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​CHAPTER ONE
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Twenty-Seven Candles

Skyler counted the candles twice.

"Twenty-seven." She said it with the authority of a four-year-old who recently memorized all the numbers past twenty. "Mama. That's so old."

"Thank you, baby."

Grandma Mav's kitchen smelled like vanilla frosting, matches, and the salt that got into everything on Nahant. Amy "Monty" Montgomery stood at the head of the table with her daughter on her hip and a cake blazing in front of her.

Twenty-seven candles.

Four of them were lies.

Ten years she'd been blowing out extra candles. Ten years of the same birthday wish, whispered into the smoke like a prayer with a deadbolt on it: one more year. One more year of nobody finding out. And every year, the wish came true.

Her lies were the luckiest things she owned. They'd celebrated her twenty-third birthday in lobster Amsterdam four years ago — a blow-out party on a canal boat, surrounded by friends she hadn't heard from since — and tonight she was turning twenty-seven in a kitchen in Massachusetts, wearing party hats and eating off paper plates with lobsters on them.

Her real age was twenty-three. A grownup, employed, famous twenty-three. But twenty-three.

Across the table, her mother watched the candles burn down. Her mom had been in the delivery room twenty-three years ago. The woman could count.

Every birthday with her Mom since the lie began, Monty waited for her to say: Honey, isn't that a few too many? Four words. That's all it would take to bring the whole thing down.

This was her first birthday at home in Massachusetts since she was twelve. Ten birthdays around the world on movie sets and in California. One memorable year after Sky was born just the two of them in an airport lounge in Frankfurt with a cupcake from a vending machine — and now this.

Grandma Mav directed traffic with the cake knife. Mini-Mavericks everywhere, under the table and on top of the counter, one of them wearing a colander on his head. Lucas trying to steal a frosting rose with the focus of a jewel thief. The screen door banging. The ocean two streets over, the smell reminding her how much she loved having her wish: safety, four walls, food for her family.

Home. The word fits like shoes a half size off. Her home had been on the job with Skyler. Last year had been the closest thing to a real life for Skyler. She'd finished her first movie as a director. She'd talked Victor into letting her turn their old documentary about the kids living rough on Revere Beach into something bigger — a show where the kids didn't just get filmed, they got out. She'd been in the same rented house on Revere Beach Boulevard for over a year, long enough that the house had started keeping her secrets too: the drawer that stuck, sound-proof windows to block the jets coming into Logan, Skyler's height marks in pencil on the pantry door. The studio's name was on the lease, but the pencil marks were hers.

A year in one place. Feeling ready to settle down permanently buzzed louder than the sugar and noise. Ready to unpack the lies, slowly, one at a time. Unpacking in a house she intended to stay in.

Because the lies had done their job. She admitted that and wanted to be done with them. Lying about her age had bought a thirteen-year-old a job, and the job had gotten her money, and the money had built a wall around everyone she loved — her mother, her brother, Skyler and kept out the stranger who still showed up in her dreams in a silver car.

The monster was the reason the lies existed. The lies were the only magic she'd ever found that worked on him.

The cold came up the back of her skull. It always did when she remembered him. She put him out of her mind. Not tonight. Tonight the door was locked and the kitchen was loud. Everyone here was safe and accounted for.

Almost everyone.

Her phone was face-down next to the paper plates. She'd flipped it over an hour ago so she'd stop looking, which had worked for about four minutes at a time. She looked now. Nothing. No text, no call, not even one of his idiotic voice memos where he just sang the wrong lyrics to whatever he heard on the radio in whatever country he was in.

"He's shooting nights in Buenos Aires," Haley said, from somewhere behind a glass of wine. Haley Maverick had a gift for answering questions nobody had said out loud, which would have been spooky if she weren't so smug about it. "Time zones, Monty."

"I know what time zones are. I've personally been in all of them."

"I'm just saying."

"I didn't ask."

"You looked at your phone like it owed you money."

Monty put her tongue between her teeth and smiled at her best friend, because the other option was admitting that Kevin Maverick knew how to find her. He'd called her from a glacier. He'd called her from a submarine, allegedly. The man treated international telecommunications like a love language. Tonight, on her birthday, in his own grandmother's house where his whole family was wearing party hats, his absence filled the silence. The empty chair next to Grandma Mav she saved for the last Maverick to arrive. The place of dishonor.

Story of her life, loving Kevin. They were never together and they never ended. He pulled, she pushed. She pulled, he was already gone to a set in another hemisphere with a co-star's hand in his back pocket. Between them they had broken up more times than the candles on this fraudulent cake.

She was done with never-endings. That was part of the wish too.

"MAMA." Skyler had her hands on Monty's face now, redirecting her like a satellite dish. "The candles are melting."

Twenty-seven little flames leaning into each other, wax pooling pink onto the frosting, four of them burning on borrowed time like everything else she'd built. The kitchen started singing — loud, off-key, Grandma Mav taking the high note hostage — and Monty leaned in, Skyler's breath warm against her cheek, the heat off the candles touching her chin like a hand.

Every year, the same wish. One more year.

Not this year.

This year she closed her eyes and wished for the thing she hadn't dared put into smoke since she was thirteen: let me tell them. All of it. The age, the candles, the monster — and the one secret bigger than all the others put together, the one currently helping her blow her never-endings out the unlocked door, down the street, and out of their lives. Let her start over at twenty-three, in this kitchen, with these people, and let them still be here when the smoke cleared.

She blew. Skyler blew harder, mostly spit.

The flames went out all at once — the real ones and the four years of lies, too — and the smoke rose off them in one long gray ribbon, steady as a held breath, and for a second Monty watched ten years of deceit float up toward Grandma Mav's ceiling fan and come apart.

"What'd you wish for, Mama?"

"Can't tell you. Then it won't come true."

Skyler looked at her with Kevin's exact eyes, narrowed to suspicious slits.

"That's lying," she said.

Out of the mouths of four-year-olds. Monty kissed her daughter's frosting-sticky face and said, "I know, baby. Mama's quitting lying."

* * *
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Hard to Miss

From the Diary of Amy Montgomery

––––––––
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You are hard to miss

even in a crowd

if you were here

I’d know it

instantly.

You blew me off

for the first time in a long time, it hurt

I have to stop making excuses for you

You aren’t my best

my boy

or my friend

or even close

anymore.

You are almost a stranger even

when we were “together”

you told me

all I had to say was I want you

and you were mine

Never seriously

there were no do-overs or “wait and sees”

being with you was all a big game

Pushed me

to tell you

my true feelings

told me to trust you

but I held back

Why couldn’t we enjoy being together

without you pushing me

for so much

neither of us relented

we broke up

got back together

couldn’t commit

always apart

You treated me like a rental car.

You said you were with me.

Always mine.

Our future didn’t matter.

You were with her now.

She believed you.  She wanted you to stay.

You never ended with me or started with her.

The next time we are together, we’ll start

over again

falling back in love

pulling away to opposite sides of the planet.

We can’t keep our hands off each other.

We can’t keep in touch.

You don’t think I understand that you only want me

to be with you and only you

I don’t believe you.

You don’t believe how much I love you.

The between relationships

don’t count

no one else matters

We can’t stay away from each other

wanting the impossible

stay with me

it’s too hard to miss you all the time.
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​CHAPTER TWO
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The Move Home

The morning after her birthday, Monty unpacked a box that had been sealed for four years.

It had followed her from Amsterdam to three film sets and finally to the rented house on Revere Beach Boulevard, riding in moving trucks with its lid taped shut, labeled MISC in her own handwriting, which was the biggest lie in a house full of them. There was nothing miscellaneous in it. She knew exactly what was in it. That was why the tape had stayed on.

Skyler was on the kitchen floor eating dry cereal out of the box and narrating a complicated story about a colander, so Monty figured she had ten minutes. She slit the tape with a butter knife.

Baby shoes. A hospital bracelet, impossibly small. A boarding pass, AMS to BOS, one way. And under all of it, the magazine.

She'd forgotten how good the photos were. There she was at six months pregnant, wearing nothing but body paint and a stare that dared the camera to zoom closer. The six-page-spread announced to the entire planet that Monty Bristol, teenage dream girl, was about to be a mother. The paint had taken six hours. The photographer had cried. The internet had lost its mind.

And Kevin Maverick had gotten on a plane.

What the box did not say — what Monty would not learn for weeks, and didn’t have the whole story for years — was where the plane had gone first.

Because it hadn’t gone to her. Not at first. Eighteen months before she ever pulled that magazine out of a taped box on a Revere kitchen floor, the same photographs had crossed Kevin Maverick’s desk in New York as a one-line auction alert, and he had been on a plane to Boston inside ninety minutes, and the plane had gone to Boston.

Lot 114. A photographic series, artist’s proofs, subject Monty Bristol. He didn’t pack a bag. He didn’t tell the production he was walking off the edit. He didn’t tell Gabrielle, asleep in his apartment with a wedding planner’s binder on the nightstand, that he was flying to Boston to buy photographs of a different woman pregnant and lit up like a church.

Everyone on earth knew the Lot 114 photos — six months along, body paint and a stare, the spread that announced teenage-dream-girl Monty Bristol was about to be somebody’s mother. He’d been twenty-one and an ocean away when they ran, and he’d looked at them and told himself it was nothing. He'd told himself a lot of things in those years.

What he had never once let himself finish thinking about was the simplest thing in the world. It was a face. There was a little girl in Revere who had his face — his exact face, the one that sold movie tickets, rearranged into a four-year-old — and looking out of it, unmistakable to anyone who’d ever sat at a Maverick table, were his father’s eyes. Victor’s eyes. So he didn’t look. He just knew, in the animal part of him that knew things before he’d allow them, that the photographs of Monty carrying that child were the single most important objects on the planet, and that he could not breathe until they were his and no one else’s.

So he did the only thing a Maverick knew how to do with a feeling that big. He tried to buy it.

* * *
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Monty’s phone, that week, Revere. A text from Kevin: NY is eating my soul. Send help. Send a bagel. She’d read it on the porch with Skyler doing chalk at her feet and felt the familiar small door close in her chest. Watching Skyler draw around her feet and feeling smaller and smaller. Not important enough for him to text anything to her that meant anything to him. He was in New York being important and absent, firing off a bagel joke from an edit bay nine hours before he’d remember she existed. She set the phone face-down on the rail and went back to watching her daughter draw a dog the size of a car. 

* * *
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The auction house was the kind of hushed, carpeted Boston-money room where Mavericks felt at home, and Kevin did not, because he’d come to it sleepless, unshaven, no proxy, no strategy, a movie star in yesterday’s clothes trying to register to bid forty minutes before the lot closed. They knew who he was. That was worse. By noon every dealer in the room knew Kevin Maverick wanted Lot 114, which meant the number was going to climb when a famous man bled out in public.

He called his father from the men’s room, because his hands weren’t steady enough to do it on the floor.

“Dad. I need you to make a call. There’s a lot at an auction here — it doesn’t matter what it is, it’s a photography thing, I need it bought and I can’t be the name on it or it triples. Use whoever you use. Money’s not the thing. I just need it gone before three o’clock. Off the market. Mine.”

A pause on the line. The particular Victor pause that Kevin, his whole life, had mistaken for hesitation when it was actually a man seeing the entire board.

“What’s the lot, Kevin.”

“It’s nothing. It’s old. Dad, please, for once don’t make me explain it, just—”

“Okay, kid.” Easy. Warm. The voice that had closed ten thousand deals. “I’ll take care of it. Go get some coffee. Let your old man handle this one.”

And Kevin — twenty-five years old and certain he’d just been rescued — went and got some coffee.

* * *
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Monty’s phone, early afternoon. Pastrami here is better than NY pastrami. Don’t tell NY. Then a photo: a pastrami sandwich, glistening on rye.

She almost laughed. Almost. The sheer dumb consistency of him — and then she felt the runaround.  It was just a sandwich. Cold dread. It was a man being annoying about lunch. But the wrongness sat there anyway. It sat there for years every time he did this, narrating food to her like a gift: a friendly voice, an offer of something to eat, all-you-can-eat, kid, hop in. She put the phone face-down a little too hard. He’s not yours, she told herself, filing it away cold — filing both things away cold, the man who’d never been hers and the other thing, the thing about food and friendly voices she’d been filing away cold since she was thirteen. He is a man who texts you sandwiches. She went back to the dog the size of a car and did not examine which part had chilled her.

* * *
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Lot 114 closed in the late afternoon. Kevin’s hired proxy — a quiet dealer Victor had recommended, which Kevin found reassuring and should not have — went to sixty-five, to eighty, to ninety-five thousand dollars against a bidder on the phone who would not stop and would not show a face. At a hundred and ten the proxy looked at Kevin across the room, and Kevin nodded keep going, and the proxy went, and the phone bidder went, calm as a metronome, until the proxy stopped looking confident and started looking like a man delivering bad news.

The hammer came down at a hundred and forty thousand dollars, to the bidder on the phone. Anonymous. Withheld. Gone.

Kevin stood in a carpeted room in Boston and watched the most important objects on the planet get carried out a side door to belong to someone who wasn’t him, and felt something he had genuinely never felt in his entire charmed life: he had wanted a thing with his whole chest, thrown everything he had at it, and lost.

* * *
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He called the auction agent that afternoon. And the next morning. And twice the morning after that — who bought it, he’d pay double, triple, name it, there had to be a number — until the agent stopped taking his calls, because there are rules, sir, the buyer requested anonymity, there is nothing I can do.

Gabrielle found the call log.

She wasn’t even angry about another woman, not really. She was a smart woman engaged to a famous man and she’d made her peace with a certain number of ghosts. What could not be forgiven — what she said, packing, in a voice gone flat and final — were the dates. That he’d told her, told the production, told everyone, he was locked in a New York edit bay for two weeks. And he’d been in Boston the whole time. Not working. Not even partying. Bidding a hundred and forty thousand dollars he didn’t win on naked pictures of Monty Bristol pregnant, and calling a stranger’s office nine times to try to get them back.

“You’re not in love with me,” Gabrielle said, zipping the bag. “That’s fine, neither of us signed up for that. But you’re not even pretending anymore, Kevin, and a girl needs at least the pretending.” She paused at the door. “Whoever she is — whoever she was, six months pregnant — you should go find out if the kid’s yours before you spend another hundred and forty grand on a picture of her.”

She met the tennis player nine days later, and she’d be back in his orbit by fall once he was useful again, all smiles for the cameras. But that day she just left, and she was, Kevin would later admit, completely right about everything, including the part he wasn’t ready to hear.

* * *
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Monty’s phone, that evening. Heading back. NY misses me. Or I owe it money. Same thing. She read it while making Skyler’s dinner and felt nothing. Another non-answer from the man who was never, ever going to be hers — off doing whatever Kevin did when he vanished, being glamorous and careless and far away.

She pictured wrong. She always pictured wrong. The truth was a man on a plane with no luggage and no fiancee and no photographs, flying back to an edit he’d abandoned, having just begun to learn the one lesson his whole life had conspired to keep from him: that there were things he could not buy and that the only way to ever be with the woman in those photographs was going to be to put the photographs down and drive to Revere and say what he wasn’t ready to say. Dreaming happens when you’re awake, too, and he’d understand what saying that out loud to her could cost until he knew he could stay by her side. And that spark of half-knowing what needed to be said — not the photos, never the photos — was what Victor actually bought him that day.

* * *
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He'd flown into Martha’s Vineyard with the whole migration — the Mavericks caravanning down from Nahant in the Mercedes and Grandma Mav's purple minivan like a flock of expensive birds — and he'd come off that ferry dock already yelling.

The whole world, Monty. The whole world is looking at you naked. He'd crossed the lawn at the beach house like wind over stormy water, twenty-one years old and famous on four continents and absolutely certain he was the wronged party. She'd stood up off the porch step to fight with him properly, because nobody fought like they did. The standing up was what did it.

He saw the belly.

Not the magazine belly, airbrushed and painted gold. The real one, under one of his old t-shirts she'd never given back, in the salt air, attached to Monty standing all alone on a porch full of his family.

She watched the fight leave his body like the tide going out. He stopped three feet away. The seagulls kept screaming. He didn't.

"Hi," he said. To the belly.

He fell in love with her before her daughter was born. Monty witnessed it. It took about four seconds and it was permanent. It had nothing to do with what came later that week — the not-fighting that turned into the other thing, the reliving of the summer they'd first met, his hands learning the new shape of her like a man reading a map of a country he intended to live in.

By the time she was rushed up to Boston to deliver, they were re-ignited, re-tangled, re-everything.

And then he flew to Argentina. Because he was Kevin, and the sequel was waiting, and that was the whole story of them in one sentence.

* * *
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"Mama, who's the gold lady?"

Skyler had wandered over. She was standing at Monty's elbow with cereal dust on her chin, looking at the magazine to see which one of her aunts and uncles bagged the cover.

"That's Mama. Before you were born."

"Why are you gold?"

"It was for work."

Skyler considered this with the seriousness it deserved. "Were you cold?"

"Freezing, baby."

"Okay." Satisfied, she went back to the colander saga, and Monty sat on the floor of her rented house with her whole secret history in a cardboard box and laughed until her eyes stung.

For three years, it had been like this. Three years of raising Skyler out of matching suitcases — set to set, time zone to time zone, with Nahant for holidays and the Mavericks and the Montgomeries.

Three years of Kevin between movies and girlfriends and one alleged fiancée, flying home for a weekend whenever the planet rotated him through Massachusetts, the two of them privately more on than off and publicly nothing at all. Ciao was a joke between them now, saying hello to him every time she said goodbye.

Half the time she wanted to erase him. The other half she was checking the production schedule when his shoot wrapped.

Victor was the one who'd finally ended the suitcase years. He'd worked on her patiently, over months, like water on stone. You're a grown-up now, kid. Time for the grown-up jobs. Come home. Direct. Produce. Build a world so big it won’t fit in a carry-on. Execute the vision, kid. And when she'd finished her first picture as a director and signed on to turn their old Revere Beach documentary into something that could actually get those kids into college, she'd stopped arguing with him, because the stone had worn through. She wanted what he was offering. A house with pencil marks in the pantry. A kid with a school district. A life that stayed put long enough to be found.

That last part still scared her. She put it back in the box with the baby shoes and taped nothing shut.

That evening she took Skyler down the beach— three miles of seawall and sand up the Boulevard that Boston people loved hard, because it wasn't fancy. Seniors power-walked at dawn and the motorcycles sang all night. Her daughter could fill a bucket with broken shells and call it treasure. The tide slo-moed in. The streetlights flicked on one at a time, north to south, like popcorn.

Monty stood with her feet on the cold edge of the Atlantic, her daughter's hand in hers, four blocks from her own front door.

Home. Findable, permanent, hers.

She'd never felt safer in her life.

* * *
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the monster

INTERSTATE 80 EAST, SOMEWHERE PAST THE IOWA LINE, 80 MPH

SHE LISTENED NOW. BETTER THAN SHE EVER LISTENED BEFORE.

NOBODY GOT AWAY WITH SCREAMING AT HIM.

HER CAR. HER QUARTERS FOR THE TOLLS. HER PERFUME IN THE SEATS, HER HAIR ON THE HEADREST, HER LIPSTICK ON THE COLD COFFEE CUP.

SHE LEFT STAINS WHEN SHE TOUCHED HIM. HE FELT STAINED.

DIRTY ATTRACTED DIRTY.

A THOUSAND MILES OF CORN AND NOTHING. HE DIDN'T STOP. HE DIDN'T LOG IN. HE DIDN'T LEAVE TRACES.

ANN. ANNE. ANNA. ANNIE. HER MAIL CAME TO ANY KIND OF ANN.

SHE WAS NO ONE. A NO-ANN. ANNALEE JENNIFER.

HE NEVER LIKED JENNIFERS.

SHE DIED EASY, KITTY. ARE YOU LISTENING, KITTY? HE WAS A GOOD, GOOD BOY. THIS TIME.

HIS OWN CAR WAS WAITING AT LOGAN. ROUTE 1A NORTH, THEN SWING UP REVERE BEACH BOULEVARD. THREE POINT THREE MILES OF GARBAGE BEACH WASHED IN FILTHY BOSTON WATER.

THE PRISONERS AND THE COMMUNITY-SERVICE JUNKIES PICK UP TRASH THERE EVERY MORNING.

MAYBE HE'D STOP. PICK UP A PIECE OF GARBAGE. DO THE WORLD A FAVOR ON HIS WAY HOME.

IT'S TIME TO PAY ATTENTION. CATCH ME A COUPLE NEW VOICES.

THREE LITTLE PIGGIES, BUT ONE RAN AWAY.

TWO FOR THE PAN. ONE FOR THE MAN.

THE ONE.

WHO LISTENS.
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​CHAPTER THREE
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The Silver Car

Sweet, soft, chocolaty brownies.

The nightmare always started there — with the smell, warm and dark and homemade, coming off a paper plate on the dashboard of a silver car. In the nightmare the monster smiled at her over his shoulder from the front seat, a cold welcome, his eyes finding hers through the open passenger window and holding on.

In real life he hadn't smiled. In real life he'd stared at her like she was a ghost and muttered something angry about a cat. The dream kept improving him. That was the worst part. Ten years of nights, and her own mind kept making him friendlier.

The nightmare always ended the same way too: with his rejection. The car doors closing. Her friends behind the glass, waving. Then he took everyone — her friends first, then her mother, her brother, the Mavericks, Kevin, and last and worst, Skyler — and the whole world went silent except for the sound that never made it out of her throat.

Monty ran.

He never took her. He never wanted her. She ran into the dark alone, screaming with no volume, and woke up with her heart slamming and her hands clenched so hard they'd gone numb.

She laid still in the dark of the Revere Beach house and counted her own breathing, in for four, out for four. She'd taught herself in a hundred hotel rooms.

On the nights Kevin used to be in this bed, he'd surface halfway out of sleep and ask, same one? And she'd smile into his shoulder and say she couldn't remember a thing, just a bad dream, go back to sleep. He knew better. He never pushed. He just pulled her in against his chest in the middle of the night, more nights than she ever remembered by morning — she only knew because she'd wake up with his heartbeat going under her ear like a sound check, and the part of her already held in his arms would forget the nightmare.

Kevin thought he didn't know how to take care of anybody. He was wrong about that and about most things concerning himself.

She didn't go back to sleep. Some nights the only way past the dream was straight through the real thing, so she laid in the dark, three blocks from the spot where it happened, and let herself remember.

She was thirteen. It was the end of August, a sunny Saturday just before noon. Revere Beach was packed — towels and coolers and music, little kids screaming the good kind of screaming. Monty sat on the seawall between Marissa and Nicole, who were rating the boys from last night's party, and all Monty wanted was for one of them to say it was finally time to go home.

* * *
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The runaway adventure had stopped being an adventure two weeks in. Home was a tent at a Hyannis campsite, her mom and her little brother and three sleeping bags, because Mom had rented their house out for
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