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For Hazel
Please don’t read this until you’re quite a bit older.









Author’s Note





This book is hopefully both fun and funny, with a happily ever after at the end. But it also has a main character who lives with generalized anxiety and depression, references to a parent’s workplace accident and subsequent injury and medical debt (in the past, off-page), and separation/divorce (of parents, in the past). If any of these are potentially sensitive topics for you, please read with care.









WASHINGTON EVENING STAR


May 20, 1938




LATE SELTZER MAGNATE HINTS AT BURIED TREASURE


Fountain’s Will Includes Riddle





CATOCTIN, Md., May 20—Family, friends, and employees gathered at the law offices of C. A. Howe yesterday for the reading of Julius James Fountain’s last will and testament learned that the notoriously mischievous industrialist had left them one final jape. The relevant passage is reprinted here:


To the City of Catoctin, I leave Sprangbur’s house, lands, and outbuildings to be used for the public good, in perpetuity [. . .], entailed to the Sprangbur Conservancy, which will be established as a charity organization upon my death and funded by trust.


To Isolde Fountain Bouchard, my beloved niece, I leave $500,000, and all of the material possessions housed at Sprangbur that are visible.


One (1) item, of immense value and currently hidden (i.e., buried, disguised, covered, or otherwise shielded from the naked eye) somewhere on my estate, shall be the rightful property of whoever is first to discover its whereabouts. CLUE: “Stiff of spine, body pale, you shall find what you seek beneath the whale.”


Former secretary to the late Mr. Fountain, Miss Louisa Worman, says that the unconventional bequest is in character for the man she worked for until last July, though she is less certain whether it is intended to be a true hunt or a practical joke. “Julius would have found both options to be quite amusing,” Miss Worman stated. She went on to say that she did not intend to take it seriously herself.


Mr. Fountain was the founder and president of Fountain Seltzer, one of the largest beverage companies in the nation. Mr. Howe remembered his client in a short eulogy before the reading as “an esteemed member of our community, renowned as much for his idiosyncratic sense of humor and imagination as for his sharp business acumen.” Mr. Fountain died at his home, Sprangbur Castle, last Monday, age 83.
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GIVEN ALL THE change I’ve had foisted upon me recently, it’s nice to find that Mr. Farina’s naked torso is pretty much the same as I remember. Sure, the bulldog tattoo on his left pec is more faded, its jowls a tad droopier, but the egg-like shape of him and the tuft of gray hair exploding from his sternum are heartachingly familiar. And, oh god, am I really crying about a septuagenarian mowing his lawn in booty shorts?


At least I’m still in the privacy of my car. Not that I can stay here much longer. My mother keeps peeking through the living room blinds, her giddiness over my arrival broadcasting itself through that single green eye that appears, disappears, and appears again a moment later to see if I’ve made any progress toward the door yet. I give it five minutes before she can no longer contain herself and comes out here. Then there will be no avoiding unloading my belongings from the trunk and carrying them inside—a ceremony announcing to the entirety of West Dill Street that Patti and Dave Hunnicutt’s Sad Adult Daughter is moving back home.


I slide my glasses up my forehead to avoid smudging the lenses while I dab at my ridiculous tears with a leftover napkin from my stop at the Auntie Anne’s in the Jon Bon Jovi Service Area in New Jersey. Four hours ago, I was shoveling pretzel nuggets into my mouth between agitatedly whispering to a nearby pillar plastered with a photo of the travel plaza’s namesake and the quote “It’s ok to map out your future—but do it in pencil” that it could go fuck itself. Which might have been a little harsh. It’s not like it’s Jon Bon Jovi’s fault that I lost my job, boyfriend, and apartment all in the span of approximately seventy-two hours. But did he really need to rub it in?


Across West Dill, Mr. Farina and his push mower come to a stop at the edge of his front lawn. He spots me as I’m adjusting my glasses back into place and gives a friendly wave. I wave back so as not to be impolite, but quickly redirect my attention to the symmetrical two-story brick duplex where I grew up in hopes it will discourage him from coming over to say hello. Small talk is not exactly something I’m up for at the moment. Mom’s eye has returned, now joined by her nose and a corner of her mouth as she pushes the blinds further askew in her eagerness.


The voice of my therapist back in Massachusetts pops into my head, asking: What is the best outcome here? The worst? The most likely? Best would be that I make it inside without anyone (other than Mr. Farina and my mother) noticing me, and also maybe I find a winning lottery ticket on the sidewalk. Worst would be that, while walking from my car, a plane engine falls on my head and the headline reads something like “Woman Donnie Darko’d While Moving Back into Her Childhood Home,” thereby broadcasting my shame to the entire world. And the most likely is that a passerby sees me hauling my belongings inside, thinks Oh, she must be staying awhile, and then immediately stops caring because, really, why should they?


Time to bite the bullet, I suppose. Or face the plane engine.


I open the door and get out, my body unsteady after spending so many hours in the driver’s seat. A few quick stretches work out the worst of the kinks, but I still feel tight everywhere. I grab my purse, then close the door and head for the trunk and the many bags and boxes I stuffed inside of it before leaving Boston in my rearview mirror early this morning.


That’s when I see movement on the porch of the mirror-image house conjoined with my parents’. There’s a man there, slowly pacing back and forth. I’m not sure how I didn’t notice him before, unless he only just came from inside? He’s fairly tall, pale, with brown side-parted hair and rounded cheeks that prevent his strong jaw and aquiline nose from giving him too severe a look. He appears to be close to my age, somewhere in his early to mid-thirties. Mom mentioned that the Singhs moved out last month, so it’s possible this guy is the new tenant. Or maybe he’s from the property management company that’s been taking care of the house since Mr. Bell left in ’09. Could even be a real estate agent, I guess, if the place is finally going to be put on the market. That would explain why he looks like a Brooks Brothers mannequin come to life in his well-tailored navy suit, white dress shirt, and light blue tie.


Whoever he is, I have even less desire to chat with him than I do Mr. Farina. At least Mr. Farina has already seen me in all sorts of embarrassing states since I was a small child (including my baffling and ill-advised eighth-grade glam rock phase). He probably wouldn’t even register my stained sweatshirt, unwashed hair, and puffy eyes as particularly notable. But this guy pacing the porch of 304 West Dill and I have not established that sort of rapport. The only thing worse than hitting rock bottom would be having to advertise the fact to a handsome, professionally dressed stranger. No thank you!


So I do the only thing I can think to do under the circumstances: squat down and hide behind my car. With my eyes positioned just above the back seat’s window, I can monitor the situation like a human periscope. The man continues strolling the short span of the porch, talking into his cell phone. After a few seconds, he stops pacing and leans on the railing, focusing more intently on whoever is on the other side of the call. As he listens, he sucks on the corner of his bottom lip in a gesture that immediately triggers a memory: my childhood next-door neighbor perched atop that same railing, lip disappearing into his mouth as he practiced peeling an orange in one long, spiraling piece. One of our ridiculous, incessant competitions of who could do it the fastest (me—I won—it was me).


But Quentin Bell moved away a long time ago, and this dapper stranger bears little resemblance to the petite redheaded boy I once dared to eat an ant.


The guy shakes his head before saying something into the phone, then mimes strangling himself with his tie as he listens to the response. It’s unexpected and silly, and the gesture brings a smile to my face. It’s an expression I haven’t worn much lately; reassuring to know I’m still capable of it.


Shit—he’s looking over here! I duck farther down.


I have no idea how long I’ve been hiding, but my calves burn and my thighs are shaking thanks to this extended squat. Is it safe to get up yet?


Just as I’m about to declare the coast clear, a whistled tune drifts into my ears. Unfamiliar, it doesn’t seem to have a defined melody so much as a refrain that chases its next note with the exuberance of a dog let loose in a room full of tennis balls. It’s increasing in volume and getting closer. Fuck, fuck, fuck. The whistler must be heading straight for me. Could it be Mr. Farina? A quick glance behind me confirms he’s still on his steps across the street, sipping his can of Natty Boh and listening to the Orioles game on the old transistor radio my father has repaired for him a dozen times. He’s either not noticed or has already lost interest in my bizarre behavior.


The tune grows even louder. What do I do? I’m running pretty low on dignity here; it would be nice to save whatever pathetic scraps I can.


The whistling ceases at the same time the car parked behind me unlocks with a flash of its headlights and a mechanical click. Of course—because my luck is apparently on an indefinite hiatus—it’s the man from the porch who steps out from between the back of my old, beat-up car and the front of his much nicer one. And now, with the late day sun shining on him, it strikes me that his hair isn’t the dark brown it appeared to be from afar, but a rich, red-heavy russet. The kind of color that a youthful carroty orange might transition into over time.


He tilts his chin in my direction, the barest acknowledgment of my tragic existence. “Nina,” he says prosaically, then flashes a brief, devastatingly smooth smile before climbing into his car and speeding away. All this before I can even manage to get myself out of my awkward crouch.


Frankly, I think I would have preferred the plane engine.
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QUENTIN BELL.


Quentin Fucking Bell. (That isn’t his real middle name, obviously, but I think it fits better at the moment than Foster.)


I can’t believe it. The last time I saw him was August 16, 2008, when we were sitting beside each other in the back seat of his father’s car, absolutely silent the entire twenty-minute ride home from the police station on the outskirts of town. The last time we spoke would have been about an hour before that, when I tearfully apologized for betraying him and getting us in trouble and he responded by coolly dismissing our entire friendship as a mistake.


Now he’s just here? Back in Catoctin and “Nina”ing me as if the last seventeen years of silence between us never happened?


This development balloons the embarrassment and hurt that have already been taking up the majority of my emotional real estate lately. But it also introduces a modicum of panic and something that feels almost reminiscent of joy. It’s extremely tight quarters inside my frontal lobe. Might explain the dull headache starting up between my eyes. Well, that, the incessant crying, and the grass pollen drifting over from Mr. Farina’s yard.


“Nina, sweetheart?” My mother’s voice comes from the sidewalk.


Right. I’m still squatting behind my car like an action hero in the middle of a shoot-out. I surface slowly, hippo-esque, cringing at the audible pop my knee makes. “Hey, Mom. I’m here.”


“Oh, I thought I saw you pull up.” Have to admire the way she makes it sound like she just happened to catch a glimpse of the street at the exact moment I arrived and not that she’s been glued to the window for the last hour. “But then it was taking a while for you to come in . . .”


“Yeah, I, uh, dropped some trash,” I improvise. “It went under the car. Didn’t want to be a litterbug.” My hand dives into the pocket of my hoodie and pulls out the balled-up, damp Auntie Anne’s napkin that I fortunately happened to stash in there. “Anyway, hello.”


My mom practically bounces on the balls of her feet in excitement as I lean in for a hug. She squeezes me tightly for a solid thirty seconds, then takes me by the shoulders. “Oh, sweetie, I’m just so glad you’re here!”


“Thanks,” I say, probably a little too sarcastically. Would it kill her to sound a tiny bit less thrilled that I’ve seemingly dropped a marble into a sort of Rube Goldberg machine of misfortune, the end result being my arrival back in Maryland?


I guess the thought shows on my face, because her smile turns contrite as she says, “I do wish it were under better circumstances, but it’s good to have you home. It feels like years since I saw my baby.” She releases me and pinches my cheek.


I frown and tilt my head, attempting to escape her crab fingers. “It’s only been six months, Mom.”


“And look how much has happened in those six months,” she says.


She has a point. When I was here for a brief visit over winter break, everything was going so well. My boyfriend, Cole, had accepted an assistant professorship at UMass Boston starting this fall, marking the end of three excruciating years of long distance. We’d be getting an apartment together at the beginning of the summer. And the chair of the history department at the small liberal arts college where I’d been teaching had promised me a multi-year lecturer position. I remember telling my mother how much of a relief it was to know I’d no longer need to plan my life in nine-month contractual increments.


Fast-forward to the first week of June and now there’s no Cole, no shared apartment, and, it turns out, not only no multi-year lecturer position but no position of any kind for me at Malbyrne College anymore. How much has happened in six months, indeed. (Although all of that actually happened within the last three days, because I’m nothing if not an overachiever.)


“Thanks for letting me stay here,” I say. “I promise it won’t be for long. I’ve already started looking for a new—”


“Nonsense. This will always be your home too, Ninabean. You stay as long as you need.”


“Thanks,” I say, tears nearly spilling out again. Ugh. The only time I’ve ever cried this much as an adult was when I baby-sat a colleague’s kids and they made me watch every episode of Bluey. “I’ll grab my stuff.”


She flicks her hands dismissively. “Leave it. We’ll have your father come grab it all. You know how he loves feeling useful.” I’m not sure this is actually true. My father loves having a task. Any task. Whether it’s a useful one or not doesn’t make much difference to him. The way I am with long-term goals, he is with extremely short-term ones. But I’m not going to complain about not having to haul everything inside on my own, in front of the neighborhood, in some sort of walk of shame designed specifically for adults upon whom life has recently shat. Mom links her arm with mine as if we’re off to see the Wizard and says, “Now, let’s get you settled inside. I made banana bread this morning.”


I sniffle. “With cookie butter swirl?”


“Of course, with cookie butter swirl. What is this, amateur hour?”


I follow her up the walkway to the house where I grew up—the one that apparently once again shares a wall with Quentin Bell, the first boy to ever break my heart.


*


AS SOON AS I enter my old bedroom after my mother has completed her maternal duty of stuffing me full of pot roast and baked goods while telling me all of the latest hot goss about locals I’ve either never met or don’t remember, I catch a glimpse of myself in the mirror above the dresser opposite the door. My splotchy, swollen face is framed by my high school friends’ senior pictures that I for some reason glitter glued to the wooden edges. All of those seventeen-and eighteen-year-olds posed in fields, leaning on fences, or draped in velvet in a photography studio, holding roses or band instruments or footballs. Those kids look ready to go out into the world, to reach their potential. And then present-day me, there in the center like Alice from The Brady Bunch if she’d showed up for filming the show’s opening the morning after a bender. Welp. I’m officially back at the starting line a decade and a half after the pistol sounded, looking as haggard and defeated on the outside as I feel on the inside.


It’s kind of hysterical. And not in a haha-this-is-so-funny way, but like a suffering-from-literal-hysteria way.


I don’t have time for a full emotional breakdown right now, though, because my father has caught up with me in the doorway. Considering there was a substantial period of time when he couldn’t even walk, it’s always reassuring to see him up and about. In fact, it seems he’s taken Mom’s request to unload my car as a personal challenge to do it in as few trips as possible. He was able to grab most of it in one go; he’s got my weekender and duffle slung over one shoulder, a large tote and another duffle over the other, and my suitcase trailing behind. All that’s left, I think, are a few boxes with my kitchen items and sentimental tchotchkes in the trunk. The books I shipped should get here in however long media mail takes to arrive. Everything else I already sold or donated over the last few months in preparation for my imminent move.


Cole and I were supposed to move into a gorgeous Somerville two-bedroom today. I thought we were equally excited about it, but apparently he was just a little more hyped than I realized. That’s the only reason I can fathom that explains why he decided to move in two weeks early by himself. It had to have been that and not the reason he gave me: that he came up to Boston without telling me he was in town because he “wanted to enjoy the space a bit before he had to share it with someone.”


Because that’s totally fine and normal when it’d been four months since we’d last seen each other in person! Not at all a problem that, when I was texting him how disappointed and upset I was about losing my job and that I wished he were around to comfort me, he responded with stuff like Me too, babe, when he was actually only two miles away, drinking with mutual friends at Backbar. Nothing wrong with it at all, according to him. In fact, when I told him that I couldn’t be in a relationship with someone I couldn’t count on or trust, his expression alternated between annoyed and confused for so long I thought I might have short-circuited him before it finally settled back into its usual flat dismissiveness. I don’t understand what the problem is, Nina. You weren’t expecting me until tomorrow anyway.


“Where’d’ya want me to put all this stuff, Ninabean?” Dad’s gruff voice brings me out of my thoughts like someone turning down the knob on a stove, and I no longer feel on the verge of boiling over. Instead, I’m back to the previous slow, steady simmer of ire and pain that seems like it might never fully evaporate.


“Over there on the floor is fine,” I say. “I’ll put it away later.”


He unloads everything at the foot of the twin bed, which still sports the bright orange and hot-pink floral comforter from JCPenney I begged my parents for when I was fourteen. It’s bold, I’ll give it that. Staring at the garish, narrow bed reminds me how much I already miss my queen-size mattress—the one I sold for twenty-five dollars on Facebook Marketplace last night to avoid having to strap it to the roof of my car and haul it all the way to Maryland. I have many fond memories of waking up in my small-but-sunny apartment in my soft cream linen sheets, burrowing farther beneath the soothingly neutral blush-brown duvet cover I paid too much for even on sale at CB2. I stare at my suitcase, where my beloved bedding is currently compressed within an inch of its life inside a vacuum bag. Symbols of a failed attempt at adulthood, packed away, while that orange-and-pink comforter waits for me, a print so loud it’s practically screaming. And not even some fun, irreverent message, like Welcome back, bitch! but a steady Ahhhhhhhhh! that buries itself deep into my brain.


The last time I lived in this room, I knew it was temporary. I had plans—so many plans—to get out of Catoctin, to do big things, to succeed. Now I basically have to start over again, and I do not currently have the wherewithal to figure out how to go about doing that. It’s possible I will still be here when I’m fifty, sleeping alone in this loud, too-small bed. That thought, however melodramatic, makes my pulse race and my stomach drop. No way can I let that happen. I quickly add, “You can leave the boxes in the trunk. No point in hauling them in just to have to haul them back out in a few days.”


Dad gives a short hum of acknowledgment and a murmured goodbye as he leaves my room, almost certainly heading back to his basement workshop to fiddle with some rotary telephone or Swiss cuckoo clock he’s repairing for someone or bought at a yard sale to fix up and resell. I’m left alone, in my childhood bedroom, trying to determine whether it would be more depressing to settle in and unpack or to live out of my suitcase in a state of denial for however long I’ll be here.


Deciding that is a tomorrow-morning problem, I turn on a lamp and throw myself onto the bed. This place is basically a Teenage Nina Museum. I’ve been back to my parents’ house since moving away for college, have spent nights here with the debate tournament medals hanging from the doorknob and my collection of burnt CDs stacked precariously beside the massive old purple boom box. But during those brief visits they felt like someone else’s belongings—artifacts of the person I was before I grew up and left it all behind. What used to act as a reminder of how far I’d come now feels like a taunt. Not so far after all.


This blows.


I pull out my phone and check my email, my chest aching with the desperate hope that something good might be there. A surprise job offer, or maybe even an uncharacteristically self-aware and sincere apology from Cole (if I’m going to dream, might as well dream big). Of course my inbox is actually filled with increasingly desperate-sounding political fundraising emails and promotional messages from the fancy multi-tool store I purchased my dad’s Christmas present from last year. I’m about to close the app when I hear a quiet thump from the other side of the wall. My thumb freezes, hovering over my phone screen. My pulse pounds in my fingertips as I wait in absolute stillness to see if I can pick up any other sounds. A few seconds later, there’s a louder thump and the whine of a door.


Quentin.


I sit up, tossing my phone onto the bed as an intense urge hits. I don’t actually want to do it. In fact, a distinct sense of nausea that comes with a particularly severe wave of anxiety takes hold of my stomach as soon as it occurs to me. Yet I still find myself sliding down onto the floor, sitting beneath the room’s only window. It’s a reflex, like when the doctor taps at your knee with the little hammer. It’s as impossible to resist this as it is that involuntary kick. Embarrassingly, it was such an ingrained habit I even resorted to it a handful of times after Quentin moved away. Not that anyone answered then. No one will probably answer now.


I breathe deeply—in for four, out for six—and my therapist’s voice returns. Best, worst, most likely outcomes, she prompts. Okay, best: Quentin isn’t there at all. In fact, he never existed. He was just a particularly vivid imaginary friend that I grew out of. Worst: He’s there, and he wants to talk, but only about how much I suck and/ or cryptocurrency. Most likely: He’s there, and cordial, but we quickly find we don’t have much in common these days and this conversation winds up acting as a sort of unsatisfying closure.


Oof. Honestly, I think you could shuffle all of those outcomes around and they’d still fit whatever heading they wound up under.


Living my life never knowing what would’ve happened if I’d tried, though . . . that doesn’t feel like a legitimate option. Not when I already have so little left to lose. And even unsatisfying closure would be something. More than it feels like I got from Cole and Malbyrne College.


So. I guess I’m going to talk to the Moon.


The sash is a good twenty-five years old, and it sticks at first, then opens with a banshee-like scream that will probably cause someone to post to the neighborhood Facebook group with speculations that a murder has occurred somewhere on West Dill. I poke my head out of the screenless opening (it’s absolutely amazing I never fell out of here as a child). A string of globe lights my parents zigzagged across the concrete patio illuminates our long, narrow backyard. The other side of the tall dividing fence is darker, but I make out an Adirondack chair and an uncoiled hose—signs of life. The humidity that lingered when I got here two hours ago is dissipating, and the cooler, early evening breeze reminds me that summer is only just arriving. A distant car alarm and the sound of kids playing basketball in the alley behind our detached garages are the only evidence that there’s still a world beyond my view. It’s . . . soothing, but irritatingly so. Familiar in a way that I want to both embrace and shove away. Kind of like my mom’s exuberant fawning.


I tilt my head back and look up to the sky where my supposed quarry is swaddled in a wispy cloud, glowing almost eerily. “This is stupid,” I grumble to myself. Even if Quentin happens to be in his old bedroom right now, surely he’s simply going about whatever business he has in there. He isn’t kneeling in front of his own window, waiting to chat like the old days. But I still take a deep breath and send my words out into the blue-black dark.


“Um . . . Hey, Moon. Been a while, huh?”


The silence that follows feels pitiful. I don’t actually expect a response. I’m not sure I even want one. So why does my heart feel like its beats have been put on hold as I wait?


Then it practically trips in its attempt to catch up again as soon as a familiar-yet-not voice breaks the silence. “Aw haw haw, indeed it has, mon amie.”


I reach up and slam the window shut, barely moving my head out of the way in time. “Oh my god,” I whisper. It’s him. After all this time. There’s absolutely no denying it now; even my expert-level ability to delude myself is no match for that offensively bad French accent. Quentin Bell is once again next door, talking to me from his old bedroom window, only a foot away from my own, thanks to the duplex’s Rorschach inkblot layout.


My breathing is too shallow, the earlier nausea intensifying. I try to make my exhales a few seconds longer than my inhales even though I don’t have the presence of mind to actually count, willing my nervous system to chill the hell out.


Full-blown panic attack averted, I stare at the closed window. Why did I do that? I hoist it open again, wincing at both the ear-piercing screech and the humiliating likelihood that Quentin realizes exactly how flustered I was to hear his voice.


His words are predictably teasing. “You close your window, but you cannot hide from zee Moon. Zee Moon remains in zee sky, whether you are open to receiving its wisdom or not.”


This is painful. Actually, physically painful, because the floor is hard and my stomach hurts, but also emotionally. Nearly two decades of silence, and now we’re jumping right back in, resuming our childhood games like nothing ever happened. Like the hurt he left me carrying only exists in my imagination.


At the same time, there’s something comforting in it. Like maybe, as long as we’re both willing to pretend, time doesn’t really exist. We won’t need to face what transpired or what’s to come. We can simply drift along in this liminal, goofy space, somewhere between childhood and adulthood. Somewhere I don’t need to have everything figured out yet.


“I suppose you’re right,” I say. “And since you’re here regardless, I might as well tell you about the weird thing that happened to me earlier.”


“Aw haw, I do love a good story. Oui, go on.”


“I arrived at my parents’ house this evening, and I noticed this guy standing outside on the porch next door. He looked vaguely like someone I used to know, but I told myself that it couldn’t be. No way Quentin Bell grew up to be such a . . . what’s the right word?”


“Dreamboat? Hunk?”


“Hobbit.”


Laughter floats from his open window into mine, as if the idea of anyone finding him unattractive is the best joke he’s heard in a while.


Collecting all of Quentin’s various laughs was a pastime I thought I gave up many years ago, and yet I find myself turning the pages of a dusty, long-forgotten mental catalog until I land on the entry for this particular, achingly familiar one, listed under When he found out I spread a rumor that he was the grandson of the founder of Taco Bell.


“Aw haw, mon amie, perhaps you saw this man in a bad light. The sun can be harsh and unflattering. I, on the other hand, with my soft, forgiving glow . . .”


We used to go back and forth like this forever, teasing each other, sprinkled with the occasional more serious conversations about life that we were too timid to have face-to-face. Our banter is like a second language, and even if I’m a bit rusty I’m confident I still remember enough to continue. But there’s a larger part of me that doesn’t have the patience to bury my curiosity about why he’s back. (When I tried to ask my mother about Quentin’s reappearance next door, she did a horrible job pretending that his return was news to her as well before putting another slice of banana bread in front of me even though I wasn’t finished with the first.)


“What are you doing here anyway?” I ask bluntly.


“I thought we already covered zees when you closed zee window. Zee Moon is always there, even when you can’t see it.”


“Quentin.”


“Nina.” He drops the horrible accent and says my name with an emphasis on the ee sound in the middle like he used to when taunting me. “I just got back to the States. Needed somewhere to crash for a while, and this place was sitting here empty, so . . .”


“Back to the States? Where were you?”


“Paris. I was in my firm’s office there for a couple years, advising European companies looking to expand into the US.”


“You mean you’ve actually lived in France and your accent still sounds like Pierre Escargot from All That?”


“Just because I speak perfect French doesn’t mean the Moon is equally fluent in English. Duh.” I can hear the smile in his voice, but when I picture it on his face, my mental image is of a scrawny fifteen-year-old with freckles scattered over his cheeks. Strange to think that cute-but-dweeby kid has transformed into a man who wears ties and drives an Audi. “I’d ask what you’re doing here, but your mom mentioned you were coming to visit, so I assume you’re, uh, visiting.”


Dammit. I knew she knew.


“How long you gonna be around?” he asks.


It isn’t an unreasonable question, but it’s also not one I want to dwell on at the moment. I’ve never done well with uncertainty, or things that are out of my control. I stumble over my words as I say, “Oh, just until I . . . Till my . . . I’m already looking for . . .”


This one time, when we were in first grade, Quentin proposed we race up the big metal climbing dome on our elementary school’s playground. I generally never went higher than two or three feet off the ground, too worried I’d fall through one of the triangular openings to go all the way to the top. But as soon as he issued the challenge it was like my fear disappeared, replaced by such a strong urge to win that I attacked that dome with bold determination—and wound up missing a rung and smashing my nose into one of the diagonal steel bars. And that’s kind of how I feel now, grasping for a next move that should be within easy reach but isn’t. As if I’m slipping, falling forward, about to meet with a fate I could have avoided if I’d simply paid more attention. “It’s rather up in the air at the moment,” I conclude, swallowing back the tears threatening to rise for the millionth time today.


There’s a pause, and then, “Neen.”


Quentin’s use of the shortened version of my name, especially in that soft, warm tone, makes my edges feel wiggly. “Hm?”


“I, uh, really . . .” There’s a brief hesitation, as if he’s carefully weighing what he’s about to say. But then finally: “Urgent memo just came through the fax. The boss wants to see us both right away.”


A choked, surprised laugh spills out of me. This is a more obscure throwback. When we were around eleven or twelve we thought it was hilarious to pretend we worked for a huge corporation. Doing our homework became “putting in overtime on the big Thompson file.” Walking to get ice cream from the corner store was “attending the quarterly revenue meeting.” Neither of us knew anything about huge corporations, of course, so it was a bunch of jargon we cobbled together from TV shows and movies. We dropped the bit at some point, and I haven’t thought about it in years. But Quentin picking it back up again now feels kind of like deciding to rewatch a movie I loved as a teenager but haven’t seen since—delightful nostalgia mixed with the worry that the passing of time might have made the things I enjoyed most about it fall flat.


“The big boss?” I respond anyway. Because I figure it’s at least worth seeing if it holds up.


“The biggest. The head honcho himself,” Quentin confirms. “Front porch. Two minutes, sharp, or Debbie says it’ll be our asses.”


“Debbie in accounting?”


“No, that’s Daphne in accounting. Debbie is the big boss’s assistant. She took over for Matthew in January, remember?”


“Oh. Right,” I say. “I miss Matthew. He always used to bring in donuts on Fridays.”


“One minute, thirty seconds, Hunnicutt. Time is money. Ticktock.”


“Fine, fine, I’m coming!”


Quentin’s window closes with a suction-y thud that tells me that, unlike mine, it’s been replaced sometime over the years. I imagine him sprinting down the staircase in the mirror-image house beside mine, maybe even sliding down the wooden banister like he used to. (And Dr. Bell isn’t even here to yell at him about it.)


I take a moment to blow my nose, wipe my eyes, clean my glasses, and redo my messy bun. My reflection reminds me that it’s been a rougher few days than a quick hair adjustment can possibly remedy, but there’s not much I can do about that right now. Hopefully the porch lights aren’t on and I can rely on that soft, forgiving moonglow. Maybe if I look presentable enough now I can trick Quentin into thinking that when he saw me earlier, crouched behind my car with my unruly curls half out of their elastic and pretzel salt still clinging to my hoodie, it was an optical illusion. I was actually very put-together and not acting weird at all.


Mom clangs around in the kitchen, loading the dishwasher as an audiobook blasts at full volume, and I manage to tiptoe through the dining and living rooms without her noticing me. It’s all muscle memory, slipping outside onto the porch, holding the knob of the storm door until it shuts completely so it doesn’t slam. Not that the sneaking is strictly necessary, but it feels proper to do this how I would have back when Quentin and I were teenagers, meeting on the porch past our bedtime to continue plotting and chatting late into the night.


He stands on the other side of the cream-painted wooden divider railing, where I first spotted him earlier. As my eyes adjust to the darkness (thank god the lights are off), I make out the outline of him bowing his head as he studies his wrist.


“Three minutes, forty-five seconds,” he says, clucking his tongue. “Punctuality is very important in this business, Hunnicutt. I’m sorry, but we’re going to have to let you go.”


And even though my termination from Malbyrne had nothing to do with my being on time, that’s apparently all it takes to release the floodgates and get me bawling again.
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“SHIT, NINA.” CONTRITE laughter. Now that one is new. I find myself adding it to the catalog as I watch him start to hoist himself over the divider before realizing he can simply step over it now. “Hey, come here.”


I move into his open arms, which wrap around my waist, bringing me against his warm, strong chest. It strikes me that this may be the first time we’ve ever embraced like this. Cooties were a concern during the earlier years of our friendship, and later there was the possibility that a hug would give Quentin a prime opportunity to slap a CALL ME BUTTHEAD sign on my back, or that it would provide me with the perfect angle to slip ice cubes down the back of his shorts.


Of course, there was that last summer, when we had a tentative ceasefire and everything felt strangely charged between us. I would remember if he’d held me like this then, though, because I would’ve immediately exploded into a million tiny ribbons of hormonal confetti.


“I’m really sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you,” he whispers into the hair piled atop my head.


I inhale deeply and find that he smells like soap and laundry detergent—an enticing and clean smell that, coupled with the heat of his body against mine, reminds me of snuggling into a freshly made bed, sheets still warm from the dryer. I pull away, thoroughly abashed by both his pity and my wandering thoughts.


Once there’s distance between us, I clear my throat. “It’s fine. Seriously. Nothing to be sorry about.” I dab at my face with my sleeve, wondering if I might be able to somehow at least pass off the crying as bad allergies. Considering how Quentin’s looking at me as if he’s afraid I might break like a cold glass dunked into boiling water, I doubt it. Besides, who knows how much my mother already told him about my situation. “I’m just . . . I’m kind of going through a rough patch right now,” I confess.


“No worries, I understand. Same here, actually.” Quentin, arms now unencumbered, puts both of his hands behind him on the railing and leans back casually. There’s the tiniest pause. It really is dark out here, under the overhang of the porch’s roof, but we’re standing close enough that I can make out the tilt of his lips. “In fact,” he says, “I’m pretty sure I’m going through an even rougher patch than you are.”


I know what he’s doing. I know. But, even after all this time, I can’t resist. It’s that urge, like during that ill-fated playground climbing race and the Grape Juice Incident of ’01 and so many other challenges over the ten years that we were best friends. It takes full control of me, triggering my long-dormant impulsiveness and competitive spirit, better judgment be damned.


“Oh, I doubt that very much,” I say, picking up the gauntlet. And boy, does holding that gauntlet feel good. Because I might have lost everything I worked for, the life I built out of meticulous planning and hard work, but here is something I can fucking win.


He tilts his head and holds a hand out at his side, as if offering me the first serve in the game of shitty-luck tennis we’ve agreed


to play.


“I was promised a promotion at the college where I’d been teaching for years, only to be informed at the last possible minute that, not only was I not getting the multi-year lecturer position they’d dangled in front of me, but due to ‘unforeseen budget concerns’”—I form air quotes with my fingers as I repeat Dean Bradbury’s explanation—“my usual nine-month contract wouldn’t be renewed either.” There’s something perversely funny about someone who makes six figures telling you your $47,000 salary is the thing that’s going to bankrupt the whole school.


“Hmm,” Quentin hums in brief acknowledgment. “That sucks.”


“Yep.”


“I myself was ‘encouraged to part from’”—he provides air quotes of his own—“my law firm because I broke off my engagement with the daughter of a major client, and they didn’t want to risk losing his business by letting me stick around. Even though I was the one who brought the client to them in the first place.”


I guess this is as good a transition as any into the personal stuff. And boy, do I have this one in the bag. “My boyfriend finally moved to the same city as me after three years of being long-distance and didn’t bother telling me that he arrived in Boston two weeks early. Not even after I lost my job and needed his support. I only found out because I saw him in the background of a mutual friend’s Instagram story at a bar down the street. He, of course, believed he didn’t do anything wrong and that I was a brat for getting so upset about it.”


Quentin’s eyes go wider and his eyebrows shoot up in surprise at that, which makes me feel oddly warm inside. It doesn’t take long for him to recover and add coolly, as if I hadn’t even spoken, “The reason I ended my engagement, by the way, was that my fiancée cheated on me.”


“That’s unfortunate. I’m sorry to hear it,” I say. And I am sorry that Quentin went through that. But, in the context of this game we’re playing, I’m also thoroughly unimpressed by the cliché of it.


I know he hears the tepidness in my voice, yet my eyes have adjusted to the low light enough now to see every detail as the corners of his mouth curve farther upward, as if he’s confident that he’s about to win. And damn, he might, because he says next, “My best friend was the one who broke the news. He knew, of course, because he was the one she’d been cheating with. Apparently, the first time it happened was in my office. On my desk. While I was busy eating cake in the conference room. Because it was my birthday.”


Geez. Can something be so cliché that it comes back around to being novel?


“My apartment was already sublet to someone else by the time I found out I wasn’t going to be moving in with Cole, and I can’t get another place without proof of income, so now I’m back to living with my parents in my thirties,” I say.


He responds so rapidly, it’s clear he’s been waiting for his turn. “Without my job, I lost my work visa, and since I wasn’t marrying a French citizen anymore, I needed to leave or risk deportation. So now I’m also back to living in my childhood home. All alone.” He smiles wider, already amused by what he’s about to say. “Because I am a child of divorce.”


I almost muster a chuckle. That last summer living beside each other was haunted by the specter of his parents’ separation, and Quentin quickly began using it to win arguments between us. I don’t think it was because he actually felt like he deserved special treatment; it was more because insisting he should get the last Oreo or that we should go to the record store before the bookstore since he was “soon to be a child of divorce” added a level of absurdity to it all that helped make it a little easier to bear.


Maybe that’s what this silly back-and-forth was too. Because laying it all out like that, each of our respective bad luck streaks shared as matter-of-factly as playing a card in a game of crazy eights, certainly has helped me appreciate just how ridiculous my life has been lately. And Quentin’s, apparently. We’re quite the pair.


He grins at my near-laugh, then forces his mouth back into a serious straight line. His eyes still crinkle a little in the corners, like he can’t fully hide his enjoyment. Pushing himself off the railing, he takes a step toward me. “You think it’s funny that my life fell apart, Hunnicutt?”


My laughter bubbles over in response to his nearness, almost like a fear response. Not that I’m afraid of Quentin exactly. It’s more that, from this close, it’s easier to comprehend the transformations that took place during our time apart. Where the gang-liness of youth has turned to solid, defined angles, or how his almost orange wavy hair darkened to a shade of deep rust. His freckles are still there, in the same arrangement I remember, petering out just under his light blue eyes, but they’re more faded now. He’s taller, of course, with broader shoulders, and while he isn’t muscular in a hangs-out-at-the-gym way, he seems strong. A useful person to have around if you ever need a piano moved.


The similarities to and departures from the Quentin I remember conspire to make it feel like this is someone I’ve known all my life, and yet don’t truly know the first thing about. It’s . . . strange. Comfortable and intimidatingly new at the same time. An eerie echo of how it feels being back here in general.


“I mean, I think it’s hilarious,” he says. “But it’s rude for you to laugh about it. Especially when you’re not doing too hot yourself.”


I shake my head now, laughing to the point of needing to gasp for air, barely able to get words out. “I’m really not! I’m doing . . . so . . . badly!” I have to admit, this is a nice change of pace from all the crying I’ve been doing, even if it is only exchanging one exaggerated emotional response for another. My eyes close as I take a few deeper breaths, trying to calm myself. When they open again, they land on Quentin’s throat. He’s still wearing the dress shirt I spotted him in earlier, but the top few buttons are undone and his tie—which is the exact color of his eyes, I realize—is loosened. His closeness is sobering. “So why are you dressed all business-y?” I ask, gesturing toward the half Windsor knot. “You weren’t at the office, I take it.”


“I had a virtual interview with a firm in Chicago this afternoon. Figured the T-shirt with the big mustard stain I’d been wearing for the past week wasn’t going to cut it.”


“Yeah, mustard stains are totally passé.” I pull at the hem of my hoodie to expose the large brown spot where the lid on my Dunkin’ cup popped off while I was drinking in the car this morning. “Coffee’s what’s hot now.”


“Oof. Bad pun,” he says.


“I wasn’t trying to pun at all, but now I’m going to have to stand behind it.” I don’t know what to do with my hands. They keep wanting to fiddle with his tie, or straighten his collar, or muss his hair. I shove them into my hoodie pocket instead. “How’d it go? The interview.”


He shrugs.


I follow the movement of his shoulders upward. He’s staring down at me, as if he’s been watching my mouth this whole time. It’s like the residual familiarity between us disappeared as the distance shrank, and now it’s just me standing a few inches away from a man with pretty eyes and an aura of magnetism. The effect only heightens the longer we stand there, until he says quietly, as if sharing a secret: “It’s good to see you, Nina.”


And that’s all it takes for everything to come whooshing back. Our history. The silly competitions and pranks, yes. But mostly that last sweltering summer spent roaming Catoctin together, hunting for a treasure that may or may not have even existed. The night we lay in his backyard, looking up at the stars, and I thought maybe, just maybe, I could find a way to keep him. The very next night, when everything fell apart. Then all of the silence—seventeen whole years of it. Our best and worst moments, everything that I’ve kept carefully folded and tucked away for so long, spring out all at once in an assault that nearly knocks me off my feet.


“Is it, though?” I ask, intending for it to sound playful. But it doesn’t. In fact, I think I surprise both of us with not only the question, but the naked desperation behind it. Quentin’s eyebrows furrow and his head tilts. My stomach roils in the second of silence that follows, and I cross my arms, as if they might keep my insides from spilling out all over the place. My brain—which generally takes great pains to avoid conflict—screams, What are you doing??


Quentin stares at me, his lips slightly parted. He looks . . . stunned. Did he truly have no idea I’d still have some lingering emotions around what happened between us? Or maybe he assumed I would never let them show. It reminds me of the conversation I had with Cole when I confronted him. How he seemed so taken aback that I was upset about his gigantic lie by omission. Bewildered that I cared enough about our relationship to go through the trouble of ending things.


Maybe everything that happened between us didn’t matter that much to Quentin, but surely he can’t be that surprised to find out it mattered to me.


“I’m sorry,” he says quietly.


“For what exactly?”


“For . . .” His sentence stalls out, as if he isn’t sure how to describe exactly what happened. For saying it was all a mistake. For ghosting you after I moved away. For reappearing in your life at one of the very worst possible moments. So many ways he could complete the thought, and yet he chooses a noncommittal gesture, a half-hearted wave that seems to imply the brushing aside of the past as if it were nothing but a tiny, annoying gnat.


“Very convincing apology,” I say with an eye roll.


His eyes drop to his feet—which I’m now noticing are bare—before coming back up to meet mine. He doesn’t say anything more.


I don’t have the emotional, mental, or physical energy left to continue on this journey to a destination I don’t really need to revisit anyway. “Good to see you too,” I lie briskly. “But I better get going. Had a long day. Good night.”


And, as I go back into my parents’ house, I let the old storm door slam behind me—the sound acting as an audial punctuation mark, ending the conversation.
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I AWAKEN IN THE morning, immediately aware of two things: My eyelids—along with most of the rest of my face—are puffy and painful, and I am buzzing with a renewed sense of determination to put Pathetic Nina away and start figuring out how to get my shit back together. For pride reasons. Not so I can get out of town ASAP to decrease the likelihood of having to talk to Quentin again.


I figure a splash of cool water will help with the former until I can get to Target and purchase several heavy-duty face masks to restore a bit of the moisture I’ve been shedding willy-nilly.


As far as the latter, well, I guess the first step is to figure out where Ambitious Nina has run off to. She’s the version of me who is determined, driven, and mature. She makes lists and plans, and her goals are always Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Relevant, and Time-Bound. She’s successful and intelligent and absolutely not someone who cries multiple times a day. That’s the person I’m used to being, the one I’ve been for most of my life. Even if she’s currently difficult to locate, I’m sure there’s still enough of her somewhere inside me to get the ball rolling on the whole getting-out-of-Catoctin thing.


After getting dressed, I open my bedroom door to head to the bathroom and am greeted by my mom’s distinctive laugh—a twinkly, melodic haHA! punctuated with an incredible goose-like honk—drifting up the stairs. Yesterday, that familiar sound might have felt like a kick in the teeth—a reminder of the very long chute I’ve slid down in the Chutes and Ladders game called life (which is also the name of a game, so actually that’s kind of confusing). But this lovely early June morning, fully convinced that I may only be a single lucky spin away from another ladder that will take me straight back up to the top of the board, Mom’s laughter brings a smile to my face. Because now, with every intention and hope of getting back on track, I can think of this as simply a nice and admittedly overdue visit with the lovely people who raised me. A vacation of sorts.


Just as I wouldn’t allow a storm to ruin a weekend at the beach, or a lost suitcase to keep me from enjoying a trip to Madrid, I’m not going to let my circumstances—and especially not Quentin Bell’s sudden reappearance next door and torpid non-apology—cast a shadow on this quality time with my family, however unexpected.


So, while brushing my teeth, I imagine all of the places I might encounter Quentin and how to coolly handle each hypothetical situation. Washing my face and applying copious moisturizer, I settle on a potential greeting: “Hi,” but delivered with scathing disinterest. The need to find the exact perfect combination of hostile yet detached words to show him how little I care gives me an excuse to take an extra few minutes to add defining cream to my blonde curls instead of throwing my hair up into yet another frizzy bun. My full speech is finalized by the time I put on my glasses and apply a swipe of tinted lip balm.


The version of myself in the mirror this morning looks a lot more like the one I remember being before everything started going wrong. Quentin’s presence (or lack thereof) had no effect on the life I worked so hard to build, and it doesn’t need to have anything to do with my ability to rebuild it now. What does it even matter if we’ve found ourselves temporarily living beside each other again? It doesn’t mean we have to be friends. If I can’t avoid him, I’ll treat him with the same icy politeness I would a door-to-door salesman.


And while I put away Pathetic Nina and await the eventual return of Ambitious Nina, maybe I can be an interim version of myself, one made for this particular moment. I can be Badass Nina, who wears real clothes and washes her face and isn’t at all hung up on the distressing things that happened to her this past week, much less the ones that happened a lifetime ago.


I hold my head high as I descend the stairs. Because Badass Nina is cool, calm, and collected. She is a duchess making her entrance at the season’s grandest ball. Grace personified. A goddamn swan of a woman.


Mom sits at the dining room table, a floral stoneware mug cupped in her hands. It looks a little off-kilter, like something she must have made herself at one of the many art classes she’s been taking since she retired last December. She smiles beatifically as I appear. “There she is,” she says.


“Here I am,” I respond in a matching singsong voice.


“There you are,” Quentin says.


Wait, what?


I blink a few times. I must be hallucinating. Or dreaming. But no, Quentin’s still here, in real waking life, sitting opposite my mother at the table and cupping a slightly wonky mug of his own. Quentin in the dining room is even more surreal than him on the porch last night, a sort of fun house mirror reflecting a distorted version of the past. He used to sit in that exact chair whenever he would come over for dinner or to work on school projects. Back then he was slender and not much taller than me, wearing two-sizes-too-large band tees with hair so shaggy he was constantly having to swipe it away from his eyes. He wasn’t this . . . this . . . man, with his meticulous grooming and button-down shirts with the sleeves rolled up and pale, freckle-dusted forearms taking up an unnecessary amount of space in my house.


I mean, my parents’ house. That I am visiting. Briefly.


Luckily, Badass Nina prepared for this moment. Not for Quentin being in the dining room when she walked down the stairs, of course, but the general strategy still applies. I open my mouth, ready to deploy my uninterested “Hi.” Instead it comes out as “Ho . . . there? Howdy. Good morning.”


Fuck.


Well. Rest in peace, Badass Nina. June 8, 8:50 a.m., to June 8, 9:15 a.m. The lights that burn brightest truly burn fastest.


Quentin manages to keep a straight face despite the absolute nonsense I’ve just blurted out. “Ho there, howdy, and good morning to you as well,” he says with the solemnity of a faith leader greeting his congregation.


Okay, okay. New plan! It isn’t perfect but it will have to do: yawn wide, state my immediate need for coffee and food, and hide in the kitchen. Forever.


Mom stands and gives me a good morning hug while continuing to look at Quentin affectionately, and it’s like we’ve somehow time-traveled back to the mid-aughts. “You two and your inside jokes. Such silly gooses. I’ll just leave you to catch up while I go make some breakfast.”


Before I can protest, she’s left the room.


“Hope you don’t mind me hanging out with Patti while I waited for you to come down,” he says. His eyes drift to where Mom is still visible through the doorway from where he’s sitting, and a fond smile spreads across his face. “What a ray of sunshine that woman is. She had me seated with banana bread and coffee in ten seconds flat.”


Seriously? There was only one slice left, and she gave it to him? The person who ghosted me for nearly two decades and then refused to even explain himself or apologize beyond a half-hearted “sorry”? I know my mom doesn’t know the full story of what happened between us, or anything about our conversation last night, but come on! I fold my arms over my chest. “What do you want, Quentin?”


My attempt at boredom comes out instead as hostility. Fine with me. He blinks a few times like I’ve surprised him again. “To talk. I just . . . wanted to talk to you.”


Oh, now he has something to say. “Well, mission accomplished. A number of words have left your mouth and reached my ears. You can go now. Goodbye!”


“Nina . . .” He stands and makes his way over to me. Seeing him in a well-lit room, this close up, is a real mindfuck. They may not have liked each other much, but Mr. and Dr. Bell made a very handsome couple. So it shouldn’t be a shock that Quentin’s become rather appealing himself. But it’s still annoying. His gaze travels over my face, as if he’s also observing my features, before settling back on my eyes. Am I going to get my apology now? A real one? I guess I did sort of ambush him last night. Maybe now that he’s had time to find the right words . . .


He reaches up and takes one of my curls between his thumb and forefinger, pulling it down and releasing it into a bounce—an old playful gesture that feels more intimate now than antagonistic. The slight tug at my scalp sends a tingle down my spine. “I can’t go yet,” he says softly, seriously, before he succumbs to the amusement lurking in the wrinkles at the corners of his eyes. “Your mom promised me pancakes.”
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