

10. Last Friday of the Month: June
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Lizbet, Edie, Adam, and Alessandra are crowded into Lizbet’s office at 11:55 a.m. on June 24 so they can refresh their Instagram feeds right at noon.

Adam is the first one to see Shelly Carpenter’s post. “It’s the Isthmus in New York City. Four keys.”

“Kind of boring?” Alessandra says. “Although she hasn’t done New York in a while.”

“She reviewed the William Vale in March of last year,” Edie says.

“It’s scary that you know that,” Adam says. He swipes through the pictures while Lizbet, Edie, and Alessandra click on the link. Frankly, Lizbet is relieved that the Hotel Nantucket wasn’t chosen; they’re nowhere near ready.

 

Hotel Confidential by Shelly Carpenter

June 24, 2022

The Isthmus Hotel, New York, New York—4 KEYS [image: Hotel Nantucket (exported)_img11]

Hello again, friends!

The Isthmus Hotel chain has been synonymous with luxury and sophisticated service since the flagship opened in Panama City in 1904 to cater to visitors coming to view the man-made wonder of the canal. The Manhattan outpost, located on the very desirable southeast corner of Fifty-Fifth and Fifth, has long been a top choice for discerning travelers, especially those from Central and South America, who appreciate the bilingual staff.

The hotel underwent a soup-to-nuts renovation in 2019 with all rooms given a much-needed makeover. They’ve opted for a clean, modern look—the rooms feature a lot of ivory and pearl gray and may be the teensiest bit generic. The lights of each room are all on a master panel inside the door and offer three choices: Festival (every light in the room on), Romance (low mood lighting), and Nighty-Night (every light in the room off). I tried to figure out how to beat the system and turn some lights off and some on (the one next to my bed, for example). It seemingly can’t be done without a degree in electrical engineering.

I wanted to check the concierge’s knowledge of the area, so I requested the name of a salon where I could get an inexpensive pedicure within ten blocks on a Sunday. The concierge found me a place right away, but when I went to write down the address on the notepad next to the phone, I found the hotel pen was dry. Readers of this column may feel this is a tiny detail—and make no mistake, it is—but if a hotel is providing an amenity such as a pen, it should work.

The other aspects of my stay at the Isthmus were top-notch. The bedding was delicious, the comforter as fluffy as a mound of whipped cream; the toiletries in the sleek marble-and-chrome bathroom (which was massive by New York standards) were scented with sandalwood, and the water pressure in the shower was strong but not painful. My bags were delivered only two minutes after I arrived, and when ice was requested, it came within five minutes. Room service exceeded all expectations. The Isthmus in-room-dining menu includes some Panamanian flair with the additions of sancocho de gallina and chicheme, both of which I ordered and both of which were better and more reasonably priced than standard room-service fare.

Overall, I award the Isthmus Hotel in New York a solid four keys with a plea to any hoteliers reading this review: Put an individual switch on each lamp, one that’s easy to find and preferably with a dimmer. Thank you!

Stay well, friends. And do good.

—SC

 

“Our lights all have individual switches, and the table and floor lamps have dimmers!” Edie says.

“I can’t believe she complained about the pens,” Adam says. “I would never have thought to check the pens.”

“Ms. English has the staff check every pen,” Alessandra says.

“Yes,” Lizbet says. The Hotel Nantucket pens are Uni-Ball Jetstream—the best—and they write smooth and dark. She’s proud of their pen game. But the fact remains that no detail escapes Shelly Carpenter’s notice. Their lighting and pens are up to snuff, but there might be a dozen other things Shelly could find fault with.

When—if—she comes.





11. The Blue Book
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June 27, 2022

From: Xavier Darling (xd@darlingent.co.uk)

To: Employees of the Hotel Nantucket

 

Good morning, staff! I’m pleased to finally be able to announce a winner of the weekly bonus that I promised you all back on opening day. The winner for the week of June 20 was front-desk manager Alessandra Powell. Alessandra received a glowing review from one of our guests on TravelTattler for her outstanding customer service. Congratulations, Alessandra! Keep up the good work!

XD

 

As they enter the final week of June, hotel operations lose their new-shoe stiffness and start to feel fluid and organic. (Speaking of shoes, Lizbet has traded in her stilettos for wedges, an idea she stole from Alessandra, and she’s far more comfortable.) There was one complaint on TravelTattler, about a missing Fendi scarf, that did some damage—a mystery that remains unsolved, according to Magda—but the rest of the reviews have been positive and Xavier finally relented and granted the first thousand-dollar bonus, to Alessandra because some anonymous reviewer raved about her. (If Lizbet had to guess, she would say it was Mr. Brownlee from room 309; he made no secret of the fact that he found Alessandra to be the most beautiful creature he’d ever laid eyes on.) Lizbet would rather have seen the bonus go to anyone else—Raoul, for example, the unsung hero of the evening bell desk, or Sweet Edie—but it went to Alessandra and no one has expressed any resentment. They’re probably intimidated.

Lizbet’s outlook has improved since Richie started working nights. Lizbet now leaves the hotel at five thirty, fits in a run or a ride on her Peloton, makes herself some dinner (she’s so tired, she can usually only manage a tuna fish sandwich or ramen noodles), then takes her laptop to bed with the intention of catching up on current events or bingeing a show so that she has something to chat with the guests about, but most nights, she falls asleep within five minutes of getting in bed.

Lizbet hasn’t been out anywhere socially since she and JJ broke up, and now that she’s finally ready, invitations are lacking. She’d thought that she and Heidi Bick had semi-confirmed plans on the eighteenth, but when Lizbet texted to definitively confirm, Heidi canceled. She said she needed “couple time” with Michael. Being ditched for someone else’s couple time made Lizbet feel like a lonesome loser. Lizbet has other friends, but unfortunately, they’re all tethered in one way or another to the Deck, and Lizbet doesn’t feel she can reach out lest it seem like she’s poaching from JJ’s territory or, worse still, desperate. Again, she’s hurt that Goose and Wavy and Peyton all seem to have abandoned her or “chosen” JJ like they’re children in a divorce. Not only does Lizbet miss them but she would like to know how things are going without her. Who has JJ put on the reservation book? Probably Peyton—she’s the most capable and would have been Lizbet’s choice if anyone had asked, which of course no one did.

It’s bright and early on the first of July—there’s something fresh and optimistic about the first of the month, and Lizbet has high hopes for occupancy at the hotel picking up. Edie pokes her head into Lizbet’s office and says, “There’s a woman out front who would like to speak with you.”

Lizbet jumps to her feet, ever mindful that Shelly Carpenter could appear at any moment. It’s the Fourth of July week, which is traditionally crazy busy, and it’s common knowledge that Shelly Carpenter tends to show up at hotels during stressful or extraordinary times.

But Lizbet’s spirits flag when she sees it’s Mrs. Amesbury. There is no universe where Mrs. Amesbury is actually Shelly Carpenter. Mrs. Amesbury came to complain to Lizbet the day before because cute Mrs. Damiani was breastfeeding her infant son in the lobby and Mrs. Amesbury found it distasteful.

“How can I help you, Mrs. Amesbury?” Lizbet asks. It nearly hurts, but Lizbet manages to smile. Mr. Amesbury—he’s the kind of husband who carries his wife’s handbag—is standing behind Mrs. Amesbury just as he was yesterday when Mrs. Amesbury complained about the breastfeeding.

Mrs. Amesbury holds out the Blue Book; it’s open to the restaurant section. “This has a glaring error.”

“Error?” Lizbet says, growing warm with panic. The Blue Book is her pet project. She double-checked all addresses, phone numbers, hours of operation, websites, and other pertinent details such as dress code, price range, and reservation protocol. She’s very proud of the book and has actually considered submitting it to a mainstream publisher. The world needs a Nantucket guidebook written by an island insider. “What kind of error?”

“The Deck isn’t in here!” Mrs. Amesbury says. “It’s the most important and successful restaurant on the entire island and you forgot to include it!”

Lizbet blinks. She can’t pretend to feel surprised, because she knew this moment would come. Lizbet didn’t forget the Deck; she purposely left it out. It might seem like a startling omission, but Lizbet doesn’t care. There was no way she was putting JJ’s restaurant in the Blue Book.

Lizbet says, “I’m aware it’s not included, Mrs. Amesbury. I wanted to showcase the island’s other restaurants, ones you might not be familiar with. Have you ever eaten at Or, The Whale? What about Straight Wharf?”

“We’d like to eat at the Deck,” Mrs. Amesbury says. “On the evening of the Fourth.”

“Ah,” Lizbet says. The Deck is magical on the Fourth of July. Not only does JJ throw down a pig roast with family-style sides of baked beans, pickled chowchow, corn bread, and potato salad, but guests can enjoy a view of the fireworks across the harbor. Last year, Lizbet hired a bluegrass band and people danced until midnight. “The Deck probably sold out for that evening weeks ago.”

“I’d like you to check for me, please,” Mrs. Amesbury says.

“Have you ever eaten at the Tap Room?” Lizbet lowers her voice. “They have a secret Big Mac that’s not on the menu.”

“I’ve never eaten a Big Mac in my life,” Mrs. Amesbury says. “We’d like to go to the Deck.”

Lizbet nods robotically. “Their phone lines open at three. I’ll have Edie call.”

“I’d prefer you to call,” Mrs. Amesbury says. “You’re the general manager; you’ll have the most clout. If it’s as difficult to get a reservation as you claim, we’ll need every advantage.”

Ha-ha-ha-ha! Lizbet thinks. “I’d be happy to call myself, Mrs. Amesbury. I’ll call at three o’clock on the nose.”

 

But at three o’clock on the nose, Lizbet is up on the fourth floor testing out the ladder that leads to the hotel’s widow’s walk. The walk is quite large, probably big enough to hold thirty people, and Lizbet is thinking of offering a viewing platform to guests for the fireworks. Something to rival the Deck?

The ladder is rickety and steep. Lizbet manages to climb up, but not without effort. This won’t work for the Fourth, but even so, she unhooks the hatch door and pulls herself up so she can take in the dazzling panorama. Lizbet can see all the way down to the yellow, green, and blue umbrellas of the Beach Club; she can see Brant Point Light and the streets of town in a neat four-block grid.

“What are you doing?”

Lizbet gasps. Wanda, holding her notebook and pencil, is standing at the bottom of the ladder.

“What are you doing?” Lizbet asks. “I thought we made it clear this floor is off-limits.”

Wanda nods seriously. “I know. But this is where the ghost lives.”

Lizbet nearly snaps, There is no ghost, why isn’t your mother keeping a closer eye on you? This hotel isn’t your playhouse, but Wanda, with her white-blond hair and her thick glasses, is too adorable to scold. She’s wearing a red gingham dress with strawberries embroidered on the rickrack in front. Other eight-year-old girls, Lizbet suspects, are waltzing around in cutoffs and crop tops, checking their Instagram accounts.

Lizbet closes the trapdoor tight and takes Wanda by the hand. “Let’s go.”

 

When they reach the desk, Mrs. Amesbury is waiting. “Did you secure my reservation at the Deck?”

Lizbet considers saying, Yes, I called at three and they’re booked solid. But she can’t bring herself to lie. “I’m so sorry, Mrs. Amesbury, I completely spaced about it. I’ll call now.”

Mrs. Amesbury nods with her lips pressed tight, as though she expected this kind of dropped ball. “I’ll wait.”

What can Lizbet do but pick up the phone and call the Deck?

“Good afternoon, the Deck.” The female voice that answers is familiar, but it’s not Peyton. Lizbet runs through her former staff, trying to put a name to the voice. Or maybe JJ hired someone new?

“Good afternoon, this is Lizbet Keaton calling from the Hotel Nantucket?” She waits for a response but is met with silence. “We have a party of two here at the hotel who would like a reservation on Monday evening at”—Lizbet looks at Mrs. Amesbury, who holds up seven fingers—“seven o’clock.” There’s no way Mrs. Amesbury is going to get seven. Five thirty or nine thirty maybe, maybe, if there’s been a last-minute cancellation.

“By Monday, you mean the Fourth?” the voice says.

“Yes, the Fourth of July. At seven o’clock. For two people.” Lizbet might as well be asking for the moon to be shot out of the sky or for the ocean to be dyed purple.

“Very good,” the voice says. “What’s the name?”

Lizbet is rendered temporarily speechless. Is it possible Mrs. Amesbury will get a seven o’clock reservation on the Fourth of July? Have things at the Deck gotten so bad that they have a table available? Lizbet isn’t sure how to feel about this. She wants to gloat—the restaurant is failing without her—but she also feels sad that the place she invested so much energy in has fallen like a sloppy Jenga tower.

“Amesbury,” she says. “And again, they’re staying with us here at the Hotel Nantucket.”

Mrs. Amesbury flashes Lizbet a smug smile. Lizbet can hear the words I told you so.

“Please let the Amesburys know they’re number fifty-seven on the wait list for that date and time. Should a table become available, we’ll let you know.”

“Ah,” Lizbet says. She’ll be able to volley the I told you so right back to Mrs. Amesbury, but she’s not happy about it. “We’ll keep our fingers crossed, I guess. Thank you so much.”

“Anything for you, Lizbet,” the voice says.

“I’m sorry, I know I recognize your voice, but I can’t quite place it,” Lizbet says. “Who is this?”

There’s a beat of silence before the voice speaks again. “It’s Christina.”

Lizbet hangs up and somehow finds the ability to smile at Mrs. Amesbury. “You’re number fifty-seven on the wait list,” she says. “Shall we try the Tap Room?”

This is why nobody from the Deck has reached out, Lizbet thinks. They didn’t want to tell her, or they assumed she already knew: Christina is managing the front of the house. Christina is the new Lizbet.

 

When Lizbet gets off work, she heads straight into the Blue Bar like a woman possessed. Service for the evening has just begun, so the place has the feel of a Broadway show before the curtain lifts. The copper dome lights over the bar gleam; the stools are perfectly aligned and set at an inviting angle: Come sit on me! The stereo is playing Tony Bennett singing “The Best Is Yet to Come.” Lizbet has wanted to stop in for a cocktail since day one, but she was too tired and too embarrassed about being alone. But tonight, she needs a drink and a chance to quietly process JJ’s newest betrayal.

The bartender appears, her blue button-down pressed, cuffs turned back neatly at the wrists. She grins. “Hey, Lizbet.”

“Hey, Petey,” Lizbet says. Patricia “Petey” Casstevens is a Nantucket superstar; for ten years, she lit up the front bar at Cru. She’s in her fifties, weighs a hundred pounds with a pocketful of change, and she’s fiercely loyal to all Nantucket locals.

“I’ll have the Heartbroken, please,” Lizbet says.

Petey furrows her brow. “The . . . oh, you mean the Heartbreaker? The drink Chef named for you?”

That’s right—Lizbet is the breaker, not the broken. This is as good an affirmation as any; she’ll write it in her phone. “He told you that?”

“It’s the best drink on the menu.” Petey goes about mixing the various juices like an alchemist and she includes an eye-popping pour of Belvedere vodka. “Strong drink for a strong woman,” she says. “Word on the cobblestones is the Deck’s not half as good without you there.” This is nice to hear, though Lizbet suspects Petey is fluffing her.

Lizbet revisits the last time she saw JJ, when he’d gotten down on one knee in the crushed shells of the parking lot and, unless she’s misremembering, proposed. Now, only three and a half weeks later, Christina is back, swirling her oaky chardonnays in JJ’s emotional life. JJ is such a skunk. Such a disingenuous jerk. Why doesn’t knowing this make the hurt go away? Why does finding out that Christina is now working—and, who is she kidding, sleeping—with JJ make him seem more desirable? It’s a false construct, Lizbet tells herself. We all want what we can’t have.

But this doesn’t make her feel any better.

Anything for you, Lizbet, Christina said while she stuck Mrs. Amesbury in reservation Siberia.

Petey slides the Heartbreaker across the bar. Its deep red-orange color is even more mesmerizing than Lizbet remembers and she knows she should savor every sip—but she downs it in three long swallows. JJ and Christina are not only living rent-free in Lizbet’s head, they’ve moved in their new Crate and Barrel furniture. How does she evict them? With all the advances in medicine and technology, why has someone not created a pill that cures heartbreak? Emotional penicillin. Why has someone not invented software that will sweep all traces of your ex out of your brain or an app that eliminates unrequited love?

“I’m going to tell Chef you’re here,” Petey says.

“Please don’t,” Lizbet says.

Petey clears the glass and winks. “He made me promise to tell him immediately if you ever came in. I’ll be back in a few seconds to make you another cocktail. I assume you’d like another?”

“You betcha,” Lizbet says.

Petey vanishes into the back for just an instant, then returns to shake up the second Heartbreaker. (Breaker, not broken! Lizbet thinks.) Tony Bennett is replaced by Elvis Costello singing “Alison.” I know this world is killing you. Lizbet focuses on being present. She is, finally, out. It’s a hurdle cleared. And not only is she out, but she’s at the Blue Bar! She runs her hands over the blue granite and admires how the late-afternoon sun catches the bright penny-sheathed wall; she looks for the ceiling panel that conceals the disco ball. The curved banquette upholstered in sapphire velvet would be a wonderful place to curl up and cry.

Maybe JJ and Christina will get married and have six kids and two Labradoodles, and JJ will coach football at the Boys and Girls Club and win citizenship awards, while Lizbet . . . what will Lizbet do? Work the front desk at a hotel that will receive a three- or possibly even two-key rating from Shelly Carpenter because the hotel is cursed or haunted or both—and that’s only if Shelly deigns to show up.

No, Lizbet won’t mope. She won’t engage in negative thinking. She tries to recall an inspirational meme, but the only one that comes to mind is the quote attributed to Socrates, and she’s sick of it.

Lizbet is careful to just sip her second cocktail. The strawberry and ginger and blood orange square-dance on her palate—spiraling out, reeling back in. She closes her eyes.

“It’s good, right?” Petey says. “Those strawberries were picked at Bartlett’s Farm this morning.”

“Did you tell Chef I was here?” Lizbet asks.

“I sure did.”

“Is he coming out?”

“Coming out here?” Petey says.

Yes, Lizbet thinks. That’s what chefs do when there’s a VIP—they come out to the dining room to say hello. It’s only a quarter past five, so there’s no way Mario is in the weeds yet.

“He doesn’t believe in it,” Petey says.

Lizbet feels stung; it’s another rejection—not that she cares one whit about Mario Subiaco. He’s full of himself.

She should probably leave. Even in 2022, there’s something a little pathetic about a woman sitting at a bar alone. Lizbet has a bottle of Krug champagne at home, languishing in the back of her fridge. She’ll drink the whole thing by herself. She was saving it for a monumental occasion, either good or bad. She had hoped, of course, for the former and gotten the latter, but there’s no denying that Christina taking over Lizbet’s job at the Deck is monumental.

Petey disappears into the back again and Lizbet can’t blame her for wanting to escape; Lizbet isn’t exactly a fountain of scintillating conversation. When Petey returns, she’s holding a silver julep cup lined with parchment and filled with golden, crispy, paper-thin potato chips. Alongside these, she sets a dipping sauce that looks like creamy Thousand Island flecked with herbs.

“Our amnesia sauce,” she says. “It’s so good, it makes you forget everything else.”

Oh, but that this were true, Lizbet thinks. Then she tastes it—and for one sublime moment, she can’t remember her own name, much less the name of her ex-boyfriend or the wine rep he was sexting. For the next few minutes, she exists in a bubble where it’s only her, the Heartbreaker, the blue granite, and the world’s best chips and dip.

Elvis Costello yields to Van Morrison, “Crazy Love.” The playlist isn’t helping her, but what does help is Petey appearing with a trio of deviled eggs, one topped with bacon, one sprinkled with snipped chives, the third crowned with diced sweet red pepper. Lizbet takes a bite of each. They’re perfection. If Lizbet closes her eyes, she could swear she was back in Minnetonka at the annual First Lutheran . . .

“Chef calls these his church-picnic eggs,” Petey says.

Yes, precisely.

“Another Heartbreaker?” Petey asks.

“You betcha!” When Lizbet drinks, she starts sounding very Minnesota. “Please and thank you.” She’ll Uber home if she has to. Other people have entered the bar and are tucked into the banquettes. Lizbet doesn’t know anyone—yet. The second she sees a familiar face, she’ll leave.

The third Heartbreaker arrives along with three chilled soup shooters—curried zucchini, cream of Vidalia onion, and a spicy watermelon gazpacho. Behind that are two hot chicken sliders with house-made pickles and cafeteria tacos, which are like the ones Lizbet remembers from Clear Springs Elementary except the shells are crispier, the ground beef richer, the shredded cheese smokier, the tomatoes riper, and the iceberg crunchier. Lizbet takes a bite of this, a nibble of that. She watches sausages wrapped in puff pastry with some kind of mustard sauce go past her and she feels a pang of envy. She’ll get that next time, along with the painterly array of miniature vegetables from Pumpkin Pond Farm, served with buttermilk ranch. The food is so fresh and so fun and so flawlessly presented that Lizbet decides Mario Subiaco can have all the bragging rights he wants. The music picks up energy—Counting Crows, Eric Clapton. Lizbet bobs her head along. She hasn’t looked at her phone even once; she is not unproud of that. She’s a woman having fun at a bar alone. What was she afraid of?

Beatriz appears behind the bar, holding a tray of chilled shot glasses.

“Here’s our whipped cream concierge,” Petey says.

Whipped cream concierge! The third Heartbreaker has gone to Lizbet’s head and she gives a little shriek. What a gifted idea!

“Our flavors tonight are coconut and caramel apple,” Beatriz says. “Would you like one?”

“You betcha!” Lizbet says. “One of each, please and thank you!”

Beatriz arranges the shot glasses in front of her and hands her a demitasse spoon. Lizbet starts with the coconut, which tastes like a mouthful of coconut cloud, then moves to the caramel apple.

A man takes a seat two over from Lizbet. “Hey, hot stuff,” he says to her, extending a hand. “I’m Brad Dover from Everett.”

“Hi?” Lizbet says. Brad Dover has a thick Southie accent and a meaty face and, no doubt, a closet filled with Bruins jerseys and a bone to pick with Tom Brady.

He turns to Petey. “I’d like an Irish car bomb, please, dollface.”

The only problem with the Blue Bar, Lizbet decides, is that it’s open to the public, including people like Brad Dover from Everett, men who order Irish car bombs and call complete strangers “dollface” and “hot stuff.” It’s definitely time for her to go.

“I’ll take my check, please and thank you,” she says.

Petey raises her palms. “Everything is on the house.”

“You’re kidding,” Lizbet says. “Well, thank you, it was extraordinary.”

“You can’t leave yet,” says Brad Everett from Dover—or is it Brad Dover from Everett? She neither knows nor cares. “I just got here.”

Exactly, she thinks. She pulls out two twenties to leave for Petey as a tip, swivels away from Brad Dover, and comes face-to-face with the person who has taken the seat on the other side of her, and that person is Mario Subiaco. He’s in a white chef’s jacket and a White Sox cap, and he’s a little sweaty, which only serves to make him even hotter than she remembers.

“Hey there, Heartbreaker,” he says.

She reels back in surprise. “I thought you didn’t come out of the kitchen.”

“There’s an exception to every rule,” he says. “How was your food?”

“It was . . . it was . . . ”

“That good?” he says.

“Better than that good,” she says—and to her mortification, she feels tears gathering. It’s the vodka, obviously; she’s had three Heartbreakers in just over an hour—who does that? A woman who is eating out for the first time in months, a woman who has had her shoddily stitched-up heart ripped apart at the seams again. It’s not Christina’s gloating that’s making her cry. It’s kindness—the food itself and someone caring what she thought of it.

Mario smiles into his lap. “Well, thank you. I know you have high standards, so I was trying my hardest. I wasn’t sure about the cafeteria tacos.”

Lizbet laughs and discreetly wipes under her eyes. “They were a hell of a lot better than the ones our lunch lady Mrs. MacArthur used to serve up.”

“Good, good,” Mario says. He clears his throat. “So, listen, I have the night of the fifth off and I was hoping I could take you to dinner.”

“Hey, buddy boy,” Brad Dover from Everett says. “Buzz off. I’m taking her out.”

“No,” Lizbet says to Mario. “He’s not. And yes, I’d love to have dinner.” She grins. There’s no point trying to keep her cool, if she ever even had any, because Mario Subiaco is asking her out, which is a sentence that should be punctuated by ten exclamation points. “Where shall we go?”

“I was thinking about the Deck,” Mario says. “How does that sound to you?”

Ha-ha-ha-ha! Lizbet thinks. Is this happening? Is this happening?

“Sounds perfect,” she says.

“That’s what I wanted to hear,” Mario says. “We have a reservation at eight.”





12. Graveyard Shift
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Grace can’t believe it. She can’t believe it!

It has taken an entire century, but someone is finally doing the digging necessary to arrive at the truth about Grace’s death.

This someone isn’t Lizbet Keaton, and it isn’t Richie Decameron, who showed such enthusiasm about a ghost in his interview and then promptly forgot about it. This someone is eight-year-old Wanda Marsh. Wanda has become, in modern parlance, obsessed with the hotel’s ghost. Zeke mentioned the ghost in an offhand remark while Wanda was searching for a mystery to solve, and Wanda seized on the topic. She begged Kimber to take her to the Nantucket Atheneum, where she and librarian Jessica Olson dug into the archives of the Nantucket Standard and found the article published on August 31, 1922. Jessica made a photocopy for Wanda, who tucked it into the back of her notebook.

 

CHAMBERMAID DIES IN HOTEL FIRE

Island coroner Wilbur Freeman reported on Monday that there was one fatality in the fire that engulfed the third floor and attic of the Hotel Nantucket. Grace Hadley, age nineteen, a chambermaid at the hotel, perished in her bed, a death that went previously unnoticed because no one—not even the hotel’s general manager, Leroy Noonan—realized that Hadley was living in the attic.

“The room she was occupying was an overflow storage closet that she’d managed to outfit with one of the hotel’s cots and was using as a bedroom, unbeknownst to anyone on the staff,” Noonan said. “Had we known Grace was living up there, we would have informed the Nantucket Fire Department immediately so that they might have tried to rescue her. Grace was known for her quick sense of humor, her willingness to take on even the most arduous tasks, and her dedication. We will mourn her loss.”

As reported in our pages last week, the hotel caught fire at two a.m. on Sunday, August 20, following a spirited dinner dance held in the hotel’s ballroom. We have now learned that the cause of the blaze was an “errant cigarette of unknown origin.” Hotel owner Jackson Benedict and his wife, Dahlia, were asleep in their suite at the hotel; however, both the Benedicts escaped without injury.

Miss Hadley was predeceased by both of her parents and her brother, George Hadley, a commercial fisherman.

 

Wanda shows the article to her mother (who finds Wanda’s interest in Grace’s untimely death a bit disquieting), then to Louie (who doesn’t understand or care to), then to Zeke (who indulges Wanda and listens to her read the entire article aloud), then to Adam (who doesn’t indulge Wanda), and finally to Edie (who suggests that Wanda write an article that Edie will help her submit to the Nantucket Standard).

The truth is right there between the lines! Grace thinks. No one realized Grace was living in the attic. (Jack hid her up there!) Grace was known for taking on the most arduous tasks. (Working as Dahlia Benedict’s lady’s maid!) The Benedicts had escaped without injury. (Dahlia set the fire, then ran out of the building!)

Grace is flattered that Mr. Noonan mentioned her sense of humor. And her dedication. She’s dedicated, all right. It’s a hundred years later, and she’s still here.

 

On July 2, in the darkest hour of the night, the door to the fourth-floor storage closet creaks open, and Grace—who isn’t asleep, who never sleeps, never rests, though it’s all she wants, please, someday—sees Wanda poke her little blond head in.

“Grace?” she whispers.

Oh, for heaven’s sake, Grace thinks. Be careful what you wish for.

“Are you here, Grace?” Wanda asks.

Yes, sweet child, Grace thinks. Now go back to bed.

“Can you give me a sign?” Wanda asks. “Can you . . . knock?”

Grace considers this. She can knock—but what if this leads to trouble? What if it makes Lizbet actually hire an exorcist? Wanda might think she wants Grace to knock, but when Grace does knock, Wanda might scream, faint, or be scarred for life.

There is, apparently, no one more persistent than an eight-year-old.

“Please, Grace?”

Fine, Grace thinks. She knocks, three short, matter-of-fact raps that cannot be mistaken for anything other than the supernatural.

Wanda drops her pad and pencil and claps her hand over her mouth.

Now I’ve gone and done it, Grace thinks.

Wanda whispers, “I knew it. Thank you, Grace!”

 

Grace follows Wanda back to her room. Wanda takes the elevator all the way down to the level where the wellness center is and creeps up the back stairs. So this is how she avoids the lobby! Wanda opens the door to suite 114 with the key card she has tucked into her notebook and returns quietly to bed. Tonight she has chosen the lower bunk closest to the door, and Louie is on the upper bunk farthest from the door. Clever girl.

Grace is tempted to pull the covers up over Wanda’s shoulders and tuck her in, but she’s done enough for one night. She whisks out of the suite and down the corridor. In the lobby—oh, hello!—she finds Wanda’s mother, Kimber, leaning over the desk, deep in conversation with Richie. It’s so late that Raoul, the night bellman, has gone home. Richie and Kimber are the only two people awake in the entire hotel; this, Grace can sense. They’re eating bowls of soft-serve ice cream that Richie has obviously brought from the break room.

“Craig told me I was too critical,” Kimber says. “He claimed I was always harping on things that other people—such as my nanny—let ride. Do you know what happens when you let things ride? Mediocrity.” She draws a spoon over the melting ridge of chocolate, then holds the spoon in the air before her mouth. “What about you? Is there a Mrs. Richie?”

“I’m divorced,” Richie says. “Three kids. Unfortunately, we split while I was still at the insurance company, so my alimony and child-support payments are calculated on an income I no longer make. I worked for a start-up sneaker concern when I left insurance, but my CEO was a twenty-two-year-old kid out of West Hartford whose parents were bankrolling him. He mismanaged the business and it went under.”

“Ugh,” Kimber says.

“Big ugh,” Richie says. “I’ve tried to go back to court but I still owe my attorney money from the first go-round, so he’s not exactly eager to take my calls. I’m way behind in paying Amanda and she refuses to let me see the kids until I catch up.”

“Oh no,” Kimber says. “I’m so sorry.”

“Hearing my sad story probably isn’t helping your insomnia,” Richie says. “Anyway, I try to be grateful for what I do have. I’m gainfully employed and I’m healthy.”

“And handsome and charming!” Kimber says.

Well! Grace thinks. That’s forward!

“Thank you,” Richie says. “You’re good for my ego.”

“I mean it,” Kimber says. She licks the ice cream from the spoon like it’s performance art. “You’re quite the catch. You could easily find a woman to date on this island.”

Richie laughs. “During the day,” he says. “I work every single night.”

“I’m here every single night,” Kimber says.

Audacious! Grace thinks. She’s making it very clear that Richie is her crush. How will he respond?

He clears his throat, blushes, stares into his bowl of vanilla.

“Wanda told me there’s a ladder to the widow’s walk up on the fourth floor,” Kimber says. “Want to check it out?”

“I shouldn’t,” Richie says. “I’m on the clock.”

“It’s one thirty in the morning,” Kimber says. “Nobody will need you.”

“Mr. Yamaguchi is checking out tomorrow,” Richie says. “He’s been here all week and I need to pull his bill together. Guy’s a big spender—and a big drinker. He’s ordered two bottles of Dom Pérignon every night, and as far as I know, he’s by himself.”

“Do his bill later,” Kimber says. “Come on.”

There’s no way Grace is missing this. She trails Richie and Kimber up to the fourth floor and watches as first Kimber and then, reluctantly, Richie clamber up the ship’s ladder to the widow’s walk. Grace is confined to the inside of the building, but that’s okay because she knows what the view looks like. She used to ascend that very same ship’s ladder with Jack; they were standing together on the walk overlooking the harbor when he told Grace he loved her and that, in a few short weeks, he would divorce Dahlia and marry Grace. (Lies, all of it.) Back then, Grace hadn’t seen how she was being used, and she certainly didn’t know she would be murdered, and so the time on the widow’s walk looking over the water and the streets of sleeping Nantucket had seemed . . . magical, transcendent. She had believed, in those stolen moments, that everything would turn out okay.

Ha.

From what Grace can see, it’s a clear night. A crescent moon hangs just west of the white spire of the Congregational church. Grace sees Kimber shiver—she’s wearing only shorty pajamas, a thin cardigan, and a pair of the hotel slippers, which is silly because Grace knows she has a perfectly good robe hanging on the back of her bathroom door. She may be exaggerating about how cold she is so that Richie will put an arm around her, but he’s a good foot or two away, gripping the railing with both hands. His eyes are squeezed shut even though there is a sky full of stars. Then Grace realizes that Richie is afraid of heights.

“It’s breathtaking up here,” Kimber says.

“I should get back to the desk,” Richie says. He steps down the ladder and Kimber follows, looking dejected. Her romantic rendezvous was a bust. Grace thinks she might have better luck playing hard to get.

As if reading Grace’s mind, when Richie pushes the elevator button, Kimber says, “I think I’ll take the stairs. Good night, Richie.” She disappears down the stairwell and both Grace and Richie can hear her slippers slapping against the concrete steps. Now Richie is the one who looks forlorn. Good move, Kimber! Grace thinks. She’s about to follow Richie back to the desk—something about him still bothers her—but then she feels a tug that lures her to the second floor. Grace arrives just in time to see the door to suite 215 open. Mr. Yamaguchi’s room. A woman with long apricot-colored hair slips out, holding her shoes in her hand.

It’s Alessandra.





13. Affirmations
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July 4, 2022

From: Xavier Darling (xd@darlingent.co.uk)

To: Employees of the Hotel Nantucket

 

Happy American Independence Day, staff! I’m delighted to announce that front-desk manager Alessandra Powell has once again won the week’s bonus. She received a rave review from a hotel guest who said she went above and beyond on his behalf during his stay. Great job, Alessandra, you’re setting a wonderful example.

XD

 

On the fifth of July, Lizbet calls Edie into the office to say she’s leaving fifteen minutes early.

“No problem,” Edie says. “I can cover things.” Edie gives Lizbet a valiant attempt at a smile but Lizbet knows she must be bitter that Alessandra won the thousand-dollar prize for the second straight week, and as soon as they all got the e-mail from Xavier, Alessandra said she had cramps and would be going home for the day. Later, when Lizbet checked TravelTattler, she saw a glowing review from David Yamaguchi from suite 215, who specifically stated that Alessandra had made his stay “sublime.”

“You’re doing a good job here, Edie,” Lizbet says. “I hope you know that.”

These words, which Lizbet meant to be reassuring, cause a lone tear to drip down Edie’s face. She swipes it away. “Thank you,” she says. “I love the job.”

“But?” Lizbet says.

“No but,” Edie says. “Though I did apply for a position at Annie and the Tees a few nights a week. I need the extra money.”

Lizbet frowns. Edie is already working over fifty hours a week at the hotel. How is she going to handle another job? “Isn’t that taking on a lot?”

“It is,” Edie says. “But I have student loans and . . . other expenses.”

Lizbet thinks for a moment about intervening with Xavier on Edie’s behalf. An extra thousand dollars would help. But somehow, Lizbet knows Xavier won’t go for it. (This isn’t a participation trophy.) Next, Lizbet thinks about posting a review on TravelTattler under a made-up name, extolling the virtues of a certain Edith Robbins. Fraud, Lizbet thinks. Finally, her mind rests on the four thousand dollars in cash that Kimber Marsh handed over earlier that week. It’s still sitting in the safe because Lizbet hasn’t had a single second to get to the bank. Embezzlement, she thinks.

“You’re so young, Edie,” Lizbet says. “Don’t you want a social life?”

“Not right now,” Edie says. “I told you in my interview, I broke up with my college boyfriend . . .”

“And you’re taking time alone, which is so . . . important.” Lizbet leans forward. Here, finally, is one of the bonding moments she’s been waiting for. “I’m not sure if you know this or not, but JJ and I broke up last fall.” She pauses. “We were together fifteen years and it ended . . . badly.” Lizbet wants to say more, but she won’t. “I did exactly what you’re doing. I got in shape, I found this job, I took the time alone to process and rebuild. I haven’t gone out with anyone socially since we split.” She pauses again. Should she tell Edie? Yes, she thinks. “But tonight, I have a date.”

This brings a smile to Edie’s face—because she is the kind of sweet, generous soul who wants other people to be happy even when she isn’t so happy. “Really?” she says. “With whom?”

“I’ll tell you tomorrow,” Lizbet says. “If it goes well.”

 

If it goes well. Lizbet is going on a date with an extremely hot famous chef who is taking her to the restaurant that is owned by her former boyfriend and managed by the woman he betrayed her with. Some might say this can do nothing but backfire, but Lizbet has other ideas.

She’s wearing a white crocheted sundress that she bought at the ERF boutique on lower Main Street and that she knew looked good on her even before she stepped out of the dressing room and the sales manager, Caylee, whom Lizbet has known forever, shrieked, “Girl, yes!”

Girl, yes! Right after her conversation with Edie, Lizbet leaves the hotel both physically and—maybe for the first time since the place opened—mentally. She heads to the R. J. Miller Salon for a blowout. Lorna, her stylist, makes her hair look like blond silk; it hangs in straight shiny sheets. At home, Lizbet puts on mascara, shimmering face powder, and red lipstick. She wants to wear stilettos but she has witnessed dozens of women catch their heels between the deck boards (one time, in July 2016, it resulted in a gruesomely broken ankle), so she slips on wedges.

Looking in the mirror she thinks: Breaker, not broken.

She thinks: A hundred times hotter than you’ve ever been.

She thinks: Girl, yes!

 

Mario knocks on her door at quarter to eight, his silver pickup idling in the driveway. He’s wearing jeans, a white linen shirt, a slate-blue blazer, and flip-flops, which in Lizbet’s opinion is the perfect outfit on any man. His smile when he sees Lizbet is so . . . naughty that Lizbet flushes.

He whistles. “Do I need to say it?”

“Yes.”

“You look . . . wow. Just wow.”

Lizbet’s flirting skills were dormant during her years with JJ, and she needs to wake them up now. She winks at him. “I brought something for later.” She hands him a cooler bag and hopes he doesn’t think she’s being presumptuous.

He peeks inside and grins. “I like where your head is at.” He reaches for her hand. “Let’s go make people jealous.”

 

When Mario pulls into the parking lot of the Deck, Lizbet panics.

She’s back.

She sees JJ’s big black Dodge parked in its usual spot, and next to it is the juicy orange Jeep that belongs to Christina. Lizbet can recall dozens of times when that Jeep would pull into the Deck and Lizbet’s spirits would lift. Lizbet had liked Christina; she was charming, funny, modest. She and Lizbet would talk about wine, of course, but also about trips they wanted to take to Italy and South Africa, restaurants they wanted to try the next time they went to New York, and they both loved celebrity scandals (they were verklempt when JLo and A-Rod broke up, and Christina called Lizbet, screaming, when JLo was spotted with Ben Affleck).

Lizbet’s eye is drawn beyond the restaurant itself to the Monomoy creeks. She misses this view—the meandering paths of shallow water through the reeds and cattails, the dinghies tied up to colorful buoys, the distinctive cupola of the Nantucket lifesaving museum in the distance. There are a few kayakers out tonight, paddling through the creeks as the sunset turns the sky a soft pink. Lizbet can hear the laughter, the clinking of glasses and silverware, the happy chatter that was the soundtrack of her former life. It’s surreal being an observer, being an outsider. This isn’t her place any longer. What is she doing here?

Well, it’s too late to back out now. Mario reaches for her hand again; he must understand how difficult this is for her.

He stops right before the door. “You ready, Heartbreaker?”

She nods and they step inside.

Everything is the same. Off to the left is the arched entryway to the airy, rustic dining room. Other people might notice the cathedral ceilings, the exposed beams, the huge stained-glass window salvaged from a church in Salem, Massachusetts, at one end of the room, the plate glass on the other side offering unimpeded views across the water. What Lizbet sees is tables 25 through 40, including a twelve-top in front of the cobblestone fireplace that the staff fondly calls “the Bitch” because, well, that’s what it is. Peyton is taking orders at the Bitch and Lizbet wonders if it was a mistake not to warn her former staff that she was coming in.

Mario leads Lizbet past the dining-room entrance to the hostess station and Lizbet feels herself hanging back like a child who doesn’t want to start kindergarten. She sees the Robert Stark painting that greets every guest of the Deck—a wide canvas of bottle-green sea with one red-sailed boat on the horizon. They’re at command central, Lizbet’s former cockpit, her Oval Office, a place as familiar to her as her own bedroom. When Lizbet started working at the Deck as a server, they had a standard-issue lectern, straight out of a high-school auditorium, but Lizbet replaced it with an antique drafting table that she found at Brimfield.

“Good evening,” Lizbet hears Mario say. “Subiaco, party of two?”

Lizbet is hiding behind him, trying to summon her affirmations. What are they? She can’t remember a single one, not even the silly one about the pineapple. She hears Christina’s voice, and while she’s too addled to listen to the exact words, she can tell Christina is fawning: My name is Christina . . . so honored to . . . I’ll tell Chef . . . please let me show you . . .

Mario ushers Lizbet forward. Girl, yes! Lizbet thinks. She smiles at Christina and says, “Hey there, how’s it going?”

Never underestimate the element of surprise. Christina doesn’t seem to recognize Lizbet at first (ha-ha—no braids), but then it lands, and Christina’s eyes ricochet between Mario and Lizbet. She fumbles the menus, and one drops to the floor. Lizbet watches as Christina crouches to retrieve it while trying to make sure her very short, very tight black skirt doesn’t hike up her ass.

Christina leads them to the corner table closest to the water, table number 1, also known as “Dirty Harry.” It’s not surprising that this is where they’re sitting, considering that, for JJ, Mario Subiaco ranks right up there with God, Santa Claus, and Clint Eastwood—though now Christina is probably wishing she could pivot and put them at table 24 in the opposite corner or even inside.

Mario pulls out Lizbet’s chair and Christina hands them menus and says, “We have a Whispering Angel rosé fountain here at the Deck. We sell our signature wineglasses for fifty dollars apiece. They’re yours to take home and you may have as many glasses of the rosé as you’d like.”

Lizbet stares at Christina. Is she actually giving Lizbet the spiel when Lizbet was the one who dreamed up the idea for the rosé fountain in the first place, when Lizbet was the one who repurposed a salvaged garden fountain that she bought from Marty McGowan, the Sconset Gardener? That fountain is hers, not Christina’s. How dare Christina do this; she’s either clueless or being catty.

Mario waits until Christina’s finished, then reaches across the table and squeezes Lizbet’s hand. “Thanks for that, Tina. Would you mind giving us a second?”

Christina blinks. “I’m also the sommelier here . . .”

Lizbet nearly squawks. What happened to Goose? Did JJ fire him so that Christina could take over the sommelier job? She realizes she’s crushing Mario’s fingers and she eases up a bit. She reminds herself it’s no longer any of her business.

“So let me bring by the wine list—”

“Not just yet, Tina, thanks,” Mario says.

Take the hint, Tina, Lizbet thinks. Scram.

Christina lingers and then very distinctly addresses only Mario. She touches the sleeve of his beautiful blue blazer with her French-manicured fingers. Lizbet realizes that it’s not beyond Christina to throw herself at Mario. “I know Chef will want to come out and say hello.”

Mario keeps his eyes locked on Lizbet’s. “Thank you.”

Another few beats pass while Christina tries to figure out what’s going on.

Finally, Lizbet gives Christina a look like a harpoon through the lungs. “Thank you, Christina.”

Christina takes a stutter-step back and Lizbet’s eyes follow, thinking she’s going to fall into table 3, which is occupied by . . . Ari and Lyric Layton. Ari and Lyric are deep in conversation, and Lyric is upset, wiping at her eyes, so they don’t notice Christina, who rights herself at the last minute, nor do they appear to see Lizbet.

When Christina finally heads back to her station, Mario says, “Should we get out of here?”

“Yes,” Lizbet says, and they go.

 

Back in Mario’s truck, Lizbet isn’t sure whether to laugh or cry.Laugh, she thinks—and she does. They walked out of the Deck holding hands, Mario leading the way, Lizbet ignoring all the people calling after her. When they reached the front, they encountered Christina and JJ having a whisper-fight, Christina no doubt saying something to the effect of Mario Subiaco showed up with Lizbet! They were rude to me! Christina’s back was to Mario and Lizbet, but JJ saw them and said, “Whoa, hey . . . are you leaving, Chef?”

Mario stopped. “We’re going someplace where the service is a bit more polished.” He saluted JJ. “Good to see you again.”

JJ followed them out the door. “Wait,” he said. “Lizbet, come on, don’t be like this.”

Mario held the passenger door of his truck open and Lizbet climbed in. She waved at JJ as they pulled out.

 

She doesn’t know where they’re going; she doesn’t care. Mario heads into town, where people are out and about in full July revelry. There’s a group of young women having a bachelorette party; families; happy couples and one couple arguing, which reminds Lizbet of seeing the Laytons. Lyric Layton, who is one of the calmest, most Zen people Lizbet knows, was crying at the Deck. Something must have been very wrong.

Lizbet suspects Mario is taking her to the Club Car, but they bump over the cobblestones of Main Street, so then she thinks they must be going to Nautilus. Then they pass Nautilus and Lizbet thinks, Lola? She’s with Mario Subiaco, the former king of the Nantucket restaurant world. They’ll be able to walk in anywhere.

Mario pulls down the white-shell lane behind Old North Wharf and parks in a spot marked RESIDENTS ONLY. He says, “I probably should have checked with you. Is it okay if I cook for you at my place?” He smiles. He’s so fine, Lizbet thinks. Now that JJ and Christina have been properly humiliated, she feels energized—and nervous—for another reason. She’s on a date with Mario flipping Subiaco! He’s going to cook for her!

He leads her past the cute cottages of Old North Wharf, past the famed Wharf Rat Club, past Provisions and the Straight Wharf restaurant on the right—where are they going?—and out a rickety dock over the water. Lizbet watches where she puts her feet on the old, uneven boards, thinking in her emotionally heightened state that she could easily topple into the harbor, where her wedges would anchor her right to the bottom.

The dock leads out to a lone cottage, and Lizbet looks around. How in fifteen years has she never realized this little place was here, floating on pillars in the middle of the harbor? To the left are the grand homes of Easton Street and Brant Point Light and to the right she can see and hear the people eating on the porch at Straight Wharf.

Mario opens the door and they step back in time. The cottage feels like something out of what Lizbet vaguely thinks of as “the good old days,” that era in the 1950s and 1960s when properties were both loved and neglected, when summer homes were passed down through families and not purchased online for eight figures thanks to the dazzling 360-degree photo gallery. The cottage features a boxy, wood-paneled room that smells of the sea. There’s a gray tweed sofa and two upright armchairs, a braided rug, a dinged-up dining-room table with mismatched chairs, a kitchen with brown cabinets, Formica countertops, a four-burner electric stove and a white icebox with a long pull-handle. There are some truly atrocious oil paintings hanging on the walls. Lizbet squints—they’re landscapes of Nantucket, no doubt the efforts of one of the former owners who took a summer’s interest in rendering the island en plein air. She can tell without checking that in the cabinets she will find Junior League and Congregational church cookbooks stained with cranberry sauce and clam juice, as well as a speckled black lobster pot and a box of frilled toothpicks purchased sometime during the Kennedy administration.

Off to the left is a door that leads to a bedroom (low bed, covered with a patchwork quilt) and another door that leads to a bathroom tiled in iridescent pink (it must have been renovated in the seventies). “This is fabulous,” Lizbet says.

Mario sheds his blazer and kicks off his flip-flops. “I’m glad you like it. Some people wouldn’t understand. They wouldn’t . . . get it.” He has brought Lizbet’s cooler bag from the truck and he pulls out the bottle of Krug. “Let me show you the best part.” He grabs two jelly jars from the cabinet, hands them to Lizbet (they’re painted with cartoon scenes from Tom and Jerry), and opens a door that leads out to his—well, Lizbet supposes it’s his front porch. It’s a covered deck that overlooks Nantucket harbor; water laps up against the pilings beneath their feet. A ladder hangs off the railing.

“How,” she says, “did you get this?”

“Xavier,” Mario says. “I was on the fence about working at the bar, but then he dangled this place and I caved.” He expertly takes the cage off the Krug and gently pulls the cork. He pours the champagne into the jelly jars, then he and Lizbet face each other and touch glasses. “This is more like it,” Mario says. “Here’s to you, Heartbreaker.”

By their second glass, they’re sitting next to each other on a wicker love seat on the deck, bare feet up on a wrought-iron table, gazing out at the darkening sky. The red beacon of Brant Point Light glows, then dims.

“How did you get to Nantucket from Minnesota?” Mario says. “I don’t think you’ve told me.”

“Well,” Lizbet says. “When I was at the University of Minnesota, there was a girl in my dorm who showed up to school a week late. All we knew about her was that her name was Elyse Perryvale and she was from out east. None of us could understand why anyone would miss the first week of freshman year.” Lizbet sips her champagne. “She was tan and had this sun-bleached hair, and she was wearing faded jean shorts and boat shoes that looked like they’d been repeatedly run over by a vintage Jeep Wagoneer. And she said, ‘Sorry I’m late. My parents wanted to eke out one more week at our house on Nantucket.’ ”

“Did you hate her?” Mario asks.

“I worshipped her,” Lizbet says. “I thought that was the most seductive sentence I’d ever heard. We were from Minnesota—summertime for us was going to our lake cabins and waiting in line for Sweet Martha’s at the state fair. And here was this . . . mermaid among us. I asked her all about Nantucket and she lent me a Nancy Thayer novel, which I devoured. The summer after I graduated, I moved out here and got a job waiting tables at the Deck, which was brand-new that year. I started dating JJ and fifteen years passed.”

“You never wanted to get married?”

“When I met JJ, I was too young to get married. Then we became sort of anti-establishment. We wanted to be like Goldie Hawn and Kurt Russell. We thought getting married would kill the romance. But JJ killed it a different way.”

“I take it Tina is the new girlfriend?” Mario says.

“Christina, yes, our former wine rep. A woman I used to like.” Lizbet tells Mario about Last Night at the Deck, finding the texts, their subsequent breakup.

“Ouch,” Mario says. “I’ll point out that he’s not good enough for you.”

“He was, though,” Lizbet says. She has a hard enough time understanding this herself, much less explaining it to someone else. What she had with JJ was real. Every minute together felt like an investment in their future—breakfast, lunch, dinner, drives, walks, cocktail parties, meetings with food vendors, trips to the post office, ferry rides, the vacations to Bermuda and Napa and Jackson Hole, holidays with her family in Minnetonka and his parents in Binghamton, every movie they watched, every show they binged, every song they heard on the radio, every cookbook they tried a recipe from, every funeral they attended (there had been three), every wedding (six), every baptism (five), every beach day, every text and call, every trip to the Stop and Shop, every house they toured before buying the cottage on Bear Street, the fights and quarrels, the flat tires and dead batteries, the leaks in the ceiling and the power outages and the day the fridge died, the football games, the concerts (Kenny Chesney, the Foo Fighters, Zac Brown), the burns and cuts in the restaurant kitchen and the head colds and stomach bugs at home—all of these things had been like bricks in a fortress that was supposed to keep Lizbet safe and happy for the rest of her life. She and JJ had inside jokes, secret code words, routines and rituals. Lizbet scratched JJ’s back every morning; she knew where his spot was, southeast of the shamrock tattoo in the center of his back that was always extra-itchy. On Sunday mornings in the winter, JJ would draw Lizbet a bath, light her scented candles, and leave her a pile of food magazines. While she was in the tub, he would go to Nautilus to pick up Caleb’s bagels with sriracha schmear and they would eat in the kitchen—Lizbet still in her bathrobe—while they listened to old Springsteen concerts. Those Sunday mornings were sacred, their version of church.

Lizbet had actually thought they would get married someday, despite their cool posturing. She wanted a marquise-cut diamond, she wanted a ceremony on the beach at Miacomet followed by a clambake; she wanted to dance in her wedding dress at the Chicken Box. They had talked about children—they wanted two—and when Lizbet missed her period in January of 2021, they were both giddy and nervous. It wasn’t exactly what they had planned—a baby arriving in September, Lizbet hugely pregnant all through the summer season—but they both grinned like crazy, calling each other Maw and Paw, naming the baby “Bubby”—and when Lizbet started to bleed at nine weeks, they cried in each other’s arms.

The sexting with Christina had started that summer. JJ had bulldozed the fortress. Worse, he’d allowed Lizbet to think that the fortress had existed only in her mind.

The ending, rather than creating a stronger place that Lizbet could launch from into a new, different, better-quality life, was an obliteration, as though fifteen years of Lizbet’s life—her prime years, twenty-three to thirty-eight—had vaporized. She couldn’t salvage anything from them except the knowledge that she had, technically, survived.

Lizbet drinks what’s left in her jelly jar and turns to Mario. “You’re how old? Forty . . . ?”

“Forty-six.”

“Have you ever had your heart broken?”

Mario sighs. “Not like that. Not by a woman, romantically. But when Fiona died . . .”

Fiona Kemp, Lizbet thinks. Chef of the Blue Bistro. She died of cystic fibrosis at the end of the 2005 season. It’s Nantucket restaurant-world legend.

“ . . . and when the Blue Bistro closed, my heart broke. It’s going to sound pompous as hell, but it was the dismantling of a dynasty. The bistro was the best, not because of the food or the location . . . it was the best because of the people. It was like a winning football team before the quarterback declares free agency and goes to a different team or like that string of golden summers at sleepaway camp before you get your driver’s license and a job making subs at Jersey Mike’s. We all knew Fiona was terminally ill and that we were living on God’s grace. But even so, when it ended, we were shell-shocked. The dream died with Fiona, a piece of all of us died with Fiona. So yes, I’ve had my heart broken by this island. So badly that I left for seventeen years.” Mario takes Lizbet’s hand and leads her back to the railing. They watch the Steamship ferry glide majestically out of the dock; it’s all lit up, as big as a floating building.

Mario puts his hands on either side of Lizbet’s face. “I’m going to kiss you now, but I think we should both be careful.”

Lizbet laughs. “I’m never falling in love again, don’t worry.”

“Okay, then,” he says and he leans in. The first kiss is just a brushing of lips, warm and soft. Then Mario pulls Lizbet close enough that their hips lock. He kisses her again, and his lips linger on hers but it’s still tentative, like he’s making a decision. With the third kiss, Mario’s lips part and their tongues touch and a second later, they’re kissing like a couple who are destined to fall in love despite their best intentions.

Eventually Mario leads Lizbet to his bed, which is pleasingly (and surprisingly) firm. He takes his time undressing her. His fingertips graze her nipples, back and forth, back and forth, until she moans into his mouth. He kisses her under her ear, sucking a little, then whispering, “You are so beautiful to me, Lizbet.” She soon realizes there is no comparison between Mario and JJ in bed. JJ made love like a bull in a china shop—all power and bluster, no finesse; he liked to get it done as noisily and raucously as possible. Mario tends to her; he makes her ache. She wants him inside her and just when she thinks she can’t wait another second—she’s a dish on the stove that’s going to burn—he makes the next move. They rock together on the firm bed and Lizbet squeezes her newly powerful thighs around him and he cries out. The surrender in his voice is something Lizbet knows she’ll replay in her head over and over again.

He rolls off her, breathless. She’s dazzled.

“Why do we have to be careful, again?” she says.

He laughs. “I was just wondering that myself.” He stares at the ceiling for a second, then he pushes himself up and kisses her. “I said that because I have only a one-season contract. And, as I’m sure you’re aware, there are no guarantees the hotel is going to make it.”

Lizbet pulls back like he’s run vinegar under her nose. “The hotel is going to make it.” She realizes she has no idea if this is true. Their occupancy, a month after opening, is right around 40 percent. Lizbet is too busy with the day-to-day operations to fret about this like she did at the beginning. Is the hotel losing money? Yes. But will Xavier pull the plug after only one year? Would he spend all that money just to abandon it? He said he was trying to impress two women, and one of them is Shelly Carpenter. Who is the second woman? Lizbet hasn’t wondered about this for a while. (She dearly hopes it’s not Alessandra.) “The hotel is going to be in business next year if I have anything to say about it. The hotel is going to be just fine.”

Mario kisses the tip of her nose in a way that feels patronizing, and suddenly Lizbet wants to swat him. “Okay, Heartbreaker,” he says. He pulls on his boxers and a T-shirt from Cisco Brewers. “Come to the kitchen with me, please. I’m feeding you.”





14. A Desk Thing

[image: Hotel Nantucket (exported)_img1]

It’s the second Saturday of July and the hotel has three checkouts and four check-ins. (Alessandra can’t believe the hotel isn’t busier. If she’d known it was going to be this dead, she would have worked at the White Elephant.)

One of the check-ins is, thankfully, a man traveling solo named Dr. Romano; he has the chiseled good looks of a doctor on a soap opera. Dr. Romano is staying in a room, not a suite, and he’s wearing a black titanium wedding band, but Alessandra chooses to overlook these two unfortunate circumstances and slips him her number. He tilts his head at her upside-down name tag and says, “Thank you very much, Alessandra.”

Outstanding, she thinks. He’ll text her the second he gets to the room, she’s sure of it.

Edie, meanwhile, is trying to get the woman in room 110 a blowout at R. J. Miller. Forget it, they’re booked solid, Alessandra thinks; she hasn’t been able to squeeze anyone in there all summer. But then she overhears Lindsay at the salon granting a favor because it’s “Sweet Edie Robbins” calling. When Edie hangs up, Zeke wanders over to the desk and says, “How do you make room keys, anyway? Is it like magic or something?”

Edie takes a breath, no doubt to explain that it’s magnetic not magic, but Alessandra pipes up first. “It’s a desk thing. You wouldn’t understand.”

“Yeah, it’s a desk thing,” Edie says. She beams at Alessandra so earnestly that Alessandra cringes. Edie is desperate to bond, but no, sorry, Alessandra can’t let that happen.

A couple enter the hotel, loaded down with luggage and baby paraphernalia—a stroller, a car seat, a bulging diaper bag.

“Gotta go,” Zeke says. “It’s a bell thing.”

Is it Alessandra’s imagination or has Zeke been lingering around the desk an awful lot? Before she can stop herself, she turns to Edie. “I think he likes you.”

Edie’s eyes widen. “What?”

“He’s always hanging at the desk, asking questions,” Alessandra says. “Have you noticed?”

“Yeah, he asked you why you wear your name tag upside down and he asked you how to say checkout in Italian and he asked you the strangest place you’ve ever had sex,” Edie says. “He likes you.”

“I think he does that to make you jealous,” Alessandra says, and she believes this. She’s too much woman for Zeke, and he knows it. “I’m old enough to be his grandmother.”

Edie laughs and grabs her bag. “I’m taking lunch.”

She’s leaving Alessandra with the onerous task of checking in the couple with the baby. They’ll need a crib; they’ll ask about laundry facilities and a babysitter, preferably someone with six references and four grown children of her own, so that they can have a nice quiet dinner at Galley Beach or the Chanticleer. Alessandra’s phone, which she keeps stashed at the back of the shelf under her computer, buzzes with a text. That would be Dr. Romano. Alessandra is so pleased that she’s able to give the approaching couple a nearly genuine smile. “Checking in?”

The woman, who is wearing a clingy green knit dress that shows off her breastfeeding boobs as well as her impossibly flat stomach, gasps. “Ali Powell?” she says.

Alessandra freezes like an animal in the wilderness confronted with a predator—because anyone who uses Alessandra’s childhood nickname is an existential threat. She focuses on the woman’s face.

Oh God, she thinks. It’s Duffy Beecham from high school, the friend whose father she seduced, Stanford professor Dr. Andrew Beecham.

To Alessandra’s knowledge, Duffy never found out about the affair. The reason why Dr. Beecham—Drew—was so eager to buy Alessandra a one-way plane ticket to Rome was that at some point, he realized Alessandra had the power to destroy his life. By the time Alessandra landed in Rome, Duffy was a sophomore at Pepperdine, lounging on the beaches of Malibu, dating aspiring movie execs. Their friendship had been winnowed down to the occasional text (when one or the other of them was drunk and heard the Dave Matthews Band).

Every so often, Alessandra stalked Duffy on Facebook and Instagram (Alessandra had nominal profiles on both but never posted). Duffy had married a Silicon Valley executive. (Alessandra’s invitation to the wedding was delivered to
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