
      
         [image: Cover image: The Lake Club by Lina Patton.]

      
   
      
         [image: Title page: The Lake Club by Lina Patton. Published by William Morrow Paperbacks.]

      
   
      
      
         
            Dedication

         
         
            To M + D

         

         
      
   
      
      
         
            Epigraph

         
         
            What we want

            is never simple.

            —Linda Pastan

         

         
      
   
      
         Contents

         
            	Cover

            	Title Page

            	Dedication

            	Epigraph

            	Contents

            	Prologue

            	1

            	2

            	3

            	4

            	Interstitial

            	5

            	6

            	7

            	8

            	9

            	10

            	11

            	12

            	13

            	Interstitial

            	14

            	15

            	Interstitial

            	Interstitial

            	16

            	17

            	18

            	19

            	20

            	21

            	22

            	Interstitial

            	Interstitial

            	23

            	24

            	25

            	26

            	27

            	28

            	29

            	30

            	31

            	32

            	33

            	34

            	35

            	36

            	37

            	38

            	Acknowledgments

            	About the Author

            	Advance Praise for The Lake Club

            	Copyright

            	About the Publisher

         

      


	vii

	ix

	1

	2

	3

	4

	5

	6

	7

	8

	9

	10

	11

	12

	13

	14

	15

	16

	17

	18

	19

	20

	21

	22

	23

	24

	25

	26

	27

	28

	29

	30

	31

	32

	33

	34

	35

	36

	37

	38

	39

	40

	41

	42

	43

	44

	45

	46

	47

	48

	49

	50

	51

	52

	53

	54

	55

	56

	57

	58

	59

	60

	61

	62

	63

	64

	65

	66

	67

	68

	69

	70

	71

	72

	73

	74

	75

	76

	77

	78

	79

	80

	81

	82

	83

	84

	85

	86

	87

	88

	89

	90

	91

	92

	93

	94

	95

	96

	97

	98

	99

	100

	101

	102

	103

	104

	105

	106

	107

	108

	109

	110

	111

	112

	113

	114

	115

	116

	117

	118

	119

	120

	121

	122

	123

	124

	125

	126

	127

	128

	129

	130

	131

	132

	133

	134

	135

	136

	137

	138

	139

	140

	141

	142

	143

	144

	145

	146

	147

	148

	149

	150

	151

	152

	153

	154

	155

	156

	157

	158

	159

	160

	161

	162

	163

	164

	165

	166

	167

	168

	169

	170

	171

	172

	173

	174

	175

	176

	177

	178

	179

	180

	181

	182

	183

	184

	185

	186

	187

	188

	189

	190

	191

	192

	193

	194

	195

	196

	197

	198

	199

	200

	201

	202

	203

	204

	205

	206

	207

	208

	209

	210

	211

	212

	213

	214

	215

	216

	217

	218

	219

	220

	221

	222

	223

	224

	225

	226

	227

	228

	229

	230

	231

	232

	233

	234

	235

	236

	237

	238

	239

	240

	241

	242

	243

	244

	245

	246

	247

	248

	249

	250

	251

	252

	253

	254

	255

	256

	257

	258

	259

	260

	261

	262

	263

	264

	265

	266

	267

	268

	269

	270

	271

	272

	273

	274

	275

	276

	277

	278

	279

	280

	281

	282

	283

	284

	285

	286

	287

	288

	289

	290

	291

	292

	293

	294

	295

	296

	297

	298

	299

	300

	301

	302

	303

	304

	305

	306

	307

	i

	vi




      
         Guide

         
            	Cover

            	Contents

            	Prologue

         

      
   
      
      
         
            Prologue

         
         There was something romantic about brand-new, empty houses. The delicious, acidic smell of fresh paint. The way the sun fell
            in crisp geometric shapes across the wide wooden floors. The gleaming silver of fridges and dishwashers and sinks—the general
            air of promise.
         

         
         When they stepped inside 91 Sycamore Lane that morning, it felt as if they had stepped into a different life. The tension
            from the night before lingered, a desire they were both struggling to ignore, and the beauty and quiet of the house only heightened
            the words unsaid.
         

         
         Nothing can happen. Nothing can happen. The refrain played silently, simultaneously, inside their heads. Still, a low harmony echoed in the background: What if?

         
         They weaved through the house measuring each room’s dimensions, pressing tape measures to crown molding and across doorframes,
            meticulously tracking widths and lengths. They moved slowly as they worked, catching glances as they shifted around each other,
            studying the place: for the design, for the marketing, for making money, they told themselves. They talked in empty phrases:
         

         
         “It’s going to be another hot one. Record temps. Can you believe it?”

         
         “I just love those skylights. That sky.”

         
         “Can you hand me the pencil? Can you move a little to the left?”

         
         It wasn’t until an hour in, kneeling along the wall of the main bedroom that, finally, their hands overlapped. It was accidental
            at first—they’d been shifting the ruler when their knuckles hit, their pointer fingers brushed—yet neither pulled away. Their
            eyes met. And then they were kissing, moving up against the wall.
         

         
         Had they been anywhere else, maybe the kiss never would have happened—maybe the affair never would have started. Maybe they
            never would have become such expert liars, the type who could go about their days and routines interacting as normal, as if
            this other plane of passion did not exist, as if they did not know the taste and feel of each other’s sweat, tongue, teeth.
         

         
         But that day, the house and the world were on their side. The summer was set in motion.

         
         Everything was about to change.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            1

         
         Every plan is more exciting when you’re the only one who knows it.

         
         This was Danika Crawley’s first thought as she entered the Club’s main dining room, immediately plucking a glass of champagne
            from a passing waiter’s tray. She took a sip and studied the room over the rim of the glass, pretending she didn’t notice
            the flutter of eyes moving over her like hummingbirds across a flower. Not that she minded. It was expected. After all, she
            hadn’t been to the Club in a full week—not since the incident—and she was prepared. Let them look. She shook back her dark blond hair and straightened her spine.
         

         
         Danika and her husband, Bill, walked together toward their table. While the staff always shifted the dining room for events—including
            tonight’s Champagne and Caviar Happy Hour—they left the tables on the perimeter untouched. That was to say, they left the
            old money’s standing reservations, untouched. Danika was relieved to have a destination as they crossed the room, splitting
            the sea of boring blue ties and midi floral cocktail dresses.
         

         
         She was also relieved to see Frank and Holly Fravel already at their table as they approached. Despite the facts that Frank was their lawyer and that Danika didn’t have any real friends, she did like Holly best; they were both from California and hated all the same people. 

         
         “Hello, bombshell,” Holly sang as she grabbed Danika’s hand and raised it as if to twirl her in a waltz. “Is this new?”

         
         “Ninety-nine percent off.” Danika smoothed her new indigo silk jumpsuit down her thighs. This was one of their inside jokes:
            making fun of the way Minnesotans downplayed compliments, shoving their humility toward you like a gift you didn’t want.
         

         
         “I like this, too.” Danika nodded to Holly’s billowing black pants and fitted black vest.

         
         “Must continue my reign as the Gothic Queen of Aldon Lakes.”

         
         Danika lifted her drink in a cheers. She appreciated how Holly only wore dark colors and sharp lines, which suited her jet-black
            hair, thick eyebrows, and angular checkmark cheekbones.
         

         
         Danika took a long, unsteady sip as she turned to the room, trying to quell the adrenaline coursing through her. Part of her
            wished she could’ve told Holly, or Bill even, her plan for the evening, but it would have been too embarrassing to admit how
            desperate she was to regain power over the narrative—how eager she was to take control of the gossip that had surely been
            floating through the hallways and locker rooms and out onto the golf course over the past week. It wasn’t that she had been
            hiding; she simply hadn’t wanted to face any questions or flat expressions of concern until she had a tangible solution.
         

         
         Now, as she glanced at her Rolex and registered it was just after six—one hour to go—the buzz felt better than the drink.

         
         “Upgrade?” Bill said as a waiter arrived with a new bottle of champagne. Bill’s thick chestnut hair caught the light of the chandelier as he draped one arm around Danika’s waist. They always acted more intimate at the Club than at home, though neither would acknowledge such a thing. Even now, his touch felt foreign and awkward. It’d been so long. 

         
         “Always one step ahead of us, my guy. The stuff they’re passing is shit.” Frank Fravel clapped Bill’s shoulder as he swiveled
            toward them, his large stomach swinging to the center of their group like a compass.
         

         
         As Danika registered the six-hundred-dollar bottle, it warmed her to know Bill would not offer anyone else a splash. Despite
            his decades in the Midwest—his family started one of the oldest dairy cooperatives in the state—Bill had never caught on to
            the practice of Minnesota Nice. This was one trait she genuinely loved about him: He had always been straightforward, honest.
         

         
         “You spoil us,” Holly said as the waiter filled her glass.

         
         “Only the best for the best.” Bill winked.

         
         This was one of Bill’s less desirable traits: He had always been a flirt.

         
         The four continued drinking and chatting as they nestled the bottle on ice. Yet as the string quartet switched to a cello-heavy
            cover of Justin Bieber and everyone’s conversations grew louder, Danika heard two familiar voices nearby and took a deep breath.
            She’d been preparing for this moment, aware that as soon as she laid eyes on Robin Greene and Mallory Harrison, she’d feel
            a flash of unease, instantly plunged back to last Wednesday, with all the embarrassment and chaos.
         

         
         

         The day had started normally enough. She and the boys were still getting used to their summer schedule, shuffling from Cooper’s art camp to soccer camp to tennis lessons at the Club. Cooper had more energy than the average five-year-old, and he loved bouncing from activity to activity. It was less ideal for Danika and two-year-old Max, but at least Max loved riding in the car, and all around, they were making it work. 

         
         Cooper’s lessons were at the lower courts from four to five, which meant that when Danika and Max went to pick him up that
            afternoon, the women’s pairs were about to kick off. This was why Robin and Mallory were stretching nearby. At ages sixty
            and thirty-five respectively, they were the unique, dynamic duo to beat.
         

         
         The sun was strong, and Danika had pulled Max toward the shade of the snack shack as they waited for Cooper to finish. They’d
            only been there a moment when Robin and Mallory appeared beside them, ordering waters.
         

         
         “I wish they would push these matches back a half hour,” Robin said. She wore a fitted white tennis dress that was age appropriate
            but slightly sexy all the same. “I know the Cities are close, but it still takes me thirty minutes to get out here and change.
            It’s a rush.”
         

         
         Mallory nodded sympathetically as she adjusted the zipper of her similar, yet shorter, white dress. “I know, I’m spoiled the
            hotel is so close.”
         

         
         Behind her sunglasses, Danika rolled her eyes. Everyone knew Robin Greene was the CFO at U.S. Bank and that Mallory ran the
            Hotel Harrison, her family’s famous lakeside hotel. Both were always bragging about their jobs as if little “boss bitch” charms
            dangled from their bracelets of accolades. Danika often felt all women at the Club wore these metaphorical bracelets, showing
            off markers of pedigree, family, money, beauty, career, tennis or golf prowess. Danika never used to mind. When they had first
            moved to Aldon Lakes six years ago, she’d had charms of her own! She was worldly. Younger. Prettier. Edgier. She used to revel
            in looking down on all the sheltered, incestuous people of Aldon Lakes. Though now, at thirty-two, she was beginning to feel
            like one of them. And worse: one they kept on the outside.
         

         
         “Oh hi, sweetie,” Robin said as Max weaved around their legs.

         
         “Sorry,” Danika said as she grabbed Max’s hand.

         
         “I just love his white blond hair.” Robin ruffled it. “Such a beach babe.”

         
         Danika focused on Max, pained to know Robin had lost one of her own sons years ago. That was a confusing emotion for Danika:
            feeling sympathy for people you didn’t like.
         

         
         “He’s so big for two,” Mallory said with a smile. This was another confusing reality: how everyone in Aldon Lakes knew everything
            about one another—the ages of sons, their birthdays, even—yet otherwise acted like strangers.
         

         
         “You all off to a fun summer?” Robin interjected, still petting Max’s head.

         
         “Yes, busy as always.” Danika glanced to Cooper loitering about the courts. “A bit stressful, actually, because I’m headed
            back to work, and I need to find a nanny.”
         

         
         Danika didn’t know why she had said this. While it was true—Bill had asked her at the last minute to help with his new housing
            development—she had wanted the news to filter slowly. Saying it now felt desperate, even to her. Regardless, she enjoyed the
            surprise falling across Robin’s and Mallory’s faces.
         

         
         “I’ll be designing a model home.” Danika locked on to Mallory’s doe eyes. Years ago, she had offered Mallory a design consultation
            for the Hotel Harrison’s revamp, and while Mallory had been as fake-polite as ever, she had never followed up. Danika knew
            what she thought: Danika’s run-of-the-mill design certificate meant nothing. Danika couldn’t wait to blow everyone away. The
            model home would be perfect. Stunning.
         

         
         “That’s wonderful,” Mallory said. “But, gosh, Danika, I’m not sure what to tell you about the nanny. I wish I could help. It’s already June.” She grimaced. “Everyone qualified was snatched up months ago.” 

         
         Robin commiserated. “It really is hard to find good help these days. I swear everything was easier back in my time. I feel
            for you young mothers. I really do.”
         

         
         Danika’s jaw tightened. Condescension dripped from each of them like sweat.

         
         Of course, soon the day’s drama would eclipse these remarks—everything that happened next was far worse.

         
         Cooper had always had a knack for wandering. Danika had lost him several times, including at the Galleria two months prior.
            While she had been extra careful since, as she watched the other children clear the courts, dread seeped into her bones. She
            immediately sensed what was happening. She turned around and around, calling his name.
         

         
         Nothing.

         
         Naturally, everyone began to help. The tennis coaches swore he had just been there; the tennis ladies were aghast with worry.
            Danika felt self-conscious at first, but ten minutes later, all she felt was fear. Highway 15 ran beyond the Club’s parking
            lot—and Cooper, who’d follow anything from a wandering butterfly to a stray ball, was rarely aware of his surroundings. Will this be it? she suddenly thought. The next tragedy to define my life?

         
         Time blurred from there. The general manager appeared. The lifeguards were alerted. Danika called Bill, who was out of town. She called Holly, who was also out of town. Then, as Max stayed with a coach, she searched every room in the Club—from the main dining room to the ballroom to the library. There was a bridal shower in the library at the time, and everyone had glared at her as she burst inside, but thankfully, the events manager, Aida, had quickly ushered her away. “Don’t worry, we’ll find him,” she had repeated, squeezing Danika’s shoulder. Aida’s kindness had felt so sincere, and for the first time that day, she felt less alone. 

         
         The search continued another half hour until some waiter finally heard crying from inside a storage closet and found Cooper
            sitting among boxes of decorations. He had a cut on his cheek from trying to climb the shelves to reach the piñatas, but overall,
            he was no worse for wear.
         

         
         When Danika saw him, she cried. She was too relived to feel embarrassed. The shame only returned later as she struggled to
            fall asleep that night. She had imagined the ladies gossiping after tennis, talking about Danika’s new job, her inability
            to hire a nanny—how she couldn’t even keep track of her own kid. Some mother, they’d think, unclasping one of her final charms.
         

         
         

         “You okay, darling?” Bill followed her line of sight to Robin Greene. Despite their issues, Bill still knew her best. He reached
            for the bottle and topped her off as Danika said, “Of course.”
         

         
         Bill leaned closer, whispering, “Once again, the power suit swings and misses.”

         
         A smile tugged at Danika’s lips. They often joked that Robin Greene always showed up to the Club in her signature pantsuits
            to remind everyone how important her job was—how important she was. Danika pressed her cheek quickly against Bill’s.
         

         
         The night moved on predictably: The quartet played more pop covers, everyone ordered extra bottles, they brought out the flat
            cheese plates. It wasn’t until the sun waned, turning the sky to a blur of peach and purple and pink, that people made their
            way out to the deck.
         

         
         Perfect, Danika thought as she noticed Robin and Mallory slip through the patio doors.
         

         
         Danika and Holly followed suit and settled outside, hips kissing the railing as they stared out at the course. While much of the Club’s decor was outdated and traditional—all classic, patterned carpets and dark wood paneling—Danika would admit the golf course was stunning. She loved how the patchwork quilt of green and moon-white sand traps extended for miles to the east, slipped into the lake to the west. The way all the vibrant colors turned silver in the dimming light. It was peaceful, quiet. You could barely even hear the party inside—or the pool out front. Still, Danika could picture it perfectly: her boys and their new nanny swimming about, getting in their last cannonballs before heading toward their towels at the seven o’clock close. Yes, it was almost showtime. 

         
         Danika studied the horizon, feeling Zen and ready—yet, as she looked toward the top of the deck’s stairs, she realized it
            might be better to move farther down the railing. This way, when the boys and nanny arrived, they’d have to weave through
            more people to find her.
         

         
         “Let’s scoot down a little.” Danika touched Holly’s elbow. “The idiot.” She nodded behind her toward Joshua Mike—the rich,
            handsome, drunken asshole everyone despised. Even now, he held a bourbon in each hand while slurring Danika’s name. At least
            this time his presence worked in her favor.
         

         
         Danika took a few sideways steps through the crowd with Holly on her heels, but as she glanced over her shoulder to make sure
            Joshua Mike was not following, she collided with someone. It happened so fast, she barely registered the tray of glasses crashing
            to the ground, the girl in the white-and-black uniform exclaiming—the cool liquid splashing her neck. She scoffed as the liquid
            began collecting in her cleavage and seeping to her navel, leaving a dark line down the front of her jumpsuit.
         

         
         “Oh, shit,” Holly said as she pushed a single cocktail napkin to Danika’s skin, which was growing red with rage.

         
         Danika glared down at the girl. She was crouched beneath them now, picking up large pieces of broken glass. Her dark brown
            ponytail swung to the ground like a broom.
         

         
         “I’m so sorry,” she said as she glanced up. Her face was pained and sweaty, but her eyes were a brilliant aqua blue. They
            were so bright, Danika paused before her anger rushed back in.
         

         
         “Why don’t you watch where you’re going.” Danika rounded her shoulders and pulled the silk away from her body.

         
         “I’m so sorry,” the girl repeated as she stood, her tray filled with chunks of glass. Danika noticed a trickle of blood running
            down her left index finger and, on instinct, she thought, Good.
         

         
         “It’s just water,” she said. “I’ll get you a towel.”

         
         Danika felt people staring now, but she couldn’t bring herself to look. This was not how the evening was supposed to go. Still,
            her seething was cut short when—right on cue—her phone rang. She flicked her hand at the girl, dismissing her.
         

         
         Danika’s chest seized as she turned away to answer. But within seconds, she loosened—the conversation unfolded exactly as
            hoped: first, the nanny apologized, then explained that while the boys were dressed and ready to go, the keys to the Range
            Rover were nowhere to be found, and did she happen to have a spare?
         

         
         Danika felt a little bad inciting any panic in her new hire, but stealing the keys from the pool bag had simply been necessary.

         
         “Oh, please don’t worry.” Danika pushed the phone against her ear, its screen clinking her diamond stud. “It happens, and yes, I do have a spare. It’s no problem. Come find us around back. Yes, follow the walkway to the pro shop and up the deck stairs. We’re already outside.” She tilted her chin toward the lowering sun, the sheen of gold across the lake. “See you soon.” 

         
         As she hung up, Holly squinted at her, but Danika kept her head down. She tucked her phone into her bag, strummed the keychain
            with her fingers.
         

         
         “Oh, it’s nothing, just the new nanny,” Danika said as she finally returned Holly’s gaze.

         
         Minutes later, she heard them before she saw them: First, Chat’s low, raspy laugh as he said, “Giddyup, hold the railing!”;
            next, Max’s sweet, goofy cackle; and lastly, Cooper’s voice as he yelled, “Race you to Mom! Mom? Mom?” She felt their presence,
            too—the hungry love she held for each of them.
         

         
         Then, there they were, spilling out onto the deck in a flurry of colorful pool bags and floaties. The boys were tanned and
            blond, just like Danika, and Max sat in Chat’s arms while Cooper clung to his side. And Chat, beautiful Chat, stood tall in
            his dark-hair, six-four, megawatt-smile glory. Danika softened as she looked at him, shaken back to an old version of herself.
         

         
         “Sorry to interrupt,” Chat said as they bumbled toward her. There was no way not to notice this trio—as expected, every head
            turned—and Danika felt buoyed by the attention. Soon, this seed of gossip would take off, planting and spreading through all
            of The Lake Club. “Did you hear?” people would say. “The Crawleys hired a nanny. A male nanny! A twenty-two-year-old living
            with them for the summer! Can you believe it?”
         

         
         Danika would once again be different and intriguing. There’d be a new, shining charm on her bracelet. Everyone, in their heart
            of hearts, would be jealous.
         

         
         “This is fancy.” Chat unabashedly surveyed the party, nodding in approval.

         
         Danika laughed and folded the keys into his hand, letting her palm linger on top of his knuckles. “Oh, no, it’s nothing. But thank you so much, Chat. I’m sure the other set will turn up. Don’t worry about it.” She squatted to kiss Cooper, the smell of chlorine and sunscreen clinging to his skin, and rose to fake bite Max’s chubby hand. “We’ll see you at home. I’ll call a car soon.” She leaned in. “This is wildly boring.” 

         
         “Whatever you say.” Chat flashed another perfect smile as he looked out to the party, up at the string lights. “Enjoy yourself.
            And thanks again.” He raised the car keys, jingling them in the air. “I’ll protect these with my life.”
         

         
         Danika felt like she was floating as she watched them go, and she couldn’t wait to turn and face the crowd—but then, someone
            else appeared in Chat’s place: that clumsy waiter. She pushed a white monogrammed towel toward Danika.
         

         
         “Apologies,” she mumbled before scurrying away.

         
         Holding the towel, Danika felt irritated all over again. Her jumpsuit was dry. What was she supposed to do with this prop
            now? At this point, it felt like one more barrier between absorbing into the party and fielding question after question about
            Chat, her new male nanny—her manny, she’d tell them. They’d eat that up.
         

         
         Danika moved to drape the towel over the deck railing. Yet, as she glanced down the banister, she tilted her head, surprised
            to see Chat still standing at the top of the stairs. His eyes were locked on something—or someone—at the party.
         

         
         Danika felt a strike of panic. Did he know someone here? She had only allowed herself to hire him because he had zero ties to the community—well, zero idea about any ties to the community or their shared history. She intended for it to stay that way. She’d even made him sign a slightly unorthodox contract, citing horror stories about other nannies as an excuse: He’d agreed to withhold details of their private life (Danika valued anonymity); to remain extra alert when at the Club (Danika had told him about losing Cooper and the other mothers’ judgy eyes); and finally, not to bring any significant others around the boys (the Clines’ daughter really had walked in on their nanny and her boyfriend, and Danika didn’t want any distractions). He’d brushed it all off, said he was good at secrets, that he’d be on alert 24-7, and “Don’t worry”—he’d laughed—“I haven’t had a girlfriend in years.” 

         
         Now, though, as he raised his hand in a wave, it was obvious he was trying to get someone’s attention. Danika bobbed her head,
            desperate to see over the tops of people and find who he was looking at—but, a second later, Cooper yelled to Chat from the
            bottom of the stairs, and he was gone, rushing down the steps and out of sight.
         

         
         Danika pulled back, confused. She didn’t have much time to ruminate, though, because before she knew it, people were flocking
            to her. Everyone wanted to know who he was, where he was from, where she had found him. Finally.

         
         Danika straightened and focused, answering each question with enough information to satisfy and avoid suspicion while retaining
            intrigue, as was her practiced nature. Still, the more she spoke of Chat, the more she found her limbs and heart growing instinctively
            heavy. She scolded herself for this—she had promised herself that his presence wouldn’t derail her—but it was proving easier
            said than done. Everything about him sent her mind careening back in time—back to a world and life she’d run from all those
            years ago.
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         Because Augie was no longer in hiding, she turned straight onto Aldon Lakes Boulevard. Over the past two weeks, she’d been
            taking the long way around Lake Minnetonka to avoid the main drag, but now, there was no point. She had already worked her
            first shift at the Club, and word was out. Everyone knew she was back in town. That she had failed.
         

         
         Augie clenched the steering wheel tighter as she drove along the lakeside street, which anchored the area everyone referred
            to as “downtown.” Having just returned from New York City, Augie found it ridiculous. It was only one short stretch of road
            with one side built up. The other gave way to sidewalks and the bike trail that ringed the lake. The area was more developed
            than in years past (the suburb had benefited from the pandemic and subsequent shift away from the Cities), but still. As Augie
            and her mom had noted when they’d moved from Maine nine years earlier, Aldon Lakes was a wealthy suburban bubble.
         

         
         Augie focused on the pavement as she drove, ignoring all the white manicured coffee shops and steak houses and overpriced boutiques glowing in the summer sun. She barely even looked up at the crosswalks, not wanting to recognize anyone and force a pathetic wave. She hadn’t even returned her friends’ messages—hadn’t reinstalled her social media. 

         
         Augie couldn’t help but glance out at the lake. Despite how much she hated it there, the town was undeniably beautiful. The
            water shimmered like spilled glitter, the trees were full and lush with green, the sky overhead cloudless and calm. Augie
            always found it frustrating when the weather didn’t match her mood—how exhausting it was to feel depressed under a bright,
            beaming sun.
         

         
         At least today she was helping Aida out. While she had dreaded asking for her old job back only two weeks ago, Aida had responded
            to her email right away. Thank god, she’d written, explaining they were understaffed and had seven new people with the Harrison wedding fast approaching. What did I do to deserve this? What happened to New York? Xoxo.

         
         Sitting at JFK, eyes puffy from crying, Augie struggled to respond. She’d sent back a simple See you soon.

         
         Augie reached the end of the boulevard, passed the Hotel Harrison, and turned into the Club’s employee lot. She hated that
            this was part of her muscle memory, though it wasn’t exactly surprising. Augie had worked summers at the country club since
            she was sixteen. Now, at twenty-two, she’d made this drive six summers in a row. Augie reminded herself not to dwell on this
            today; it was high on her list of “Things Not to Think About.” Of course, now that she was thinking about what she was not
            supposed to think about, the memory of him landed in her mind: the guy from the weekend boat party—the third person she’d
            ever slept with.
         

         
         Augie didn’t remember his name, and while she did not regret sleeping with him (or the way her stomach flipped as she remembered kissing him in the cramped boat cabin), she needed to let him go. As her best friend, Leah, had said, he was a rebound, nothing more. She’d always encouraged Augie to sleep with at least three people. “It’s like a science experiment,” she’d said, “you need three trials to even out the flukes.” Augie would admit, it had helped dull the memories of New York Fuckboy, as they’d taken to calling her heartbreak from earlier that year. As usual, Leah was right. Number three: It had been worth it. 

         
         Augie walked fast across the employee lot, sweating by the time she reached the rows of Range Rovers and Audis and brand-new
            M5s. The day was hot and humid—typical for a Minnesota summer—and she wiped her upper lip as she climbed the final hill to
            the Club. Augie was grateful for her sundress in that moment, for the loose ponytail that gathered her thick dark hair, for
            how, in those last seconds, she looked as if she could be anyone: here to relax at the pool, or meet her parents for lunch
            on the patio. Soon, she’d be back in a fresh, starchy banquet uniform. She’d returned her old one last summer in what was
            now an embarrassing show of goodbye.
         

         
         Augie paused as she reached the entrance, staring up at the massive building that reminded her of both a wedding cake and
            the White House. She swallowed and gave herself one last pep talk: “Everything will be fine,” she whispered. “Everything will
            be fine!” she said again, louder.
         

         
         Yet, cutting through it all was another, stronger voice, the one she couldn’t quiet, the one that kept hissing: You deserve this, this is what you get. She didn’t know how to respond to that voice. It was the truth.
         

         
         

         The wedding was at three that afternoon, and though it was only ten, Augie felt a rush to reach Aida. She knew her boss was stressed. This was one of their largest weddings of the season, and Aida was still trying to impress Mr. Dryer, the new general manager, who was hired last year for their first summer fully open since COVID. Mr. Dryer was as stuck up as the guests, but Augie recognized he was only trying to do a good job. When he’d started, she’d imagined him going home at night, making note cards to memorize members’ names so he could greet them on the golf course, saying, “Mrs. Cline, Mr. Anderson, it’s so good to see you both!” 

         
         Augie undressed quickly in the locker room, pausing only briefly to admire her tan lines in the mirror. She’d been amazed
            by how quickly white lines had bloomed beneath her bikini straps at the boat party, forming an X across her back. She was
            unable to fight another memory, then: the boy from the lake kissing the lines up and over her shoulder blades, down her back.
         

         
         Augie shivered, buttoned her uniform, and rushed upstairs, breaking into the Club’s golden light. She was relieved she didn’t
            see any members as she snaked down the hall and turned into the cavernous ballroom, which opened like a giant clamshell, everything
            opal and pearly white. Immediately, she saw Aida in the center, the maintenance staff to her side. They were rolling tables
            on their edges as if directing wild, unruly animals—almost comically small under the massive chandelier, which hung directly
            above them, beautiful and bored.
         

         
         “Aug!” Aida opened her arms and hugged her tight. “I’m so happy to see you. I’m so sorry we didn’t get to catch up properly
            at the happy hour. That was such a shit show. Did you know we went through a whole month’s supply of caviar?”
         

         
         “Of course we did. People probably brought to-go bags.” Augie smiled. She and Aida always joked that the richest members were
            also the cheapest, hoarding the fanciest food.
         

         
         “I’m sorry I didn’t stay till close. I was so wiped.” Augie left out the fact that after the incident with Mrs. Crawley, she couldn’t wait to get out of there. Breaking a tray of glasses was the last thing she had needed during her first shift back. She knew it was pathetic, but that simple mistake had sent her over the edge. She had cried the whole way home. 

         
         “Oh, don’t be sorry. I get it. And you’ll have to tell me about New York later, maybe at family meal?”

         
         Augie fought a lump in her throat. “So, it’s all ten tops, then? Twenty-five total?” She put her hands on her hips, studying
            the room. “The Harrisons are so popular.”
         

         
         “I know, right? I don’t know how they think they’re going to fit. Sorry, Dr. Harrison, but the room will not become larger,
            no matter who you are.”
         

         
         Augie laughed. While they both genuinely liked Dr. Harrison—he was retired and sweet and loved to hum Sinatra at all hours
            of the day—all the Harrisons were divas.
         

         
         “At least it’s only his niece’s wedding. Mallory’s was a nightmare. Only daughter and all. Be glad that was before your time.”

         
         Augie could barely remember a time when she wasn’t working at the Club. “I do think you could push those tables a little more
            into the bar area,” she finally said, pointing. “It’s going to cool off tonight. Most people will stay outside.” Augie instinctively
            looked out the glass doors, colorful stripes of golf course, lake, and sky stacked like a trifle cake.
         

         
         Aida nodded down at the circles drawn and redrawn on her clipboard. “Yeah, yeah, that makes sense. Let’s move sixteen and
            seventeen. Hector?”
         

         
         Augie started toward the kitchen, but Aida suddenly grabbed her hand, looking straight at her. “Thank you, Aug. We really
            appreciate having you back.”
         

         
         As usual, Augie was caught by Aida’s beauty. Aida was Somali, and her irises and eyelashes were so dark and striking, it felt almost physically good—comforting, like touching silk—when she looked at you. 

         
         “It’s nothing,” she said. “I’ll start on the dinner plates.”

         
         “That would be amazing, thanks. We’re having surf and turf tonight, and Chef will kill me if we mess up the numbers. Don’t
            even get me started on the kids’ meals. Did I tell you there are kids tonight? I guess she’s a kindergarten teacher. Can’t
            get enough, apparently.”
         

         
         “Hope they got the lobster.” Augie grimaced jokingly as she turned. “It’ll be okay, I got you,” she added—eager to be kind
            and good and useful.
         

         
         To get the universe back on her side.

         
         

         Even with the new staff, and though the party was more grandiose than normal, the wedding went off without a hitch. The weather
            was perfect. The meals were well timed. The decorations—from the Waterford votives to the draped organza to the bursting blue
            hydrangea centerpieces—felt surprisingly special. And before Augie knew it, they’d reached the dancing part of the evening,
            and it was time for first cuts.
         

         
         “Augustus Gloop!” TC sang as Augie kicked her way into the florescent lights of the kitchen, sliding her tray onto the metal
            table that served as the staff’s home base. TC hugged her while lifting her off the floor. “Glad to see you’ve got your groove
            back.” He picked up a glass from her tray, studied it, and turned it upside down into a rack at their side. “Intact. Well
            done.”
         

         
         Augie smacked him, aware he was teasing her about dropping the tray at the happy hour.

         
         “I had to shake off the dust, Thomas Charles.” Augie knew he hated his formal name. It was part of the reason he’d given her a nickname. 

         
         TC dipped his hand in a stray cup of water and flicked it at her.

         
         “Oy,” Aida said as she approached, followed by a line of new servers, who gathered in a half circle. On instinct, Augie looked
            away. She didn’t want to be rude, but she didn’t have it in her to make friends. Plus, they all seemed so young. Augie knew
            she wasn’t old at twenty-two, but she felt older than these kids. They probably thought she was old, too, which somehow made it worse.
         

         
         The only people she could stand to look at now were Aida, TC, and Liss, all of whom she’d worked with since she was sixteen.
            She’d gotten especially close with TC and Liss during the pandemic when, for two summers, they’d organized extra take-out
            orders and golf-side catering. With more downtime than normal, she’d learned how TC struggled with drugs in the past, and
            how Liss was raising a two-year-old daughter with her mom. They didn’t talk as deeply when the schedule was back to its usual
            chaos, but Augie still felt bonded with each of them.
         

         
         “Okay, I think we’re in pretty good shape,” Aida said. “We should only need five of you to stay. So,” she exhaled—Augie knew
            she hated this part—“any takers?”
         

         
         Everyone looked down at their feet, shifting uncomfortably. If people didn’t volunteer to stay through breakdown, they were
            forced to pull straws. Augie raised her hand.
         

         
         TC and Liss volunteered, too, and Augie blew her friends a kiss. For a second, she felt a flash of déjà vu, back to a wedding from last summer. All the guests got so drunk and stayed so late that she, Liss, and TC felt like a part of the party. They’d sneaked a bottle of prosecco and danced behind the doors, screaming silently along to “Mr. Brightside.” Augie remembered twirling so fast that she’d spilled a cup of bubbly from one hand and dropped a fork full of wedding cake from the other, slipping on the frosting and landing on her ass like a cartoon. Liss had laughed so hard she’d peed her pants, and they had to find an extra pair in Aida’s office. Augie looked at the floor now, the exact spot. The memory felt like a different life. 

         
         Aida finally waved off the first cuts and turned to the late-night crew, sighing as she announced a small crisis: Mr. Schmidt
            had seen someone vaping outside. “He’s complained to Mr. Dryer and, because it’s likely a wedding guest, he wants us to take
            care of it. I don’t need to remind you about our very strict no-smoking policy.”
         

         
         TC laughed. Everyone knew it was only enforced when it came to those who were not actually important. “I feel like Terry Schmidt
            wants a hit. That guy definitely smokes some pot.”
         

         
         Liss pretended to take a drag and blow it his face. “I could see it. I’d need to chill out too if I were married to Liza.”
            Liza was notorious for always matching her BMW to her outfit.
         

         
         Aida suppressed a smile. She hit TC and Liss with a napkin. “Regardless, can we divide and conquer, please? If two of you
            could check the pool and lower patio, that would be great. I can let Mr. Dryer know we’re on it.”
         

         
         “All right, let’s do this.” TC saluted Aida as he turned to Augie. “Join me, Watson?” He held out his hand. “Let’s find this
            mystery vaper on the loose.”
         

         
         

         It felt strange to be on the Club’s lower level at night. Augie was used to men brushing past her in golf shirts, women scurrying
            by on their way to tennis. In the dark, it was unnerving, like being in a deserted airport or mall.
         

         
         TC said he’d check around the pool. Drunken guests sometimes had the habit of going for a swim. It’d happened twice last summer, and Mr. Dryer talked about imposing a fine. Augie figured it was just one more way for the Club to make money. They tried to hide prices from the staff, but Augie knew it cost almost one hundred thousand to apply. She tried not to think about how most of her high school friends, including Leah, were members. Like the Harrisons, Leah Greene’s family was also old money—legacies. 

         
         Augie loved the Greenes. Since she’d moved to Minnesota when she was in eighth grade, she’d become part of their family. They
            always invited her up to their cabin, or on vacations. Leah’s mom, Robin, and Augie were particularly close. Robin was high
            up at U.S. Bank, and having grown up in Boston, she loved that Augie was from Maine. She’d been the one to link Augie with
            the New York job—though Augie could barely think about that now. It all made her sick.
         

         
         Leah’s dad, Wyatt, was also a star. In addition to being a silver fox and one of the best golfers at the Club, his family
            was famous for their banking empire. But the Greenes were more down-to-earth than most members. They’d lost their oldest son,
            Leah’s brother Lyle, in a tragic boating accident twelve years ago. He’d been accused of stealing the boat that had crashed
            and killed him and a friend, which added more pain to the situation. Augie sometimes felt this was why the Greenes were so
            humble—and why they liked having Augie around so much. Their other son, their middle child, had moved to Colorado, and Leah
            was only home in the summers. Their mansion was too quiet, the photos of Lyle around the house too loud. Augie got the sense
            they felt antsy at home, and that this was part of the reason they were always jetting two hours north to their cabin on Gull
            Lake.
         

         
         Leah didn’t like boating on Lake Minnetonka, so she and Augie often went to the cabin together instead. She’d once told Augie she hated swimming in the same water where her brother had drowned. She never mentioned it again, but ever since, Augie thought of Lyle anytime she swam in the lake. She’d dunk underwater, look up at the blurry surface, the distant sun, and, without meaning to, she’d imagine what it would feel like to drown. 

         
         

         They’d been at the cabin the previous weekend when they decided to go to the boat party. Leah’s latest fling from St. Cloud
            State had invited her. Leah always had a different boy, a different party invitation. It’s what happened when you looked like
            a Midwestern princess—golden blond hair, lanky tan limbs, a perfectly freckled nose—and had the charm to match.
         

         
         Augie loved to tease Leah, particularly about this boy. He was a hockey player, and given he was two years younger and still
            a sophomore, Augie called him “The Babe.” She knew he wouldn’t last. None of Leah’s flings did. Neither Augie nor Leah had
            dated seriously in high school or college. They often joked about their fear of commitment, yet avoided discussing the reasoning:
            Leah was scared of losing another person close to her, and Augie was scared of getting trapped. She was terrified to think
            she’d choose the wrong partner and end up on the wrong path—in the wrong life. Just look at her mom and dad.
         

         
         Augie hadn’t been in the mood to go to the party that Saturday. She was still in hiding. Leah had worked hard to convince
            her as they sat on the cabin’s upper deck, clouds wisping into the blue sky above like swirls of blown glass.
         

         
         “You’re working on Wednesday, anyways,” Leah had whined. “That’s in only four days. It’s not like this is Big Island. None
            of these guys are from Aldon Lakes. You won’t know anyone, I promise.”
         

         
         “You and I both know that doesn’t matter. Word will travel. I’d like to enjoy my last days of peace, please.”

         
         Leah didn’t bother fighting that point; in Minnesota, everyone was connected. Word traveled fast. Even a famous reality dating series that had once filmed in the area was a bust because the cast ended up having so many
            friends in common that as soon as taping wrapped, everyone’s secrets were exposed. There was even a viral article about it
            that explained how “due to the tight-knit nature of the Cities—where most singles grew up, went to college, and settled close
            to family—outsiders disrupted the relationships in a way locals say was inevitable.” Augie had sent the article to Leah, hoping
            it might motivate her to move, but Leah had only laughed.
         

         
         “I just know you’ll have fun at this party. It’s time to stop wallowing. And hey”—Leah smacked her hands on the table—“you
            can use your alias! Let’s bring back Allie Von Braun!”
         

         
         Augie couldn’t help but laugh remembering how, when vacationing with Leah’s family in Aruba, Augie and Leah had made up fake
            names at the resort, teasing boys at the pool. Leah had been Lydia Clausewitz, Augie: Allie Von Braun, both from London. They’d
            talked in British accents the whole trip, often becoming so hysterical, they gave themselves away.
         

         
         “Look, I even made a list.” Leah slid her phone to Augie. Augie leaned forward, smiling at the way Leah was using her own
            weapons against her. She had outlined clear pros and cons: Pros: hockey guys are hot; boat parties are fun; you need a palette cleanser (RANDOM hookup!); I want to go (and you love
               me). Cons: N/A.

         
         Augie was touched, though she didn’t have the energy to explain that she no longer felt like her old, reasonable self—a person
            who followed logic and lists.
         

         
         Still, after two mimosas and more pleading, Augie finally agreed. She’d go—but only as Allie Von Braun.

         
         

         Augie meandered through the lower level of the Club, but she didn’t find anyone. The only other person she saw was herself,
            suddenly catching sight of her reflection in the darkened pro shop windows. She cringed.
         

         
         Despite her tan, her eyes were sunken. Her cheeks narrowed. Her hair tight and flat in its low service industry bun. Her white
            tuxedo shirt and bowtie didn’t help.
         

         
         It was a sharp contrast to how she’d looked when she left for New York that January—when, dare she say, she had looked better
            than ever. She had chopped her dark waves to her shoulders, gotten a new set of business casual clothes at Macy’s post-Christmas
            sale, and had even started curling her eyelashes to make her blue eyes pop. As a summa cum laude early graduate en route to
            a job at a major ad agency in New York City, she had never felt so confident—or so good at pretending to be confident. That
            false confidence, she realized later, was the reason Micah had been drawn to her in the first place. He had loved her combination
            of conviction and cluelessness.
         

         
         Augie took a sharp breath and turned away from the windows. Just keep working, she told herself. She walked to check the lower patio one last time. Empty.
         

         
         Augie was ready to give up when, as she took a step up the stairs and flicked off the lights, she heard a noise. She paused
            with one hand on the banister, picturing herself in a horror movie, the slow, doomed turn. She lunged for the switches and
            whipped around.
         

         
         As the lights bounced back on and she looked across the foyer, Augie wondered if she had fainted. Fallen. Blacked out. Because there, out in front of her—it couldn’t be, could it? But it was, wasn’t it?—there he was. 

         
         Boat guy. Sex guy.

         
         Augie stared, blank and blinking, waiting for the mirage to disappear. But he was squinting back at her, his expression shifting
            from confusion to recognition to, finally, delight.
         

         
         “No way,” he said, a wide white smile breaking across his face. “Allie?”

         
         Augie’s stomach dropped.

         
         He looked different, yet the same. To be fair, she’d only seen him once, in a bathing suit, then naked. Still, he was unmistakable:
            tall, scruffy but handsome, strong but soft—the type of guy who didn’t have a six pack, but still looked perfect shirtless,
            with defined pecs and the sexy kind of chest hair. He had a head of thick dark hair and slightly too-long sideburns. The deepest
            golden tan. His eyes were a bright copper that reminded Augie of pennies. She’d told him this at the lake. Driven by cocktails
            and the honesty you only have with strangers, she had grabbed his face, looked back and forth between his pupils, and said
            she wanted to see if Abe Lincoln was hidden in his eyeballs. She felt a fresh sting of embarrassment.
         

         
         It wasn’t until he started moving toward her that Augie noticed all he was carrying. Two teal backpacks, a swim bag, a teddy
            bear, a tennis racket. It weighed him down, the straps pulling on his broad shoulders. Augie stood in shock as she watched
            him approach, taking in his black Rainbow Kitten Surprise T-shirt and silver gym shorts. It wasn’t until he dropped the bags
            right in front of her and went in for a hug that she came to, the smell of him sending her back to the boat and making her
            feel weak.
         

         
         “Sorry,” he said, registering the fact that she hadn’t hugged him back. “Hope that wasn’t weird.” His smile flattened but rose again as he held her gaze. 

         
         Augie didn’t know what to think. Was someone playing a joke on her? Was this all an elaborate plan? A reckoning? A punishment?
            All she could do was stare at him. He raised his eyebrows as the silence pulsed between them, and Augie suddenly realized:
            He didn’t seem as surprised to see her as she was to see him.
         

         
         “No, it’s okay, I’m sorry, it’s just”—she felt her face flush—“what are you doing here? You aren’t from Aldon Lakes, are you?”

         
         “Oh, no, definitely not. Are you? Didn’t you say you lived in New York?”

         
         “I’m . . . only here for a bit,” Augie stammered, taking a step back up the stairs. “But really, what are you doing here?
            Were you looking for me?”
         

         
         He laughed the laugh she remembered, like dice shaking in a tin. “Okay, so, this is a hard question, because the answer is
            both yes and no. I wasn’t stalking you, I promise—I had no idea you worked here—but I did see you at that happy hour Wednesday,
            so, yes, since then, I have been looking for you. Hoping to run into you. Maybe . . . lightly stalking.” He tugged the side
            of his hair, still smiling. “I tried to get your number from the guys at the party, but they didn’t have it, or wouldn’t give
            it to me. And I couldn’t find you online. So, I’m super excited to see you now, seriously. I really thought you said you lived
            in New York.” His voice was both confident and vulnerable in a way Augie found refreshing.
         

         
         She pawed at her bowtie, chewing her lip. She couldn’t believe her lies were coming back to haunt her. It had felt so easy—so
            liberating—to be someone else that afternoon: Allie Von Braun from New York City. Of course she couldn’t get away with it.
         

         
         “What do you mean you saw me Wednesday? At the Club? Why were you there—why
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