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For GK, for believing and for the dogs, for being goddamn people




If I failed now I should fail forever.

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

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

It’s a bad idea.

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

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

What I’m afraid of is her husband.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Why did you block me?” I say.

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

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

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

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

It’s me. I’m Book Club.

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Of course,” I say.

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

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

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

Not me. I am not all she ever wanted.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Sorry,” he says.

“Date?” I ask.

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

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

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

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

“The job is gone,” he says.

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

“How?” I manage to croak out.

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

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

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

“You should have called them right away.”

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

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

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

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

“It was just three days,” I say.

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

“I’m desperate,” I say.

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

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

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

“There is another job,” Will says.

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

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

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

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

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

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

“So do I,” I say.

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

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

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

I finish the vodka lemonade in one long drink.

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

“Not even a name?” I ask.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Another message: Can you meet?

I answer: Yes.

Tonight?

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Girl,” he says and side-eyes me.

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

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

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

“Does it smell?” I yelp.

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

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

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


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

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

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

I hunch up my shoulders and keep my arms tight.

“Brett!” he says.

“I am who I am,” I say, ears burning.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

But the ring is nowhere to be found.

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

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

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

“Just you,” he says.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Are you . . .?” I say.

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

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

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

“You are . . .?” he says.

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

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

“You come highly recommended,” he says.

“I do?” I blurt out.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“My mother disappeared,” I say.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

He holds my hand and picks out a stone.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Down,” Carson bellows.

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

I am not this girl.

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

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

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

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

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

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