
		
			[image: ]
		


		
			Little Red Flags Endorsements

			“An urgently told story of a woman’s hope and self-deception in the midst of a destructive relationship. Jeanette Settembre writes about the blissful yet agonizing experience of first love with startling sensitivity and keen observation.” 

			—Hanna Halperin, author of I Could Live Here Forever 

			“In Little Red Flags, Jeanette Settembre offers a heartfelt exploration of what it means to fall deeply in love with a deeply flawed man and lose yourself in the process. It will leave readers asking themselves what they would do every step of the way.” 

			—Jill Santopolo, author of The Light We Lost and The Love We Found 

			“An emotionally gripping debut about love, sacrifice, and finding the strength to choose yourself. Jeanette Settembre writes with a terrific sense of tension and suspense.” 
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			For my mother— 

			Everything I am is because of you.
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			He’s standing in the ocean, up to his knees. It’s low tide. The waves are steady. I’m standing at the shore, afraid to go in. Ben is out of reach, but he’s smiling back at me in a blue tank top and shorts, the sun beaming off his mirrored sunglasses. His skin is golden, the Boston skyline rising through the clouds. He’s so handsome, my mind registers calm. He’s standing sideways. 

			Parts of him were good. I believed that. 




		
			Chemistry

		


		
			Chapter 1

			This traffic jam is maddening. We should have known better than to leave during rush hour on Friday. But I was stuck in the office working late on a deadline. I’m still working, toggling for an internet hotspot. We inch closer and closer to a green minivan with a “No Bad Days” bumper sticker. Bumper to bumper. Stop and go, stop and go. The dizzying back and forth as I look down at my laptop and up at the windshield and back at the WordPress screen. I obsessively reread my words.

			“All right, give it up already!” Lauren says, closing my laptop with her Big Apple Red nails as I push the screen back up. Sometimes I need that aggression to snap me back. It’s a story weighing whether New York City pizza crust should be charred. Debates are clickbait. I picture Pat Kiernan holding up the piece on the “In the Papers” section of the NY1 morning show, so much more validating than monitoring the lifeless analytics. 

			“You’re right. It’s not that serious. How much longer?” I say, surrendering to the Sunrise Highway traffic.

			“Okay, that’s it.” 

			She veers out from behind “No Bad Days” onto the shoulder. A car swerves in front of us. My sister catches my jolted body with her arm, my seat belt cinched at the waist. She holds her hand down on the horn, cursing at the driver. “Put on a fucking blinker!” she shouts, as he speeds off toward the exit with the same impatient entitlement, her middle finger waving out the sunroof.

			“How the hell did you not see him?” I ask.

			“He cut in front of me, sweetie.” Lauren rolls her eyes and lowers the window, unfazed. I haven’t driven in years, and before that, never more than forty minutes away, or without having a panic attack on the Tappan Zee Bridge—let alone this nearly four-hour drive to Long Island. Lauren’s three years younger, but somehow, she became the adult after our parents’ divorce. We’re both hot and starving. The August humidity is making everything worse. 

			“Where are we?” I just want to get there.

			“Relax, honey. We’re almost there,” she says as we inch by a golf course, a P.C. Richard & Son, a Sunoco gas station, and a McDonald’s. 

			“Shouldn’t the Hamptons look more rich? I don’t get it,” she says.

			“It will. Wait until you see the houses,” I say. 

			Jones Beach was the only part of Long Island we ever saw growing up. “Where do you summer?” was a foreign question until I graduated from college and moved to the city. 

			“I hope it doesn’t rain this weekend,” I say, glaring out from Lauren’s used gunmetal BMW. 

			“It’s the beach. It’ll clear up,” Lauren says. “I can’t believe my sissy is turning twenty-five.” She grabs my cheek. 

			“Neither can I. Wow, I’m old.” 

			It just feels like another year to me, but I’m happy to be spending it with my sister. She is half of me, even though we are polar opposites. 

			We turn into the parking lot of Hotel Sole, a tall white house with yellow striped shutters and royal blue stairs leading up to glass doors. Rays of sunlight pour through the floor-to-ceiling windows, illuminating the foyer. It looks more like a boutique art gallery than a hotel, with white walls dressed in portraits of Marilyn Monroe over red and yellow canvases tagged in spray-painted hearts. Orange and blue books that say Capri and Saint-Tropez and Hamptons Private and Chic Stays are stacked on a coffee table.

			There’s a party happening on the pool deck with waiters carrying trays of hors d’oeuvres. The DJ in a white V-neck T-shirt is playing a Whitney Houston remix of the song “Higher Love” under a black-and-white striped awning near the outdoor bar. This could be a beach club in Positano. 

			It’s embarrassing that I’m Italian American and still haven’t been to the Amalfi Coast. I think about the summer everyone studied abroad in Italy. I worked as a school RA for free rent in an ancient apartment building in the Bronx. I lived vicariously through The Talented Mr. Ripley, ordering margherita pizzas at Goodfellas. The one thing Tom Ripley and I have in common? We’re good at acting like we belong. 

			It smells like sunscreen and citronella candles. A procession of Hermès sandals taps against the pebbled gravel. The outdoor restaurant connects to the gated pool deck. There’s a group of svelte girls in low-rise bikinis, a trend I thought was gone for good after I graduated high school, and one I never felt thin enough to partake in. 

			“This looks like fun,” I say, rolling my suitcase up to our room. 

			Lauren kicks off her sandals, tossing her sunglasses on one of the beds punctuated with an “ahoy” pillow. She paces in bare feet around the cheap vinyl flooring, pursing her lips as she looks at a toilet paper roll hanging on a knotted rope. Not quite the “finest amenities” the website described. 

			“I can’t believe we spent almost $1,000 on this,” she says. She thinks I’m a sucker for handing over my money so easily for a zip code with hype. 

			Lauren squints at the empty mini-fridge, then fills it with the turkey sandwiches packed from the restaurant.

			“Lauren, we’re paying for the location. We have a pool outside, and the beach is minutes away.” 

			She narrows her eyes at me, not convinced.

			“I’m excited for tonight,” I say, looking at my reflection in the mirror, pleased that my black, flowy maxi dress conceals my curves. 

			“Looks like there are some hot guys out there. I saw a daddy who looked beautiful,” Lauren says, with a Sebastian Maniscalco accent, our favorite comedian. 

			Being raised by immigrant parents, I learned to love his dad jokes—his impressions of his father are hysterical. 

			Lauren is putting on her bathing suit. Her body is made for bikinis. I wish I had those genes. I glance at my flat chest, my pear-shaped body, envious that Lauren’s weight magically distributes to all the right places—ass and boobs. She puts on a knit cover-up. 

			I flash a press credential, and we get access to the day party happening on the pool deck. We make our way to the raw bar, piling on pieces of shrimp, oysters, sushi, and mini quiche. Our plates are too full to belong. I savor a bump of black caviar pearls over raw oysters, the salt washed away with Chablis waves. Another sip. Another. 

			My buzz slowly settles in. Shrimp drowning in cocktail sauce. I smile at a waiter, exchanging my empty wineglass for a champagne flute, the calm I need to tread this social scene. Another shrimp. Another sip. I reach for a piece of pink toro sweating over rice. The sky is rosé. A Kelly bag left open, dangling on the wrist of a contoured arm, brushes past us. My shoulders are sheltered in a jean jacket. I dab my forehead, staining a napkin with bronzer, and turn the label on my tiny black Gucci bag to face out, an early birthday gift from Lauren from the tips she earned working fifty-five-hour weeks at the hair salon. 

			“Is my lipstick okay?” I turn to Lauren, who is chewing on a pig in a blanket, mouthing to a cocktail waitress for another. 

			“I’m starving. There better be more food,” she says, gripping the slender bulb of her champagne glass.

			I glide her hand down the stem. “That’s not how you hold it,” I whisper. 

			She bats my hand away, rolling her eyes. “Thank you so much,” Lauren says, reaching for another tiny hot dog—one of the few foods she ate when we were kids—from the ponytailed waitress who looks our age. 

			“Actually, can you just leave the tray?” she asks, sliding a twenty-dollar bill into her apron pocket. 

			I’m grateful for Lauren taking charge of the canapés. “You’re welcome,” she says, cheers-ing me with her glass half-full. 

			We’re eating off the silver tray. My lipstick is textured with crumbs. I picture Lauren and me scooping Italian ices into paper cups summers ago. Cherry. Lemon. Pistachio. “Thank you” written in cursive with a smiley face on the plastic tip jar atop a freezer cart outside of our family’s red sauce restaurant. She smartly saved her tips. I’d spend mine on little luxuries, like charm bracelets and Juicy Couture tracksuits. 

			I got a taste of this world covering entertainment for the newspaper. I started building up contacts by interviewing celebrities at parties and on red carpets. Those interviews sell newspapers, but my favorites have always been about food. I’m a food columnist covering Michelin-starred kitchens, hole-in-the-wall mom-and-pop shops, and viral sensations. The Cronut. Mini-croissant cereal. A rainbow cookie crumb cake. Chicken parm pizza. 

			I eat, drink, and travel like a celebrity, but my paycheck is far from private jets and vacations in the Maldives. I overhear a woman ask the ponytailed waitress if anything here is gluten- and dairy-free. The privilege here is infuriating—and addictive. The fifty-dollar workout classes and twenty-dollar green juices. I’ve been living this aspirational lifestyle since I can remember—watching The O.C. in our tiny apartment growing up, a pile of Teen Vogue magazines stacked like Bibles. I’ve worked my whole life to eat off these silver spoons, a luxury I will never take for granted. 

			It’s fun to be part of this world sometimes, even if I can’t pay my student loans and live in a one-bedroom with Bob’s Discount Furniture and a roommate. One minute, I’m scrambling to pay rent; the next, I’m on a Jitney, eating oysters and caviar on some wealthy real estate mogul’s dime. It’s like a Carrie Bradshaw cliché, only I leave the tags on my red-carpet dresses and don’t have nearly enough sex. We have no real friends here, just publicists who offer to make dinner reservations with “xx” email sign-offs I will pay for in word-count currency.

			My sister elbows her way between two spray-tanned blondes to get us cocktails. She gives me an eye roll, unamused by our tony surroundings. 

			“These bitches are too much,” she says, handing me another drink. 

			We find two empty chairs by the pool. There’s a clan of girls in matching pink bathing suits with “Bride Tribe” painted across their slender stomachs. The bride is wearing a skimpy white bikini, showing off her Tracy Anderson abs, a reminder that I am moving into the phase of life where all my friends are getting engaged or pregnant. I couldn’t be less ready for that—I’m turning twenty-five tomorrow, and I want to enjoy the last five years of my twenties without a husband or child. My career is just getting started. I can’t get sidetracked, and the idea of moving back to a suburb with three restaurants and no culture feels like a death sentence. 

			Still, I’m determined to at least give someone my number on this trip. I suggest we do a shot at the bar. Lauren hates shots—she doesn’t even drink that much—but agrees. She’s trying to be fun for my birthday weekend. 

			We down two shots of tequila. A blond-haired, blue-eyed, preppy-looking guy in a light pink bathing suit, wearing a Rolex Day-Date, is walking toward us. He’s handsome in a rich, Polo, White privilege kind of way. I can tell he’s already eyeing my sister. He must be in his late twenties or early thirties, which, Lauren will say, is too young for her. 

			“Can I join in?” he asks, lifting his sunglasses. 

			“I don’t know, can you?” My sister’s arms are crossed. 

			“I’m James,” he says, shaking our hands. “I’m throwing this little pool party. My brokerage sponsors it.” 

			“Oh, are you?” My sister pretends to sound impressed. 

			“Yeah, it’s my real estate—my mother’s real estate—company. We’re launching a new luxury magazine, and I’m helping promote it. We invited a few influencers. I’m glad you two ladies could make it.” 

			Sounds like he’s charming us. I also hate the entitlement that hangs over the word influencer, a vanity title competing with my word counts and reader attention spans for superficial likes and followers. I do admire his confidence—convincing us we were invited and that he’s important. 

			“You both from the city?” 

			“I’m in Westchester, but my sister lives there,” Lauren says.

			“I live on the Upper East Side.” By that, I mean a sliver of space in a walk-up. He nods his head. 

			“We’re here for her birthday.” Lauren puts her arm around my shoulders. I smile shyly.

			“Well, this most definitely calls for some Casamigos-sponsored birthday shots.” James eyes the bartender. 

			“These are on me,” he quips, his back muscles flexing as he leans in for two more shots. 

			“Have you met my buddy, Ben?” he says, pointing across the bar to a brunette with his back turned. He’s talking to the two spray-tanned blonde girls we saw earlier. 

			“Ben!” he shouts. 

			Ben is tan, with a scruffy beard and deep-set, piercing green eyes. He gives James a cool nod, holding up his finger to signal he’ll join us in a minute. He looks like he hasn’t shaved in about a week, but it suits him. He walks over, his arms chiseled with definition. He is exactly my type—if I have one—and I can feel myself blushing. I put on my sunglasses so I can look at him more discreetly. He could be of Israeli or Italian background. His drink is empty, and he gives the bartender an “I’ll have another” thumbs-up. I’m waiting for him to make an introduction, but he looks past us, like he could get any girl he wanted without saying a word. 

			“Bro, come join us,” James shouts again. Ben breaks away from the blondes and walks toward us. I pretend to scroll on my phone. 

			“There he is. This is…” He reaches his hand out to Lauren. 

			“Lauren,” she says, looking him up and down. 

			“They’re sisters.” 

			“I can tell. I’m Ben.” 

			“Mia,” I manage as James cuts in, raising a shot glass. 

			“Well, cheers to our new friends, eh?” 

			Lauren can barely finish hers, and James gives her shit. She pours her shot into his glass, and he takes it. 

			“So, how did you two meet?” I ask, making shy eye contact with Ben. 

			“Back at UTampa,” James cuts in. “My day-one wingman. The legend!” He goes in for a high five.

			“The guy couldn’t keep up with my game, ladies,” Ben brushes off. 

			“Okay, I’ll give you that. He was the man, that’s for sure. I wish you didn’t leave me hanging junior year, bro.” 

			“Had to, man,” he says, tucking his hand into his pocket. 

			 “It was a blessing in disguise, because I got my baby girl, Terry, that year. She’s a Jack Russell terrier—and an actual terror sometimes,” Ben says, holding up his phone with a picture of the white dog with black blotches on a beach. 

			“She gets it from his zaddy,” James says, visibly regretting the word 
choice. 

			“Ew. Don’t ever say that,” Lauren scoffs. 

			James brushes off the secondhand embarrassment.

			“Dude, you should have let me bring her! You would love her. She’s a softie, like you. Mary Anne would love her too. Almost as much as she loves me. Why do you think she let me stay with you in that guesthouse for weeks last summer?” 

			“Leave my mom out of this. You’re way out of her league,” James jokes. 

			“She says she loves me because I’m not a nepo baby like her spoiled son,” Ben quips.

			“You got me there, man.” James doesn’t seem to mind being a punch line. I want to know more about Ben. 

			“What was this guy like in college?” I ask James.

			“Oh, this guy? Aside from being the world’s best wingman? Let me think.” 

			“That is quite a compliment. What did the ladies like?” Lauren asks with a hint of sarcasm. 

			“I mean, have you seen this face?” Ben deadpans. 

			“I could have been a Calvin Klein model. Maybe there’s still time. But enough about me. You girls are the real models,” he says. I can feel myself blushing again. 

			“Guess who’s older!” Lauren interrupts. We’ve been playing this game since we were teenagers. She loves it when people guess that she’s the older sister. 

			“She is,” Ben says, pointing at me, so sure. “She is the sophisticated older sister. A little more reserved. I can tell.” 

			“No way,” James says, his head tilted sideways, looking at us up and down. 

			“She can actually be the wild one,” Lauren tells Ben. 

			Ben takes another sip of his drink, looking straight at me. I lower 
my eyes. 

			“Can she?” Ben takes another sip.

			“Never.” I roll my eyes. 

			Lauren is wide-eyed, her narrative growing more theatrical. She puts her drink down to talk with her hands. “This girl threw a drink at a concert in Vegas for my twenty-first birthday, then fell asleep standing up. This was all in the same night.” 

			“Lauren!” I slap her arm. She always blows up my spot. “That was one time!”

			“Mhm,” she hums, raising her eyebrows at me. 

			“It happens to the best of us,” James fawns. He’s growing on me.

			“Well, let’s see if we can get her to come out of her shell tonight,” Ben toasts, holding his glass up to mine. 

			“Let’s see.” I smile, staring back at him.

			James interrupts our moment, boasting that he threw this party to celebrate his sales team, even though he’s carrying the quarter after closing a deal on a multimillion-dollar home in Noyack. 

			He lives in Sag Harbor year-round, mostly selling summer homes to one-percenters. At some point, the conversation splits between James and my sister and me and Ben. We leave the pool deck and find two Adirondack chairs on the hotel porch. 

			“I really want a cigarette. I love to smoke when I drink. Bad habit, I know,” I say, my eyes scanning the desolate porch for anyone to ask. 

			“Don’t judge me. You don’t have one, do you?” 

			“Actually, smoking is a deal breaker for me. You’re cute and all, but that’s a gross habit,” Ben says, reaching into his back pocket and making a pack of Marlboros appear.

			“I only have one more left.” He dangles it in front of me, an exposed V-cut ab peeking out from his shorts. 

			 “Lucky for you, I am a gentleman,” he says, leaning in with a Nick & Toni’s matchbook. 

			“A waiter gave me these. I don’t have a lighter.” 

			I huddle in closer to him, inhaling. 

			“You are a lifesaver. Thank you, thank you.” I exhale, more aware that we’re the only ones outside. 

			“Having fun at the party?” I ask. 

			“Oh, yeah. Glad to be out here for a minute, though. A lot of sensory overload in there, and I can only tolerate James for so long.” 

			Ben glances at his phone, a screensaver of his dog Terry eclipsed by a text from someone named Julia that he ignores. I wonder if it’s his girlfriend. 

			“Guess which one of these cars is mine?” He points to a row of crayon-colored Ferraris lining the parking lot. 

			“Um, the red one?” 

			“No, but close—may I?” He leans in for a pull of my cigarette. I nod, buzzing with nicotine. 

			“The orange,” he exhales. 

			“Subtle. I like your style.” 

			“James has the keys to one of them. He said we can test-drive it later.” 

			“That’s fun. I’m not really a sports car girl—I hate driving, but it would be cool to take a Ferrari for a spin at least once.” 

			“I can make that happen,” he says. “Let me guess, you’re from the city?” He takes another puff, saving the rest for me.

			“Yes, how did you know?” 

			“You’re wearing all black, and you said you hate driving.” 

			I roll my eyes. 

			“Okay, fair. Where in the city are you?” 

			“A suburb just outside of Boston,” he says. I’m surprised by the out-of-town revelation. 

			“I’m just here for the weekend. I come down here every summer to visit James. I drove in and took the ferry.” 

			“Oh, that’s nice,” I say.

			“What do you do?” 

			“I work in customer support for a lottery app,” he says, opening the app on his phone. “It’s the digital way for young people to buy Mega Millions and Powerball tickets,” he continues, scrolling through. 

			“Wow, I never thought that was an actual thing. I used to love buying scratch-offs,” I say, thinking of Lauren and me ripping them off birthday cards from our aunts as kids. 

			“It’s kind of cool. I mean, I needed a job, and they hired me in, like, a month when they were in startup mode. You definitely read stories about, like, winners blowing all their money and ending up in massive debt, which is kind of nuts!” His eyes get wider as he trails off on a tangent about how we make our own luck. 

			“Ironically, I’m not actually allowed to play the lotto anymore since I work for the app. It’s a conflict of interest. But I still go into stores and buy tickets all the time. Who is really going to find out? Sometimes I do it just for the thrill of thinking I could win. In the rare chance I do, I could always make my mom cash it in, or, like, James. Don’t tell my boss,” he says.

			I nod, still trying to get a read on Ben. He doesn’t feel like the corporate type. I’m not surprised he’d defy a company policy. 

			“Well, that sounds like a lucky job.” I laugh, pleased by my own bad joke. 

			“When I win big one day, maybe we’ll go on a fancy date. Or before then, if you’re lucky,” he says, and smiles. 

			I can feel myself blushing. I love that he’s already thinking about taking me out. I wonder if he’s just being polite. 

			“Yeah, I get a few work perks. I can work from home some days, which is great because I live right by the beach. It’s a private beach. Only people in our town can use it. I ride my bike there almost every night.” 

			“That’s so nice,” I say, picturing it. “I would love to live near the beach.” 

			“What about you? What do you do besides crash parties in the Hamptons?” he asks me.

			I give him side-eye. Taking another sip of my tequila club. 

			“I write,” I say. 

			“What do you write about?” He’s intrigued. And I get a rush of confidence talking about working at a major newspaper at twenty-five, wearing success like a security blanket. 

			“A lot of things,” I say coyly. “Entertainment, mostly. Sometimes I cover red carpets. Sometimes I write profiles. But I love writing about food the most. Restaurants. Chefs. I really want to be a food critic. I once flew to Girona in Spain to cover the Roca brothers. Have you heard of them?” 

			I know he hasn’t, and I get great satisfaction in knowing something he doesn’t.

			“Who?” 

			“The three brothers? Joan, Josep, and Jordi. They’re like, the Spanish holy trinity of culinary. They own El Celler de Can Roca. It’s a three-Michelin-star restaurant in Spain, just outside Barcelona.” 

			I can still taste the piercing acidity of two-hundred-year-old red wine held captive on my tongue; see the cathedral-like wine cellar, the “World’s Best” glass globes on display in the kitchen, a reminder of the near-maniacal level of perfectionism it took them to get it.

			“Oh, I’ve never heard of them. Or that restaurant. My fanciest Boston meal is at the Legal Sea Foods or Outback Steakhouse.” 

			Restaurants are the most familiar to me. I think about being in the pizzeria my parents owned before Lauren was born. I’d scribble in a Guest Check pad and watch my parents at work. My mom’s red lipstick and Maybelline lashes. Her olive skin. Her kind way with the customers she seated and how she asked about their families. I picture my dad tossing up pizza dough and teaching me how to tie garlic knots into perfect bows. The sweet smell of confectioners’ sugar from fried zeppoles I’d devour from a red vinyl chair. Sometimes a babysitter would let me scribble on the paper placemats. Other nights, I’d stay with my mom until the dishwasher took a mop bucket of bleach to the floors. 

			They worked seven days a week and eventually put away enough money to have Barney and a pony show up at my third birthday. My mom beaming with pride, able to afford little luxuries for everyone in our family. 

			A wrecking ball changed everything when the town we lived in up north had plans to widen the road. The pizzeria my parents worked tirelessly to build was destroyed. They had to start from scratch, opening a new location in a less busy part of town. 

			Money was tight, and my dad’s temper from the stress of it all made everything more chaotic. Their marriage ended shortly after Lauren was born. We lost our house. Then it was the three of us in a bedroom that felt bigger than it was. My dad went to work at another restaurant, while my mom got a job in a school cafeteria cooking. I relished the giant churros and cookies the size of my face she’d bring home to us. Sweets to soothe the aftermath of my fractured family. We were just making ends meet. I hid the star on my free lunch card at school. 

			Dinner was a drive-through at Burger King, the Number 8 Grilled Chicken sandwich or an El Paso No-Fuss Fajita kit when my mom was too overwhelmed to cook. I loved folding the flour tortilla and piling handfuls of processed, shredded Kraft cheese filler from the one pack of C-Town brand chicken that miraculously went a long way. I would fold up the leftover flour tortillas and bite into them to make a snowflake. I always ate more than my sister and usually tricked her into letting me have her leftovers. 

			I started shopping in the juniors section of the department store when I was seven or eight, by the time Dad had his own red sauce restaurant. We were always at my grandparents, who fed us pasta almost every night, chicken cutlets and pasta e fagioli, something none of my classmates had ever heard of. Cannellini beans and broken up spaghetti with heaping spoonfuls of cheese, what my grandfather’s family cooked in southern Italy. I lied to my friends that my grandparents’ house was our real address because it was an actual house, but really, my mom used the address so we could go to the better school district.

			But when friends came over, they must have found it bizarre. A house filled with relics from Italy, ancient pink lamps draped in rosary beads, antique furniture, and a Jesus portrait by the bathroom that scared the shit out of us. 

			“Those are good chains!” I fawn, overcompensating for Ben’s lack of taste. I wonder where we’d go on a first date. God, I’m already picturing him as my boyfriend.

			“So, who are these Roca brothers?” he asks. I love a follow-up question. Now I know he’s engaged. Or at least, interested.

			“They are incredible. It started as a family-owned, rustic restaurant in Spain. Then they each carved out their own specialties,” I say, my voice growing more and more excited. “Joan is the chef, Josep is a sommelier, and Jordi is this incredible pastry chef. He made this ‘cigar’ dessert. It’s a dark chocolate cigar filled with ice cream and infused with actual cigar smoke,” I say, talking with my hands, sparing him the specifics about gastronomy. 

			The menu opened as a 3D cutout of their family’s old restaurant, with photos of the three chefs as boys and Catalan tapas—minced chicken cannoli, sweet pork sausage over a salted wafer, a love bomb of salmon and Beluga caviar beads. Then we traveled through time as waiters carried globes with croquettes with hints of different countries. Japan, two blissful bites of panko-fried kimchi kissed with sesame oil. Morocco, sweet almond-honey seduced by saffron and tangy goat yogurt. Turkey, a marriage of smoky lentil and eggplant purée. 

			It was dinner theater, a different kind of emotional eating. I savored the privilege. The excitement of not knowing what was coming next. Eating, this time with feeling. Not to suppress my own. I am addicted to flavor. Or fullness. 

			“Wow, I’ve never heard of anything like that,” Ben says, snapping me out of my food fantasy. 

			“So, you sometimes get to travel for work and write about it? Sounds like you’re the lucky one. How did you land that?” he asks. 

			I respond casually, like I haven’t worked tirelessly. The killer deadlines, the late-night networking, the never-ending emails. It will all be worth it one day. 

			“I’ve been writing since high school,” I say, taking another sip. “Then I was the editor in chief of my college newspaper, and I’ve been writing ever since. I got an internship at the newspaper I’m working at now as a senior, and the editor hired me on full-time a few years ago,” I say, a flashback of my boss and our two-minute conversation that came with a salary I could make working as a barista. My bylines would be currency enough, I told myself. I got a small raise recently and can finally pay my bills without overdrafting. 

			He seems eager to know more, like he’d never met a woman with an actual career before. 

			“That’s cool,” he says. “Very cool. I’ve always wanted to write, but I suck at it, I think.” 

			“I’m sure you’re not as bad as you think,” I say. 

			“What’s your favorite story?” he asks.

			“My favorite story? God, that’s hard. That’s like asking to pick my favorite child.” 

			“You don’t have any, do you?” he asks. I can’t tell if he’s being serious.

			“God, no!” I can barely parent myself. 

			“So, tell me what you like to write about, other than obscure chefs?” he smiles, leaning in slightly. 

			“I like profiles about people. Getting to know them and then portraying them in a way that nobody has before. My favorite part is the interviews: that’s when you really get to know someone. I did a story about a group of refugee women who escaped terrorism and abuse from countries like Nepal and Iraq and got jobs working as chefs in New York. They cooked for me. It was incredible.” 

			“That sounds interesting. It’s cool you get to cover all these stories,” Ben says.

			“Thanks.” I smile. 

			Our conversation lulls, and I look at my phone to break up the silence. I can feel Ben’s stare.

			“Whoa. Is that an iPod?” he says, making fun of my old iPhone. 

			“Yeah, it is actually,” I say, playing along. “They remade one just for me. It’s vintage.” 

			“I didn’t realize they still make those,” he says. “You must get that appraised.”

			“Oh yeah, I did. It’s going to be worth millions one day. Especially with the cracked screen.” I’m so clumsy I drop it every second when I’m doing interviews, but I just don’t care enough to get it fixed. 

			I shake my head, but I’m attracted to his sarcasm. 

			“Want to see if there are any more oysters?” he asks, reaching for 
my hand. 

			I can feel myself blushing. The intimacy of his hand in mine makes my whole body relax. 

			“Sure,” I follow him back out to the raw bar. 

			James is laughing with Lauren back at the bar. She must have made another joke at his expense. I’m grateful they’re staying busy so I can keep getting to know Ben. 

			He comes back with a plate of six oysters. 

			“I’m no food critic like you, but I do know that these are definitely, maybe, I think, Wellfleet oysters,” he says, raising the shell to my lips.

			“And I only know this because I grew up going to the Cape. My mom has a boat passed down from my grandparents, and we sail from Boston Harbor to Hyannis Port. I take it out on my own sometimes, late at night. That reminds me, I need to pay her back for a speeding ticket I got a few weekends ago. Let’s just say I like to make waves.” 

			I force a laugh at his joke, wondering about the speeding ticket.

			“Anyway, it’s really peaceful being out on the water,” he says.

			“I’m sure of it. I love Cape Cod. I’ve only been once, but I obviously love the seafood. What are you doing?” 

			He pours a handful of salt on a cocktail table, balancing the shaker on its side.

			“Look,” he says. “Magic.” 

			“The wait staff is going to want to make you disappear next! That’s going to be so annoying for them to clean.” 

			“This is a no-waste magic trick. I’m getting us more tequila.” 

			He comes back with two shots and sprinkles the table salt on our inner palms.

			“See, no waste,” he brushes off the rest. 

			“Cheers, Mia,” he says. “I like your name. Short and sweet. I’ve never met a Mia before.” He’s smiling. I notice a gap that’s almost invisible in his perfectly white front teeth. I notice a dimple on Ben’s left cheek when he smiles at me. 

			Before I know it, we’re doing another tequila shot. 

			“Come on, you’ve got to finish it,” Ben encourages. He gets in closer and puts a lime to my lips. 

			I toss it back and bite down on the lime, making eye contact with him. My lips sting from the tequila. 

			“What was that? Two?” I’m starting to lose track. 

			“Not sure. Hey, what is your toxic trait?” I ask, more confident with my buzz, craving more unfiltered conversation. 

			“My toxic trait? Hm. That’s a good question. I have a few. Obsessive dog dad is one. Very proud dog dad, as you know. And I, weirdly, like reality TV to decompress. Below Deck, because, I mean, shallowly, the girls on that show are hot. My ex used to make us watch it. And then I watched, like, fifty episodes of Love Island.” 

			He crosses a hand under his arm, talking in a British accent mimicking one of the contestants.

			“I was up until like 4 a.m. watching,” he says. 

			“Wow, I did not peg you for a reality TV show guy, but I can get on board with it.” 

			“Yeah, oh, and maybe not toxic, but probably embarrassing. My mom still does my laundry. Sometimes she’ll come over with dinner she made, and my laundry is magically also done. I trained her well. It’s an added amenity of living nearby,” he says. 

			“Another lucky perk for you,” I say. 

			“Okay, your turn.” 

			“My toxic trait is that I love—well, you already know I like smoking when I drink.” 

			“That doesn’t count. Come on, Mia, you can do better.” 

			I love hearing him say my name.

			“Okay, hm. Oh. Obviously when I’m drunk, I get McDonald’s delivered. Sometimes I fall asleep. Then I’ll wake up with a twenty-piece chicken nugget meal and soggy fries on my doorstep. Not proud of that. I truly hate to waste food,” I say, realizing how unsexy all this sounds. 

			“There’s a TMI but FYI for ya.” I smile.

			“How does Lauren stay so fit?” Ben changes the subject, taking a sip of his drink. I’m taken aback that he’s thinking about Lauren’s body. I wonder if he heard anything I just said. 

			“I’m sure you could have her body if you worked out together,” he says. 

			I’m stunned by how forward he’s being. I wonder if he means to compare us. It makes me feel embarrassed. But I just laugh it off. 

			“She must work out non-stop,” he says. 

			“I do love me some McDonald’s, though. You’re a girl after my own heart,” Ben says, raising his glass to mine. 

			I cross my arms and keep drinking. I still want him to find me funny and sexy despite the weird remark. I feel my confidence build with my buzz. 

			“What else can you tell me about you?” I ask. 

			 “Well. Let’s see. I actually got kicked out of college my sophomore year,” he says, scratching his face like he’s embarrassed.

			“Kicked out?” That gives me a little pause.

			“What’d you do?” 

			“I failed a few too many of my classes. It’s not because I couldn’t do the work. I’m actually really smart without trying. I just didn’t take it seriously. Partied too much. James did too, but his dad paid someone at the school to get him out of it. Very Varsity Blues scandal of him, I know. I selfishly wished he had done the same for me. So, there’s that, and then…” He pauses for a moment, brushing his hands through his hair. 

			“I got caught hooking up with a girl at the gym on a Saturday while they were giving school tours. I know. I keep it classy. And then the last straw was getting busted at a party underage. It’s embarrassing, but yeah, between that and skipping classes, my mom was like, ‘Not paying for your free ride here,’ so I transferred to a community college back home. It was for the best, I guess. Somehow, I landed that job at the startup.” 

			I find it a little off-putting that he could be so reckless with his schooling. I think about how my grandfather had to co-sign one of my student loans and all the scholarships I had to maintain just so I could graduate. I couldn’t get below a 3.5 GPA, let alone be so careless. I don’t blame his mom for making him leave. 

			“I wish I was passionate about work like you are. For me, it’s just a job. I’m not really an office guy. I like working out, so that helps. I thought about getting my personal training license, but my job now pays way more. I’m crushing it there, for the most part. I’m trying to get a job with James’s mom in real estate. I’d be open to moving. And who knows, maybe I’ll win the lottery.” 

			So, he may lack some ambition or still not know what he’s meant to do in life. I guess that’s normal. I know careers don’t just fall into people’s laps. His realness makes him convincing. Like he’ll figure it out. He seems so sure of himself, like he’s been worshipped his whole life. Or maybe he’s gotten away with everything, so he needs to push the limits.

			I change the subject.

			“So, did you always live in Boston?” 

			“I was actually born in Boca Raton, and we lived there for a few years until my parents got divorced. Then we moved up to Boston.” 

			I uncross my arms when he says that, recognizing common ground. I wonder what happened with his parents. He tells me he went to boarding school as a teen because he was acting out. How he wished he had a better relationship with his dad. 

			“I’ve only been to Boston once, but it reminded me of, like, a cleaner New York.” 

			“Yeah, that’s what they say. It’s not nearly as dirty as New York, with all those rats. Those pizza rats.” 

			“So, then you went back to Tampa for school?” 

			“Yeah, James and I went to school there together, and I’ve stayed in touch with him ever since. He’s a good guy, and I like crashing his parties out here. It’s a nice escape. I give him shit for being a spoiled rich kid, but I mean, it has its perks. He’s a generous host.” 

			“Well, that sounds like a really good deal,” I say.

			Ben pulls out a joint. 

			“Want a hit?” He struggles to light the end with a match. 

			I become aware of my shoulders rising; my body is always tense. I usually hate smoking. It makes me anxious and paranoid. But I remind myself this trip is about letting loose a little. 

			“Sure,” I say, taking a puff.

			“Want to see something fun?” 

			He shows me a video on his phone of his dog howling.

			“She’s saying, ‘I love you!’” He plays it again. 

			“Wow, that’s insane. I can hear it!” 

			“She’s a good girl,” he says again. 

			I love that this Boston stranger has a soft side. 

			“Okay, dog dad!” I say, my voice more playful. “When did you get her?” 

			“I co-parent with my ex, but she can’t have pets in her new apartment, so I got to keep her. The one good thing to come of the breakup.” 

			“Oh, that’s fun,” I neutralize. My blanket response when I don’t know what to say. I’m suddenly curious to know when his last relationship ended. I wonder who Julia is. 

			“It looks like your sister is hitting it off with James,” Ben says, shifting the topic. Lauren is sitting close to James on the patio outside our room. He seems to be making her laugh, which is surprising because she usually doesn’t go for white-collar white boys, as she would call them. 

			“Yeah, it seems that way,” I say.

			I can feel my mind shedding my usual layers of overthinking. I feel free and so present. I picture what will happen next. I wonder if Ben will try to kiss me. 

			“You want to go in the pool?” he asks, putting out the joint. 

			“I think it’s closed,” I say, pointing over at the gate. 

			“So? Haven’t you ever hopped a fence before?” Honestly, no, I hadn’t. 

			“Okay,” I say. “Let’s go.” 

			Ben carries over a glass end table from the lawn and positions it in front of the gate, strategically making sure he’s out of the camera’s view. He’s done this before, I can tell. He shakes it to make sure it’s sturdy enough for us to climb onto. 

			“Okay, come on. Let’s go,” he says. 

			James and my sister are still occupied talking, but Lauren always has one eye on me. She knows I can get…a little unlike myself when I’m drinking around men. 

			The calls to her in panic at 6 a.m. after waking up with a stranger in my bed. The refrain, “should I buy the morning after pill?” Sometimes, I get carried away with the feeling of letting go. My mind is always in overdrive. I long for autopilot. So, I lose sight of my limits every once in a while. Not often. 

			Lauren never judges me. I can tell her anything. She’ll tell me I’m stupid for making the same mistakes, but she always calms me down. She tells me to act like nothing happened, to move on. It doesn’t make it less embarrassing. I wish I could be as stable as she is, putting out my fires, comforting me like a parent. She’s the safest person I’ve ever known. 

			“Um, excuse me. Where do you guys think you’re going?” Lauren calls out. 

			“We’re just going in the pool, sis,” I shout back. She knew it had been a long summer for me. She wanted me to have fun, so she was playing distant chaperone. What a good sister, talking to a guy for hours just so I could have fun with mine.

			“She’s in good hands!” Ben loudly whispers back. I can hear James faintly say, “I bet she is.” 

			“Will you join me for a night swim?” he asks, holding his hand out. “I’m dying to know what is underneath all those layers,” he says, gently sliding the jean jacket off my shoulders. 

			“It really is your lucky day. I actually do have my bathing suit on,” I say. 

			Ben strips down to a mint-green bathing suit. His bare feet in the grass, his scruffy beard. He’s so sexy, like he really could be a Calvin Klein model. He reminds me of a mix between Gerard Butler and Eric Bana. There’s something mysterious about him, too.

			I dip my feet in the water. I contemplate whether I want to get my hair wet or not when Ben throws me in, flooding my lungs. 

			“Oh my god! Asshole! Are you kidding me?” I call out. “What the fuck?” 

			Ben laughs mischievously, like a high school boy who just pulled 
a prank. 

			“I’m sorry,” he says. “I couldn’t resist. It was just too easy. You were going in anyway, right?”

			I cup the top of my bathing suit, readjusting the straps that must have fallen off. I could barely fill the top out. 

			“I’m going to get you back,” I say in my loudest whisper. 

			“No, you won’t,” Ben says, diving in. 

			There is a sense of an immature, impulsive boy, but he’s so endearing and attractive. Like he’s not afraid to hide his flaws—for better, or worse. 

			I sigh. 

			“Never do that again.” I think he interprets it as flirting because he swims over and splashes me again. 

			“Oh yeah?” he says. “What are you going to do about it?” He inches 
closer.

			We’re so close now I can see the pores of his skin. He has thick dark-brown eyebrows and a small patch of lighter hair above his right ear. His feet can touch the ground, but he’s still treading water, like he can’t stay still. We’ve both had a lot to drink, but I can’t tell how drunk he is. 

			“You know you want to kiss me,” he says. I can see the hair on his defined biceps standing up, the goose bumps on his shoulders. I look at his lips, perfectly defined with a cupid’s bow that women would pay for. He’s so handsome, but there’s something weird about him too. Something stunted or a bit juvenile. I can’t tell if he’s been with a million girls or very few. Then I remember the ex he kept referencing. 

			He reframes the question. “What if I kissed you right now?” It’s straight out of a high school rom-com and a slight turn-off. I love a confident man who can take charge. I’m taken aback by this suddenly shyer side of Ben.

			“The suspense is killing me,” I say, playing it cool. I fix my wet hair, a nervous tic, and I wonder if he’ll perceive it as such. I’m insecure at the thought of my mascara dripping under my eyes. I wipe the imagined dark spots. I feel like the ball is in my court, and I’m the prize Ben is trying to pursue. 

			Ben leans in and presses himself against me. I can feel his lips, his tongue on mine. I kiss with tight lips. Just another physical barrier; my body clenches up because I have a problem letting people in. I kiss him back again shyly. I can feel his tongue brush up against mine, sobering my entire body. I know where this could go, and I know I shouldn’t let it go there. His body clenches against mine. I wrap my legs around him, floating against the buoyant water. His soft lips taste like salt and cigarettes. I like it when he bites down on my lower lip. My nails brush against his coarse hair. I can feel him getting hard. 

			“Wow, someone is getting excited,” I say in a playful whisper. 

			“Yeah, you seem to be having that effect on me,” Ben says, pulling my body in closer. I can feel the fog of his breath on my wet cheek. 

			Our hands are interlaced underwater. He continues to kiss down my neck as we rock against one another. Nothing is more intoxicating for me than being wanted, especially by a stranger. I’m shivering. I can tell Ben is craving more of me. I don’t feel so drunk, but I know I’d never act this playful sober. Ben keeps kissing me, and I’m incredibly turned on.

			Snapping back for a moment, I get nervous that people will see us in the pool. I hope my sister can’t hear us. She’s out of our line of sight. The patio is suddenly dark; Lauren and James must have gone to the bar again. 

			Ben starts feeling down my bare stomach, massaging me through my bathing suit bottom. I put my hand over his, guiding him. I don’t want to stop, but I hesitate to go further when Ben tries to take off my suit. 

			“Hey, hey,” I say pulling back. “Slow down.” 

			“What? Sorry,” he says. “How is this?” He gently kisses my neck. “Is this better?” he asks. It is. 

			“We’re okay,” he says. I can see the bulge in his bathing suit. 

			“We have to be good,” I say, pulling back. I worry that if I sleep with Ben tonight, he’ll see me only as a one-night stand, and I desperately want something more serious. I want to be in a relationship. We’ve known each other for a few hours, and I can already tell he has no trouble making up his mind and going for what he wants.

			“Okay,” Ben says. “I’ll just keep kissing you here then.” He’s teasing me now, his tongue massaging mine. 

			He moves back down my neck. I don’t stop him. He traces his hand down the front of my bathing suit, cupping my bare breast. I bite down on his bottom lip. He’s getting harder. I grind my body into his, my mind calming down as I go with it. He’s pulling the bottom half of my bathing suit to the side.

			“Not here!” It comes out as a nervous laugh. 

			“It’s totally fine,” he says. Ben is very convincing with his toned arms and tan skin. He might be one of the most gorgeous guys I have ever kissed. And the most irresistible. 

			“I know you can be spontaneous. We could have so much fun together.” 

			He looks at me, his head slightly tilted. 

			“Plus, I mean. It goes without saying. You are beautiful. And maybe the wittiest girl I’ve ever met. I’m so attracted to you.” 

			He moves his hand slowly on my hips again. 

			“I won’t be able to stop thinking about you, Mia,” he says. 

			I can feel goose bumps on my skin. I’m overcome with the thought of being so close to Ben. 

			“We can go to my room if you want?” he suggests. “For a little more privacy.” 

			He leans in again to kiss me, reaching for my hand as we climb out of the pool, our bodies dripping wet. Ben wraps a towel around me, kissing me. 

			He searches for the room key in his pocket, then turns on the lights. There are clothes everywhere. Suit jackets, belts, boat shoes—evidence that two twenty-something men are staying here. There’s an empty bottle of vodka on the nightstand next to a contact case, and a bag of weed on the dresser. Ben dries his hands on my towel and reaches for another joint.

			“You want a little more?” he asks. 

			“No, I’m good,” I say. He takes another hit. Then another. 

			I wonder if he’s been high this whole time. He seems so cool and laid back. I sit on the bed looking up at Ben as he jabs the joint out onto a pristine cover of Hamptons Magazine, letting the ashes dirty the print as they float onto the wooden dresser. I think about how hard the writers worked on those articles, all that work abused and thrown away. Sentenced to deadlines. 

			The digital alarm on the nightstand is glaring 11:30 in neon red. Thirty minutes until I’ve been alive for a quarter of a century. How fun would it be to have birthday sex with this attractive stranger? I try to block out any negative thoughts. 

			“Hey, come here,” he says coyly, snapping me back to the present.

			“Hi,” I say, pouring another shot of warm tequila. I need to get on his level. I can feel his damp body on mine; we’re both shivering from the blasting AC. 

			“Wet bathing suits aren’t a good idea,” he says, smiling. “We better take these off.” 

			I roll my eyes, but I really want him to continue where he left off in the pool. He kisses me again. We make our way into the bathroom. Ben first strips off my suit, then his. He looks way bigger below the belt than I could feel in the pool. We are both naked now, and I watch him play with the shower knob until steam fills the bathroom. He presses himself against me, kissing down my neck again, then takes my hand and leads me into the shower. 

			I can feel the water on my eyelids as we kiss. Ben’s hand moves to the inside of my legs. It’s been so long since I’ve had sex this lucid. My mind is flooded with self-conscious thoughts, and I have a hard time being fully myself with someone else, especially during sex. Ben is good at finding the exact rhythm that unclenches my tense body. It feels so good. Our faces are wet as he kisses me harder and harder, biting my lower lip, a handful of my hair in his palm. Things are getting more intense, and one of my intrusive thoughts guilts me back to reality. I told myself I’d stop doing this, hooking up with strangers, but this feels spontaneous. I want to go with the flow. 

			Ben gets down on his knees, positioning me over his face as he massages me with his tongue. My knees unlock as he plunges his tongue deeper inside me. 

			“You’re. So. Good. At. This,” I say, punctuating every word. 

			Ben glides his tongue back inside me. I could come right now, but I’m trying so hard not to. I can feel myself getting wetter until I’m about to.

			“Oh my god. Don’t stop,” I say. “Don’t stop. Don’t stop. Don’t. Stop.” 

			I can’t hold back any longer. I try locking my knees to hold myself up. Ben’s mouth is still against me. He slides behind me and bends me over. The shower water pours onto the white subway tile floor. I couldn’t care less that my hair is completely wet. I’m still reeling. My feet slip as I get on my knees and arch my back. I want him so bad. He knows I do. 

			I can feel his wet body behind me as he strokes my back. Then, suddenly, I feel him plunge inside of me. Is he wearing a condom? I’m not sure. It’s too late to ask. It feels so, so good. He’s going harder and harder, maneuvering my back into a sharper arch.

			“Come for me,” I say, in a low voice.

			I can tell he thinks it’s hot because he fucks me harder and harder. I can feel his leg muscles tense up. I can feel myself starting to come again. The water is still running on our naked bodies. Moments later, he finishes. We’re both breathless. 

			“That was so good,” I say, filling the silence to reassure him. 

			“Happy birthday,” he says.

			Ben finds me a towel to dry off, and I’m already strategizing how I can leave the room without blaring “one-night stand.” 

			My body is shaking with that nervous post-sex excitement. I don’t want it to end after this. 

			“Hey, what’s your number?” he asks, giving me his phone. I can’t tell if this is just a polite gesture. I desperately hope he’ll want to hang out for the rest of the weekend. Maybe even after. 

			I store my first and last name. Something I only do if I absolutely want someone to find me. I want him to look me up. I don’t want him to forget about me. 

			“Text me,” I say, hoping that I don’t sound too eager. 

			We walk outside to find my sister and James sitting on the patio again. Lauren found a cigarette. The older sister in me has the urge to police her, but I’m too insecure about my behavior. I walk out with raised shoulders, my body cringing in embarrassment. 

			“Well, hello.” I can hear my sister calling. I know she knows. I’m slightly mortified. How sobering. “So nice of you both to join us.” 

			“Hi there. What have you guys been up to?” I say, draping my jacket over my shoulders, trying to act like nothing happened. 

			“What have we been up to? What have you two been doing?” James calls out.

			“Oh, Mia just wanted to see my room,” Ben says, clearly blowing our cover. 

			“Just wanted a tour!” I roll my eyes at Ben.

			“Hey, man. You want to go get some party favors?” Ben asks James. 

			I wonder if he means booze or a cocktail of other drugs. 

			“Do you ladies want to join?” James asks. 

			“It’s getting late. I think we’re good,” I say. 

			“Yeah, we’re going to go to bed,” my sister chimes in, leaving me alone to say goodnight to Ben. 

			“Are you sure? It is your birthday,” Ben says.

			“Yes, I’m old now and need my beauty rest,” I insist. 

			“Okay, birthday girl. Let’s hang tomorrow,” he says. I get a full-body high at the thought of us together again. 

			“You have my number.” 

			He gives me a quick kiss. I can still taste the tequila on his breath. I watch him walk to James’ car. The headlights beam over the empty hotel parking lot. I hear wheels on the gravel as he speeds out, and I stand between the gate, heart racing. 
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