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For Fern




The time to make up your mind about people is never.

—PHILIP BARRY, THE PHILADELPHIA STORY







SUNDAY







Tess


The Sunday before her second wedding, Tess Lowell nearly breaks her neck descending the path to the little beach behind her parents’ Cape Cod home. The path transitions from flattened grass to wooden planks before meeting the sand, and it’s the planks that give Tess trouble. They’re new—Tess’s father arranged for them to be replaced earlier that year, when the old ones had splintered beyond repair—and the color of the fresh wood obscures a damp patch for which the soles of her Hermès mules are no match. Fortunately Tess seizes the railing, also new and very sturdy, and avoids plunging to her death. Heart beating wildly, she breathes a prayer of gratitude to no one in particular, then huffs as she notes a chip in her manicure.

Tess slips off her shoes as she crosses the sand, still cool and wet from the morning tide. Hair shifting in the breeze, she gingerly mounts the flatiron rock where she suns during the summer months. She peels off her cashmere crewneck and turns her face to the sky. It’s October now, and the tan on her arms and chest has faded. She’ll spend just enough time here to get a little color.

Even at low tide the little beach is a mere quartzose sliver of the three-and-a-half acres on which her parents’ summer home sits. They had purchased it twenty-odd years ago, when her father secured his first major acquisition for the Lowell Group. Tess spends as much time as possible here. She loves her life in Manhattan but can easily manage her clients from a distance when she needs to. And this week she certainly needs to.

She pulls out her phone and studies each bullet of her to-do list for the week. The caterers want an updated head count. The garment steamer is missing. The final seating chart must be settled. Her shoes need to be broken in. And she owes Aunt Julia a call.

Everyone besides Warren needs things. Everyone besides Warren is on her nerves. Tess is grateful she can rely on her fiancé to approach the week of their wedding the way he approaches everything else in life—rationally, and certain to follow through on his obligations.

Twenty minutes later Sebastian texts her as she prepares to scale the traitorous steps to the yard. Happy Wedding Week, the message reads. Three emojis serve as end punctuation—a smiling purple devil, a juggler, and a rocket. The Better luck this time is implied. Tess rolls her eyes. She’s not remotely the same person she was when she married Peter. Her brother, the poster child for arrested development, will never understand that.

She picks her way across the slate stepping stones that cleave the back gardens. One of the boxwood hedges is looking yellow at the far end. Tess will mention it to the gardeners during their next visit. They’re due twice this week to ensure everything is picture-perfect for Saturday.

As she passes close to the house, something moves in the hydrangea bushes behind a wide brick retaining wall. Tess wrinkles her nose—there’s a faint but familiar terpene scent. Someone coughs. Tess picks up a walnut-sized rock from beside the path and lobs it into the bushes. A string of expletives, ranging from crude to almost elegant, floats up from the shadows. Sebastian rolls into the open, squinting apprehensively into the midmorning sun like an animal disturbed in its natural habitat. Bits of mulch cling to his pants and a vape pen hangs from his mouth.

“I didn’t know you were here yet.” Tess takes a seat on the retaining wall. “Why are you hiding in the bushes?”

“Habit,” Sebastian says, shaking dirt out of his boat shoes. He hops on one foot as he returns his shoe to the other.

Tess looks down her nose at the dent Sebastian left in the mulch. “Very on-brand of you to demolish the landscaping six days before my wedding.”

“No one will notice. You’ll be wearing the fancy white dress. Are you allowed to wear white, by the way?”

“Ha, ha, ha.”

Sebastian hops onto the wall and falls to a seated position beside Tess in two quick movements. “Where’s the lucky groom?”

“Working. Some people’s jobs require more than sitting in a corner office and dicking around on Reddit from eleven to three.”

“I’ll have you know I go in at ten thirty on Tuesdays,” Sebastian says, pushing imaginary glasses up his nose. “Warren can’t take the week off?”

“Not at this stage in the campaign. And I advised him to keep his distance while Mom’s here. She’s been really intense.”

“I saw she had them working on the guesthouse again.”

“She claims she was told they’d be done by now. I think she’s trying to punish me for not having the wedding in New York. Taking an extra day off work is such a burden for her.”

“That’s on you for not booking the surgery wing at Mount Sinai. Anyway, not to side with Mom, but it is sort of weird to have the wedding here.”

Tess says the words for what feels like the hundredth time. “I want to take pictures with the hydrangeas.”

Everyone had reacted a little strangely when she told them she wanted to get married at the Cape Cod house. Even Warren had asked if she’d consider the Harold Pratt House. Or a destination wedding—they could go to the Maldives. Tuscany. California, he had family there. But Tess wanted to take pictures in front of the hydrangeas. She has a photo of herself as a child, wearing a lace dress and standing before the hydrangea bushes in the backyard. Her shoes had been pinching her and her haircut was probably the worst of her life—heavy bangs straight across her forehead and a bob ending at her jawline. Despite that, she was sure she’d been happy when the photo had been taken.

Sebastian’s vape pen safely stowed, he palms a pack of cigarettes from the pocket of his chinos. “I think you enjoy being difficult,” he says, sparking a flame with a purple plastic lighter. Tess had bought him an engraved silver one for his birthday last year, which he’d promptly lost. “I’m pretty sure several peer-reviewed studies would back me up on that.”

The criticism of being high maintenance and enjoying it has been levied at Tess so often she’s no longer bothered by it. She snatches the Wayfarers from Sebastian’s collar and slides them on. The yard turns the same dull blue shade as the bay beyond it. “Some people appreciate my high standards and attention to detail.”

“Those who are about to die.”

Tess rolls her eyes, but she had meant Warren, and only Warren. “Why are you on the Cape so early anyway?”

“Slow week at the office.”

“Because normally you’re so indispensable to Dad.”

“Don’t be a bitch. I’ll hop on some calls while I’m here. Anyway, I’m here for you.” Sebastian takes a drag of his cigarette and jostles Tess with his shoulder. “When does George get in?”

“Probably tomorrow.” Georgia hasn’t confirmed this with Tess herself but relayed it to their mother, who mentioned it in an offhand manner to Tess the night before. The last time Tess saw her older sister they had a passive-aggressive argument about seating arrangements, which Tess has been trying to forget.

Annoyingly, Sebastian appears to have remembered the argument. “You gonna be okay?” he asks.

“Why wouldn’t I be?”

“No reason.” Sebastian lifts his arm over his head to flick ash into the mulch behind them. “I mean, apart from the fact she hates Warren.”

“Georgia likes about six people in the entire world, including you, her children, and me, some of the time. I don’t think it’s surprising that she doesn’t like Warren.”

“You’re very laissez-faire all of a sudden.”

“Georgia will show up, do her sisterly duty, and carry on with her life. It’s not like I’m such a fan of her husband either.”

“Hey, Jim’s all right.”

“He’s a fucking philistine and you know it.”

“Now, now. We can’t all be as interesting as Peter,” Sebastian says, wagging the fingers between which his cigarette is pinched.

Tess purses her lips. It took Sebastian only three minutes to come around to this topic of conversation. That’s a new record.

“Speaking of Peter, have you heard from him?”

“No.” Tess snatches her brother’s cigarette and stubs it out on the bricks between them. “Can’t you pick one vice and stick with it?”

Sebastian flourishes his vape pen in her direction. “Can’t you pick one at all?”



Channing’s in the sitting room when Tess returns to the house. “Hello, Theresa.” She addresses Tess without lifting her gaze from her laptop, which rests on a petite antique desk. “I hope you realize that storing wedding paraphernalia in the study makes it impossible to use.”

“You have two offices in Manhattan, Mom,” Tess says, making her way to the kitchen.

Channing follows at a leisurely pace. “No need to be defensive. I thought I heard your brother earlier, have you seen him?”

“He’s hiding.”

Channing returns her reading glasses to their place on her chest, where they hang by a delicate silver chain. “I was hoping we could be together for dinner this evening—well, except for your father.”

“And George.”

“Georgia has her own family. I meant the rest of us.”

Tess takes a lemon from the crisper drawer. The fruit’s firm, waxy skin is cool and soothing beneath her fingertips. She rolls it back and forth on a wooden cutting board, feeling for any tender spots and finding none. The chip in her manicure has grown. She’ll remove the nail polish after her swim.

“What are you doing with that lemon?” Channing asks. “Where’s Anna? We pay a chef for a reason.”

Tess hadn’t planned on doing anything with the lemon until questioned. She draws a knife from the gleaming mahogany block on the counter and begins to slice the fruit into wedges. “It’s Anna’s day off.”

Tess carefully pares away the white membrane and the seeds from each piece of lemon. This is a bartender’s trick she’d learned during her first marriage, possibly the only habit formed during that period that hadn’t needed to be unlearned. She pulls a pitcher of water from the fridge and drowns two slices of lemon in her glass.

“I suppose I could make dinner,” Channing says.

“Anna left a pan of something for us to heat up. Chicken piccata, I think.”

“Oh, well. That’s good then.”

“And a salad.”

“I haven’t seen Warren in months,” Channing says, rubbing her hands together as if she’s applying lotion. “Will he be here tonight?”

“Tomorrow. We’re picking Nia up from the airport together.”

“I’ll miss him, then. And Nia.” Channing clears her throat. “I know that Nia is a close friend, but it would have been nice if you’d asked your older sister to be your matron of honor.”

Tess runs her tongue over her teeth. She’d been waiting for Channing to bring it up. Georgia would never, that would mean admitting weakness. “Georgia doesn’t mind that I asked Nia. Georgia and I are fine.”

This isn’t strictly true. Tess’s relationship with her older sister has always been complicated, and Channing has always been on the periphery of the angst. Whether intentionally or not, she’d set them in competition with each other from an early age. In childhood they’d been each other’s closest companion and worst enemy. If Georgia learned to ride at ten, Tess would learn to ride at ten. If Georgia got her license at sixteen, Tess would get her license at sixteen—there was no allowance for lagging, Georgia had proven what could be accomplished. And Tess internalized this, pushing herself even harder. If Georgia had her first boyfriend at fifteen, Tess was determined to begin dating a year earlier. But Georgia always won. If she didn’t do it sooner, she did it better.

Georgia is Channing’s favorite, but only because Channing mildly dislikes her other two children. Georgia and Channing are too similar to truly get along, but they operate with mutual respect and clear boundaries. They’re always sticking up for each other and taking offense on each other’s behalf, allies of the most likely sort.

“I’m sure she doesn’t mind about Nia,” Channing says. “I only said it would be nice.”

“There’s supposed to be a storm this weekend,” Tess says. She regrets it as soon as she says it, but at least it steers the conversation away from the bridal party.

Channing sighs. “This is why I advised against having the reception outdoors.”

“It won’t be as bad as they say. When are you coming back?”

“Friday morning. Everyone can stay in the main house, can’t they?”

“They’ll have to.”

Channing lifts an eyebrow. “There really was no need to have the wedding here, Theresa. It’s not like your father and I can’t afford to pay for a venue. I thought after last time—”

“Why does everyone keep bringing up Peter?”

“Do they?” Channing asks, amused. “It’s not entirely random. And we weren’t invited to your first wedding. You never even showed me any pictures. I could have forgiven the elopement apart from that.”

Tess feels a prick of remorse at this. She swallows the rest of her glass of water. “That’s because there aren’t any pictures. I’m going for a swim.”

“I’m glad you’re getting your exercise,” Channing says, directing her attention to her phone. “Keeps the stress levels down and the weight off. I hope you will keep up such good habits after you’re married.”

Tess sets her glass down with a sharp tap and walks away.



The Lowells’ Cape Cod home has a large indoor pool—one of the main attractions to the children when their parents had first purchased it. Tess has always used it most. She changes into her suit and tosses a towel onto a chair beside one of the many full-length windows before entering the water slowly, feeling its mild warmth overtake her as she submerges to the neck. She’ll tackle her to-do list after she does twenty laps. She stretches her arms before her, turning her elbows out and flexing her fingers in preparation.

She wishes Warren were here. When they’re apart, the idea of being married again, of being a wife, is strange and frightening, as if she’s been cast in a role she’s not sure she can play to the satisfaction of the audience. But when they’re together, nothing seems more natural than formalizing the partnership between them. This marriage will be nothing like her last one. Marrying Peter didn’t count, not really. It was a relationship doomed from the start, a parade of poor planning and even poorer judgment. Tess was at her worst, and so was Peter. They’re both better off now, Tess with Warren and Peter without Tess. Warren understands the sort of woman Tess has become, and moreover he approves of her. Warren is stable. Warren is exactly the sort of predictable that Tess, now thirty-two, requires.

Six more days until the wedding. Six more days until her life shifts permanently into the shape it’s meant to be. What a relief it will be to wake up next Sunday never having to think about that again.

Tess draws a deep breath and kicks off the smooth-tiled wall behind her.






Peter


Peter Hyun arrives at the campus studio on Sunday afternoon to find one of his fellow adjuncts draped over a desk, her head lolling off the end and bare feet pointed toward the ceiling as Fiona Apple blares from a battered cylindrical speaker. A crimson canvas is propped on an easel nearby. Painted concentric circles, each a shade deeper than the one enclosing it, pulse with restrained eroticism.

Peter tosses his backpack onto a bench and slides after it, nodding to Kady, who focuses her upside-down eye contact with difficulty and says something that’s impossible to hear over the music. Peter mimes turning a volume knob, then Kady hoists herself to her feet and pushes a button on the speaker. Fiona Apple recedes, chased by a mechanical chirp.

“I haven’t seen you here on a weekend in ages,” Kady says. She sits next to him. Peter can smell her patchouli hair oil. “What’s up?”

“Got antsy at home.” Peter unzips his backpack and pulls out a spiral-bound sketchbook.

“I thought you had a dinner thing tonight.”

Peter stares at the last sketch he’d made. Graphite, six inches square, a slanting stack of textbooks. He’d thought the stack had interesting lines at the time. “Headed to that next,” he answers. He waves a pencil at the red circles across the room. “I like that one. New?”

“I liked it yesterday.” Kady cradles her jaw with her palm. “Today I hate it.”

“Have you been hiding out here all weekend?”

“Christian needs space. He’s having a breakdown about his show—apparently he picked the wrong finish for the frames.”

Christian, Kady’s boyfriend, takes black-and-white photos on film. He specializes in capturing rolling steel doors and subway grates from a low angle. Peter wonders if Kady actually thinks Christian is talented, or if she refuses to interrogate herself on the matter. Christian has curly blond hair and is, according to Kady, good in bed. Maybe that’s enough. Peter preferred Kady’s last boyfriend Nikhil, the only Asian American department adjunct other than Peter, though that wasn’t the reason Peter liked him better. Nikhil’s films were engaging and memorable, and he wasn’t in the habit of forgetting his wallet at group dinners. Peter couldn’t speak to his sexual prowess.

“You working on anything lately?” Kady asks, nudging Peter’s sketchbook with her knee.

“Nah.” Peter flicks back through the pages. It’s an old sketchbook. He found it under his bed that morning, behind a shoebox full of wool socks and an empty Gatorade bottle. One of the pages toward the front catches his eye. A charcoal drawing of a familiar profile—strong nose, small mouth, dark hair.

Peter snaps the sketchbook shut.

“You’re jumpy.”

Peter lets his head fall back. A stretch of fibrous ceiling tile droops above them. An unlit bulb punctuates the crescent of drop-ceiling darkness, approximating an all-watchful eye. “It’s been a weird weekend so far.”

“Good weird?” Kady asks.

“Too soon to tell,” Peter says.



An ambulance weaves by, sirens blaring. Before Peter at the crosswalk a tall white man in an awkwardly fitted blazer is trying and failing to get the attention of the teenager wearing headphones on his right. To his left, a gray-haired woman is preoccupied with a stroller-bound toddler, attempting to placate the child with promises of ice cream once they reach their destination. Peter removes the elastic from his ponytail and shakes a hand through his hair, damp with sweat above his neck where it had been gathered. He agrees with the toddler that the unseasonably warm October weather is oppressive. It’s much too hot for the synthetic tweed blazer the tall man is wearing. It’s so hot that Peter had considered telling Eileen he wasn’t coming to dinner. He’ll leave before dessert.

“You know any place to get flowers around here?” the blazered man asks, turning toward Peter, his last resort. He’s handsome, in his early twenties, light brown hair curling away from his ears and neck. He wears a pair of tortoiseshell glasses and scuffed brown loafers, and his tone betrays a hint of desperation.

“There’s a market a few blocks this way if you’re in a hurry,” Peter answers. The signal changes, and he begins to cross the street, nudging the young man along with the rest of the group. “I think there’s a florist a little farther, if you’re willing to walk.”

The man gestures with hands clasped together and held high. “You’re a hero. I owe you one.”

Peter laughs, charmed. “Best of luck.”

The young man grins, then nearly trips over his feet as he pivots in the direction Peter had indicated, recovering with alarming grace before being swallowed by the press of bodies on the corner of Forty-Third and Ninth.



It’s been five years since Peter’s marriage ended. This had coincided with the nadir of his life, which he spent in rehab. After checking out of a three-month program, Peter attended a few AA meetings but the dim church basement environment reminded him why he’d started drinking in the first place. Eileen Hirsch, a ceramicist in her sixties, two decades sober, didn’t hold his waning attendance against him. Instead, she informed him she would be functioning as his unofficial sponsor and scheduled regular coffee dates. Peter was tempted to ghost her, but he knows now that such a thing had never been possible. Eileen is too strong-willed, and she’d understood him better than he’d understood himself in those days—a dynamic by which he was first bewildered, then grateful for. He relied on her heavily early in his sobriety, and she never made him feel like a burden. If it hadn’t been for Eileen, he probably would have moved back to Baltimore, and that would have been a mistake.

A sweet, garlicky aroma meets Peter at the door of his Hell’s Kitchen destination. Laurie, Eileen’s veterinarian wife, salutes Peter with a wooden spoon as he enters. She’s in the kitchen, butch-friendly apron tied around her stocky waist, eyeing a pan through the oven door as she fiddles with one of the gas burners.

“Peter’s here! Hello, Pete.”

“Hey, L. I’m early, sorry.”

“You’re early. Wonderful!” Eileen waves him over with a stalk of eucalyptus. She’s filling a vase with greenery on the coffee table, which has been cleared of its normal clutter. A collection of slim candles, wicks still white and waxy, lies beside a water jug. “Snip those for me?” Eileen asks.

Peter accepts the antique shears she offers him. “Smells great,” he calls over his shoulder to Laurie.

“That’s the aubergine caponata,” Eileen says. “Laurie is determined to impress a Sicilian woman we’ve befriended.”

Two sofas and half a dozen chairs are arranged in a tight semicircle in the main room. Some of Eileen’s larger pieces have been cleared from their usual posts. Vases of spindly breadsticks and petite bottles of infused olive oils adorn the side tables.

“How’s the semester so far?” Eileen asks, taking a pair of trimmed candlesticks from Peter. She strikes a match to soften the wax at the base before inserting them into blown glass candle holders.

“No complaints.”

“Been socializing at all lately?”

Peter had broken up with Ian, his boyfriend of a year, a few weeks ago. Eileen won’t ask about it directly.

“Not much.”

“Have you thought more about getting a dog? A couple on the ground floor are fostering the most adorable puppies.”

“Don’t pester him about the dogs,” Laurie commands from the kitchen, then cheerfully wipes a towel across the perspiration at her hairline.

“I don’t have time for a dog,” Peter tells Eileen.

“What about a cat? You seem like a cat person. I’ve been trying to talk Laurie into getting a cat for years. People are always bringing strays to the clinic. But she’s so stubborn about it. Says she doesn’t want anything climbing on her kitchen counters.”

“I don’t need a pet. I’ve been single before.”

Eileen leaves space for Peter to elaborate on his emotional state, an opportunity he rarely takes, as she watches him from the corner of her eye.

“By the way,” Peter says, “I got a funny card in the mail yesterday. A wedding invitation.”

“Funny how? Anyone we know?”

Peter produces a folded blue linen-textured envelope from his pocket and hands it to Eileen. He’s read the contents a hundred times since he discovered it in his faculty mailbox Friday, including during his studio class that same afternoon and several times in the middle of the night. Sometimes reading it makes him laugh, other times it sets the machine of his mind whirring violently as he attempts to figure out why he’s on the guest list. He and Tess haven’t spoken at all since they divorced.

Eileen lowers herself onto the sofa behind her. Peter watches her take it all in—the gold-foiled lining, the italic cursive script, the Cape Cod address. Eileen points to the name on the envelope—it’s addressed to Mr. Peter Hyun, the last name Tess had never bothered to borrow from him. Per the envelope, he’s been allowed a guest.

“Tess is getting married? And she invited you?”

“Apparently she did.” Peter clears his throat. He’s unsure if acknowledging it out loud has made the situation less strange or more strange. He’d been considering it a mean-spirited joke between Tess and himself, or himself and the universe. Now he wonders how many other people are in on the joke—Tess’s fiancé, her friends, possibly even her family. Then again, Tess had married Peter without soliciting anyone else’s opinion. Maybe she’d invited him to this wedding with the same degree of recklessness. “There’s a note on the back,” Peter adds.

“‘Wedding week kicks off Monday ten-eight,’” Eileen reads. “‘See you there.’” She narrows her eyes. “Is this Tess’s handwriting? It looks rather masculine.”

She’s right, the note isn’t in Tess’s hand. Peter had assumed it was an event planner, doing the bride’s bidding, but that idea strikes him as silly now. “Maybe it’s her new fiancé’s,” he jokes as he trims the last of the wicks.

Eileen touches the silver pendant she always wears as she sets the invitation down. “Are you thinking of going?”

“It’s pretty late notice.” In fairness, the envelope had been post-dated in early September, but Peter hadn’t checked his mailbox until threatened by the mail room this week.

Peter had assumed Tess would remarry. It’s an important social maneuver, and the failure of her first marriage would further motivate her to make the appropriate choice this time around. The appropriate choice in question, Warren Ashley, is an old family friend of the Lowells whom Peter had met a handful of times. Warren is square-jawed, well-bred, and politically ambitious. There’s something reassuring about Tess’s second marriage being so predictable. Peter has a vague, possibly drunken memory of asking Tess whether Warren had been in love with her. Tess hadn’t denied it. She’d seemed pleased Peter was presumably jealous enough to mention it.

Peter is certain Tess hadn’t invited him with the intention of his actual attendance. She may want him to see how much better she can do, how happy Warren makes her, but she’d never jeopardize the stability of the event to indulge her own pettiness. It’s a statement on her part, not a question. Tess has moved on.

But so has Peter. Showing up at Tess’s wedding with a partner, someone better matched to Peter the way Warren is to Tess, would prove it to her. It’s a tantalizing, if impractical, image. Peter hasn’t been seeing anyone since Ian.

“You think Tess means trouble?”

Peter shrugs. Often when Tess causes trouble, she doesn’t mean to. Not considering how things will affect other people isn’t the same as intending harm.

“Are you going?” Eileen asks again.

Peter sinks into a chair opposite her. “I expected you to tell me not to.” Not that he’s hurtling toward accepting, but if Eileen doesn’t object, the only thing preventing him is common sense.

“When have you ever listened to my advice on interpersonal matters?”

Peter laughs. “I don’t have a plus-one.”

“I’m surprised she gave you a plus-one.”

“I don’t think she expects me to show, date or no date.”

“Why not? Maybe it’s a peace offering.”

Peter frowns. “You think so?” He hadn’t considered this. Maybe he’s too close to the situation to be objective. He picks up the nearest bottle of olive oil. A sprig of rosemary, suspended in gold, bobs near the bottom.

“Do you want to go?” Eileen asks.

“Part of me does.” Peter admits it to himself as he says it. “I never got closure. I’d like to.”

Eileen nods. “You’ve come a long way in the last five years. Maybe Tess has too.”



Peter sits at one end of the longer sofa. Most of the guests are unknown to Peter, apart from Molly, another millennial mentee of Eileen’s, and Anton, a neighbor whom Peter regularly slept with early in his sobriety. Anton manages a youth community program for the New York Philharmonic. He has a broad, friendly face and wears a signet ring on each hand. He’s grown a beard since Peter last saw him. It would suit him if it wasn’t so immaculately groomed. When Anton had arrived, he and Peter exchanged painstakingly polite greetings and then drifted to opposite corners of the room.

The wooden straight-backed chair to Peter’s left is empty, having been quickly claimed by one of the other guests and just as quickly vacated for a sturdier metal folding chair. Closest to Peter are a cosmetic surgeon wearing too-tight slacks, a copy editor who is on her phone more often than she contributes to the conversation, and a woman with luminous skin and honeyed highlights who is elusive about what her career entails other than repeatedly hinting at partnerships with a feminine wellness brand, which the rest of the group is too polite to inquire into. Peter is only half listening.

At the start of the main course, as Peter is mentally rehearsing the excuse he will make to Eileen, another guest arrives. It’s the tall young man to whom Peter had given directions. He looks a little worse for wear, affected by the heat and some additional catastrophe, judging by a damp spot on his shirt. His hair is ruffled, his face pink and shiny, and he’s holding a comically large bouquet of orange roses adorned with a yellow satin bow. He delivers the flowers to Eileen, who accepts them with delight and sends him to wash up. When he returns with a full plate, hair tamed and collar in place, he removes his tweed blazer and drapes it over the back of the open chair beside Peter.

“Maynard Mitchell,” the man says, greeting Peter’s group with a smile and a nod. “Everyone calls me Mitch.” His eyes light up in recognition when he sees Peter. “Hello, it’s you.” What Peter had mistaken for desperation earlier reads as general earnestness now.

Peter smiles too. “Good to see you again.”

“You two know each other?” the copy editor asks, glancing up from her phone.

“We go way back,” Mitch says, leaning backward in his chair with a sage expression. The chair begins to tilt dangerously, and Peter grabs the top rail to steady it.

“Very old friends,” Peter agrees.

“My savior again.” Mitch grins, feet once more planted on the ground. “I didn’t realize you were gonna be here.”

“I should have mentioned it.”

Mitch raises his glass of water in a toast. “I’ll let it slide this time. What’s your name, by the way?”

Peter laughs, extending a hand. “Peter Hyun.”

Mitch’s handshake is firm and warm. His fingernails have been trimmed straight across and too short, and there’s a midwestern lilt to his accent. Peter decides Mitch is attractive in a mid-century sort of way, like a classic film star who’s been transported to the age of Instagram.

“Nice place. I love that little balcony out there. And the art.” Mitch gestures to a trio of ceramic birds on the wall opposite them.

“Eileen has wonderful taste,” the cosmetic surgeon says, and the influencer murmurs in agreement. They don’t appear to know their hostess made the birds in question. Eileen had spent the previous year obsessively creating wall sculptures.

Mitch uses the side of his thumb to load his fork with roasted eggplant. “How do you all know Eileen?”

The copy editor replies she’d met Eileen at a theater fundraiser. Mitch nods sagely. He tells her he acted in college.

Peter’s mood has improved. There’s a radiance to Mitch’s smile and a visceral humor to his eager movements, like a young colt growing used to his long limbs. The influencer and cosmetic surgeon aren’t sure how to handle him. They smile and nod as Mitch apologizes for wolfing down his dinner—he’d been slammed at work, he explains, and hadn’t eaten all day—and then embark on a conversation about summer homes. The surgeon spends two months in the Hamptons each year, the copy editor returns home to Wisconsin every August. The influencer makes coy references to international travel.

“Wow, that’s really something.” Mitch sets his plate on the coffee table and pushes his shirtsleeves to the elbow. “Growing up, I spent summer mornings in the library and afternoons in the creek.”

The cosmetic surgeon and the influencer laugh politely and move on to a conversation about retinol. The copy editor accepts the inevitable and takes a phone call into the hallway, leaving Mitch and Peter to talk alone.

“Where is home for you?” Peter asks. His glass of water is empty, but he’s in no hurry to interrupt their conversation.

“Missouri,” Mitch says. “You?”

“Lived here for the last twelve years.”

“Ah, a local.”

“That was a nice bouquet, by the way.”

“I went to the shop you recommended—thought I’d have time if I hurried—but once I got there, they were packing up this gigantic order. Some party over at one of those fancy hotels. I helped them load the truck—you know they use those big five-gallon buckets to move that stuff? I didn’t. Got completely soaked.” Mitch gestures to his shirt, which has begun to dry in patches. “They gave me the flowers for free so it worked out. I’m a little short on cash at the moment.”

Of course Mitch had been helping total strangers with a ridiculous task. Peter can picture it perfectly.

“What do you do?” Mitch asks, wiping the back of one hand across his mouth as he reaches for a piece of bread with the other. “Sorry if you already said, I may have missed it.”

“I’m a teacher.”

“Oh, really? Where?”

“Hunter College.”

“Ah, a professor.”

“Adjunct.”

“Pleasure to make your acquaintance, Professor.”

Peter laughs. “What do you do?”

“I’m a writer. Well, I write. I’m actually a waiter,” Mitch says, drawing himself up so that he’s a full head taller. “Eileen’s one of my regulars. Nice lady. Great tipper. She invited me this morning during my shift. Someone else must have fallen through.” He shrugs in a pleasantly self-deprecating way.

“Where do you work?”

“Carla’s, on Wythe Avenue.”

It’s a nice spot—simple, classic, hardly touristy. Peter imagines Mitch in a crisp white shirt and black apron. Then he recalibrates, the shirt neither crisp nor entirely white. “I’ve eaten there. It’s been a few years.”

“Probably before I started.”

“Definitely. I’d remember you.” This is a test balloon. So far Mitch has been affable and engaged. Peter isn’t sure yet if the attraction is mutual.

Mitch grins. He has lopsided dimples, and his face is both soft and angular, the way only the face of a person in their early twenties can be. His teeth are large and white and just crooked enough to lend him some extra character. “What do you teach, Professor?”

“Drawing and oil painting.”

Mitch appears impressed by this, but before he can reply he spills his drink and is distracted blotting his pants with his napkin. The nearby guests studiously ignore him, so Mitch directs his comments to Peter alone again. “I’m a little nervous, sorry. Grown-up dinners aren’t really my scene.”

Peter wonders how Mitch would handle a formal dinner party, complete with a five-course meal and pressed linens. “Good for writerly inspiration, though.”

Mitch’s face clouds briefly, then clears. “True, true. You want anything to drink? Seems like it’s a dry party. I’m gonna grab some pop.”

“I’m all right, thanks.”

Mitch unfolds his long limbs and saunters to the kitchen. As Peter refills his water from a carafe down the table he watches Mitch gesture animatedly at Anton, who’s drying his hands on a towel by the sink. Anton laughs, tilting his head back. Peter wonders if Mitch is flirting, or if he’s cracked a joke in a non-flirtatious manner. Then Mitch returns, adjusting his glasses with a decisive stab of his forefinger once he’s seated. “We got off track there. So what kind of stuff do you like to paint?”

“Portraits, usually.” It’s been a long time since Peter has painted a portrait of anyone other than himself, but Mitch doesn’t need to know that. “What kinds of things do you write about?”

Mitch makes a noncommittal gesture, thumb and forefinger pinched around the neck of a Coke bottle. “A little of this, a little of that. I don’t have much time. I walk a lot. Try to watch people, observe their lives.” He leans forward, forearms on his knees. The tail of his shirt has come untucked.

Peter adjusts his own shirt. “I like a candid portrait.” A particular portrait, one Peter hasn’t seen in years, surfaces in his mind. Peter shoos the memory away, forcing a smile as he does.

“I’m working on a book,” Mitch says, studying the label on his bottle. “A novel. Nothing too special.” The self-consciousness about his work, contrasted with his otherwise carefree manner, is endearing.

“What’s it about?” Peter asks.

Mitch squints, one eye closing as he tilts his head. “I haven’t completely figured that out yet.”

“Painters have to spend time priming the canvas before they create anything recognizable to the average person. I’d guess writing is similar.”

Mitch’s whole frame relaxes. He slings an arm over the back of his chair, his fingers brushing Peter’s shoulder. “I like that.”



Peter does not leave before dessert. Eileen brings Peter a piece of tiramisu and cup of coffee while Mitch is in the restroom.

“I didn’t realize you and Mitch knew each other,” she says, pleased. “Jordan mentioned it.”

Peter can’t remember if Jordan is the cosmetic surgeon or the copy editor. “We met on the way here,” he answers.

“Well, that feels significant,” Eileen says. She’s always referring to things as signs from the universe. Peter is rarely inclined to agree, though part of him wants to in this case. “You two certainly seemed to hit it off. Mitch is a good one. Have you asked him?”

“Asked me what?” Mitch asks, appearing next to her, his shirttails neatly tucked away.

“Oh, there you are!” Eileen places a hand on Mitch’s arm. “Peter was telling me he needs a date next weekend.”

Peter should have anticipated this turn. Eileen could have proposed a worse idea. The influencer, for example. Or Anton.

Mitch grins. “A date? What for?”






Mitch


Mitch pumps a stream of green apple-scented dish soap into the kitchen sink. Beside him, Peter dries a cutting board with a gingham hand towel. Their hostesses troop to and fro over the hardwood behind them, collecting linens and snapping leftovers into Tupperware. It’s nearing midnight. The other guests have left. They’re down to a casserole pan and a handful of silverware left to clean. Mitch agitates a sponge along the blade of a butter knife and the tines of a fork before rinsing them.

“How are you two getting on over there?” Eileen asks.

Mitch nearly drops the silverware. He and Peter haven’t spoken in a while between the running water and the meditative nature of the task. If Peter notices he’s jumpy he doesn’t say anything other than telling Eileen they’re almost finished.

Mitch hands Peter the pan and drains the sink, scrubbing the sides and rinsing down the suds.

“You don’t have to take it seriously,” Peter says.

“What’s that?”

Peter presses the towel into the corners of the pan before crouching to place it in one of the lower cabinets, looking up at Mitch as he does. “The wedding. It was just something Eileen and I were joking about earlier.”

Eileen appears at the open end of the kitchen, now wearing a floral caftan. “Will you dump that last pot of coffee? Or drink it, if you want. We’re going to bed.”

“Sure thing.” Peter stands, brushing his hands on his pants. “Sleep well.”

“Thanks so much for dinner,” Mitch says. “It was awfully nice of you to ask me.”

“I’m so glad you could make it.” Eileen tucks a silvery curl behind her ear. “Don’t feel like you have to leave on our account. Peter, the guest room’s ready if you want it. And Mitch, you’re more than welcome to the couch. Peter knows where the spare sheets are.”

There’s a muffled crash and the sound of Laurie cursing in the distance. Eileen murmurs something about an urn and vanishes.

Peter, unperturbed by this disruption, retrieves a pair of diner-style mugs from the shelf above the sink. “Coffee?”

“Sure, save me a cup.” Mitch darts into the next room and grabs his blazer. “I’m gonna have a smoke.”

He ducks onto the balcony and closes the door behind him. He fishes a pack of cigarettes from his breast pocket. It’s new, so he breaks the plastic and flips the lucky before lighting one, then leans back against the exterior of the building.

Mitch isn’t writing a novel. He hasn’t finished so much as a short story since graduating college two years ago. He reads, sure. He reads all the time. Classics, literary fiction, essays, the occasional mystery novel. But he doesn’t write. Not much, and not well. He definitely doesn’t write anything he’s ready to show anyone. He’s a writer in purely a hypothetical sense.

He’s also bisexual in purely a hypothetical sense. He’s attracted to women and flirts with women and sleeps with women—not frequently, but enough to know he likes it. He’s also attracted to men, and he certainly flirts with men, but it’s never gone further than that. There had been the situation with Neal, his best friend in college. But nothing physical had happened between them, not even when they’d climbed onto the roof of the sports complex in the middle of the night, not even when Mitch had confessed he had feelings for Neal. Neal had kindly relayed that, while he cared for Mitch as a friend, his crush was unrequited. After graduation they lost touch.

At this stage of his life, Mitch wouldn’t refer to himself as straight, but he wouldn’t refer to himself as queer either. He lets people assume what they want. Peter, it seems, had assumed he’s queer.

Mitch had definitely been flirting with Peter, but that’s his mode of engaging with new people. It works well at the restaurant. People like to feel invested in, like they’re worth the extra attention. It yields better tips even during brunches when check averages are low and guests are hungover and stingy. It hasn’t gotten Mitch into too much trouble, apart from last year when an older man repeatedly left his number for him at the bar. Mitch pretended the messages had been mislaid. Eventually the customer took the hint. He’d been good-looking in a silver fox sort of way, but he smiled with all his teeth. Mitch didn’t enjoy feeling like prey. He doesn’t feel that way with Peter.

Mitch savors the last few drags of the cigarette and checks his hair in the reflection of the sliding door when he’s sure Peter isn’t looking. Then he goes back inside.

“You need cream or sugar?” Peter asks.

“No, thanks.” Mitch would like both, but neither are in sight and he doesn’t want to put Peter out. He takes a sip of the lukewarm coffee Peter offers him and then sits on the opposite end of the sofa. “You stay here a lot?”

“Sometimes.” Peter’s answer is simple in a comfortable way, rather than curt.

“I didn’t realize how close you all were. That’s nice. You know some of the other people here?”

“A few.” Peter wraps his hands around his nearly empty coffee mug. “Molly, the woman with the buzzed head. And Anton, the guy who sat next to Laurie. I think you met in the kitchen.”

“How do you and Anton know each other?”

“In the biblical sense, as they say.”

“Right, right.” Mitch pictures Anton. Short, bearded, with expressive eyes, heavy eyebrows, and a strong sense of personal style. That’s the sort of man Peter likes. Mitch pulls a throw pillow onto his lap and begins to play with the corner tassels. “Are you two still—?”

Peter shakes his head. “It was casual.”

Mitch takes another sip of coffee, stealing a long look at Peter as he does. Peter has dark shoulder-length hair and wide cheekbones. His face is slightly round, his mouth soft. Second-day stubble shades his jawline and there’s a tan line from a watchband on his right wrist. Mitch wonders if Peter had taken off his watch to paint and forgotten about it. Peter’s gaze moves around the apartment in a fluid way, never focusing on one object for long. It lands on Mitch before he’s stopped staring. Mitch smiles widely, his only recourse in moments of awkwardness. Not that Peter is awkward. It’s just that under Peter’s gaze Mitch is unusually aware of his own posture and expression. He doesn’t think he’d make a very good artist’s model, if this is how artists are in the habit of looking at people. Still, he’d maybe like to experience it once to decide.

“So tell me about this wedding,” Mitch says.

Peter’s mouth curves at one corner. “It’s my ex-wife’s wedding, actually.”

“Shit.” Mitch wipes coffee from his chin.

Peter hands him a tissue. “Didn’t mean to shock you.” He reclines into the back of the sofa. “Was it the wife part, or—”

“Yeah, it was the wife part.” Mitch folds the coffee-stained tissue into quarters. “You and your ex must be on good terms, if she wants you at her wedding.”

Peter laughs. “We’re not really on any terms.”

“How long were you married?”

“A few years.” Peter runs a hand through his hair. “It wasn’t much of a marriage, to be honest. She wanted to piss off her parents, I needed money.”

“She was rich?”

“Still is, far as I know.”

“When did you split?”

“It’s been five years.”

Mitch nods, impressed. “You were pretty young when you got hitched. I mean, you’re still young.”

“I was in college. Worked as a caterer. She was a graduate student.”

“An older woman.”

“By two years. She was my agent first, actually.”

“How did you meet?”

“She bought a piece of mine, then asked me to paint her portrait.”

“Must have been some portrait.” Mitch leans forward. “Can I see it?” He’s never been a serious student of art, but he’s filled with a sudden desire to see this painting, sure it could change the trajectory of his own life.

“I doubt it. She probably destroyed it after the divorce.”

Mitch whistles. “Things ended that badly, huh?”

Peter shrugs. “Tess doesn’t like to be reminded of her failures.”

Tess. It’s the first time Peter’s mentioned her by name. Mitch repeats the name back, as if learning a foreign phrase. Peter laughs.

“Why did she invite you to the wedding? Does she want you back?”

“Definitely not.”

“What’s her family like? They’re rich too?”

“Yes, but they’d insist they’re merely comfortable.” Peter crosses his legs, ankle to knee, and begins to describe his ex-wife’s family, the Lowells. The matriarch, Channing Lowell, is an award-winning surgeon. The patriarch, Stewart Lowell, is a magnate in the hotel world. Then the kids—Georgia, the eldest, a perfect specimen of repressed upper-class femininity; and Sebastian, the youngest, an affable disaster. Mitch lets his coffee grow cold as he listens, the cast of characters appearing in his mind as silhouettes that slowly gain dimension despite the economy of Peter’s descriptions. Peter speaks of them in affectionately derisive terms, as if their poor qualities endear them to him in some way, allowing him to maintain ironic distance.

“And who’s Tess marrying now?”

“Name’s Warren. He’s nice enough.” Peter’s eyebrows lift as he makes this concession.

“What’s he like?”

“Ivy-educated. Diplomatic. Wears cable-knit sweaters. I think he’s running for local office. He and Tess have known each other since they were kids.”

“So he’s got money too. Hard to compete with that.”

Peter shrugs. “It was never a competition. I knew Tess wouldn’t stay with me for long.”

“You don’t regret the divorce?”

Peter clears his throat, a line flickering between his eyebrows. Maybe Mitch has crossed a boundary. He’s not used to his questions being answered so easily. But he can’t help asking them. Peter’s too unusual for Mitch to pretend he’s not fascinated.

“No,” Peter says. “I’ve achieved financial stability.”

What a concept. Mitch could learn a lot from Peter. “Are you really going to the wedding?” he asks.

“I’m not sure it’s worth it. It would be interesting to see them all again, but…” Peter trails off, shrugging, as if the rest of the sentence is self-explanatory, as if Mitch must have considered similar quandaries a hundred times.

“Where is it? Somewhere local?”

“Cape Cod.”

“That’s driving distance.”

Peter’s gaze is even. “It’s five hours.”

“That’s nothing. Used to drive that far and back on a weekend.”

Peter says nothing.

“You’re sure she doesn’t want you back?” Mitch asks. He’s not sure he understands the alternative. Not because of how attractive Peter is, but because there’s clearly unfinished business between him and Tess, and if it isn’t over money, wouldn’t it be over love?

“Definitely not. If you met Tess, you’d get it.”

“Well, can I?”

Peter smiles, and while it’s hardly a larger smile than he’d displayed earlier, it’s a warmer one. “You really want to come?” Peter asks.

“I was considering setting my book in New England,” Mitch says. It’s true as he says it, which is the first time the possibility crosses his mind.

“So this would be research.”

“Exactly.”

“All right.” Peter’s gaze intensifies. “You’re invited. We leave tomorrow.”

Mitch’s stomach flips. He flushes with triumph, then does the math. “I thought the wedding was next weekend.”

“I was asked to join Monday,” Peter says. “That’s a whole week of anthropological fieldwork for you, if you come.”

“A golden opportunity.”

Peter gives his coffee mug a quarter turn. “Are you going to write about her?”

“Tess? I’ll have to meet her first.”

“Are you going to write about me?” Peter asks.

Mitch tugs at the collar of his shirt. The apartment feels as warm as it had when it was packed with guests. “Do you want me to?”

“No. But I’m not essential to the story. Write about the Lowells. I’ll be on the outside looking in, like you.”

“I can work with that.”

Peter pulls his lower lip between his teeth. His face is difficult to read. Mitch considers whether he’s taking the offer seriously. He considers whether he’s serious himself. He considers if he can write a book, or even a story, inspired by this situation. But Peter’s staring at him like he can. He’s staring at him like it’s a foregone conclusion.

Mitch imagines writing this book, conjuring a blurry vision of himself at his desk, hunched over a typewriter he does not own. He then imagines having written it, and having sold it, and holding it in his hands, his name on the cover. This vision is clearer. He can picture the fonts. But what name would he go by? M. L. Mitchell? Embrace his first name? Or use a pseudonym? He imagines Peter introducing him at a party. My friend Maynard. Then, my boyfriend, Mitch, you may have read his book. Then, my partner, bestselling author M. L. Mitchell. Peter’s arm around Mitch, Peter’s voice in his ear, four—maybe five!—figures in his savings account. A book deal would be worth a few missed serving shifts.

“Did I lose you?” Peter asks.

Mitch blinks rapidly. “Sorry. Thinking about logistics.” His fantasy was audacious enough that he has no embarrassment to shake off. He does his best to match Peter’s energy, crossing one leg over the other and loosening his shoulders.

“Do you have a car?” Peter asks.

“I can borrow my roommate’s car,” Mitch says. It will be a good excuse to tell Zoe the whole story.

Peter tilts his head. “You’re really up for this?”

“Are you? You have more riding on this than I do.”

“Sure, but at least I know these people.”

“I already feel inspired. I’ve been dealing with some writer’s block lately. This could really turn things around for me.” If Mitch could play the part of a serious writer, surely he could be a serious writer.

“The Lowells do love a charitable cause.” Peter leans forward. “How about it? You in?”

Mitch’s stomach flips. “I’m in.” He holds back a smile, intent on appearing a serious and reliable person, at least for the moment.

Peter extends his hand.

Mitch shakes it. “So, what are we?”

Peter laughs. “This is the quickest I’ve ever had that conversation.”

Mitch laughs too. They’re no longer touching, but he can still feel Peter’s grip against his own—strong fingers, slightly calloused palms. “Your plus-one can be a friend, I guess.”

Peter shrugs. “Boyfriend’s better.”

“Sure.” Mitch grins. “Boyfriends.”



Mitch arrives home around two o’clock in the morning. Zoe is asleep on the sofa, curled on her side, one arm dangling above her open laptop on the floor. The others are probably out. Mitch slips off his shoes and heads to his room.

He moved in two years ago when he arrived in the city. They were splitting the rent five ways then—Mitch; Zoe (an elementary school teacher and photographer from Vermont) and her boyfriend, Justin; Sarah (a dancer from New Mexico) and her girlfriend, Amani. Justin was an aspiring stand-up who received money from home each month; Amani was a server who sent money back. She’d gotten Mitch his first job in the city, dishwashing at a bar on Jay Street. He’d quickly been promoted. He has a good memory for names and faces, and customers like him.

Amani has left a note on Mitch’s bed with a collection of short stories she’d promised to lend him. Amani and Sarah broke up but still live together, a fact that Mitch finds fascinating. Zoe fascinates him too. She broke up with Justin last year and began to date women exclusively. She casually refers to herself as gay often enough that Mitch asked for clarification on whether she still likes men. Zoe said that words mean different things to different people, and asked him to remember to put the milk back in the fridge when he was finished with it.

Mitch plugs in his phone, then slots his blazer in the tiny closet, too shallow to permit full-sized hangers with the door closed, and unbuttons his shirt. The back is stiff with sweat. He’s still adjusting to the New York climate. Growing up in Missouri had prepared him for the humidity but not the restricted airflow. He tosses his shirt into the laundry bin, then realizes he’s out of clean clothes. That won’t do if he’s going to Cape Cod on Monday. He sorts through his things and considers what he’ll need to pack. He gets distracted by the short story collection and reads half of one, and by that point his phone battery is at twenty percent. He unplugs the phone and shoves it in his pocket.

He descends four flights of stairs, then crosses the lobby to access the basement. They’re lucky to have in-building laundry. Sunday nights the room is usually free too. While his washing spins he posts up on the table in the middle of the room and opens his phone web browser. Facebook is a dead end. He has better luck with Instagram. He begins with the siblings. Georgia’s profile is private, but he can see her picture, an elegant black-and-white photo, a sliver of her face beneath a broad sun hat. Sebastian’s profile links to hundreds of tagged photos, most of them with other white men also in their twenties, poorly lit or heavily exposed. Mitch hasn’t known many people with money. Definitely not this type of generational Waspy wealth.

Warren is the easiest to find, as his official campaign page is organized and clearly branded. He’s running for Massachusetts state senate. Mitch isn’t entirely sure what that job entails, but Warren looks the part. He’s handsome and photogenic, with a broad, tanned face, a crest of thick hair, and straight white teeth. His social media manager clearly knows his best angles. Warren supports local shoe manufacturers and has a fondness for mixed berry cobbler—bleeding red and blue, topped with whipped cream. The copy in his captions is unremarkable. Tess doesn’t appear on his page at all.

Mitch finds her page next. It’s public and clearly branded in its own way, with a consistent theme and color palette of muted blues and neutrals. He scrolls through photos of events and interiors, art galleries and installations. Not many people appear in Tess’s photos. Warren doesn’t appear on her page either. She doesn’t post many pictures of herself, but the ones she’s chosen show a woman who is composed and confident. She has shiny brown hair, arched eyebrows that lend her face a superior air, and a tight-lipped smile. Mitch has trouble imagining her and Peter together. Tess seems controlled and laser focused, the exact opposite of Peter’s relaxed and fluid energy.

Mitch saves Peter for last. Snooping on Peter feels like an invasion of privacy. He’s sure Peter would understand, but his face grows heated at the thought of him knowing. He can’t remember Peter’s last name, so he searches the art faculty page at Hunter College. Peter appears near the top, wearing a gray sweatshirt, hood down, and looking more like a student than a professor. Mitch skims Wikipedia and reads that Hyun is a Korean surname meaning “mysterious.” Peter’s Instagram displays a few snaps of his paint palette and several still lifes and portraits—one that appears to be of a female relative, based on the handle he’s tagged—but nothing too personal or revealing. The art he shares is usually in a close-up or cropped form. Mitch is thrilled to see the texture of the brushstrokes on one of the older pieces. It’s not clear what the subject had been, but Mitch can picture Peter observing from his easel, his brow furrowed in contemplation, blue paint smudged along his cheekbone.

There’s a photo of Peter near the bottom of his profile. He’s sitting against a whitewashed wall and staring directly into the camera, chin raised, fingers laced in front of one knee, the other leg splayed out. He’s shirtless, though not much of his upper body is visible, and his hair is longer, hanging loose over his shoulders. Mitch stares at it for a long time—he feels like a voyeur once he realizes how much time has passed. He checks the date on the post. It was shared seven years ago. He wonders if Tess had taken it.

When Peter had extended the invitation, Mitch recognized the opportunity for what it was: a chance to access a compelling, new-to-him type of character. But now, with Peter’s Instagram illuminating the empty laundry room, Mitch can admit the deeper truth. The secondary purpose of the trip, playing the part of Peter’s boyfriend, is even more appealing.






MONDAY







Tess


The town car rolls down Route 28 at a pleasant pace. Tess’s hand rests in Warren’s on the cool leather seat between them. Opposite them, Reese Sullivan presses a hand to the back of his sleek head, eyebrows lifted in a manufactured expression of disbelief.

“My point is that it’s fucking crazy to be getting married six weeks before the election.” The noise from the road is loud enough that Reese has to raise his voice, and it cracks at the end of his sentence.

“We planned it that way with you in mind specifically, Reese,” Tess says.

Reese rolls his eyes. He’s stressed, but he prefers stress to any other state of being. There’s no other explanation for someone going into campaign management.

“If I knew you were serious about an October wedding, Warren, I would have turned down the job.”

“You’re not irreplaceable, you know,” Tess says.

“What happened to marriage being an attractive quality to voters?” Warren asks.

“It’s still a pro. But we’re in an insane fucking time crunch right now—you know we are. We should be going over polling and agendas but instead we’re driving to the goddamn municipal airport.” At age twenty-nine, Reese still has a rounded boyish face, which he compensates for by swearing frequently.

“And we’re going to do all that on the way, which is why Tess invited you along.”

“Invited you along very graciously,” Tess adds.

“The good news is that most recent numbers haven’t budged. This breakfast thing you have tomorrow, that can’t be moved?”

“It’s our last meeting with the wedding planner,” Warren answers.

“Is that a no?”

“That’s a no.”

Reese gestures spastically with one thumb above the surface of his phone. “Between that, the bachelor party on Thursday—I can come, by the way—and the rehearsal dinner Friday—”

“To which you’re not invited,” Tess interjects.

“—you’re basically useless to me this week.”

“Don’t forget we’re having dinner with Nia tomorrow,” Tess says.

“You’re fucking with me, right?”

“We’re not taking a honeymoon until next year, Reese. You have no room to complain.” Tess grows tired of holding hands, extracts hers from Warren’s with a brief squeeze, then retrieves a compact mirror from her bag to examine her makeup. “Believe it or not, I don’t plan my life around making yours a living hell.”

“Could have fooled me. Warren, what’s the status of your revisions for this NSDAR thing?”

“Sending you pages first thing tomorrow.”

“Before breakfast?”

“Yours or mine?”

Tess laughs. “Reese doesn’t eat or sleep, he returns to his charging port once every twenty-four hours.”

“Oh, I sleep. Not alone either.”

“I hope that’s not going on the payroll.”

“Can you two get this out of your system before we pick up Nia?” Warren says, checking his watch. “She’s a professional, I don’t think she’d stand for this.”

Tess rolls her eyes. “So am I.”

Warren tilts his head apologetically. The driver pulls off the main road.

Nia is waiting for them outside Barnstable’s tiny terminal, looking as chic as if she’d stepped off the pages of a magazine. Rather than her usual tailored suiting, she wears an oversized white button-down, faded jeans, and a violet scarf over her silk press. Tess feels a familiar prick of jealousy as she greets her friend with a hug—Nia is perpetually poised and magnetic. Even Warren wants to be sure he can impress her.

“Oh, God, you look amazing.”

“So do you.” Nia smiles, one cupped hand hovering near Tess’s cheek. “There really is such a thing as a bridal glow.”

“It’s that brightening serum I was telling you about.”

“Hello, Warren. Is this part of the campaign fleet?”

“If only we had a fleet.” Warren shakes her hand. “Welcome, we’re so glad you could join us for the week.”

They climb into the car. Warren takes a seat beside Reese and the two women sit together across from them.

“I don’t think you’ve had the pleasure of meeting Reese yet,” Tess says. “We endure him because he’s allegedly good at his job.”

“Haven’t lost a campaign since middle school,” Reese says, his chin twitching upward. “You’re the DC lawyer, right? Where’d you go to law school?”

“Yale.” Nia has never been one to obscure her credentials by saying she went to school in New Haven. “That reminds me,” Nia says, turning to Tess and lowering her voice. “I told you I was going to have to work a little while I’m here, but it’s looking like it may be more than a little.”

Tess does her best not to frown. “That’s all right, I know you’re busy.”

“I’ll still be free in the evenings, and for the bachelorette and everything after. I assume you have some work to keep you occupied too. Or did you take the week off?”

“I did. Maybe I shouldn’t have.”

“No, it’s good you did. You should be reading and watching TV and relaxing. I’ll take breaks as often as I can, and if you need help with the flowers or anything—”

“No, that’s all taken care of.”

Nia adjusts her scarf. Her fingernails are varnished in a glossy mauve. “How’s the energy at the house? I hope the campaign stuff isn’t too stressful for you.”

“It’s not. Warren is so Zen about everything. I only have to show up occasionally and look pretty.”

“You can certainly do that.”

“Tess is downplaying things,” Warren says. “She’s been helping me with speeches, advising us on local partnerships, the whole nine yards.”

“Just staying busy.”

Nia smiles. “I was thinking, we’re due for another trip. I’m spending Thanksgiving in Sherborn with Mom, but you’re welcome to join. And I have a friend who’s letting their place in Paris in December—”

“Paris in December? God, that would be perfect—”

“If we win, we’ll have the tree lighting in December, and the toy drives, and the holiday market—”

“Reese, you are not part of this conversation.”

“Is she going to listen to me any more when you’re married?”

“Even less,” Warren answers.

“Will you be able to take time off in December?” Tess asks Nia. “Things at the firm seem a little stressful.”

Nia smiles tightly. “The merger has been rocky, I’ll admit. But in a few months it should have calmed down enough for me to step away briefly.”

“How’s the awful new partner? What’s his name? Anthony?”

“Andrew.”

Tess snorts.

“He’s proving to be a good fit,” Nia says. Her brow furrows.

“Well, well, well. You were skeptical!”

Nia’s expression remains dour. She lifts her bag and checks her phone. “Happy to be wrong, in this case.”

“Looks like it,” Tess says, suppressing her sarcasm. “So you’re not going to quit after all?”

“No plans to quit at this time. It’s not a viable option for me.” Nia sounds like she’s speaking before a congressional hearing. Tess pictures her leaning toward a tabletop microphone.

Part of Tess is disappointed to hear this. She’s always admired how steady and hardworking Nia is but relishes any time her friend acts against type. Compared to most other people, Tess is boring and staid, at least at this point in her life. Compared to Nia, she’s practically reckless.

Tess and Nia met when they were fourteen and assigned to the same freshman boarding hall at Westover. Neither of them liked their assigned roommates much—Tess’s roommate was up at all hours of the night, and Nia’s roommate had no sense of personal boundaries. They both resorted to spending time in the dorm common areas. Tess, who had access to plenty of private space before, found this necessity stressful. She inquired about getting a single room but was told none were available. When she learned that Antonia Brookes, who she found genial and elegant, was in a similar situation, she’d been bold enough to suggest they room together the following term. Nia accepted, though Tess suspected this was primarily due to her sister, Georgia, also a Westover student, having a car—an unusual asset for a freshman.

They weren’t close from the start. They held each other at arm’s length, politely checking in about class schedules and social events with no expectation that they would be friends beyond these surface-level interactions. The relationship grew stronger over weeks and months, less accelerated than the typical friendship between their peers, which might burn hot and bright in mere days but would often grow cold just as quickly. With each passing semester they confided more in each other, seeing each other through the trials and heartaches of their late teenage years—Tess’s eating disorder, Nia’s mother’s breast cancer diagnosis, the inevitable cruelty of other students and the occasional nastiness of teachers—all while navigating the complex political landscape at Westover and later Yale.

Nia was the first to settle on Yale. She intended to study political science in preparation for a career in litigation. Nia brought Tess when she visited Yale, and Tess fell in love with the place. They both applied, and were both accepted—Nia, with her impeccable grades, impressive extracurriculars, and strong public speaking skills, during early admission, and Tess, after several nail-biting months, during regular admission. She and Nia grew closer than ever at Yale. They lived together, went out together, weighed in on each other’s boyfriends and career plans. Afterward, Tess went to graduate school at NYU, and Nia attended Yale Law. They still saw each other frequently enough to maintain close friend status—best, on Tess’s side, though she sometimes wondered if Nia had found a better friend in one of her coworkers, perhaps one of the other associates who’d joined at the same time, probably the other young Black woman Tess had seen on the firm’s website, whom Nia mentioned every so often.

When Tess married Peter, Nia was one of the only people to express concern. Most of Tess’s circle regarded her fascination with her first client as an amusement. Nia had been genuinely worried. Tess wondered at one point if it was more on her behalf, or Peter’s.






Mitch


Mitch picks Peter up outside his Inwood apartment a little after ten. He’s late—he fell back asleep after waking up at sunrise to ask Zoe about borrowing the car—but Peter doesn’t comment on it. Peter wears gym shoes, black jeans flecked with paint, and a denim jacket. He tosses a backpack, a battered orange duffel, and a gray suit in a dry-cleaning bag onto the rear bench. Greeting Mitch with an easy smile as he takes the passenger seat, Peter shakes out the half ponytail from his hair and leans his head back, immediately comfortable. Mitch adjusts his grip on the steering wheel and smiles back, heart racing.

“So, what’s our story?”

“You tell me, you’re the writer.”

“Sure thing, Professor.” Mitch squints between the mirrors of Zoe’s uncle’s 1999 Honda Civic as they shift onto the expressway. His glasses prescription has been out of date since he left Missouri. He’s glad the weather’s clear. “Okay, you came into Carla’s and sat in my section. We hit it off, and you left your number.”

“Doesn’t really sound like me.”

“It’s basically what happened, isn’t it? I mean, we hit it off right away.”

“I don’t normally move that quickly.”

“I’m blushing,” Mitch says. He is blushing. He’s been thinking about Peter constantly since they met—the sound of his voice, the shape of his hands. He’s sure he’d be able to sense Peter’s presence blind. He hasn’t had a crush this intense in a while.

“Tess might believe you gave me your number.”

“Sure. Then you called me—”

“Don’t most people text these days?”

“You texted me—a few days later, didn’t want to look desperate, and I suggested we meet up for drinks.”

“I’m five years sober.”

“Oh!”

“The death of my marriage was the birth of my sobriety,” Peter says in a dramatic tone. “I met Eileen in AA.” From the corner of his eye Mitch watches Peter’s posture straighten.

“Oh, sure.” Mitch shifts in his seat. Alcoholism is the sort of thing people don’t talk about openly back home, though more than one of his grandmother’s friends are semi-affectionately known as barflies. Most of the people Mitch works with now could be described in the same way. They drink heavily after shifts in addition to enjoying other substances, which Mitch has been wary of so far. “Sorry to bring it up. I feel like I put my foot in it.”

“Don’t be sorry, it’s nothing I’m ashamed of,” Peter says. “Anyway, as my boyfriend you’d know.”

“So we met up for coffee, not drinks,” Mitch says. “That’s hardly even a lie. Are you any sort of religious?” Might as well start with the big questions.

“No.”

“My family was Methodist.”

“Mine was Presbyterian,” Peter says. “Went to church as a kid. Stopped around the time I left for college.”

“Your parents were pretty religious?”

“You could say that,” Peter answers, a crystalline brittleness to his tone. “Yours?”

Mitch will tug at that thread later. “Grandparents. And my mother, I guess, but I don’t think she cared as much.”

“What’s your family like?” Peter asks.

Mitch launches into the story of his life. He was raised in Monark Springs, Missouri, by his mother, her sister, Addy, and their mother. His mom worked as a nurse, and his dad left when Mitch was a baby. No siblings, no cousins. He wasn’t close with his mother, but they had a generally affectionate relationship. He rode his bike twenty minutes to school in Neosho, and spent his afternoons in the library there before returning home for supper. His childhood was solitary, no sports teams or summer camps.

The world opened up when he attended college. He moved to Columbia to attend Mizzou. He graduated four years later with a BA in English, a degree Addy insisted was a waste of money. Mitch was pretty sure his mother agreed with her, though she never commented on it. He returned to Monark Springs but didn’t bother to unpack. Two weeks later he hitched a ride to the East Coast with a fellow member of the class of 2016. He doesn’t go home much since his arrival in New York, but he does email his family every week. His grandmother has gotten pretty good at using the old desktop setup Mitch had purchased at a discount outlet, though she still likes to send him handwritten letters.

Peter, Mitch learns, doesn’t go home often either. The train to Baltimore is affordable, but he has trouble working when he’s at his parents’ house, so he never stays for long. Peter’s father, Eugene, is a middle school social science teacher, and his mother, Beverly, works for a medical supply company. He has one sister, Grace, a graduate student two years younger than him.

“You and Grace get along?” Mitch asks.

“Pretty well.”

“I would have met her?”

“No, but she’d know about you.”

“Your parents wouldn’t?”

“I don’t usually tell them who I’m dating. Unless it’s a long-term thing.” A note of tension has entered Peter’s voice. Mitch may not have picked up on it if he’d been looking directly at him. From the corner of his eye he watches Peter flex his fingers on his thighs. He’s wearing his watch today. It has a brown leather band and the face looks vintage.

“Your parents aren’t supportive?” Mitch hazards. He hasn’t experienced this phenomenon himself, but he’s read about it, and heard about it from friends. He wonders if he’ll ever experience it firsthand. He imagines bringing Peter home to meet his family, his mother’s quiet disappointment, his grandmother’s well-intentioned but ignorant questions. He stops imagining. He wipes a hand over his forehead and turns up the air-conditioning, which blows warm air but is quieter than having the windows down.

“We don’t talk much. I didn’t even tell them about Tess until we’d been married for a few weeks.”

Mitch’s phone buzzes from the center console—it’s his manager. Mitch is late for his shift. He silences his phone, unable to keep the car from swerving as he does.

“Jesus, Mitch.”

“Sorry, sorry.” Mitch shoves his phone face down in the cup holder between the seats and refocuses on the road.

“Need me to answer that?”

“It’s fine, probably a telemarketer,” Mitch lies. He tried to get his shifts for the week covered but struck out at every turn. He considered lying to his boss, claiming he was needed in Missouri due to a family emergency, but that felt like asking the universe for trouble. Mitch doesn’t consider himself a superstitious person, but if anything happened back home, he’d never be able to shake the feeling he’d caused it.

He’s sure there will be a spot for him when he returns—staff turnover is pretty common—but leaving his coworkers in the lurch doesn’t make him feel great about himself. He does his best to ignore that feeling, instead focusing on the pleasant warmth that surges in his chest when Peter looks at him. “So what do we have in common?” Mitch asks.

“We’re both artists,” Peter says. “Both working-class transplants to the city, and there’s the service industry experience.”

“Right, right. Hey, did Tess know?”

“She met me when I was a server.”

“No, not that.”

“That I’m queer?”

“Yeah.”

“She knew. It won’t be an issue. Sebastian’s gay, the Lowells learned to deal with it. That was never a problem Tess and I had.” Peter laughs, though Mitch isn’t sure what the joke is.

“You’re real enigmatic about her.” Mitch had gleaned about as much about Tess from her own heavily curated social media as from her ex-husband. He should know more about her before they meet.

“I don’t mean to be,” Peter says. “It’s been a long time. I guess I’m remembering some things I’d put in mental storage.”

“Was Tess still your agent after the divorce?”

“We broke up professionally too.”

“How did you find a new agent?” Mitch asks. He’s heard of the horrors of submission and querying, but he doesn’t know how that works for painters. He wonders, if he ever gets his shit together, whether Peter could help him out on that front.

“I never replaced her. I took some time off, then got the teaching job. I still freelance a little, but I’m not chasing gallery contracts anymore. It’s less unpredictable, which is good.”

“Sure, sure.” Mitch chews on his thumbnail. “I mean, I’ve never published anything, but I can imagine.”

“You’re still young. How young are you, by the way?”

“I turned twenty-four in June. I’m a Gemini.” Zoe had told Mitch some things about his star chart during a recent tarot reading session, but the only thing Mitch remembers is her advice to be wary of water signs.

“I’m thirty,” Peter says. “I’ve been told I’m an Aquarius.”

Mitch nods sagely. He has no idea what this means. He’ll ask Zoe. “Did you and Tess do a lot of PDA?”

“I guess so. Not much around her family, unless she initiated it.”

“You weren’t comfortable around them?”

“It was her court. I didn’t want to mess things up. I left that to her.”

“Did you bring her home much?”

“Twice.” Peter clears his throat. “You all right?”

Mitch doesn’t look toward him, but he can tell Peter is fixed on his face. “I want to sell the boyfriend thing but don’t want to cross a line, I guess.”

“With the PDA? As long as you’re not planning on going down on me at the dinner table we’ll be fine.”

Mitch chokes a laugh. “Is that something Tess would do?”

Peter laughs too, loudly. “If she’d thought of it during that first year, she might have.”






Peter


The final hour of the trip is the quietest. Peter stares out the passenger side window and Mitch cycles through the same six radio stations. Finally Mitch resorts to playing the only CD in the car, a Simon & Garfunkel album. They drive along the narrow winding roads of the Cape, passing fewer and fewer tourist attractions with each mile, more and more of the landscape reserved for those wealthy enough to own pieces of it. Kady texts him for the room number of the drawing class she’s covering for him and to tell him Christian has recovered from his frame-induced meltdown. Peter texts her back, then tosses his phone into the back seat before he’s tempted to look up Tess’s social media for some clue of her whereabouts.

She may not be at the house when they arrive. She could easily be in the city. It’s possible that Sebastian, employed in name only, will be there to meet them. Or, worst-case scenario, only Stewart and Channing. As they approach, the iron gate that marks the property line is open. A thick row of hedges conceals the postwar brick colonial from the road, hemming the driveway on both sides. Mitch, unaware of the concerns that plague Peter, breezes merrily along, steering the sedan one-handed over the near-circular gravel drive.

The hedges end and the drive deposits them into a picturesque parklike environment. Lush green bushes and trees, meticulously manicured, cover the lawn in borders and clusters like stiffly piped buttercream on an overpriced cake. Peter directs Mitch to continue past the clay tennis court and park in front of the main house, which overlooks the bay. Two wings flank the original building, each large enough to accommodate several families on their own. A guesthouse, perched above an open garage, sits opposite the tennis court. It has a small flower garden, still vibrant in mid-autumn, and a second-floor deck, which faces the main house. The property is nearly as large and strange as it had appeared to Peter eight years ago.

“Holy shit.” Mitch cranes his neck over the steering wheel to take in the entire facade of the house.

“Told you they had money.”

“Some beach house. Is that where they keep the help?” Mitch jerks his thumb in the direction of the guesthouse.

“Tess and I used to stay there.” Peter’s eyes drift from the guesthouse to the ornamental garden beside it, and back. He’d passed pleasant hours there, sketching the hydrangeas, and Tess amid them. He remembers Tess sitting ramrod straight and posing for him, Tess reading the Sunday paper at him and providing biting commentary throughout the entire style section, the two of them laughing until their sides ached as Peter drew a particularly unflattering portrait of Tess’s grad school nemesis.

Peter and Mitch exit the car. Mitch brushes granola bar crumbs from his chin and smooths a hand over his hair. Peter wonders, not for the first time that day, if this is a mistake.

“Do they have one of those fancy butlers that dresses like a penguin?” Mitch asks as they scale the wide brick staircase leading to the front door, which wears a startlingly white portico as severe as a tricorn hat.

Before Peter can answer, they’re greeted by a red-haired woman whom he doesn’t recognize. She’s wearing a flour-dusted Breton striped apron and scuffed clogs, and appears irritated to have been called away from whatever she’d been doing.

Peter gives his name. “We’re friends of the bride.”

“Is this the lovely Channing?” Mitch asks, extending a hand.

The woman turns incredulously toward Peter, who laughs outright, blissfully distracted from questioning his sanity on the Lowell threshold. There are much worse errors Mitch could make. Peter only regrets none of the family is present for this one.

“Dr. Lowell went back to the city this morning.” The woman steps aside, pushing the door open behind her. “Come in.”

Mitch smiles broadly, dipping his head as he moves past her into the large marble-tiled foyer. “My mistake. Thanks so much.” He stops short in the middle of the vestibule and emits a low whistle, leaning back to take in the elegant spiral staircase that leads to both wings of the next level. “Holy shit, would you look at that. Marie Antoinette would be jealous.”

Peter again regrets the lack of an audience. Compliments of a material nature, however hyperbolic, are no more welcome than insults to the Lowells.

“Tess told me to look out for glassware deliveries today, but she didn’t say anything about guests arriving already.”

“Sorry to put you out.”

“I’m Mitch, you are?”

“Anna.” The woman glances between them and appears to satisfy herself that they won’t wreak total havoc if she steps away. “I’ve got to run back to the kitchen, excuse me.”

“Is Tess here?” Peter asks. His voice sounds louder than he’d intended. He clears his throat.

“I’m sure she’ll be down soon,” Anna calls over her shoulder, gesturing to the room on their right. She disappears past the staircase and down the hall.

Peter and Mitch proceed from the foyer into the adjacent parlor. The well-preserved wood flooring is lined with an ornate navy blue rug, upon which prim white-upholstered furniture rests. The room looks exactly the way it had when Peter saw it last. A few finishes have been changed out, but Peter wouldn’t have noticed if he wasn’t in the habit of noticing that type of thing. Across the foyer the dining room is untouched, along with its memories of uncomfortable family dinners.

Mitch wrinkles his nose as he strides along the perimeter of the room. “I have to say, after that staircase this room’s kinda disappointing. I thought rich people would have more knickknacks.”

“Channing doesn’t stand for clutter.”

“What about Tess? Is this her style?”

“She has better taste,” Peter answers, tilting his head toward the anemic seascape that hangs over the mantel, its mahogany frame competing for attention with the heirloom clock beneath it.

Mitch pushes up his glasses to inspect the painting. “This is no good, huh?”

“I’m sure they paid a lot for it. That matters the most to these people. They shop based on the dimensions of the space they need to fill, not strong aesthetic convictions.”

“But Tess is different.” Mitch lifts the lid of a silver-plated cigar box, the sole adornment on the nearest end table, and lets it fall with a clatter.

“Money still matters to her. But it doesn’t matter the most.”

“What matters most to Tess?”

Peter adjusts the strap of his watch. The leather has begun to chafe the inside of his wrist. The watch had been a gift from Tess during the early days of their marriage. He wonders if he should have worn it. She might not even remember it. “Quality matters most to her. Real quality, not monetary value. As long as the quality serves her.”

“Serves her how?”

“In how she presents herself,” Peter explains. “There are pieces of art she loves that she’d never display because they would send the wrong message. Nothing too controversial, nothing too popular either. Just off-center enough to present a unique front.”

“Interesting.” Mitch scratches the underside of his jaw. “I guess you were too off-center, when you were part of the picture.”

“A failed experiment. Not taking notes?” Peter has noticed Mitch keeps a small notebook in his back pocket.

“Thought that might be too obvious. Luckily I have a good memory.” Mitch taps his temple.

The seconds tick by. It’s been less than three minutes since they arrived. Peter lets his hair down, leaving the elastic band on his wrist, then changes his mind and puts his hair up again.

“Weird to be back, huh?” Mitch asks, moving toward him. He speaks in a lower, more confidential tone than he had earlier.

“I’ll acclimate.” Peter crosses his arms, forcing a smile. His heart is pounding. He’d been certain he could handle this, hadn’t he? So had Eileen. He trusts Eileen. He trusts himself. He draws a deep breath through his nose, counts to seven, breathes out.

Mitch touches Peter’s elbow. “You all right, Professor? If you wanna bail—”

Before Peter can answer, a young man in a pale pink shirt appears in the foyer. “Incoming,” Peter murmurs. He moves to meet the other man halfway, Mitch following at his heels.

“Holy shit.” Sebastian grins as he saunters toward them, hands in his pockets and elbows at a jaunty angle. “Holy shit, Peter!” He collects Peter in a hug. Peter’s never been happier to see him.

Sebastian is followed by Warren, who wears a suit and starched button-down, no tie. Warren stops short the moment he locks eyes with Peter. Peter raises his hand in a casual salute. “Warren, good to see you. Congratulations.”

Warren collects himself and springs into action, smiling and offering his hand. “Peter. We weren’t expecting you, were we?”

“Holy shit. It’s wild that you’re here, man.” Sebastian shakes his head appreciatively, hands back in his pockets. “You haven’t seen Tess yet, right? Please tell me I didn’t miss it. I mean, we would have heard something. A feral scream or an explosion.”

Peter and Warren exchange a look, briefly bound in camaraderie.

“And you brought a date?” Sebastian continues, turning to Mitch, who so far has hung back slightly. “That’s bold, man.”

They’re joined by Nia next, who nearly drops the laptop she’s holding. At first Peter isn’t sure if she’s pleased to see him or not, but then she smiles brightly. “Oh my God, Peter. Oh my God … it’s been ages.” She tucks her computer under her arm and moves to hug him, completing the odd circle that’s formed in the doorway to the parlor. “What’s going on?”

“I’d also like to know,” a clear voice calls from above. Tess is posed halfway up the staircase. She’s wearing cropped trousers and a Prussian-blue sweater. Peter can’t make out her expression. He inhales, counts, exhales.

Warren clears his throat. “Peter’s here.”

“I can see that.” Tess’s left hand hovers on the banister. Her ring catches the sun that streams in from the large windows that frame the front door, sending a kaleidoscope of light points over her face. Her hair is shorter and her face less angular than when Peter had seen her last, but she’s unmistakably Tess, beautiful and untouchable. He wonders if this impression would please or irritate her, if she’d prefer to disown her old self or if she’d like to claim it in vengeance, plucking young foolish Tess permanently from his memories.

Tess descends. For a moment it’s just her and Peter, eyes fixed on each other as the distance between them, once infinite, continues to shrink. She lifts an eyebrow, her jaw jutting forward slightly. This small show of emotion—perhaps displeasure, perhaps mere surprise—grounds him in the moment.

Peter smiles. “Hello, dear.”

Tess’s nostrils widen. “Funny.”

“You look good.”

“Thank you.” Tess reaches the bottom of the stairs and stops a few feet away from the others. Warren steps toward her and she wraps an arm around his waist. “What the fuck are you doing here, Peter?” Her tone is even, but there’s a definite edge to the expletive. “You weren’t invited.”

Peter’s heart pounds. He almost believes her. Tess certainly believes what she’s saying. She’s never been a very good actress. Peter wasn’t invited. Not by her. He pulls the invitation from his pocket. It’s folded in half, a beaded crease marring the thick paper. Tess snatches it from him, her fingers brushing his. She doesn’t seem to notice.

“What the hell is going on?” Nia asks.

“I’m going to fire Darcy,” Tess says calmly.

“There has to be an explanation,” Warren says.

“Maybe one of the spreadsheet cells auto-populated and you never caught it,” Nia suggests.

“No, wait.” Tess holds up her hand. “This is the sample proof for the invitations. We changed the time of the ceremony to six.”

“Darcy’s job is saved,” Nia says.

Tess turns the invitation over, then glares at Sebastian. “You didn’t bother disguising your handwriting. ’Fess up.”

“I saw it in the trash,” Sebastian admits. “Thought I’d put it to good use.”

Of course. It had been Sebastian, not Tess. Peter should have figured that out on his own. The inside of his nose pricks, and his throat feels tight. Perhaps this is a mistake after all.

Tess tears the invitation in half, stacks the pieces, and tears them again before depositing the scraps in the pocket of Sebastian’s polo. “That explains why you’re here so early.” She turns to Mitch, who’s firmly planted at Peter’s elbow. “And you are?”

Mitch steps forward, offering his hand. “Mitch. Great to meet you.”

Tess makes brief contact, pressing and releasing Mitch’s hand in a clinical fashion, looking at Peter all the while with her eyebrows raised.

“Mitch is my boyfriend. The invitation said I could have a plus-one.” The invitation Tess hadn’t sent. The invitation Sebastian had sent. Peter is suddenly beset by the wildly inappropriate desire to laugh. He resists, holding Tess’s gaze.

Tess purses her lips into a cold smile. “Nia, will you see if Peter’s boyfriend wants a tour? Peter and I are going to catch up.”

Mitch gives Peter a parting touch on the back, whispering, “Good luck.” Peter returns the sentiment, though Mitch won’t need it as much as he will.

They split into two groups, Nia and Sebastian leading Mitch toward the kitchen, and Peter and Warren following Tess into the parlor. Warren closes the French doors behind them.

“Do you want a drink?” Tess asks, avoiding Peter’s eye.

Peter takes a seat. “No, thanks. I’ve been sober since Cherry Hill.”

Warren congratulates Peter warmly as he takes a seat on the sofa opposite him.

“Good for you.” A glimmer of vulnerability, then Tess’s face returns to looking pinched and tight. She continues to stand, arms folded. “Why are you here, Peter?”

“I was invited.”

“There’s no way you believed that invitation was legitimate.”

And yet he had. Peter wonders if he’d be embarrassed if Tess wasn’t so clearly thrown off her game. “I thought maybe it was an olive branch.”

“You thought wrong,” Tess says. Warren frowns. Tess takes a seat on the sofa beside him.

“My mistake, then. I’m sorry I upset you.”

“No, you’re not. And I’m not upset.”

“Could have fooled me.” Peter adjusts the neck of his shirt with his right hand. Tess’s gaze flicks down his wrist and back to his face. No cracks appear in her expression, but he’s sure she remembers the watch. “I’m not going to object during the ceremony or anything. I’m happy for you.”

Tess continues to survey him in a detached fashion.

“And I’m sorry for how things ended between us.”

A spasm of anger—the way in which guilt manifests for Tess—flickers across her face. She bites her lower lip.

“A little closure isn’t a bad way to begin the week,” Warren says, a hand on Tess’s knee. Peter resents this. He’s not interested in Warren moderating the conversation. He doesn’t like to think Tess is either.

“You drove all this way for closure?” Tess asks. “Whatever happened to emails?”

“Mitch wanted to meet the infamous ex-wife.”

Tess exhales a forced breath through her nose. Warren leans to whisper something in her ear, and Tess’s posture softens.

“Still living in the city?” Warren asks Peter.

“That I am. How’s work going, Tess?”

Tess takes Warren’s hand. “It’s fine.”

“She’s been helping with the campaign a lot lately.”

Peter lifts his eyebrows. “I didn’t realize you’d become political.”

Tess rolls her eyes.

“I’m sincerely glad you’re doing well, Peter.” Warren clears his throat. “That being said, I’m sure you understand if Tess and I don’t have the bandwidth to host you this week. It’s not personal. We’re just not prepared for any last-minute additions.”

Peter leans back in his seat and crosses one leg over the other, ankle to knee. “I don’t mean any trouble, but if I’m going to be in your way this week, I’ll leave.”

“What does that mean?” Tess asks.

“Just that I don’t have any ulterior motive.”

“I’m sure you don’t,” Warren says. “But there’s enough chaos to deal with as it is, particularly with the election coming up.”

“I’ve moved on,” Peter says quietly, directing his response to Tess alone. “I really am happy for you.”

Tess glares at him and twists one of her pearl stud earrings.

“How long have you and Mitch—” Warren begins.

“He’s a little young for you,” Tess cuts in.

“He seems like a great guy.”

“We’ve been together for eight months.”

“Congratulations,” Warren says politely.

“Yeah, maybe we’ll get married next.”

Tess scowls. “This isn’t funny, Peter.”

“I guess my sense of humor is broken.”

“It always has been.”

“I’ve relied on worse coping mechanisms in the past.”

Tess grips the arm of the sofa until her knuckles turn white. “Would you stop making light of everything?”

Peter regrets the direction the conversation has taken. He’s not bitter, not really. He’s a new person, even if Tess isn’t. Then again, it’s natural that five years’ worth of unspoken feelings thread their conversation with tension now. Peter had the advantage of preparing for their reunion, while Tess is adjusting to the idea and his presence all at once. She’s not ready. Peter knows better than most that personal change can’t be driven by external force.

“Warren’s right.” Peter stands. “I’ll get out of your hair.”

Tess stands too. “No, you won’t!”

Warren leans heavily against the sofa back.

“You’ve moved on, great. So have I. I’m successful and happy and about to marry the most wonderful man.” Tess’s voice is aggressively airy, sweet as meringue. “We’re all adults here, other than Sebastian.”

Peter feels a tentative thrill run down his spine. “What are you saying?”

“Tess–”

“I know you’re looking out for me, but I’m fine.” Tess massages Warren’s shoulder. “Peter can stay. We’re going to have a perfect wedding. The more the merrier.”

Before either of the men have a chance to respond, Mitch is knocking at the French doors—beautiful, clueless Mitch. Mitch of impeccable timing.

“You sure?” Peter asks.

“You’re one hundred percent sure?” Warren asks.

“Mm-hmm.” Tess runs a hand through Warren’s hair, no small feat considering the amount of product Warren probably uses. “It’s very evolved of me.”

Mitch knocks again before he cracks the door open. “Sorry to interrupt. Hell of a place you have here.”

“So glad you think so,” Tess says coolly.

“Where are you two staying?” Warren asks. “I’m happy to recommend some sightseeing.”

“Peter’s been here before, I’m sure he can manage,” Tess says. She’s playing with her earring again, an almost convincing absent-minded look on her face.

“We’ll head to the closest Holiday Inn or whatever,” Peter answers.

“You don’t have a reservation anywhere?” Nia asks, appearing beside Mitch with her arm linked through Sebastian’s.

“Do we need one?”

“We have nearly two hundred guests arriving in the area between now and Saturday,” Warren says. “Every hotel within driving distance will definitely be booked up for the weekend.”

“Why don’t you stay at the guesthouse?” Sebastian suggests. “No one’s claimed it because of the construction, right?”

Nia and Warren exchange a look.

“It’s probably a mess over there,” Warren says.

“I’m sure there’s a vacancy somewhere,” Nia adds. “Let me make some calls.”

“The guesthouse is perfect.” Tess lays a hand over Warren’s, her diamond ring glinting. “Peter knows where it is.”






Peter


The first time Peter saw Tess she was staring at someone else’s painting.

The college was hosting a cocktail reception to honor a new and generous donor. Peter never attended those events in a social capacity. That night he moved through the gallery refreshing trays of hors d’oeuvres and clearing unattended drinks, unnoticed by guests unless they were cradling crumpled napkins or empty wineglasses for him to whisk away. He’d been working as a cater-waiter since his first semester to supplement his savings and the student loans he’d taken out.

Tess was standing before a painting of a blond woman in a red blouse, and had been for some time before Peter approached. Her own dark hair fell below her shoulders, and she clutched the inside of her elbow, propping up her drink with her other hand. Her heels made her slightly taller than him.

Peter aligned himself at the same distance from the wall. “Fan of the piece?” he asked. He wasn’t sure what compelled him to speak to her—maybe the severe expression on her face, or the rectangular satin bag, fastened with a clasp shaped like a pair of golden hands, which hung from her shoulder.

She continued to inspect the painting. “I can’t tell if I like it or hate it.”

“It’s a little uninspired,” Peter said.

She glanced toward him then, taking in his polyester vest and starched apron. “You can do better?”

“That’s subjective. But yes.”

She laughed and handed him her martini glass. “This is undrinkable.”

“Luis is heavy-handed with the vermouth.”

She shifted her attention from the painting entirely. “You’re a painter? Or was that a joke?”

“It was a joke, but I am.”

“Is your work here?”

“Nearby. The Steinhardt building.”

She narrowed her eyes. “You’re a student?” It appeared to have occurred to her that not all students, even students of the arts, could devote themselves to their studies full-time.

“You?”

“Graduate student. Art history. I’m going to be an agent.” She stated it as a fact, not a goal.

“I’m unagented. How convenient.”

She laughed again, a spot at the base of her neck flushing pink. “Let’s see your work.”

“Now?”

“Why not?”

Peter tilted his head toward the corner of the room where the exit was located. She ducked out first and Peter followed, doing his best to avoid being seen by the event manager, who was fortunately occupied with Luis and the other bartenders.

He removed his apron in the stairwell. “It’s pretty chilly tonight,” he said. Her dress was sleeveless and made from flimsy-looking fabric, and the coat check was on the opposite side of the building.

She fiddled with the slim metallic cuff on her wrist. “You’re not wearing a coat either. It’s not far, is it?”

“Two buildings over.”

“Fine by me.”

Peter wondered if she would change her mind when he opened the exterior door, perhaps allowing him to double back before his absence was noted, but she smiled at him assertively as they were met by a blast of cold air. He stopped thinking about what would happen if he was missed.

“You haven’t told me your name,” he said as they began to walk over.

This appeared to amuse her. “My name’s Tess,” she said.

“I’m Peter,” said Peter.

The shared studio where Peter worked was dark and empty when they arrived, though the one next door was occupied by a sculpture student whom Peter had heard crying late at night on more than one occasion. Peter flicked on the lights and began to sort through the drying rack that held his recent work. Tess waited, arms folded, as he arranged a line of five canvases, a troupe of life studies and landscapes.

“All yours?”

He nodded.

Tess held his gaze, daring him to elaborate. When he didn’t, she began to pace along the row of paintings like a drill sergeant, the same intense expression on her face as when he’d first noticed her. Peter had made selections from his work at random—one or two were good, the others mediocre. He was feeling reckless, as if to try too hard and use his most winsome paintings would be to cheat. Peter had been disappointed in the feedback his work had received that semester. He felt he’d hit his stride stylistically, but the reception from his peers had been lukewarm at best. The work most precious to him remained in progress emotionally, protected from presumptions about what he’d meant to say and whether or not he’d succeeded.

Tess paused before the third piece for a long time. It was a portrait of a young girl, five or six years old, that Peter had begun at Orchard Beach last month. He’d found the experience frustrating; the busyness of the scene had forced his style into something looser than he preferred. He hadn’t been satisfied with the result. But Tess seemed to like it. Or maybe she lingered because she hated it. Peter didn’t know. He wondered if Tess knew herself. He fought the urge to remark on her fixation, and eventually she moved on to the next painting. When she reached the end of the row she turned on her heel toward him.

“How much for that one?” she asked, pointing to the beach portrait.

He leaned against a drafting table. “You want to buy it?”

“Yes. How much?”

An unexpected turn of events but not an unwelcome one. Peter named his price. He had an idea what the going rate for artists of his caliber and experience was, though he’d never sold a painting before. On a whim, he set the price several hundred dollars higher than he would have for anyone else—Tess’s jewelry, though simple, looked expensive.

She unlatched her bag, turning the clasped golden hands until its mouth fell open, and removed a checkbook. Peter didn’t know anyone his age carried checks any longer.

“And how much for you to deliver it?”

“How far away do you live?” he asked.

She named an address in Lenox Hill.

“I can drop it off tomorrow and pick up the check then, no extra charge.”

“Tomorrow’s no good.” Tess stowed her checkbook, having sufficiently impressed on Peter her seriousness, and produced a cell phone. “Come with me now, I’ll pay your cab fare home. I don’t trust myself to transport it.”

And that was that. Peter wrapped the canvas in brown paper, and minutes later they were in a car.

The lobby of Tess’s building was eerily quiet apart from the chamber music that drifted down from hidden speakers. As they waited for the elevator, Peter eyed the diminutive doorman with his burgundy cap and notched lapels. He wondered if Tess leased or owned, and what that cost either way.

Tess lived on the top floor. Peter followed her down a narrow hallway that spilled into a large space lined with windows all cloaked in blackout curtains, concealing what must be a spectacular city view. The walls were painted deep blue, apart from the dining room, which boasted raised panel wainscoting in combination with elegant floral wallpaper Peter recognized as de Gournay. Tess’s style was cohesive and highly curated, bold but not brash. Though her taste was not Peter’s taste, he found himself admiring it. She couldn’t have lived there long. A skyscraper of cardboard boxes occupied a corner of the living room, and plastic film clung to the refrigerator.

Tess signed the check with a fountain pen from her desk, which faced the darkened windows. While Peter unwrapped the painting, she busied herself clearing the mantelpiece.

“Are you sure this isn’t going to bounce?” he joked, flicking the check between his fingers. He hadn’t known the significance of the last name printed on the check. He would have made the joke anyway if he had known.

“If it does, you know where to find me. Do you mind?”

He helped her remove the art currently hanging above the mantel—an impressionistic landscape in a heavy gilt frame—and set it aside as she replaced it with his painting.

“I’ll have it framed next week, I want to see how it looks in context.”

Peter joined her in the center of the room. “Regretting your investment?”

“You’re horrible at advocating for yourself,” Tess said sharply, looking toward him. “You’re talented, you should act like it.”

He studied her for a long moment. She held her chin high, but her shoulders slouched forward, which somehow only enhanced her confidence. This was her world, her space. Peter had been invited in, at least temporarily, but there were rules to be learned before he could be permitted to stay.

“Do you want a drink?” she asked, her intensity hardly lagging as she kicked off her shoes. “I don’t keep much in the house. There’s wine.”

“I should go,” Peter said. He found he was terrified of what she might say next, complimentary or not. He’d been starved for artistic validation, but Tess’s praise, though delivered efficiently and with a side of criticism, was too rich to digest in a single sitting.

“Suit yourself.”

“Thanks anyway, Theresa Lowell,” he said, still not moving.

She smiled curiously. “I’m going to buy another painting from you.”

“You didn’t like any of the others.”

“Not a painting I’ve seen yet.”

“Consider me warned,” Peter replied, shoving his hands in his pockets. He expected Tess to ask for his number or an email address if she was serious. She didn’t. “I guess you know where to find me too.”

He paused at the end of the hallway. Tess was staring after him. He raised his hand, and she turned away, still smiling.



Peter tried to recover her coat the next morning but was told it had already been claimed. Tess required no such artifice to facilitate another meeting and cornered him in his studio the following week. He’d been working on a figure study since dawn without a break and had recently replayed their encounter in his mind. When she appeared before him, it was as if he’d summoned her.

“I’m here to commission you,” she said, sparing a glance for the other studio occupants but immediately returning her attention to Peter.

“Hello again. What kind of commission?”

“A portrait.”

He began to clean his brushes.

Tess tapped her foot. “Come on. I’ll buy you lunch.”

Once they were seated in a bistro down the street, she explained. “I want a portrait of myself. I know that sounds conceited, but I mentioned it to my therapist, and he thought it was a good idea.” She wore the same gold cuff she’d worn the night they met. It was slightly fuller in the center and tapered at the ends, reminding Peter of the rolling pin his father used to flatten dumpling skins.

“Sure. A portrait of you.”

“What would you normally charge?” Tess paused to take a sip of water. “I want to pay above the going rate.”

“Why?”

“I think you’re talented. I like your work.”

“Why pay above the going rate?”

“I can afford to. You’d be able to focus on your classes and your painting instead of having to work so much. This could be an advantageous relationship for you, if it works out.”

Peter had salvaged his catering job, claiming he’d gotten violently sick mid-shift. He wouldn’t be opposed to moving on if it were his choice, but it was risky—for Tess too. He wasn’t exactly sure what Tess meant by “relationship” either. “What if I spend all the money on drugs and booze?”

“Then I won’t commission you again.”

“I thought you knew your stuff. All the greats have substance abuse issues.”

Tess rolled her eyes. “I think you have real potential, if you’ll agree to be smart about the business side—that’s what will make or break you. You could be the best artist in the world. If you never sell another painting it won’t matter.”

Peter played with the corner of the white linen napkin that lay over his knee. “You’re an intense person.”

“I’m trying to help you.”

“Maybe I already have a benefactor.”

“Agent.”

“Agent, and patron? That’s a little messy.”

“We’ll make the commission a test run.”

“You’re not going to take no for an answer.”

“As your agent, I’d advise you to accept.”

“I haven’t signed anything.”

“Give me an hour.”

He laughed. She laughed too, though she’d seemed surprised by his laughter. The waiter came by and Tess ordered a green salad with chicken, lightly dressed. Peter said he’d have the same. He would have liked to order a glass of wine, but Tess continued to drink only water, so Peter kept his nervousness at bay by bouncing his knee under the table.

“How many sessions will the portrait take?” she asked once the waiter was gone.

“Depends on what you’re looking for.”

Tess leaned forward, her elbow on the table and her hand curved under her chin. “I want you to paint me the way it occurs to you naturally. Treat me like you would any of your regular models.”

“No specific preferences?”

“I’d like to keep my clothes on.”

“That’s unfortunate.”

Tess drew her lower lip between her teeth, but he could tell she was pleased.

“What’ll we do if you hate it?”

“I’ll pay you for your time and any supplies up front,” Tess replied, lacing her fingers together, all business again. “We can work out the difference later. We should discuss your rates. I don’t think you have any idea what you’re doing.”

“Do you want me to argue with you, or just nod along? I can argue if you want me to. But if you’re going to defer to my expertise, I’m happy to defer to yours.”

Tess tilted her head.

The waiter swanned by to refresh their waters.

They began to meet in the studio on Thursday evenings. Tess arrived for the first session wearing a cardigan in an unflattering shade of yellow. Peter told her she’d be happier with the results if she wore something in cooler tones. Tess replied she hadn’t asked him for fashion advice, but she didn’t wear the sweater again.

The portrait took eleven sessions of five hours each, spread out over three months. Peter kept his serving job, though he retracted his Thursday availability. He and Tess didn’t interact apart from these appointments, though Tess would often order food for them to share during a break, and usually Peter would pour them each a drink when he’d finished painting. During these post-session chats he learned about her life and her interests. She was both knowledgeable and naive, familiar with the sort of people who spent millions building their art collections but insulated from the problems Peter regularly dealt with—problems mostly stemming from a lack of money. She frequently asked Peter questions about himself as well, about his parents and his sister, about his childhood in Baltimore, about his taste in music. Her curiosity regarding his personal life was unexpected and all the more flattering for it.

Tess refused to look at the portrait until it was finished. She said she didn’t want to disrupt Peter’s process. Peter was amused by this, but she followed up the declaration with remarkable self-control. He appreciated her commitment not to interfere, but with each layer of paint he grew more apprehensive that Tess might find the product of their sessions a poor comparison with the portrait she’d been creating in her own head. This concern aside, Peter found her an inspiring subject. She was attractive, of course, but her expression and posture enthralled him beyond that. He observed in her a charming marriage of confidence and vulnerability. Her likeness, beyond the surface level, was a true challenge to replicate. Peter rose to the challenge. By week eight he was aware it was his best work yet. His use of color was vibrant in a way that complemented his painterly style, and the resemblance between subject and portrait was undeniable. He thought about the portrait constantly. At work, he made notes on scraps of paper as ideas came to him, he arrived at the studio before the sun rose and stayed long after it set, working from photographs or making studies in pencil until he could draw every contour of her face from memory. The canvas slowly approached the vitality and solidity of the image in Peter’s head. He’d never been consumed by his work in this way. He felt alive. In the end, when he showed Tess the piece, she cried. He panicked until she turned toward him and slapped him affectionately on the arm. She was happy. She loved it. It was one of the happiest days of Peter’s life.

Three years later, nearly to the day, Peter would arrive home from a rehabilitation program in Cherry Hill to discover she’d filed for divorce.



They began to spend time together socially. Peter was Tess’s first and only client until she completed her graduate degree. He attended events with her, and she occasionally socialized with his friends too. He learned how to put on a tie, and she learned how to align his apartment bathroom’s faucet handles so the water was neither scalding nor freezing—impressive, as she spent only a handful of nights there.

They slept together two weeks after the portrait was complete. It felt like a natural extension of their relationship, which remained anchored in Peter’s work. Tess enjoyed being around him while he painted. The bright warmth of her perfume mixed with linseed oil, a comforting blend of scents. Tess learned at one point during their sessions that Peter’s last partner had been a man, and Peter watched her internalize that information, though she didn’t say anything about it. Her attention was so focused on his career that Peter wondered if she’d ever pursue the attraction between them—he was certainly attracted to her, and she was attracted to him, whether or not she believed his affections were attainable. He crossed that precarious line first, delicately steering an evening of flirtation into unambiguously sexual territory. When he kissed her, she kissed him back. He lifted her onto a drafting table, then asked if he could slide his hand beneath her skirt. Tess, flushing pink, told him he’d better. Peter complied. This appeared to satisfy the question she never asked.

Tess’s portrait was well received by her friends. This resulted in another two commissions, followed by a stint in an independent gallery and several more sales. People liked to get in on a good thing early. They could claim they were the ones to discover him if he found success, tell their houseguests and colleagues they’d known Peter Hyun back when. Peter could afford to replace his cheap laptop and upgrade his winter coat.

He was drinking more but managing it. He could hardly be blamed for enjoying a pleasant buzz at otherwise unpleasant social events. It softened his world at the edges, casting everything he could touch in a golden haze. It even softened Tess. She didn’t mind it at the start.



They were reclining in bed at Tess’s apartment. Peter had been expressing annoyance at the limitations of the school studio space, as his neighbor’s mood swings had grown more dramatic. A few minutes later, Tess offered to rent Peter his own studio. It took a moment for her suggestion to settle in.

“Going in on property together’s pretty serious,” Peter said, continuing to stare at the ceiling and make a mental list of items he needed to procure before the weekend was over. Terpenoid, dress socks, a phone charger.

Tess flipped a page in her magazine. “Not really.”

“Next thing I know, you’ll be proposing,” he teased.

“All right, then, marry me.”

He rolled to face her. “Yeah, sure.”

She looked up from her magazine. Her hair was disheveled, but she’d stopped minding that around him. “I’m being serious. I like you. Let’s get married.”

“Tess—”

“Why not? Don’t you like me?”

“I like you. Most people marry under the influence of stronger emotions than that.”

“Like with the option to love, then.”

“Romantic.”

Tess shrugged. “If it doesn’t work out, you can keep the studio until the lease ends, if that’s what you’re worried about.”

When it doesn’t work out, Peter thought. “I’m not worried about that. I’m questioning your judgment.”

“You’re the one who’s been drinking,” Tess said, indicating the bedside table where Peter had left a bottle of tequila. “I’m stone-cold sober.”

“So you’re trying to take advantage of me.”

“Yes, poor you.” Tess turned back to her magazine. “Never mind.”

Peter reached for her hand but Tess pulled away. He sat up. “Hold on. Was it a joke?”

“Not until you turned it into one.”

“All right.” Peter moved toward her, gently bracing his hands on her body, one at her shoulder, the other at her hip, until she faced him. “I’ll marry you if you’ll marry me.”

Tess swatted him with her magazine but kissed him back.



They eloped to Maryland the following week. Tess wore a calf-length lace dress. It wasn’t white, but it was new, and the color suited her. Peter helped her pick it out. Only later did it occur to him this was bad luck. He waited until they were on their way to the courthouse to ask what they’d tell everyone. He’d been averse to bringing it up before.

“We’ll tell them the truth,” Tess said.

Peter wondered what the truth was.

They had no plans to see his family while they were in his home state. Tess asked if he wanted to, and he declined.

After the ceremony, they checked into a bed and breakfast, where they drank champagne and laughed and had sex and Tess cried a little, a mild storm that passed quickly. She confided she didn’t typically cry easily. She never used to, other than when she was a child. Peter said it didn’t bother him, and it didn’t. It made him feel special, like she opened up for him and only him.

They called a few friends, savoring their reactions, which ranged from incredulity to wild delight. Nia, Tess’s closest friend since her prep school days, with whom Peter had spoken but had never met, was stunned into silence—an unusual reaction from the perpetually poised Nia, Peter would gather later. Eventually, she relayed congratulations and asked if they’d told the Lowells yet. Not yet, Tess said. Peter asked if he should be worried about his new in-laws. He’d been joking, but another beat of silence from Nia unsettled him. She offered to provide Peter with advice before he met them. Tess glossed over this exchange, and the conversation ended soon after. They didn’t discuss her family for the remainder of their stay at the bed and breakfast.

Peter hadn’t brought any paints with him, but he drew a portrait of Tess in pencil that weekend. It was a quiet domestic scene. She’d been sitting in a chair, reading, wrapped in a patchwork quilt. Her expression was unusually tender. When Peter had drawn her before, she’d been aware. This time he managed to go undetected until the drawing was complete. Tess didn’t cry when she saw this portrait. She frowned and asked if that was what she really looked like.






Mitch


Once inside, Mitch confirms the guesthouse is twice the size of the three-bedroom rancher he’d grown up in. Sebastian tears down the plastic sheeting that covers the entryway to the kitchen and they forge ahead, excavators of a pristine and colorless living space. The kitchen is large, with shimmering countertops and a chrome hood above the range. The living room furniture is brand-new.

“I’ll check the water’s turned on,” Sebastian says, peering into one of the bedrooms. “The bathroom definitely hasn’t been remodeled yet, so that should be okay too. Apparently one of the sinks Mom ordered was delayed. Risk of a preference for Italian handicraft.”

The bathroom, Mitch thinks, looks fine.

Mitch takes a seat next to Peter on the large L-shaped sofa, close enough that their shoulders bump. Peter widens his legs until his thigh is pressed against Mitch’s. Mitch grows lightheaded. He’ll get a drink of water in a minute. He likes the feeling of Peter’s body beside his. He’s been craving it.

Sebastian perches on the arm of a chair opposite them. “So. You two. How long has this been going on?”

Mitch looks at Peter, who smiles back with guarded approval. “Oh, we met back in February. What’s the story with you inviting Peter?”

“Tess would say it’s because I like causing problems.”

“You do like causing problems,” Peter says, chucking a throw pillow at him, which Sebastian catches. “I should have known it was you.”

“I didn’t say Tess was wrong.” Sebastian leans forward, an earnest expression on his narrow face. “How are you? I’m sorry we haven’t talked in a while. You look good.”

“I am good. How are things with you?”

“Same old, same old. I’ve missed having you around. I’m sure you’re better off, but I’ve suffered tremendously in your absence.”

“God’s bravest soldier.”

“Finally some recognition.”

“I’m here for you.” Peter flexes his hands over his thighs and bounces his knees, breaking contact with Mitch. “So, you approve of the upcoming nuptials?”

Sebastian shrugs. “Warren’s decent, as guys like that go.”

“Guys like you?” Mitch asks.

“Jesus, Mitch. Can we get to know each other for five goddamn minutes before you insult me?”

“Guys like who, then?”

“White Anglo-Saxon Protestants of the Straight Male Variety,” Sebastian says, over-enunciating every syllable.

“Sebastian’s not like other boys,” Peter says.

“It’s the homosexuality. Plus I was Buddhist in college.”

“The family original.”

“I thought Tess was the rebel,” Mitch says.

Sebastian laughs. “She tried it out. Didn’t stick.”

“Sorry about that,” Peter says.

“She was bound to return to the fold.”

“You have a date for Saturday?”

“Not looking likely. I think I’ve reached my quota on inviting guests, anyway.”

“We can go as a throuple.”

“That might break Tess’s brain.” Sebastian checks his watch. “Shit, I have to hop on a work call.”

“Wow, you have grown up. Are you working for the Lowell Group?”

“Embarrassing, I know. I’ll swing by with bedsheets later. Don’t get into any funny business on the mattress in the meantime unless you want Mom to fire another contractor.”

“A tireless advocate for the working man,” Peter says in a serious tone as Sebastian exits.

The fridge is empty apart from a few condiments and an army of water bottles with glossy blue labels, which occupy the entire top shelf. Mitch grabs one and drains half in a single gulp.

“Feeling any writerly inspiration yet?” Peter asks, joining him in the kitchen.

Mitch wipes the back of his hand over his mouth. “Tess is a force, huh?”

Peter laughs. “She’s something all right.”

“You doing okay? That chat you were having with Tess and Warren looked pretty intense.”

Peter smiles, reaching for Mitch’s water. “You rescued me at the perfect time.” He takes a sip.

“Best boyfriend you’ve ever had?”

Peter snorts. “Definitely.”

Mitch grabs a second bottle of water. He’s pleased that Peter followed him. “I’m just happy everyone bought it, I guess.”

Peter leans his hip against the kitchen counter, head slightly tilted as he watches Mitch close the fridge. “I think we make a good team. And you were very confident back at the house. I’m impressed.”

“There are harder roles to play.”

“Tess might disagree with you there,” Peter says wryly. “I’m going to take a shower.”

“I’ll do a grocery run.”

Peter pulls his wallet from his back pocket and hands Mitch some cash. Mitch begins to object, but Peter shakes his head. Mitch pockets the bills.

“There are some markets along Route Twenty-Eight.”

“Any preference?”

“I never did any shopping while I was here. You met the private chef.”

“Anna? Is that who that was?”

“I assume. They’ve probably been through several since my time.” Peter tosses his jacket over the back of a kitchen chair, then shrugs off his T-shirt. His chest and arms are more well-defined than they had been in the Instagram photo Mitch had seen—Mitch has spent a not insignificant amount of time thinking about it—and he has an intricate floral pattern tattooed on his left upper arm and shoulder.

“Hiring a private chef for a part-time house,” Mitch says. “That’s like something out of a movie. I didn’t think that was a thing real people did.”

“Don’t start thinking Lowells are real people, Mitch,” Peter warns, unbuckling his belt as he walks toward the bathroom. “It will end badly for you.”



Mitch loads up a cart with deli meat, bread, beer, and snack foods. He takes his time walking down each aisle, occasionally snapping a photo of a label—there’s a brand of local blueberry jam with a pink whale on the logo that he finds particularly funny. Maybe he’ll turn that into a story of its own. Something about marine life, futility, death, and capitalism. Or the life and loves of a humble jam-maker.

He’s tempted to pull over on the drive back and smoke somewhere with a quiet view of the water but remembers he’d bought ice cream sandwiches. He considers the story he’ll write. Tess is, in a word, intimidating. And fascinating, and beautiful, and intense. Mitch wonders if he’ll be able to get close enough to her. Peter remains remarkably withholding where his ex-wife is concerned. Other people can provide insight, though. Sebastian is free with his opinions. Maybe Nia is a viable source—she’d seemed interesting and sympathetic to Peter. And there will be other people arriving before long.

If he’s going to write a story inspired by this week, maybe it’s a story about class. Or revenge. Or money, or sex. It’s not a story about love, but it could be a story about plenty of other things.

Mitch wonders if Peter will remain as even-keeled about the situation as he’d appeared at Eileen’s. He’d looked on edge earlier, behind the French doors, but he’d maintained his cool. No big emotions, just a snide comment now and again. He can’t imagine Peter in an argument of any kind. He thought artists were passionate. He resolves to get Peter talking about his work. And get him talking about Tess, if he can. The information he’d shared so far had been tantalizing in its limited nature. After meeting Tess, Mitch’s curiosity has grown a hundredfold.






Tess


She could have let Warren handle the situation. Peter would have gone on his way, and they would have been free of him. But Peter had been wrong about her. Completely wrong. Warren would have sent Peter away to continue being wrong for the rest of his life, to tell his friends that Tess couldn’t stand him being at her wedding, that she’d never gotten over him, or that she was racked with guilt about how they’d ended things. Patently ridiculous, but he would have had something he could twist into evidence. She’d seen the judgment in his eyes when Warren had mentioned the campaign. She imagines the narrative Peter could spin about his talentless ex giving up her passion for art to follow her new husband around. Career woman to trophy wife. That couldn’t be further from the truth. And seeing Peter again, while annoying, is hardly unbearable. They’ve been apart longer than they were together. She’s moved on, and if Peter can’t see that on his own, she’ll make him see it.

As for the possibility of guilt, Peter is doing well. He looks healthy. Happy, even. He has a wholesome-looking boyfriend. He’s allowed to be happy. Tess wants that for him, as much as she might resent him judging her. It’s a relief. She hadn’t realized how much worrying about him had weighed on her. Not that his well-being is her responsibility—it’s firmly Peter’s. It always has been.

She walks Warren to his car. Peter has vanished into the guesthouse, and the lawn is clear apart from Reese, who is talking on the phone nearby, gesturing aggressively at the sky. Warren holds her hand in a gently protective fashion, his wide palm wrapping around her fingers. His forehead gleams under a sheen of sweat. The sun’s come out, and he’s perpetually trapped in a suit these days.

“You should dress down on Friday for dinner,” Tess says. “Give yourself a break before the wedding.”

“Julia won’t mind?”

“She’s doing the cooking herself, much to my mother’s chagrin. I don’t think it’s going to be very formal.”

“Well, if you insist.” Warren squeezes her hand. “So, are you—”

“I think you should spend the night here on Friday too. I don’t care about superstition. Logan won’t mind, will he? You’ll have all day Thursday and most of Friday with the groomsmen.”

“I don’t think Logan will mind, no.” Warren narrows his eyes. “I guess we’ll talk about the Peter part of it all later?”

“There’s not much more to talk about.”

Warren pauses, but he won’t argue with her. “We should at least let Darcy know.”

He’s right, their wedding planner will have to make accommodations—she’ll be genuinely thrilled to hear of a last-minute wrench in the works. Much like Reese, Darcy thrives under pressure.

“I’ll text her tonight so we don’t spring two new guests on her at breakfast,” Tess says. “I’m sure there’s a contingency built in. Has to be with as many guests as we’re expecting.”

“I remember seeing something about that in the catering contract.”

“Well, there you go.”

Warren nods, eyes still fixed on her, still waiting.

“You can stop looking at me like that. Honestly, it’s more funny than anything else. Imagine what George will say. She’s going to have a conniption.”

“I can see her point of view,” Warren says. “You didn’t seem very amused back there.”

“It was the shock. You know I don’t like surprises.” When Warren had proposed, he’d given Tess a week’s notice. She’d cleared her schedule, made reservations at the restaurant where she wanted to dine after, and warned Georgia that it was going to happen. Georgia would insist this last step had been unnecessary, but Tess is aware it had been considerate of her.

“It’s understandable,” Warren says gently. “I know you went through a lot with him at the end.”

“It was awful. But it was for the best. And it’s over now.”

“You’re really fine with this?”

“Absolutely fine.”

“Reese is going to have a fit.”

Tess snorts. “It’s a good exercise for him. He can pretend manage a pretend crisis.”

“Well, if you’re not going to worry, I won’t worry either.”

“I’m not. Peter’s not worth the stress.”

“I’ll trust you on that.”

Reese ends his call and begins to walk back toward them.

“You should go,” Tess says, patting Warren’s chest.

“I’ll see you in the morning.”

“Don’t let Reese bully you into waking up too early the rest of the week. He works for you, not the other way round.”

Warren laughs. He dips his head to kiss her.

“An entire house of rooms and you make out on the lawn,” Reese says. “I got that interview we talked about, Warren. Maggie tried to make some noise about the location, but I reiterated the importance of your platform to the manufacturing community and that shut her up.”

“He does have his uses, I guess,” Tess says to Warren. “I’ll let you fill him in on Peter.”

“Peter who?”

Warren gives Tess a long-suffering look and steers Reese toward the car. “I’m going to tell you something and I need you to promise me you’ll stay calm.”

Tess hears Reese’s cry of distress from the front stoop.

Georgia appears within the hour. Sebastian informs her of Peter’s arrival before she even sets down her bags and promptly vanishes, probably to get high. Georgia has no qualms immediately expressing her concerns over the situation. They post up in the kitchen, which is vacant now that Anna has finished her prep. Tess pulls a frosty glass container of diced melon from the fridge as Georgia directs a series of rapid-fire questions to Nia.

“Sebastian invited him?”

“Apparently.”

“He’s staying all week?”

“Sounds like he plans to.”

“And he’s in the guesthouse?”

“Sebastian is responsible for that too.”

Georgia gives Tess a quick up and down. “You look very calm, all things considered.”

“I am very calm.”

“Tess, come on. This is pretty fucking weird,” Nia says, dropping her practiced lawyerly facade. Tess gives her an annoyed look, and Nia apologetically raises her shoulders to her ears. She’s not supposed to side with Georgia over Tess. “I’m sorry. But it’s weird.”

“I think Sebastian’s missed him,” Tess says through a mouthful of honeydew. “It would be cruel to tear them apart now.”

“Our brother’s emotional well-being aside, hosting your ex-husband the week of your wedding is hardly advisable,” Georgia says dryly.

“He may not even stay long.”

“Why wouldn’t he? He’s got a free room.”

Nia nudges Tess aside to retrieve a fork from the silverware drawer. “You think he’d drive all this way if he didn’t plan on coming to the wedding?”

“He might plan on it, but it’s likely he’ll get bored, or uncomfortable, or his boyfriend will get overwhelmed.”

“He brought a boyfriend?”

Tess runs a hand over her hair and ignores the question. Peter’s boyfriend deserves even less attention than Peter himself. “He didn’t much enjoy himself when he was part of the family, it’s got to be even more miserable for him now.”

“Was he ever part of the family?” Georgia asks.

Nia lifts her eyebrows but says nothing.

“He clearly wants closure on the relationship. I’ve had my closure. I’m not going to stop Peter from getting his.”

“Where’s Warren? And where’s Mom? Does she have anything to say about it?”

“Warren is doing campaign things and Mom’s back at work. I don’t honestly care what she’ll say, but Warren’s fine with it.”

“I find that rather hard to believe.”

“What are you so worried about, Georgia? Do you think I’m going to run off with Peter, or that Warren will?”

Nia laughs. Georgia rolls her eyes.

“Everyone needs to relax. I’m relaxed. Look how relaxed I am.” Tess dips into the bowl of fruit with her fingers. Nia makes a face and sets down her fork.

“You’ve lost it.” Georgia presses a hand to her forehead, a tennis bracelet glinting on her narrow wrist. “Are you on a new prescription? It’s not working.”

“I’m going for a swim. Nia?”

“I’m not getting my hair wet.”

“I’ll find you later then. Don’t let George spiral, if you can help it.”

Before Tess changes into a swimsuit she scrutinizes herself in the mirror. Her cheeks are pink but in a lively, flattering way. Her hair had cooperated that morning, framing her face in a pleasantly asymmetrical manner. Her makeup has smudged, giving her something of a devil-may-care look. Generally though she’s much more composed than she used to be. Other than the brief moment where Peter had successfully goaded her, she’d maintained the upper hand. She congratulates herself on her composed but laid-back appearance, as if she’d somehow known she’d be scrutinized by Peter. Her ex-husband had a habit of fixating on the most inconsequential and aggravating details, always including a bump in her hair or an oddly placed freckle when drawing or painting her.

Ex-husband.

A ridiculous label. It barely fits.






Peter


Peter paints a self-portrait most years. These paintings are never shown to anyone, and are discarded or sanded down and painted over the following year, having been valuable only in the act of their creation. The last year of his marriage to Tess he hadn’t painted any. The following year, after returning from rehab, he’d painted three, and little else.

He presses his knuckles to the lip of the guesthouse sink and surveys himself critically in the mirror now, applying the same lens he does to his subjects. The overhead lighting gleams along the tiled walls and casts a warm glow over his skin, further softened by the fog from his shower. His damp hair hangs loose around his face. There are bags under his eyes, more pronounced than the last time he’d taken note, and crow’s feet forming at the corners. Stubble darkens his jawline. He considers growing a beard, as he does every few months, but decides against it, as he always does. He’ll shave tomorrow. He doesn’t like the feeling of a five-o’clock shadow.

The last time Peter and Tess had visited Cape Cod no one else had been visiting, which Tess had confirmed before they’d driven up. Peter had been drinking heavily in the final year of their marriage. He’d known she wanted to talk to him about it. He’d known she’d considered leaving him. She’d been disgusted by him, though she’d done her best to conceal it. That attempt had been the part that really stung. She’d never been good at lying to him. She’d tried in this case only because she hadn’t thought he could handle the truth. That, or she’d been too cowardly to tell him to his face. The visit concluded with Peter agreeing to check into a program, and Tess promising that in a few months they would revisit the status of their relationship both personally and professionally—she had a new gallery lined up but wanted to be sure he wouldn’t flake, that he wouldn’t embarrass her. He’d held out hope they’d reconcile after his time in Cherry Hill. Tess had no patience for hope. Peter wonders if her self-proclaimed evolution has altered this. Not that it matters.

In search of a task, Peter pokes around in the kitchen. The newly installed cabinets are empty and lined with sawdust. He wonders if Channing had thrown out the old kitchenware, but upon searching the closets he finds a few boxes containing simple plates and sturdy cookware. Frugality, he understands, is an old Puritan virtue of the type the Lowells value. Spend more at the start, and save over time. Investments are crucial, Tess used to say. People should invest in quality things that would last, rather than spending less money more frequently, whether it be on shoes or living spaces. She’d never grasped that people like Peter didn’t have the requisite funds to live frugally. Though Peter was hardly poor, he wasn’t stable enough to afford the financially prudent measures Tess with her trust fund took for granted.



Mitch cradles paper grocery bags in both arms when he returns, then drags in a laundry basket of bedsheets from the porch. Sebastian must have dropped them off while Peter was in the shower.

“You hungry?” Mitch asks, crouching to move the bags to the kitchen table.

“Starving, actually.”

“I was gonna make a sandwich for myself, I’ll make you one too.” Mitch opens the fridge and begins to set condiments on the counter. “You’re a carnivore, right?” He slides one of the bags across the table to make room for a cutting board, exposing a six-pack of beer cans behind it.

Peter sighs. It’s not the worst offense—he’s had partners who drank in the last several years—but it’s awkward that Mitch brought it back without checking. Peter sits on the couch and leans his head against the cushion, closing his eyes. He’s irritated at himself for not foreseeing this. He should have said something earlier.

Mitch is rustling open a bag of bread, a container of deli meat, uncapping jars and tinkling silverware against the rims. “This mustard says it’s expired, but I don’t think mustard can actually expire. It just gets more vinegary, right?”

“I’ll take your word for it.”

The sounds of sandwich making cease. “You okay?”

“I’m fine.” Peter can’t blame Mitch for the beer. And he doesn’t have the energy to deal with it now, anyway. “Just tired.”

“It’s been a long day.” Mitch resumes his task. “I did get a start on my notes. Local color, sights and smells. Being in town will help, I’m going to drive out that way tomorrow.”

“I’ll come along, if you want.” Being out and about will be good for Peter. He can ease into things. “Sebastian may want to join in too.”

“That’d be nice. Seems like a pretty cool guy, not to mention a talkative one.” Mitch’s voice grows closer, until Peter feels the other man nudge his foot. “Order up, Professor.”

Peter opens his eyes as Mitch sets a plate on his knee, a turkey sandwich with ingredients carefully stacked. It looks delicious.

Peter sits up carefully, steadying the plate with both hands. “This is gourmet.”

“You flatter me.”

Peter tilts the plate to one side, inspecting the heartiness of the bread and ruby-red color of the tomato. “You went all out.”

“I like a good sandwich.” Mitch takes a seat opposite Peter with a sandwich of his own.

Peter takes a bite. It is a good sandwich. He chews slowly. The tomato is perfectly seasoned.

“Is the mustard bad?”

“Am I your poison tester?”

“No, I’m really asking! I don’t want to make you sick.” Mitch takes a bite of his sandwich and chews thoughtfully, eyes cast toward the ceiling. “Tastes okay to me. Should have toasted the bread, sorry.”

“Anyone ever tell you that you’re unnervingly domestic?”

Mitch smiles, his eyes crinkling at the corners. “I like making people food. I cooked with my grandma pretty often growing up. My mom and my aunt worked a lot. What about you? Do you like to cook? Did Tess? Do women like Tess cook?”

“Not much. Neither did I. We lived on takeout in those years. I think Tess enjoyed playing an artist’s wife sometimes, but most of the time I was in her space, and in her space she pays other people to handle things—laundry, cooking, cleaning, et cetera.”

“It doesn’t sound like it was all bad,” Mitch says through a mouthful.

“It wasn’t. Being here was never very fun, though, if her family was around.”

“Is that why you broke up? Her family?”

Peter clears his throat. “It complicated things.”

“If she was somebody else, not a Lowell—”

“If she was somebody else we never would have gotten together in the first place.”

“How do you mean?”

“The money. Without the financial relationship she initiated, our paths wouldn’t have crossed for long. She would have walked away immediately, and I would have let her.”

“You think she was only interested in you as your … what’s the word—benefactress?

“Everything’s about money, on some level. No point in pretending like it’s not.”

“There had to be other things she liked about you.”

“She had fun arguing with me, I think. It was an illusion, but she enjoyed it. I indulged her combative side and let her keep the upper hand.”

“You fixed the fights?”

“It was a mutual understanding.”

“Did you enjoy arguing with her?”

Peter recalls how often his arguments with Tess, varying in their intensity, had resulted in physical intimacy. The quarrel in Tess’s kitchen on their first anniversary, followed by island table sex and then sour cherry gelato, was particularly memorable. “It kept things interesting.”

Mitch is silent for a few minutes, until finally asking, “Did she take your last name?”

“No. I didn’t mind. I don’t really believe in that kind of thing.”

“I assume she’ll take Warren’s.”

“You’d have to ask her.” Peter sets his plate down. “Do you want me to sleep on the couch, by the way?”

“I can, if you’re uncomfortable.”

“I’m not. Just wanted to make sure you weren’t.”

Mitch’s hair is pleasantly disheveled from his excursion, and there’s an ink-stain across two fingers of his right hand. Peter had assumed Mitch was left-handed until that point. He lights cigarettes with his left hand. He must be ambidextrous.

“Is that how you look at people when you paint them?” Mitch asks, brushing his shirt free of crumbs and pulling at the hem as if for modesty’s sake.

“What do you mean?”

“All intense like that.”

“I guess.” The energy between them now is considerably heavier than it had been previously. Peter isn’t sure if it’s the beer, lurking across the room, or Tess, lurking across the lawn.

Mitch stares back with what Peter assumes is an equal intensity. It’s unsettling, admittedly. Mitch’s eyes are wide between their long lashes, and his mouth and jaw are firm. After a minute, Mitch grins and turns the television on.

Mitch isn’t used to cable. He tells Peter he didn’t have a TV growing up. These days he streams things on his laptop, apart from the occasional trip to the movies. He flicks through the channels at a breakneck pace, slowing down once he’s discovered the boundaries of available programming. He lingers on a cooking show, an old movie, a home renovation program. Peter pulls out a sketchbook and begins to draw Mitch in profile. Mitch doesn’t notice, occasionally making a comment in Peter’s direction but generally keeping his attention on the television. Peter stops drawing before long. It had been an exploratory sketch, perhaps the only foray into Mitch as a subject, perhaps the first of many. Too soon to tell. But Peter enjoys having Mitch nearby. He’s a convenient source of distraction, in addition to an aesthetic subject. And there’s definitely chemistry between them—it’s tenuous, exciting. It’s been a while since Peter has felt that way about someone. He’d loved Ian, but their relationship hadn’t been passionate.

When it begins to grow dark, Mitch stretches his arms over his head and retires to read in the bedroom. Soon Peter’s eyelids grow heavy too. He finds Mitch has left the bedside lamp on, though his arm is partially cast over his face to shield his eyes. He’s snoring, his mouth slightly open, a book face down on his chest. Peter switches the light off, removes Mitch’s glasses, and lies down beside him. The space between them shrinks in the night, Mitch’s elbow tapping Peter’s back as he turns over. Peter turns too, lying on his side and facing the open door. He falls back asleep quickly, lulled by the rhythm of Mitch’s breathing.






TUESDAY







Tess


“I hear we’re adding a few last-minute guests to the seating arrangement,” Darcy says, pen hovering over her signature pink legal pad.

Tess takes a long sip of coffee, allowing Warren to answer.

“Sebastian took the initiative to invite a few guests of his own.”

“And we’re making room for these guests?” Darcy asks, lifting her chin and pencil at once.

“Table seven, I think,” Warren says, exchanging a glance with Tess. “It’s a couple, Peter Hyun, and … I don’t know Mitch’s last name.”

“I’ll have someone find out.” Tess takes another sip of coffee. “I don’t think they’ll mind if they don’t have embossed place cards.”

“No?”

“They’re artists,” Warren says with a laugh, as if that explains it. Darcy laughs too, though it’s clear she doesn’t understand. No one outside the family knows or remembers who Peter is.

They’re sitting on the enclosed rear patio watching the tide rise. There’s a tray of fruit and another of pastries set out, along with coffee service—breakfast had been the only time Warren could meet, since Reese had his schedule stacked with engagements until dinner that evening.

They go over the last few tasks for the week. Tess’s gown, having undergone final alterations, is due to arrive tomorrow. The place cards will be sent to the printer, and the reception floor plan will be updated. The rehearsal will take place on the lawn Friday, after the tent is set up. Everything else—flowers, decor, family photographs—is on the agenda for the morning of the wedding.

Warren checks his watch at ten till nine. He does it as a polite signal to Darcy. Tess knows he’s aware of the time passing. “Sorry to run out,” he says.

“You’re perfect,” Darcy says. “Just show up as scheduled on Saturday. No one will be looking at you anyway.”

Warren smiles, kisses Tess on the cheek, and makes his exit.

“Now you.” Darcy turns toward Tess. Her sleek blond bob shifts and swings as she leans forward. “How are you doing? Any bridal nerves? It’s completely normal.”

“No nerves.” Tess tears into a croissant, examines the lamination, and leaves it on her plate. “I’m ready for things to be over, honestly. Part of me would fast-forward to Sunday if I could.” It’s not the most appropriate thing to say to the woman they’re paying thousands of dollars to coordinate their wedding, but Tess can hardly be the most difficult bride Darcy has worked with.



Nia joins Tess after Darcy leaves, looking distracted as she takes a seat across from Tess.

“Everything all right?” Tess asks.

“It’s nothing. I left the earrings I’d meant to wear on Saturday at the office.”

Tess toys with her engagement ring, spinning the stone toward her palm and back. “You can borrow a pair of mine.”

Nia adds cream to her coffee. “I’ve had them overnighted already. I’m going to drive to the post office on my lunch break. Can I borrow your car?”

“Do you want me to drive you?”

“I don’t want to put you out. What’s on your agenda today?”

“I’ve been told to relax.”

“By Warren?”

“Mmmm.”

“I guess you’ll be avoiding Peter.”

Tess frowns. For a moment, she’d managed to forget he was there. She looks in the direction of the guesthouse, as if she could see through the series of walls between them. “I don’t think it will be hard. He’s smart enough to keep his distance.”

“Sorry to bring it up,” Nia says. “We haven’t had a chance to talk about it alone. I didn’t want to get into it in front of Georgia, but are you sure you don’t want him gone? I’ll talk to him, if you do. I’m sure he’d understand.”

“I’ll let you know if I want him gone.”

“Well, someone should keep tabs on him. It’s a potential problem, that’s all I’m saying. I’m trained to anticipate these things, I can’t help it.”

“Maybe we should invite him to dinner.”

Nia bites into a strawberry, holding it delicately by the stem. “Dinner seems counterintuitive.”

“Keep your enemies closer.” Tess continues to spin her ring. “The best offense is a good defense. Or is it the other way around?”

“It’s the other way.”

“I’ll have Anna whip something up.”

“What are you scheming, Tess?”

Tess smiles. “I’m just being a good hostess. This week is going to be exactly as perfect as I planned, Peter or no Peter.” As much as she hates to admit it to herself, the confidence Tess had felt before her swim yesterday has faded. Had Peter seen her as cool and detached in her current form, or dull and resigned? Could he appreciate the difference?

Nia sighs, the humor fading from her face.

“You really don’t like that he’s here, do you?”

“It’s complicated.” Nia attempts to moderate her frown, which might go unnoticed by someone else, but not by Tess. “You two weren’t good for each other. There was a reason you split up.”

“I remember,” Tess says evenly.

“And you’re doing much better now—both of you. Why dredge up the past?”

“I’m not. Peter’s the one trying to.”

“Maybe. He does seem pretty invested in his current relationship.”

“You spent some time with what’s-his-name. Matt. Mark. You think he’s good for Peter?”

“Mitch.”

“Exactly. Well?”

“Probably. I don’t know, I spent ten minutes in the same room as him. I wasn’t doing reconnaissance.”

“I know what you lawyers charge for ten minutes.”

“Did you want me to bill you?”

Tess and Nia stare at each other. Nia rests her chin on her hand, brow furrowed. Tess laces her fingers together on the tabletop, preparing for Nia to cross-examine her. But Nia apparently thinks better of it, setting a Danish on top of a napkin and rising to her feet. “Speaking of billing, I need to get some work done before I run to the post office. If you change your mind about Peter, my offer stands.”

“And would you be sending him away as my friend, or my lawyer?”

“I’ve been your friend a lot longer than I’ve been a lawyer,” Nia says. She disappears into the house.

Unlike Tess, Nia has never struggled to maintain the separation between her professional life and her personal life.






Peter


Peter wakes to the rolling sound of brewing coffee. He finds Mitch at the kitchen table, typing away. The lid of his laptop is scored with scratches and the power cord is bound with bright red electrical tape in multiple places. Mitch doesn’t look up as Peter grabs a bottle of water.

“Morning,” Peter says.

Mitch glances up at him, his fingers continuing to dance over the keyboard. “Coffee’s ready in a sec.” His gaze returns to his computer, mouth briefly drawn downward before relaxing. “How’d you sleep?”

“Fine. You?”

“Great!” Mitch hops up from the table to retrieve two mugs. “You always sleep this late?”

Peter laughs. It’s hardly after nine. “How long have you been awake?”

“A couple hours. I’m not usually an early riser either.” He shrugs and hands Peter a steaming mug of coffee. “I’m glad they had a coffeepot. I brought a French press, but that’s only for emergencies.”

“You’re inspired this morning.”

“I wasn’t working on the book yet, just some notes.” Mitch lowers the lid of his computer as if afraid Peter might peek. “I need to write around it some more before I can dive in. Prepping the canvas, like you said. I’m figuring out who the characters are.”

“Need some space to work today? I can make myself scarce.”

“Nah, I’d still like to drive into town with you.”

Peter takes a sip of his coffee and winces. It’s bitter and coats his tongue in an unpleasant way.

“Sorry, I make real strong coffee.” Mitch grabs a half gallon of milk from the fridge. “That’s how my roommates like it. Do you have roommates?” He adds a splash to Peter’s mug without asking.

Peter questions whether Mitch’s roommates genuinely like their coffee this way, or if they’re merely polite. He watches the coffee change color. “Haven’t in a while. But I’ve never minded living alone.”

“I think I’d hate it,” Mitch says decisively, collapsing back into his chair.

“Are you seeing anyone? I assumed not, but—”

“No, I haven’t dated anyone recently.” Mitch closes one eye, wrinkling his nose and pulling his mouth entirely to one side in the effort. “I haven’t dated many people ever.”

This surprises Peter. Mitch is good-looking and funny and energetic. It’s not like New York lacks venues to meet people, even if his coworkers aren’t interested, or he isn’t interested in them. Maybe Mitch doesn’t like going out. “You’re young. Enjoying your independence is a smart move.”

Mitch slouches, most of his torso disappearing beneath the table. “Doesn’t give me much to write about.”

“Plenty of the greats were celibate, weren’t they? Jane Austen. Emily Dickinson. All those medieval mystics.”

“Celibate? Jesus, Peter.”

Peter laughs. He’s surprised by how easily he laughs around Mitch. “I promise I didn’t mean it that way.”

“How did you mean it, huh?” Mitch says, laughing too, his face pink. He’s recovered some of his height, now half hunched over the table, hands wrapped around his coffee mug. He has a little bedhead still, but his hair texture is the forgiving sort. His faded gray T-shirt is worn at the neck and shoulder seams, and looks impossibly soft to the touch. Peter considers what it would be like to walk up to Mitch, rest his hands on his shoulders, and draw Mitch closer.

“I mean you’re doing fine,” Peter says.



Peter texts Sebastian but gets no response. He and Mitch set off for downtown Falmouth without a local guide. Peter allows Mitch to set the pace as they walk down Main Street. They stop into every third shop at least. Mitch buys coffee mugs for his roommates, a key chain for a coworker, and a set of coasters to send home to his family.

“I was expecting it to be busier,” Mitch says as they exit a clothing store targeted at parents who can afford to spend forty-five dollars on a novelty sweatshirt their child would outgrow in six months.

“Tourist season’s over.”

“Right, right.” Mitch turns thoughtful. “Do you think I should buy Tess a wedding gift?”

“I think our presence is gift enough.”

“I’m being serious.” Mitch stuffs the plastic bag with the key chain and coasters into the large paper bag with the mugs. “I feel pretty rude turning up without one. Isn’t that frowned upon?”

“You’d have to check with Emily Post. I haven’t seen their registry, but I assume we could afford a single teaspoon at best.”

They run into Nia outside the post office as they’re in search of somewhere to have lunch. Nia is pleased to see them, not a hint of the coldness that Peter had detected the previous day. Either it had been for show in front of Tess, or she’d changed her mind about him. It’s reassuring to know that his most likely ally against the Great Wasp North isn’t hostile.

“Hello, you two. Doing some sightseeing?” She greets Peter with a kiss to the cheek, and gives Mitch an assessing look up and down. “Is this your first time on the Cape?”

“First time in New England.”

“Where are you from?”

“Missouri.”

“Exotic.”

“I don’t go back often myself.”

“You live in New York?”

“Brooklyn.”

“You prefer living there?”

Mitch laughs. “It’s hard to compare. I feel like my life really started when I moved East.”

“I remember feeling as if my life had just started.” Nia sighs with affected melancholy. “You are young, aren’t you?”

“Twenty-four.”

“A baby,” Nia says, shaking her head at Peter.

“He’s very wise in his own ways.”

“That’s true, I am.” Mitch places a hand over his abdomen and stares down the street. “You hungry, Nia?”

They secure a patio table at a café with a one-word name—a verb—that Peter will forget as soon as they’ve left.

“Tess needs to know your last name, by the way,” Nia says to Mitch once they’re seated.

“My last name?”

“For the place cards at the reception.”

“Oh! Mitchell.”

Nia’s brow creases. “Mitch Mitchell?”

“Maynard Mitchell.” Mitch grins. “Maynard Lloyd Mitchell. You can leave off the middle name.”

Nia pulls out her phone. “I can see why you go by Mitch.” She frowns at the screen.

“Everything all right?” Peter asks. “We’re not taking you away from your work, are we?”

Nia smiles aggressively, turning her phone face down onto the table. “I’m thrilled to be taken away.”

“Going that well? Aren’t you on the partner track?”

“And doing my best to stay on it.”

“How long have you known Tess?” Mitch asks.

“Oh, ages. Since boarding school.”

“I only know about boarding school from movies,” Mitch says. “No one I’ve ever met went to one. Is it all drugs and gay sex?”

“I guess you can find that in any type of school.”

Mitch shrugs. “I never had much luck.”

“I never would have guessed.”

Mitch laughs.

“You know, Peter,” Nia continues, “I always thought you’d end up with someone like Mitch.”

“What am I like?” Mitch asks, resting his elbows on the table.

“Horrible table manners. Creative. Fun.”

Mitch laughs again. Peter laughs too.

Nia smiles. “It’s good to see you happy, Peter.”

“You’ve gotten sentimental these last couple years.”

Nia draws a sharp breath through her nose. Something’s beneath the surface of her amusement, though Peter can’t tell what.

Mitch reaches an arm over the back of Peter’s chair. “I like the sentiment, let her be.”

“Are you seeing anyone?” Peter asks.

Nia moves the lemon from the rim of her glass of iced tea and licks her thumb. “No one I like much.”

“According to Tess you never date people you liked.”

Nia scowls half-heartedly. “That’s not fair.”

“Only relaying what I was told.”

“I’m not interested in dating lately. I’m busy, and work is demanding. I’d rather not come home and have to negotiate anything in my own space. You two don’t have that problem yet, I’d imagine. Still in the honeymoon phase.”

Peter leans back into Mitch’s arm. “I’m notoriously easy to live with.”

“Notoriously something. Are you painting anything, by the way? You never post. If I’d known your socials were going to be this boring after the divorce I’d have unfollowed you during the appropriate period. Unfollowing you now feels mean.”

“Not doing painting much these days. I will again, when I have the time.”

“I hope you do,” Nia says.

She leaves before long. Peter and Mitch finish their meal at a leisurely pace. Peter discovers Nia had paid the check on her way out, and sent a slice of cheesecake over to them. It reassures him they’d played off being a couple, and tells him Nia might harbor some guilt over the way things ended with Tess.

Sebastian is waiting for Peter and Mitch at the guesthouse later when they return, reclining on the sofa with his legs crossed at the ankle, both hands behind his head.

“There you are,” Peter says. “Did they kick you out of the house?”

“Against my will, I’ve been sent to bid you come to dinner,” Sebastian says, rolling on his side to face them.

Mitch snorts.

“Sent by who? I’ve learned I can’t trust you, sad to say.”

“Tess knows. It was her idea.” Sebastian extends his phone in Peter’s direction. Peter can read the text from Tess confirming it. It’s professional in tone, as if she’d known Peter would ask to see it. “Anna’s cooking. Have you met Anna?”

“Why would Tess ask us to dinner?” Mitch says.

“I think she’s curious about you,” Sebastian answers. “Your relationship to Peter.”

“Jealous?”

Peter and Sebastian both laugh.

“Hey, why not?”

“Tess isn’t threatened by men.”

“Who else is going to be there?” Peter asks, overcome by a sudden sense of foreboding.

“If you mean the parents, they aren’t around until Friday.”

“Good.”

“Yeah, it’s fucking great. You’ll come, then?”

Peter looks to Mitch, who is waggling his eyebrows. “We can’t refuse the bride.”






Mitch


Mitch dons a pink button-up and drapes a cable-knit sweater over his shoulders. Both pieces had been purchased at a thrift store for a part in a student-run play back at Mizzou. It’s his best attempt at Cape Cod chic, and he’s pulling it off—all the better to infiltrate the belly of the beast. He wets and combs his hair, and applies the cologne he bought himself for his birthday last year. A little goes a long way, and he dabs a damp washcloth over his neck to mute the scent.

In the kitchen Peter is pulling on a pair of scuffed leather boots, otherwise dressed in black jeans and a worn chambray button-up—effortlessly cool and stylish.

“What’s the agenda for tonight?” Mitch asks.

“Eating their food for me, observing the luxury of the main house for you.” Peter’s wearing his watch. Mitch can’t remember if he’d been wearing it earlier. “Sebastian will be entertaining, especially if Stewart isn’t around.”

“Dad puts a damper on the festivities, huh?”

“You could say that. Sebastian is the most sensitive of the siblings. Don’t tell him I told you that.”

“’Course not.”

“You’re crooked.” Peter tugs on Mitch’s collar, smiling. “There. Nervous?”

Mitch likes Peter fixing his clothes. He likes Peter touching him. “Am I? No, are you?”

“Nah.” Peter shakes his head. He’s wearing his hair down, and it’s thicker and shinier than Mitch had realized before. If he were a woman he’d probably be jealous of Peter’s hair. He wonders if Tess is.

“Drinks and dinner will take about two hours.”

Two hours seems an impossibly long time. Keeping up the facade of a relationship while pressing their hosts for information will be a challenge. Not to mention he’s out of his depth when it comes to adjusting his manners to the setting—Nia had been joking earlier, but it’s true. A few years in the service industry had only taught him so much. He doubts Tess would be impressed by his knowledge of emulsification techniques or his ability to carry three plates at once.

“You’re looking a little green around the gills,” Peter says.

“I’m all right.” Mitch forces a laugh. “Any final words of advice? I don’t want to embarrass you or anything.”

“The key is to never let them see you sweat.” Peter rolls his shoulders like a boxer before a fight. “Ready to storm the castle?”

He’s in a good mood. The best mood Mitch has seen him in over the course of their short acquaintance. Mitch isn’t self-centered enough to assume he’s the primary cause of this shift in attitude. After what Peter had said yesterday, Mitch is sure the promise of sparring with Tess is the real source of Peter’s cheerfulness. Still, Mitch allows himself to think he might be a minor contributing factor.

Dinner will be served in the formal dining room, Peter explains, as he leads Mitch to the enclosed rear patio for the cocktail hour. A small group is already assembled—Nia, Sebastian, Tess’s sister, who looks like a skinny and darker-haired version of Tess, and of course Warren and Tess. Sebastian wears blue pants that are embroidered with tiny red sailboats. Warren is dressed in a dark suit and the women wear dresses and heels. Mitch’s confidence at his costuming flags.

Tess greets them with a satisfied smile. “Sebastian must have forgotten to mention the dress code.”

“Some of us prefer being comfortable,” Sebastian says, before muttering to Peter, “I didn’t know it was going to be all United fucking Nations here tonight until five minutes ago. I figure you don’t give a fuck though.”

“Not a single one,” Peter says, patting him on the back.

Mitch has been a guest at a privately catered dinner only once, when he was invited to his college president’s home for a meal along with other scholarship recipients. The college catering staff, many of whom were Mitch’s friends and classmates, had circulated throughout the entire downstairs floor of their host’s home, participants in a ballet that had been choreographed and rehearsed to perfection. The Lowells have Anna, who has exchanged her floured apron for a sleek charcoal chef coat. The choreography is left to the dinner guests. Tess in particular moves with purpose and elegance as she checks in with Anna, then returns to Warren’s side. Mitch has a sense she would like to be seen as a unit with her fiancé this evening. She doesn’t stray far from Warren, he orbits her or she orbits him. Mitch sticks to Peter’s side.

Anna delivers a tray of appetizers—some kind of puff pastry topped with blanched asparagus. Tess’s sister makes a pitcher of gin martinis. She introduces herself as Georgia and offers Mitch a drink. Her tone is businesslike, and her voice is huskier than Tess’s. Mitch has never had a martini before, and doesn’t particularly enjoy it. He’ll finish it anyway, it would be bad manners not to.

“Sebastian, where’s Jonathan?” Tess asks.

“You’re not still seeing him?” Georgia asks.

“Nope, I am not.” Sebastian tosses back the rest of his drink and pours himself another.

“Oh, that’s a shame,” Nia says.

Sebastian shrugs. “So it goes.”

“I liked Oliver better,” Georgia says.

“So did Jonathan,” Sebastian says. “Don’t look at me like that, George. It’s not my fault they cut out the middleman.”

“I’m not looking at you like anything.”

“When do Jim and the kids arrive, Georgia?” Warren asks.

“Friday morning.” Georgia adjusts the bracelet she wears and avoids Warren’s gaze.

“Good, good. I’m looking forward to—”

“We’re so glad you and Peter could join us for the week, Mitch,” Georgia says, cutting Warren off.

There’s some bad blood there. Interesting. Mitch wonders what Warren did to offend Georgia. Or maybe Georgia had been the one to offend, and felt bad about it. Maybe it went back years and neither of them remember.

“So glad,” Sebastian echoes, looking impishly at Tess, who rolls her eyes.

“Especially at the last minute,” Georgia says. “When I heard Peter was here I didn’t believe it until I remembered seeing a strange car by the guesthouse.”

“So strange, such a curious vehicle.”

“It’s seen better days,” Mitch concedes, laughing at Sebastian.

“You should consider replacing it before you’re stranded somewhere,” Georgia says seriously.

“Right, yeah. It’s my roommate’s. I think she’s gonna sell it soon, anyway. She inherited it from a family member, but it’s kind of a hassle.”

“Of course, you take the subway,” Georgia says.

“The horror!”

“Sebastian, don’t be rude.”

“I’m not the one being rude.”

“Yes, you are,” Georgia says. “What do you do, Mitch?”

“I work in a restaurant. Nothing too glamorous.”

“Mitch is a writer,” Peter says, placing a hand on Mitch’s mid back. The casual touch and the fond warmth in Peter’s tone send a rush of excitement through Mitch. Tess’s gaze flicks toward them.

“I do write, yeah.”

“I didn’t know that. You should send me your stuff,” Sebastian says.

Nia snorts. “Like you’ll read it.”

“I’m up to third-grade level now. Daddy’s gonna promote me if I win the spelling bee.”

“Our great-grandmother was a poet,” Georgia says.

“Was she?” Mitch looks to Peter. Peter takes a sip of his water.

“Amory Lowell,” Tess says.

“Wrote during the forties and fifties,” Georgia adds.

“We have some of her books here, if you’re interested. I don’t know if you would be.”

“Sure,” Mitch says. “Peter didn’t tell me that.”

“I’m sure Peter didn’t tell you a lot of things,” Tess says.

“Are her poems any good?” Peter says, sliding one hand into his pocket. “I guess I assumed they were a vanity printing. Or was she in one of those MFA programs that was funded by the CIA?”

“All money in the arts comes from somewhere unsavory ultimately. Anyway, you never turned up your nose at mine.”

“Maybe Peter’s developed principles,” Sebastian suggests.

Peter shrugs good-naturedly. “Haven’t had the luxury.”

Tess smiles, her eyes narrowing. “Of course not.”

In the formal dining room Mitch is instructed to sit between Peter and Nia and across from Sebastian and Georgia. Tess sits at one end of the table, and Warren the other. Dinner begins with white wine and yellow squash soup. Anna shuttles the bowls to the table two at a time. Mitch tries desperately to communicate worker solidarity in a sympathetic glance but Anna doesn’t notice. Tensions are moderately high, and the conversation lags every few moments. Peter makes a joke to Warren about the chill in the atmosphere, and Sebastian snorts with laughter. Tess ignores them and engages Nia and Georgia in discussion about designer luggage.

The soup is cleared and a salad is brought. Mitch succeeds in catching Anna’s eye this time, and she smiles appreciatively. Sebastian pours Mitch a second glass of white wine. Mitch feels Peter looking at him and turns to look back, wondering if he’s picked up the wrong fork. Peter smiles and brushes a hand over Mitch’s shoulder. “Just some lint.”

“Sorry,” Mitch says under his breath. “Next time I’ll be sure to wear one of my designer tuxedos.”

“I prefer you in normal human clothes.”

Mitch glances toward Tess. She’s beaming lovingly down the table at Warren. She doesn’t appear to have seen Peter’s gesture, unless that had prompted her show of affection.

The conversation turns to the timing of the main event. Georgia is annoyed that the wedding interferes with the twins’ school schedule, rather than having taken place over the summer. It doesn’t feel as if it’s the first time the subject has been raised.

“You’re awfully hung up on the timing of my wedding when the timing of your own was less than flexible.”

“No need to brag that you’re not in the family way,” Sebastian jokes, flourishing his wine glass. “You’re not, are you? If you are, you should take it easy on the drinks.”

Warren chokes on his water. Peter’s fork clatters onto his plate. “Sorry. Butterfingers.”

“It’s a disturbing thought, Tess procreating, I agree,” Sebastian says.

Tess glares at her brother. “Nobody’s pregnant, and nobody’s going to be.”

“Noted,” Warren says.

“Oh, you know what I mean.”

“I don’t know if he does.”

“Would you shut up, Sebastian?”

“I’m trying to lighten the mood for our guests.”

Mitch swallows a mouthful of wine. “So you don’t want kids, Tess?”

“Oh my God, Mitch, you can’t just ask a woman that,” Sebastian says in mock horror, then adds sotto voce, “Thanks for taking the heat off me.”

“Didn’t mean to offend—”

“It’s hardly the most offensive thing a man has ever said to me,” Tess replies, spearing a sliver of radish on the tines of her fork. “I didn’t think I wanted kids for a long time. That was before I met the right person.”

Mitch glances at Peter from the corner of his eye as he sips his wine, but Peter is smiling placidly at Tess.

“Sure, the right person can make all the difference,” Peter says.

The table sighs in collective relief, apart from Tess, who glares at the chandelier as if she shares a fraught personal history with it.

The main course is served family style. Tess informs the table that she’d thought their guests would find this more comfortable. This amuses Mitch, and has no effect on Peter, who maintains his calm demeanor. Everyone passes the platters around the table, leaving Anna to clear the last of the salad plates. The food is hearty and flavorful—roast chicken, puréed potatoes, and crisp green beans, all expertly prepared. Sebastian opens a few bottles of a light-bodied red, which Mitch enjoys more than the white wine. Sebastian tops off his glass once, then twice. Mitch’s limbs buzz pleasantly, the room is softer and brighter than it had seemed at first. Even Tess’s intensity doesn’t intimidate him any longer. When she turns her gaze in his direction, he beams back at her like they’re old friends.

Warren eats slowly and methodically, prioritizing the flow of conversation, as does Nia. Georgia picks at her food with minimal interest. Tess, on the other hand, dismembers her chicken with finesse, as if performing an autopsy. Mitch is fascinated beyond his comprehension. Tess’s energy is magnetic in its intensity. It’s almost like she’s performing onstage. Her mannerisms are rehearsed but that doesn’t prevent her from commanding the attention of the entire room.

Peter gives Mitch a searching look as Sebastian refills Mitch’s glass. “You all right?”

Mitch must have been staring at Tess. “Perfect,” Mitch says, patting Peter’s knee under the table.

“Been back to Baltimore recently, Peter?” Warren asks.

“Not in a while. Have you ever been?” Peter asks.

“I haven’t had cause to visit myself, but I have a lot of respect for Maryland politics.”

“Sure, what centrist doesn’t love a Republican governor who siphons resources from the disenfranchised to fatten corporate interests?”

“Can we please not?” Tess says.

Warren, who’d looked on the verge of engaging in a spirited debate, sits back in his chair and shrugs at Peter, who shrugs back.

“Sebastian neglected to give us permitted talking points.”

Tess rolls her eyes. “Don’t be obtuse.”

“I’m trying my best.”

“What’s your stance on this whole thing about defunding the police, Warren?” Mitch asks.

Warren lifts his eyebrows in good-natured surprise.

“I only ask since I didn’t see anything about it on your website.” Mitch fortifies himself with another sip of red wine. “I was also wondering about your stance on abortion.”

“My stance on reproductive rights is on the website,” Warren says, smiling. “I’m pro-choice, I’ve donated to Planned Parenthood for years.”

“Years!” Sebastian echoes.

“Are you pro–police abolition, Mitch?” Warren asks.

“I’m anti-cop. Whole system needs to go.”

“Oh my God,” Tess says in an irritated tone under her breath.

“You don’t worry about the vacuum that would create?” Warren replies to Mitch.

“I mean, it can’t get much worse, can it?” Mitch casts a look at Nia.

Nia purses her lips in thinly veiled annoyance. “I’m not part of this debate, Mitch.”

Mitch’s face grows warm. He realizes he’s drunk. “Excuse me, I’m going to visit the toilet.” He drifts into an English accent toward the end of the sentence and abandons the table as quickly as possible.

It takes him a minute to find the restroom, and by the time he does his head is swimming. He feels a little better after taking a piss. He’d been worried that he’d gone over the line, but he’s pretty sure he hasn’t. It’s not like Peter will mind if Mitch makes their hosts a little uncomfortable. It’s about time someone did.

Mitch takes stock of the vanity drawer contents before exiting the bathroom. He pockets a few mini toiletries, then wets his palm under the faucet and uses his fingers to comb back his hair, which has begun to fall every which way.

Anna is passing through the hallway when he emerges. She scans him, one eyebrow lifted. “Having a good time?”

“The best. Dinner was spectacular, you’re very talented. How do you do this every night?”

Anna snorts. “Oh, the dinners are usually simpler. Tess wanted something nice last minute—in your honor, I assume. She offered me a bonus I couldn’t turn down. My kid’s starting private school next year.”

“My condolences.” Mitch pulls a hand out of his pocket and a flurry of individually wrapped toothpicks spills onto the floor.

Anna crouches to help him collect his spoils as Mitch apologizes. She presses a stray lemon-scented soap into his palm. “God, this smells strong.”

Dessert, an Earl Grey mousse, is waiting when Mitch returns to the table. He savors a few bites and listens to the others talk about the pros and cons of hiring a DJ (Warren’s preference) versus a live band (Tess’s preference, and the option that had been selected for Saturday). Nia, who has either forgotten Mitch’s faux pas or forgiven him, offers him a cup of coffee. Mitch gratefully accepts. He’ll have a terrible headache later.

Peter has fallen silent. He stares into the distance while the others carry on their conversation. He looks tired.

“So, who’s performing the ceremony?” Mitch asks. “Are you two religious?”

“Not particularly,” Warren says. “Enough to satisfy the general public.”

“Warren’s being modest,” Tess says. “His family pastor is marrying us. Warren’s a loyal churchgoer.”

“Tess is more of an Easter and Christmas type,” Warren jokes.

“That’s not a conflict of interest? The voters don’t care if you can’t agree on that stuff?”

“Are you religious?” Tess asks. “If so, that’s a conflict of interest with Peter.”

“I’m agnostic.”

Tess rolls her eyes.

“If I had as much money as you do, I’d be more confident God existed.”

Sebastian raises a glass. “I’ll drink to that.”

“You don’t ever feel guilty about it?” Mitch presses. “Wealth hoarding and all that?”

“I’m not Catholic. Guilt is the least useful emotion.” Tess lifts an eyebrow. “More wine, Mitch?”

“No, thanks.” Mitch tries to take a sip of coffee, but his hand shakes. He swears as the scalding liquid splashes over his fingers and onto the saucer. He turns to Peter, sure that will calm him. Peter’s watching him with a flat, displeased expression. Mitch’s face and neck feel like they’ve been scalded too.

Peter rises to his feet. “We should get going.”

“Thanks for dinner.” Mitch manages to set his napkin on the table without knocking anything over, then looks for the nearest exit—the set of double doors that lead to the patio. Mitch struggles with the latch, keenly aware he’s being observed by the entire party. Sebastian makes a joke about escape rooms.

Peter comes to Mitch’s rescue after what feels like an eternity. The latch cooperates, and Peter walks through first. Mitch turns, hand raised in parting. Warren and Nia give him kind looks, Sebastian grimaces sympathetically, and Georgia ignores him. Mitch looks to Tess last. She’s glaring at him with bone-chilling severity.



Peter walks several paces in front. Mitch doesn’t bother trying to catch up.

He leans over the sink in the bathroom, splashing cold water on his face until his nose is numb and the collar of his shirt is soaked. Peter waits at the table. Mitch joins him there, feeling like he’s been called into the principal’s office. He can’t focus on Peter’s face. He pulls out a chair but is seized by an overwhelming thirst and pours himself a glass of tap water. It’s tepid and a little briny. He drains the first glass at the sink and brings a second to the table. An uneasy fluttering descends from his throat to his chest. The overhead lighting casts the room in a cold and violent light. Why had Peter turned that on?

Peter’s mouth is fixed in a firm line. His shoulders are relaxed. He appears to be holding all the tension in his body in his hands, which rest on the table, fingers close laced and thumbs pressed together so hard they tremble.

“You’re upset,” Mitch says, growing dizzy as he says it.

“You’re drunk.”

Mitch flushes from his hairline to the base of his neck.

Peter sighs. Having stated the issue bluntly, what could have been the prelude to a fight fades into indifference. Somehow, this feels worse to Mitch.

“I’m real sorry. It won’t happen again, I swear. I wasn’t thinking.” Mitch’s head grows fuzzier. He clenches his eyes shut. His throat feels thick.

“I should have been more explicit when I explained my situation,” Peter says in the same even tone. “It’s not on you, it’s on me.”

Mitch clutches the smooth sides of his glass of water. He opens his eyes, and though the room starts to spin he keeps them open.

Peter pushes his chair away from the table. “Why don’t you sleep on the couch? Closer to the bathroom if you get sick.”

“Sure thing.”

“You need me to get you a bucket or anything?” Something flickers across Peter’s face—not sympathy but understanding, the acknowledgment he’d been in Mitch’s shoes more than once.

“I’ll be fine.” The blood pounds in Mitch’s ears and his voice echoes in his head.

Mitch remains at the table while the sink runs in the bathroom. He imagines being submerged in a large tub of water before floating to the surface, arms outstretched. Eventually he summons the energy to stand and flip the kitchen lights off. Everything is cool and dark. Peter is dressed in a pair of sweatpants and a T-shirt, his tattoo on partial display. He hangs up Mitch’s sweater, which Mitch finds mortifying. Then he pulls on his jacket and walks outside without a glance in Mitch’s direction.

Mitch pours himself another glass of water from the tap but doesn’t drink it. The main house is visible from the windows over the sink, the porch lights perpetually lit, beacons whose warmth falls short of the guesthouse. Upstairs, the windows are dark except for one room. Mitch wonders if the room belongs to Tess. He wonders if Warren is there with her. How would they handle the aftermath of that evening? They’d been out of sync by the end of the meal. Maybe they’d argue and make up. Maybe not. Tess seems like the type to go to bed angry.

Peter’s nowhere to be seen.






Peter


He’s on his second cigarette when Nia approaches from the main house, her bright yellow head wrap heralding her approach. Peter stubs out the cigarette. Nia always hated the smell of smoke. He shifts on the bench to make room. He’d rather be alone, but given the choice between Mitch’s company and Nia’s, he’ll stay outside.

“You’re up late,” Peter says.

Nia takes a seat beside him. The bench is hidden from view of the guesthouse by a vine-choked trellis, but she looks up furtively anyway. “How’s the boyfriend?”

“Sleeping it off, hopefully.” Peter tosses the pack of cigarettes from his left hand to his right.

“How are you?”

“Sweet of you to check up on me.”

Nia adjusts the delicate gold chain she wears, moving the pendant to the front and the clasp to the back. “You can smoke, if you need to.”

“Nah. How are you doing? You seem preoccupied.”

“Just this place, you know. Brings back memories.”

“You come back often?”

“Not very.”

“Part of me is surprised that you and Tess are still close.”

“Part of me is too, I guess. But we’ve been through a lot together.”

“Most notably her first marriage.”

“Yes, that’s part of it.” Nia’s tone is perfectly measured. She won’t allow the joke.

“You’re a good friend.” Peter tilts his head. “Are you all right?”

“I’ve been seeing someone.”

“The truth comes out.”

“I haven’t told Tess yet.”

“Why, he married or something?”

Nia winces.

“Shit.”

“They’re separated. That’s not the point though. He’s in recovery too. Which is what I wanted to talk about.”

Peter sighs. This happens. People learn things, and it gives their past attitudes new context, and guilt emerges. Guilt over things Peter himself doesn’t remember. “I’m fine, Nia. Really.”

“No, not that. I mean, I’m glad you’re fine. You seem fine. But I need to tell you something.”

“What’s that?”

“I was the one who persuaded Tess to leave you.”

Peter’s mouth goes dry.

Beside him, Nia squares her shoulders and presses her fingers together, palms flat in a prayerlike gesture. “I didn’t know what it was like. I know now. I’m so sorry, Peter. I was trying to protect her, and I thought it was best for you too, but—”

“It was.”

Nia’s hands fall to her knees. “Sure.”

“Why tell me this now?” Peter asks.

“You deserve to hear it from me.”

“Think Tess would out you?”

Nia shakes her head, staring away.

“You didn’t make her do anything she didn’t want to do.”

“Maybe not.” Nia looks back at him, her shoulders softening. “I’m still sorry. You may never forgive me, and that’s all right. I just needed you to know.”

“I forgive you,” Peter says. “And now I know.”

“Does that change anything for you?” she asks.

Peter clutches the pack of cigarettes. “What would it change?”

“I don’t know,” Nia says with a choked laugh. “Only everything.”






WEDNESDAY







Tess


Tess wakes first. Tess always wakes first. Chronic insomnia made her reliant on a sleeping aid for several years, but she didn’t like the dry mouth and headache that came with it. She stopped taking it and remains a light sleeper, rarely needing an alarm.

Warren has to be in Pembroke by five thirty, which means he’ll be up at four. His breathing changes and he rolls toward her and lays his arm over her waist. A mixture of arousal and annoyance stirs in Tess. She’s still irritated about how things had gone the night before. Not that it had been Warren’s fault. Tess had been the one to invite their guests, and Warren had handled it with poise. It could have been much worse. Peter’s boyfriend had been the problem, and Peter had been uncomfortable by the end. Tess wishes she could take some pleasure in that, but anything having to do with Peter’s addiction remains a sore spot for her. Peter deserves better than a partner who behaves so carelessly. Tess may have been judgmental, but she was never thoughtless.

Warren noses the back of her head, his jaw settling beside her ear. Tess turns to face him. He cracks an eye to look at her, murmurs a greeting, then checks his watch. She swats his watch hand away. He snorts a quiet laugh and kisses her. She arches her back to eliminate any space between them. His mouth moves over her jawline and down her neck.

“How’d you sleep?” Warren is ever considerate, even when she’s cupping him through his underwear.

Tess pulls the hem of her nightdress to her waist and rolls on top of him. “Not any worse than usual.”

Warren smiles up at her, eyes half-closed. “That’s good.”

She leans forward to kiss him, making the soft noise in the back of her throat she knows he enjoys. She feels him smile against her mouth.

Tess and Warren often begin their day this way when they’re together. Tess likes morning sex. Her schedule is clear and her mind relatively uncluttered. Given how busy Warren is, sometimes morning sex is their best chance at intimacy. They’ve become very efficient. It’s a point of pride for Tess, proof that their relationship has what it takes to weather the storm. She and Warren adapt. They overcome. They achieve orgasm together and still have time for a coffee before the day begins. Or they would, if Warren didn’t have to be in Pembroke by five thirty.

Warren’s hold on her lower back tightens. Tess adjusts her posture, anchoring her hands on his shoulders as he enters her. She lowers her weight and stares at the wall straight ahead of her. She still hasn’t found the right piece of art to hang there. She forgets about it whenever she’s back in Manhattan. She should make a note.

Warren moans. He’s ahead of her. Tess slows the roll of her hips and uses her hand to complement Warren’s movements. In a matter of minutes they’re panting on their backs as the postcoital tide rolls out, a sliver of distance having crept in between them.

Warren kisses her shoulder. “Good morning to you too.”

She turns on her stomach. The strap of her silk nightdress cuts into her shoulder and she twists to reposition it. She feels better. Calmer. In control once again.

Warren’s alarm goes off. He immediately taps his watch face to silence it. “What’s on your agenda today?”

“Not much. Lunch with Nia, if she can spare the time.”

“She’s busy these days.”

“She’s always busy. Will you be back for dinner? I know you may not have time, with the ribbon cutting.”

“I’ll try my best,” Warren answers, frowning at his phone, which he holds eight inches above his face, head still resting on one of Tess’s Tempur-Pedic pillows.

“That’s a no, then.”

Warren looks at her from the corner of his eye, his expression benevolent but cautious.

“I’m not upset.” Tess runs her fingernails lightly up his arm. “I’ll come along today, if you want.”

He smiles, then pushes himself to a seated position with a low grunt. “I want you to relax while you can.”

“Did you want me to take a look at your speech?”

“If you have time. Page two may need a touch-up. I’ll send it over later, review at your leisure.”

“I’ll send you notes by eleven.”

“I don’t deserve you.”

Tess returns to her back and stretches her arms over her head. “I’ve got to occupy myself somehow.”

Warren shoots her another cautious look as he dresses in the clothes he’d worn yesterday. They’re not at this house often enough for him to store any of his wardrobe here, and he keeps a pair of suits and half a dozen shirts in his car for campaign purposes. “Have you thought about taking on another client or two after the election?”

“Depends which way it goes,” Tess teases. “Maybe I’ll be a trophy wife.”

“You’d be completely bored.” Warren leans over to kiss her.

Tess grabs his tie to pull him closer, overcome by a surge of affection for him, this man on whom she can rely so entirely.

“You’re going to make me late,” he says. Even this is reassuring. Warren would never jeopardize his plans to enjoy a brief moment of physical pleasure.

“Fine.”

“I’ll text you if I’m free before seven.” He kisses her again. “Are you going to see Peter today?”

“Terrible choice of pillow talk.”

Warren laughs. “Well? Are you?”

“Not if I can help it. With any luck he’s already on his way out of town.”



Tess continues to lie in bed after Warren leaves, switching between various apps on her phone. A few messages have come through her professional email, but none require immediate attention. Her clients know she’s unavailable this week. Her personal inbox holds various well-wishes from friends whom she’d known neither long enough or well enough to invite to the wedding. She skims their congratulations and archives the messages. She won’t respond, and they don’t expect her to. Nia texts her to ask if she can take her car into town to get some work done, and Tess agrees.

Peter enters Tess’s mind unbidden as she begins her morning skin-care routine. This doesn’t trouble her. It’s understandable given his proximity after so long. Mitch’s behavior aside, Peter seems to be doing well. Sobriety has him looking healthy, like himself again. She’s assured that ultimately he’d gotten sober for himself, not her. It was for the best that they’d split when they had, and this all but proves it. There was no way Peter could have sustained himself in her world, with its weekly galas and nightly cocktail parties, without relapsing.

Tess stares at her reflection, glossy and vulnerable, as she applies a post-serum moisturizer. She likes herself more now than she had at any point in her twenties. She wonders how she appears to Peter now. Attractive still, unless his taste has changed wildly. Of course, she’s not the person she was when they were together, and neither is he. If they’d been compatible before, even briefly, they aren’t now. More proof she’d made the right decision.

She wonders how she appears to Mitch too. He’d been oddly confident toward her last night, though that had of course been related to his drinking. At one moment, Mitch had even reminded her of Peter. He’d been staring at her as if she’d reminded him of someone too.



Tess’s wedding gown arrives a little after ten. Georgia alerts her to the delivery. Tess carefully opens the large black box on the kitchen island to inspect the stitching on the final alterations—she’d had the hem raised and the bust taken in.

“Is Sebastian asleep?” Tess asks. “I wanted to confirm he won’t need a plus-one.”

“He’s working,” Georgia answers. “I know, I can hardly believe it either. I overheard him on a call a minute ago, and I swear he said the words ‘rate parity.’”

“Maybe he’s been replaced by a clone.”

“Or he’s decided to make something of himself. Are you going to try on the dress?” Georgia asks, pouring herself a cup of coffee a safe distance away.

“Not now.” Tess smooths one of the satin straps between her thumb and forefinger, as if considering plucking a single flower petal, then drops it. She’ll wait for Nia to come back before she tries the dress on.

“I’d like to see it,” Georgia says.

“Put your coffee down and have a look.”

“I meant see it on you.”

“Oh. Later.”



Tess had gone wedding dress shopping alone. She and Georgia were in a minor fight, Nia was on a work trip, and Channing would have been no more interested in coming along to the atelier than Tess was in asking her. Tess tried on half a dozen gowns before having a panic attack alone in the dressing room. She managed to make an excuse about a phone call so she would be left alone. Heart pounding and hands shaking, she called Warren. He picked up and asked if she was all right. Tess moved her lips to speak but there was no sound apart from her labored breathing and the noise of the crinoline moving as she paced. Warren asked if he needed to call someone, and Tess managed to tell him no. He began to tell her about his day to fill the silence. Tess retreated to a corner of the dressing room, unzipped the side of the gown, and sank onto the carpet. She closed her eyes and leaned her head against the wall, phone clutched to her ear. Warren’s voice was like a heated spa towel, comforting in its weight and warmth.

Warren was shooting a campaign ad, and he’d spilled coffee on not one but two shirts. The day was overcast so they moved inside, but Reese hadn’t liked the lighting and neither had Warren, so they moved back outside and risked the rain. They managed one solid take before the weather turned. Reese got word that a significant donor was pulling her support for undisclosed reasons—he suspected their opponent was playing games. Then lunch went missing along with the intern who’d been sent to fetch it. “All in all, I’ve had better days,” Warren concluded. “Are you able to tell me about yours? How’s the dress hunt going?”

Listening to Warren speak had calmed Tess enough to compose herself. “I don’t think I’m going to find a dress today,” she said. “I’ll go home. Try again later.” And she’d gotten dressed and gone back to their Tribeca apartment, where she made a list of other bridal shops to visit the following week. Warren returned to their apartment later that night. He was supposed to be on Cape Cod until the weekend, but he moved things around. “It sounded like you needed me,” he said. Warren liked to be needed. Tess was grateful.

Her relationship with Warren had been a slow ascent toward partnership. They were friends for a long time before they became lovers. He’d proved himself reliable and trustworthy without expecting anything in return. And once she began to think of him romantically, it was undeniable that Warren fit—with her family, her lifestyle, her future. Her relationship with Warren couldn’t be more different from her relationship with Peter, from its strange, intoxicating beginning to its painful but inevitable end.

Tess had been immediately attracted to Peter, which was unusual for her. The entire experience of meeting him was unusual. Men in aprons didn’t talk to her casually. She’d been told she was standoffish her entire life. She had inherited Channing’s tight mouth like Sebastian had, and Stewart’s stern brow, same as Georgia. Sebastian coined the term RTF, Resting Tess Face. But Peter hadn’t been intimidated. He appeared so self-possessed and so interested in her. She had to summon everything in her to project the type of confidence he exuded naturally. She knows now that what had presented as confidence was recklessness.

Peter’s art was wonderful, his manner of working fascinated her. His attention to a single curve or a beam of light transformed an entire canvas. The idea she was attracted to him both interested and frightened her. Her therapist at the time asked her why she was drawn to him. Tess didn’t know. She was desperate for Peter’s approval in a way she’d never been before. She felt sure that helping him ascend in the art world could be her life’s purpose. The personal and professional got mixed up in a way that grew gradually less fun.

But it was fun at first. It thrilled her to help Peter find his footing in the art world. He was funny, in a dry, self-deprecating way—this didn’t grate on her at first. And his fixation on his work was singular. She knew other artists, but Peter’s obsession with his work was different. It wasn’t something he wanted to do, it was something he needed to do. A compulsion he couldn’t deny. When he began to drink more, it dulled that compulsion, or perhaps replaced it. That, in some ways, was the hardest part to watch. But Peter’s curiosity was what drove him to Tess, and what attracted her to him. It was what made his work so captivating.

The paintings he showed her the night they met impressed her. It was their point of view more than anything else. They varied a bit in technique—he was still finding his style in those days—but she saw the same distinct person behind all of them. Most of the subjects appeared totally unaware they were being studied. Peter made people feel comfortable. Peter made Tess feel comfortable. And Tess, by nature, had never been a comfortable person. She was sure he could become a great artist. And she wanted to help him achieve it. In the end, she jumped from the sinking ship, and Peter righted himself. Their marriage and joint career were the casualties. Better them than Peter.






Peter


Nia’s revelation the previous night hadn’t changed anything, not really. Tess had made her choice in the end. And they all had to live with that. Tess most of all.

Peter takes no particular pains to be quiet once he gets dressed. Mitch, still lying on the sofa with a blanket over his head, sleeps through it anyway.

In the kitchen Peter unlocks the wide glass doors and steps onto the second- floor porch. Nearly the entire Lowell property is visible from this vantage point, from the garage to the tennis court. A crew of workmen, wearing logoed blue T-shirts, stacks boxes on the open lawn. A woman in a gray polo oversees a separate crew, occupied assembling the limbs of a large tent. A third group, dressed in yellow, is weeding and tending the gardens on all sides, ensuring that a photo taken from any angle on Saturday will be perfect.

Peter jogs down the porch stairs and rests on the knee-height flagstone wall that hems the guesthouse garden. He opens his sketchbook. A blank page glares back at him. Mitch’s face, flushed, and Tess’s, white-hot, flash into his mind. He pulls out his phone.

Eileen picks up right away. “Peter!”

“Good morning.”

“Why are you awake?”

Peter laughs. “It’s a nice day. Going for a walk.”

“Sounds quiet. Are you on the Cape already? I meant to tell you to look up Laurie’s brother Conrad in Brewster. He owns an ice company. Isn’t that something? How was the drive?”

“Fine. Good. What are you up to?”

“Reviewing notes for a talk I’m giving later. I’m glad you called—I’ve been staring at this screen for so long I’m going cross-eyed. I’m going to take a walk too.”

Peter hears the jangle of keys on the other end of the line. He tucks his sketchbook under his arm and heads toward the beach on the east side of the property. This requires him to go close to the house or to make an absurdly wide loop around the tent assembly. He opts for the longer route.

“How are you?” Eileen asks, her voice melodically tense. “Is Tess there?”

“Yeah. I’m fine.”

“Peter, dear, I’m doing my best not to pry, but—”

“I’m all right. I just wanted to check in.”

Eileen’s silent for a moment, though he hears her breathing. She’ll be in the stairwell now. “Did Mitch come with you? I wasn’t sure what was settled the other night.”

“He came.” Peter wets his lips. “That may have been a mistake.”

“Did Tess react badly? You haven’t said a thing about her. You have seen her, haven’t you?”

“And she’s seen me.”

“And how did that go?”

“Could have gone worse.” Peter considers telling Eileen that Sebastian had been the one to send the invitation but decides against it.

“What’s the matter with Mitch? You said something—”

“He got drunk at dinner.”

Eileen sighs heavily. “I thought he was more considerate than that, I really did. You told him, didn’t you?”

“I wasn’t clear enough. And he didn’t mean to. He’s … out of his element.”

“I’m sorry. I feel responsible.”

“You’re not, I am,” Peter says. He pauses at the top of the path to the beach, gripping the wooden railing that parallels the slope. “Anyway, I’m fine. It was more annoying than anything.”

“You weren’t tempted?”

Peter continues down the path, eyes fixed on the tide that licks the shore. “No,” he says.

It’s the truth. Peter had imagined having a drink. He imagines it often. But that isn’t the same as being in danger of having one. He’d been too harsh on Mitch. Three years ago maybe he’d have been in trouble. He’s all right now.

“I remember a time—must have been fifteen years ago, maybe twenty—when we attended a fancy Christmas party thrown by one of Felicia’s investors—you never met Felicia, did you? Pity, she’s fascinating. Has the loveliest red hair. Lives in Berlin now. Anyway, it was a gorgeous space—one of those luxury venues in Astoria, absolutely dripping with greenery—but the crowd was a drinking crowd, and there was an open bar. I left early. I was so bored. People are never as interesting or clever as they think they are when they’re drinking. Casts a less flattering light on my younger years.”

Peter crosses the sand and takes a seat on a large rock. He pins the phone between his ear and his shoulder and pinches a piece of graphite, then makes a crosshatching pattern over the fresh sketchbook page, graduating from dark on the right side to light on the left. The page is easier to look at now that it isn’t blank. “It’s not the most attractive sight, on the other side of things,” he agrees.

“Did Mitch apologize?”

“He was embarrassed. It won’t happen again.”

“Good.” Eileen sighs. “Are you coming to Thanksgiving this year, by the way? Laurie said she invited you. It will be a small group, and of course we’d love to have you, if you don’t have other plans.”

“Probably.” Grace had asked if he’d come home this year, but their parents had already met and approved of her boyfriend, so she didn’t exactly need his support. “I’ll let you know for sure in a week or two.”

“You can let me know on your way over. Laurie always cooks enough for an army. Are you sure you’re going to stay for the wedding?”

“Pretty sure.” Peter rubs the side of his hand over the page, smudging the individual lines into a gray haze. “It’s good to get out of the city.”

“I’ll be expecting updates.”

“Of course.”

“How is the prospect of closure looking?”

Peter squints down the line of his pencil. There’s a piece of driftwood half-buried in the sand that makes an interesting shape, like two figures whose arms encircle each other. Peter captures the outline of it, and begins to fashion it into an anthropomorphic composition. “I think I can definitively say the Tess chapter of my life will be closed on Saturday.”

He continues sketching after the call ends. He’s absorbed in his subject and doesn’t realize his solitude has been breached until Tess is near the bottom of the steps. Her posture is relaxed, and she’s dressed in an oversized sweatshirt and loose jeans. She never used to dress so casually, even on days when she didn’t leave her apartment.

“You’re still here.” Her tone is bright. She approaches in a determined, energetic manner, arms swinging slightly at her sides, footing sure.

“Morning.” Peter pushes his hair back from his face.

Tess looks down her nose at his sketchbook. “What are you doing out here?”

“Are you doubting my motives again? You think my landscape study is part of a plot to derail your special day?”

“I guess you’ve never taken that much initiative before.”

Peter smiles. Once upon a time, that comment would have stung. “How’s Warren?”

“Fine. He left for work a while ago.” Tess shifts her weight from one foot to the other. Her loafers are well-worn but Peter doesn’t recognize them. “Where’s your boyfriend? Nursing a hangover?”

“He got overwhelmed. He’s not used to fancy dinners like you people.”

Tess snorts. “He was steering the conversation pretty adequately from what I remember.”

Peter resumes sketching.

“You shouldn’t be here.”

Peter looks up.

“On the beach,” Tess says.

“Why’s that?”

“It’s going to be high tide in a minute,” Tess says, as if this is wildly obvious information.

“I’ll try not to drown.”

She rolls her eyes, then turns and climbs back toward the house. Peter lifts his sketchpad and captures the back of her in a series of frantic lines before she disappears from view.

The last time they’d been on this beach together was the second summer they were married. Tess had packed a light lunch and Peter had fingered her on a fleece picnic blanket.






Mitch


Mitch casts off his blanket once he’s sure Peter’s gone. He’s hardly hungover. Most of his discomfort stems from how Peter had treated the situation—as if Mitch was too stupid to know better. Apparently, Mitch was exactly that stupid.

He brews a small pot of coffee. He’ll make himself scarce before Peter comes back. There’s definitely enough room for them to keep their distance even if they don’t leave the property. For the first time in twenty-four hours he checks his phone—he’d thrown it in his suitcase before he and Peter went into town. His boss has called six times. A few of the servers have called and texted too. Zoe’s texted, first to tell him that one of their roommates tried to sublet his room for the week, then to ask how the writing was going. Mitch texts her back, overstating how inspired he’s found himself.

Damian calls as Mitch takes his first sip of coffee—Damian, the veteran server who’d taken Mitch under his wing, who always saved Mitch a plate of family meal if he was running late, who’d taken the heat for him when he’d fucked up an eight top’s order his second week on the job. Mitch can’t let Damian go to voicemail.

“What the fuck, man?”

“I know, I know, it was a last-minute thing.”

“It’s all good, man, it’s all good. Just wanted to check on you.”

“Joe’s not mad?”

“Nah, we’re all right. You remember Gina, who used to work with me? Joe hired her yesterday.”

Gina is a regular at after-shift hangouts. She’s tall with a halo of wispy, curly hair. Mitch has had a crush on her since she drunkenly recited a dirty limerick at a New Year’s Eve party, mangling the entire thing apart from the punch line. He occasionally daydreams of becoming her second husband, a harmless fantasy since Gina firmly maintains one marriage was more than enough. “That’s great. Gina’s great.”

Gina has two kids. She needs the money more than Mitch does.

Mitch opens a pocket-sized spiral-bound notepad. The first few leaves are covered in notes about last weekend’s brunch specials. He tears those pages out.

Damian’s break is over. Mitch hangs up. On a fresh sheet he writes: book idea … rich family … Cape Cod … wedding … disaster? Then he lopes outside and down the porch steps.

Rent’s due in two weeks.

Rent’s due in two weeks, and he’s been replaced.

He’ll find a new job when he gets back. Today, this week, he’ll write something. He’ll start a novel. The Tess and Peter of it all is too good to pass up. Two people with such a complicated history, such different backgrounds. He could take the story in a hundred different directions, all he has to do is settle on one. He doesn’t have to tell Peter he’s using him as inspiration. Better to ask for forgiveness than permission. If Peter’s even speaking to him at the end of the week.

Mitch cuts over the lawn toward the back of the main house, lingering in a shady spot that overlooks the bay. There’s a brick patio nearby that’s sure to be sun-warmed and pleasant. He surveys the windows of the main house from the shadows, wondering if anyone would care if he sat there. A path links the patio to a boathouse. That looks like an appealing place to write too. And the tennis courts on the other side of the house have a pleasant aura, not to mention benches.

It’s too much pressure to decide right away. Mitch sinks to the ground, his back to a tree, and begins to scroll social media, waiting for the proper writing spot to make itself known to him.






Tess


When she returns from her morning walk, Tess hangs her wedding gown on the closet door and reviews Warren’s speech on her iPad while pacing around her bedroom. The pages barely need a polish, but she takes pleasure in being Warren’s editor, and she knows he appreciates her input. It’s not the sort of thing she’d ever want to make a career out of—Georgia had always been the more politically minded one—but it keeps her in tune with Warren. She makes a few suggestions to strengthen his language—two notes she’s sure he’ll agree with, and one he’ll likely pass on—then heads for the pool.

Her conversation with Peter on the beach replays in her mind as she makes her laps. He’d been hard to read. She couldn’t tell if he and Mitch were on the outs or not. Years ago, Peter would have been the one drinking heavily. Now that he is sober, Tess can’t understand how he could be with a person who could so easily pull him back into bad habits. Then again, Tess is no longer the person she had been when they were married. She supposes that could be true of Peter. But if he’d truly moved on, why was he here? If he’d truly moved on, why would he want closure? She doesn’t believe that Mitch is so interested in getting to know her either. Mitch isn’t the one whose eyes found hers immediately in every room. Not that she thinks Peter means anything by it, other than to unsettle her. She imagines returning to the beach to demand answers from Peter, to unsettle him back. But he’d no doubt left by now, driven away by the tide.

Her legs burn pleasantly by the time she lifts herself out of the pool. She presses the water out of her hair and changes back into her clothes without showering. She exits the pool room by the exterior door and rounds the corner of the house to find Mitch sitting on the patio with an unlit cigarette hanging from his mouth and a notebook open on his lap. Still feeling adrenaline from her swim, Tess plots her course. The real way to get answers about Peter, the unshakable and immovable ex, is through his boyfriend. Mitch couldn’t have presented himself more conveniently.

He blinks up at her, not moving other than to turn his head. “Sorry. Am I in your spot?”

“Don’t mind me,” Tess says, taking a seat nearby.

For the next few minutes only the scratching of Mitch’s pen over paper and the sound of his thumb drumming the side of his notebook fill the silence. The fresh cigarette remains anchored to his lips. Tess waits, content to bask in the sun. Nia texts her a meme of an exhausted kitten. Tess is about to text her back when Mitch abruptly stops writing and snaps the book closed over his pen.

“Sorry about last night, by the way,” Mitch says, removing the cigarette. He sounds remarkably unapologetic.

“Warren enjoyed himself. I guess that’s all that matters.”

“It’s funny that you’re not a political family.”

“Warren knew that when we got together.”

“Oh, I just meant since you have a lot of stake in the status quo. More predictable than funny, I guess.”

“You’re not very good at apologizing,” Tess says. “I assume you enjoyed your evening for the most part?”

“Of course. You’re a great hostess. The eats were top-notch.” Mitch squints away over the water. He’s tall. Tess likes tall men, though Warren is just above average height, and Peter fairly average. Mitch is wearing faded jeans and a sweater with suede elbow patches. The sleeves and torso of the sweater are too short, so the patches fall above his elbows, and several inches of the white T-shirt he wears underneath span the space between the sweater’s hem and his woven belt. A lock of his hair falls over his forehead, and he pushes it back every few minutes. Tess has never met anyone that Peter’s dated before. She wonders if his taste varies greatly between men and women, if Mitch is the outlier, or, more likely, if she had been.

“You can smoke, I don’t mind,” she says.

Mitch gives her a skeptical look. She smiles, and he grins back, his apprehensive expression melting away.

“You want one?” he asks.

“Thanks, no.”

Mitch nods as he flicks his lighter, bobbing his chin as if to music. He has a nice face. He’s very good-looking up close. Tess hadn’t spent much time looking at him before. He shouldn’t smoke, it will only age him prematurely. That’s why Tess had quit. It had been easy for her. It was a stress-relief mechanism she’d picked up at the end of the marriage, quickly incorporated into her life and just as quickly eliminated.

Mitch clears his throat. “You’re staring at me.”

“You shouldn’t smoke.”

Mitch freezes mid-inhale.

“I mean you should quit.”

“Ah.” He returns the cigarette to the corner of his mouth and talks out the other side like a reporter in an old movie. “You think I’ll die tragically young and leave poor Peter all alone?”

“I don’t think you and Peter will last that long.”

Mitch laughs, though this appears to cut him. “Should I apologize again? Or are you gonna hate me no matter what?”

The smoke wafts toward Tess. It should make her sick, but she still likes the smell of it. “Don’t waste your breath, I don’t want to exacerbate your smoker’s lung.”

Mitch’s eyes flick over her. He’s not the sort of person to notice things all at once, but gradually. She wonders what he’d noticed about her first. She wonders if he likes women, or only men.

“You get caught in the sprinklers?”

“I went for a swim.”

“Big athlete?”

“No. I exercise for my mental health.”

“Sure, sure. I walk to work. That’s when I get most of my good thinking done.”

“When do you have time to write?”

“I make the time.” Mitch takes a long pull of his cigarette. “Late at night, early in the morning. Speaking of, I’m interested in the poems your grandmother wrote, if you have them around.”

“Great-grandmother. They’re in the study. I’ll take you in when you finish the cigarette.” Mitch may be more inclined to reveal things about Peter if she plays along. An innocent wedding guest and gracious hostess bonding over literature.

“You don’t have any better things to do, huh?”

“I definitely do, but I’m trying to be hospitable since Sebastian has apparently discovered a work ethic.”

“I like your brother.”

“Of course you do. You like Peter. They’re very similar.”

“I don’t know if I agree with that. Kinda Freudian, isn’t it?”

“Comparing Peter to my father would be Freudian. And they’re nothing alike.”

Mitch finishes his cigarette. Tess points toward the ashtray that rests on a table across the patio. Mitch makes his way there and back with long strides. He waits, his body angled toward the house.

Tess leads him up the path, through the covered porch, and down the hallway into the study. Anna is carrying unwieldy paper bags of groceries toward the kitchen as they pass. Tess skirts by her, but Mitch greets her and offers to relieve her of her burden. Tess can hear by his voice that he’s grinning. She wonders if it’s prescriptive Midwestern politeness—Nia had mentioned he was from Indiana, or Nebraska, or one of those places—or if Mitch is simply like that.

“Were you flirting?” she asks, waiting for him in the doorway to the study.

“Do you think I only offered to help her because I’m attracted to her?”

Perhaps he does like women. “Did you?” Tess asks.

“Do you think people only pay attention to you because you’re pretty and rich?”

“That’s sweet, you think I’m rich.”

Mitch laughs, tossing his head back. Tess finds herself smiling.

The Cape Cod study houses the majority of the Lowell family library, a collection that has accumulated over generations. It’s an old-fashioned, masculine space. A glass-topped mahogany desk sits before a three-paneled bay window with a harbor view. Built-in shelves, constructed from the same dark wood as the walls, are capped by ornate dentil molding. The doors to this room are normally kept closed unless there’s company and Stewart is inclined to show it off. For the past few weeks Darcy and Tess have stored wedding things here. A large seating chart rests atop a collapsible easel in one corner, and boxes of early wedding gifts form a blockade before one of the overstuffed leather reading chairs.

“Wow, this is some room.”

“I used to hide in here when I was younger. That chair’s perfect for reading, it gets the best light.”

Mitch takes a seat in the chair she indicates, lifting his eyebrows dramatically. “Luxurious.” He bounds back to his feet, pulled to the shelves as if by a magnetic force. “May I?”

“Help yourself. No one’s touched them in years.”

“Poor things,” Mitch croons, pulling a volume off the shelf with two fingers, his touch delicate. “Not big readers, the rest of your family?”

“No one’s here full-time. Mom lives on the Upper West Side, Warren and I have a place in Tribeca. Sebastian too. Georgia lives in Hartford, and Dad’s always traveling. Even when we were children we only summered here.”

“I’ve never heard someone use summer as a verb in real life.” Mitch returns the volume he’d been flicking through. His fingertips continue to drift along the spines. Tess retrieves one of the books of poems and leans against the desk to watch Mitch pace. He skims over the encyclopedias and lingers in the eighteenth- and nineteenth-century fiction, selecting an edition of Northanger Abbey. Tess had used that copy for a book report in seventh grade.

“You like Austen?”

“It’s my family’s library, not mine. I’ve read that one and Pride and Prejudice.”

“I’ve only read Emma,” Mitch says thoughtfully. “Had to for a seminar. I liked it. She reminds me of you. Or, you remind me of her.”

“Oh?”

“Privileged. Good-looking. Snobby.”

Tess laughs, genuinely surprised. “That’s rude.”

“Those characters are the most fun,” Mitch says, shooting her a benevolently condescending look, like she should know better. He’s not worried he’s offended her. If anything, he’s trying to. Tess momentarily forgets to probe after Peter.

“If you say so. Who are your literary influences?”

“I like Salinger a lot. Not to be a cliché, but Hemingway and Faulkner too. Denis Johnson. Bukowski. Read Mark Twain all the time when I was a kid. There was this one story about a bullfrog, I read it over and over…” He laughs. “Oh, and Fitzgerald.”

“That’s an awful lot of men.”

Mitch grins. “I meant Zelda.”

Tess snorts. Mitch steps closer. “Speaking of women, is that it?”

Tess hands the book over and takes the seat Mitch had occupied earlier as he flicks through the pages. It’s one of half a dozen identical copies, each a slim, cloth-bound volume, all printed by Harvard University Press back in the fifties. It was never picked up for a reprint. Tess vacillates between certainty that it was a vanity printing, as Peter had annoyingly suggested, and wondering if the poems are any good.

Mitch holds the volume open with one hand and adjusts his glasses. He looks down his nose as he reads, mouth compressed, as if aware he ought to present a scholarly facade. At some point his expression recovers its elasticity, mouth twitching into a smile and eyes crinkling at the corners. Tess can’t recall which poem, if any, would produce this effect. She should read them again.

He looks up before she can pretend to look away, but he’s not put off or distracted by the attention. “These are pretty good. I like the one about her memory of her brother. I’m not a poet, but it’s got a certain something.”

His familiarity should be irritating, but Tess continues to find it charming. It hardly annoys her to find she’s charmed either. “I’ll ask you to write a new introduction if they’re ever reprinted.”

“Naturally,” Mitch says with mock solemnity.

“What sort of things do you write? Stoic middle-class men suffering under the crushing weight of social expectations?”

“You’re neglecting the homosexual subtext.”

“I assume with you it’s all text.”

Mitch coughs—is that a glimmer of embarrassment?—and sinks into a chair opposite her, crossing ankle over knee and pushing back the wayward lock of hair. “Sure, sure.”

He really is very handsome. Almost classically so when he’s still and quiet, which isn’t often. And there’s something unspoiled about him. Perhaps he’s yet to have his heart broken. Perhaps he’s never missed a dentist appointment.

“What’s the story you’re writing now about?” Tess asks.

“It’s a love story.”

“How does it end?”

Mitch leans forward, smiling open-mouthed. He’s recovered his footing. “That’s a funny question to ask.”

“Some love stories are tragic.”

“That’s true. Most people would assume, though—”

“Well, I’m not most people.”

Mitch beats his fingers gently along the book. “How do you think it should end? How would you like it to end?”

Something in the way he asks makes Tess’s stomach flip. Probably an unconscious link to some past tension that her body remembers even if her brain doesn’t. She uncrosses her legs and crosses them the opposite way. “I don’t read much fiction.”

“Well, you’d make an exception for my book.”

“Maybe. If I have the time. You should send me a copy when it’s done.”

“You should buy one. Heck, you should buy a hundred.”

Tess laughs. Mitch is what her grandmother would have called “cheeky.” She considers telling him this. Perhaps later.

“You really don’t read much?” he asks, turning earnest. “You don’t ever want to escape in a book?”

“No, that’s what television’s for.”

“What kind of television do you watch?”

“I don’t have much time for that either.”

“So you have no escape, is what you’re telling me.”

“I don’t need an escape. I like my life.”

Mitch nods. “Is Warren a reader?’

“Nonfiction, mostly. He has a wide variety of interests. He’s a lot smarter than I am.”

“Oh, I don’t believe that.”

“I wasn’t fishing for a compliment. I’m more practically minded than intellectual.”

Mitch glances toward the barricade of wedding boxes. “Practically minded, hmm?” He stands and begins to pick through the surface layer, unearthing a pair of silver serving tongs, a brocade tablecloth, and a juicer. He lifts a box with a photo of crystal champagne flutes on the top. “This seems kinda impractical, if you ask me. How often do you and Warren drink champagne?”

Tess stands to take the box back. “No one asked you.”

Mitch nods, his tongue pushing against the corner of his mouth. “So what drew you to Peter?”

Tess resumes her seat, the box of flutes resting on her lap. “Most people would begin with some type of polite disclaimer, or at least attempt a segue.”

“Well, I’m not most people either.” Mitch clasps his hands behind his back like he’s preparing to deliver a monologue when the spotlight lands on him.

“What did Peter say about it?”

“We didn’t talk about you much. Is that surprising?”

Tess frowns, carefully prying open the lid to the box of flutes. She parts the rustling tissue paper, looking for a glimmer of the glass beneath. “I guess not. It’s been a long time.”

“Not that long.”

“It feels like a long time. Neither of us are the same people we used to be. At least, I’m not. I can’t speak for Peter.” Tess closes the box and sets it on the desk. She pats her hair, assessing its dampness. It’s on the verge of being too long. She hopes it will cooperate on Saturday. “I think everyone reinvents themselves every few years.”

“Everyone, huh? I don’t know about that.”

“You don’t think you’re a different person than you were five years ago?”

Mitch chafes the backs of his fingers under his chin in a disarming way. “Not fundamentally, no.”

“They say your cells are dying off and regrowing at such a rate that every seven years you don’t have a single one left from before that point. So I’m definitely right on some level.”

Mitch squints at the ceiling. “You’re more focused on the self-actualization than the biology, though.”

“What do you see in Peter?” Tess asks. She remembers that she’s meant to be asking the questions.

“Same things you did. Talent, curiosity, humor, good taste…” He ticks each attribute on a finger, trailing off as if to imply he could continue listing Peter’s good qualities for hours.

“You haven’t mentioned physical attraction.”

Mitch smiles impishly. “So we are talking about biology.”

“Do you date a lot of artists?”

Mitch shrugs. “Not really.”

“Peter was the only one I ever dated. Never again.”

“Now it’s you and Warren, contra mundum.”

“Exactly.”

“I’m sorry he’s so busy. I was hoping to get to know him better too. Peter mentioned a campaign, but I guess I didn’t realize how soon the election was.” Mitch laces his fingers together. “You think he’ll win?”

“It’s likely. He’s popular with college-educated voters across the board.”

“Any debates coming up? Maybe I’ll tune in.”

“There’s one in two weeks. You’ve heard him argue, unless you were too drunk to remember. He’s very good.”

Mitch flushes pink but doesn’t waver. “He’s compelling. I was impressed. Had me wanting to canvass for him, and I’m a socialist.”

“Of course you are.”

“Don’t worry, I’m not going to redistribute your wedding registry. Do you still work, by the way?”

“I work. I’m taking a week off to get married.”

“What does an agent do, anyway?”

“Secures gallery contracts and makes connections most artists don’t have access to. None of my clients have ever had much money before they signed with me, and they’re all in a better financial situation now.”

“Except Peter.”

“Peter’s doing fine.”

“Of course he is. He likes teaching, anyway.”

Tess draws her palms along her thighs. “He’s teaching?”

“A few college classes.”

The image of Peter gesturing at the front of a classroom, his shoes flecked with paint, flashes into Tess’s mind. “He would be good at that.”

“Of course he is.” Mitch, his head at a Labrador tilt, narrows his eyes. “Can I ask you something?”

“Can I stop you?”

“Well, when I ask—”

“Go ahead.”

“You don’t regret it? The way things ended with Peter?”

Tess slides her engagement ring between her first and second knuckle. “Not anymore.”

“You did at the time.”

“Of course I did. I’m not a monster, whatever Peter might say. But it was for the best. It wasn’t going to last. We weren’t good for each other.”

“He didn’t say you were a monster.”

“It doesn’t sound like he cast me in a very good light.”

“All things considered, I think he was pretty fair.”

“You know, I never once got drunk in front of him.”

Mitch turns a little pinker. “Yeah, you don’t seem like you let loose often.”

“I wouldn’t have, not when I knew he had a problem. He deserves better than that.”

“It was a mistake, I apologized. We’re good.” Mitch speaks curtly.

“Peter’s a more forgiving person than I am.”

“I’m sure you have some good qualities,” Mitch concedes. “Not as many as Peter, but some.”

“Every good quality has a bad side, and vice versa.”

“Oh yeah?”

“For example, Peter’s creative, but his personal relationships tend to be chaotic. I’m organized but that also means I’m anxious.”

“You don’t seem anxious to me.”

“High-strung, to put it in your precious literary terms.”

“Is that the same thing?”

“How would you describe me?” Tess asks, straightening her posture. “How will you describe me, in the story you’ll inevitably write about this encounter?”

Mitch grins, leaning his upper body away from her as if to get a fuller view. “What would you call the color of your hair, chestnut brown?”

Tess snorts.

Mitch turns serious. “I think you’re intense, and thoughtful, and maybe funnier than you mean to be.”

“That sounds like an insult. Like I’m too stupid to know I’m making an idiot of myself.”

“You’re not an idiot. You have this cadence to your voice when you get going.” Mitch makes a circular motion with two fingers. “It’s engaging.”

Tess watches him for a long while. He appears genuine. He’d been sorry for how he’d acted last night, but only because of how it had affected Peter. He’s not embarrassed for himself. He appears as eager for Peter’s approval as she had been at his age. It’s eerie to watch in someone with whom she has ostensibly nothing else in common.

“Has Peter read any of this book you’re writing?”

Mitch’s brow furrows. “It would be bad luck to share it this soon. He understands that.”






Mitch


There’s a photo in an antique silver frame on the corner of the desk. Mitch turns it to face him. A young girl wearing a frilly white dress with a satin sash looks at the camera, unsmiling and wide-eyed. Heavy bangs and a lace collar frame her face, and she’s clutching her fists at her side. A bush of purple-blue flowers looms over her in the background. He can tell it’s Tess and not Georgia by the shape of her mouth and chin.

“You’re very nosy,” Tess says, suddenly close.

Mitch turns. Tess has him backed against the desk, so he sits, legs spread. “How old were you here?”

“Eight or nine.”

“You look pretty miserable.”

Tess frowns, heightening her resemblance to the girl in the photo. “I resented being told to smile.” She reaches for the frame but Mitch lifts it over his head as she does. Tess trips forward against the desk between his open legs, one hand grazing his thigh. She jumps back, smoothing her hair.

She’s so in command despite her momentary clumsiness that Mitch, awed, doesn’t apologize for a full thirty seconds.

Tess ignores him. “I like that photo of myself. I don’t like many photos of myself from that age.”

“Why’s that?”

“I don’t know. It was a stressful time. Sebastian was having behavioral issues, and my parents were fighting. The one may have caused the other—I don’t think it was Sebastian’s fault.”

“Have you and Sebastian always been close?”

“He’s my brother.”

“I don’t have siblings, I’m not sure what that’s like.” Mitch stands. Tess doesn’t back away. She stares up at him, mere inches away. He can still feel the spot where she’d touched him. His heart pounds like he’s been running, and he has to steady his breath. “You’re sorta hard on him, if you don’t mind my saying.”

Tess crosses her arms. “When you love someone, you want the best for them.”

“He seems like he’s doing okay to me.”

“I’m sure he does, to you. I know him well enough to worry about him. He’s never going to be happy if he keeps dating the kind of men he dates.”

“That’s pretty harsh.”

“The world is harsh. You’ll understand when you’re older.”

Mitch rolls his eyes. “I’m twenty-four, not a kid.”

“I remember how naive twenty-four-year-olds are.”

An echo of what Peter had said the day before. “You don’t think a little more gentleness would have helped you with Peter?”

“That’s not what got through to him. Hitting rock bottom is how he got better.”

Mitch cracks his knuckles, frowning. “That’s not fair, leaving him and then taking credit for his recovery.”

“I’m not taking credit,” Tess says, a sour expression on her face.

“Peter could be real bitter after what he’s been through. But he’s not. He’s still kind.”

Tess stares at him, her lower lip pulled between her teeth, brows knit. There’s no attempt to hide that the conversation has turned unpleasant. “How long was your longest relationship before now?”

“About six months.”

“Ah. I see the source of your naivete. And how did that end?”

Mitch thinks of Mandy, his first and only girlfriend, who’d clung to his side all sophomore year and abruptly dumped him near the end of spring semester to focus on exams. “It was mutual. You know how that goes.”

“Maybe things will change when you’re with someone longer, and things get hard, and you have to make decisions about jobs and money and children.”

“You’re talking like that won’t be with Peter,” Mitch says, maintaining his cool with effort.

“Maybe it will be.”

Mitch crosses his legs at the ankle and leans back against the desk again. “I think you’re kinda territorial about him still.”

“I’m not in love with him.”

The suggestion unsettles Mitch. He forces a laugh. “That’s not what I mean. I think you still feel responsible for him in some way.”

“I think Peter deserves to be with someone who can commit to him, that’s all,” Tess says, twining a lock of hair around her finger with a maddeningly cool expression on her face.

Mitch pushes himself off the desk, driving Tess closer to the nearest armchair. “Commit to him like you could, huh?”

“Yes, that’s what a marriage is,” Tess says. She takes a step back but keeps calm, even smiling now, like a lioness preparing to eat him. “And how have you proven your loyalty?”

“I quit my job to come here and support him this week, for one.” Mitch blurts it out before he thinks it through entirely.

Tess’s mouth falls in an exaggerated O of shock. “You quit your job?”

“Yeah. That’s how much Peter means to me.” Mitch cringes internally, reminded anew that his financial situation is in shambles. At least the tension between him and Tess has shifted into something less confusing.

“Is that the sort of thing you do regularly?” Tess asks.

“Never once in my life.”

“That’s funny. It doesn’t seem that out of character to me.”

Mitch is grateful that Tess won’t give him a moment to wallow in self-pity. “Oh, come on, I’m not that irresponsible. It’s not like I can get away with losing a paycheck. Not like you or Sebastian could.”

“Well, I wouldn’t, and Sebastian can’t. Nobody who works for Dad can simply quit. It’s out of the question.”

“Your father’s an authoritarian?”

“He has high expectations. People feel the need to live up to them.”

“That’s where you got it, huh?” Mitch asks. “Have you ever worked for him?”

“I don’t have a particular passion for the acquisition and tenure of hotels.”

“I don’t have a particular passion for waiting tables either. That’s my point. No safety net. We do what we must. Some of us, anyway.”

“But you’re throwing all that to the wind to take a trip with your boyfriend.”

The way Tess says boyfriend makes him a little reluctant to meet her eye. “Yeah, it’s almost as crazy as getting married on a whim.”

“Is that what Peter said?”

“Isn’t that what happened?” Mitch asks.

“Interesting that he said that.”

“What’s your version?”

“Why couldn’t we have been in love?”

“I didn’t say you weren’t.” Mitch wets his lips. His tongue is hot and his lips impossibly dry. “Were you?”

“No.”

He laughs. He’s relieved. “Then what are you objecting to?”

“We thought we were, at the time. At least I did.”

“But you’re sure now that you weren’t?”

“Completely.” Tess presses her lips into a firm line, then speaks in a professional, practiced tone. “If you love someone, you put them first. Ultimately neither of us did that.”

“How can you be sure it’s not the same way now, with—” Mitch gestures toward the doorway, as if Warren were waiting down the hall.

“Of course it’s not.”

“Well, no one falls in love the same way twice, I guess.”

Tess leans toward him, a juvenile look on her face. “Are you in love with Peter?”

“I feel like that’s information I should be withholding.”

“Why?”

“Sort of personal, isn’t it?”

“Our entire conversation has been extremely personal.”

“How long did it take you to fall in love with Warren?”

“A long time. But Warren’s patient.”

“You’re not?”

“Not at all.”

“Did you date anyone between Peter and Warren?”

“No. I did sleep with someone.” Tess examines her nails. “That’s unusual for me, I’m sort of a prude.”

“Oh?”

“I’ve only ever had sex with five people.”

“That’s more than I have,” Mitch admits.

Tess cranes her neck toward him. “How many?”

“My college girlfriend, and a woman last summer.”

“And Peter.”

“Yeah.” Mitch clears his throat. “And Peter.”

“He’s the only man you’ve ever been with?”

“Officially, yeah,” Mitch says. “I had this friend in college. You know how those things can go.” His hands shake. He shoves them in his pockets and takes a deep breath.

Tess is staring out the window. “I don’t. I’ve never had a crush on a friend. I’ve been jealous, but that’s not the same thing, is it?”

“I guess not.” Mitch stretches his arms over his head, following her gaze. He feels like he could run ten miles. He needs to keep moving. “What do you keep in that boathouse down there?”



It’s a perfect afternoon—clear and sunny, with a cool breeze. Mitch follows Tess down the dock, past a row of four large wooden chairs. Mitch wonders which member of the family was never afforded one. The afternoon sun glimmers along the surface of the water. Across the way there are several houses of a similar size and style to Tess’s house, and one modern monstrosity sheathed in dark wood, with tall narrow windows that look like they belong on a medieval castle.

They enter the boathouse. Tess explains their real boats are in winter storage from October to May. Two brightly colored kayaks and a canoe are mounted on the wall. A rowboat bobs on the water. Mitch expects Tess to object when he begins to untie it, but instead she grabs the oars. They climb in, Mitch with his back to the bow, Tess on the bench opposite him. The wind ruffles her hair and she smiles at him as he begins to row. There’s no question that he will be the one doing the work. He doesn’t mind it. As his muscles strain, he feels less like he’s vibrating out of his skin.

“I guess you come down here a lot,” he says.

“Not very. I like being near the water but not on it.”

“I thought you were a swimmer.”

“An indoor pool is different.”

Mitch pauses rowing, reaching a hand to skim the cold water. “I used to go swimming in the springs through November in Neosho. There’s something about swimming outdoors.”

“Neosho. That’s a musical word.”

“It’s Osage, I think. Means clear water.”

“You grew up there? Neosho?”

“Thereabouts. I’m sure you’d hate it.”

“I could survive away from all this.”

“Have you ever lived anywhere else that wasn’t Manhattan? Don’t say boarding school.”

Tess laughs.

Mitch laughs too. They’re both in a more agreeable mood outdoors. “So you’ve really never been involved in decorating your family’s hotels?”

“They contract a company for that.”

“It’s below you, I get it.”

“It doesn’t require much fine art expertise. Nobody’s looking at the paintings when they’re taking business trips or meeting their mistresses.”

“Mistresses, eh? Is that the sort of hotel your family runs?”

“That’s every sort of hotel. Besides, we have a wide portfolio. I’m sure you’ve stayed in one of ours and didn’t know it.”

“I’ve never stayed in a hotel at all. This week was going to be my first time.”

“A virgin. How quaint. Sorry to deprive you of that opportunity.”

“I’ll have another shot.”

“Maybe the next wedding Peter takes you to.”

“Sure.” Mitch squints up at the sun.

“Didn’t your mother ever tell you that you’d go blind doing that?”

“She didn’t tell me a lot of things.”

“What about your father?”

Mitch tightens his grip on the oars. The wood grain is oddly soothing on his calloused palms, the result of washing dishes in scalding water and carrying searing hot plates multiple nights a week. “He left when I was a kid.”

“You never knew him?”

Mitch focuses on the way the oars cut through the water. “Nope.”

“Well, it’s his loss,” Tess answers. Her face is stern, her tone angry. He’s seen this righteous energy, intense as a searchlight, before. He hasn’t seen it directed on his behalf.

Mitch nearly drops one of the oars. “Yeah.” He adjusts his grip again. “Thanks.”

Tess looks at him for a long moment, then draws a deep breath and lifts her face to the sun. Her hands rest lightly on the sides of the rowboat, her engagement ring glimmering.

“How much does that kind of ring cost?” Mitch asks.

Tess’s chin drops. She glares at him, but it’s almost affectionate, implying a familiarity between them, as if he’s allowed to ask such questions because she enjoys reacting with indignation. “You’re a ridiculous person. You’re not real.”

“Does that mean it’s worth a million dollars or something?”

“Several thousand.”

Mitch whistles.

Tess holds her left hand before her, looking down the bridge of her nose. “It’s perfect. Warren knows my taste.”

“You didn’t help pick it out? You left that kind of decision up to some guy?”

“He’s not some guy. I made sure he had the information he needed prior to making a purchase.”

“Whatever works, I guess.” Mitch continues to row in silence, conscious of his breathing, conscious of Tess’s eyes on him. He stops when they’re free of the current, pulling the oars toward the center of the boat so that he can rest. “Did Peter buy your first engagement ring?”

“No,” Tess says, sounding pleased with herself. “We bought wedding bands together. I paid for them. No engagement ring at all.”

“So it was impulsive,” Mitch says. Somehow, this information doesn’t satisfy him the way it should.

Tess appears just as annoyed. “Are you trying to get us stranded out here?”

The oars scrape in the oarlocks as Mitch lowers them into the water. Tess grips the underside of the bench, and Mitch orients them back toward their origin. When they reach the boathouse, Tess helps him secure the rowboat, then frowns up at him.

“Bend over,” she says.

“What?” But Mitch leans forward anyway.

“You have a smudge.” Tess licks her thumb and swipes it over his forehead. “There.” And without another word she glides along the path to the house and vanishes inside.

Mitch rubs his brow, heart pounding again. He wonders if it had been grime from the oars, or if it had been from the study, after he’d pulled a dusty book from the shelves.






Peter


After his run-in with Tess, Peter borrows a bike and explores the winding roads west of the property, mind and body both blissfully occupied. The guesthouse kitchen is a flurry of activity by the time he returns, damp from his cycling. Mitch emerges apologetically from a cloud of flour, cheeks pink and forehead glistening. The house smells like tomato and sweet basil.

“What’s all this?”

“I’m making dinner.”

Peter tosses his backpack onto the couch. If he’d intended to be cold toward Mitch, he can’t remember. He likes Mitch too much to commit to coldness. “It smells great.”

“I’m real sorry, Peter.” Mitch’s gaze shifts toward Peter, the hue in his face deepening. “About last night. I wasn’t thinking. I was selfish. I don’t deserve a second chance.”

“It won’t happen again, like you said.” Peter’s voice sounds gruff to his own ears. “I know you meant it.”

“Oh, shit.” Mitch darts to the fridge and begins to rifle through it. “I’ll toss the beer if you need—if you want me to. I should have done it earlier.”

“Don’t bother. I’ll be fine.” Peter will be fine. He takes inventory of his emotions. If the week so far hasn’t tempted him to drink, nothing will. He’s gotten through the worst of it.

Mitch pushes the beer cans to the back of the fridge, a useless but well-intentioned gesture.

“What time is dinner?”

“Seven thirty work for you?”

“Seven thirty’s great.” Peter wanders toward the stove. “What are you making?”

Mitch wipes a hand over his brow, smiling tentatively. “Spaghetti.”

“What’s with the flour everywhere?”

“I tried to make pasta from scratch—I found a video—but the dough was too tough. Had to toss it. Bought a box of dry spaghetti just in case.”

“You’re still more ambitious than I am. I guess the cooks at your restaurant aren’t in danger of losing their jobs to you.”

“Not likely,” Mitch says, focusing hard on stirring the sauce. “At least the sauce turned out okay.”

“How can I help?”

Mitch asks if he’ll wash the lettuce. Peter does, then slices carrots and olives. When he opens the upper cabinets in search of a salad bowl, he finds a small chocolate cake beneath a domed plastic lid. On top, in yellow frosting, is written SORRY I WAS AN ASSHOLE. The final three letters are cramped at the end of the last line.

Mitch attempts to slam the cabinet shut but Peter catches his hand.

“That’s for later,” Mitch says, his face practically magenta. He tries to extract his hand from Peter’s grip, but Peter fights him until they’re both grinning.

“Was this in case I didn’t accept your first apology?”

“I got sorta carried away at the store.”

Peter wants to laugh, but he’s wary of spoiling the mood. He can’t decide if the gesture is more touching or absurd. Either way, it’s definitely Mitch-like.

“This kid was working the bakery counter,” Mitch explains, surrendering control of the cabinet door. “I don’t think he’d ever written on a cake before. I expected him to tell me to get lost, but he laughed and asked what color I wanted. The woman at the cash register laughed too. Gave me a discount on the cake. I don’t know why I picked yellow. It’s cheerful, I guess.”

Peter lowers the cake onto the counter, unsnaps the plastic lid, and dips his finger into the frosting. It’s grainy and sickly sweet, the sugar hardly offset by the bitterness of the cocoa. “You lead quite the charmed life.”

“Sure I do.” Mitch returns to the stove, lowering the heat under the sauce and raising it under the pot of water. His hair clings to his forehead, and his left wrist is spattered with tomato.

Peter joins him at the stove. “You’re a good guy, Mitch. I’m sorry if I implied otherwise.”

Mitch grimaces.

“It’s water under the bridge.” Peter squeezes him on the shoulder and returns to making the salad.

“What sort of things did you eat growing up?” Mitch asks, his tone approaching its usual level of confidence. “Did your parents cook a lot?”

“A fair amount. Do you eat much Korean food?”

“I think I’ve had bibimbap,” Mitch says carefully. “Did I say that right? I don’t know how authentic it was. We should have it together sometime.”

Peter shepherds rounds of cucumber from the cutting board into the bowl below. “I know a few places.”

“How would you feel about a real date?” Mitch says, a sly look at Peter. “After all this, I mean. I know it’s a lot, with Tess, and—”

Peter pops the stub of a cucumber into his mouth. “Why not now?”

“Oh.” Mitch pauses, holding a wooden spoon in midair.

“I’ve never had someone go to the trouble of special ordering a cake even when they were trying to sleep with me.”

Mitch laughs.

“If that’s not what you’re doing—”

“No, no.” Mitch’s voice is quiet but warm and energetic. He smiles in a cautious sort of way, like he’s afraid to give in to it. “It’s a date. I want it to be a date.”

“What are you thinking about?”

“What did you think of me when we first met?” Mitch asks, looking at Peter again from the corner of his eye.

“I thought you were cute,” Peter says.

“Well, I am cute.” Mitch allows himself a grin as he peers into the steaming pot of water. His glasses fog.

“I thought you were charismatic. A little unhinged.”

Mitch wipes his glasses on the hem of his T-shirt. The water begins to boil gently.

“How did the writing go today?”

“Good. Made some progress.” Mitch returns his glasses to his face and dumps the contents of the pasta box into the boiling water with one swift movement. A stray piece falls beside the burner and catches fire. Mitch grabs it and tosses it in the sink. The singed smell lingers, mixing with the sweet acidity of the tomato sauce. “I spent some time with Tess earlier.”

Peter’s pulse jumps. “You decided to work that angle, huh?”

Mitch frowns. “Angle?”

“For the story.”

“Right, right.” Mitch clears his throat. “I mean, I ran into her, and we started talking. A little about you, a little about other things. Mostly about her. Not in a weird way, she’s just … I don’t know, she’s an interesting person.”

Peter wonders what other things Mitch and Tess had to talk about. He imagines Tess, in a show of generosity, offering to fund a writer’s residency for Mitch.

The pasta water threatens to bubble over. Mitch pokes his wooden spoon through the starchy froth and it returns to a pleasantly rolling boil. He’s concentrating hard as he continues speaking. “I see what you see in her. And I see what she saw in you. That was the harder part. Not because I don’t think you’re great, I do. I just … I don’t know, you’re real different from each other. I guess I wasn’t seeing the commonalities.”

“But you do now.”

Mitch nods. His sleeves are rolled up to the elbow and the front of his shirt is damp. He reminds Peter briefly of his father. Eugene had always taken the lead in domestic tasks. They hardly ever got takeout unless he was working late. On those nights, Peter and Grace would sit with Beverly in front of the television and eat from takeout containers. Peter imagines Mitch as a parent and wonders if he would stand for that.






Tess


“Don’t count me in for dinner, I’ll be on the Vineyard,” Georgia calls to Tess from the bathroom that joins their bedrooms.

Tess closes her laptop. “What are you doing there?” From her place on the bed she can see Georgia standing before her closet, wearing a pair of navy blue slacks and a camisole. Tess crosses the tiled bathroom floor and enters Georgia’s room.

“Chip and Lucille are there for the week.” Georgia inspects a floral blouse on the hanger before returning it to its place, opting for a collarless gray jacket with white trim.

“I didn’t realize you saw much of them these days.” Tess had met Chip and Lucille, also Harvard alumni, at Georgia’s wedding. Lucille had been cheerful and Chip had been preoccupied with his premature balding.

“I’ve known them since we were eighteen, the least I can do is have dinner with them every so often. You don’t mind, do you?” Georgia takes a seat at her vanity and makes eye contact with Tess through the mirror as she uncaps a tube of lipstick. She traces the bow of her upper lip, then wrinkles her nose. “You smell like cigarette smoke.”

“I didn’t say I minded.”

“So you don’t.”

“I’ll survive. I think Sebastian is busy. Nia and I will have dinner on our own.”

Georgia applies another coat of lipstick with a careful sweep. “Have you heard from Mom?”

“She sent a text yesterday about linens. Apparently she was made the point of contact. I don’t know how that happened, but it’s my fault, and she’s annoyed. Anyway, are you still coming to the bachelorette tomorrow?”

“Of course I am.”

“I was only asking.”

“I was only answering.” Georgia stands up and smooths the front of her pants.

“Is that what you’re wearing?” Tess asks.

“What’s wrong with it?”

“It’s a bit formal.”

“We’re going out.”

“It’s business-y formal. Don’t they have a house there?”

“They do, we’re still going out. There’s some new restaurant Chip wants to try.” Georgia examines herself in the mirror. “Should I change?”

She’s never been in the habit of asking Tess for advice, fashion or otherwise, and Tess weighs her options. “I think you should swap the flats out for something sleeker. And maybe a cardigan instead of that jacket. You’re allowed to look a little soft.”

She expects Georgia to object, but instead she shrugs off the jacket and steps into a pair of kitten heels. “Better?”

Tess hands her a cardigan from the closet. Georgia stares at it for a moment, then swaps it for a different one. She begins to fuss with the tortoiseshell clip in her hair.

Tess stills Georgia’s hand, gathering the loose strands of her hair and snapping the clip back into place. “I know this week is difficult for you. I do get that.”

“I’m fine.”

Tess rolls her eyes. “I know being around Warren is a strain, this whole situation. I see how hard you’re trying.”

Her sister had been taken aback when Tess told her Warren was proposing. They’d been dating only for a year, Georgia pointed out. Tess countered that they’d known each other much longer. Georgia admitted that was true. The frostiness she’d directed toward Warren before that point didn’t thaw, but she did her best to avoid showing it.

Georgia’s quiet. Tess smooths the shoulders of Georgia’s cardigan, then ruffles her own hair, staring at their reflections side by side. When they were younger, Tess was convinced she and Georgia couldn’t look more different. Now that they’re adults, she catches frequent glimpses of her sister’s expressions and mannerisms in herself.

“I’m happy that you’re happy.” Georgia turns toward Tess. “You are happy, aren’t you? Not like last time.”

“Not like last time.” Tess doesn’t know if Georgia means when Tess had married Peter or when Georgia had married Jim.

“There you are!” Nia enters Georgia’s room the way Tess had, through the shared bathroom.

“Are you finished working?” Tess asks. “Do you want to go to dinner?”

Nia winces, wringing her hands together in a dramatic way that immediately sends a rush of annoyance through Tess. “I’m sorry to do this to you—”

“You too?” Tess exclaims.

“What do you mean, me too?”

“Georgia has a prior engagement, apparently. It’s fine, I’ll watch TV and go to bed early.”

“Oh, for God’s sake,” Georgia mutters.

“I’m joking. I’ll be fine.”

“I am sorry,” Nia says. “I’ll explain later. This case I’m working on is more complicated than I thought.”

“Do you want to talk it through?” Tess asks.

“Not at the moment.”

Of course, Tess could have no professional insight. “Well, good luck. Call me when you’re through, maybe we can have a glass of wine later.”

“That sounds good. Georgia, what time are you back?”

“Not too late, but I’m already flagging.” Georgia slides her platinum watch band over closed fingers and fastens it on her wrist. “I’m going to need to sleep.”

“Everyone should rest up for tomorrow, I guess. You too, Tess.”

“What do you have planned?” Tess asks.

Nia smiles deviously. “I’m not going to spoil it.”

The note of anticipation on which the conversation ends does some good to soothe Tess’s injured feelings.

After Georgia leaves and Nia vanishes into her room to work, Tess sits bored in the kitchen. She considers going for a swim, but twice in one day is excessive.

This isn’t the way she’d envisioned spending the week before her wedding. She’d known Nia would be busy, but she’d assumed between Nia and Georgia one of them would be available when the other wasn’t.

The last time she heard from Warren was midmorning, when he’d forwarded a text from his mother with a question about the wedding day schedule. This lapse in communication isn’t cause for concern. He and Tess share calendars, and today he’s busy for fourteen hours straight. She texts him as she pours herself a glass of red wine. Miss you. Hope your day wasn’t too terrible xx. There’s one event left on his agenda, labeled “Donor Dinner,” no location listed.

Tess picks at the plate of leftovers she’d heated up, then returns it to the kitchen before wandering into the study. The box of champagne flutes Mitch had teased her about is still on the desk. She returns it to the stack of gifts.

The photo on the desk that Mitch had picked up is oriented toward the center of the room. Tess turns it to face the window.





[image: Interlude]
Two men sit on a bench, flanked by topiaries in glazed ceramic planters on either end. The figures, backgrounded on a brick patio, are lit by the glow of a second-floor porch lamp that casts a wide, warm light. There are spots of color in each man’s face—possibly due to the pleasure of each other’s company, if not a slight chill in the weather. The taller man, who wears glasses, is dressed in a rumpled button-down. His sleeves, pushed to the elbows, and his bright smile make him appear as comfortable as he is happy. His legs are extended before him, one thrust in the direction of his companion, and his arm rests along the back of the bench, disappearing behind the shoulders of the other man. This man, who is slightly older, has let his dark hair fall loose over his shoulders. He wears faded jeans and a black shirt, its loose neckline revealing the unfurling tendrils of a tattooed flower. His pose, while also relaxed, is more contained. He inhabits his own space, keeping to one side of the bench, apart from the hand that gestures toward the younger man, not quite resting on his knee.

There’s a third figure in the scene, of whom neither man is aware. A woman stands to one side, her clothes and hair neat, a diamond ring shining on her left hand. She doesn’t disturb the intimacy the two men share but lingers on the perimeter of the light. It’s unclear whether she’s coming or going. She looks toward the central figures with an expression of wistfulness. It’s impossible to say which of the men, if either, has inspired this look.





Mitch catches sight of Tess first, and changes the course of their conversation mid-sentence to call her name.

“What are you doing here?” Peter asks, his shoulders turning square and solid as if he was preparing to move toward her, though he remains seated.

“It’s her house,” Mitch points out. His energy is warm and friendly, aggressively so, like he could impose good-naturedness upon the other two by sheer force of will.

Tess frowns in a half-hearted way. “He’s right, it’s my house.”

“More poems?” Peter asks, nodding toward a faded paperback tucked under Tess’s arm.

“Not this time.” Tess hands the book to Mitch, who turns it over and back again gingerly, his fingertips lifted. It’s a mass-market copy of Old New York, complete with a few dog-eared pages, which had been untouched for the last decade, forgotten on a wicker bookshelf in Tess’s childhood bedroom. She watches Mitch inspect the gift closely, but when he looks up at her she lifts her gaze and shrugs. “I don’t remember much about the stories, to be honest, but I do remember liking them. I think you will too.”

Peter peers at the cover over his companion’s shoulder. The gift is an unusual selection coming from Tess, its value sentimental only. “I didn’t realize you were such a Wharton fan.”

“Georgia is. I took a class in college.”

“Before your fall from grace.”

Tess mimes a smile at Peter, then turns to Mitch. “Our conversation earlier made me think of it. You can keep it, we have another copy.”

“How generous.”

Mitch nudges Peter affectionately. “Ignore him,” he says to Tess. “Thanks for the book, that’s real nice of you.”

“Where’s Warren?” Peter asks.

“He’s got a campaign thing.”

“What about the ladies?” Mitch asks. Peter lifts his eyebrows. Mitch laughs. “The bridesmaids, I mean.”

“Nia’s working, Georgia’s on the Vineyard, and Cici’s flight gets in tomorrow.”

“Doesn’t Warren have a sister?” Peter asks.

“Suddenly you have a perfect memory. She gets in tomorrow too.”

“Pity invite,” Peter says to Mitch. “The number of groomsmen and the number of bridesmaids have to match. Warren has more friends.”

“Speaking of friends, where’s Sebastian?”

“Please, God, anyone but Tess!” Tess says dramatically.

Peter chuckles, his laughter genuine. Tess wrinkles her nose at him.

Mitch stands and pulls out his phone. “I texted him earlier and never heard back.”

“Classic Sebastian,” Peter says.

Tess nods. “He won’t respond for weeks, but when he does if you don’t text him back right away he’ll take it personally.” She looks to the seat Mitch has just vacated, then pointedly looks away.

“You gonna hang out, Tess?” Mitch asks.

Tess continues to look away. “I don’t want to intrude.”

“Of course not,” Peter says, his tone sarcastic. He winces.

“Now, now, can’t we all get along?” Mitch asks, squeezing Peter’s shoulder and nudging Tess with his other elbow. “Stay awhile, Tess. Sounds lonely over there.”

Tess hesitates. The men share a look.

“We can’t promise you an interesting time,” Peter says, “but you’re welcome to stay.”

Tess takes a seat on the bench. “Sebastian is probably hooking up with someone.”

“What kind of guys does your brother hook up with?” Mitch asks, taking a seat on the other side of Peter. He lays his arm over Peter’s shoulders and leans around him toward Tess. “You never told me, earlier.”

“I do my best to stay out of it, unless he wants to bring them around,” Tess says. “He usually doesn’t.”

“Can’t imagine why,” Peter says.

Mitch pulls a face.

Tess smooths the front of her pants with a studied air of unbotheredness. “How are you enjoying your stay, Mitch? Is the guesthouse all right?”

“No complaints,” Mitch says cheerfully.

“Apart from the towels,” Peter says, tapping Mitch on the leg.

“The towels?” Mitch asks.

“They’re a little scratchy,” Peter prompts.

“Yet you’ve persevered,” Tess says. “Not like we haven’t stayed in much worse places.” She flushes pink.

Peter stands, untangling himself from Mitch with a gentle motion. “I’m going to grab a sweatshirt.” He ascends the steps and disappears inside the guesthouse.

“Do you and Warren have a song?” Mitch asks, sliding nearer Tess. “I’ve heard the first dance is a big deal.”

“We’re dancing to Sinatra,” Tess says, holding her left hand before her and staring at her ring.

“‘I’ve Got You Under My Skin’?” Mitch guesses.

Tess’s glare darts toward him.

“The song,” Mitch adds, grinning.

“‘It Had to Be You,’” Tess answers. “The song.”

“You look nervous. Need to practice?”

“You’re an impossible flirt.” Tess shakes her head. “Does Peter know that?”

“How do you think I landed him?” Mitch stands and offers his hand.

Tess accepts, her gaze drifting toward the porch, but Peter is nowhere to be seen.

They begin to waltz. Mitch is uncoordinated but enthusiastic. Tess is stiff but well trained. She corrects his posture and moves his hand from her back to her waist. He pauses, and she begins to lead.

“I think I was wrong,” Tess says.

“About what?”

“About you and Peter not lasting. I think you’re good together.”

Mitch squints up at the sky, nearly stepping on Tess’s feet as they continue their lopsided box step. “You think so?” he says finally.

“I do,” Tess says, her tone breezy, though once again her gaze drifts toward the porch.

Mitch takes a deep breath, then drops a kiss onto Tess’s cheek with a sudden movement. Tess shrieks a laugh, and Mitch, laughing too, spins her clumsily.

Peter appears at the top of the stairs, now wearing a hooded sweatshirt. He pauses to light a cigarette, watching them dance. Mitch catches his eye when he descends, but his smile doesn’t fade, and Peter smiles too. Peter passes Mitch the cigarette and offers his hand to Tess.

Mitch bows deeply and steps aside.

Tess hesitates for a moment, then accepts Peter’s hand and they begin to waltz. Peter’s movements are fluid, and he and Tess move perfectly in sync. Mitch watches from near the bench, his posture relaxed.

“I forgot you were a decent dancer,” Tess says.

“We always had a good time dancing.”

“I hear you’re a professor now.”

“Adjunct,” Peter says.

“Do you like professoring?”

“Sure.”

“How’s the paperwork?” Tess asks, her eyes narrowing.

He snorts. “Fine, I don’t like that part.”

“I’m glad you haven’t changed too much.”

Peter smiles.

“I wish I’d had you as a teacher,” Tess says with a confessional air. “Maybe I would have stuck with drawing longer.”

A lock of Peter’s hair has fallen over his forehead. Tess brushes it away by instinct. Peter tenses, then smiles. It’s a pained sort of smile. Tess drops her gaze.

They stop moving, though they retain the posture of dancers, Tess’s hand trembling on Peter’s shoulder. Mitch puts out the cigarette.

“How are your clients these days?” Peter asks. “Less frustrating than I was, I assume.”

“I haven’t made the mistake of marrying any of them.”

Peter drops her hand. They slowly separate. He drifts toward Mitch.

“They’re lucky to have you anyway,” Peter says over his shoulder.

Mitch places a hand on Peter’s back as he nears the bench. “Were you an artist too, Tess? I didn’t know that.”

Tess smiles, a bright performative smile. “I’m better suited to critique art than to create it. You two are the artists.”

“Does Warren appreciate fine art?” Mitch asks.

“He’s never objected to my taste. He even notices when I buy a new piece, which is more than could be said for a lot of men.”

“High praise,” Peter says.

“Hey now, it takes all kinds,” Mitch says.

Tess sits on the bench.

Peter sits too. Mitch perches on the arm beside him.

“The weather’s been awful nice this week,” Mitch says. “It doesn’t feel like October.”

“Global warming,” Peter says.

“I’ve been wondering if it’s going to rain,” Tess says.

Peter pushes his hair back from his face. “You haven’t been monitoring the weather?”

“It’s never a sure thing.” Tess shakes her head. “Anyway, I place too much stock in signs.”

“What kind of sign is rain?” Mitch asks.

“In Korea, wedding day rain means good luck.” Peter pauses, perhaps realizing the question hadn’t been meant for him, but then carries on. “It means you’ll stay married, stay happy.”

He stares at Tess.

Tess stares back.

Mitch stands, one hand on Peter’s shoulder. “I need another smoke. You want one?”

“No, thanks.” Peter’s voice is hoarse. He clears his throat.

“You want some cake? I think we should have cake.”

Tess sniffs. “Cake and cigarettes, how festive.”

“An underrated combination,” Mitch says. “Do you want cake, Tess?”

“What are we celebrating?” she asks, still staring at Peter.

“Nothing.” Peter breaks eye contact. “Mitch likes cake.”

“Well, we’re celebrating something,” Mitch says. Peter and Tess look at him, and he makes a sweeping gesture toward Tess. “The main event.”

“Oh, of course.” Tess answers.

“Thanks again for dinner,” Peter says to Mitch. “I’m going to bed in a minute. I’ll clean up the kitchen before I do.”

“I’ve got it.” Mitch smiles. “There’s only the recycling left.”

“Mitch is very domestic,” Peter says offhandedly to Tess.

“I left the maid getup at home. Maybe Anna will let me borrow her uniform.”

“That apron will really bring out your eyes.”

“I’d make a great househusband.”

“You’re a natural.”

Tess stares into the distance. “I’m going to head home,” she says flatly.

Peter continues looking at Mitch. “I guess we’ll carry on without you somehow.”

“No cake, then,” Mitch says. “Be right back.” His expression holds minor concern as he looks to Tess, but by the time he reaches the stairs it’s disappeared.

The book Tess had brought rests between her and Peter on the bench. Peter picks it up and begins to flick through it. “Have you written your vows yet?”

“That’s for Mitch,” Tess says, snatching it back.

“He’s my boyfriend. We share,” Peter says.

Tess smooths the cover. “We’re doing traditional vows. Warren’s not sentimental and neither am I.”

“Going with ‘for richer, for poorer’?”

Tess makes a noise of assent.

“Not ‘in sickness and in health.’”

“Maybe you don’t remember,” Tess says, “but you and I didn’t say any of that.” It hadn’t even been a point of discussion. They’d both laughed at the idea.

“‘Till death do us part’?”

“We definitely didn’t say that.”

“You’ll say it this time.”

“Yes.”

“Lucky Warren.” Peter relaxes into the bench.

Tess stares intensely at him. “Mitch seems like the sentimental type. I bet if you two got married he’d write his own vows. He’d fill a whole notebook with drafts. I bet they’d even rhyme.”

Peter laughs, surprised. “Do you fantasize about me getting married again? I didn’t realize you were such a fan of my relationship.”

“I didn’t say I am, I said Mitch is.”

Peter tips his head back sagely. “It bothers you to see me appreciated.”

“I’m devastated.”

“I can tell.”

“He’s pretty committed to you, is my point.”

“We’re exclusive, if that’s what you’re getting at.”

“It isn’t.”

“What are you getting at?”

“Just offering my analysis.”

“Free of charge?”

“He wouldn’t have quit his job to come to the wedding if he wasn’t committed. I’m sure his support means a lot to you, given the circumstances. Not that you’ve exactly earned it. It’s probably his daddy issues. The abandonment when he was younger.”

Peter straightens his posture. “What do you mean?”

“What do you mean, what do I mean?”

“About Mitch’s job. And—”

“He quit his job. He couldn’t get the time off, so he quit. I thought you knew.”

Peter starts to speak, stops, shakes his head.

“It’s flattering. I don’t know why you’re upset.” Tess’s voice rises. She’s the one who’s upset.

Peter slouches again. “I’m not. I misheard you.”

From the dark behind them, the sound of cans and bottles knocking together. Mitch curses sharply.






Peter


Peter stares. Mitch leans slightly to one side at the bottom of the porch steps, dazed, holding a pair of empty water bottles between the knuckles of his right hand. Something is off in Mitch’s face, but Peter can’t tell what. It’s like an impossible spot-the-difference exercise.

Tess gasps, then Peter sees why. A river of blood courses along the inside of Mitch’s forearm and drips from his fingertips down the bottles and into the recycling bin below, where the jagged lid of a tomato tin gleams back. He only notices it because Mitch’s cuff, pushed to the elbow, has begun to soak red.

Peter is still frozen as Tess tears off her cardigan and holds it to Mitch’s arm.

“We need to call an ambulance,” Tess says.

“No!” Mitch says with surprising force.

Tess begins to argue, but Mitch cuts her off, sounding frantic.

“I can’t afford it,” he says, flapping his non-injured hand. “I don’t have insurance. I can’t afford it. I can’t afford it.” He repeats it like a mantra.

“I’ll take care of it,” Tess says.

Mitch shakes his head. “No, no, we can drive.”

Tess says something Peter doesn’t hear, but he knows his hands must take the place of hers, so they do. Tess disappears from view. Mitch grasps Peter’s shoulder with his good hand. His eyes are wide and his mouth trembles, one corner turned up like he’s preparing to deliver a joke. He makes a quiet, wet noise. He’s looking dangerously pale.

“You’re all right,” Peter says. The cardigan is already damp beneath his fingers. He tries not to panic, but he can’t tell how deep the wound is. “Where are the car keys?”

“Above the visor.” Mitch’s Adam’s apple bobs. “Driver’s side.”

Tess returns with a dark blue bath towel, which she helps Peter wrap around Mitch’s arm over the cardigan. The towel is more absorbent, or the flow of blood has stemmed. Peter can breathe again. He continues to hold Mitch’s arm firmly.

“Keys?” Tess asks.

“Car visor,” Peter answers, lifting Mitch’s arm. “Sorry. Keep it here. Over your heart.”

Mitch smiles weakly. “Can’t believe I didn’t see that can.”

“Idiots! Get in the car!” Tess’s face is nearly as pale as Mitch’s. She opens the left rear door of the sedan.

Peter helps Mitch in first, maintaining pressure on the injured arm, his other hand hovering near the back of Mitch’s head. He wants to say something comforting, but nothing comes to him.

Tess puts the car in reverse before Peter can secure Mitch’s seat belt. He holds the latch still as Mitch brings the lap belt over his waist. Peter shakily guides it into the lock.

“I jinxed myself,” Mitch pants. “I always brag that I’ve never needed stitches.” He says something else about insurance. Peter isn’t fully listening. There’s a smudge of blood on Mitch’s glasses.

“I’ll handle it,” Tess says. “Stop worrying. Peter, tell him to stop worrying.”

“It’s going to be fine,” Peter says to Mitch. He grips the towel tourniquet with both hands. Mitch slumps back into the seat. Tess drives with her foot heavy on the gas pedal the entire way, not slowing down until they reach the hospital parking lot.

She drops them at the front entrance, promising to follow as soon as she parks the car and ordering Peter to keep Mitch upright. Peter keeps Mitch’s arm elevated as they make their way to the main desk. A man in scrubs shoves a clipboard of paperwork at them, but after one look at Mitch he calls over an attendant with a wheelchair and a medical kit. The wheelchair strikes Peter as excessive, but when he watches Mitch collapse into it his stomach turns. He asks if he should follow and is told to remain in the waiting area. They whisk Mitch out of sight.

Peter lowers himself onto a bench on the periphery of the nearly empty room. The clipboard, which he’d forgotten he was holding, clatters to the ground. He reaches to pick it up and realizes his hands are stained with blood. A woman wearing a bucket hat and souvenir sweatshirt shoots him a nervous look and edges away. Peter leaves the clipboard. A nurse stands apprehensively, one hand hovering over a countertop phone. Peter assures the nurse the blood doesn’t belong to him, and the nurse points him toward the restroom.

That’s when he sees Warren sitting in a corner, nearly out of sight. His head rests against the wall behind him, a look of utter exhaustion on his face. Peter stares, too surprised to know how to proceed. Warren, as if sensing he’s being watched, opens his eyes and his gaze locks with Peter’s. He holds a closed fist to his mouth, as if stifling a cough. Then he stands slowly, bracing his hands on his thighs. Peter, covered in someone else’s blood, expecting Warren’s fiancée to burst through the front doors at any moment, wonders how it is that Warren is clearly the more uneasy one. He begins to walk toward Peter, and Peter attempts to summon a sufficiently comprehensive greeting, but then Warren drops his gaze and walks past him and through the swinging double doors into the back. Peter watches the doors flutter into place and wonders if the whole evening is part of some freakish nightmare.

Peter has to run the bathroom faucet for several minutes before the water is hot enough to do any good. He uses half the soap in the dispenser to scrub away the blood under his fingernails. After he’s satisfied that his hands are clean, he realizes the front of his sweatshirt is stained—he can hardly see the difference in color on the black material, but he can feel it stiffening as the blood dries. He pulls it over his head and turns it inside out, then folds it into a bundle, which he tucks under his arm.

Tess is pacing the lobby when he emerges. She marches toward him as soon as she sees him. “Where is he? Is he all right?”

“They took him back right away. They haven’t told me anything yet.” Peter resumes his seat and picks up the clipboard.

The air in the waiting area is cool and stagnant, and the constant noise of monitors and keyboards in the background is enough to keep Peter on edge. He finds himself grateful he’s no longer waiting alone. This realization has two effects: first, shock that he’s soothed by Tess’s presence, second, discomfort because Tess’s fiancé is also on the premises, presumably without her knowledge.

Tess takes a seat beside him and presses the car key into his palm. “I refuse to participate in the rural custom of leaving one’s key in the vehicle.”

Peter shoves the key in his jeans pocket.

“It’s freezing in here.” Tess chafes her upper arms. “Where’s your sweatshirt?”

“Got blood on it.”

“You’re lucky I was there. He was going to bleed out if you kept staring with your mouth hanging open.”

“It was dark. I couldn’t see.”

“It wasn’t that dark.”

Peter exhales heavily. His breath isn’t as steady as he would like.

“He’s going to be all right.” Tess’s voice has softened.

Peter stares straight ahead. “I know.”

“He looked pretty bad in the car. I think he was scared.”

“Who wouldn’t be, with your driving?”

Tess’s shoulder hitches. She’s probably rolling her eyes. The image of Warren in the corner flashes into Peter’s mind again.

“What’s your fiancé doing tonight?” he asks.

“I told you, he has a campaign dinner.”

“Oh yeah?”

“He’s busy. It’s a busy week.” Tess raises up in her seat. “When are they going to come find us?”

“Us?”

She snatches the clipboard from him. “You’d better fill out the paperwork, or I’m going to make myself his emergency contact. I don’t think you can be trusted. What are you staring at?”

Peter points. There’s a spot of blood on her jeans, near the pocket.

Tess sighs. “I’ll have to wash them tonight. I don’t want this to set.”

“Safe to say your cardigan is done for.”

Tess bursts out laughing. Something in Peter’s chest loosens, like a creature stretching its limbs after a long sleep, part pain, part relief.

“You looked terrible,” Tess says, sobering. “I thought you were going to faint on me.”

“I’m not a fan of blood.”

“You can admit you genuinely like him. You don’t have to pretend for my sake.”

“Why would I pretend I don’t?”

But Tess has stopped listening. Peter follows her gaze. Across the room, Warren is holding a door open for Georgia, who hobbles through on a pair of crutches.

Tess runs toward them and Peter follows.

“What happened? What’s going on?” Tess says.

Warren, holding a pair of jackets and looking more uncomfortable than Peter has ever seen him, reaches for Tess, but she brushes him off to narrow in on Georgia.

Georgia clutches the handles of her crutches, knuckles white. Her right foot is in a medical boot and one of her palms is bandaged. “It’s nothing. I sprained my ankle.” Her eyes dart between Peter and Tess, a question forming on her lips.

“Oh my God … how bad is it?” Tess asks, crouching to peer at Georgia’s boot. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

“It’s not a big deal—”

“Yes it is, you’re at the hospital! And you’re supposed to walk in my wedding!” Tess’s voice grows higher in pitch as she turns to Warren. “Why didn’t you call me?”

Warren squeezes her shoulder. “We didn’t want to worry you—”

“It’s a good thing you were there!” Tess says. “Why were you there?”

“Why are you here?” Georgia interjects in a mildly accusatory tone.

“And with Peter?” Warren adds.

Tess waves her hand in Peter’s direction. “Mitch cut himself, I drove.”

“What were you two doing?” Peter asks.

Warren’s jaw tightens. Georgia avoids Peter’s eyes, looking to Tess. “I told you, I had that dinner—”

“I thought you had a campaign event.”

“Yes, we thought you had a campaign event,” Peter says.

Warren turns to Peter with an irritated expression. Georgia is concealing her annoyance more skillfully.

“The campaign event was nearby,” Warren answers. “I didn’t think I was going to make the dinner, but we finished early—”

“I didn’t know they invited him,” Georgia says, also directing her reply to Tess. “You remember we were all at school together. I guess Chip invited Warren, and Lucille invited me, and—”

Peter doesn’t believe a word of it.

But Tess seems to. Her normally skeptical self is nowhere to be seen. “I can’t believe you didn’t call me,” she says. She’s angry but only at being left out of the loop until now.

“I thought you were on Martha’s Vineyard,” Peter says. “Isn’t there a hospital there?” Georgia’s eyes snap toward him. “Tess mentioned you were there,” Peter adds.

“We had a change of location.” Georgia’s face settles back into a vaguely pleasant mask as she turns to her sister. “What were you doing with Peter and Mitch, anyway?”

“I was bringing Mitch a book.”

“Tess was being a good hostess. I think she was bored, with you two off on your mysterious outing.”

“Stop it.” Tess smacks Peter on the chest with the clipboard, which he takes from her. “Georgia, you need to go home and rest. I’ll come with you. Will you drive, Warren? We can move her to the first-floor guest room.”

“Of course,” Warren says, edging close enough to kiss Tess’s forehead.

“I hope your boyfriend is all right,” Georgia says.

“I’ll relay the well-wishes.”

Tess takes a jacket from Warren and drapes it over Georgia’s shoulders, making brief eye contact with Peter. “Tell Mitch I’m sorry I couldn’t wait.”

She helps Georgia out the main door. Warren lingers for a moment. Peter’s sure he’s going to say something, attempt to explain or deflect from the situation. But instead he straightens his collar and follows Tess and Georgia into the parking lot.

Upon inquiring, Peter is escorted to Mitch’s room. Mitch is sharing the space with a purple-haired teenager who’d been admitted with a concussion. Mitch’s bed is behind a privacy curtain on the far side of the room. Peter finds him less pale than he’d looked earlier. He grins sheepishly as Peter approaches. His arm has been cleaned and bandaged—he needed nineteen stitches, a number he seems proud of. A nurse brings him a frosty pastel cup of juice and a packet of oyster crackers, and tells Peter they can go as soon as Mitch is feeling up to it. Peter asks the nurse about the bill as quietly as possible. The nurse retrieves an administrator, who informs Peter that Tess had provided her credit card at the front desk. Across the room, Mitch dumps the last of the crackers onto his tray.

Peter takes a seat in the bedside chair. “You had me worried for a minute.”

“Had myself worried,” Mitch admits. “Apparently I barely missed an artery.” Mitch jerks his thumb toward a pile of paperwork on the side table. “I’m supposed to keep the stitches clean and dry, change the bandage tomorrow and make sure it’s not infected.”

Peter glances through the paperwork. Mitch has been prescribed antibiotics and a topical ointment.

“They gave me a couple painkillers too,” Mitch adds.

“Lucky you.”

“I haven’t seen the bill. It is in that stack? I don’t want to know the amount yet. I should sleep before I kill myself.”

“Bill’s handled,” Peter says.

“What?”

“Tess.”

“I thought she only said that to get me in the car. How much was it? Do you know?”

“Don’t worry about it,” Peter says, patting Mitch’s knee. The pillow shams behind him have a pale blue geometric pattern that’s almost identical to the pattern of the sheets Peter had slept on when he was in rehab.

Mitch gingerly swings his legs over the side of the bed, letting his feet rest on the ground for a minute before attempting to stand. He sways a little once he’s on his feet. Peter slips under the shoulder of his uninjured arm. He feels silly afterward, but Mitch slumps into him as if to reassure him he’s needed. “Can we go home now?” Mitch murmurs, his lips near Peter’s ear.

Peter swallows, a hand firmly on Mitch’s torso. “Sure.” He helps Mitch lower himself into the waiting wheelchair and gathers his things—pocket-sized notebook, cell phone, bloodied button-down, all in a clear plastic bag.

“Where’s Tess?” Mitch asks once they’re under the fluorescent lights.

Peter realizes he has no idea where the car is. “She left.”

“She left?”

“We ran into Warren and Georgia. She went with them. The Honda’s still here somewhere.”

“What the hell were Warren and Georgia doing here?”

Peter brings Mitch to one of the benches outside the main entrance. “Georgia twisted her ankle, I guess. It all seemed pretty weird. Wait here. I’ll find the car.”

Peter pulls out his phone to text Tess but finds a message waiting for him. Section D 3rd floor.



Mitch is quiet on the drive back. Peter thinks he might have fallen asleep, but by the time they arrive in the driveway Mitch is sitting upright and alert. Peter lets Mitch go up the deck stairs first and follows him into the kitchen.

“Do you need anything?” Peter asks, flicking on the range light and peering into the fridge. “I can make you scrambled eggs or something.”

“I’m all right. Not hungry.” Mitch tries to organize his paperwork. The bottle of pills rattles as it falls to the floor. “Shit.”

“I’ve got it,” Peter says.

Mitch’s fingers close over Peter’s as he hands over the bottle. Peter steps closer, not quite relinquishing it.

“Hey.” Mitch’s Adam’s apple bobs the way it had when Peter had been holding Tess’s cardigan to his arm. A lock of hair falls over his forehead. Peter pushes the hair back from Mitch’s face. Mitch closes his eyes and leans into Peter’s touch. Peter lets go of the pills, still cupping Mitch’s face.

“Did you really quit your job?”

Mitch shakes his head, an incredulous smile on his lips as he opens his eyes. “Fucking Tess.”

“Answer the question.” Peter draws his fingertips down the side of Mitch’s face until his hand rests on Mitch’s collarbone.

“Yeah. Well, technically, I’m off the schedule indefinitely.”

“You said you got the time off.”

“I didn’t want to make you feel awkward,” Mitch says seriously, eyes wide. “But the more time I spend with you, the more … the more…” He exhales a laugh. “Hey.”

“How are those pills?”

“Fine, Professor.”

Peter moves his hand onto Mitch’s chest. “You’re looking a little out of it.”

“I’m fine, just fine.” Mitch’s head drops—Peter thinks his knees are buckling, but Mitch laughs, bracing himself on the counter behind him with his uninjured arm. “Sorry. Trying to meet you on your level.”

Their eyes lock, now at the same height. Peter can count the freckles that span Mitch’s cheekbones. There’s still a smudge of blood on his glasses.

“Fair warning,” Mitch says, his voice husky, “If you don’t kiss me, I’m gonna kiss you.”

Peter rests his fingertips along Mitch’s jawline. Mitch’s mouth falls open and Peter kisses him. Mitch’s good arm tightens around his body. Mitch tastes slightly acrid, slightly sweet—the pills, and the fruit juice he’d washed them down with. Peter slides his fingers through the hair at the base of Mitch’s neck. It’s damp and curls around his fingers. Mitch turns his face, his nose bumping against Peter’s. Peter pulls back.

Mitch’s eyes are glassy. “I knew I’d like that.”

“You’re a funny guy, Mitch Mitchell.”

“Please, my friends call me Maynard.”

Peter laughs.

“You know what’s really funny?” Mitch asks, his voice muffled as Peter kisses him again. “I’ve never done this before.”

“Taken opioids?”

“I’ve never done that either. They gave me acetaminophen.”

Peter kisses him deeper but briefly, and when Mitch makes a small noise of satisfaction he pulls back.

“Either?” Peter asks.

“I’ve never been with a man before.”

Peter freezes. Mitch stares, hand heavy on Peter’s hip.

“I didn’t think I was straight or anything. I guess I wasn’t sure one way or the other. You never know until you try, right?”

Mitch moves to kiss him again, but Peter holds him at bay, a hand on his chest.

What a time for self-discipline.

Mitch sighs and shakes his head. “I wasn’t going to say anything. I shouldn’t have said anything.”

“I’m glad you did,” Peter says. Mitch’s revelation has a surprisingly strong effect on him. His heart is pounding, his breath is short. He isn’t sure what’s tied up in his feelings other than surprise. He only knows he has to untangle it before jumping in.

“It doesn’t have to mean—”

“That’s not totally up to you.” Peter takes a step back. Mitch’s hand falls from Peter’s hip.

“I wasn’t trying to lie to you.”

“Okay.”

“I shouldn’t have said anything,” Mitch repeats miserably. His eyes are downcast and watery.

They can talk in the morning. They’ll need to. “Come on. You need to sleep.”

“No.” Mitch steps aside. “I’m going to do some writing.”

“Mitch—”

“I’m fine,” Mitch says, his tone hard.

Peter frowns as Mitch retrieves his laptop and posts up at the kitchen table. He begins to type one-handed in a defiant fashion.

“You’re going to crash tomorrow if you don’t get some rest.”

“I have an idea I need to get down before I lose the inspiration,” Mitch says stiffly.

The kitchen is dark apart from the light over the stove and the glare of Mitch’s laptop. The grocery store cake rests on the counter behind him, uncut beneath its plastic dome. When it’s clear Mitch won’t go to bed, Peter leaves the room.






THURSDAY







Mitch


It started as an excuse to avoid Peter, but something takes shape in the pages Mitch is typing. He tries to switch to his notebook, but even typing one-handed is quicker than using pen and paper. He keeps going, glossing over typos on every line.

The sharp pain returns in Mitch’s arm around three o’clock. He takes another dose of acetaminophen. When his head starts to throb, he makes a pot of coffee. By five o’clock he’s got thirty pages, in which the skeleton of a book has begun to form. He has an abbreviated first act, and the start of the second. The characters are so real he can see them and hear them. This has never happened to him before. He’s not sure it’s happening now. Maybe he’ll read it later and find the whole thing is shit. He has no idea how the story is going to end.

It’s almost dawn, and Mitch still can’t sleep. He continues to weave images into words, pulling from the impressions he’s spun onto messy spools in his mind over the last few days. He can hardly keep up. He’s starving. He has a piece of cake, cutting around the lettering at first. He’s still hungry, so he cuts a piece that says SORRY. He wonders if Peter will ever exit the bedroom. He’s tried so hard not to think of him, but he can’t help it. The worst part wasn’t even the crushing embarrassment of the rejection. It was Peter’s immediate turn to caretaker, detached and clinical. Like Mitch couldn’t take care of himself. Like he wasn’t Peter’s equal.

Why had he said anything? Peter may not have known. He may have attributed any physical awkwardness to the injury. But Mitch wants to be honest with Peter. He wants Peter to like him for who he is. He wants to like himself for who he is.

He begins to feel exposed in the kitchen as the sun comes up. He takes his things into the second bedroom. There’s a small plastic chair in the corner and a folding table in the closet. The table’s a bitch to set up with a bum arm, and when he does one leg is shorter than the other three and it rocks back and forth. He stabilizes it with a washcloth.

Mitch writes another twelve pages without a break. He learns that once the painkillers kick in he can use both arms without too much soreness until the injury begins to throb again. His word count spikes. When the dose wears off, he decides to take a quick nap on the floor, with a towel bunched up under his head.

He’s angry at Peter and angry at Tess. If Tess had wanted Peter gone, she would have sent him home by now. She hadn’t. She wants him there. Mitch had seen it when they’d been dancing. Something is still between them. It’s part of what keeps Peter at arm’s length from Mitch. Tess is circling Peter, and Peter’s circling Tess, drawing strange fluid patterns in the sand as they rotate, always facing each other, hardly blinking. For all Tess’s faults, Peter would never dream of denying her agency. If Tess were to kiss Peter, he wouldn’t try to protect her from herself. If Tess were to kiss Peter, he would kiss her back.

Mitch doesn’t sleep well.

He wakes to a text from Tess—a generic check-in, polite and formal. Mitch ignores it. He’s irritated by the banality of her words and reminded that he has no way of paying her back for the hospital bill. He wonders how often Peter felt that way in the course of their marriage.

Mitch imagines being married to Peter. It wouldn’t be easy. He likes Peter. He just admitted it to him. But Peter’s a difficult person. He’s confusing. Or maybe Mitch is just confused.

Peter probably won’t want to remain friends with Mitch after this. The thought makes Mitch feel sick.

He can’t stop thinking about the kiss. It was better than he’d hoped. Mitch felt something lock into place, something that had been bouncing and buzzing inside him for years. He and Peter were on the verge of something, something he’d been waiting for his entire life. And Peter had calmly stepped back and snatched it away. As if Mitch had hurt Peter. As if he couldn’t stop hurting him.

Maybe Peter doesn’t know he’s still hung up on Tess. Maybe he does. Maybe he’d lied to them all and come to sabotage the wedding. Maybe he’d lied to himself.

Mitch crawls to his makeshift writing desk. He scrolls through the pages he’s written since the accident. They don’t strike him as bad. Some of it might even be good.






Peter


Peter makes toast and eggs for breakfast. He wonders if the smell will lure Mitch from hiding, or if the dent he’d made in the cake would tide him over.

He likes Mitch. It’s more than the physical pull between them. But there are too many reasons they wouldn’t work out. Too many ways things could get messy. Too many similarities to Peter’s most recent failed relationship. He’s not interested in something with such high stakes. He should have known better. Especially because Mitch clearly doesn’t.

Mitch emerges from the second bedroom at ten o’clock looking a little worse for wear. He’s dressed in the same clothes he wore last night. His hair is disheveled and dark at the roots, and his eyes are rimmed with red. He ignores Peter and dumps the grounds out of the coffeepot.

“How’s the arm?”

“Fine.” Mitch rinses the basket of the coffee maker and begins to fill the carafe at the sink without looking back at Peter.

“Do you want to talk about things?”

“Will you let me talk?” Mitch asks sharply.

“Yeah. Sure.”

“All right then.” Mitch stares out the window for a long moment, then lines the basket with a filter and adds fresh coffee. He turns the brewer on. His hands shake. He sits at the table and picks up the bottle of pills, pinching it awkwardly as he fights the child-safe lid with his good hand. Peter offers to help, and Mitch gives him a scathing look.

“I’m gonna talk now,” Mitch says.

“Go ahead, Mr. Mitchell.”

Mitch glares. “You’re condescending to me.”

Peter laughs quietly, his reflexive response to awkwardness. “I was joking.”

“Your general attitude is condescending.”

“My attitude?”

“Yeah.”

“Can you elaborate?”

Mitch smiles sarcastically. “Sure thing, Professor. You think I can’t make my own choices, like I don’t know my own mind. I’ve got news for you, pal. I’m not your responsibility.”

“Never said you were.”

“Last night you said—”

“You caught me off guard, Mitch.”

“We kissed! And it seems fair to say we both enjoyed it. What’s the problem? I’m a little less experienced than you, that’s it.”

“A lot less. Sorry. And younger.”

“Five years isn’t that much.”

“Six.”

“Whatever.”

“I didn’t know what I wanted at twenty-four.”

“But you were allowed to make your own choices.”

“And look how that turned out for me.”

“I’m not suggesting we get married,” Mitch snaps. “If I’m not your type, that’s fine, just tell me.”

“I don’t have a type.”

“You’re being evasive.”

“You’re being entitled.”

Mitch’s chin is peppered with stubble, and the skin under his eyes looks thin. He couldn’t have slept more than a couple of hours.

“I don’t want to get mixed up in anything complicated.” Peter stares at his plate. The remnants of his eggs are dry and rubbery. “I’ve gone down that road before, and I’m not interested in doing it again.”

“It’s fine if you’re not interested. I can take it. But I never pretended to be anything I’m not. And we get along. We have chemistry.”

“Chemistry isn’t everything.”

“Bullshit.”

“Mitch, listen—”

“I don’t think you’re over Tess.” Mitch leans over the table, bloodshot eyes glassy, voice hard. “I think you’re still in love with her.”

Peter laughs, again involuntarily. “I’m not in love with her.” Why the hell would Mitch say this other than to annoy him? It’s ridiculous.

“You are. You want her back.”

“I don’t want her back. I don’t even want to stop her from getting married.”

“That right?”

“Yeah.” Peter grits his teeth. This conversation is as much a nightmare as the previous evening in the hospital. He’s craving something to take the edge off. “What’s going on between us has nothing to do with Tess.”

“Why did you come here?” Mitch asks, maddeningly calm for a brief moment.

“Why don’t you tell me, since you know everything?”

“I don’t know. I only know you’re not being honest with yourself.” Mitch stands up and begins to pace. “You talk about these people like they’re monsters, but I don’t think you actually feel that way. And you know what else? I think Tess is still hung up on you too.”

Peter’s gut turns. He can feel his heart beating in his throat and in the tips of his fingers. He closes his eyes. He can practically hear the sound of liquor crackling over ice. “Why the fuck do you think that?” he asks.

“It’s obvious you two have unfinished business. You’ll admit it sooner or later.”

Peter maintains a calm tone with difficulty, laying his hands flat on the table as if he might absorb its solidity. “You’ve come up with a nice tidy story about me and Tess, and you’ve convinced yourself it’s true, but it’s not. You’d know that if you use your brain for two seconds.”

“Nah.” Mitch pushes his hair back. “I’m right.”

“If anything, you’re the one who’s obsessed with her. I haven’t brought her up once. You keep doing that.” Peter wets his lips. “I get it, I do.”

Mitch’s jaw shifts. “You’re insane.”

“I’m not going to argue with you about this. I’m sorry you feel used, or abandoned, or whatever. But I obviously made the right decision last night.” This is harsh of Peter to say. But necessarily harsh.

“Fuck you, Peter. I can handle myself.”

“You’re in over your head, and you need to admit it.”

“Just because I don’t know what fork to use—”

“Mitch, it’s not about table manners. These people will chew you up and spit you out and not even notice you broken and bleeding on the ground. Tess too. Tess most of all. So she paid your hospital bill, fine. That’s pocket change to her. She doesn’t know how to express affection in any other way.”

“She sure did a number on you, huh?” Mitch says, his tone sharp.

Peter stands up. The conversation has to end here. He can’t continue. He wants a drink so badly he’s going to be sick. “I’m not blaming her. I don’t think Tess is capable of really loving someone.”

“Oh, fuck you, Peter,” Mitch repeats, this time with disgust.

Peter grabs his jacket and leaves Mitch alone in the kitchen.



He finds the bicycle next to the parking pad where he’d left it, then walks it down the gravel drive and mounts it once he clears the gate.

The sea air fills Peter’s lungs as he glides down the paved road, going the opposite direction from yesterday. He’d forgotten how much he liked the air here. Having grown up in a harbor city, he’s uneasy anytime he’s far from water. It’s different on the Cape, of course. There’s so much money, so much space and privacy. He whizzes by several gates like the Lowells’ own, each one bearing the name of the family or the name of the house, along with a warning about trespassing.

Warren’s face from the previous evening nags him. Georgia’s too. Peter remains baffled that Tess hadn’t been more perturbed. Something’s going on, something Tess knows nothing about. Warren hadn’t been around much while Peter and Tess were married, but Tess had remarked more than once how Georgia hated him. She’d found it funny. Peter had found it odd. Georgia hadn’t been nearly so cold to him by comparison.

He arrives at an accessible beach and abandons the bike before reaching the dunes. He tears off his shoes and socks, rolls up his pants, and jogs over the sand until he reaches the waterline. The cold shock of the surf grounds him, but his pulse is still racing. He pulls out his phone and calls Eileen. Like always, she picks up immediately.

“Peter? How are you?”

Peter laughs. A group of seagulls clusters around the twitching body of a crab, neither alive nor dead.

“Is something wrong?” Eileen asks, her tone sharper. “Hold on.” Peter hears the shiver of her bangles, then a door closing. “I’m alone now. What’s going on?”

“I think Tess’s fiancé might be lying to her.” It’s hardly the most relevant piece of information, but that hasn’t prevented it from monopolizing Peter’s attention.

“Lying? About what?”

Peter takes a seat several yards back from the water, where the sand turns from cold-packed to soft. The gulls continue to pick at the expiring crustacean. “I’m not sure. It might be nothing.” It might be.

“Are you concerned for her?”

Peter clears his throat. “Nobody deserves that, you know?”

“I’m glad you called me,” Eileen says, her tone calm and warm. “You’ll forgive me if I ask you directly. Was there a particular reason? Or is this another check-in?”

Peter pulls the phone briefly from his face to swat at a gnat.

“Peter?”

“Argued with someone earlier. Wanted a drink.”

“That’s understandable. Where are you now?” Eileen asks, her tone the same as before.

“A beach. Took a bike. Decent weather today.”

“Do you want to talk about the argument? Was it Tess?”

“She was involved,” Peter says. He digs his toes into the sand until the weight of it rests on his ankles. “I don’t think I need … I just … I’m all right. Now that I’m here.”

“Well, you can’t stay on the beach until Saturday,” Eileen says crisply.

“I won’t.”

“Tess isn’t your responsibility, Peter. Nor is her relationship. And that’s all I’m going to say about it.”

“I know.”

“Yes, well. Knowing is one thing, putting into practice is another. I know you know that too.”

“I know.” Peter lifts his face to the sun. His heart rate has returned to normal, and the sea breeze makes him comfortable rather than clammy. “Have you talked Laurie into a cat yet?”

“I’m getting closer,” Eileen says. “According to Anton, the rats are back.”



The day has grown cloudy. Peter wonders if it will rain over the weekend. The day he and Tess married it had been warm and bright, hardly a cloud in the sky.

He’d expected her to call it off at the last minute that day. He took a photograph of her outside the courthouse while wondering if she’d actually go through with it. She leaned against the side of the building, one leg crossed lightly in front of the other, sunglasses propped on her head. It was perfectly candid, and Peter loved it. He never showed it to her. He still has it, between the pages of an old sketchbook.



The first person Peter had a crush on was named Lucas. Lucas had brown eyes and freckles and could solve a Rubik’s Cube in under a minute. He was two years ahead of Peter, and much better at math, which led to a PSAT prep tutoring arrangement the summer before Peter’s sophomore year. Every Tuesday for nine weeks Peter would take the bus to Lucas’s house, which was west of the city, a spacious new build with a finished basement and an in-ground pool. Peter’s mother picked him up on her way home from work.

They studied at the kitchen table, Lucas’s golden retriever at their feet. Lucas’s mother offered Peter drinks and snacks and asked how he was enjoying his summer. Lucas focused on the math with a professional demeanor, which Peter appreciated. They reviewed sine and cosine and tangent ratios and covered the basics of probability and statistics. It made more sense to Peter than it ever had before. They became, if not friends, friendly.

Lucas’s father ran his own company, and his mother didn’t work—not in the homemaker sort of way, in the Pilates-and-book-clubs sort of way. Peter could attend the same private school only because his father taught there, which afforded them a significant discount on tuition. Lucas talked about summer trips to the Caribbean the same casual way Peter talked about visiting his cousins in Pennsylvania.

Toward the end of the summer, Lucas invited Peter up to his room to see his collection of vintage Star Wars trading cards. It was a large room, nearly as large as the entire top floor of Peter’s home. All the bedding and decor shared the same color scheme, like it had been ordered from the same catalog.

Peter noticed a photo of a soccer team on the desk. Lucas said he’d played in the same league for years. There was one boy with shaggy blond hair he appeared particularly fond of. Peter watched Lucas’s cheeks grow pinker the longer he talked about him. Something about it was very endearing. Something about it made Peter long to feel a similar way.

Peter’s math scores improved. Lucas greeted him with a smile in the hallways, and Peter smiled back.

The summer Lucas graduated he hosted a pool party for his entire class, most of the juniors, and some of the sophomores, Peter included. Lucas was a disinterested host. Lucas’s parents supervised from the large deck that adjoined the kitchen, drinking frozen margaritas with a neighbor couple. Peter’s schoolmates, an assortment of teens in various stages of undress, crowded around him. They were hiding bottles of clear liquor—some miniature, one full-sized—in someone’s gym bag. One of the boys turned on a raunchy comedy in the basement. Halfway through, someone else switched it out for a horror film.

Peter had also been invited to the after-party, possibly by accident—he was frequently confused with Wayne Cheng, one of the juniors, despite the fact that Wayne’s family was Chinese and Wayne was a full head taller than Peter. Peter told one of the girls he’d come, but he didn’t plan on following through. By the time the credits rolled, he and Lucas were the only ones left.

Lucas told Peter in a downcast tone that his soccer friend was going to a different college. Peter asked if they’d see each other over breaks. Lucas shrugged. Maybe, he said.

A miniature bottle of vodka had escaped from the gym bag and wedged itself near the sofa. Lucas broke the seal and he and Peter each took a sip, then he carefully inserted the empty bottle into a sticky Solo cup and stuffed a napkin on top. I’m glad we’re friends, Lucas said. So am I, Peter agreed. Lucas kissed him, and Peter kissed Lucas back. Lucas asked if he could touch him, and Peter agreed. The contact didn’t last long. Peter had never had sex with anyone before, boy or girl. Afterward, he still wasn’t sure he’d had sex yet.

Peter lay on the floor of the basement all night, heart pounding, with Lucas snoring on the couch above him. In the morning Lucas went for a run and Peter swiped a Pop-Tart from the pantry and caught the bus home. They didn’t see each other again until four years later at Grace’s graduation. Lucas was there watching his sister graduate. Neither of them acknowledged each other.

Peter didn’t date anyone officially in high school. His parents had a strict group-socializing-only rule, and they preferred that Peter and Grace spent time with kids from the church youth group. One of Peter’s classmates, Joanna, asked him to go to junior prom with her. They had sex afterward in the car he’d borrowed from his parents to escort her and another pair of classmates, who were hooking up elsewhere. Peter was confident after the fact that he and Joanna officially had sex. They both brought condoms, but in the end she gave him a blow job in the back seat, smearing her strawberry lip gloss. They dated secretly for a few weeks, until Joanna got bored of not being able to acknowledge the relationship at school due to Mr. Hyun’s proximity. Peter’s feelings for her were similar to his feelings for Lucas, but neither were exceptionally strong. He was aware both relationships, such as they were, were more driven by hormones than anything like love as he understood it. He wondered if there was something wrong with him, not in relation to the objects of his affections but the nature of them.

Peter’s first real relationship was in college. Danny, a sculptor, was charismatic and confident and prone to laughter of a visceral, unselfconscious sort. He had a temper too, and no real interest in hiding it. It astounded Peter to watch how in control Danny was of his medium while being entirely uninterested in controlling himself. He and Danny grew close quickly. Danny was that sort of person. He took Peter under his wing and showed him how to navigate the city like a native New Yorker. They were friends as well as lovers.

Danny told Peter he didn’t date monogamously. Peter said that was fine with him, but it was odd to hear himself say it. Do you still want to have fun? Danny asked. With me, I mean? Peter did want that. Danny’s hair was shoulder-length and curly. Peter started to wear his hair long too.

Danny enjoyed partying, and Peter got used to tagging along. He began to drink more regularly during this period. He enjoyed the calm alcohol lent him. Drunk Peter had no insecurities or anxieties. Drunk Peter didn’t have to omit parts of himself to his parents. Drunk Peter fit in with Danny and his friends. The playing field between them was uneven—Danny was popular and well liked and knew what he was doing sexually, while Peter didn’t. Danny had been with several men, including an older man. Peter picked things up piece by piece, and Danny was patient with him. And there was always booze to bolster Peter’s confidence.

Eventually Peter started seeing other people too. A woman named Veronique asked Peter out one night and he said yes. He dated the friend of a friend next. Bianca was smart and funny and a talented abstract painter. When she moved home to Louisiana a few months later, the relationship ended amicably.

Peter’s first bad breakup was with Emil, a vocal performance student. Emil was passionate and moody and introspective and beautiful. Emil didn’t like to be drawn. He spent a lot of time at Peter’s but grew jealous of Peter’s friendships with other students. The night they broke up Peter drank a fifth of tequila alone in his room. He spent quite a bit of that semester drunk and alone. The following semester, he met Tess.

The recent breakup with Ian, a nurse, happened over a period of weeks and months, at least on Peter’s side. Ian wasn’t out to anyone in his life, and Peter was his first boyfriend. Peter thought he could handle that. He did handle it, for a while. Ian was funny and sweet and worked harder than anyone Peter had ever met. Things between them grew serious quickly. But conducting a relationship in private, rarely able to acknowledge it in public, reminded Peter too strongly of the confusion he’d worked to distance himself from for years. This was the first breakup since Tess where he almost abandoned his sobriety. He spent a few nights at Eileen’s after it happened. She didn’t question why.



The sun is nearing its peak when Peter hears laughter drifting his way from the path through the dunes. A woman in a wide straw hat emerges, a young girl with blond pigtails rushing ahead of her toward the water. It takes him a moment to place the woman’s familiarity, recently acquired—Anna, the Lowells’ chef. Anna glances toward him as she sets her soft-sided cooler in the sand. It takes her a little longer to recognize him, but once she does she raises her hand in greeting and walks toward him. She shouts something to the girl, who skips along the beach in Peter’s direction, then crouches in the surf.

“Juice box?” Anna says.

Peter accepts the paper carton she offers him. “Thanks.”

She sinks onto the sand beside him. They sit in silence for a moment, listening to the girl babble and laugh to herself.

“How long have you been sober?” Anna asks.

Peter turns toward her sharply. “Five years. How did you know?”

“You weren’t drinking at dinner,” Anna says. “And I have a sixth sense about this stuff. Eight years for me.”

Peter’s gaze drifts back toward the girl, her curls lifted in the wind.

“Seems like a happy kid.”

Anna breaks into a smile. “She is. You have any kids?”

“Nah. Not for me.” Peter’s more certain of this than he had been five years ago. Grace will probably have kids. Peter’s parents are unlikely to expect any grandchildren from him. “How long have you worked for the Lowells?” he asks.

“Two years. What do you do?”

“I’m a painter.”

“Wow, really?”

Peter’s used to this reaction. It’s why he stopped saying he was a painter. People either react with awe or with judgment. He’s not sure why he told Anna. “I don’t make enough to live on that way. I teach.”

“Well, that’s refreshing.”

“What is?”

“Someone who understands working to pay the bills.”

“Hard to be around these kinds of people, huh?”

“Sometimes.” Anna stabs a straw into a juice box of her own. “But sometimes it’s hard to be anywhere.”






Tess


Tess doesn’t sleep well. Warren had dropped her and Georgia off at the house and started to make them tea, but he’d looked so defeated Tess had sent him upstairs to sleep. Georgia had been in a bad mood too, though of course she had a better excuse. Tess set her up in the first-floor guest room, and left her to her foul mood. Between Mitch and Georgia, Tess feels like a full-time caretaker, which she doesn’t particularly like. People should know better than to rely on her in that way. She does text Mitch, but it’s merely good manners. Peter is probably taking very good care of him. She’s already paid the hospital bill. They don’t need anything more from her.

Warren is asleep and snoring lightly when she goes upstairs. She lies down beside him and tries to sleep too. After an hour, she reaches between her legs. Normally, she would be efficient and quiet enough to orgasm without fear of waking Warren. But tonight she’s too tightly wound. She turns on her side and tries again but makes no progress. The normal scenarios she plays out when she needs additional inspiration—most of them near-death experiences followed by passionate sex on unsuitable surfaces—only make her more frustrated that she’s not getting anywhere. She’s wary of waking Warren. He deserves a good night’s sleep. So does Tess.

Warm and irritated, Tess pulls on a robe and goes to the bathroom. She leaves the light off and locks the door gently behind her. She leans against the wall, feeling the smooth finish of the paint through her satin robe. She turns on the faucet and faces away from the mirror.

She imagines someone at her back, his mouth beside her ear, his body pressed against her, pulling her hips back into his pelvis. Her hands are his hands, one massages her breast while the other dips between her legs. It’s Peter, his mouth on her shoulder, his fingers drawing circles. It takes hardly any effort to recall the feeling of a position they’d enjoyed so many times. It doesn’t feel like a memory now. She speeds up her movements, drawing rapid, quiet breaths. She comes quickly.

This has happened before, Peter appearing in a moment like this. It makes sense. They’d been together long enough, and were intimate often enough, and at a formative time in her life. It doesn’t mean anything. It hasn’t for a long time. Her body remembers pleasure as well as trauma, that’s all.

Tess turns off the faucet and turns on the shower. She strips out of her nightdress and hops under the running water before it turns warm. She’d only intended to continue unwinding but finds herself craving another orgasm. She wishes she’d brought her vibrator into the bathroom with her. She braces herself against the tile and uses her hand again. It’s easier this time. She doesn’t have to worry about being as quiet, and she’s primed from the last session. She closes her eyes hard and thinks of Warren. But Warren doesn’t show up. Peter does, and so does Mitch. Mitch’s mouth between her thighs, Peter’s mouth on her mouth. She sinks to the floor, turning her face into the cascade of water. She takes a steadying breath and her mouth fills. It tastes sweet. She spits it out, scrubs her face, and stands to turn off the water.

She stands before the mirror wrapped in a towel, heart still racing. The thought that somehow Peter could become aware of what had just happened, though entirely unrealistic, unspools a thread of disquiet through her. She crosses her arms over her chest, clutching her underarms, and shivers. She remembers Warren, asleep in the next room. Unless the noise of the water has woken him. The thread goes taut.

She eases the door to the bedroom open until she can hear him, breathing heavily in his sleep. Her agitation settles. She presses the water from her hair and returns to bed, dressed in fresh pajamas.

Georgia doesn’t join them for breakfast. She tells Tess that she has a headache and plans to stay in bed for a while.

Warren lingers rather than leaving first thing. Nia is already working—another half-day only, she promises. Tess and Warren have coffee alone in the breakfast nook.

“I thought you had an interview,” Tess says.

“Not until ten. I told Reese I’d meet him at the office in an hour. No Georgia this morning?”

“She’s resting.” Tess realizes Mitch hasn’t texted her back yet. The memory of her midnight shower, and the role Mitch had played, resurfaces.

“Tess?”

Tess realizes she’d cursed under her breath. “It’s nothing.” It is nothing, though she’s flushed and irritated.

Warren sighs. “Are you still upset I didn’t call you?”

“‘Still’? It’s been ten hours, most of which you were asleep during.”

“That’s a yes.” Warren’s on edge. He has a red mark on his neck where he’d nicked himself shaving, and every time Sebastian passes through the kitchen to top off his coffee, phone glued to his ear as he monitors a conference call, Warren jumps.

“I’m not mad. I only think it would have made sense to call.”

“We didn’t want to stress you out before we knew how bad—”

“So it was a joint decision?”

“We weren’t thinking of you, I’m sorry,” Warren says curtly.

Tess’s cheeks grow hot. “I thought I was the reason you were together last night. Trying to get along, for my sake.”

Warren squeezes his eyes shut and presses a hand to his forehead. “No, you’re right. I was making an effort. For you.”

“Thank you,” Tess says, a little stiffly.

“I’m sorry it ended up being such a mess.” Warren lays a hand over hers. It’s warmer than usual, carrying the heat from his cup of coffee. “I don’t want to argue with you about this. About anything.”

“We’re not arguing.”

“We’re not? It feels like we are.”

“It’s nerves,” Tess says, invoking Darcy’s words with a wave of her hand. That was the explanation for last night too. The scenario her subconscious had concocted was a direct response to the unsettling effect of the last few days. Once they’re married, once Peter leaves, everything will be settled. No more chaos, no more nerves, just the life she and Warren have chosen to build together.

“I love you,” Warren says.

“I know.” Tess smiles. “Everything’s fine.”






Peter


Peter receives the text message on the beach, after Anna and her daughter have gone home. Peter, it’s Warren Ashley. Do you have a moment for a call?

It’s such a formal request that Peter can’t even laugh. He just stares at his phone. He waits nearly an hour to text back, passing the time by biking farther away from the Lowells’, pulling off the road to avoid passing cars, before turning back. He wonders if Warren will text again, or if he’ll call. He wonders if it’s even Warren. Maybe it’s Sebastian, playing another practical joke funny only to him. After developing a stitch in his side, Peter pulls off the road again near a café with pink shutters that advertises breakfast and specialty hot chocolate. He buys a black coffee, which he drinks too quickly, then buys a bottle of water, which he savors. He replies to Warren’s text. Now is fine. He assumes it’s about the emergency room encounter. What else could they possibly have to talk about? The only thing they have in common is Tess.

He receives a call within sixty seconds and regrets not having waited longer to text back. He’s still out of breath.

“Peter. Thanks.” It is Warren after all.

Peter uses his best customer service voice. “What can I do for you?”

“I was wondering if maybe you and Mitch would like to come out with the groomsmen tonight. It will be a fairly relaxed evening, nothing that might—” Warren clears his throat. “It’s a casual dinner. Nothing off the wall.” Despite Warren’s awkwardness, his tone is authoritative. It doesn’t really sound like a question.

“Nice of you to offer, but—”

“Sebastian would appreciate it. He doesn’t have much in common with the other groomsmen. They’re a little stiff. Good guys but not the most interesting group. You and Mitch could liven us up.”

“I’m sure.” Mitch definitely could.

“I’d appreciate it too, of course.” There’s a beat of silence, during which Peter imagines Warren waving his hand at a campaign volunteer. “I thought maybe we could talk about something.”

“You already have my blessing.”

Warren laughs mechanically. “Something else.”

“I have time to talk now.”

“In person’s better.” Warren clears his throat again. “You don’t have plans, do you? I’m not asking you to cancel some special evening, am I?”

“I’ll check with Mitch.”

“Sure, sure.” Warren sounds like he’s running out of air. “Well, let me know as soon as you can. I’ll text you the details. See you later, I hope.”

Peter hangs up and downs the rest of his bottle of water.

Whatever’s between Warren and Georgia could be perfectly innocent. Tess appears to believe it’s perfectly innocent. And that’s what’s driving Peter mad.

Warren and Georgia are the sort of people who should be friends. Tess had even mentioned they were friends until their college days. They’d drifted apart since then. The reason isn’t clear, even to Peter, who should be predisposed to identify any and all of Warren’s flaws. The only explanation that occurs to him now is that things between Tess’s sister and her fiancé aren’t what they seem. Not a relationship between enemies, but lovers.

Peter realizes he has no idea how an in-love Georgia would behave. Her relationship with her husband is similar to her parents’ relationship—cordial and functional, each spouse bringing practical assets to the marriage, professionally heterosexual. That’s the standard the Lowell children had grown up with.

Warren’s urgency is the biggest clue Peter has now. He must know that Peter suspects, whether or not there is any true cause for concern. And if there is, Tess won’t forgive it. Peter can’t imagine a world in which Tess could. But he won’t jump to conclusions over it. He’ll give Warren a chance to explain. He’ll be clearheaded about the whole thing. Someone has to be.



Mitch doesn’t look up when Peter opens the door. He’s sitting on the living room floor, staring at the laptop balanced on his knees.

“I come in peace,” Peter says.

Mitch lowers the lid of his laptop, stone-faced, not meeting Peter’s eye.

Peter drops onto the sofa opposite him. “How are you?”

Mitch surveys him suspiciously. “Fine.”

“Warren wants us to hang out with the groomsmen tonight. He said Sebastian would appreciate it.”

Mitch’s stern look dissolves into an expression of surprise.

“I told him I had to check with you.”

Mitch frowns. Peter can’t tell if he’s slept more or not.

“What do you think?” Peter asks.

“I don’t think you want to spend time with me after the conversation we just had,” Mitch answers brusquely. “Hell, I don’t think I want to spend time with you.”

“That’s not how I feel, but I understand if you do.”

Mitch clenches his jaw and stares, less defiant than earlier. His shoulders are slouched and his eyes slightly glazed.

“I appreciate your transparency last night,” Peter says.

Mitch rolls his eyes.

“I’m not saying it to be patronizing. I’m sorry if it comes off that way. You’re a good person, Mitch. It’s your fatal flaw.”

“That’s kind of a fucked-up thing to think about someone, isn’t it?” Mitch asks.

“I’m sorry.” Peter leans forward, resting his forearms on his knees. “I said some things I shouldn’t have.” He nudges Mitch with his foot. “Come on. Truce, for real this time. I like you, Mitch. Let’s be friends.” He wants Mitch in his life—badly. It’s not Mitch’s fault he’s naive. He’ll learn. Peter had.

“And if I say no?” Mitch nudges him back.

Peter frowns, disturbed by the rush of nervousness that courses through him. “Are you saying no?”

Mitch looks at the ceiling. His voice sounds thick. “I can’t do more of this hot and cold shit. I’m being honest—technically I haven’t lied at all—and I’m being vulnerable and telling you that I like you, and if you can’t handle that—”

“I can handle it,” Peter says.

“Good.” Mitch clears his throat and meets Peter’s gaze. “What does that mean?”

“Are you all right being friends, for now?”

Mitch nods. “Yeah.”

“Okay, then.”

A pained expression flashes over Mitch’s face. “We’re still a couple, though, right? As far as Tess and everyone are concerned?”

“Only if you’re okay with it.”

“And if I’m not we’ll admit it was all a lie? You’re fine with that?”

“Of course, if that’s what you need,” Peter answers. He’s bluffing, but he’s not sure if it’s because he doesn’t want to appear pathetic to Tess, or because he doesn’t want to let this thing with Mitch fall away completely.

Mitch makes a face. Peter thinks Mitch might say something he shouldn’t. His heart pounds. Mitch pushes himself to his feet. “All right. Tell Warren I’m in.”






Mitch


Mitch takes his next dose of antibiotics before he showers. Rather than going through the trouble of wrapping his arm in plastic, which would necessitate returning to the common area, Mitch holds it outside the shower, using the other hand to wash up. He flinches as the sunburn on his neck and face flares up under the hot water and drops the washcloth, then almost slips retrieving it. He’s annoyed and lightheaded and sweaty by the end of the shower, but he feels better than he did before. After wrapping a towel around his waist, he goes to lie on the bed, ignoring Peter at the kitchen table. He lies there for half an hour, growing cold and letting his hair make a wet spot on the sheets. The house is silent, but he can sense Peter’s presence in the other room.

It’s late afternoon by the time he hears Peter moving around. Still naked apart from the towel, Mitch sits up carefully. The hair on his arms and neck prickles as he catches a breeze that drifts from the open kitchen windows.

The bathroom door is open. Peter is shirtless, shaving before the mirror. The tattoo on his left arm extends to his upper back, the vine rolling and fading over Peter’s shoulder blades where the golden tan of his skin fades. Mitch watches him shave slowly and methodically, starting beneath his chin and moving up his jawline toward his mouth.

He catches Peter’s eye in the reflection and shifts his gaze toward the ceiling. “We should talk new boundaries. I assume you want to nix the PDA.”

“I don’t want you to be uncomfortable either,” Peter says.

“Oh, I’m just peachy,” Mitch says. He should put clothes on.

Peter runs his razor under the faucet, turning his head so he can be heard over the stream of water. “You sure you don’t need a longer nap? You’ve been awake awhile.”

“I’m swell, Professor, don’t you worry about me.” Mitch runs his fingers along the ridges of the crocheted blanket he’s sitting on. “You sure you want to be around Warren and all those guys? I kind of need it for the book, but I can go alone.”

“I’m sure.”

“Fine.” Mitch makes a fist in the blanket. Everything will be fine. It will be fine as long as he doesn’t drink again, and doesn’t kiss Peter again.

Peter emerges from the bathroom pressing a damp towel to his face and neck. His skin is red in patches, and his damp hair clings to his neck and forehead. Mitch closes his eyes and swallows. He feels the mattress sink beside him as Peter sits to put on his boots. Mitch wants to reach over and touch him so badly it feels like he might die. He opens his eyes. He grabs a handful of clothes from his suitcase and goes to the bathroom to put them on.

His underwear sticks to his body. He struggles to button his shirt with one hand. He realizes his pants have a small tear below one of the belt loops.

He’s has been awake for thirty-six hours, apart from the brief period early that morning. His arm throbs. He won’t drink. It’s no great sacrifice. He’d give up a lot more for Peter.

His wrist is on fire by the time he exits the bathroom. He scratches at it violently. The pain changes from burning to stabbing.

Peter pauses in the midst of fastening his belt. The buckle clatters as he moves toward Mitch, a sound that evokes being bent over his grandmother’s knee.

“I’m fine.”

“Let me see.” Peter’s tone is determined but gentle.

Mitch extends his arm, and Peter peels away the bandage. The skin beneath is pink and shiny from the ointment. The dissolvable strips that span the length of the wound have begun to pucker.

“It’s not infected, is it?”

“It doesn’t look like it.” Peter presses gently near Mitch’s wrist. “Does it feel like it?”

“I guess not. It just itches like hell.”

Peter directs Mitch to sit at the kitchen table and begins to apply a new bandage. He works in a calm and confident manner, the same type of slow, fluid movements he’d used shaving, as if Mitch’s body were an extension of his own. “You’ll be back to your old self in no time,” he says as he secures the end of the fresh bandage.

Mitch wants to say something light and funny. The only words that come to mind are heavy. He swallows them. “I’m gonna have a smoke before we leave.”

“I’ll meet you outside,” Peter says.



Peter drives. They arrive at the restaurant after the other members of their party and are ushered onto the deck, where Warren and his groomsmen wait at a large circular table. The surrounding tables are empty. Warren had reserved the entire outdoor dining space.

Warren greets Peter with a solemn nod and smiles at Mitch. “How’s the injury? Thanks for joining us. I’m sure you’ll enjoy dinner, this place has a great chef.”

Sebastian ambushes them with a hug, arms encircling Peter and Mitch at the same time, pushing them close. He kisses Peter loudly on both cheeks then rubs his head against Mitch like a cat.

There are five other men in their party. Two are friends of Warren’s from his Harvard days—Lance, a broad-shouldered Black man, and Tripp, who looks like he could be Warren’s brother. They’re both dressed in brightly colored pants and navy blue blazers. Logan, red-haired and dressed in a suit with no tie, is a friend of Warren’s from Stanford. He’s the oldest and most serious of the group, and keeps name-dropping the Dallas restaurant in which he’s just invested. Ethan, Tripp’s younger brother, is not a member of the bridal party but has been invited along to round out the group. The last member of their party, also not a groomsman, is Warren’s campaign manager. Reese is about Sebastian’s height, with dark hair, a round face, and a barking laugh.

They begin with oysters, which Mitch doesn’t have a taste for, and champagne, which Mitch declines. Mitch notices that Peter’s seltzer is refreshed at the same rate as the wine, and a wineglass was never set for him. Warren’s thoughtfulness must be a valuable political asset. There’s a definite tension between Peter and Warren, but it seems like Warren wants Peter to think well of him. Warren’s eye often turns in Peter’s direction, and he solicits his opinion more than once. The other members of the group don’t appear to know who Peter is. Warren introduces Peter and Mitch as old friends of Tess’s, which Sebastian finds hilarious.

Mitch orders a crab cake, hoping it will be easy enough to eat one-handed. Everyone else orders steaks, apart from Lance, who orders a shrimp risotto, and Peter, who orders salmon. Mitch eats slowly, taking in the conversations happening around him. He has the sense that Warren expects him to be more energetic and he doesn’t mind disappointing. The other men talk about things Mitch has no experience with in a language he can hardly parse, the language of finance and international politics. Peter, seated next to Mitch, exudes a warm energy that reassures him. When asked a direct question, Peter answers honestly or deflects with a good-natured joke.

The conversation drifts from golf to exchange rates to college reminiscences to marriage. Lance and Logan are both married. Ethan calls them chumps, and Tripp and Reese laugh in agreement. No one brings up Tess by name or in any specificity for the majority of the evening. It’s as if they’re discussing Warren’s connection to an abstract woman rather than a real person. None of them speak as if they like their wives or girlfriends. Mitch wonders how many of them cheat. Tripp definitely seems like the type. He wouldn’t even feel bad about it. Logan might cheat too, but he’d at least feel guilty.

Sebastian appears to find their company unbearable, and copes by drinking heavily and taking plenty of cigarette breaks. Mitch stays true to his intention and doesn’t drink. He joins Sebastian for a smoke toward the end of the main course.

“I’m glad you guys came,” Sebastian says, flicking the ash over the side of the deck. They’re standing some yards away downwind. They can hear the laughter of the table.

“Anything for you.” Mitch lights his own cigarette. The sunburn on his face and chest throbs pleasantly as the air grows cooler. The sun is setting, and the water grows dark.

“So what happened to your arm?”

“Incident with the recycling bin.”

“Poor Mitchy.”

Back at the table, Peter and Lance are talking. Lance laughs, his wide shoulders heaving, and Peter grins in response.

“I made Warren ask Peter to dinner tonight,” Sebastian says. “I didn’t want to bug him. He’s really something, isn’t he? Putting up with this shit for me, like he used to for Tess.”

“Yeah, he’s something.”

“I wish my family was less shitty. I guess Peter’s used to it.”

“Have you met Peter’s family?”

“Nah. I assume you haven’t either. Peter doesn’t bring men home.”

“Right.” Mitch’s stomach drops. “They’re like that, aren’t they.”

“You didn’t know?”

“Peter doesn’t talk about it much.”

“Not exactly a fun conversation to have.” Sebastian clears his throat, squinting up at the deepening sky.

“I didn’t realize you two were that close,” Mitch says.

“Well, I’m closer to him than he is to me,” Sebastian says with a self-aware laugh. “Peter’s special, you know? I came out right around the time he and Tess got together. He was always … he was kind, I guess. I felt understood. I felt like things would be okay. Even when things were bad between him and Tess, he was there for me. We didn’t talk much after they split, but I felt like I could go to him if I needed to.” He raises his cigarette to his lips. “Maybe I should have.”

“Did he talk to you about his parents?”

“Once. He was drunk. Tess had already gone to bed, and the two of us were hanging out on the dock with a bottle of tequila. Tequila was our drink. Maybe that’s why I can’t touch the stuff now. Anyway, he wouldn’t have told me if he wasn’t totally wasted. He wasn’t sorry for himself or anything. He said it so matter-of-factly. They wouldn’t disown him for being with a man, nothing like that. But they’d never accept that part of him either. He’d never be able to bring a man home without blowing up their whole relationship. Religion, I think. And that created distance. I mean, of course it did. Not that my parents are perfect. But they’re progressive enough on the outside to pretend like my being a queer is all right.”

“That doesn’t sound great either.”

Sebastian’s shoulders twitch toward his ears. “It is what it is. How about your parents?”

“My mom.”

“Oh, shit. Sorry about your dad.”

Mitch wipes a hand under his nose. “He’s not dead, he’s just not around.”

“Well, I’m sorry for that, then.”

“My mom doesn’t know.”

“Homophobe?”

“I don’t know.” For all his agonizing over the last few days, Mitch had spent very little time considering how he might deal with small-minded people in his own family. “Maybe I should give her a chance.” He shivers as he considers it.

“I can’t stop giving people chances.” Sebastian stubs out his cigarette on the deck railing and lights another, hands shaking. “Jonathan called earlier.”

“The ex?”

“One of ’em.”

“A big one, huh?”

“I guess.” Sebastian laughs. “He cheated on me twice. Once was my fault. It’s a long story. It really was my fault though. We got back together that time. I don’t think I can do it this time. I like him—God, I might even love him, but…”

“You deserve better.”

Sebastian shakes his head. “I don’t know if I do. I don’t know if anyone does. Doesn’t it make sense, if someone makes you happy, to grab at it for all you’re worth?”

Mitch swallows the lump in his throat. He feels untethered from his surroundings, which have grown cavernous and wild. The dock appears to stretch out forever in either direction, and the lights strung along the perimeter of the deck can’t bring warmth to the encroaching night. He catches Peter’s eye, and releases a slow, shaking breath.

Sebastian’s shoulder bumps his. “I don’t know, maybe I’m too forgiving. Maybe I should tell him to fuck off again.”

“You deserve to be with someone who wants to be with you in the way you want to be wanted,” Mitch says.

“That’s a fucking mind bender.”

“Could have phrased it better.”

“I appreciate the sentiment.” Sebastian pats his shoulder. “Turn it into a poem or something.”

Mitch feels like he might cry. Maybe it’s the sleep deprivation and the discomfort from his injury. Or maybe it’s the image of a young Peter, facing the possibility of rejection from his parents. He’d gone through all that—no wonder he drank—only for Tess to toss him aside too.

“You all right?” Peter asks when Mitch returns to his seat. He leans close to ask it, his fingertips brushing Mitch’s arm. It’s a subtle gesture, but the implied intimacy makes Mitch’s chest ache. Ethan catches Mitch’s eye from across the table and makes a face. Mitch’s heart races. He looks back to Peter. Peter hadn’t noticed.

“I’m all right,” Mitch says.

Peter lowers his hand.

Mitch focuses his thoughts on the story he’s been writing. The book continues to take shape in his mind throughout the meal. Mitch picks off attributes from his fellow guests—Tripp’s stubby fingers, Reese’s belt with embroidered whales on it, Warren’s thick hair, falling back from his part, Logan’s high laugh. He’ll build texture in the story that’s taken root, the story of a man who’s in love with two people—the woman with whom he shares his life, and the man with whom he used to share his life.

The conversation around him turns to Warren’s campaign, a turn that Warren doesn’t seem entirely comfortable with, given his glances to Reese throughout. His incumbent opponent, a woman named Helen Hughes, is a married mother of three with two decades of experience in government, both of which give her an advantage over Warren.

“In two days, Warren will be married too,” Reese argues. “He’s a family man through and through.”

“Too little, too late, I think,” Logan teases.

Warren and the others laugh.

“Whatever. It’s not like Warren’s a faggot or anything,” Ethan says. “Unless you’re using Tess as a beard.” And he laughs.

There’s a moment of awkward silence, then Warren says, “Maybe lay off the drinks, Ethan.”

Peter gives Mitch a calm look that says It’s all right, let it go. Mitch grits his teeth and nods. Everyone moves on to other topics. They’re served dessert, sundaes with chocolate sauce. Ethan pokes at the whipped cream with his spoon and makes a lewd comment.

Mitch rises to his feet. “Another ciggy?” Sebastian asks, rising too. Mitch takes the long way around the table. As he rounds the other side, he picks up a full glass of ice water and dumps it in Ethan’s lap.






Peter


The table erupts in chaos. Ethan, spewing a steady stream of profanity and homophobic insults, lunges after Mitch. The men on either side hold him back, firm hands on his shoulders, fingers wrapping around his upper arms as he strains against them, uselessly blotting the front of his pants. Sebastian slumps in his chair, laughing until tears run. Reese, jumping in front of Warren as if before a bullet, begins to argue with Tripp about optics, asking him to talk some sense into his brother. Mitch continues to walk away down the dock, paying no mind to any of it. Peter picks up Mitch’s jacket and follows him.

Warren calls after Peter. Peter watches Mitch descend from the dock to the beach.

“Peter!” Warren calls again.

Peter turns. Warren jogs toward him, a boyishly sheepish expression on his face.

“I’m sorry about Ethan,” Warren pants. “He won’t be there Saturday. I’ll handle it.”

Of course. Peter nods, his attention drifting down to the beach, where Mitch lingers, staring over the water. Warren begins to say something about managing expectations. Peter’s not sure if he means about tonight, or last night, or his relationship with Tess in general. Last night he would have enjoyed nothing more than pinning Warren down long enough to ask him what had been going on before he’d ended up at the hospital with Georgia. Now he’s hardly listening.

“You understand, of course,” Warren says. He’s concluding a speech, no doubt carefully crafted and well rehearsed, that Peter has missed entirely.

“Sure,” Peter says. He smiles, claps Warren on the shoulder, and makes his way down onto the sand.

There’s a long, quiet stretch of beach east of the restaurant, where the ground inland is probably too soft to build on. Peter and Mitch stroll together in silence as the sun begins to set, until they’re out of view of the restaurant.

“Man, best of luck to those two,” Mitch says.

“Warren and Tess? Warren’s not a bad guy,” Peter says, strangely enjoying the sensation of defending a man he cares nothing about. “It’s not like Ethan’s really a friend of his.”

“I wonder what the success rates are for second marriages.”

“Pretty mixed.”

“You know that off the top of your head?”

“I look things up sometimes.”

Mitch kicks a clump of seaweed. “For yourself?”

“I won’t get married again.”

“How do you figure?” Mitch asks. He pushes his hair out of his face with his good hand, and it immediately flops forward again.

“I just don’t think it’s for me. I’m sure you’ll be happily married someday.”

“To some nice girl, huh?” Mitch says sarcastically.

Peter looks at him for a long moment. Mitch’s features are softened by the sunset, washed in shades of orange and blue. “That’s not what I said.”

“It’s what you meant.”

“I meant that you have a very passionate, caring personality, and someday someone will want to take advantage of that.”

Mitch snorts.

“What?”

“It doesn’t have to be like that!” Mitch throws a hand in the air.

“Like what?”

“People taking advantage of each other.” He looks toward the sky. “Some people do it differently. It’s possible to do it differently.”

“Sure,” Peter concedes. People can do it differently. Whole people. Healthy people. “Let’s sit down here,” Peter says, moving toward the dunes.

“I’m fine,” Mitch says, though he follows.

“I know. Let’s sit.”

Mitch sighs, collapsing back onto the sand. “I don’t want to argue with you.”

Peter lies down beside him. The sand is cool and powdery. He’ll be washing it off his scalp tomorrow. He closes his eyes, listening to the crash of the waves. “So what the hell was that back there, anyway?”

Mitch groans.

“Are you okay?”

“Are you?”

Peter opens his eyes, studying Mitch, whose head lolls toward him, still flat on his back, limbs loose and spread over the sand.

“I’m starting to see what you mean about these people,” Mitch says.

“Homophobes are everywhere. Didn’t you go to church?”

“Yeah, but that asshole really thought no one would say anything. And no one did.” Mitch frowns. “How did you put up with that?”

Peter shrugs his shoulders, a fairly useless gesture in his current pose. “I didn’t have to, much.”

“Did Tess allow that shit?”

“They were more careful in her presence. Not that we ever hung out with that exact crew.”

“I wish I’d punched him.” Mitch means it. It’s a level of aggression that’s alarming, possibly arousing.

“You can’t have people pressing charges,” Peter says calmly. “Besides, your arm.”

“Right. My arm.”

“Maybe we should go back to the house.”

“I don’t want to go. Listen, okay?” Mitch flops on his side, rolling toward Peter with the grace of a sea lion, sand crusting the side of his face. “I want to lie here, and I want to hold your hand, and I want to talk with you. That’s it. That’s all I want.”

Peter looks away. There’s a lump in his throat. He breathes in, feels the breath in his chest, breathes out. Behind them, the sun slips below the horizon.

“Peter,” Mitch says, and his voice breaks.

Peter takes Mitch’s hand, heavy and warm, and laces their fingers together. “Thanks for that, back there.”

“It was pretty stupid of me,” Mitch says in a wet voice, collapsing onto his back.

“Nah.”

“Well then. Anytime, Professor.”

“You’ve gotta lay off that. You’re making me feel ancient.”

“Don’t you be stupid,” Mitch says, his voice growing surprisingly heated. “Your whole life’s still in front of you, don’t you know that?”

Peter looks toward Mitch. He can see the other man’s profile, the slight ridge below his brow, the fullness of his lips. “Half of it, maybe.”

“Living till sixty is still pretty great. Some people don’t have that chance.”

“I don’t spend that much time thinking about dying these days,” Peter says.

“I think about it all the time,” Mitch says. “Have since I was a kid.”

“Yeah?”

“Church, remember?”

Peter feels the texture of the starched shirt with the clip-on tie he used to wear every Sunday, hears the pastor’s reedy voice, the uneven swell of the choir. The nightmares he’d had for years about the impossible expanse of eternity, the certainty of hell. How he’d been sure he’d never live up to the rules, some stated, some invisible, that taught you how not to look at boys and showed you how to manage suffocating anxiety without drinking. “I used to more when I was younger,” he manages.

“When I was younger I almost killed myself.” Mitch’s voice is thick.

Peter’s conscious of every atom in his body. Mitch’s hand feels impossibly warm and alive in his own. “Fuck.”

“I was fourteen. I don’t talk about it much.”

Overhead, the sky is stained indanthrone, blackest blue.

“You don’t have to tell me about it, if you don’t want to,” Peter says.

Mitch is quiet for a long time. His fingers pulse slightly around Peter’s in a regular rhythm, like a manual heartbeat. “That’s pretty much the whole story. I was lonely. I didn’t have many friends, and the ones I had didn’t like me all that much, and my mom worked all the time. I tracked down my dad, and I called him, and he didn’t want to talk to me.”

Peter lays his other hand on top of Mitch’s. Mitch’s grip tightens.

“He didn’t pick up. I kept calling. Kept leaving messages. I don’t know how many. I lost track. Finally, a woman answered and said I should stop. She was real nice about it. She sounded sorry. She sounded like she’d tried to talk him into calling me back. I kinda wish she’d been a jerk about it.”

Mitch may be crying now. Peter can’t tell.

“I think about it sometimes,” he continues. “It feels like another life. I can’t remember many of the details, just random flashes of things.” He takes a deep breath in.

Peter feels him exhale and knows Mitch has turned toward him.

“You know, I imagined slitting my wrists, but it would have been such a mess to clean up. So I stole my aunt’s truck and ran it off the road. Totaled the truck, but I made it out with only cuts and bruises. They said it was a miracle. Maybe it was. I was really fucking glad to be alive. I was miserable, but I didn’t want to die. Last night, with my arm … it kinda fucked me up. I’m sorry I went off the rails a little.”

“I get it,” Peter says softly.

“Anyway.” Mitch’s voice turns chipper. “You ever try to kill yourself?”

Peter chokes on a laugh. “Only with the drinking. And that was never a sure thing.”

“Yeah.”

Peter brings Mitch’s hand toward his chest.

Mitch moves closer. “I got it out of my system, I guess. I’m not saying I’ve never been depressed since, but … I never tried to do that again.” He pauses, clearing his throat. “You know what’s funny?”

“What?”

“Tess thinks we’re good together. You and me.”

Peter works to quiet his breathing.

“I guess it’s not laugh-out-loud funny.”

“I don’t know how reliable Tess is on that kind of thing.”

“Me neither. But when she said it, I wanted her to be right. This isn’t totally new for me, feeling this way about a guy. It’s just that with you, I can’t pretend the way I feel doesn’t mean something. I’ve got to try.”

Mitch’s face is barely visible now. Peter holds Mitch’s hand in both of his.

“I know it’s only been a few days,” Mitch continues, his voice quieter, “but I’m a little bit in love with you. Some people don’t think love works like that, I know. I think you can be a little bit in love, or a lot in love. Most people have a lot of love to give.”

“Do you think someone can be in love with two people at once?” Peter asks.

“Why do you ask?”

“I don’t know.” Peter struggles to make sense of it out loud. “None of us really know each other. You might think you love some version of me, but that’s not the real me.”

“Won’t know unless you give me a chance,” Mitch says, his voice low and breathless.

“I don’t think I was trying to protect you,” Peter admits. “I’m sort of an asshole.”

Mitch laughs. “You say that like it’s not common knowledge.”

“Fuck you,” Peter says, laughing too.

“Okay,” Mitch says. He slips his hand from Peter’s to pull him closer, a hand on his waist. What little light there is reflects back at Peter in Mitch’s eyes.

They lie like that for a moment, Peter’s fingers tangled in Mitch’s collar, Mitch’s breath hot on Peter’s face. Peter traces the contour of Mitch’s neck and chin. He pauses with his thumb beside Mitch’s mouth. Mitch moves his head. His lips brush Peter’s hand. He presses a kiss to Peter’s wrist. The gesture is shocking in its mundane tenderness.

“You’re not going to change your mind in the middle again, are you?” Mitch asks.

“You have any more secrets I should know?” Peter asks, their lips mere inches apart.

“Probably.” Mitch kisses him. “Do you have any I should know?”

Peter pulls Mitch toward him, their bodies meeting from chest to knee. Mitch’s erection presses into his thigh. “I’m an open book,” Peter says.

They continue to kiss. Mitch shifts from tenderness to hunger. They change positions. Mitch is on his back and Peter crouches over him. Peter touches Mitch’s belt, and Mitch frantically unbuckles it one-handed.

“I’m not good at this,” Mitch pants. “Sorry.”

“Not good at having your dick sucked?”

Mitch makes a noise in the back of his throat. “It hasn’t happened too many times. There’s a secret for you.”

Peter squeezes Mitch’s arm reassuringly as he takes him into his mouth. Mitch’s hand rests on the back of his head, tentative at first, then with more force. Mitch comes quickly but doesn’t apologize. He helps Peter stroke himself off too, clumsy with one hand. Peter spits into his own palm. Mitch follows suit. Everything smells of salt—sand, tears, semen, sweat.






Tess


Tess feels a headache coming on. She should have taken a precautionary dose of aspirin before the rest of the bridal party arrived.

Margot Ashley is telling a story about her dog over a post-dinner cheese plate in the parlor. Margot Ashley is always telling stories about her dog, a miniature poodle hybrid of some kind. She finds it hard to be away from the animal. Warren indulges her. He purchased a Christmas gift for the dog last year, and merely laughed when Tess rolled her eyes.

Tess doesn’t hate Margot. She might not get along with her as well as Warren gets along with Sebastian, but Warren is unflappable, and Sebastian is at least interesting. Tess and Margot don’t have anything in common apart from Warren. Margot likes sailing and spin classes and novels with faceless women on the cover. She has no opinions on art or design or anything Tess finds worthwhile. They’ve never gone to school together—Margot went to Dana Hall and Trinity (Hartford, not Dublin)—and never spent much time in each other’s company apart from the occasional family party. Georgia had once told Tess she should make more of an effort when it came to Warren’s sister. Tess had replied that Georgia should worry about her own sister-in-law, and the conversation ended there.

Warren, of course, is another matter. Tess has things in common with Warren. So many things. The first time Tess realized how much she and Warren had in common was at Georgia’s wedding. After a turbulent year—graduating from Yale only for her long-term boyfriend to dump her, nearly missing the graduate school application window in her brokenhearted distraction, and dealing with the announcement of Georgia’s shotgun wedding—Tess had been on the brink of her sanity. Warren had found her there, and taken her hand, and walked her back.

Tess had assumed Georgia would put off marriage and kids a little longer, even if she and Jim seemed like the perfect couple.

Georgia was the smartest of the three of them. Sebastian was quick on his feet and affable, and Tess was competent and well rounded, but Georgia was brilliant. She stayed at the top of her class throughout college and law school, repeatedly winning awards Tess never would have been nominated for. Tess used to be jealous of this. She wished her place and Georgia’s could be swapped. Georgia could have made herself into a powerful woman, if she’d wanted to. She could have become the heir apparent to Stewart’s business, or started her own company, or even gone into politics. But then she got pregnant and chose to give up her professional aspirations.

Now, rather than having a real job, Georgia sits on the board of a charity and fundraises for the twins’ school. She could have married anyone. She could have married someone who would have wanted more for her. She could, at the very least, have married someone like Warren, who would see her as a person with her own goals and desires. Jim isn’t a bad person fundamentally, Tess supposes, but to him Georgia is a wife and mother before she is anything else. Her personhood had been swallowed by a sea of color-coordinated schedules, foundation luncheons, and tweed Chanel jackets.

Tess had nothing against Jim personally when she’d first known him. He treated Georgia well, made an effort with Sebastian, and remembered Tess’s birthday. But Tess had never hated anyone as fiercely as she hated Jim the moment Georgia told her she was pregnant and they were getting married. It was as if Georgia’s entire future evaporated in a single moment. Georgia and Jim were getting married and moving to Connecticut. She was leaving her job, at least until the child (they’d only known there was one at that point) was school-aged. Georgia didn’t want to raise her child the way she, Tess, and Sebastian were raised, their parents at a distance, delegating to staff so they could both continue working eighty-hour weeks. The wedding was set for that December, before Georgia would begin to show. Jim, who’d been working in finance, would take over the Connecticut office of the Lowell Group. It was a perfectly banal sequence of events, and Tess found it completely terrifying. She had no one to speak to about this. In her first semester of graduate school, her own ambitions watery and undefined, she didn’t regularly talk to anyone other than Nia. Even Nia had to cleverly pry things out of her, which Tess allowed her to do from time to time. She’d known Georgia’s engagement had upset Tess. Tess told Nia she was sure it wasn’t what Georgia wanted for her life. Funny you say that, Nia said. It sounds like exactly the sort of thing Georgia would want. Tess couldn’t explain. No one else understood Georgia. It was as if Tess was the only one who could hear her sister scream for help.

Tess was Georgia’s maid of honor at an intimate wedding. The reception was held at the Plaza’s Oak Room—Georgia wanted things to be modest, and this was her compromise between an even simpler reception and the historic Terrace Room, which Stewart had suggested. Tess nearly had a panic attack in the back of a town car on her way to the ceremony. Georgia herself was calm—remarkably calm, unnervingly calm—and that only made Tess more upset. She didn’t want the responsibility of being the maid of honor. She didn’t want the wedding to happen at all. She prayed Georgia would change her mind. She swore if she were ever in Georgia’s shoes she’d terminate the pregnancy before being forced into a life she didn’t want. That’s what Georgia should have done. It wasn’t as if Georgia was morally opposed. Tess had brought up the possibility of an abortion when Georgia told her the news, mostly out of shock. Georgia had been so angry she cried, which terrified Tess into silence. They never talked about it again.

Warren was the only person with whom Tess shared her true feelings about the marriage. She’d been sitting at the reception bar, waiting for the bride and groom to finish with their photos. The flowers in Georgia’s hair—she’d opted for a surprisingly pastoral theme given the season—had begun to wilt, and she’d started to slouch, hiding her baby bump to less effect than before. Of course, everyone knew anyway, but it was important that the pregnancy not be visible in the photos. Tess must have had a miserable look on her face when Warren found her, because he asked if she was all right in a genuinely worried fashion. She said she wasn’t, but she couldn’t talk about it. He seemed to understand. She told him the whole story later that night, after they’d shared a bottle or two of champagne. It was the first time she’d seen Warren under the influence of anything. It made her like him more. He was suddenly a peer, a friend. The four years between them didn’t feel like such a gap after all. She realized what a sympathetic person Warren was, what a good listener—a real listener, not the type of man who waited for a break in a conversation to offer unsolicited inexpert advice. He’d been having a bad time recently too—botched job interview, he confided in her. He’d just moved back from California, and was wondering if the decision was going to be worth the trouble of getting re-licensed in his home state. Tess drunkenly implored him not to give up. She couldn’t take any more people she loved giving up on their dreams. Warren put an arm around her and she leaned her head on his shoulder. He told her she was wise beyond her years, and she laughed and told him it was time he noticed. That was the last thing she remembered before waking up in her room at the Plaza the next morning. She found a note on her bedside table in which Warren thanked her for letting him vent about his professional woes. He hoped things would improve for both of them, and implored her to stay in touch, adding his phone number beneath his signature. She did stay in touch, though they drifted apart again after she met Peter the next spring. Warren floated through her head sometimes when she was with Peter the following years. The contrast between them was sharp. Warren solicitous, earnest, engaged. Peter unmoored, sarcastic, unattached. A relationship with Warren was the perfect tonic for the dissolution of her first marriage. Tess’s life had boundaries again, but they were boundaries she chose. Warren would never overstep, nor would he tempt her toward a different vision of the future. She was safe with Warren. She understood herself.



“I still can’t believe you twisted your ankle three days before the wedding,” Nia says to Georgia.

“Maybe one of the groomsmen can carry her down the aisle,” Margot suggests.

“Or Jim,” Cici says.

“No one will be carrying anyone,” Georgia says curtly. “Nia, it looks like the twins decorated in here.”

“Good, that’s exactly the effect I was aiming for.”

The parlor is covered in a layer of tinsel and pink feathered streamers, all of which Tess ordinarily finds obnoxious. Nia, knowing this, had made a point of explaining the artistic merits of the arrangement. The streamers accentuate the crown molding, and the tinsel provides textural contrast. She loves Tess, and Tess is a snob. Tess appreciates the joke, and is happy to have Nia’s full attention.

It’s just the five of them—Tess, Nia, Georgia, Margot, and Tess’s cousin, Cici, the remaining bridesmaid. Cici, as Caroline has been known since she was a baby, is Aunt Julia’s only child, two years younger than Tess. When they were children, it was assumed she and Tess would be close, but in reality Cici spent more time with Sebastian. She provided a grounded, straightforward energy that counteracted Sebastian’s hyperactivity.

Cici had studied mathematics at MIT until her junior year, when she’d shocked everyone by dropping out and moving to Italy, a thing her mother swore never to forgive her for until visiting her daughter in Rome. After that visit, Julia declared Cici was bravely following her own path and should be admired for it. Cici has spent the better part of the last eight years in Bologna. Tess isn’t entirely sure what she does for work, only that she lives with her boyfriend of several years.

The five women crowd around the low table in the living room, drinking champagne and decorating paper sashes, which they will later force Tess to model. Nia has brought colorful paper, glue, glitter, and all sorts of sequins and stickers to adorn their creations. It’s very juvenile, and very fun. Tess admits that doing something mindless and silly is exactly what she needs. She’s beginning to feel a little frayed. She texts Warren to check in, then turns her phone over. Warren is at his bachelor dinner. They’ll talk tomorrow morning. Everything is going according to the schedule, even Warren’s silence—Tess had been the one to tell him to turn off his phone. Reese could be reached in case of an emergency, and between the campaign and the wedding Warren deserves a break. Now, of course, Tess regrets having made Warren agree to these terms, though she doesn’t regret it enough to contact him via Reese.

There’s been distance between them since the emergency room incident. This is part of why she regrets the agreement. When she pictures the moment she’d seen him last night with Georgia it feels like it happened much longer ago, years and years. Warren’s tousled hair, so unlike the Warren of the present, Georgia’s pinched face, reminiscent of the way she’d looked early in her pregnancy … and Peter at Tess’s side.

It’s Peter’s fault things feel off.

He isn’t supposed to be here.



It’s close to midnight when an unexpected guest arrives in the foyer—if the owner of the property could be called a guest—holding a suitcase and a bouquet of lilies.

Georgia sets down her glass of wine—she’d allowed herself an uncharacteristic third drink—and stares. “Daddy?”

“What are you doing here?” Tess brushes confetti from her hands as she rises to her feet. Tiny pink craft feathers cling to the hem of her dress; Nia helps swat them away and they float toward the carpet.

Stewart sets down his luggage and offers the bouquet to Tess. “I have it on good authority that there’s a wedding this weekend I’m supposed to attend.”

Tess accepts the flowers with glitter-encrusted fingers. Their verdant waxy scent makes her eyes water. She feels ten years old. Stewart gives her a peck on the cheek and immediately turns to Georgia.

“What happened? Does your mother know?”

“Georgia twisted her ankle. She’s fine, she doesn’t need a surgeon.”

“I assume you were checked for a concussion?”

“It’s only a sprain.”

“Tess is right, it’s only a sprain,” Georgia says, accepting the crutches Cici hands her.

“Unfortunate timing,” Stewart says.

“It’s not like Georgia was trying to get hurt,” Tess says. As she says it, she realizes that despite that, she’s been blaming Georgia for the injury. It wasn’t as if she wanted to ruin the wedding, or take attention from Tess. But that’s still the effect, and who else is Tess to blame?

Stewart presses a kiss to Georgia’s cheek. Georgia gives Tess an odd look.

Tess turns on her heel. “I need some water.”

Georgia hobbles after her, and Stewart follows them both. Nia, Margot, and Cici continue chatting, their soft and happy voices drifting down the hall and into the kitchen.

Tess lays the lilies by the sink and fills a glass from the tap. Stewart pulls a pan of leftovers out of the fridge and peeks beneath the foil. Georgia takes a seat at the marble island, as if preparing to moderate a debate between her father and her sister.

“I hope everything is going well, injuries aside.”

“Injury, singular,” Tess says. She thinks of Mitch. “Everything’s fine.”

Stewart nods, taking a contemplative bite of cold chicken. “That’s good to hear.”

“You’re here early, Dad,” Georgia says, with the attitude of sticking up for Tess. Violent heat blooms at Tess’s hairline and rolls toward her collarbone. She empties her water glass and pours herself some white wine. She stares at the bottle. There’s a stain at the bottom of the label, which had been designed in the style of an antique map. Tess focuses and unfocuses her eyes, watching the stain disappear and re-form as her vision sharpens.

“I didn’t realize I’d be interrupting anything here. I thought you’d be out somewhere.”

“We wanted to keep things quiet,” Tess says.

“Is Warren doing the same? Or is he indulging in strip clubs and poker games?”

Tess meets Georgia’s eye. Georgia’s mouth twitches. Tess’s gaze darts toward the ceiling before she bursts out laughing. She’s certain that if she laughs she’ll begin crying soon after. Her eyes water again, though the lilies are across the room.

“By the way,” Stewart continues, “I ran into a friend of yours in Philadelphia last night. Chuck … no, Chip Palmer. He wanted me to give you and Warren his regards, Theresa.”

Tess sighs, looking back to Georgia. “You’ve mixed him up with someone else, Daddy,” Tess says. “Chip and Lucille are on the Vineyard. Georgia saw them last night.”

Georgia’s lips are pressed into a thin line. She avoids Tess’s eyes. Tess feels the heat begin to prick at her forehead again. Her chest and underarms are swampy. She sets down the glass of wine.

Stewart frowns. “No, it was definitely him. We talked for a while. He was in town for some conference, I ran into him at the hotel bar. He’s joining the Union League and wondered if I’d put in a good word for him. I said yes, of course.”

“Georgia and Warren had dinner with Chip and his wife yesterday,” Tess insists, her voice rising. “Tell him, George.”

“No, we didn’t.” Georgia’s face is perfectly composed. She looks like she’s a witness giving testimony on the stand. Her expression is vacant, as if there are too many observers in the room to focus her attention on any one of them.

Tess’s throat contracts. “What do you mean?” Freeing the words from her tongue is a struggle.

“That was the plan, originally,” Georgia answers in a measured, practiced tone. “They changed their plans last minute, so it was a smaller group than expected.”

“How small?”

“It ended up being just me and Warren.” Georgia’s face is pink. “We kept the reservation. I was trying, like you said.”

“Hello!” Margot says, hovering in the doorway with a spangled paper sash. “Is this where the party’s moved? Try this on, the glue’s dry.”

Tess forces a smile. “Have Georgia try it on. I’m going to bed. Good night.”

Her vision blurs on the way to the stairs. Tess has never understood the phrase bone-tired before now. Her skeleton may as well be made of lead. She’s absolutely certain she cannot make a single decision, have a single conversation, or do anything at all apart from collapsing into bed and staying there. She blinks rapidly, grasps the glossy baluster, and begins to climb. Nia moves to follow her, but Tess tells her not to, she’ll see her in the morning. She doesn’t try to catch Nia’s eye as she rounds the landing. She can picture her friend’s concerned face without looking at her. Once alone, Tess takes a sleeping pill for the first time in a long time, undresses, and slips between the sheets. When someone knocks at her door a few minutes later, she ignores it.






FRIDAY







Tess


Tess answers her phone before she’s fully aware if it’s morning or night.

“I didn’t wake you, did I?” Warren’s tone is apologetic.

Tess squints at her bedside clock. It’s a little before seven. The sleeping pill has made her groggy and damp. “It’s fine. I’ve got to be up soon anyway. What time will you be here?”

“I feel terrible doing this—”

“Doing what?” Tess asks, sitting up in bed.

“I’ve got to cancel breakfast. I have a meeting—Ron Whitefield, the shoe guy—I didn’t think it was going to happen, it’s last minute but I can’t—”

“Sure. Ron Whitefield.” The phone shakes in Tess’s hand. Her chest is tight, her breath sharp and shallow. Nerves, just nerves.

“I’ll come over as soon as we finish. I’m all yours for the rehearsal.”

“I’ll see you later,” Tess says. “I hope the meeting goes well.”

“I love you.”

Tess hangs up before Warren is obligated to apologize further.

She goes for a swim but doesn’t finish her laps. She’s weak and unfocused. Defeated, she climbs out and sits on the tile floor beside the pool, where Nia finds her.

“Anna’s making breakfast,” Nia, says, taking a seat in a lounge chair nearby.

“I’m not hungry.”

“I don’t need to be worried you aren’t eating, do I?” Nia’s tone is as casual as if she’d asked the time. She’s the only one apart from Georgia and Tess’s first therapist who knows about Tess’s high school eating disorder.

“I’m fine.”

“Sort of a stuffy place to hang out. Where’s Warren? I thought he was taking a break today.”

“A meeting came up. He’ll be here later.”

“That’s too bad. I was hoping to spend more time with him now that I’ve wrapped up work for the week.”

Tess turns toward her. “Have you?”

Nia sighs. “I’m sorry I’ve been absent, things have—”

“Things have been difficult. I know.” Tess plays with her engagement ring. “Are you planning to flirt with any of the groomsmen, by the way? I can make recommendations. Mostly that you steer clear of Tripp.”

“Aren’t the others all married?”

“I didn’t say to sleep with them. Flirting never did any harm.”

Nia pulls her arms tight to her body, frowning.

Tess frowns too. “What’s going on with you?” She should have phrased her query more elegantly, but she’s too tired and irritated to exert the effort.

“I’m sort of seeing someone. I’ve been wanting to tell you for a while.”

Tess’s ring drops to the tiled floor. She claps a hand over it, as if it might grow legs and scurry away. The prongs that secure the diamond dig into her palm. “Who?”

“Andrew.”

“Andrew? The new partner? Your boss?”

“You don’t need to remind me how ridiculous it is, thanks.”

“You can’t see each other, can you? I don’t know how that works in your world. I assume things go on and people don’t talk about them.”

Nia laughs dully. “More or less.”

“You’ve slept together?”

Nia makes a face which means yes.

“Nia!” Tess is unequivocally delighted. It’s messy, and so unlike Nia.

“Don’t,” Nia warns. “It was supposed to be a one-time thing. He was married, and it was never going to go anywhere. Only he’s not married anymore.”

“Oh … Nia.” Tess reaches for her hand.

“He’s been very considerate about the whole thing,” Nia says in a slow, thoughtful voice, allowing Tess to twine their fingers together. “Respectful, kind, hasn’t pressured me. I’ve honestly never been treated this well by a man before, let alone another lawyer.”

“Did he leave his wife because of you?” Tess can’t help but ask. She can hardly imagine Nia as the other woman.

“He said it was on the rocks for years before we met. I believe him.”

“What happens now?”

Nia shakes her head. “He’s still my superior. Not directly, but … if we were to publicly date, it could go sideways for me in about two seconds. I can’t be known as the woman who sleeps her way to the top. And I can’t leave the firm now. It could set my career back several years. It looks bad either way.”

“You have no idea what you’re going to do?”

“None.” Nia clears her throat. “Sorry to lay all of that on you so abruptly.”

Tess squeezes Nia’s hand. “I want you to tell me these things,” she says. “I know I’m not very helpful, but I want to try.”

“You are helpful.” Nia squeezes her hand back. “What should I do? What would you do?”

“I don’t think you should make me your role model,” Tess says wryly.

Nia shrugs. “I’m not saying that marrying Warren will unlock all of life’s secrets for you or anything, but you’ll have something figured out that I don’t.”

Tess slides the cold diamond back onto her finger. “I’ll let you know Saturday.”



While Tess showers and does her hair, Nia goes through the jewelry boxes on Tess’s vanity and lays out an array of earrings for her to consider. Tess steps out of the shower, still exhausted but feeling more human. It’s good to be alone with Nia. They talk almost exclusively about the past—Yale friends who will be present at the wedding, and Yale friends who won’t, people whom Tess had forgotten about entirely until Nia jogs her memory. Tess laughs as Nia does her impression of their freshman English professor, an absent-minded woman who wore ill-fitting pencil skirts that ended up backward by the end of the day. Tess feels like a girl again, swapping secrets and gossip in her childhood room. She doesn’t bring up Andrew, and Nia doesn’t bring up Tess’s parents, or Warren, or Peter. For a moment Tess forgets about the wedding entirely. When she sees her wedding dress hanging across the room, it’s as if the dress was made for someone else.

“Are you going to let me see it on you before tomorrow?” Nia says, nudging Tess from her spot next to her on the bed.

“I should try it on.” Tess says.

Nia helps her untangle the gown from the plastic covering and holds it out so that she can slip into it. Tess steps into her wedding shoes, adjusts the bodice of the gown and straightens the skirt. Nia fusses over the small train, and steps back to look at her.

Tess stares at herself in the mirror. She’s having a good skin week, her freshly dried hair frames her face nicely, the dress is tailored to fit her perfectly. It’s a sleek satin sheath with a plunging neckline, fluttering sleeves, and an open back. It’s expensive and beautiful and flattering. And Tess feels nothing. She’d felt nothing when she’d bought it, and nothing after her last fitting. She told herself she’d feel something now, the day before her wedding. But she doesn’t. She reaches for the back closure. She can’t find the hook and eye. Her hands shake.

Nia takes over. “Stand still, I’ve got you.” She unzips the back and helps Tess to step out of it carefully. Tess stands shivering in a delicate ivory slip she’ll never wear again after tomorrow. She avoids her reflection.

“I’m going to get you a plate of breakfast,” Nia says. She hands Tess a robe and vanishes.

Tess lies on her bed. Her hair will go flat in the back. A dot of pastel pink paint, the color her room has been painted since she was a child, mars the white ceiling. Channing had made a remark about docking the painters’ pay that Tess always remembers when she looks at that spot. She wonders if Channing had followed through.

Across the room, her dress hangs beside its plastic shroud. Tess imagines tossing a can of pink paint on it, ruining the dress and the shoes below.



They congregate on the lawn at two o’clock. Channing has arrived and is speaking with the officiant, Stewart makes conversation with the groomsmen, and Darcy briefs the bridesmaids.

Warren comes toward her. Tess feels as if she’s floating, like she’s not present in her own body. This is how people told her she would feel. That, at least, is comforting. Warren is contrite, but in a warm and confident way. Tess kisses him on the cheek. Warren says she looks tired, that Tess should try to get sleep tonight. Maybe it’s better if he stays with the groomsmen. Tess doesn’t answer. She pats his arm, and wonders why this suggestion infuriates her. It’s considerate. Warren snores when he hasn’t gotten enough sleep. She sleeps horribly when he snores.

The forecast, Darcy informs the group, is looking fine. There’s a slight chance of rain in the evening. The dance floor will go out tomorrow.

The first carafes of coffee that Anna sets out are quickly emptied. She returns with reinforcements. The groomsmen are talking and laughing in anticipation of the reception the following day. Sebastian keeps his distance from Warren’s group, hiding behind his sunglasses and a mug of coffee. He mentions to Tess that Peter and Mitch had been at the bachelor party dinner. Did you invite them? Tess asks. No, Sebastian answers, Warren did.

Warren brings Tess a fresh cup of coffee. He sticks to Tess’s side from that point, requiring no corralling from anyone the way the groomsmen do. He holds Tess’s hand, or touches her back, until the rehearsal begins and he has to wait for her at the top of the makeshift aisle, marked by stacks of chairs on either side.

It occurs to Tess, as she waits at the other end, that Warren has failed her. Her ex-husband is here, for God’s sake, only a stone’s throw away. And Warren, rather than being suitably bothered by this, has been chummy with Peter all week. Tess is Warren’s, no reason to be concerned. They’re not even married yet, and he’s taking her for granted.

Margot walks down the aisle, then Cici, then Sloane in her mother, Georgia’s, place, then Nia. Tess sends the text to Peter before she can think it through. She’ll put Warren to the test. He can’t continue in this cool and detached way. He’ll insist they spend the night together, and they’ll wake up on their wedding day in each other’s arms. There’s no other way it can go.

Tess follows Nia down the aisle, smiling. She feels silly without something in her hands. The bouquet tomorrow will help. Is that the reason brides carry them? What else would they do with their arms?

The officiant makes a few remarks. He’s skeptical of the weather report. He has an arthritic knee, and he thinks a storm is due, perhaps even the vestiges of the hurricane currently making its way toward the coast, though it loses speed and force as it goes. Darcy reassures him and everyone else that the tent has been insured. Even if it rains hard, no real damage will come. It’s certain to be a mild storm at worst. They have a battalion of Wellingtons in case of mud.

It’s good luck if it rains, Tess reminds herself. Peter had said so.






Peter


Peter lifts himself out of bed gently, removing his arm from Mitch’s waist. Mitch continues to sleep soundly, his face pressed into a pillow. Peter picks up his sketchpad and draws the shape of Mitch’s back and shoulders half-hidden by the blankets, like a mountaintop emerging from a cloud formation. He’ll paint Mitch when they go back to New York. Peter imagines working on the underpainting, sweeping semitranslucent layers of pigment over the canvas. Building toward something solid, something the light will glint off of.

When Mitch wakes he immediately groans in pain. Peter brings the pills and a glass of water. Mitch will take a break from writing today. They recline together in bed, talking.

“I’m really happy with you,” Mitch says, his face burrowed in Peter’s shoulder. “You make me really happy. Not even this—” He makes a vague gesture toward their lower halves, and Peter laughs. “Being with you.”

“I like being with you too,” Peter says.

Mitch’s face is bright, as if lit from within. “Yeah?”

Peter nods and touches the soft place beneath Mitch’s jaw, where the stubble ends. “You need a shave.”

Mitch grimaces. “Do I?”

“Let me,” Peter says.

They go into the kitchen. Peter runs the faucet and fills the salad bowl with steaming water. He wets a hand towel and wraps it around Mitch’s face and neck below the eyes. Then he removes the towel and applies shaving cream. Mitch makes a comment about the temperature and gets shaving cream in his mouth. Peter laughs.

Mitch flinches if Peter touches him too lightly, so Peter works slowly, applying precise pressure with his fingertips. Mitch closes his eyes and leans back, his breathing deepening. Peter wonders if he’ll fall asleep, but then he says, “What happens when we go back?”

Peter splashes the razor in warm water, one hand still resting on Mitch’s shoulder, his thumb brushing against Mitch’s neck.

“I want this to work for you,” Mitch says. “If you need space for a little while, just say the word.”

“Thanks.” Peter presses the damp towel to Mitch’s jaw, wiping away the last of the shaving cream. He doesn’t need space. He has room in his life. Evenings, early mornings, weekends. Mitch could join him in the studio on quiet days. It has perfect light to work in, and there’s always a desk or table free where he could write.

Mitch opens one eye, a narrow slit. “Maybe I should sign up for your drawing class.”

“Don’t waste your money. I can teach you for free.”

“Okay, Professor.”

Peter’s phone, which he’d laid on the table, lights up with a message. He sees Tess’s name, and realizes he’d forgotten where they were, and why. Dinner’s at Aunt Julia’s tonight. Will you and Mitch come? She’d love to see you.

“What’s that?” Mitch asks.

Peter tilts the phone screen toward him.

“I wonder what she wants out of it.”

“You sound like me.”

“Maybe she’s worried we can’t feed ourselves. If you want to go, I’ll go with you.”

“I want to think about it,” Peter says.

He changes the dressing on Mitch’s arm next. The cut looks less angry than it had the previous night. Mitch grits his teeth as Peter cleans it, applies the salve, and rewraps it.

“I guess I should lay off the writing for another day or two.”

“Yeah?”

“I kind of hit a wall earlier,” Mitch admits. “I don’t know if the characters are working.”

“I’m sure you’ll figure it out.”

“I guess so.”

“I can give you a second opinion.” Peter turns his back to the counter and hops up to take a seat. “Will you let me read it?”

Mitch’s face is still pink from the shave. He takes Peter’s hand and steps into the space between his knees. “Maybe in a few months. It hasn’t settled yet. I’ve never written anything this quickly before.”

“I did promise inspiration.”

Mitch turns Peter’s hand over, tracing the lines of his palm. “You did, that’s true.” He glances up. “Where’s your watch?”

“The bedroom.”

“That was a gift from Tess, wasn’t it?” Mitch asks. His tone is cautious, as if he might not like the answer.

Peter kisses Mitch on the freshly shaven skin beside his mouth, Barbasol-scented and slightly raw. “Birthday present.” He pushes Mitch’s hair back from his ear and kisses him there too. “Maybe I should return it to her.”

Mitch pulls back, a semi-vacant look in his eyes. “Maybe.”

This thing between them is real but delicate.

“I was thinking we should leave in the morning,” Peter says, pressing Mitch’s palm gently.

Mitch’s shoulders relax, like an invisible burden has been lifted. “You don’t want to stay for the wedding?”

Peter shakes his head.

Mitch nods, a soft smile on his face. “Okay.”

“Let’s go to Julia’s. I’ll tell Tess tonight,” Peter says.






Mitch


Tess’s aunt lives in Provincetown, an hour’s drive north along the hooked peninsula of the Cape. Her hilltop home overlooks the quaint and quintessentially New England town below. There’s no gate, only a cheerful yellow sign painted with sunflowers at the start of the driveway. Peter pulls the Honda onto the lawn beside a sleek forest-green convertible, which he tells Mitch belongs to Stewart. They walk from the car together, the backs of their hands grazing each other.

They’re greeted by a thin-lipped blond man who, Peter murmurs, is Georgia’s husband. He ushers them through the side gate, smiling with a phone pressed to his ear. In the backyard three large picnic tables, the sort with benches attached that you find at public parks, are arranged in a line. Warren is playing croquet with Sebastian and two children—Tess’s niece and nephew. Warren’s sleeves are neatly rolled, and the stretch between his wrist and elbow is tanned and muscular. Sebastian, bent double over his mallet as he lines up a shot, looks in Mitch and Peter’s direction, lifting his sunglasses and grinning. Tess is nowhere to be seen.

Warren’s friends stand in a semicircle on the lawn, drinking beer. Ethan is absent. Logan waves at Mitch and Peter, no grudge held from the previous night’s incident. The others ignore them. With them are two unfamiliar older men—one slim with silvery-blond hair who looks like Sebastian, one stocky with iron-gray hair, a more senior version of Warren.

Mitch hears women’s voices drifting over from the screened-in porch attached to the house. Apart from Georgia’s daughter, the group is gender segregated.

Nia emerges from the porch as Peter unearths a bottle of pop from a large bin of ice. “You two are popular this week.” She’s wearing a pair of metallic tassel earrings that shimmer as she talks, falling stars against the backdrop of her hair. “How’s your arm, Mitch?”

“Healing.”

“I hope no one else gets hurt this weekend,” Nia says. “Between you and Georgia I’m starting to think someone has bad luck.”

Mitch’s stomach begins to feel uneasy. He wonders if he should eat something, or if that would make things worse. His brow cools with sweat. Peter briefly places a hand on his back. Mitch isn’t sure if Peter noticed his discomfort, or simply felt like demonstrating affection. Either way, it calms him. Warren, now deeper in the lawn, raises his hand in greeting. Tess’s nephew hits a ball through one of the hoops, and Warren cheers him on.

“Tess is resting upstairs,” Nia says, answering the question no one had asked. “She looked exhausted. I told her to take an hour to herself.”

Peter nods, frowning slightly. Mitch drifts toward the shadow of a nearby tree. Peter and Nia take a half step toward him but no more. Mitch feels silly, and steps back.

“Normal pre-wedding levels of exhaustion, I think,” Nia continues. She tilts her head in the direction of the house. “Go on, introduce your boyfriend to Julia.”

They proceed through the screened-in porch, past Georgia and a pair of women, one older, one younger, who look very much like her. The kitchen is a cheerful space with black-and-white tiled floors and walls the color of soft butter. The large stove and granite countertops are covered in aesthetic cooking debris—bubbling pots, vials of vinegars and oils, shredded greens, a bin overflowing with corn husks.

Julia is the sort of woman who would at one time have been called handsome. Taller, broader, and darker in coloring than her brother, she has a warm, husky voice and sharp eyes. Tess looks far more like her aunt than she does either of her parents. Julia greets Peter with a hug and a kiss on the cheek. She offers the same greeting to Mitch.

Peter and Mitch continue through the house to the front porch, which was hidden by a row of hedges when they arrived. It’s occupied by a man in a panama hat. He introduces himself to Mitch as Julia’s husband before introducing himself as Arnold. He’s pleased to see Peter again, and doesn’t appear to think it odd at all that Tess’s ex-husband has joined in the festivities.

Arnold talks like an insurance salesman, using stock phrases so confidently they sound almost original. He holds a glass of white wine like a prop, hardly drinking from it and gesturing frequently. Mitch likes him immediately.

Mitch asks how he and Julia had met. Arnold happily launches into the tale. They’d been childhood sweethearts. His social circle intersected with the Lowells’ in the summers. His father made a living painting houses in the offseason, and his mother worked at an antiques shop in Falmouth. Arnold had loved Julia since he could remember, and she’d been fond of him in return, but the timing had never aligned. When she’d remarried after her divorce from her first husband—to Charles, nice man—Arnold’s hope of being with her was lost forever. But tragedy had struck, and though he hadn’t dared to hope, he and Julia found their way back to each other eventually. It’s a touching story. Arnold seems truly fond of Julia’s family, though Mitch gets the definite impression that Julia was the only one who’d been decent to him in the early days. Arnold had survived the gauntlet that Peter hadn’t. Maybe it was early exposure. Or the fact that he was older when they married.

Peter is quiet during this conversation, placidly staring over the lawn. Mitch imagines an older Peter at the side of an older Tess. A successful painter in his prime, hair graying at the temples, deeper laugh lines flanking his eyes, age showing in his beautiful hands. Tess would be successful and content too. She’d carry herself in a regal fashion. If they’d met ten years later maybe things would have been different. If Warren had been the first husband, and Peter the second. If Peter and Tess had begun slowly, and done things in the normal order. Mitch himself appears in this vision. They all live together in a Brooklyn walk-up. Peter’s studio is on the top floor, and Mitch’s office on the floor below that. Tess works outside the home. They each have their own rooms, but Peter joins Mitch on some nights, and Tess on others. Mitch cooks, and they invite interesting people over. He’s published a couple books, one that’s highly rated by critics and one that sells well. Tess owns a gallery. Peter has been featured in magazines. They’ve all grown happy and used to each other.

Mitch is brought back to reality when Peter touches his knee. “Arnold was asking if you’d been to the botanical garden in St. Louis,” Peter says.

“I’ve heard it’s delightful,” Arnold says, lifting his hat to run a hand over his thinning head of hair. “I had a fascination with butterflies when I was a boy.”

“I haven’t been, sorry.” Mitch stands. “I’m going to find the restroom.”

“Second floor, second door on the left,” Arnold says cheerfully.



The room where Mitch finds himself isn’t the restroom, but it doesn’t matter since he wasn’t really looking for it. It’s a bedroom with white walls. A faded quilt hangs above the wooden headboard. There’s a rolltop desk below a window that overlooks the backyard. The window has been cracked open to let in the breeze. Tess is lying curled on her side in bed. She sits up slowly as he enters, pulling her cardigan back onto her shoulders. She’s wearing a long black dress and her feet are bare.

“I didn’t think you’d come,” she says softly. “Peter never texted me back.”

“I thought he did.”

She blinks. Her eyes look too large for her face.

The painting on the wall to Mitch’s right catches his eye.

It’s a portrait of Tess. She sits with her hand resting on her chin, looking in the general direction of the viewer but slightly off to the side, as if at someone standing over Mitch’s shoulder. Her cheeks are done in rosy hues, her dark eyes are bright, and her hair slightly messy. Mitch has never seen her hair like that. It’s practically postcoital. The paint strokes are so energetic it’s as if they’re still active and moving. It’s the portrait. Mitch is sure of it.

“I stayed here for a few months after the divorce,” Tess says. She takes it for granted Mitch knows the story. “I left the painting here. I didn’t realize Julia hung it up until today.”

“Peter thought you destroyed it.”

Tess stares at him. “I didn’t.” She starts to speak, stops, collects herself. “I couldn’t have it at my place any longer. But I didn’t destroy it. I wish he didn’t think that.” She turns toward the portrait. Painted Tess and Real Tess stare at each other, Mitch suspended between them in space, the third point of a triangle. A spot of white glistens high on Painted Tess’s cheek like a drop of sweat or the hint of a tear.

“You must think I’m a narcissist,” Tess says.

“Not any more than I did earlier.”

She smiles in a pained way, not looking toward him.

“Why didn’t you tell him that you kept it?”

Tess crosses her arms over her chest tightly as if to comfort herself.

“I think he deserves to know, that’s all,” Mitch says.

“It’s a good thing none of us get what we deserve.” Tess looks toward him, and there’s a glistening spot high on her cheek too—a silvery dot of makeup that moved when she’d been lying down. “Peter and I stayed here a few times.”

“He mentioned that.”

“We stayed in this room. Julia was kind to him.”

“Were you kind to him?”

“No.” Tess’s lips tremble. “I wasn’t.”

“You should have been.”

“I know.” She holds Mitch’s gaze for a long time, arms still tightly wrapped around herself.

Mitch closes the window, keeping his back to her as he lowers the sash. “I changed my mind. I don’t think you should tell him about the painting.”

“Why not?”

“I think he deserves to move on.”

“We’ve all moved on. I’m paying a lot of money to prove it.”

Mitch turns to the bed. Tess’s hands are clasped in her lap. Her eyes are closed and her chin raised, as if waiting for him to strike her. Mitch’s hands tremble. He’s overcome, being so close to her again, the person who had once been so close to Peter. He’s not sure if it’s anger that makes his throat feel tight, or if it’s hope. Hope that he wouldn’t end up where Tess is now, crouched at the base of a pedestal Peter would never put anyone on again.

“He really loved you, you know.” Mitch’s voice shakes. “And you broke his heart.”

It’s a real tear now that slides along Tess’s cheek.

Mitch wants to cry too.

Tess opens her eyes. “Do you think the portrait looks like me?”

“It’s beautiful,” Mitch says. He steadies his voice. “I’m sure it used to.”

He shuts the door behind him and stumbles out into the hallway and down the first flight of stairs, nearly running into Peter on the landing. He falls back against the wall, sliding into a seat on the steps.

“Hey there.” Peter sits beside him, a hand on Mitch’s shoulder. “What’s up? Is it your arm?”

“I’m fine.”

“You don’t look—”

“I’m fine,” Mitch repeats, a little too aggressively.

Peter leans away, lifts his hand from Mitch’s body.

Mitch reaches for him. There’s a sharp, angry panic in his chest. He’s overcome with a desire to lay his head on Peter’s shoulder. He does. “I’m sorry.” His voice is muffled. Peter is warm. His arms close around Mitch.

“It’s all right,” Peter murmurs.

“I’m tired. I’m being stupid.”

“You want to get out of here?” Peter asks softly.

Something inside Mitch swells until he thinks it might burst, killing him in a wave of ecstasy. He takes a deep breath. Peter smells like lemon. “Did you use that soap I left by the sink?”

Peter chuckles. “Yeah.”

“It smells nice on you.”

“Mitch.” It’s just his name, but it feels like a song.

“We shouldn’t go yet,” Mitch says, his voice still muffled.

Peter’s fingers brush the back of his neck.






Tess


Tess observes them from the top of the stairs. The pose is almost chaste. Hands visible, mouths apart, Mitch’s eyes closed. Lovers in the shadows, a modern meeting on the turret stairs. She wishes she could see Peter’s face, then is immediately relieved she can’t.

She steps back before they see her, leaning against the doorframe of the nearest bedroom, the trim resting flush against her spine. Laying one hand across her sternum, she draws a deep breath and releases it. She wipes her face. She’s shaking. She hasn’t eaten anything since she’d picked over the plate of breakfast Nia brought her. Suddenly, she’s ravenous.

Tess waits a little longer. Peter and Mitch shuffle down the stairs. She wonders if they’ll leave without saying goodbye. Her heart races. She walks downstairs carefully, like a cat stalking its prey, and catches sight of Mitch retreating toward the back porch.

The kitchen is full of platters and serving bowls, all brimming with food. Julia is sitting down at the table, her face pink and shiny. Arnold has a hand on her shoulder, and Julia looks up at him so fondly Tess feels an ache in her chest.

“There you are!” Julia waves Tess over. “Feeling better?”

Tess accepts her aunt’s hand. “This all smells amazing, thank you.”

“Anything for you.” Julia looks up at Arnold. He vanishes with a wink and a nod. “I need to ask you a question, Tess,” Julia says.

Tess’s heart beats in her throat. She takes care not to let her knees buckle.

“Sit down,” Julia says, pulling Tess into a bow-backed chair beside her. “Now, no one else is going to tell you this, but I need you to know it’s not too late.”

Tess’s face floods with warmth.

“Listen to me.” Julia leans closer until Tess can see the stray dark hairs on her upper lip. “I wish I had someone to tell me that before my first wedding.”

“This is my do-over,” Tess says. Her hands are shaking. She tucks her fingers between her thighs and the hard wooden seat.

Julia narrows her eyes. “Then why is Peter here?”

Tess casts a desperate look outside. Warren is talking with Cici. They each hold a beer. Mitch and Peter are across the lawn, talking with Sebastian.

“Sebastian invited him.”

“Not to dinner. I assumed it was your brother, so I asked him.”

Tess closes her eyes.

“You want a little show of fire, is that it? You want to see if Warren will mark his territory? I’m here to tell you the sort of man who will gratify that desire is maybe not the sort you want around for long. And the sort of man you have is a good sort.”

Tess wonders about Julia’s first husband. Had he been a violent man? No one ever talks about him. Maybe that’s why. “I thought you liked Peter,” Tess says.

“I do. He deserves better than being used like this.”

Tess feels as if someone has set a large rock on her chest. She can’t breathe too deeply.

“Go on,” Julia says gently. “You’re all right. Get some air.”

Tess steps onto the porch. Georgia, seated in a chair at one end of the table, is having a tense conversation with Jim. She and Tess haven’t spoken since Tess arrived. Tess isn’t sure who is avoiding whom. Channing and Nia are chatting near a cooler filled with bottled beer and Perrier. Nia wears a thin smile. Channing must have said something offensive. Tess should rescue her friend. She doesn’t.

Peter and Mitch have taken seats around the corner of the deck. They don’t notice her approaching at first. Mitch is saying something that looks earnest, and Peter is watching with a soft look on his face. When Peter looks up at Tess, the softness remains.

“Sorry to interrupt.”

“It’s your party,” Mitch says, shrugging.

Tess holds his gaze. Had he told Peter about the portrait? Would he force her to? But Mitch doesn’t say anything else.

“Thanks for coming,” Tess says to Peter. “I know Julia’s happy to see you.”

Mitch makes a quiet huff.

“Sure,” Peter says. He looks like he wants to say something else. Tess smiles and walks away before he can.



“How are you holding up?” Nia asks.

“I wish everyone would stop asking me that.”

Nia exhales a sharp breath. “O-kay.”

Tess feels a prick of guilt. “Have you decided what you’re going to do about Andrew?”

“Absolutely nothing,” Nia says flatly.

“Nothing? You’re just going to let it end?”

“That’s the idea.”

“What made up your mind?”

Nia shrugs. “It would never work. It was a romantic delusion. I’m better off being smart, like you. Getting with someone who makes sense.”

“And if someone talks you out of that?” Tess asks.

Nia looks toward her sharply.

Tess looks away, laughs. “I’m not being serious. Whatever. You’re right.” A memory resurfaces—the meeting she’d attended that first month Peter had been away, some support group for the families of alcoholics. Tess had sat silently, cheeks burning, debilitated by discomfort. She’d been so ashamed—of herself? of Peter? of the people around her?—that she’d never gone back. Nia’s advice to leave Peter the following week was hardly necessary. Tess had made her choice already—the coward’s choice.

“I’m sorry I’ve been busy this week,” Nia says. “I really am.”

“It’s fine.” Tess runs a hand through her hair, meeting Nia’s gaze casually. “I should have asked Georgia to be maid of honor.”

Nia looks at her coolly. She sets down her drink. “I’m going to see if Julia needs any help.”

Tess bites her lip. There’s nothing like being surrounded by her closest friends and family to make her revert to the most petty and adolescent version of herself.



“You look fucking miserable,” Sebastian says.

“Thanks, that’s terribly helpful.”

“I thought maybe you didn’t know.”

“I want a cigarette.”

Sebastian gives her one. He cups a hand around the cigarette as she flicks the lighter. Her hands shake, and she singes his palm. He curses but waits to drop his hand until the spark catches.

The first puff of smoke is heaven. Tess is gloriously lightheaded. The second makes her want to vomit. She takes a third. Her hands shake a little less.

“What’s going on, you gonna call it off?” Sebastian asks.

“Very funny.” Tess isn’t sure if he’s genuinely concerned or not. She can’t focus on his face.

“You should make a run for it,” Sebastian whispers, leaning in. “Take Peter with you. It would piss Mom off big-time. And, most importantly, it would be funny.”

Tess blows smoke in his face.

Across the lawn, Warren catches her eye. He comes toward them, mild concern on his face. “This doesn’t seem like a good sign.”

“I only want one.”

“You all right?” Warren asks, tipping her face back gently.

“Mmmm. Will you get me a glass of wine?”

“Of course.” He presses a kiss to her cheek. Sebastian makes a face and slinks toward Mitch and Peter.

Tess decides she’s going to get drunk.



She sits on the arm of Warren’s chair as he chats with Stewart about business. His phone rests on his knee—unusual for him. There must be campaign things happening. Things she has no knowledge of. Across the yard, Sloane approaches Peter, eyes wide, clutching a spiral-bound sketchbook with both hands. Peter greets her with a smile. Mitch removes his arm from the back of Peter’s chair, and Peter pats Mitch’s knee. Sloane opens a page in her sketchbook and hesitantly shows it to Peter. Peter inspects it and makes a few comments. Sloane, cautious, curious, is pleased. Peter listens to her explain her work, nodding solemnly, then gestures with the fore and middle finger of his left hand as he answers. Mitch watches, a fond smile on his face, some kind of pain behind it. He catches Tess’s eye, then stands up. Tess thinks he might come over, but Peter says something and Mitch laughs. Peter smiles. Peter doesn’t notice Tess staring. The wood of the chair cuts into the back of Tess’s thigh. She shifts, and presses Warren’s shoulder as she walks away. He continues talking to Stewart without looking up. Tess drains her glass of wine and pours another.

Tess has no natural skill with children, but Peter does. Tess had first realized this when the twins were young. Sebastian had been holding Jamie, God knows why, and had passed him over to Peter without warning. Peter had been competent and completely at ease. Tess had asked him later if he had experience with young cousins or something. He hadn’t. It was all instinct. Peter’s good with older children too. He isn’t condescending or patronizing. He talks to them like people, not making assumptions about what they like or don’t like. Sloane appreciates this. She’s beginning her “not like other girls” phase.

Peter says something to Sloane that makes her smile. Peter may not be aware this is a feat, but it is. Sloane has a crush on him. Tess had crushes on worse people when she was Sloane’s age. Tess wonders if she’d have a crush on Peter now, if they were meeting for the first time. She wouldn’t be reeling from Georgia’s marriage. She wouldn’t be so desperate for approval. She wouldn’t be so lonely.

Peter catches her eye and tilts his head back. He used to do that, as if he could read her mind if he stared long enough. She sometimes wondered if he could. He’d known her better than anyone back then. Even now, he sees her, the real her. He’s the only person who’s seen her all week. Not her fiancé or her sister or her best friend, but Peter. Peter who isn’t supposed to be here.

Peter looks away, and Tess closes her eyes. The night before their wedding they’d split a bottle of wine at dinner and she’d wanted to have sex with him in the restaurant bathroom, which was an impulse she’d never had with anyone else. He’d been so attractive to her then. He’d been completely in love with her, or so she thought. She’d loved him, but not enough to stay. If it had been real—

Oh, God.

It had been real. And she’d ruined it.

She wants to throw something.

She wants to scream.

She downs the rest of her glass of wine, and takes a deep breath.

She’ll get over it. She’ll eat something. She’ll sleep it off.

Stress-induced pre-wedding psychosis. Nerves. Perfectly normal.

It would be stranger if she felt sane. It will be all right. Warren will notice she’s upset, and come to her, and they’ll fuck in the car, or at home in the boathouse—somewhere impractical and romantic. And she’ll be all right.

Peter will watch her get married the next day. He’ll be all right too. He’s better off without her.



The picnic tables are ready, dressed in white linen weighted with scattered sea glass. Warren and his groomsmen assist Julia in bringing out platter after platter. The rest of the guests gather around, congratulating their hostess on the presentation, relieved they will in fact be fed. Dense clouds gather overhead, but the air is static and the possibility of rain seems ridiculous. There isn’t room for everyone to dine comfortably inside anyway.

Tess wishes it would storm. The least the weather could do is match her mood.

She’s on her fourth glass of wine, or perhaps her fifth. Her face is warm, but she knows if she takes off her cardigan her bare arms will prickle unattractively. She kicks off her shoes beneath the table. The lawn is cool under her bare feet but the air is muggy. A bead of sweat rolls down her spine. She’s irritated that they’re having the dinner here rather than at home. It’s ridiculous to make such a drive the night before her wedding so that Julia can feel important.

Peter and Mitch are seated in the middle of the group. Tess is by Nia and Georgia, with Warren at her side. Warren’s phone rests on his knee beneath the table. A series of texts from Reese flash across the screen. Warren monitors them without responding.

Nia is stiff toward Tess, though she smiles and makes light conversation with the others. Georgia looks spent. She must not be sleeping well in the guest room. She’ll sleep even worse tonight, now that Jim and the kids are here. Her water glass is empty. Tess notices her trying to catch Jim’s eye—the pitcher is near him. Jim is too engaged in a conversation with Lance to notice. But someone else notices.

Warren quietly stands and leans across the table to grab the pitcher. He fills Georgia’s glass. He smiles at her, and she smiles back, but she looks impossibly sad. She has no idea Tess is watching her. She moves her lips. Thank you. Warren’s smile grows sad too.

It’s as if they’d kissed on the mouth.

Tess can’t breathe. She stares at her plate, gripping her knife in her right hand, the dull blade pressing into her thumb. When she looks up, Warren is frowning at his phone. He stands and walks away from the table, phone pressed to his ear.

She stands up too. Peter catches her eye, and Mitch glances between them, as if he were involved here, as if this had anything to do with him. Peter stays fixed on her. Mitch’s face falls.

Tess drops the knife.

She walks in the opposite direction Warren had, leaving her shoes behind.






Peter


Peter doesn’t move until Tess is halfway across the yard, heading toward the small gazebo, which is hidden from view of the house by a copse of trees.

“I’ll be right back,” he says, placing a hand on Mitch’s shoulder as he lifts himself off the bench as gracefully as possible.

Mitch looks up at him, brow furrowed. Peter nods. He’ll tell Tess now. There won’t be a better moment for it, with Warren distracted.

Tess sits hunched over, her hands curved beneath the seat of the bench. Peter sits down beside her. The sky darkens, the air growing thicker.

“You doing okay?”

“Fine.”

“I’ll leave you alone in a minute,” Peter says. “I just wanted to tell you that Mitch and I are going to drive back first thing.”

Tess stares at him silently with wide watery eyes, the way she had when she’d approached him and Mitch on the lawn.

“I didn’t want to leave without saying goodbye. And giving my blessing. For real this time.”

Tess’s nostrils flare. Her lips tremble, but she still doesn’t say anything.

“I know it’s not my place, but—”

“You’re right, it’s not.” Tess snatches her hands into her lap as if afraid Peter might reach for them.

“I’m sorry,” Peter says, keeping his tone calm though his heart is pounding. “I want the best for you, Tess. You deserve a perfect wedding.”

“There’s not going to be a wedding.”

“What do you mean?” Peter asks. Had he been right? Had Warren been hiding something? Had Tess?

Tess exhales a shaky breath, lacing her fingers together so tightly that the skin beneath her nails glows pink. “It’s incredibly embarrassing, I’m sure you’ll be happy to hear.”

“What’s going on? Maybe you need to talk it through with someone.”

“With you?”

“I’m here.”

“All right.” Tess draws herself up and turns toward him. “My fiancé’s in love with my sister. And she’s in love with him.”

Peter’s heart sinks in his chest. “How do you know?”

“You saw them the other night. It’s basic logic.”

“They had an explanation, didn’t they?” Peter wants Tess to tell him, and at the same time desperately doesn’t.

“I can’t explain to you how I know. I just do.”

Peter whistles, projecting a calm he doesn’t feel. “You’re going to call it off without talking to them?”

“Why are you here?” Tess asks, the pink in her cheeks deepening. “Why did you come after me? Why did you come here at all?” Her eyes fill with tears as she rises to her feet. “You’re not still in love with me. You’re in love with someone else.”

Peter thinks of Mitch, waiting back at the table with that earnest look on his face. If he stays, he’ll get mixed up again. He should leave. But he can’t. “Tess,” he begins, but he doesn’t know how to carry on.

Tess’s tears spill over. “Go away, Peter.”

“It’s been a hell of a week. I think you need to cool off. Don’t make a major decision right now. You’ll regret it.”

“I regret every major decision I’ve ever made,” Tess says, wiping her face.

Peter moves toward her, one hand on her elbow. This doesn’t sound like the prelude to a speech he should hear, but he can’t help himself. “What are you talking about?”

“Was it real, our marriage?”

Peter feels sick. A single raindrop hits his cheek, but still the clouds don’t break.

“Was it real for you?” Tess asks again, her voice quivering. “It was for me.”

Peter had reached for Tess to steady her, but now he needs to steady himself.

Tess’s eyes glisten. “I loved you.”

“It was real,” Peter says, his voice hoarse. “It was real, and I loved you.”

Tess grips the front of his shirt. “And now?” she asks. Her lips part, her chest heaves. The tears stop. “You wanted me then, do you want me now?”

Peter did. He does. It would be so easy to kiss her.

But he won’t.

Tess, her face hardening, pushes him away. “Fuck you, Peter. Just go. Find your boyfriend and leave and let me ruin my life in peace.”






Mitch


Mitch picks at his plate during Peter’s absence. He hadn’t noticed Tess’s expression before she walked away. He should have been paying closer attention to her. Is she upset with Warren? Would she open up to Peter? Mitch pictures her resting her head on Peter’s chest, Peter rubbing her back, Tess tilting her face toward him, Peter gazing at her softly.

Then Peter emerges from the trees, and Mitch can breathe again.

Peter goes in the side door of the house. Mitch excuses himself from the table and goes after him. As he passes by the front door, open apart from the screen, he catches sight of Tess by the cars.

It starts to rain as he steps outside. Tess opens the driver’s side door to the Honda, and reaches above the visor. There’s a wild look in her eyes. Mitch’s pulse speeds up.

“Hey. Hey!” Mitch puts himself between her and the car so quickly he nearly slips on a flat patch of grass.

“I’m going for a drive,” Tess says, attempting to step around him.

Mitch curls his fingers under the door handle. “Don’t you have a car here?”

Tess bats at his side, attempting to shoo him away like a bothersome pet. “I got a ride.”

“You should get a ride back. Where did Peter go?”

“I told him to leave me alone.”

And he’d listened. Mitch had been worried for nothing. He’d never been an untrusting person before, never tended toward jealousy. Panic had pulsed through him as he’d pictured Peter with Tess. But now, watching Tess’s shoulders slump and her eyes go dull, he’s flushed with pity. Tess still cares for Peter, and Peter is too good to let her. Mitch knows firsthand how badly Peter’s rejection, gentle though it is, can sting.

The rain begins to fall in thick sheets. Mitch feels as though he’d blinked and lost several minutes of his life. Tess stares at the house, one hand stretched toward Mitch, though she doesn’t touch him. From the corner of his eye, Mitch sees Nia appear on the porch. “Let’s go inside,” he says.

Tess’s damp hair clings to her forehead and neck. Her lips part, quivering, as if she’s about to tell a joke but isn’t sure if she’ll reach the punch line before laughter overtakes her.

Nia picks her way over the rain-slick paving stones toward them, fighting with an umbrella, which covers her head but isn’t fully extended. She gives up fighting it, and holds it open awkwardly, clutching a pair of shoes to her chest at the same time. “Tess? What’s going on? You left your shoes. Mitch, where are you going?”

Mitch removes his glasses, too streaked with rain to be useful. “Nowhere,” he says. Tess grabs his hand, and a shock runs through him. He’d been unkind earlier. He won’t leave her now. He can’t. Peter wouldn’t want that. And they’re the same, Mitch and Tess. Completely different to the world; kin in a way only he and Tess could know. He returns his glasses to his face. The world is distorted through their rain-spotted lenses.

“Back to the house.” Tess appears more composed, though the frantic undertone remains in her voice.

“All right, let me come with you,” Nia says calmly, handing Tess the shoes. “We can lay out our things together. You still haven’t decided what jewelry you’re wearing tomorrow—”

“You should stay,” Tess says, taking the shoes.

“Tess—”

“I’m fine.”

Mitch’s hair and collar are completely soaked. The wind picks up. Nia’s grip on the umbrella tightens.

“We’re going now,” Tess says, tugging on Mitch’s hand.

“Mitch,” Nia says, switching her appeal. “Maybe you should go and find Peter.”

Tess’s fingernails dig into Mitch’s palm. He shakes his head at Nia. She rolls her eyes and looks away.

“Please don’t do this,” Nia says. Mitch isn’t sure which of them she’s speaking to.

Tess’s whole body has begun to shake.

“Please,” Nia repeats. “Don’t do something you’ll regret.”

“I’m fine,” Tess insists.

“You’re being crazy!”

“I’m fine. I’m a little tipsy. I’ll go home and sleep it off. Mitch needs to rest too. Poor Mitch, with his poor arm.”

“What am I supposed to tell Peter?” Nia asks, looking at Mitch.

“I’ll text him,” Mitch says. “I’ll explain.”

“And Warren?”

Tess wipes rain off her forehead. “I’ll see Warren in the morning.”

She pulls Mitch toward her, unsteady on her feet. He leads her around to the passenger side of the car and helps her in. He trudges through mud on his way to the driver’s side. He’s breathing heavily when he ducks inside. He removes his glasses again and wipes them on a semidry spot of his shirt.

Tess makes an odd sound.

“What’s the matter?” he asks quickly.

“Your arm,” she says, laughing. “You can’t drive.”

“It’s fine.”

“No, we should switch.”

“Tess, I’m driving.”

Tess holds his gaze. Something unguarded emerges from the darkness in her eyes. Then it vanishes below the surface.

“You need to sleep it off, right?”

“I’m too wired to sleep right now.”

“Okay. You need to relax. What do you do to relax?”

“Swim. I go swimming.”

“All right. Let’s go swimming.” His hands hover over the steering wheel. He should text Peter. He can feel his phone in his pocket.

“What are you waiting for?” Tess asks.

“Nothing,” Mitch says. He turns the car on.

The tires squeal in the mud as Mitch pulls out of the yard. He winces and grips the wheel with both hands, bent low over the dashboard to see through the falling rain with his out-of-date prescription. His view is hazy at the edges. Peter will forgive Mitch for taking care of Tess. He might even thank him.

“Drive faster, can’t you drive faster?” Tess says in a choked voice.

Foot on the brake at a stop sign, Mitch reaches for Tess’s hand and presses it briefly. Then he returns his hand to the wheel.






Tess


The raging storm insulates them from the rest of the world. Mitch doesn’t speak on the way back. He drives hunched forward like a geriatric chauffeur, all his attention on the road with none to spare for Tess. She stares out the passenger window, spinning her engagement ring back and forth. She doesn’t think of Warren or Peter or Nia or Georgia for longer than a second at a time. She focuses on the whir of the windshield wipers and the beat of her pulse. She’s less frantic than she was at Julia’s. She’ll be calm by the time they’re home.

The house is dark and quiet when they arrive. Mitch parks in the driveway, an inconvenient and conspicuous spot. It doesn’t matter. Tess isn’t the one intent on keeping secrets.

They wait in the car. Tess isn’t sure what they’re waiting for. The rain lets up. They should make a run for it while they can. But Tess’s limbs are heavy and her head feels like it’s full of chirping birds. She wonders if Mitch will send her in alone. Then he turns toward her.

“You didn’t mean swimming outside, did you?”

Tess laughs. “I’m not suicidal.”

Mitch turns the car off. “Let’s go inside.”

“The pool entrance is in back.”

A strong gale pulls Tess along the path, threatening to part her from her cardigan. Mitch runs to catch up with her. She leans toward him, and he must think she’s about to fall, because he places a hand at her back. She pauses until he ushers her along.

“You’re not worried about the tent?” Mitch asks.

Tess hadn’t noticed it as they passed by. It’s out of sight now that they’ve rounded the corner of the house.

“It looks pretty unstable. Maybe we should take it down. Or call somebody.”

Tess laughs at the idea of them dismantling the tent by themselves. “I’m not getting married tomorrow, so it doesn’t matter.”

Mitch raises his voice to be heard above a stronger gust of wind. “Tess, come on. You’re getting married.” His hair is plastered to his head and his glasses are smeared.

“Am I?”

“Don’t you want to?”

Tess keeps walking. When she reaches the pool entrance she rattles the handle. She realizes she’s left her keys at Julia’s, along with her phone, along with everything.

“Tess, hey.” Mitch touches her elbow. “Let’s go to the guesthouse. If we run, we can make it before it starts raining again. You can call Warren, tell him you’re safe.”

Tess shakes Mitch off. She spies a grapefruit-sized rock near the flower bed. She picks it up and tests the weight.

“What the hell are you doing?”

Tess bashes the rock against the handle until the handle breaks. She tosses the rock back where she’d found it. Her nails are chipped again. They don’t matter any more than the tent does.

She hears the rain beat against the windowpanes before she realizes it’s falling on her too. Mitch pulls the door open and drags her inside.

“Are you okay?” His voice echoes sympathetically along the slick interior of the pool area.

Tess takes a deep breath, letting the chlorinated air fill her lungs. Mitch is still touching her upper arms. She tilts her head back to look at him. “We have swim things that will fit you.”

He shakes his head.

“You should swim.” She begins to walk toward the changing room. “It’s the perfect time of day for a swim.”

“Why’s that?” Mitch’s loafers tap along the tiled floor behind her.

“We’re alone.”

In the changing room Tess kicks her shoes aside and shrugs off her dress. Her bra and underwear match today. She’d felt that was important earlier. It feels like a decade has passed since this morning. Beside her, Mitch averts his eyes.

“Don’t be a prude. It’s basically the same as if I was wearing a swimsuit,” Tess says, rummaging through one of the lockers.

“Basically isn’t exactly. If there’s a suit for me, isn’t there one for you?”

“That would ruin the mood. I’m being spontaneous and fun.” Tess finds a pair of swim trunks and tosses them in Mitch’s direction.

He doesn’t try to catch the swim trunks. They drop onto the floor. “I can’t get my arm wet,” he says. He’s tried to fix his hair and it only looks more disheveled. Tess wants to run her fingers through it.

“Shallow end,” Tess says.

“No.”

Tess steps closer, hooking her fingers in his belt. “You’re going to make me get in alone?” She can practically hear his heart beating faster.

Mitch continues to look away, though he doesn’t shrink from her touch. His eyelashes are long and dark. They’re wasted on a man.

She begins to untuck his shirt. “Peter won’t mind, I promise.”

Mitch’s throat bobs. He lays one of his hands over hers near his belt. “If you’re trying to punish me for what I said earlier, I’m sorry.”

“Punish you?” The birds in Tess’s head have begun to chirp again. She needs another cigarette. “It’s just a swim, Mitch.”

“I’m not swimming.” His tone is sensitive, despite the refusal he repeats.

“Fine. At least take your shirt off.”

Mitch rolls his eyes but unbuttons his dress shirt. Tess peels it off his shoulders. He’s wearing a thick plain white T-shirt underneath, the type Peter used to buy that came in a pack of five.

“That’s all you get,” he says.

“That’s a little sexist, don’t you think?”

“I didn’t ask you to undress.”

“You could work a little harder to maintain a balance. Quid pro quo, Mr. Mitchell.”

Mitch kicks his shoes off. One of his socks is navy blue, and the other black.

Tess pulls her eyes up his body, along his beautiful arms and shoulders, and can’t stop herself from laughing. He’s like one of those ancient marble statues whose perfect form had once been obscured by garish paint. If he were wearing tailored clothes and had a proper haircut people would gawk at him on the street.

Mitch flushes red. “Jesus, you’re mean. I said I was sorry.”

“Oh, Mitch.” Tess tosses her head and places a reassuring hand on his chest. “You’re very pretty, you must know that. It’s the socks.”

He stares down at his feet.

Tess tents her fingers on his chest, waiting to see what Mitch will do next. His lips twitch, but he doesn’t say anything.

“I’m getting in,” she says, and breaks away.

The pool water is warm and welcoming. Tess tilts her head back to wet the ends of her hair. Her buzz has worn off. She wishes they’d brought something to drink with them.

“Will you run upstairs and get a bottle of wine?” she asks. “There’s a Campo di Sasso in the kitchen.”

“I don’t think you need any more to drink.” Mitch looks directly at her now that she’s in the water. He takes a seat on a pool chair near the shallow end.

“Fine.” Tess lets her arms float down to the surface of the water. “What should we do tomorrow? Do you want to have brunch?”

“You’re getting married, remember?”

“Whatever you say.” Tess tilts her head from side to side, letting her wet hair tickle one shoulder, then the other.

“You’re nervous,” Mitch says.

“Why would I be nervous?”

He shrugs. “You’ll feel better in the morning.”

“Is that your professional assessment as a member of the hospitality industry?” Tess swims toward him, her chin dipping in and out of the water. “I feel much better already. Extremely clearheaded.” She smiles. “Coming in yet?”

“No.” Mitch leans back, extending his legs in front of him. If he was wearing a hat, he’d tip it over his eyes.

“What if I ask very nicely?”

“Still no.”

“You’re extremely rude.”

He lifts his bandaged arm. “Take it up with the medical establishment.”

Tess splashes water in his direction as she swims backward away from him. “You’re such a rule follower. If you’re going to be a writer, you’re going to have to live a little.”

“Thanks for the career advice.” His tone is a little harder.

Tess swims toward him again and crosses her arms over the lip of the pool near his chair.

“I think it’s time you went to bed,” Mitch says, nudging her with his foot. His blue sock has a hole near the pinky toe.

Tess lifts her eyebrows.

He mirrors her, mocking her attempt at suggestiveness. “You’re gonna look like a prune in your wedding photos if you stay in there much longer. I don’t think Warren would appreciate that.”

“I don’t think Warren much cares what I do,” Tess says.

“Where’s your phone? I bet he’s been calling you nonstop.”

“I left it at Julia’s.”

Mitch frowns.

Tess has seen Mitch without Peter at his side only once, the day they’d gone out on the water together. He’d looked much more comfortable then than he does now. He probably wishes Peter were here. Tess splays her fingers over the lip of the pool. She’ll have to remove the chipped nail polish before long. She can’t look at it. She hates knowing it’s there. She gazes up into Mitch’s face. He’s watching her with a damaged look in his eyes.

“Don’t look at me like that,” she says, her voice scraping from her throat.

“Like what?”

“Like you’re sorry for me. Poor little rich girl.”

Mitch wets his lips. “I am sorry. About whatever Peter said. Or did. I’m sorry. I’m sure he is too.”

Tess’s heart feels like it might beat out of her chest. Mitch shouldn’t be allowed to mention Peter to her. She draws a deep breath and ducks underwater. She used to be able to hold her breath for three minutes. She makes it to two and pushes to the surface.

Mitch is crouched at the side of the pool, pale faced, as if he’d been about to dive in after her.

Tess swims toward the steps and ascends.

“You should eat something in a minute. Soak up all that alcohol,” Mitch says, returning to his chair.

Tess walks the perimeter of the pool, toe to heel, until she reaches him. She takes a seat on the edge of his chair, remarkably unconcerned with how her nearly naked body presents in this slightly hunched pose. The chest and neck of Mitch’s shirt are damp from rain. He has a few large freckles above his collarbone.

“I don’t think that’s how it works, eating after drinking.” Tess straightens her posture, shivering. Her bra straps cut into her shoulders. She runs her thumb between the straps and her body. “Did you stop drinking for Peter?”

Mitch tosses a towel over her shoulders. “I stopped for me,” he says.

“You being in love with him has nothing to do with it.”

“That’s right,” Mitch says.

Tess leans closer. Mitch’s breathing speeds up and his nostrils flare.

“Did you text him?” Tess asks.

Mitch turns pink and stands up, pulling his phone out of his pocket.

Tess stands too, heart pounding.

“I have a bunch of missed calls and texts. They’re worried about you.”

He lifts the phone to his ear. Tess knocks it out of his hand and it skids to the edge of the pool. As Mitch begins to lunge for it, Tess kicks it into the water. Her skin prickles, the hair on her neck stands on end.

Mitch looks like he might cry, which is far more alarming than if he’d been angry. A loud crash startles them both—a branch smacking against one of the windows. Tess nearly trips and falls backward into the pool, but Mitch catches her forearms and keeps her upright. He’s clutching her so tightly that when he lets go there are white marks where his fingers had been.

A hollowing rush of misery sweeps through Tess. She catches her breath with difficulty. She wants nothing more than to be held.

Mitch takes a step back, his crestfallen expression fading into confusion, chest heaving.

Tess turns and runs.






Mitch


Mitch leaves his phone at the bottom of the pool. He imagines someone walking in and misconstruing the situation—Tess in her underwear, sopping wet, Mitch a mess, half-dressed, rushing after her. He doesn’t remember if he has the car key, or if he’d left it above the visor. Tess darts left into a closet. No, it’s an elevator. Mitch makes it inside right before she pulls the brass gate shut.

“What the hell?” he pants.

Tess raises her chin and presses the top button on a panel of four.

Mitch checks his pockets. No key. His hairline is damp with sweat now instead of rain. The elevator is tiny. Even at opposite sides they’re only a few feet apart. Tess is shivering. She’s left the towel behind. He averts his eyes again.

“I thought I might leave earlier with Peter.” Tess’s fingers brush the elevator gate, the gilded door of a cell. “But we argued. And you showed up.”

Mitch’s mouth goes dry.

The elevator stops.

He follows Tess down the hall and into a bedroom, trailing six or eight feet behind. The bedroom has pink walls and white wicker furniture. There’s a sleek silver computer on a glass-topped desk between two sets of double closet doors. One of the bedside lamps emits a soft glow, but hardly any light filters through the lace curtains. Rain beats against the windows, on the roof overhead. It would be calming if Mitch hadn’t seen the high winds.

Tess pulls on a silk robe and hauls a suitcase out of her closet. The zipper makes an unpleasant sound as she opens it, like it was closed so long it rusted shut. Tess stares into its empty mouth. Then she waves a hand in the direction of the closet nearer Mitch. “Will you find my mid-calf brown leather boots?”

“No.”

Tess frowns up at him. Mitch steps backward and nearly collides with the gable ceiling before taking a seat on the bed.

“What are you doing up here if you’re not going to be helpful?” Tess asks.

“Making sure you don’t jump off the roof or something.”

“I’m not going to kill myself.” Tess begins to tear clothes off hangers and out of drawers, piling them into the open suitcase.

Mitch’s arm aches. He’d strained it on the drive, and again when he’d kept Tess from falling into the pool. “You owe me a phone.”

“I’ll buy you one tomorrow.”

“Before or after you get married?”

Tess stops throwing clothes for a moment. She doesn’t look directly at Mitch, though she turns her face slightly in his direction. “Things will end badly with Peter. They always do with him.”

“You don’t know that,” Mitch says, his voice thick.

“It’s true,” Tess says. “He can’t accept that people love him as much as they do, so he acts like there’s nothing to lose.”

“It’s not like that with us,” Mitch says, though he feels the panic spike within him, a cold, sharp pain in his chest, a hundred times worse than it had been on the stairs at Julia’s.

Tess gives him a wobbly smile, face full of pity.

“It’s not!”

“Maybe not.” Tess is shaking. She chafes her upper arms. “This was my bedroom growing up. What do you think of it?”

Mitch looks around him. The space has the innocence of a child’s room still. It makes his skin crawl, the lace doilies and the shelf of glass figurines and the flowered rug. Tess’s wedding dress hangs in the corner, hovering like an apparition.

“Peter’s an idiot,” Tess says. “I’m sorry for you, that’s all.” She drags her suitcase across the room to her vanity.

Mitch clenches his good fist. The wind whirs outside, the walls feel like they’re shaking and shifting. “We should go into the basement,” he says.

Back home, when he was a kid, they crowded into the bathroom during a tornado. Mitch’s mother and grandmother sat in the tub, Mitch on one of their laps, his aunt on the floor beside the toilet. He would fall asleep with his cheek to the shower wall and wake up with the tile imprinted on his face.

“It’s fine.” Tess sweeps an armful of miniature pots and jars off her vanity directly into the suitcase. “It’s just rain.” She returns to the closet, sorting through handfuls of hanging clothes at once. “I was going to delay the honeymoon for Warren’s career. Very selfless of me. But there’s no reason to delay a trip now.” She glances sidelong at Mitch. “Do you want to come? I’ll pay your way. We can drive that little red car to the airport.” She examines a tube of lipstick, then tosses it in the wicker wastebasket by her feet. “I hate wearing lipstick. I don’t know why I own so many.”

“Come on, Tess.” Mitch stands, one hand above his head to prevent him from crashing into the slanted ceiling. “We can wait for everyone else in the kitchen. I’ll make us something to eat.”

“I’d rather leave before they get here.”

“I can’t let you do that.”

Tess looks over her shoulder at him. “I don’t need your car. I have one.”

“You’re not going to drive in this weather. I’ll bar the door if I have to.”

Tess turns toward him completely, a fascinated look on her face. “Bar it with what?”

“I don’t know. A pair of skis.”

Tess laughs.

“Would you just sit down for a second?” Something whips against the window in the next room. The winds aren’t slowing. Neither is Tess. “You can talk to me. I’ll listen.”

“You can’t be impartial. You want Peter, so you want me with Warren.”

“I want you to be happy,” Mitch says, his face burning. “But I also want Peter to be happy.”

“Why would you make him happy, but I wouldn’t?”

“Because I’d never hurt him the way you did. Not in a million years.”

Tess’s eyes fill with tears. “I promise you, however much you hate me for how I treated Peter, I hate myself more.”

Mitch grinds his teeth. “Peter wouldn’t want that.”

“I’m not so sure.”

“Well, I am. Stop projecting your guilt onto other people.” Mitch tries with all his might to keep his voice steady. “You left him. He got over it. You should have too.”

“You say that like it’s easy!” Tess pulls the front of her robe closer, covering her flushed chest and neck. “When someone’s at the center of you like that you can’t just cut them out! I tried!” Tess begins to cry, shoulders heaving, then abruptly stops. She collapses into a folded shape bedside the bed. Her robe bunches up, pooling in her lap and exposing the curve of her thighs.

Mitch sinks down beside her, crouched in the corner of her bed and bedside table, and she reaches for him as if by habit.

He breathes her name into her hair.

She rests her head on his shoulder, drawing in her limbs like a creature that’s been mortally wounded, doing its best to protect itself in the throes of death. He tilts her face toward him. Her eyes flutter open and she stares up at him. The lamp above them goes out, the digital clock on top of the bookshelf opposite goes dark too. The house has lost power.

Mitch shouldn’t be here. He should be with Peter. Or, Peter should be here in Mitch’s place. He could never inspire the feeling in Peter that Tess had. Tess hadn’t merely been his benefactor, she’d been his muse. She’d changed everything. There was life before Tess, and life after Tess. Tess would always be it for Peter. He cared for her too much to hurt her the way she’d hurt him.

Tess draws a ragged shallow breath. Mitch shudders. Everything has gotten so mixed up. He’s not holding Tess, not the Tess he knows. It’s Painted Tess, wild hair and bright eyes. The Tess who had belonged to Peter, to whom Peter had belonged in turn, as much as one person could ever belong to another. She was beautiful. She was no longer untouchable. She was looking at him the way she must have looked at Peter.

Tess kisses him, and Mitch kisses her back, a surge of desire overtaking him. Then his breath won’t come, and he pulls back, his forehead resting against hers. She cups his face. He can breathe again. He brushes against the belt of her robe, and she unties it. Her skin is cool and soft beneath it.

He pulls Tess onto his lap. He unhooks her bra. The lace is surprisingly rough against his fingers. His left arm is on fire. His entire body is on fire. Tess is naked now apart from her underwear. She lifts his shirt from the waist, her movements delicate. He raises his arms, tensing as she finishes, and she drops the shirt. It hangs around his bandaged wrist. He can’t see her face, but he knows she’s still the Tess of the portrait. He is himself. No one’s muse. No one’s first choice. This moment with Tess is the closest he’ll come to being Peter’s in the way he needs.

“You don’t want me,” he says. His voice sounds hoarse and strange.

It’s unfair of him. What can she say to that? He doesn’t hear her answer. She presses a kiss to his collarbone, another behind his ear. He closes his eyes, rests his forehead against hers, wraps his arms around her waist. Her body is warm now at the center, but her limbs are cold. He pulls a blanket around them, laying Tess down on the carpet.

Tess’s heart beats wildly beneath him. Mitch tries to prop up his weight with his good arm, but the floor is hard and he’s clumsy and tired and bad at this. He’s still fully clothed below the waist. They could stop now. They should stop. He could leave. He doesn’t. He kisses her neck, her breasts. His entire body hums with something like pain. He doesn’t know how to make it stop. He unzips his pants. He struggles with the button, but Tess helps.

Mitch imagines a window shattering, shards of glass showering the floor, wind scattering the pieces of this dream he’s stumbling through.






Peter


Peter sits at the bottom of the stairs, clutching the railing above him like a child holding on to his father’s hand. He’ll find Mitch in a minute. No one will mind when they leave. No one will even notice. He shouldn’t be here. They never should have come.

The house turns from quiet to chaotic in an instant, a clatter of dishes and clamor of voices spilling down the hall. Peter strains to listen. He can hear the rain beat against the porch roof. It begins to rain harder and he no longer has to strain.

Peter rises to his feet. He’s a little lightheaded. He continues to hold on to the railing, listening to the commotion from the direction of the kitchen. When he finally moves he nearly collides with Nia, who rushes in from the front door wielding an umbrella. She stares at Peter, growing irritated. He realizes she’d asked him a question.

“What?”

“Where’s Georgia?”

“I don’t know,” Peter says. “Where’s Tess?”

“Gone.” Nia shakes the soggy skirt of her dress, which accomplishes nothing except creating a loud flapping noise.

Warren bounds toward them looking damp and uncomfortable as he wipes rain off his face and neck. “Where’s Tess?”

“I don’t know,” Peter says. “Have you seen Mitch?” He peers over Warren’s shoulder, but all he can see is Julia darting toward a sopping Jamie with a kitchen towel.

“Did you say something to her?” Warren asks.

“About what?”

“You know about what,” Warren says, his attractive face turning red, eyes darting between Nia and Peter until they settle on Peter. “If you lied to her—”

“I didn’t say anything. I have nothing to say.”

“Bullshit.”

“What would Peter say?” Nia asks, stepping closer. Peter thinks this movement is a show of solidarity, then realizes it’s one of efficiency. The noise of the rain beating down on the porch would make it difficult to hear from her spot on the doormat.

“What’s going on?” Georgia asks, hobbling toward them. Warren cranes his neck to look behind her, as if Tess is crouching in Georgia’s shadow.

“Warren’s accusing me of upsetting his fiancée,” Peter says. The last word leaves a bitter taste in his mouth. He should stay out of it where Warren is concerned. He will. He’ll find Mitch.

“If you said something to her—” Warren begins to argue.

“Shut up, you two,” Georgia says. “Where’s Tess?”

“I don’t know,” Warren says.

At the same time Peter says, “I think she was having second thoughts.”

“What did she say to you?” Warren asks, his voice lifting.

“Nothing. She didn’t want to talk to anyone.”

“What did she say?”

“She was upset.” Peter clenches his fists. “She was drunk.”

“She didn’t leave on her own, did she?”

“No, she didn’t,” Nia says.

“But she left?” Warren asks.

“Who with?” Peter asks, a sick feeling growing in the pit of his stomach.

“Why was she upset?” Georgia asks.

“She didn’t drive, did she?” Warren asks.

Nia locks eyes with Peter. “Mitch drove.”

Peter clutches the railing again. “Mitch?”

“She was acting manic.” Nia turns to Georgia. “I’m worried.”

“What’s going on?” Warren says, eyes wild. “What did she say?”

“I have no idea what’s going on,” Nia says. “The last time I was this out of the loop, she married Peter.”

Peter leans back against the wall. “Jesus.”

“She’s losing control of herself, and as well-intentioned as Mitch may be, I don’t think he’ll know how to handle her.”

“Fuck.” Peter’s throat feels like it’s full of dry cotton. “Is Mitch all right?”

“I wasn’t really paying attention to him.” Nia bites her lip.

Georgia makes a small, strange noise. Beside her, Warren has his phone pressed to his ear but slowly lowers it, face full of concern for Georgia.

“Is there something going on with you two?” Peter asks, looking between her and Warren. “Tess is convinced there is.”

“No,” Georgia says, and at the same time Warren replies, “Not anymore.”

Peter clenches his jaw, riding out a flare of anger on Tess’s behalf. “I’ll let you get your story straight.”

“There’s no story,” Warren snaps. “What the hell did you tell Tess?”

“I didn’t tell her anything,” Peter says, focusing on Georgia. “She was smart enough to figure it out on her own.”

Georgia presses a hand over her mouth, turning away like she might be sick.

“What the fuck?” Nia says, turning to Peter in bewilderment.

Peter shakes his head. Warren picks up his phone again. “She left her phone,” Georgia snaps, collecting herself. “Sebastian brought her purse in. She left it outside. You can keep calling, but it’s sitting on the fucking kitchen table.”

Warren sinks onto the entryway bench. Georgia makes a pained face, and Peter thinks she might apologize, but instead she turns to Peter and speaks brusquely. “You and I are going to the house. We’ll take Jim’s car. Will you drive?”

“I’ll follow in a minute,” Warren says in a hollow voice.

“I’ll come along with Warren.” Nia peers out the front door. “Drive carefully, I don’t think this storm is going to pass just yet.”

“Let’s go before it gets worse, then,” Peter says.



“You know, I never hated you for being with her,” Georgia says. “I hated her for being with you.”

Peter tightens his grip on the steering wheel. “What does that even mean?”

Georgia doesn’t answer. The wind picks up, and Peter feels like he might lose control of the car. He hasn’t driven in a long time.

“I hope she hasn’t done something stupid,” Georgia says.

The wind dies down for a minute. Peter accelerates. “Is there really nothing going on between you and Warren?”

“Anything between us is long over.”

“How long?”

“We dated in college.” Georgia’s voice is brittle, fragile beneath a practiced exterior. “It was casual. We kept it secret.”

“Why? It’s not like your families wouldn’t approve.”

“Exactly,” Georgia says with a laugh. “We grew up together, we were part of the same friend group. We didn’t want to be pressured into anything. I didn’t want to be pressured into anything. And the bubble was nice. It was fun to have a secret. Warren agreed it was fun. He moved to California for law school, and we decided to break up. We were young, and I didn’t want to compromise his career, or mine.” She pauses, and when she speaks again her voice is lower. “I regretted it. Not enough to tell him—he was happy. He was seeing someone. It was serious, his family was convinced they’d get married. They never got married, obviously. It turns out he’d regretted our breakup too. I realized it when he came to my wedding.”

“He said something to you?”

“No. We didn’t talk at all. But when I saw him, I knew.”

There’s so much resignation in her tone that Peter has trouble asking, “And after that?”

“We had an affair,” Georgia says simply. “Tess wasn’t in the picture. She was married to you. We ended it after a year. Warren even got my blessing before asking Tess to marry him.”

“Fuck.”

“Looking back, I think he may have wanted me to fight for him.” Georgia sounds like she’s holding back tears. “I couldn’t do that, even if I wanted to.”

“The dinner on Wednesday—”

“It was completely innocent. Two old friends catching up. We don’t really talk around Tess. It’s easier not to. I know she thought I hated him. Maybe part of me did.”

“I don’t understand why you’d hide your friendship from her if it meant nothing.”

“I would say you don’t know what she’s like, but I think maybe you’re the only person who does.” Georgia exhales sharply and clutches her purse in her lap. “I know that Tess likes to pretend your marriage didn’t mean anything to her, and everyone plays along, but that’s so completely stupid it makes me crazy. Do you know she didn’t talk to our parents for an entire year after the breakup? It was easier for her to blame them than blame herself, but she had to blame someone. She was really hurting.”

She could have blamed Nia, Peter thinks. Still, this revelation sobers him. He had no idea Tess had taken it as hard as she did. By design, of course. She would never want him to know. And it was better that way.

“It’s infuriating the way people tiptoe around her.”

“Don’t you?” Peter asks.

“I know. I’ve enabled her. And worse.”

Peter brings the car to a rolling stop on the shoulder and looks over at her. “Are you in love with Warren?”

Georgia makes a choked noise.

“He’s in love with you.”

“Stop it.”

“He is. He couldn’t go through with this marriage if he wasn’t. He’s trying to do right by you as much as Tess. He thinks this is what you want for him.”

“Peter, stop. Warren and I set a boundary. It doesn’t matter one way or the other. He loves Tess, I know that.”

“Not the way he loves you. I could see it on his face back there.”

Georgia pinches the bridge of her nose and begins to cry.

Peter lays a hand on her shoulder in what he hopes is a comforting manner.

Georgia wipes her eyes. “You’re annoyingly calm,” she says.

“Yeah, Tess hated that about me.”

Georgia draws her lower lip between her teeth. “Why are you looking at me that way?”

“This is the kindest you’ve ever been to me.”

“I’m sorry for that. I was trying to take cues from Tess.” She shakes her head. “That was a mistake.”

Peter fishes a wad of brown paper napkins from the cupholder between them. “I don’t think you get enough credit, Georgia. You haven’t made a choice for yourself in years, and you’re hardly bitter at all.”

“I feel bitter,” Georgia says, dabbing her eyes. “Do you see yourself as a bitter person?”

“I’m not good at letting things go,” Peter says after a long pause. He stares past Georgia, through the passenger side window, toward the gold-speckled trees that line the roadside, trembling in the storm.

“You could have fooled me.”

“I kept our wedding rings. Tess left them both behind. I think she expected me to pawn them. But I couldn’t.” Peter looks at Georgia, whose jaw is lowered in soft shock, and laughs. “I didn’t bring them with me or anything. I’m not a romantic. Just pathetic.”

“When you showed up here, I was terrified you wanted her back,” Georgia says gently. “I couldn’t imagine anything worse happening. And now I’m going to be disappointed if you don’t.”

Peter releases a slow breath.

“I know it sounds like I’m being selfish, wanting this wedding not to happen, but I’m not. There’s no way forward for me and Warren, even if we did feel the way we used to.”

“You really didn’t talk about it the other night?” Peter asks. “Entertain the what-ifs?”

Georgia shakes her head. “We talked about everything but us. Books, the kids, his campaign. As friends, really and truly. I forgot how wonderful it is to talk to someone who understands me so well.”

Her voice sounds painfully wistful. Peter feels his throat going tight. He blinks rapidly.

“I shouldn’t have done it. I know I shouldn’t have done it. I asked him to have dinner, and he was so … his reaction … it made me so…” Georgia exhales quickly. “I hope Tess hasn’t done anything she can’t undo,” she continues in a considerably less vulnerable tone.

Peter swallows. “They probably went for a swim. She would have sobered up by the time they got home.”

Georgia grips the armrest on the car door. “God, I hope so.” She wipes a napkin under her nose. “Are we over here because you’re scared to drive, or because you’re worried about what you’ll find when we get there?”

Peter shifts the car into gear and eases it off the shoulder.

Fifteen minutes later they stop again, this time because a large fallen tree blocks the road, its branches covering the entire graveled portion of the shoulder, reaching where the mud begins.

“We’ll have to go back. Is there enough space for you to turn around?” Georgia asks in a defeated tone. “Be careful not to run off the road. This mud—”

Peter doesn’t listen. He shifts the car into reverse and back into drive and begins to steer around the tree.

“Peter! Peter, no—”

“If we try to drive back, we could get caught in worse weather.” He convinces himself he’s made the right call just as the car stalls, its tires spinning uselessly in the mud as the rain pelts even harder.

It’s one of the more embarrassing things that’s happened to Peter this week. But there’s no time to dwell on it. “I need you to keep the car in neutral. I’m going to get out and push.”

Georgia doesn’t argue with him, either because she agrees he’d been right about the weather, or for another reason.

The wind is blowing so hard that Peter has to kick the door open in addition to using the interior handle. He helps Georgia from the passenger’s side to the driver’s side. Grateful that he’s dressed in boots instead of sneakers, Peter pushes until the front wheels make contact on solid ground. Once the car is securely on the gravel roadside, he helps Georgia back to her seat, panting heavily.

His head throbs. His foot is heavier on the gas pedal now. Beside him, Georgia’s head is low like his own, watching for any sign of falling debris.

Peter catches his breath once the car is parked near the Honda. Every window in the house is dark. He helps Georgia up the front steps and runs downstairs to check the pool room first.

It’s empty. His body floods with relief. Then he sees a crumpled white shape on the floor of the changing room. He picks it up. It’s Mitch’s shirt. His shoes are underneath it. Beside them lie Tess’s dress and shoes.

Georgia is still standing in the foyer, a grim look on her face. Her dark hair falls in stringy ringlets over her shoulders.

She cautions Peter using only his name, but he’s already on his way up.

The hallway that leads to Tess’s room is dark. Frosted glass light fixtures protrude from the ceiling like tumors. The floorboards creak beneath the carpet as Peter moves.

The door to Tess’s room is ajar. Peter pauses with his hand on the knob and steps to the side. He can peer through without opening it too much farther. It takes his vision a moment to adjust. Tess lies in bed, curled toward the edge that faces him, her expression peaceful. On her other side, Mitch lies on his stomach, bare shoulders exposed, face turned away. It’s exactly the pose Peter had drawn him in that morning.

Georgia waits at the base of the stairs.

“She’s upstairs,” Peter says. “Asleep.”

“And Mitch?”

“Mitch too.”

“Did they—”

“Looks like it.”

Georgia closes her eyes. “Shit.”

“You should call Warren. Or Nia. Someone. Let them know she’s here. Warn them about the tree.”

“I will.”

Peter clears his throat. “What are you going to say? About Tess?”

Georgia’s attention is focused on her phone. “That we found her. She’s all right. She’s asleep.”

“You don’t want to say more than that?” Peter says, his tone light. “Here’s your chance, Georgia.”

“You can call. You can tell him,” she answers, an edge to her tone. “You can tell him whatever you want.”

Peter shakes his head. “I can’t be the reason.”

“Neither can I.” Georgia raises her phone to her ear, a controlled expression on her face, apart from her lips, which tremble. Her decision to refrain from telling the truth is far more admirable than his. She has something to gain. Peter only has something to ruin.

Peter returns to the guesthouse and stands in the center of the kitchen for a long time. He stares at the tent, which swells and shrinks in the wind like a living thing. He looks to the dark house opposite. Georgia has gone to bed. No one else will return tonight, not with the road blocked. They’re all stranded on their various islands, Peter on his alone. At least he has power here, unlike the main house.

His clothes begin to dry to his body, growing stiff along the contours of his back, chest, legs. His head aches. He needs a cold shower. He wants a strong drink.

He goes to the fridge and pulls Mitch’s beers—all six of them—onto the counter. He stares at the stickered label, the unremarkable roundness of the sans serif font. The red of the brand name is the same shade as the top of Mitch’s computer, sitting nearby on the kitchen table. One of the beer cans has a dent near the top. Another one has a scratch near the base. Peter stares at the cans so long that condensation begins to form in the humid, stormy air.

One by one, Peter opens the beers. One by one, he empties them into the kitchen sink.

Then he sits at the table and lifts the lid of Mitch’s laptop.






SATURDAY







Peter


Mitch’s French press and bag of coffee sit on the counter. Peter adds a few heaping tablespoons of coarsely ground coffee to the glass body of the press. There won’t be enough left for another brew. He pours boiling water over the grounds, watching an inky nebula bloom on the surface, staring at the way the darkness bubbles before he stirs it briskly and sets it aside to steep. The coffee tastes even more bitter than it smells. It’s not unlike the sensation of drinking cheap liquor.

Maybe Tess and Mitch hadn’t fucked. Maybe they’d fucked more than once. Maybe he’d made the first move, carrying on the momentum between him and Peter. Maybe she had. Peter wonders if Mitch had draped an arm over Tess in the night, if Tess had pulled him closer.

It could have been Peter. But Peter knew better.

Tess had gone for a less obvious option, in the end. Always making destructive personal choices with style.

And Mitch. He’d insisted Peter was in love with Tess two days ago, only to swoop in himself.

The bottom screw on the handle of Mitch’s French press is coming loose. Peter plays with it, tapping the handle back and forth, then snaps it off. He chucks the rest of the press, half full of watery grounds, into the garbage and leaves the broken handle on the counter.

He wonders if Tess will go through with the wedding after all. She’s never been good at admitting failure or walking back her mistakes. If she were, Tess would have given up on Peter much sooner. Warren’s heart isn’t in it, but Tess knows that. She might even find that safer.

Peter scrolls through Mitch’s novel again as he sips his coffee. The story has nothing to do with Cape Cod. Mitch had drawn on the situation for his inspiration, as promised, but not in the ways Peter had expected. The story appears to have taken Mitch himself by surprise. Each page is punctuated with bracketed critical asides and angry question marks. It has the blazingly tenuous coherency of a project conceived and executed in a single night.

It’s about a couple confronting the end of their marriage. The man is a chef, the woman a composer. They inhabit their own professional spheres and come together in the evening to have internal crises about how unhappy they are together. When the man’s former lover moves into the same building, the couple separately question the lives they’d chosen to lead. The man sleeps with his ex, and afterward his wife does. They confront each other about it. That’s as far as the story goes.






Tess


Tess wakes when her bedside lamp turns back on. The hallway light bleeds through the crack beneath the door.

It’s the middle of the night and the power’s back and what’s undone is undone.

Mitch lies beside her with one arm thrown over his head. Tess is naked between the sheets. Her head and eyes throb. She stares at the ceiling, arms pinned at her sides, her diamond ring trembling on her left hand.

She remembers being in a park, lying with her head in the crook of Peter’s arm, laughing with him about something. She can’t remember what. Cool blades of grass at her ankles, sun-warmed earth beneath her, the dappled shade of a tree, Peter’s laugh.

How she’d loved it. How she still loves it. Making him laugh out loud had filled her with such a sense of triumph. It doesn’t compare to anything.

She cries quietly. She’s so tired. She should have gotten all her tears out last night. Mitch would have held her through it.

Tess turns on her side to face him again. His mouth hangs open slightly, his hair is a mess. He hardly looks more vulnerable asleep than he does awake. It’s endearing. She’s shocked how much she doesn’t loathe him. She ought to.

She drops her engagement ring on the bedside table and fades into shallow sleep without turning off the lamp.



When she wakes this time, sunlight streams through the lace curtains, casting a pattern of leaves and vines on the faded carpet beside the bed. She should know what to do by now. Marry, or not marry. Stay, or run away. Confess, or hide. But she doesn’t know. She’s fascinated by her own uncertainty. She turns the question over in her mind, letting it slip through her fingers repeatedly like the hem of a dress, like a rope that tethers her to shore.

Mitch stirs, and Tess holds her breath. He reaches an arm over her, like the position in which they’d fallen asleep. His nose nudges her shoulder. She aches. She wants to fuck him again, to be sure what they’d done wasn’t for nothing. It can’t make things worse.

He whispers her name.

“You should go,” she says. It’s a relief to hear the words in her own voice. She almost smiles.

Mitch sits up in bed, looking down at her with heartbreak in his eyes.

Tess pats his hand. “It’s all right. It will be all right.” Of course it won’t be, for either of them.

The horror dawns over Mitch’s face. He’s remembering the fullness of what they’d done. Maybe he thought it was a dream. Something about his despair makes Tess want to laugh. He’s feeling everything heavy and horrible, so she’s left with the absurd. Again, relief. She really is a horrible person.

“I’m sorry,” Mitch says, his voice raw. “I shouldn’t have stayed.”

“I could have drowned.”

He runs a hand down his face. “Fuck. Fuck.”

Tess should be serious. Mitch clearly isn’t in the mood for anything else.

“I’m sorry.” His eyes are bloodshot, his lips full and bruised. He looks toward her with an expression like pity. As though he’s hurt her. She bristles.

“No need to take all the credit. It’s my fault too,” she says, sitting up.

“What are you going to do?”

“Don’t worry about it.”

“Well, I am worried about it!”

“Don’t,” Tess repeats. She uses one hand to untangle her robe from the nearby bedpost where it had landed and preserves her modesty (ridiculous, she’s aware) by clutching the top sheet with the other.

Mitch presses a hand to the side of his face. “What the hell was I thinking?”

“You were trying to take care of me, I think.”

“So goddamn stupid of me.”

Tess slips into the robe. “I’m going to take a shower.”

“I fucked up.” Mitch’s voice is muffled behind his hands. “I’m sorry.”

“Stop apologizing,” Tess says.

“I need to go find Peter.” Mitch’s eyes are damp. “I won’t say anything to Warren.”

Tess’s heart beats faster. “Won’t you?”

“Only to Peter. I can’t lie to Peter. Not about this.”

“Of course.” Tess pulls the belt of her robe so tight she can hardly breathe. “You love Peter. You’ll repair this.”

Mitch casts his gaze upward. “I think I love him, but he doesn’t love me.”

“You’re wrong.”

Mitch looks at her. “He loves you. I think that’s why I did it.”

“Out of jealousy?” Tess asks, nearly laughing. “He doesn’t love me. He can’t now.”

“Not jealousy.” Mitch swallows, his throat bobbing. “I don’t know. Sadness. Desperation.” He squints at the ceiling. “You’re wrong. He still loves you.”

Tess feels like she’s been hit in the stomach. What a silly thing to say. “He doesn’t.”

“He does. And I understand why.” Mitch’s face flushes bright red.

“Go home, Mitch.”

“Tess—”

“Go home.”

Mitch is silent. He’s a beautiful mess—the bow of his arms, hand clutched over wrist, propped up on his knees. Peter would paint him gorgeously.

Tess leaves him to his misery and takes a long, scalding shower.






Mitch


Mitch’s limbs grow heavier the longer he sits in Tess’s bed. It’s over. It’s all over. She doesn’t want him here. Peter won’t have him.

He needs fresh air. He needs to go. He pulls on his boxers, pants, still-damp undershirt, and shoves his socks into his pocket. His shoes are gone—he left them by the pool last night. He scrawls a few lines on a page of his pocket notebook. He slides the note underneath Tess’s engagement ring. He wonders if Tess takes it off every night. He feels sick.

He creeps down the hall and descends the stairs, encountering no one and no evidence anyone else has come home. He considers finding the pool and retrieving his shoes. Then he sees a figure from the corner of his eye—a lamp flicks on. Georgia. She’s sitting on the sofa in the parlor, her injured leg extended before her.

Mitch teeters on the last step. “Tess drank a little too much last night,” he begins. “I brought her home, and then—”

“You don’t need to explain,” Georgia says, lifting a hand. She doesn’t look surprised or angry. He wonders if she’d known already. He wonders who else knows.

Mitch wants to say something else. He feels certain he should. But only the wrong things come to mind. Nothing happened (a lie), it didn’t mean anything (also a lie), Tess will explain (she may not). He nods uselessly before lunging out the door.

The fresh air does help. A fine layer of mist has settled above the grass and below the tent, which rises from the earth in tatters, half collapsed, its frame peeking through like the skeleton of a decaying carcass that’s washed up onshore. There’s an unfamiliar car parked beside the Honda.

Mitch spies Peter waiting on the guesthouse porch, a solid form against faded wood shingles. He feels naked. He misses his shoes and button-down. As he comes closer he expects Peter to look away and allow him to slip inside. Instead, Peter makes direct eye contact.

Stomach churning, Mitch finishes his ascent to the second-floor porch. Peter sits with hands folded in his lap. There are bags under his eyes and he looks pale.

“I dumped your beer,” Peter says. “And we’re out of eggs.”

Mitch shuffles into the kitchen. His bare feet, damp with dew, squeak along the tile. Peter walks in behind him. There’s no question that Peter knows what Mitch has done.

“I guess you hate me now,” Mitch says, sinking into one of the kitchen chairs.

Peter leans back against the countertop, arms crossed over his chest. The doors to the porch are open behind him, and his loose hair shifts in the breeze. His expression is opaque. “Why would I hate you?” Peter asks.

Mitch picks at the tape on his laptop charging cord.

“I brought you here,” Peter continues. “And I know the effect Tess can have on people. It’s my fault.”

“She didn’t seduce me,” Mitch says, frowning. “That’s not fair.”

“Did you seduce her?” Peter asks.

“That’s not fair either.”

“You brought it up.” Peter uncrosses his arms, wrapping his fingers under the lip of the countertop, his biceps flexing. “I read your draft.”

Mitch’s mouth goes dry. “The fuck you did.”

“You don’t have a password on your computer,” Peter says, as if that completely explains it.

Mitch’s hands shake. “What the fuck, Peter?”

Peter shrugs.

Mitch runs a hand through his hair, tempted to pull it out by the roots. God, he’s miserable. He’s pathetic. He can’t help it. “Well?”

“Well, what?”

“What did you think?” Mitch asks.

“Of the book?” Peter’s fixed on him with familiar intensity. “You really want to know what I think?”

“If you’re gonna break and enter my creative process, the least you could do is give feedback.”

Peter nods, shifting on his feet. “Okay. Fair enough.”

“Okay.” Mitch swallows. “So?”

“I think it’s good.”

Mitch could cry. He might cry. He flattens his hand on the table, spreads his fingers, imagines the skin of his palm splitting open. Fucking Peter. “Good?”

“It’s engaging. I think you’re funny,” Peter says. He’s adopted a professional tone, as if his words may be recorded in a newspaper. “It’s a strong concept.”

Mitch tries to summon a verbal response, and fails. He’s able to prevent an ill-timed smile from breaking out. That takes all his reserves.

“I have critiques too,” Peter continues. “I think the Catherine character is coming off pretty naive. And the setting feels a little arbitrary.”

“Sure.” Mitch agitates a pill bottle in his hand. “Yeah, I can see that.” He wants to ask a follow-up question, or twelve. “You’re not mad?”

“That you used me as a subject when I asked you not to?”

“I may have drawn some inspiration—”

“Your main characters elope after meeting at an art show.”

Mitch feels his face turn red. He forgot he wrote that. “Tons of people do that.”

Peter wets his lips. “You weren’t completely wrong about me and Tess, anyway.” He crosses his arms tightly again.

Mitch’s pulse races. “What do you mean?”

Peter shakes his head.

“Fuck,” Mitch says, slouching in his chair. “I wish I didn’t make you hate me.”

Peter gives him a thin smile. “I don’t hate you, Mitch. I think you’re a pain in the ass, but I don’t hate you. It would be easier if I did.”

“What would be easier? Breaking up with me?”

“Were we ever together?” Peter draws a sharp breath through his nose and cracks his knuckles. “Never mind.”

“No, none of this bullshit.” Mitch stands up. The only thing worse than Peter hating him is Peter not caring enough to hate him. But there’s something there beneath Peter’s cool demeanor.

“What bullshit?” Peter asks.

Mitch can see what Peter’s doing now, finally. He’s using callousness as a substitute for honesty. He is hurt. Of course he is. He just won’t admit it. “You fucking people, you and the Lowells. You’re the goddamn same. Nobody says what they mean.”

“Mitch, relax.”

“Shut the fuck up. I’m losing my grip here. We need to have it out.”

“Have what out?” Peter asks. His arms hang at his sides, fingers twitching, like a gunslinger in a spaghetti western.

“I slept with Tess. You should hate me. Just admit you hate me!”

“I already told you that I don’t.”

“You’re a real piece of work.” Mitch stalks a few paces and turns back. “What the fuck is wrong with you?”

“Why don’t you tell me?” Peter says, observing Mitch with detachment, like a zookeeper watching an animal perform rehearsed antics for treats.

“You’re a fucking phony, Peter! You pretend to be all cool and untouchable, but inside you’re a mess.”

“Sure, I’m a mess,” Peter says. The admission, sarcastic or not, only makes Mitch angrier.

“Yeah, you’re a mess. Like you were with Tess. Like you are with Tess. She’s still in love with you, you fucking dumbass.”

Peter smiles again, an even thinner smile than before. “Evidence isn’t really stacking up that way.”

Mitch begins to pace again, warming the tile beneath his bare feet as he retreads his steps. Peter stares and says nothing.

“Hit me,” Mitch blurts out.

Peter laughs, a single bark of incredulity.

Mitch plants himself before Peter. “Hit me!”

“Mitch, be serious.”

“I am being serious!”

“Mitch—”

“Do something, anything, to tell me how you feel! You’re fucking pissed! Admit it!” Mitch shoves Peter backward.

That tips the scales. Peter punches him.

It’s a beautiful punch, with perfect follow-through—or so Mitch imagines. He doubles over, cradling his face with his good hand. Pain radiates across his jaw, and he hears a high-pitched ringing noise.

“Jesus … fuck … okay—” Mitch removes his glasses, rubs his eyes, and puts his glasses back on.

Peter pushes the hair back from his face, panting.

“Better?” Mitch asks hoarsely.

Peter flexes his fingers and exhales a strong precise breath. His shoulders are looser than before, and his face is clear.

“You look better,” Mitch croaks.

“You look worse.” Peter retrieves a plastic bag of frost-studded cranberries from the freezer and tosses it to Mitch. “Here.”

“Thanks.” Mitch sinks into one of the kitchen chairs and holds the bag to his face, welcoming the shock of pain as the ice makes contact.

Peter sits opposite him, legs splayed wide. “No problem.”

“And to think we could have had awkward silence the whole way back to New York.”

Peter snorts.

“You’re driving back with me?” Mitch asks, once again unsure who they are to each other.

“You can’t drive all that way with your arm.”

“And then what?” Mitch holds his breath.

“I guess we see how long we can go without further violence.”

Mitch curses as an ache cuts across his face. His lip is split. He must have smiled.

Peter dampens a kitchen towel at the sink. He holds it to Mitch’s mouth. The towel is rough and cool and comforting. Peter’s fingers brush Mitch’s. “You’re going to have a hell of a job search next week.”

“Maybe my boss will take pity and rehire me.”

“If not, I can write you an acting reference.”

Mitch’s cheek has lost feeling. “I wish you’d take this seriously.”

“I am.”

“Whatever.”

“I assaulted you.”

Mitch grunts.

“I also broke your coffeepot earlier.”

“On purpose?”

“I think so.” Peter wets his lips. “Was it good?”

“The coffee?”

Peter lifts his eyebrows.

Mitch’s ears feel like they’re on fire despite the frozen bag pressed against his face. “Jesus, Peter. I’m not gonna talk about it.”

“To me, or in general?”

“To anybody.”

Peter shrugs.

“I ruined a marriage,” Mitch says. His stomach turns. He hasn’t fully admitted it to himself yet.

“Maybe.” Peter moves to the sink and stares out the window. “Maybe she was going to call it off anyway.”

“Yeah. Maybe.” Mitch watches Peter for a long moment, then joins him by the sink. “I don’t think I can finish writing that book.” The sky is a purpled blue, miraculously cloudless after last night’s deluge. “You were being nice. It’s terrible. Be honest. I can take it.”

“I’m not a literary critic.”

“But you can still tell.”

“First pancake,” Peter says.

“What?”

Peter makes a ponytail with the hair binder on his wrist, holding Mitch’s gaze all the while. “First pancake. It’s the first draft of your first book. Of course it’s not great. But it’s got potential.”

Mitch’s fingers have gone numb. He tries to switch to his injured arm. Peter takes the bag of cranberries perfunctorily. They’ve begun to melt, and the condensation drips down Peter’s wrist and forearm.

Peter holds the bag against Mitch’s jaw and looks up at him contemplatively. “I read a lot when I was in rehab. I didn’t draw much, didn’t paint at all. I mostly read. Poetry. Memoirs. A few novels.”

Peter hasn’t talked to him about rehab yet. Mitch watches the distracted look in his eyes grow and then fade, like the headlights of a car passing by.

“I care about you. I care what you think about it,” Mitch says, speaking with difficulty around the lump in his throat. “More than anybody.”

Peter smiles. His eyes narrow. “The book was surprisingly cynical at parts. I didn’t think you were a cynical person.”

“I guess I wanted to write something important. I don’t know.” Mitch shivers as a drop of cold water runs down his neck. “I’m gonna scrap it and start over. Same characters, new tone. New ending.”

“Happy one?”

“Maybe. I don’t know.”

Peter places his other hand below Mitch’s jaw, framing either side of his face. He kisses him.

Mitch closes his eyes. He wants this moment to last. He wants it to be one of many. “Let’s go on another trip. Let’s drive across the country. Start over in New Mexico or California. I’ll write short stories, you’ll sell portraits.”

“Famously lucrative professions.”

“Fine. I’ll wait tables, you can paint houses.”

“We could open a sandwich shop,” Peter says.

“Works for me.”

There’s a moment of silence. Then Peter says, “I think I’ve been pretty lonely.”

Mitch runs his tongue over his lips. He tastes blood.

“I think I’ve been holding out for something. Waiting. I don’t know what for.”

“For Tess,” Mitch says.

Peter doesn’t reply. Mitch opens his eyes. Peter stares out the window, head turned so Mitch can see him in profile, unobserved for a moment himself. He follows Peter’s gaze past the house and over the bay. The sun glints off the boats that bob on the water. The seagrass shifts in the breeze, and the smell of the salt flats reaches them.

“I’ve been lonely too,” Mitch admits.

Peter turns back, a smile tucked into the corner of his mouth. “With all those roommates?”

“It’s not the same.”

“The same as what?”

“Someone wanting you.”






Tess


Tess finds the bedroom empty when she returns, as she knew she would. There’s a note beneath her engagement ring on the bedside table. She leaves it there until she’s dressed. When she picks it up she reads it for a long time. Then she folds the paper smaller and smaller until it’s the size of her thumbnail, and slips it into her pocket on her way down the stairs.

Georgia sits on a stool in the kitchen alone, hands curved around a steaming mug. Her crutches lean against the counter. They used to eat breakfast at this kitchen island every morning in summer, lunches too after a sun-drenched afternoon on the water.

“Did anyone else come home?” Tess asks.

“Road was blocked. Peter and I were the only ones who got around it.”

Peter. Of course. He’d come after Mitch.

Tess pours herself a glass of water. The glass feels brittle enough to snap between her fingers. The thought of it imploding in her grip is soothing. “I don’t know why you bothered to rush here.”

“I was worried about you.” Georgia’s tone is grating in its sincerity. Her energy is calm, like she’d finally gotten a good night of sleep.

“You should be happy.” Tess holds the glass of water to her trembling lips, lets a few drops moisten her tongue and slowly roll down her throat.

“Happy you’re getting married, or happy you aren’t? Which is it?”

“Happy I’ve fucked everything up.”

“That doesn’t answer my question.” Georgia plays with the string of her tea bag. “What do you want, Tess?”

Tess opens her mouth to answer, but nothing comes out.

“Do you even know?”

“At least I don’t want other people’s fiancés.”

“Just their boyfriends.”

Tess feels her neck flush pink. Georgia knows about Mitch. And if Peter had been with her … he would know by now, anyway. “You started it.”

“What did I do?” Georgia asks, her voice low. “What have I done that’s so terrible?”

“Honestly, nothing.” Tess takes a long sip from her glass. The cold water churns in her empty stomach. She feels panic rising, and with effort catches her breath and stares at her sister. “I finally realized that Warren will never think of me the way he thinks of you.”

Georgia’s lips tremble. “That’s not true, Tess.”

Tess turns away.

“He cares about you,” Georgia says.

The tears begin to fall, searing Tess’s cheeks as they cascade down. “It’s not enough. He loves me, but not like that. He wants you. He loves you. And you won’t let him.”

“I can’t,” Georgia whispers in a hoarse voice.

“How long?” Tess sobs.

“There was nothing going on, I swear,” Georgia says, her voice breaking. “Nothing the entire time you’ve been together.”

Tess turns back. “But you’ve had feelings for each other that whole time.”

“It’s not—”

“Don’t lie to me!”

Georgia is crying now too. “I should have listened to you.”

“It’s too late now!”

“It’s not too late for you.” Georgia wipes her face hurriedly. “Listen to me, Tess—”

“Why would I listen to you?” Tess snaps, wiping her face too.

“Peter was the person you needed, back then,” Georgia says. “Or he could have been, if you’d let him. But you weren’t the person he needed.”

“Of course, it was all my fault.”

“Listen to me.” Georgia’s expression is earnest and severe. “You can be that person now. I know you can. If not for Peter, for someone.”

Tess presses her fingertips below her eyes. Her head pounds. The world is bright and relentless.

Georgia struggles to her feet and rounds the kitchen island, remarkably in control of the situation despite the awkwardness of her crutches.

“You’re only saying that to free up Warren for yourself,” Tess says.

“Don’t be an idiot. This has nothing to do with me, believe it or not.” Georgia stands an arm’s length away. “You’re not getting married today. The least you can do is try to fix things with Peter.”

“That’s insane. How am I supposed to do that?”

“You could try apologizing. Or you could let the guilt eat you alive again. Your choice.”

“And what will you do about your guilt?”

“Nothing.”

“I can’t even be angry with you and Warren,” Tess admits. The confession hollows her chest until it aches.

“There is no me and Warren.”

“There is in all the ways that matter.” Tess begins to cry again. “I just want this to be over.”

Georgia’s eyes shine back at her.

Tess takes a sip of water to calm herself. “Peter doesn’t want me. Whatever it is you think you know, whatever fond memories I could dredge up—”

“You have no idea about him.”

“What are you talking about?” Tess asks.

“We had a real heart-to-heart last night. You should have one too.”

Tess’s heart pounds. “What did you talk about?”

“I can’t tell you that.”

“Georgia!”

“You need to speak with him,” Georgia insists.

“He’s probably left already.”

“He hasn’t. Go talk to him, Tess.”

“You don’t get it.” Tess slips her fingers into her pockets, no diamond ring to prevent her hands sliding all the way down, until her fists rest in the curve of her hips. “I’m so tired. I’m so, so tired. When does it get easier?”

“I’ll let you know when I find out.” Georgia draws herself up, adjusting her posture on her crutches and looking Tess in the eye.

“Are you going to talk to Jim?” Tess asks.

“Presumably at some point.”

“I mean about—”

“I know what you mean,” Georgia says brusquely. “I can’t talk about that right now. You need to figure yourself out.”

Tess bites her thumbnail, further ruining her manicure. “I want you to be happy too.”

“I know.”

“I didn’t,” Tess says.

“You’re sort of a cunt sometimes,” Georgia answers mildly.

“Runs in the family.”

Georgia glares. “Go and talk to Peter.”

“You’re giving a lot of relationship advice for someone in a loveless marriage.”

“It’s not loveless,” Georgia answers seriously. “It’s a different sort of love than the kind you want.”






Peter


He sits on the large rock and waits.

Tess descends the wooden steps wearing an oversized sweater and old pair of jeans. Her bare face is rosy and mottled and her eyes are bright. She’s been crying.

She stops abruptly a few feet away. “Hi.”

“Hi.” He stands up.

“I need to talk to you,” she says, and it sounds like she may begin crying again.

“Going to warn me about the tide?”

Tess gives him a pained smile.

“Are you all right?” Peter asks, playing with the zipper of his hoodie.

Tess shakes her head. She’s wearing the same loafers she had on the other day. Peter thinks they suit her.

Suddenly he isn’t sure his legs will support him. He sits back down.

Tess sits next to him, slightly higher than him on the rock. “Nice day for a wedding.”

Peter’s heart hammers.

“Or a clambake,” Tess continues. “Or a road trip.”

He looks up at her. “You planning a road trip?”

“I meant you.” She chews her lower lip as she stares into the tide.

Peter draws a deep breath. “I talked to Mitch.” Might as well come out and say it.

Tess’s eyes remain fixed on the water. “I’m sure he had flattering things to say about me.”

“He thinks highly of you. I don’t know why you assume he doesn’t.”

“Because I’m a terrible person, and I dragged him down with me.”

“Not the way he told it.”

Tess’s gaze snaps to Peter.

“I didn’t hear the details. He was a gentleman about it.”

Her face turns pink.

“I’m not totally blind to the irony of the situation either,” Peter says. “Me bringing someone here to make you jealous, and you—”

“Is that really why you brought him?” Tess asks, her tone wistful.

“I think so.”

Tess stares out over the water again.

Peter stares at her. “Listen, Tess. I know it’s none of my business, but—”

She blinks up at the sky. “What if it had been different back then?”

“Us?”

She draws a sharp breath through her nose. “What if I’d been kinder? What if I’d loved you better?”

Peter digs his nails into the rock. “What if I’d sorted my shit out sooner?”

“Would it have worked?”

“I don’t know,” Peter answers. “And I don’t know if it matters. We can’t go back.”

“You were better off without me,” Tess says, as though agreeing with him.

“I don’t know. I don’t know.” That’s not what he meant. He’s never felt that way. Not truly.

“I have things that I want to say to you, but I don’t know how to say them,” she admits.

“Don’t say anything you can’t take back.”

“Things that you can take back aren’t worth saying in moments like these,” Tess says. Then, as if heeding his advice anyway, she asks, “Are you and Mitch driving back together?”

“Yeah.”

She exhales. “Good.”

“Are you getting married today?” Peter asks, his stomach turning.

“No.”

Relief balloons in Peter’s chest, chased by a wave of guilt. He rubs his forehead. “Do you need a ride out of town? Or help making an excuse? I can come up with a story. Say our divorce never went through, buy you some time.”

Tess shakes her head. “I’ve got to do this myself. I’m going to talk to Warren next.”

“You’re going to be all right.” Peter squeezes Tess’s knee. She grabs his fingers, and the uneasiness in his chest subsides for a breath.

“Probably not,” she says with forced breeziness.

“Eventually.” Peter grips her hand back. “I promise.”

“Are you?” Tess asks. “Is Mitch?”

“He’ll be fine.”

“He’s sweet.”

“He’s something.”

“You really like him. I know you do. And he likes you.”

Peter narrows his eyes. “That may have meant more coming from you yesterday.”

Tess releases his hand. “He never would have slept with me if he didn’t like you so much.”

“What?” Peter says.

“If you don’t understand that, I can’t explain it to you,” Tess says wearily.

Peter laughs. He doesn’t know what else to do. Tess smiles, tears in her eyes, and it makes his chest ache.

He sighs. “I don’t think I’m cut out to be someone’s person in the way Mitch needs. Not someone’s everything, you know?” He stands, waves a hand before his face. “Whatever. Ignore me. We should hit the road. Get out of your way.”

Tess’s shoulders lift. “You don’t owe me that.”

“Ah, well. I’m a better person than you.”

Peter’s not sure if he reaches for her first, or if she reaches for him, but they embrace, holding each other close.

“I still have things to say.” Tess’s voice is muffled in his chest.

“Put it in a letter.” Peter’s lips brush her hairline as he answers. “Sebastian has my address.”

He doesn’t want to let her go. But she does go. Peter can’t be the one to leave first, same as before.






Tess


Tess paces near the hydrangea bushes in the backyard, taking long, uneven breaths through her nose and releasing them through her mouth. She’d anticipated being nervous, but not like this. She and Warren were supposed to spend half an hour together after breakfast and before her hair appointment. Given that her phone is probably with him, she assumes he’ll keep the meeting.

She was nervous the morning she married Peter, as much as she pretended otherwise. She’d been younger and thinner and stupider, entirely unaware what she was embarking on. She has a much clearer view this time—clear enough to avoid disaster at the last possible moment.

Warren arrives with hair combed and clothes pressed. If it weren’t for the shadow under his eyes and the tension in his frame, Tess would think all was well on his side. He checks his watch, his gaze barely leaving hers.

“Nia and I just made it back,” he says. “The others are on their way.”

Tess nods, her throat dry.

“Tent’s a mess.”

“We should have listened to the weather warnings.”

“I guess so.” Warren’s shoulders sag. “Tess, you don’t have to do this.”

“Do what?”

“Whatever it is you’re about to do.” Warren takes her hands. “I don’t know what happened last night, and I don’t need to know. You don’t have to tell me.”

“I slept with someone,” she blurts out.

Warren drops her hands. “Peter?”

“Does it matter?”

“Does it matter to you?” Warren asks sharply.

They stare in opposite directions. The sun is shining, and the post-storm sky is clear and beautiful. Warren takes quiet, measured breaths in and out.

“Is this the end?” Tess asks. “Is this how it ends?”

“What else is there to say?” Warren shakes his head, casting his palms upward. “You’re not in love with me. We’re not getting married.”

“And you’re in love with Georgia.”

Warren exhales heavily.

“I’m not going to be anyone’s second choice, and neither are you. We deserve better.”

“I do love you, Tess.” Warren’s voice is so earnest, she thinks he might go down on one knee again.

“I know you do,” she says, tears welling in her eyes.

“I thought it was the right decision, asking you to marry me. When Georgia gave me her blessing, I thought that was proof.”

Tess feels a flash of heat, remembering Peter’s face at the gazebo last night before the storm had broken.

“Can we really walk away like this?” Warren asks.

“Yes,” Tess says. “I’m not going to let you waste your life.” She takes Warren’s hand. His palm rests heavy in hers for a moment, then he squeezes back. “I remember how drunk you were at Georgia’s wedding. I’d never seen you like that. I know why now. You never got over her.”

He gives her a warning look.

“And she never got over you.”

“Did you talk?” Warren has the decency to ask this sheepishly.

Tess releases his hand. “I’m not going to be your go-between, thanks.” Her magnanimity has limits.

Warren nods stiffly. He checks his watch again. “We should call the caterers.”

Tess chews on her lower lip. “I’ll write a statement for the press. Take all the heat off of you. It might even improve your election chances. Who knows.”

“That’s the least you can do, I guess.”

“And if you don’t sort things out with Georgia in the next three months, I’ll make a second statement and say you had an affair and that’s why we actually broke up.”

Warren lifts his eyebrows. “Oh, fuck you!”

“Fine,” Tess says. “Six months. I’ll give you six.”



Tess observes the front yard through the large window at the top of the stairs. Nia approaches from the second-floor landing and takes a seat beside her.

A crew arrives to dismantle and clear out what’s left of the tent. The caterers arrive soon after. Georgia has a list of shelters where the food is being redirected. She holds a clipboard, delegating Stewart, Sebastian, and the staff as needed. Channing is in the study, inventorying wedding gifts to be returned.

“Everyone is wondering what we’re supposed to tell your guests,” Nia says.

They haven’t talked since yesterday, but Nia doesn’t seem in the mood to argue.

“I can write a message—” Tess begins wearily.

Nia pulls out her phone. “I’ll do it. Tell me what you want the gist of it to be.”

Tess leans her head against the banister railing. “Warren and Theresa regret to inform you that the marriage will not take place as scheduled. Or at all. Theresa is a monster and Warren should have seen it coming.”

Nia sets her phone down.

“I forgot to give the ring back,” Tess says, sitting up straight.

“I saw it on your nightstand. I’ll make sure he gets it.”

“It’s such a beautiful ring,” Tess says. “I wanted to be worthy of it.”

“Do you want to tell me what happened?” Nia asks.

“Yes. But not now. In December.” Nia already knows the shape of things. The parts she doesn’t, Tess is still figuring out herself.

“In Paris?”

“Please.”

Nia wraps an arm around her. “What are you going to do now?”

“I don’t know. I think I’ll sneak out. I can’t be here.”

“Georgia told me to offer you her car.”

“Will she drive back with Jim?”

“I think she may stay here for a few weeks. She said something about the twins coming back next weekend.”

“Ah,” Tess says softly.

“My flight’s tomorrow morning, but I can change it.”

“I know you have to get back to work. Just promise me you’ll take a few days off for our trip.”

“I promise.”

“You can tell me all about Andrew then,” Tess says. “I don’t think I’ve heard the last of him.”

Nia shakes her head. “I’m not sure. I’m really not.”

“Do you want to tell me about it?”

“In Paris.”

Tess stands. “I think I will take Georgia’s car.”

Nia smiles. “I already had them move your bag to the trunk.”

“What bag?”

“I packed one for you—there was an open suitcase in your room. I assumed that was the idea.”

Last night feels like a decade ago. Tess’s head goes fuzzy. “It was.”

“The keys are in the blue bowl in the foyer, and your phone and wallet are in your luggage.” Nia stands. “Are you sure you don’t need me to come with you?”

“I’ll be all right,” Tess says.



The keys to Georgia’s car feel like a ten-pound weight in her hand as Tess crosses the threshold. For a moment she thinks she may go unnoticed, an ordinary woman in ordinary clothes amid the turmoil she’s created. Georgia and Sebastian catch her eye. Sebastian begins to jog toward her, but Georgia catches him by the wrist and he stops, flailing one arm wildly like a stranded sailor in search of rescue. Tess raises her hand in a small wave. Georgia nods, a quiet smile on her face.

The faded red Honda waits next to the guesthouse, trunk open. Tess realizes she’s walking there after she passes Georgia’s car and doesn’t stop. Her feet continue of their own accord, pace unclear. Is she hurtling forward, or hardly moving? The guesthouse is so far away—then suddenly, she’s there.

Peter and Mitch are descending the stairs, luggage in hand. Mitch drops his suitcase when he sees her. Peter stares, fingers tightening on the shoulder strap of his bag.

Tess pauses by the bench. Her hand brushes against the boxwood topiary, sending a papery tremor through a cluster of rounded leaves.

The shock on Peter’s face fades into something softer. He tilts his head back. Then a smile dawns.

Tess smiles too.
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