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For GK, for believing

and for the dogs, for being goddamn people








If I failed now I should fail forever.

—Daphne du Maurier, Rebecca
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I leave everything behind. My phone, wallet. No identification. Just my body in today’s clothes. If he shoots me, I want it to be a mystery. If I bleed out in their backyard, I want them to have to hash out who the fuck I am. Because she will know.

She blocked me. And now I have no choice except to scale over her security fence in the rain, the idiot main character scrambling to get the girl. To prove a point. To beg her to leave him, to move on with me. Take a leap. See what happens.

It’s a bad idea.

It takes me a minute to hoist myself up. The outside of the fence is a smooth surface, not the easiest for a short girl to get a grip on. But I jump and curl my fingers over the top, my feet like a tiptoed ballerina’s on a decorative boulder, ornamental grass tickling my thighs, and by the sheer strength of my arms—and craziness—I manage to swing one ankle over, the blunt top of the fence scraping between my legs before I drop down to the other side. The sharp plastic edge drags along the inside of my arm, burning as I fall, and then beading up with blood.

A bright light comes on, shining in my face, over the perfect landscaping, the pool. I hear her dog’s deep bark but know that he’s just a big, shaggy golden retriever. The kind of dog that always looks like he’s smiling.

What I’m afraid of is her husband.

And she should be too, but she won’t listen to me.

I had tried her phone again before it came to this. She has me in her contacts as Book Club. She panicked when I had a man’s name. Getting texts from a woman doesn’t raise any red flags—it’s just a girlfriend texting about books, about getting a glass of wine. But now when I call, it just rings. Which I know means she blocked me. It doesn’t even go to voicemail. It would ring forever into an unknown void if I let it.

I spot shadows in the kitchen, in the window above the sink. The dog comes to the sliding door and offers several more exuberant barks. I see Nan inside wave her hand to dismiss him. She opens the slider to let the dog out.

“It’s probably a deer,” she says over her shoulder.

And the dog bounds out straight at me as I creep closer to the house. And then she sees me.

“What the fuck are you doing?” Nan jeers at me from the covered back porch. The dog is wet. He noses my crotch, jumps up and leaves big muddy paw prints on my shoulders because he knows me. I’ve been here. He finds the scratch along my arm, his soft muzzle lapping at the blood.

“Come with me,” I say to her. I rough up the dog’s head and coo at him.

It’s raining straight down, a heavy summer downpour, warm and fragrant. Cut grass. Chives. Sweet magnolia.

“You’re fucking insane,” she says in a whisper that is somehow a shout.

“You are,” I shoot back. “For staying.”

She reaches inside for an umbrella and I push my way into the kitchen. Sammy’s big wet body squeezes through with me. Nan goes after the dog, who bounds into the living room, and I go after her through the pretty dining room, a bowl of fresh-cut hydrangeas on the table. Past the wall of built-in shelves with the mysteries she loves so much, all of them marked SMART, labeled conveniently in a bold yellow font.

The dog has muddied the linen sofa. I wonder where her husband is. My stomach is tight and my ribs feel like there’s a bird caged in there, beating its way out. I hear the water run upstairs, the hard close of a door.

Wall punchers, I think. I know the type. They punch the wall inches from your head, and then the next time, it’s your head. Then they drag you out of the house, and you don’t get to come back. I know he has a gun. So does she.

“Why did you block me?” I say.

Her house is all soft focus. Warm light. Fuzzed edges. It’s like looking through a lens. She works hard at the feminine touch. But I know her, I’ve felt her hands, hard and knowing, everywhere. I know her insistence. Her swagger. I know she’s pretending.

“You can’t keep calling me,” she says through her teeth and motions with her hand across her throat, glancing up the stairs. I can feel the way her body is tensed, waiting for his footsteps.

I want to tell her about the job. That I’m going up the Cape for a head chef position, that we can spend the summer up there. It’s a perfect getaway for her, close enough for work but away from him, from her home’s Ring camera, her ten p.m. curfews, her screened calls.

I never even texted her anything salacious. Just times, places. Books, because she needed to keep up the charade that she was meeting her girlfriends for book club. There was no group of women getting together at a wine bar to talk about the latest thriller.

It’s me. I’m Book Club.

We’d meet in her car, just the two of us, where we couldn’t keep our hands off each other. Or here, only once, in the white and gray bedroom, the only place there wasn’t a camera.

I try to imagine us in another place, her on a windy beach, her hair wild. Outdoor dinners with cold wine and burning sunsets. What she’s like when she finally lets her guard down, when what’s left is the two of us without the contexts of our real lives, her career and my job or lack thereof. When it’s just our bodies together, soft, unafraid.

“Sammy, no,” she says to the dog, who rubs his face into the couch. She needs to keep her story straight: The commotion is nothing more than a wet dog, not a jilted lover coming to claim what’s hers. She looks at me. Soft yellow light on every curve, every eyelash, every freckle. The peaks of her lips. Flat with determination.

“I got the promotion,” she says then, her voice just out of register to any other room. Her hands press together.

“Babe, that’s great,” I say, encouraged. My heart swells a little. I know how hard she tried and how much she wanted it. And she did it.

“I have to put all my focus there,” she says, her hand up, ushering me toward the front door.

“Of course,” I say.

Her body, her face, is closed to me. Upstairs, the creak-stop of the shower, heavy footsteps. Her shoulders tighten. She has made up her mind. “I can’t keep doing this—”

“Nan,” I interrupt. I stand stock-still in the foyer under another dimmed light.

“I’m not leaving him. Not now. I need to put all my energy into this new role. It’s—” she starts. “It’s all I ever wanted,” she whispers.

Not me. I am not all she ever wanted.

She reaches onto a side table for her purse, a shiny new paperback underneath, as her husband rounds the corner of the stairs, wet, fresh, red in the face, his hair a gingery slick.

My vision of the future narrows. I’d been picturing myself in a chef’s coat at an upscale bistro, coming home to a cute little apartment and Nan, curled on the couch. But now I see only me. Alone on an empty beach, the wind chapping my face. The chef’s coat is gone. It’s just my bare shoulders in the wind, the salt against my lips.

I fill in the blanks in my head: It’s too much to leave your husband for another woman when nobody knows you’re gay. Too much scandal on top of a new job. Too dangerous to tell a man who likes to leave holes the shape of his fist in the drywall.

“Here it is,” she says, fake relief flooding her voice, hiding the tremble. She gives me the book, and I set my jaw.

“Got it,” I say, the book loose in my hands.

He gives me one suspicious sweep with his eyes and lingers in the open space between living room and dining room.

“Thursday, right,” she says to me, playing a game, extending the lie. She looks over her shoulder at him. He is twice the size of me, in every direction.

“Britt,” she says to him, feminizing my name. “From book club.” Her voice has a sunny edge. I turn the book, cover out, over my chest, playing along. For now.

It has all been leading up to this, how she was going to end it. All the weeks of meeting up and then the slow pullback, all the times she was “busy,” with no other offer, no suggestion for a different night we could see each other. And then my text messages went undelivered. And my calls unanswered.

But I stay quiet. I want her to feel it, the weight of this moment, of her choice. I don’t even tell her about the job, about how great it’s going to be, about how it will change everything for me, the money, the experience. I’ll be able to go anywhere after that.

“I don’t want to keep you,” I say finally, and nod to her husband, when keeping her is exactly what I want to do. My clothes are stuck to me, my cutoff shorts heavy from the rain and hanging on my hips.

She opens the front door and gives my shoulder a push.

“Thanks for stopping by!” she chirps as I make my way down the sidewalk, past the other neat hedges, family vehicles, locked garages, and security lights. I hear the door click closed behind me, the beep of the security panel. I walk out to the middle of the street, right under the lights, looking back, looking in the frame of their big front window glowing with inner light, the shadow shapes of their bodies moving around: Hers, quick and nervous, picking up. His, large and looming, following, asking. I’m having a moment. I hope he looks down at me, this soaked stranger in the street who walked right into their house. I hope he wonders what the fuck is going on.
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I walk home in the rain. It doesn’t even thin out, it just beats down, slicking my arms and legs, and the book expands with wavy, wet pages fanning out. I rake my hair out of my face and wipe the water from my eyes. The good thing, in the rain, no one notices if you’re crying.

I probably look strung out. And the closer I get to home, the less suspicious that is. There are often people nodding out outside of CVS, in a parking lot, on a bench at the park that no one uses because it’s full of needles and trash. Mill Street is a sad little side road that no one drives down unless they live there. The dirt yard has turned into one giant mud puddle. My dad is still not home. The car sits at the back of the gravel drive, crooked.

The job on the Cape came up fast. My friend Will called me two days ago and said, “Put in for this right now,” and helped me cobble together a résumé that made it look like I knew what I was doing.

“It’s not lying,” Will said. “It’s self-promotion.”

We’d met five years ago at a busy restaurant where he was the head waiter, and I was the expediter who was too short to see over the shelves into the kitchen. It made it easy for the chefs to ignore me calling out orders, for them to pretend they didn’t hear me say, “Sauce on side,” and then they’d yell and call the delays my fault. Until Will walked in with an empty produce crate and turned it upside down for me to stand on. I looked them all in the eye. Three men, most of them covered in tattoos, all of them older than me. Once they took me seriously, it was barely a week before one of them asked me out. Fucking restaurants. But it’s all I know.

Will knew I was looking for work, and he knew about Nan, which was why he pushed this on me so quickly.

“Married people are the worst,” he droned. I think his ideas about me coming to the Cape are different than mine. I was really hoping to bring Nan with me.

I got a call to come in to talk over the terms, the menu, cook a sample dish. My credentials are sketchy at best. I didn’t go to culinary school. I barely went to high school. I learned to cook in a group home for a bunch of girls like me, girls without mothers whose fathers were in jail, or worse.

But Will knows how much I want to move up to chef instead of line cook, fry cook, prep. I cook for him whenever I get the chance. My talent is on the plate.

“This is fucking brilliant,” Will always says, and he snaps pictures of my plates, a swoosh of fig glaze, a delicate gastronomic foam, a perfectly seared sea bass.

I never take pictures of food, even when the composition is dead-on. Which it always is. I like accidental beauty. The fanned-out wing of a dead bird, feather tips dipped in a drying puddle. A small skull. A bare tree, abstract against the sky.

I wanted to cook for Nan. She has a big, beautiful kitchen in French yellow, an island, matching dishes. At the house on Mill Street, we have an apartment-size electric stove with four burners that sits crooked on the floor and that’s shimmed up with matchbooks, which will probably light the whole thing on fire someday. I didn’t want Nan to see our house or even know what neighborhood it was in. We had enough working against us. Her, a professional with a husband. Me, a scrappy little trash panda working gig jobs at minimum wage, a product of the system.

The heavy rain has come through the sheets I tacked up on the porch for privacy, and they sag, saturated. The house has two bedrooms, one that my dad uses for his bed and one that is floor-to-ceiling with stuff: an old TV, a stereo, empty, crushed-in suitcases, a bicycle, piles of clothing, and on top of them bags of trash. When I came to live with my dad ten years ago after leaving the group home, having declared that I did in fact have a parent, the room was already too full to empty out for me, and I was planning on staying only a few months, just enough to start working, and then get my own place, even if I was still under eighteen. There’s nothing official about me being here, even after all this time. We live like strangers. I sleep on the porch.

The floor is wet against the windows, and the head of the bed is soaked. I take whatever clothes I have scattered there on the floor, some work shoes, some decent blacks I had from my last gig, one okay knife. I check inside for signs of my dad, and everything is the same as it has been for the past few days. The TV off, the ceiling fan wobbling on high. The range hood, the only light in the kitchen. On the table, a full ashtray and a pile of mail he hasn’t gone through. My mom’s camera. It’s a Pentax from the eighties, small and metal, heavy as hell. I glance at the number of shots left. The roll is three-quarters full. A box of finished rolls, tucked in their plastic cans, never developed, is on the porch. I took the camera and the film from group home to group home, the only real belongings I had.

My dad’s house, closed up and hot, dark, and quiet. The ticking of the clock on the stove loud and ominous.

It’s not the first time he’s disappeared for a few days.

I shove what I need into a backpack along with my wet clothes in a plastic grocery bag and leave the camera behind. I won’t have time. Instead, I grab the keys to my dad’s car.

Maybe that’ll get his attention, I think.
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The Cape is bright in the morning, hot, white, full sun, endless sky. Tall grasses, that weird mix of shabby roadside stands selling forty-dollar lobster rolls with chic boutiques and art galleries, ice cream trucks, luxury SUVs. I roll my windows down—by hand, because this car is fucking ancient—and let in the sea air, warm and salty.

I drove while it was still dark, when the roads were empty, and pulled the car around the side of a Shaw’s. The store was closed. Nobody is open twenty-four hours anymore, and I could have gone for a snack and something to drink that wasn’t tepid tap water from home. I parked and slept for a little bit till the sun reached the side of the building, hot and beaming into my eye. I woke with a jolt, unsure of where I was or why.

It’s not the first time I’ve slept outside or in a car or woken up with a banging in my chest, my mind frantic. I reach for my phone, and it’s dead, so I look at the sky, the way the sun cuts across the top of the building. Midmorning. The clock in this car stopped working years ago. And all it has is a tape deck. I drive the rest of the way up, hoping the flow of traffic is heavy enough that the cops won’t notice the expired registration.

Or the fact that I don’t have a license.

I stop at a Target to buy better work clothes, and it costs me the rest of my last paycheck. I have half a tank of gas left. With any luck, I’ll get to Will’s, park the car, and work for a week so I can buy the other things I need.

I meet Will outside of this year’s flat. He rents a different one every summer, a cute apartment close to wherever he’s working. He makes his best money up here in just a few short weeks, waiting tables at high-end bistros. And spends his days off on the beach, in Provincetown, or on dates. I can always count on Will to have a date lined up.

“There she is!” Will calls from his balcony. “My tiny twin!” And then disappears inside to run down the stairs. Even though Will is taller than me, we have the same dark hair and the same cut, and Will is pretty, so in slim blacks, we look alike.

He pushes my face into his chest and wraps his arms around my back.

“Um, you smell a little like wet dog,” he says, and laughs.

Fuck, I think. I hope the smell hasn’t spread to the new things I got. Smelling okay might be more important than looking okay for a job interview. Line cooks often look and smell bad. Chefs do not. “I got caught in a rainstorm,” I say.

“Inside the car?” He backs up, holds my shoulders.

“Have you seen my car?” I crack. Heat radiates from the road, where we stand with no shade. Apparently, I mistook Will’s shout from the balcony as exuberance. He furrows his brow.

“Come inside,” he says with just a slight wrinkle of his nose. Disappointment. I know his tells.

The flat is dark but cool with a balcony that faces the bay. He pulls out an ice tray and a small bottle of fresh-pressed lemonade, a handle of vodka. I sip and think, This drink is going to save me… or kill me. My stomach is empty.

“Do you mind if I crash on your couch for a bit?” I ask. I assumed this was implied in the job offer—that I would stay with Will until I could find my own place. Or, worst case, that we’d live together for the few short weeks of summer. I need to get a footing. I need this job to be a rave success that leads to the next one. It doesn’t even matter where.

He’s on his phone. Like, deep in a text conversation. I see him start to smile, watch the hot color bloom across his cheeks, and then he suddenly snaps up, puts the phone face down.

“Sorry,” he says.

“Date?” I ask.

He waves his hand. “Trying to work it out.” I can tell by the way his eyes rove that Will likes this guy, that he’s hopeful.

“Sorry, the couch,” Will says then, focusing. He sits on the edge of a modern chair. The place came furnished. The furniture is minimal and not quite comfortable. “Of course,” he says. “You’re always welcome. But,” he says, and takes a long drink, the ice cubes clinking against his teeth. “I tried to call you,” he says.

“Oh, shit,” I say. My phone died before I even left, and the car is too old to have a charger. “Can I?” I ask, and look around for a plug.

Of course his charger is plugged in on the counter, where it probably always is, because Will takes care of his things, because Will has his shit together. He grabs my phone and connects it. Then he turns back to me on the couch with my vodka lemonade.

“The job is gone,” he says.

Instead of a refreshing drink, I feel a lead sinker fall to the bottom of my gut. Cold, heavy. I purse my lips in disbelief but drink again before I say anything.

“How?” I manage to croak out.

Will hunches his shoulders to his ears, apologetic. “I told you to act fast,” he says. “What were you doing until now?”

I flash on my wet legs scaling over Nan’s security fence. The house. Her husband. The book she thrust at me. I left that behind too.

“It was only three days ago,” I argue.

“You should have called them right away.”

“I did!” I say. “They asked me to come in to talk.”

Will presses his lips together. “They got someone immediately,” he says.

“It’s just gone?” I say, winded. “There’s no job at all? I’m not auditioning for head chef at your bistro?” I say.

“They filled it yesterday,” Will says, his eyes downcast.

“It was just three days,” I say.

“We’re packed every single night,” Will says. “We’ve had a skeleton crew for the past week. They were desperate.”

“I’m desperate,” I say.

I put the drink down on the coffee table and then pick it back up and go out to the balcony. I don’t want to be seen. Don’t want Will to watch my face as I try to process everything that’s happening. I just want to get back in my car and drive, but I don’t have enough gas to get very far, and I don’t even want to go home. For what? I think. A minimum-wage job making chicken wings at a bar? My chest buzzes with anger, my breath shallow. And no Nan, I think. There’s a literal, physical pain between my ribs, radiating. A deep ache.

I hear Will come out the slider, a plastic whisper snapping shut. I don’t even know what to say to him, and I’m sure he doesn’t know either. I wonder if he’ll lend me a hundred dollars. Enough to put gas in the car, to get a few groceries. I’ll scrounge around the house for enough change to hit the laundromat, and then I’ll hit the pavement, put in applications wherever I can. The last thing I want to do is run into Nan at home, jobless, back on the search again, back on my dad’s porch, sweating through the summer on a permanently damp mattress.

“Look,” Will says, and fans out his fingers, waving his hands to get my attention. I think when I look up at him my eyes must be black with rage and despair. Or shooting flames. I’m not mad at him. I’m mad at myself for screwing it all up. Again. For needing money from him, again. When? I think. When does it get easier? I think about Nan and her degree, her good job. It’s easier when you have a solid footing to begin with. When you aren’t born a mistake.

“There is another job,” Will says.

“Great,” I say, and fake a laugh that actually makes me start laughing. I can’t wait to hear it. Dishwasher? Ice cream scooper? Honestly, I’ll bag fucking groceries if I can just stay for a bit.

“It’s… weird,” he offers. He leans on the balcony railing, and with the light behind him, his head is aglow, his face in shadow. He looks like an angel.

“Hit me,” I say. “I literally have no options.”

“It’s private,” he says. “A private live-in position on the beach. Amazing house. But it’s limited. It’s, like, two weeks.” He shakes his head a little.

“Weird,” I repeat. Then, “How do you know about this?” I ask.

“Well,” he says. “The guy who took the chef position turned it down when we hired him. Because it was so short term,” Will explains. “He needed something more stable.”

“So do I,” I say.

“It’s better than nothing,” Will says.

Behind him, seagulls caw, loud, circling above the water or above some trash. I squinch my eyes together, see red shoot through my lids, taste blood from biting my lip.

“I know it’s not the answer to everything,” Will says, leaning forward. “But I think it’s really good money. And experience. And who knows, it might lead to something else.”

I finish the vodka lemonade in one long drink.

“It can’t get any worse,” I say, and force a half-hearted laugh. A temporary gig. I wonder if it’s enough to get me going. But mostly, I wonder if this is what bottom feels like.
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Will has the contact for the personal-chef gig, but he doesn’t know any details about it.

“Not even a name?” I ask.

“Just the number. I think they’re very private. It might be someone famous?” Will arches an eyebrow. He knows I don’t give a shit about celebrities. But he does.

I stand there in his living room, arms crossed, scratching my forearms, rubbing my fingers over the hot, tender scrape. It’s a nervous habit. I used to scratch my hands raw as a kid.

“Here,” Will says. He takes my phone from the counter and types in the number, starts a new text message. Then he hands it back to me. “Just be like, ‘Hi, I’m inquiring about the private-chef position.’”

“This better not be sex trafficking,” I say, and Will glances down at my bare legs and shorts.

“You’re a niche market,” he says, and I swat at him.

I send the text, and the Read notification pops up instantly. After a few minutes, I get a one-word response: Hello.

“Ugh,” Will says and takes my phone and waves it. “I hate slow texters. We know you’re there. Just answer.” Then he gets a new message from his potential date and loses all interest in my exchange.

Another message: Can you meet?

I answer: Yes.

Tonight?

I bite my lip and look at Will. He has his back to me, his thumbs flying over his screen. “Should I meet them tonight?” I say. My voice is shaky.

“Oh my God, Brett,” Will says and spins around. “Of course. Meet them right now. You just missed a job by waiting too long. Don’t wait on this one.”

I tuck my chin in shame, and respond: Of course. Where?

I get back the name of a bar I’ve never heard of, and Will tells me it’s a tiny, chic place alongside a boutique. “It’s dark and upscale,” he says. “Drinks only, no food. It’s great.” Then he looks me up and down.

“I can change,” I say. The comment feels charged, like it means more than one thing. I’m always a little beat up.

Will takes my backpack, swings it up onto his shoulder, and then marches into his bedroom and dumps it all on his bed. Sand comes out after the clothes.

“Girl,” he says and side-eyes me.

“I could have told you not to dump it.”

I hand him the things I’d found at Target: a cute polka-dot top with a Peter Pan collar, some black pants, a tank top. I don’t have a jacket. I think about how chic and in charge Nan looks in a blazer. I should have one.

Will rummages through the things on the bed, and I realize I should’ve bought underwear. He picks up a little bralette and sniffs it.

“Does it smell?” I yelp.

“It doesn’t smell great,” he says. “It’s not going to matter what you put on top of it. What time are you meeting?”

I look at the next text on my phone. “Nine,” I say.

“Say yes,” Will says. Then he adds, “There’s a washing machine in the basement.”

We wash everything I brought from home, and I take a shower, use some hair product, put on a little makeup, even curl my eyelashes.

“You’re fucking adorable,” Will says, tucking my hair behind my ears. He tells me to wear the black tank and the black capri pants, a pair of small gold crescent-moon-shaped earrings, and a chunky gold topaz ring that I got at a thrift store. It’s too big, but it’s cute on my middle finger. I look put together.

“Sharp, smart, just a little sexy,” Will says, brushing his thumbs over my shoulders. Then, “Oh my God, did you not shave?”

I hunch up my shoulders and keep my arms tight.

“Brett!” he says.

“I am who I am,” I say, ears burning.

“No one wants a private chef with armpit hair,” Will exclaims. He tries to send me back into the bathroom, but it’s 8:50. I need to go. Plus shaving now will make a mess of my skin, and that’s even worse.

I send a message before I go: See you shortly.

I get a quick reply: I’ll be the hot blond. I show it to Will, who offers a nervous laugh.

“Well, break a neck!” he says instead of leg and laughs hysterically. He goes back to his phone. He doesn’t want me sleeping on his couch. He wants the apartment to himself. And having never met with Nan in any place that was our own, I can’t blame him.

It’s an unusual night. Heavy clouds roll in, and the roads are partially obscured by fog. Outside feels like walking through a storm cloud, thick and humid. The bar will be either packed or empty, nothing in between. Weather does that to business in a beach town.

The bar is dark and elegant. Black walls, gold fixtures, and amber lighting. It’s narrow with no tables, just the stools along the bar and a smaller counter by the window. There’s no one there, just the bartender, who has a Red Sox game playing on a propped-up iPad. He turns it face down when I come in.

“Fine with me,” I tell him and motion to the tablet. I can still hear the announcers. From above, there’s some old-timey blues playing. The place has a speakeasy vibe.

I order a bottle of beer to sip on. Will made me another vodka lemonade while I was getting ready and gave me forty dollars in case I needed it. My stomach is still empty. I need to take it slow.

At 9:40, I ask for another beer. I look at the text messages I sent earlier, and it shows a little purple moon at the bottom: Notifications silenced. Maybe they’re on the way.

I ask where the bathroom is. The bartender points, and I lay the black square paper napkin over the top of my beer. Habit. This guy has no motivation to drug me, no one else is here, and if the person I’m meeting does show up, the bartender will definitely notice if they try to slip something in the bottle.

The music is louder in the bathroom. The wallpaper is dark green floral, the lighting dim. It’s also immaculately clean. Sign of a nice place. Not like the places I usually hang out.

When I stand up to fasten my pants with the side zipper, the chunky topaz ring falls off my middle finger and bounces into the stall next to me. The walls go down low. It’s hard to see if there’s anyone in there, but I hear the door swish open and close, and when I come out, the stall is open.

But the ring is nowhere to be found.

I step in and look behind the door, back behind the toilet. Nothing. There’s only the two stalls. I didn’t hear water running. Just someone leaving. With my eight-dollar ring?

I go back out to the bar, and my hand feels empty now, like something’s missing. There’s still no one else there. I take the napkin off my beer and swig.

“I’m meeting someone,” I say to the bartender when it’s pretty clear to both of us that I’m being stood up. “Was someone here?” I ask.

“Just you,” he says.

“No one went into the bathroom? After me?”

He looks at me like he wants to keep me at arm’s length and shakes his head slightly. “They would have had to walk right past me,” he says.

I finish the beer and ask for a third. Scroll through my phone. Will also has his notifications silenced, which I’m assuming means his date was a go.

Close to eleven, I ask for a shot of tequila.

“Don’t blame you,” the bartender says.

I slam it back, leave him cash, and walk out to my car with my keys positioned like spikes between my fingers, a trick my mother taught me when we walked to the corner store at dusk. Scratch ’em, she’d say, holding her hand up like she had claws. Get ’em right in the eyes.

The tequila goes right to my head. I shouldn’t drive, but honestly I don’t care. There are worse ways to go. I stand there for a moment, close my eyes, breathe in the damp night air. I smell the sweet sharp burn of a freshly lit cigarette, and when I open my eyes, there’s only one other car in the parking lot, a low, black sports car, and leaning against it a tall man with longish blond hair, the glow of his cigarette like a bobbing light out at sea. Guiding me in. Or telling me to stay away.
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I grip my keys tighter.

“Hey,” the guy says, and then tosses his cigarette, only half smoked, into a puddle, where it lands with a hiss.

I smoke every one down to the filter. Cigarettes are expensive.

“Hey,” I mutter back, and he comes closer, meeting me halfway between where I stand frozen on the sidewalk and where he was leaning against his sports car. My car is on the other side of his, underneath a pitch pine that’s heavy with raindrops.

“Are you…?” I say.

He nods. “Carson Smart,” he says, but it barely registers, and I realize that he expects me to know who he is.

“I mean, are you the one offering the job,” I say.

“Guilty,” he says and chuckles. He looks me up and down, eyes searching my black tank, my shoulders and arms, and the slim black pants. I notice that his car is still running.

“You are…?” he says.

“Brett,” I say, and put out my hand. “Brett Novak.”

He takes my hand and holds it like he’ll kiss it but doesn’t. It’s not a handshake. It’s just me offering him my hand.

“You come highly recommended,” he says.

“I do?” I blurt out.

“Of course,” Carson says. He lets go of my hand and turns to walk back to his car, leaving me to follow. “The bistro chef,” he adds. “Milo.”

Will, I think. Will had the chef contact him. I feel my heart flutter. Will’s looking out for me.

The night feels like a blanket. For a moment, even Route 6 is quiet, and there’s nothing visible behind the building, so it looks like a movie set, like everything, the world, just ends beyond this scene right here in the damp dark.

Carson Smart leans his elbow on the edge of his car’s windshield. It looks like a Volkswagen, but up close, I see it’s an old Porsche, black with round headlights, the moonroof open.

I’m about to ask him what he needs from me, if he wants an audition meal, when I’d start, but he lights another cigarette from a paper European box and says:

“What’s the thing that happened to you?”

“Today?” I ask. I suddenly can’t even fathom how today is still going on.

“No,” Carson says, taking a drag, and that’s when I notice that my topaz ring is on his left pinkie. “Everyone has something,” he prompts.

No one has ever interviewed me this way. Mostly, men avoid finding out what happened to you unless they want to use it against you. I think about meeting Nan out the first few times, the way she’d lean in, holding my hand, wanting to know my secrets. The things we whispered back and forth in her car. Am I imagining it? The ring looks just like mine. I stare, but the ring seems to wobble on his hand, and I know it’s my eyes, my head that’s moving, not the ring.

“Well,” I say and laugh a little. “Which one?”

A million things have happened to me. Men, women, jobs. My dad, who I had to track down using a library computer. He didn’t even know I existed, and I basically threw myself at him. I wanted out of the group home so bad. And then Nan, setting me on fire with her honey eyes and her dark curls.

The moon comes out from behind a heavy, lingering cloud, and its white light is so bright in my eyes that I say it without thinking, the thing that set my disaster of a life in motion. The thing that keeps coming to me in dreams over and over, a fresh horror every night.

“My mother disappeared,” I say.

“Oh,” Carson says. Maybe I disappointed him. Maybe this has ruined his night. He wanted me to say something sexy, like I used to be a pole dancer, not I’m an abandoned kid. But his eyes flash with interest. “What do you mean?”

I shrug and look down. It’s always hard the first time I say it. “Um, she just… didn’t come home,” I say. “And, like, no one heard from her.”

He blinks slow. Up close, I can smell his cologne, woodsy and bright, and the trail of cigarette smoke, which I sniff and close my eyes. He takes another one out and lights it for me without asking.

“Oh,” I say, taking it, our fingers brushing, grateful. “Thank you.”

“I’m sorry about your mother,” he offers. Even in the near dark, I see he has intensely blue eyes, heavy with long, sandy lashes. A wide sensuous mouth.

“It was a long time ago,” I say. I’m not looking for pity. At this point, it’s just true. I take a pull on the cigarette. All at once, he puts his hands on the sides of my face, holding me. I jump, and at the same time, I lean into it, into being held, being seen, even there in the darkness. My heart feels like it stops and then starts again.

“You never found out what happened?” he says.

“No,” I whisper, and my lips stay parted. I want him to kiss me. And at the same time, my breath is quick with terror. I wonder if this is what happened to her, to my mother. A charming man. A sleek car. I feel like a mouse trapped in a corner, waiting for a stunning cat to bat me around before he crunches me in his terrible teeth.

When he lets go, I feel the world shifting beneath me, rolling like a wave. I’m drunk. The vodka, the beer, the tequila. The long day. All of it is catching up with me.

“What’s the thing that happened to you?” I shoot back as he walks me around to the other side of his car, one hand on my elbow, one on the small of my back.

“I grew up poor,” he says, and it makes me pitch forward with laughter. This man, in this car. “And then I got famous,” he adds. I think I’m going to fall, and then I’m on the pavement, gravel stuck in my palms, my knees burning.

He holds my hand and picks out a stone.

“Come see the house,” he says. And I sink into the passenger seat, the night sky clearing above me, clouds like fingers, and stars behind them. From where I sit, down so low, the moon is just a bright ball, small in the sky.
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I used to fantasize about this. A strange man, potentially my dad, picking me up, saving me, whisking me off to a new life. All of us did, the group-home kids. But I also know the truth: Usually when a man whisks you off, it’s to the worst thing imaginable.

I’ve been in danger. I’ve taken rides from strange men, sped through sketchy parts of town, baggies of drugs on the seat between us. I’ve waited outside while my dad knocked off a package store. I’ve been in rooms where people were shooting heroin, or in the kitchen at the Mill Street house when my dad fired a handgun into the basement, my ears fuzzed over and deaf for an hour afterward, his mouth moving while he yelled at me to shut up already, but I couldn’t hear him. Stop crying, he mouthed and rolled his eyes.

I was in the house unsupervised for days after my mother left. I kept going to school, kept standing on a chair to reach the things I needed to make a sad paper-bag lunch of just snacks and a Capri-Sun. When I finally told someone, they asked me over and over where I was when she left. Who she was with.

Mike, I thought, and remembered him making me repeat his name. Mike Hunt. He doubled over laughing every time. I couldn’t say it. I knew it wasn’t his name. I knew it was a dirty joke. That he was tricking me into something. The same way he had tricked her.

Carson takes us down a long, dark back road, winding through pines that I watch blur by out the open roof. The moon gets brighter, blinking through the branches, flashing on the wet pavement. I hold on to my seat, hoping he can’t see my grip. I’m not scared. But I don’t want to look scared. I’m literally just hanging on through every curve.

He makes a hairpin turn into a drive, and the car fishtails in deep sand collected at the edge of the road. Before us, a looming glass and black house, lit from within.

The driveway is cobblestone, and the car bumps up and down over the uneven surface. In the middle, there’s a giant fountain spouting gallons of water, lights underneath sparking up in the drops. It looks like a resort. Even Nan’s wealth was beyond my low-class imagination, but this is another level. No wonder Will was excited.

I used to picture myself with Nan, living in a house of our own. Not hers, ours. I’d try to project us into the future, will it into happening. We could have been normal, I think, which is mostly me trying to convince myself that I could be normal. We could have had something.

This house is not that. This is fame. Fortune. Celebrity. I can’t remember what he said his last name was.

He yanks up the hand brake and looks over at me, the car still running, some jazz I hadn’t noticed until now coming from a modern stereo. Mist comes in the open roof and makes my hair damp. I can feel little curls flipping out at the temples, at the nape of my neck. He turns off the car; the motor and the jazz quiet, and then I hear them. The dogs.

To me, it sounds like the barking of many big dogs. They overlap one another. I can hear their jaws snap, detect the movement of their bodies on the other side of the double doors, jumping, paws clawing against the wood.

“Down,” Carson bellows.

His voice, the dogs’ voices, pound in my chest. My palm smarts and my knees burn from where I hit the pavement moments ago. I ball my hands into fists and stand still at the foot of the steps leading up to the house.

I am not this girl.

I wanted so bad to tell Nan I had something real. Steady hours, a uniform, a weekly paycheck that was good, not just chump change. But not this. This is not what I imagined describing to her, walking into this house. I see myself like I’m watching from above, my body going up the wide marble steps behind this famous stranger, up to the black double doors, the sound of the dogs closer and louder with every step.

“Good with dogs?” Carson turns and asks me at the last minute, and I nod. I love dogs. I think I manage to croak this out as he opens the door.

They are two XL bullies. I’ve seen dogs like them. There’s one behind a rusted fence in our neighborhood, and I cross the street when coming home that way because the dog seems like he could go right through the chain link. Carson’s dogs are white, the kind of pit bulls with big broad heads and round, human-looking eyes. Their pink mouths like they’ve been permanently stained from a kill.

“Behave!” Carson shouts at the dogs and then laughs as they rush me in the doorway, sniffing, huffing, jumping on me. The bigger dog’s claws tear at my wrists, not breaking the skin but leaving long welts. “You have to show authority,” Carson warns me. “You have to speak like you mean it.” He calls the bigger dog to him. “Hardy,” Carson says, and the dog sits at his feet, tongue lolling, his broad back heaving with pants. He’s relaxed, his hips cocked to one side.

The other dog is a female, only slightly smaller, and unlike the male’s icy blue eyes, her eyes are dark, softer, and she has a ring of black around the base of her tail. She leans into my calves, bumps her head against me for pets.

“Oh, hi, sweetheart,” I say to her, and her ears go back. She sits, and her head comes to my hip.

“This is Laurel,” Carson says about the female, then says, “Laurel and Hardy.”

I nod. It sounds familiar, but I can’t place it. Carson shakes his head.

“You’re so young,” he says, and walks into the house, Hardy following him, the dog’s big dark testicles swinging underneath his narrow hips.

The foyer is stark and modern, white, with a large abstract sculpture on a table in the middle. Above it, a gold, spiky chandelier. “Go play,” he commands the dogs, and they trot off, nipping at each other and tumbling into the room beyond.

“That’s a good sign,” Carson says. He lays his keys on the table at the foot of the sculpture and slides off his loafers.

I’m afraid to ask, but I do.

“Well,” he says and motions for me to follow him into the kitchen, “they didn’t tear you apart.”

But what if they had? I think in horror. I think of the way he just opened the door, imagine myself mangled there on the marble steps, my throat gashed and my insides spilling out. Becoming a feast while I’m still conscious of it. I might be dead already.
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The house is even bigger than it looks from the front. Beyond the foyer, there’s a huge state-of-the-art kitchen with a large island separating it from a great room that’s all windows along the back, facing the ocean. Right now, it’s a wall of black glass, just the closest bits of patio and grasses visible in the dark. I step out of my shoes, barefoot, the hem of my black pants just above my ankle bone.

There are two big blond-leather couches placed like an L, with a geometric rug in front of a glassed-in fireplace. A long wooden table with a mix of rough-hewn benches and arty orange plastic chairs. The kitchen looks not only new but barely used. A shining espresso machine, a Vitamix, a magnetic row of beautiful knives on the wall that I’m sure outprice my own. The counters and the island are white quartz with the faintest gray veins.

I would die to work in a kitchen like this. The space. The six-burner Viking stove.

At home, our Hotpoint electric range has two burners that don’t work at all and the two that do are crooked, so all your oil slides to one side of the pan. The kitchen table is particleboard from a discount outlet and covered in mail, opened cereal and cracker boxes, rolled-up bags of chips, and coffee cans with cigarette ash in them. Behind that, in front of the window that is permanently closed and covered, my dad keeps a cordless phone, a landline, plugged in by the microwave. It’s usually blinking with five or more messages and badly in need of a new battery. I didn’t check the messages before I left. My dad probably called home. He probably called to tell me where he was, when he’d be back. My cell number has changed too many times for him to remember it.

He must be with a buddy, I think. Hunting, maybe. One of them has a cabin. I try to remember the last time my dad and I talked, but we are so rarely in the house at the same time, and I think it’s been more than a week. I try to keep my presence to a minimum. I’m ashamed to still be living there, still trying to get on my feet. I don’t pay attention to where he goes or when he comes back. I try to make myself as small as possible.

Carson puts a glass of ice and vodka into my hand, cold and bracing, and I blink, coming to.

I don’t even know what time it is.

“Oh,” he says, looking down. “You have little-boy feet.”

I blush hard. My toenails are unpolished. I’m on my feet a lot in sensible nonslip shoes. They’re not something I show off.

“Just the way I like,” he offers. Then he picks up my hand, inspects the heel of my palm, scraped from the parking lot but not bloody, and the scores from Hardy’s claws down my wrists, the scratch from climbing over Nan’s security fence. He turns my hand over to see a burn scar across three of my knuckles, still wrinkled and pink with new skin. I’d slept most of that night with my hand in a bowl of cold water just to keep it from throbbing.

“And little-boy hands,” Carson says, chuckling. “You’re in rough shape.”

“You don’t know the half of it,” I say, and drink, the ice against my teeth. It needs something. Lemon. It’s a bad idea, I think, saying that, drinking this, being barefoot in front of him. It’s not how you get a job. It’s how you get yourself into trouble. I know this. And it doesn’t stop me. I imagine a look of pure exasperation on Will’s face. Girl, what the fuck are you doing?

Not unlike the look Nan gave me when she caught me in her backyard.

I remember her husband coming down the stairs. A South Boston meathead, wide and gingery. There’s a certain type of woman who falls for that. I just didn’t expect Nan to be that type of woman.

I’ve never seen a man who looks like Carson Smart. Not in real life. Maybe on TV or online, a picture of a movie star. He’s tall and lean with broad shoulders, his shirt open to reveal a flat, hairless, sunburned chest. His blond hair falling just to his shoulders, both careless and expensive. I’ve never known a man his age who wasn’t associated with my dad, and those men are gritty and rough. Some of them mean. All of them working class or lower, criminal types, the kind that are in and out of jail on stupid charges. And the men I’ve dated are somehow just like me—young, broke line cooks or barbacks, trashy and desperate.

With women, I’m the pursuer. I’m the one with the roving hands, the hot mouth, the keen look in my eye. I had to keep telling Nan I wasn’t joking. Wasn’t playing at something I didn’t already know. I knew what I wanted. I wanted her.

That drink becomes another one. I lose track of the room—the edges are soft and blurred like someone’s put a screen over my eyes. Carson hands me a well-fitted sharp little paring knife and asks me to carve twists, which, even drunk, I can do. I can make one long spiral from the whole lemon that I squeeze over the drinks, releasing the oil, a fresh antiseptic scent.

I don’t know when I notice that the dogs have gone out back. That the windows are open to the night air, that there’s the constant sound of pounding waves. I feel the ocean breeze on my face. And realize I’m eye level with the dogs peering through the screen. I hear footsteps, doors closing, the sound of voices somewhere in the house, and I wonder who else is here, and how many. Am I supposed to be cooking for a party? Because all I have done today is drink and then drink some more. I see the big dog’s ghost face outside, his pale square head the only part visible, his body disappearing into the darkness. He nudges the screen, hard, the frame rattles, but no one lets him in. He just stands there, his icy eyes constant, watching.
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I wake up to blinding light, the sun high in the sky already. Midmorning, I think. The sun doesn’t come into the Mill Street house at all until evening, when it burns orange and hot through the sheets on the front porch, turning it into an oven, the window fan blowing like a heater. The ceiling here is high, white, and bright, not low and water-stained, the windows open to a fresh breeze. I’m in a really comfortable bed, deep and soft, on sheets that feel like clean paper.

I stare into that blank whiteness. A hotel? Will’s place? No.

I remember it all at once, Nan’s backyard. The drive. Will’s dark flat. The bar. I rub my eyes. My head feels like an empty metal trash barrel. Rusted. When I move my legs in the sheets, I realize what else is weird.

I’m not wearing pants.

I reach down. Not even underwear.

I take the room in. It’s a soft, warm gray, one wall all window, with a clean, simple desk and a leather chair. There’s nothing else but a closet and a small nightstand. The hardwood floor’s covered with a plush white area rug. I roll onto my side, which pricks a wave of nausea behind my ears, rising in my throat, and look at the floor.

No pants.

There’s a partially drunk bottle of Acqua Panna, the top screwed on crooked.

I sit up and feel green, but I put my feet on the rug, and I rock myself into standing. I’m still wearing the black tank top with nothing underneath. I hadn’t worn a bra. I hardly ever do. I’m nearly flat-chested. Will threw my things in the laundry, but when the bra came out, it felt itchy and restricting, so I ditched it. He’d looked me over and approved, tucking my hair behind my ears.

I run my hands over my lower belly, my thighs.

Fuck.

Do I feel different? Would I feel different?

I peer out of the bedroom and see, directly across, a bathroom, door open, empty. I look both ways, then scoot inside and lock the door behind me.

My pants aren’t in here either.

But I do find a bottle of Excedrin in the medicine cabinet and a luxurious foaming face wash that I use with cold water. I look at the pristine white shower and imagine standing with my forehead against the cool tile, the water pounding my back. I need to get out of here. I need to find my pants.

I have a blurry memory of riding in the Porsche, the flashing blink of the moon through pine branches, the shine of the wet road. I remember the dogs jumping and barking, and my stomach jolts with fresh fear. I try to count the drinks I had. I remember at least two with him—with Carson—but there were more before that.

And then I recall him kissing me, his fingers in my armpits, tugging on my shirt, but nothing else. The night is black. I definitely don’t remember getting into bed. I don’t even recognize this part of the house. The only way I know I’m even in the same house is the view of the ocean.

I look back out into the hall from the bathroom, and into a living room I don’t remember. It’s got a huge TV, a deep leather couch, a coffee table with a hammered-copper bowl holding the remotes. Did we go somewhere else? My rib cage rattles with panic.

There are stairs going up and stairs going down. And not a sound from anywhere.

Last night, there were voices. Footsteps.

I return to the bedroom, grab the water bottle, and start chugging, then wrap a big, plush towel around my waist, tiptoe through the unfamiliar living room and up the stairs.

At the top, a door opens to reveal a vast bedroom, everything white and pink and gold. Plants hang from the ceiling in macramé holders. A huge white bed with twelve or more pillows and a barely beige throw across the foot of it. At the far side, a white desk littered with notebooks and stationery, scattered pens. To the right, a large open closet, deep gray, with only a few drapey, gauzy pieces. Decorative boxes line shelves up above.

I wasn’t up here. I would remember this room. There’s something off-limits about it. A luxury not meant for girls like me.

I go back down, past the middle floor to the ground floor, where I find the great room I do partially remember—the blond-leather couches, the fireplace, the huge beautiful kitchen.

I put my hand over my heart, looking at that kitchen. I blew it. Every time I get an opportunity for something decent, I ruin it, and now I’m standing here pantsless.

But there on the arm of one of the couches are my pants, folded, with my underwear on top. I take another long, guzzling drink. I’m going to need a lot of water and a good amount of salt to kick this hangover.

I don’t hear the dogs, and I don’t hear Carson, so I drop the towel and bend over to slide into the panties right there in the living room. I figure it’s quicker than taking everything upstairs.

“Stay,” I hear Carson say, and then there’s the heavy wet huff of the dogs panting, but he’s talking to me in the same tone of authority he uses on the dogs. He’s behind me, coming in a side door, leaving the dogs out on a stretch of lawn. “Stay right there,” he says.

I’m bent over with my bare ass facing him, the underpants strung in my hands like a cat’s cradle. I pull them on. And when I stand up, that’s when I see the painting above the fireplace.

It’s huge. A white brick wall that’s been graffitied and a kid with a spray can, except the kid is dressed like an old-fashioned little rich boy, with short pants and a newsboy cap, and there’s a servant next to him, a butler, leaning down with more cans of paint on a serving platter. The wall reads GHETTO 4 LIFE in bold orange bubble letters.

I feel Carson’s hand on my haunch. My underwear looks like little boy’s pants, with red piping and a rainbow over the crotch. I stand there in the tank top and panties, and Carson comes around in front of me.

“Don’t go yet,” he says.

I don’t even know how I would. I don’t know where we are, and I left my car at the bar last night. I look at him, blank, my mind a rush of nothing, just static and stuffy white noise, my head still swimming. Behind him, there are track lights that shine on the painting like it’s in a gallery.

I feel the ick creep back into my throat. I don’t think I’ve ever seen anything more out of place, more inappropriate, than that painting in this house.

Carson looks back over his shoulder. “I don’t love it,” he says about the painting.

I gulp. “Then why have it?” I ask.

“Well,” Carson says as he walks off into the kitchen, “my wife thinks it’s hilarious.”

There it is, I think. The proof that I ruined everything. I might as well be handing him the can.
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My wife. It rings in my head with a sharp, metallic echo.

Carson hands me a piping-hot cup of coffee and I ask him if he has cream and, like, a lot of sugar, which he laughs at. He does have both, but he has to check the sell-by date on the cream. He lets me sit on a leather-topped stool at the island, still in my underwear, and drink half the coffee before he says anything else.

“I’m on a very tight schedule,” he says. “And I keep strange hours. So I need a chef who is live-in.”

I nod. It’s all I can do. Every surface is foreign to me, including the leather my bare legs are on.

“I have a revision to turn around very quickly,” he explains. “Before my next book launches in two weeks.”

He’s an author, I think. And then I see it in my head, his name over and over, lined up on Nan’s shelves: CARSON SMART. In yellow letters, the name bigger than the titles of the books.

“So,” he says, and I hear a door closing upstairs. Someone else is here. I rack my brain. Was there a wife here yesterday? I feel short of breath, my chest tight. I try to remember where my hands were last night, my mouth, if there was someone equal to him, tall and beautiful, careless and expensive. “I need someone available to cook and take care of a few things while I’m writing.” He waves his hand, half dismissive. “The work is demanding,” he says. “When I’m in, I’m all in.”

“Okay,” I manage, and just then, another man walks in. He’s about Carson’s age, in slim clothing, rolled-up sleeves. He glares at me, sitting on the stool in my underwear. I feel my face redden from my neck to my hair.

Carson laughs. “Oh, Jack,” he says. “This is Brett, our private chef.”

I get up and scurry into the living room to pull on the black capri pants. Underneath the pants is my phone, the battery down to 2 percent, just a slim red line before dying.

There are ten missed calls.

Jack nods at me, his eyebrows raised. He carries a laptop, a yellow legal pad.

“Brett,” Carson says, “this is Jack, my agent. He’s here to deliver the bad news.” He laughs.

Jack’s mouth is a straight line.

“We should get down to it,” Jack says.

My heart is pounding from the hangover. Carson pours more coffee into my cup. I have to say something, I think. I have to at least verbally accept the position, but I’m at a complete loss for words. And now here is Jack, standing between us, ready to work, and I have only just put pants on underneath a painting that announces what everyone here already knows: It’s me. I’m GHETTO 4 LIFE.

Carson pushes the cream and sugar across the island to me. “In a bit,” he says to Jack in a tone that’s curt and authoritative, even though Jack clearly came into the room thinking he had leverage. I feel prickly in the worst spots, underneath my arms, between my legs.

“I know where to find you,” he says to Jack, and dismisses him. Jack is put out, or butt-hurt, or maybe just annoyed. He tucks his things under his arm, spins around, and strides out of the room.

Carson leans on the island, his head in his hand, his blue eyes burning. “I think you’re a perfect fit,” he says with a sly smile. I’ve never seen that blue anywhere in my life.

I feel my senses coming back to me, the caffeine in my veins, the Excedrin kicking in. “You don’t even know what I’m capable of,” I say, turning the mug in my hands.

His smile spreads to a mischievous grin. He’s the kind of guy who knows he’s getting you into trouble and keeps going. “I know some of it,” he offers. “Look,” he says then, “it pays very well.”

I don’t know what he means. My idea of very well or his? I know from experience that sometimes rich people will throw you scraps and think you should be grateful for anything at all.

“Starting when?” I manage. Despite my caffeine confidence, my breath is ragged.

“Jack will want dinner at seven,” he says.

“And your wife?” I ask. It barely forms a voiced word.

“She’ll be home tomorrow.”

He leaves his empty cup alongside the sink and goes off in the direction Jack came from, up the stairs. To an office, I think, or maybe that vast white bedroom.

I glance at my phone. I need to text Will before it slips over the line to dead.

I step outside, desperate and dumb. I forgot about the fountain, the rushing sound of all that water too much for me to even think. It’s not calming. It’s frenetic and chaotic, so I walk past it, through a tunnel of juniper bushes, and out onto a narrow back road that is humped in the middle and deep with sand on either shoulder. It’s hot and buggy. Big bugs, low and buzzing near my face. I swat them in a huff.

I text Will. Can you get me?

After a minute, he answers, I’m not home.

Neither am I.

It takes him so long to answer, I’m afraid my phone will go black in my hand before I can do anything else.

Where are you? he texts.

I don’t know.

It’s true. It’s maybe the truest thing I’ve ever said.
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I try to drop Will a pin, and it looks like I’m in the ocean. So I keep walking to an intersection where the road comes to a T, with hidden houses all around me. They’re all on hills, behind trees and hedges and stone walls. When I try it again, he says okay, and I wait a long time, trying to find some shade that’s not in a prickly bush. I stand looking at a wall of reeds, individual stalks moving, breathing like one thing, its own sea. In my head I hear the satisfying clasp of a shutter, freezing it, the movement a blur. When I finally see Will’s car creeping around the corner, I almost cry.

Damn, I think. Carson took those same curves much, much faster last night.

I get in and Will doesn’t say a word. He’s still in the jeans and tee he wore last night, so I assume he went out, woke up at someone else’s house, and had to leave to come get me. Sorry, babe, I need to go pick up my disaster friend.

It’s me. I’m the disaster friend. I’m sure he thinks I blew it. I’ve given him plenty of past experiences to draw from. Hangovers, affairs. Abrupt terminations.

He doesn’t turn the radio on. We just ride back to his flat in silence. Inside, he swishes through the beaded curtain into his bedroom. There isn’t even the punctuation of a slammed door.

“I’m sorry,” I call from the futon.

“Take a shower,” he answers.

I dig through my bag to find a charger and leave my phone charging next to the futon while I get in the shower. I want to stand there for a long time, head pounding, breathing in the steam, my skin opening and softening. But I know Will also has to get ready for a four p.m. shift.

And Jack will want dinner at seven.

I lean out of the shower, grip the little white sink, and vomit. Only the still-warm coffee comes out. I feel it in my nose. I’m going to have the smell of coffee literally stuck in my nose for the rest of the day. I’m shaky and still damp, but I put on a pair of shorts and a black baby tee and, with my hair wet and combed, I find Will waiting in the kitchen for me with a giant cappuccino, a breakfast sandwich, and two hash-brown cakes. Even though it’s after noon.

He pushes the white paper bag of hash browns at me. “Don’t you ever say I don’t love you,” he says.

“Oh my God,” I mutter. They taste like crispy, salty heaven. I eat half of one and then sip on the cappuccino.

“Well,” Will says. “Tell me everything.”

I take another delicious pull on the coffee. “He didn’t show,” I say.

“At all?” Will gasps. “Where the hell were you all night?”

“No, he didn’t show at the bar,” I say. “I was there alone for like hours, and then when I left, he was waiting in the parking lot.”

“Jesus. Creep,” Will says. “So,” he prompts. “Who is he?”

“Carson Smart,” I say, and then add, “Do you know who—”

“Oh my God, I know who Carson Smart is,” Will huffs. “I’m not illiterate.”

“Have you read his books?”

“A couple.”

“Are they about picking up young women and killing them?” I say, half laughing.

Will frowns. “They’re murder-y, but, like—” He stops and rolls his eyes. “You know, rich-people suspense. Husbands and wives, private investigators. So,” he says, “what then?”

My insides flutter. I’m a little afraid I’ll lose it again, this time with more solids in my stomach, but it feels like the hash browns are helping to ground me a little. “He picked me up and took me to his house,” I say.

Will lays his hand on his chest. “And?” he breathes.

I don’t even know how to answer him. I feel my face flush, which makes me angry, and I try to hide it all behind the tall paper cup.

When I don’t say anything, Will says, “I knew this would happen to you.”

“What does that mean?” I say.

“It always does,” Will answers, and I can’t tell if he’s teasing or joking or being mean. “Nan,” he offers, and then shakes his head. “Jesus, last summer you got fired from a country club for sleeping with the hostess.”

“That’s not why I got fired,” I say.

“Whatever,” Will snips. “It’s a pattern.”

I grimace. I don’t know why I think anything will ever be easier or different.

“It’s like a competitive sport for you,” Will says and laughs.

“What is?”

“Cooking,” he says. “And fucking.”

I can’t tell him that I don’t even know if we fucked, that I was so buzzed, I don’t remember, my body so numb from the adrenaline of breaking into Nan’s house, the drive, the potential audition, the racing ride in his Porsche, that I can’t feel a thing. Or that, by contrast, I remember every single time and place that Nan ever touched me. And now, I’m just a block of fried nerve endings, so much so that I don’t even know if I let a strange, famous, beautiful man inside my body or not.

I finish the second hash brown and wipe the grease on my bare thigh. I hear the chirp of my phone in the corner, beside the futon.

I look at Will, already in his work blacks, a neatly pressed shirt and pants. I figure maybe it’s my dad finally calling to ask where I am, or maybe it’s Carson letting me know what I need to buy for dinner tonight—with what, I don’t know, because I have twenty dollars in cash on me and about seven dollars in my bank account. But I feel a gut pull back into the pines, closer to the wild ocean side of the Cape. To that gleaming kitchen. The beautiful table. It pays very well.

“He’s gorgeous, isn’t he,” Will says, a flat statement.

I nod, unsure how else to answer. Carson doesn’t seem real. “I need to have dinner ready by seven,” I say. His jaw tightens, jealous.

“Well, hop to it,” he says.

We discuss some menu options. “This is your audition,” Will tells me as he drives me back to the parking lot where I left my car.

I’m at a loss. I feel like all I want to do is lie down and nap. For like three days. I try to think of things I can make cheap. An impressive chicken dish? I say this aloud.

“Chicken!” Will exclaims. “You’re not making chicken for Carson Smart.”

I draw in a breath and hold it. “Will, I…” He pulls into the spot next to my car, which must be sitting in a hole because it looks lopsided and small. “I only have twenty dollars left,” I say. “Of what you gave me,” I add, mumbling.

He reaches into the space behind my seat and pulls out his book where he keeps track of specials, writes down orders, and tucks away the cash he walks with at the end of a night. He hands me three hundred dollars in mixed bills. “Make your sea bass,” he tells me, “with something light and bright.”

My thoughts spin. My mind can’t conjure up anything that looks like anything. Nothing light, nothing bright. I need to get to a market, walk through the produce section to see what catches my eye, and then pick out individual sea bass fillets.

“Get a nice bottle of white with what’s left. You need to lose your ghetto mindset.”

“I have a ghetto budget,” I snap back.

“I just gave you three hundred dollars.” He puts his hands on the steering wheel and stares straight ahead. He’s ready to go. “Do you want this or not?” he says.

“I do.”

“Then act like it.”
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All the missed calls on my phone are from an unknown number. There are no messages. All I can think is that Nan is calling from an undisclosed location, remorseful. Maybe she left him after all. Maybe she doesn’t have her own phone. My gut spasms. Maybe she’s in a shelter.

I hate to think of her sitting alone on a twin bed in a wallpapered room. A place meant for scared women and children, not Nan. Not my sweet, tough Nan. She could be in charge of a place like that. Running it. Not running to it.

The phone rings in my hand in the parking lot of the market, and I answer in a rush, hoping for her voice, just the hint of her breath. But it’s a recording.

“You’re receiving a call from an inmate at Ash Street Jail.” I hear my dad bark out his name, which is also my name. That’s how I found him. “Brett Novak.”

The automated voice says, “Do you accept charges?”

I groan into the phone.

“I’m sorry,” the voice says. “I didn’t get that. You’re receiving a call from—”

“Yes,” I shout. I feel a giant wail of anger building in my throat. The computer clicks through until I’m connected to my dad.

“Hey,” he says finally.

“‘Hey’?” I repeat. “Dad, what the fuck is going on?”

He stumbles through it: The job his friend Jimmy had him working, the promise of all the money, the way it turned into more of a burglary than an actual job.

“A burglary,” I say. It’s not the first time. He’s robbed small businesses in the past. A liquor store, a cash-only convenience store. They must have tried something bigger this time.

“Well,” my dad says. “They’re calling it a home invasion.” He breathes rough into the phone and it makes a cloud of static on my end.

“What’s the difference?” I ask, not sure I want to know.

“Felony,” he says. “There were people inside.”

A bead of sweat, cold, rolls between my shoulder blades, down to my waist. I need to get away from him. I know it like I know my own name, which is not even my own. I clench my teeth. I’m not going to ask him. There’s a difference between robbing a store at gunpoint—asking for cash and then booking out of there—and breaking into someone’s home. It’s much more personal. And terrifying. My chest constricts. People inside. I can’t ask. I don’t want to know. In my head I see him firing the gun into the basement, but it’s silent, like a bad filmstrip. He doesn’t say murder.

“Bail is high,” my dad says then, snapping me out of it. It’s sort of nonchalant. Like he’s talking about the price of eggs.

“How much?” I think about the three hundred dollars Will handed me, which was probably half of his last night’s work.

“Seventy-five,” he says.

My heart skips a beat. “Hundred?” I ask.

“Thousand,” he answers.

I burst into a nervous laugh. “Um, okay,” I manage. “What would you like me to do?” I ask.

“Call the landlord,” he says, curt. I imagine all this bearing down on him there in a cinder-block hallway, everything cold to the touch. The weight of what he’s done, what he’s leaving behind, what he’s asking me to do.

“Why?” I say.

“Because, Brett,” he says, impatient. I hear voices echoing behind him. “If I’m not there to pay the rent, we’ll get evicted.” I think it’s enough of an answer, but he keeps going. “I know you pay what you can when you can, when you’re working and not trying to seduce the upper class into being your little girlfriend, but I pay that rent every month regardless of what you’re up to. So unless you’re going to pony up twenty-two hundred dollars next week, somebody needs to call him.”

I hold the phone away from my ear, stare at the screen. My jaw sets so hard, it hurts. When I put the phone back, I can hear him breathing.

“I’m not the one with a felony home-invasion charge,” I hiss.

“You still have to pay for where you fucking live!” he says.

“I sleep on the fucking porch!” I shout.

I hit the red End and toss the phone onto the passenger seat. I don’t know if he’ll call back. I don’t know if I’d call myself back. But between the two of us, we’re out of options.

I’d gone to the library to look him up. My mother told me we had the same name, which sounded fantastical to me, a father with the same name, like I had created myself out of nothing and just appeared for my mom, like a magical baby in a fairy tale. But I googled it and there he was at 625 Mill Street, right in town. Brett Novak.

I didn’t do any of it right. I was fifteen. He never actually had custody of me. I ran away from the group home; it just so happened that I ran away to my dad’s. By the time anyone from the agency figured it out, I was too old for it to matter.

The market is overchilled, the produce piled in beautiful, precarious displays: peppers and melons, ears of corn, heirloom tomatoes. I go to the fish counter first and pick out two fat sea bass portions that come to eighty-four dollars. I think about the debts hanging over me: The rent. The bail. And these pieces of fish that are over forty dollars each. I feel a spasm of panic. I’m never going to get ahead. I’m never going to get out of the loop I’m in.

I have an armful of herbs when my phone dings.

Are we on for dinner? I see the 617 area code. I hadn’t added Carson’s name to my phone because when I first texted him, I had no idea who he was.

Absolutely, I answer. I lay the parsley on top of the paper package of fish. I don’t know how to ask him about money or if asking him even matters at this point. It’s not like I have a choice in whether or not to take this job. I have to claw my way out.

I close my eyes and picture the house just gone, nothing but an empty dirt lot. No one’s ever getting him out of jail, I think. Not me. I might figure out a new place easier than saving his place. My phone dings again.

We didn’t talk about the offer, Carson says.

No, we did not, I think. I don’t even know what we talked about.

I watch dots appear and disappear. Then it says, How about twenty?

I bite my tongue. I’m not in the mood for men to be coy about money. I can make twenty dollars an hour almost anywhere. How will he even count the hours if they’re strange? Will I just be on call? Work a couple of hours and then go back to waiting? That might amount to only sixty bucks a day. Less than a thousand dollars total for two weeks. Not enough to pay rent back home, much less here.

“Fuck,” I say aloud and get a side-eye glance from a woman in white linen. For twenty dollars an hour, I could show up to work and cook whatever I’m told using ingredients bought on someone else’s budget instead of planning a menu and shopping with my own funds.

That aren’t even my own funds.

I squeeze my eyes shut. The speakers above me play “Walking on Sunshine.” I feel my throat close, but I’m too angry to cry. This is how they value us, I think. This is what we’re worth to rich people.

The phone dings again. “How could you not accept my stellar offer,” I mutter to myself in my best rich-dude voice. I swipe the message open.

I was going to say fifteen, but I saw your car.

“Oh, fuck you,” I say, and the woman in white sashays into the bakery. I’m about to put the basket down, paper-wrapped fish and all, and just walk out of the store, get into my car—which I realized wasn’t in a pothole earlier; it is sitting crooked on its frame—and just drive home, except I want this job so bad, it feels like it’s burning inside me, a fireball of want.

Ding. Thousand.

What? I type back.

Total, Carson says. At the end of the two weeks. I’ll cover your expenses in the meantime, groceries, etc.

He adds, You can drive my car, with a laughing emoji.

He’s fucking with me, I think. This is a game to him. I picture the painting in the living room, the docile butler with a dead look in his eye, the little boy getting whatever he wants, literally handed to him on a platter.

I’ll be there at 5:30, I answer.
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My belongings fit in a backpack or maybe a grocery bag. I put the few things I brought with me from home into my car, but I don’t have time to change or anything to change into that’s not wrinkled, so I go back to Carson’s with my bags of groceries and a bottle of Chablis and go to work in the kitchen barefoot and in shorts. It shouldn’t matter. No one’s paying attention to me. It’s deadly quiet in there, Carson and Jack apparently deep in a standoff, mostly not talking. They alternate places: Jack stands and stares out the window at the ocean while Carson slumps on the couch, and then they switch. Carson lets the dogs in and brings them upstairs, where I hear him close them in, and Jack stays slumped on the couch.

For an appetizer, I pan-sear four fat scallops with a parsnip puree and a fig drizzle. I crisscross some delicate chives on top and plate the scallops, two per person. I open the bottle of Chablis, but when Carson comes to the table, he holds up a rocks glass with vodka and a lemon and says he’s good. I pour a glass for Jack, who doesn’t even look at me; he just kind of burrows into Carson.

“We knew it wasn’t great,” Jack says.

“We did?” Carson answers. “Who did? You and the editor? Because I don’t know if I was in on that conversation.”

“It just seemed like a struggle this time,” Jack says.

“It’s not a struggle,” Carson says, overlapping him. “I know what I’m doing.”

Carson takes up two of the orange chairs, sitting in one, his arm thrown across the other like there’s an invisible person in it. Legs splayed, he’s wearing a pair of shorts the color of lobster bisque. I try to remember the feel of those legs.

On the other side, Jack sits with his shoulders tense, his legs crossed. I try to watch inconspicuously as he takes a bite of scallop. Bad moods ruin taste for some people.

“Oh, wow,” he says and looks over to where I hover near the island. “Perfection,” Jack says. He takes another bite, then nudges Carson. “Just incredible,” Jack says. His eyes roll with pleasure.

It gets quiet again. They eat and drink, and I’m aware of every noise I make in the kitchen. It’s a large space, and everything echoes. Every sound is amplified—running water, the sizzle of butter and wine in the hot pan. I sear the sea bass and then let it rest, its skin crisping.

“What’s the bottom line?” Carson asks Jack. “Short version,” he adds. “Spare me the statistics.”

“They have released you,” Jack says. He leans back from the table as I clear their plates. Carson gets up to pour another rocks glass nearly full of vodka and ice.

“They’re letting me go,” Carson says.

“They’ve released your contract with Lisa.”

Carson plunks into his chair, unimpressed with Jack’s turn of phrase. “Well, what now?” he asks.

I refill Jack’s glass with a modest amount of wine. I learned that at high-end places, they don’t fill your glass up. They give you three ounces and let it open, let you savor it.

“We could go out on submission,” Jack says. He won’t look at Carson now, who glares at him. “But… maybe not with this book.”

“Why the hell not?” Carson says.

“It’s just not up to the level you’re capable of,” Jack says, muted and hesitant. “And maybe we let it go. Take a breather. You can write something new.”

“I’ve done eighteen books with Lisa,” Carson says, and Jack sighs. “And I’m about to go on tour,” Carson says. “You want me to just write another book?”

Jack tilts his head like he knows it’s not that simple.

“About that tour,” Jack says. “The presale numbers are not great. And the ticketed events are not selling.” He takes a sip of wine. “Some of them are being canceled,” he says, quiet.

“It hasn’t even been released and they’re making that decision,” Carson says.

“The advance reviews,” Jack offers. “There’s a lot on social media.”

“I’m not even on social media,” Carson says.

“But your readers are.”

Carson stands up and his chair rattles back. “How long?” he calls to me, his voice echoing in the space.

Unprepared, I bark back, “What?” And then Carson laughs at my feral reply. I’ve been listening. I know this dance. Jack is fielding bad reviews, complaints. All the things that happen before they can fire you.

“I can’t believe this is my life,” Carson says and then straightens up and asks me, “How long until dinner, Brett?” in the most civilized voice he can muster.

I temp the sea bass. “Five minutes,” I say.

“Perfect. I need a cigarette,” Carson announces, and goes outside. I hear the screen slide closed behind him.

I hunch over each plate, perfecting. A bed of lightly sautéed garlic pea shoots, a swirl of lemon oil, the fillet, crisp edge facing up, with a drizzle of capers, a sprig of dill, and an edible flower balanced on top. Will was right about the sea bass. If I’m auditioning, this is the dish.

I can do this, I think, and breathe for a moment, optimistic. It’s enough money to get me ahead. Stay on the Cape, start new. I feel lighter despite the lingering headache. I could wait a few months and then contact Nan, give her the update on how my life has changed. I pick up the plates and carry them out.

“Thank you,” Jack murmurs as Carson comes back inside and sits down. He doesn’t look at the plate, he doesn’t look at me, he just stares at Jack.

“I thought you were coming back to me with some suggestions,” he says. “Some edits.”

“So did I,” Jack says, but I watch the way his lips fold in before he takes a bite, and I wonder if he’s lying. He won’t raise his eyes. I’ve been around enough untrustworthy men to know their tells. He sighs. “Okay, maybe you could try the revision plan and we can hope to win over Lisa again or go to another house.”

And then there’s a commotion at the front door, and upstairs, I hear the dogs jumping and barking behind a closed door. A crash of luggage rolls into the foyer, followed by a sharp, strident voice:

“There,” she says. “Right there is fine. Yes, now go.”

“Oh,” I hear Jack breathe. “She’s early?” he says to Carson, who looks surprised.

A statuesque woman walks in, draped in a black gauzy dress that’s open in a deep V down to her middle. Around her head, she has a sheer black scarf and a wide-brimmed hat that she ducks out of and lays on a side table. She wears huge, round amber sunglasses that she leaves on, and her lips have a shine I’ve never seen in real life. She looks at the men at the table and then at me in the kitchen.

“You hired a street urchin?” she says to Carson.

Carson stands, comes to her side, tries to kiss her cheek, but she says, “Jesus, no,” to him with venom in her voice. She swishes her hand around her face in a circle, indicating what, I’m not sure.

“This is Brett,” Carson says, holding his arm out to have me come closer, but I stay planted, barefoot, where I am. “Our private chef,” he says.

She looks me up and down and I shrink. She’s a head taller than me as it is, but I get smaller on the spot; even my shoulders pull in. She lets a sigh out through her nose. From under her scarf, a long, white-blond braid snakes over her shoulder.

“Jack,” she says, and Jack stands, comes to greet her.

She turns back to Carson. “I’ll need the Artful Dodger here to put on some pants if I’m going to eat dinner,” she says.

I hadn’t prepared for three, only two. He told me there would be two. I feel a stab of panic in my chest and then open the fridge again and notice a fat steak in the meat drawer. I can do something with that, I think. In a pinch, I can make it pretty nice.

She looks over her shoulder at me as she heads toward the stairs with Jack at her side, holding her elbow. “Please dress for dinner,” she says in that same commanding voice she used in the foyer. The one for servants.
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She’s not ready to eat. Jack comes back down, flustered, his hands mussing his hair, and walks over to us, forming a triangle with me and Carson, who has stood there, stunned, since she made her entrance.

My body is prickly and hot, my armpits itchy, the backs of my knees sweaty. I feel like I have oil on my face and in my hair from cooking. Garlic on my hands. I run my wrist over my forehead while the men stand there, silent.

“I’ll go change,” I offer.

Jack puts his hand on his heart. “Oh, good idea,” he says.

Goddamn, she has a hold on them. I’m not sure if I should be afraid or in awe.

Carson takes me up to what he calls “the apartment,” a wing off the second floor with the guest bedroom I’d slept in already, the guest bath, and his office. It’s where he closes in the dogs when necessary. They loll together now on a green velvet couch in a book-lined room, the windows open to the sea air.

He leaves me alone and I lay my things out on the bed, try to press my pants out with my hands, and settle on the same black capris I wore last night and the new black cap-sleeved blouse with the Peter Pan collar. In the bathroom, I smooth my hair and wash my face. It’s going to have to do for tonight.

When I go back downstairs, Carson tells me to bring her some water and see what she needs. “It’s probably just meds,” he says. He guides me to a slender beverage fridge adjacent to the main refrigerator that is filled with bottles of Acqua Panna. I take down a glass.

“Oh God, not that,” Carson says. He takes the glass from me and reaches for a rose-gold insulated tumbler and a bent glass straw. “Put some cucumbers in it,” he says. “She’ll love you.” He runs his hands through his hair, nervous. Jack is back at the table, finishing his dinner.

“Stellar,” he says to me. Then, “Carson, come eat. This is amazing.”

I carry the tumbler upstairs. In a restaurant, you learn to roll with the punches. An unexpected large party, a failed delivery. I’ve run from the kitchen to the nearest grocery store to get bread and salad greens, even chicken breasts. You put your head down and you get through it.

But I don’t know what I’m walking into here.

I expect to find her in bed, given the way Jack helped her, the fact that Carson had mentioned meds. She seemed as delicate as she was harsh. But she’s standing by the desk at the far end of the bedroom thumbing through notebooks and mail. She swishes around when I knock on the open door. The sleeves of her dress are wide and flowing.

She looks at the tumbler and not me. “What’s that?” she says.

“Water?” I say. “With cucumber?”

She laughs with just her voice. Her face doesn’t move. She’s removed the scarf and the sunglasses, and she’s unmade-up but perfect at the same time, her skin like buffed porcelain, her eyelashes colorless and soft. She motions to the nightstand and then arranges herself on the bed among several pillows before taking a sip.

“Persian,” she says.

“I’m sorry?”

“Persian cucumbers, honey. Not this big, seedy oaf.”

I used a regular cucumber from the market, waxy and fat.

She waves her hand. “It’s fine. This time.” She puts the tumbler down. “Now,” she says. “Get me a real drink.”

The living room and the kitchen have been vacated, plates on the table, chairs in disarray. I make a sweep of dishes as I pass through, pile them in the sink for later and then fill a rocks glass with ice and vodka and two long spirals of lemon that she coos at when I hand it to her back in her bedroom. She takes a healthy drink.

“Who cuts your hair?” she asks. I’m caught off guard and mumble the answer, and I’m about to repeat it when she adds, “Little Sluggers barbershop?” and laughs, a repeated string of ha-ha-ha-ha without any joy or humor in her face.

I swallow, my throat tight and tingly. I’m still hungover, my head a dull ache, my body buzzy and slightly shaky. I run my hand down the back of my neck. “I do.”

She nearly spits out her drink. “You cut it yourself?” she says.

I stare into her eyes. They’re light brown, flecked, pretty underneath that hard, unmoving exterior. “Yes, ma’am,” I say.

She motions for me to turn around. I go slowly, give her a look at all sides, the crop in the back, above the ears, the longer pixie bangs that I have pomaded into place. She leans forward, squinting, and tucks a strand of her own long blond hair behind an ear that is black and swollen, like it has been cut off and sewn back on. Like a dead thing attached to the side of her head.

My stomach lurches. I swallow again and again. I focus on the balcony beyond the desk. There’s a sunken hot tub, covered, and a small copper fire bowl with Adirondack chairs. When I look at her again, she’s leaning back in the bed, the drink half gone.

“Hand me my laptop, would you?” she asks. “And those two pill bottles.”

I look at the labels because my dad has done his fair share of peddling prescriptions for street value. The year he was on Adderall, he sold them for ten bucks a pop. One of these is two-milligram Xanax, the other is hydrocodone. Both high street value. I watch as she takes two of the painkillers and a whole bar of Xanax. Then she leans her head back and attempts a little smile, her skin shining and stretched.

“Refill me, would you,” she asks, and I take the rocks glass from her hand before she spills it.

“Of course,” I say.

“It’s actually quite good,” she says.

“I’ll make it the same way,” I answer.

“No, slugger,” she says, her eyes closed. She looks like an old Hollywood starlet laid out for a death scene. “Your hair.”
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I pour the rest of the Chablis into a big wineglass and drink. It’s been left out, so it’s lost its cool, dry crispness and tastes like a cheap boxed white, the kind my dad will buy if there’s a girl around. He refers to it as lubrication. Repulsive.

It tastes a lot like my first hangover, at twelve, when Nina DeSalvo snuck the shrunken inside bag of a box of sunset blush she’d taken from her grandmother’s house into the group home. I had just developed a massive crush on her. She was curvy and Italian, fast-talking. So we drank in the dark in the room we shared for a few weeks. She didn’t stay. She got moved to a smaller, more restrictive house in another town. You learn to let people go.

I clean up the kitchen, and after a while, a door upstairs swings open and the dogs come trotting down, barking at first, but then sniffing me and remembering. Hardy’s head is enormous, his mouth wide enough to take off my face.

Carson follows a good while later, in different clothes—linen pants, a loose button-down shirt. His eyes have a sleepy, drunk slant. His mouth slack. Outside, it’s getting dark, the beach a haze of purple and gray. I want to try and hold space for what he might want. If he’s getting fired, am I getting fired?

He hands me his glass and I make a fresh drink, new ice, a good glug of vodka, and a new twist, and he sinks onto the couch with it, looking vacant, or at least deep inside his own head.

I fill the water bowls, and the dogs drink loudly, splashing everything.

Carson’s eyes snap open. “Did you give them tap water?” he says.

I nod, and again, my stomach knots, like a closing fist.

He stoops and takes the bowls from them, sloshing water, and dumps them in the sink, which I had just scrubbed. “Oh, no,” he says, “no, no, no,” and goes to the beverage fridge. He takes out two bottles of Acqua Panna and leaves them on the wet counter.

“Don’t tell Vera,” he says. “She’ll have a conniption.” His shoulders soften, and he goes to the screen door and out onto the deck.

He leaves the water for me to pour. Each copper dog bowl holds a big bottle of water. I’ve never bought Acqua Panna, but I’ve seen it in high-end grocery stores. I look at Hardy’s slanted blue eyes.

“You’re drinking cleaner than me,” I say to him, and Laurel comes and gives my hand an affectionate little lick. “Bastards,” I add.

“Put the shorts back on,” Carson calls to me from the dark. “Come sit by the pool.”

I look through the screen. I can’t see him, just the glow of his cigarette.

I join him out there in the shorts and tank top I’d made dinner in. They smell like smoke and garlic, but they’re comfortable. He pours me a cold glass of wine.

“She’s asleep,” Carson says and nods to Vera’s room above us.

“Where’s Jack?” I ask.

“Back to the city,” Carson says. “Dropped the bomb and then left.”

“I’m sorry,” I say. I don’t know if it’s my place to say it, but I feel it.

“For what?” Carson asks. “Dinner was fantastic.”

I shrug a bare shoulder. “For whatever happened. Earlier.”

He looks at me a long time, his eyes searching. He purses his lips, about to speak, and stops, looks away. “I made my bed” is all he says.

Fine, I think. But I need to know what this means for me.

My eyes adjust to the dark. The ocean, pounding on the other side of the dune, the moon still on the pool water. I notice that it doesn’t smell like a pool. My curiosity must be apparent, because Carson says, “It’s salt water. Come here.” He sits on the side of the pool, his legs dangling in, his linen pants hiked up to his knees. When I sit next to him, he inches closer. And then closer again, until we are touching, pressed together like paper.

“Dinner was spectacular,” Carson says. “I need you here regardless of what I’m working on.” He runs his fingers up the back of my arm, along the inside, down to my wrist. He smells like the lingering cigarette, sweet in the night air. He leans over, his breath and then his lips on my neck, grazing the skin.

“Carson,” I say.

“It’s fine,” he says without moving away and then adds, “She’s asleep. Don’t let her scare you.”

“She doesn’t,” I say, and mean it. What’s the worst she could do? I imagine she tries to ruin people, but I don’t have anything to ruin.

“No,” I say. “I mean…”

“We talked about this,” he says, sitting up.

We did? I think, breath quick. “I don’t even have anything from you,” I say.

“Like what?” he asks, suddenly amused. “Cash up front?” He laughs.

“A contract,” I say. I think about my dad being promised all that money from Jimmy and then landing in jail on felony charges. This shit can go bad. I need to protect myself, or at least have a better idea of what’s expected.

He picks up my hand and trails his lips down my wrist, and it sends a zing of electricity right through my core. I feel my knees open. “Come on,” he says. “I don’t want to have to hire someone new again. You’re so perfect. You don’t even know.” He drops my hand, stands up, and walks away, his feet leaving wet footprints along the concrete. “Come inside.”

“We talked about this,” I think. My head spins. It also still aches. I need a gallon of water and a full night’s sleep. I have zero recollection of talking about anything.

Carson whistles for the dogs, who bound up the stairs and into the apartment, their muscular white bodies writhing past us in the dim hallway. Their backs are so wide, they look like men crawling on all fours in the dark. Carson tosses treats into the office and shuts the door, then hovers in the doorway to my bedroom.

“I should let you sleep,” he says, looking down at me. But then, of course, he doesn’t. Instead, he kisses me, his mouth slow-moving and hot. His hands wrapped on my ribs the way a man palms a football. His thumbs meeting in the soft middle, pressing on the beat of my heart.

“I just…” I stop him. I don’t even know what I want. A promise?

“You have a text message,” Carson says, undeterred, “that says I’ll pay you twenty K and cover expenses.” He grins with his nose pressed against mine, garlic, vodka, on his breath.

I let my mouth open. I feel my limbs go slack and insides unfurl. It’s been one day, I think, and nothing is what I thought it would be. He tips me back onto the soft bed, and my body remembers the touch of the mattress, the touch of his hands, his legs.

“You don’t even know,” he says again.
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I fall asleep hard. I don’t hear Carson when he leaves or the scuttle of the dogs down the hallway in the early morning. Just the rhythmic lull of the waves outside rocking me, even though I’m not moving.

I dream about my mother. That I find her there, on that beach, in the late-afternoon golden light, and she’s the age she should be, in her forties, her hair tossed with gray, the same mischievous glint in her eyes. She has her old camera, the one I left behind at the Mill Street house, and she’s trying to take photos of me like she did when I was little. I swat her away—God, Mom, no. The camera falls into the water and into a hole, a hole that opens in the earth, gaping between us. Her grasping and me, a little girl again, turning away.

The dogs are loose when I come down to the kitchen at eight, and I wonder if I’m already too late, if Carson is an early riser, despite his heavy late-night drinking. The screens are open, the air fresh but damp, salty. The dogs circle tight around my ankles. I can barely walk through them. Hardy nudges my hand and then does the same to a cabinet door so that it pops open.

But there’s no dog food in there.

I look in all the cabinets, and the pantry, where I find a nice array of spices and good salt, Greek olive oil, and some staples like rice and quinoa, but not a bin or a rolled-up bag of kibble. Then I look in the fridge, because I know that some people buy fresh dog food. Nothing.

They look up at me, expectant. Hardy’s mouth waters, dripping onto the floor. His eyes are so small and menacing in his big head. I crack open two new bottles of water and fill their bowls. Someone is going to have to explain this to me.

I start to make a list of things I need, and at the top of the list is dog food, with a question mark. By the time Carson rolls in from the beach, his linen pants cuffed and his feet sandy, it’s ten already, and the dogs have just planted themselves on their sides in the kitchen at my feet, tired of waiting at attention. They get up when he comes in and circle him in a less threatening way.

“Did you feed them?” he asks me.

“No,” I admit. “I wasn’t sure…”

He goes past me to the fridge, and I fold my lips in, chastising myself for not seeing what was apparently right there. But he takes a big sirloin out of the meat drawer and slaps it on the quartz counter, where it leaves a sweaty, bloody print. It’s the steak I noticed last night. The one I almost made for Vera.

“It’s breakfast,” he says, and rummages in the fridge a bit more. “So you could make them an egg too. Usually there’s some rice. You might have to make a new batch.”

I look at the package of meat. It’s huge. What my mom used to call a family steak, more than an inch thick, bright red and bloody inside the plastic. We never, ever got them. I was just fascinated by them in the store, how tight they were in the plastic, how they squished when I poked them. We definitely don’t need that much meat, Brett, she’d say to me and then buy the smallest thing of the cheapest hamburger she could find and somehow make both tacos and spaghetti sauce out of it.

Red pools in the plastic corner. I don’t know how to cook steak for dogs. I remember thinking last night that I could make it nice in a pinch, pepper-crusted and seared, maybe a quick demi-glace. When I look up, Carson is watching me, his eyes amused, his mouth forming a smile. Clever? I think. Or cruel?

“Don’t season it,” he says. “Cook it to medium and slice it. Scramble the egg.” He takes down the same plates I’d served him and Jack dinner on last night. “Vera likes it laid out.”

I wonder for a second if he’s toying with me. Waiting to see if I’ll take the bait, cook real food for the dogs. And plate it. I’m about to crack a joke about a garnish.

“Grill pan’s underneath,” he says, and pours coffee I didn’t make from a black carafe and goes up the stairs to his office.

So I am late, I think. And I didn’t realize these dogs also eat better than I do.

Hardy sits at the foot of the counter, beneath the steak, whimpering like a baby, his mouth dripping. Laurel has gone down, her head on her paws, her eyes up at me. But her hips are ready to spring at any moment.

“All right,” I say aloud, and unwrap the steak.

I am again hunched over a plate. A small mound of brown rice, some perfectly medium steak sliced into thin ribbons, a crescent of scrambled eggs around the edge of the rice.

I feel a dry little kiss on the back of my neck, at the bony part of my spine where I dip forward. I startle hard and then grip the side of the island, knuckles white, sweaty at the hairline. When she moves, I feel the tickle of her long white braid, feathery against my arm. And somewhere else deep inside, past the terror of being snuck up on, I feel an itch of desire I don’t expect, the same kind of trapdoor opening that I feel when I’m with Carson, something I can’t control, it just swings from underneath me.

“Good morning, darling,” Vera says into my skin.
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By noon, he’s drinking. He’s out by the pool with a bound manuscript splayed open on the concrete next to him, the pages flapping in the breeze. The only thing I see him pick up is the glass.

Vera hovers around me in the kitchen. I make her tea, and she dunks the tea bag in exactly two times before dropping it in the sink, then lets it cool for a full twenty minutes before sipping it through a glass straw, which she doesn’t even suck on; she slides it into the side of her mouth and pulls without moving her lips.

“Stains your teeth,” she says when she notices me watching.

I try to get a glimpse of her ear, wondering if I imagined it. She tips her head to one side, her long neck like an image in a medieval painting, and I see it. It’s shiny and black like a giant bug. It’s twice the size it should be. She pulls the braid around to that side, the looser hair covering it like a hood.

“Well,” she says abruptly, her fingernails drumming on the island. “It’s lunchtime.”

I need to shop. I don’t have anything to make her other than the brown rice from this morning and what’s left of the steak, which I was saving for the dogs’ dinner. They can’t eat an entire twenty-four-ounce steak every morning. Can they? I think of the hunch and movement of Hardy’s back while he wolfed down the food, everything slobbered and scattered from the elegant plates. He probably weighs more than I do.

When I don’t spring into action, Vera leans on her hand and sighs, loud and breathy.

I need greens and other vegetables, proteins, fresh bread. I don’t know what she eats. What do rich people eat for lunch? I think, my mind racing. Salad? She doesn’t seem like a sandwich person.

“Well,” she says, her voice sharp like a bell. “Are there eggs?”

“Yes, ma’am,” I manage.

“Don’t ‘ma’am’ me,” she says. She looks suddenly hurt, taken aback. Her face flattens and she seems to turn inward. In fact, her eyes well up to the brim, but the tears don’t spill.

“I’m sorry,” I say. I’m aware that my mouth has fallen open.

“An omelet,” Vera says, her voice dry and shaky.

“With anything?” I ask. The tremble has reached my own voice now.

She stares at me. “No,” she says finally. “It’s an omelet, not a greasy-spoon frittata.”

I tuck my chin down, turn to the fridge, take out the eggs, and start looking in cabinets for a small bowl to whisk them in. I don’t hear her get up from the island. I just hear her silver-bell voice at the foot of the stairs.

“Bring it up, if you please,” she calls.

My gut instinct is to answer Yes, ma’am, but all I do is nod.

“With champagne,” she adds.

I struggle, to say the least. I’ve never worked breakfast, and if I had, it would have been in the greasy spoon Vera just turned her nose up at. I’ve also had exactly zero formal training, and omelet making feels like a test I’m about to fail.

I try to get it flat, but it’s lumpy. I do manage to fold it in half, but it’s browned in the middle, and the egg is torn. I grab the rest of last night’s fresh dill out of the fridge and snip some on top. However I plate it, it looks plain and ugly. Small plate. Big plate. Askew on a plate. I settle for a large matte-black dinner plate, the omelet at an angle, the dill feathery and fragrant.

She laughs. That same emotionless burst of ha-has coming from her frozen face.

“These are scrambled eggs,” she says to me. “This is not an omelet.” She holds the tray up for me to take back, but lifts the champagne flute off first.

“I—” I start, but I don’t even know how to defend myself. I knew it wasn’t right.

“Is this your natural state?” she asks then, and takes a sip from the champagne. When I hesitate, she waves her hand up and down, indicating my legs in their shorts.

“I was just feeding the dogs,” I say. “I still need to go out for groceries. Carson didn’t…”

“Carson didn’t what?” she asks. “Even want you to wear pants?” She snorts at her own comment.

“He didn’t say anything about a uniform,” I say.

“I’m not requiring you to wear a chef’s coat,” Vera says. “Just dress like a grown woman. Not a middle-school boy.”

I feel my core tighten; my free hand balls into a fist.

She holds out the glass for me to take that as well.

“This is also not champagne,” she tells me. “That is a ten-dollar prosecco that Carson must have bought by mistake.”

“Sorry,” I mutter.

She leans her head back, closes her eyes, but keeps talking. “I give up,” she says. “I’ll want something edible for dinner.” She sighs. “Take the prosecco. Put some gin in it. Make some good decisions,” she adds.

Apparently, I need to add another pair of pants to my shopping list.

Later, I whisper-call Will from my room with the door closed and the windows open, hoping for some white noise that will mask our conversation. I spill out all the mistakes—well, not all of them, but the omelet, the dog food, the prosecco. I tell him about her pain meds and her black ear.

“Oh God,” Will drawls. “She probably had a facelift,” he says then. “You know,” he continues, “where they cut out around your face and peel it off and then stretch it back on tighter.” I can hear the grin in his voice.

“Ew,” I say, and he laughs.

“Are they letting you drive the Benz?” he asks then, and I laugh again but say no, because it seems so ridiculous. Why would they have me drive a luxury car for errands? Even though Carson did say I could take the Porsche. But that didn’t make sense for errands. And I wasn’t great at driving a stick.

“I didn’t know he had a wife,” Will says. His end is suddenly quiet. I wonder if he’s sitting in his car pre-shift.

“She appears to be running the show,” I say.

“Is it a secret?” he asks. “Honestly, I thought he was gay. You know, when they don’t mention a spouse in any of their bios.”

I think about the way he sat at the table with Jack, the way Jack fussed over him, the way Carson bossed Jack around. But also the way he was with me, folding me onto the bed, commanding my arms and legs, pushing my body into the shape he wanted to dominate. And how jarringly delicious it felt to be handled by someone who knew exactly what he was doing. No questions, no talking. He just took the lead, and, boy, did I follow. I wanted to hate myself for it. I wanted not to like it.

Maybe he’s just an undiscriminating top. Married to an older woman. I don’t say any of this to Will.

“What should I make?” I whisper instead.

Will thinks, and I hear him breathing, imagine him turning his head this way and that, considering. “Make an onglet,” he offers.

“A what?” I ask.

“It’s a hanger steak,” Will says. “But call it an onglet. They’ll love it. Rich people love to think they’re getting something rare. Fuck,” he says and starts laughing. “Tell them it’s something exotic, like water buffalo.” He laughs so hard he snorts, then says he has to go.

“You’re such a bitch,” I say.

“Love you too,” he says.

On my way out of the house, I hear their voices above, raised, with a volatile pitch. A slammed door.

“How am I supposed to know?” Carson bellows. I can’t make out Vera’s reply. Just the thunder of his steps leaving the third-floor suite. He pauses on the stairs where I stand, alarmed. I think about turning my face to the wall like I don’t even see him, didn’t hear anything, didn’t know he was in the house. My cheeks get hot and my ears tingle, and the back of my throat feels like vomit.

All at once my body is seven again, and I want to curl into a ball under the covers and be invisible, but I flinch every time a loud bang comes from the living room or the kitchen. I wince at the shrill sound of my mother’s voice, the din of all the other people in the apartment, thick with smoke. I was always underfoot. And overlooked.

Carson looks at me for a moment, but I realize he’s looking through me, or past me, his eyes red and glassy, his mouth wet. My mother would do the same thing. Coming out of her own haze, sweating, she’d try to talk to me and wouldn’t hear me, couldn’t see me. She was inside her own shell.

Carson reaches into his pocket, pulls out a heavy silver credit card that says FITZ LLC, hands it to me, then smacks my butt and continues down the stairs.

“Expenses,” he says.
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I didn’t imagine it. I feel it there for the rest of the day, her kiss on the back of my neck, the way they say a baby has a stork bite or an angel’s kiss, an imprint left on the skin.

If I had some kind of mark from my mother, it wasn’t on my body, it was in print, my face, my kid’s body in all her work, gritty black-and-whites. She got some shows, some magazines for a minute, for just a brief flash of time, some recognition, but the work was me, shirtless or naked, made up or smoking a cigarette. First prize, girl on the edge. Of what? I don’t even have any of them. I only kept the vehicle, her Pentax.

I’m laying things out in the kitchen when my dad’s landlord calls me back. It’s just after five. I’m bent over, digging for serving bowls, small, decorative dishes, things to make this beautiful, and I hear Vera saunter into the kitchen, ready for a cocktail, when my phone starts ringing.

“Bup!” she hiccups in disapproval.

I straighten up, see the caller ID. “I’m sorry,” I say to her, my eyes pleading with hers. “This is really important.”

For a second, it looks like she’ll reach out—for what? My phone? My wrist? But I duck away into the foyer to answer.

The landlord’s name is Nick.

“Heya,” he says, “who is this?” Which I think is a strange thing to say when he called me.

“Hi, it’s Brett Novak,” I say, further complicating the matter. “My dad is Brett Novak—he’s your tenant on Mill Street.”

“But you are also Brett Novak,” Nick says.

“Yeah,” I say. “Long story, ha-ha.”

“Your dad okay?” Nick asks.

“Well, um…” I stall and I try to get farther away from the kitchen, over into the chilled marble corner, facing a window looking out over the fountain. I notice that my car is not in the driveway where I left it just an hour ago.

“He’s in jail,” I say to Nick, half a question, half an apology.

“Ohh,” Nick sighs. “Oh, no.”

“So… I need a little grace here,” I say.

“Ah, rent is due, sweetie,” he says.

“Look, I know,” I say. “But I’m working on the Cape, I’m not even there, but I live there too, and—”

“Oh, you do?” Nick says.

“Yeah.”

“He didn’t tell me. You’re not on the lease,” he adds.

“Look,” I say again. “I can pay you,” I say, and I hear Vera at the bar cart, clanking bottles around. Jesus Christ, I think. Give me two minutes to try to not be fucking homeless and I’ll make you whatever you want.

“Today?” Nick asks.

“No, not today,” I say.

“Rent is due, sweetie,” he says again.

“I just… I’m waiting to get paid,” I whisper.

“What’s that?” he says. There’s noise on his end. He’s outside. Probably lording it over tenants on other properties.

“I need to get paid first,” I say a little louder, but I don’t want Vera to hear me.

“Eh,” Nick says. “You’re breaking up, sweetie.”

“It’s in the mail,” I say, but then I hear the phone beep. It doesn’t say the call dropped. I think he just hung up on me.

I silence the phone, slide it into the back pocket of my black pants, and go to the kitchen to see what Vera is getting into.

“Oh,” she says with an exasperated sigh. “There you are.”

“Sorry,” I say again. I’m so tired of apologizing. “What can I get you?”

“‘What can I get you?’” she repeats. “What is this, Carson’s Bar and Grill?”

My face flushes hot, the tips of my ears burning.

“Can I make you a cocktail?” I rephrase.

“Gin martini,” she says, and walks away. Today she’s in wide-legged black silk pants and a slightly off-the-shoulder tunic that drapes over her. She still has her hair carefully plaited to one side, covering the ear. She won’t go out. She stands at the window, watching Carson near the pool with the dogs, throwing a ball, their play growls like the sound of hell beasts.

I put out a small appetizer, some warm roasted olives with orange and rosemary in a deep blue ceramic bowl that looks handmade. I lay the sprigs across and to the side and admire how pretty it is. It’s just a taste. A couple of olives before I bring an actual first course, which today is chilled prawns.

Carson lets in the dogs in a frenzy, the screen crashing, Vera nearly bowled over by their big bodies and Carson’s clumsiness. They bound in and drink all the water that was out, leaving half of it on the floor around their copper bowls. I crack open two new bottles while Vera watches and Carson beelines for the bar cart. I throw a towel down to sop up the water the dogs have sloshed out.

“I can—” I start to say, straightening up for Carson, who comes over and lays his hand on my hip and interrupts me.

“All good,” he says. “I can pour my own.”

“Boy, can he,” Vera says from the table. I see her eyeing the olives. I forgot to put out little plates, so I scramble to find something suitable for a small appetizer and some dainty forks. And napkins.

Fuck, I think. I need a better plan. I need to get my shit together. I feel like a bundle of sticks that keeps coming unbound, always scattering in the wind.

I put the little plates on the table and see Carson fill a rocks glass with vodka.

“What’s this?” Vera asks about the olives. I’d put a small copper spoon in the bowl so she can lift one or two out.

I hesitate, because I don’t want to be a jerk. They’re obviously olives.

“There’s a little rosemary and orange,” I start and she overlaps me.

“Are they warm?” she asks, sharp.

“Yes,” I answer.

“Why?” she barks. “Have they been out all day?”

“No,” I say. “I… warmed them.”

“For fuck’s sake,” she says. “Why? I have never even heard of such a thing.”

I know I didn’t make it up. They served warm olives at Will’s bistro. Simple, like putting bread on the table. I swallow and watch her spoon out one big green olive that is speckled with salt and shining with oil. She rolls it from the spoon into her mouth and then back out again.

“Oh, dear,” she says and looks at me with more expression than I’ve yet seen on her perfect face. Her brows knit in disbelief, her mouth opens, her eyes flame with disappointment. “That is wildly unpleasant,” she says, and leaves the spoon with the unbitten olive on the small plate.

“Jesus Christ, Vera,” Carson bellows from the bar cart. He comes over to the table, his face blossoming red across the bridge of his nose and cheeks. Between them, the dogs circle and bark. “We hired her to cook. Let her cook,” Carson says. Laurel begins to trot nervously between the table and the kitchen.

“I’ll get them out of here,” Carson says, and whistles for the dogs to follow him upstairs. “And I’ll eat the goddamn olives,” he calls on his way up.

I turn my back to the dining table, and I text Will, even though I’m sure he won’t answer me now that service has started.

How’s the new chef? I write. I need to keep my options open. I need to know if this guy doesn’t pan out.

Great, Will answers, followed by LOL.

What’s funny? I think, suddenly flustered. Is it funny because I couldn’t have done it? Funny because I showed up late? Funny because I’m stuck out here on the beach with two heavy drinkers and two dogs who could kill me?

Rent is due, sweetie.

This job is two weeks, I type to Will, and I hear Vera get up and move around behind me, coming closer to the kitchen. I put the phone face down and pick up a large chef’s knife to start smashing some garlic and rough-chopping parsley. I hope she gets my hint. I feel like some kind of hired kink for rich people. Try to guess what we want, and watch out when you get it wrong.

I wish I didn’t feel like everyone is plotting against me.
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I make a mental note to text Will for more ideas. The onglet makes a gorgeous plate, sliced rare on top of smashed small potatoes and a line of charred brussels sprouts. I top it with a red onion salsa and uncork a bottle of Bordeaux. Vera glides past the island to the bar cart while I wipe the edge of the plates and snap a picture.

“What’s the photo for?” she asks. “The press?” She laughs.

But I feel pretty good about this one. I like having a catalog of successful plates, something to draw from in the future, things to show potential clients. It’s not what I use the camera for. I ask Vera if she’d rather have another martini or wine with dinner.

“Wine with dinner,” she says, as if this should be completely obvious to me. She corrals Carson from the leather couch with the tip of her foot, not a kick but not a gentle gesture either.

I go with the matte-black plates again. I remember to put out napkins and light three pretty white tapers in a line down the middle of the table. I’m doing it, I think. I just need space to breathe, to trust my instincts. I need this to work.

“Damn,” Carson says, looking over his plate.

Vera is silent. She looks at Carson and not at me, then takes a sip of wine. I catch myself overexplaining.

“It’s an onglet,” I offer, “seared medium rare. Smashed garlic potatoes, charred brussels.” The way I would write it up for a special.

Vera sits back from the table. “This is inedible,” she says into her lap, then raises her face to me, her eyes dark and intent. “I don’t eat like this,” she says.

I pause there by the edge of the table, still half bent from putting the plates down, my hand on my chest. “I’m sorry,” I say, but I don’t even know what I’m apologizing for. Or what her complaint is. Carson has dug right into his.

Vera sighs, her voice shaky, and what she finally says, she says to Carson, both the pitch and the volume of her voice going up as she explains herself. “I don’t eat red meat,” she says. “For Christ’s sake, I haven’t eaten a potato since the nineties. And this,” she says, tipping the plate so that the meat juice sloshes onto the table, “this is so much roughage, I’ll be in the bathroom for days.” When she drops the edge of the plate down, a bit of blood dots her bare chest, but she ignores it.

“I’m so sorry,” I say, and I feel it. There were no guidelines. I’m just out here trying to make my best dishes.

“It’s delicious,” Carson says to me.

“Of course you think it’s delicious,” Vera snaps.

“Good God, Vera,” he says. “Just try it.”

“I will not,” she says. “I’m not paying all this money for food I can’t even eat.”

“I need to know what you do eat,” I say, but I’m backing into the kitchen while her tirade goes on.

“You did this all for yourself,” Vera says to Carson. “Just like everything is always for you. Your book. Your schedule. Your tour. Your agent.” She pushes her chair away from the table. “I’m so fucking sick of your shit,” she says.

I tighten up and turn my back to them, dig in the pantry for something I can make her. Orzo? I don’t know if she eats gluten. Fuck. This is not the time to ask.

“Like you have no control over it,” Carson says.

“I literally don’t have control of anything,” Vera counters.

I turn back and see Carson whip his arms out to his sides in protest, and he knocks over Vera’s globe-shaped glass of Bordeaux, the thin glass shattering and the wine splashing up the white wall.

“Calm down,” Vera says.

“Me?” Carson shouts. “You’re the one having a temper tantrum about dinner.”

“Brett,” Vera says sharply and I jump and spill the bag of orzo I’d taken out, scattering it everywhere.

“Look what you did,” Carson says to Vera.

“I’m sorry,” I say. “I’ll sweep it up. I’ll get more tomorrow.”

“It’s fine,” Carson says to me. Then, “Vera, apologize to her.”

“You come eat it,” she says to me instead.

“I…” All I can do is stammer. She picks up the plate and moves it down one place, between the burning candles and the spilled wine that is now dripping off the end of the table.

“Go ahead,” she says. “Don’t tell me you won’t eat your own food. Here,” she says, and she grabs a towel from the island and begins to wipe down the table. “Have dinner with Carson. This is all for him. He might as well have the better company. Pour yourself a glass of Bordeaux,” she adds.

“Vera, please,” I say. My breath is short, my chest tight. “Please let me clean it. Please let me make you something else. I didn’t know,” I say, and I glance at Carson, even though I don’t want to get in the middle of whatever their bigger issue is. “I didn’t have any guidelines to go on. I’m just making the things I would make in an upscale bistro.” I have to wrest the kitchen towel from her hands. Wine has spilled all over her bare feet, and I kneel down for a moment to wipe them clean, which she lets me do.

“You only think of yourself,” Vera says to Carson. I pick up the shattered glass in wet paper towels, but I will have to sweep and probably vacuum to get it all. The way the wine is spattered on the wall, it looks like Carson was shot in the head.

“That’s very rich, coming from you,” Carson says.

She puts her hand on my wrist and I jump.

“I’m not trying to hurt you,” she yelps, like I hurt her. I watch tears spring to her eyes, and her cheeks flush with anger and frustration. “Please sit down,” she says to me, and I do as I’m told, in the chair next to her, in front of the plate she rejected. I try to look at Carson, but he gets up to refill his drink.

“Thank you for listening to me,” Vera says to me and that’s when her tears spill.

“You have to tell me what you’d like,” I say quietly, my head bent toward hers like we are girls telling secrets.

Then she bellows, “No one ever asks about my needs.”

“Oh, for fuck’s sake,” Carson says. “This whole house is built around your fucking needs, Vera. The pool,” he offers. “Remember that? You were going to use the pool every day. You’ve never even been in it. The hot tub. The extra refrigerators. The closet that is bigger than my office. The imported vodka.”

“You drink all the vodka!” Vera cries.

“I don’t need it imported!” Carson shouts back. “Just like you didn’t need to go to Brazil for a facelift. You could have had it done anywhere. You didn’t need the state-of-the-art sound system. You never listen to music.”

“Oh, please,” Vera says as I swallow. “Brazil is a third-world country.”

“It was sixty thousand dollars!”

I duck because she flings a fork at him, and it goes flying end over end past him, toward the island.

Carson takes one last big bite of steak, leaves most of the potatoes and all of the brussels sprouts, and scoops up his topped-off drink. I watch through the window as he goes through the fence and follows a path up between bushes, over the dunes, and out to the beach. It’s nearly eight, the beach soft and glowing with evening light.

Vera takes a ragged breath.

“Please eat,” she says.

“I have mine set aside for later,” I say.

She stares and our eyes meet and I feel very slightly mesmerized.

“Eat it,” she says, a quiet, dead-serious command. “I insist.” She gets up and gets herself a new glass, pours a hefty amount of Bordeaux, and sits on the other side of the table, across from me. But not without running her hand down the flat white wall.

“Animal,” she says about Carson.
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Tell me about it,” she says, watching me. I slice off a small, rare piece of the steak, which is now cold, and spear a chunk of potato and a bit of the onion salsa together.

“I mean,” I say, swallowing. “It’s delicious, but not if you don’t like it.”

“I didn’t say I didn’t like it. I said I couldn’t eat it. Carson knows that. He does only half the job when he hires someone,” she says. She props her chin on her hand. “Tell me about it.”

I think about what she’s asking me to do. I worked with a part-time bartender once who made her real money live-streaming herself eating messy sandwiches. I think about the way Vera kissed my neck.

She gets up in a flurry and comes back with another wineglass, pours some for me.

“It’s—” I start, then stop because I realize I really need to sell it to her. That there’s pleasure in hearing about it. “It’s such a tender cut,” I say. “It’s as tender as filet, but with much more flavor.” I find myself batting my lashes as I tell her, and she beams. Even cold, it’s really good. The perfect balance of richness and salt.

“What kind of flavor?” she asks.

“Beefy,” I say and laugh. “It’s almost gamy,” I say. “But that’s what makes it so delicious. You can cut it with a butter knife,” I add.

She tips her head and rests the bad ear on her hand, and her eyes look dreamy for a minute. “And…” she prompts.

“These are baby Yukon gold potatoes. Sweet, starchy. They’re double-roasted and smashed with garlic and butter. Crispy on the outside, creamy on the inside.”

“Delicious,” she says.

“And brussels are tricky,” I say, spearing one on my fork and popping it in my mouth. “But these are small and tender, and your oven’s a fucking boss,” I say, in that very instant deciding to just be myself. Vera laughs. “You have to have very high heat to get them crispy and tender. It’s a trick. But these came out great.” I look at her as if to offer some.

“Oh, no,” she says. “I couldn’t.”

I notice how thin her wrists are. How small her hands are. Her wrist bone sticks out like a pearl, the skin on her hands paper-thin and freckled. She swirls the wine in the round glass and watches as I cut another piece.

“Keep going,” she says.

I finally convince her to let me make her a salad with arugula and a bit of orzo, olive oil, and lemon.

“I’ll eat the olives,” she says, bitchy, “if they’re cold.”

I had put them in the fridge after her complaint, so they are, and I balance just a few on the edge of the bowl of salad, which turned out fresh and pretty, with a squeeze of lemon and freshly ground pepper.

“Bring it up, would you?” she says when I’m behind the island, finishing. “With more gin.”

In the side of the fridge, among some mustards, I find cocktail onions, so I make her a Gibson. When I take up the tray with the salad, the cocktail, and a fresh tumbler of cucumber water—I remembered to get Persians at the market—I find her already asleep. She’s on her back on the bed, one foot trailing off like she intends to get right up, but her arm is flung to the side, and her mouth is slack.

I put the tray on the side table and turn the knob to dim the light. Then I reach over and brush the hair that’s fallen over her forehead, pushing back more than I intend and revealing the dead ear. It’s black as a berry, shiny, ready to burst. In front, a puckered scar where the skin is green and yellow, in sickly contrast to her platinum-blond hair.

A sixty-thousand-dollar facelift, I think. In Brazil.

She’s been sewn back together. A Frankenstein of beautiful things.

“I do everything for her,” Carson tells me later. He comes in from the beach, sandy, his hair damp from the sea mist, and he sprawls on the couch in front of the fireplace and the fucking awful painting declaring it all GHETTO 4 LIFE.

“I mean, I wait on her,” he clarifies. “Jack waits on her. You wait on her. But everything I do is for her,” he says. “The dogs. The house.”

I’ve barely seen her interact with the dogs. In fact, they were rarely in the same room together.

I bring him another drink, this one with a fresh twist.

“Come over here,” he says.

I’m still in my work clothes, cropped pants, a slim black tee. He stretches his arm across the top of the caramel couch, reaching for me. When I hesitate, he blows a raspberry, looking up at the ceiling.

“Brett,” he says, and sits up, crooks his knee so he’s sitting sideways, facing me, and beckons for me to sit across from him. “You can’t let that scare you,” he says.

I sit. “It didn’t scare me,” I say. I look down at my lap. Did it? I wonder.

“She flares up,” he says. “She’s… not stable. If you haven’t already noticed.”

I move my tongue around my teeth. “Is there something wrong with her?” I ask, unsure how to phrase it. I’ve lived with mania. I’m not unfamiliar.

“No,” Carson says. “Or everything. Everything is wrong with her.” He laughs and tips his head back.

“Why do you stay?” I ask. But I know. Or I think I know why he doesn’t leave. It’s her. It’s that sparkle in her eye. I haven’t seen the rest of it, what she is at her best. But it’s there. I can feel it.

“It’s a complicated arrangement,” he tells me. “Rich people,” he says then, clunking his glass down on the coffee table, “don’t marry for love. They make financial arrangements.”

“I thought you grew up poor,” I say.

“I did,” he says and narrows his eyes at me, his mouth just beginning to curl at the corners, and he creeps closer, closing the distance on the couch. “So did you,” he says.

“Still am.” I nod.

“Come upstairs,” he says.

I think he’s trying to take me to bed, but instead he has me follow him into the office, where the dogs get up and stretch to greet me. They flank me, one on either side, while Carson stands with his back to me, turning a combination lock on the front of a tall, narrow safe.

“Here,” he says when he turns around. “An advance.”

He puts a folded stack of cash in my hand, which I don’t look at, just slide into my back pocket. Behind him, the safe is lit from within, deep blue velvet–lined and housing bags of cash and a neat row of three handguns.

I feel my gut tighten. I’ve been around guns. Held them. Shot them, even. They change the atmosphere. You can be having a regular conversation or even a negotiation, and when the other guy puts his gun on the table, it’s a completely different exchange. And now that I’ve seen the safe, I feel different in this space, in his company, at his table. And definitely in bed. A gun takes away any illusion of control.

He closes the safe, offers a soft, worn blanket to the dogs on the couch, who curl up together, happy to be tucked in. And then he backs me out of the office and into my room.

I don’t know how much cash he gave me. It sits in my back pocket like a man’s fat wallet. He has his hands on my elbows. I put my palms on his chest. Do I actually want this? I feel caught up, like a fantasy, but also like an animal in a net, trapped. The wine hit my head after I brought Vera her meal. My belly full of my own rich food. Carson tugs on the side of my pants, and I take them off, carefully fold them, and drape them across the leather chair. I can wear them again tomorrow. But he kind of laughs at how careful I am.

“That’s like the opposite of passion,” he says, watching me, and I give in and try to laugh at myself. “What if I wanted to rip everything off?” he says, waving his arms, dramatic.

“I’d have to buy new things tomorrow,” I say.

He busts his own shirt open, popping the buttons that were done, and steps out of his preppy shorts. He stands there in a pair of plaid boxers, his hair hanging in his face, looking like a college boy but aged and rough. His boxers don’t move. No hint of arousal except in his face, his open expression, parted lips, and the way he comes at me with his hands outstretched.

He twines his fingers with mine, leaning in close for a long, hot kiss. I feel a groan in my throat at the press of his lips and tongue.

“Where’s Vera?” he asks, still close to my face, and I jolt, my body repelled back from his.

“Upstairs,” I manage, breathless.

“Uh-huh,” he says, as if this is a clue to something.

“Asleep,” I say. “I mean, like, passed out.” I think. It gives me pause.

He goes back to kissing my neck, my collarbone, his fingertips just the lightest touch over my arms. But it’s here between us now, just in saying her name, she is also here with us.

My mind is spinning. Is this what they want?

I let my hands wander down to his waist, lower.

“Not happening,” Carson says, and tips me backward onto the bed. “But I’m good with my mouth,” he says, and I find myself lying back, my eyes crushed closed, as I picture Vera on her bed upstairs, Carson hunched over me the way the dogs went at their steak.
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Nan was good with her hands. Shy, but once she let go, she was wild. We’d kiss and end up grappling in her car in desperation. I’d almost never been fully naked with her.

It was all I wanted. It happened only once, in her bed.

Naked, we were just ourselves, not the places we came from, not the jobs we had or didn’t. It was heaven, a big soft bed, clean sheets, the whole of her against me, her hair unbound. But I longed to sleep curled against her, tucked together like shells.

The morning after the onglet dinner, I get out of bed before seven, and no one is up yet. Or at least, no one is downstairs. I let the dogs out of Carson’s office and out back and have time to cook them another hunk of beef and water them and clean up before I catch a hint of anyone else awake. It sets a good trajectory for the day. I’m ahead of the game, I think. I can do this.

At nine, I get a text from an unknown number:

Come upstairs.

I find Vera in bed, but up, dressed in a black silk caftan, her hair loose and rippled, flowing over her shoulders, the color like spun snow. It’s so blond, it’s almost white. Her face is clean and shiny, stretched taut.

“Good morning,” she prompts when I’m standing outside her door quietly. She summoned me. I don’t know if I should knock, so I tap the door a bit as I’m opening it. Her voice is sharp, clear.

“Morning,” I say. I had the good sense to put on pants and a black button-down shirt. She looks at me but through me for a long moment, and I wait, clenched.

“Sit down,” she says finally, and indicates the bed beside her.

“I’m fine,” I say, still waiting for her to say what she wants, what I can bring her for breakfast.

“I said sit down,” she says again, and I perch myself on the edge of her bed, facing her. The bed is high. My feet don’t reach the floor.

My stomach churns. My mom’s boyfriend would sometimes call me over—Come here, Brett, he’d say, and I’d bounce up and go like a dumb puppy, and then he’d whomp on me and tell me how stupid I was for leaving something out or leaving the door open or being so loud I woke him up.

I’d left the dogs in their fenced yard with big bowls of water. I’d watched as Laurel squatted to pee, her hips wide, pissing what seemed like a whole gallon.

Everything in the kitchen is put away.

She’s going to fire me.

Yesterday was a disaster.

“Look at me,” she says when I stare at my hands, knotted together in my lap. “Were you a bad kid?” she asks.

I watch as she reaches for a thin white box of extra-slim cigarettes and lights one, the smoke barely anything.

“Um,” I start, wondering how I’m going to spin this. “Yeah,” I say finally. It’s true. I had a lot of detentions. I got suspended more than once. And I just plain left after ninth grade. I was already working full-time. I was so bad my mother never came home, I think.

Her eyes squint with delight. “I knew it,” she says, pleased. She runs her fingers down my wrist, then holds my hand. I’m surprised at how small and cold her hand is, and how soft.

“Listen,” she says. “I want to apologize for last night.”

“Oh,” I say. “Oh, no, I’m sorry,” I say.

“No, no,” she says, and lets go of my hand. She waves for me to get up. “I’ll take tea,” she says. “And some fruit.” I don’t know what kind of face I make, but she stares into me as if she’s willing me to get it right.

“Let’s try again, shall we?” she says.

Before I leave for the market, I count the cash that Carson gave me. There’s a thousand dollars. I hold on to the fact that he said he’d pay me twenty thousand. It feels unreal, impossible, like a made-up number. I’ve never held one thousand dollars all at once, let alone twenty. Every place I worked paid weekly, and it was always under four hundred. I fold the bills and push them into an inside pocket in my backpack. It’s still not enough to pay the rent.

My car is gone.

I have the keys in my hand, so I know no one took it, and I don’t know why anyone would take it. I grabbed the keys from the desk in my room, along with the credit card Carson gave me yesterday.

I stand for a minute in the hot sun, the fountain gushing water, and images from yesterday flash through my head like a highlight reel. The dog steak, the eggs, shopping, talking to Will, the disastrous dinner.

It was one day.

It was only the first day.

And now my car is gone.

I step around to the side of the house, where I find a three-car garage holding Carson’s black Porsche and a boxy white Mercedes SUV and a third bay full of bicycles and kayaks. But not my shitty little Toyota.

I walk to the entrance through the boxwood shrubs, expecting to see it there on the side of the street, parked off at a precarious angle, discarded on the side of the hot road. The tall grass is sharp and scratchy on my ankles.

It’s not even mine. It’s not registered to me, and the registration is expired. The insurance has lapsed. I am sure, in that moment, that it’s been towed. Seized by the town or the state, dumped in an impound lot. My dad certainly isn’t in a position to renew anything. I guess I’m lucky it got me this far.

I go back into the kitchen, and there on the counter is a set of keys to the Mercedes. They weren’t there earlier, so Vera must have left them out on purpose for me to take, which means she knows about my car.

I snort. She was probably the one who called. Wanted it out of her sight line. It was spoiling her view.

I drive a town over for the market and park in the shade. This is not like the farmers’ market at home. For one, it’s laid out on a sprawling green, not in a parking lot where a building used to be. No one here has a sign that says they accept EBT. There’s a wide variety of local produce and bright bouquets on pretty tables, and kids and friendly dogs run over the grass. I realize how alarming it would be to see Carson’s dogs running around this park. The dogs here are gentle family dogs, Labradors, some kind of long-eared spaniels. I imagine Hardy and Laurel getting loose, and kids screaming, being scooped up by frantic parents.

I start at one end and circle around, picking up local berries and homegrown melons, peaches, and fresh bread. From a woman in overalls and pigtails, I buy some free-range eggs and cheese and a wild bunch of flowers. When I hand her the card to pay, she double-takes, then looks up at my face.

“Are you the new one?” she asks. She turns the card over in her hand, puts it in the reader. It goes through and sends an email receipt, to where, I don’t know.

“I guess?” I say and laugh.

“The last one was blond,” she says.

I kind of shrug.

“They still have the dogs?” she asks. She sort of looks me up and down, at my face and then my hands.

“Yeah,” I say, and try to smile. “Big buddies,” I add.

She just nods and stares, her eyes bright and burning, like she’s trying to read me.

“Thanks,” I say, and turn to walk away.

I wonder how many chefs they’ve gone through.

I linger a bit at a booth that has fresh seafood laid out on beds of ice, a generator running from a truck behind the display. There are tuna steaks, bluefish, and striped bass. I’m standing there, menu-planning for the next couple of days, when I hear Will’s voice behind me. It sounds far away, though, tinny. I turn to search for him, thinking maybe he came over before his shift.

All I find is a man in a black chef’s coat and checkered pants, his phone at an angle toward his mouth. He’s leaving a tent with a basketful of fennel and potatoes still caked in dirt. It’s his phone. Will’s voice is coming from his phone.

“Who fucking knows?” I hear Will say, and they both laugh conspiratorially. “It’s not like she has much of a choice.”

More laughter.

“Phew,” the chef says, and I realize it’s the guy. The guy who took my job. “Dodged a bullet,” he says to Will.
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I shoot Will a text from the driver’s seat of the Mercedes. And then kick myself for not having impulse control.

What kind of bullet? I text.

What? he answers immediately. Girl, are you okay? lol

“I don’t know,” I say aloud to my phone, to no one, because I haven’t called him. “Am I?” I think of them laughing. But I am the one currently driving a Mercedes.

OMG, Will types. Are bullets on your shopping list??

I don’t answer.

I park the SUV out front and have to make two trips to get everything I bought out of the trunk. In the house, I find a big mason jar and splay the flowers out, bright red, orange, and yellow, and pick off a couple of leaves that are bug-bitten. The orange brings together the lettering in the painting and the shade of the molded chairs. I put the jar in the middle of the wooden table, happy with the wild color they add to the room. I notice a dull spot on the wall where the wine has mostly been scrubbed off, but not without leaving a faint stain. I wonder who put in the elbow grease, but then I also notice vacuum lines in the rug. Maybe a maid.

I make sure the fish is wrapped and placed in a bowl so it doesn’t smell or leak inside the fridge, unpack the produce and then the extras I’d grabbed at the supermarket. Another family steak for the dogs, and some paper products. My plan is to make the bluefish tonight with jasmine rice and some green beans that were still warm from the sun when I bought them.

In the meantime, I round up the dogs and take them outside, off leash, over the dune and onto the beach to run. I rough up Hardy’s giant head and he groans with pleasure, leaning his body into mine. I thump the side of his ribs.

“Who’s a good boy?” I ask him, and Laurel brings me a ball that Hardy snatches up with an ugly growl at her.

“Come on, man,” I say to the dog. “I’m trying to advocate for you.” I chuck the ball into the shallow tide, and he bounds after it, his footprints in the sand like bear claws.

The sun has shifted to the other side of the Cape, this side still bright, but offset, the water gleaming, the dogs muscular and running. And behind me, the faint smell of a cigarette.

I look, but I never find where it’s coming from. Or from who.

I come back to a complete mess: the jar of flowers emptied, leaves all over the counter and the sink. The flowers laid out like corpses, bare of all their greenery, drying on a long, unruly roll of paper towels. The remainder of the roll sticks out of the garbage can, which has been stuffed full with all of the toilet paper I’d bought. The jar sits upside down in the sink, water splashed everywhere.

Did the maid come back?

Is she still here somewhere, waiting to finish this job that I apparently did wrong?

The kitchen and the living room are vacant except for the mess.

I pat down the flowers and as I begin to arrange them in a different vase that’s been left out, a tall, minimalist cylinder, I hear Vera’s voice coming from the stairs. She sounds winded and shrill.

“One color,” she calls out to me. “One. Color.”

There’s a flush to her cheeks. Her hair is loose and sweaty.

“Fuck,” she says. “Did Carson buy these? They’re so trashy. He never gets the right thing. I tell him, and he doesn’t listen. And he’s trying to make it up to me,” she explains.

“I bought them,” I say, small.

“Ugh,” she groans. “Oh, honey, no.”

I take the flowers out by the handful and start putting just the orange back in.

“Not the orange,” she says. “It’s so obvious. Ugh,” she says again, and takes the entire bunch of them in one hand, folds them like a piece of paper, and puts them in the trash, crushed on top of all the paper that’s already in there.

“Did you buy this?” she says, holding up an unused roll of toilet paper.

I nod. I have no idea what’s wrong with it. I bought a more expensive brand than I ever do at home. It’s quilted.

“It’s too soft,” she says. “It’s full of lint. Jesus Christ, I’ll have so much lint in my twat, I’ll get a UTI.”

I inhale sharp and hold my breath. She sticks her whole arm into the trash can, shoves it all down.

“Take this out,” she says then, and lights another one of her lady cigarettes, leaving a faint trail of smoke as she goes back up the stairs. “And bring me a drink,” she calls from the landing.

All I can hear is the rush of my heart and my shame, burning up inside me. I’ll start cleaning up, but for a moment I just stand there, holding on to the edge of the island, slowing my breath, my knuckles white and my heart racing.

What if I just leave, I think, mid-chores?

I could cut my losses, take the thousand dollars in cash, and get a bus ticket home. It would get me nowhere. It’s not enough to pay the rent. But maybe it’s enough to buy me some time. Maybe I can give the landlord seven or eight hundred, live on the rest for a week or ten days till I can start another job. Maybe if I offer him some evidence of me trying, face to face. Maybe if I’m there, trying to make the place better.

I hear Vera slamming around upstairs. I let the dogs in for water and mix her another Gibson. I haven’t seen Carson all day.

Upstairs, I find her on all fours in the bedroom, rocking back and forth in the middle of the carpet. She’s hacking and sounds like a choked bird. I realize she’s vomiting into a bowl.

“Brett,” she cries when I rush into the room. “Help me. I can’t be down here, I can’t be low,” she says.

I grab her by the elbow and straighten her up so that she’s at least on her knees. Her face has flushed crimson, her ears hot and throbbing, and I get a good look at the bad one, which seems bigger and shinier than before.

“I can’t have my face below my waist.” She pants.

“Okay,” I say, and I gingerly help her to standing.

“I’ll bust the stitches,” she explains. She’s winded and has trouble balancing and walking. I get her to the bed and hoist her up there, pushing on her bony hips, straightening her long, thin legs. “Get the bowl,” she says sharply, and I place it where she sits, with her knees bent around it. She keeps leaning forward and retching, but nothing comes out. Spit clings to her lips and chin. The strain is too much for her face. She grips my hand like a vise and I sit on my knees beside her.

When I get my hand free, I pull her hair back over her shoulders, hold it like a ponytail in my fist, getting it out of her sweaty face, away from the bowl.

“Brett,” she breathes.

“It’s okay,” I tell her, and rub her back. She starts to sob, inhaling a long, ragged breath, her face wet with tears. I smooth her hair down, rub the middle of her back while it crests and then subsides. She lets out a long vocal sigh, rough and shaky.

“What can I do?” I ask.

“Nothing,” she says.

“Vera,” I say, and she stares at me through swollen eyes.

“Just go,” she says. “It’s fine. You don’t need to be put out by an old lady having the vapors.”

“You’re not putting me out,” I say, my hand still on her back. It’s also not the vapors. That was a significant cry. I feel her heart slowing down. Touching her is like holding a rabbit. “How can I help?” I say.

She sniffles and I hand her the box of tissues. When she’s done blowing, she rolls her eyes and says, “Jesus, did you buy these too?”

I didn’t, and I burst out with a laugh because she caught me completely off guard.

“What do they have, lotion on them?” she says. “That is for sure not good for my compromised skin.”

I take them back. “I’ll get different ones,” I say.

She looks at me with red, weak eyes, all the sparkle gone, an empty bowl of what might have been vomit if she’d eaten anything propped between her knees.

“Hand me the drink,” she says, and I do. I wait until she has it steady, holding it with both hands and sipping from the lip. I filled it too full.

“And stay,” she adds.

“Of course,” I say.

“I mean, fuck Carson and whatever he wants for dinner,” she says. She drinks enough to hold it confidently in one hand and then reaches out to hold mine. “Just stay,” she says, and lets her eyes, puffed and shot through with tiny red vessels, close. I go to steady the drink in her hand or place it back on the table before she spills it, but her eyes snap open, and she finishes it in one long swallow.

“Thank you,” she says, clear as fucking day.
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My mother’s moments of clarity were always for her work, which was also my work, and in a way she was just as demanding as Vera. I remember seeing one of those wooden, jointed figures in middle-school art class and thinking, Look, it’s me.

She was razor sharp for work. But she’d forget to brush my hair, to make me brush my teeth. It served my mother’s final product.

I get Vera settled, and she takes a Xanax and asks for another drink. I help her prop herself up in the bed with pillows behind her and under her knees. I bring her her laptop, which she doesn’t open but wants nearby. She says the pain is high today, and I think about what they have done to her, imagining a dotted outline of an incision all the way around her face, about stretching the skin, and what that must look like underneath, all muscle and bone and bare eyeballs. I wonder how long the procedure takes. How long she has already been recovering. I tip a hydrocodone out of her pill bottle, and she takes that too and asks again for more gin.

“I’ll get it,” I say, soft. I move the pillow behind her head.

“You better,” she says and huffs out a laugh.

But when I come down the stairs into the living room, the screen door has been bent off its frame and lies crooked, half fallen over. There’s a trail of blood from the deck, dragged across the colorful geometric carpet and then wider over the wood floor between the kitchen and the living room. Bloody paw prints. And something thick and gross that I trace a line of to a very dead raccoon.

The poor guy is belly-up, his guts open, his mouth open, his little hands up like he was surrendering. Closer to the body, I see that all of his insides are mangled and hanging out, his fur matted with dark blood. There’s a pool of it beneath the body.

My mind flashes on composition, on what appears in frame, the spike of wet fur, the paw-padded hands. But when I look up, there is Hardy on the threshold of the kitchen, his mouth a bloody mess and a heavy gash across the top of his nose. The raccoon didn’t go without a fight. Hardy lies with his front paws neatly together, like he’s waiting for me to notice.

I remember a neighborhood stray cat that would leave mice on the doorstep. I’d step out for school in the morning and find a little gray furball on its side. Dead, but usually not gory. My mom would sweep it into the gutter. One time I watched while the cat brought it back and crunched through it in front of me. I was only about six. I shuddered and let out a scream and then cried for the whole walk to school. I remember my mother leaning down to my level outside the school doors where other kids were walking up or being dropped off. Other kids looking at me and my red eyes, my wet face. I bet she wanted to take pictures. An authentic cry.

“It’s just nature, baby,” she said to me. “Cats do their thing. We have to let them.”

Nature has taken over the living room.

I come in slowly with my arms held out to the sides, Vera’s empty Gibson glass in one hand. I don’t trust Hardy not to try to take me down as well, and I know he could if I was caught off guard. Hell, even if I was on guard. The weight of his body could knock me on my ass, and my throat is a short reach for him. My heart pounds in my chest, and I feel a bead of sweat slink down my back.

He stays down but alert. He’s not relaxed, with his hips to the side. His mouth isn’t open; he’s not panting like he’s smiling, the way he does when he’s been well exercised and cooked a goddamn steak. No, he’s ready to spring into action. I’ve seen him lie like this before, usually while he’s waiting for Laurel to finish eating. Because if she steps away for a moment, he swoops in and finishes whatever she left. And makes it clear to her that she is not going to get it back.

I make eye contact. “Hardy,” I say with some fake confidence in my voice. Can he hear the waver? He doesn’t budge. “Did you do this?” I say. I point at the dead animal. The whole downstairs smells of iron and gore and wet animal fur.

I stand to the side so he can get past me in a clear line out the broken screen door. “Go,” I say, and he springs up, trots out the open door that he apparently broke when he busted out.

Laurel is nowhere to be found.

Gore cleanup was not on my list of duties, and yet here we are. It’s hard not to gag, picking up the animal with one trash bag and rolling it into another. I try not to get blood on my hands, but I fail. It smells so strong. I think we don’t realize how bad wild animals smell because we’re never close to them. I can’t even look at its face, its masked eyes, its little teeth. I roll it up and take it out to the big trash bins on the side of the garage where earlier I’d thrown out the pretty flowers I’d picked up.

The body doesn’t make a sound. The can is too padded with all the toilet paper I’d bought.

After I drop it in, I stand against the side of the house, the dune above me, this part of the driveway low and behind the beach. Above there are wild grasses whispering, swishing in the sea breeze.

What am I doing?

I hear Will’s voice in my head, coming out of the chef’s phone. Who fucking knows? It’s not like she has much of a choice. I crunch my eyes closed.

My phone dings, and I think it’s probably Vera asking where her drink is, without any idea what has happened downstairs.

It’s Nick. The landlord.

Sweetie, he types. The locks have been changed on 625 Mill Street. I am sorry to tell you.

I’m going to pay it! I type back. I leave a smear of blood on my screen.

It has been too long, he answers. I am sorry.

How long? I type.

Last rent received in March.

I just stare at it. Dots appear. He’s adding something.

I tell your dad. I gave notice.

What about what’s inside? I text, my heart racing.

Nick’s text comes back: We did clean-out.

All my stuff is there! All my film, all those years, wound into canisters inside a shoebox. Undeveloped. My mom’s camera. It was the last piece of her I had. The last thing that tied me to anything at all.

“I tell your dad,” I think. Well, my dad didn’t tell me.

I hunch over and let out a silent sob, my mouth open, my eyes scrunched shut, my chest heaving. I ball my hands into fists and pound them on my thighs. And then silent scream again. It hurts my throat, even though there’s no sound coming out. I press all the strain of the past two days, the past few months, into my face. I’m sure my eyes are bloodshot. My ears pop like I’m at a high altitude. If I had stitches, I’d bust them.

Even though my nails are short, I have blood under them, seeped into the whorls of my fingerprints. Blood and bits of coarse brown fur. I hear the sound of Hardy’s bark again on the other side of the dune, down by the water, and I think if he brings me another body, I will lose it. As it is, I have to go in and clean up the rest of the blood. I wish he would run away. And then realize I wouldn’t actually wish that on the rest of the town.
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Inside is the same. No one swooped in to save me. No one cleaned up the blood or the gore or fixed the screen.

What I do find is Carson, finally, who wandered into the kitchen in a beat-up T-shirt with parrots on the front and his boxers. He has opened the family steak and has butter burning in a cast-iron pan. The smoke has already gathered around the lights hanging over the island, and I rush in to turn the heat down, pushing him out of the way.

“Oh, there you are,” he says. His words wet.

He sprinkled salt and pepper on the steak, which lies on its Styrofoam bottom.

I move him back toward the island, holding his arm, and realize how soft, how loose, his skin feels. I think about the way my dad’s arms look and feel, and it’s always taut, tough. Neither one is pleasant.

“This is for the dogs,” I say to him.

He shakes his head. “Famished,” he says.

I blow out a slow line of breath, thinking. I could still make the bluefish, but I have goddamn blood and gore to clean up in the living room, and apparently Carson walked right through it and didn’t notice a thing.

“Give me a few minutes,” I say.

“I’ve been working all day,” he says then. “Sorry I wasn’t around earlier. On deadline, you know.”

For what? I think, sour. “I know,” I say. I pull out plastic and rewrap the steak, nestle it in the back of the fridge. I put on a pot of water to boil. I’m going to fill him up with pasta. The butter is ruined, past brown; it’s blackening. It smells burned.

He leans on a stool and holds his head in his hands.

With the water going, I take an entire roll of paper towels and pull off four or five at a time, trying to mop up the blood on the wood floor. I’m not sure how to clean the carpet. I’ll have to find some rags, maybe a big sponge. It’s like a crime scene in there.

“What happened?” Carson asks, swiveling around to see why I’m on my hands and knees.

“Hardy,” I say.

“Oh, where is he?”

“He’s still outside.”

That’s when Carson notices the door. “Aw, big bastard,” he says. “What did he get this time?”

I describe finding the body, wrapping it up to dispose of it. “This happens a lot?” I say, my voice high and panicked.

Carson shrugs and turns to the island. He goes back to holding his head, but he starts laughing.

“That dog,” he says. “I love him, but he’s a fucking menace.”

I do the best I can with the wood floors. Outside will need a hose or a heavy rain, and it will be hard not to get blood in the pool.

“I have to call the maid,” I say.

“Ah,” Carson says. “Marketa. Mar-kay-tuh.” He waves his hand. “She’ll be here tomorrow. She’s Russian,” he adds. “Or something. Serbian?” He tilts his head as if to say What’s the difference? and watches as I wash blood off my hands, the thin, pale rust color draining in the stainless steel.

“And the door?” I ask.

“She’ll call someone.” He turns to look back at it. “Was it open?” he says.

“No,” I say. “I don’t know. I went upstairs,” I explain. I think about Vera on all fours, retching, begging me not to leave.

“Hmm,” Carson says with some suspicion. “You have to keep the glass closed and locked if you’re not down here with them,” he says then, pretty clear for a guy who is barely able to stand.

I grit my teeth. “Heard,” I say out of habit.

It has gotten dark, the sky above the dune lavender and sinking into a deeper inky blue. Hardy appears at the screen. The dog who didn’t hesitate to bust through it before stands still on the other side, afraid to cross it now.

I salt the water and add two nests of pappardelle. Then I go to the screen and coax the dog back in. His face and his paws are wet and sandy. When I climb through the broken door, he sits on the other side, holding up his big mug.

It’s clean. He must have been in the water. Animals know how to care for themselves. His ears go back, and I scratch under his chin.

“Listen, you big dumb asshole,” I say to him. I look him in his big pale eyes, and his nose whuffles at me. “We have got to come to an agreement.” I scratch behind his ears and his mouth opens, panting, relaxed. “No more dead bodies,” I say.
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He stays with me. The dog, not Carson. I ditch the burned butter that Carson heated for the steak and make brown butter with toasted walnuts and big shavings of Parmesan on top of the pappardelle. Carson wolfs down a giant bowl, then takes a hunk of the fresh local bread I’d gotten at the market and wipes the bowl with it.

It should sop up some of the vodka.

He’s tired and apologetic in the hallway upstairs, and that’s where I finally find Laurel. She had hidden in my bathroom after Hardy’s kill. She’s curled in a tight ball on the furry white rug, her nose tucked into her tail, her body tense.

“Come on, baby girl,” Carson calls to her and she unrolls and slinks to his side. He goes back into the office, where the window is open and ocean breeze whistles in, but Hardy sits at my heel.

Carson comes back out and looks down at the dog, whose head reaches above my waist. “Apparently you made a friend,” he says.

I huff in disbelief. I just cleaned up his destruction. That’s not a friend.

“I’m literally good for nothing,” Carson says and laughs, and I realize he’s talking about sex, like I’m waiting outside my door at the end of this horrible day—hearing Will’s conspiratorial voice, the wrecked flowers and all the paper, Vera vomiting and sobbing, the dead animal—for him. He thinks I’m here waiting for him to come in and seduce me.

I hold up my hand to stop him from leaning in for a kiss, and I gag. I can’t stand the smell of him right now. He’s sweaty. He reeks of vodka, even after the pasta, and he’s not even wearing any pants.

He nods his head at the dog. “Keep an eye on her,” Carson says.

Hardy stays sitting up. I brush my teeth and I scissor my way into the made bed, and the dog sits on the floor at my side, his head right there next to my shoulder. For a while he sits upright, looking off out the window, but eventually he puts his chin down on the covers. I fall asleep with my hand cupped over his big warm head, wondering if I’d even feel an attack. I imagine my eyes snapping open with his teeth at my throat, those few seconds of recognition, thinking, I’m dying, and then bleeding out, my neck broken or chomped through.

Sometime in the night, he gets on the bed, his body as big as any person I’ve ever slept with. He stays on top of the covers, his back pressed into me, heavy, warm, breathing.

It’s pleasant. For those few hours, I feel protected, held, even.

If he can tell how tight my stomach is, lying next to him in the dark, he doesn’t show it.

I wake up to a gray beach with a crack of gold at the horizon. Hardy lumbers off the bed and stands by the door to be let out. I listen in the hallway. The office is closed and quiet. No sound comes from either upstairs or downstairs.

I imagine Carson going up to bed, slipping in beside Vera, curling against her. I don’t know how often he sleeps up there or when he crashes in the office on the couch. I picture her fragile body on its side, her back to him, stiff, afraid of him coming too close.

At seven a.m., I let the dogs out to their yard, and there’s two men, one my age and one a bit older, wresting the screen door off its track and hauling it to the back of their truck out front.

I hope it’s not an eyesore. I can just imagine Vera’s disdain at a workman’s truck parked where she can see it.

“Hey.” The younger guy tips his head at me. “Rough night?” He laughs and I can see a little white paper nicotine packet in his teeth.

“Oh,” I say and laugh back. “No, the dogs,” I offer. I point to them over in the grass.

“Jesus,” he mutters when he sees them. I follow his eyes from the dogs at a distance to the blood staining the carpet in the living room. He looks at the floor, then the fireplace, then up at the painting, and then to the kitchen beyond.

Yeah, don’t fuck with us, I think.

It’s cool outside, and I wrap a light cardigan around me, cross my arms. Normally, I would feel a camaraderie with a guy like this, a working guy in his twenties. But this morning I don’t. I feel closed off, protective. Maybe it was the weight of the dog next to me all night.

After they install a new door, the older guy simply pushes the couch and the coffee table to the side and rolls up the rug. Underneath, the floors are clean, lighter, a spot on the wood that’s shaped like a bean, scrubbed with the finish removed. He comes back from his truck with a different rug, wrapped in plastic, that he rolls out, this one white on white, tufted rectangles. I watch him ball up the leftover plastic, and out they go, walking around the perimeter of the new rug to keep their shoes off it.

I don’t know who arranged it or how it happened so quickly, how they have workers on call to fix the damages of the night before. But it feels normal again in there, even with the smell of new fiber.

I look at all the rectangles, raised up like soft woolen bricks. Another geometric pattern. Nothing off. Nothing out of its specific rhythm. Good luck keeping that clean, I think, then realize it doesn’t even matter, because even if it is ruined, someone will just come in the early morning to replace it.
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Carson, too, appears to be totally normal the following morning. He comes in while I’m cooking the steak for the dogs, which I leave a little rarer than normal now that I know Hardy has a taste for blood. Carson pours coffee I made from the carafe, smacks a kiss onto my cheek and pats my ass, and bounces up the stairs, where I hear his office door close.

Almost like he was so blind drunk last night, he didn’t remember the massacre in the living room.

The plates I make for the dogs have a ring of red juice underneath the meat and the rice. Laurel moves hers around the kitchen, licking it clean.

By eleven, I’ve fed them and cleaned everything, and I figure I should check on Vera, since I haven’t seen or heard her yet today, but she surprises me, coming down the stairs fully dressed.

Vera, too, has a lightness to her step.

I wonder if it’s like the high some people get after a huge argument. Once the anger subsides, once it rages through your body, sometimes you feel a wash of euphoria, a lightening of everything. The kill has changed the air in the house. Everyone feels a little better, a little cleaner, a little refreshed.

I put the kettle on to make her some tea.

“Darling,” Vera says brightly and comes close enough to also kiss my cheek. She fixes a dangling pearl to her good ear. “Let’s go to lunch.”

I have fresh eggs. I had planned to try again at an omelet.

I look down at my shorts. At least today they are khaki, worn with a striped tee, instead of the cutoffs I’d been wearing to take care of the dogs. By contrast, Vera has on a loose black linen dress with big square pockets. Her face is made up, matte, with a bit of blush, and her eyelashes look long and natural. She’s added a hint of color to her lips, and her hair is tied in a chic side ponytail, covering the ear.

“Oh, you’re fine,” Vera says, unusually gracious about my clothes. She slides on a pair of round sunglasses. “We’re at the beach,” she says.

I don’t have other plans for lunch. Carson is still locked away in his office, and I’m a little afraid to turn her down. She seems fragile in a way that is dangerous. Like a land mine.

I expect her to take the Porsche for just the two of us, but out front, the big boxy white Mercedes is already pulled around and running. I grab a small bag with a hundred dollars cash and scurry out front in a pair of black Chucks. I watch as Vera hoists herself into the driver’s seat and then waves her arm at me to follow: Come on, already.

Can she drive? I think about the number of pills and the amount of gin I’ve seen her drink.

“Is this yours?” I ask, because it’s so big and sporty, I assumed it was Carson’s, but also because it seems like someone should be driving us.

“Of course it’s mine,” she huffs.

Are they letting you drive the Benz?

I wonder what else Will knows. And the maid, and the workmen who swept in to take care of the damage. The woman at the farmers’ market with the pigtails and the overalls. She looked at me like I was an anomaly.

Dodged a bullet.

I never answered him. I felt left out of an inside joke. Like I was the inside joke. The disaster friend.

Vera moves the seat up, and her hands look small and frail on the steering wheel.

I’m holding my phone face up when it flashes with a silent message from Will.

Just making sure you’re still alive, he says.

“Well, go on,” Vera says, motioning to the phone. “If you have more important things to do.”

But I turn it over. “I don’t,” I say. I don’t know what he thinks he knows, but I’m going to let him wait for an answer.

Vera creeps the car out onto Route 6 and drives up much farther than I expect her to, the traffic thick and steady. She gets her bearings quickly and weaves in and out just fine and finally pulls into the parking lot of an old-fashioned, glamorous hotel with striped awnings and a wide porch. Inside, the ceiling fans look like palm leaves, and the carpets are a plush, deep green. Vera strides right past the host and says, “We’re outside,” and then leads me, in my Target outfit, out back to an open deck dotted with white-clothed tables and a view of the beach.

“Hi,” Vera says to the waiter as soon as he approaches the table. She has already scanned the wine list and made a decision. “Bring us the ’08 Dom,” she orders, and then adds, “Please.”

She leans back in her wicker chair, still in her sunglasses, and sighs.

“Jesus,” she says to me, “how’s my face?”

“You look amazing,” I say, and I mean it. It’s like looking at the sun. It’s unreal. All the women I know, even the ones who are very beautiful, are still so human. A smudge of mascara or hair that’s frizzing in the humidity.

“You’re sweet to say that,” she says, and pats the side of her face with her left hand, where I notice a huge diamond ring.

“Wow,” I say without meaning to. It just slips out, my awe. I’ve seen diamonds. Nan has a sizable one, but this looks antique and delicate.

Vera holds her hand out for inspection, and the waiter comes back to present the bottle for approval. When he pops the cork, Vera gives a very subtle cheer. He pours into two square-edged flutes, the glass so thin I could crush it with my hand.

“Cheers, darling,” Vera says to me and clinks my glass. I mutter it back. I wonder what we look like. A mother and her college kid?

“My grandmother’s,” Vera says about the ring.

I hold her fingertips, looking. The contrast is glaring, my blunt hands, rough and scarred from cuts and burns, and her white hands, delicate and see-through.

“Not from Carson?” I say, assuming he must have sealed the deal with a significant piece of jewelry.

“Oh, honey, no,” she says. She’s already halfway through her glass of champagne. “Carson was just a boy when I met him.”

I sip. It tastes like effervescent luxury.

Carson seems to me like the kind of person who has always been an adult. It’s hard to imagine him as a boy.

Vera lights a slim cigarette, even though I’m pretty sure we are not supposed to smoke here, even outside. “He was just a baby when I met him,” she says. “A baby. I plucked him right from his mother’s house.”

I chuckle a polite laugh and sip some more. “When was this?” I ask.

“Twenty-five years ago,” she says, and peers over the top of her sunglasses at me. “Before you were born,” she adds.

I tuck my chin down and drink. She’s not wrong.

I don’t even notice her ordering anything other than the Dom, but the waiter comes back with a tower of oysters and shrimp, chilled lobster, mignonettes in shallow china bowls.

“Well,” Vera says, topping off my glass. “Tell me everything.”

“About what?” I say, and she laughs.

“You!” she prompts.

What can I even say? That my mother was briefly famous twenty years ago because of pictures she took of me? That my naked or inappropriately dressed kid body was on gallery walls and in magazines before I was seven? That my mother was canceled as quickly as she was celebrated? Years later I found an interview she’d done where she explained that the purpose of her art was to show that the things you do to women, you do to their inner little girls, and that’s why she photographed me over and over in precarious situations, why she lived with a den of other artists and addicts where I was just trying to be a kid, I was just trying to grow up normal without making a statement. I didn’t tell anyone that.

“Where’d you learn to cook?” Vera asks when I don’t answer.

“On the job,” I say, leaving out the details of the group home where I had actually learned to put together a meal for a crowd of people, how to budget and stretch things out.

“Not the CIA?” she asks.

I hesitate because I just learned what that meant, attending CIA—the Culinary Institute of America—before I applied for the job at Will’s, the job that slipped right through my fingers.

“No,” I say to Vera. “I worked at a lot of upscale places, most of them leaning French. I’ve been working for ten years.” I swallow a cold, briny oyster and place the shell face down on the bed of ice.

“Impossible,” she says.

I take a breath. I’m tired of lying my way into things. It doesn’t work anyway. The proof is in what you can actually cook. “I didn’t finish ninth grade.” I offer a self-deprecating, folded-in smile. Some but not all of the truth.

Vera narrows her eyes and uses the tiny fork to lift out another oyster. Then she picks out a fat shrimp, eats it plain and chilled. She doesn’t say anything, and I’m afraid I told the wrong truth. That I said too much. I take another drink of champagne that’s a little closer to a gulp.

“That’s why he’s drawn to you,” she says finally. She takes off her sunglasses and looks at me, and my eyes dart back and forth between hers. I can’t tell what’s behind all this. What the game is, if I’m even in it.

“Because I’m uneducated and feral?” I offer as a joke. The champagne has gone to my head.

“No,” she says and makes a polite, rich-lady laugh, muffled and demure. “Because you’re just like him,” she says.
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Of course I had looked him up as soon as I recognized his name. Or at least as soon as I was coherent again after our first night together. But I didn’t find anything that wasn’t professional. His own spare website, plenty of book reviews, and a Wikipedia entry that listed all twenty-two of his books in order and simply said he divided his time between Cape Cod and Boston. No mention of Vera. Like Will said, it was a little like when celebrities are still closeted and there’s just no mention of a personal life at all.

The headshot was from 2018, professional, with a dark background and backlighting, his hair extra-blond, and his eyes that startling blue. It’s hard to imagine it’s the same man I turned away last night, sweaty and pantsless.

I checked on socials, or as much as I could without having any accounts myself. I have a phobia about sharing. Too much of me had been public, too young. But there was Carson, his books, over and over in book clubs, a group of ladies with glasses of rosé, all holding copies of his book. They loved him. They were all over him.

In the middle of the oysters, Vera orders another entire bottle of the Dom ’08 and starts chatting. She tells me all about where she stayed in Brazil and what the landscape was like—which she only saw from the car and her room, she clarifies—and the people. How beautiful the people are.

And about her driver, whom she handed a hundred-dollar bill as a tip, and he cried.

“Brett,” she squawks, “he literally wept. He told me it would take care of his family for an entire month!” She sucks down another oyster and chases it with fresh champagne. “So I gave him two more!” she says, delighted with herself. “Can you imagine?” she asks me.

I can. But I don’t say so. I’m good at shopping now because I know how to parse out a food credit. Both of my parents shopped on EBT. The group home had a strict grocery budget and a scratch kitchen. We made do with whatever was on hand. I knew exactly what I could get for forty dollars. Or, later in the month, for twenty. And how to make it last. It also taught me how to cook with raw ingredients like dried beans, how to make my own stock, and how to stretch a meal with rice. That’s not what you learn at CIA.

Maybe you learn how to tell the difference between Massachusetts oysters and ones from PEI and why the ’08 Dom is clearly the best.

By the time we’re done, I’ve eaten six oysters and a hunk of lobster meat. I can barely tell that Vera has been drinking, but after losing count of how many glasses of champagne I had between the two bottles, I am pretty drunk.

It’s three in the afternoon. And Vera sure as hell intends to drive.

“Let’s go shopping,” she says, coming out of the hotel with her keys in her hand. I’m a little afraid she means food shopping, that she’s going to trail me around the grocery store, quizzing me on ingredients, seeing what I can come up with on short notice. But instead, she drives us to a clothing boutique with a front porch and spacious rooms inside, the inventory spare, elegant, pricey.

I usually scrape through a clearance rack to find things.

The salesgirl is well dressed with an expensive blunt haircut, bored. Her cheekbones and her lips suggest superior breeding. Vera picks some things out with the help of the girl, then hangs them on a dressing-room door and holds it open for me to go inside.

“Me?” I ask. I thought I was just tagging along. I thought we were shopping for Vera.

“Well, not me,” Vera says. She has taken the gauzy scarf she brought with her and moved it up around her head like a veil. She’s the most glamorous thing I’ve ever seen.

I look at what she’s picked out, and it hits me. I’m not up to her standards. Even in my best clothes, I fall short. If I’m going to serve as her personal chef and assistant, she’ll have to make me over. Especially if she’s taking me anywhere.

There’s a black boatneck ballet tee with sleeves to the elbow. A straight-line linen shift dress and a minimal burnt-orange bikini. The tee fits me like a glove, like nothing I’ve ever put on my body, just skimming my hips, a slight inward curve at the waist. So does the dress, even in the shoulders; it’s like it was made for me.

And then I stand on the other side of the dressing-room door, my hand on the knob, taking a deep breath before I open it to show her the bikini.

“Oh, Brett,” Vera gushes when she sees me. “Look at you. Your body is amazing.”

I flash on my mother behind the lens, on me crossing my arms, ashamed of my little-kid body, of what she could see.

It’s perfect, baby, she’d say and make me turn, hold my head a certain way, my legs crooked in the back of a hot car, her lens shuttering away. They’d called them hyper-real, gritty, obscene. They gave her money, and took it away. We lived with six other people, most of them on and off drugs, eating cereal, the men coming and going.

I’ve never seen myself look like this. It’s so elegant, and it’s barely anything.

“It’s perfect,” Vera says. She smiles and turns me around to look over my shoulder in the mirror. She keeps the round sunglasses on, her eyes hidden and hard to read.

At the counter, she adds black oval sunglasses, leather sandals, and a hammered-gold bracelet that fits over my wrist like a cuff. She hands the salesgirl the tag and slips it on me, and takes my hand. I hold my breath, and Vera slides her black credit card over the counter.

“Thank you,” the girl says, flat, and hands Vera a long receipt and a brown paper bag with all of the clothes individually wrapped in tissue paper and sealed with a gold sticker. “Enjoy,” she says with the same bored tone. I wonder who’s forcing her to work here.

Out in the parking lot, Vera digs something out of her large leather tote and turns her head to pop something in her mouth. Then she hands me the keys and gets in on the passenger side.

I sit there, dumb, practicing what I’m trying to say to her. I can’t even form words in my head.

“Thank you,” I manage finally.

“Oh, darling,” she says. “Of course.”

“I can’t…”

“Oh,” she says, surprised. “Can you not drive?”

“No,” I say. “I can drive. I mean, I can drive drunk.” I laugh. I’m still buzzed from the champagne, from the rich, creamy oysters, from the chilled buttered lobster. “I mean, I can’t repay you.”

All I can think is that the next step is Okay, now you take me shopping. You take me to lunch. At that rate, I’ll burn right through the thousand dollars that Carson gave me. Maybe today.

I brought a hundred dollars with me. One half of the bikini was twice that.

“Oh, honey,” Vera says, her head tilted to one side. “That’s not why we did this.” In the seat next to me, leaning back, she looks both younger and older, her hair burning platinum, the sleek pony slipping out from underneath the scarf.

“Okay,” I mutter, getting the car running, the air blasting. The sun outside beats through the sunroof and the windshield, but I feel cold.

“It’s so ridiculous,” she says then, staring straight into the sun. “I’m in a terrible position,” she says. “Paying people to be my friends.”

It’s my turn to protest. “No,” I say. It seems like the next logical thing to say is You don’t have to pay me, but she literally has to pay me. I’m her employee. My buzzed brain just spins.

“Vera, I’m happy to be your friend,” I say.

“Really?” she says, both bright and fading. I can see the drugs starting to work in the softness of her shoulders, the weight in the corners of her mouth.

“Really,” I say, feeling myself blush. The sun catches on my new bracelet and, for a second, completely blinds me. Vera gives a long, vocal sigh.

“That’s all I want,” she says. “That’s all I ever wanted.”
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I make a mistake. When we get back to the house, I take my packages up to my room and I lie flat on my back on my bed, my phone still in my hand, silent, and I fall asleep. Hard.

I have a dream that there’s an intruder—here. I’ve never dreamed about here before. I’ve been here only four days.

But I dream that Hardy is barking and barking, warning me of something dangerous about to happen, and when I sleepwalk my way downstairs, it’s my mother, the way she looked when I was little, in cheap leggings and a ratty T-shirt, a matted leopard coat, her bleached-out hair up in a messy bun, bits of fuzz springing out on all sides of her face. Her lipstick careless and hot pink.

She’s stealing things from the kitchen: expensive bottles of champagne, the fresh fish I’d gotten at the market. I start yelling at her and she ignores me, and then Vera comes in, and when I try to tell her that my mother is stealing, Vera says, deadpan, “She can’t take anything from me.”

And it’s just me with the empty feeling, me with all the loss.

I wake up feeling hollow, with a killer headache, and Hardy barking downstairs, his big, deep growl rumbling into a howl.

It’s after six.

I rub my eyes and smooth out my clothes and head right down to the kitchen, where I find Carson rummaging in the fridge for something to make for the hungry dogs. Laurel sits at a distance on the new rug, patiently watching Carson’s fumbling around, while Hardy is pacing, his paws frantic, his breath in a quick pant. He stops only to bark and then howl. When he sees me, he rushes up, which tenses my shoulders, but all he does is nudge my hand with his big wet nose. He hits me, then walks backward while keeping eye contact, then advances again.

Carson turns away from the refrigerator, rolling his eyes, his mouth at an angle that suggests deep annoyance.

“I’m going to let you take over,” he says, and the fridge door swings and slams shut, shaking the glass bottles inside. “There’s nothing for them.”

“There must be,” I say, and my voice is graveled from drinking and napping, so I clear my throat.

“They’re meat-eaters, Brett,” Carson says. “You going to fill them up with a bowl of pasta?”

Dude, I think. You wolfed that pasta down.

But okay, heard, I think. Pasta isn’t the luxury you think you’re paying for.

And then he doesn’t get out of my way when I come around the side of the island. He stands between the counter and the fridge, keeping me from getting a good look at what I can make for them. I finally have to nudge him out of the way with my hip, which he takes as aggressive and huffs.

“Well,” he says, and backs away. He picks up a rocks glass with melted ice and dumps it in the sink, then waits until I pull more ice from the freezer. There’s a tray that makes big square cubes, and I pop one of them out for his glass.

“I’m happy to make you a drink,” I say with my back to him, looking farther into the freezer. There are two frozen salmon portions that I could thaw, a bag of frozen peas that looks like it might have been used as an ice pack instead of as food.

“Pour me a drink?” He chuckles.

“I can make whatever you’d like,” I say. I turn around and smile, but he’s in a mood. Bitter, almost like a toddler having a tantrum.

Because I was out with Vera?

I take the glass from his hand. Outside it has turned cool and rainy, a front coming in off the coast, the waves capped and choppy.

“Martini?” I ask. There’s a nice bottle of rye. “Old-fashioned?” I offer.

He looks out the new screen door, at the way the grass has bent over in the wind, Hardy still pacing circles around his feet. But suddenly, it’s Carson who needs the attention, not the hungry dog, who comes to nudge my hand again.

“I’ll take a negroni,” Carson says. “Upstairs.”

He pads slowly up the steps and I look at Hardy, who huffs.

By contrast, Vera is sparkly. I bring her up a martini and a small plate of French bread with just a light spread of foie gras, and she’s sitting up in bed, her laptop on a pillow, tippy-tapping away when I appear with a tray.

“Oooh,” she exclaims, her eyes bright. She closes the laptop and tosses it to the side.

“What else would you like tonight?” I ask her.

“Not a thing, my darling girl,” she says. “I’m going to take a long bath and put myself to bed with a book,” she purrs. “This is perfect.”

I’m shocked. But not as shocked as I am when I lean over to hand her the martini and she purses her lips at me.

I meet her halfway, offer her a chaste little kiss on the lips, which she lingers on for a few seconds. It’s not passionate. But it’s not nothing. It’s not the way you smack a friend. It has meaning. There’s an intimacy in the dry, feathery softness of her skin.

Downstairs, the dogs are full and lazy, deterred by the rain from wanting to go out and run. I preheat the oven and decide to roast a whole striped bass with cherry tomatoes and mint. I add some lemons, some Maldon salt flakes, and dot the sides of the platter with olives. It’s gorgeous. I sprinkle just a little bit of a fresh brined feta on top.

I can tell that Carson wants to pout about our exchange earlier, but he can’t. I put down a clean kitchen towel for the hot oval Le Creuset dish, and I place it in front of him with a glass of Sancerre that was in the wine fridge. He eats silently for more than a minute, and then his face breaks, and he just says, “Fucking A, Brett.”

I nod and go back to the kitchen to clean up.

He stands up at the table.

“This is a lot of food,” he says. “Come,” he calls. “Bring a plate.”

I hesitate, but I don’t want to be the one pouting. It’s been a good day. So I grab a dinner plate, and I pour myself a glass of Sancerre, and I sit across from him.

“Good girl,” he says, an unexpected bit of praise that I find sincere but that also pricks a little something hot and longing in me. Deep inside, like a needle sticking in the innermost part of my guts. You’re not a good girl, my mother’s boyfriend would say to me, his breath hot and wet. Just you wait and see, he’d say. I knew it then, and I felt it even harder when my mother never came home: that I was getting what I had coming. Her leaving, me moving into a group home with my things in a trash bag. These are not good girls, I remember thinking. This is where I belong.
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Later, he takes the bikini off me with his teeth. Starting in the middle of my back, he runs his tongue underneath the knotted string and then pulls until the bottom string comes undone, leaving it hanging over the front of me, the light touch over my skin almost unbearable. Then he gets his mouth on the waist of the bottoms and pulls them down over my backside, his face pressed in from behind, his hands doing the rest of the work to get the bottoms off.

It’s dark in my room, and the rain’s steady outside, the smell coming in through the open windows. The sex seems to last forever, when any guy my own age I’ve ever slept with takes about two minutes. I find myself writhing on the bed, my fists gripping the sheets. He uses his mouth, he uses his hands, and when he comes up to kiss me, he presses his knee between my legs so that my hips buckle. His hand finds the bracelet and holds it tighter on my wrist, captive.

I sink my teeth into his shoulder, into the taut muscle at the base of his neck, and he draws back so quickly I think he’s going to hit me. I turn my head, waiting for the impact.

I catch my breath and have a sharp flash of being choked, hard, in the group home by a girl named Vanessa, who knelt over me in my sleep. I’d woken up gasping, eyes wide, limbs flailing. This feeling is the same. I squeeze my eyes shut, waiting.

“What are you doing?” he snarls, disgusted by my reaction.

“I… nothing,” I stammer. “I got caught up. I didn’t mean to hurt you.”

He holds me down by the biceps, his knee still firmly pressed into my crotch. Then he takes that knee and knocks my thighs apart, pushes inside me before he says anything else.

“You didn’t hurt me,” he says, rocking, close to my face.

I’m breathless and he knows it. He winds his hand into my hair and pulls, and I howl, and we don’t talk again until he’s finished and sitting on the side of the bed.

The rain has gone from steady to pounding. It drums on the house with a deep rhythm. I try to look at his shoulder in the dark. The bite is small, but it’s there.

Carson puts his linen shirt over it.

“You can’t leave your mark on me,” he says.

“It’s not really visible,” I offer, still lying down. “Under your shirt.”

“Vera sees me without a shirt,” Carson says.

I swallow. How do I ask him? She must know. She knows what he’s doing, what he’s always done. This seems like a clear pattern for a man like him. But I manage to say, “She doesn’t know?”

He turns and looks at me with his eyes narrowed. High, continuous lightning outside flashes and lights up his face. His brows knit together, his mouth a cruel straight line.

“That bitch would kill herself,” he says.

I feel a foam in the corners of my throat, near my ears, puffing up with bile. I have to keep swallowing to hold it down. I breathe shallow, through my nose, the way you blow out underwater to keep from inhaling water and drowning. Except I’ve never been any good at the breathing part of swimming. I always feel like I’m drowning.

Carson comes closer and kisses my forehead, near my sweaty hairline, but doesn’t say anything. Doesn’t offer a goodnight, nothing.

I lie awake for a long time, watching the cloud lightning, bright behind heavy outlines, sometimes the entire sky visible for a split second, like a camera flash, capturing darkness, deep purple and inky blue, something you didn’t see until it developed. I breathe myself into something more calm, but I don’t get up, and I don’t sleep. When I check my phone, it’s 3:33. I text Will.

You around tomorrow? I mean today, lol?

He answers right away. Restaurant work kills your sleep schedule. Most of us are never up before noon. He’s off the next day, and I agree to meet him at a beachfront bar. I figure I’ll slip out to get groceries and wine and stop for a while to see Will, to catch up. I don’t even know how to tell him what is happening here. I don’t know what is happening here.

I doze off, but I wake up when the sun comes in the window like white gold. That’s when I notice what’s on the dresser. That Carson has left me another stack of cash on the dresser. But this time, they are twenties. It’s a hundred dollars, which hits me like a punch in the gut.

I head to the bathroom, then downstairs to find some seltzer, hoping the bubbles will clear my head, knowing that Vera would just open champagne if she wanted bubbles, but when I try the door at the end of the hallway, it doesn’t budge.

I step back, dumb.

This hall has my room, the bathroom, a closet, and Carson’s office. It’s a wing unto itself off the second-floor TV room. Carson refers to it as the apartment, and when Jack is around, it’s where he stays.

I look back down the hall behind me. At the other end is Carson’s office, closed and, when I try it, also locked. The space between just a long dark nothing of doors off to either side. I push my room door open and let the light flood in. The closet, which I’ve never even looked in, is also locked. What the fuck could be in a closet that you have to lock up? I remember the safe, and the handguns, the bags of cash that were stashed at the bottom. What else could there be?

I kind of rush at the door, bang my shoulder into it. But it doesn’t move.

It’s locked from the outside.

I could text them. Either one. But both of them have their phones set to Do Not Disturb, so texts come up with the little purple moon, with the message that Carson or Vera has notifications silenced. When I call, it goes directly to voicemail.

Of course, plenty of people put their phones on Do Not Disturb when they go to bed. Nan did. She also did when she was at work or driving. She was on Do Not Disturb more than she was available. No one could know why we were texting or why we were meeting. Or who I even was to her. It was part of our problem.

But silencing your phone after fucking your live-in chef, after leaving her cash on the dresser and then locking her into a wing of the house? I remember the chill in his stare when he turned to me on the bed. The way the lightning flashed outside.

That bitch would kill herself.

My heart spasms and pounds, and I lean my head against the cool wood of the locked door, blood rushing in my ears, deafening. I think about the amount of time she spends upstairs, alone in her room.

I wonder if he ever locks her in.
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At the group home, they would put tape outside our doors. You could still open it, but the overnight counselor would know, and then you’d have to explain why you opened your door, and when, and why the girl down the hall’s door was also opened. The counselors were supposed to stay awake overnight, but they dozed off sometimes.

It was passive-aggressive.

This is just aggressive.

I get into the shower, and after, the door is unlocked. Still closed, but when I try the knob, it opens. The TV room and downstairs are empty, the house quiet. I don’t know which one of them unlocked it, but it happened sometime between seven and eight. I want to get out of there without seeing either of them. I feed the dogs, leave a ploughman’s lunch wrapped in the fridge for Carson. I’m heading out for groceries, wine, and to meet up with Will, desperate for air.

I’d put on the new ballet tee with a pair of white shorts and the leather sandals, the cuff from Vera back on my wrist. I check my reflection in the mirrors of the foyer and slide on the oval sunglasses. And when I leave, I take Vera’s keys. They’re out. I’m not asking.

I wish the car wasn’t such a spectacle. Like, it’s not enough to be a Mercedes, it has to be extra-tall and extra-boxy, different from the rest of the lower-key luxury cars on the Cape. It’s like I’m on fucking safari. I luck out and find a spot right in front of the place I’m meeting Will, who’s already here. He watches from the sidewalk while I park it, carefully, between two smaller cars.

“Oh… my God,” Will exclaims when I get out, my white shorts blazing in the sun, my legs tanned. “They are letting you drive the Benz.” He stands there, mouth agape, and doesn’t hug me. Up close, I notice he’s slightly unkempt—there’s something off about his hair or his face, even though his clothes are tight and impeccable as always.

He looks me up and down, the shoes, the bracelet.

“Well, damn, girl,” he says. “You’re high-end now.” He leans in to kiss my cheek finally. “It’s been, what, five days?” He shrieks out a giddy laugh. “Fuck my life,” he says. “Let’s go inside. I need a drink.”

I laugh and follow him in. It feels different. Everything feels different, driving in that car and wearing these clothes. I took some extra time with my hair. I put on lip gloss.

I think about meeting Nan in straight-leg jeans, a black tank top, my black work boots. No jewelry. She would find my lip gloss hilarious.

I’m not that, I think to myself, just like I wasn’t the rough kid in my mother’s photos, long disheveled hair, mussed mascara, dress slipping off my little-girl shoulder.

When I rejected that, I went hardcore boy.

But now I’m somewhere in between. A blurred edge. A synthesis. An unknown.

I follow Will through a dark wood interior out to a balcony that overlooks the beach.

“You look fucking amazing,” Will says, and we take two stools by the water. “The clothes,” he says. “Your face. Gorgeous.”

My phone dings. Vera. Getting groceries? she asks.

My stomach lurches a little. I didn’t ask if I could take the car. I imagine her coming downstairs to find it gone. I just left. Didn’t even leave a note. And then I think, They locked me in my fucking room.

Yes, I answer. Let me know what you need or if there’s anything you’d like. I try to err on the side of too formal, too accommodating, with her.

I turn the phone face down on my lap, silence it, then finally sit on it so I’m not tempted to look but I can feel it if she buzzes again.

Will orders an Aperol spritz, and I copy him.

“I’m so fucking hungover,” he tells me, shaking his head. “What’s going on at Chez Carson Smart?” he asks. “Tell me everything.”

I tell him that I cook for the dogs and that Carson and his wife go through more alcohol in a day than I’ve seen people go through in a month.

“Tracks,” he says, and sips. “She’s like a reclusive alcoholic, right?” he asks.

“I thought you didn’t know who she was.”

“Everyone knows who she is,” Will says. “She’s, like, the last Fitzgerald of that damned generation, right? The younger ones are all socialites and lawyers. They’re everywhere. She’s like their Little Edie,” he says and I shrug. “Failed,” he says. “Her father ruined her and she ended up doing nothing but sitting on a fortune—I mean, nothing except for fucking Carson Smart, I guess.” He takes a long drink.

My mouth turns down. I can’t even imagine them fucking.

After a pause, I say, “They only give the dogs Acqua Panna.”

“Oh my God!” Will says and rolls his eyes. “Rich people are the fucking worst.” Then he pushes my arm. “What else?” he says. “You’re all glow-y or whatever. Are you still fucking him?”

“I never said I was fucking him,” I say. I try to hide in my drink. I watch a mother at the edge of the shore bending over to dip her baby’s toes in the water. I have a real gut-deep instant ache to be held up and another queasy feeling at answering Will. I don’t need everyone to know. If Will knows, then the chef knows, the farmers’ market knows, it gets around quick, maybe even to the rest of the Fitzgeralds. That bitch would kill herself.

“Uh, no, you didn’t,” Will says. “You said you were so drunk you didn’t remember but that you were pretty sure you fucked him. Are you still doing that?” he says, arch. “With all that alcohol?” he adds.

“Some” is all I can manage.

“‘Some,’” Will repeats. “In five days. Uh-huh.” He slurps to the bottom of his drink and asks for another and a “giant club soda.”

I watch the mother on the beach wade out, carrying the baby, the waves lapping at her waist now. I imagine her dropping the baby in the water, snapping pictures while she drowns.

“What’s going on with you?” Will says then.

I startle. I don’t have words. I don’t know how to tell him anything or where to even start. That I was locked in my wing last night. That Carson left me cash on my dresser. That I bit him, and I was afraid he was going to hit me. That Vera quickly spins from insulting me to kissing me. The dead raccoon. The swift disposal of anything bloody. The safe with the guns.

Will takes a drink of the fresh cocktail, and his mood darkens.

“What happened to her face?” he asks then.

“She had a facelift,” I say.

“Did she?” he pushes. Will loves some celebrity gossip. I hate it.

“I mean, we haven’t had a direct conversation about it.” And then I remember Carson saying it was a sixty-thousand-dollar facelift. I leave out the money, but I confirm for Will that, yes, I heard Carson say that.

“He said that,” Will says.

I shrug. I’m not sure what he’s getting at.

“How does it look?” he asks.

“She looks great,” I say. I think of her sitting across from me at lunch, the buffed porcelain surface of her skin. The ear. My stomach contracts.

“I heard it was the dogs,” Will says, sitting back. He turns to look out at the water, where boats dot the horizon.

“What?” I yelp, but I go cold. I feel a chill in my shoulder blades that runs down my back. “How?” I say.

“You know,” Will says, and moves his hand around. “Like, they ripped her face off. Aren’t they fucking huge and mean?”

I flash on the raccoon with its guts hanging out. The way Hardy waited by my bed that night. Had her ear been detached?

“They’re good dogs,” I offer, and Will laughs in disbelief. “How do you even know this?” I ask then.

He purses his lips, bitchy, and shakes his head. “Everyone knows,” he says.

My phone vibrates under my thigh. I pull it out, sweaty, and it’s Vera. All she says is Pepitas. I feel my brow constrict.

He keeps staring, like he’s trying to read something in my face, in my eyes, around my mouth. Then he laughs.

“Girl, blink twice if you’re in danger,” he says.

“Oh my God, I’m not in danger,” I say. I shrug and put the phone down. “They’re just eccentric. And the dogs are actually really sweet.”

“Uh-huh,” he says. “Milo said they were weird.”

“Who’s Milo?” I ask.

“The chef.” He takes a long drink. “You know, the one who turned them down to take this job.”

“To take my job,” I correct him. My drink is gone. I rattle the ice at the bottom of the glass. I’m still mad about it. I made the decision to pack up my shit and come up here based on what Will told me, and the job was gone before I even arrived. I might have stayed at the house. I might not have a landlord texting to say he changed the locks. I might have my film. And the camera.

“I never promised it to you,” Will says. “And besides, you look like you’re doing just fine.” He turns to look out at the sea, but the sun is blinding and he winces and ducks his head down.

I pick up my phone. “I gotta run,” I say.

“Of course,” Will says. He turns his back to the water. “Be careful,” he says, and snickers.

“I’m fine,” I say.

“Milo said he wouldn’t be caught dead there,” Will tells me as I slide my sunglasses back on. He holds up his face for me to kiss. I lean in and brush my lips on his cheek. He smells different to me. A little bit stale. A little bit cheap.

“So?” I say.

“So don’t get caught dead,” he says.
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I try again for a simple cocktail hour before dinner. I put out a tray of oysters on ice, because I’ve seen Vera eat them, but Carson gets there first and stands at the island slurping them down, one after another, with a tumbler of vodka and lemon and ice.

“So,” I say to him, my head cocked. I’m still smashing garlic for dinner, dicing a shallot. Do I want to bring this up now? It’s just the two of us. I don’t dare say anything in front of Vera. “My door was locked this morning,” I say.

“Which door?” Carson asks. I hadn’t realized there was more than one option.

“The hallway door,” I say. “To the apartment.”

“The dogs,” he says, ready with an answer. “They can open that door. So we put a lock on it.”

“The dogs weren’t in there,” I say.

He shrugs and places a shell on the ice, face down. “Habit,” he says.

“You locked it out of habit?” I ask. “I tried to come downstairs this morning,” I say, “and I couldn’t get out.”

“They’ll destroy everything,” Carson says. “Paper products, clothing, shoes, and they can open those doors.” He drinks down the last of his vodka and hands me a lemon for a fresh twist, a new drink. “Anyway, I didn’t lock it,” he says.

“You just said you locked it out of habit,” I say.

“Sometimes I do,” he answers, “but I didn’t, not last night.”

“How do you know?”

“I just do,” he says and laughs. And then behind him, Vera comes downstairs in off-white, less white than her hair, wide pants and a loose short-sleeved tunic that shows her thin, freckled arms. “Vera,” he calls, “did you lock the kid in her room last night?”

The kid feels like a long knife jabbed into the highest point between my ribs.

She approaches the island and side-eyes him like he’s deplorable. “What are you even talking about?” she says, then looks at me with such a glare that I laugh, even though I’m pissed we are even having this conversation.

“Don’t gang up on me,” Carson says, and Vera rolls her eyes.

“Which one of us is delusional?” she asks. She runs her tongue over her perfectly plump matte-rose lips, looking at the oysters that I’d put out while I get dinner ready. “It’s so fishy in here,” she announces. She lights a slim cigarette, then leaves the pack on the island, next to the bowl with her keys, and sashays over to the screen door, leaving a trail of smoke.

“Not now, it isn’t,” Carson mutters.

I cut a long piece of lemon peel and twist it over his drink, the lemon oil taking over all the smells. I wonder if this is what it’s like to have two parents. Two people full of venom for each other, passing little jabs between them.

I pan-sear red snapper, lean and white with almost no smell. I want to make sure to add fat and acid, so I prepare a piccata sauce with lemons and capers, a hunk of butter. I fluff up some scallion rice and add some grilled asparagus.

Earlier, I’d roasted a chuck steak for the dogs and made a double batch of basmati rice, fragrant and delicate. If the dogs are going to eat human-grade food, I don’t see why the people can’t share their rice or why I should make different batches from the same bag. Maybe I should buy two bags of the same thing?

I make both Carson and Vera pretty plates, the fish and the rice still steaming. I lay them out with a lemon wedge and a sprig of basil. Some dots of balsamic glaze along the rim.

“Is this dog rice?” Vera asks immediately.

“It’s basmati,” I say, swallowing.

“I saw what the dogs ate this evening,” Vera says. “This is the same rice.”

“This is scallion rice,” I say.

“They can’t have scallions,” she says.

“They didn’t.”

“Brett, don’t argue with me,” she says and pushes herself back from the table, although she stays seated.

“Give it a rest, Vera,” Carson says.

“I won’t accept being lied to,” Vera snaps. “And this is so rich,” she says, moving her fork through the sauce.

“It’s delicious,” Carson says. He gives me a thumbs-up with his mouth full.

I pour Vera a glass of Sancerre and she lets her fork drop to the table. “You’re cooking for him,” she says to me as if it’s a sudden realization. Her eyes darken and well up.

“I made dinner for everyone,” I say, careful.

“With dog food.”

I inhale sharply.

“Do you think it’s him you need to win over?” she asks in a stage whisper, like we’re on a soap opera or something. It’s all so much more dramatic than it needs to be. Her roving eyes. The harsh hiss of her words.

“I’m not trying to win anything,” I say, and walk away. I’m just trying to keep this job. I take the oysters from the island and let the ice slide off the tray and into the sink, rattling against the steel. Carson seems to find the commotion particularly funny.

Apparently, it’s impossible to cook for both of them, even though I’ve seen her eat oysters, and I picked snapper because it was the mildest-tasting fish they had at the market. I know because I specifically asked what to make for a client with a delicate stomach and distinct tastes.

I seared them golden brown, the flesh still milky and pink, not overdone. I temped them at 130 when I took them off.

I also tasted one and it was fucking perfect.

But it doesn’t matter, because now they are arguing about something else.

“You’re not even doing anything about it,” Vera says to Carson. She moves things around on her plate like a kid trying to fool you into thinking they ate some of it. I think about the group-home rule: If you don’t like what’s for dinner, you can have peanut butter and jelly and go to bed early.

I take down another bowl, deep and bright blue, put in a scoop of the scallion rice and just the heads of the asparagus. A bit of extra butter, some pepper, and lemon. And then I offer it to Vera in exchange for her plate.

“What is this?” she yelps at me. “I’m not a child.” She waves her hand, dismissing me and the bowl, and dives back into her argument with Carson.

“Maybe I want to take some time off,” he says.

Vera huffs. “‘Time off,’” she repeats, disgusted. “Maybe you should get a real job.” I’m putting things away in the kitchen, wiping out the pan, and I see her motion her arm toward me. “Some people work for a living,” she says. “Maybe I want some time off,” she adds. He rushes her and grabs her face. Her sixty-thousand-dollar face.

“You just had time off,” Carson bellows at her, and my shoulders hunch, protective.

The boom of his voice. The fuzz of male yelling in my ears. It pulls something visceral in me, my throat aching. Before I realize it, I’m on my knees in the kitchen, retching up the bright Aperol spritz I’d had with Will, my ears ringing, my hands shaking.

It was the only way to get my mom’s attention in the midst of a fight. I’d get so nervous, I couldn’t stop it. But she’d pause everything, just for a moment.

“You’re scaring her!” Vera cries.

“She’s not scared of me,” Carson says.

“This is why,” Vera says, getting up from the table and coming to get another cigarette. She hasn’t eaten a thing but has finished her wine. She steps over me on the floor and pours herself another. “This is why we could never have had children,” she flings at Carson. “It’s all about you, you, you. You’re such a bully.”

“Oh, please,” Carson says. “You were past childbearing age when I met you, dear,” he says. “Kids were never in the picture.”

She slams out the screen door, shaking it in its new frame. At the sound of the door, I hear the dogs scatter and begin to whine upstairs, their claws tapping on the floor, their muzzles huffing at the door that I now know is locked.

“You’re not scared, are you, Brett?” Carson asks, laughing loudly. He picks up his empty plate from the table and drops it recklessly on the island, clattering against the quartz. I see Vera slowly pacing around the perimeter of the pool, a thin waft of cigarette smoke circling her head.

“Brett!” she calls through the screen and I struggle to get to my feet, wiping my mouth with my wrists.

I jump. My nerves are fried.

“Brett!” she calls again. “You should come swimming!”

Carson’s ice-blue eyes burrow into me and he cocks an eyebrow in anticipation.

I rub a paper towel over my face, and wrap a plate for myself to eat later, alone, privately, away from the stress of having them in the same room, at the same table. I try to imagine tasting it in silence, but it’s like biting into nothing, like tasting air.
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A locked door is a luxury.

Even the bathrooms in the group home didn’t have locks on them. They didn’t want someone to fall, get hurt, or get sick somewhere the staff couldn’t get to them, and we weren’t allowed respite. We brushed our teeth in pairs, sharing the sink.

The first time I tried anything with a girl, it was Ariana Rios. She had braces on her teeth. We were thirteen, and we couldn’t lock the bedroom door, so we took a loose slat from her bed and jammed it under the doorknob, pressing into the carpet, so if someone tried to come in, they at least met some resistance. We made out, heavy and panting, until dinnertime and then she slipped the board from under the knob and hid it in the closet. Someone was going to catch us. Or think the board was for something else. We’d end up on punishment, in our rooms alone after dinner. Extra cleaning assignments.

When I was younger, at home with my mom, only the bathroom locked. We found ourselves in there together more than once, her boyfriend on the other side, pounding so hard I was sure the door would splinter and cave in. My mom and I huddled in the bathtub. I would press my face into her chest so hard, it was like I was trying to get back in. It smelled like cocoa butter and cigarettes. A dish on top of the toilet was filled with dust-covered fancy soaps shaped like shells. They hadn’t smelled like anything in years.

At my dad’s, the only privacy I had was a brown comforter tacked to the ceiling to make a fake wall, a barrier on the front porch to hide my twin mattress and the tiny TV my dad had wired up out there. People came in and out at all hours, with me just hiding on the other side of that blanket. In the morning, the mailman opened the screen door to push bills through the metal slot. The door of the one bathroom barely closed at all, so I’d taken to hanging a bra on the doorknob when I was in there so my dad’s friends didn’t try to come in and piss when I was in the shower.

I’ve never had a place that felt safe. That felt like I could be alone, relaxed, that no one could get to me, pound or force their way in or just rip down the blanket, revealing everything in a surprise attack. My body is rigid from vigilance. And I’m exhausted. I push the button lock in the bedroom door, silence my phone and turn it over. They’re just going to have to wait.

I wake at four in the afternoon, the sun coming in my windows hot, to two text messages and two missed calls, all from Vera. One text that just says Brett. And thirty minutes later, one that says Let me take you to dinner.

Is she apologizing? I wonder. Or strategizing?

I hold the phone in my hand for a minute before I reply. I don’t know how to answer her. Is it a test? Should I say I have the perfect meal planned for her? I don’t. I’m about ready to fall back on the old standard of chicken nuggets and tater tots and some apple slices or carrot sticks because we needed a fruit or a vegetable with every meal.

I imagine how shocked she would be, the look on her sculpted face, to be handed a grilled cheese and a paper cup of tomato soup on a plastic plate, with a carton of milk. Even though I’d gotten really good at grilled cheese. I mixed types of cheese or added tomato slices or a bit of leftover chili. I salted the buttery crust of the bread. I made the condensed soup with milk instead of water, half-and-half if we had it. Sometimes I mixed in rice or peas or hot sauce. I learned to make ramen with a slice of American cheese and an egg poached in the hot broth. I could do a lot with a couple bucks.

Carson can fend, she texts me. I don’t give a fuck.

I laugh, alone in my locked room.

Okay, I answer.

At four thirty, I feed the dogs again, cooking up yet another family steak and slicing it with some brown rice and diced carrots.

When I put things away after, I notice the knives on the magnetic bar aren’t how I left them. I always put them back the same way, blades facing to the right, longest blade in the middle, the rest tapering off to either side. Now the smallest one is turned around. On the counter below, I notice a wine key I’ve never seen before. Everything Vera has in the kitchen is new and black. This is cherry red, scratched up, used.

Maybe someone else had left it there. A guest. Jack. It’s a good one, with decent weight, comfortable in your hand.

I turn the small knife around. I don’t know why it bothers me, but it puts a weird twinge in my stomach. Someone else touching the knives. Since yesterday. Since this morning. I tuck the wine key into a drawer, out of sight.

The last one was blond.

Someone else had slept in my room, driven her car. Slept with her husband.

Vera comes down fully dressed, ready to go, and I’m still in shorts. Her hair is brushed out, burning white. She has on a crepe maxi-dress that dips low in the front, a deep V between her breasts, which seem to stand up on their own.

I clatter the drawer shut, startled.

“Brett,” she says, sharp. She looks at my bare legs, and I glance down at my own feet and see one perfectly round drop of blood on the immaculate floor. It’s unmistakable in size and color. I keep it there, in my peripheral vision.

“Are we going or not?” she says. She hasn’t seen it.

“Sure,” I say.

“‘Sure’?” she repeats.

I grab the sponge in the deep sink and wring it out, then bend over to wipe the blood from the floor. It’s dry, and I have to scrub at it.

“Sure is so wishy-washy,” she says, annoyed. “Sure is the answer to ‘Do you need toilet paper?’ not ‘Would you go to dinner with me?’ I want an enthusiastic yes,” she says. “Otherwise, don’t waste my time.”

I straighten up and rinse out the sponge. “I’m sorry,” I say, and feel the color drain from my face. “I would love to,” I say, and she tilts her head, smiles. “What should I leave here for Carson?” I ask.

“He’s a goddamn grown-up,” Vera says, her eyes flat like a cat’s, and then she forces a laugh. “He’s not even here,” she says. “He’s probably in a throng of women at the Truro library.”

“I’ll change,” I offer. And I realize this is the thing that keeps happening, every day, in the smallest ways. I keep changing. I keep adjusting to meet their needs, and soon I won’t even recognize myself in the mirror no matter what I have on.
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Vera follows me upstairs with a bottle of champagne and two flutes and waits in the open doorway while I take off my shorts and tank and pull out the shift dress she bought me at the boutique. I realize that for her, with Carson out of the house, we’re just two women getting ready. It’s nothing for her to see me undress. But I’m a pro at changing without revealing anything, slipping a bra on or off under a shirt. Some of the girls didn’t care. Ariana Rios, for one, would walk around in her pink underpants with white piping, her breasts spilling over her matching pink bra. Even the bikini for me was a test. I stand halfway in the closet, my back to Vera, as I slide the dress on. I hear the cork pop while it’s over my head, tiny pricks of light peeking through the black linen weave.

The bubbles spill over her hand onto the wood floor and she giggles. She pours and sips, then pours for me. I notice that she has on winged eyeliner, a bit of blush, and a rich matte lipstick in a dusty nude rose. She catches me looking at her face.

“You look really beautiful,” I say, and mean it.

She pats her face and sighs. “Thank you,” she says. “It’s calming down. It’s starting to look more normal.”

“It is,” I say. “But it’s also really beautiful.”

She’s obviously vain enough to have had a facelift. Unless it was true that one of the dogs had destroyed her face, that she’d had to rebuild after being mauled. I can’t ask her. But it can’t hurt to compliment her.

She smiles, but her eyes fill up at the same time, and she shakes her head in anger. At least three fully formed emotions pass over her face in a few seconds.

“Fuck him,” she says, her lips pressed tight. She hands me the glass of champagne.

“He must think you’re beautiful,” I offer.

“He sure as hell won’t say it,” she says. She runs her fingers down her torso, over the flat, bony sternum, her breasts, altered by another surgery, another thing rebuilt from whatever had been there first. Her skin is smooth, pale and translucent, like vellum.

“He was drawn to you,” I say. I don’t know why I’m trying to mend fences between them. It feels like the right thing to do, to turn their attention toward each other and off me. Let me fade into the background a bit.

She has a habit of laughing extra-loud when something hurts, when I ask a dumb question or make some assumption that wounds her. She clunks the glass down on my nightstand, and I startle, because I’m worried that Carson left something there, his watch, his reading glasses, cash, at the side of my bed.

“Let me tell you something about Carson Smart,” she says. She pulls her tall white pack of cigarettes from her pocket, lights one, then sits while I fish a pair of earrings out of the bottom of my makeup bag. “I raised him,” she says, smoke coming out in a thin straight line.

I stare blankly at her, backward in the mirror, while I put on small gold hoop earrings. For a long, horrifying moment, I think she’s his mother and that this is way, way more fucked up than I could ever imagine.

“He’s twenty years younger than me,” she says. “When I met him, he was poor and living in his mother’s basement.” She arches an eyebrow. “Sound familiar?”

I can’t say it doesn’t sting. Poor and living in some unused part of a parent’s house. But I’m also stuck on twenty years younger. Because he’s at least twenty years older than me. My heart flutters and then beats harder, trying to catch up with itself.

“He didn’t have a goddamn thing,” she says. She brushes her hand over the white linen duvet cover. “Least of all a career. So whatever story he’s told you about all his accomplishments, he’s lying. I made him,” she says. “I made him everything he is, including Carson Smart.”

“That’s not his name?” I blurt out. It seems like the dumbest detail to get hung up on, but it shocks me just the same.

“No,” Vera says, wrinkling her nose. “It’s a franchise.”

“How?” I whisper.

“‘How?’” she repeats loudly, and then she stands up, drink in one hand, cigarette in the other, and starts pacing the room and into the hallway while I go into the bathroom to put on some mascara.

“I gave him everything,” she says. “A place to live, time to write, time to study. I gave him connections. I told him what to write. I introduced him to an agent who would die for him—among other things.” She snorts. “I put him in front of an editor, a screenwriter. I bought him new clothes, got him a real haircut. Took him places. We traveled. I made him a man of the world. He learned to eat the right things and drink the right things. Boy, did he get that one right,” she says.

My mind is spinning. He’s a man of the world, isn’t he? I search in my memory for any impression he gave of being a kid like me, a poor kid, a kid without a mother.

She comes into the bathroom, traces her fingers, cold from the glass of champagne, down my bare arm, and my hair stands on end.

“I guess I thought…” I say. Failed, I hear Will say. She ended up doing nothing but sitting on a fortune.

“He was a big shot who kept a pretty wife?” Vera asks.

I lean away from the mirror, the mascara wand in my hand. “I guess so.”

“I’m not his trophy,” she says. “I wanted him for myself. He’s my trophy.”

“It’s your money,” I say, soft, nodding.

“Oh, he has his own money now,” she says and rolls her eyes. “It’s not as much.”

Up close, her eyes are a variegated brown flecked with gray and bits of gold. She smells like palo santo and amber, warm and spicy. She drags a nail down my forearm and clinks it on the bracelet she bought me. Then she tips her head back and finishes the champagne in one swallow.

“I don’t feel bad about taking things from him,” she says, and meets my eyes in the mirror. “He owes me.”
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We finish the bottle of champagne before we even leave the house. She refills her glass, she tops off mine, she fills hers again. I bring the dogs inside and close them into Carson’s office. I haven’t seen him all day.

Vera and I get into the tall Mercedes and she drives us a short way to a slim brick building with a restaurant, a gift boutique, and a coffee and wine bar that is also attached to the restaurant. It’s the same owner, and they share the same kitchen.

I know this because it’s the bistro Will works at.

The place I was supposed to be working at.

I inhale sharply as she pulls in right up front, her bumper nearly in the flowers that line the sidewalk.

“Okay?” she asks me, glancing over.

“Yeah,” I mutter. “Just not used to that much champagne,” I say and manage to laugh. There are rows of delicate petunias, bright pink and hot red, shivering in the sea breeze.

Inside, it’s dark and brick, with low lights, a long bar with seats, and a few carefully placed tables near the walls. There’s a huge chalkboard behind the bar with wines and beers, and a smaller one with daily specials. A hostess greets us, and I scan the service station at the back, frantic, looking for Will. I will never hear the end of this.

There’s a tall, thin man and a woman with a dark ponytail but no one else. The kitchen is hard to see into.

“I just thought it would be nice,” Vera says as the hostess leads us through the entire dining room to the back patio, “for someone to cook for you for once. And for you to see what the best chefs here are doing.”

The best chefs, I think, stung. She knows what she’s doing. She knows this is where he came. The back patio is brick, with black tables and bare Edison light bulbs hanging from black cords strung across the space. Vera catches her shoe on the uneven brick and I have to grab her elbow to keep her upright.

“Very beautiful,” she says about the brick. “I get it.” She rolls her eyes. “But it’s dangerous for women in real shoes,” she adds.

My shoes are flat slide sandals. That she bought me. My other shoes black Converse and flip-flops.

We sit, and she leans very carefully on her hand, trying to look casual, to look bored, but she’s too fragile, too delicate to pull it off. The ring weighs her hand down. Everything is poised, purposeful.

“I wish he was done with this book,” she says. “I wish he’d go on tour already. It’s a whole different vibe when he’s gone.” She looks at me and raises her eyebrows. “And just think of what we could get into together,” she says and laughs, her voice ringing off the brick garden walls.

When the waiter comes, the tall, thin man in all black with a waist apron—the same thing I’ve always seen Will wear—Vera doesn’t even consult me, she just orders two vodka martinis, hers “just the teensiest bit dirty,” she says and winks at me. The waiter looks over at me to see how I want it.

He’s familiar to me. And at the same time, I know we all look the same. The people in black, taking your order, serving your food.

“Ma’am?” he says to me, his voice rising in an awkward question. He knows exactly who we are. Even me, I think, and I draw my arms into my sides, shrinking.

“Oh,” I start. “Well, I like it pretty dirty,” I say, then grimace, but if that’s what I’m drinking, I want to taste the olives.

Vera leans her head back and roars out a laugh. “I just adore you!” She cackles, loud enough for everyone, including the closest tables inside, to hear her.

The waiter leaves and she grabs my hand. “Oh, darling,” she says. “I’m just so tired of walking on eggshells. I want to breathe. I want to do things my way for once,” she says. “Even though,” she says, and lets go, “he’s much better behaved when you’re here. If you can believe it.”

I can. I’m mitigating something for them. Neither one of them is quite as horrible with someone else in the house. Which is alarming. That this is their decent behavior.

Vera’s eyes fill up again, but the tears don’t spill. She looks up at the lights hanging above us, and blinks till they subside. “You just, you have no idea what he’s capable of,” she says.

I think about the drop of blood in the kitchen. The moved knife. Who moved it or where more blood might have landed. The way he grabbed her. The way I braced for impact.

The drinks come, filled to the brim, cloudy with olive juice and three fat, garlic-stuffed olives. The waiter nods to me in acknowledgment, and I try to remember his name. I watch Vera take a sizable sip.

“Perfect,” she purrs to him and then orders a list of small plates of delicious combinations: grilled octopus with mint and melon, a pâté, a plate of arancini. “We’ll start there,” she tells him, and waves the hand with the heavy ring on it. “Bring them spaced out, however is easiest for the chef,” she says.

I glance at the entrées. He’s featuring a sea bass that is exactly how I make it, which is arguably the best way to make it, but I feel ripped off, like Will told him. I look at the other entrées. A bone-in rib eye for a hundred and thirty-six dollars. Brick chicken. Foraged-mushroom risotto.

He brings us the octopus first. It’s on a long, white rectangular plate over a black-bean pear sauce that looks like an inkblot. On top, paper-thin slices of pear, a few leaves of arugula, and bright dots of a compressed watermelon hot sauce.

“Oh, wow,” Vera says, peering over the plate. “That’s a lot of things.” She pushes it around and looks at me. “Black beans?” she asks, and I shrug. I don’t know what answer she’s looking for. I wouldn’t have used black beans, but it doesn’t surprise me. “Really?” she says. Her eyes go wide. And then she tries it.

She makes a big show of cutting through it with her butter knife, then slides a section into her mouth, only to roll it around, chewing, chewing some more, then spitting it into her napkin. I have a small piece on my plate, and I stop, watching her in horror.

“Oh, no,” she says. “No, no, no.”

The waiter comes back with his hands clasped together.

“You could bounce this off the floor, it’s so rubbery,” Vera says, and he offers to bring another. “Why on earth would I want another one?” she snips. She pushes the shared plate and our small plates toward him. “Just take it,” she says. “And bring more martinis.”

The man at the table behind Vera leans back and looks over.

“Honestly,” Vera says to me. “Did you try it?”

“No.”

“Good,” she says.

When the waiter comes back, she dips into the pâté and deems it “far too salty.” She hands it to him without any further comment, and he pauses for a moment, holding the plate, bent slightly forward.

“You try it,” she says to him.

I still have half a martini left, but he comes back with another round, a thin sheet of ice floating on top. He tells Vera that drinks are on the house.

Then he brings the arancini.

He leaves, and Vera slices her fork into one, then smashes it flat on the plate. “This is mush,” she says, louder than I expect, and my shoulders hunch. The waiter scurries back; he was just barely in the kitchen when she shouted that. She keeps pounding her fork on the flattened arancini, bits of rice and sauce flying.

“Does this look good to you?” she asks the waiter.

“I am so very sorry, ma’am,” he says.

“Look,” Vera says. She takes a sip of her martini. “My girlfriend is a very celebrated chef,” she says, and I feel the heat creep from my armpits to the back of my neck.

The waiter turns to me. I must look like I’m about twelve to him. He bows slightly and keeps eye contact, an eyebrow arched as if to say, Really? The celebrated chef who didn’t get this job?

“I’m trying to show her the very best of the Cape,” Vera says. “But only the bartender is helping me out here. The kitchen is a disaster.” The volume of her voice goes up on the last word, and I am sure the kitchen hears it.

She picks up her fork and raps it onto the arancini again, and sauce flies onto the waiter’s black shirt. “Just take it,” she says, and groans.

“Vera. It’s okay,” I whisper. I try not to imagine the waiter going into the kitchen, announcing that Will’s friend is here, the homeless one who showed up in a shitty Toyota and tried to get this job. Or their heads tipping back as they laugh about it. About me.

“It is not okay,” Vera says, and doesn’t take my whisper as a hint to quiet her voice a little. “I know that you’re saying that to be demure, but really, I won’t even let you try it,” she says, animated.

Behind the patio wall is a trellis lined with morning glories, and behind that the open door to the back of the kitchen. Outside, you can smell the smoke from the grill, hear the clank of pans, the din of men’s voices inside. I picture myself if I had gotten the job, on my toes to reach the rack of plates above, bumped and bustled by larger men, Boston line cooks with faded Celtic-cross tattoos.

After the waiter leaves with the arancini, a louder clash of pans comes from the kitchen. I see myself putting my head down, taking the criticism. Starting over. But this chef is pissed.

Vera is trying something on both of us. Humiliation. Retaliation. Please don’t come out, I think, fervent, my head sweating.

Vera downs her second martini and rummages in her bag. The waiter comes back out, pale, and says in a low voice, “I’ve comped your bill, ma’am. I am so very sorry. I hope you will give us another chance.”

“Listen,” Vera says and pulls bills out of her wallet. “What’s your name, again?”

“Roger,” he says.

Roger. I’ll remember it now for when I talk to Will in a day or so and find out that Roger told him his little pixie friend came in with her elderly girlfriend and they sent back every single dish.

Vera holds out three crisp hundred-dollar bills. “Comp the bill and take this for yourself,” she says. “None of this is your fault. You are wonderful. Maybe get a job at a different place,” she says.

“I can’t possibly,” he says. He looks at me like I have an ounce of control over her.

“Yes, you can,” Vera says and stands up, taller than Roger, like a beaming statue with her long hair and her bare, thin shoulders. She physically places the bills in his hand and closes it. “Come on, darling,” she says to me.

I can’t even look at him. I’ve never felt more like a hack. Wasn’t she a fry cook?

I’m sure the chef is fuming. Will probably already knows. I watch Roger tuck the bills into his pocket. I hope she at least made his night.

Outside, she presses the car keys into my palm the way she handed Roger the cash. “Vera,” I say. We both had two martinis. And champagne. I didn’t eat even a bite of food.

“Can you believe that garbage?” she says. “I wanted to give you the very best.”

“Vera, I can’t,” I say, my head swimming.

“Oh, for Christ’s sake, Brett,” she bellows. “I know. Do you want me to tell you plain as day every time that it’s my treat? It’s my fucking treat.”

I clench my jaw and hoist myself into the Mercedes.

“Don’t worry,” she shouts through the passenger-side door. “I’m not keeping a tab. If I were, it’d make your head spin.”

I grip the wheel and tuck my chin down in shame. Fine, I think. I’ll drive us. I spray and clear the windshield, but the problem is my eyes. Everything is blurry. She slithers into the seat next to me and leans her head back, closes her eyes. It occurs to me that I’m about to die. It’s not the first time I’ve ever thought this, but it’s the most real. This is how it will go down, me driving her car, me smashed against the wheel or thrown through the windshield. Me dead, while she slips away, gets out of the whole thing just fine.
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Vera passes out once we start moving, and because of that, I pull over on 6, leave the car running, and chug an entire bottle of San Pellegrino that was in the center console. It’s flat and room temperature, and I wonder why the dogs get better water than what she keeps in the car. And also remember that I’ve spent most of my life drinking tap water that was probably laced with lead out of red plastic Solo cups, so I don’t know who I am to complain about anything.

It dribbles down my chin and I wipe at it with my wrist. Outside, the last bit of sun disappears over the bay, hot with blinding diamonds of light on the water. A car swerves around us and blares its horn. I’m not far enough off the road.

I get a text from Carson, I’m sure wondering where we are, where is his dinner.

Can you pick up vodka? he asks. Then adds, Vera’s phone is off.

I type, All the vodka is currently in your wife, and then swipe back to delete it but accidentally send it.

Fuck.

Lol, he answers. Not surprised.

Sure, I say. Yes. More enthusiastic. Yes, of course I can pick up more alcohol.

Where are you? he writes.

Pulled over on Route 6.

Great, Carson answers. Are you okay to drive?

Not really, I say.

No rush, he says. I’ll get delivery.

I sit there with my mind racing. Vera’s head has fallen so far to the side, she looks dead, like someone snapped her neck. I would check, but she’s softly snoring, drunken gravel in the back of her throat. There isn’t one person I can call and ask a favor of. Not here. Not at home. No one. Especially not Will.

And there never has been.

I remember arguing with Nan about her husband, about how she said, “He makes me feel safe,” even though he was angry and controlling, violent and jealous.

“What about that makes you feel safe?” I exclaimed to her. In the car, where we always were.

“He cares about me.” She shrugged a soft shoulder. “That’s just how he shows it.”

I would rather be unsafe. I would rather have my walls unpunched, my face not screamed in.

It certainly didn’t work for my mother.

Nope, I think. I laugh aloud in panic and distress, staring into the headlights coming around the curve on the other side of the road, and Vera doesn’t even notice.

I reach over to Vera’s bag for one of her skinny lady cigarettes. Without disturbing her, I stick my hand inside the tote and feel around. Wallet. Phone. Something cold and metal. I catch my breath and feel along the length of it. One of the handguns.

My fingers find the paper box of cigarettes and I slide it out. I don’t know if the gun has the safety on. I don’t know how in the fuck she carries it around loose in a tote bag or how she should even be trusted to have it. I don’t trust her to drive a car.

I step out, close the driver’s-side door with my butt so it doesn’t slam and disturb her. I’m surprised she’s not sleeping with her hand in the bag, on the gun, in case she’s startled, so she can shoot me without even checking to see who I am.

Blinking red and blue lights come around the curve. The last thing I need is a cop. I imagine him pulling up behind us, him questioning me, me trying unsuccessfully to revive Vera, being handcuffed for drugging her, for kidnapping her and stealing her car. I obviously don’t belong in this car with this woman, or even in this town.

Unless I’m on the other side of the table wearing blacks.

The cop keeps going, after someone else.

My bladder feels like a balloon. One that’s about to pop. I groan aloud, my voice vibrating, in some attempt to relieve the pressure. Then I get back into the Mercedes and inch it back onto the road, thankful for a lull in traffic. I drive a mile or so in the direction the car is headed, which is away from the house, and pull off at the first roadside stand I find, strung with yellow lights, the parking lot packed with family vehicles. There’s a line of people getting lobster rolls and ice cream, kids running, teenagers leaning into one another and laughing.

I don’t stop to gawk or have feelings about never having been a teenager with free time and extra money, out getting ice cream. I beeline for the bathroom, a rough wooden stall, and pee for a long time under a yellow bug light with moths and daddy longlegs in the corners.

“Holy shit,” I say aloud. The relief is temporary. I still have to get Vera home. I wash my hands without soap in icy-cold water and don’t bother to look in the mirror. My head is spinning. Meeting my own eyes will be a mistake.

Outside, I get in line. Someone has written on a paper plate and posted it on the window: NO LOBSTER ROLLS. I don’t even care. I need to eat something. A kid in a green T-shirt with red hair in a high ponytail takes my order for a hot dog and a Pepsi. It comes out hot in a paper boat and I pump a line of plain yellow mustard down the middle and eat the whole thing standing at the narrow wooden counter. The skin is crisp, the meat juicy, the bun buttered and grilled. I’ve never had anything so delicious in my life. My lips are glossed with grease and I wipe my mouth before starting in on the Pepsi, sweet, bubbly, the ice in little pebbles. The cold and the sugar go straight to my head like an adrenaline shot. And when I look up, Vera is in front of me.

“What are you doing?” she says, her voice deadly quiet in the din of kids laughing and families ordering.

She looks so out of place, even for the Cape. Her black dress and her bare shoulders, bird-thin and freckled. Her sleek, shining platinum hair. These kids around us are all sun-streaked natural blonds with healthy browned shoulders, strong from swimming and paddleboarding. Vera looks like she belongs in old Hollywood, like she’s a specter of herself, projected here from black-and-white film.

“I couldn’t drive,” I mutter, eyes downcast.

“If you wanted trash food, honey, we could have just gotten trash food.” Her shoulders sink and she takes a step back; her ankle buckles in the gravel lot. “Honestly,” she says. “A hot dog? I would have never hired you.”

“Carson hired me,” I say. I’m still drunk. The hot dog and the Pepsi helped, but not enough to shut my damn mouth. But she wasn’t even around. He’d sprung the wife on me after the fact. The fact of the drunk fucking.

“I am Carson Smart,” she bellows. “He doesn’t shit without me telling him to.” I feel like my hair is blown back, my face buffeted. People stop talking. People look. Vera stands stock-still.

“I couldn’t drive,” I say again. I have to stop myself from wiping my hands on the front of the dress. The flat linen of it feels like an apron. “I was afraid of getting pulled over,” I whisper, and people go back to their own business.

“I would have paid your ticket,” she says. “So what’s next?” she says. “Bowling? You want to go handfishing in a pond?”

“I could have crashed the car,” I say, my face hot.

She holds my gaze for a moment and then huffs, petulant. She turns and picks her way through the gravel in her heeled sandals, turning once to look back at me. In the headlights of other cars, she looks like she’s onstage, like I’m the one audience member at the Vera show. I keep an eye on her toothpick ankles, waiting for them to turn, snap, for her to come tumbling down.

“Well,” she barks. “Are you coming? Or do I have to drive myself?”

At the house, we find Carson sprawled on the leather couch with Hardy beside him and Laurel at his feet, a rocks glass at his elbow. Alcohol delivery had come, an open box kicked to the side between the foyer and the kitchen, what was wanted taken out of it and the rest still sitting there, unpacked.

“How was dinner?” he calls out.

Vera saunters in while I shuffle behind. “Abysmal,” she says.

Carson tries to catch my eye, but I fold my lips in and look away. I am done engaging for the evening.

“Do you want me to make you something?” he asks, and gets up, disturbing a very comfortable dog, who jolts and then stretches, his face opening in a yawn. Carson stops at the bar to refill his glass and hands me a lemon. “Do you mind?” he asks.

I hold it, dumb. Like I’m supposed to make her dinner out of one lemon. While still drunk.

“A twist,” Carson says to me.

“This one can take care of herself,” Vera says. “I’m going to bed.”

“Vera,” I say, and grab the smallest knife, the paring knife, the one that was displaced this morning and might have been the culprit for the blood on the floor.

“Don’t,” she says.

“I’m sorry,” I say.

“Don’t,” she says again, louder, her eyes on the cupboards behind me, barely holding it together. “Put a pin in it,” she says, her voice swelling with a sob. “I cannot talk about this now.”

“But—” I say.

“You hurt me very deeply,” she says.

I stand in shock, the knife still in my hand.

“We could have gone somewhere else,” she says. “You didn’t have to humiliate me.”

All at once, she is full-on crying, face flooded with tears, mascara running, nose sniffling. If anyone was humiliated, it was me, being paraded as a celebrated chef in front of the guy who took my job.

“Goddamn it,” she says, looking up and blinking. “I just want to do nice things for you. You don’t have to shame me for my generosity.”

I’m aware that my mouth is open. I put the lemon and the knife down. “That’s not what happened,” I say.

“It’s not?” she shoots back, and Carson retreats into the living room and out the screen door, the dogs in tow. “How dare you?” Vera says. “How dare you gaslight me.”

“Vera,” I say, pleading.

“‘That’s not what happened,’” she repeats. She stops crying just as abruptly as she began and holds her hand up to keep me from saying another word. My head is still spinning.

“We will talk in the morning,” she says. She looks off to where Carson has gone outside and brushes past me in the kitchen, pours her own bottle of water. She picks up the knife and quarters the lemon, squeezes it and drops two wedges into the bottle. Then she changes her grip on the knife, holding it like a weapon, and stabs it, point down, deep into the butcher block between us. It’s going to take some force to pull it out.
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In the morning, my skull feels cracked in two, a cartoon bird popping out and chirping a sound that sets my teeth on edge. I roll and then kind of fall out of bed, landing on my knees. I’m sweaty, and my mouth feels like a cotton ball, but I manage to make it across the hall without seeing Carson. His office door is open, but it seems empty of people and dogs. I take Excedrin, splash cold water on my face, and rake my fingers through my hair. How many days will I wake up like this? It’s barely been a week. I take a deep breath. Only one more week to go, which at this rate might kill me.

I meet my own eyes in the mirror, see the back of my hair standing up in a stubborn cowlick. You got this, I say silently. She’s a sensitive old lady. He’s a horny alcoholic. You can do this.

And then I remember her bellowing at me last night I am Carson Smart and introducing me as her girlfriend, which if anyone was going to do, I thought it would be Carson parading me around as his younger date.

Who am I kidding. No one parades me around. Unless it’s in a police lineup.

No, last night was something trickier than just Vera being sensitive. She tried hard to humiliate both me and Milo, and for all I know, she got him into trouble. I check my phone. I haven’t heard from Will. I wonder if I’ll ever hear from Will again. This might have been the last straw.

I come down to blinding sun in the kitchen, a full pot of coffee that smells like heaven, and Vera. She’s in a caftan with her hair braided to the side over the questionable ear, which I noticed yesterday had transformed to a bright, shining purple.

“Look,” she says before I even say good morning. “I love very deeply.”

“Hi,” I say, and attempt a smile, even though I’m afraid it’s too cute.

“Hi, sweetheart,” she says, and dabs at her eyes. Her crying is authentic. Her whole face crumples with emotion. If it’s fake, she’s way more of a psychopath than I thought.

“Don’t cry,” I say, and immediately regret it. I know better than to tell a woman to stop crying. Especially when she’s crying over you. I have no idea how long she’s been up, how long she’s been sitting here, smoking cigarettes so light, they amount to nothing, replaying last night’s events, perseverating on her betrayal, playing out a script in her head.

My girlfriend. I think, feeling dread in the pit of my stomach, that this was a direct hit on Milo, letting him know what he could have had if he’d taken this job.

Vera straightens on the stool and sips nearly clear tea through a glass straw. “I’m not crying,” she says, but the tears continue. “Look, I would do anything for you,” she says. “I know it’s foolish, but it’s what I do.” She stops there and it hangs between us, vaguely threatening. I haven’t done anything to deserve this.

She reaches out for my hand while I am dying to pour some coffee. “We need to lift each other up,” she says. “Women do.” All I can do is nod. I’m pretty sure we have wildly different experiences with women.

I give her hand an affectionate squeeze and pull down a mug for myself, fill it a quarter way with light cream, and add coffee. It hits my head directly. My eyes seem to open wider.

She lays her hand on her heart, her thin, freckled skin shot through with blue veins, the big diamond ring loose and bobbing on her finger. “I just need you to be true to me,” she says.

I have no idea what she means, being true. Loyal. Faithful. Like a dog. She’s certainly not getting anything loyal or faithful from Carson. The look in her eye is something of deep loneliness, a longing that I feel, in that moment, I can abate.

“I am,” I say.

I come around the side of the island, and I take her shoulders in my hands. If nothing else, I know how to make a woman believe I’m into her. I hold her like I’m holding her together, and I kiss her forehead, which causes her to buckle and start crying again.

“We’re good together,” she says, her voice shaky.

“We are,” I say. And I wonder if this is how Carson has gotten by all these years, by promising her things like to always be true to her, even while he betrays her time and time again.

I see just the shadow of him, coming up over the dunes with the dogs. I remember her saying, You have no idea what he’s capable of, only now I don’t know if she means him or if she’s talking about herself.

I make dinner for all of us that night, at Vera’s request. She pleads with me as I’m feeding the dogs and Carson is making cocktails.

“I know it’s your job to cook,” she says, her hands clasped as if in prayer, “but let’s eat together. Like a family,” she adds.

I don’t know what kind of family we would ever be, I think, and have to stifle a nervous laugh. But I say okay, and I agree to make scallops, which she can handle, and some light greens.

“And whatever else,” she says, now that I’ve said I will eat with them. She leans in conspiratorially and adds, “You can feed Carson the dog steak for all I care.” She laughs. “But,” she says, and wiggles her fingers in the air, “he’s a man. He probably wants a potato or something.”

Carson comes to the island and holds up a rocks glass of vodka.

“I have plenty of potatoes,” he says.

I barely season her scallops, just a bit of salt, pepper, and lemon, and I sear them with a crisp edge, lay three of them on top of a bed of baby-soft arugula, a drizzle of olive oil, and another squeeze of lemon. I dot some shaved Parmesan over the greens.

“That actually looks amazing,” Carson says when he sees Vera’s plate.

“Actually”? You actually hired me for twenty thousand dollars, I think. So it better look fantastic.

For Carson’s scallops, I mix cayenne pepper and brown sugar, some smoked paprika, and thyme. I serve them over a bed of lemon-garlic arborio rice. I plate four scallops for him and two for myself and then very tentatively join them at the long table.

“My darling,” Vera exclaims. “These are incredible.”

I perch on an orange chair next to Vera, who immediately reaches out to hold my hand.

“Isn’t it, Carson?” she asks.

“It is,” he says. “I told you. I don’t know why you fought it so hard.”

She has an open bottle of Chablis that’s half gone, but she pours me a glass and nudges me, playful. Her eyes are sleepy. I wonder how much Xanax she has taken just to get through this dinner with him. And me.

“You feeling all right?” Carson asks her.

“I feel amazing,” Vera says. “This meal is amazing.” She puts her fork into the greens, picks out all the cheese, stacks it up on the side of her plate. “We should always do this,” she declares. “Let’s always eat like this!” She piles the cheese onto her fork and drops it onto my plate. “No cheese,” she says to me, holding up one finger in reprimand.

Heard, I think.

“Carson never, ever cooks,” she says. “He just hires out.” She starts laughing and her head drops forward, her shoulders shaking with laughs. She drops her fork in a loud clatter and I jump.

Carson looks at me, alarmed, like my anxiety in some way betrays him.

“You poor thing, you’re like a kicked dog,” she says to me and puts her arm around me, pulling me into a side hug. She splits the last of the Chablis between us, even though I’ve hardly had any, then waves her arm at Carson.

“Carson, grab us a Bordeaux blanc, would you?” she says, and he doesn’t move. He looks at her, and then he looks at me.

“I’ll get it,” I say, faking some cheer.

“Oh my God,” Vera exclaims to Carson. “Don’t be such a baby,” she says. “We’re the ones drinking wine. You’ve got your drink. It wouldn’t kill you to get up and serve us for once.”

“It’s fine,” I say, light. I pull the foil off the wine with my palm and turn in the corkscrew before she can argue anymore. I nest the bottle into a cold terra-cotta cooler, open and breathing.

She reaches for my hand to hold. “Thank you, my dear,” she says. It’s on the verge of normal, I think. It’s just skirting the edge, flirting with something that feels almost regular, the three of us sitting there, three different generations, sharing a meal.

“We should always live like this,” Vera says, wistful.

“We do live like this.” Carson laughs.

“I haven’t been living,” Vera says. “I’ve been in bed.”

Carson clunks his empty glass down and glances at me.

“This has all been so hard on me,” Vera says.

I take Carson’s glass and refill it, full of ice, full of vodka, a fresh twist dunked in the center.

“Which part?” Carson asks, and for a second I think he’s sincere. But then he sneers, “The mansion, or the private chef?”

“Carson, don’t ruin my mood,” Vera says.

He leans his head back and laughs. “Oh, Vera,” he says. “You’re the only one who ever ruins your mood.”

She ignores him.

“Look,” he says. “I’m nearly finished.”

“Oh, are you?” Vera says.

His lips purse and his eyes dart to the side.

“Let’s make the best of this,” he tells her. “These last few days with Brett.”

Vera’s face cracks into a wide smile and she inches closer to me without looking at me. “Oh, I’m not letting her leave.”
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It feels like a win, a dinner where Vera manages to eat one scallop and spoons the others onto my plate with the picked-off cheese. It doesn’t end in screaming. No one throws a glass. Vera retreats upstairs with a glass of Bordeaux, tipsy but happy, and Carson calls for the dogs to walk on the beach. I clean up alone. Calm.

Finally, I think. It’s just a few more days. I parse out the check in my head. If I’m lucky, I can coast a little.

Except Carson hasn’t gone to the beach. He throws the ball to Hardy in the fenced-in yard, and when I come out hoping for a moment alone, a cigarette by myself, maybe, as I’m perched at the top of the stairs, looking out over the beach, he calls me over.

“Come with me,” he says, his hands in the pockets of his linen pants, his chest open and friendly.

Hardy comes up and nudges me hard, and Laurel circles at my feet, ears back, tail wagging.

“Now you have to,” he says, chuckling at the dogs. He swings open the gate, and they bound off, over the stairs and onto the sand.

The tide is out, the beach wide and glassy. We walk without talking, shoulders bumping, the dogs running ahead.

“She tells me everything,” he says after a moment.

I look up, my mind racing. She told him about dinner, about my betrayal, how deeply I had hurt her. She let him know exactly how trashy I am.

Eating a hot dog.

“Or her version of it,” he adds.

I nod.

The light is unreal. Heavy and purple, like the world has been covered by a sheer veil, everything soft and filtered. I wish I had the camera to capture the color, the light, the abstract pattern of the sand. The wind dies down. It’s almost quiet.

“It was bound to happen,” Carson says.

I stop walking and just look at him. “What do you mean?” I ask. I was bound to hurt her? I’m not sure if that’s an indictment of her character or mine.

“She’s an alluring character,” he offers. “Elegant, smart, funny. Beautiful. I put a bisexual chef between two people who would both want her,” he says and laughs a little.

I shift my eyes to the side, my jaw set. This is not about dinner.

“But she gets very attached,” he says. “She’s got… a lot of baggage,” he adds. “Damage, even.”

“Has she always?” I ask.

He huffs. “I didn’t damage her, if that’s what you’re asking,” he says. Her father ruined her. It’s hard to imagine any different version of Vera. Young, carefree? I can only picture her as she is. Strident. Fraught. Intense.

“She’s quite a bit older than I am,” he says then. “She came with her own issues.”

I nod and start moving again. We walk out into the sea, the sand hard-packed and dark.

I try to imagine him as she described him, living in his mother’s basement, with no job, much less a career. Being coddled by her, shaped into exactly what she wanted. Which she doesn’t want anymore.

“She wanted a younger man,” he says.

“She got one.”

“Because of her father,” he says without further explanation.

“Oh” is all I say. I didn’t get it when Will said it, but I know in this instant exactly what Carson means, and it explains everything about her. Her need for loyalty. Protection. For female companionship. Her obsession with looking younger, with perfection. I wonder what happened. How long it went on.

Carson stops, the dogs just dots out ahead of us. If we don’t turn back now, it will be dark before we reach the stairs. He lays his hand on his chest, his eyes downcast, the twilight colors on his face both pale and intense, the red vessels in his cheeks, his cracked lips.

“It has ruined me,” he says.

“It ruined you?” I say, a little too quickly, because I was sure he was going to say it ruined her. Because clearly, it had.

“I might have been a man with a family,” he says. “A regular guy with a regular wife.”

“That’s not who you are,” I say.

“You don’t even know who I am,” he says.

My mouth clamps shut, and I hear the thunder of paws coming through the surf, the dogs making their way back toward us and then past us, into the deeper sand, barreling toward home.

“I’ve spent more than twenty years pussyfooting around this woman,” Carson says. “Not having a real marriage. Not having a normal sex life. Being controlled, dressed, told who to talk to, who to sign with, when to work.” He rakes his hands through his hair, pulling it back off his face, his skin tight.

“In case it sounds familiar,” he says to me, nodding at the bracelet she bought me, clasped around my wrist.

I feel my brows cinch, my face darken. “I don’t know how to tell you this, but it has worked out pretty well for you.”

“Oh, that’s rich,” he says, and starts walking again, striding off away from me. “I don’t expect you to understand,” he says, turning back.

“I understand that you got a spectacular career out of it,” I say.

“Well, prices and prizes,” he says.

“It’s not what you wanted?”

“It’s not what I want!” he shouts at me.

I catch up to him. Side by side again in the deep sand, my feet sinking in.

“I just thought you should know what it means to her,” he says.

“What what means to her?”

He laughs, bitter. “I hope it works out for you. I hope you get everything you want.”

“What what means to her?” I say again.

“Sex, Brett,” he says. “Guess what—after we fuck, I don’t think about you. But she does.” His face is hard, closed, his eyes so dark they don’t look blue anymore. “She does.”

I feel a cold lump in my throat.

My girlfriend is a very celebrated chef.

“I’m just telling you to be careful what you get into,” he says.

I flash on me and Vera twenty years from now, in the same pattern, only older, skirting around each other, arguing over meals, over drinks, and then her weepy apologies, all the crying, the broken glass, the long afternoons in bed. Me making her delicate plates of almost nothing. I think, I am never getting out of here alive.

Carson turns his back to me and jogs up the stairs, his broad shoulders hunched, protective. He calls the dogs inside for water, and I hear the snap of the screen door. I stand at the top of the stairs. In one direction, the house, the pool, her light on upstairs. The faintest smell of a cigarette. And in the other, complete blackness.
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On Sunday, Vera locks herself in her room and doesn’t come down for tea, doesn’t ask me to come up, she just closes herself in. When I stand outside her door, I hear her tap-tapping away on her laptop, a pause, then more typing. When I go downstairs, groceries and more alcohol have been delivered.

I unpack the bags. A number of fresh local vegetables—asparagus, zucchini, some heirloom tomatoes. And packets of fish—sea bass and snapper. A third bag has some staples: Greek olive oil, unsalted butter, bulbs of garlic, and shallots.

This is my job, I think, putting things away. Why has she taken this task away from me?

I look in the wire basket where I leave the keys and usually the little wristlet wallet I take shopping. The keys to the Mercedes are gone, and so is the credit card Carson gave me. The only things left in my wallet are the fake ID one of my dad’s friends finagled for me when I was sixteen and four dollars.

I don’t have a driver’s license. Not because I don’t know how to drive; I just never went through the proper steps, couldn’t find all the documentation needed, a birth certificate, proof of residency. Proof of anything. Like everything else in my life.

But I’m stuck on why she has taken control over the groceries. Does she not trust me? Does she want to see what I can do with what she buys instead of giving me free rein? I haven’t overspent. I’ve been careful and creative.

In the delivery from the package store, a full case of actual champagne, from France, with a label I can’t read, and a case of Sancerre.

It’s like we’re stocking up for a storm. And just like before a storm, the day is eerily quiet. I figure out that the dogs are in with Vera when I see Hardy out on her balcony, drinking from a big bowl of water and sniffing the ocean breeze. She must be propped up in bed with a dog on either side. Ordering deliveries.

Even with tasks off my plate, I can’t relax. The sky darkens, heavy over choppy waves. I wander into Carson’s unlocked office and look at the long shelf of books. None of them are his. There’s a dictionary, a thesaurus, some books on Cape Cod history, a guide to ocean kayaking. A few classic novels.

I think about picking one to read. A quiet day, potential rain, the dogs occupied, Carson apparently out in the Mercedes, Vera locked in. But the one I grab is about a con artist infiltrating the world of rich people. I get a chill. And put it back.

By the time Carson rolls in, at five, the dogs are downstairs with me. Vera made a breezy appearance for a fresh bottle of water before retreating upstairs again. She had reading glasses around her neck on a gold chain and a pen tucked behind her ear. Her body seemed particularly agile. She had some energy.

Carson comes in with a paper sack from the butcher: two new sirloins for the dogs, and a beautiful rib eye that I unwrap and season. He eats like a man who hasn’t seen a decent meal in a few days, and even though I roast the asparagus with quartered red onion, he doesn’t even touch them. He drinks two rocks glasses of whiskey with dinner, devours the meat, wipes his mouth, leaves everything on the table, pours another glass, and wanders outside without saying anything to me.

Well, okay, I think. He feels jilted. Over nothing. I didn’t sleep with her. But I see it now. Even though he said he doesn’t think about me, even though he said she’s the one who gets very attached, it’s his feelings that are hurt.

Vera comes down while I’m cleaning up. I hadn’t made her anything, and while I’m loading the dishwasher, she takes down a wooden board and starts laying out cheese and bread with Marcona almonds and olives.

“Vera,” I say. “I can get that.”

“Nonsense,” she says, “it’s just a few snacks.” She picks it up, tucks a bottle of Sancerre under her arm, and looks back over her shoulder as she heads for the stairs. “Come up,” she says. “I want to show you something.”

There’s already wine up there. She has an open bottle of champagne and a half-full glass beside the bed. She pours me one right to the brim without it bubbling over and then cheers. I sip and wander over to her desk, the laptop closed and charging, a stack of notebooks, pens, pages folded over, and Post-its peeking out.

Anything I ever had called champagne before I came here was awful, somehow both sweet and caustic, harsh on your belly and worse for your head.

But this is good. Dry, mineral, light.

Vera comes out of her closet, which is its own room entirely, with a long chain necklace with a dangling piece of amber and some small, misshapen pearls.

“Do you want this?” she asks, holding it up. “I never wear it anymore.”

I hesitate. It’s not something I would normally wear, but I don’t want to insult her, and it might look nice with the shift dress.

“If not, no worries,” she says before I answer. “I’ll give it to the maid. I just want to get rid of some things.”

The maid. The tops of my ears burn. I’m no one’s friend or girlfriend. I’m the staff. Thanks for the reminder. Apparently, that’s what she’d wanted to show me. Castoffs.

“Oh, Brett, come in here,” Vera calls.

The closet walls are a deep warm gray with recessed lighting and a row of track lights that shine right on you when you stand on a platform in front of the three-sided mirror. There’s a bench in the middle, a table that’s just for jewelry, a vanity, and stacks of fancy boxes on the shelves above.

I put my glass and my phone on a table near the door.

Vera holds up a short dress, black with bell sleeves. “Try it!” she exclaims, and holds the hanger against my collarbone. “Oh, it’s so Twiggy on you!” She starts to rummage for shoes, but I know we are not the same size. Vera has the long, narrow feet of an aristocrat. I have the wide, flat feet of a peasant.

I step out of my shorts and tank and slide the dress over my head. I don’t remember the last time I wore a dress before I got here. It’s cute. It hits me at mid-knee, so it must have been quite short on her. The sleeves are too long, too billowy.

“Hmm,” she says, and cocks her head. “I do love that collar on you.” There’s a black-on-black pointed collar at the neckline. Vera pinches the waist, taking it in. “It doesn’t do you justice, though,” she says, and I’m grateful that it’s the dress’s fault and not mine.

She has me try a sequined jumpsuit that is way too long and looks like something from the seventies. We have a good laugh about how incongruous it looks on me, but I can see her in it. Her long hair parted in the middle, her tiny waist, and her long legs. It must have been gorgeous.

She throws me a wide-brimmed felt hat and has me try on a short bolero jacket that is sexy and sharp.

“Keep it,” she says, clapping her hands. “Oh, it’s so good. With your cigarette pants,” she says. She makes a chef’s kiss with her fingers.

I stand on the box in front of the mirror and turn, looking at the squared-off shoulders, the way the jacket hits just above my waist.

“Say you’ll keep it,” Vera says. She’s deep in a rack of dresses at the back, the hangers sliding over the metal bar. It’s like we’re at Macy’s, I think, and then I realize she probably never goes to Macy’s, and the only time I ever did was with my dad to pick up a suit jacket for him for a funeral that I didn’t attend, and I thought we were the most ridiculous people in there, me with dirty knees and unwashed hair, my dad in jeans he’d been wearing for a week, his hands and teeth tobacco-stained. We smelled like cigarettes and fried rice. I remember the salesman telling my dad it was not returnable.

I shrug off the jacket and lay it over the back of a chair. And Vera emerges from the racks with something new. It looks like curtains. She hands me my glass of champagne and refills it.

“This,” she says. “This changes everything.”
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It’s ivory white, with a plunging neckline and halter straps, and it’s made of fabric that moves like smoke.

Only a certain type of woman can pull off a diaphanous white dress, and Vera is definitely one of them. I’m pretty sure I am not. I’m too short, too square. I don’t have boobs or hips. I’m like a ten-year-old boy.

She holds it up against my skin. “Oh, look how brown you are, Brett! This color is gorgeous on you. White-white would be too much, but this is soft, warm. You’re glowing!”

No one has ever described me as glowing except Will—in reference to sleeping with Carson. It’s not that, I think. It peeves me to think that it could be.

“Here,” she says and takes my champagne, leaves it on the center island. “Get down to nothing. You don’t want to mess with the lines of this dress.”

So I take off everything—the little bralette I had on underneath my tank top, panties—and I stand there naked, hunched, with no way to hide.

“Don’t slouch,” Vera says. “Your body is fucking amazing.”

I hold my chin a little higher, square my shoulders. She drops the dress down over me and then leads me to the platform by the mirror. The back is open all the way down to the top of my butt, and it ties around my neck. The deep V in the front dips down almost to my navel. And she’s right, my skin is tan and glowing under the light, my shoulders and clavicles sharp.

Vera covers her mouth. “Oh, honey,” she says.

I start to laugh, turning in front of the mirror, nervous and delighted at the same time. She drapes a thin gold chain around my neck, over my breastbone, the only accessory the dress needs. She dips her fingers in a bit of hair pomade on the vanity and shapes my hair around my face with little pixie bangs, little petals of curls coming out over my cheekbones.

“You don’t even need makeup, you bitch,” she says and laughs. She dusts a soft makeup brush over my nose and cheeks. “God, I’d kill to be young again.” Vera raises her glass of champagne to me.

“We should go out,” she says. “You should go out looking like that.”

The dress puddles at the top of my feet. With what shoes? Flat sandals are the best I have.

“Where would we even go?” I ask, my voice barely a whisper.

I’ve never looked more like a woman, or more like an adult. The dress seems to demand a level of softness and grace, and I don’t know how not to be tough. I don’t know what to do with my arms. I fold them over my stomach. I put my hands on my waist. I let them hang down, my shoulders square and wide.

“I’ll find a place,” she says. She puts some things away, sliding shut drawers, hanging up a long scarf. “Give me a bit to get ready.” She wrests open the bottle of Sancerre, leaves our flutes on the dresser in the bedroom, and comes back with two delicate, square-bottom white wineglasses that she must keep up there.

“You fed the beast?” Vera asks, leaning out of the closet.

I laugh, but I think of the way Carson devoured the steak, the blood left behind. “I fed them all,” I say.

I leave her to get ready and I float down the stairs in the dress. It weighs nothing; it gives me the feeling of being weightless, airborne, coming down like a cloud or a Hollywood starlet. I pause on the second floor, but the apartment door is closed, the TV room empty.

I find Carson in the kitchen with a plate of cold grapes. The dogs are outside on the grass, Hardy rolling on his back like a happy pig. The windows are open, the tide in and roaring close to the stairs. I come into the kitchen like I have a secret, like a kid with a surprise.

But he jolts like he’s seen a ghost. Like I’m the spirit of someone long dead, someone he forgot even existed. He takes in the dress in one glance, up and down, doesn’t look me in the eye, and then turns his back to me without saying a word. The plate clatters loud into the sink, and he spits a grape on top of it.

I get a queasy, green feeling behind my ears.

I never played princess as a kid. I played dress-up for my mom, for her photos, a smear of lipstick, a tattered tank top. And here I am, all these years later, with Vera, two grown women playing a game.
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Carson comes around to the other side of the island, his shoulders hunched forward, the way Hardy is when he’s after the ball or coming for his dinner. His face wrenched in a way I haven’t seen before, his eyes cold and dark, like the light has gone out of them. We stand toe to toe, his head over mine, his mouth a straight, tight grimace and his face drained of any color.

I have a bad habit of eye-rolling in the face of authority. It’s always been the thing that gets me extra detention, extra chores, written up at work. I can’t take it seriously, a man staring at me in reprimand, whether that man is a cop, a principal, an employer, or a lover.

It’s why my mother’s boyfriend hated me so much. I remember him yelling at my mother, She’s a fucking brat! She needs to be kicked in the teeth. It’s why he’d punch the wall next to my head. He was always telling her she needed to get control over me.

It’s why I got fired from my last real job.

And now here I am, with twenty thousand dollars hanging in the balance, struggling not to roll my eyes.

“Is this funny to you?” Carson asks, his tone flat and seething. He doesn’t raise his voice, but he stands close enough for me to feel the breath of his words.

The quiet dead sound of it is terrifying.

“No,” I say, barely voiced. There’s something in that quiet that alarms me. I knew, when my mother and her boyfriend were fighting, that it often got quiet before it got worse. I’d lie on my cot and listen through the yelling until that momentary calm came. I learned not to trust it, to tense up more, ready for the next big crash.

“Is it?” he hisses. Carson grabs the front of the dress, where the deep V crisscrosses the bottom of my ribs, and snaps me forward with a punch to the gut that knocks the wind out of me. I gasp and fight for air, but his face is right in mine, hot and sickly sweet from whiskey, his lips pulled back like a feral dog’s, teeth bared. My throat, trying so desperately to breathe, makes a noise like a goose, a hoarse, gravelly honk. I know this feeling. This particular gasp.

“No,” I manage. “We were just—”

He has the dress like a handle. It pulls tight across my lower back, and the ties around my neck strain to stay on.

“We were just what?” he says. He keeps his grip and drives me backward into the living room, and slams me into the wall underneath GHETTO 4 LIFE, my bare skin slapping the plaster, and my head snapping against the wall. I gasp again for breath, still winded from the punch, and let out a cry. The back of my head feels numb.

“Tell me,” he says. “Tell me everything, you stupid, fucking brat.” He pulls and slams me again. “Whose idea was this?”

I see sparks behind my eyes, and I shake my head. His fingers creep up to my jaw, and he holds my face in a vise grip, the same way I’d seen him grab Vera.

“Did you pick this out?” he asks. I try to shake my head, but he has my face too tight. My ears feel like they’ll pop off. He pulls me away from the wall and flings me toward the kitchen, where I slam into the island, which hits me square in the belly so that I bend over, my face against the cool quartz. And then he comes up behind me.

I hear the dress rip. I feel my insides hot and searing with pain. He puts his elbow in my back and holds my face down to the island so hard my cheekbone aches, his teeth tearing into my shoulder. I scramble with one hand to find anything, anything I can hit him with or throw back at him, but I can barely breathe. It’s all happening fast, and at the same time, it feels like we’re moving in slow motion.

I reach the paring knife, and I swing my arm around and plunge it into his side. It’s not enough, I think, my face scrunched, eyes closed. It’s not enough to do any damage, but I do it again and again while he howls in my ear, and when he’s done, he pushes me away from the island, and I crumple down to the floor.

I’m afraid to look up at him. He bends at the waist, holding his side, cursing. When he pulls his hand away, it’s covered in blood.

“You’ll pay for this,” he says, staring down at me, pure hatred on his face. I curl onto my side, holding my belly, my insides aching. Then he gets down on his knees, closer to my face, his hand still pressed to his side.

“You think you have a case against me?” he seethes. “We’ve already had sex,” he says. “You’ve got nothing. You’re a stupid white-trash kid with no contract and no skills and no defense. And as far as anyone knows, you’re obsessed with me. You’ve got nothing,” he repeats. “You’re going to jail. You’re never getting paid.” He spits and it lands on my hair.

He stands and strides off toward the patio. I hear him let the dogs loose, and I cover my head, thinking this is where they’re coming. This is what they’ve been trained to do. This whole time, they’ve been just waiting to tear me apart.






40

The dogs don’t come. I rock onto my knees and crawl over to the couch, where I hoist myself up to standing, just enough to get my balance. My head pounds, blood throbbing in my ears, and my guts cramp. I get to the stairs and go back to crawling, up to the second floor, where I stumble across the TV room and into the apartment bathroom. I lean against the vanity, doubled over, but look at my face. My eyes are bloodshot, hot and teary, my cheek red from pressing into the counter. Saliva swells into my mouth, and I clamp my hand over my lips, trying not to vomit.

I hear the water upstairs turn off. Vera had been in the shower, blissfully unaware. Thinking we are going out for fancy drinks.

Where did he go? I think, panicked. I couldn’t have caused that much damage. He got up and walked out on his own. But he might have gone to the emergency room. He might have gone to the police. It’s not like I didn’t stab him. I tried as hard as I could to rip him open. Anything to get him to stop.

I hear Vera coming down the stairs, past the second floor, to the great room. She calls out for me, heels clicking on the tiles. “Brett! I made a reservation. Let’s go. Brett?”

I come out of the bathroom, winded, sore.

“Brett!”

“Yes,” I answer.

“Come down,” she says. “What are you, taking selfies?” She laughs to herself. I close my eyes, woozy. Like I would ever want to capture this.

I run my hands over my face, adjust the top of the dress, smooth it down in the front, and pick my way down the stairs to where she stands in the kitchen, by the island where this just happened. I search the floor for blood, frantic, but I don’t see any. It must have all seeped into his shirt. With her back to me, Vera tilts her head to the side and attaches an earring.

“I need to take this off,” I say. My legs are shaking, wobbling underneath me.

“No, no!” she exclaims, and turns around, but instead of seeing me, she notices the painting, GHETTO 4 LIFE, askew on the wall where Carson had slammed me. She’s wearing a black strapless jumpsuit and strappy nude sandals with a four-inch heel.

“Why is this crooked?” she asks. In her heels, she can just reach the bottom corner to put it right, but for a moment, I imagine it crashing down on her, cracking her head with a hiss. “I swear Carson walks through here like an ape sometimes,” she says.

“I can’t go anywhere,” I say, and she glances over at me.

“Why the hell not?” she asks. “Honey, you look gorgeous. Don’t waste it.”

How? I think. How does this look gorgeous? But the serious damage is on the inside. Meanwhile, her husband is out there bleeding, and then I panic, remembering the knife.

It’s not on the island. I rush over there, searching, looking in the sink, and finally see it, under one of the stools, the stubby blade slick with blood. I stoop over and grab it, then immediately run it under cold water in the sink. I watch as diluted pink blood circles the drain.

I leave it there in the sink, clean but probably not evidence-free. I don’t know. Then I pick it up and wash it with a scrubby sponge, worrying about fingerprints, not even knowing how to get them off or if it even matters. I’ve touched everything in this kitchen multiple times. I dry it with a kitchen towel and stick it back to the magnet over the range and then stand there, staring at the line of knives, my mind fuzzed over.

“Brett, it’s not time to clean the kitchen!” Vera laughs. “Come on.”

I turn around. “It’s just not me,” I offer. “I’m not… I’m not comfortable.” It’s true. I’m about as far from comfortable as I’ve ever been.

She reaches into the tall blue beverage fridge for a new bottle of champagne.

“Well, let’s just get some air,” she says, and notices the windows that have been left wide open. “Apparently Carson needed some air,” she says.

My lungs still feel hot, still trying to catch up on the wind that was knocked clean out of me. I draw in a breath, but it’s ragged, like I’ve been crying. Which I haven’t. I’ve been too stunned, too numb.

“Take it for a spin,” Vera says, tucking the bottle under her arm. “Let’s go down to the beach. That dress feels amazing in the breeze.”

I put my hand over my bare chest. “I can’t wear this at the beach,” I say.

“Why not?” Vera says. “I’m never going to wear it again.”

“Why not?” I gasp, my throat constricting, and I suddenly feel all the emotions creeping up on me. “Why, because I put it on my stupid white-trash body?” I say, echoing what Carson had called me.

She looks at me, alarmed, like she hasn’t done this exact thing to me, flung out raw emotions, started crying, had a huge reaction to something that seemed like nothing. Except this isn’t nothing. And it’s barreling down on me, the horror of what has happened. Of everything that has happened.

“Honey, no,” Vera says, unexpectedly soft. “Because it’s my wedding dress.”

I leave the house crying. I go out the screen door and don’t bother to close it behind me. I don’t want her to see me, to inspect me again in that dress, for her to notice the tears at the back of it or the blood that has probably dripped onto it. I go up over the stairs and hike the skirt up around my thighs, but when I get to the water, creeping closer with every wave, I let it go, and I walk right out into the bracing cold tide, the dress floating on the surface.

There’s no one else on the beach. I don’t see Carson or hear the dogs. Just the wind, the waves, some seagulls crying overhead. I spot a family of dolphins far out, their fins arcing up over the water. It’s trick lighting over here, not bright, not dark. No source, all shine, the tops of the waves like glitter, like they’ve caught fire and are about to explode.

I finally spot them at the same time, coming from different directions, Vera over the dunes and onto the sand, barefoot in her jumpsuit, two bottles of champagne, one in each hand. And Carson weaving along the shoreline with the dogs bouncing beside him.

The water laps at my crotch, a saltwater cleanse. I never want to see either of them again.
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I’m going to walk out of the water past both of them. Through them, past them. I’m going to find a spot on the beach where I can duck out onto the road, barefoot, flag down a car, get a ride to the police, and explain my side before Carson can.

What can Vera do? Grab onto the dress? Rip it from me so that I have to run out naked? I will. I will just keep going.

He could stop me. I catch my breath sharply. He could hold me down. Drown me in the rising tide. I come out of the water slowly, my chest heaving, and stand at the edge between them looking like a madwoman, my eyes wide, my hair on end from the wind.

Vera reaches me first. Her ankles wobble in the sand, but then she’s upright, her usual self, tall and statuesque.

“I brought the champagne,” she says, shrugging a bare shoulder. In the light, her skin looks like shell, iridescent. “It’s a beautiful evening,” she says then, drawn out and dramatic, looking behind me at the sky, shot with pink and purple, a tinge of red along the horizon.

“Vera,” I say, hoarse. What if I just tell her?

“I didn’t bring any glasses,” she says.

“No need,” I say, and take the open bottle from her and tip it for a long swig. The bubbles are cold and aching in my skull, but I manage to swallow.

We pass the bottle between us and make our way down the shore, closer to the jetty, whose slippery black rocks will disappear at high tide but right now are all bare, their shining black tops slick and treacherous. Carson comes toward us, and Vera reaches for my hand.

The closer he comes, the more I can detect the dark stain on his white linen shirt. My heart hammers in my chest. I might have hit a kidney. I remember the feel of the knife sinking into flesh, into the soft side of his torso.

It’s hard for me to walk. I keep stopping, my head pounding, my insides seared and howling. Vera asks if I hurt myself.

I stop and stare at her, my eyes brimming with tears from the ocean breeze. I can’t make myself say it. What he did to me. That she set me up for it. That she knew exactly what she was doing when she sent me downstairs in that dress. I stand there at the jetty and open my mouth, but nothing comes out.

The sun peeks between trees, behind her head, her hair glowing like a goddess. She notices the tear in the waist of the dress, and her eyes dart back up to me, hard, questioning. My face breaks open with a sob, hot with tears, my mouth wet and crying.

She takes a long drink from the bottle and hands it to me, and I do the same but don’t hand it back, and then she gets very close, her face right against mine.

“What did he do?” she asks without affect, unemotional. It’s clinical and cold, like she’s evaluating a case. The dogs rush past us, racing after a low-flying tern, who dips just enough to tease them before darting straight up into the sky.

Carson rambles up after them, his rocks glass empty, his trousers wet, his side a blooming flower of blood, but if Vera notices, she doesn’t say. She stares intently into his face, her eyes narrow.

“Dearly beloveds,” Carson says to us, and Vera gasps, her eyes flashing with fury. I grip the bottle by the neck.

The game is between them. It always has been. I’ve been hired only to play a part.

The sun is quickly sinking. Gold fire licks between the trees, the house backlit like it’s a movie set. Carson’s face looks like an animal’s to me. Drunk, stubbled, blotched with gin blossoms. His hair dirty and mussed from the wind, lips chapped.

“What are you doing out here?” Carson asks Vera. “Everyone knows you’re an indoor cat.” She rolls her eyes at him, but it suddenly strikes me as a complete travesty.

“Why do you live on the beach?” I cry. “If you never go outside?”

“It doesn’t matter where she lives,” Carson says to me, swaying on his feet. “She’s miserable wherever she goes, so she at least picks pretty places to be miserable in.”

“Oh, fuck off, Carson,” Vera says, but it occurs to me that there are other homes in other locations, different beaches, mountains. I feel something inside, way inside, and I inhale sharply. “We needed some air,” Vera says to him, and I feel so weak standing between them that my knees buckle when a wave creeps behind me.

Vera catches my elbow. The opposite of where we were just a few days ago. Now it’s her holding me up. I hang on to the open bottle of champagne by the neck like a dead chicken.

“Drink?” Vera asks him.

“Did you bring anything else?” Carson asks.

“Don’t be rude,” she says, cool. “I brought this just for you.” She holds up the unopened bottle. “Because you finished writing the book,” she says.

“Fuck you,” Carson says, his eyes squinted to just slits, and Vera swings the heavy-bottomed bottle at him, the glass whizzing through the air.

I yelp, and he ducks, only to straighten back up and get right in her face. “Vera!” he says, but it’s less of a reprimand and more of a joke to him. His face breaks open with laughter. “What is this?” he says. “Research? You going to try to act out the books now?”

But his taunt makes her even more angry, and she swings again, her face red, her teeth clenched together.

I try to back away, the water coming up behind me. I cross my arms over my chest, chilled. I want to tuck into myself, armor on the outside, safe. I’m afraid one or both of them might have a gun.

“What did you do to her?” Vera asks, lunging toward him.

“What did I do?” Carson says. “Nothing she didn’t ask for. What did you do?”

She swings again and connects this time, hitting him with the bottom of the bottle above his ear so that he staggers forward. I notice the blood at the center of the stain on his shirt is nearly black. The hit doesn’t knock him out, but he stumbles to one knee, his hands grasping in front of him like he’s searching for something to grab onto. The bottom of his pants darkens with the rising tide.

“Vera,” he says, his voice deep and gravelly with anger, but I hear a tinge of fear as well. A hysterical edge.

She towers over him for a moment, waiting for an explanation, a confession, something. “How dare you?” she says, her voice rumbling, getting louder. “How dare you lay a hand on her.”

He snorts. “It wasn’t my hand,” he says, half laughing, but he starts coughing. Vera steps to him quickly and he braces himself.

“You’re pathetic,” she says. “You’re such a goddamn hack, you can’t even get a girl to fuck you without me telling you what to do.”

He goes down on both knees, his hands over his eyes. “I can’t see,” he says, his voice rising in panic. “Vera,” he says. “I can’t fucking see.”

“Nothing to see here,” she says, and swings again, connecting with an ungodly sound. A crack, like dropping a coconut on the sidewalk.

“Cunt,” he snarls.

And I draw back, watching as she hits him several more times, her body tense with rage, arm taut, face distorted, teeth bared, while his body slumps over, his hair wet and bloody, the side of his head an open pulp. I drop the champagne bottle into the sand and raise my hands to the sides of my face, the sound of the ocean, the wind, roaring in my ears. I see her uncork the champagne she’d just used to beat him, the bottle so shook up, most of it pours out over her hand.

“Brett!” she shouts at me, but I can barely hear her. I can’t unclench my hands. “Brett!” she says again. “Stop screaming.”

Her bare shoulders, her neck, even her arms and cheeks, are spattered with blood. There’s blood in her hair, freckled over her perfect face. Behind her, the sun slips below the trees, leaving us in the nonlight. She drops the bottle in the sand, what’s left streaming out. I see Hardy trot past us, not looking, his ears back, his tail tucked. I’ve never seen him move like that, with such stealth and so much knowing in his wide face. He knew not to look. He just kept going.

The water laps under Carson in the sand, the blood from his head trailing off in tendrils, pulling back with the undertow, billowing out like smoke. His eyes are open, staring off at nothing.

I can’t check. I can’t bring myself to put my hands on him to check for a pulse or breathing. Vera motions for me to give her the other bottle of champagne, the one I dropped, caked in sand, half empty. I pick it up and hand it to her. She holds it to her lips and finishes it.

We sit there like that for a long time, the moon getting higher. The waves getting deeper.
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I bury my face in my hands. I think maybe it will disappear, that I’ll wake up from this nightmare. That Carson will get up and yell at both of us, at me, still wearing the dress that started all of this.

When I look up, Vera is heading toward the jetty, and both dogs are long gone. Only Carson is in front of me, the water filling up his ear that lay on the ground, his face half in water, eyes still open.

Beyond him, Vera springs up onto the black rocks, unexpectedly spry. She balances on her toes, the legs of the jumpsuit billowing out like sails, and dances down the jetty, jumping deftly from rock to rock until she reaches the very end, where the water is deep, her hair blowing in the breeze. She looks like an art deco advertisement. For murder.

I shout her name, but the wind swallows it. She can’t hear me.

I flash on an image of her slipping and hitting her head, of having two bodies instead of one. Of rushing back to the house to gather my things and get out of there without leaving a trace. And then running as far as I can without looking back.

There’s no official record of me being there. But I am all over that house. Fingerprints, hair, blood.

At the edge of the jetty, Vera raises the champagne bottle over her head and flings it hard, the weight carrying it end over end like a football. She watches, satisfied, when it lands way out in the waves. Then she straightens up, her body like a pencil, and steps off the last rock into the deep black water, the jumpsuit billowing out like a parachute, her white hair hitting the water like a fan.

I jump to my feet. In the pooling water below, a long, low, gurgled groan escapes from Carson’s mouth.

“Jesus Christ!” I shriek. I push on his leg with my bare foot, rocking him onto his back, and more air escapes in a long hiss, like he’s deflating.

I turn my back to him and stare out at the ocean, searching for the sight of her, for her to resurface, the water black and choppy. I catch a glimpse of her head bobbing in the rough waves, in and out. I don’t know how well she can swim. Waves like that can pull you under and disorient you. I hold my breath. I think I’m losing her. I’m losing both of them in the space of a few minutes, one of them dead at my feet, the other lost at sea, her body like a white twig in the angry waves. No one is ever going to believe me.

I keep my eye on her head, circling under and then coming back up on the crest of a wave. But while I’m focused out there, Vera walks out of the water right at the shore, her head bare and nearly bald, her clothing drenched and clinging to her body, her hands empty.

Behind her, I see what I’d thought was her head floating in the waves, wending its way back to shore. The gossamer hair. A wig.

At the edge of the water, she steps out of the jumpsuit and wrings it out. Underneath, she’s naked, her body skeleton-thin, worse with the wig gone. Her head is sparsely covered in fine, short silver hairs, sparkling in the moonlight. Her spine a bumped-up ridge down her bent-over back. Her hipbones winging out. She straightens in front of me, the jumpsuit a tightly wound figure eight in her hand.

“Grab the empty, would you?” she says about the bottle of champagne at Carson’s feet, but I stand there dumb and horrified. No more sounds come from him. I’m afraid to touch anything near him, though.

“Brett!” she snaps, a hard emphasis on the ts, and comes toward me, her bare feet pounding the sand.

My whole body trembles, ready and frozen at the same time. Several things flash before me. Her killing me with the other bottle. Or, worse, her hitting me and me not dying but not being able to move, slumped over in the rising tide, drowning and aware that I’m drowning. My body bumping into Carson’s.

Vera stoops and picks up the bottle. It’s the clean one, I remind myself. She threw the bloody one into the ocean. I feel a twinge above my ear where she might hit me next.

“Listen,” she says and turns, suddenly gentle and close to me. “Honey, you are my person,” she says. “My darling girl.” She tries to soften her face, but it’s no use. Without the gorgeous wig, she’s just a skull, the hideous scar from her facelift a visible purple seam now that the wig is gone. She chuckles. “You’re my ride-or-die. My tarp-and-shovel.”

“‘Tarp-and-shovel’?” I repeat.

“Everyone has one,” she says. “You know, a friend you could call in the middle of the night and say, ‘Meet me here with a tarp and a shovel,’ and they would come, no questions asked. It’s one of those things you know immediately about someone,” she explains. “Someone you can trust with your dark secrets.” She winks, but it’s so horrific, my body jolts forward like I’m going to puke, but instead, I start laughing maniacally, laughing with no joy, just a spontaneous burst from my body, trying desperately to get out some of the turmoil inside. Vera is naked, and bald, badly scarred. And we just killed her husband.

I laugh until my stomach hurts and I start coughing. My throat feels like it’s on fire, cracked, parched, sore from screaming. At the end of coughing, I gag and lean over, but nothing comes out.

“Come on,” Vera says. I glance up the shore, looking for anything, the ATVs that roam the beach for night patrol, a roving flashlight, one of the dogs. It’s just a mess of dark, hazy fog rolling in.

Get up, I think fervently at Carson. Get up. I imagine him getting to his knees and then rushing at us, tackling me from behind, my face and my mouth full of sand. He doesn’t move. Vera offers me her hand.

I feel like my feet won’t move. She puts her hand in mine, just slips it in, small and cold, then leads me away from the rising water, back up over the dunes.

It’s worse in the light. Under the soft lights of the patio, Vera’s skin seems to glisten, sparkling sand spackled to the backs of her calves. She left the doors wide open, and she just walks in, goes up the stairs to her own room. I hear her door click, and the running of the shower.

I don’t know how long I stand there looking into the kitchen, at the island where it happened. My heart races and skips. I think the words I could run, but I can’t, my legs are like rubber. I stumble into the kitchen, look again for the knife, but it’s clean and on the magnet, the sponge back in its holder. I pick it up in a panic and thrust it into the trash can. Under the kitchen light, I notice a fine spray of blood on my forearms.

I’m still in the dress, damp and hanging low, ripped along the back. I pat my hips for my phone, out of habit. I need to call someone. Will. I don’t know if he’ll talk to me. And I have no idea where my phone is.
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I find the dogs upstairs, in Carson’s office, both of them on the couch, both curled into tight balls, pressed together. I hover over them for a minute, but Hardy stares straight ahead. Laurel’s breath is quick and shallow. She shivers underneath her silvery coat.

The office looks undisturbed, the desktop computer turned off, the cabinets and drawers all locked. It’s like no one has even been in here. Or, worse, like it has all been staged. What does the office of a famous writer look like? Why aren’t any of his books here?

Vera comes into the apartment buffed, clean, in a short, sporty dress with a terry-cloth turban on her head. She looks like a completely different person. For days, I’ve seen her with long hair lounging in gowns, delicate in a maxi-dress. She’s even taken her ring off, her hands clean and agile. She looks ready to get down to work.

“Take that off,” she says to me.

I untie the straps from around my neck and let it fall around me, again with no hesitation, no modesty or shame. I just stand there naked, the dress a puddle of rumpled silk.

“Into the shower,” Vera says. She runs the water hard and hot, steam billowing into the bathroom, and rakes the curtain to one side. “Come on,” she says, waiting by the sink.

I get in and stand in the steam, the water pounding my back. I run my hands over my face, my hair. Vera opens the curtain, looks in from the back of the shower.

“Wash,” she says, and I do as I’m told, shampoo in my hair, soap on my face. It’s when I get to the rest of it that I lose control. I take a sudsy washcloth and scrub under my arms, over my belly, over my knees and feet, but when I bend over to swab between my legs, my throat chokes with a sob. My head beats in time with my heart. I’m afraid to close my eyes, but I can’t keep them open. They swell up, hot with tears. I’m afraid of falling over. Everything hurts.

I can’t catch my breath. I inhale water and steam and start choking.

Vera whips the curtain open, metal rings clanging together. “You’re having a panic attack,” she says, impatient and curt. I clutch at my chest, my hands gnarled like claws, my eyes wide and searching, my breath frantic. My knees are buckling. I’m going to drown in the shower.

Her face disappears and reappears from the steam. She holds up a square yellow pill. “Here,” she says. “Open up.”

I don’t know what it is. Anything is better than this.

She stands waiting for me with a wide white towel that she wraps around my body and then another that she wraps around my hair. I have a sharp memory of getting out of the tub at my mother’s house, the tub a bilious green. Getting buffed by a rough pink towel. I try to hold on to the memory, desperate. But no matter how hard I try, I can’t see my mother’s face.

Vera wraps me tight. She tells me to keep breathing. And then she tells me to get dressed, pushes me across the hall into my room. I close the door behind me and, out of habit, lock it.

“Put on the bikini,” she says, wiggling the doorknob. “And fucking unlock this.” I’m standing there in the towel. “I’m not the enemy,” she says, swinging the door wide and stepping into my room. “Whatever he told you.”

I pull the orange halter over my head and pull up the bottoms. I feel chilled from the inside, shivering, and at the same time burning from the attack. My crotch is hot and aching.

“Barefoot,” Vera says when I glance around for my shoes. “Let’s go.”

I follow her down to the kitchen, where she drops the dress on the floor next to the garbage. She inspects my face, holding it to the light, and I want to tell her that’s not where the damage is, but then I realize she’s looking for blood. She’s making sure I’m clean.

I remember being checked over after my mother disappeared, having my face held just like that by a nurse who wasn’t in uniform, just a soft sweatshirt. She looked through my hair, which at that time was past my shoulders, matted, pulled back in a ponytail. She carefully palpated my armpits, over my belly and my chest, and she asked if she could look underneath my pants. I remember wearing red corduroys and a sweater with hearts on it. She put her hands on me, pressing in, looking, and I heard my mother’s voice in my head telling me never to let anyone touch me there, but this lady was so soft, so gentle, and she kept asking me if I was okay, and all I could do was cry.

I didn’t talk at all for at least a week. They called it selective mutism. And after that, I wouldn’t speak in class or to any people I didn’t know. I would whisper to the team counselor at the group home, I would say things into my teacher’s ear. But for the rest of that year, I was short on words. I felt like I was holding my breath or holding something in, the way you fill your mouth with water when you’re a kid and push on your cheeks and the water rushes out in a stream from your pursed lips.

I remember finally saying my name to a therapist, sitting on the floor in an office filled with plush toys, board books, pages to color on.

I told her my name was Brett.

I told her I didn’t have a father.

And I told her I didn’t know where my mother was.

That was where my memory ended. Everything else disappeared in silence.
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I lose track of the time, of the day, even. I think it’s Sunday, always the longest day. When I count backward, I realize I’ve been here ten days. And then Vera looks at the Roman numeral clock in the living room and claps her hands together, goes to the calendar on the pantry door and flips the page over to the next month. It’s just after midnight, August first.

The book is due this week. I should be wrapping up, looking for the next job. I don’t even have my car anymore. I can’t find my phone. My body is ragged and sore. I’m sure I’m going to vomit; in the haze of everything that just happened, my body is staging a revolt. I grip the sides of the island, knuckles white.

“What is it?” Vera asks, as if it could be anything, as if she didn’t just smash her husband’s head open and leave him on the beach to die. As if she didn’t flit down the jetty like a little ocean sprite afterward, dive into the ocean, and come out bald. As if we didn’t shower off blood when we got back. She searches my face, her brows together in concern.

I swallow. “It’s my birthday,” I say.

I was going to ask for the night off, meet up with Will, make plans to find my own place with my twenty thousand dollars. It’s such an impossible amount of money to me. It’s nothing to them. All in service of Carson’s art. Whatever it takes.

“Darling!” Vera shouts. She goes to the wine fridge and reaches into the back for more champagne, unwinds the wire, and sends the cork flying into the living room. That usually draws the dogs. Laurel loves to chase a cork, even though Hardy always steals it from her. But apparently, they don’t budge. Not a sound comes from upstairs.

They know. Dogs know.

Vera reaches to a high shelf and takes down some beautiful antique coupes rimmed with gold, etched with delicate ivy. She buffs them with a soft towel and holds them up to the light. She pours us each a drink, but when she hands me my glass, I can barely hold it. My whole arm trembles.

She raises one finger and then bounces up the stairs—seriously, I’ve never seen her with this much physical energy—and comes back down with yet another yellow pill.

“It’s totally fine to take two,” she tells me. “Honestly, I take the whole bar.”

Oh, I know, I think.

“What is it?” I ask. I know, but I’m curious what she’ll tell me.

“It’s Xanax, honey.” She holds my shoulders and I pop it in my mouth, swallow it with a gulp of champagne.

If someone had told me a month ago that by the time my birthday rolled around, I would be broken up with Nan, living on the Cape, working a private gig for an ungodly amount of money, toasting with Xanax and champagne, I wouldn’t have believed them. And if they added murder to that, I probably would have laughed. What is that, the plot of a book?

Vera raises her glass, turning in a circle, singing a kids’ song: “‘How old are you now? How old are you now?’”

I can’t force a laugh. All my edges feel dull, fuzzy. But it does make me smile. I take another drink before I answer. “I’m twenty-five,” I say.

I should have it together, I think. By the time my mom was twenty-five, she was famous. I was six. And now I’m basically homeless, living as a fugitive. For murder. My temples throb.

“Oh, good Lord,” Vera says and clinks glasses with me. “I’d kill to be twenty-five again,” she says and then laughs so hard she bends over, champagne splashing out onto her wrist.

She lets out a long, gleeful sigh, and then straightens up, her eyes darting. Her mind is in overdrive. She’s thinking something through, plotting. She clunks her drink down and orders me into the garage.

The doors to the garage are on the side of the house, underneath the living room, three large black doors. A security light beams above us when we step in front of them. I jolt at the sudden flash. All I can think is Cops. But Vera just goes to the panel at the side and punches in a code, and the doors sweep open.

Inside, Carson’s Porsche is parked next to the Mercedes, and in the third bay, along the wall, two bicycles, a cruiser with a basket and a road bike. On the wall, two ocean kayaks and a bentwood canoe with a variety of oars. We stand barefoot on the cool concrete floor, the dunes rising up at the edge of the driveway, threaded with grass.

Vera pulls down the top kayak, bright yellow and flat. It’s light enough for her to hold overhead, but she hands it to me.

“Can you carry this?” she asks me.

I nod. It’s small and simple. She reaches for an oar from the rack.

“What are we doing?” I ask. The pills have narrowed my thoughts down to a single point of focus. I’m not worried; I’m barely even aware of anything else, the dogs, my phone, the dress rumpled on the floor, what time it is. I listen to my own breath.

“Making it look like an accident,” Vera says, and I feel my hair raise, goose bumps along the backs of my arms. I weave a little, side to side, uneasy on my feet. But Vera takes the oar and marches out to the front of the house, past the fountain, and up the wooden path that leads over the dunes.

It will never look like an accident, I think, holding the kayak up and following her. You wouldn’t hit your head that many times falling off a kayak. You wouldn’t stab yourself in the back.

I think about the water pooling underneath him. That his body probably has evidence of my body on it. Hair. Fluid. Blood. That there’s evidence inside me still, even after the shower.

With the light from the house behind us, I can’t see anything. We cross over onto a pitch-black beach, a small moon high overhead, the waves crashing in the dark.

“Should we bring a light?” I whisper to Vera.

“No!” she says, and whips around in front of me, closer than I realized. “We can’t risk being seen,” she says. “Move in the dark. I know you can.” I know it’s encouragement, but it feels like a jab, and it also feels true. I’ve spent much of my life moving through the dark, carrying something I was never meant to, waiting for it all to be over.

It takes a minute for my eyes to adjust, but she’s right, I get used to it, and there’s not much to see. With the tide in, there isn’t even much beach left, the only walkable space a narrow strip of sand. I keep moving, waiting for the thump of his body against my foot. Or worse, his hand around my ankle, grabbing and pulling me under. Every wave jolts me. Every clump of seaweed feels like hair.

We get to the foot of the jetty and come across nothing. I stare wildly into the dark, searching, fruitless. My arms ache. Vera turns to me.

“He’s not here.”

I don’t know how to answer her, if there’s a script I should be following. The waves come in and lap at my crotch, cold and gritty. I could collapse right there from the weight over my head, from exhaustion, from the ache in my bones.

She says it again, louder, shrill. “Brett, he’s not here.” Then she spins toward the ocean, toward the incoming waves. “Take it out,” she tells me.

“What?” I say, slowly letting the kayak down, my arms shaking. “Why?”

“It should be out there with him,” she says.

“We don’t know that’s where he is,” I say. But I know it even as I say it, he didn’t get up and walk away. He was not getting up.

In the dark I see her nostrils flare, the hard, angry lines in her eyebrows, around her mouth.

“Ride it out there,” she says between clenched teeth. “And with any luck, they’ll find the kayak, they won’t find him, and it will explain itself.”

I’ve never seen sharks here, but I know they’re out there. I’ve seen dolphins, seals, even whales from far away, the plume of water bursting the surface before they submerged. But things wash up on the shore all the time. We can’t trust a fish to completely do away with a body. Can we? The thought of it turns my stomach. Something eating at his legs, ripping into his torso.

“I can’t,” I say suddenly. My knees turn to water and I sink into the tide.

“You have to!” Vera cries. “What other options do we have? You want to go into town and confess? You want to go to jail for capital murder?”

I’m on my knees, the waves lapping around my chest, cold under my armpits.

“Get in and ride,” Vera snaps. “Go out as far as you can.”

“And then what?” I ask.

“Swim back,” she says, obvious. “Or don’t. I honestly don’t care.”
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I do as I’m told. At first, I can’t get it going in the right direction. I waver back toward the shore, I dip sideways, I roll off it, fully submerged in the waves. I’ve never kayaked before, not even on still water, let alone into the ocean. But once I balance, my legs braced hard into the curves on the top of the kayak, my arms working with the oar to point me out instead of in, I get it. I keep seeing Vera waving her white arms: Farther, farther.

I’m an okay swimmer. I rely a lot on the strength of my arms and legs, but I’m not good at the breathing. I don’t like the feel of water in my nose, scratchy at the back of my throat. I do fine in a pool where I can reach the bottom with my feet, but out in the waves, I’m literally over my head. The water is rough and choppy, hard to cut through with the plastic kayak. A wave hits me hard, toppling the kayak, dumping me into the water.

My nose fills with salt water and my throat burns. I lose myself underwater, not sure which way is up with no light to go toward, twisting, frantic for air. I come to the surface, gasping, and then dip back under, reach down, trying to feel for the kayak, hitting my head, going under again, my skull ringing, my lungs hot and desperate. I am my own accident.

My life doesn’t flash before me. Not the way some people say it does. I don’t think about anything that’s real or even current, not my job, not Will, not even Nan, the way she looked at me when we first met, like she was thirsty and I was pure clean water.

It’s my mother, and the bathroom at our apartment, the one with the green tub. I was old enough to take a shower but I craved time in the tub, something normal. I’d fill it up and sink in. I’d hear her turn on the TV and light a cigarette. I’d stay in until the water was tepid, the bubbles gone.

But I remember that he came in. Her boyfriend, who lived with us and the others, a skinny sad girl who wrote poems, a woman who sang and wrote songs.

He just swung open the door, even though I yelped and sank farther into the bubbles so he couldn’t see what I was becoming. I was eight. I didn’t have anything to show. I just didn’t want him looking.

He pissed in front of me, long and loud.

And then he didn’t wash his hands. He just came over to the tub, his face with a lopsided, mean sort of grin, and he put his dirty hand on top of my head and pushed me all the way under, my face sinking below the bubbles, into the milky water. I thrashed my arms and legs. I’m sure he saw all he wanted as I fought to get my head back up above the surface. Water poured out onto the floor, slick and soapy. It got dark under the water. I could feel my eyes rolling, my chest on fire, my nose filled with water that smelled like sugared vanilla.

When he let up, I came up gasping and crying, my face flooded with tears and soap bubbles, my mouth open in a sob. He slammed the bathroom door behind him and knocked down the little picture of a dog in a tub that my mother had hanging over the towel rack. It crashed to the floor and the glass broke.

I smelled her cigarette. I heard the TV. I heard his voice rising and the crash of him reeling around the room. She yelled back at him. I heard a metal TV tray clatter to the floor. Heavy footsteps. I got out of the tub, careful not to slip or step on the broken glass, wrapped myself in a towel, and locked the bathroom door.

It went on. The heavy thud of her body hitting the wall. The shriek of her having her hair pulled. I sat with my back against the door, slowed my breathing, blew my nose, and listened, my body on high alert for what was coming.

But it never came. He never came back to the bathroom. I heard my mother call out, “Brett!” She sounded strangled, not really, but like she was crying, like she was speaking when he’d told her not to. I imagined her arm wrenched by his, her shoulder almost out of its socket as he reeled her toward the door.

“I’ll be right back,” she said.

But she never came back. That was the last time I saw her.

I spent the next three nights alone with the housemates, who ignored me because I stayed out of their way. I got up the morning after the bath, and I got dressed, and I went to school. I ran out of things to make a lunch, and I couldn’t find any cash in the house, so I told the lunch lady I forgot my money, and she gave me the poor-kid special, which was whatever the soup was that day and a partially frozen peanut butter and jelly sandwich. The soup was tomato. I thought it would have been better with grilled cheese, but that was an extra request, so I ate them separately, sat with my friends, laughed about some stupid jokes. I didn’t tell anyone. It wasn’t something you mentioned casually at the lunch table. I never talked about home.

The house went on around me. The girl named Star stayed up late, strumming and singing with her husky, sad voice. People came and went, just not my mother. I slept in her room on the futon mattress so I wouldn’t miss it if she did show up.

And on the third day, I got up, I got dressed, and instead of walking to school, I went across the street to the house where our neighbor Gloria lived. She was up. Her kids were in high school, two tall dark-haired boys who scared me. They busted out of the house and she came out to look at me. I couldn’t make the words come out of my mouth. They sat there like a stone I couldn’t spit out. I moved them around my tongue, but I couldn’t speak.

Gloria took me back across the street, upstairs to our apartment, where everyone was still sleeping, where the air had a constant smell of cigarettes and incense. Gloria looked around in the dark, rifling through papers and mail and hunting for my mom’s purse or her keys.

They were both still there.

I should have looked there for cash.

“Was she here last night when you went to bed?” Gloria asked me.

I shook my head.

“When you went to school yesterday morning?” she asked.

I shook it again.

She took me out into the sunny hallway where she could see. I must have looked like a ghost. I felt like one.

And then the police were there, a social worker, an ambulance, even though I wasn’t hurt, I didn’t need one. And the next days and weeks were a blur of people talking at me, asking me questions I couldn’t answer, a new bedroom in a houseful of other girls who didn’t have mothers anymore, whose mothers were dead or in jail or on drugs, on the streets.

But before the police and everyone showed up, I just remember the look in Gloria’s eyes, like she knew something she couldn’t tell me. They were dark brown, her hair in coarse little ringlets. She held me by the hands, staring into me.
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I tip my head all the way back, my mouth open and panting. I kick to keep my head above water, my legs scissoring in the aching cold.

I’m past the breakers, the water rolling gently behind me, the moon a single white stripe down the center, to the horizon. I paddle, and the kayak drifts away from me, the oar loose and sinking. I lean my head back and gasp for air, breathing hard, trying not to inhale the water that’s right below my chin. I’ve never been out this far. I’m not sure I can make it back. I’m not sure I care anymore.

I lift my feet and float for a moment, belly up in the moonlight, my arms and legs aching and chilled. I think about staying there, not sure which would kill me first, the temperature or drowning. For a moment, it feels easy, like just letting go. Letting it stop. Letting it end. I start to feel things fall away from me, my mom, the pictures, the house, Nan. All the worries about money, about where to live, that desperate scrabble to survive. I just float.

But even to keep floating, I have to kick my feet, swishing my legs back and forth. I start swimming backward, my face up to the night sky. I kick until I can’t see the kayak anymore, and then I dip my head under and swim.

When I surface, I see just the shape of Vera, waiting on the sand, farther away from the jetty and farther up the shore, where the incoming waves have pushed her. I pull with my arms and rise up on a wave, getting a ride partway in. When the wave drops me, I can stand again, my feet hitting sharp rocks and seaweed. I swim a little farther and then stand again, this time up to my waist in water murky with churned-up sand and plants. One snakes around my ankle, and I can’t get free.

I come out of the water, shaking my leg like a dog.

Vera clasps her hands together. “Oh, good,” she says, and stoops before me to untangle my foot. For a long, horrifying moment, I think that the reason swimming was so hard was that I dragged the body back to shore. But Vera stands up, holding what looks like a severed head.

The blond hair. The wig.

“Wow,” she says. “Good job, honey.”

After that, she burns things. She puts some slim birch logs into the fire bowl outside her room, the hot tub next to it churning away with a cyan glow. Like the pool, I’ve never seen anyone use it. When the fire is tall and hot, she throws on the wedding dress. Even damp, it goes up quick. It makes a lot of smoke, but the fabric disintegrates into the flames, and then it’s gone.

The wig she wraps in a towel and places inside a paper grocery bag. “I have to let it dry out,” she explains when she reappears in the sliding door of her bedroom. She’s in a different dress now, loose and silky, her head still in the turban. “And then find a different place to burn it. It’ll stink to high heaven,” she says. “It’s human.”

For a second, all I can think is that she scalped someone to get it. But of course, wigs can be made from human hair. The best ones probably are. And I don’t expect her to have anything less than the best.

She leaves the paper bag, heavy and damp, on the floor while I stand by the fire looking at her through the flames. She steps onto the balcony and lights a cigarette, which sparks a deep craving for me. I can taste it. I want one so bad. I can feel the heat of the fire, feel the licking flames, but my body is so cold, it doesn’t do anything. I can’t warm up. I ask her if I can have a cigarette and she frowns, the way a mother might if her surly teenager asked for one, but she slides one out and hands it to me, without a lighter. I lean my face over the open flames to light it. I don’t even care.

“Well?” Vera asks once I get it going.

“Thank you,” I mutter, and she laughs.

“What should we do to celebrate?” she asks.

“Celebrate?” I nearly shout it back to her, but my throat burns from the salt water. What I’d come to feel was gentle in the pool has now completely burned me.

She comes around behind me and drapes her arm over my shoulders. I can feel the bones in her arms, her breasts against my back. “Your birthday, darling!” she purrs. When we got back from the beach, she’d made me shower again, with less disastrous results the second time. I was back in my own clothes, shorts and a tank. I’d given her the bikini, probably to burn.

She kisses the back of my neck, her fingers ruffling the short hair at the nape. My shoulders ache, and my legs feel like Jell-O. All I want is to go to bed and sleep for fourteen hours. And wake up someplace else. Anywhere. I’d take the group home at this point.

She trails her fingers down my arm, her fingernails just a faint scratch, seductive and creepy. I get a chill, and feel queasy.

“It’s your birthday,” she sings, throaty. She pours the last of the champagne into our antique coupes, but then she sips, abruptly says, “Nope,” and dumps it over the railing, down into the sand below. “Flat,” she declares.

I cross my arms over my chest, cold.

“I’m out of champagne!” she wails.

“Vera, it’s okay,” I say. “I don’t even—”

“There’s Sancerre,” she says, and holds up a finger. She moves her shoulders like she’s dancing to music only she can hear, disappears downstairs for a moment, and returns with a fresh bottle.

“Vera,” I say. “I don’t even want any.”

“Nonsense,” she says, and fills my glass anyway, and then takes her own filled-to-the-brim glass with her into the closet and comes out with a black velvet box.

I’m afraid of what might be inside, and for some reason, I think it will be teeth, that this place, with its wigs and blood and ashes, is nothing but a glamorous house of horrors. She opens the box and holds it out. A proposal.

Inside, a large art deco emerald ring. The sides are filigreed and delicate, the stone a clean rectangle.

“Happy birthday, darling,” she says.

I hold the box in my hands. “I can’t accept this,” I say. “This is antique. This—this is real,” I stammer.

“Of course it’s real.” Vera snorts. “It was my grandmother’s. Edith Fitzgerald—do look her up,” she adds, eyes flashing. “She was a hoot.”

“Vera,” I warn.

“It’s not her wedding ring,” she says. “I have that. This is a ring Granddaddy got her after the war. The First World War,” she says. “It’s real,” she says again, and I believe her. “Not lab-created the way they are now. It’s very rare.” She wrests it from the velvet and slides it onto my right ring finger. It fits perfectly. My entire body still has a fine tremor.

It’s gorgeous, and completely out of place. My hands aren’t meant for a delicate vintage jewel. I can wear a band, at best. I’ve never been a ring wearer. I do too much messy work to bother.

“I can’t,” I say.

She holds my hand, the ring pointed up at her. “You must!” she says. “Oh, darling, I’d be gutted if you didn’t take it. You’re my person.” She closes her hand over mine like we have sealed some unspoken deal. We’re in it, I think, for the long haul. There’s no just packing up and saying our casual goodbyes at the end of this. Best of luck. Sorry we had to kill your husband.

The wind shifts, and smoke blows directly into my eyes, burning, blurring my vision. I turn away and try to cover my face with my arm, but she leaves the ring on my hand and sashays away, singing.

“It’s my party and I’ll die if I want to, die if I want to, die if I want to.” She has a surprisingly good singing voice, and she clinks our glasses together so hard, I’m afraid they’ll shatter. She grins at me, ageless and terrifying, and finishes her wine in one swallow. “You would die too if it happened to you!”

She shimmies in front of me and then leans in to smack me on the lips.

“I love you so much!” she says. “Everything is different now. Just you wait. We don’t need him,” she says.

She leans in the doorway and yells at the smart speaker to play “It’s My Party” and adds, “Alexa, max volume.” And from then on, the song plays on a loop, loud and manic, until it loses meaning completely. It sounds like a satanic circus, party music over and over, Vera dancing with wide sleeves billowing out at her sides. She drinks the rest of the Sancerre herself, including what was left in my glass, and then stumbles into the bedroom and falls face-first into the deep, plush carpet. She struggles to get up and I go to help her, but she’s all at once crying again, her body racked with sobs.

“Oh, Brett,” she wails into my neck as I try to lift her, her tears and her wet, open mouth against my skin. “Brett, I would die without you,” she says. I think she can’t possibly mean me, but she calls me by name. “Brett, you can never leave me,” she says. Her hands grip my biceps.

I walk her backward to the bed, lift her feet, and prop her up on a pillow with her head lolling to the side.

This bitch had better not die, I think.

Not now. There’s no way I get out of this if she dies.

I roll her onto her side so that she’s safe if she starts vomiting.

I’m not sure I’m getting out of it anyway, but I’ll be damned if I’m going to let her die in her sleep from a wine-and-pill overdose while the cops come looking for Carson.

I need to find my phone. What if I just took my things and cleared out and left her here to deal with the fallout? I don’t think she even knows my last name.

“Alexa,” I hiss at the speaker as it starts the song again. “Stop playing.”
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I tear through everything: her drawers, which yield nothing of interest. Fancy, high-end underwear, the kind of panties that are thirty dollars a pair, not five pairs in a plastic bag for eight dollars from Walmart. I look through the drawers in the closet, strings of pearls, long necklaces, silk scarves, bracelets that look like solid gold or heavy jade.

I have no idea where she put my phone.

Downstairs, I go through the kitchen drawers, but they’re so neat, it’s like no one even lives here. Not a piece of junk mail, no extra rubber bands or tangled paper clips. Everything is staged like a model home, unused and nestled in its place, not like a home where people live, eat, have dogs, get messy.

I pace until I’m winded. I look under the couch, in the freezer, even. I check on the dogs in the office, who don’t move and don’t sleep; they just stay huddled together in horror. When I try the desk drawers, they’re locked. The surface of the desk clean, dusted, a neat cup of pens, a stack of blank legal pads.

Before sunrise, it starts to rain, hard and slashing the windows, beating the sand. It makes an enormous sound, all that rain, like it has a voice of its own, moaning, breathing. I stand in front of the open windows while it pounds the concrete, pocking the surface of the pool. I let it hit me, stinging. I’m still wearing the ring.

Sunrise is deceptive. It doesn’t get much lighter. There’s no crack of gold over the horizon. The sky just leaks into a lighter gray, the rain more visible. Flashes of lightning over the beach illuminate everything for a few seconds, and then it’s back to dark.

I lie down on my bed sometime after six, but I can’t rest. My body is rigid and awake, my heart pounding. I watch the light shift and move over the ceiling. I can’t turn my brain off.

It’s like watching a movie. Seeing myself treading water in the deep ocean. Carson slumped over in the sand, his head an open, hollow mess. The kayak. The champagne. The fire. The singing.

I spin the ring on my finger.

I’m not leaving here without my phone. It’s too easy. I might as well paint it on the wall, underneath GHETTO 4 LIFE: We killed him.

But when I can’t sleep, I get up and start to put my things in my backpack. The things I came with, black pants and some button-down shirts, socks and underwear. I dig in the closet for my Chucks but I can’t find them either, and I begin to wonder why everything is disappearing, if I am really that bad at holding on to things or if Vera is hiding them.

I need to get out of here, even if I can’t find my things.

It’s not going to matter if he attacked me. I don’t have a leg to stand on. It’s not going to matter if they find him with his head bashed in and stab wounds in his side.

My mind races between the two options: going to the police, telling them what he did, explaining how Vera reacted. But there’s no way they would believe me, a kid from the system, over Vera, a generational aristocrat with a famous husband. Or I could tell other people. If I told Will, he’d say to go to the police. He doesn’t understand what I’m up against. It’s not the same for him. The police would believe him, believe his family. He has enough money to hire a lawyer.

I could never tell Nan.

I think about her face the last time we talked. I can’t be associated with someone like you, she had said, meaning someone like you, a gay little homewrecker. Someone like you, a street kid, an orphan. A kid with a record. Someone with no prospects, no education, no family, no hope. She was on a different trajectory. One with integrity.

I get down on my knees and look under the bed and find a pair of underwear that isn’t mine and isn’t clean. A candy-pink thong, stepped out of and forgotten. When? The maid must not have vacuumed under the bed. I hook them onto my pinkie and pull them out. They’re not Vera’s. I saw all of hers last night. I know what she wears. Bikinis, all of them black lace. Not a thong.

The dogs whimper in the hall and I whip the panties back under the bed. Vera opens the door, and I’m sitting there, my things mostly packed. Hardy comes into the room and plants himself next to me, his ears back, his big body tense. He huffs through his nose.

“Really,” Vera says.

I put my arm around Hardy and pat his side, and he nudges my face before he leaves the room, following Vera. I hear the dogs skittering down the stairs, but I meet Vera just outside the apartment door.

“Vera,” I say.

She flares her nostrils in anger and betrayal, but I’m on the edge of breaking. My throat is hot and dry, my voice barely there.

“Well,” she says then, crossing her arms over her chest. “I’ll need to check your bag before you leave. I wouldn’t want you to abscond with my jewels.” She shakes her head and goes to the top of the stairs. “It’s impossible to find good help these days.”

I scrape the ring off my finger and whip it at her. “I don’t even want it,” I say. It hits the wall behind her and clatters to the floor.

“You wanted it last night!” She stoops to scoop it up.

Nothing she didn’t ask for, I think, hearing Carson’s drunken slur on the beach.

“And how dare you?” Vera says. “After everything I’ve done for you.”

The clothes, the gifts, the expensive meals we didn’t even eat. The Dom Pérignon. The love bombs and the kisses. The ring.

“You can’t leave,” she says to me, cold. She tips her head, satisfied, like she has just solved her own riddle. “And you know it,” she says, and then tiptoes down the stairs after the dogs.
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I find Vera in the kitchen with a cocktail and some scrambled egg whites. She’s headed out to the pool with a small plate and a flute, in a flowing black caftan. She’s left the emerald ring on the counter as a peace offering, or bait.

I follow her out into the sun. The storms have stopped, the concrete still wet, strewn with small branches and debris. The dogs lounge in the side yard, still uncomfortable. Usually Hardy flops onto his side in the sun. Now, instead, he sits poised like a Sphinx, ready to bounce up to his feet at any moment.

Vera picks at the eggs. She has on enormous black sunglasses and a different turban, this one with a rhinestone peacock fastened to the front. Or, who knows, maybe they’re real diamonds. She sips her drink.

“Do you want one?” she asks me. When I don’t answer right away, she says, “It’s a French 75. I wasn’t sure if you’d ever had one.”

“I know what a French 75 is,” I say.

Vera waves her hand toward the house. It’s all still out, an open bottle of champagne with a spring-loaded cork on it, a bottle of gin, some simple syrup, even a lemon with a crude twist carved out of it. She must have had alcohol delivered that morning.

The way my head aches, it doesn’t seem like the worst idea. Vera abandons the eggs, lays the plate on a side table, and adjusts her legs on the chaise and scrolls through her phone.

I can’t be bothered to mix a drink right now. I go in and pour myself a double gin with ice and lemon and then join her on the patio. She looks like she’s on vacation. Is this her whole life? Champagne, the pool, dinner out, a killer argument, murder, more champagne.

“What are we going to do?” I ask her. She’s arranged in the shade and impossible to read. She looks relaxed. I’m sure the drink helps. And also however much Xanax she popped this morning. The sky above us is a sharp, burning blue, the air extra-clear. The sun burns on my shoulders.

“I canceled the maid,” she says, “so clean up after yourself.”

I take a sip of gin, the taste antiseptic and hot. I need to feed the dogs.

Vera looks up from her phone, her sunglasses lowered down her nose.

“Tell me about Nan,” she says.

I move through my life like an iceberg, with 70 percent of myself submerged in deep, dark water, dangerous if you don’t know what to look for. It’s the only way I can keep boundaries. Never show your hand. I haven’t even told Will everything. I’m not sure I’ve even told myself everything. Sometimes things emerge in my mind, when I’m about to fall asleep or early in the morning, pieces of memory falling together.

It’s my phone in her hand. She is scrolling through my messages. Nan asked me to delete any messages from her, but I couldn’t. She didn’t want rumors of us to get out. She couldn’t risk her marriage, her job, her standing in the community. It wasn’t just the gay thing. It was me. It was personal. I didn’t want to let her go.

“Seems like quite the fling,” Vera says.

My chest feels like it’s caving in.

I don’t have anything to tell her. If she’s read through the string of messages between us, she knows the entire story. I want to see you. I can’t see you. I love you. We can’t do this. It was months and it felt like forever. I’d never been so smitten with someone. I wanted everything with her. My whole life, in a real house, in a real bed, with kids, even. And all she did was remind me that I could never have it. I would never have a normal life.

“You love her,” Vera says. Her voice quavers and she sniffles. Of course, I think, looking up at the sky, where high above, a jet cuts across with a neat white line.

“Yeah” is all I say.

“Is it over?” Vera asks.

I hold my hand out as if to say, You have the phone, you tell me.

“She has a husband,” Vera says. She moves her sunglasses farther down her nose, makes teary eye contact with me, her mouth pursed in a salacious little O.

“Yeah,” I say. I feel like I can’t catch my breath or like I can’t get a deep one, my chest tight.

There’s an uncomfortable silence between us. The hum of the pool motor, the pound of the surf on the other side of the dunes. It’s never actually quiet. We’re constantly surrounded by sounds. I take another drink, just to have something to do with my hands.

Vera pushes her sunglasses back up, covering her eyes.

“You’re a homewrecker,” she says.

“I don’t know about that,” I say, but my gut spasms, and I hunch forward a little, protective.

She gets up, trailing past me with an empty glass. “Doesn’t bode super-well for you,” she offers, and goes in to make another drink.

I manage to lure the dogs inside with a fat, bloody piece of sirloin, the juice seeping into the rice on their plates, coloring it pink. Hardy’s mouth waters and he tears through his. But Laurel just sits near her plate, guarding it from Hardy but not eating. There’s enough left in the pan for later, but all at once, the smell overtakes me and I season it and cut into it. I forgo the rice and the carrots that I put on the dogs’ plates, and I lob a hunk of rare meat into my mouth. I don’t expect to even be able to stomach it, but once it hits my lips, I’m like an animal. The fat, the salt, the iron taste. I take a swig of gin and have another piece. I can feel the color coming back into my face, my blood moving. I stand there over the cast iron and eat all of what’s left.

It’s a threat, and I know it. There’s evidence on my phone that I have come between other married people, that I have been the problem between a man and a woman, a husband and a wife.

Except now this husband is dead.

Time is of the essence. Can I still go to a doctor? Still have them do a rape kit, look for bruising, for abrasions that show it was forced, even if we’d had sex before? How can they prove it was Carson if he doesn’t even have a body to draw DNA from? All the exam would show was rough sex. All it would show is that I’m a liability. I’m the danger sneaking into your home under the pretense of accepting a job with the promise of a lot of cash.

The game is stacked against me. And it has been from the start. Not the start of this job, but from the moment my mother started snapping pictures of me in my underwear or hers, dolled up for the world to consume.

I hear Vera coming down the stairs. The dogs have abandoned their plates and I clean up with my back to her. She wisps her fingertips along my shoulders. And I wonder what I could have done to be better. How I could have been a better kid, a smarter kid, what I could have changed about my behavior that would have saved me from never, ever feeling safe.
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She’s on her third French 75, which is stronger than her usual champagne, but I suppose desperate times call for desperate measures. I dry my hands and turn to face her on the other side of the island.

I ask her again. “What are we going to do?”

Her eyes are soft and sleepy, her limbs drapey. “Look,” she says finally. “It’s nothing for Carson to be gone for a few days. He said he was done with the book.”

“Did he?” I ask.

“Of course he did,” she says, half appalled that I would even question it. “He needed to turn in the manuscript and speak to his editor and to Jack. He needs to repair this relationship, and that’s probably best in person.” She tops off her glass with fresh champagne but leaves the gin out. “Honey, he’s gone like literally half the time. You don’t know how lovely it is.” She rolls her eyes.

“But all his things are here,” I say.

“I don’t know that,” Vera says.

“But you do know that,” I say. “Because he didn’t leave.”

“But if he did leave, darling, why would I check to see if he took his things? I would just assume he took whatever he needed. He’s a man. He travels light.”

I reach for my glass and take a drink. It’s watered down now from the ice, almost refreshing. I spin what’s left of the cubes in the glass. Between the gin and the steak, I can feel my heart pumping again.

“Look,” she says again. “If we haven’t heard from him by tomorrow morning,” she says, calm, and I swear that my hair stands on end along the back of my neck, along my arms, “we can contact some people and look concerned and conservative. There’s nothing to panic about.”

I stand there mute. My mouth feels sealed.

“He’s gone a lot,” she assures me. “There’s no reason we would be panicked this early. You need to relax.”

“Except he’s not gone,” I say. I have to force the words out, pushing with my core to make the sound, but all I can think of is his body suspended in the water, limbs hanging down like a bug, bloated and discolored.

“Well, he’s not here,” Vera says and laughs. She turns to go back out onto the patio. “You need to start telling yourself a different story,” she says.

Early that afternoon, with the storm settled, Jeeps and all-terrain vehicles are back out on the beach, circling in the sand. Surfers go out, and behind them, a crew rakes through the sand and cleans up the storm damage. There are no lifeguards on, and the riptide is dangerous. The crew members get out of their vehicles and blow whistles to call the surfers back out of the water.

We watch from the top balcony. A couple of rogue surfers go back in, but they’re interrupted by officials in windbreakers. They stand in a circle, jackets buffeted by the wind, talking, and I gasp, louder than I mean to, when one surfer comes out of the water dragging the yellow kayak up onto the beach.

I turn to Vera, my breath quick, my hands ice cold. Her phone is ringing. Her phone or my phone?

“Hello, dear,” she answers. “No,” she says. “I wasn’t up when he left. Of course,” she says, her tone impeccable. Smooth, cool. “Love you too,” she says. She puts the phone face down on the café table. “That was Jack,” she says to me. “Apparently, he was supposed to meet with Carson this morning, but Carson never showed.” Her brows knit together and she searches the sky. “He hasn’t been able to reach him.”

I want to shout at her, Because he’s fucking dead, and pull her out of this bizarre fantasy she’s constructing. Instead, I say, “They found the kayak.”

“That was Carson’s kayak?” she asks, as if this is news to her. As if she didn’t pull it down off the wall herself and hand it to me to ride out into the ocean.

She swipes her phone back open and holds it to her bad ear, which has gone a dusty lavender tinged with yellow. “Carson, my love,” she says into the phone. “Call me back.”

She’s calling a dead man, I think. She’s calling a dead man to cover her tracks. And I cannot do the same because she has my phone. Where, I still don’t know. But she must have picked it up when it was open and changed my passcode so that she can open it whenever she fucking feels like it. For all I know, she’s sending messages as me. To Nan. To Will. To herself. She could have fully confessed as me. She could have made it look like I admitted to everything, and there would be the evidence.

The Jeeps below beep as they back up, I hear the shrill whistle again from one of the crew members, but it’s nothing compared to the white wall of static that is my own panic.

I watch. One official uses his radio. Another loads the kayak onto the back of his ATV. The surfers begin to leave.

“Have you heard from him?” Vera asks me.

My mouth goes dry and my ears prick, like a fox in danger.

“Where is my phone?” I ask her, but she ignores me. I stare at her perfect face. I’ve seen the scars. I know she had a facelift. Don’t I? But why? Did he tell her she needed one? She’s rarely in public. Why would you spend so much money on your appearance when it doesn’t even matter? She’s not on TV. She’s not a celebrity; she’s a recluse. I wonder again about the ear, and I picture him boxing her on the side of the head with his fist or something harder. Maybe she hit him back in the same spot.

“Vera, where is my phone?” I say again.

“Well, did you lose it?” she asks me, her head tipped to the side.

My mouth falls open.

She tsks. “You need to take better care of your things.”

I can’t keep it up. I can’t stand there watching what’s happening below while she concocts a story. So I leave her there on the balcony, literally clutching her pearls, and go downstairs to get myself some water, to make sure the dogs have water, to get them something to eat.

They rush in and circle me, eager but panicked, panting. It’s normal for them to come running in and nudge me when it’s time to eat, but now they’re making such a tight ring around my ankles, huffing their hot breath on me, that I can barely move.

“Hey, hey,” I say to them to try to get them to back off, but they don’t, and my heart begins to pound. Hardy’s head is above my waist. If these dogs decide to attack, I’m going down in a bloody mess.

I’m no match for these two.
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Vera is back on the phone. She has Jack on speaker, telling him that she couldn’t reach Carson either.

“Should I be worried?” she asks. The phone lies flat on the glass table while she wrings her hands. I stand in the balcony doorway, hands in the back pockets of my shorts.

Jack’s voice comes through clear. “Well,” he says, “he has definitely flaked on me before.” I try to remember the way they were together, just over a week ago. Jack’s slender body. His linen blazer. The way he tucked his chin down and deferred to Carson.

The way they both panicked when Vera came home.

“Oh, Jack!” Vera cries. “I’m so worried! What if something happened to him?”

“Are you there alone?” Jack asks.

Vera looks at me standing by the fire bowl where last night we burned the dress that was speckled with both my and Carson’s blood. She seems to be deciding whether or not to tell him I’m there.

“Well, no,” she says finally.

“Who’s there with you?” Jack asks, and she takes the call off speaker, holds the phone to her ear, and breezes past me into the bedroom. She goes into the closet, where I can’t hear her answer, but I do hear her cry out again and what sounds like her fist pounding the wall. I hear a single warning bark from Hardy, downstairs.

She comes out as I head for the stairs. If nothing else, I want another drink. Today is endless.

She’s in a different wig. Just as blond, but short, a curled-under bob that hits just above her collarbone. It has bangs, and it makes her look like a completely different person. She also has on glasses, bold and square, almost like menswear.

“Jack is on his way,” she announces. I stop two steps down and she looks me over like a mom who has just announced company’s coming. “Wear something else,” she says. “Jesus, you have more than one outfit.”

I clench my teeth, my jaw ringing from the pressure. “Shall I dress for dinner?” I ask, tight.

“Always,” Vera says.

My insides buzz from not sleeping. From the exertion of swimming. From freaking the fuck out.

She steps down to my level. “You look peaked,” she says, and brushes her thumbs over my cheeks. I try not to flinch.

“I’m tired,” I offer. I’m not stating the obvious; I’m not repeating it. She has jumped timelines entirely.

“Take a nap,” she tells me. “Then take a shower and put on something else,” she says, as if a wardrobe change will settle it. “In fact,” she says, and steps back into the closet for a moment. “Here.”

She hands me a dress on a hanger. It’s a short A-line shift in a variety of oranges with a bit of black. “You’ll feel better,” she says as she starts down the stairs. And then: “Jack will be here at dinnertime. Oh,” she says, looking back up at me. “I’ll order out. Don’t worry about anything.”

I trail along behind her, holding the dress.

“Vera, I need my phone,” I say.

“Honey, we talked about this,” she says. “Did you lose it? Did you give it to Carson?”

I stop mid-step and almost fall over. I saw her with it this morning. Now her room is locked. It’s not on him, I tell myself, but she has planted the idea in my head that his body is out to sea with my phone in his pocket. That when they find him, more evidence of me will be on him.

She had it this morning, I think. Didn’t she? My chest constricts. Or was she scrolling on her own phone and just asking me about Nan because she read about it before she put my phone in his pocket?

“You’re the last one who had it,” I say, my voice strangled.

“Honey, I don’t need your phone,” she says, and laughs, bitchy. She goes the rest of the way down the stairs.

I need more than gin to help me nap, but when I finally fall asleep, I realize that I could stay here for days without moving, that my whole body is racked with pain and fatigue. I get up at five and get in the shower, then put on the arty shift dress that she picked out for me. It fits, and it’s cute, and I hate that. I stand there, stubborn, looking at myself in the mirror. Despite all the murder, I’ve never looked better. I add the gold cuff bracelet because I refuse to put on the ring.

Jack is there when I go downstairs, sitting with Vera at the island, between the kitchen and the living room, the whole place white and gold and the color of sand with just the orange accents, and then I come in like another accent, like a tchotchke, a figurine. Vera has candles lit and music playing, and there’s an open bottle of Chablis between them. Jack wears a suit without a tie, and he’s taken off his jacket. He’s handsome in a sort of generic blue-blood way. The kind of handsome you get from expensive clothes and a good haircut.

“There she is,” Vera coos when I come in. Her hand cups my back and rubs in a circle. “Darling,” she says to me, “this is Jack.”

“Jack Fitzgerald,” he says.

“We’ve met,” I remind him.

“Oh, of course,” he says. “I forgot you were already here the last time.”

“Jack and I are cousins,” Vera says, and I think, Interesting, but all I do is nod. This is a family affair as well.

Vera lights a cigarette, her eyes brimming with tears. “No one knows Carson better,” she says. I’m thankful she doesn’t say knew, but still, this feels like a trap. I have no idea what she’s told Jack or how she’s spinning this to him. And I feel like she needs to let me know.

She pushes the pack of cigarettes at me, coy. “I know you want one,” she says. “And I know you never buy your own.”

I don’t make enough money to afford cigarettes. I never have, and I’ve been paid exactly eleven hundred dollars for the time I’ve been here, money I have hoarded away in my backpack for when I need to get out. I have zero confidence that I’m ever getting any more. It was a trick to get me in here.

I haven’t left the house in days. Not since the keys disappeared from the bowl and the cars were neatly put into the garage. I haven’t been shopping. Everything has been delivered. I feel walled in.

I slide a cigarette out of her pack. “You know me well,” I say. Vera pours me a glass of Chablis and I hold it up to toast Jack and consider just saying it all right then, to Jack, in front of her. What would she do?

Jack scans through his phone for messages and emails from Carson. His back is stiff, and he holds the phone so that neither of us can catch a glimpse of the screen.

“When did he leave?” he asks, looking up at me. I feel a spring of panic in my limbs, like I’m being pulled in different directions, drawn and quartered.

“I don’t know,” Vera answers for me. “It’s Brett’s birthday, and we were upstairs… celebrating, if you will,” she says, further complicating things. I see Jack’s eyebrows raise, his eyes a little wider.

“Did he drive?” he asks then.

“Oh,” Vera says, jumping. “I don’t know,” she admits. I cannot get used to her with the bangs and glasses. She looks like a TV character. “I assumed so,” she says. “Do you know, Brett?” she asks, her voice a tiny version of what I hear when she is adamant about something.

I shrug, and my mouth turns to metal. I force out words. “I didn’t see him leave,” I say. It was at least somewhat true. I did not see him leave the house. I did see him leave his body.

“Well,” Jack says, standing up and brushing his pants off. “Let’s check the garage.”

“Of course,” Vera says, and chuckles. “You know I don’t keep tabs on him,” she says to Jack. It all sounds like normal conversation, but in the undertone of her voice, there’s a high-pitched warning that everything is about to fall apart.
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Of course Carson’s car is there, right where it has been all along. Vera punches in the code, which I notice is six numbers, and Jack holds out his hands as if to say, Well, who knows?

“Does he usually drive?” I ask Vera, and she shoots me a look that could put out a fire. My spine goes cold.

“It depends on where he’s going,” she says. “Sometimes he just Ubers to the ferry.”

Vera and I stand side by side on the driveway, her in leather slides and me barefoot with my feet burning, while Jack goes in to have a look around. The cold feeling in my spine creeps up behind my ears.

Jack tries the passenger-side door of the Porsche.

“His things are here,” he says. He looks over the top of his round-rimmed glasses.

“‘His things’?” she repeats. “What things?” She sounds bitchy, and I want to kick her. It doesn’t seem smart. I don’t know Jack at all. I don’t know what he’ll tolerate from Vera, especially given the way both he and Carson jumped when she arrived early. But his star client is missing.

“His laptop bag,” Jack answers, then stoops to look deeper. “An overnight bag.”

Vera covers her mouth and starts shaking her head. “What?” she cries.

“He was planning to drive,” Jack says.

“I don’t—don’t know,” Vera says, stammering. “He didn’t tell me. You know how he is, Jack.”

I take a step back and Vera grabs my hand.

“What did he tell you, Brett?” she yelps. “He tells you everything.”

I have to bite my tongue to keep from arguing with her. “He does not tell me everything,” I say in a low voice.

“Oh, please,” Vera says. “Everyone knows he had eyes for you.”

I gasp and snatch my hand away. “I don’t know,” I say. My ears fizz with panic. She said had.

Jack just nods and shuts the car door. “We should call someone,” he says, and in front of me, Vera buckles at the knees so I have to catch her before she slumps onto the driveway.

“It’s okay,” I say to her. I have her by the elbows, her head resting on my chest. “I’m sure it’s just a misunderstanding.”

“Oh, Brett,” she wails.

I nod my head to Jack. “You said he flakes sometimes,” I say, playing the scatterbrained-writer card, but it’s dangerous and I know it. I’m just trying to keep up with her lies without knowing what they all are.

I try to get Vera to standing, and Jack looks past me, his mouth a straight line.

“Let’s get her inside,” he says.

“Bring me my meds, would you?” Vera says to me as Jack helps her get settled on the couch, her body outstretched, legs toward the ocean, her face turned toward GHETTO 4 LIFE.

I’m not sure which ones she wants, so I head upstairs to the stash of pills she keeps on her nightstand, but she yells at me.

“In the kitchen,” she says, her voice pretty strong for someone who just nearly fainted.

Jack goes to the island and hands me a bottle. Two milligrams of Xanax, prescribed to Veronica Fitzgerald, to be taken three times a day, as needed. Jesus, I think, reading the label. That’s a lot of fucking Xanax. She is both my best and worst hope. I have no idea what she’ll say at any given time. I push down to open the cap and her hand pops out.

“Give me the full bar,” she says.

“Vera,” Jack warns. “You need to be up if we call the police.”

She sits bolt upright and snatches the bottle from me. “The police?” she asks, but Jack just looks at me. “What do you think is going on?” Vera asks him.

Jack’s hands spread out. “It appears he loaded the car to leave, but then didn’t leave,” he explains.

“Oh, fuck you, Jack,” Vera says and swallows the whole bar with a gulp of Chablis.

“He’s not here,” Jack says. “He’s not with me. Where could he have gone?” Again, he looks at me.

“I have no idea,” I mutter. I hunch my shoulders because I don’t know what else to do. My stomach feels slick, slippery, fluid. I start to fiddle with the bracelet, scraping it off my wrist bone and then putting it back on again.

Jack looks around, annoyed at having to state the obvious. “Was he drunk?” he asks.

“Probably.” Vera snorts.

Jack sighs. “I could look through the bags,” he offers, “and see if his phone and his wallet are in there.” He rubs his hand over his face, eyes darting. “It doesn’t make sense to me that he would load the car and then call an Uber. Unless he was really drunk,” he says. Then he adds, “I don’t know if I should touch anything.”

I think I hear Vera snorting with laughter again at the prospect of Carson being so drunk he both intended to drive and took an Uber, but she’s not, she’s snoring, loud and abruptly, because she has fallen asleep on her back.

Jack catches my eye, his mouth a grimace.

“What happened to you?” he asks, and it catches me off guard because it’s such a broad question. I think about Carson leaning against the Porsche asking me, What’s the thing that happened to you? What has not happened to me at this point?

“Oh,” I say, fumbling for words. “Nothing.”

“You’re limping,” Jack says.

I am? I think, frantic. My legs are still sore from the long swim, from the intense brace against the sides of the kayak. But it’s not what’s causing the limp. I feel like my insides are made of glass. Like any sudden movement will shatter me, and I’ll bleed out from a million cuts and bruises. I try to ignore his question, to dismiss it, but talking to a regular person who is not chronically drunk, or drugged, or lying, or trying to kill someone and keep it a secret, makes me crumble. I kind of want to lean into him and tell him the whole thing. He’s a little older than Carson, I think. He has the gentleness of a librarian.

“Come outside,” he says.

We go back to standing in front of the open garage, and Jack begins to pace, looking for things that are obvious or things that are missing, out of place, some sign of struggle. Of course there’s nothing, because Carson hadn’t even been in there, it was just me and Vera. But someone had put the bags in the car to make it look like he was leaving.

After I mentioned his things, I think, bitter. I need to be careful what I say to her. Everything is fair game.

“We have to call someone, right?” Jack says. “I mean, none of us knows where he is. Why would he not be in contact with any of us?”

I shake my head, and my lip wobbles.

Why wouldn’t she come home? Where had she gone? I think about Gloria’s hands on my shoulders, her eyes searching mine.

“Shit,” Jack says. “I know this must be hard for you and I’m just talking at you because… well, because you’re not Vera.” He sticks his hands in his pockets and stands beside me looking at both cars, each of them backed in.

“Did she hurt you?” he asks without looking at me. I startle, and when I don’t answer, he says, “She’s certainly got it in her.”

I press my hands together in front of my face like I’m praying, but I’m trying not to cry. I try to see what Jack sees, imagine what he knows already, about Vera, about the two of them, about what Carson was like.

What Carson was like, I think, past tense, and I get chills.

Jack doesn’t notice. “Is his kayak gone?” he asks.

My insides rumble. “I don’t know,” I say. I shake my head, dumb and pale. I must look green.

But Jack touches my elbow. “Look,” he says, and steers me over to the side of the garage where there are bicycles, the canoe, an empty rack. “He loves to kayak,” he says and looks to me for confirmation, but I just kind of shrug. I don’t know what this guy loved or didn’t. I never saw him take a kayak out, but I don’t know what he was doing when I was working.

“I was mostly in the kitchen,” I say. “Or out running errands. Or with the dogs. I don’t know,” I say when he keeps watching me, waiting for more information. “I thought—I thought he was just working, writing, you know.”

He nods. “It’s been a very tight timeline,” he says. “He was so stressed about it.”

I lean forward, put my hands on my knees, a long “Fuck” escaping my lips.

“Do you know where he is?” Jack asks me.

“No,” I say and straighten up. At least it’s true.

“What happened with Vera?” he asks. I’m not sure if he’s speculating or planting something or if he actually knows something and is trying to get me to say it first.

I press my lips together, silent.

“For your birthday,” Jack prompts.

“Oh. I mean, nothing. She gave me a ridiculous gift.”

He chuckles. “She’ll do that,” he says.

He looks back at the kayak rack. He knows, I think. The shape of his shoulders, his questions about Vera. I think he knows something and just isn’t saying it.

Then he says, “He never backs his car in.”
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Vera orders dinner, and the police arrive at the same time as the poor guy delivering Persian takeout on a moped. Patrol cars trap him in the driveway and he freaks out. He throws both hands in the air, shouting, “Holy shit, man!” and Jack goes out to talk him down.

I follow. He meets the guy by the fountain, takes him by the shoulders, and hands the plastic bags of food to me—three full bags; she ordered so much food. Who is eating all this food? It’s not her. Jack talks into the guy’s ear, then tells the police this guy has nothing to do with why he called them, it’s just food delivery, and the cops let him go. But he has to walk his moped out around the squad cars, and he keeps looking back over his shoulder at the huge black and glass house until Jack waves him on. “Go,” he calls out over the scene between them. “Go.”

I take the food inside, and two officers follow me. One is a guy in his thirties, I’d guess, with huge arms and tribal tattoos. The other is a woman with blond hair in a low bun. I want to disappear. Nothing triggers me like cops. I put the food, still bagged and tied, on the island. Jack comes in, and they begin with him.

“I called,” he confirms for them. “My client,” he says, “who is also my cousin’s husband… well, we’re afraid he’s missing. No one has heard from him. We’ve left him messages.”

I haven’t left him a message. Or not that I know of, but who knows what Vera has done with my phone. It could be on his dead body right now, showing all the texts I’ve sent him.

One officer jots things down, and the other, the woman, looks around—

up at the ceiling, at the painting, out at the beach.

“His name,” the cop asks.

“Carson Smart,” Jack answers.

“No shit,” the cop says.

“That is correct,” Jack answers. He grimaces in distaste.

“Like the plot to one of his books, am I right?” the cop says, pleased with himself. Beyond him, Vera is ramping herself up on the couch. I stay stationed behind the island, the smell of the food getting to me, garlic and mint. I want to open it all and devour it. There’s been so much alcohol and so little food. My head’s empty and dull, my stomach growling.

But Vera, who has woken up from her Xanax nap, is launching into hysterics. “Why?” she moans from the couch. “Oh God, Carson, why?” It’s another plot she’s trying out, I think. The one where she plays the distraught wife of the misunderstood writer.

“Ma’am,” the cop says, approaching her. “I’m Officer Kent. I just need to ask you a few questions, if that’s all right.”

Her eyes roll around and I’m afraid she’ll pass out again. Or that they’ll take her in for intoxication. I stare at Jack, trying to catch his eye, but he’s intent on Vera, his hands pressed together, waiting to see what she says.

“When’s the last time you saw your husband?” Officer Kent asks.

“Fuck, I don’t know,” she says to him and then shouts to me. “Brett! I don’t even know what day it is right now.”

Kent turns back to Jack. “She on something?” he asks.

“Nothing she’s not prescribed,” Jack says.

Kent tips his hand like he’s knocking back a drink, and Jack just nods. I come to her side because she called me, but she doesn’t ask me for anything, and I don’t know if she remembers calling for me.

“You are…?” Kent asks me.

“Brett Novak,” I say, and he jots this down.

“Novak!” Vera says. “Good name. Solid.”

“And your relation to the family?” Officer Kent asks.

Vera snorts some laughter, but Jack comes over.

“Ms. Novak is Vera’s private chef,” he says, genteel.

“Got it,” Kent says. Then he looks at my legs in the short dress. “You hurt yourself?” he asks.

“Oh,” I say, unprepared, but Vera answers for me.

“Mmm,” she says, licking her lips. “Turns out, baby likes it rough,” she says, and my heart leaps into my throat.

“I’m sorry, ma’am?” Kent says.

“You know what I said,” she says, and tries to wink, but both her eyes close. “Next time, you’ll ask to watch us,” she slurs. My cheeks flame. I hear Jack inhale sharply and let it go.

Kent looks at me for some kind of confirmation. Did I hurt myself? What is Vera talking about? He has deep-set, heavy-lidded hazel eyes. I manage a half-hearted shrug, my face on fire.

“I’m fine,” I mutter.

“When’s the last time you saw Mr. Smart?” he asks me.

“Um,” I say, looking at the ceiling. “Last night?” I say. “He had just finished his book,” I offer, and Vera chimes in.

“We were celebrating your birthday!” she singsongs.

Again, Kent looks at me, and I nod, and he nods like he’s got some kind of picture of what went on here when he has no fucking idea.

“New book, huh?” Kent says and looks at Jack.

“Yes, he was supposed to meet with me,” Jack says. “But he never showed. Never called.”

“Well,” Kent says, stepping away from Vera and taking command in the center of the room, underneath GHETTO 4 LIFE. “He’s a grown man,” Kent concludes. Is that it? I think. This can’t be the end of it. “Technically he can do whatever he wants,” Kent says. “No offense.”

Behind him, the woman cop paces the perimeter of the room, taking in all the details but especially the painting. She stands at the foot of it and looks for a long time. It’s the most ridiculous thing in here. Tone-deaf. Out of place. It’s insulting.

“What do you do, ma’am?” she asks Vera.

“I’m rich,” Vera answers. “I do whatever the fuck I want. No offense,” she echoes. The cop draws back, her shoulders square and her hands on her waist, and Vera adds, “Oh, let your hair down, honey. I don’t work. I don’t have to, okay? I’m a fucking Fitzgerald. Maybe you’ve heard of us.”

Kent goes to the island and fills out a missing-person report while Jack provides him with things like Carson’s birth date, his cell phone number. Kent takes his own phone out, dials the number, puts his phone down on the island, and cocks his head, listening for the sound of ringing.

Vera bolts upright. “Do you think he’s here?” she asks, alarmed.

Kent holds up his hand, still listening, and the other cop goes to the foot of the stairs, her head bent. “Just checking to see if his phone is on the premises.”

And then Jack tells him about the car.
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Just the thought of having the police search the garage sends Vera into a panic. She gasps for breath and tries to stand but sinks down to the floor with her legs stiff and her hands curling up into claws at her neckline.

I think about shouting at her You’re having a panic attack, the way she did to me in the shower.

Officer Kent gets down on his knees. “Look at me,” he says sharply. “Look me right in the eye, ma’am. Keep breathing. You don’t have a choice.” He inhales through his nose and blows out a long, slow breath, does it again and again, trying to get her to match him. Behind him, the other cop makes phone calls to the station. More cops are coming.

But it’s the detective who sends me over the edge. She strides in in fitted black jeans, a black T-shirt, and black Converse, her hair pressed straight with a sexy S-curve just grazing her shoulders. She assesses the state of things in the house before she introduces herself or starts asking questions. Then to Jack, she says, “Detective Antoinette Kelly,” and holds out her hand. I inhale audibly and then clap my palm over my mouth and try to shrink out of sight in the kitchen.

Antoinette Kelly.

It’s her new job. The job she said she had to put all her focus into because it was a big promotion, it would move her around the state, it would get her assigned to very important cases. It was high profile. She couldn’t be seen with someone like me.

Nan.

She glances around to make the connections between Vera on the floor, Jack pacing the living room, the coherent one there to answer questions, and finally me, cowering in the kitchen, with my eyes almost squinched shut, hoping she doesn’t notice me.

Her honey eyes snap onto me.

“You live here?” she says.

My voice shakes like wind is whipping through my skull: “Just staying for a while.”

“Visiting?” she says. Her voice has a hard edge. This is her job. I am now her target.

“Working,” I say.

She looks me up and down in the dress, then at the kitchen behind me, then zeroes in on the island, the empty champagne bottles, the Chablis, the Xanax.

“You’re an employee of Mr. and Mrs. Smart?” the detective, Nan, says, and I nod as Vera calls out, “Oh, fuck no.”

Nan’s head whips around to look at Vera, but the cop is still on his knees, poised like he’s helping her give birth, talking her through breathing exercises. Then she turns back to me, her lips pursed. She steps closer.

“I’m… I’m a private chef,” I stammer. “For a few weeks,” I add. “While, while Mr. Smart”—I call him Mr. Smart instead of Carson because that’s how she phrased it and I feel like the world’s biggest fraud—“while he was working,” I say.

She blinks. “Okay,” she says. “Okay.”

Behind Nan, Vera is still stiff as a board and gasping, and Jack has joined the cop on the floor.

“Brooks,” Nan calls to the woman cop. “Would you show me the car?” She shoots daggers at me with her eyes and turns her back to me. I feel my heart stop and then jump-start again. When she walks out, I lean over in the kitchen, my face crumpled, crying out of sheer panic. I’m not even sad; I’m just trying not to scream. It seems like I should have a better reaction. I’m ashamed of myself for blubbering like a little kid.

Jack tries to get up off the floor, but Vera has his hand in a vise grip. He shakes his head at me, his nose crinkled as if to say Stop it. Then he nods for me to follow the detective out to the garage.

Detective Kelly walks down the front steps to the fountain and along the driveway to the garage on the side of the house. I watch her legs and her behind in those black jeans. She looks taller and curvier at the same time, the sway of her hips confident and dangerously sexy. In front of the garage, she pulls things from her work kit—latex gloves to open the car door, a pencil to move things around in the laptop bag. She removes things from the car one by one, sealing them into plastic bags as she goes and handing them off to Officer Brooks.

I hover about ten feet away, heart pounding, my face hot and teary, my breath still jagged with sobs. I hate this stupid dress. I hate that I’m barefoot out here on the driveway. I hate that this is how we are seeing each other again.

It proves all her points. I am not the kind of person she can be associated with.

“His phone and wallet are here,” Nan says to me. She watches my eyes for so long. I don’t have anywhere else to look, and I just stare back like it’s a contest until my eyes start to water. “When did you last see him?” she asks. Her tone is flat now, professional.

“Last night,” I say.

She turns the phone over in the evidence bag. There are several missed calls, a spate of text messages. When I don’t move or say anything else, she says, “That’s all for now.” She issues a curt directive to the young officer and then goes back to the driveway to make phone calls. I hear her mention search and forensics. From here on out, everyone defers to her, the detective. She is the one in charge now.

Inside the house, Vera, still on the floor, has broken down into inconsolable sobs, leaning into Jack while Officer Kent holds her ankles.

It’s almost eight o’clock, the beach dusky and pink. A typical time for me to meet up with Nan, both of us sitting in her car, looking at the water, unable to keep our hands off each other. But now I’m shaking from the inside. All I can think of is the cold ache of the water. The stillness farther out, past the breakers. The sight of Carson curled into the sand, the ragged last breath coming out of him.

I wasn’t sure of it until now. I kept thinking there was a way out of this, a way to run, a way to tell the truth, a way to back up somehow and do it over again. But there isn’t.

I am fucked.
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All we can do is wait. For the forensics team, for the search team, and, now, for the paramedics, who have been called in to mitigate Vera’s panic. More and more people flood into the house, and the dogs are in a frenzy, barking, Hardy’s jaw chomping. Even Laurel shows her teeth. An officer shouts at me to get them outside. I lose count of all the people. There are men in paper suits with shoe coverings. Vera sobs so hard she can’t catch her breath. That’s when they put oxygen on her.

Jack meets me in the kitchen, puts his hand on my elbow, which makes me jolt like a spooked cat. “Let’s let them do their job,” he says. The calmness of his voice breaks me and I hunch forward, trying to lean on him, but he jumps back, unwilling to be touched. In that one moment, I wish hard and ugly that everything in my life was different, everything that has happened, everything that is currently happening, my job, my mother, my friends, the woman… I choke on my own stupidity, but it’s true. The woman I love. Or thought I loved. Thought I wanted. Her authority is terrifying, her piercing eyes searching for the truth and her just knowing, underneath it all, just knowing that I am somehow to blame. She knows it better than anyone.

I just want softness, I think. The entire world feels like a metal cage rattling in the wind. I want someone to tell me it’s going to be okay. But my options for who that might be are disappearing right in front of me. Up close, Jack smells like cedar and a little bit like sweat, but his body is completely closed to me. He is not offering comfort or any kind of consolation. We just stand there, rigid.

Outside, the forensics team collects items from the car: Carson’s laptop bag, his overnight bag, the laptop itself. They dust for fingerprints inside the car and tweeze up hairs and fibers from the upholstery. In the house, they take his entire desktop computer, a thumb drive from the desk, some notebooks and notepads. They dust over his leather chair and along the doorjambs, the knobs, and the locks.

I have to herd the dogs into the gated yard by their collars. Neither of them is interested in going outside or playing or being handled at all with all these people in the house. Hardy seems to shout each of his barks, his hackles raised, his head twisting underneath my closed fist, nearly swiping at my legs. When I close the gate, he leaps so high, I think he’ll clear it; his face snaps in my face. It scares me so much I fall backward onto the grass and he keeps bouncing, keeps barking, spit flying, his teeth bared and wet. I back away slowly, afraid to even make eye contact with him, and slip back into the kitchen.

Vera keeps pointing at me and Jack, telling us to follow the team around as they work. She’s still crying behind the oxygen mask, wringing her hands like some kind of Lady fucking Macbeth. Jack tells her to sit still, but the chaos from the dogs outside makes everyone on edge. She refuses to listen to Jack. She acts like he’s not even there. The track lights in the living room shine down on her face. She might be in her glory.

Jack takes out his phone and scrolls through to find a contact. “I’ll take the dogs,” he says to me, and I don’t know what he means. He’s never been affectionate toward the dogs or even interested in them. “You see what you can do with her,” he says, and nods at Vera.

Vera rips off her oxygen mask and strides across the living room to me. Jack rolls up his sleeves, goes outside.

“He thought he was so goddamn smart,” Vera says to me, seething. I think about making the joke that hangs there—that he was literally smart—but Vera looks right through me. Behind her, a forensics team in paper suits heads up the stairs.

Detective Kelly comes up beside her, not looking at me. Nan is tall but not as tall as Vera, who’s like a looming wraith next to Nan’s soft edges, the warmth in her brown hair.

“Ma’am,” Nan says. “We need you to unlock the upstairs bedroom.”

Vera gasps and I flinch at the sharp sound. “Who locked my bedroom door, Brett?” she barks at me. Like she didn’t do it herself. I don’t know what she ever did with the wet wig. And then, true to her mercurial mood shifts, she drops her shoulders, begins weeping again, her lip quivering, her eyes heavy and closed.

“I can’t do the stairs, darling,” she says to me. “The key is on the island.”

There are no keys on the island. She moved all the keys. I reach for the empty bowl and move it in front of her.

“They’re not here, Vera.”

“Well, where the fuck did you put them?” she snaps. I see Nan’s eyebrows rise.

Oh, you haven’t seen anything, I think. This is just a taste of how she speaks to me. But I wonder how it registers to her, seeing an older rich lady snip at me and order me around.

“Fuck,” Vera mutters and reaches into the pocket of her dress. “Here,” she says, and hands me a single key.

Some techs come into the kitchen to empty the trash, which is where I’d tossed the sponge I used to clean the bloody knife. I feel an electric twinge in my scalp, a kind of warning, but I know I can’t stay and watch them. I have to hide any alarm from Nan’s sharp eyes.

I slip past Vera and lead Detective Kelly and some forensics techs up two flights to Vera’s locked bedroom. Some things are definitely gone. Vera has cleaned, cleared off the dresser and wiped it down. The desk is tidy, there are no extra notebooks or pens strewn around. The bed is made, the pillows fluffed and arranged, the duvet smooth as glass. Outside, the fire bowl has been doused with water and emptied. Beside it, the hot tub is on, but it isn’t lit or bubbling, just the minor ripple of the motor running along the surface of the water. There are no champagne bottles or glasses, no cigarettes, not a thing out of place. The chairs are pushed in as if no one has sat there in a long time.

One tech stops at the fire bowl. The inside is so clean, you can see the shine of the copper bottom. It looks unused. In the closet, other techs rifle through Vera’s racks of clothing, all the neatly displayed shoes. They go through drawers of accessories and cases of jewels and several large decorative boxes that make my heart spasm when they open them. Especially the one with the sandy-blond curls.

“What the fuck,” the tech says and almost drops it. Detective Kelly peers into that box and then into another one.

“Wigs.”

“Jesus Christ,” the tech says. “I thought it was a head.”

“It’s human,” I offer, stupid. They’d forgotten I was even there, standing at the foot of the bed, the key still in my hand.

“From where?” he asks, still mildly horrified, as if Vera harvested the hair herself.

“You can buy them that way,” Nan says. The detective. I watch her close the lid on a brunette. Where did Vera go as a brunette? In what version of her life, in what clothes, was she a brunette?

The tech turns the blond wig over in his hands, the inside a web of flesh-colored lace. I can’t shake the notion that it should be skin inside. Skin with bits of blood and bone still attached. I can’t lose the image of Carson’s head, the sound of the bottle breaking through his skull, the way his hands reached out, searching, while he shouted, panicked, that he couldn’t see.

Nan turns to me abruptly, searching my pale face, my sweaty hairline. “You should go downstairs,” she says. I try to detect any hint of kindness. “Get some water,” she says. “Get something to eat. This is not a quick process.”

When I don’t move, she puts her hand on the wing of my shoulder blade and pushes me toward the door.

“You shouldn’t be here,” she says.

And, boy, do I know it.
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Downstairs, the paramedics struggle to get the oxygen mask back on Vera. She resists with both arms raised, her fingers clawing at them, her feet kicking. When she finally gives in, she withers back onto the couch with one of them holding her hand and cradling her head. I hear the paramedic tell her to stop talking.

“Deep breaths, ma’am,” he says. “Let the meds do their work. No more talking.”

They gave her more meds, I think. Great. I wonder if anyone had the foresight to chill more champagne.

I don’t hear the dogs anymore, and I don’t see Jack, and I look out back to an empty yard, then go to the front door, wondering where he has gone with them. I find him in the driveway with both dogs on leashes and muzzled. I have never seen them muzzled. The muzzles are not small. These are metal cages that go over their big heads, fasten behind their ears with leather straps.

I rush out onto the cobblestones. “Don’t go,” I say to Jack. Where would he even go with them?

He turns with his phone in his left hand and both dog leashes in his right, his elbow cocked, his biceps straining to contain them. I’m sure Hardy alone could pull him down.

“They’re going to stay with the dog trainer,” he says. “She can take them for a few days.”

Beyond the blocked entrance to the driveway, a woman pulls up in a green Jeep, parks on the road, and gets out to greet Jack and the dogs.

“Emilia,” Jack says, and leans in to kiss her cheek. She has a dark bob with long bangs, a face like a French girl’s and a little printed dress to match. She seems too small to handle these dogs, but Laurel jumps up on her, her paws nearly at Emilia’s shoulders. Hardy lunges toward her back door.

“Jeez,” she says, eyeing the commotion at the house. Her lips are like a heart at the bottom of her heart-shaped face. “Everything okay?”

“No one knows where Carson is,” Jack says.

“Oh, no,” she says, and spreads her hand on her collarbone. She comes around to Jack’s side to look up at the house, to look at me, and she steps into the beam of her own headlights, which are pointing off into some tall reeds along the road.

I can see her outline. Her little waist, her high small breasts.

Her hot-pink thong.

“Keep me posted,” she says, and goes to open the back of the Jeep for the dogs. She has a tether to keep them still, so they stay in the back and don’t try to leap into the front seat with her.

You motherfucker, I think about Carson.

It’s not that I expected him to be loyal. He obviously wasn’t loyal to anyone. Not me, not Vera, not Jack. Because I realize, standing there between these two, that he’s sleeping with Jack as well, and all of these people know it about each other. Except for me. Which just makes me an idiot.

Emilia waves a small hand at me, her fingernails painted a soft yellow. “They’ll be fine,” she says. “I’ve known these buddies for years.”

I bet you have, I think.

When we walk back to the house, Jack asks, “Have you been anywhere else with Carson?”

“In ten days?” I ask back. “No.”

“Not to the city?” he says.

“No.”

“Not to the country house?”

“No.” I’m suddenly alarmed at all these other places, but then I remember Carson on the beach saying that Vera is miserable wherever she is, so at least she picks the pretty places. Like Brazil, I think.

Jack and I stand by the fountain watching while Detective Kelly comes down the front steps, backlit by the bright foyer behind her, just a black silhouette, her body curved and feminine, hair with a golden halo.

“They’re going to search the other properties,” Jack says. He takes off his glasses and rubs the bridge of his nose, but I can’t take my eyes off Nan. I can feel Jack’s sorrow in the way he leaves his glasses off, the way his shoulders sink.

“What are you thinking?” I ask. I wonder how long they have been together, working or otherwise.

His words are barely voiced. “I’m afraid he’s dead,” he says. “And alone.”

“Like a… suicide?” I say.

“I mean,” Jack says, “his career… tanked. I didn’t have any real hope that this two-week revision was going to shoot him back to the top.”

I never even saw him working. He’d close himself up in the office for a while, but he never left any signs of doing anything. No notes jotted down. The computer was never even on.

“He said it was finished,” I say.

Jack shrugs.

“I hope I’m wrong,” he says, but there’s something off about it. He has a gut feeling, I think. One that is wrong.

Carson didn’t seem suicidal. Unless you consider his drinking to be a slow death sentence, then, sure, he was in fact killing himself in some way. But he didn’t strike me as someone who was struggling with a final decision. I believed him when he said he needed extra staff on hand while he worked on a two-week revision. I didn’t know what his process was like. And I had no idea what it took to write a book.

But I think of Vera on the beach toasting his finished book. Of the tension between them that went way beyond me standing there in her wedding dress. And I wonder what Jack knows outside of what I know. About Carson, about how bad his career actually was.

Maybe he knows everything, and it was Jack and Vera who decided to put the bags in the car, to stage it as if he disappeared, a missing person, one who potentially went off to kill himself.

Was it smart?

Not if they find his body.

Jack and I go back inside, and Detective Kelly comes in to ask about the kayak.

“Where is it?” Vera asks. She manages to sit up, her edges kind of blurred. She seems coherent enough and at least not hysterical.

“It’s in custody,” Nan says. “With the oar.”

I wonder if the kayak still has fingerprints on it after being in the ocean or what might be on it that could tie it back to me riding it out into the waves.

“Is it possible,” Nan asks, “that Carson took it out before he was scheduled to leave this morning?”

“Anything is possible,” Vera says, and she lounges back on the couch, her shoulders loose.

“That doesn’t help me, ma’am,” Detective Kelly says.

“Well, it’s true.”

I want Vera to shut up. Shut up, I think. Stop talking. She has the oxygen mask off, the tubing coiled on her lap. I see Nan lodge her tongue in the side of her cheek, staring at Vera, thinking and not saying what she’s thinking. Two young technicians come downstairs and speak to Nan in low voices.

“What’s in the safe?” Nan asks Vera then.

“What is ever in a safe?” Vera shoots back, and rolls her eyes like all of us are too stupid to follow along with whatever plot she’s constructing.

“I need you to open it,” Nan says.

Jack looks away, feigning ignorance, or maybe not feigning. I’m not sure. I saw it open; I saw the line of handguns.

“Ma’am?” Nan says, impatient.

“It’s Carson’s birthday,” Vera says, her bony chest deflating.

Today? I think, frantic.

“Ma’am,” Nan tries again.

“The combination,” Vera says, winded, “is Carson’s birthday. Four, nine, seven, eight.”

Jack straightens and leads them upstairs to open the safe for them, and I follow. He turns the combination and backs away while the light inside comes on slowly.

It’s empty.

None of the handguns I’d seen before are there, just the indentations of where they had been nestled in the blue velvet, the blue-white light. A forensics photographer snaps pictures between us, the flash blinding. Jack gets up and moves out of the way with the detective, and I stand in the doorway while a tech reaches with a gloved hand into the bottom of the safe.

“I’m going to need everyone down at the station,” Nan announces. “And in the meantime, clear out of this room.”

But before we leave, I catch a glimpse of what the tech pulls out and hands over to be bagged. An older model iPhone, cracked screen, dirty with fingerprints. Dead. It’s probably been dead all day.

I gasp, and Jack tells me to shut up. He takes me by the elbow and leads me past my own room, also searched and dusted, the covers overturned, my bag upended and dumped. I wonder if they found the pink thong.

“I don’t know what has gone on here,” Jack says in my ear. “Actually—” He stops dead outside the apartment in front of the giant television that I’d never seen anyone turn on. “I’m not talking to either of you,” he says. He holds his hands out like he’s done, then goes down the rest of the stairs in front of me like he’s trying to outrun me. He pulls on his suit jacket in the kitchen. Behind us, Vera groans and sits up.

“You can’t just leave, Jack,” she says, and when the paramedics lean in to tend to her, she snaps, “I’m fine.” She balls up the oxygen mask and hands it back to them. “Thank you,” she says, curt. She looks over at me, standing at the foot of the stairs with my hands clasped together. “Where is Jack going?” Vera asks, and Nan comes down the stairs behind me.

“We’re all going down to the station,” she says.

I expect Vera to protest or give some wail about what has happened to her poor Carson, but all she says is “Fine.”

I stand still, frozen with fear. “I don’t know where my shoes are,” I say to no one in particular.

“Oh, for fuck’s sake,” Vera says. “You need to take better care of your things.”

I grab a pair of Vera’s flip-flops from the pool, stiff and leather and an inch and a half too long for me. The police put us in separate cars, each of us in the back of a squad car alone, Vera with Officer Kent, I think in case he has to restrain her. I go with the female officer, Brooks. We pull away from the house, lit up more than usual, and drive through a tunnel of pitch pines into the dark. Brooks’s radio stays on, calls coming in. None of them are for her, just the static of other voices. She doesn’t say a single word to me for the long drive down Route 6. I just watch out the window as the Cape gets wider, the towns thicker, and the suburbs crop up.

The station is a low brick building with a parking lot and scores of other squad cars. Inside, it’s a regular office with a receptionist, cubicles, phones ringing. Brooks has me follow her through a throng of staffers, papers spooling out of printers, people laughing.

Laughing, I think. It feels outrageous to me, but it’s just work for them. They’re here every day. They have their own jokes and their own dramas, crushes, affairs. They go out for drinks after hours and have barbecues, just like people in any other office.

And then I catch a glimpse of her door. A closed glass door with open blinds, a desk lamp lit, plants, framed pictures.

DETECTIVE ANTOINETTE KELLY

Brooks leads me past it, down a narrow corridor with closed doors on either side, and I don’t hear or see Vera at all. She puts me in a gray room with a white table and a black chair and an overhead fluorescent light that has a distinct low buzz.

She doesn’t tell me what will happen next, who will be in, if I’m under arrest, if I’m being held, if I’m a suspect. She just lingers in the doorway, maybe thinking of something she needs to ask me but then doesn’t.

I try to keep my mind blank, empty, like a black slate of nothing, but all I can picture now is her name etched in the glass on her new door. The room is cold, with a whisper of a draft coming through the vents in addition to the loud light. I stand still, holding my own arms, breathing shallowly, just picturing a glass square, trying to keep everything inside of those lines.

“Have a seat,” Brooks says, and leaves, closing the door behind her with a heavy chunk.
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I wait a long, long time. The room stays cold and shut tight, like a morgue. For a moment, I panic that Carson is in a morgue, his body damp in a metal drawer, and then I remember that they haven’t found him. Have they? My mouth dries out and I can’t get rid of the taste of gin. I’m so cold, my feet are tinged blue in Vera’s sandals. There are no windows. I have no idea what time it is or how long I wait.

It’s impossible not to replay everything over and over. It runs through my head like an old film, grainy, jumpy. And I realize this is exactly what they want.

When the door opens, I jolt, and my hands fly up, startled.

“Detective Antoinette Kelly,” she says.

“I know who you are,” I say, but my heart thumps loud.

“It’s chilly in here,” she says. She has a blazer on over her black T-shirt, and she wears round, amber-rimmed glasses now. “Can I get you something?” she asks. “Coffee? Tea?”

I rub my hands together. I want to ask her if she can get me out of here, but I know that is not even remotely her agenda. “Hot tea,” I say, quiet.

She leans out into the hallway to ask someone else, then comes in the door and shuts it with that same ominous heavy-vault closure. There’s no chair across from me. She just stands, leaning against the wall.

After a minute, a plainclothes assistant comes in with a steaming Styrofoam cup of hot water and a Red Rose tea bag floating on top. I have to poke it in with my finger to get it to release red plumes into the water. I put it on the table and try to wrap my hands around it, but it doesn’t help. I let the steam hit my nose.

“Tell me how you met Carson Smart,” Nan says when the assistant leaves. “Of all people.”

“Really?” I say. I remember it then, standing in her foyer, her husband coming down the stairs, her thrusting the book at me, pretending it was for book club. Carson Smart.

“It seems like the place to start,” Nan says.

I look up at the ceiling; all the holes in the acoustic tiles are different sizes and patterns. There’s no order to them at all. It’s chaos.

“I mean, you’re going to do this,” I say. “You’re going to interrogate me.”

“I’m the lead detective,” she says.

“Is this even legal?” I ask.

Her mouth makes a straight line. I know that look.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she says.

I lean back in my chair and offer a half-hearted laugh. “Are we being recorded?” I say.

“No,” she says. “Not at this time. This is preliminary questioning.”

“So nobody knows we had sex in your car,” I say, “or your house, even,” and she springs away from the wall. “Over and over again,” I say, “for the past six months.”

She takes a deep breath, ready, I think, to finally cuss me out, but she just clamps her mouth shut and goes to the door, her back to me.

“I’ll give you a minute,” she says, and then walks out.

She leaves me long enough that the tea gets cold. My back and my legs ache from sitting in the plastic chair; my hands are cold, and my toes are numb.

When she returns, she has Brooks with her, and Brooks gives me a small bottle of water and then stands with her back to the door while Nan begins.

“How did you meet Carson Smart?” she asks. She doesn’t look at me. She looks at the wall behind me.

“I came up to the Cape for a head chef job at a bistro,” I say. Like I tried to tell you, I think, but you blocked my calls. You wouldn’t even talk to me. “But when I got here, the position was already filled. Someone else was ready earlier than me.”

She nods. Of course, I think. Of course I missed it. I push my tongue against my teeth.

“But the chef who took the job had just declined this private gig with Carson Smart.” I swallow. “So that new job was open, and I was given the contact info, and we…” I trail off.

“We what?” she asks.

“We met up,” I say. “I didn’t know who it was. I just had a number to call. We met up,” I say again. “And… he interviewed me.”

“Uh-huh,” she says. I wonder if she sounds bitchy to Brooks. If Brooks can detect anything at all between us or if it’s all just ice water under the bridge now, now that she has her name etched onto her very own office door.

“Tell me about the interview,” she says.

“He took me to the house,” I say. “To explain what he needed and for me to meet the dogs.” I shrug. I’m leaving so much out. I don’t care. I’m not telling her.

“You took the job,” she says. “Immediately?”

“I mean, yeah,” I say.

“Have you ever done this before?”

“Not as a live-in.”

“Was there any negotiation?” Nan asks.

“A little,” I say. “But I needed the job. He offered me twenty thousand dollars to work for two weeks while he rewrote a book.”

I see her eyes flash.

“And you knew about his wife,” she says. “Veronica Fitzgerald.”

“Sort of.”

“Tell me what you knew.”

I swallow, my throat dry, and then open the tiny bottle of water that Brooks brought in for me and drink about half of it. I feel it burning in my bladder. “I knew that she’d been away for surgery,” I say. “A cosmetic procedure,” I add. I wonder if it makes her sound crazier. Taking her face off, risking her ear. “And that while Carson was working, I would need to cook meals for them, care for and cook for the dogs, and take care of Vera, depending on what she needed.”

“Cook for the dogs?” Nan says. I hear it for a brief second, the voice I know, the sarcasm, the delight. “They had you cooking for the dogs,” she says.

“Yes, ma’am,” I say and smirk. “Two meals a day, usually sirloin steak, some rice, some veggies.”

She looks at Brooks, who laughs nervously. “Damn,” Nan says.

The tension breaks a little and I take a sip of water, shifting in my chair.

“Were you intimate?” Nan asks.

I choke on the water, and it dribbles from my lips.

“With Carson Smart,” Nan clarifies.

“Does it matter?” I ask.

She looks at me like I’m a feral cat, like she’s trying to herd me into a container, trap me, but she’s afraid of how wild I am, afraid I’ll bite. “Let’s say that it does,” she says.

Is she indulging me? Does she think I’m stupid?

“You were also living there with his wife,” she says.

My lips fold in. I clench my teeth and move in the chair, shifting my legs. She tries again.

“Are you in a sexual relationship with Carson Smart?” she asks.

“Yes,” I say, barely audible.

“Does his wife know that?” she asks. Her questions feel not just like knives but like hot blades searing through my flesh. I sit on my hands to stop them from shaking.

“Yes,” I say.

“Are you also in a sexual relationship with Veronica Fitzgerald?” she asks then.

“No,” I say.

She looks down at her fingernails. It’s hard not to think about where her hands have been, urgent, searching. She lets my answer just hang there, without asking anything else.

“Did she say otherwise?” I ask.

“I’m not at liberty to say,” she answers. “I’m just trying to hear both sides from you and Ms. Fitzgerald.”

“Why does it matter?” I ask.

“Because this is domestic,” she says, like it’s obvious. “And sex complicates things, especially in a workplace. Many, many domestic crimes happen because of jealousy or infidelity.”

“Oh, I know,” I say, a little too soon. I think about her husband punching the wall, taking her phone. Her listing me as Book Club so she could just text me a time to let me know when she was available. Occasionally, to keep things neat, she would send me a link for a book, like it was this month’s pick.

She tips her head, curious. “What do you mean?” she asks. “Have you been implicated in a domestic crime before?”

“No,” I say.

“Then what do you mean, you ‘know’?”

“Just that I get it,” I say, my shoulders hunched. I shouldn’t have opened my mouth.

“You get what?”

“How a crime is committed because of jealousy,” I say. I feel winded, like I’ve been running uphill. She leans back against the wall, her body calm, as if she has all the time in the world. I try to backpedal. “How do you even know there is a crime?” I say.

She smiles very faintly. “There are several things that point to foul play,” she answers.

“Like what?”

“I’ll ask the questions,” she says. “Were you staying anywhere else on the Cape?”

“Just with my friend when I first got here.”

“I’m going to need the friend’s name,” she says.

I swallow. I don’t want him involved, but I say it. “William,” I say. “Costello.” Brooks types things into an iPad.

“How do you know him?”

“Work,” I say. I feel like I’m running out of words.

“And how do you know his partner?” she asks.

I shake my head.

“Milo Burgess,” Nan says.

“The chef?” I ask.

Nan holds her hand out, waiting for me to fill in the blanks, but she is already several steps ahead of me.

“That’s the job I was supposed to get,” I say, small.

“It was Milo who turned down the opportunity to work for Carson,” she says.

I nod. It’s Milo, I think, who is sleeping with Will. My stomach feels like a cold, heavy stone has been dropped to the bottom of it. I reached out to Will for help. And he betrayed me. Of course he made sure his new boyfriend got the job and not me. What’s a five-year friendship when there’s new dick around?

I pause and cover my face for a minute. I’m such an idiot. Nan waits till I take my hands away, but my face is hot, my cheeks flushed.

“Where were you before this?” she asks.

Brooks has her head down, so I glare at Nan. Really? I think, but I recite my old address.

“With anyone?” she asks.

“It’s my dad’s place,” I say.

“Still living at home,” she says.

“I didn’t grow up there,” I say. She knows this. And it’s not relevant.

“Quite a move up for you,” Nan says. “Carson’s house.”

Oh, I think. She’s profiling me as a thief. As a street kid who took the job not just for the money but for everything I could milk out of them.

“Sure,” I say.

“In a relationship?” she asks then. “Back home.”

I clench my jaw. My ears are starting to hurt. “Not really,” I say.

She cocks her head, and I hear Brooks typing. “You’re not really in a position to be coy,” she says.

“I was dating a woman,” I say, my voice suddenly clear. “Who was married.” I tip my head, like Okay, you got me.

“Not your first rodeo,” she says, looking down at her nails. They are short, a glossy burgundy. She looks up at Brooks and nods. “I can give you a break, if you’d like,” she says to me, and Brooks shuffles out the door.

When it closes, I bore my eyes into her, but all she does is blink. “We’ll get this sorted out.” She nods at my bare shoulders. “I’ll see if I can get you a sweater.” She goes to the door, but turns before she leaves. “I’m just waiting for forensics to unlock your phone.”
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I feel a full panic spasm at the center of my chest and radiate outward. I can’t catch my breath. For once, I wish Vera were here to pop me a pill. The room feels like the oxygen has been sucked out of it.

I don’t know where they put Vera, what she’s saying about me, or what she used my phone for. She could easily have set me up as the sole perpetrator, leaving out everything else—the dress, the assault, all the times she’d screamed at me for something I didn’t even know I was doing.

She knew about Nan.

Nan blocked my number, but Vera could have texted Nan from her own phone or even called her. Nan could have her own version of what happened, already preloaded from Vera, and all her questioning is just to see if my story lines up with Vera’s. If I’m lying. Even if I’m telling the truth.

It’s rigged. The whole thing is stacked against me.

Hours later, Detective Kelly comes back. Earlier, Brooks had let me go to the bathroom and get snacks from the break room. I grabbed a candy bar and a Pepsi. It gave me a head rush, but it’s better than feeling dried out and empty.

Nan wants a detailed outline of the last time I’d seen Carson, when we’d had dinner, what happened upstairs.

I tell her a little about the dress, how Vera had put it on me and sent me downstairs. I don’t tell her about Carson’s reaction.

“Where is the dress now?” Nan asks.

“I don’t know,” I say quickly. I feel a hot prick in my armpits.

“You took it off,” she says.

“I gave it back to Vera.” I manage to get a breath. This is true.

“She didn’t hang it up?” she asks.

“I don’t know.”

She holds eye contact for a few long, uncomfortable moments. “You know that lying under oath is a crime in and of itself,” she says.

“I didn’t take an oath,” I shoot back, and she smiles slightly.

“Smart,” she says, somewhat pleased. “Tell me again,” she says. “From the beginning.”

I try, in as few words as possible. I don’t say wedding dress, and I leave out the assault. I say we went down to the beach, but I didn’t see Carson come home after. Nan sighs. She’s not getting what she wants. I’m not giving it to her.

I say it in my head, plain and simple: She put me in her wedding dress. He raped me. When she found out, she clubbed him with a champagne bottle and bashed his head in. When we went back to the beach, his body was gone.

I don’t know why I’m protecting either of them. Neither one of them would protect me. Carson, especially, made sure I knew that.

Nan sips from a coffee mug, and I wonder if it’s morning, if I’ve been here twelve or more hours.

“We’re having trouble unlocking the phone,” she says.

“I’ll give you the code,” I say. It doesn’t have facial recognition—it’s an old phone.

She waits, suspicious, until I say the number to her.

“It’s four-two-two-four-two-two,” I say. When I was little, my mom made me memorize our address, 422 Slater Street, in case I got lost so I could tell a policeman or even a taxi driver. She wanted to make sure I could fend for myself if I was alone. Like she knew. I add, “It’s the address of the apartment I lived in with my mom,” I say.

Her eyes soften, and she looks away for a moment. “Why was your phone in the safe?” she asks.

“I don’t know,” I say, honest. “Vera had it last.” Then I realize the problem. “She probably changed the code,” I say. “Because she had access to it. She went through it.”

“How do you know?” Nan asks.

“She asked me things. I saw her scrolling, and she was asking me questions about things that were on my phone.”

“Like…?” Nan says.

I feel small. “You,” I say.

She looks at the ceiling. I wonder if she had time to go home, to shower, to sleep, or if she’s just been back and forth between me and Vera for the past twelve hours.

“Does she know?” I ask her then. “Who you are?” We’ve been alone this whole time. No Brooks, no assistant. Everything has shifted, the dynamic between us. I can look at her lips and not fall apart.

Nan straightens up and pulls her blazer tighter in front of her.

“No,” she says.

And then all at once, Nan lets me and Vera go. She ducks her head into the interrogation room and says, “You’re free to go,” and walks me back through the office, where the sun is streaming through the blinds, where different people are at the desks, and a new receptionist is out front. Nan offers me her hand.

“Thank you for your time,” she says, neutral and professional.

“What do I do now?” I ask.

“You can go back to the house, but stick close. I may need to follow up at any time, depending on the search results.”

My skull feels cold. They are actively looking for him. I wonder if there’s a search team in the ocean.

Outside, Vera is already waiting, smoking a cigarette and not offering me one.

“I called us an Uber Black,” she says without looking at me. She has her sunglasses on and is tapping at her phone. Apparently, her phone is not evidence.

“Why?” I ask. I know Black is luxury and that it costs more and takes longer than the regular cars.

“I just spent the night in an interrogation room because my husband is missing,” Vera says, sharp. “I’d like a little privacy and comfort, if you don’t mind me spending my money however the fuck I’d like.”

She has her purse, her phone, her sunglasses. Her own shoes. She looks pretty well put together for someone who’s been up all night. The wig really holds up. My hair feels dirty, my mouth hot, my body both chilled and sweaty. I don’t have a thing with me except my clothes. Which are hers.

It’s a black Escalade that picks us up. Vera has me slide in first, then hoists herself into the back seat. The driver doesn’t say a word. He has earbuds in and I’m not sure he could hear us even if we did talk to him. There’s morning traffic on 6, people going to work, families headed to the beach. The windows in the Escalade are dark, and everything is gray, filtered, flickering.

Vera stares straight ahead out the front window, but in a low voice she says to me, “They have a very good case against you.”

I feel a cold drip of sweat between my shoulder blades.

“I’m sorry, what?” I ask. My tongue makes an awful sound in my dry mouth, sticking against my teeth.

“Let’s not pretend,” Vera says.

“I am not,” I say.

“You need to do this right.”

So this is now mine to mess up. A thing I didn’t start that has been going on for years between them. “I am,” I say, but I think of the things I told Nan, the things I left out. How could I ever explain everything that happened over the past two weeks? Carson’s predatory hiring process, Vera’s violent mood swings, the dinners, the yelling, the crying?

I feel like I need a better script to follow. The script keeps changing.

Vera turns to face me but keeps her sunglasses on, so I can’t read her at all. I can only see her carefully constructed nose, narrow with a perfect slope, slightly upturned, and her plump and supple lips—injected, I realize.

“This could go very bad for you,” she says.

My stomach knots so hard, I lean forward, my head against the seat in front of me. My bones hurt. I haven’t been warm since I came out of the ocean.

“How can I—” I start, but she reaches over and grips my forearm, her nails digging in so hard I’m afraid she’ll draw blood.

She barely moves her mouth. “Do what I fucking say,” she says.

At the house, she gets out without saying a word, and the Escalade drives off. The house is silent, the driveway empty. Squad cars and search vehicles line the road, and down on the beach, there are teams of people combing the sand, wading into the tide, some of them way out, chained together. Beyond them, boats with divers looking beneath the waves, feeling around for Carson’s body. Or what’s left of it.
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I fall asleep without even straightening my room. I leave the dust, the things that have been turned over and gone through, and I crash down on my bed face-first. I dream I’m underwater, moving around, trying to cook for the dogs, whose back halves have turned into seal flippers, but I can’t get anything to stay in place. Things keep floating away. And then in the midst of it, I realize I’m not breathing, that I’m underwater. I gasp, inhaling water, panicking for air. I see light above, and there’s a boat nearby, dropping nets that make a horrible grinding sound. When I wake up, my room is flooded with light, and the sound doesn’t stop.

It’s outside my door.

I shake my head and get up. It’s the high-pitched whine of a drill. I stand on the other side of the closed door. The original doorknob has been replaced with a plain closet knob, the kind that doesn’t have a lock in it. It’s too small, and it rattles around inside the existing hole.

“Sit still,” Vera says from the other side.

“Vera, what the fuck?” I exclaim. The room is warm from the sun, my eyes hot and gritty. I rattle the loose knob. “I have to pee,” I say, annoyed.

She stops drilling and pushes open the door, holds out her arm to the bathroom across the hall. “Go ahead,” she says. She’s still in the same clothes, her face with an unslept sheen. I look back at my door. She’s installing a sliding metal bolt on the outside. To keep me in.

“Vera,” I say, matter-of-fact. I’m not pleading with her over this. I leave the bathroom door open. I don’t even care anymore. I can’t let her out of my sight. I can’t let her finish installing another lock. When I come out, she’s still holding the drill.

“Get back in your room,” she says. But I stand with my feet planted in the hall.

What would she do if I tackled her low, below the hips, and knocked her over, ran out to the teams of people outside searching, yelled to someone, Call Detective Kelly, I need to tell her everything.

“Go,” she says, easy. It’s almost nonthreatening, but her willow-thin arm shakes with the weight of the drill.

“Vera,” I say, in the same tone I use on the dogs when I want them to drop something.

“I need to sleep,” she cries. “And I’m not sleeping if I know you can do whatever you fucking please.” She revs the drill once, revived. “Now go.”

She stands her ground. “I can wait all day,” she says.

Stay close, Nan had said. I’m not trying to run. It’s way too suspicious. But I’m definitely not getting locked in.

I set my teeth and I get right up to her, my eyes boring into hers, my tongue pressed hard against my teeth.

“You can’t leave,” she says. She tries hard to match my tone, but her voice sounds tired, weak and pleading.

“I’m not leaving,” I say. She has her arm up, frozen, still holding the drill. I put my hand underneath her elbow and she relaxes just a bit, so I dig in, and when she lets go, I take the drill from her and slide the battery pack off, disabling it.

“But you know,” I say, still close, my face turned up to hers like I’m waiting for a kiss. “You know you can’t force me to stay,” I say, my voice low. I watch her blink in recognition, a softness in her shoulders, her face with just a hint of a wrinkle, barely crumpling, it’s held up so well. “I can’t be kept,” I say to her, our bodies touching. “I’m like those dogs. Feral. And too strong for you.” It’s just a whisper. I press my knee against hers, and her arms shiver with goose bumps.

When I back away, she looks down, and I put the drill on the desk in my room.

“Brett,” she says, and tries to sound strident, but it falls flat.

“Go to sleep,” I tell her. I leave the door wide open, and she doesn’t leave.

I climb up onto the desk in front of the window and look down. A huge crew is on the beach. At least fifty people, I think, between the ones who are close and the ones who have wandered way out into the low tide. It’s a fifty-foot drop down. These windows don’t even open—there’s just a vent at the top. Even if I could reach it, I’m not sure I could hoist my body up and through the narrow space. And if I could, the best case is death.

“You’re in more trouble than you think,” Vera snaps before she walks away. But it doesn’t matter. Neither one of them was prepared to contain me. I’m a wild animal, eating out of her hand for just one blink.

When it gets dark, I move the bed so it blocks the door, barring her from coming in. I start to look through desk drawers at what the cops didn’t seize for evidence. Files and stationery with an embossed ivory VEF at the top. Vet bills for both dogs. The user’s manual for a kayak. The paperwork that declares the Porsche a classic.

I stop and listen, holding my breath. The house is quiet. I wonder if Jack will come back or if he’s done with us. We killed his star client. Outside, the beach is dark. Below, in the bushes, an impossible chorus of crickets.

I open the closet.

There’s a tux hanging in a zippered bag, which startles me, because it looks like a body bag. On the shelves, hatboxes with actual hats. I’ve never known anyone with a hat so expensive it came in a box, just ballcaps and knit beanies. One box holds a fawn fedora, another a summery version in white linen. From the inside of that fedora, I pull off a long blond hair, curled back and forth with no order. I wrap it around my fingertip, tight, until the bulb of it turns purple.

And behind that box, a regular banker’s box with old files. I hoist it down, open the lid. Neatly labeled files: queries, agents, submissions, chapters, drafts. I almost don’t look any further, but I wonder why it’s in here instead of in Carson’s office with the rest of his writing. Maybe it’s old.

I pull out a random chapter. It opens with a hospital scene in which a young female narrator has procured a later-than-normal abortion and is bleeding heavily. This seems edgy for Carson’s slick upper-class domestic thrillers. The pain in this chapter is palpable—the intense cramping, like a cold vise grip in her belly, and the withering tone from the nurse. The girl lies alone on her side. She has to go back to Smith College for finals. She hasn’t told her mother.

Another chapter has a seaside vacation with many cousins, including one named Jack. Jack is drunk on gin. Jack is after the lifeguard.

Naturally, I picture Jack the agent. Jack telling me to shut up, that he’s not talking to me anymore. Jack noticing the missing kayak and the fact that the Porsche was backed in.

I flip open to the query file. They are all addressed to agencies in New York City. A clean synopsis of a memoir of old New England money, incest, madness. All of them signed Veronica Fitzgerald.

I nestle the files back in the box. I try to imagine Vera at nineteen, curled on her side while she bleeds out a baby that would be older than Carson now. Veronica Fitzgerald with a neat little blond flip, knee socks and saddle shoes, a notebook full of stories she’d written about her broken family tree. Where Jack seems to be the one who gets the boy.

She’d been the first writer.

But he was the one who made it.

I feel a sharp pang for her, watching him rise to the top writing books the equivalent of soap operas while she was excavating some deep shit. Of course, I think. It’s the man without a story. Her story was too difficult, even if it was true.

I told him what to write, she’d told me. I introduced him to an agent who would die for him.

And then I flash on her on the beach, standing, cool, in front of Carson with the bottle that would eventually kill him, toasting him for finishing, and his response, a curt Fuck you.

Outside, the faintest hint of dawn creeps along the horizon, the water turning a deep teal with the light, the sky a hot white line along the very edge of the earth. I hear her footsteps in the hall, and the rattle of the doorknob. She pushes against the door, which is barricaded by the bed, and calls my name. Quiet at first, and then with rising panic. She begins to rock the bed with her shoulder against the door, cursing.

I’d never seen him working on anything.

I’d only ever seen her.
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She manages to push the bed an inch or so forward, enough that she can ram the door into it with a loud bash and splinter the side. I don’t want to get caught snooping, so I slap the lid of the banker’s box back on and lob the box to the top of the closet.

“Goddamn it, Brett,” she shouts, her breathing heavy.

“Give me a second,” I say, my voice steady and calm while my mind races over what I’d just read. Over who she actually is. I climb up on top of the bed and put my face where she can see it through the narrow space.

“How dare you?” she snarls.

“This goes both ways,” I say, and I catch a gleam in her eye, a flash of recognition, a thrill.

Outside my window, the beep of trucks backing up. I get back on the desk while Vera waits. Out on the beach are ATVs and rescue vehicles, their tires leaving rippled tracks in the sand.

“Brett,” she warns through the door.

“What’s going on?” I ask.

“The police are back.” I smooth my hands over the dress that I’ve had on for days and head downstairs.

Vera is at the kitchen island with Detective Kelly, each of them with a teacup. Not the kind of tall mug Vera usually uses for tea but tiny, delicate cups on saucers. She doesn’t use the glass straw either; she sips right from the gold-rimmed cup. White teeth be damned, I guess.

Nan eyes me as I walk in, rumpled, somewhat dirty, but still in completely unexpected clothing.

“Good morning,” she says. She’s in dress pants and a blouse, her hair loose and still silk-smooth.

Vera pours me a cup of coffee and takes out the cream, playing nice, playing everything here is normal. Between the kitchen and foyer, Officer Kent stands with his thumbs looped into his service belt.

“Do you have news?” I ask.

Nan puts her teacup down. “Developing,” she says. “What can you tell me about Carson’s drinking?” she says then, and Vera offers a light laugh.

“Surely we’re not under investigation for drinking,” Vera says. “Everyone drinks.”

“Not everyone drinks,” Nan says. “And certainly not to problematic levels.”

Vera harrumphs. I’m sure she doesn’t find her own drinking excessive. It’s all just over the course of the day. Cocktails before dinner. Wine with dinner. Digestifs. Except when you don’t really eat anything, it’s all just heavy drinking.

“Did you provide cocktails?” Nan asks me.

I try to gulp the coffee. I wasn’t ready to walk into this. “Sure,” I say, and wince at Vera’s potential reaction. “At their request,” I add.

“Daily,” Nan says.

“Yeah.”

“Forensics discovered a rocks glass on the beach,” Nan says, “that matches these. With two sets of prints on it.”

I must turn green. Vera gives me a death stare.

“Were you on the beach with Carson before he went missing?” Nan asks me.

Vera puts her fingers to her lips in shock, like I betrayed her, like she is just finding out about us. I don’t answer. I feel my throat closing, choking off the words. And I think of all the other evidence inside the house. Inside my body.

“Did you ever share a drink with Carson?” Nan asks.

“I’ve given him a glass that I handled,” I say. “I handle all the drinkware and dinnerware here.” I look around the kitchen. “Knives too, for that matter,” I say. “I’ve touched basically everything.”

Nan just nods. She’s not writing anything down, just slowly, methodically asking questions.

“How do you know they’re my prints?” I ask.

“From your priors,” she says.

Vera gasps so loud, it’s ridiculous. I feel my insides turn to steel, and I set my jaw. “Ugh,” Vera says then. “Carson never does a good enough background check. He’ll let anyone in here to take care of things.”

I think about the background check I’d had: Willingness to fuck on the living-room floor. Stupid enough to work without signing a contract. Starry-eyed at the possibility of so much money, money that was hardly anything to them.

“What kind of priors?” Vera asks, her voice loud and shrill.

“Juvenile,” Nan says.

“Juvenile what?” Vera presses. “I mean, juvenile shoplifting or juvenile manslaughter? There’s a huge difference.”

But Nan just says, “They’re sealed,” and I say, “It doesn’t matter.”

“It doesn’t look great,” Nan says.

Vera looks at me like I’m her perfect escape.

“Were you on the beach with Carson before he disappeared?” Nan asks again, and Vera’s eyes widen.

“No,” I say.

“The prints indicate otherwise.”

“All the prints do is prove I touched the glass. That I made him the drink. I don’t know what he did afterward except maybe drink seven more.” I’ve got a buzz from standing up to Vera.

I watch Nan push her tongue against her teeth. Maybe now is not the time to get cocky.

“That’s it,” Vera says, pointing at me. “That’s enough.”

But Nan holds up her hands. “We are still awaiting search results from the other properties,” she says, pushing back against Vera’s hysterics. “Have you been to any of the other properties, Ms. Novak?” she asks. I hear the slightest pause before she says my name that way.

“No.”

Vera nods. “She really has only been here.”

Behind her, Officer Kent brings his coffee cup back into the kitchen and thanks Vera.

“Of course, darling,” she says. She smiles with no lines in her face, her eyes set like a doll’s, glass in bisque. “What are you going to do?” she asks the detective.

Nan leans back on her stool, crosses her legs. “Wait,” she says.

“For what?”

“To find Carson,” Nan says.

“What about her?” Vera presses.

“What about her?”

“Aren’t you going to arrest her? You’ve got a suspicious affair with a worker with priors?” Vera’s voice goes up in excitement. “How do I know she didn’t take this job just to seduce him and kill him?”

I laugh. I don’t mean to, but I do, and Nan turns to me.

“I took this job because I need money,” I say.

“Of course you need money,” Vera says. “That’s a given in any situation.”

“I needed a chunk of cash,” I say over her. “To pay back rent on my dad’s house.” I pause. I was never going to make his bail.

I don’t know what Vera knows about this. It probably wasn’t juicy enough to her to read through the texts with the landlord who had finally just changed the locks. He didn’t have the patience to wait for a man who was in prison on charges of felony home invasion.

“That’s just more of a reason,” Vera says. She crosses her arms over her chest. She’s trying so hard, I think.

“I don’t have a crime yet,” Nan says, calm but firm.

“Oh, fuck off,” Vera says. “You’re not going to take her in?”

“I did take her in,” Nan says. “And I found no reason to keep her. I don’t have a crime,” she says again. “Unless you know something I don’t, Ms. Fitzgerald.”

Vera clams up. “Oh, please,” she says, and my eyes dart back and forth between them.

“Or—I’m sorry,” Nan says. “Is it Mrs. Smart?”

“There’s no Mrs. Smart,” Vera snips. She rolls her eyes and lights a cigarette. I wonder if they were ever actually married.

“No?” Nan asks.

“No,” Vera says. “That’s not even his real name.”
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Detective Kelly lays her palms on the island, one on either side of her teacup. “I’m sorry, what?” she asks. She looks to me for clarification, but I have none.

“Carson Smart is not his name,” Vera says, drawn out and dramatic.

“Ma’am,” Nan says, reprimanding. “Could he be traveling under a different name?”

“Could be,” Vera says, cool, and shrugs a shoulder. She seems to feign boredom, her body soft and draped, like she’s grown tired of the charade. But I know she’s buzzing inside. I can see it in the subtle twitch below one eye.

“Do you have documentation of his other identities?” Nan asks. She’s clearly annoyed—the edge in her tone, the tightness in her lips. Vera has tested her patience.

“It’s the name he uses for writing,” Vera says as if this is obvious. Only the rich, I think, have aliases and get away with it. When my dad used different names to open new accounts, new lines of credit, he got busted for fraud and racketeering. Poor people have street names, ways for the cops to find you. Rich people have offshore accounts.

“There’s Carson Smart,” Vera continues, “who is a man I made up. And there’s Carter Brown,” she says, “who is trailer-park trash from Springfield.” Her nose wrinkles at the town name and I glare at her. “Carson Smart is a goddamn bestselling author,” she says.

I get a chill along the edge of my spine. A man I made up.

“This is news to you?” Nan asks me.

“I don’t know,” I say, quiet.

“Who do your checks come from?” she asks me, and Vera pipes out a loud ha.

“I haven’t been paid,” I say, my hands out for emphasis. This is the crime. “I mean, I got a little cash at the beginning, but it had to last the two weeks.”

“Who did you sign a contract with?” Nan asks.

I feel my cheeks burn, and Vera turns her back to us, washes the teacups in the deep sink.

“I didn’t sign a contract,” I mutter.

Nan presses her lips together, clearly trying to keep herself from cussing me out for being so dumb, but she gets up and reaches into her work bag for a laptop. She puts it on the island.

“Oh, do try and look it up,” Vera says. “You’ll find a million little white-trash Browns in western Mass. None of them amount to a hill of beans.”

Nan taps the keys to log into her laptop, then stops. “Ma’am,” she says to Vera. “Do you want to find your husband?”

Vera laughs a very demure upper-class hum through her nose. “Honestly?” she says. “His disappearance struck me as suspicious. Book due, new staff in the house. But he’s gone a lot,” she says. “I don’t mind it, if you know what I mean.”

“I don’t think that I do,” Nan says.

“When you get to a certain age,” Vera says, “you value your alone time. I get so much more done.”

“I thought you didn’t work,” Nan says.

Vera stares, her eyes empty, mind turning it over. “I don’t,” she answers.

“You have a staff to cook and take care of the dogs, a housekeeper,” Nan pushes. “What do you get done?”

“The rest of it,” Vera snaps, then adds, “Hair appointments, nails, skin care, massage. Shopping,” she says, exasperated.

Nan just nods, eyes on her screen again, clicking away on her keys. She types for a moment, leans back to check if it saved or sent whatever it was, then shuts the laptop.

“I’ll be in touch,” she announces.

“That’s it?” Vera says.

“Nothing more at this time,” Nan says. She looks at me, still in the rumpled dress, my hands clasped in front of me. “Don’t go anywhere,” she adds.

That afternoon, the media arrives. They set up on the road because the driveway is still blocked with police barriers. There’s local news, and Providence. There are lights up for filming, and lights on the beach for searching. A helicopter hovers, its bleating, constant sound echoing my anxiety. By evening, Boston and New York City news are there, and CNN. Vera and I hole up in the TV room with a bottle of Chablis. She wants me close, but I use it against her. We sit shoulder to shoulder on the couch, her body rigid with tension. She must be on the brink of collapse. I’d heard her earlier leaving a message for Jack, yelling at him to call her and then crying that he had to, he just had to call her back. “We’re in this together,” she said.

A polished but windswept reporter comes on CNN, wisps of blond hair blowing.

“Bestselling novelist Carson Smart has gone missing from his beachfront property here on Cape Cod. He was reported missing after failing to show up for a business meeting with his longtime agent, Jack Fitzgerald. Police here have not indicated whether or not foul play is suspected. Smart is the author of more than twenty mysteries, among them The Last Wife, which of course was made into a Netflix movie.”

Anderson Cooper comes on the screen and asks the reporter if Smart’s disappearance in any way mimics his work.

“It’s certainly a strange turn of events, Anderson,” she says. “And not unlike the kinds of crimes he often writes about.”

“Oh, fuck you,” Vera says to the TV.

They show the same two pictures of him over and over again, his most recent headshot, backlit with a black background and silvery halo around his blond hair, and another, more candid shot of him at a party, a drink in one hand, Jack on one side, a tall, thin brunette on the other, her dress off the shoulder with a high slit. She shows a good deal of leg, her arms long and slender, her head tilted in an elegant pose, like she’s looking back at the camera, knowing.

“Don’t you have any newer pictures?” Vera snaps at the TV.

They show an aerial shot of the beach, the barriers out front, a search team with flashlights, and then the headshot again, followed by the party pic.

The third time they show the picture, I realize what’s weird about it. Carson looks almost exactly the same as when I met him, loose linen shirt, cuffed sleeves, and so does Jack. It’s the woman who’s different. It’s Vera, but with what must be her natural hair, a rich medium brown with bangs. Her lips aren’t as full, her nose not as perfect. I lean in to the TV when it comes back on, squinting, and Vera snaps it off.

“Jesus Christ,” she complains, “that was fifteen years ago.” When I try to sneak a glance at her now, she gets up and paces to the windows.

It’s a twenty-four-seven operation, the rescue crews, the media. The house is surrounded, and we’re trapped inside with a cop who is three times the size of me and a detective who knows more than she’s letting on. Especially about me.

Wherever I go, Vera follows me. She waits outside the bathroom door while I take a shower, but I leave it open. I get out naked in front of her, her eyes roving and her mouth taut.

I get dressed in shorts and the ballet-neck tee.

“They’re going to ask you why the apartment locks from the outside,” I say. She looks me over in the clothes she bought me.

Vera blinks, innocent. “It’s for the dogs,” she says, “obviously. They can’t be loose. You know that.”

I just nod.

Downstairs, I open the leftover Persian food and pick through it while I think about slipping out the front door, trying to skirt the perimeter of the driveway, finding my way back out to the road, back out to Route 6.

I imagine the reporter calling me over. We have Brett Novak here, private chef to Carson Smart. Me standing there, hating the camera. Doing it anyway. The truth coming out on live TV. How quickly they’d move in, cuff my wrists. Flash. Vera’s broken sob when she realizes I’ve betrayed her on a national network in a video that’s sure to go viral. Flash. My head ducked into the back of a patrol car. At least her face was done in time for her TV appearance.

I stay put, the way Nan told me to, and manage to eat a bowl of rice with shawarma chicken. Vera picks at a falafel she eventually just throws out.

Sometime after ten Nan comes back inside and sets her laptop on the island with a heavy sigh. We just look at her, both of us afraid, both of us exhausted and frazzled.

“Well,” Nan says. “I have some unrelated unfortunate news.”

“Oh, dear,” Vera says. Then, “Unrelated?”

“Emilia DeVincenzo,” she says, “has died.”

“What?” I say, breathless. I think of her little heart-shaped face. Her panties underneath my bed.

“Who?” Vera says.

“The dog trainer,” I say.

Vera waves her hand. “I can’t keep up with the staff Carson hires,” she says, and her gesture includes me, whom she has kept track of since the moment she walked in.

“What happened?” I ask.

It takes a moment for Nan to look up from her screen. “The male dog,” she says when she finally meets my eye, her mouth in a grimace, her brows knit close with concern.

“Hardy?” I yelp, but I know it before she says it. The size of him, the size of Emilia. The way he snapped at me on the way out of the house when the cops first arrived, the dead raccoon, the faraway look in his eye while Carson lay on the beach. “Oh, no” is all I can say, my hand over my heart. I know the rest of the story. They must have put him down.

Poor Laurel, I think, alone. Or maybe she’s better off, out from under her domineering brother, always having to be on guard, having to fight for her food, her toys. Maybe she can finally relax. I try to picture her placed with a family who loves her, who plays with her and showers her with affection.

Vera just looks at me and nods. See? she seems to say. The dogs. But just behind that is a different recognition, and that one flashes fear in her eyes.
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Jack has heard the news, and he comes back from his hotel after midnight. He and Vera speak conspiratorially in the kitchen while she pours him a hefty glass from yet another open bottle. She has switched to Sancerre. She clinks her glass against Jack’s, and they seem to agree that Carson should have never gotten those dogs. They were too much for anyone to handle. “And they were so…” She doesn’t say it, but Jack does.

“Low-class,” he says in his flat Rhode Island accent. I listen without comment. I imagine their family with multiple corgis, or maybe Jack Russells.

“It’s why I bought the painting,” Vera says then, and Jack chuckles.

“That painting?” I interject, pointing to the egregious wall of graffiti in their living room. The little rich boy doing whatever he wants, the older servant right there to help him.

“Of course,” Vera answers. “You want to have the ghetto dogs, you might as well let everyone know where you came from.” She laughs a tight little nose laugh.

She has closed up the house to muffle the sounds of the ongoing investigation outside, particularly the news coverage, and turned up the AC, so she disappears for a moment to her room and returns with a thin cashmere wrap that she wears around her shoulders. I watch Nan watch her go and pay attention to when she comes back and what she has with her. Jack has his messenger bag, his laptop, some notebooks, and a copy of The Last Wife with a seal on the cover that says Now a Netflix original.

“At some point,” Jack says to Vera, “we’ll need to talk about what to do, going forward.” He takes a sip and then drums his fingers on the quartz countertop. “Where the revision files are, the work he completed over these past two weeks.” He glances back at me. It’s the whole reason I’m here, so Carson could rewrite the book without any interruption from his wife or even his own killer dogs.

I don’t know anything about how he organized his files. But I could tell them both that he hadn’t been writing. I’d never seen or heard him working.

“Oh, Jack,” Vera says, and I think she’s going to have a full meltdown again at the prospect of him being dead, as if she didn’t do it herself. But she says, “Don’t be stupid, dear. He didn’t get anything done.”

She takes a drink while Jack just looks at her, confused. They’d discussed this. I was here—that was the first night I cooked for them. The night that Jack told Carson he’d have to reshape the book if he wanted another shot with his editor.

“Look,” Jack says. “I know he’s had some issues motivating in the past, but he assured me he was working. He checked in every day.” He picks up his phone, swipes it open, scrolling.

“Did he say what he was working on?” Vera snorts. They seem to forget that Detective Kelly is still in the room, listening quietly, minding her own business. She appears to keep herself busy on her laptop, typing occasionally, searching. Officer Kent paces in the foyer, bored.

“The only thing Carson’s been working on,” Vera says, “is a handle of vodka and the cook,” she finishes, nodding at me.

The cook. I set my mouth. Fuck her.

“He gave me word counts every day,” Jack insists.

“Carson has no idea what kind of word count is even relevant,” Vera says. She keeps drinking, and of course her tone gets snarkier and louder as she goes.

“Five thousand,” Jack argues. “Seven thousand. He was cruising along. He felt good about it,” he says. He swipes on the phone again. “He told me,” he says. His voice sounds like it’s breaking, like he’s crushed at the thought that Carson wasn’t working to keep his career afloat.

I don’t know anything about word counts, but five to seven thousand words every day seems astronomical. How does anyone write that much? But Vera knows, I bet. She knows exactly how long it takes to revise a book and how much work you’d have to put in every day.

“You should probably let it go,” Vera tells him, and pours herself another glass. I’ve lost count. They shared multiple bottles of Chablis earlier, the Sancerre is almost gone, and, per usual, she hasn’t eaten a thing. “They fired him, didn’t they?”

Jack rubs his forehead, then rests it on his hand. “There are always other publishers.”

Vera places her hands on the island. I think maybe she will give Jack some grace, some sympathy for sticking by Carson all this time. He’d really made his career, ushered him through deal after deal. But she says flatly, “He wasn’t going to pull it off.”

Jack scoffs, his mouth open. He sits back on the stool. “You haven’t even been here,” he says to Vera.

“Oh, I’ve been here the whole time,” she says.

“You were in Brazil,” Jack shoots back. “That was more than a month.”

“I’ve been here for the full revision,” she says.

“Have you been paying attention to what he’s working on?” Jack asks and then spins to me. I wish he’d leave me out of it. “Have you?” he says.

“No,” I say. I should leave it at that. Why would I have any idea? But I go on. “I never actually saw him working,” I say. “He just disappeared for a while every day. In the office with the door closed.”

Vera makes a motion with her curled hand and her wrist, like jerking off, and then blows a wet raspberry.

“Ma’am?” Nan says.

“Oh, please,” Vera says. “Don’t get excited.”

“No, I need you to tell me more about this,” Nan says. She approaches Jack. “He’d been fired?”

“He’d been released from his contract with his publisher,” Jack says, breathless. His eyes search around while he thinks. “It’s not the end,” he insists. He seems to be scrambling. “He had time,” he says. “He was going to revise this book; we were going somewhere else.” He tries breathing slowly.

“Was he upset about this?” Nan asks. “The end of the contract?”

“What difference does it make?” Vera quips, and Jack looks at her hard.

I stand by the fridge, watching them like they’re two trains barreling at each other. I wonder how she managed to let him have the spotlight all this time, about her previous looks, her dark hair and bangs, her thin, unaltered body. And the way she is now, glossy, blond, smart. I get a chill. Smart.

No wonder she was so angry at him.

“Upset enough to commit suicide?” Nan asks Jack, and his shoulders sink. He doesn’t want to think about it. I’d seen his face out front, the darkness in his eyes when he mentioned that he was afraid Carson was alone, and dead.

“I don’t know,” Jack says, his face fallen, his voice barely audible.

Nan turns to Vera. “And what do you mean, ‘What difference does it make?’” she asks. “This is his career. That seems like a very hard line to take,” Nan says.

Vera doesn’t answer, but the words start falling out of my mouth like coins. “Because he didn’t write the books,” I say.

Jack’s head snaps up, and Vera starts laughing. Nan spins around to me.

“Did he?” I say to Vera.

She dabs at the corners of her eyes, crinkled in a kind of sudden joyless mirth. She snaps her fingers and points at me. “I knew you were my girl,” she says. “My darling, darling girl.”

“Vera,” Jack says, his voice flat with shock but his face flushed with rage. I watch as his eyes go bloodshot, his lips a deadly straight line. “Vera,” he says again.

“You knew I could write,” she says to Jack. “You just refused to represent me.”

“Are you fucking kidding me?” Nan says to me, but I’m backing away, my eyes intent on Jack. When I get near Vera, she closes her hand around mine, refusing to let me go.

“Your darling boy,” Vera says to him, “your star client, your bestselling author, was a dumbass. He didn’t have the brainpower to plot book after book,” she says. “He just had the charm to make you think he did. It’s not the only thing he charmed out of you,” she adds.

Jack pushes away from the island, his shoulders taut, his back ramrod straight.

“What?” she says to Jack. “You got what you wanted. You got the boy and the money,” she says. “You got your star client. I got a way to do what I wanted.” Jack’s face is closed, unreadable.

“At least he was a good lay,” Vera says, and Jack crunches his eyes shut. “He took everything from me,” she adds. “Even you.”

My body hits the floor before I even register the sound. It feels like things are happening out of order, the slap of the cold tile, then the deafening boom. It echoes, two cracks together. My mouth turns to metal, I taste blood and smell smoke. There’s nothing but fuzz in my ears.

Around me, chaos. I feel the heavy tramp of footsteps, the scrape of furniture. Lights are flashing, and slowly I begin to make out the sounds of sirens and shouting. I think I hear Nan’s voice booming over everyone, a volume I didn’t know she possessed, but I can’t make out the words. It’s just dislocated language, like the loudspeaker on a train calling out the stops that you don’t even realize you’re missing.
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I wake up with my mouth like the lead of a pencil. The white cave of a paramedic’s van, I see, with Nan at the opening, a halo of light around her head.

I can’t place where we even are. I remember going over the high fence around her yard, the security light coming on, and her rushing out to tell me to shut up, how could I be so bold and so stupid? Did her husband shoot me? I have a vague memory of hitting the ground, of thinking that it had hurt less than I thought it would.

A paramedic hooks me to an IV and I feel an influx of cold fluid. I hear the words severely dehydrated and shock. He puts his arm up to hold Nan back from me.

“Not the time,” he says. Behind them, men in paper suits like astronauts. There’s a dull roar of generators, the smell of exhaust, and the din of what sounds like reporters, their words clipped and urgent. Lights flash from photography, cop cars, rescue vehicles.

Whatever I did, I think, I am finally paying for it.

I try to raise my head to see where Nan is, but someone appears at her side and says, “Ma’am, you’re needed down on the beach.”

The beach.

She gives me a look I don’t understand. She stares into my eyes, but my eyes feel like they’re free-floating in my head. There must be drugs going into my arm. I close my eyes and the inside of the van turns red, like a wash of blood. I feel swaddled tight and too hot. I wonder if I’m being born or if this is what it’s like to die.

I open my eyes to gray, a comforting pressure blanketing my body, and I start to close my eyes again. But when I recognize it as a hospital room, I snap them open, and I try to sit up, dragging IV tubing with me. I don’t know what hospital it is, and I don’t know how long I’ve been here. There are two heavy cotton blankets over me that keep me pressed into the bed, my body melting into the mattress.

A nurse comes in, adjusts my IV, and asks how I’m feeling. She has a round face, soft brown eyes.

I don’t answer her. My mouth feels glued shut. And beyond that, inside, it’s like a flap has closed over my vocal cords, cutting off the flow of language. She stands next to my bed for a moment.

“You’re pretty dehydrated,” she says. “But this should help.”

I try to relax my shoulders and lean my head back onto the pillow.

“It’s okay to rest,” she says, and I feel like no one has ever said that to me.

Detective Kelly comes in before the doctor does, and that’s how I identify her at first, as the detective. She’s wearing slim trousers, a silky blouse, and a blazer. Her shoes click on the floor. She pulls a chair up next to my bed.

“Hey,” she says, soft, and when she leans closer, when I smell her warm amber scent, I think, Nan.

I close my eyes and try to remember the last thing I saw, and I see the kitchen at the house, Vera and Jack in a standoff, and then I see the floor. I hear a wall of static noise, and then black. I look up at the hospital ceiling. I think, I’m never talking again. I have been sealed up from the inside, like concrete filling a hole.

I remember how it happened before. The way my throat closed up when I understood that my mother was gone. Staring at the neighbor like my eyes could bore something into her, and again at the nurse, the social worker who brought me to the group home with all the other little girls who didn’t have anyone who cared for them anymore. It just felt closed. I could breathe and I could eat and drink, but my words were sealed off. It almost seemed like a safety feature, the way they say you can put newborn babies in the water, and they know to use their tongues to close their mouths, they know how not to breathe in water. Language felt that way. Like something had put a block on any words coming out of my mouth. To save my life.

When I don’t ask, when all I can do is stare at her, Nan tells me what happened.

It was Jack who shot Vera. And Kent who shot Jack. It all happened very quickly. As soon as Kent realized Jack had a gun, he fired. I look away, and then back at Nan. She sits still like she knows to expect this from me, my silence.

“Jack is dead,” Nan says, though it’s obvious. Kent shot to kill, as he was trained to do. I keep looking, waiting. “Vera is in critical care,” she says. “I don’t know her status,” she adds, but shakes her head.

I feel a swell in my throat, like it’s getting tighter. I wonder where Jack hit her. If she was dying or already dead. Did she writhe around on the floor, gasping, the way Carson had on the beach? Did he ruin her face?

Hot tears roll back toward my ears, and I turn my head, ashamed.

“It’s okay,” she says. “It’s going to take you a while to remember everything, to feel everything.”

I open my mouth, but all that comes out is noise. A wail. I try to sit up, and I find that I’m loosely tethered to the bed rail, with an alarm. Nan rushes to get me to stay down, but I don’t want to cry on my back. I feel like my ears are filling up.

She pushes the button for me to sit up better. Hands me tissues. Not the whole box, but one by one, sitting by, watching, waiting till I need a new one. I cry for a long time, and then stop, and then start again. Everything I’d been holding in, all the anxiety and anger at Vera for making things so fucking hard for me, for baiting me and for sending me into the kitchen in a dress that she knew how he’d react to. The tension of staying there between them, getting everything perfect without even knowing what they wanted. It had all been guesswork. And the dogs. I’d been scared of them the whole time. Every day when I fed them and played with them and tried to love on them, some part of me was holding back because I knew they could kill me, and he did, Hardy did kill someone, and then I remember that he’s dead too, and I wail some more because even in my fear, I miss his big body leaning into me.

And at the bottom of the well of crying, I finally get to my mother. How careless she’d been with me. Putting me out there for anyone to see. I see her face behind the camera, her chipped black nail polish. Telling me to turn. Telling me to lie down. Play dead.

Fuck, I think. She was only twenty-seven. I’m almost as old as she was when she left.

I cry for an hour or more, in stops and starts, new memories coming up for me, fresh pain. I have no idea how long. I just know that when I need her to, Nan stays with me.
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They don’t keep me. The first thing I say, when I find that words are able to come out at all, is “I don’t have insurance.” I don’t know if that’s why they don’t keep me, but once I’m stable and I’ve peed—proof that I’m actually rehydrated—they give me back my clothes, which are Vera’s clothes, and they let me go.

I still don’t have a phone.

I don’t know how to contact anyone or where to go. But apparently, the discharge nurse calls Nan, and she’s the one who picks me up.

I’d been on a behavioral floor.

The psych ward.

When Nan picks me up in a squad car—not her car, the one I knew so well, the one we had nearly broken the seats on trying to get to each other—she tells me I had an episode in the ER, a major panic attack, and that they’d admitted me for observation.

Episode sounds crazy, I think, remembering my mom’s mania. Picture after picture, dragging me along to a community darkroom.

The hospital, the police station, the ocean. Everything has been so cold, and when I get into Nan’s car, the sun is shining in, and I roll down the window, letting it hit my shoulders, my face, even though I need to squint.

She drives me back to the precinct and parks out front, the car still in the sun, the windows down. I don’t know where I will go after this. Maybe directly to jail. But she lets me sit up front next to her, not in the back, and there’s no barrier like there is in a regular squad car, and she doesn’t say I’m under arrest.

“I need you to tell me everything,” Nan says. She drums her fingers on the steering wheel. “Can we go inside and do that?” She’s afraid of me closing up again. She’s aware that there’s potentially a window of time in which she can get me to speak.

“Did they find him?” I ask.

“No,” she says.

She takes me to a different room. It’s not cold, and it has table lamps instead of an overhead fluorescent. There’s a beat-up plaid couch and some toys and books on a shelf. A small desk. I remember being in a room just like this. With yellow walls and a toy where you could slide beads around on different-colored wires. It’s where they interrogate children who might have witnessed a crime.

I sit on the couch and cross my arms. She brings me some coffee with real cream, the way I like it, in a regular ceramic mug.

“I have a recording device,” she says, sitting down at the desk.

“Am I under arrest?” I ask.

“Should you be?”

“No.”

I sink back into the couch and try to breathe.

“It doesn’t have to be in order,” Nan says. “Just start talking.”

It starts spilling out. The tension between them. The way they seemed to resent each other, hate each other, even. How impossible it had been to get anything right. I tell her the whole story of going to dinner with Vera, her sending everything back, the crying and the threats.

I tell her the dress was Vera’s wedding dress, and she says, “Oh, dear.” And then I say the words for the first time. It’s hard to even think the words, and I’m afraid my mouth won’t work, that I’ll try to form them and they’ll come out wrong.

“He forced me,” I say, “you know.” I make a face, because I don’t know what else to do. I don’t have any tears left for it. I just kind of screw my mouth to the side, half smirking, half grimacing.

“When you were in the dress,” Nan says.

“Yes.”

“Where?”

“In the kitchen,” I say. “Right there where we were all sitting and talking for days. Where you were sitting. He threw me into the island.” I feel along the top of my belly. My lower ribs are still tender.

Nan presses her hands together, her fingers steepled in front of her mouth.

“And, you know,” I add, “I’d already had sex with him.”

I think of her telling me, months ago, about how sometimes her husband would force her, but he was her husband, and I was outraged. He doesn’t own you, I’d said to her, my heart breaking at the thought of her having to service him before she could go out with her girlfriends. To book club.

Me. I’m Book Club.

I thought of it when I touched her, that he’d been there first, that in some perverse way, I was touching him as well. One time she cried. One time I stopped and we just sat in the back seat of the car, holding on to each other.

She puts up her hand to stop me from saying anything else.

“It doesn’t matter,” she says. She clicks the recorder off.

“She made me shower right away,” I say.

“She knew?” Nan asks.

“I mean…” I think of me and Vera standing face to face on the beach, my insides clenched and aching, her dress hanging lower on me the wetter it got, the tide seeping up the hem.

What did he do?

I couldn’t say it.

And her eyes had turned dark and cold.

“That’s why she killed him,” I say.

I backtrack from there. It was one of the reasons she killed him, not the only one. I tell Nan about the files I’d found, the fact that Vera had been a writer probably before Carson—or whatever the fuck his name was—was even born.

The way she shouted at me, I am Carson Smart.

“It’s not just that she was a writer also, and he was the one who was famous,” I explain. “It’s that she wrote all of his books. And he was just the face of it. The darling bestselling author. The charming man. Even to Jack.”

Nan’s eyes widen. She turns the recording device on again.

“And,” I add, because the coffee and the warm room has made me feel more alive, because it’s just us talking in a space that feels normal, not staged, not overpriced, not sterile, “I think she tanked it on purpose.”

“What do you mean?” Nan asks. She stops writing at the small desk and leans forward.

“The book that got rejected. She knew it wasn’t good. And she knew he couldn’t fix it. She’s not dumb,” I say, then correct myself. “Wasn’t.”

Nan leans back in the chair, her eyes roving. “Wow,” she says finally. And I think, I know. No one knows what’s actually going on in someone’s house, someone’s marriage. Someone’s career.

“She must have been so, so angry,” I say, thinking about the way he treated her, like she was some delicate artifact that needed maintenance and repairs, while he traveled the world with his agent. “Also?” I say, and Nan perks up. The recording device’s still going. “I think she was doing research.”

Nan gasps. “For future books?”

I nod. “To see what she could get away with.”

Detective Kelly has me sign a document declaring that everything I told her is true. And then she lets me go again. But I stand in the reception area, dumb, with nothing to even hold on to, and Nan comes back around the corner, jacket off, to take me out to a car. It’s not a squad car, it’s her car, just not the one I know. It still smells new.

She drives me to an inland Hampton Inn. It doesn’t face the ocean. It faces a Target parking lot.

“I can’t stay here,” I say to her, suddenly crushed by the fact that I have no idea what I’m going to do now. “I don’t have money. I literally have nothing,” I say.

“I got you a room,” she says.

“Can you do that?” I ask.

“I can,” she says, silencing her phone. “In service of the case.”

The case, I think. Me. I’m the case.

We sit side by side in the car for a minute before going in, and she takes my hand. I feel like I’m falling, like I’ve been falling for weeks, and this is the first solid thing I’ve grabbed onto.
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The room is like a tiny, generic apartment. Everything is beige and mildly abstract. There’s a king-size bed and a separate area where there’s a couch and a coffee table. A small round dining table with two chairs, a counter with a sink, a microwave, and a short fridge. It’s nicer than any apartment I could get on my own.

Nan walks me in and lingers by the counter, looking at a room-service menu.

“You hungry?” she asks. She sounds like herself, warm, casual, that tinge of tough love in her voice.

I can’t remember the last real meal I ate. “I’m starving,” I say. I feel it all at once, the hollow rumble in my belly.

She turns the menu over, then hands it to me, but I don’t know if I can even make a decision. I never want to think about food again. About what goes with what, about temperatures, and accents, and palates. It feels so far away from me. I just want something comforting.

“Get whatever you want,” she says.

“A cheeseburger,” I say. Land food. Not fish, not raw oysters, nothing antiseptic or cold. French fries sound like heaven to me.

Nan picks up the phone and orders one for each of us, along with two double whiskeys, neat.

“Damn, you’re good,” I say.

“I know what you need.” She laughs. “I know what I need,” she says. “After the past few days. Whew.”

I want with all my being for her to stay. For us to sleep in that king-size bed, curled together. The luxury of a bed was something we’d rarely had. But I don’t ask, and when the food comes, we sit at the little table and eat and drink, and I feel the blood moving in my veins again, my heart pumping, my cheeks flushed with something that isn’t shame or guilt.

“I didn’t get any money,” I say.

She shakes her head. I don’t want to say it’s the worst part of it, but it feels like an extra injury. All that danger, all that stress, for nothing.

“The house is gone,” I tell her. “My dad was behind on rent, and when he went to jail, they changed the locks.” I look up at the ceiling and notice a slight water stain. “They probably emptied it out,” I say. “It was so full of crap.” I laugh a little, through the hurt. All my film. The irreplaceable camera. “None of it means anything.”

She looks down at her plate. “It never does,” she says.

The room goes quiet except for the constant whisper of the AC fan. Nan looks out the window at the trees along the back of the parking lot. A deer and three babies are at the end of the asphalt, nibbling at the low leaves and berries, each of the babies dappled with white spots, their legs impossibly thin and wobbly.

My shoulders sink, and I think, I just want a break. I need to catch my breath, sit still for one goddamn moment. I close my eyes, and think, If this is it, this is it. I’m on the move again, to a different place where different people fake their way through caring about what is happening to me.

“We’ll figure something out,” Nan says, and then adds, “Not now.” She picks up the plates and leaves them outside the door. “Tomorrow,” she says, and clicks on the TV but avoids the news. I’m afraid she’ll leave after the whiskey wears off, but she finds a dumb movie, one we don’t even have to watch that’s light and not too stimulating, and we lie on the bed, propped up with pillows until we both fall asleep.

Sometime in the night, I get up, pull back the tightly tucked covers and the heavy comforter, and slide in between the white sheets. Nan stirs and then does the same, and we end up in the middle of the big bed, both of us curved together like shells. I put my arm around her waist and she holds my hand in the dark.

“I cleared you from the investigation,” she says, her face away from mine. I’m not sure I heard her right.

“Why?” I ask.

“Because it wasn’t your fault,” she says. “And because I can.” She rolls onto her back, my arm still over her.

“I don’t want you to save me,” I say.

“I’m not,” she says. “You saved yourself. By telling me.”

She wakes me early in the morning, leaves the blackout curtains closed but shakes my shoulder, rocking me a little.

“I have to go to work,” she says. I roll over and peel my eyes open. They’re hot and dry, and I’m still bone-tired. Nan is up and dressed, hair pulled back in a clip, makeup done. I start, and sit up.

“You’re good here,” she says, pressing my shoulder back down. “I paid for a few nights. But listen,” she says, sitting on the edge of the bed. “I got you a basic phone while you were in the hospital. It’s on the counter, and it’s activated. In case you want to make some calls.” She stands up, pulls on a blazer, and gives me a small wave before she heads out, closing the door quietly.

Even though my body wants to sink into the mattress for a few more hours, my mind is wide awake, spinning. I’m curious to see the news, and I need to do some searching for a cheap apartment.

I get up and grab the phone. It’s a basic burner smartphone, blank, but I manage to connect to the internet. I lie back in bed, the covers up underneath my arms, the curtains still drawn. I open the news app and scroll down for the latest details on missing bestselling author Carson Smart. There’s nothing there I don’t already know, didn’t witness firsthand. Some outlets are calling it a love triangle; they mention Jack, an officer-involved shooting, but nothing about the books. No one has broken the news that he wasn’t writing them at all.

I close the app. The story has slipped down to the fourth most popular. People lose interest quickly. In a week, I think, no one will be talking about it anymore.

I google my dad, and his old crimes come up. Things he did years ago that he’d already been incarcerated and released for. He’d spent the first half of my life in jail. There’s nothing about the newer charge, and I don’t know where the home invasion took place. I remember my mother telling me some people are only good for a season and then they leave you but that she never would. She knew I was scared of that. We were all we had. I didn’t want to think I could lose her, but I did. I was right to be scared after all.

A message comes across the top of the screen and I wonder who even has this number. Nan, probably, I think. She wrote down the number when she set it up.

Meet me outside.
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I wonder who this person thinks they’re texting. If it’s Nan, it seems like she would say so or give me some indication that it was intended for me, that what’s happening is important, and I should get up and go. I don’t recognize the number, but I didn’t exactly have Nan’s number memorized. So I dismiss it, then five minutes later, it dings again.

I’m waiting.

I get up and look out the window, but the room faces the back of the hotel, an empty parking lot and the woods. There’s no one out there waiting, but I imagine for a moment a person skulking in the back lot, knowing which room I’m in, lingering outside the window.

For a horrifying moment, I imagine Carson back there, wet from the ocean, his clothes ripped, his head a bloody mess.

I slide the room key into my pocket and take the phone out front to the drop-off area. There are plenty of cars, minivans and SUVs, people packing up kids and paddleboards, dogs being walked along the strip of grass.

At the end, my phone says.

Way down, there’s a black Mercedes sedan with darkened windows. It’s not in a spot, it’s just parked off to the side, running. I hesitate, standing out in the sun between kids and dogs and the highway traffic.

Do you want me to send a car?

I stare at the phone and start walking. Up close, I can see a man in the driver’s seat and no one else. But when I approach, the back window sweeps down two inches, and I hear her voice.

“Get in.”

She looks different. Her hair a light ash brown, all one length, just past her shoulders. It makes her look ten years younger, the softness of the color, the cut. Not like an eccentric older woman. Her left arm is in a sling. I slide into the back seat. The car is cool, quiet, the driver wearing earbuds.

Without looking at me, she hands me an envelope.

“You didn’t get your money,” she says, staring straight ahead.

It’s not sealed, just tucked, and I open it and thumb the edges of the bills. A stack of what I guess to be two hundred hundred-dollar bills. I don’t count them, I just close the envelope and mutter, “Thank you.”

She has on large tortoiseshell glasses, a black sweater, wide knit pants, a cropped loose top. She hands me another envelope.

It’s a passport. With my picture but the name Tess Baker. I’ve never even had a driver’s license. I’ve never left Massachusetts.

This says I’m from Rochester, New York. My birth date is January 18. Brown eyes. Five foot three. White.

“My mother was half Puerto Rican,” I say.

“Well, not anymore,” Vera snaps.

I hold it loosely in my lap. “What is this?” I say. “How are you even okay?”

“I’m fine,” she says. “He hit my shoulder,” she explains.

“And it’s okay for you to be out and about?”

“I had my concierge doctor say it was.

“I’m leaving,” Vera says then, her voice swallowed in the white noise of the vents inside the car. She points to the envelope with the cash. “Maybe you can get ahead,” she says.

“How did you get this phone number?” I ask.

She lowers the sunglasses. “Please,” she says, dismissive.

Money. She’d paid someone to track my new phone, probably paid someone to keep tabs on what Nan was doing in the hospital and here at the hotel. And in the meantime, she’d bought me a new identity.

I look down at the passport. “Leaving for where?” I ask. “Should you even travel?”

“I have a new doctor in Bali,” she says, as if it’s obvious, but then she adds, “I need a fucking break, okay? I just want to stay there for a couple of weeks, figure out where to go next.” She puts the glasses back on and stares ahead, out the front window, to where the car faces the highway, ready to go at any moment.

When I don’t answer, she says, impatient, “I need an assistant.” She picks up her purse, one I’ve never seen before. All of her clothing neutral, minimal. There’s nothing bold or arty; the bag is boxy and sturdy. She reaches inside and pulls it out.

It’s wrapped in a simple linen cloth. A camera. But when I take it into my hands, I realize it’s the camera, a dent on one metal corner from where I’d dropped it on concrete, terrified I’d smashed it. My mother’s Pentax. I open the back. A fresh roll of film already loaded and advanced. The smell an instant head rush.

I’m stunned into silence, but not devastation. I’m in awe.

I hold it heavy in my lap. “How?” I finally manage. “Seriously. How?”

“How do I do anything?” Vera shoots back. Then, without looking at me, “I know who you are.”

I swallow hard. No one has ever known that. When I went to the group home, I edited it completely out of my life going forward. I became someone new. There’s no way to put it together. My mother and I didn’t even have the same last name.

Vera points to the envelope in my lap again. “Leave that in the room for your dad, for your stuff back home,” Vera says. “Let Nan take care of it.”

So she did know. Or she figured it out. Of course I wouldn’t shack up with a detective I’d just met. Or would I?

She waves her hands at me to get out of the car, but I sit there, confused, strangely excited, fluttery.

“Leave the envelope,” she says again. Then she leans back in her seat, her shoulders relaxed, her left arm cocked in its sling.

I get out of the car and start walking back, but the car pulls ahead, slowly moving alongside me as I go up the sidewalk.

“Tess,” Vera calls out the open window, and to my surprise, I turn, I answer to it. “Our flight to Bali leaves in two hours.”

I stop, and the car stops, and I stoop to look in the window at her, and she leans across the seat gingerly, trying to hold her shoulder still. She takes her shades off and glares at me, speaks to me in that low mother-scolding-a-child-in-public tone.

“Vivian,” she says. “Banks.”

Goddamn it, I think. In that wig, she does look like a Vivian Banks. It’s perfect.

She keeps stage-whispering at me. “Your choice,” she says. “I mean, do what you want with the money. Buy a bunch of hot dogs,” she says. “Stay ghetto for the rest of your life.”

I grip the camera in my right fist, ready to aim.

“Or, Tess”—she emphasizes the name—“you can come right back out.”

I start walking again, the car inching along.

“I’ll be waiting,” she says, and the window goes back up. The car pulls past me and parks just past the portico, still running, waiting for me to slide in with nothing, no phone, no wallet, no baggage. Just a new ID and the camera that I’m never letting go of again.

There’s nothing inside for me to retrieve. I’m not parting with this money. It doesn’t even matter anymore. If I’m gone when Nan gets back, it’ll look like I bounced, too meek to meet Nan where she is, in this job, trying to solve this case. There was no future for us except in the freedom she’d given me by clearing me. She might already be thinking that I’ll run. That I’ll go back to what I know. Hustling, scraping by, like a cat landing on her feet.

But it doesn’t feel like running.

It feels oddly like coming home. I think about the way Vera answered me when I said my mother was half Puerto Rican.

Not anymore.

My mother is dead.

Not anymore.

I’m a kid from a group home with no high-school diploma, no money, no prospects, doing the best with what I have. Starting over from scratch. I count the cash with my face turned to the wall just outside the lobby. Not anymore. I know who you are.

The only thing I have coming into or going out of my life is my body. No clothing, no belongings. Not a name, not a past. I drop the key into the box for express checkout. And I get into Vivian’s car.

“Oh, darling, you’re going to adore Bali,” she says, and signals for the driver to go ahead. I put my face behind the lens and find her, perfect, poised, ready to reinvent us both. And click.
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Nothing feels real. Stone dragons come out of the trees, opening a staircase into dense foliage. The beach is pink. The sky yellow. She books us into a three-bedroom villa with a private pool surrounded by a lush garden.

“Who’s the third bedroom for?” I joke.

“I need an office,” she says, deadpan.

In my room, a king-size bed, a balcony that overlooks the pool, sheer curtains and exposed beams. She’s left a bunch of things on my bed: headbands, barrettes, a comb, and little silver scissors.

“What’s this?” I ask her.

“We’re growing your hair out, slugger,” she says.

I feel my brows knit in total disbelief.

“For the book tour,” she adds, impatient, and waves her hand like Get on with it. “You’re a natural,” she says. “You’re perfect.”

“I don’t know how to write a book,” I say. Do I?

“Neither did Carson. Take a nap.” Her eyes are slanted and sleepy. We’ve been traveling forever. “We’ll go over everything tomorrow.”

Vera takes a cocktail of pills and slides a silk mask onto her face. She tells me she’s going to sleep for sixteen hours.

“Vivian,” she reminds me when I leave. “Get used to it,” she says. “Don’t blow it.”

I head into town. Boys on motorbikes zipping between produce stands, tiny cafés with impossible piles of china dishes, all of them brought out at once. Everything is spicy and homemade and unbelievably delicious. The flowers at the market are unreal. The people in town a mix of locals and rich white people in ratty T-shirts and sunglasses, drinking on the street. The air smells like curry and cigarettes, the sound constant bells and motors, cymbals, shouting.

I duck into a covered market where there is fish laid out on ice and fish being grilled whole over an open fire. An entire pig on a spit, slowly turning. I snap pics of everything, filling up a roll, loading a new one. Fish eyes, the pig skin, a blur of people. I stand still for a moment and watch the bustle of people working, the negotiations, tourists wending through. I see a tall man in a fedora, loose shirt, linen pants. He smokes a cigarette. He leans down to talk to a small girl, tucks a hot-pink flower behind her ear.

I feel a scratching across my skin. Like my hair is moving, like something crawling over the surface. His broad flat shoulders, his bare, sunburned chest. Narrow wrists. Delicate, almost.

I’m out of my mind, I think. Travel has fucked with me. I watch him pay cash for fruit on a stick. I drop the camera, not to the ground but taut on its lanyard around my neck. He has a little topaz ring on his pinkie.

I try to get outside for air, but there isn’t any. The city has smog, smoke, food smells, animal waste, garbage, so many bodies close together. There’s a haze of incense, and a throng of people in the street, clapping, ringing bells, clanging cymbals, following a crate held high, a body wrapped in white, parading through the streets.

I must look like a ghost. A girl my age grabs my hand and walks me along with the crowd, following, to where, I don’t know, but up close, I see the body, an old woman, her bald head, gray and dead, peaceful, face up, her body swathed in linens. No one is crying. They are singing and carrying her high. I look at the girl, her dark eyes, her soft mouth.

“Don’t be sad,” she says to me, her shoulders loose, her body at ease.

I’m not sad, I think. I’m terrified.

I follow them down to the beach and watch as they burn the body. Palms, incense, the salt of the sea. I wait with her, holding her hand because nothing at all feels real or safe except her small soft hand in mine, both of us sitting on the sand, joyous while the fire rages. Afterward, they pick through the bones, they move the ash to banana leaves and move them to the water, letting her go. I can’t stop crying, even when the girl tells me it’s okay. I can’t tell her. I can’t tell Vera or Vivian or whoever the fuck I am even here with, even when I know it in my bones, I know exactly who she is and what she’s up to. Book tour. I can’t tell her that I saw what I saw. And some part of me realizes she already knows.
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RAISING READERS

Books Build Bright Futures

Thank you for reading this book and for being a reader of books in general. We are
so grateful to share being part of a community of readers with you, and we hope
you will join us in passing our love of books on to the next generation of readers.

Did you know that reading for enjoyment is the single biggest predictor of a
child’s future happiness and success?

More than family circumstances, parents’ educational background, or income,
reading impacts a child’s future academic performance, emotional well-being,
communication skills, economic security, ambition, and happiness.

Studies show that kids reading for enjoyment in the US is in rapid decline:

« In 2012, 53% of 9-year-olds read almost every day. Just 10 years later,
in 2022, the number had fallen to 39%.

« In 2012, 27% of 13-year-olds read for fun daily. By 2023, that number
was just 14%.

Read to children in your life daily.

Model reading as a fun activity.

Reduce screen time.

Start a family, school, or community book club.
Visit bookstores and libraries regularly.

Listen to audiobooks.

Read the book before you see the movie.
Encourage your child to read aloud to a pet or

Together, we
can commit to
Raising Readers
and change

this trend.

How? | stuffed animal.
Give books as gifts.
Donate books to families and communities in need.
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Books build bright futures, and Raising Readers is our shared responsibility.

For more information, visit JoinRaisingReaders.com

Sources: National Endowment for the Arts, National Assessment of Educational Progress,
WorldBookDay.com, Nielsen BookData’s 2023 “Understanding the Children’s Book Consumer”
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