only here another week.”

			Lifeguard camp ends and Clay’s parents invite Gus on a camping trip. I sleep upstairs in my childhood bedroom, which feels like a balm. No night sounds to imagine Stewart’s footsteps passing through. No ghost of him beneath me in the daybed. In fact, Stewart has never stepped foot into Gus’s room, making it a temporary refuge. After work, I regrout the tile in the kitchen and find myself staring into the middle distance a lot. Every thought leads to my wanting to tell him about it, which reminds me that he is not here to tell. Which reminds me that I might be going mad. I am heartbroken but also disoriented—the things that I believe deep in my heart about Stewart and me are not true.

			Naomi becomes, again, a place I go to on my not-so-great days. She lets me sit in her kitchen, silent if I want. Or cleaning if I want. She lets me rail against the company who sold me this magic epoxy to reattach her refrigerator shelf. It doesn’t work. I knew it wouldn’t, but I bought it anyway. Stupid. She lets me go on and on about it, and she pretends she doesn’t know what I’m really talking about.

			On the morning that we leave for Boston, Gus asks if there’s any way we can stay in Whitfield. We can’t, because I have twenty-two kindergarteners counting on me, but I wish we could. I would love to see him start high school in Whitfield, where he has friends. I don’t trust myself to be in Boston and not wander down Stewart’s street to see if the light is on in his den.

			I wasn’t prepared to walk back into our apartment. Fern is alive and well because I have great friends, but any CSI team would immediately conclude that sex was had here. Two mugs are in the sink. My bed is hastily made, clearly by a person who was too dazed to care about creases. I stand in my bedroom doorway and stare at that extra bedside table, there for symmetry but totally useless. I might sleep on the sofa tonight.

			In the bathroom I unpack my toiletries and catch my reflection. I’ve gotten some sun this summer. All that yachting. I feel the ends of my hair, no longer so blunt cut after two months, and I imagine a time-lapse of it growing and growing until I’m exactly who I was before I changed Stewart’s tire. Before I knew about salting butter and hidden grottos. Before I knew what it felt like to wake up to a man bringing me tea because his first thought was what I might want. I don’t have Stewart anymore, but I don’t want to go back to who I was. I take scissors from the medicine cabinet and trim an inch off my hair and decide to wear my yellow pants to the first day of school.

			The night before school starts, Layla and Kim come for dinner. We clear the plates afterward, and they sit with me while I make frog-shaped name cards for everyone’s cubbies.

			“Naomi says this Stewart thing is a code red,” Kim whispers. There’s no need. Gus is wearing headphones while playing Xbox on the couch.

			“It’s at least that,” I say. “Sorry I didn’t tell you.”

			“We know. NDA and all that,” says Layla.

			“I had to look it up,” says Kim.

			“It’s fine,” I say. “Gus had a great summer. I crashed and burned. So net positive.” It almost feels like it never happened. For the first ten days I allowed myself one Google search per day. I told myself it was to arm myself with facts in case Gus saw anything. I was both relieved and disappointed to see there was no gossip about the Starlight Gala, no news of our breakup. If I had to guess, I’d say this was Busy’s doing.

			“There was a feature on him in the Globe,” Layla says. “Big photo where he looks like Mother Teresa with a bunch of sick kids.”

			“What an asshole,” Kim says.

			“Saw it,” I say. It actually came up in my email subscription to the Globe. I just saw the top of the photo—his hair recently trimmed and neatly combed—and didn’t open it. I deleted it and then deleted it from my trash.

			“Are you going to call him out on it?” Layla asks. “Write a letter? Key his car?”

			“Not my style,” I say. “I’m probably just going to get over it.”

			Kim leans in. “Speaking of your style, can we see the clothes? Naomi says the green dress would look great on me.”
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			We go back to Whitfield the day before Thanksgiving. Christopher is under the crocheted blanket on the porch swing when we pull in to the driveway. “Dolly!” he calls. We haven’t visited since the summer, partially because we’ve been busy and partially because I’ve been dreading seeing the sleeping porch. It was my personal space in my personal home. Now it’s made of plans I approved of in a fantasy time, and it’s the one bit of visible proof that Stewart ever loved me.

			The fireplace greets me from the corner, right where I wanted it. It’s stunning in black stone against the freshly painted white walls and windows. There are copper fasteners to unhook the windows so I can replace them with screens in the spring. They remind me of Stewart’s kitchen, and I feel a sneaky wave of grief.

			Dad’s on Cook House, and he roasts trout and new potatoes. Christopher seems good. We talk on the phone pretty often, but I never have a real sense of how he’s doing until I’ve seen him, how focused his eyes are or aren’t. Gus leaves by bike immediately after dinner to meet up with Clay and his friends. Tonight will be the first time he’s socialized since starting high school, and I try to imagine what these past few months might have been like if we’d stayed.

			I make a fire before bed and leave the door open to the night. The fall noises are different, more sinister, and the sound of the waves is louder without the din of tourists in town. I used to like this time of year in Whitfield when I was little, it felt like a coming inward, a rest. My dad would always have a fire going in the living room and we would roast marshmallows and watch movies. I think I was still under the crocheted blanket back then.

			Patsy and her family are coming for Thanksgiving, and everyone acts like she’s doing us a big favor. We’re so grateful that she’s going to drive a couple of hours and let us cook for her. We feel terrible that she’ll have to stay at the Whitfield Inn with their fluffy robes and European-made pillow chocolates. Poor Patsy with her husband, who’s not perfect but who she gets to keep.

			On Thanksgiving morning, I sleep late because I was up from three to five a.m., contemplating this injustice. In the middle of the night there is nothing to clean or paint or care for. I am a fountain of grief, and it pours in every direction and never runs out. I wake and it’s already light out. Gus is sitting on the side of my bed.

			“Hi,” I say, sitting up. “Wow, I overslept.”

			I get out of bed; I need to get the turkey in the oven. But Gus stays there.

			“Mom?” he starts. I sit back down because this is unusual. “Was my dad a good guy?”

			I put my arm around him, but he squirms away. “That’s a big question. I’m not sure what it means to be a good guy. Pops is a good guy for sure. Your father was friendly and I think mostly kind to people. He was smart and worked really hard. Those are all good qualities.”

			“But he didn’t want to be with you.”

			“True,” I say. “But we weren’t right for each other.”

			Gus gives my hand a squeeze. “I want to be a good guy, I think. Is Stewart a good guy?”

			“Yes.” My heart does this thing now, it’s a quick jab of pain. I think of it as the Stewart punch. “He is. It was a fun summer.”

			“There’s a race next summer.” He says it like he’s apologizing.

			“What kind?”

			“Sailing. It’s out of the yacht club and it’s sort of hard to enter, but I want to try.”

			God, I love this kid. “That’s great, you should.”

			“You need a yacht club member to sponsor you.”

			My heart sinks. “And you want to ask Stewart.”

			Gus nods. “Is that okay? Is he still someone we can talk to?”

			I put my arm around him and pull him in close. Somewhere along the line, my kid learned how to ask for what he wants. “Sure. Text him. And if you don’t hear back, I can text Busy.”

			“You think he won’t text me back?”

			I know he will. Even if he doesn’t want me, I know deep in my heart that he won’t ignore Gus. “He will,” I say. “As long as he’s on a break from doing whatever he does, fluffing up his rich-guy hair.”

			Gus laughs, and if that’s not the most heavenly sound on earth, I don’t know what is.
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			We move the folding table into the kitchen to accommodate everyone. Patsy arrives empty-handed, which annoys me, even though she asked what she could bring and I said nothing. She looks tired. She and Jeremy, who she gets to keep, don’t talk directly to each other, and her twins, Maggie and Kate, are adorable but seem like they’ve been freebasing sugar all day. After dinner she sends Jeremy and the girls back to the inn and wants to sit with me on the porch swing. I bring Grandma’s crochet blanket and two mugs of milky tea.

			“Dad seems good,” she says, opening the door to one of our trademarked nothing conversations. I do not want to sit here and comment on all the things that are fine. I’m not entirely fine.

			“He is good,” I say.

			“Yeah, good,” she says. We’re quiet for a bit.

			“Everything okay with you?” she asks.

			“Of course,” I say. “I’m fine.” Lying is really just like any other skill. The more you do it, the easier it gets.

			“What’s going on with you?” I ask.

			She sips her tea. “Nothing. Why?”

			“You didn’t eat dinner.”

			“I don’t like turkey.”

			“No one likes turkey, everyone eats it.”

			She cups her hands around her tea and blows into it. It’s not quite cold enough to see your own breath, but the steam rising from her cup reminds me that it will be.

			“I might be a little lost. Turning thirty-nine, that kind of thing.”

			I don’t say anything. And I think of how Stewart used to stay quiet to draw words out of me. It aches, this thought.

			She sips her tea. “I’m in therapy.”

			“What does your therapist call you?” I ask.

			“Patsy. Why?”

			“No reason,” I say.

			“I feel really locked out. Of our family.”

			“The door’s open, Patsy,” I say, a little bite to my voice.

			“Is it though?” She’s looking straight ahead at the maple. “Dad calls you when there’s a problem. And you don’t even mention it to me, like I’m useless.”

			“No one thinks you’re useless,” I say.

			“I think you do. And it makes me feel bad. And I’m supposed to be talking about how I feel. So would you stop acting like I’m being annoying?”

			I turn to her.

			“I actually practiced this conversation with my therapist. She was a lot nicer than you, playing you.”

			My eyes go wide. “You’re in therapy over me?”

			“Yes,” she says. “My therapist thinks you resent me, and I think she’s right. I got to go away to college and you stayed. I got to have a childhood and you worked. Dad shouldn’t have let that happen. And Mom, well, she sucks. But I can feel how much you resent me for things I don’t even know about, things that are happening now and things you did for me when I was a kid that I never asked you to do. You’ve dug into your role so deep—this whole oh-look-I-can-fix-it-all role. You don’t know who you are without it. So we stay here, stuck in this dance where you’re the hero and I’m the worst. And honestly, Dolly, no one’s winning.”

			I don’t turn to her because I have tears in my eyes. And the degree to which I cannot handle her seeing me fall apart, like the literal way that would topple our precarious family dynamic, proves that she’s right.

			“You took care of me,” she says. “You took care of all of us. I don’t know how I’m supposed to thank you, especially now that you won’t even let me in.”

			I’m quiet for a while. I think back to the beginning of our family, before the accident. I was always pitching in with the baby or making Patsy’s and my lunches. And it wasn’t to be loved. I felt loved in our house. It was to feel safe. My mom would get up from the dinner table and go for a long walk without saying anything. She’d put Christopher on his back on the sofa and wander out into the yard to talk with a neighbor, and I’d race over to make sure he didn’t roll off. I monitored electrical outlets as soon as he could crawl. I did a seatbelt check every time we got in the car, but I wasn’t around that day. I was my mother’s understudy long before she walked away from our circus.

			“I think I always knew,” I say. “That she didn’t want to be our mother. That she’d eventually leave.” I let the tears spill down my face and turn to her. “Like I wasn’t even that surprised. But I put myself away that day. I stopped wanting things for myself and started making all of my decisions for you guys. And I’m proud of it, you know? And then so soon after I finally had time to figure out what I wanted, I had Gus. I’m proud of him too. But…”

			“But you never got to be selfish. And you totally resent me for it,” she says.

			That sounds impossible, but it feels true. Like the place in my body where I store my anger knows this. “Maybe.” I wipe my eyes with the sleeve of my sweater. “I’m sorry.”

			Patsy puts her arm around me and I let her. “I think your whole identity is tied up in doing everything for everyone. Would you still be Dolly if I brought a stupid pie?”

			I laugh. “Now we’ll never know. You must hate coming here.”

			“I hate coming here because I feel bad that I have my own life and you don’t.”

			“I have a perfectly good life,” I say.

			“In Boston? Or do you secretly want to live here? You’re here a lot.”

			“Yes. I wish I could have a life here.”

			“A bakery at the fish house,” she says, because your sister always knows your dream.

			“Yes,” I say. “Dad is so stubborn.”

			She gives me a look over her tea.

			“Okay. I’m stubborn too,” I say.

			“I want you to text me when someone needs something and give me a chance. I don’t want you to protect me and then resent me. I just want to be sisters. I want to joke around about Mondays and Mom coming back again.”

			“We haven’t done that in a long time,” I say. I rest my head on her shoulder. “My favorite thing about myself,” I say, “is that I don’t need help. I make do. I’m someone who can make something out of nothing. This summer I loosened up on that a little, sort of pretending I was a different kind of person. I wasn’t gripping my righteousness so tightly.”

			“Did you like being that person?” she asks.

			“I actually felt like myself, just not so tired. Not thinking of every single other person before myself. I’d like to figure out how to be her all the time.”

			We’re quiet for a bit, listening to the waves in the distance.

			“Can we talk like this again?” I ask. “Like, can you call me after therapy, or in the middle of the night or whatever?”

			Patsy nods. “I wish I could just stay here tonight. Jeremy’s been snoring and Maggie’s been sleepwalking, and I’m so goddamn tired.”

			“This is why I live like a nun,” I say.

			She laughs. “The inn is so loud. It was hopping when we got in last night, people home for Thanksgiving. Busy Whitfield was there dressed in head-to-toe silver. Shoes, dress, jewelry, though it was probably platinum.”

			“Why would the Whitfields be here? They don’t come for Thanksgiving.”

			“What just happened to your voice?”

			“Nothing.”

			“Dolly, you look like you’re about to cry. What’s going on?”

			So I tell her. The Post and the boat and the sex. The way he said he’d change the world for me. The gala, the check delivered by messenger.

			She’s cross-legged, facing me now. “You totally lied to me. And Mom would lose her shit over you having sex in that house. But I know that’s not the point. So then what? He must have apologized.”

			“Never heard from him again. There wasn’t even a note with the check.”

			“Wow,” she says. We’re quiet for a bit, and the night sky is completely black, with a single star that’s probably just an airplane.

			“Yes,” I say. We sip our tea for a bit in silence. “The Niles thing hurt, but as soon as Gus was born my focus totally shifted anyway. It’s kind of felt comfortable, familiar, to be on my own for so long. But I fell for Stewart. I fell for the whole thing. And my brain is screaming at my heart to move on, but it’s like I’m addicted to thinking about him.”

			“What a jerk,” she says.

			I’m quiet for a beat as I wait for that phrase to ring true. “That’s the thing. He’s not. Which is why this makes no sense. He either loved me or he’s a sociopath. But he’s not a jerk. I haven’t lost anyone worth grieving since Maud. And this feels like grief.” Patsy takes my hand to comfort me, and I let her. I close my eyes and feel that solid brick of pain in my chest. “I should be in therapy,” I say.

			“You should for sure,” she says. “Do you ever talk to Busy?”

			“No. She sent me a sweet text about staying in touch, and I said thank you, but that was it. It’s easier not to.”

			“Was there a horse?” she asks, and I smile.

			“One white, one black. I got to keep neither.”

			Patsy adjusts the blanket so it covers me as evenly as it covers her. I feel the weight on my legs and let her hold me.
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			In traffic on the drive back to Boston, I tell Gus what I’ve been thinking about since I sat on that porch with Patsy. “It was nice to be with everyone,” I say.

			“Sure,” he says. He’s looking at his phone.

			“I’ve been thinking about how nice it is in Whitfield in the winter. And also in the spring.” He doesn’t look up. “I want to move there full-time.”

			He puts down his phone and turns to me. I have his full attention. “Really?”

			“Yeah. I mean, I love our life in Boston and our place. But we could try it out. Sublet our apartment. I could take a leave of absence.”

			“Would you get a teaching job in Whitfield?” he asks.

			“I could try. Plus we’d be living with Pops for free, so we’d be okay for a bit.”

			I can see his biggest smile out of the corner of my eye. “Or maybe you’d finally do all the things you want to do at the fish house?”

			“You know how Pops feels about that. I’m sure I can substitute-teach until a job opens up. But what do you think, generally? Would you want to move?”

			“Yes. A hundred percent,” he says. He starts texting furiously but is still talking. “I’m going to join the hockey team because all the lifeguard kids do that, and I’m going to work at the fish house after school and you and I are going to turn it into an empire.”

			I laugh. “We’ll see what Pops has to say about that. You know I don’t want to run it the way he has it set up now.”

			“I’ll handle Pops,” he says. “I’m a Brick, you’re a Brick. We’ve got to keep it going.”
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			In December, I throw a big snowman party and introduce my students to their post-holiday teacher. She smells like gumdrops and owns multiple sweaters with kittens on them, so it isn’t a hard sell. As soon as school is out for winter break, the Bad Teachers help us pack up a U-Haul trailer, and Gus figures out how to attach it to my car. We drive the whole way with Fern secured between two pillows in the backseat. I feel good leaving Boston, the place where Stewart lives. I feel good moving back to a town that feels more mine than his, regardless of the name. Patsy comes for Christmas and she brings the roast, complete with spices and a plan for how to cook it. She enlists the help of the twins and Jeremy, and Gus and I stand back in disbelief. It’s been a long time since I’ve seen another woman cook in this kitchen. Since I wasn’t responsible for dinner, I spent Christmas Eve baking a Bûche de Noël, complete with little meringue mushrooms. It was heavenly.

			On New Year’s Day, Gus wakes up with a fever. I make him tea with honey and put him back to bed with some Tylenol. He sleeps all day, and in the middle of the night he is burning hot. I call my doctor in Boston and am told to go to the emergency room.

			I bundle Gus up and drive the icy road to the hospital in Harvey. I leave my car at the door and walk us both to the front desk. There are so many sounds, the lady typing, someone on the overhead speaker, people being wheeled around. The only thing I can feel is Gus’s arm, hot under my hand, like he’s been sent to the fiery pit of hell. If I let go, he will fall into it forever, this is the only message my brain is receiving.

			A nurse takes us back to triage and then into a room and tells us the doctor will be right in. Gus looks like he’s about to fall asleep. Like he’s slipping away. I hold his hot hand, and I pray for a quick diagnosis and an easy fix. Prayer doesn’t feel aggressive enough, so I start making deals. I ask God to send us the doctor who will know exactly what to do, the one who’s seen this a million times and has the right pill in her pocket. In return, I’ll be a better mother. In every single way. I’ll stop ruminating over everything. I’ll plant lavender even though I don’t want the bees around. I’ll bake and sew and fetch and hug and fix, and you will be so glad you let me keep him.

			The doctor walks in and says hello without looking up from her clipboard. “It’s a high fever,” she says, and looks up.

			“Victoria,” I say. God has a great sense of humor.

			“Dolly,” she says. “I’m…well, okay. Yes, I remember Gus, like the mouse.” She smiles at me with so much kindness that I start to cry. It’s the combination of the terror I’m feeling about my kid and that quick flashback to the day Stewart walked away from his work to pick Gus up. “Now, I know this is stressful, but I need you to tell me what’s going on. Gus seems very sleepy.”

			“He woke up with a fever yesterday. Nothing I give him brings it down, and it’s getting worse.”

			He’s already had his temperature taken, but she touches his forehead with the back of her hand the way moms do. She looks in his eyes and down his throat. “Gus, can you do me a favor? Look at your mom.” I wipe my eyes so he doesn’t see me crying.

			He turns his head the slightest bit and winces. “Stiff neck,” she says. “We’re going to do a spinal tap.”

			She’s acting so quickly and so decisively that for a second I think the deal is on. A nurse comes in and wheels him away, asleep, and I’m shown to a waiting area. Time folds in on itself there. I hold my phone but can’t seem to remember how to use it. I have no news yet to share anyway. I yearn for someone who would show up here and put their arms around me. I close my eyes and try to imagine my parents, maybe in this exact waiting room, wrecked with worry over Christopher after the accident. My dad would have had his arms around my mom, stroking the back of her hair the way he used to.

			I let out a sob. Something about how desperately I want to know Gus is okay every day for the rest of my life and the fact that she just up and left us releases the deepest, ugliest rage in my heart. It’s the rage that sits at the bottom with the bile. I have always felt sad and dismayed by the choice she made, but sitting here inside the full force of a mother’s love, I cannot fathom her leaving. I sit with this anger for a while and the force of it terrifies me. I want to call her and scream, and it astounds me that I never have, that I’ve never heard my dad scream at her into the phone. We just let her leave and made do. So much sweeping up and making do. And all the while I’ve been carrying this beast of rage in my heart. I am dizzy in its presence.

			I call my dad. He answers with a three a.m. voice. “Dolly?”

			“I’m in Harvey at the hospital with Gus, his fever is so high. Can you come? I’m not totally functioning right now.”

			“I’m on my way,” he says.

			The door opens and before I can register that it’s Victoria, she’s talking. “He’s going to be absolutely fine. We were lucky to catch it. He has meningitis, the neck was the giveaway, and the spinal tap confirmed it.” She’s seated next to me now and puts an arm around my shoulders. I am sobbing for so many different reasons. She releases me and hands me the box of tissues from the little magazine table. “Here’s the plan. I’m keeping him here on IV antibiotics tonight. If you want to stay I’ll have a bed brought in.”

			“Please, yes.”

			“Then he’s going to be on antibiotics at home, and then he’s going to be better. I’m going to make sure of it.”

			“I’m not always this much of a mess,” I say.

			“Everyone’s a mess when it comes to their kids,” she says. She takes my hand and squeezes it. I nod and wipe my nose.

			“Gus is sleeping. Give me a bit to see that the room is ready, and I’ll check on you and your little mouse in the morning.”

			It’s such a cute thing to say that I smile at her. When I’m not fake-dating her son, she is a lovely woman, just like my dad said.

			My dad arrives while I’m still in the waiting room. I rush into his arms and hold him tight. “He’s going to be fine,” I say. “Meningitis, he’s on antibiotics.”

			“Okay, okay,” he says. He leads me to a chair and sits next to me, keeping his big hands around mine. “You must be wiped out.” He looks around the waiting room, and I know he’s been in here before. “God, I hate this place.”

			I give his hands a squeeze. “Must have been so awful.”

			He nods. “Like a horror movie happening in real time.” He shakes off the memory and meets my eyes. “I’m glad you called me.”

			“Me too,” I say. “I was in a bit of a dark place.” I motion to two chairs away, the dark place. “And I was thinking about you guys being here. And how much I love Gus and how impossible it feels to me to ever leave him. How dare she? You know?”

			“How dare she indeed,” he says with a sad smile.

			“How come we weren’t stomping around the house, shouting, ‘How dare she?’ ” I raise my fists in the air like I’m part of an angry mob. “Did you ever call her out? I don’t remember a big blowup. She was just gone, no question or consequence.”

			“Well, she lost us, so there was a consequence. But no, I didn’t say much, I let her off the hook pretty easily, actually.”

			“Ha,” I say. “The Brick way.”

			“I’m not sure I like the sound of that,” he says. “I was angry, but I knew she didn’t love me. I sort of always felt like she was leaving, you know? So I guess I made it easy.”

			“I do,” I say. “And that’s it. I want to stop making it so easy for people to leave. Oh what’s that, Mom? You’re done here? No problem, I’ll handle it. Oh sorry, Stewart, you just decided you don’t love me anymore? Totally fine, enjoy!” I’m waving my hands around and using a bit of a crazy voice through my tears. My dad’s smiling at me, and I know he can relate. “I even made things easy for Niles!”

			“Bastard,” he says.

			I laugh. “Yeah.”

			“After a while, I turned it around in my mind. Took a while, but I stopped being angry that she left and started being happy that I stayed. I was the lucky one to run the circus with you.” He squeezes my hand. “You’re angry, and I don’t blame you. In a sense we both let you down.”

			“Dad.”

			“I did. I was so overwhelmed, and there you were, pitching in like a total lifesaver. I shouldn’t have leaned on you the way I did. But we’ve got time to work that out between us. Your mother’s got nothing. She lost out.”

			We’re quiet for a bit and I try to picture her somewhere in Virginia not seeing the maple come to life in front of our house every spring. It’s been so long since she’s heard Christopher’s laugh that she probably doesn’t remember it. She’s never even met Gus. She lost out.

			“Tonight I made a deal with God that if Gus was okay, I’d be a better mother. But, you know, I think I’m a perfectly good mother.”

			“You are for sure.”

			“I think what Gus needs is for me to step up a bit in my own life. I think I’m done making everyone’s shitty behavior okay.”

			“Good,” he says. “I think that’s good.”

			“Thanks for being here, Dad.”

			“Thanks for calling me,” he says.

			Before we’re released from the hospital, Victoria gives me her number. “In case you need anything and don’t feel like going to the ER.”

			I text her once the following week because Gus says his joints hurt. She replies: Gatorade

			And she’s right again.
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			January is bleak in Rhode Island. The sun sets at four thirty over the frigid Atlantic, all blues and purples like an aging bruise. On a Tuesday morning, Gus has just left for school, and Christopher and I are at the grocery store. This is a new thing for us, his coming on my errands. I am practicing not taking no for an answer by telling him that the cart is heavy and that I need help carrying the bags. It’s good for him to be out and seeing people. He even has a jokey rapport with the checkout girl. He’s reaching deep into a shelf to pull out the last can of chickpeas when I see Victoria coming down the aisle.

			“Dolly,” she says.

			“Hi,” I say. “Victoria. This is my brother, Christopher.”

			She extends a hand to him and he takes it, but with his left hand. This is something we should work on, and I’m bolstered by the thought of Christopher being a person who is out in the world, shaking hands with people.

			“Do we know her?” he asks me.

			When you’re going through hell, keep going. “Yes, she’s Stewart’s mother.”

			He gives his mischievous smile. “She liked him,” he tells Victoria.

			Her eyes go to me, and I think I’m probably expressionless. We all know what went down. Of course I liked him.

			“Are those good chickpeas?” she asks Christopher.

			“No,” he says, and I am relieved by the subject change.

			“They’re for a salad, and Christopher is going to give me a hard time about salad until I’m an old woman,” I say.

			Victoria nods and looks around at the acre of cans ahead. “Gladys is visiting her brother until tomorrow, so I’ve been in charge. Should have just picked up crabcakes, actually.”

			The mention of crabcakes tightens my chest. Henry being so pleased with me and then so disgusted. “I remember Henry liked those,” I say.

			It hangs there. A movie playing on a screen between us. Henry saying how much he loved our crabcakes while Stewart rested his hand on my shoulder.

			“Well, I’ll get back to it,” she says finally. And then to Christopher, “Thanks for the warning about the chickpeas.”

			The next day I’m behind the counter at the fish house when Victoria calls. I watch my phone ring for a bit before I answer.

			“I was wondering if you could come for tea this afternoon,” she says. “I think maybe we should talk.”

			I do not reply. I don’t want to go to Eight Oaks. I also don’t want to act like it’s a big deal to go there. He’s in Boston or New York or wherever he goes when it’s not summer, but I don’t want to walk through the memory of it all.

			“Dolly?” she says.

			“Yes,” I say. “Sorry. What time?”

			Gladys opens the front door (I am not bringing fish today, I’ve been invited), but due to some self-protective mental block, I was not expecting to see her.

			“Oh,” I say as a greeting.

			“Dolly,” she says. “Come in.” I do and she closes the giant door against the January cold. She’s wearing her usual uniform, and I am too: jeans, a gray wool sweater, brown boots.

			“How have you been?” I ask.

			“Fine, quiet. Winters out here take a bit of getting used to, but come summer they’ll all be back.”

			I look at my hands. I know something has come across my face, and I know she’s seen it. I live here now, and I don’t want Stewart coming back. I don’t want him wandering into the fish house for halibut. I’m even sick of seeing the big yacht he’s so scared of on display in the center of town. I let out a breath and look up.

			“Mrs. Whitfield is expecting you. Come,” she says.

			Tea is served in a little library off the big living room. It’s mahogany-paneled, with the same coffered ceiling, but cozy, with two overstuffed armchairs in front of a fire. There’s an oil painting of white peonies on a black background over the fireplace, and I can almost smell them. Leather-bound books line two walls. I could spend the rest of my life in this room.

			Victoria stands when we walk in. “Dolly, hello.” She gestures to the other chair in front of the fire.

			I sit. “This is the most beautiful room I’ve ever been in.”

			“It’s my favorite in the winter. My office looks out at the water, and it’s a bit grim in January.”

			“Everything is,” I say. She pours me a cup of tea in the china pattern my mother loved so much. It takes my breath away to see so many pieces of it—kelly-green ivy with a thick gold band around the rim. There’s a small pitcher of milk and a little silver bowl of honey. “How long will you be here? Wouldn’t you normally be back in Boston by now?” I ask.

			“We’re trying it out, being here year-round. Henry retired, so.” That hangs in the air for a second, heavy. “How have you been?” she asks. Numb. Empty. Angry.

			“Fine. I’m subbing a bit at the elementary school, and Gus is playing hockey, which is great.” I smile at the thought—Gus playing a sport and doing it well, Gus having real friends. I remind myself that this was the fantasy all along, and I like that Victoria knows him. “Gus is happy. It’s everything.” It’s such a cozy thought that I sink in my chair and look at the fire.

			“It is everything. When there’s a crisis with one of my kids, nothing else matters. And I hate to tell you, it’s never over.”

			“I was starting to suspect that,” I say. “How’s Busy?”

			“She’s in Boston, working for Stewart.”

			My eyes fall to my teacup. I want to skirt around his name, and I don’t want to picture his face. “What’s she doing for him?” I ask my tea.

			“He has her in a management training program. His idea.”

			“I saw Grant is CEO,” I say.

			“Yes,” she says. “It’s a yearlong appointment, to see how it goes. With fraud accusations they couldn’t hire Stewart, but I think the board wants to give him another chance.”

			“It wasn’t fraud,” I say.

			“Because you went to the Kramer dinner, it crossed a line. So Stewart’s back to working around the clock to prove himself.”

			We’re quiet for a bit while I decide whether I want to keep talking about him. I’m surprised to find that I do.

			“I was never convinced he really wanted that job,” I say. “More that it was his responsibility to keep things going. He wanted to preserve what his great-grandfather had created and take care of you all.” I’m talking about him like he’s dead.

			“I don’t know why he feels like that’s all on him,” she says. “He’s terrible at asking for help.”

			“Dr. Meyers calls him Atlas.”

			“Who’s Dr. Meyers?” she asks, refilling her cup.

			“His therapist.”

			“I didn’t know he was in therapy.”

			I laugh again, that humorless ick of a laugh. I reach for a raspberry cookie. “Sorry if I violated some kind of HIPAA law for fake relationships.”

			“I’m sorry about whatever happened between you two.”

			“So am I,” I say. She doesn’t say anything. I keep talking to the fire. “I believed it was real between us by the end, with my whole being. I’m so angry at him, and it’s eating away at me. I don’t need Dr. Meyers to tell me I need to stop.” I turn to her and she’s watching me. “You were clearly disapproving from the beginning, which I get.”

			She smiles. “It wasn’t that I didn’t approve of you. I knew the second I saw that photo in the Post that it was fake. Stewart doesn’t know how to change a tire.”

			“He really doesn’t,” I say, shaking my head.

			“But then I saw you two together and there was something between you. I was worried you were being taken advantage of.”

			“Maybe I was. Who knows.” All that anger bubbles up again. Hot in my chest and rising to my face.

			“I’m not sure. I’d never seen Stewart like that. Not even with Audrey. I think he was in love with you. I thought he’d have called you by now.”

			I don’t say anything.

			“Were you in love with him?” she asks.

			I shrug. “Of course. Yes. I mean, I was all in. And he acted like he was too, like the whole thing was stretching out into forever. And then he just disappeared.”

			“A very weak move,” she says.

			“He sent me a check by messenger.”

			“As his mother, I’m sorry.”

			“One thing I’ve been thinking about lately is not letting people off the hook so easily,” I say.

			She raises her eyebrows at me.

			“I kind of want to yell at him.”

			“Me too,” she says over her teacup. “But you go first.”

			I raise my cup in agreement, and she smiles.

			We sit quietly and watch the fire for a bit. I ask, “So what do you have planned for the spring?”

			“I’ve agreed to more hours at the ER and at the clinic because one doctor is going on maternity leave. And I’m opening the chapel for a string concert in April. I love that chapel, I wanted to get married there.”

			“So did I,” I say with a sideways smile. I don’t know why this is so easy, and also so healing. It’s like I’ve gone and told on Stewart to his mother. Or maybe it’s just having a mother to talk to.

			“Would have been beautiful. Henry’s mother had her heart set on a huge affair, and I went along with it. You pick your battles.” She gets up and puts another log on the fire. “Shall we switch to sherry?”
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			At breakfast the following morning, I announce that I’m going to Boston for the day to see the Bad Teachers and to show my tenant where to kick the hot water heater to make it go.

			This is not true. I’m going to do whatever the opposite of letting Stewart off the hook is. I’m going to tell him off. I dress in the same clothes I wore yesterday because I liked who I was yesterday in Victoria’s library. In jeans, boots, and a gray wool sweater, my official Dolly Brick costume, I climb into the passenger side of Naomi’s station wagon. The makeover was one thing, but I am not doing this without Naomi.

			“You’re sure about this?” she asks as we cross the bridge.

			“I am. I mean, I’m terrified, but I’m more terrified of carrying this around. I’m going to say it, all of it.”

			“Okay,” she says. “We get it done, and we leave nothing on the table. That means thanking him for the sleeping porch.”

			“Why?”

			“Because you have manners, and if you don’t thank him, this won’t be over.”

			“Fine,” I say.

			I practice my matter-of-fact voice as we drive. What I want to say isn’t that complicated, but I say it out loud to Naomi over and over, just to make sure I can get it out without a quiver. Naomi practices saying his name the way Jerry Seinfeld addresses his nemesis, Newman. “Stewart,” she spits over the steering wheel.

			We drive straight to the Whitfield building. I pay eighteen dollars for one hour of parking and I don’t even blink.

			We walk into the lobby, and I place my hands on the reception counter. “Dolly Brick to see Stewart Whitfield.”

			“Damn,” Naomi whispers behind me.

			“Do you have an appointment?”

			“I do not,” I say.

			She picks up the phone and announces me. “Yes, really,” she’s saying. I’m picturing Smithers racing into Stewart’s office to deliver this news. “Okay.”

			“Mr. Whitfield will be right down,” she says.

			Heat moves from my chest to my face. I turn around to Naomi with wide eyes. I had rehearsed storming into his office. It was going to be a surprise rage attack. I was not anticipating being fetched from the lobby and then riding an elevator with him for thirty awkward floors.

			There’s a ding and then footfalls, and I look up to see Stewart walking briskly toward me. He’s in a blue suit and a blue-and-white-striped dress shirt. He looks magnificent, but I’m prepared for that. He stops a foot from me and looks over my shoulder at Naomi and then back at me.

			“Is everything okay?” he asks.

			“I want to talk in your office.”

			He nods and turns back toward the elevator, and Naomi and I follow him. Stewart presses the button. “Is this about Gus?” he asks.

			“Gus is fine. Everyone is fine.” The doors open and I get in first, then he presses thirty.

			The ride up is an eternity of noisy heartbeats and irregular breaths. I swear I can hear the blood swooshing through my veins. I can smell the leather and grass of his skin. I cannot believe I didn’t account for the elevator.

			The silence breaks him before it breaks me, and I feel like that’s a small win. “How’s Sully?” he asks.

			“Fine,” Naomi says, and then adds, “Stewart,” the way she’s practiced.

			When the doors open, we follow him past the receptionist and along the wall of packed cubicles to his office. Smithers stands and I see him take in the bounty of Naomi in her tight pink sweater, but he doesn’t have time to say hello before I close the door behind us.

			“Sit,” I say, motioning to his desk.

			Stewart raises his eyebrows at me. “Okay. Can I get you anything?”

			“Yes, water, please. We want water. Both of us.” Now that we’re in his office, I’m back to the scene I rehearsed. I promised myself I’d take a drink if he offered me one. Even if it was scotch.

			He hands us each a glass of water from the wet bar and sits behind his desk. He gestures to the leather club chairs across from him. Naomi sits and looks around at the floor-to-ceiling windows, leaning forward to get a better view of the seaport. I don’t sit.

			“Tell me what’s going on,” he says.

			I look around his office, and I did not account for the telescope trained on Fenway Park. Or the tidal wave of memory of that first night together after we were in this office. I did not account for the way he’s looking at me like he really does want to know that I’m okay, biting his bottom lip the tiniest amount. The thing that I want to say, the thing I said fifty times in the car, will not dislodge itself from my throat. I try to ease my way in, coax it out. “I moved back to Whitfield.”

			“Why?” he asks.

			“Because I like it there and it’s home. And Gus likes it, and it’s nice to have family to lean on. That’s not why I’m here though. Gus got really sick. Your mom treated him, maybe saved him. Also not the point.” I’m standing with my hands on the back of the chair. Then I put them behind my back and then on my hips. I turn to Naomi and she nods at me. “I was in the hospital waiting room, thinking about Gus and what it would feel like to lose him.” My voice cracks and I take a sip of water. “I thought about Christopher in that same hospital and my mom. And how she left. And how no one ever said anything, we just moved on. And I think what I came to tell you is that I’ve hit a wall with that.”

			He’s tense in his seat, mouth in a firm line. He leans forward like he’s preparing to speak, and I raise my hand. I’m not leaving without saying the thing.

			“You broke my heart. Broke it. And you left. You messengered me a goddamn check. Like an asshole. And it would be like me to just move on from that. Maybe you’d come to the fish house this summer and I’d be cordial wrapping up your halibut so it wouldn’t be awkward. So I’m here to tell you that you broke my heart and I’m going to let it be awkward.”

			“Boom,” Naomi says.

			I shoot her a look. “You had a good, rare thing and you blew it up. You were going to change the world for me, remember? So either you’re a liar or you’re pathetic. And I’m not going to make that okay for you.” I look around the room like I’m just coming to. That was a lot more words than I was planning on, but I stand behind them. I actually feel better. “Okay, I think I’m done.”

			“Can I say something?” he asks.

			“Can you, Stewart? Because in the past six months you’ve said nothing.”

			“Ha!” It just slips out of Naomi. “Sorry.”

			“I completely lost my family’s confidence in me by trying to make them have confidence in me.”

			“Irony,” says Naomi.

			“And now I have to clean up the mess,” he says.

			“Of course you do. I would too, because we’re the same in a lot of ways,” I say. “But the difference is that I have the courage to change. I have the courage to get uncomfortable and, believe me, this is uncomfortable.” For some reason, I motion to the telescope. “But here you are, back to killing yourself to get a job you don’t even want.” He raises an eyebrow at me and leans back in his seat. “You don’t. You just think you have to. You have no idea what you want.”

			Smithers beeps in through the intercom. “You’re going to need to leave soon for your twelve-o’clock.”

			“I’m fine,” Stewart says into the intercom. He looks tired. I didn’t notice it at first, but he’s thinner and his eyes are a bit sunken.

			“Remember that time you asked me what I wanted? Remember? We were in my bed, that first morning we woke up together.”

			He blinks like I’ve just punched him and now I am wild with power. “I remember,” he says.

			“I said this.” I gesture between us. “And I meant it. I get credit for that because it’s hard to say what you want.”

			“But she’s getting great at it,” Naomi says.

			“I am.” I take a breath and square my shoulders. “Get your shit together, Stewart.”

			I turn to leave and Naomi whispers, “Nothing on the table.”

			“Fine,” I say, and turn back around. “Thank you very much for the renovation of the sleeping porch. It looks absolutely lovely.”

			Naomi nods in approval and we turn on our heels and leave.
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			Even before we’ve gotten out of Boston, I feel as if I have put down something heavy. I can feel it in the way my shoulders melt against the passenger seat of Naomi’s car. I have gotten it off my chest. Now Stewart can stay up all night ruminating if he wants. But that’s not my problem. Stewart left, he quit. I loved, I opened up, I tried. I spoke my mind. I put myself first.

			“I could not have said any of it better myself,” Naomi keeps saying between repeating her favorite parts. “ ‘Pathetic.’ ‘Get your shit together.’ I mean, you were in the zone.”

			“Well, that part was obviously spontaneous. I can’t believe I finally said it all. We should have stormed the castle months ago.”

			Rocky trills and Naomi laughs. “Here we go. I’m predicting joint pain.”

			“Good Sports, this is a recorded line. How can I help you? Ah, joint pain.” Naomi laughs and I shh her. “In your shoulders? It’s quite common.” I think of Atlas carrying the weight of the world on his shoulders, just like Stewart does. Just like I’ve always done. “You know, one solution is to just put it down. Unclip it and let it plop to the floor. Yes, the floor. And then don’t pick it up again unless you’re going to return it. In which case you need the original packing materials, which I’m guessing you don’t have. Okay, then, just leave it. Right where it dropped. You weren’t meant to carry all that around. You’re welcome.”

			I turn off that phone for the first time in forever, and Naomi says, “Look who’s no longer a good sport.”

			

			
				[image: ]
			

			With infrequent substitute teacher work and even less frequent Uber requests, I am at the fish house most days in the spring. My dad and I are in a rhythm that feels so familiar to me, doling out the chores—mopping, selling, reordering, filleting. We close at three on the days Gus has hockey games. Christopher comes with us and seems to enjoy watching the kids skate back and forth as much as he enjoys watching his tree. People talk to him, and he remembers their names. He clings to the printed game schedule and builds his entire week around it.

			I am no longer skirting around the issue of expanding. The words he won’t let me are passive and are banned from my vocabulary. I want a bakery counter, so I bake. Two weeks before Easter, I put three carefully wrapped chocolate cakes on the counter and they sell out by noon. My dad pretends not to notice. The next day I bring four lemon pies. They sell out. The day before Easter I bring an old card table from upstairs and set it up next to the fish counter. My dad shoots it a look and walks away.

			“This is happening, Dad,” I call after him. “Whether you want to admit it or not.”

			We haven’t discussed the online fish business either, but it’s well on its way. Patsy is building our social media platform, and this has the unexpected benefit of putting us in contact all the time. Patsy’s funny, something I forgot, and every time she posts a new cartoon about traveling fish with little suitcases and neck pillows, I get the actual giggles like a little kid. I’ve been shipping fish to the Bad Teachers in Boston to see how many gel packs I need and how well it travels. I print prepaid labels, and Christopher takes everything to the post office. He comes with me into the store every day and waits outside on the cedar bench for jobs like this. The more we give him to do, the more he does, and he seems clearer and more present.

			I have an estimate for adding a second refrigerated counter and a bigger oven. It’s just under eight thousand dollars, which I happen to have. I’ve also asked my dad to let Gus and me help with his books, and as disinterested as Gus is in geometry, he is fascinated by the ins and outs of running a small business.

			I have a delivery for the Whitfields in early May. It’s warm enough that I decide to bike there. The big black gates are open and I pass right through, past the stables and the pool and the princess chapel, straight to the delivery entrance. I am both things now—a sometimes invitee to tea and a sometimes delivery person. This is absolutely fine with me.

			I ring the bell and there’s no answer. I text Victoria that I’m there with her salmon, and she asks me to meet her in the vegetable garden. I make my way through the formal gardens, where the dahlias have been replanted but have not yet bloomed. I stop at the first archway of the garden and I am back in time: me picking a tomato, his almost wiping the juice from my lip, his hair against the creeping leaves. The night air and the smell of rosemary and thyme. I run my fingers along the bottom of my freshly trimmed hair. I steel myself and keep walking and find her using a hand rake on the herb bed.

			“What’s wrong?” she asks.

			“Nothing,” I say, giving my head a little shake. “Just walked through a memory. Ever happen to you?”

			“All the time,” she says, returning to her raking. “Stewart?”

			“Yes,” I say. “Your herbs grew like weeds last summer. I think you should add oregano and plant less basil this year, if you’re looking for notes.”

			She smiles. “Send all the notes you’ve got.” She takes off her gloves and adjusts her sun hat with the back of her hand. “I talked to him.”

			“Oh?”

			“I mean, I talk to him once a week, but I talked to him about you. I told him that we’re friends.”

			I don’t reply.

			“Mention of you sort of broke the seal. He told me that you went to see him. And all about Dr. Meyers, the panic attacks. It felt good to have him open up to me.”

			I remember that feeling good too, I don’t say.

			“He’s made a lot of changes. He’s been trying to only work three hours on the weekends. And he’s been watching a lot of TV, from what I can tell.”

			The thought of him watching TV softens me a bit. “What’s he watching?”

			“Everything. All the series you can binge-watch, romantic comedies. Something with a cartoon family. I’m not sure if it’s a good sign or not.”

			“It’s probably a good sign,” I say.

			“He reached out to Henry and asked for help assessing a new project, which was a big step for him.”

			“Yes,” I say. He would have hated doing that.

			“It’s none of my business, Dolly. But would you ever give him another chance?”

			I chew on this. I know she means well. “One thing I liked about being with Stewart—loved, actually.” I choke on the word. “Is that I realized I didn’t have to be the one who did everything all the time. He made me tea. More than once. He’s capable of reaching out if he has something to say.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 39
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			The first Saturday of June I replace the windows with screens and take two comforters to the sleeping porch. I light a fire, and it is perfect. Everyone is asleep and the preseason silence is broken only by frog song and the occasional barking dog. I’ve washed, ironed, and rehung all the curtain panels. It’s a breezy night and I light a candle by the bed and watch Fern dance in the corner.

			The Goldbergs are watching Law & Order, and I can hear the faint hum of the theme song. I’m going into the fish house to bake a bunch of pies in the morning, so I reach for my phone to set my alarm. There’s a text from Stewart: Are you home?

			I sit straight up in bed. What kind of a random question is that? Me: Yes, why? Is your messenger here again?

			Stewart starts typing a reply and then stops. Then starts again, then stops.

			Me: Calm down, Shakespeare. I was kidding

			Stewart: I’m here, I wanted to talk to you, but I didn’t want to ring the bell or scare you by creeping around back

			Me: Why are you here?

			Stewart: Can I just come back there for a bit? I want to apologize

			Nearly a year later. A hand-delivered apology. Me: Fine

			I look around for the mess I should stash or the better sweater I should throw on, but I find nothing wrong with this place or me. I’m in my nightgown, obviously short, so it doesn’t bunch up and drive me insane, under a heavy blue cardigan. I stay right where I am on the daybed and wait.

			There’s that familiar rustling of shoes on unkempt grass and his hand on the door to the sleeping porch. The wood is all new but they kept the original knob.

			“Hi,” he says from the doorway.

			I don’t say anything. I just sit there and look at him, hair a bit longer, eyes a bit more rested. He’s in a black sweater and jeans. Of all the ways I’ve seen Stewart, I’ve never seen Stewart in jeans.

			“So strange to see you here,” I say, because I can’t believe he’s here in my space.

			He smiles a bit and looks around. “It looks great. Can I?” He motions to the spot next to me on the bed. It’s too close, so I motion to the white wicker chair by the sewing machine. He pulls it over by the bed and we’re still too close. My heart has muscle memory and is breaking all over again. I scoot a few inches back so I can’t smell him or feel any heat off his skin.

			“Go ahead,” I say. “But no bullshit, okay?” I washed my hair this morning. I wasn’t going to because we had a scallop delivery and there wasn’t time, but then I remembered Gus made pancake batter last night and I did have a few extra minutes. If I were to say a prayer right now, it would be a prayer of thanks for that extra time and this good hair day. I want Stewart to walk out of here filled with regret over his bad choices and my clean hair.

			“So I lost the promotion,” he says.

			“I know.”

			“And it was my fault.” His hands are flat on his thighs like he’s steadying himself. “I lied to my family, everyone, to prove that they were wrong when they were right. I actually can’t do that job and have a normal life. It consumes me with fear.”

			“So you’re going to work yourself to death and die lonely. Perfect plan.”

			“No, I’m not. No.” He looks at his folded hands and back at me. “I’ve been working hard my whole adult life. Like it’s been my whole life, trying to do my best for my family and feeling terrified that I’d take my eye off the ball and screw it up.”

			“I struck you out in Little League,” I say.

			He scrunches up his face. “What?”

			“Sorry, all that taking-your-eye-off-the-ball talk. It just reminded me. We were kids and I struck you out. It felt good, and I didn’t mention it when we were together because it’s sort of mean. But now, I don’t know. Felt good to say it.” It really did feel good. I smile at my hands and look back up at him. “Was there more to your apology?”

			He shakes his head. “What I was going to say is that when I met you, I felt my focus shift, like everything shifted to you. And that job felt so much less important. For a little while, last summer, I was a person again, falling in love for the first time ever.”

			That familiar pressure on my heart intensifies. The ache is there because of this man who broke my heart but who is currently saying he fell in love with me, and I want to fold into his arms and run right out of here, in equal parts. But I’m not falling for this again. “I said no bullshit, Stewart. Just apologize.”

			He looks up at me. “I’m sorry.” His eyes are so intense on mine, like they have the power to drag me back under his duvet where he whispered to me about forever. “That night at the party, I felt like the world was crashing down on me, like I’d brought all the chaos.”

			“Yeah, same,” I say.

			“And I knew I was going to lose out on the job, which was a total loss of control. It turns out I have some identity issues.”

			“Glad to hear you’re still in therapy,” I say, and he smiles a little.

			“I am. I’ve been trying to get my shit together.”

			I shake my head. “Come on.”

			“It’s true. I told you I’d change the world to be with you,” he says, still looking straight at me. “But I don’t know how to do that. All I can do is change myself. So I’m working on it. I have Dr. Meyers and I’m watching TV. And you were right, Damion looks just like Smithers.”

			I try to hide my smile. “I hear you watch rom-coms now.”

			“I do. And I like them, but sometimes they make me feel sad and then I have to watch murder shows.”

			I nod at him because I know exactly what he means. Happy people are fun to watch until it’s too much.

			“I hired a management consultant to redefine my role. My dad’s idea, when I asked for help. I hired Busy too. She’s doing great.” He looks down at his hands for a bit and then back at me. “What I’ve come to realize is that I thought that job and being the person in charge, the person who steers the ship, was all I had to offer. It goes back to when Busy was sick and I felt so powerless. I decided I needed that power to keep things under control. And that night at the Starlight Gala, when I knew the job wouldn’t be mine, that I wouldn’t be the one to step into my granddad’s shoes or my dad’s, I had this terrifying feeling like I didn’t know who I was. And that’s what I’m working on, trying to know who I am without all that. Because you were right, I didn’t really want that job. I was just afraid of who I’d be if I didn’t have it.”

			“Good for you,” I say. “This is all good.”

			“And he’s still a total asshole, but Grant’s actually great as CEO. It kills me to say it, but it’s also sort of a relief. I’m trying to figure out what kind of a role I can have at the firm that feels right.”

			I’m happy for him. The next woman should send me flowers.

			“How’s Christopher?” he asks after a while.

			“Good,” I say, “Really good.”

			“Good, good. And Gus seems good.”

			I straighten up. “What? What do you mean?”

			“We text. He said you said it was okay.” His eyes widen. “Oh no, is it not okay?”

			I shake my head. “Sure, it’s okay. You mean about the sailing race. I totally forgot about that. He said he was going to ask you for help, but he never mentioned it again.”

			“He did and now we text a few times a week. Is that okay? I thought you knew.”

			“Can I see?” There’s a primal fear creeping up, the one where you think you know what your kid’s up to and then find out you totally don’t. We’re only in the first year of high school, and I should probably get used to this.

			Stewart takes out his phone, opens the conversation, and scrolls to the top. He hands it to me.

			Gus: Hi Stewart. Hope things are good in Boston. I want to apply to do the mini crew race next summer and I need a yacht club member to recommend me. Can you help?

			Stewart: Hi! Of course! Can you email me the forms? I’ll do it right away

			Gus: Sure, thank you

			Two weeks later, Gus: Thanks for your help, I’ve got all the forms in

			Stewart: Fingers crossed! You’ll love that race

			A week later, Gus texts to say he was accepted, and they go back and forth about the course and how it’s going to be harder this year since they moved it to July. Stewart sends Gus an article about how fiberglass boats are built, and they text about that for a while. A month later Gus texts: Are they kidding with that new shortstop?

			Pages of Red Sox chat follow. These conversations go on and on and I scroll through, now not reading but just taking in the volume and frequency of their interactions. So many laughing and thumbs-up emojis. So many exclamation points. It makes me so sad and also so happy. Gus got to keep the gentle man.

			I hand his phone back. “You’ve been really kind to him, thank you.”

			“When I hear from him, it’s usually the best part of my day.”

			I nod. “Me too,” I say.

			I don’t know why we’re still sitting here like this. He’s apologized. There are no action items to move us forward, and it’s starting to hurt, having him this close. Dr. Meyers is great at his job, and I’m glad Stewart is doing all this work. But the ache in my heart is telling me that we can never be friends. My feelings run too deep.

			“How’s your dad?” he asks.

			“Great. Now are we done?”

			“No. I don’t want to be done, Dolly. That’s the point.” He takes my hand, and I let him because I am a weak, weak woman. I just want to feel the way we entwine one more time, hands and limbs and sheets. Then I pull my hand away because all that intimacy burns. I was right that it feels too close.

			He looks down at his hands and lets out a sigh. “I wanted to call you so many times. But I didn’t know what to say. I couldn’t see past where I was to where I wanted to be.”

			I’m not going to ask. I refuse to ask. No way. This is a total set up. Okay, fine. “And where do you want to be?”

			“With you.”

			My heart. It opens all the way back up because it’s weak and has amnesia. But I don’t say anything. So much power in silence.

			He goes on. “I want to go back to last summer and tell you that I love you. And that running that company comes second to loving you. I want to tell you that I’d walk away, put the whole thing in Grant’s hands, to have a life with you. I want to leave that stupid party in the same car and make sure you got home okay. I think about it all the time—you walking away in that dress. I know I really hurt you.”

			“You did,” I say.

			“I know. And I don’t know what to do about it.”

			I’m quiet. How can he not know what to do about it? I knew that he loved me. That’s what’s been so confusing. Like if you told me there was no gravity but I could still feel myself heavy on the earth.

			I look up at him. “Just say what you want. Be specific. The more specific the better.”

			He locks his eyes on mine, and I see the softness inside him for the first time in forever. I see Stewart on his boat, in my bed. “I want to spend as much time with you as possible, every day.”

			“I want to trust you again,” I say.

			“I want that too,” he says.

			“It’s going to take time,” I say. “And I don’t know how much.”

			“I know. And I’ll wait.” He places his hands on the arms of the wicker chair. “I’ll wait right here if you’ll let me.” He smiles at me, takes my hand again. “I love you. And not just in your kitchen.”

			I smile at this, that he remembers. I scoot closer, toward the edge of the daybed. He rests his forehead against mine and we sit like that, feeling what it is to be so close. I breathe him in, salt and soap. I reach out and run my thumbs over the stubble on his jaw. Stewart kisses me and I feel a slow release of tension from my shoulders. There’s a soft wave of relief, like cool aloe on sunburned skin. This kiss feels like a promise. It feels like he’s inviting me back into the place we used to share, but this time he’s handing me the keys.

			“I love you, Dolly,” he says when I pull away. “Do you think you could love me again? If you did. I felt like you did.”

			“Of course I did. You were there. You knew.”

			“And now?”

			I look over at the fire and at my curtains rustling with the breeze. This is my perfect space, and now Stewart’s here, loving me. “I can’t have you rolling in like this, handsome and openhearted, just for a little while. I don’t love you in a way that can be paused or dialed back. Trust me, I’ve tried. So if you’re here, yes, I still love you. But if you’re just stopping by, yes, I still love you, but no, I won’t do this again.”

			A smile spreads across his face. It starts in his eyes and ends with that one dimple. I place my finger on it. I never thought I’d see it again.

			“I’m not just stopping by. I want to be wherever you are. I want to pick you up from work tomorrow,” he says. “I want to look forward to it all day and then see you at four. Can I do that?”

			“I want to watch The Simpsons with you,” I say.

			“I want to take you to France.”

			I laugh and kiss him again. “Okay. I want to learn to sail.”

			“I want to teach you.” He rests his forehead on mine. “And I want to sail the big boat. With you and my whole family. Just once, to get it over with. Not very far, like to Nantucket. I feel like if you were there, I could do it.”

			“I’m super helpful in a boating crisis,” I say.

			We sit and look at each other, smiling. Stewart tucks my hair behind my ear. “If you let me love you, I’ll never leave you again. If I have to leave, I’ll take you with me.”
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			I kiss Stewart goodbye at the sleeping porch door. The damp lawn is covered in acorns under the big white oak. I’m not letting him into my bed tonight, and he doesn’t even ask. “Can I really pick you up at four?” he asks.

			“Yes,” I say, and kiss him again, this purely delicious man. I run my fingers along the collar of his sweater.

			“Can I take you out on the boat?”

			“Yes, after dinner,” I say, and his face goes slack.

			“What?”

			“I have to apologize. To them. Your dad must hate me.”

			“This isn’t really about my dad,” I say, and smooth the front of his hair where it’s sticking up.

			“I know. But Gus. What day is it? I’ll come by in the morning. When are they all up?”

			“It’s Saturday. Ten is a safe bet.”

			In the morning, I make the four lemon pies in our little oven. I could go into the fish house to do it in the big oven, but today I want to be here. Stewart’s coming to face the music.

			He knocks when we’re all seated around the table, eating soft-boiled eggs and scones. I let him in. He’s in a polo shirt and shorts, hair wet from a shower, with a loose bouquet of peonies in his hand. All eyes go to me and then back to Stewart.

			“Stewart,” Christopher says. “Where were you?”

			He raises a hand. “Hey. I’ve been in Boston mostly. How have you been?”

			Christopher looks at me like I might have the answer and then turns back to Stewart. “You didn’t say goodbye.”

			“What are you doing here?” Gus is totally thrown.

			Stewart says, “I came to see your mom.”

			Their eyes return to me and I smile at them. This could not be any more awkward.

			Clutching his bouquet with both hands, Stewart addresses the table. “I came to see her last night to apologize. Because I love her. And I’m here to see you because I wanted to make sure it’s okay.”

			“Knew it,” says Christopher.

			I’m having a hard time reading Gus; he isn’t smiling but he isn’t angry either.

			“Gus, I consider us friends, and I hope you do too. And you don’t secretly date your friend’s mom, obviously. So I wanted to ask.”

			Gus nods at Stewart and then looks to me. He’s asking if this is okay. He’s apologizing for being less than forthcoming about his friendship with Stewart. He’s reading my face and he likes what he sees there.

			“He’s a good guy, Gus,” I say.

			Gus smiles at me and nods again. “You can date her on a trial basis,” he says, and Stewart laughs with relief.

			“Good enough,” he says. And then to my dad, “Sir?”

			“We’ll see,” my dad says.

			“You will,” says Stewart.
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			Sixteen days later, the whole town watches us set sail for Nantucket on Savannah. I can tell Stewart is nervous and wants to get this trip behind him more than he’s planning on enjoying it.

			Gus, Clay, and Sadie are losing their minds over this boat. They’ve explored every corner, including the galley below, where Gladys and my dad are hard at work. My dad has brought crabmeat and insisted on bringing his cast-iron skillet from home to sear the crabcakes. Gladys insists that the one on board is adequate, and my dad laughs and laughs.

			Christopher sits with Victoria and Henry on the deck. He likes the way the cool air hits his face, and I think he likes the white noise of the wake behind us. It feels like a miracle to get Christopher out at sea, but it’s been a million tiny steps I should have insisted on years ago. Oscar, Lilly, and Busy are drinking champagne and watching Stewart and me behind the helm.

			“I’ve literally never seen him so uptight,” Busy calls to me. “The sails are up, it’s a straight shot down the coast. Stewart, no need to be white-knuckling it on the helm.”

			Stewart flexes his hands and then regrips. “There’s plenty of need.”

			“How’s the new job?” I ask Busy, to change the subject.

			“My boss is a control freak and until very recently was a bit depressed.”

			Stewart nods. “All true.”

			Victoria holds up a glass of champagne and motions for me to come sit with her. “Go,” Stewart says. “I’m fine here.”

			He’s not fine. I can see it in the set of his jaw, in the little bead of sweat on his hairline, even though it’s cool out here and I’ve just put on a fleece.

			“Come with me,” I say. “Let Oscar steer.” I put my hand over his on the helm. I’m trying to say too much here: I’ve got you, and also the two of us don’t need to do everything.

			He puts his arm around me, and we stand together at the helm. His hand is strong on my shoulder and mine is soft on his hip.

			“If we survive this trip, you have to stay with me forever,” he says.

			“Did we have a contract?”

			“It’s maritime law. I don’t make the rules,” he says.

			“Dolly, come. You don’t need to babysit Stewart,” Victoria says.

			“Go, it’s okay,” Stewart says. So I release him and make my way over to sit with Victoria, Henry, and Christopher, accepting my champagne glass. Stewart is watching me and smiling, and I have this feeling that the distance I’ve just put between us feels as cold to him as it does to me.

			“Oscar,” he calls. “Come take over. I’m on a break.”
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			12 months later

			I open the sleeping porch early the next summer. Stewart likes to open all the windows in his room to create this effect, but it’s not the same. He’s too high above the frogs and the crickets. He doesn’t have any neighbors with polka music. On the first night after I’ve replaced the windows with screens, he sneaks in at midnight and wraps himself around me. We whisper about South Carolina, where he’s revitalizing an old theater district. We whisper about Gus, who we think might have a girlfriend, and Patsy, who finally reached out and had an unsatisfying text conversation with our mom. So much life happening around us and between us. So much is ahead of us.

			Stewart and Grant, with help from the management consultant, have restructured Whitfield Industries. Grant is running the traditional business, heavy on the strip malls, and Stewart is running a smaller preservation arm from Whitfield. He’s abandoned his dad’s office for the little library off the living room and is often waiting outside the fish house at four.

			On the first of June we celebrate with lobster tails. A big order was delivered in the morning and Christopher worked with my dad all day, joined by Gus after school. I was behind the bakery counter until we sold out of Maud’s blueberry-peach pie at two, and now I’m sitting on my porch, watching my family roll in.

			“Dolly!” Christopher sings, and sits next to me on the steps. He looks tired but it’s the good kind, like he earned it. I feel bad that he’s spent so much time not thriving when this kind of life was available to him, but I never saw this possibility. I have spent my life trying to make sure nothing happened to him, and nothing happened at all.

			Gus follows him up the stairs and drops his backpack by the door. “I’m going to the beach for a bit,” he says, and places a hand on my head. It’s new, this casual touch. He’s fifteen, a solid B student, with an interest in sailing and oceanography. He has friends and a light in his eyes when he talks to you. I do not know how life could get better than this.

			“Hey, Doll,” my dad says, and heads straight to the barbecue. “Lobster tonight!”

			“Great,” I say. “So, buddy, how was the day?”

			“Good,” Christopher says. “We unloaded all the fish, gross. And then I cleaned out the back fridge.” He’s looking out onto the street as if he’s seeing the whole day replay in front of his eyes. “It was cloudy at lunch and Dad and I had turkey sandwiches from the deli. We ate them outside and I had a sweater. Gus came and it was cold out on the boat but he had cookies and hot tea.”

			“What?” He’s been doing so well, but I haven’t had him back to the doctor in eight months. My back goes rigid at the thought that he’s having delusions again.

			“Chocolate, with white icing. What are those called?”

			“Who had cookies?”

			“Stewart. Oh, never mind.” Christopher pops another butterscotch into his mouth and presses his lips together tight.

			“You went on the boat with Stewart today? Come on, buddy, tell me what’s going on.”

			“It’s a surprise. You’ll find out. And I’m not going to tell you because he said I couldn’t.”

			“And Dad and Gus know too?”

			“Yes, he asked our permission.”

			Oh my God.

			“For what?” I ask.

			“I promised not to tell. He’s just going to ask you something. No big deal, sis.” He bumps me with his shoulder just like any brother would do. I rest my head on his shoulder and let the life that Christopher might have had go. This is just right, the way things are now.

			“Did everyone say yes?” I ask.

			“Yes,” he says.

			Twenty minutes later, I’m spooning potato salad onto my mom’s chipped ivy platter when Stewart walks through the kitchen door. He’s gotten a little sun on his face since I snuck out of Eight Oaks this morning. He’s holding a bouquet of spray roses and snapdragons from the Eight Oaks garden, and he’s smiling at me like he has a secret. And I’m smiling back like I hope he does.

			“Those are beautiful,” I say. “Why are you sunburned?”

			“Am I?”

			“You are,” I say.

			“I did a bunch of stuff today. Inside, outside.”

			“What kind of stuff?”

			“Work stuff. Planning.”

			“What are you planning?” I ask.

			He tucks a piece of hair behind my ear and looks at me like he’s seeing me for the first time. “A really happy life,” he says. “I think I’ve got it figured out.” And he kisses me there by the platter my mother thought might bring her a better life.

			“Okay,” I say. “Anything I can do to help, just let me know.” I smile and kiss him again. This is forever, I was right about it all along.

			“You cannot help,” he says. “Your job is to act surprised, like you never saw it coming.”

			I laugh. “Trust me, Stewart, I never saw any of this coming.”
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			The next morning Naomi sends an all-caps crisis text that the corner store is out of basil and she’s making pesto. I bike to Eight Oaks to pick some—I’ve been granted full access to all produce and flowers—and stop at the archway, teeming with tomatoes. I pop one into my mouth and taste that memory, two years ago, on the precipice of falling for Stewart. I’m wiping tomato juice from my chin when I see him sitting there on the herb bed.

			“Stewart!” I say, and run over to him. He pulls me onto his lap and kisses me. It hits me like a ghost pepper all over again, still. “What are you doing here?” I look at the surrounding vegetable garden and I feel it all again. The total saturation of my senses in smell and color.

			“I love you,” he says.

			I smile and say, “I love you too,” just as my phone trills with the first few notes of the song “Brick House.”

			“I was going somewhere with that,” he says, and runs a hand through his hair as I answer.

			“Brick Fish Express, you’re on a recorded line, how can I help you?” I look into his eyes as the caller tells me that her grocery store doesn’t carry the fresh thyme called for on the recipe card we included with her striped bass. Stewart takes my hand and silently connects us—hands, minds, hearts.

			“Yes, dried thyme is perfectly fine, just use a little extra. And get the grill really hot first,” I tell the customer as Stewart traces my palm with his fingers, just the way I did for him that evening. He’s in the blue shirt I modeled my duvet after, even before I could admit to myself that I wanted to be surrounded by him forever. Our eyes meet, and this is forever. I can feel it. Forever is happening right now inside this garden, sweet notes of basil mixing with the earthy scent of thyme. Stewart traces my ring finger, over and over, holding my eyes until I realize what’s happening. “Dried thyme. Rosemary. Anything’s fine. I have to go.” I put my phone down and it drops into the dirt. I don’t move. “Sorry, I—” I take both of his hands in mine. “What’s happening here?”

			Stewart smiles that smile that seemed rusty when I met him. It’s always at the ready now. More often than not, he looks at me like he just got the best news, like he finally bought Fenway Park. “What are you smiling about?” I ask now, like I always do.

			“You,” he says, like he always does. “So I was saying I love you. And then your phone rang.”

			“Yes, sorry about that.”

			“And then I had a lot of other stuff I was going to say. I really prepared.” He looks down at our entwined hands and gives them a squeeze. “It was about how you changed my life and somehow you changed my family. How even my dad seems lighter every time you walk into a room.”

			“That’s good stuff,” I say, smiling. I really have folded into the Whitfield family like meringue into cake batter. Last night I let Busy pluck my eyebrows and then prepped a week’s worth of piecrusts in the kitchen with Gladys.

			“But now that we’re here, I realize it’s just about you. I love the way you give yourself over to the things you love. Gus, me, cake. I love the way you close your eyes every time you hug Christopher, like something sacred’s happening. You’re the only person I know whose bedtime routine includes leaving butter out to soften for the morning. I think you were put on this earth to make everything better.”

			He’s not done talking, but I lean in and kiss him. “I love you too,” I say against his lips.

			I place a hand on his heart and feel it beating, just a little faster than usual.

			“I have something,” he says. He reaches into the rosemary bush and pulls out a black velvet box. The smile on my face. The explosion in my heart. “I was hoping you would marry me.”

			Inside is a round diamond set flat in an antique setting. “Yes,” I say, over and over again. He slides it on my finger and I throw my arms around him. He squeezes me so tight and we dissolve into each other.

			When we’ve kissed and smiled so much our faces hurt, I kiss him again and say, “I don’t know when I’ll ever get used to being this happy.”

			“Maybe we’ll just keep getting happier,” he says.

			“You’re going to be so handsome when you’re old,” I say. “I’m going to feed you and change the tires on your walker.”

			He laughs. “Will you be Mrs. Whitfield?”

			“I don’t think so,” I say, looking at my ring. “Is that okay with you?”

			“Sure, I’d hold on to Brick too,” he says. “This ring was my great-grandmother’s.”

			“It’s so beautiful,” I say.

			“Maybe one day you can give it to our granddaughter.”

			“Stewart.” I look at him and don’t have to say a word. We’ve talked this to death over the past year. In bed, out of bed. I don’t want to have another baby, and he has to be okay with that.

			“I was just thinking Gus might have a daughter,” he says.

			“Oh wow. Okay.” I feel a whole new layer of forever, Stewart and me as grandparents. Stewart here for Gus and his children.

			“Which brings me to the other thing,” he says. “And this is up to you first, and then him. But I was wondering if you’d be open to me adopting Gus. I would like to be his father.”

			I am speechless. This is not something I’d considered before.

			“You don’t have to say anything,” he says, and pulls me close. I rest my head on his chest and listen to his heartbeat. All of this is real. “If that’s not something you guys want, I can still be who I’ve been to him. I’ve seen a lawyer about it. It’s easy to set up a trust for him even if he’s not mine.”

			I don’t have the right words to say, but I do have tears in my eyes. “Gus doesn’t need a trust,” I say finally.

			“No one does.” He laughs. “No one needs a sailboat either, but I’m getting him one for his birthday.”

			I look up at him and he sees my wet eyes. “Don’t you dare,” I say, and kiss him.

			“A little boat? Nothing fancy. He’s gotten to be a good sailor.”

			“He has.” I’m thinking about the camping trip Gus is planning for next week, everything he needs in his backpack and still so much wonder in his heart. He has everything but a father. “Maybe a little boat,” I say. “And yes, please ask him about adoption. He deserves to have a father like you.”

			“Really?” Stewart is smiling like he’s already planning a trip to Disney World. “Thank you,” he says inexplicably. He trails his fingers down my arm in that way he has of making me feel like I’m fashioned out of silk.

			He looks around the garden. “I started to fall in love with you here,” he says. “I’ve never been the same.”

			I smile at him. “Me too,” I say. I look up at Eight Oaks, the princess chapel in the distance. I’m going to marry this gentle man in that chapel and I’ll somehow involve a horse, just to get a laugh out of Patsy. We’ll eat crabcakes from the fish house under the giant oak trees, with acorns scattered at our feet, tiny little seeds of hope. Loving Stewart has given me new eyes toward what’s possible—to be put first, to be backed up. That it’s worth moving through the chest-pinching vulnerability of asking for help. That it’s an act of generosity to share something as precious as your life with someone. Love’s taught me that, and I’m at home with myself now, Dolly all the time.
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			Discussion Guide

			
					
					What was your favorite scene, and why?

				

					
					If you had been in Dolly’s shoes, would you have accepted Stewart’s offer? Why or why not?

				

					
					Dolly and Stewart both struggle to ask others for help, even when they need it. Do you ever feel this way? And what, if anything, do you do to combat that feeling?

				

					
					What do you think about Dolly’s and Stewart’s relationships to their families? Are they healthy?

				

					
					If you were to visit Brick Fish House, what would you order?

				

					
					Who was your favorite character, and why?

				

					
					Dolly always has a to-do list, usually for things pertaining to her loved ones rather than herself. What kinds of things would be on your to-do list?

				

					
					Dolly has a lot of different side hustles on top of her day-to-day responsibilities. Do you think you’d be able to manage a schedule like hers? Why or why not?

				

					
					Stewart worries a lot about his family’s legacy, and whether he can uphold it. Do you think his stress in this area was justified? Why or why not?

				

					
					Dolly has a more strained relationship with her family than she would like to admit, especially in relation to her sister. What did you think about the way she processed these feelings?

				

					
					How did you feel about the ending?

				

			

		

	
		
			Turn the Page for an Excerpt

			Love is a lie. Laughter is the only truth.

			Jane Jackson spent her adolescence as “Poor Janey Jakes,” the barbecue-sauce-in-her-braces punch line on America’s fifth-favorite sitcom. Now she’s trying to be taken seriously as a Hollywood studio executive by embracing a new mantra: Fake it till you make it.

			Except she might have faked it too far. Desperate to get her first project green-lit and riled up by pompous cinematographer and onetime crush Dan Finnegan, she claimed that she could get mega popstar Jack Quinlan to write a song for the movie. Jack may have been her first kiss—and greatest source of shame—but she hasn’t spoken to him in twenty years.

			Now Jane must turn to the last man she’d ever want to owe: Dan Finnegan. Because Jack is playing a festival in Dan’s hometown, and Dan has an in. A week in close quarters with Dan as she faces down her past is Jane’s idea of hell, but he just might surprise her. While covering up her lie, can they find something true?
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				[image: ]
			

			Fake it till you make it is a philosophy that serves in literally every aspect of life. Slap a smile on your face and your brain will eventually think you’re happy. That’s not just me talking; it’s science. Walk around in those Nikes until you feel like going for a run. Dress for the job you want. I was an actress for a big chunk of my adolescence, so you could say I am an expert in harnessing the power of imagination to get yourself where you want to be.

			This morning I am also harnessing the power of my flat iron, a newly sharpened brow pencil, and a strawberry Pop-Tart. I need to show up for work looking like a winner, so I’ve been standing in front of my closet for ten minutes, re-ironing my hair and hoping the right outfit will reveal itself to me. I have a meeting with my boss to talk about next steps for my new project. If it’s green-lit, True Story will be the first script I’ve brought to the studio that will actually be made into a movie. If it’s made, it will make me. Today I need an outfit that whispers success really loudly. I don’t miss much about being on TV, but on mornings like this I do miss the costume department. I want someone to tell me what scene I’ll be walking through today and exactly how I should look.

			I sort through my work clothes, blouses and skirts in shades of blue and gray. They’re freshly pressed and definitely make me seem competent but make me look more like a flight attendant than an airline CEO. Next to them is my dating wardrobe, which I’ve chosen with more care than any costume department ever did. My first-date dress is green and white pin-striped and hits right below my knees. It’s a dress you can’t argue with. It’s dignified and says I’m feminine but not trying too hard to be sexy. It says I’m a person you might consider kissing and then later introducing to your grandmother. When my future partner and I tell our kids about our first date, that’s how I want him to describe me: kissable and Grandma-worthy. Think Reese Witherspoon in basically any movie.

			The rest of the dresses also each have a specific purpose. Second date—show a little more skin. Third date—invite a kiss. And the all-important fourth date—Enter an Actual Relationship. I finish my Pop-Tart, wipe my hands on my pajamas, and pull out the fourth-date dress. It is, in a word, sensational. It’s red and silk, not entirely appropriate for August in Los Angeles, but it’s a deal-closer. The tags still dangle down the back because I haven’t actually had a fourth date since I got serious about my Manifest a Solid Partner project last year. I bought it because I hoped it would bring new energy to the consistently disastrous fourth date. Sometimes it’s the guy who blows it—he’s rude to the waiter or admits to owning an accordion. Any mention of NASCAR and I’m out. More often than not, it’s me. I get comfortable, I forget to be Reese Witherspoon, and he sees me for the B-teamer that I am. By the fourth date, I get impatient to just make it a thing already. I talk too much or too fast. A few times I’ve suggested plans way too far in the future, as in “My boss is getting married next spring, you should come!”

			Oof!

			I hold up the red dress and look in the mirror. Yes, I think. This is the kind of energy I want to bring to my meeting this morning. Today I’m going on a fourth date with my career. I love this thought so much that I take the dress off its hanger and rip off the tags. “Showtime,” I say to my reflection.

			I’ve been trying to get a script green-lit ever since I was promoted to creative executive two years ago. The scripts I’ve brought in have been low-stakes romantic comedies that I thought were pretty good, but none of them compare to True Story. This script is a total game changer. There’s a tenderness to the writing and a truth to the humor that has its hooks in me. I even dreamed about it this morning, and I woke up laughing, chest vibrating from the force of it, tears in my eyes. I do that sometimes, laugh in my sleep. I don’t know how I’ll explain this to a partner if I find one.

			I tie my sash in a careful square knot and take a second Pop-Tart and a mug of coffee onto the front porch just as the sky starts to brighten on Montana Avenue. Being a funny kid on TV got me the down payment on this little Spanish house. It has a big porch and a tile roof and a rounded front door painted a deep French blue. I am training bougainvillea to crawl up the porch and along the roofline. Bougainvillea feels like a kindergarten art project, little petals made out of fine pink paper that blow in the wind but are, oddly, fine in the rain.

			I’m two miles from the beach, but if Pop Rocks had been picked up for more seasons or had been syndicated, I’d be down on Pacific Coast Highway listening to the waves with the cast of Friends. It’s fine. Four years of my adolescence as barbecue-sauce-in-her-braces Janey Jakes was plenty. The thing I’ve learned about funny is that it can be a little reckless. To be laughing is to be a little out of control. And certainly, when trying to Manifest a Solid Partner, it is imperative that you keep funny in check. You’re funny, I’d like to procreate with you, said exactly no man ever.

			That’s also science.

			The teakettle whistles, and a minute later Clem joins me outside. “Wait. Fourth date?” she asks as she sits next to me on the porch swing.

			“Well, sort of,” I say and smooth the hem of my dress over my knees.

			“There’s no way you broke out the sacred dress if you’re not a hundred percent sure there’s a date. Who is it? I don’t remember the third date.” Clem raises her dark eyes to me. They’re kind and tired. She moved in with me last year after the World’s Shittiest Divorce. Of course I’m sorry about her terrible financial situation, but coming home to a house where another person lives has been the best change of my thirties. Clem was a godsend of a college roommate and is now a full-time geriatric nurse and a part-time bartender. She makes a living tending to human frailty.

			“The date’s not a who,” I say. “It’s a script. I’ve decided that today I’m having a fourth date with my career.”

			“Oh God, Jane. This sounds like YouTube self-help.”

			“No, this is coming from me. I have a meeting with Nathan this morning, and I am a hundred percent sure this script is the one that’s finally going to get made. I can feel it.” I don’t say what I’ve been thinking: that this script is like an Aquarius or the number eight, just exactly right. I don’t say that the universe has sent it to me to save me from the rumored round of fall layoffs. Which it totally has. I’ve lived in Los Angeles my whole life, and I know enough to know when I sound like it.

			“And it’s worthy of that dress? Wow. I hope you two will be very happy.” She gives me a sideways smile and sips her tea.

			“I swear I have a crush on this script,” I say. “Like I might be madly in love with it.” My voice cracks a tiny bit when I say this. I don’t know what my problem is. There is something about this script that scares me a little. Just the heart of it. It’s like I’ve swallowed the world’s tiniest crowbar, and it’s floating around inside me prying my closed bits open. To be clear, I don’t actually believe in true love. I’m a grown-up. But if this script can affect me this way, then normal people are going to lose their minds.

			“Is this the one where he puts his hand on his heart at the end?”

			“Yes,” I say. “And then she knows.” I have my hand on my heart as I say it, and I swear I feel something move. “You’ll see. This movie is going to make me legit.”
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			I pull out of my driveway, turn on the radio, and it’s Jack Quinlan playing his number four single, “By My Side.” I change the station, and it’s Jack Quinlan playing his number two single, “Purple.” I switch to a reliably country station and, you guessed it, Jack Quinlan. I turn off the radio. I knew Jack when we were teenagers. The whole thing was embarrassing. This wouldn’t be such a big deal if we weren’t two people who started our careers in the same spot and only one of us is a recently minted megastar. The other one, incidentally, is me. I have it in my head that by my age I should be doing whatever my forever is going to be. Making big career strides with a partner by my side. I should have a pet. I thought by now I’d know Spielberg and how to use my oven.

			I arrive at the office before nine o’clock. The lobby is nearly empty, and I have the sense that this place is entirely mine. Pantheon Television, where I spent my adolescence on camera accidentally sitting on nachos, is a half mile away, but inside this building, I’m an executive, calling the shots. I am not told where to stand or how to act. I am a decision-maker. I check the integrity of the square knot on my dress and then say it out loud: “Decision-maker.”

			The elevator doors open, and no. No, no, not today. Not when I’m about to turn literally every single thing around.

			“Good morning, Jane,” he says.

			“Don’t jinx me. Just press twelve. No, I’ll do it. Don’t touch anything.” I am supremely agitated. It’s stupid Dan Finnegan, with his mop of black hair, presumably coming up from the underground parking where he’s crushed his clove cigarette next to his unicycle. Of course it’s freakin’ Dan Finnegan. I have no proof that he travels by unicycle, but he’s the kind of above-it-all, know-it-all jerk who probably pays up for cruelty-free cashew butter and then blogs about it. I’ve seen him around the studio, of course, since he called my last project “trash” and set in motion the events that would have it murdered, dead on the floor. He thinks I’m a little unhinged, so he puts his hands up when he sees me, in mock fear of an outburst. Oh, it’s hilarious all right.

			“I know not to make any sudden moves,” he says, eyes straight ahead.

			“Good one,” I say.

			“You’re here early,” he says. He’s wearing khaki pants and a white shirt, untucked. Untucked and unbrushed are worse than unhinged, if you ask me.

			“Yes, big day,” I say and gesture to my dress. I don’t know why I’ve done this. This small gesture with my hand has opened up the door for me to tell him that I have a new script. I don’t want Dan anywhere near it, but I also want to rub it in his face. “I have a new project.”

			“Another think piece?” I refuse to look his way, but I can feel a little smile off of him.

			Now I’m rolling my eyes. “It’s going to be the film of the year.”

			“I’m sure.” The elevator stops on the twelfth floor, and he steps forward and holds the door open for me. His navy blue eyes are disarming every time. All of his features are, as if a sixteenth-century sculptor with a too-sharp chisel arranged them on his face. But it’s the eyes, wide under his black brows, that have the intensity to match his arrogance. “No one wants to watch two people who they don’t care about fall in love for absolutely no reason.”

			He’s just so superior with his omniscience about what everyone wants and doesn’t want. He was so casual about crushing my first real project like it was a gas station receipt. So I step out of the elevator, turn back to him, and spill it. “It’s funny and offbeat, with oddball characters. But more than that.” I don’t know why I’m selling this to him.

			The elevator door starts to close and he stops it with his sneaker. “Wait. True Story?”

			“No,” I say. If you could throw a word at a person, I would have shot-putted this one at his chest.

			“No, it’s not True Story?”

			“No. I mean yes. But not you.” My hands ball up, all on their own accord, as Dan steps off the elevator and lets the doors close behind him.

			“Yes, me,” he says. “Jane, I’m meeting with Nathan about this at nine. He wants me as cinematographer, and I need it.”

			“You need it,” I say. My voice has gone jagged. “This is about you now? Just trying to get all the facts straight.”

			“We both probably need it. But I don’t hate this script. In fact, I can see it, in my mind, exactly how it should be.” The movie I’ve been imagining as I fall asleep is the same one he’s been imagining, but probably with weird lighting and subtitles and whatever arty stuff wins awards and sells absolutely no tickets. He presses the button and the doors open. “If you can just act like a normal person, we can make this movie.”

			I am a normal person. In fact, I’m so normal that I don’t scream those words at him. There’s nothing that makes a person act more insane than trying to prove how sane they actually are. I have a little sweat beading up on my chest now and I really need to calm down. “This cannot be happening,” I say as the elevator doors close between us.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2
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			I sit under my desk where it’s safe. There’s no place left to fall when I’m down here. It’s where you’d sit in an earthquake. My office door is closed, and I just need a minute in this small space to regroup. The hard plastic mat that my chair rolls around on feels cool under me. My knees are pulled up to my chest, and I look up at the underside of my desk drawer where I’ve written the word “please” six times since my promotion. I can’t say exactly why making it in this business means so much to me. Show business was a lifeline for my mom and me when I was a kid, and I mean that literally in the way a lifeline can be food and shelter. But it was also such a weird way to grow up, on television, always being a joke. I just want to be taken seriously for once, and preferably in the world I was raised in. I can’t bear the thought of being part of the next round of layoffs, sent home with a cardboard box and a pity smile. I want Hollywood to give me a hug or a gold star, or at least a better table at the Ivy.

			My current office has a view of the very top of Pantheon Television and the soundstage where Pop Rocks was filmed. The show followed four middle schoolers, unlikely friends, who started an after-school band and became pop stars. If I get a film made, there’s a chance I will move to an office on the other side of the building, where I won’t have to look at it. Inside that studio was our fake high school classroom, fake recording studio, and fake auditorium where we were discovered and given our own fake record contract.

			My character, Janey Jakes, is immortalized as a meme, the one you send your friends after they accidentally reply all or pull out of a parking lot with a bag of groceries on their car. Oof! I’m thirty-three now, and people seldom recognize me, but it happens. They see me at Starbucks making my famous oof face while trying to force open the cream container, and they sing the familiar show ender: “Poor Janey, do do do do do do.” I smile politely at their joke and pose for their selfie, but honestly, it’s a nightmare.

			Hailey Soul, the lead singer, went on to be a soap opera star and is now a Manhattan mom of three kids with a million Instagram followers (including me) who like to see what she’s wearing and harvesting in her urban garden. Hailey has long legs. She has a dad who used to surprise her on set and calls her Cricket. Hailey and her husband have a meet-cute story that involves a horse. Hailey is the haver of good things. Hailey is an eternal frontliner. Even in sweatpants plucking leaves off her basil plant for the camera, she is a star.

			Like Jack Quinlan, Hailey is a measuring stick for me. It’s not healthy, but I scroll her Instagram and keep score. Me: one small house; Hailey: two large ones. Me: an awkward side hug after a third date with an orthodontist; Hailey: a surprise trip to Lake Como for her fifth wedding anniversary. My Manifest a Solid Partner project was born just after her third child, when she posted a photo of the baby in her arms, wrapped in cashmere and bathed in the soft light of her East Hampton firepit.

			I reach on top of my desk for a pen and write “please” one more time on the bottom of the drawer before crawling out and standing up like a normal person.

			I check my inbox, and Nathan’s secretary is confirming our nine a.m. appointment. She’s always very formal, like she works for the king. I pull my copy of the script out of my bag. “True Story,” it says in the typewriter font that still makes me think something exciting is about to happen.

			“You look pretty in red.” Mandy, my assistant, is standing in my doorway with a pink smoothie.

			“Thank you,” I say. “Big day.” I straighten up in my chair in case there’s any part of my posture that would suggest I’ve recently been crouched on the floor.

			She plops down on the sofa across from my desk. “So, Nathan at nine. In his office. With the director he’s considering, some guy named Rodney Whistler.”

			“Yeah, I knew about him. But what I didn’t know is that Nathan’s also brought in Dan Finnegan as cinematographer.” Besides this being a total disaster, it’s weird that he invited a cinematographer to this meeting. Nathan has a little man-crush on Dan’s last movie, which won some awards and which Dan probably calls a “film.” I try to push away the thought that Nathan is looking for his opinion on this script.

			“Dan with the man-bun who ruins everything?”

			“The very one. Well, I made up the man-bun part.” I don’t really like the look on Mandy’s face. There’s pity there, as if we just opened a window and watched my big break fly away. I fold my hands on my desk in a vaguely presidential way to suggest the sort of calm and focus associated with a person who’s got this.

			“I’m sorry, this could have been a really good movie,” she says. When I don’t say anything, she goes on. “I mean, he might not shit all over it?”

			I laugh a not-giving-up laugh.

			When she’s left, I bury my face in my hands and press my fingers into my forehead. I can feel the cog in my brain that’s popped out and snagged my entire system. Dan is a giant loose cog in my life, out of nowhere. I have no idea why he has this effect on me. I have to go into this meeting calm and dignified. I have to reply to his criticisms with be-that-as-it-mays instead of shut-up-you-stupid-jerks. Dan gets under my skin. And honestly, the whole purpose of skin is to keep things out.

			

			
				[image: ]
			

			Nathan has a huge corner office, which is supposed to convey his general importance, though I’ve never seen more than four people in there at a time. He normally likes to conduct meetings in the conference room next door with lots of food, specifically a large bowl of peanut M&M’s and a platter of wrap sandwiches. There’s always one of each kind—tuna, egg salad, turkey, ham, and one completely delicious grilled vegetable with mozzarella and the exact right amount of pesto. Unfortunately, today we are meeting in his office with four club chairs set around a coffee table and absolutely no snacks.

			His assistant announces me at the door. “Jane Jackson, sir,” she says.

			He takes off his reading glasses. “Come, sit,” he says and directs me to the club chair across from his. Behind him is a floor-to-ceiling window that almost perfectly frames the Hollywood sign in the distance. I think about this every time I go to his office, the almost of it. If this building were moved four yards to the right, that sign would be perfectly centered. I wonder if this drives Nathan mad.

			“I’m excited about the script,” I say.

			“Yes. We paid less for the option than I thought we would.”

			“Good, that’s good,” I say. I smooth my dress over my knees and then squeeze my hands together. Calm, confident. Inexplicably, I think of Hailey Soul for the second time in an hour, and I mimic the way she rolls her shoulders back and looks just the right amount bored.

			“Yes,” he says, though it sounds like no, just as Dan and Rodney appear in the doorway.

			I squeeze my hands together tighter as Dan takes the seat next to mine and Rodney sits across from him.

			“Jane,” Rodney says. “Nice to see you again. I think this script was a great find.”

			“Thank you,” I say. And it’s just what I needed. A compliment, an affirmation. This is a great script and I’ve brought it here. Showtime, people. I stop myself before I turn to Dan and smirk.

			Nathan says, “I wanted to meet and hear your thoughts on casting and how and where this thing gets filmed, but I was talking to the head of the green light committee last night, and there’s a little concern that this film won’t be commercial enough to make sense for us.”

			“It’s plenty commercial,” I say without really thinking. “Super commercial.”

			“It’s not, actually,” says Dan. He’s leaning forward in his chair with his forearms resting on his knees. He’s rolled up the sleeves of his white shirt, and there’s a thin bracelet around his wrist, just a piece of string. Literally everything about Dan is annoying.

			“It is,” I say and then force myself to take a breath. “I mean, why would you say that?” I turn my body toward him and rest my hands in my lap, trying for the gesture of someone who has just completed a delightful yoga class.

			“The casting doesn’t lend itself to big stars,” he starts.

			“Which is great because we don’t have the budget for them,” I say and turn back to Nathan. “This film is funny and different and irreverent. It’s like spring break in movie form.”

			“Spring break?” asks Rodney.

			“Yeah, like a big, great time,” I say.

			Dan lets out a breath. “I don’t really know what script you read.”

			I’m not sure what’s happening with this conversation right now, but there’s something moving through my nervous system that is dangerously close to proving that Dan’s right about my being completely unhinged. My challenge and best revenge is to stay hinged.

			“The same one you did, Dan.” I say his name like it’s a joke.

			He rolls his eyes at me and says to Nathan, “Of course this is a comedy, but what I love is the quiet romance that’s growing in the background. When all the laughs and music die down, it ends with the two of them. And that’s the beauty of this script and the thing people are going to connect to.” He lifts his hand and almost places it on his heart, but doesn’t.

			“People want superheroes,” Nathan says. “Explosions and disasters. They’ll only go for this kind of film if it’s got huge stars, like every big star. And I don’t think we can pull that off.”

			Rodney nods.

			Dan lets out a breath and sort of scrunches up his eyes as if he’s not sure he should say what he’s about to say. “That’s all very loud,” he says. “People want love. They want to feel connected and like they’re okay.”

			“In real life, maybe,” Nathan says. “But people aren’t paying movie theater prices for that.”

			“I think they would pay for this one,” Dan says. The balls on this guy. I mean all the balls in the world. But I agree. This script makes me feel like it’s possible that even I could be connected and okay someday.

			“I do too,” I say. I’m surprised by the sound of my voice because it’s calmer than I am currently feeling, and because I’ve agreed with Dan out loud. “It’s a very funny script, but it’s the love story that gives it weight. And if people don’t want the weight, it still feels like a big, raucous comedy that will turn any cast into stars.”

			“Again, you might be missing the point,” Dan says to me. “The bigness and the raucousness is ironic, Jane. It’s in-your-face to hide the vulnerability of the characters.”

			“Oh, I’m sorry, Dan. I forgot this was our American lit seminar and that you’re the guy with the man-bun who smells like weed.”

			And just like that, I have lost my cool.

			Dan laughs. “Yes, the man-bun was huge at Brown ten years ago.”

			“You went to Brown?” asks Rodney.

			“No.” Dan laughs that annoying, smug at-you-not-with-you laugh. “Listen, Jane. I’m not going to let you turn Casablanca into The Hangover.”

			“Let me?” I say, too loudly.

			“See! The Hangover had stars,” says Nathan. “And a tiger. Jane. That’s what this thing needs. A megastar and a tiger.”

			Dan leans back in his chair like he’s given up. He’s watching me as I sit stick straight, squeezing my hands together and listening to the roar of blood in my brain. I don’t understand how the opinion of a glorified cameraman keeps derailing my career. Hailey has a beach house. Jack has a gold album. I can feel this moment slipping away. Nathan slaps his knees as if he’s about to say, Thanks for stopping by, and shoo us all out. Rodney is looking at his phone, and Dan’s watching me with that unnerving intensity. We might both be concerned that my head is about to explode.

			“I know Jack Quinlan.” I don’t say it as much as I toss the words onto the table in front of us. Like it’s the title of an essay I haven’t written and I’m just floating the idea.

			Nathan leans back in his chair. “Oh?”

			All eyes are on me, and I can actually feel where the runaway train has clicked back onto its track. The roaring of blood in my head slows. “Yes, since I was a kid.”

			“Does he act?” asked Rodney. “He’s plenty commercial.” He laughs at his understatement.

			I’m not entirely sure what I’ve started or where I’m going with this. But Nathan’s countenance has changed from No to I’m listening.

			“No, but he could write a song for the soundtrack,” I say. Nathan and Rodney are looking at me like I am going to solve this problem, like they respect my leadership here. This is exactly the feeling I was hoping for when I walked in today.

			Dan, however, rolls his eyes. “How are you going to pull that off?”

			I have an image in my head of me trying to climb a ladder while a little raccoon is after me, gnawing on my shoe. I need to shake my foot to get free and maybe give that raccoon a black eye in the process.

			“I talk to him all the time,” I say. “He’ll totally do it.”
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