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            Dedication

         
         
            This book is dedicated to anyone struggling to catch their breath, standing tall under the weight of an invisible burden.
               I hope my words bring you comfort. 
            

            You are not alone.
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            Author’s Note

         
         
            Dear Reader,

            32 Days in May is the story of one woman’s experience being diagnosed with systemic lupus erythematosus, or SLE, but most commonly known
               as just lupus. The events leading up to Nadia’s diagnosis are a fictional representation of what so many people with autoimmune diseases
               experience—an overwhelming sensation that their life as they knew it is completely over. This is, of course, not true. You,
               Nadia, and I have so, so much to live for. 
            

            Feelings of hopelessness, shame, anxiety, life-threatening depression, and even suicidal ideation are extremely common in
               folks who have been diagnosed with SLE. In fact, approximately 40 percent of patients with SLE develop depression at some
               point.* Please know that you are not alone and there is a path to feeling better. Help is available today. 
            

            If frank discussion of depression, anxiety, suicide, or living with a chronic illness is triggering for you, please proceed
               with great care for yourself. Take care of your heart.
            

            With so much love, 

            Betty Corrello 

         

         
            National Suicide and Crisis Hotlines:

            
               	USA & Canada: Dial 988 

               	UK: Dial 1 16 1231

            

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Prologue
January 10

         
         
            Months Ago

         

         If ever there were a physical manifestation of depression, it would be the Jersey Shore in the middle of January. 

         
         Everything is gray. 

         
         The water. The sky. The houses. My skin. 

         
         I think of my therapist’s last words before we said goodbye. 

         
         You are worth fighting for, Nadia. And if this is how you win the war—then so be it.

         
         In my pocket is a lilac Post-it note from her desk. In her sweet, Catholic school cursive, Audrey had written: you are no one <3 

         
         It was the first thing that had made me laugh in weeks. Maybe even since November. 

         
         How pathetic am I? I’d said when she handed it to me. 
         

         
         And then she’d said those last words before pulling me into a hug. 

         
         For years, I’d tried to be someone. Someone beautiful; someone interesting; someone you remembered from parties; someone you could tell a story about. 
         

         
         Now, my mother drives my car while I try to sleep in the passenger seat. She puts on an Italian song we’ve listened to on every drive to the beach for as long as I can remember. The sentimentality of this gesture makes my body recoil with anger. And the lyrics . . . the lyrics make me livid. 

         
         Too much trust ruins love. Now you’re the mystery to me.

         
         I find this to be so true, it makes me sick.

         
         I’d tried to be memorable by making myself scarce. I’d tried to be unforgettable by being impenetrable. I’d tried and tried
            and tried. I didn’t even get a chance to give up. My body did that for me. 
         

         
         “Do you have all your medicine?” she asks for the hundredth time. 

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “Did you take it already?”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “Do you feel better?”

         
         I grit my teeth. “No.”

         
         We’re at the last light before the bridge into Evergreen. 

         
         I count the seconds until it turns green. 

         
         *  *  *

         
            March 5 

         

         I’m smoking a cigarette, leaning against the side of the house. I shouldn’t be doing this, but sometimes a cigarette is the
            only way to stop the panic. Everything about smoking disgusts me—inflames my self-loathing and my GERD. 
         

         
         A tall figure with close-cropped russet hair makes their way down the sidewalk. Fuck. Downstairs neighbor. I’m trying to turn and book it back up the wooden steps that lead to my second-floor entrance when our
            eyes catch. 
         

         
         They look exhausted; the knees of their jeans are worn and caked with dirt, a pair of filthy gloves tucked into the breast pocket of their flannel jacket. The tip of their nose is bright red. 

         
         “Hey,” they call out. “You’re Pep’s daughter, right?”

         
         Dammit. “Hey,” I call back. My voice is high and pinched. “Yeah. Sorry for the—” I hold up my cigarette. “I’ll get out of your way.”
            
         

         
         They wave me off, pausing at the bottom of the steps that lead to the first-floor door. “Your dad called me.” What the hell? They catch the look in my eye and quickly add, “I think he was afraid we’d get spooked if we heard you moving around upstairs.
            But he also said you need a job.”
         

         
         My mouth falls open. That’s low, even for Pep. I can almost hear his raspy, accented voice. She thinks she’s depressed! She thinks she’s sick! Back in Italy no one ever depressed or sick! She just needs a job! 

         
         “Of course he did.”

         
         They do a quiet little laugh. An acknowledgment of how ridiculous my father is, and I soften. “Yeah, I figured you didn’t
            know about that. Anyway, I run a produce stand, and I always need help. I leave every morning around five a.m.—” I hold back a string of expletives. “Just come down and knock if you wanna join.”
         

         
         Yeah, right. “Cool—thanks.” I sound stiff. I sound like my dad. I clear my throat and add, “I appreciate it.”
         

         
         They nod curtly. “I’m Soph, by the way. If you ever need anything, don’t hesitate to knock.”

         
         *  *  *

         
            April 1 

         

         I’m drinking my afternoon coffee on the balcony when, for the first time in months, I want to write. The sensation starts in my chest—a warm, comfortable light that blooms slowly into excitement or, maybe, delight, growing until it presses at the base of my throat. 

         
          I run inside, grab a pen and a notepad from the junk drawer before inspiration slips away.

         
         Pen to paper, I begin:

         
         
            
               
                  things i never knew before lupus: 

                  
                     	we should be terrified of our bodies. you realize how little control you have over yourself; how all you can really do is
                        react. if i’m afraid, i can look away. if i have a headache, i can take medicine. if someone breaks my heart, i can hold a
                        grudge until i die. but i will never be able to stop the pain before it starts. 
                     

                  

               

            

         
         I set down my pen and admire the ink pressed into the page. I like these words. These words are different from everything
            else I’ve written since November. Maybe, they’re the beginning of a story. 
         

         
         When I look up, I see something strange, a blip interrupting the endless gray-blue horizon. Tangled in the low-hanging cable
            lines that stretch along the wide, empty streets parallel to the ocean. 
         

         
         Twisting and reaching for the dull, flat sky is a single, straggly tree branch. At the tip, there is a blink of pink. So small
            that without the stillness of its milieu, I would have missed it. 
         

         
         A cherry blossom. 

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Monday, May 1

         
         
            Now

         

         I repeat my mantra, out loud, to steady myself. 

         
         Deep breath.

         
         “I am no one.”

         
         I lift the scissors and bury them into my hair. 

         
         Wild and recklessly curly. An implacable shade of light brown or perhaps dark, wooden blond. Wonderful and strange. When I
            was a baby, people would stop my mom and ask, Did she come out like that? My ever-growing mass of tightly wound corkscrew curls told the world: she is someone. 

         
         My hair has been deceiving me for years. Like most beautiful things, people, and places, it is a mirage. 

         
         But not anymore. 

         
         Now, it’s coating my bathroom sink. Mucking up the plumbing. Twenty years from now someone’s boyfriend will snake this drain
            and gag at the moldy, ancient clump that’s choked back up.
         

         
         What the fuck happened? they’ll wonder.
         

         
         I stare at my partially sheared head. A golden dust covers my cheekbones and the curve of my top lip. I didn’t have a razor
            strong enough to survive the task of making me feel alive, so kitchen scissors had to do.
         

         
         But, you see, I’ve encountered a real problem. 

         
         I can’t reach the back of my head. 

         
         And, out of a real fear of being hog-tied and tossed away into a padded room, I, in a moment of true lucidity, know I cannot
            phone a friend. 
         

         
         Instead, I head out into the world with one-quarter of my hair still attached to my head. It hangs out of the back of my baseball
            cap like a beaver tail.
         

         
         The hair salon I go into, at random, is staffed by a bunch of young, tattooed women also wearing hats. They stare on in horror.
            
         

         
         The hairdresser does her best, God bless her.

         
         She smooths and styles my now pixie-cut curls with mousse and high spirits.

         
         “Oh my God. Babe, you look like Drew Barrymore.”
         

         
         I blink back a single, fat tear. 

         
         She is lying. I look like John C. Reilly.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Tuesday, May 2

         
         My body celebrates my new hair-free lifestyle with a little torture.

         
         Everything itches, burns, aches. 

         
         I was supposed to head to work with Soph, to sow watermelon seeds in the hothouse. Instead, I lie supine on the living room
            floor. 
         

         
         My body is exhausted but my mind is frantic, craving adventure. 
         

         
         What if I took the bus to Atlantic City? What if I got my bike out from the shed and rode it down to Brambleberry and went
            thrifting? I brought my sneakers—what if I just tried running like I used to?
         

         
         It’s nice to want to do stuff again. The world is my oyster, et cetera. 
         

         
         I fall asleep on the floor and wake up to rain on the balcony sliding doors. 

         
          

         Soon after sunset, my phone dings twice. It’s my sister, Liv. She’s sent me another job posting. Director of Growth Marketing
            and EMEA Advertisement for Big Evil Emporium, LLC.
         

         
         Six figures!!!!!! she’s written to accompany the link.
         

         
         I know now something I would have never been able to admit before: I would sooner eat dynamite than be the director of anything.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Wednesday, May 3

         
         Doctor’s appointment. 

         
         I have to drive on to the mainland from Evergreen. I’m currently living in my parents’ Shore house. Generational wealth in
            the form of a duplex next to a sandwich shop. Privilege in the form of a robust savings account accumulated after eight years
            in advertising. I’m unemployed, unmoored, and next to a body of water. I’m basically a Kennedy. 
         

         
         The doctor’s office is freezing. 

         
         I pull my cardigan on and make a comment to the empty room about how I shouldn’t have worn sandals, then I feel ancient. Gone
            are the days of being goose-pimpled and silent. Thirty hits and you’re chasing down every manager, leaving one-star reviews
            on Yelp, begging the world to care about you the same way they did when you were twenty-two and fine with freezing your nipples
            off. 
         

         
          

         “Nadia, my dear. How’s the hydroxychloroquine?”

         
         “It’s not doing anything.”
         

         
         “It can take some time to kick in.” Dr. Antoniou folds his large hands and rests them on an equally large knee. “I can increase
            your dose. But you are looking a lot better.”
         

         
         I scoff to keep from blushing. Sebastian is handsome and Greek, both visually and emotionally. He loves his family. There are photos of his beautiful Mediterranean wife plastered all over the place. She has long, artisanal hair extensions and the most luminous fake tan. Together, they’re bronzed and perfect. I imagine their chiseled, strong bodies clanging together while they fuck. Nothing but their hitched breath and the knocking of marble against marble. 

         
         “Can you imagine if I took some time to do anything? Four weeks to kick in at my job? Six months to kick in and pay my phone bill?” I swing my freezing feet back
            and forth from where I’m pouting on the table, the world’s most enormous baby. 
         

         
         “That’s a very funny observation.”

         
         Thanks, I’m a writer.

         
         I want to say it so badly. But I’ve actually forsaken that title. Have I written anything of note in the last week? The last month?
         

         
         Okay, wait. On Sunday I texted stay clam to Soph instead of stay calm and we laughed and laughed, for at least three minutes. 
         

         
         I used to write everyone’s favorite commercials. It was a bit formulaic but what isn’t? It went something like: peculiar animal
            with funny name + oblivious white guy. I used to write things like Int. Day. Beach Bungalow. WIFE walks in on NAKED HUSBAND and get the types of laughs Joan Rivers could only dream of.
         

         
         Am I looking better? He can’t just say that, can he? God, I want to feel better. Yesterday, I managed to bike three blocks (one and a half in
            each direction) to pick up sushi for dinner. Afterward, I had an epic energy crash. Today, I woke up feeling like I’d gone
            a few rounds through one of those old-school washing machines. Ridden hard, put away wet. 
         

         
         I squeeze my eyes shut. “Let’s just do it. Let’s increase my dose. What’s the worst that can happen?” 

         
         “I’m sorry. I know you hate being on so many medications.” He flashes me a mournful, sweet smile. Dr. Sebastian Antoniou puts the bed in bedside manner.
         

         
          “How’s your urine?” he asks with a gentle sincerity I find simultaneously arousing and degrading.

         
         “Normal,” I say, defensive. Then I shrug. “Sort of a . . . mustard yellow?”

         
         “Any foam or froth?”

         
         What am I, a cappuccino machine? “Everything’s better. I told you,” I lie. I love to lie. It’s the only rush I get these days.
            “I think it—the, uh, foam and you know . . . blood . . . was just a onetime thing.”
         

         
         Dr. Antoniou works a hand over his chin. “I know that’s what you want. And I know your situation is a rough one. Your dad and I”—I always forget that my father and Dr. Antoniou
            both frequent the same country club, where Sebastian, no doubt, enjoys the tennis court and pool while my father stuffs as
            much of the free breakfast buffet into the pockets of his supermarket jeans as possible, then drains the bunghole of cucumber
            water at record-breaking speed—“have discussed your work ethic. Your passion. He calls you his bull.” Dr. Antoniou clenches one of his enormous hands in a fist and holds it up between our faces.
         

         
         “Jeez. Dramatic.”
         

         
         Doc laughs and nods. “Given your symptoms and that your urinary protein levels were elevated, we’ll need to seriously monitor
            your kidneys for the next six months. Lupus nephritis is a frequent progression of systemic lupus erythematosus, and we do
            not want that for you, okay? We need to protect your internal organs as much as we can. If we don’t keep this disease under our thumb, you’re going to start to feel it”—Sebastian raises an inky brow at me—“more than you already do.” He taps an uncapped pen against his clipboard, waiting for me to say something. 
         

         
         I don’t. What’s there to say? 

         
         “I’ll order another round of labs for you.” Scribble, scribble. “By the way, my cousin’s coming into town for a month.”
         

         
         “From Eretria?” I’m desperate for a topic change. Enough of the piss talk. Enough of the organ talk. Ask me about the goddamn
            weather for once, won’t you?
         

         
         Dr. Antoniou’s face lights up. He loves that I’ve remembered Greece, something Americans so often forget to do. “No. He lives
            in New York. Is it okay if I give him your number? Talia and I are headed out of town for a little while, and you know all
            the cool, hip spots in Evergreen.”
         

         
         “It’s like, five streets and a boardwalk.”

         
         Dr. Antoniou crosses the room and places a heavy hand on my shoulder. Only for a moment before pulling away. “You really need
            to make an effort to get out more.”
         

         
         There it is. 

         
         Out. Everyone’s obsessed with out.

         
         “Or what? I’ll get sick?” 

         
         “Nadia.” He says my name so sweetly I almost fall in love. “Self-care is healthcare.” Jesus. I grimace. Never mind. “Lupus is not a death sentence. As long as you wear a hat and your SPF—don’t roll your eyes at me. You Italians think you’re
            invincible!” Classic Southern European diaspora banter. I laugh to show I’m good-natured, but instead I show that it is possible
            to sound humorless and vacant, even while your mouth is producing a ha ha ha sound.
         

         
         “Fine.” I hop down off the table, angling to make a quick exit through the door Antoniou has propped open with a long, leather-clad foot. “I’d be happy to. Just don’t tell him about . . .” I gesture vaguely at my body. 

         
         Sebastian laughs, the hardest he has yet. “That would be a HIPAA violation. As far as he’ll know, you are one hundred percent healthy. Oh, and . . .” He waves a hand around
            his head. “Love the haircut.”
         

         
         A nurse leads me to another room, where he takes an ungodly amount of blood from my left arm. I make a joke about him being
            an extremely hungry vampire.
         

         
         Neither of us laughs.

         
          

         “Jimmy Timmon’s been committed.”

         
         This is how my sister responds to Hello?

         
         I set my knife down on the kitchen counter. 

         
         I’ve been cutting up apples for a pie I promised Allie for her birthday; she turned thirty nearly two weeks ago, so timing-wise,
            I’m actually doing very well. I only answered my older sister’s phone call because I was feeling too good about myself. “Olivia. I don’t think you can say that anymore.”
         

         
         Liv is completely unfazed by my reaction. “His mom’s heartbroken. She came in to pick up two pounds of braciole and she could
            barely hold it, her hands were shaking so badly. Terrible.” 
         

         
         Before my diagnosis, Liv only ever called me when she was absolutely desperate for some entertainment. If her fiancé, Mike,
            was out of town and our mom unreachable, I was her last resort. Now, we talk on the phone so frequently I can picture exactly what she’s doing as she yammers. I can picture her car keys jangling and swinging from her wrist and the ice in her latte clanking as she crosses the four-way intersection from our parents’ butcher shop to the opposite corner where she parks her car illegally, every day. I can almost smell the sunshine on the black-topped Philly street, can almost imagine how the cherry blossoms cushion each of her steps, their last petals shed and having given way to wide, shining leaves. 

         
         “No fucking shit!” I pick up my knife again, going back to hacking up a particularly large Pink Lady. “That’s her kid!” 

         
         Jimmy grew up around the corner from us, on a side street that always smelled like sulfur and dryer sheets. He’d been a scrawny,
            irritating kid with knobby knees and crooked teeth, cruising around on his bike or on the back of someone else’s, standing
            on their back pegs like a captain at his hull. Most of us grew up, moved away, moved on. But Jimmy hung around, still cruising
            on his bicycle. A living ghost.

         
         A shiver runs down my spine.

         
         “Sad stuff.” Liv sighs, but this feels like the beginning of a longer sentence she’s still working her way up to. Silence
            settles over the phone line until I can’t even hear the wind anymore. 
         

         
         “Thanks for letting me know,” I say to fill the space, dragging out the oh in know so it sounds like a question.
         

         
         “Yeah, well, I wanted to tell you, just in case you had any ideas . . . about . . . you know . . .”

         
         “Oh my God. Are you serious right now? How many times do I have to tell you—”

         
         “Hey,” she cuts me off sharply. “Don’t sass me, sister. I’m the eldest daughter. I’m the parentified one here. Mom and Dad are worried sick, and that means I have to—”
         

         
         “What, threaten me with a grippy sock vacation?” I let out a biting, incredulous laugh. “Is this Jimmy news really your best
            attempt at talking to me about mental health?”
         

         
         “Yeah, and it scared you, didn’t it? Shocked you?”

         
         Kinda. “You’re sick, bitch,” I say.
         

         
         “I don’t know what I’m supposed to do!” she cries in response. She sounds so much like Mom, I actually have to stifle a laugh.
            “They’re on my ass, Nadia. They have no idea how to deal with this whole lupus thing—”
         

         
         “It’s not a thing that needs to be dealt with. It’s just my life now.”
         

         
         “It’s a serious disease.”

         
         I press the back of my hand—warm and clammy from the effort of chopping—into the space between my eyes. “Believe me, I’ve
            noticed.”
         

         
         “You lost your job.” The way she says this makes me want to barf. We’ve been having this exact conversation for six months, and each time it
            makes me hate who I used to be a little more. Cinderella lost her shoe; Virginia Woolf lost her mind; Nadia lost her job.
            
         

         
         “Maybe it was a job I wanted to lose! Maybe I’m better off!”

         
         Quietly, my sister grumbles, “You don’t believe that.”

         
         “What difference does it make? This is my life, whether or not you and Mom and Dad think it’s pathetic or weird. This is what
            I’m doing.”
         

         
         “But you’re not doing any—”

         
         “I’m fine.” I cut her off before she can finish the word, before she can fully and totally accuse me of stasis. “I promise
            you, I’m not in crisis anymore. I’m just . . .” I search for the word. I’ve been searching for it for months, actually. One
            single word to describe what it is I’m doing. “I’m cloistering.” This . . . is the best I can do.
         

         
         “Cloistering?” Liv repeats carefully. 

         
         “Yeah, like a nun. I’m turning inward, searching for meaning in the meaningless. I’m finding power in stillness—”

         
         “Jesus Christ.”

         
         “Exactly. That guy. All his stuff. He loved to be alone and wander around. In deserts. What a pill. At least I’m at the beach.” I clear my throat. “I’m totally fine.” 

         
         “Okay.” Liv sighs again. “You promise?”

         
         No, I don’t. I am tissue paper in a windstorm, but she can’t know that. She’ll start listing other people we know who have
            blown away. Other people who made promises they couldn’t keep. 
         

         
         I set down the knife. “Yes, Liv. I promise.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Thursday, May 4

         
         “Why?” Allie is sitting cross-legged at the kitchen table working on a Diamond Art portrait of an alpaca farm. She does this
            every day before work to help steady her nerves before an entire day of being, voluntarily, locked in a room with teenagers.
            She calls it meditative, but I fear it may be compulsive. 
         

         
         “I told you why.” I sit across from her. I’ve invited myself into Soph and Allie’s half of the duplex. I do this whenever
            I wake up at a respectable time. They’re allowed approximately three hours of daily alone time before I start to feel like
            they’re conspiring against me, plotting to replace me with another forlorn straight woman.
         

         
         When my parents bought their half of the wood-shingled bungalow, the first floor was occupied by a sycophantic palm reader
            addicted to diet pills. When Tamra passed, the Fabiola family was left with a gaping hole in our hearts. Who now would tell
            my sister and me we were too fat for our tankinis? Who now would inform our little brother that he had Ted Bundy’s unibrow?
            A few years ago, Soph and Allie moved in. A few months ago, I attached myself to them like a barnacle. They’re better neighbors
            than we—or Tamra—could have ever predicted. We share a wraparound porch, a carport, five beach chairs, and a shed. It’s an
            intimate situation.
         

         
         “It was too much effort. Wash days were exhausting.” And my hair was an emotional and physical ball and chain, draining me of my last vestiges of sanity. Plus it was thinning and every shower I came away with a palm-size hairball that left me cosmically bummed. 
         

         
         Soph sets a mug of darkly brewed coffee in front of me. They make coffee so strong, it temporarily allows me to feel human
            again.
         

         
         “Do your parents know?” Allie asks. She grew up in one of those freaky Protestant families where moms don’t let their daughters
            cut their hair before their first blood. There’s a lot of hand-wringing and crying over little girls being all grown up, as
            if it’s never happened before. 
         

         
         “Why”—I pause to sip—“would I tell my parents?”

         
         “Any word from Hot Doctor’s Hot Cousin?” Soph interjects, clearly bored with all the hair talk. 

         
         “We don’t know if he’s hot yet,” I warn them. “Maybe Hot Doctor got all the hot and Hot Cousin was left with the genes that
            make you mean about board games.”
         

         
         Soph and Allie grumble in unison. This risk is not unique to heterosexuality.

         
         We clear the table of coffee cups and breakfast plates. Allie kisses Soph goodbye. I busy myself at the sink, awkward and
            unkissed. 
         

         
         I don’t work on Thursdays, but I’ve been such a sack of shit lately that I force myself to help Soph, my current employer,
            paint a new sign for the produce stand. Busy season starts soon and we have many local septuagenarian competitors we need
            to bury. 
         

         
         I spend three hours fastidiously painting PEACHY GREENS FRUIT & VEG. LOCALLY GROWN in MALAGA COUNTY, NJ onto a slab of wood. Getting out of my cross-legged sitting position in the carport takes another three hours. The sun has
            moved across the sky, and I am still shaking the blood back down to my ankles.
         

         
          

         Allie and I are sitting around the kitchen table, enjoying a predinner doom scroll, when I get a text from a 212 number. 

         
         
            Hey Nadia, it’s Marco Antoniou. My cousin gave me your number. Any chance you’re free for dinner? :) 

         

         My jaw drops so viciously, I pull a muscle. “Hold the fucking phone.”

         
         Soph turns from where they’re caramelizing onions for a galette that will bring me as close to cumming as I’ve been in months.
            
         

         
         “Marco Antoniou,” I say out loud, and I almost can’t believe it. 

         
         “Jennifer Aniston,” Allie replies.

         
         “Betty White,” Soph adds. 

         
         “What?”

         
         Allie shrugs. “We’re naming Greek celebrities.”

         
         “What? No.” I hold up my phone. “Marco Antoniou. He just . . . he just fucking texted me?”
         

         
         “Holy shit.” Allie, hunched under the weight of the work bag still around her shoulders, finally looks up from her phone.
            Then, she shakes herself free and appears almost instantly at my elbow. “Antoniou! How did we not piece this together? Celebs—they’re
            everywhere.”
         

         
         Calling Marco a celebrity is incredibly generous. He’s somewhere between disgraced child star and YouTuber, but also neither.
            Marco was on one of those network comedies that runs seven seasons without anyone noticing for, well, seven years. Then, he’d
            gotten a minor role in one of those Chicago shows. Chicago: Pet Detective or something.
         

         
         After that, he’d gotten arrested for bringing a bunch of party drugs to an airport. Then, he disappeared.

         
         No art house films to relaunch his career. No PR relationships to help reframe the bad press. Just a kid from Jersey whose luck ran out so he counted his blessings and slipped through the door when no one was looking. 

         
         Sounds familiar. 

         
         “I can’t believe your hot doctor has a famous cousin,” Allie marvels. “The world is so small.”
         

         
         I grimace. “He used the pervy smile.”

         
         “You have to meet up with him, are you insane?”
         

         
         “It could be a different Marco,” Soph reminds us—mostly Allie, who is now doing a demented little dance in place, long limbs vibrating
            while she does neck rolls. 
         

         
         “Exactly.” I try to sound confident, but suddenly I’m vibrating, too. “It’s gotta be a totally different Marco.”

         
         “What’re you gonna say?” Allie has circled the table, back now hovering over my shoulder, buzzing like a magpie.

         
         “I don’t know. I was really looking forward to the galette—”

         
         “I can save you a piece,” Allie shrieks. It’s a satanic sound and very close to my ear. 

         
         “Fuck, man. Fine, I guess I’ll just . . . say something like, wrong number sorry blocked.” Soph and I both dissolve into laughter while Allie melts to her knees. She crawls toward me, then grips my ankle with one
            of her bony, cold hands. 
         

         
         “You. Wouldn’t. Dare.”

         
          

         I’m hanging out with Marco Antoniou. I’m hanging out with Marco Antoniou. I’m hanging—
         

         
         No. No. We already have a mantra, I remind myself. Words have always had a lot of power over me. I have to be careful. 

         
         I thunder up the wooden steps to my apartment, determined to de–jump scare myself. My hair has still found a way to frizz, despite being trimmed down to the quick. 

         
         Water. Gel. Water. Gel. 

         
         I put on a headband and sort of look like a baby. I take it off. I put on too much eye shadow and remind myself of an iguana,
            huge wet eyes swirling around in opposite directions. I tell myself that my eyes are hazel, the rarest eye color. Suddenly,
            I doubt myself and google it. Not the rarest. 
         

         
         I have nothing. 

         
         I take off the eye shadow and smear on some peach-colored war paint. I’m hot and sweating and my head is starting to pound. I haven’t taken my medicine yet. Shit. I take a shaky handful of chalky pills, nearly spilling them twice. 
         

         
         I run out onto the apartment balcony, which hangs over the front porch. “I need more coffee!” I shout down, full Stanley Kowalski.
            
         

         
         Allie pops her head out the window below, twisting her freckled face up to look up at me. “On it!”

         
         What am I even going to wear? I haven’t had to care in months. 

         
         I yank a sundress out of my closet, then remember that the fabric tends to irritate my skin, resulting in a painful rash.
            
         

         
         I pull out an old, loved pair of white overalls and a cropped T-shirt, also white. 

         
         I didn’t plan to, but I look angelic. Blame the iguana eyes.

         
         “You look nice,” I say to my reflection. My delivery is a little Full Metal Jacket, but nevertheless, sincere. Maybe I’m not hot enough to be on Chicago: Freelance Graphic Designers, but who is? Even the cast looks confused.
         

         
         I rush down the steps. Allie thrusts a mug into my chest. I lean forward and chug while she cheers me on. 

         
         It’s not until I am three blocks from the boardwalk, waiting at a red light while death-gripping my steering wheel, that I realize I never even texted him back. 
         

         
         All that sweating and for what? I press a hand to my heart to try and still its ridiculous hammering. He’s just some guy, I remind myself. It’s just one night. He’s no one. He’s nothing. 

         
         Sure, I text back. Meet on the boardwalk in thirty?

         
          

         “Hey!”

         
         Marco Antoniou lifts a hand and waves, looking like he just stumbled out of an episode of Baywatch. Tanned and easy and warm like a summer night. He fries my corneas with a five-thousand-watt smile. 
         

         
         No no no no no no no no.

         
         He’s leaning against the railing, the ocean at his back, hands shoved deep into the pockets of his perfectly worn cords, wind
            pulling the fabric flush against his legs, so I can make out the exact shape and girth of his thighs. 
         

         
         Would it be rude if I just turned on my heels and booked it? 

         
         He keeps smiling and waving and I profoundly want to believe that Marco is not my type. There’s too much smile. So much smile,
            it makes me tired just to look at. But when I open my mouth to say hi or hey, “Sorry!” falls out instead. 
         

         
         Then, the babbling starts. All the while I adjust my bucket hat, which I wear everywhere now. It serves two core functions:
            protecting my delicate, rash-prone face from the sun and being deeply off-putting to almost everyone. 
         

         
         That’s really what unites humans regardless of race, gender, or creed: no one likes a woman in a weird hat. 

         
         “It’s such a crazy, windy day, isn’t it? I was going to wear a dress, but then I remembered spring is so windy and I was like, jeez—can’t do that! And then my housemates wanted to chat, and I just got caught up . . .”
         

         
         Truthfully, I don’t even know if I’m late. What I’m really trying to say is: Sorry, I forgot to be hotter. I thought maybe I would be immune to your star power. That’s why I’m wearing overalls. 

         
         “You’re totally fine, seriously,” Marco says when I’ve finally run out of steam. He’s scratching at his forearms, trying to
            discreetly slide a cigarette butt into his back pocket. “I got some time to, uh, take in the view.” 
         

         
         Smoking’s been illegal on the boardwalk for about a decade now. There are signs everywhere, telling us exactly that. But I
            guess Marco has never met a law he doesn’t want to break. 
         

         
         I turn to look at what’s behind me. The old Pirate Bay Mini Golf. I arch a brow. “And, boy, what a view.”

         
         He laughs softly and pushes the bill of his hat back with his knuckles, like a cowboy demurring to a maiden. 

         
         “Nadia, right?” 

         
         “Nadia,” I confirm.

         
         I extend a hand at the exact moment he opens his arms—muscular with a smattering of soft black hair—and pulls me in for a
            hug. 
         

         
         It’s brief and more intimate than my last Pap smear. Underneath his white tee, Marco’s chest muscles flex. He smells like
            Acqua di Parma and an ashtray. His hands stay a respectful distance above my waist. I lean up on my tiptoes and tepidly pat
            at the center of his back when suddenly something tickles my nose and—
         

         
         We break apart and I’m not even focused on the luminescent smile or the olfactory storytelling Marco’s doing, because I’ve
            noticed it. 
         

         
         Marco Antoniou has a mullet.

         
         Not a feathered-edge ode to David Bowie or a nod to Jonathan Taylor Thomas’s soft, boyish flow. 

         
         This shit is thick, hard-bodied. It chews tobacco and pours concrete. Marco’s mullet is heavy layers of pitch-black hair,
            smoothed back from his face and sort of hidden under a Flyers hat, but I can still tell it’s a fucking mullet.

         
         I take off my bucket hat and stuff it into my tote bag. We can’t both be deeply off-putting.

         
         “My cousin said you’ve been here all winter,” Marco says. I feel his eyes follow the movement of my hand as I smooth back
            a flyaway curl from my face, and only once I’m absolutely positive he’s looked away, I steal a glance of my own. 
         

         
         Marco’s features are exactly as striking as one would expect from a star. His forehead slopes heavily toward his brow; his nose is strong with a gentle hook; his jaw square and set; and when Marco
            smiles, his brown eyes crinkle kindly at the corners. For all his bad behavior, he looks like a cross between an ancient warrior
            and an all-American sweetie pie. 
         

         
         “Yeah,” I say. “Since January.”

         
         We wander toward the far end of the boardwalk, toward the Pier Point Diner and the bike rental shop with the Technicolor marquee.
            “I haven’t spent more than two consecutive weeks here since I moved when I was fourteen. I’m almost jealous.” 
         

         
          “It was a temporary thing,” I tell him. “I’m staying at my parents’ place, taking some time away. But I think I might move
            down here—you know, full time.”
         

         
         He tilts his head and smiles, golden sun winking in his chocolate-brown eyes. “Whoa, never mind. Definitely not jealous.”

         
         Does he see it—the dark storm cloud hanging over my head? Surely he can smell the last dredges of depression on me. Why else would a single woman in her thirties move from a major metropolitan area to a freckle of an island hanging onto New Jersey by a hope and a prayer? Maybe it’s my own myopia, but I can’t think of a single positive reason. 

         
         Don’t I ooze the frenetic energy of someone spiraling through a personal crisis? If you asked Liv, she’d say absolutely. I almost wish I could ask him.
         

         
         “I needed some time away, too,” he adds quickly before flashing me a heartless smile. Or maybe there’s too much heart. Something
            about the way he’s looking at me feels pained. Pulled tight and double wrapped in masking tape. 
         

         
          

         Marco is a natural conversationalist. He knows exactly how to pivot us away from the perilous territory of why he and I are both free, at the beach, on a Thursday. 
         

         
         Marco asks me all about Soph and Allie, the produce stand, New Jersey farming laws, how many different variations of basil
            we sell, whether or not I think organic is a scam. Is rhubarb really poisonous? 
         

         
         I feel, vaguely, that I am being entertained—masterfully guided through The Marco Antoniou Experience. After each question,
            he cocks his head to the side and listens like it’s his job, like I might quiz him afterward. The rhythms of this back-and-forth
            that feel tenuous to me, at best, are hard-coded into his beautiful head. When I falter because I haven’t made small talk
            in six months, he flashes me another smile and asks another question. 
         

         
         How many types of parsley do you carry? Which one’s your favorite?

         
         You’re famous, I want to remind him. You don’t have to do this. 

         
         Marco’s character on TV was a wise-cracking New Yorker, a lothario dum-dum. He played that character for so long that the entire world assumed Marco and he were one in the same. Never mind the fact that Marco isn’t even from New York. He’s from Evergreen. Of all places on Earth, he’s from this strange little beach town. 
         

         
         And Marco doesn’t seem like a dum-dum. He seems fairly thoughtful. When I trip on a loose plank, he grabs ahold of my arm
            without a second of hesitation. Then, he mutters about how they absolutely need to fix that. “You could have broken your ankle,” he tuts. For the moments his fingers curl around my biceps to steady me,
            a montage flashes before my eyes: I do break my ankle, actually. And Marco has to lift me into his strong, capable, famous
            arms and rush me off to the hospital. As I lie there, monitors beeping around me, he strokes my hair away from my face. You’re so brave, Nadia. 
         

         
         I let out a beautiful, ragged cough. I’m sorry . . . I was . . . so . . . cough . . . awkward on the boardwalk. I’m . . . kind of . . . poorly . . . cough . . . socialized . . . like a Chihuahua . . .

         
         He laughs and says, No. You’re perfect. Then, we get married. 
         

         
         “All good?” Marco’s voice punches through my fantasy, a fist through drywall. 

         
         I dust at the knees of my extremely white overalls, trying to avoid revealing eye contact. Celebrities can read minds, right?

         
          “Good as gravy!” I croak. 

         
         Horrible. 

         
          

         The boardwalk is mostly empty now, except for a group of young moms pushing strollers at a brisk pace and some teens congregating on the benches across from the Bel Sol condos. One of them kicks a soccer ball and it goes flying up onto the roof and everyone breaks out into a huge burst of laughter, a sound that feels altogether too much for Evergreen in the springtime. 

         
         Marco smiles, too, laughter rolling through his chest as he moves a hand back and forth over his heart. Like he has to physically
            work the joy out of his chest.
         

         
         I used to laugh so hard. I could laugh until I nearly peed my pants. Laughter would incapacitate me, knock me over. Sometimes
            I’d even laugh in my sleep. When did I stop laughing like that?
         

         
         Loosen up, Fabiola. I shake out my shoulders and force my mouth into a tight, unconvincing smile. 
         

         
         Beyond the Bel Sol, the boardwalk turns into a long jetty that extends almost the length of a football field out into the
            ocean. At the end, the blue-black silhouettes of three men and their fishing lines sway in the wind. 
         

         
         I fold my arms over my chest and lean over the railing. “So, what else did Dr. Antoniou tell you about me?”

         
         “That you’re a writer. That’s about it.” Marco does the same, and the soft folds of his mullet ruffle like lotus petals in
            the ocean breeze. “Do you miss Philly?”
         

         
         The question shocks me, and I inhale sharply. “Philly?”

         
         “Yeah, I mean, you’re from there, right?”

         
         “Sebastian also told you that, then,” I say, an edge of anxiety in my voice. Please, please let that be all. 

         
         Marco drops his head in mock shame, shoulders bouncing with deep, smooth laughter. “Alright, yes, he also told me that. But
            only because I asked.”
         

         
         My smile, maybe a little less forced, comes back again. Bigger. I feel the wind on my teeth. “Nah, I don’t think I do. Philly
            will always be there. Evergreen’s what I need right now.”
         

         
         Marco makes an appraising noise in the back of his throat, his gaze finding mine under the heavy umbrella of his brows. “You sound like a politician.” 

         
         I snap my eyes away from his; heat prickles in my cheeks. I’m still smiling. “I’m going to take that as a compliment.” 

         
         There’s a natural lull in our conversation and maybe a lesser man would use this moment to say, Well, this has been great—see you never! But instead, Marco clears his throat and says, “You hungry?” 
         

         
         I’m starving, my stomach is symphonic, but I say something tragic like, “I could eat.” 

         
          

         Across town, in an old cottage on the bay, Ernie’s Crab Shack offers its “World Famous Shrimp Basket for Two” and a raucous
            patio with enough seating for a large family reunion or a very small Italian wedding. They seat us outside at the tiniest
            table ever created in the middle of two enormous parties: a bachelorette weekend (or maybe a group of penis straw salespeople?)
            and a group of young parents and their writhing children. We’re in a sea of noise. The air buckles, overburdened with vibrations.
         

         
         Marco studies the menu while biting at his bottom lip. I try not to focus on how dark his eyes are, how smooth his skin is,
            while, under the table, the rubber tips of our shoes touch. 
         

         
         “Jeez, lot of options.”

         
          As soon as the words leave my lips, I want to disappear. Just, poof. Into the ocean. Lot of options? I could have said anything—anything at all—and what I do is make the most milquetoast observation possible. 
         

         
         “I have a strategy for ordering at places like this,” Marco says with a bro-ish head nod toward the menu in my hands. He fiddles with his lighter, rotating it back and forth between his fingers. He’s been antsy ever since we sat down, seemingly out of his element in the middle of such a crowded space. I can feel how badly he wants to get up and walk out. He doesn’t like crowds. Or maybe he doesn’t like this crowd. “No page twos.” 
         

         
         “No page twos?”

         
         “You heard me. You can only pick from the first page of the menu.” He reaches across the table and yanks the paper menu out
            of my hand, flipping it over then replacing it faster than I can protest. “Humans love boundaries.”
         

         
         Why does this simple statement turn me on so much? 
         

         
         Regardless, his trick works. No page two has me ordering fish tacos with the confidence of a sitting president. Our waitress
            bounces over on her toes, eyes constantly moving around the patio, checking for empty glasses that need filling and empty
            plates that need clearing. Her hairline glistens with remnants of high-noon sweat. Then, her eyes flit to Marco and she stills.
            It all happens so quickly and yet slow enough to send every muscle in my body into a cringe.
         

         
         “Weird question—” she starts. Marco’s fingers freeze on his lighter. She loses her nerve. “Um, did you say no bun on the veggie
            burger?”
         

         
         Marco stuns her with his smile. It’s sideways, sloping, devastating, and makes my throat dry. “That’s right. No bun.”

         
         “Drinks?” she breathes. 

         
         He orders a beer and a shot of whiskey.

         
         Oh? I stare at Marco, eyes wide. 
         

         
         He stares back, mirroring my expression. “Nadia? Anything to drink?” 

         
         “Just water for me,” I say, but it doesn’t matter—our waitress is already running at full speed toward the kitchen. 

         
         And I don’t blame her. This is probably the craziest thing that’s ever happened at Ernie’s Crab Shack, barring a few debaucherous bachelor parties featuring some vacationing sex pests. The front-of-house staff is about to come alive with intrigue. 
         

         
         And Marco knows it. He’s tearing at his bottom lip, jiggling his knee so hard I can feel the table bouncing. His gaze has
            a vise grip on something over my shoulder, past the docked boats and all the couples taking pictures on the edge of the jetty.
            He’s staring, potentially, directly into the sun. 
         

         
         “I’m sorry she recognized you. It’s annoying, I’m sure.”

         
         There’s a microscopic quiver in the corner of his mouth as he ignites his lighter. “Yeah, no. I’m sorry. I’ve always really hated that.”
         

         
         “Don’t apologize, I don’t mind at all. We can leave—”

         
         He pulls his eyes away from the sky and looks at me. My stomach rocks side to side—he looks hurt, nearly torn open. “Did you recognize me?” This question is different from all the other questions he’s asked me tonight. Marco actually wants to know the answer. 
         

         
         “Well, sure.” I shrug, unfolding the napkin-wrapped bundle of silverware in front of me, doing my best impression of someone
            capable of relaxing. “I guess I did, in a way.” 
         

         
         “You watched Dude’s Ranch?” 
         

         
         That’s what his show was called! Dude’s Ranch. Two estranged brothers come together to save their father’s ranch and like, raise a baby or something. I can picture the
            promotional artwork perfectly. Marco in a denim jacket, smile on full display. His character was the fish out of water—a Sonny
            LoSpecchio type from Queens or maybe the Bronx. You were supposed to look at him and think, This pretty boy? Doing a real
            man’s job? In the real man’s America? Now, that’s hilarious.
         

         
         I scoff, a hiccup of incredulity. “You wish.”

         
         He smirks. “You’re too sophisticated.”

         
         Yes, I want to say, but instead I play nice. “We weren’t really a cable TV family. And I was a little too old.”
         

         
         “What kind of family were you, then? Puzzles around the fireplace? Dad reading the newspaper?”

         
         “Oh God, no.” I laugh, shaking my head. “My parents own a butcher shop, they basically work twenty-four/seven. And we had
            to help as soon as our wrists were strong enough to wield a cleaver.”
         

         
         Marco’s expression collapses from one of sardonic teasing to a look of genuine interest—perhaps even respect. “You’re joking.”

         
         “No, I’m not.” I take a sip of water, basking in the feeling of finally breaking through the impenetrable haze of niceness
            hanging around us. “Give me a butter knife, and I could carve you up.”
         

         
         “Fuck,” he grunts, lifting his water to his lips. Condensation slides down the glass, rolling down his wrist. He places his
            lips against the cold material and I look away. “A butcher’s daughter hiding out in Evergreen. That sounds like a good TV show.”
         

         
         Before I have a chance to respond, a different, equally bouncy waitress appears. Her smile is wide, blue eyes hazy with excitement.
            She’s been sent by her buddy to scope us out, no doubt. 
         

         
         Marco stiffens as she approaches with eager, wide eyes, spine going ramrod straight. He tries to play it off by stretching
            his arms over his head, locking his fingers together, and turning from side to side. But I know he wants to jump out of his
            skin. 
         

         
         “Here are your drinks!” she trills. This is directed at Marco and only Marco. He doesn’t even let the shot glass hit the table.
            He takes it from her and tosses the syrupy, amber liquid back in one smooth gulp—like a cartoon character eating a fish in
            one bite. 
         

         
         My mouth jumps into another oh shape. Oh, shit. Oh, no. Oh, is this what we’re doing?

         
         I watch him chase down the whiskey shot with two enormous gulps of beer. His entire throat shifts with the
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