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Chapter One
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The monstrous stack of creative writing papers mocked Olivia from her desk. It stood, formidable as any skyscraper, as she paced back and forth, her phone pinned to her ear. On the other end, Anthony described yet another minor disaster at The Hesson House. The recently renovated boutique hotel located on the coast had just recently held its grand opening, which had been a huge success. It was an old-world mansion that had taken months to restore to its former glory in the wake of her Great Aunt Marcia’s death and subsequent will, which had listed Olivia as the new owner of the house. It had been a turbulent time — a whirlwind, to say the least, and Olivia wasn’t always sure which direction was up. 

“What? He just stormed out of the kitchen?” Olivia lifted a pen to her forehead and clicked at the end of it with her face as frustration brewed. 

“Yeah. He threw one of those skillets as he went, too.”

“Does he know that each of those skillets cost four hundred dollars?”

Anthony chuckled. “I’m guessing not.”

“So, you didn’t even need to fire him, I guess?”

“Nope. But we’re short-staffed for the night and we’re fully booked with even more dinner reservations than normal. Mary told the staff to put out new tables along the waterline. We borrowed a few from the Sunrise Cove.” 

Olivia had recently hired Mary as a sort of third-in-command, beneath her and Anthony, especially since she’d recently returned to full-time school duties and couldn’t be at The Hesson House all hours of the day any longer. 

“The Sunrise Cove is always there in a pinch, aren’t they?” 

“I think they can feel what novices we are. Taking pity on us,” Anthony said with a dry laugh. 

“We’ll take all the pity we can get. What was it we read about the first few years of a hospitality business?” 

“One to two years to break even.”

“Okay. That’s fine. One to two years? That’s nothing. It happens in a flash.”

“You sound optimistic.” 

“I’m not. But it’s the only way to be, right?” Olivia’s smile grew wider. “You put me in a good mood, regardless. What do you say? Let’s close the dang thing and move to Hawaii.”

“I have a feeling your four best friends would take real issue if I whisked you off to Hawaii like that.”

“Oh, I didn’t tell you? We’re bringing them, too.”

Students began to filter in — at first, just a couple stragglers, and then a full burst of them, as though the faucet had been turned all the way up. Olivia blinked up at the sea of sixteen-year-olds who planned to give her about twenty percent of their attention this sixth period as she forced them to discuss a book they probably hadn’t bothered to read much of. Could she blame them? The weather was still nice; school had only just begun a few weeks before, so nobody’s head was screwed on correctly. Hers certainly wasn’t.

“I guess I have to let you go,” she said with the slightest of sighs. “Thank you for being there when the skillet was thrown and for all other minor disasters. You know I love you, don’t you?”

They’d only just recently started to say the “L” word. It made Olivia’s heart swell with happiness. 

“I love you, too. Don’t let the teenagers bully you into submission.”

“I’m sure they’ll find a way.” 

The bell blared with finality. Olivia placed her phone to the right of that monster stack of papers that sat neatly on her desk, cleared her throat, and then faced all twenty-two of her hormonal student-monsters. 

“Afternoon, everyone,” she said as brightly as she could. “I assume all of you read to chapter four last night in The Great Gatsby?” 

There were several side-glances and some grunts. Anxiety permeated through the room like a cloud. Olivia had seen the likes of this time and time again. Finally, the blonde-haired, blue-eyed, doll-like porcelain creature in the back, Samara, shot her arm through the air and said, “I did. I read the chapters.” 

Her voice wavered. Always, she gave the air of someone on the brink of a meltdown. 

“Great. Thank you, Samara. Can you give me a rundown of some of the potential themes you feel Fitzgerald illustrates within these first few chapters?”

Samara’s eyes widened with fear. One of the football players, who sat in the corner, chortled and then whispered something to the guy beside him. Samara dropped her eyes to the desk. This class was off to a spectacular start.

“All right, let’s outline the themes together.” Olivia lifted an erasable marker to the whiteboard and began to scribe as her students drew out their notebooks to take the appropriate notes. “I know it’s still early in the year, but I really need you guys to do your reading. You’re juniors, which means you only have a year till you start applying for colleges. Many of you will take your SATs this year. It’s all about pushing your mind to its limit. It’s all about teaching yourself to think in a more profound way. All of you are incredibly capable.”

Did she really believe everything she spouted now? She wasn’t sure. She’d said all these words time and time again. Students had filtered through her life, year after year, as she had gotten steadily older. Now, at forty-one, she felt a strange shift in how the world dealt with her. She had always been rather shy (unless she stood in front of her students, of course) — but now it seemed that that shyness was a relief to a world that no longer wanted to look at her twice. 
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AFTER SEVENTH PERIOD’S bell declared the end of yet another school day, Olivia rushed to the teacher’s lounge, pulled open her Tupperware, which revealed the packed macaroni and cheese she’d made, and scarfed down half of it. The Pre-Calculus teacher, Janet Maxwell, arched her grey eyebrow toward her and said, “Make sure you chew and swallow your food, young lady.”

Olivia tried to laugh, but her mouth was too full. When she swallowed, she said, “I guess I’ll have time to eat when I’m dead.”

“Keep that dark humor at home, honey,” Janet Maxwell told her with an ironic laugh. “We deal with students here. We have enough darkness to handle.”

Olivia stretched her long, lean legs out toward her car, which caught the bright reflection of the mid-September sun beautifully. She slid into the front seat and then drove north toward the mansion. She had driven this route so often over the previous months that she hardly remembered the drive. Before she knew it, she shut off the engine and gazed up at the elaborate mansion, its ornate pillars which flanked the porch, and its glowing windows. Gosh, she missed the days when this space had been for her and Anthony, just the two of them — falling in love and mostly covered in plaster and paint. “The good old days,” before the “clients” had stormed through the front doors. 

Well, of course, they were paying customers. They kept the place afloat. Not that anything felt particularly “afloat” at the moment. 

Olivia inspected her makeup in the mirror, added a dash of eyeliner, and then burst out into the open air. Sounds of hotel guests swelled out from the restaurant on the other side of the hotel, where tables spilled out toward the beach. On the left-hand side of the grounds, still, just out of sight, they’d set up a croquet court, and to the left of that, they’d had two tennis courts built. The waiting list for the courts was always about a mile long. 

Just as Olivia entered the front door, the pianist seated at the baby grand in the foyer began to tinkle away at another tune. The savoy smells of another glorious lunch rushed out like a wave from the kitchen. Several people continued to sit in the dining area, enjoying mid-afternoon glasses of wine and conversation. Anthony stood at the front desk alongside Mary and an older couple in maybe their sixties, both of whom were dressed immaculately. They looked to be a part of the one percent; even their skin glowed as though they’d drunk some kind of everlasting-life elixir. 

“Olivia, so wonderful you’re here,” Mary beamed in that warm and inviting voice of hers. “Mr. and Mrs. Adams, this is Olivia Hesson. She’s the proud owner of The Hesson House. Olivia, Mr. and Mrs. Adams just checked in this afternoon. Apparently, they were good friends with your Great Aunt Marcia.”

Olivia extended a hand. “Welcome to The Hesson House. It’s so remarkable to meet others who knew my great aunt and what a wonderful woman she was.”

“Yes. Your Great Aunt Marcia and I used to vacation in the French Riviera together, in the old days,” Mrs. Adams said mischievously. “We got ourselves up to no good.”

“I can only imagine.” Olivia noted that the woman’s eyes traced down the slightest bit, then erupted back up, as though she tried to avoid something. Olivia forced herself not to focus on it. 

“Shall I show you to your suite?” Olivia asked.

“They’re in the presidential,” Mary said knowingly. “But I can take them. I know you have so many things to attend to.”

“Nonsense,” Olivia said with a wave of her hand. “Come with me. I assume your luggage has already been brought upstairs?”

“Of course,” Mary affirmed. Her eyes told a strange story. Again, Olivia furrowed her brow with confusion, then returned her face to its normal position. 

Olivia led Mr. and Mrs. Adams up the winding staircase to the third floor, where the presidential suite took up one entire half of the floor. She told them about each unique antique piece within the suite, about the ornate bed and the claw-footed bathtub and the antique rug, which she’d found in the basement during their renovations. 

“Thank you,” Mrs. Adams said as Olivia bid them goodbye at the door. “We look forward to our time here.”

“Remember to speak to Mary or one of the receptionists about island events over the next few weeks,” Olivia told her. “It’s only September — not yet winter and the island is still alive and buzzing. Just a tiny bit colder, that’s all.”

Olivia sauntered back down the staircase. Her hand caressed the smooth wood as she wound down to the main level. When she reached the foyer, Anthony placed his hand at the top of her shoulder, bent his head and whispered, “Come with me.”

“Not now, Anthony,” Olivia said with a little laugh. “I have a to-do list about a mile long.”

“I know. But...” Anthony grimaced. Another couple passed by, headed for the bar area. The pianist switched to another jingle. 

“What? You’re looking at me like I have three heads.”

“It’s just that, well, there’s no easy way to tell you this.” He now spoke quieter than she’d ever heard him.

“What?” she hissed.

“You have melted cheese on your blouse,” he said finally. “I only noticed it when you were speaking with the Adams. I’m sorry.”

Olivia scrunched her nose tightly. Her eyes traced down toward a big ruffle on her blouse — one she’d bought second-hand from a French fashion collector. Sure enough, a big streak of bright orange, melted cheese blared itself across her breast. How embarrassing.

“Well. I think it’s safe to say I’m not juggling this whole high school-slash-hotel schedule well,” Olivia said, still looking down at the horrendous display. 

Anthony drew his hand over the back of her head and laughed. Slowly, his laughter transformed Olivia’s face, and she found space to giggle, too.

“Ah, well. I wondered why Mrs. Adams looked at me like that. Like I was a schlub,” Olivia said. “I’ll head to the office and clean up. Thank goodness I have extra clothes here.”

“I don’t know,” Mary said from behind the front desk. “I think the cheese stain works for you.”

“You think, Mary? Should I keep the look going?”

Mary shrugged. “To be honest, I’ve seen stranger fashion trends. And at least this could become a snack later.”

Anthony cackled as Olivia rolled her eyes and headed back to her office. “I swear. If you two don’t tell me the next time I have any kind of food on my blouse in front of high-paying guests, you’re both fired!”

“Good! Fire us! See if you can do this by yourself!” Mary bantered brightly.

Olivia whipped around and placed her palms together. “Come on, Mary. You know I worship the ground you walk on. Keep up the good work, you two! It’s crunch time. It’s always crunch time.” 
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Chapter Two
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“Chelsea! Hey!” The words blurted out from the steaming kitchen as Chelsea rushed past, en route to her ten-top by the window. She yanked herself around to find her boss, Marty, in the doorway, his eyes stern. Chelsea’s heart burst wildly. Had she done something wrong? 

“What’s up?”

“We need you to take the three-top by the bar,” he told her. 

“Ugh, I’m so swamped right now,” Chelsea groaned. She adjusted the tray on her palm and staggered the slightest bit. The drinks on the tray sloshed dangerously, but they remained within the confines of their glasses. Thank goodness. 

“Everyone’s swamped, but you told me you need the money,” Marty told her.

Chelsea swallowed the lump in her throat. “All right. Yeah. I’ll take ‘em.”

“Good girl.”

Chelsea resented when he called her that. She grumbled to herself as she swept toward the window with the heavy tray. Her bicep bulged beneath as she stretched out the tray onto the edge of one end of the table and greeted the party with a bright smile. Every move she made, every word she spewed would all add up to the tip they inevitably gave at the end of their “high-end, experiential” dinner. This place in Manhattan, Tiny Tim’s, had nothing at all to do with the diner she’d spent the previous several years serving at. It was the big leagues and it made her sick. 

“Big night tonight!” one of the men at the table hollered to her. He was the head of the large family. Clearly, the one who would pay the bill at the end, and Chelsea forced a huge all-American girl smile for him. 

“Yeah! What are you celebrating tonight?” 

“We’ve got our daughter here going to NYU,” the man said as he beamed at the girl beside him proudly. “She started a few weeks ago and already turned in an A paper.”

“Dad...” The girl’s cheeks flushed crimson with annoyance. “You don’t have to tell every person we run into about the paper.”

“Hey, a Dad can brag. I’m just proud of our girl, is all,” the man returned. 

“I think it’s great you celebrate things like that,” Chelsea said. 

“I’m sure your father does the same!” the man returned.

Chelsea passively agreed, then headed off to greet that three-top near the bar. Her legs were quick as lightning, muscular and trained from years of waitressing. She felt herself recommending various cocktails — always the most expensive ones, of course, and ensuring that each guest was greeted warmly. By the time she returned to the kitchen, her five-top’s dinner was served, and she had to hustle back out and dot the finely plated salmons, steaks, and portions of pasta out across the white tablecloth without skipping a beat. 

As her legs hustled her back to the kitchen, the man’s words rolled around her mind again. “I’m sure your father does the same.” Well, no. He didn’t. Tyler had left Martha’s Vineyard when Chelsea had been thirteen years old and in the wake of that, he’d gone off, started a new life in Boston, and subsequently forgotten about her. 

Now, his girlfriend was pregnant. Chelsea was poised to be a big sister for the first time in her life, at the idiotic age of nineteen. What kind of relationship would that be? She would be twenty-nine when the girl was ten. Thirty-nine when the girl was twenty. She pictured herself at forty, taking out this non-existent girl for her first legal drink. “This is my big sister,” the girl would say and Chelsea would grin that forty-year-old grin and feel just about as stupid as ever. “And this is the girl my father decided to raise properly,” she would probably think. 

Or maybe she wouldn’t. Maybe she would love that girl to bits. Maybe she would bring color and energy to her life in ways she couldn’t comprehend. But optimism couldn’t fully find her, not then. Not when she was so busy at Tiny Tim’s and very, very unsure if she would find her way to closing time. 

Toward eleven-thirty at night, Chelsea managed to find a two-minute window to pee. This was a rare thing indeed. She had trained herself like a dog to wait to head to the restroom until the last possible moment. Once in the bathroom, she lifted her phone for the first time and discovered three text messages from the outside world. When Tiny Tim’s got too frantic, she sometimes felt that the rest of Manhattan, of New York, of the greater United States of America, didn’t exist at all. All there was were new food tickets, hungry guests, and an angry boss who frequently gave her a once over with his eyes that made her spine shiver.

Two of the texts were from Xavier, her boyfriend. 

XAVIER: I’ll be out late tonight. I told Gavin I’d help him with his app. 

XAVIER: I hope it’s not as wild tonight at TTs, but I know that’s wishful thinking. And I know we need the money. Just know that I love you, okay?

The next text was from her mother.

MOM: Today, I greeted a super ritzy couple with melted cheese on my shirt. I hope your day is better than mine. Love you! :) 

Chelsea giggled inwardly. For reasons she couldn’t fully comprehend, she had begun to think of the island and her mother much differently since her departure. For years, all she had wanted was to run out of that place and build a life of her own. Now that she and Xavier lived in their dank Brooklyn apartment, dealt with a bad landlord, and had rough jobs of their own, she wasn’t fully sure why she had wanted to trade in the glittering waters, bright blue skies and white sandy beaches. She’d had a reason, hadn’t she? 

After she closed out her final table for the night, Chelsea counted up her tips — a whopping 377 dollars in five hours, which wasn’t bad anywhere else, but this was New York City, and there was rent to pay. Still, it made her laugh to remember her piddling tips at the diner. Usually, she left the place with fifty bucks, tops. When she had been sixteen, fifty bucks had felt like one million dollars, give or take. 

Chelsea took the subway home. It was just past one in the morning, but in the city that never sleeps, that mattered very little in terms of how busy the train was. She stood and gripped the handle overhead as the train jerked her to and fro. A woman at the far end of the train wore a bright pink boa and ticked her finger to the left and right as though she wanted to warn Chelsea of something. 

Chelsea was sometimes overjoyed with the city. This was true. She remembered those first few days with Xavier before either of them had nabbed their jobs when they’d explored as much of the city as possible, hungry for every nook and cranny and every potential story. They were still too young to check out the various bars, unfortunately, but they spent their money at coffee shops and watched old New Yorkers as they met one another and chatted over cigarettes outside. 

“Maybe that will be us one day,” Chelsea had said to Xavier. 

“Smokers?”

“No! No. Just — we’ll have so many stories of being in the city for so long. We’ll feel like this place really belongs to us.”

Xavier had considered this. After a long sip of coffee, he had replied, “I think I want that. I wonder what we’ll think of the Vineyard after being away for so long.”

“Maybe it will feel like just a distant dream of the past.”

Chelsea got off the train and walked with her hands shoved into her pockets back toward their apartment in Brooklyn. The streets were relatively busy; people rushed in and out of bars and hollered for their friends. Girls were dressed in incredible ways — long legs swept down toward their high heels, and tight dresses hugged gorgeous curves. Chelsea wondered if she would one day count herself among them. Maybe she, too, would go to NYU or another school in the city if she ever got up the courage to apply. Her mother certainly wanted that for her. Her SAT scores had been pretty good, in fact. Chelsea just hadn’t known what to do with them. 

When Chelsea reached her apartment building, she saw a scary sight: a dark figure that looked like a middle-aged man, who sat on the stoop. She stopped about ten feet away and took in the full view of him. He had his arms wrapped around his knees, and his head was bent forward. He eased back and forth like a crying child. It was clear he’d been drinking. She could practically smell the alcohol coming off of him. But when he lifted his head, as though he sensed her presence, she recognized him all the more. 

It was her father. It was Tyler. 

“Dad?” Shock wasn’t a strong enough word for it. She gaped at him — at the man who had taught her how to ride a bicycle and helped her with her arithmetic homework. It had to be him, but it was as though this was the beginning of a horrible nightmare. 

Tyler tried to stand, but his knees clacked together and he collapsed on the stoop again. Chelsea hustled up to him and extended a hand. It was a funny thing. Only a moment before, she had assumed he was a predator, someone with the potential to hurt her. Now, his hand slid into hers and she guided him into the building and then up two sets of stairs, into her apartment. She couldn’t ask questions on the street. 

Once inside, Tyler grumbled and mumbled mostly to himself. He swatted at his coat and then collapsed at the edge of the couch, a second-hand thing she and Tyler had found at the far end of the block, deposited by someone who had moved on with his life. 

Chelsea acted quickly. She was still in waitress mode. She filled a large glass of water and passed it to her father and instructed him to drink it. He took a slight sip and then coughed. She crossed her arms over her chest and wondered what the heck to do next. 

“Dad, what are you doing here?” she asked, hands-on-hips clearly annoyed.

Tyler swiped a hand over his mouth. He looked at her with big, gaping eyes — eyes that gave her no conclusion. 

“Dad, why aren’t you in Boston?” 

He shook his head somberly. It was clear he didn’t know at that moment. 

Chelsea returned to the kitchen counter. Her hands shook as she lifted her phone and texted Xavier. 

CHELSEA: You need to get home. Right now.

CHELSEA: My dad is here for some reason. He’s wasted. I’ve never seen him like this.

CHELSEA: I’m scared.

Almost immediately, Xavier texted back.

XAVIER: Leaving now. 

XAVIER: Call the cops if you need to.

CHELSEA: No! He’s my dad.

Chelsea spun around again to find that her father had drawn his legs up onto the couch. He still wore his shoes. A snore slipped out from his throat as he sank into darkness. His hair was strewn out across the couch pillow. She wasn’t sure why her heart swelled with love for him then. He was the first sign of home she had seen in weeks. 

Slowly and methodically, Chelsea untied his shoelaces and placed his shoes near the door, alongside her and Xavier’s. She then placed a quilt over his legs and adjusted it over his chest. She stood near the kitchen, shivering until Xavier arrived home about twenty minutes later. When he saw her, she fell into his arms and wept. It had been a hell of a night. 
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Chapter Three
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Olivia shifted gently in bed. Her soft sheets swept across her legs and curled over her stomach, and she dug her head deeper into her pillow and prayed that the alarm would go off to haunt some other creature. Beside her, Anthony slept on. He had his back turned to her, that broad, muscular back of his, and with every breath, he seemed to grow three times the size of his normal size before a slight snore sent him back again. She pressed a hand against his back tenderly as her heart stirred with love. Yet again, she found herself counting her blessings. She hadn’t done that enough when Tyler had been around. She hadn’t forced herself to appreciate every single, silly day, whether it was good or bad. She wouldn’t make that same mistake again. 

She rose a few minutes before her alarm, shut it off, and padded into the kitchen to brew a pot of coffee. There was a chill to the September morning, and she reached for an old flannel in the front closet and wrapped herself up like a burrito. It was six-fifteen already, and she faced another frantic day which would result in an eight-hour workday at the high school, followed by six or seven hours working at The Hesson House. 

She poured herself a cup of black coffee, considered milk and then thought better of it. She then grabbed her phone from the charger. What happened next was like a bomb going off. 

Chelsea had texted her at around two in the morning, then two-thirty, then three, then three-thirty. Olivia felt as though there was a storm in the far distance, headed her way. 

CHELSEA: I don’t know how to tell you this, but Dad appeared at my door tonight. Late. After my shift.

CHELSEA: He was so drunk. I thought he was just some crazy guy on the street, and then bam, it was Dad, and I brought him in and he passed out on the couch.

CHELSEA: Xavier came home right away, and we’re okay, but I have absolutely no idea what to do.

CHELSEA: I don’t know. I don’t know. Probably, it’s all fine. Maybe he just came to visit.

Olivia’s heart pattered dangerously. This sort of behavior was bizarre, even for Tyler. No, she didn’t know a great deal about Tyler’s life these days — just that his girlfriend, Casey, was about to give birth. And probably that had brought up a whole lot of chaos for him. Olivia had known Tyler since their high school days; it wasn’t hard to figure out what was going on with him, even from the island. 
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