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Dedication

To the memory of Henry Carr, a boy whose big open heart changed the course of my life. He is (and forever will be) at the very center of me. Henry, if you’re reading this wherever you are, just float. Talk back soon.




Epigraph

She is so naked and singular.

She is the sum of yourself and your dream.

Climb her like a monument, step after step.

She is solid.

As for me, I am a watercolor.

I wash off.

—Anne Sexton, “For My Lover, Returning to His Wife”
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Prologue

Ingrid,

You said you wanted to know everything. I’m not sure I’m ready to tell you everything. I’m not sure I’m ready to relive everything, but after all you’ve given me, your forgiveness, your wisdom, your kindness, Rob . . . I owe you this much. You told me to spare no detail, so I’ve done my best here, though it might not be enough for you. Or maybe it’s too much. I don’t know. All I know is that this is everything that happened, and I’ve written this letter in as much detail as I could muster.

—Maggie




Part I


Mistakes Were Made




1

Just for the record, I didn’t go to the party with the intention of ruining a marriage. I want to make that clear. I didn’t even want to go in the first place.

Henry, the latest DJ in a too-long line of DJs, had broken up with me in a “later, babe” text four days before, leaving me to revert to a uniform consisting strictly of sweatpants and sports bras. Shirts are not required when dealing with heartache, though of course there’s also the whole Jackson thing. We’ll get to that, though. Just not right now.

Rob and I met in August, three nights after I swore off men and a week after I resumed smoking. My ex said in the Program, you deal with things in the order in which they’re killing you, and men seemed a more pressing poison. I always used to tell people that if doctors or grownups had tried to appeal to my sense of vanity and not my sense of mortality, I never would’ve started smoking, but they hadn’t, so I had.

So, the party. Thrown by and for someone I wasn’t close to.

The only reason I was there was that Dani, my roommate, told me she’d do all our dishes for a month if I went with her, and in my grief I’d been doing a lot of baking, so I could use a dishwasher.

It was Dani’s boyfriend’s thirty-fifth, and he did what any guy who liked Leonardo DiCaprio a little too much would: he rented a boat to take him and his hundred closest acquaintances along the coast for six hours.

Everything was fine and infidelityless until elevenish. I spent the first chunk of the party seeking out dinghies I could use for an escape and nodding at C-list auteurs as they explained the plots of my father’s movies to me because apparently I “just didn’t get them.”

It wasn’t until I grabbed another Craig-tini (your standard martini, but like every other drink on the menu, Craig-ified with a toothpick displaying a photo of Craig with Leo) and snuck out onto the deck to resume poisoning my lungs that things got complicated.

I was sitting on the bench, happy to be wearing the too-expensive coat I had stolen from my ex’s ex as I lit up and looked out into the sky, when the door opened and someone stumbled out.

I didn’t look up, hoping if I stayed small and quiet and smoking, whoever it was would go back inside to the Craig-tinis and not-teurs, but luck was not on my side, evidently.

“Can I bum one?”

If you could punch a voice, I would’ve punched his. No one has a right to sound as good as he did. Still does. I’d always been a sucker for an English accent, so I was fucked from the start.

I wordlessly handed him one, staring straight ahead.

What I should’ve done was left. Gone back inside to the Craig-tinis and the mindless nodding and the store-bought chips and top-shelf liquor, or else I should’ve just jumped into the ocean and started towards land.

Instead, I handed him the cigarette, and even though I didn’t look at him, our fingers brushed, which was so much better and so, so much worse because the second we touched, a jolt of electricity or lust or a mix of the two shot up through my fingers and into my spine.

“Thanks,” he said, picking up the lighter that lay between us, a kind of border, and lighting his cigarette.

This is when I made my second mistake. This is when I, thinking it safe, glanced at him.

Or it started as a glance, at least, and then quickly morphed into a gawk or a gape or a combination of the two.

Even seated, he was tall. Taller than me, at least, which was good enough. I’d mistaken height for attractiveness before, but that didn’t happen this time. His hair was shaggy and unkempt and the kind of greasy that I liked. His lips were full and edible looking and his scruff caught the light of the flame, turning gold and orange and blue.

It was then that I made my third and thus far most fatal mistake. I met his eyes.

In my defense, I thought I’d be okay. I thought he’d be looking at the cigarette or the ocean or the Craig-pick in the old-fashioned in his hand, but no. He was looking at me. Or gaping. Or gawking. Some combination of the two, but the bottom line is that his eyes did it, so if you’re looking for a bad guy, if you’re looking for something to blame, blame his eyes.

Big and green and fenced in by eyelashes I’m sure the women inside would’ve paid hundreds of dollars for.

I should’ve looked away, I know that, okay. Of course I know that.

“Hi,” he breathed out, still gape-gawking.

“Hi,” I said, though I can’t be sure I didn’t whisper it or sing it in Italian.

I looked away, busying myself with downing the rest of the now-watery Craig-tini.

“You know there’s a party going on in there, right?”

“Really? I had no idea,” I said, trying not to look him directly in the eyes.

“Yeah. Just thought you should know. Doesn’t seem your thing, though,” he replied.

What I should’ve said was nothing. But the thing is, talking to him with his accent and his height and his gape-gawking made me forget about Henry and Jackson and everything else, so I spoke.

“What makes you say that?”

“No reason, really. Other than the fact that you looked like you were considering jumping into the water the second you and your friend got here. And the whole solo smoking thing,” he said, nodding his chin to my smoke.

Now do you understand why I stayed? You don’t have to. I’m not sure I would understand either, but when he said that, when he decided to tell me he had seen me, he had noticed me, I felt every nerve in my body light up, and I liked that feeling.

“So, you’ve been stalking me, then.”

I would like to note that the fact that I played it that cool is very impressive to me to this day.

“Can you stalk someone if you’re both in the same enclosed space?”

“I think so. It’s ideal for lazy stalkers.”

I glanced over in time to catch him scratching his chin as he let out a “hmmm,” and I had to grab another smoke from the pack to ensure I didn’t reach up and stroke his chin too.

He spoke again. “You’re right, but I’m not a stalker, so you’re in the clear.”

“Oh good. I’m not in the mood to evade stalkers tonight,” I said through my smile.

“I’d imagine not. I’m Rob, by the way.”

He extended his hand (I’ll get to it), and I extended mine. “Maggie.”

He took my hand in his and shook it once, twice.

I’m surprised I didn’t dissolve into the air or otherwise explode into a tiny, nicotine-fueled fireworks show.

Okay, the hand. But I’m only getting to it because once we’d stopped shaking, his didn’t let go of mine. Or mine didn’t let go of his. Or both.

I’ll start by saying that I’ve always loved hands. Other people’s, not my own. I have “peasant hands,” apparently. My grandmother said that to me twenty minutes before she died. She also told me she was pretty sure my uncle was gay, but he’d come out of the closet years before, so I wound up fixating on the whole hands thing.

Back to Rob’s hand, then. No more distractions, I swear. It was calloused and warm and made me think of loaves of bread straight out of the oven, which made my mouth water, a ridiculous thing to have your body do while shaking someone’s hand. His fingers were long and slim except for where they ballooned at the knuckles. His hand was veiny in the way that I’ve always envied, but not as veiny as my grandmother’s hands, whose skin was so thin and veins so bulging, I worried they’d burst and she’d bleed to death.

This was just his right hand. I hadn’t yet seen his left one, okay?

I don’t remember who let go first, so let’s just say it was me. I like the way that sounds, and besides, I have clammy hands so I’m big on letting go.

“So, Maggie, why are you at a party you don’t want to attend and can’t escape?”

“My roommate dragged me. I was too tired to fight her.”

“Long week?”

“Very. You?”

“My week?”

“No, why are you at the party? Your week too, though, I guess,” I said, biting the inside of my cheek so as not to keep smiling.

“Oh. Right. I’ve known Craig for a while and he was in the parlor the other day and invited me, so here I am.”

“The parlor?”

“Yeah, the tattoo parlor. I’m—”

“Tell me you’re not a tattoo artist.”

“I’m not a tattoo artist,” he said, grinning.

“Okay, good. Good. Is that true?”

“. . . No, it’s not.”

I groaned. He laughed. I groaned again because fuck him for having a laugh that sounded the way a lit fireplace felt.

“Really?”

“Really what?”

“Nothing. Never mind. Nothing. It’s nothing.”

“It’s very obviously not nothing,” he said, laughing.

“No, ignore me. You’ve tattooed Craig, then.”

“I have, yeah.”

A quick word on Craig: I didn’t particularly like him; he had a penchant for over-pronouncing French words, finishing my yogurt, talking down to me about the “industry of film,” and calling me “Mags,” a nick-name he hadn’t earned, but I didn’t dislike him either. He loved Dani, and he bought wine for our apartment when he came to stay with us and had a cute dog he’d sometimes bring over, and he’d hooked me up with several well-paying house-sitting jobs. All of this made the constant shirtlessness tolerable. And that one tattoo on his shoulder.

Craig had twenty-seven tattoos in total, all of them garbage (Roman numerals representing nothing just because he “liked the way it looked,” a Ferris Bueller quote credited to Plato, a grape that will turn into a raisin as he ages), but the one on his shoulder was different.

It was a portrait of his sister, who’d died when she was nine and he was fifteen. Car accident.

I only knew this because one night when Dani was asleep, I walked Dottie, his dog, with him, and he told me. For some reason, people often tell me about the deaths of their loved ones.

My therapist once told me that I have a very “approachable” face. When she said that, I said, “thank you,” and then spent the rest of the week avoiding mirrors.

But Craig’s sister-tattoo was special. It was gray and shadowy, made up of thin lines and shading, but it felt alive. Kind of like how people say when you’re in a room with the Mona Lisa, you think that her eyes are following you. Craig’s tattoo of his sister was my favorite thing about him, and I’d often find myself staring at her as he wandered shirtless throughout our apartment, eating my snacks and leaving a trail of crumbs in his wake.

Back to Rob.

“Which one?” I asked, regretting the question as soon as I’d asked it.

“Which tattoo?”

“Yeah.”

I’m sure you know where this went. I’m going to tell you anyway, just so it’s here, in print. Just so I can show you that this is all his fault, really.

“The one on his shoulder. It’s a portrait of his sister and—”

This is where I started to laugh. He laughed too, but there’s no way we were laughing at the same thing.

“What?”

“Nothing.”

“Come on, out with it.” He laughed as he said it. I already loved making him laugh.

“It’s really nothing, it’s just, of course you did that one.” I groaned.

“It’s that bad?”

“No! No. It’s . . . I love it, actually. It’s my favorite.”

I had stopped laughing at that point, but I wasn’t looking at him. Instead, I fiddled with the Craig-pick and tried to look cool and mysterious, two things that I have never in my life been accused of being.

“Thank you.”

“You’re welcome. It’s . . . you’re really good,” I said, blushing. I’m not sure why, but I felt embarrassed saying it.

“For all you know, the rest of my work could be shit.”

“Maybe, but I doubt it.”

I wondered how many calories flirting burned.

“You’re too kind.”

He smiled at me then, so I lit another cigarette to keep from using my mouth to say something stupid. Or kiss him. Or say something stupid and then kiss him.

“So . . .” he continued, trailing off.

“So.”

“So, what do you do?”

“I house-sit.”

“Professionally?”

“Yep. I’m a world-renowned house sitter,” I replied, sitting up straighter than I had been, taking on an air of self-importance that didn’t feel real.

“I don’t think I’ve ever met one of those before.”

“You’ve never met a house sitter?”

“Not a world-renowned one, at least.”

“There aren’t many of us. We’re very rare.”

“I don’t doubt it,” he said, eyebrows raised.

This is the part where I could have told him that while I’m a professional, world-renowned house sitter, I wait for my managers to email me the scripts for auditions to play rape victims or murder victims or some other kinds of victims, but I was still trying to be cool and mysterious, and there is nothing cool about being a struggling actress and having to fight to be part of projects written by and for men about hot but wounded women.

It was then that Dani came out, stumbling on her bare feet as if they were stilettos, laughing at something she’d heard inside.

“Mags Mags Mags Maggie Margaret,” she sang, plopping herself on my lap and running her hands through my perpetually tangled hair. I’m still unsure if I wanted to kiss her or hit her for killing whatever had been in the air just a second before.

“Hi, bud. You good?”

“So good. I am so good,” Dani said, stretching each word out longer than necessary.

“What’s up, Dan? Where are your shoes?”

“They’re somewhere. I don’t know; it’s not important.”

“What’s important, then?”

“I have to tell you something,” she shouted. “It’s a secret!”

“I’m listening.”

“Okay. Are you ready?”

It’s in moments like these that I’m grateful for my years of nannying experience.

“Very ready.”

“I found your soul mate.”

The whole “soul mate” thing is a game Dani plays. Mostly when she’s drunk, but occasionally when she’s sober. Dani, amateur tarot reader and life coach, is a big believer in soul mates. Also in both crystals and manifesting, so ever since Jackson, my last real boyfriend, broke my heart, she’s been manifesting my soul mate while filling every surface of our apartment with crystals that she cleanses in salt once a month.

“Have you, now?”

“Yup. He’s tall and broody and cute and tall—”

I wanted to jump into the ocean right then and there.

“You said tall already,” I muttered.

“Because he is! Tall. He’s tall. Ish. Taller than Craig, at least. And English, which I know you love, AND you know that tattoo Craig has? His sister?”

“. . . Yeah, Dan. I know it.”

“Grrrrrrreat, ’cause he did it! How cool is that?”

I could feel Rob’s laughter. I wanted death. Or murder.

“Very cool, Dani. Very cool,” I uttered, looking at my shoes and her toes.

I could feel Rob’s eyes on me as Dani continued to buzz and trill, but I refused to look at him. Instead, I focused on Dani’s copper-painted toenails and tried to tune her out, listening instead to the waves as they slapped against the boat. It didn’t work all that well; Dani’s loud when she wants to be, and she wanted to be.

“Wanna go find him with me? He’s got an R name. Richard or Reggie or Rudy or—”

“Rob?” Rob interjected, grinning.

“YOU FOUND HIM WITHOUT ME?!”

I couldn’t tell if she was happy or upset.

“It would seem so,” said I, the death-or-murder-wisher.

Dani clambered off my lap, grabbing Rob’s old-Craig-shioned as she stood.

“I’m gonna go, then! Soul mates!! I knew it!”

She turned to leave, but spun back, pointing at Rob and sloshing his old-Craig-shioned onto his jeans.

“You be nice to her, ’kay? She’s sad and that makes me sad and I don’t like to be sad at parties.”

“Yes ma’am.”

Dani studied his face for a moment longer before stumbling back into the party, leaving us to silence. It was decided. Death, not murder.

“So . . .”

“So,” I said, looking out into the black water ahead of us.

“You’re sad?”

I’d never been more relieved to talk about my emotional well-being. At that point, I would’ve disclosed my entire sexual history just to get away from the whole soul mate topic. It also helped that the Craig-tinis had just settled into my bloodstream, rendering everything a little blurry around the edges, making me forget about my desire to seem cool and unaffected by everything.

“Yeah,” I said, “I am.”

“Just general sadness or is it more specialized?”

This I wasn’t expecting. In my experience, telling a cute guy about my emotional inner life was a surefire conversation ender. The emotionally inept ones got uncomfortable and either left or changed the subject before leaving, and the “complex” ones (actors) liked to think that they were the only ones fraught with emotions, so the conversation would quickly morph into a “trauma-off,” which I’d forfeit.

“Do you want the cool answer or the real sadness spiel?”

This is when I looked again. Another mistake. I’d never before experienced being “drunk in” by someone. In fact, I hate that phrase. It made me picture a giant bringing a pint glass up to his mouth, drinking me up. An effluvia smoothie. But there wasn’t a better phrase for what he was doing.

I liked it. A lot. And it scared me. A lot. My clammy hands got clammier, and I wanted badly to look away, but I’m competitive, and if this was a staring contest, I was going to win.

“The spiel, please.”

I took a deep breath, still staring.

“I’m good. I’m here. I want to hear it all,” he said, melting me.

Fucker.

“I’ve been dumped. By a DJ, which is . . . it’s a lot of things, but it’s not so great for the ego, especially after, after . . . never mind. And I haven’t booked anything in months and my dad’s in town shooting something and I can’t bring myself to see him, ’cause then I’d have to see him, you know? And I’m at this point where I guess I’ve just resigned myself to a life of shitty parties and commitment-phobic DJs, except for the fact that I’ve decided to swear off men, which should be easier than it is, just because most men are just . . . men, and my sister’s pregnant again, which is great, it’s great, but it’s also shitty, because how is it that we were raised by the same people and I’m the only one of us who managed to get fucked up enough that I’m being dumped by squatting DJs and dragged to parties on boats and picking the wrong people to love? And this is all just extra stuff, really, but I don’t want to talk about my sadness anymore ’cause then I’ll cry. I’m a crier.”

It all just came spilling out. Well, not everything, exactly. I’d neglected to mention Jackson, but only because I knew that if I mentioned him, I would break down. That still happens, sometimes.

Silence wrapped itself around us like a blanket. I refused to look at Rob. I could feel him looking at me. Gawking. Gaping. Gazing. Whatever it was, it felt too warm, too kind, too understanding for me to be able to cope with right then, so I kept my eyes planted on the black waves ahead of us and wished that I’d said more and that I’d said less all at once.

“Maggie,” he murmured, but I cut him off.

“That was a lot. I know. I’m sorry, I’m not normally like that. I can go back to pretending to be cool and casual and—”

I shut up then because he used his hand to brush away a tear from my cheek.

“It’s okay. You’re okay.”

His hand was warm and I tried not to nuzzle into it, but all I could think about was that it had been so long since I’d felt that comfortable around someone who wasn’t Dani.

“Yeah?”

His hand was still touching my face. I’d never before been turned on by anything so closely related to my tears.

“Yes,” he said, and I looked at his fingers.

“I’m not so sure about that. I’m a bit of a mess. Clearly.”

I tried to look down, but he tilted my chin so I was forced to resume our staring contest. Or not forced so much as encouraged. Despite the momentary silence, I could barely hear what was going on inside the party.

“You’re not a mess,” he replied.

“No?”

“No.”

“Are you sure about that, because it feels like unloading a therapy session’s worth of bullshit onto a perfect stranger is the sort of behavior of utter messes.”

His hand didn’t move from my chin. My eyes traveled from his eyes to his lips, which he licked.

I didn’t realize that my sadness could be used to get guys to want to kiss me. If I’d known that sooner, I wouldn’t have spent so much money on low-cut shirts.

“You’re not a mess. You’re wonderful.”

It was then that I kissed him. And yes, I kissed him and not the other way around, so maybe I am the one to blame, but considering the hands and the staring and the “you’re wonderful,” I don’t think that the kiss was entirely my fault. Plus, he kissed me back. If I wanted to save face, I’d say that it was a chaste kiss, but we both know that would be a lie, and I decided that I wouldn’t lie to you. There have been enough lies, don’t you think?

So no, it wasn’t a chaste kiss, but it wasn’t a rip-your-clothes-off, The Notebook–style kiss either. On the spectrum of peck to Gosling, it was somewhere in the middle. That’s what I’ll say. I don’t want to say much more about it, because I want to keep some things for myself. I don’t deserve much, but I deserve that. I’ll say this one last thing about the kiss, though. It was great. I’m sorry.
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No more apologies, back to the kiss. The kiss that had me forgetting where my lips ended and his started. The kiss that gave me the excuse to (finally) wind my fingers through his hair while his hands moved from my waist to my shoulders to the sides of my face. The kiss that ended when he pulled away. Obviously. But he pulled away.

“Fuck,” he said, running his hand through his hair.

“Bad fuck or good fuck?”

“Maggie, I—”

“Oh. Bad fuck, then.”

I stood up, but the boat lurched forward, knocking me towards Rob, who stood and grabbed my shoulders, steadying me with his hands. Plural. As in his right and left hand. As in when I looked down, I saw The Ring.

I’d like to say that I felt as though I’d had the wind knocked out of me, only because it sounds good. It’s the sort of thing you should feel when you realize that the person whose lips you’ve just kissed and bitten and melted into is married, but it wouldn’t be true. Instead, I felt numb. Totally, completely numb. Of course he was married. Of. Fucking. Course.

I took a step back, away from The Ring and the hand and the height and hair and scruff and eyes and lips and . . . fuck.

“Oh,” I said.

He looked down at The Ring on his finger like he’d never noticed it before. Like it was a birthmark or freckle that I’d pointed out to him. This old thing? Huh. Never noticed it. Like that.

“Maggie—”

“Fuck makes a lot more sense now, I guess.” I tried to laugh, but it sounded hollow.

“Yeah.”

“I don’t know what to say. I’m sorry. I’m drunk and I didn’t think and—”

“Maggie.” He reached towards me (with his left hand, the fucker), but I took another step back, half wishing I had stepped back enough to accidentally fall overboard, half wishing that instead I’d taken a step forward.

“It’s okay,” he said, and I could tell that he was going to continue, but I couldn’t stop looking from his mouth to his ring, and it was making me dizzy, and sad and horny and then sad again, so I stopped him.

“It’s not okay. It’s not. I’m sorry. If I keep standing here, I’m gonna say that so many times it’ll lose meaning, which I don’t want because I am. Sorry. I’m sorry. I’m just gonna go back inside and leave you to the whole married thing.”

At that point I was gesturing with my whole body, ultimately catapulting my Craig-pick to the ground. I’m not sure why I bothered picking it up, but I did. It was stuck and I struggled to get it, but that was okay. I needed to focus my attention on something other than the married guy in front of me.

Craig-pick in hand, I turned on my heels to return to the bar and the probably-not-married not-teurs. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw him reach for me, but either I was too fast, or he stopped himself.

Despite my escape, there was a problem. I’m sure you’ve worked it out by now. You’re smart, after all. I’m gonna say it anyway, just in case.

When you’re on a boat, it’s very hard to avoid people. It’s almost impossible, actually.
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It was a little after midnight and we weren’t set to dock until two, leaving me with ninety minutes to go before I could successfully get away, so I did what anyone trying to avoid someone at a party does: I went to the bathroom.

The bathroom was big, bigger than any party-boat bathroom should be, and cleaner than most public bathrooms, but it reeked of designer perfumes that absolutely did not mix well and the stalls were full of girls talking to each other about who they were planning to go home with, a subject I couldn’t be around, so after a few minutes, I left. Another escape. Eighty-five minutes to go.

I took a lap around the party, grabbed another Craig-tini, and went to find Dani, hoping that would eat up about eighty minutes or so. Evidently, I was off by seventy-five. Dani was easy to find.

She was sitting on Craig’s lap on one of the couches (Dani preferred laps over chairs), reading people’s palms, a skill I didn’t know she had and didn’t want to be a guinea pig for, so I surveyed the party once more.

I watched as people danced to Lorde remixes, envying the way they all moved so freely. I was a shitty dancer. I was always a little too aware of the fact that I was being watched when I danced. It felt staged. Maybe they had that feeling too and just didn’t care, or maybe they were just good dancers, or maybe they were all too drunk to think about anything other than bass and rhythm.

Joey, Craig’s best friend, strutted towards me as I leaned against the wall. He always strutted. He must have back problems, the way he leads with his hips.

“Margaret,” he said, smirking at me. He always smirked.

“Joseph.”

“How are you on this lovely evening?”

“I’m just fine. How’re you?”

“I’m spectacular,” he crowed.

He was always either “spectacular” or “stellar.” Those were his only two states of existence.

When Jackson broke up with me, Craig tried to set me up with Joey. Not because he thought we’d get along, really. It was just math. I was single. Joey was single. I was heartbroken. Joey was . . . sad. Perfect match!

We went on one date. He took me to see his ex’s movie, some romantic drama about people with terminal illnesses falling in love, and spent the rest of the night telling me that she’d been “much hotter” when they were together. I didn’t tell him I’d seen him cry when she kissed her costar on-screen. I just sat and nodded. Approachable face, I guess. Since then, we’d been friendly. He knew about Jackson, and I knew about Delilah, so we’d occasionally commiserate over brunch while Dani sat on Craig’s lap, feeding him eggs Benedict.

I surveyed the crowd for a moment before asking, “Where’s your date?”

Joey had boarded the boat with Liv, a hostess from Craig’s favorite restaurant, the one with the eggs Benedict. She was tall, taller than Joey (not hard to be), and she had half of her head shaved. She was very cool, made all the more cool by the fact that she always sent our table free pancakes.

“Bathroom. She had a few too many mules. Or Craigs, I guess.”

I laughed and he laughed too. Joey was funniest when he didn’t mean to be.

“Are you guys having fun?”

“Yeah, I think so. She’s pretty stellar,” he said, blushing.

So he was spectacular, she was stellar.

Liv came bounding towards us, pupils huge and bra strap hanging off her shoulder.

She’d just applied more lipstick, so her lips were a deep purple, almost black, and her mascara was smudged. I was going to point it out to her, but I figured she’d probably done it on purpose. She was good at looking artfully disheveled. I envied that quality.

“Hiiiiiiiiiiii,” she said, putting her hands on Joey’s shoulders and whispering something in his ear. From up close, I could see a dusting of coke on her septum ring. Saving it for later, I guess.

Joey and Liv kept whispering to each other, so I slipped away.

On my second lap, I saw Rob deeply engrossed in a conversation with a not-teur, probably about being married, and I decided to sneak off back to the deck. I thought, once again, that I’d be safe. Which I was, actually. For about thirty minutes.

I spent the thirty minutes Instagram stalking Jackson’s ex, Elsie, the rightful owner of my coat.

I let myself stalk Elsie on Instagram once a month, twice if I was feeling especially masochistic, but this time I stopped after coming across her engagement announcement photo.

I’d seen it before—it was three months old—but this time I stared at it. For a while. There she was, at her fiancé’s parent’s house in Montauk (I’d Instagram stalked her and Ray, her finance-bro fiancé, enough to know these things about their lives), kissing him passionately as she held her left hand up to the camera.

I stared at it and wondered who took the picture and how many times Elsie made them retake it. I thought about the rejected versions of this photo, sitting in her camera roll, never to be used or seen. The post had two hundred and forty-six likes. I wondered if she’d have gotten more with one of the rejects. I bet she did too.

This is when I decided to go full-on masochist and pulled up Jackson’s Instagram. An account that was no longer active. Ghosts don’t post on social media, after all. I scrolled through the same twenty-six photos I’d seen last night, and the night before, and almost every night since I got the call from his sponsor last year.

I’m not sure why they kept his Instagram up. I’m not sure who “they” is either. His parents, I suppose.

I knew I could have screenshotted the photos, keeping them in my camera roll where it would be easy and convenient, but there was something about having to search for him—as if he were just like anyone, just like he were alive—that I needed, so I searched for @careaboutmylife like I had every night since he’d died, going through the photos I’d already memorized.

I focused especially on the one of him that day at the beach in the hat. My hat. One of those big, floppy hats I’d bought on a whim, hoping that in purchasing it I would become a Hat Person, and then never wore outside. Jackson looked good in it, though. He was a Hat Person.

I loved that photo. I’d taken it. It was his one-year sober birthday and so we went to the beach and ate sheet cake with our hands and took naps in the sand and he told me he loved me and I got stuck in the car because fucking in Fiats without your feet falling asleep is nearly impossible to do. I loved that day. Four months before he dumped me, eight months before he died. I stared, forcing my eyes open until my vision got spotty and my eyes blurred.

That’s when the door opened. I was putting my phone away. This time I looked up. I’ll give you twenty dollars if you guess who it was. I’ll even give you a hint: he’s married. Or he was. At the time.

He looked at me, brow furrowed, with a humorless smile on his face and my purse in his hand. The left one.

“You left this,” he said, simply.

“Right,” I replied, trying to sound nonchalant, “thanks.”

I felt him stare at me as the silence got thicker and more charged. I wasn’t looking at him, though. Not his face, at least. I was staring at his ringed hand, the one gripping my purse. I was trying to figure out the easiest way to get it from him without having to touch him.

Maybe he could just throw it to me, I remember thinking. That would be good of him. Considerate. If I touch him, I may kiss him again. I cannot kiss him again.

He didn’t throw it to me, though. He took a half step towards me, that same furrowed, pensive look on his face, and he extended his left hand to me, carefully, as if he was afraid that I’d bite it. I didn’t.

I stood up, slowly, so as not to spook him, or so as not to spook myself, I’m not sure which, but I stood and walked towards him, head down, eyes planted firmly on the purse in front of me.

I lifted the purse from his grasp, careful not to touch him and even more careful to not appear careful.

“Thanks,” I repeated from over my shoulder, ready to reenter the party. I almost did. I almost made it to the door, but it didn’t work out that way. Not really.

“Fuck,” I heard Rob say under his breath, more to himself than to me, before speaking louder. “Maggie, wait for a second, will you?”

I turned, gripping my purse like it was a lifeline.

“Before you escape again, would you let me say something?” he asked, eyebrows still furrowed. “Please?”

I opened my mouth, but I had nothing to say, and he’d already started talking again, so I closed it.

“I was kind of stalking you this time around. And you’re right, the enclosed-space thing helps.”

It was a joke, but I didn’t laugh. I was staring at The Ring, which he must have noticed because he put his hand in his pocket as he continued.

“I don’t quite know what to say, really. I haven’t been in this situation before, but I want to apologize.”

I opened my mouth again, this time with a few things to say, but he continued.

“I flirted with you and that’s not something I do, but I saw you and we started talking and . . . and I don’t know. I know I should have told you I was married or said something, but I didn’t. I don’t know why. I should have planned this all out a bit more, but the truth is I forgot myself when we started talking and then—”

“And then I kissed you,” I said, not looking at him.

“And then you kissed me. But I wanted you to. I’d wanted to kiss you. From the second you accused me of stalking you, which I know I shouldn’t say at all, I just don’t want you to get off this boat thinking that you were in the wrong in any way. You weren’t, I assure you. You didn’t know.”

So now we’re in agreement that this is his fault, right?

“You’re joking, right?”

“What?”

“Do you have to be so . . . charming about this?”

“I could pretend to be a dick if that’ll help you,” he joked.

“It won’t work now.”

He leaned back against the railing, and I knew I should go back to the party, but all I really wanted to do was walk up to him, take his ring off his finger, throw it in the ocean, and make him forget himself some more.

“So,” I said, “you’re married.”

“Yes,” he said, “I am.”

“You know, you married folk should wear a sign or something. Just to make sure things like this don’t happen.”

“In fairness, I think that’s what the rings are for.”

I’m not sure if I laughed because it was funny or because I knew that if I didn’t laugh, I’d cry, but the why doesn’t matter. I laughed. Hard. A throw-my-head-back kind of laugh.

And he groaned. A throw-his-head-back kind of groan.

“What?” I said, genuinely confused. My laugh had been compared (by me) to the sound of a crow’s foot being run over by a shopping cart, a witch’s cackle, and an old dog’s bark, but it had never elicited that reaction.

“You can’t do that; that’s not fair.” He groaned again.

“Laugh? I can’t laugh?”

“Not if you laugh like that, no.”

“It’s that bad?”

“No. Quite the opposite, actually.”

“Oh,” I whispered.

Oh.

“Yes. So if we’re going to be friends, we’ve got to set up some ground rules. Starting with no more laughing like that.”

“We’re going to be friends? You and I?”

This is the part of the story that I like to call Playing with Fire.

“I think so. I’d like to be, anyway. If you’ll have me.”

If I had had just one more Craig-tini, I probably would have told him all of the ways that I would have liked to have had him, but I was sober enough to refrain from sharing that.

“That depends. How would you rank yourself as a friend?”

“So now I have to pitch myself?”

“Yep,” I said, trying to pretend that I was enjoying the conversation more than I really was.

“Okay then. I’d give myself an eight.”

“An eight? B territory?”

“I was trying to be modest,” he exclaimed.

“Not a great pitching strategy.”

“You’re right, but I’ve not had much experience pitching myself. Or anything, really.”

“Give me a general overview of the friendship. A logline.”

“Our friendship in a sentence?”

“Yeah,” I replied.

“Okay, then. Here goes . . . no more boat parties.”

“That’s it? That’s all you’ve got?!”

“I was feeling pressured!”

“Fine, think on it.”

“But in the meantime, friends?” he asked, smiling.

“We’re really gonna be friends?”

“Is that really so strange?”

“I don’t know, it’s just . . . I mean, I did just kiss you. Like an hour ago. Maybe less.”

“Yes, you did, but I don’t think that should hinder our budding friendship.”

He should have.

“No?” I asked, eyebrows raised.

“No.”

“Why not?”

“Well, for starters, I’m married, as we’ve established—”

“We have,” I said, humorlessly.

“Right. So now we’ve done the ‘will they, won’t they’ thing and we did and we won’t anymore.”

“Okay, but—”

“Next, I’m a great friend, as we’ve also already established, and, judging by how you handled your shoeless friend, you are too, so it feels only right that we join forces . . .”

“Okay, that’s fair—”

“And, lastly, most importantly, really, I love talking to you and I want to do that more. If you think my being married will make you feel odd, then
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