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  For everyone who ever wrote the honest thing in a notebook and hoped no one would find it.

And for the ones who found it and wished they hadn’t.







  
    
      “We are all apprentices in a craft where no one ever becomes a master.”


    

    
      Ernest Hemingway
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  Foreword



This is a story about bread and walls and the distance between wanting something and saying so. It is also a story about a woman who wakes up at five in the morning because five in the morning is the hour when the world is quiet enough to control, and control is the only language she trusts. If you have ever organized your spice jars by alphabet to avoid having a feeling, this book is for you. If you have ever loved someone carefully instead of honestly, this book is especially for you. Laurel Cove is fictional. The harbor is not. Every small town on every coast has a harbor that its residents stare at when they cannot stare at each other, and the staring is its own kind of conversation. This book is that conversation, written down.







  Preface



I wrote this novel in the order it happened, which is to say messily. The outline existed. The outline was thorough and precise and accounted for every variable. Then the characters arrived and broke the outline the way Greer broke the rules, one at a time, voluntarily, without apology. Sloane was supposed to be a villain. She refused. Whit was supposed to say more. He wouldn’t. Perry was supposed to stay in the background. Perry has never stayed in the background of anything. Ruthann brought a casserole I didn’t plan for and stayed longer than the scene required and said things I hadn’t written, and the things she said were better than the things I had written, which is always true of mothers and frequently true of characters who know more about the story than the person telling it. The bakery is real in the way that all fictional places are real, which is to say it exists in the specific, flour-scented territory between memory and invention, and if you visit it, bring your own coffee, because the machine takes a while.
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To the bakers who get up before the world is ready. I see you. Your bread is not a metaphor, but it is also a metaphor, and the contradiction is part of the beauty.

To the friends who show up with sandwiches and hard truths and the specific, irreplaceable courage to say “you’re doing the thing” when you are, in fact, doing the thing. Every person deserves a Perry. Most of us are lucky to find one.

To the mothers who bring casseroles no one asked for to places they weren’t invited, because showing up uninvited is sometimes the bravest form of love, and the casserole is just the vehicle.

To the siblings who stop negotiating through lawyers and start talking through walls, even when the walls have twenty-year-old wallpaper that is, depending on who you ask, either inspired or a choice.

To the contractors who fix things quietly, adjust brackets no one noticed were crooked, and express love through the precise, load-bearing language of things that hold.

To the careful ones. The ones who measure twice and cut never. The ones who wait three years, or ten, or a lifetime. The ones whose patience looks like principle and feels like fear and is, underneath both, just love moving slowly. This book is my way of saying: the porch won’t fix itself. But you already knew that.

And to anyone who has ever folded a piece of paper and carried it in a pocket against their ribs, not because the paper still mattered but because the carrying was the proof that it once did. You don’t have to throw it away. It’s not that kind of story.
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Wednesday, Four Days Before

The mixer died at the worst possible moment, which was the only kind of moment it knew how to choose.

I was shoulder-deep in a triple batch of sourdough starter, the Wednesday morning rush already snaking past the front counter and halfway to the door, when the KitchenAid commercial series let out a grinding whine that sounded like a small animal being stepped on and then stopped altogether. Not slowed. Not stuttered. Stopped, with the finality of something that had been thinking about quitting for weeks and had finally found the conviction.

“No,” I said, the way you’d talk to a dog that had just eaten your shoe. “No, no, no.”

The mixer did not care about my feelings. The mixer was done.

I yanked the plug from the wall, pulled the bowl free, and stared at three pounds of half-incorporated starter sitting in a lopsided mound like a science experiment that had given up on itself. The hydration was wrong. The autolyse window was closing. And the line at the counter was now eight people long, all of them wanting things I couldn’t give them while my hands were coated in a substance with the texture and cooperation of wet cement.

“Clover,” I called to the front. “I need ten minutes.”

Clover Fenn, my part-time counter girl and the only seventeen-year-old I’d ever met who could make correct change without a calculator, poked her head around the kitchen doorway. She had a pencil behind each ear and frosting on her chin, and she looked at the dead mixer and then at me with the expression of someone calculating whether this was a crisis or just a Wednesday.

“Mrs. Adler wants to know if the cranberry scones are coming out,” she said.

“Tell Mrs. Adler the scones are resting.”

“She said you told her that twenty minutes ago.”

“Then tell her they’re deeply committed to resting.”

Clover disappeared. I heard her relay a more diplomatic version of this to the front, and then I turned back to the starter and accepted what I already knew. I was going to have to finish this by hand.

I cleared space on the steel prep table, dumped the mass onto the floured surface, and began working it with my palms. There is a specific rhythm to hand-kneading sourdough. Push, fold, quarter turn, push, fold, quarter turn. You can’t rush it. The dough has a memory, and if you bully it, it remembers, and every loaf that comes out of that batch will carry the evidence of your impatience in its crumb. So I slowed down. I let my shoulders drop. I found the rhythm and let it take over, and for about four minutes, the world narrowed to the clean, specific problem of flour and water and time.

Then Sloane Tindall walked into my bakery, and the world stopped being clean or specific or anything I could solve with my hands.

I didn’t see her come in. I heard her. Or rather, I heard the absence she created, the way the low chatter at the counter thinned out for half a beat the way it does when someone enters a room and the room has to decide what to do about it. I looked up from the dough and through the kitchen pass-through and saw her standing at the counter in a sand-colored linen blazer with her bag over one shoulder and her sunglasses pushed up into hair that was blonder than I remembered, or maybe I just remembered it wrong. She wasn’t browsing the case. She wasn’t reading the chalkboard menu. She was standing perfectly still, looking at Clover with the patient, focused attention of someone who already knew what she wanted and was simply waiting for the world to arrange itself accordingly.

I hadn’t seen Sloane Tindall in ten years. Not since high school. Not since the talent show. Not since the night she took the most private sentence I’d ever written and read it into a microphone in front of three hundred people, and I walked off a stage holding a ball of dough and a humiliation so complete it had its own weather system.

Ten years, and she looked like she’d spent every single one of them becoming more precisely herself.

Clover leaned back into the kitchen. “There’s a woman at the counter asking for you.”

“I can see that.”

“She says she needs a favor.”

“I bet she does.”

I wiped my hands on my apron, which did nothing because sourdough doesn’t wipe, it relocates, and I walked out to the front of the bakery and stood behind my counter in my own shop and said, “No.”

Sloane Tindall didn’t blink. She’d been ready for that. “You don’t know what I’m asking.”

“I don’t need to know what you’re asking. The answer is no.”

“Greer.”

“The answer is no, and I have a line, and my mixer just died, and you’re going to need to either order something or leave because I don’t have time for whatever this is.”

Sloane looked at the line behind her. Six people now, all of them pretending not to listen with the specific intensity of small-town residents who have been waiting their entire lives for exactly this kind of moment. She looked back at me. She said, “I need the answer by tonight.”

“Then you already have it.”

“I need ten minutes.”

“You can have a scone. They’re cranberry. Allegedly resting.”

“Greer. Please.”

The please was wrong. Sloane Tindall did not say please. Sloane Tindall said things like “I need” and “you should” and “this is what’s going to happen.” Please was a word from a different vocabulary, and hearing it in her mouth was like hearing a surgeon say oops. It meant something had gone badly enough to alter her operating language.

I looked at her. She looked at me. Behind her, Mrs. Adler cleared her throat with the precision of a woman who had been clearing her throat professionally for sixty-three years.

“Clover,” I said. “Handle the register. I’ll be in the kitchen.”

I didn’t invite Sloane to follow me. She followed me anyway, because of course she did, because Sloane Tindall had never in her life waited for an invitation to enter a room. She pulled a stool up to the far end of the prep table and sat down while I went back to my dough, and I kneaded and she talked, and the whole thing had the feeling of an interrogation being conducted in the wrong direction.

“My engagement ended,” she said. No preamble. No softening. Just the fact, delivered with the tonal quality of someone reporting a change in the weather. “Two months ago. It’s not public. Nobody in Laurel Cove knows.”

Push, fold, quarter turn. I didn’t look up. “Sorry to hear that.”

“No you’re not.”

“No, I’m not. But I was raised to say it.”

Something crossed her face. Not a smile, exactly, but the structural predecessor of one. She set her bag on the floor and folded her hands on the table, and I noticed she was wearing three rings but none of them were on the finger that mattered, and the skin there was slightly paler than the rest, like a tan line in reverse. A ghost of a ring. She caught me looking and moved her hand to her lap.

“The reunion is in four days,” she said. “Columbus Day weekend. You know this.”

“I know this.”

“I’m on the planning committee. I can’t skip it.”

“Sounds like a personal problem.”

“It’s going to become a public problem the moment I walk in without a ring and without a plus-one and every person I went to high school with spends the weekend trying to figure out which of them gets to break the news first. You know how this town works, Greer. Information isn’t just shared here. It’s metabolized.”

I knew how this town worked. I’d been metabolized by it myself, at seventeen, standing on a stage. I kept kneading.

Sloane continued. She was building her case the way she probably built everything, with clean logic and a structure designed to arrive at a foregone conclusion. She needed a date for the weekend. Not a real date. A prop. Someone who could fill the space beside her convincingly enough to redirect the town’s attention away from the missing ring and the missing fiancé and all the questions that would follow. Someone who wouldn’t leak the arrangement afterward. Someone who wouldn’t develop feelings or expectations or any of the messy human complications that real intimacy produced.

“And you walked into my bakery,” I said, “because you thought, who better than the woman I publicly humiliated in high school?”

“I walked into your bakery because you already think the worst of me. Which means there’s nothing to protect and nothing to perform. You don’t need to like me. You don’t need to pretend to like me after. You just need to stand next to me for four days and look like you chose to be there.”

“That’s insane.”

“It’s practical.”

“Those aren’t mutually exclusive.”

“No,” she said. “They rarely are.”

I finished the fold I was working on and let the dough rest under a towel. I washed my hands in the utility sink, dried them on the clean towel I kept on my shoulder, and turned to face her directly for the first time since she’d sat down. She was sitting with the posture of someone who’d been taught to sit correctly and had never once questioned the instruction. Spine straight, shoulders down, hands still. She was beautiful in the way that expensive maintenance and good genetics and absolute self-discipline could make a person beautiful, and I hated that I noticed, and I hated more that it still worked on me, the old reflexive comparison. Sloane Tindall, who had never once in her life looked like she was trying. Greer Collier, who had flour in her hair and a dead mixer and a line out the door and the lingering sense that she would always be the girl who walked off the stage.

“No,” I said. “My answer is no, and I’m going back to work.”

“What would it take?”

“Excuse me?”

“What would it take to change your answer? I’m not being rhetorical. I’m asking what the price is.”

I laughed. I didn’t mean to, but I laughed, because the audacity of it was so pure, so perfectly Sloane, that it looped past offensive and arrived at something almost admirable. She was negotiating. She’d walked into my bakery with a proposition that was barely a step above a hostage situation, and now she was sitting at my prep table asking for my rate.

“The Whitfield Inn catering contract,” I said. I said it the way you throw a dart at a board you’re not really looking at. A wild shot. An impossible ask. The Whitfield’s contract was the largest standing food service deal in Laurel Cove, and it had been held by Seaside Provisions for the last six years. The Tindall family had partial ownership interest in the inn through a trust their father set up before he died, which meant they had influence on vendor decisions without actually running the place. Getting that contract would change the trajectory of Collier & Dough overnight. It would mean steady wholesale revenue, off-season stability, the kind of financial foundation that turned a scrappy bakery into a real business.

I said it because it was absurd. Because no rational person would trade a catering contract worth tens of thousands of dollars annually for a four-day fake relationship at a high school reunion. Because naming an impossible price was the same as saying no without having to say no again.

Sloane didn’t blink.

“Done,” she said.

The kitchen went very quiet. Even the mixer, which was already dead, seemed to get quieter.

“You can’t be serious.”

“The contract is up for renewal in November. I sit on the advisory board for the family trust. I can recommend a vendor change and back it with a tasting presentation. Your product speaks for itself, Greer. I’d just be opening the door. You’d have to walk through it.”

“That’s a significant contract.”

“And this is a significant ask. I’m aware of the exchange rate.”

I stared at her. She stared back. Her eyes were the same gray-blue they’d been in high school, the color of the harbor on a cloudy day, and they gave away exactly nothing, which I suspected was the result of years of practice and the specific kind of emotional engineering that happens when you grow up in a family that treats composure like a competitive sport.

I wanted to say no. I was going to say no. The word was right there, sitting on my tongue like a piece of hard candy I hadn’t bitten down on yet.

What came out instead was: “I’ll think about it.”

Sloane stood up. She picked up her bag. She smoothed the front of her blazer with the flat of her hand in a gesture so practiced it was practically choreography.

“You already decided,” she said. “You just don’t like that you decided.”

She left through the front, not the kitchen door, which meant she walked past the line and past Clover and past Mrs. Adler and past the bakery case full of pastries she hadn’t ordered, and she did it without looking at any of them, and every single one of them looked at her.

Clover appeared in the kitchen doorway.

“Who was that?”

“Nobody. Old acquaintance.”

“She looked like a magazine.”

“Magazines lie, Clover. Finish the register.”

I went back to my dough. I kneaded for another twenty minutes, longer than the recipe required, because the dough didn’t need it but my hands did. Push, fold, quarter turn. Push, fold, quarter turn. The rhythm was supposed to quiet my brain. My brain was not cooperating.

The catering contract. She’d said done like it was nothing. Like the financial future of my bakery was a line item she could approve between meetings. And the worst part, the part I couldn’t knead away no matter how hard I pressed, was that she was right. I had already decided. Somewhere between “what would it take” and “done,” the calculation had completed itself without my permission, running in the background the way calculations do when the math is too obvious to resist and the only thing standing between you and the answer is pride.

I finished the bread. I shaped the loaves. I loaded the oven and watched through the glass while the crusts went golden and the kitchen filled with the smell that had been my whole identity for three years, the smell that meant I’d built something real from nothing but flour and nerve. Collier & Dough. My name on the window. My recipe in the oven. My life, the one I controlled.

I closed the bakery at four. Clover left at three-thirty with a wave and a cranberry scone she thought I didn’t see her pocket, which I did, because I see everything that happens in my bakery, because my bakery is the one place in the world where I am completely, unassailably in charge.

I locked the front door, flipped the sign to CLOSED, swept the floors, wiped the counters, and went upstairs to my apartment.

The apartment above Collier & Dough was small and exactly mine. One bedroom, a galley kitchen, a bathroom with a claw-foot tub I’d found at an estate sale, and a living room that doubled as a dining room and tripled as the place where I sat on the couch at night and ate dinner alone and told myself that alone was the same as peaceful. It was peaceful. It was also alone. Those two things coexisted in a way I’d stopped examining because examining it never changed the ratio.

I opened a bottle of wine. A Côtes du Rhône I’d been saving for no particular occasion, which I poured into a juice glass because my wineglasses were in the back of a cabinet I couldn’t reach without a step stool, and the step stool was in the closet behind the vacuum, and the effort-to-reward calculation didn’t justify the retrieval mission. I sat at the kitchen table with the glass and my phone and the particular exhaustion that comes from spending an afternoon pretending to think about something you’ve already decided.

I called Perry.

Perry Whitmore answered on the second ring, which meant she was either near her phone or on it, and since Perry managed the Whitfield Inn and the reunion was four days away, the answer was probably both.

“Tell me something good,” she said, instead of hello, because Perry had never once in our eighteen years of friendship opened a conversation with a greeting. She opened conversations with demands, the way generals open battles.

“My mixer died.”

“That’s not good. That’s a Wednesday. Tell me something I can use.”

“The scones moved. All of them. Mrs. Adler bought four.”

“Mrs. Adler will outlive us all, sustained entirely by cranberry scones and disapproval. What else?”

“Nothing else. How’s the inn?”

Perry exhaled into the phone. Not a sigh, exactly. Perry didn’t sigh. Perry exhaled strategically, the way you’d release pressure from a valve that was approaching capacity. “The linens are wrong. The sound system has a feedback loop that makes every microphone sound like it’s haunted. Two rooms got double-booked because someone in the reservation system apparently thinks Room 14 and Room 41 are interchangeable, which they are not, because one of them has a view and the other one has a view of the dumpster. And the contractor, Leland, keeps finding reasons to be in whatever room I’m in, which I’m choosing to interpret as coincidence and not whatever else it might be.”

“What else might it be?”

“Don’t start. I have forty-seven things on my list and feelings are not one of them. Are you coming to the reunion?”

“I live here, Perry. It’s not optional.”

“Attendance is technically optional. Social survival is not. I’ve got you at Table Six for the dinner. You’re next to Everett Lund, who builds boats and doesn’t talk, which I thought you’d appreciate.”

“You thought correctly.”

“Are you bringing anyone?”

The question landed on me like a change in air pressure. I took a drink of wine and said, “No. Just me.”

“Good. Less complicated. Listen, I’ve got to go deal with the sound system before it summons something. Talk tomorrow?”

“Tomorrow.”

I hung up. I did not tell Perry about Sloane. I told myself I’d explain later, after I’d sorted out my own thinking, after I’d decided whether this was something I was actually doing or just something I’d accidentally agreed to in the fog of flour and unexpected financial incentives. I’d tell her tomorrow. Or Thursday. Before the weekend, definitely. I’d tell her.

I poured a second glass of wine and opened my phone and did the thing I’d been avoiding since Sloane left the bakery. I pulled up the Laurel Cove High School Class of 2016 reunion page, the one Hollister Vance had set up on social media with the energy of a man running for office in a jurisdiction that didn’t exist. The page was full of posts. Who’s coming, who’s excited, who can’t wait to reconnect, accompanied by photos from high school that made everyone look simultaneously younger and more certain than they had any right to be. I scrolled past Hollister’s latest update (a poll about whether the Saturday dinner should have a theme, which had received four votes, all of them his) and found the guest list.

I didn’t need to scroll far. The list was alphabetical, and T was near the bottom, and there it was.

Whittaker Tindall. Confirmed.

I put the wine down.

Whittaker Tindall. Whit. Sloane’s older brother. The boy who sat next to me in a pickup truck the summer before senior year, sharing fried clams on the boardwalk, not talking about the thing we weren’t talking about. The boy who left for college the next September and didn’t call, and I didn’t call, and the not-calling became a thing with its own mass and gravity, a silence so solid you could lean against it, and I’d been leaning against it for ten years.

Sloane hadn’t mentioned him. In thirty minutes of negotiation, she hadn’t said his name once, which was either an oversight or the most strategic omission I’d ever witnessed, and Sloane Tindall did not make oversights.

I picked the wine back up. I drank the whole glass.

I sat at the kitchen table with an empty glass and a dead phone screen and the folding, layering realization that I had agreed, or nearly agreed, or at least failed to disagree firmly enough, to spend four days pretending to date a woman whose brother was the reason I knew what wanting felt like and the reason I’d stopped trusting the feeling.

The math was still good. The catering contract was real and significant and exactly the thing I needed. The business case was airtight. Sloane had played it perfectly, because Sloane played everything perfectly, and the lever she’d chosen was the one lever I couldn’t pretend didn’t move me. The bakery. My bakery. The thing I’d built to prove I didn’t need anyone’s stage or anyone’s microphone or anyone’s permission to be worth something.

But underneath the math, in the place where I kept the things I didn’t put on spreadsheets, something else was stirring. Something reckless and young and shaped exactly like the summer before senior year. Something that heard the name Whittaker Tindall and did not respond with caution or calculation but with the blind, stupid, full-body recognition of a person you once wanted so badly it ruined your handwriting.

I washed the glass. I set it in the rack to dry. I turned off the kitchen light and stood in my dark apartment above my bakery on Cove Street in Laurel Cove, Maine, and I thought about rules. Sloane had said there would be rules. She’d said they’d negotiate them in advance. She was going to draft a contract for a fake relationship with a woman she’d humiliated a decade ago, and she was going to do it with the same precision she brought to everything, and I was going to agree to it, because the bakery needed what she was offering and I needed to believe that the bakery was the reason.

I brushed my teeth. I set my alarm for five. I got into bed and stared at the ceiling and listened to the harbor through the open window, the way I’d listened to it every night for three years, the sound of water doing what water does, which is move forward regardless of what’s standing in the way.

Whittaker Tindall. Confirmed.

Four days.

I closed my eyes and did not sleep for a very long time.
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Thursday, Three Days Before

The email arrived at 6:47 a.m., which meant Sloane Tindall had either stayed up late enough to send it in the middle of the night or woken up early enough to send it before the rest of the world had finished its first coffee. Either way, the timing said something about urgency, and Sloane was not a woman who let urgency show unless she wanted you to see it.

I was already downstairs in the bakery kitchen when my phone buzzed on the steel counter. I’d been up since five, which was standard, and I’d been kneading since five-fifteen, which was therapy disguised as productivity. The sourdough from yesterday had survived the mixer catastrophe. The loaves were proofing in their baskets, the oven was preheating, and the kitchen smelled like the version of my life where I was in charge of everything and nothing could ambush me. Then my phone buzzed, and the subject line read “Terms,” and the morning lost its certainty.

I wiped my hands on my apron and opened the email. No greeting. No preamble. Just a single line of text that said “See attached” and a PDF titled THE RULES.

I tapped the attachment and read it standing at my prep table with flour on my phone screen and my heart doing something I refused to name.

The document was one page. Single-spaced. Formatted with the precision of a legal brief, which it might as well have been, because Sloane Tindall apparently approached fake relationships the way other people approached mergers. There was no header, no signature line, no “Dear Greer” or “Thanks for considering this deeply unhinged proposition.” Just six numbered rules in a clean serif font, each one followed by a brief explanatory clause, as if the rules themselves might be ambiguous without supporting documentation.

Rule One: No personal questions in either direction. The arrangement is transactional, not confessional. Neither party is required to share, solicit, or acknowledge personal information beyond what the performance necessitates.

Rule Two: Physical contact is limited to what the audience requires. Hand on the back, arm through arm, proximity consistent with early-stage dating. Nothing that cannot be explained to a skeptical observer. Nothing that requires a conversation afterward.

Rule Three: No private conversations with Whittaker Tindall regarding Sloane, the arrangement, or Sloane’s personal circumstances. Whit is the structural risk to this operation. Anything he learns could unravel it, and he is observant enough to pull a thread if he finds one.

Rule Four: One backstory, rehearsed and consistent. We reconnected through a mutual friend in Portland. We have been casually seeing each other for approximately two months. It is new, low-key, and not worth interrogating. If pressed for details, defer to vagueness. People accept vagueness from couples who are still figuring things out.

Rule Five: The arrangement ends Monday at checkout. No follow-up contact. No public references. No inside jokes carried forward into regular life. When the weekend is over, it is over. The relationship ceases to exist in any form, public or private.

Rule Six: No feelings. For anyone. Adjacent or otherwise. For the duration of the weekend. Feelings compromise the operation. They introduce variables that cannot be managed, and this arrangement depends entirely on manageability.

I read the document three times. The first time with the shocked, slightly dissociated calm of someone reading their own diagnosis. The second time looking for loopholes, which I didn’t find, because Sloane had written this the way she did everything, with the exits sealed. The third time slowly, the way you’d read a recipe you were about to commit to, checking the ingredients against what you had in stock and trying to decide if the substitutions you’d need to make would ruin the final product.

Rule Three was the one that sat heaviest. Sloane had named Whit directly, called him the structural risk, and the specificity of that language told me she’d been thinking about this longer than the email suggested. She hadn’t just anticipated that Whit would be a problem. She’d built the rules around his presence the way you’d build a levee around a known flood plain. He was the water she expected to rise, and Rule Three was the wall.

Rule Six was the one that made me laugh, though the laugh came out sounding more like a cough. No feelings. For anyone. Adjacent or otherwise. As if feelings were a faucet you could shut off with a quarter turn, as if the human heart came equipped with a valve labeled “weekends only” that you could close when the situation called for professionalism. I wondered if Sloane had written that rule for me or for herself, and then I decided it didn’t matter, because either way it was the rule most likely to fail, and we both probably knew it.

I printed the document on the small printer I kept in the back office, the one I used for invoices and supply orders and the occasional passive-aggressive note to the dairy delivery company about arrival times. The paper came out warm. I folded it in thirds, the way you’d fold a letter, and tucked it into the front pocket of my apron, next to the pen I used to mark bread scores and the receipt from yesterday’s flour delivery. It sat there against my ribs like a secret with sharp edges.

Then I went back to work, because the bread wouldn’t bake itself and the morning rush didn’t care about my internal negotiations with a woman I hadn’t spoken to in a decade.

Thursday mornings at Collier & Dough followed a rhythm I could perform in my sleep, and some mornings I nearly did. Oven loaded by six-thirty. Display case stocked by seven. Door unlocked at seven-fifteen. The regulars arrived in the order they always arrived, which was itself a kind of comfort, because regularity was the closest thing I had to religion.

Chet Thurlow came first, as he always did, a retired lobsterman who ordered a black coffee and a plain croissant and sat at the window table reading a paperback Western and speaking to no one. Then the Pasternak twins, Georgie and Hattie, who were seventy-four and shared a single cheese danish every morning and argued about who got the bigger half with a ferocity that suggested the danish was a proxy for something older and more complicated. Then the parade of commuters and tourists and summer holdovers and people who wandered in because the bakery smelled good from the sidewalk, which it did, because I made sure it did, because the smell was half the sale and the other half was the feeling you got when you walked through the door, which was the feeling of being in a place someone cared about.

I worked the counter and the kitchen in rotation, the way I always did on days when Clover wasn’t scheduled. Front to sell, back to bake, front to sell again. The rhythm held. The morning moved. The rules sat in my apron pocket, and I felt them every time I leaned against the counter, a small rectangular pressure against my sternum, a reminder that I had agreed to something I hadn’t fully processed and that the processing was going to have to happen on the move because standing still was not something my schedule permitted.

At eleven, my mother arrived.

Ruthann Collier did not enter rooms. She occupied them. She was five foot four and carried herself like someone who had been told her entire life that she took up too much space and had responded by taking up more of it, deliberately, as a matter of principle. She had silver hair she wore short, reading glasses on a chain around her neck, and the posture of a retired school librarian who had spent thirty years managing other people’s children and had never fully relinquished the authority.

She came through the bakery door with her purse over one arm and a look on her face that I recognized instantly, the way a sailor recognizes a specific kind of cloud formation. The look said: I have information. The look said: You are going to tell me things. The look said: I have been talking to people, and those people have been talking to other people, and by the time I arrived here this morning I already knew more about your week than you think I do, and now we are going to have a conversation about it whether you want to or not.

“Greer,” she said, setting her purse on the counter with the finality of a judge placing a gavel. “I heard something interesting.”

“Good morning, Mom.”

“Don’t good morning me. Marla Hesketh told me she saw Sloane Tindall on Cove Street yesterday afternoon. Walking out of this bakery. Care to explain?”

I had approximately four seconds to choose a strategy. I could lie outright, which Ruthann would detect because she had been detecting my lies since I was six and her accuracy rate was roughly ninety-seven percent. I could tell the truth, which would generate a conversation I was not prepared to have and would extend Ruthann’s visit by at least forty-five minutes. Or I could deflect, which was neither lying nor truth-telling but a third category I had perfected over the years, a kind of conversational judo that redirected Ruthann’s momentum without actually engaging with its source.

“She stopped in,” I said. “Old classmate. Wanted to say hello before the reunion.”

“Sloane Tindall has never said hello to anything in her life. Sloane Tindall says ‘I need’ and then waits for the world to rearrange itself. What did she want?”

“A scone.”

“Greer Louise Collier.”

The full name. Three names meant I was running out of runway. Two names was a warning. Three was the approach. Four, which included the confirmation name Ruthann had selected for me at St. Anne’s despite my objections, was the landing, and once she hit four names, there was no taking off again.

“She wanted to catch up, Mom. People do that before reunions. It’s the whole point.”

“People do that. Sloane Tindall does not do that with you. You two haven’t spoken since the talent show, and don’t pretend otherwise because I have a memory like a steel trap and I remember driving you home that night and you didn’t say a single word for forty-five minutes, which in my experience is the Greer Collier equivalent of screaming.”

She wasn’t wrong. She was almost never wrong, which was one of the most infuriating things about her and also, on the rare occasions I let myself admit it, one of the most comforting.

“It was a long time ago,” I said. “People change.”

“People don’t change. People get better at hiding. What did she want?”

“Mom.”

“Your father would have told me.”

There it was. The precision instrument. The weapon she kept behind glass and only broke out when all other tools had failed. My father. Warren Collier. Dead since I was twelve, heart attack in the parking lot of the hardware store that was now my bakery, gone so fast that the paramedics said he probably didn’t feel it, which was supposed to be a comfort and was instead the cruelest thing anyone had ever said to me, because not feeling it meant not knowing, and not knowing meant he didn’t get to say goodbye, and no twelve-year-old should have to learn that love can end in a parking lot without a final sentence.

Ruthann didn’t invoke him often. When she did, it was because she was genuinely worried, not just nosy, and the distinction mattered even if the delivery was manipulative. She wasn’t saying your father would have told me to guilt me. She was saying it because Warren Collier had been a man who included his wife in his decisions, and Ruthann was terrified that I had inherited his caution without inheriting his openness, and she was right to be terrified, because I had.

“There’s nothing to tell,” I said. “Sloane stopped by. We talked. She left. It was unremarkable.”

Ruthann studied me over her reading glasses. Her eyes were the same brown as mine, and they had the same habit of narrowing slightly at the corners when they didn’t believe what they were hearing, and right now they were narrowed to the point of near-closure.

“I don’t believe you,” she said. “But I love you. And I brought you zucchini bread, even though you’re a professional baker and it’s an insult to bring a professional baker homemade bread, but I made it anyway because that’s what mothers do. We make bread nobody asked for and we deliver it in person and we ask questions that don’t get answered and we go home and worry. That’s the job.”

She set a foil-wrapped loaf on the counter, kissed my cheek, and left.

I stood in the bakery holding my mother’s zucchini bread and my fake girlfriend’s contract and felt the specific loneliness of being loved by someone you couldn’t bring yourself to confide in. Not because you didn’t trust them. Because confiding would make it real, and real was the thing I wasn’t ready for.

I put the zucchini bread in the back and went back to work.

At two, I closed the bakery for the afternoon and walked to the Whitfield Inn. The walk took twelve minutes, down Cove Street to the harbor, then up the bluff road to where the inn sat on its little promontory overlooking the water. The Whitfield was a Victorian-era boarding house that had been converted, reconverted, and re-reconverted over the last century into something that was part hotel, part event venue, and part ongoing construction project. The east wing was wrapped in scaffolding and plastic sheeting, courtesy of Leland Beckett, the general contractor Perry had hired to handle the renovation and who had been handling the renovation with the slow, meticulous care of a man who was either very thorough or very interested in reasons to keep coming back.

I found Perry in the dining room, which was being transformed into the Saturday dinner venue with the efficiency of a military operation and the aesthetic of a Pinterest board that had been left unsupervised. She was standing on a chair, trying to untangle a string of Edison bulbs from a curtain rod, while simultaneously talking into a phone wedged between her shoulder and her ear and gesturing at a college-age assistant who was arranging centerpieces with the haunted expression of someone who had been rearranging them for the last three hours.

“No, I said the dahlia arrangements, not the hydrangea. Dahlias. They’re the ones that look like they’re trying too hard. Yes. All twelve tables. No, I can not hold.” She saw me, pointed at a stack of linens on the nearest table, and mouthed fold those. I folded.

Perry hung up, climbed down from the chair, and surveyed the room with the expression of a general assessing a battlefield she was winning but not enjoying.

“The florist is either incompetent or actively sabotaging me,” she said. “I specified dahlias in three emails and a phone call, and she sent hydrangeas, which are beautiful flowers but are categorically not what I ordered, and if I have to explain the difference between a dahlia and a hydrangea one more time, I am going to eat one of them in front of her to make my point.”

“Please don’t eat flowers in front of the vendors.”

“I will eat whatever I need to eat to maintain quality control. How are the linens?”

“They’re linens, Perry. They’re fine.”

“They’re not fine. They’re eggshell. I ordered ivory. Eggshell and ivory are not the same color, and if anyone tells you they are, that person is either colorblind or a liar.”

This was Perry at full capacity, operating on four hours of sleep and the specific kind of manic competence that emerged when she had a large event to control and enough logistical problems to keep her brain from sitting still long enough to think about anything personal. I had known her since we were ten. I knew that the crisis management was real, but I also knew it was a container, a structure she built around herself when she needed to feel indispensable, because feeling indispensable was Perry’s antidote for feeling uncertain, and right now, with the reunion three days away and forty-seven moving parts in various states of disarray, she was as indispensable as she’d ever been, and therefore as safe.

I folded linens. She directed traffic. We worked in the comfortable parallel silence of two people who had been doing this for eighteen years, occupying the same space without requiring conversation, the way only very old friends could.

Then, in the middle of draping a tablecloth over Table Nine, Perry said, “Oh. I meant to tell you. Whit Tindall confirmed his room this morning.”

My hands stopped moving. The tablecloth landed crooked, one corner hanging lower than the others, and I didn’t fix it.

“When?” I said.

“Called this morning. Around eight. He’s doing a late check-in. Arriving Friday night instead of Saturday with everyone else.”

“Friday night.”

“That’s what I said. Is the echo for dramatic effect, or did you not hear me?”

“I heard you. Did he say why?”

Perry looked at me. She had the specific look she gave me when I was asking a question that answered itself, the look that said I see what you’re doing and I’m going to let you do it but I want you to know that I see it.

“I didn’t ask,” she said. “He booked a room. I confirmed the room. That’s how hotels work, Greer. People call, I give them a room, I don’t interrogate them about their motivations. Unlike some mothers I could name.”

“Don’t compare yourself to Ruthann.”

“I’m not comparing. I’m noting a behavioral overlap.” She paused. “You okay?”

“I’m fine. Why wouldn’t I be fine?”

“Because you stopped folding and you’re holding a tablecloth like it owes you money.”

I looked down. I was, in fact, gripping the edge of the tablecloth with both hands in a way that suggested I was preparing to rip it in half. I relaxed my fingers. I straightened the cloth. I smoothed it flat with my palms, the way I smoothed dough, and the motion calmed me the way it always did, the physical act of making something even, something orderly, something without wrinkles.

“I’m fine,” I said again.

Perry didn’t push. She went back to the Edison bulbs, and I went back to the linens, and neither of us mentioned Whit again, and the not-mentioning was its own kind of conversation, the kind Perry and I had been having for years, where the silences carried more data than the words and we both pretended not to notice.

I filed the information in the place where I kept all Whit-related data. It was a specific compartment in my brain, a locked drawer I’d installed sometime around age eighteen and had never successfully gotten rid of, despite years of what I told myself was indifference. The drawer contained: the summer before senior year, the fried clams on the boardwalk, the front seat of his truck, the way he listened with his whole body, like hearing you was a physical act that required his full participation. The way he left for college and didn’t call. The way I didn’t call either. The way the silence between us calcified into something that felt permanent and also felt, on certain nights, like a question I’d never answered because I’d never been asked it clearly enough.

Now the drawer contained a new item: arriving Friday night. One night before anyone else. Twenty-four hours in Laurel Cove before the reunion began, and I would be there, and he would be there, and the weekend that was supposed to start on Saturday had just shifted forward by a day without asking my permission.

I walked home at five. The harbor was doing its late-afternoon thing, going from blue to silver as the light changed, the lobster boats coming in with their engines low, the gulls circling the fish market the way they always did, on schedules as reliable as my own. I climbed the stairs to my apartment, locked the door, and stood in my bathroom and looked at myself in the mirror.

I was going to rehearse the backstory. I was going to say it out loud, to my own face, until it sounded like something a real person would say in a real conversation and not like a kidnapping victim reading a prepared statement to a video camera.

“We reconnected through a mutual friend in Portland,” I said to the mirror.

I sounded like a robot being held at gunpoint.

“We reconnected through a friend in Portland. We’ve been hanging out for a couple of months. It’s still new.”

Better. Marginally. Still had the stiff, recited quality of someone delivering a book report on a book they hadn’t read.

“It’s pretty new. We ran into each other in Portland, through a friend, and we just kind of started spending time together. Low-key. Nothing major.”

The “low-key” was wrong. Too practiced in its casualness. Real people didn’t describe their relationships as low-key unless they were trying to convince someone, and the act of convincing was the opposite of low-key.

“We’ve been seeing each other for a couple months. Met through a friend.” Shrug. Smile. Let the sentence end without ornamentation.

That was closer. The shrug sold it. The shrug said this is not a big deal, which was the exact thing you needed people to believe when it was, in fact, a very big deal.

I practiced it six more times. I practiced it until the words lost their individual meaning and became a smooth, undifferentiated surface I could deliver without thinking, the way I could score a loaf of bread without looking because my hands knew the motion better than my brain did. By the seventh repetition, I sounded like a person. Not a confident person, and not a person who was entirely convincing, but a person, which was a significant improvement over the hostage negotiation of attempt number one.

I left the bathroom. I pulled my weekend bag out of the closet and set it on the bed. It was a canvas duffel I’d had since college, soft and broken-in and the color of a paper bag, and packing it felt like an act of commitment I wasn’t ready for.

I packed anyway. Two days of clothes, three if the storm everyone was talking about kept people at the inn longer than planned. Toiletries. The charger for my phone. A book I probably wouldn’t read but wanted to have as a prop, because having a book in your bag said I am a person with interior life and I don’t need you to entertain me, which was the exact energy I intended to project. I packed the green dress last, the one I’d bought in Portland six months ago and worn exactly once, to a restaurant opening where I’d spent the whole evening tugging at the neckline and then gone home and hung it in the back of the closet and decided it was too much for real life. I didn’t examine why I was packing it now. I put it in the bag and zipped the bag shut before I could change my mind.

Then I took the rules document out of my apron pocket. The paper was warm and slightly damp from a day spent pressed against my body, the creases soft from being folded and refolded in idle moments throughout the afternoon when I’d taken it out and read it and put it back like a talisman or a warning. I read it one more time.

No personal questions. No unnecessary contact. No conversations with Whit about Sloane. One backstory. It ends at checkout. No feelings.

Six rules. Four days. One woman I used to hate and one man I used to want and a business deal that was going to save my bakery if I could just keep my hands on the dough and my mouth on the script and my heart in the locked drawer where it had been sitting, untouched and unanswered, for ten years.

I put the rules in the weekend bag, on top of the green dress, and zipped it shut again.

I brushed my teeth. I set my alarm for five. I got into bed.

I did not sleep until one, because my brain had decided that one a.m. was the appropriate hour to replay every interaction I’d ever had with Whittaker Tindall in high definition and surround sound, and my brain did not accept requests to change the programming. I lay in the dark and listened to the harbor and thought about Rule Six, the impossible one, the one about feelings, and I wondered if Sloane knew when she wrote it that it was already broken, or if she believed, the way I was trying to believe, that a sentence on a piece of paper could overrule the thing that happens in your chest when someone’s name appears on a guest list and the whole room tilts five degrees and stays there.

I fell asleep holding nothing, thinking about everything, three days away from the weekend that was going to change all of it.
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Friday, Late Afternoon - Arrival at the Whitfield

I drove to the Whitfield Inn with a box of brown-butter shortbread on the passenger seat and the calm, focused energy of a woman who had made a terrible decision and was now committed to executing it flawlessly.

The shortbread was for Perry. Not a bribe, exactly, because bribes imply guilt, and I wasn’t guilty. I was strategic. Perry had been running reunion logistics for three weeks on insufficient sleep and a diet that consisted primarily of stress and whatever Leland Beckett brought her from the deli counter, and showing up with handmade shortbread was the kind of gesture that said I am a thoughtful friend and also please don’t ask me any follow-up questions about my weekend plans.

The drive from Cove Street to the Whitfield took seven minutes by car, which was five minutes longer than it took to walk but allowed me to bring the shortbread without crushing it and, more importantly, allowed me to sit in a climate-controlled vehicle for seven minutes of silence before entering a building full of people I’d spent a decade successfully avoiding.

The Whitfield sat on the bluff above the harbor like something out of a New England tourism brochure, if the brochure were being honest about the renovation timeline. It was a rambling Victorian, three stories of cream-colored clapboard and dark green shutters, with a wraparound porch that looked out over the water and an east wing currently wrapped in scaffolding and plastic sheeting like a patient halfway through surgery. Leland Beckett’s renovation had been ongoing for the better part of four months, and the east wing had the appearance of something that was either being rebuilt or carefully dismantled, depending on your level of optimism.

I parked in the small lot behind the inn, grabbed my weekend bag from the trunk and the shortbread from the passenger seat, and stood in the gravel for a moment, looking at the building. Inside that building were the next four days of my life. Inside that building was a contract I’d agreed to, a woman I’d agreed to pretend to date, and a man I’d agreed not to feel anything about. Inside that building was the weekend.

I adjusted my bag on my shoulder, picked up the shortbread, and went inside.

The lobby of the Whitfield was a large, high-ceilinged room with dark wood floors, a stone fireplace that hadn’t been lit yet, and a front desk that Perry had commandeered as her operations center. Every horizontal surface was covered in clipboards, seating charts, vendor invoices, and the specific debris of someone who was managing an event with the intensity of a person disarming a bomb. Behind the desk, a college-age assistant whose name tag read TROY was sorting room keys with the hollow stare of a young man who had been sorting room keys for hours and was beginning to question the trajectory of his life.

Perry was not at the desk. Perry was in the dining room, visible through the wide archway, standing on a step stool and adjusting a string of lights with one hand while holding a phone to her ear with the other and giving directions to a second college-age assistant who was carrying a box of glassware with the terrified care of someone transporting a newborn.

“No, I said the cocktail napkins, not the dinner napkins. Cocktail napkins are small. Dinner napkins are large. These are fundamental geometric concepts, Marcus. I need you to engage with them.” She saw me through the archway and pointed at a table near the entrance to the dining room without breaking conversational stride. “Greer. Shortbread goes there. You’re in Room 312, key’s at the desk. Come back down in ten, I need hands.”

“Good afternoon to you too.”

“Afternoons aren’t good or bad, they’re functional. Ten minutes. Hands.”

I collected my key from Troy, who handed it over with the efficiency of a man who had stopped making eye contact with guests around hour three, and climbed the stairs to the third floor. Room 312 was at the end of the hall, a small corner single with a window that faced the harbor and floorboards that creaked with every step in a way that was either charming or a structural concern, depending on your relationship with old buildings. The room was simple. A bed with a white quilt, a nightstand with a lamp that worked on the second try, a small closet, and a bathroom the size of a reasonable pantry. The window was the selling point. From here, I could see the harbor, the marina, the lobster boats lined up at the wharf, and the dark line of the open ocean beyond the breakwater. The view was the same one I saw from my apartment above the bakery, just higher, just slightly more removed, as if the weekend had picked me up and set me down a few degrees above my normal life.

I set my bag on the bed. I did not unpack. Unpacking felt like settling in, and settling in felt like admitting I was here for the duration, and admitting I was here for the duration felt like the kind of commitment I wasn’t ready to examine. I changed my shirt, checked my teeth in the bathroom mirror, and went back downstairs.

The next hour was all logistics. Perry assigned me tasks with the rapid-fire delegation of a field commander distributing orders, and I executed them without complaint because the physical work was a relief, a way to occupy my hands and my attention with problems that had solutions. I arranged the shortbread on the welcome table, fanning them in concentric circles the way I did in the bakery case, because presentation mattered even when the audience was former classmates who would eat them without looking. I adjusted the flower arrangements on the cocktail tables, moving the dahlias (which had finally arrived, replacing the rogue hydrangeas from the original delivery) so their angles caught the afternoon light. I tested the sound system, which Perry had sworn was fixed, and which produced a feedback squeal so sharp it made Troy drop a stack of programs and say a word that was not appropriate for a professional environment.

“I thought you said this was fixed,” I said to Perry, who was across the room doing three things at once and appeared to be winning at all of them.

“It was fixed. It unfixed itself. Sound systems are like relationships. They require constant maintenance and they will betray you without warning.”

Leland Beckett appeared from the direction of the east wing, as he often appeared, with the quiet, unhurried gait of a man who had been nearby the entire time and had simply been waiting for a relevant problem. He was tall, broad-shouldered, with the kind of hands that looked like they knew how to fix things and the kind of face that looked like it had been patient since birth. He was carrying a screwdriver and a small toolbox, and he walked to the sound system without being asked, crouched behind the speaker stack, and began doing something with wires.

“Ground loop,” he said, to no one in particular. “Loose connection in the input stage. Shouldn’t take long.”

“Define long,” Perry said.

“Four minutes.”

“I’ll time you.”

She didn’t time him, but she watched him work for approximately four minutes with an attention that she probably believed was supervisory and that everyone else in the room recognized as something considerably more personal. Leland finished, stood up, tested the microphone by tapping it twice, and the sound came through clean and clear. He looked at Perry. Perry looked at her clipboard.

“Acceptable,” she said.

“You’re welcome,” he said.

“I didn’t thank you.”

“No. You didn’t.”

He lingered. He had a way of lingering near Perry’s orbit that was both entirely unobtrusive and completely obvious, like a satellite that had chosen its planet and was content to circle at a respectful distance until someone acknowledged the gravitational relationship. Perry did not acknowledge it. She gave him a task, the way she gave everyone tasks, because giving tasks was how Perry maintained control and control was how Perry maintained herself. He accepted the task, which involved checking something about the porch railing, and went outside, and Perry watched him go for approximately two seconds longer than supervision required, and then she went back to her clipboard.

I noticed. I did not comment. Perry and Leland were a conversation for a different weekend, or possibly a different lifetime, or possibly one of those things that would resolve itself without intervention if everyone just stayed out of the way. I had my own unresolvable situation to manage. I went back to the flower arrangements.

By four-thirty, the lobby had begun to fill. They arrived in ones and twos and small clusters, pulling luggage and carrying the specific energy of adults returning to a place that remembered them as children. I recognized faces the way you recognize a song you haven’t heard in years: the melody was familiar, but the arrangement had changed.

Hollister Vance arrived first among the classmates, because of course he did. Hollister had been class president, student council chair, and the organizer of every event that didn’t need organizing, and a decade of adulthood had not dampened his enthusiasm for being in charge of things. He was a real estate agent in Camden now, which was the perfect job for a man whose primary skill was talking to people in rooms and making them feel like whatever they were standing in was more valuable than they’d previously believed. He came through the lobby doors with his arms open and his voice already at presentation volume, greeting Troy like a long-lost brother and shaking hands with the caterers like they were investors he was courting.

“Greer Collier!” He found me by the flower arrangements and clasped both of my hands in both of his, which was Hollister’s standard greeting and always made me feel like I was being blessed by a very enthusiastic pope. “Look at you. Still here. Still baking. I love it. I tell everyone about your bakery. I send clients there. I say, you want to understand Laurel Cove, go to Collier and Dough. It’s the heartbeat of Cove Street.”

“That’s very kind, Hollister.”

“It’s not kind, it’s accurate. I’m in the accuracy business. Real estate is just accuracy with a commission. How are you? Are you here for the whole weekend? Of course you are. You live here. I forget that. I forget that some people actually stayed.”

He said it without malice, the way Hollister said everything, which was with complete sincerity and zero awareness of how it landed. I smiled and extracted my hands and watched him move on to his next target, which was Marcus, the glassware assistant, who looked like he wanted to be anywhere else on earth.

Suki Fairbanks arrived next, and the sight of her produced a complicated little pulse of recognition that I hadn’t expected. Suki had sat behind me in AP English, had once plagiarized my book report on The Great Gatsby with such brazen inaccuracy that she’d attributed quotes to a character named “Gatorsby,” and had spent most of senior year cultivating the kind of effortless popularity that made the rest of us feel like we were auditioning for a show she was already starring in. The Suki who walked into the Whitfield lobby was different. She was a dental hygienist in Rockland now, according to the reunion social media page, and she carried herself with a confidence that looked earned rather than inherited, the kind that comes from years of showing up and doing a job and becoming competent at

































































