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            Chapter One

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

         
         “It’s a classic!”
         

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

         
         “Totally fair,” Yasmin agrees.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

         
         

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

         
         Yasmin grunts. “No kidding.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

         
         “Is this it?” Rika asks.

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

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

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

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

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

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

         
         “You want to unload?” Yasmin asks.

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

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

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

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

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

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

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

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

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

         
         “Um.” I blink. “Sure?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

         
         We stare after her.

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

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

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

         
         My breath rushes out in relief.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

         
         

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

         
         “Of course,” Rika says into my shoulder.

         
         “You’ll be okay?” Yasmin asks.

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

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

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

         
         I need to go grocery shopping.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

         
         My mouth falls open. “Professor MacAndrew?”

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

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

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

         
         “Well?” Her eyebrows arch higher.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

         
         “Oh, there you are!”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

         
         “Harlowe—” he says.

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

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

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

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

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

         
         “What?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

         
         Dina doesn’t so much as twitch.

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

         
         Oh god.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

         
         I sink down on the porch steps.

         
         I’m hallucinating.

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

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

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

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

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

         
         “Booze?”

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

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

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

         
         “You didn’t give Jackson the address for the
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