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~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~

Braxton Smith has never caught a break. Orphaned at eighteen after losing his single mother, he aged out of foster care and into a dead-end job as a pool boy at the exclusive Straitford Country Club in Oyster Bay, New York — a world away from his childhood in nearby Hicksville. When wealthy, lonely divorcée Cynthia Ryan takes an interest in him and offers him her guest house, Braxton discovers that generosity comes with unexpected benefits. But it's Cynthia's stunning widowed neighbor, Lori Johansen, who really captures his attention, and when the fun-loving Rachel Adams enters the picture, Braxton finds himself building a life he never imagined possible

~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~
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Chapter 1

The Pool Boy

The first thing you learn when you work at a place like the Straitford Country Club is that nobody sees you. I don't mean they look through you or pretend you're not there, though some of them do that, too. I mean that you genuinely do not register as a person in their field of vision. You are a function, like the filtration system or the pH balance in the pool water, something that exists to keep their world running smoothly and that they never think about unless it breaks down. I'd been working at the club for almost three years when I figured this out, and once I did, it stopped bothering me. Mostly.

My name is Braxton Smith, and I was twenty-two years old the summer everything changed. I was a pool technician at the Straitford Country Club in Oyster Bay, New York, which sounds more impressive than it was. What it meant, practically, was that I maintained the three pools on the club's grounds, kept the chemical levels right, cleaned the filters, skimmed the surfaces, hosed down the pool deck, and occasionally fished out a cocktail glass or a pair of sunglasses that some member's wife had left behind after one too many gin and tonics. I also set up and broke down the lounge chairs every morning and evening, restocked the towel stations, and did whatever else the facilities manager, a guy named Phil Dorsey, decided needed doing on any given day. Phil was fine, mostly, as long as you didn't give him a reason to notice you, which was a good general rule for the entire club.

Oyster Bay is a wealthy town on the north shore of Long Island, the kind of place where the houses are set back from the road behind hedges and stone walls, where the cars in the driveways cost more than most people make in a year, and where the country clubs have waiting lists that stretch back a decade or more. The Straitford was one of the oldest and most exclusive, founded in 1923 by a group of bankers and industrialists who wanted a place to play golf and drink scotch away from the riffraff, and it hadn't changed all that much in the century since. The golf course was immaculate, the tennis courts were clay, the dining room had white tablecloths and a dress code, and the membership was almost entirely white, almost entirely rich, and almost entirely convinced that they had earned everything they had through hard work and good character. Some of them had. Most of them had been born on third base, as the saying goes, but I kept that observation to myself.

I grew up in Hicksville, which is technically part of the Town of Oyster Bay but might as well be on a different planet. Hicksville is where the people who cut the hedges and clean the pools and serve the drinks at places like the Straitford actually live. It's not a bad place, not really, but it's ordinary in ways that Oyster Bay proper never is, with strip malls and chain restaurants and houses close enough together that you can hear your neighbor's TV through the wall if they've got the volume up. My mother and I lived in a two-bedroom apartment above a dry cleaner on Broadway, and she worked double shifts at the hospital in Syosset to keep us there. She was a nurse, a good one, and she had plans for me that didn't include skimming pools for a living.

Her name was Sandra, and she was the best person I've ever known. She died of pancreatic cancer three weeks before my high school graduation. I don't say that for sympathy, though I won't pretend it doesn't still hurt in ways I can't always predict. I say it because her death is the dividing line in my life, the before and after, and nothing that came later makes sense without understanding that. Before she died, I was a decent student with vague plans for community college and maybe a career in something practical, something she would have approved of, like electrical work or HVAC repair. After she died, I was a foster kid for four months, which was long enough to learn that the system is exactly as bad as people say it is, and then I was eighteen and on my own and looking for work that didn't require a college degree or experience or connections, none of which I had.

Phil Dorsey hired me because I showed up on time for the interview, had a basic pool maintenance certification I'd earned through a vocational program at school, and because the guy who had the job before me had been fired for stealing liquor from the clubhouse bar. Phil told me later that I was the only applicant who didn't seem like he'd do the same thing, which was a low bar to clear but one I was grateful to have met. The job paid fifteen dollars an hour, which was not enough to live on in Oyster Bay but was more than I'd made at the hardware store in Hicksville, where I'd worked part-time during high school. I found a room in a house in Hicksville that I shared with two other guys, both of them older and mostly absent, and I took the bus to work every day until I saved enough to buy a used Honda Civic that burned oil and had a driver's side window that didn't go all the way up, but it got me to the club and back, and that was enough.

I settled into a routine that was boring and predictable, and I was grateful for both of those qualities because the alternative, which I'd experienced during those four months in foster care, was chaos and uncertainty, and I'd had enough of that for one lifetime. I got to the club by six every morning, earlier in the summer when the pools opened at seven, and I worked until four or five in the afternoon, sometimes later if there was an event. I ate lunch in the maintenance building behind the tennis courts, usually a sandwich I'd made that morning, and I spent my breaks reading whatever paperback I'd picked up at the thrift store on my last day off. I didn't have friends at the club, not really, though I was friendly enough with the other maintenance staff and the younger waiters and bartenders who worked the pool bar during the season. I was polite to the members when they spoke to me, which wasn't often, and I did my job well enough that Phil Dorsey rarely had reason to say anything to me at all, which I took as the highest compliment he was capable of giving.

The pools at the Straitford were beautiful, I'll give them that. The main pool was Olympic-sized, surrounded by a limestone deck and bordered on one side by a row of private cabanas that rented for an obscene amount of money per season. There was a smaller pool for families with young children, shallower and warmer, with a little fountain in the shape of a dolphin that the kids loved and that I had to unclog about once a week. And there was the adults-only pool, which was tucked behind a hedge at the far end of the pool complex, smaller and quieter, with underwater lighting that made the water glow pale blue at night. The adults-only pool was where the serious swimmers did their laps in the early morning and where the women who didn't want to be splashed by someone else's children came to lounge in the afternoons. It was my favorite of the three, partly because it was the easiest to maintain and partly because it was the quietest, a little pocket of calm in a place that could get hectic on summer weekends when every member and their guests showed up at once.

I was cleaning the filter housing on the adults-only pool one afternoon in early June when I heard someone say my name. Not "hey, you" or "excuse me" or "pool boy," which were the usual forms of address I got from members, but my actual name.

"Braxton? That's what it says on your name tag, right?"

I looked up from where I was crouched next to the equipment housing and saw a woman standing on the pool deck in a white cover-up and sandals, holding a large straw bag and a paperback book. She was in her mid-to-late forties, I guessed, with dark auburn hair cut just above her shoulders and a face that was attractive in a way that suggested she'd been beautiful when she was younger and had settled comfortably into handsome as she got older. She was smiling at me, not the polite, dismissive smile that most members gave the staff, but a real smile, curious and warm.

"Yes, ma'am," I said, standing up and wiping my hands on the rag I kept in my back pocket. "Braxton Smith."

"I'm Cynthia Ryan," she said, and she stuck her hand out, which surprised me enough that I hesitated before shaking it. Members didn't shake hands with pool technicians. That wasn't a rule anyone had written down or explained to me, it was just one of those things you learned by observation. "I've been coming to this club for twenty-three years and I don't think I've ever introduced myself to the person who takes care of the pools. That seems rude, don't you think?"

I wasn't sure if she expected an answer to that, so I just smiled and said it was nice to meet her, which was the safest response I could think of. She set her bag down on one of the lounge chairs nearest to where I was working and arranged her towel with the practiced ease of someone who'd been doing it in exactly this spot for years.

"How long have you worked here, Braxton?" she asked as she settled into the chair and opened her book, though she didn't actually look at the pages.

"Almost three years, ma'am."

"Three years," she repeated, shaking her head slightly. "And nobody's bothered to learn your name, have they?"

"Phil knows my name," I said, which made her laugh, a quick, sharp sound that I liked immediately.

"Phil Dorsey doesn't count," she said. "He knows your name because he has to sign your timesheets. I mean the members. The people you actually do all this work for."

I didn't know what to say to that because the honest answer was that none of them had, and saying so felt like it would make her feel guilty or make me sound pitiful, neither of which I wanted. So I just shrugged and told her it was no big deal, that I was here to work, not to socialize, and she gave me a look that suggested she saw right through that but was kind enough not to press the point. She went back to her book, and I went back to the filter housing, and we spent the next hour in a comfortable silence that felt unlike any interaction I'd had with a member in my time at the club.

She came back the next afternoon, and the one after that, and by the end of the week, we'd fallen into something that resembled a routine. She'd arrive around two, set up in the same chair, and read her book while I worked. She'd ask me a question every now and then, nothing too personal at first, just small talk about the weather or the pool or whether I thought the club was going to resurface the tennis courts, which had been a topic of heated debate at the last board meeting, apparently. I answered her questions politely and asked a few of my own, mostly out of a sense of reciprocity, and I learned that she'd been a member of the Straitford since she married her husband, Robert, who was something important in finance, and that she had two grown children who lived in the city, and that she was recently divorced after twenty-two years of marriage.

"He was screwing his secretary," she said on the fourth or fifth day, matter-of-factly, as if she were telling me the pool temperature. "Which is such a cliché that I almost couldn't be angry about it. Almost." She smiled, but it was a different smile than the one I'd gotten used to, thinner and more careful, and I understood that the divorce was fresher and more painful than she wanted to let on.

"I'm sorry," I said, because what else do you say to something like that?

"Don't be. He did me a favor, honestly. I just wish he'd done it ten years earlier." She paused and looked at me with that direct, appraising gaze of hers. "You're a good listener, Braxton. That's a rare quality in a man, in my experience."

I wasn't sure I was a good listener so much as I was someone who didn't have much to say in return, but I took the compliment and moved on. The truth was, I liked talking to Cynthia, or more accurately, I liked that she talked to me. She was smart and funny in a dry, self-deprecating way that I found appealing, and she treated me like an equal, which was something I hadn't experienced at the club before and which I appreciated more than she probably realized. I started to look forward to her afternoon visits, and I caught myself checking the clock around one-thirty, wondering if she'd show up, and feeling a small but unmistakable disappointment on the days she didn't.

One afternoon in late June, she arrived looking more subdued than usual. She set up her chair but didn't open her book, just sat there staring at the water with her sunglasses on, and I could tell something was wrong even though I couldn't see her eyes. I gave her some space, kept working, and waited. After about twenty minutes, she took off her sunglasses and looked at me.

"Can I ask you something personal, Braxton?"

"Sure," I said, though I felt a twinge of anxiety. I'd learned to be cautious about personal questions from people who had power over my livelihood, even people I liked.

"Where do you live?"

I told her about the room in Hicksville, the two roommates I barely knew, the bus ride that I no longer had to take since I'd bought the Civic. She listened without interrupting, which I appreciated, and when I finished, she nodded slowly, as if confirming something she'd already suspected.

"That sounds lonely," she said quietly.

"It's fine," I said, which was my default response to most observations about my life. It was fine. It wasn't great, and it wasn't what my mother had imagined for me, but it was fine. I had a job and a roof over my head and a car that mostly worked, and there were plenty of people in the world who had less than that, so I didn't feel entitled to complain.

She looked at me for a long moment, and I could see her working something out in her head, some calculation or decision that I wasn't privy to. Then she said something that I would think about for days afterward, turning it over in my mind like a coin I'd found on the ground and couldn't decide whether to keep or put back.

"I have a guest house on my property," she said. "It's small, just a bedroom and a bathroom and a little kitchen, but it's nice, and nobody's using it. My son used to stay there when he visited, but he hasn't been out in over a year, and it just sits there empty, and I hate that." She paused, and I could tell she was choosing her next words carefully. "I'd feel better having someone on the property, honestly. It's a big house for one person, and my ex-husband's name still carries weight around here, but that only goes so far when you're a woman living alone. So, if you'd consider it, the guest house is yours. No rent. Just keep an eye on the place."

I stared at her, trying to figure out if this was actually happening. People didn't offer me things. That wasn't how my life worked. My life worked on the principle that everything cost something, and most things cost more than I could afford, and here was this woman I'd known for less than a month offering me a free place to live in one of the wealthiest towns on Long Island. I wanted to say yes immediately, and that impulse, the eagerness of it, made me cautious.

"That's really generous, Mrs. Ryan," I started, and she cut me off.

"Cynthia. And it's not generous, it's practical. I need someone on the grounds, and you need a better living situation than what you've described. This works for both of us." She tilted her head and studied me. "Unless you think it would be awkward, working at the club and living on a member's property. I could understand that."

I hadn't thought about it that way, but she was right that it could look strange. The pool boy, living in a wealthy divorcée's guest house. I could already hear how Phil Dorsey would frame it if he found out, and how the other maintenance staff would talk about it when I wasn't around. But the room in Hicksville cost me almost half my paycheck every month, and the Honda needed work that I couldn't afford, and the idea of a place of my own, even a borrowed one, was so appealing that I could feel my resistance crumbling as I stood there.

"Can I think about it?" I asked because I'd learned that the only way to protect yourself from decisions you might regret was to slow down and give yourself time to see the angles you might have missed in the moment.

"Of course," she said, and she smiled that warm smile again, the one that made me feel like I mattered to someone for the first time in a very long time. "Take all the time you need."

I thought about it for two days, which was long enough to convince myself that I wasn't being reckless and short enough that the offer was still on the table. I told Cynthia I'd take her up on it, and she seemed genuinely pleased, and the following Saturday, I loaded everything I owned into the back of the Civic and drove to her house, which turned out to be a large, stately colonial on a tree-lined street about a mile from the club. The guest house was behind the main house, at the far end of a beautiful but slightly overgrown garden, as if the person who used to tend it had stopped caring or stopped being around to do so. It was exactly as she'd described it, a bedroom, a bathroom, and a small kitchen with a window that looked out onto the garden, and it was nicer than any place I'd ever lived, including the apartment above the dry cleaner where I grew up.

I set my two bags down on the bed and stood in the middle of the room and looked around, and I felt something I couldn't immediately name, a loosening in my chest, a quiet settling, like putting down something heavy that you've been carrying so long you'd forgotten it had weight. I'd been on my own since I was eighteen, making decisions alone, solving problems alone, lying awake at night alone, and the simple fact that someone had noticed my situation and done something about it, without being asked, without expecting anything in return, hit me harder than I expected. I sat on the edge of the bed and put my hands on my knees and took a breath and told myself to hold it together, because I had learned a long time ago that gratitude could tip into something darker if you let it, and I couldn't afford to let it. Not here, not now, not when things were finally, tentatively, looking up.

Cynthia knocked on the door a few minutes later, holding a bottle of wine and two glasses.

"Welcome home," she said.

And for the first time in four years, the word didn't feel like a lie.


Chapter 2

The Guest House

I settled into the guest house faster than I expected, which probably says more about how little I had to settle with than anything else. Two bags of clothes, a box of paperbacks, a framed photo of my mother that I set on the nightstand next to the bed, and that was it. The whole move took less than fifteen minutes if you didn't count the drive from Hicksville, and by the time I'd put everything away and taken a shower in a bathroom that was cleaner and better lit than any I'd used in recent memory, I felt a strange displacement, as if I'd wandered onto someone else's movie set and hadn't been told to leave yet.

Cynthia invited me to dinner that first night. I almost said no out of reflex, because my instinct when people offered me things was still to decline, to keep the ledger balanced, to avoid owing anyone more than I could pay back. But she'd already opened the wine, and her kitchen smelled like garlic and olive oil, and she was standing in the doorway of the main house with a glass in each hand, and saying no to all of that would have required a kind of stubbornness that I couldn't justify, even to myself.

"You cook?" I asked as I followed her inside, looking around the kitchen, which was roughly the size of the entire apartment I'd grown up in. There was a big island in the middle with a marble top, and copper pots hanging from a rack above it, and a stove with more burners than I could imagine needing for any meal that didn't involve feeding a small army.

"I'm learning to," she said, handing me a glass. "Robert never wanted me to cook. He said that's what restaurants were for, and caterers, and the club dining room. So I never really did, not for twenty-two years, and now that I'm on my own I've decided it's ridiculous that a grown woman can't make dinner for herself." She paused and gave me a look that was half amusement, half warning. "I should tell you that I'm not very good at it yet, so if whatever I'm making tonight is terrible, you have to promise to be honest with me. I can't improve if people lie to me about my cooking."

"I promise," I said, though I had no intention of telling her anything was terrible, even if it was. I'd eaten cold cereal for dinner enough times in my life that almost anything home-cooked was going to seem like a revelation.

She'd made pasta with a red sauce that she said was from a recipe she'd found online, and it was actually good, better than she seemed to think it was, though she kept apologizing for the sauce being too thin and the pasta being slightly overcooked. We sat at a table in a room she called the breakfast nook, which was a windowed alcove off the kitchen that looked out onto the garden and the guest house beyond it, and we ate and drank wine and talked for almost two hours. I can't remember the last time I talked to anyone for two hours. Maybe never.

"So tell me about your mother," Cynthia said after we'd covered the safe topics, the club, the weather, the neighbor's dog that barked at night, and the way the garden had gone to seed since her landscaper quit. She said it gently, not like someone prying but like someone who actually wanted to know, and I found that I wanted to tell her, which was unusual for me. I didn't talk about my mother with anyone, partly because I didn't have anyone to talk to and partly because talking about her made her death feel recent again, and I'd worked hard to get past that.

"Her name was Sandra," I said, and even that much felt like opening a door I usually kept closed. "She was a nurse. She worked at the hospital in Syosset, mostly night shifts, because they paid better. She slept during the day while I was at school, then she'd be up when I got home, make dinner, help me with my homework, and then go back to work. She did that for years, and I don't know how, honestly. I was tired just watching her."

"She sounds like a remarkable person," Cynthia said, and I could tell she meant it, not in the polite way people say things about the dead but in a way that suggested she recognized something in my mother's life that resonated with her own, though I couldn't imagine what that might be, given how different their circumstances were.

"She was," I said. "She had this plan for me, this whole roadmap she'd worked out in her head. I was going to go to community college and then transfer to a four-year school, and I was going to get a degree in something practical, engineering or accounting or something like that, and I was going to have a good job and a nice house and all the things she never had. She talked about it like it was already decided, like it was a fact about the future, and I believed her because she was my mother and she'd never been wrong about anything important."

"And then she got sick," Cynthia said softly.

"And then she got sick," I repeated. "Pancreatic cancer. They caught it late, which is apparently what happens with pancreatic cancer most of the time, and she went from being tired all the time to being in the hospital to being dead in about four months. I was seventeen." I took a sip of wine and realized I'd almost finished the glass, which was not like me. I'm not much of a drinker, never have been, partly because I saw what alcohol did to some of the guys my mother worked with at the hospital and partly because I couldn't afford the habit. But the wine was good, and the conversation was the kind that made you want to hold on to something, so I drank.

Cynthia refilled my glass without asking, which I appreciated. "I'm sorry, Braxton," she said. "I know that's an inadequate thing to say, but I mean it."

"I know you do." I looked at her across the table, this woman I barely knew who was feeding me dinner and listening to me talk about my dead mother in her beautiful kitchen, and I felt a rush of something that wasn't quite gratitude and wasn't quite affection but was in the neighborhood of both. "Can I ask you something?"

"Anything."

"Why are you doing this? The guest house, the dinner, all of it. You don't know me. You've known me for a month, and most of that was just you talking to me while I cleaned pool filters. I'm not complaining, believe me, I just don't understand it."

She didn't answer right away, and I respected her for that, for not having a rehearsed response ready to deploy. She picked up her wine glass and held it without drinking, turning it slowly in her fingers, and I watched her think about my question with an expression that was open and unguarded in a way that most people's faces aren't, at least not around me.

"Because I'm lonely," she said finally. "That's the honest answer, and I'm not going to dress it up. Robert left me a year ago for a woman half my age, which is humiliating in ways I'm still discovering, and my kids are in the city living their own lives, and my friends at the club, the ones I thought were my friends, have mostly sided with Robert because he's the one with the money and the connections and the social standing, and I'm just the ex-wife who got the house but not much else. Not much else that matters to those people, anyway." She took a sip of wine and set the glass down carefully. "So when I saw you at the pool, this kid who was working hard and not complaining and not asking anyone for anything, I thought, there's someone who might understand what it's like to be on your own. And I wanted to talk to you. That's all. It's not more complicated than that."

I nodded, because I did understand, and because her honesty deserved something more than a polite acknowledgment but I wasn't sure what to offer. I'd spent most of my life feeling lonely without calling it that, because naming it would have made it too real, and hearing her use the word so plainly was like hearing someone describe a condition I hadn't known had a name.

"Thank you for telling me that," I said, and she smiled, and it was a grateful smile, as if she'd been carrying that confession around for a while and was relieved to have set it down.

We fell into a rhythm after that. She'd invite me to dinner most evenings, not every evening, because I think she was careful about not making it feel like an obligation. I'd come over and she'd cook something from a new recipe she'd found, and we'd eat and drink wine and talk. I learned more about her life in those first few weeks than I'd learned about anyone in years.

She told me about meeting Robert at a charity gala when she was twenty-four and he was thirty-one, about the wedding at the Straitford that was still talked about by longtime members, about the early years of their marriage when they were happy or at least she thought they were happy, which she now realized might not be the same thing. She told me about her children, Daniel and Sophie, both in their twenties, both navigating that post-college uncertainty that I recognized from a very different vantage point. She told me about discovering Robert's affair, not through dramatic evidence like lipstick on a collar or a suspicious credit card charge, but through the slow accumulation of small changes in his behavior, later nights, quieter mornings, a politeness that replaced the easy familiarity she'd taken for granted, until one day she just knew, the way you know when it's going to rain even before you see the clouds.

"I confronted him," she said one evening, about three weeks into our dinner routine. "I thought he'd deny it, or at least try to explain, but he just sat there at this table, right where you're sitting, and he said, 'I'm sorry, Cyn, it just happened.' As if he'd spilled coffee on the rug." She laughed, but it was a brittle laugh, the kind that was one degree away from something else entirely. "Twenty-two years, and that's the best he could do. 'It just happened.' Like he tripped and fell into a twenty-six-year-old analyst at his firm."

"That's a terrible thing to say to someone," I offered, not because it was profound but because I felt like I needed to say something, and the truth seemed like the right choice.

"The terrible part wasn't what he said," Cynthia replied, leaning back in her chair and looking at me with that direct gaze of hers that I'd come to understand was her way of testing whether people could handle the real version of her. "The terrible part was that I wasn't surprised. I think I'd known for a long time, maybe years, and I just didn't want to deal with it, because dealing with it meant blowing up my entire life, and I wasn't ready for that. So I let it go on, and he let it go on, and eventually it went on long enough that the marriage was already over by the time we got around to admitting it."

I thought about that for a moment, about how people can live inside a situation they know is wrong because the alternative seems too big and too frightening to face, and I recognized the pattern from my own life, not with a spouse, obviously, but with the way I'd stayed in Hicksville for too long, in that room with roommates I didn't know, working a job that was going nowhere, because the discomfort of the familiar was less scary than the uncertainty of change. I didn't say any of this to Cynthia, because I wasn't sure my small-scale version of the same problem would mean anything to her, but I understood her better than she might have expected.

"Do you miss him?" I asked, and she considered the question with the seriousness it deserved.

"I miss having someone in the house," she said after a while. "I miss the sound of another person moving around in the morning, the coffee maker going, the shower running. I miss knowing someone was going to walk through the door at the end of the day. But do I miss Robert, specifically? The man he turned out to be, as opposed to the man I thought I married?" She shook her head slowly. "No. I don't miss him. I miss the idea of him, and I miss the life I thought we had, but that life was at least partly a fiction, and you can't miss something that never really existed."

That was the moment I realized that Cynthia Ryan was considerably smarter and more self-aware than I'd given her credit for, which was already a lot. She had a way of articulating things that I felt but couldn't express, a precision with emotional language that I assumed came from years of thinking about her own life with a clarity that most people avoid because it's uncomfortable. I admired her for it, and I told her so, and she waved the compliment away with a modesty that I suspected was genuine.

"I've had a lot of therapy," she said with a wry smile. "That's not the same as being smart. It just means I've paid someone a lot of money to help me figure out what I already knew."

I laughed, and she laughed, and we opened another bottle of wine, which was becoming a regular occurrence. I was drinking more than I ever had in my life, not in a worrying way, just a glass or two in the evenings that I never would have had if I'd been sitting alone in my room in Hicksville staring at the wall. Cynthia drank more than I did, but she handled it well, and the wine seemed to relax her in ways that were good to see, softening the guarded quality she sometimes had when she talked about Robert or the club or the life she'd lost.

One evening in late June, about a month after I'd moved into the guest house, we were sitting on the patio behind the main house after dinner. It was one of those warm Long Island nights when the air is heavy and still and the light lasts forever, and we'd been talking about nothing in particular for a while, just the easy, wandering kind of conversation that happens between people who have run out of things they need to say and are left with the things they want to say, which are often more interesting. Cynthia was sitting in a cushioned chair with her bare feet tucked under her, and I was on the low stone wall that bordered the patio, and we were close enough that I could have reached out and touched her hand if I'd wanted to, which I realized, with a small shock, that I did want to.

"Braxton," she said, and there was something in her voice that hadn't been there before, a thinness, a tension, as if she were about to say something she'd been rehearsing in her head and wasn't sure she should actually say out loud. "I need to tell you something, and I need you to not make it weird."

"Okay," I said carefully.

"I like having you here. Not just having someone on the property, having you specifically. I like our dinners and our conversations and the way you listen to me without trying to fix everything or tell me what I should feel, and I like that you're honest with me even when it would be easier not to be. And I want you to know that I'm aware of how this looks, a divorced woman twenty-five years older than you, inviting you to live in her guest house and cooking you dinner every night. I'm not naive about how people would interpret that."

"I don't care how people interpret it," I said, and I meant it, because I didn't. The people at the club who might have an opinion about our arrangement were the same people who'd never bothered to learn my name, and their judgments meant nothing to me.

"I know you don't," she said, and she smiled, but the tension was still there, because she hadn't gotten to the part she was working up to. "What I'm trying to say, badly, is that I'm attracted to you. I've been attracted to you for a while now, and I've been telling myself it's just loneliness, just the novelty of having a man around who pays attention to me, but that's not all it is, and I owe you the truth about that, because you deserve to know where you stand with me. And I want you to know that I would never, ever put you in a position where you felt like this arrangement depended on anything other than our friendship. The guest house is yours regardless. If this makes you uncomfortable, we never have to talk about it again, and nothing changes."

She said all of this in one long, steady rush, and I could see what it cost her, the vulnerability of it, the risk. She was a woman who'd been betrayed by the person closest to her, and here she was opening herself up to a kid half her age who worked at her country club, and the courage that required was something I could appreciate even if I didn't fully understand it in the moment. I sat there on the stone wall, looked at her, and thought about what my mother would think of this situation. I honestly couldn't decide, which probably meant she would have been conflicted, too, and that felt right, because the situation was conflicting, and anyone who pretended otherwise was either lying or not paying attention.

"It doesn't make me uncomfortable," I said, and it was the truth, though maybe not the whole truth. What I felt was more complicated than comfort or discomfort, a tangled mix of flattery and desire and caution and something else that I would later identify as the beginning of real affection, the kind that grows from proximity and honesty and the small, accumulating intimacies of shared meals and long conversations and the gradual lowering of defenses that happens when two people decide, consciously or not, to let each other in.

"No?" she said, looking relieved but not entirely convinced.

"No," I said again. "And for what it's worth, it's not just loneliness. Not for me, either."

She stood up and crossed the short distance between us, and she put her hand on my cheek, and I could feel her fingers trembling slightly, and she kissed me. It was a gentle kiss, tentative, giving me room to pull away if I wanted to, and I didn't want to, so I didn't. I put my hand on her waist and kissed her back, and we stood there on the patio in the fading light for what felt like a long time, and when she finally pulled back, she was smiling, and it was the warmest smile I'd ever seen from her, and I thought that if this was a mistake, it was one I was willing to make, because it had been a very long time since anything in my life had felt this right.

"Come inside," she said quietly, and I did.


Chapter 3

Crossing the Line

That kiss on the patio was the dividing line, the before and after, though the shift that followed wasn't nearly as theatrical as you might imagine. What it actually did was dismantle a barrier I hadn't quite named, a shared fiction we'd both been maintaining: the idea that a twenty-two-year-old pool tech and a forty-seven-year-old divorcée spending every evening over wine and old wounds were just two neighbors killing time. It was friendship, sure, and it was companionship, but it was also a different kind of hunger entirely. After that night, the pretense was gone, and the absence of it felt like a physical loosening in my chest, because acting as if you don't see the thing that's sitting right across the table from you is a particular kind of exhaustion that wears you down in ways you don't realize until you finally stop.

We didn't sleep together that night. She kissed me on the patio, and I kissed her back, and then she pulled away and looked at me with an expression that was complicated in the best possible way, warm and nervous and a little bit amused, as if she couldn't quite believe what she'd just done and was deciding in real time how she felt about it. She said good night, and I said good night, and I walked back to the guest house across the garden in the dark, and I lay on my bed and stared at the ceiling and thought about what had just happened and what it meant and whether I was making a mistake, and I couldn't decide, so I eventually stopped trying and fell asleep.

The next few days were kinda strange. We had dinner together as usual, and the conversation was the same easy, wandering kind it always was, but there was something underneath it now, a current, a charge, whatever you want to call the feeling of being near someone you've kissed and wanting to kiss them again but not being sure if the moment is right. I caught her looking at me sometimes in a way that was different from before, more direct, more openly appraising, as if she'd given herself permission to look at me the way she wanted to look at me instead of the way she thought she should. And I looked at her differently, too, noticing things I'd somehow managed to overlook or file away during the weeks of dinners and conversations, the curve of her neck when she tilted her head to listen, the way she crossed her legs when she leaned back in her chair, the way her blouse fell open slightly at the collar when she bent forward to refill her wine glass. I noticed these things, and I didn't look away, and she noticed me noticing, and neither of us said anything about it, which made the noticing feel even more charged.

It was a Thursday evening, about four days after the kiss, when she finally said what I'd been waiting for her to say, or maybe what I'd been hoping she'd say, because waiting implies certainty and I wasn't certain of anything except that I wanted her to bring it up before I did, partly because I was too cautious to initiate and partly because I needed to know that whatever happened next was something she wanted, not something she felt I expected because she'd let me live in her guest house rent-free.

We were in the kitchen, cleaning up after a dinner that had been better than usual, a chicken dish she'd found in a cookbook her daughter had sent her, and she was washing the plates and I was drying them, and we were standing close together at the sink in a way that felt domestic and intimate and entirely normal, as if we'd been doing this for years instead of weeks. She handed me a plate and our fingers touched and she didn't pull her hand away, and I didn't either, and we stood there for a moment, holding the plate between us like idiots, and then she laughed, a quiet, nervous laugh that was nothing like her usual confident amusement.

"This is ridiculous," she said, still holding her end of the plate.

"What is?"

"This. Us. The way we've been tiptoeing around each other for the last four days like teenagers at a school dance." She let go of the plate and dried her hands on the dish towel and turned to face me, leaning her hip against the counter. "I'm forty-seven years old, Braxton. I'm too old to play games about this."

"About what?" I said, not because I didn't know but because I wanted to hear her say it, which was selfish, maybe, but also felt necessary, because I'd spent most of my life guessing at what people meant and getting it wrong, and I didn't want to get this wrong.

She looked at me, and I could see her making a decision, the same kind of deliberate, clear-eyed choice I'd watched her make before, when she'd told me about Robert, when she'd offered me the guest house, when she'd kissed me on the patio. Cynthia was not a woman who did things accidentally or impulsively, despite what she sometimes claimed. She thought about things, she weighed the consequences, and then she acted, and the acting was all the more powerful because you knew it was intentional.

"I want you," she said plainly. "I've been attracted to you since the week you moved in, and I've spent the last month telling myself all the reasons I shouldn't be, the age difference, the living situation, the fact that you work at the club, the fact that you're young enough to be my son, all of it. And none of those reasons are strong enough to change the way I feel. So I'm going to be honest with you, because I think we've earned that, and because I'm not interested in pretending anymore."

She paused, and I could see that she wasn't finished, that there was another part to this that mattered to her as much as the confession itself.

"But I want you to know that I will never pressure you. Not about this, not about anything. If you don't feel the same way, or if the idea of being with me is too strange or too complicated, then we go back to being friends and neighbors and nothing changes. The guest house is yours either way. Your job is safe either way. I'm not going to make this transactional, because that's not who I am, and you deserve better than that."

I set the plate down on the counter and looked at her, really looked at her, and what I saw was a woman who was scared and brave at the same time, which is not a combination you see very often, in my experience. Most people who are scared hide it, and most people who are brave don't need to be, because they've never been hurt badly enough to know what they're risking. Cynthia had been hurt, badly, by a man she'd trusted completely, and here she was putting herself out there again, with someone who had every reason not to be trusted, if you thought about it purely in terms of the power dynamics, the age gap, the economic disparity, all the ways in which our situation could be read as something other than what it was.

"It's not too strange," I said, because I wanted to start with the thing she was most afraid of. "And it's not too complicated. Or maybe it is, but I don't care, which is the same thing in practical terms."

She smiled, and I could see the tension leave her shoulders, a visible relaxation that moved through her body like a wave. "You don't have to say that just because I gave you a place to live," she said, half joking, but I could hear the real question underneath the joke, the genuine concern that she was taking advantage of someone who couldn't afford to say no.

"Cynthia," I said, and I took a step closer to her, close enough that I could feel the warmth of her body through the thin blouse she was wearing. "If I didn't want this, I'd tell you. You said yourself that I'm honest with you even when it would be easier not to be. So believe me when I say that I want this, too. I've wanted this. I've been wanting this."

She put her hand on my chest, and I could feel her fingers spread against my shirt. She looked up at me with an expression that was equal parts desire and disbelief, as if she'd expected me to let her down gently and couldn't quite process the fact that I hadn't. Then she kissed me, and it was nothing like the kiss on the patio, which had been tentative and exploratory and careful. This kiss was certain. She kissed me like she'd made up her mind and wasn't interested in second-guessing herself, and I kissed her back with the same certainty, because I had made up my mind, too, somewhere in the last few days without realizing it, and the relief of acting on it was so intense that I felt almost dizzy.

We moved from the kitchen to the hallway to the stairs, and I remember the strangeness of climbing the staircase in her house for the first time, the framed family photos on the wall that I tried not to look at, the runner carpet under my bare feet, the sound of her breathing ahead of me as she led me by the hand to her bedroom. The bedroom was large and decorated in a style I would later learn was called transitional, meaning it was neither old-fashioned nor modern but somewhere in between, like Cynthia herself. The bed was king-sized with a white duvet, and the windows faced the back garden. The curtains were open, and the last of the evening light was coming through them in a way that made the room glow.

She turned to face me at the foot of the bed, and I could see that the courage she'd shown in the kitchen was still holding but that there was nervousness there, too, a vulnerability that she was trying to manage without hiding, because she'd committed to being honest and she wasn't going to stop now. She reached for the top button of her blouse, and her fingers hesitated, and I understood what that hesitation was about. She was a beautiful woman, but she was also a woman in her late forties who'd been left by her husband for someone twenty years younger, and the insecurity that kind of betrayal creates doesn't go away just because you've decided to be brave.

I reached out and took her hand away from the button and unbuttoned it myself, slowly, looking at her the entire time, and I watched the nervousness in her face give way to something else, something warmer, a kind of grateful surprise that I was not rushing, that I was paying attention, that I cared enough to go slowly. I'd had sex before, a handful of times, awkward and hurried encounters with girls from Hicksville who were as inexperienced as I was and as eager to get it over with, and I'd never understood the appeal of slowness until that moment, when I realized that slowness was a form of attention, and attention was a form of caring, and caring was what made the difference between sex that meant something and sex that was just a biological function performed in the dark.

I unbuttoned her blouse and slid it off her shoulders, and she stood there in her bra and her skirt and she was trembling slightly, and I put my hands on her waist and pulled her close and kissed her neck, and she made a sound, a quiet intake of breath that was not quite a gasp and not quite a sigh, and I felt her hands come up to the back of my head and hold me there, and I realized that she was shaking not because she was cold or scared but because it had been so long since anyone had touched her like this that her body didn't quite know how to receive it.

"You okay?" I asked quietly, my lips still against her neck.

"God, yes," she whispered, and then she laughed softly, that private laugh of hers that I was beginning to recognize as the sound she made when her own emotions caught her off guard. "I'm more than okay. Don't stop."

I didn't stop. She undressed me with a confidence that came back to her as we went, as if her body was remembering something her mind had been too bruised to let it remember, and when we were both undressed, she pulled me onto the bed and I saw her fully for the first time, and she was beautiful. Not the way a twenty-year-old is beautiful, with the unearned perfection of youth that doesn't even know enough to appreciate itself, but the way a woman who has lived in her body for nearly five decades is beautiful, with all the evidence of that living visible and unapologetic. She had curves where younger women had angles, softness where they had tautness, and a comfort in her own skin that was more attractive to me than any physical perfection could have been, because it was real, and because it was something she'd fought for and won.

She took the lead, and I let her, partly because she seemed to want to and partly because I was smart enough to recognize that a woman with twenty-five years more experience than I had probably knew things I didn't, and I was right. She was generous in bed in a way I hadn't known was possible, attentive to my responses, adjusting to what I liked without my having to tell her, and patient with the eagerness that I couldn't entirely control, because I was twenty-two and I was in bed with a woman I genuinely desired and there is only so much composure you can reasonably expect from a young man in that situation. She seemed to enjoy my eagerness, though, seemed to find it flattering rather than clumsy, and she guided me with her hands and her voice and her body in ways that made me feel not like a student being taught but like a partner being shown something wonderful.

When I was inside her, she wrapped her legs around me and pulled me deeper, and she looked up at me with her eyes open, which was something the girls I'd been with never did, and there was so much in that look, desire and tenderness and a kind of fierce joy that I could feel as much as see, and I understood in that moment that this was not just sex for her, not just a physical release or a distraction from loneliness, but an act of reclamation, a woman taking back a part of herself that her ex-husband's betrayal had made her doubt she still possessed. She moved with me, against me, finding a rhythm that built gradually and steadily, and she was vocal in a way that surprised me, not loud but communicative, telling me what she wanted, telling me what felt good, saying my name in a way that made my name sound like something worth having.

I came before she did, which embarrassed me even though I knew it was practically inevitable given my age, limited experience, and the overwhelming intensity of what I was feeling. I started to apologize, but she put her fingers on my lips and shook her head.

"Don't you dare apologize," she said, and her voice was thick and a little breathless. "That was exactly what I needed. Now stay right here."

She guided my hand between her legs and showed me how to touch her, and I paid attention the way I'd paid attention to everything she'd shown me since the day we met, and when she came a few minutes later, arching her back and gripping my arm and making a sound that I can only describe as the vocalization of relief, I felt something I'd never felt before with a woman, a sense of pride that was inseparable from affection, the satisfaction of knowing that I'd given her something she'd needed and hadn't been sure she could ask for.

We lay there afterward in the warm, quiet room, the sheets twisted around us, the light outside the windows almost gone, and we didn't speak for a while, which was fine, because some silences are more communicative than words, and this was one of them. She was on her side with her head on my shoulder, and I was on my back with my arm around her, and I could feel her heartbeat against my ribs, gradually slowing from wherever it had been to its resting pace, and I matched my breathing to hers without thinking about it, and the synchronization felt like a metaphor for something larger, though I couldn't have said what.

"How are you feeling?" she asked eventually, tracing a lazy pattern on my chest with her fingertip.

"Honestly?"

"Always."

"I feel like I'm in someone else's life," I said, and she lifted her head and looked at me, searching my face for what I meant by that, and I hurried to clarify. "In a good way. I feel like I've been watching other people have lives like this, good lives, with someone who cares about them, and wondering what that's like, and now I know. And it's better than I imagined."

She put her head back down and was quiet for a moment, and when she spoke again, her voice was softer than I'd ever heard it. "You know, I was terrified you'd say yes out of obligation. That you'd sleep with me because you felt like you owed me something."

"I don't do things out of obligation," I said. "I don't have enough going for me in my life to waste any of it on things I don't actually want."

She laughed, a real laugh, full and warm, and she kissed my shoulder. "That's either the saddest thing I've ever heard or the most honest, and I can't decide which."

"Both, probably."

We talked for hours after that, the way we always did, except that everything felt different now, more immediate, more consequential, as if the physical intimacy had unlocked a corresponding emotional intimacy that had been waiting for permission to emerge. She told me about the last years of her marriage, how Robert had stopped touching her, how the absence of physical affection had eroded her confidence in ways she was only now beginning to understand, how she'd started to wonder if she was still desirable or if that part of her life was simply over, finished at forty-five, which was a terrifying thought to sit with alone in a big house with no one to contradict it.

"You're desirable," I said, because it needed to be said and because it was true, and she smiled and pulled the sheet up to her chin in a gesture that was more girlish than anything I'd seen from her, a flash of the younger woman she'd been before life and marriage and betrayal had taught her to be guarded.

"You're sweet," she said.

"I'm honest. You said so yourself."

She looked at me for a long moment, and I watched something shift in her expression, a softening, a settling, as if she'd been holding herself at a certain distance and had decided, in that moment, to close it. "I care about you, Braxton," she said. "I want you to know that. This isn't just... I don't know what people would call this. A fling, a cougar thing, whatever the terrible word is. I actually care about you. As a person. As someone whose life I want to see get better."

I didn't say anything for a few seconds, because I was trying to manage the feeling that was rising in my chest, a pressure, an expansion, something that felt too big for the space it was trying to fill. The last person who had said anything like that to me was my mother, four years ago, and I hadn't realized until Cynthia said it how desperately I'd been waiting to hear it again, how much of my daily functioning was built on top of an absence that I'd papered over with routine and work and the stubborn refusal to acknowledge that I needed anyone.

"I care about you, too," I said, and my voice came out rougher than I intended, and she heard it, and she put her hand on my face, and I closed my eyes, and she held me like that for a while, her palm warm against my cheek, and I let her, because I was tired of pretending I didn't need this, tired of being strong and self-sufficient and alone, and she was offering me something I'd been missing for so long that I'd forgotten it was something a person could have, the simple, irreplaceable comfort of being cared for by someone who chose to care for you, not because they had to, not because biology or obligation compelled them, but because they saw you, really saw you, and decided you were worth the trouble.

I stayed in her bed that night, and I slept better than I'd slept in years, which surprised me because I'd always been a light and anxious sleeper, alert to sounds in the house, conditioned by the foster care months to never fully let my guard down. But something about her presence beside me, the warmth of her body, the sound of her breathing, the weight of her arm across my chest, quieted the part of me that was always watchful, always waiting for the next bad thing to happen, and I slept deeply and dreamlessly and woke in the morning to sunlight through the curtains and the sight of Cynthia still asleep beside me, her face relaxed and unguarded in a way I'd never seen it, and I lay there and watched her and thought about how strange life is, how the worst things that happen to you can lead, through a chain of events that no one could predict or plan, to the best things, and how the trick is to be open enough to recognize the good when it arrives, even when it arrives in a form you didn't expect and from a direction you weren't looking.


Chapter 4

Domestic

The weeks that followed were the happiest of my life, which is not a difficult bar to clear given the life I'd had up to that point, but I want to say it anyway, because happiness was something I'd stopped expecting and its arrival caught me off guard in ways I'm still trying to understand. I don't mean that every day was perfect or that we floated around in some kind of romantic haze, because we didn't, and I'd be suspicious of anyone who claimed that the early weeks of a relationship were nothing but bliss. What I mean is that for the first time since my mother died, I woke up in the morning and felt like the day ahead of me had something in it worth looking forward to, and that feeling, which most people probably take for granted, was so unfamiliar to me that it took a while to recognize it for what it was.

Our routine developed gradually, without either of us sitting down and planning it. On weekday mornings, I'd wake up in Cynthia's bed around five-thirty, early enough to get back to the guest house and shower and change before driving to the club for my six o'clock start. She'd usually still be asleep when I left, though sometimes she'd stir when I got out of bed, and she'd reach for me with her eyes still closed, and I'd lean down and kiss her forehead, and she'd make a sound that was half sigh and half protest and then roll over and go back to sleep. I liked those moments more than I probably should have, the intimacy of them, the domesticity, the sense that I was part of someone's life in a way that mattered, even if it was just the person whose absence they noticed when the bed shifted.

After work, I'd come back to the property and shower in the guest house, and by the time I crossed the garden to the main house, she'd have dinner started or at least planned, and we'd cook together or she'd cook while I sat at the kitchen island and told her about my day, which was never very interesting but she always listened as if it was. She was getting better in the kitchen, noticeably so, and she took a genuine pride in it that I found endearing, this wealthy woman who could have hired a personal chef or eaten at the club dining room every night but who was instead teaching herself to braise short ribs from a YouTube video because she wanted to make something with her own hands. I understood that impulse, the desire to prove to yourself that you're capable of more than your circumstances have required of you, and I told her so one evening when she pulled a roast chicken out of the oven that was, by any reasonable standard, excellent.

"You don't have to flatter me," she said, though I could see she was pleased.

"I'm not flattering you. It's good. My mother used to roast a chicken on Sundays when she could afford it, and yours is better than hers was, and if you ever tell anyone I said that, I'll deny it."

She laughed and pointed the carving knife at me in mock threat. "Your secret is safe with me. But I'm going to hold that compliment close to my heart for a very long time, Braxton Smith, so I hope you meant it."

"I meant it."

"Good. Now set the table. The good plates, not the everyday ones."

"Why the good plates?"

"Because I roasted a chicken that's better than your mother's, and that deserves the good plates."

I set the table with the good plates, which were white with a thin gold border and heavier than the everyday ones, and we ate the chicken with a salad and a bottle of wine that cost more than I used to spend on groceries in a week, and I thought about how strange it was that comfort could feel so foreign, that sitting at a well-set table eating a good meal with someone you cared about could feel like a luxury rather than a baseline. I wondered if I would ever stop being surprised by the ordinary decencies of a life that wasn't defined by scarcity.

On weekends, when I didn't have to work or only had a half-day at the club, Cynthia would drive us to restaurants in towns where no one from the Straitford would see us. She had a silver Mercedes SUV that she drove with the casual confidence of a woman who'd been driving expensive cars her entire adult life, and I sat in the passenger seat and watched Long Island slide past the window and tried not to think too hard about the fact that I couldn't afford to buy her a meal at any of the places she was taking me. She never made me feel bad about the money disparity, not once, but I felt it anyway, because pride is a stubborn thing and mine had been sharpened by years of not having enough.

"Let me get this one," I said at a seafood place in Port Jefferson, reaching for the check when the waiter set it on the table between us.

She gave me a look that was equal parts amusement and exasperation. "Braxton, you make fifteen dollars an hour."

"Sixteen. I got a raise."

"Congratulations. You still can't afford this lunch, and I can, and there's no reason for you to spend a week's pay on a meal when I have more money than I know what to do with. That's not charity, that's common sense."

"It feels like charity," I said, and I knew it came out more sharply than I intended, because her expression shifted from amusement to something more careful, more attentive, the look she got when she realized we were having a real conversation instead of a playful one.

"I know it does," she said, and she reached across the table and took my hand, which she rarely did in public, and the gesture was significant for that reason. "And I understand why. But I need you to hear me when I say that I'm not keeping score. I'm not buying you. This is not a transaction. I take you to lunch because I enjoy your company, I can afford a nice meal, and I want to share it with someone I care about. That's all this is."

I wanted to argue, but she was right, and arguing with someone who's right just because your ego needs to feel like it's contributing something is a waste of everyone's time, so I let it go, or I tried to, though the discomfort of being financially dependent on a woman I was sleeping with was a knot I couldn't entirely untie, not then and not for a long time afterward. It wasn't that I thought she was buying me, exactly, but I was aware that the world would see it that way if the world ever found out, and I cared about that more than I wanted to admit.

Our sex life, which I suppose I should talk about since it was a significant part of what held us together during those weeks, was better than I had any right to expect. Cynthia was patient with me in the beginning, when my enthusiasm consistently outpaced my skill, and she taught me things that I'm grateful for to this day, not through instruction, exactly, but through demonstration, through showing me what she liked by doing it to me first and then guiding my hands or my mouth to reciprocate. She was generous that way, generous in general, but especially in bed, where she seemed to take as much pleasure from giving as from receiving, which was a revelation to someone whose previous sexual experiences had been characterized primarily by mutual awkwardness and a shared eagerness to finish.

As the weeks went on, I got better, more attuned to her body, more confident in my own, more willing to slow down and pay attention to the subtle signals she gave, the change in her breathing, the way her fingers tightened on my shoulder, the slight arch of her back when I found the right angle or the right rhythm. She noticed my improvement and told me so, which was flattering but also made me slightly self-conscious, as if I were a student receiving a grade on an assignment. She must have sensed this, because she stopped commenting on it and just let our physical relationship evolve at its own pace, which was the smarter approach and one that I would have suggested myself if I'd had the self-awareness to articulate what was bothering me.

She got more adventurous as I got more comfortable. She told me what she wanted without apology or hesitation, and some of what she wanted surprised me, not because it was extreme or unusual but because I'd assumed, in my ignorance, that a woman her age would be more conservative in bed, more set in her preferences, which turned out to be a stupid assumption that she would have found insulting if I'd ever been foolish enough to voice it. She was curious and playful and sometimes demanding, and I discovered that I liked being demanded of, liked the directness of a woman who knew what she wanted and wasn't afraid to ask for it, because it removed the guesswork that had made my earlier encounters so anxious and unsatisfying.

But as much as I enjoyed the physical side of our relationship, it was the domestic side that surprised me more, because I hadn't expected to take pleasure in the mundane details of shared life. Grocery shopping with Cynthia at the farm stand in Locust Valley on Saturday mornings. Reading on the patio while she worked on a crossword puzzle. Watching a movie on the couch with her feet in my lap. These were things that other people did without thinking about them, ordinary rituals of coupledom that I'd observed from the outside my entire adult life and never participated in, and the fact that I was participating in them now, with a woman twenty-five years my senior in a house that wasn't mine in a town where I didn't belong, should have felt strange but didn't. It felt natural, which was the strangest part.

The only real tension between us during those weeks was about the club. I was careful at work, almost paranoid about keeping our relationship invisible. I didn't look at Cynthia when she came to the pool in the afternoons, didn't acknowledge her beyond the polite nod I gave every member, didn't linger near her chair or speak to her in any way that could be interpreted as familiar. She understood my caution, or said she did, but I could tell that it bothered her, the way I could switch from the man who held her in bed that morning to a stranger who barely made eye contact over the pool deck a few hours later.

"You act like I'm radioactive when we're at the club," she said one evening, and there was an edge to her voice that I hadn't heard before, something between hurt and frustration. "I came by the pool today, and you literally turned your back and walked to the equipment shed."

"The filter alarm was going off," I said, which was true but also an excuse, and we both knew it.

"The filter alarm was not going off, Braxton. You heard me say hello to Dolores Beckham, and you decided it was time to inspect something in the shed. I watched the whole thing."

I didn't say anything for a moment because she was right, and I didn't have a good defense for my behavior beyond the truth: I was scared. Scared that Phil would find out and fire me. Scared that the other staff would find out and treat me differently. Scared that the members would find out and Cynthia would become a punchline, the divorced woman sleeping with the pool boy, and that her social standing at the club, which was already diminished by the divorce, would collapse entirely, and that she would blame me for it eventually, even if she didn't intend to.

"I'm trying to protect you," I said finally.

"From what?"

"From what people will say."

She set her wine glass down and looked at me with an expression that was new to me, not angry, exactly, but fierce, a flash of the steel that she usually kept sheathed beneath her warmth and humor. "Let me tell you something about the people at that club, Braxton. They already say things about me. They've been saying things about me since Robert left me for a twenty-six-year-old, because that's what people like them do. They find the wounded person and they pick at the wound because it makes them feel better about their own miserable marriages. Dolores Beckham, the woman I was talking to today? Her husband has had three affairs that I know of, and she's stayed with him through all of them because she can't imagine a life without his money and his name. She doesn't get to judge me. None of them do."

"I know that," I said. "But I still have to work there."

She softened then, the fierceness draining out of her as quickly as it had appeared, replaced by something that looked like understanding mixed with regret. "You're right," she said quietly. "I'm sorry. I forget sometimes that the consequences aren't the same for both of us. If people find out about us, I get gossiped about. You could lose your job."

"I could find another job," I said, because I wanted her to know that I wasn't putting my paycheck above her feelings, even though we both knew that losing my job would be a serious problem for me in ways it would never be for her.

"You shouldn't have to," she said. "I'll be more careful at the club. I just... I don't want to pretend you don't exist when you're standing right in front of me. It feels dishonest, and I've had enough dishonesty to last me the rest of my life."

We left it there, and the tension dissipated, mostly, though it didn't disappear entirely, because the underlying problem, the gap between her world and mine, the fact that I was staff and she was a member, and the club's social hierarchy didn't have a category for what we were to each other, wasn't something we could resolve through conversation. It was structural, baked into the reality of our situation, and we both knew it. We chose not to let it define us, which was the best we could do.

There were quieter concerns, too, ones she shared late at night in bed or over coffee on weekend mornings when the defenses came down, and she allowed herself to be vulnerable in ways she rarely was during the day. She worried about aging, about the lines around her eyes and the softness of her body and the gray roots she covered with careful, expensive color treatments every few weeks. I told her she was beautiful, because she was, and she'd smile and wave it off, but I could see that the reassurance mattered to her, that Robert's abandonment had planted a seed of doubt about her desirability that my attention could water but not uproot. She worried about her children, Daniel and Sophie, who called less often than she wished and visited rarely, busy with their own lives in the city in the way that grown children are busy, which is to say, too busy to notice that their mother was lonely until she stopped being lonely, at which point they would almost certainly have opinions about the reason.

"I haven't told them about you," she admitted one Sunday morning, sitting cross-legged on the bed in one of my t-shirts with a coffee mug cradled in both hands.

"I wouldn't expect you to," I said, though the admission stung slightly, in a way I tried not to examine too closely.

"It's not because I'm ashamed," she added quickly, reading my face more accurately than I'd hoped. "It's because I don't want to have the conversation yet. Daniel will be protective and suspicious, and Sophie will try to be supportive, but she'll ask a lot of questions I'm not ready to answer, and I just... I want this to be ours for a while longer. Is that selfish?"

"It's practical," I said, which was the most charitable reading and probably the accurate one. "We haven't figured out what this is yet. No reason to explain it to other people before we can explain it to ourselves."

She looked at me over her coffee mug with that expression she sometimes got, a kind of startled appreciation, as if I'd said something wiser than she expected from me, which I chose not to be offended by. "When did you get so smart?" she asked.

"I've always been smart," I said. "I just haven't had anyone to be smart for."

She set the coffee down, crawled across the bed to me, and kissed me, and the kiss turned into something longer and more involved. We didn't get out of bed for another hour, which had become a common feature of our Sunday mornings and one I had no complaints about.

I was also aware, during those weeks, that Cynthia was growing dependent on me in ways that went beyond the physical. I was her primary source of companionship, her confidant, her dinner partner, her emotional anchor, and while I was grateful to fill those roles, I could see the fragility in the arrangement, the way it concentrated all her needs onto one person who was barely old enough to manage his own. She recognized it, too, to her credit, and she mentioned it once, almost in passing, as if she were thinking out loud rather than confessing.

"I should probably get out more," she said after a dinner that had turned into a three-hour conversation that had turned into us falling asleep on the couch with a movie playing to no one. "See my friends. Join a book club or something. It's not healthy, the way I've made you my entire social life."

"You're not wrong," I said carefully.

"But?"

"But there's no but. You're not wrong. You should do those things. Not because there's anything wrong with us, but because you're a person who needs more than one person in her life, and I'm a person who can't be everything for anyone, no matter how much I'd like to try."

She didn't join a book club, not then, but she did start making more of an effort with her friendships at the club, lunching with women she hadn't seen in months, playing tennis with a group on Thursday mornings, reengaging with the social life she'd withdrawn from after the divorce. I was glad she did, not because I wanted distance from her but because I could see that our relationship would be healthier if it wasn't the only thing sustaining her, and because I was beginning to understand, in a way I hadn't before, that loving someone well sometimes means encouraging them not to need you as much as they think they do.

It was on one of those Thursday afternoons when Cynthia was at the club for tennis, and I had the day off, that I saw Lori Johansen for the first time. I was sitting on the patio reading a book when I heard voices on the other side of the hedge that separated Cynthia's property from her neighbor's. A woman's low, musical voice was talking to someone I couldn't see, though from the one-sided quality of the conversation, I guessed she was on the phone. I couldn't make out the words, just the cadence, and I wouldn't have thought much about it except that the voice stopped suddenly and I looked up from my book and saw her standing at the gap in the hedge where the properties met, looking at me with an expression of mild surprise, as if she hadn't expected to find someone in Cynthia's backyard on a Thursday afternoon.

"Oh," she said. "I'm sorry, I didn't know anyone was here. I was just going to leave something on Cynthia's porch."

She was holding a glass baking dish covered in foil, wearing a white sundress, and, without qualification or exaggeration, the most beautiful woman I had ever seen in person. Not beautiful in the polished, expensive way many of the club women were, with their careful makeup, salon hair, and bodies maintained by personal trainers and dermatologists. Beautiful in a way that seemed to require no effort at all, natural and almost careless, with dark hair falling loosely past her shoulders and a face that was striking in its symmetry and softness and the large brown eyes that were looking at me now with polite curiosity and a guardedness that I recognized, because I wore the same expression when I encountered strangers in contexts where I felt I didn't belong.

"I'm Braxton," I managed. "I'm staying in Cynthia's guest house."

"Lori," she said. "I live next door." She held up the baking dish. "Cynthia lent me this a few months ago, and I keep forgetting to return it. Can I just leave it on the back steps?"

"Of course," I said, and she walked past me to the porch and set the dish on the top step and turned back, and for a moment I thought she was going to say something else, but she just smiled, a small, careful smile that didn't quite reach her eyes, and said it was nice to meet me, and walked back through the gap in the hedge and was gone.

I sat there on the patio with my book open in my lap, not reading, and I thought about the woman who had just appeared and disappeared in the space of thirty seconds, and I felt something that I couldn't ignore and couldn't pretend was anything other than what it was, a pull, a lurch, a sudden and specific interest that was different in kind from the gradual, accumulating warmth I'd developed for Cynthia over weeks of conversation and proximity. This was immediate. This was a reaction, involuntary and visceral, and it unsettled me, because I was lying in another woman's bed every night, a woman I cared about deeply and who cared about me, and I had no business feeling what I was feeling about her neighbor in a white sundress carrying a baking dish.

I told myself it was nothing, that it was just the natural response of a twenty-two-year-old man to a beautiful woman, and that it didn't mean anything, and that I'd forget about it by dinner. But I was lying to myself, and I knew it, and the knowing made the rest of the afternoon feel uneasy in a way that I couldn't quite shake, as if something had shifted in the foundation of the life I'd been building and I wasn't yet ready to look down and see the crack.


Chapter 5

Lori

I didn't mention Lori to Cynthia that evening, which, in retrospect, was the first dishonest thing I'd done since our relationship began. I don't mean that I lied, because she didn't ask me about my afternoon, and I didn't volunteer a fabricated account of it. I mean that I chose not to tell her something I knew she'd want to know, and the choosing felt deliberate in a way that simple omission doesn't, because I was aware, even as I sat across from her at dinner and listened to her talk about her tennis game and the women she'd played with, that I was withholding information, and the reason I was withholding it was that I was ashamed of my reaction to her neighbor and didn't want to see Cynthia's face when I described it.

This was new territory for me, the guilt. I'd never been in a position to feel guilty about another woman, because I'd never been in a relationship that mattered enough for outside attraction to register as a threat. My previous experiences with women had been so brief and superficial that the idea of fidelity, of owing someone your exclusive attention, had never really come up. But what I had with Cynthia was real, and because it was real, the thirty-second encounter with Lori Johansen at the gap in the hedge felt like a transgression, even though nothing had happened, even though I'd done nothing wrong by any reasonable standard, even though the entire exchange had been the kind of polite, forgettable interaction that neighbors have every day without it meaning anything at all. The problem was that it meant something to me, or rather, my reaction to it meant something, and I couldn't pretend otherwise, not to myself, no matter how effectively I could pretend to Cynthia.

I saw Lori again three days later, at the club. I was doing my afternoon check on the adults-only pool, testing chlorine levels and adjusting the flow on one of the return jets that had been running a little fast, when she came through the gate in a black one-piece swimsuit, a towel draped over her arm and a book in her hand. She didn't see me at first, or if she did, she didn't acknowledge me, which gave me a few seconds to look at her before I had to manage my expression, and I used those seconds poorly, staring at her with the kind of open, undisguised attention that I would have been embarrassed by if anyone had been watching. She was even more striking than I remembered from the backyard encounter, which I'd been telling myself I'd exaggerated in my memory, the way you do when you want to diminish something that threatens the stability of your current situation. I hadn't exaggerated. If anything, I'd underestimated.

She chose a lounge chair on the far side of the pool, away from the two other women who were sunbathing near the shallow end, and she arranged her towel, opened her book, and settled in. I went back to the return jet and tried to focus on my work, which required adjusting a valve with a wrench while crouched in an uncomfortable position next to the equipment housing, and I was aware the entire time that she was forty feet away from me, and I hated that awareness, hated the way it made me clumsy and self-conscious, hated that I kept glancing over at her when I should have been paying attention to what I was doing.

She caught me looking. I was tightening the valve, and I let my eyes drift in her direction, and she was looking right back at me, her book lowered to her lap, and our eyes met for a moment that lasted longer than it should have. She didn't smile, didn't wave, didn't look away quickly in the manner of someone who's been caught doing something they shouldn't be doing. She just looked at me, steadily, with that same guarded expression I'd seen in Cynthia's backyard, and then she went back to her book, and I went back to my valve, and my hands were shaking slightly, which was ridiculous and infuriating and completely beyond my control.

I finished my work on the return jet, gathered my tools, and was heading for the gate when she spoke. "Braxton, right?" she said, and her voice was the same voice I'd heard through the hedge, low and musical, the kind of voice that sounds like it's sharing a secret even when it's saying something ordinary.

I stopped and turned. "That's right. And you're Lori. Cynthia's neighbor."

"That's right," she echoed, with a faint smile that acknowledged the formality of the exchange without mocking it. "How are you settling in? At the guest house, I mean."

"Good, thanks. It's a nice setup."

"It is. I've always liked that little house. Cynthia's son used to have parties out there when he was in college, and the noise would carry across the hedge, and I'd lie in bed cursing him and his friends." She paused, and the faint smile became something slightly warmer, slightly more present. "It's been quiet since you moved in. So thank you for that, at least."

I laughed, because it was funny and because laughing felt safer than whatever else I might do if I stood there looking at her for too long. "I'm not much of a party person," I said.

"Neither am I. Not anymore." The warmth dimmed, just slightly, and I saw something pass across her face, a shadow, a flicker of something private and painful that she hadn't meant to let show. She covered it quickly, looking down at her book as if she'd lost her place, though I didn't think she had. "Well, it was nice to see you again. Tell Cynthia I said hello."

"I will," I said, and I left, and I walked all the way back to the maintenance building before I let myself think about what had just happened, which was nothing, which was a perfectly ordinary conversation between a club employee and a member's neighbor, and which felt, to me, like the beginning of something I had no business starting.

Over the next two weeks, I saw Lori at the club pool almost every afternoon. She came at roughly the same time, between two and three, and she always took the same chair on the far side, and she always brought a book, though I noticed that she never seemed to make much progress in it, which could have meant it was boring or could have meant she was using it as a prop, the way people sometimes hold a newspaper or a phone to signal that they want to be left alone. I didn't approach her on those afternoons, not because I wasn't tempted but because I was at work and because I was trying, with decreasing success, to respect the boundaries of my relationship with Cynthia by not actively seeking out the company of a woman I was attracted to. The fact that I was defining "respecting boundaries" as "not talking to her while still thinking about her constantly" was a sign of how poorly I was managing the situation, but I didn't see that clearly at the time.

She was the one who broke the pattern. It was a Tuesday, overcast and humid, and the pool was nearly empty, just one older man doing laps in the main pool and Lori in her usual chair at the adults-only pool. I was checking the chemical levels, which took about ten minutes and involved dipping test strips into the water at various points around the perimeter, and I was at the far end, near her chair, when she lowered her book and spoke.

"Can I ask you something?" she said, and I straightened up from the pool edge and turned to face her, trying to look like a person who wasn't nervous, which I was.

"Sure."

"How old are you?"

I wasn't expecting that, though I probably should have been, given that the age question is usually the first thing people want to know about me when they learn I'm living in Cynthia's guest house, as if my age is the key variable that will unlock the nature of our arrangement. "Twenty-two," I said.

She nodded slowly, processing this, and I couldn't tell if the information pleased her, concerned her, or meant nothing at all. "You seem older," she said. "Not in a bad way. Just... more settled than most twenty-two-year-olds I've known."

"I've had a lot of practice at being settled," I said, which was a vague answer that could have meant several things, and she seemed to understand that I wasn't being evasive so much as choosing not to elaborate, and she respected the boundary, which I appreciated.

"I'm thirty-five," she offered, unprompted, and I recognized the gesture for what it was, a reciprocal disclosure, the conversational equivalent of showing your cards after someone else has shown theirs. "In case you were wondering."

"I wasn't," I lied, and she smiled, a real smile this time, one that reached her eyes and transformed her face from beautiful to something beyond beautiful, something luminous and warm and completely disarming, and I realized that I was in trouble, that whatever defenses I'd constructed against this attraction over the past two weeks were tissue-thin and wouldn't survive many more smiles like that one.

"Liar," she said gently, and she went back to her book, and I went back to my test strips, and we spent the next twenty minutes in a silence that was comfortable and charged in equal measure, the kind of silence that exists between two people who are aware of each other in a way that goes beyond the ordinary awareness of shared space.

After that, we talked whenever she came to the pool, and the conversations grew longer and more personal as the days went on. She told me that she'd grown up in Connecticut, in a town called Darien that she described as beautiful and suffocating in roughly equal proportions. She'd gone to college at Middlebury, studied art history, and moved to New York after graduation, where she'd worked at a gallery in Chelsea until she married Tom Johansen, a partner at a consulting firm who was twelve years older than her and who swept her off her feet with a combination of intelligence, kindness, and the kind of quiet confidence that she said was rare in the men she'd dated previously.

"He was a good man," she said, and the way she said it, plainly, without embellishment or sentimentality, told me more about her grief than any elaborate eulogy could have. "We were married for six years, and we were happy for all of them, which I'm told is unusual, but it didn't feel unusual at the time. It just felt like life."

"What happened?" I asked, though I already knew the broad outlines from Cynthia, who'd mentioned that Lori's husband had died suddenly. I asked because I wanted to hear it from her, in her own words, at her own pace, and because I'd learned from my conversations with Cynthia that people sometimes need to tell their story to someone new in order to see it differently, or at least to feel less alone in it.

"Heart attack," she said, and her voice was steady but stripped of its usual music, flat and controlled in the way of someone who has said these words many times and has learned to deliver them without breaking down, though the effort of not breaking down was visible in the tightness of her jaw and the stillness of her hands in her lap. "He was forty years old. He went for a run on a Saturday morning, the way he always did, and he didn't come home. A neighbor found him on the sidewalk two blocks from our house. He was already gone by the time the ambulance arrived."

I didn't say I was sorry, because I'd learned from my own experience with loss that "I'm sorry" is the thing people say when they don't know what else to say, and while it's not the wrong thing, it's not enough, either, and sometimes it's better to say nothing and let the person feel the weight of what they've shared without immediately trying to soften it with a condolence that, however well-intentioned, can feel like a dismissal.

She seemed to appreciate the silence. She looked at me, and I held her gaze, and something passed between us that I don't have words for, or rather, I have too many words for it, and none of them are exactly right. Recognition, maybe. The sense of seeing in another person a wound that mirrors your own, not identical, because her loss and mine were different in their specifics, but similar in their consequences, the loneliness, the feeling of being unmoored, the way grief makes the ordinary world seem both unbearably vivid and completely pointless.

"Two years ago last March," she continued after a while. "And I know everyone says it gets easier with time, and maybe it does. I don't have enough experience to confirm or deny that, but I can tell you it doesn't get smaller. The loss doesn't shrink. You just build more life around it, and eventually the proportions change, and the grief is still the same size, but you're bigger, so it takes up less of you. Does that make sense?"

"It makes perfect sense," I said, and I meant it, because she'd just articulated something I'd been feeling for four years without being able to put it into words, the way my mother's death hadn't diminished or faded but had been gradually surrounded by new experiences, new relationships, new reasons to get up in the morning, until it occupied a smaller percentage of my total consciousness even though it remained, in absolute terms, exactly as large and as painful as it had been on the day it happened.

"You've lost someone, too," she said, and it wasn't a question.

"My mother. Four years ago. I was seventeen."

She closed her eyes for a moment, and when she opened them, they were brighter than before, not with tears exactly but with the effort of containing them. "God," she said softly. "Seventeen. I was thirty-three when Tom died, and I barely survived it. I can't imagine being seventeen."

"You survive because the alternative is not surviving," I said. "And once you've ruled that out, you just keep going, and eventually going becomes a habit, and then the habit becomes a life, and then one day you look around and realize that the life you've built by accident is actually not that bad, and you wonder how you got here, and the answer is that you just didn't stop."

She looked at me for a long time after I said that, and I could see her reassessing me, adjusting whatever mental model she'd constructed of the pool boy in Cynthia's guest house to accommodate the fact that I was capable of saying something that resonated with her, that I understood something about her experience that most people probably didn't, and that this understanding created a connection between us that was independent of physical attraction, though the physical attraction was certainly there, running beneath the conversation like a current beneath still water.

"You're not what I expected," she said finally.

"What did you expect?"

She tilted her head, considering the question with more seriousness than I'd intended. "I don't know. Someone simpler, I guess. Cynthia told me a little about you, that you'd had a tough time, that you were a good kid, and I pictured someone... younger, I think. Not in age but in experience. Someone who hadn't been through enough to understand what loss does to a person."

"Cynthia told you about me?" I said, and the surprise in my voice was genuine, because Cynthia hadn't mentioned talking to Lori about me, and I wondered what else she'd said, and what Lori had inferred from whatever she'd been told, and whether Lori had any idea what Cynthia and I were to each other beyond landlord and tenant.

"Just the basics," Lori said, and I thought I saw a flicker of something in her expression, an awareness, a knowing, that suggested she'd figured out more than the basics, or at least suspected more, though she was too polite or too cautious to say so. "She cares about you. That much was obvious."

"She's been very good to me," I said, which was true and also a careful deflection, a way of acknowledging the relationship without defining it, and Lori accepted the deflection with a small nod that said she understood what I was doing and wasn't going to push.

We were quiet for a few moments after that, and I realized that I'd been crouching by the pool edge for nearly half an hour, which was far longer than any chemical test required, and that if Phil Dorsey walked by and saw me talking to a member's neighbor for that long, he'd have questions I didn't want to answer. I stood up, put my test strips in my pocket, and told Lori I needed to get back to work. She said, of course, and I started to walk away, and then she said something that stopped me.

"Braxton?" I turned. She was looking at me with an expression that I couldn't quite read, something between invitation and hesitation, as if she were standing at the edge of something and deciding whether to step forward or step back. "I'm having some trouble with my kitchen faucet. It's been dripping for a week, and it's driving me crazy. I'd call a plumber, but it seems like such a small thing, and Cynthia mentioned you were handy. Would you mind taking a look at it sometime? I'd pay you, of course."

"You don't have to pay me," I said. "I can come by after work tomorrow, if that's okay."

"That would be wonderful. Thank you." She smiled again, and it was a different smile from the earlier ones, less guarded, more genuinely warm, and I felt the pull of it in my chest and knew that going to her house tomorrow was not a smart decision, that it would put me in close proximity to a woman I was struggling to keep at a professional distance, and that a smarter man, a more disciplined man, would have told her he was busy and left it at that.

But I was not a smarter man, and I was not a more disciplined man, and I wanted to see where she lived and how she lived and what her kitchen looked like and whether the faucet was really the reason she'd asked me to come over, and all of these desires felt urgent and alive and compelling in a way that prudence and loyalty could not entirely override, though they tried, and their trying was the only thing that kept me from feeling like I was already betraying Cynthia, a woman who deserved better from me than the divided attention I was giving her.

I drove home that evening with the windows down and the radio off, and I thought about Lori and about Cynthia and about the fact that I was, for the first time in my life, a person whose actions had consequences for people other than himself, and I wasn't sure I was ready for that responsibility. I'd spent so long being alone, being invisible, being the person no one thought about or depended on or cared about enough to be hurt by, that the idea of having the power to hurt two women who had done nothing but show me kindness was almost paralyzing.

Almost, but not quite, because alongside the guilt and the anxiety there was something else, something I was embarrassed to name but couldn't deny, and it was excitement, pure and selfish and undeniable, the excitement of being wanted, of being seen, of mattering to more than one person for the first time in my adult life, and I hated myself a little for feeling it, but I felt it anyway, because I was twenty-two and lonely and human, and those are three things that have never been known for their compatibility with good judgment.


Chapter 6

Open Book

I went to Lori's house the following afternoon, as promised, and fixed the faucet, which turned out to be a worn washer that took about fifteen minutes to replace. I could have been in and out in twenty minutes, including small talk, and that would have been the responsible thing to do, the thing a man with good judgment and a clear conscience would have done. Instead, I stayed for two hours, sitting at her kitchen table while she made tea and we talked about her house and her garden and the book she was reading and a dozen other things that didn't matter except that they were a reason to stay in her presence, which was all I really wanted. I knew it, and the knowing made me feel like a fraud every time I thought about Cynthia, which was pretty damn often.

Lori's house was smaller than Cynthia's but warmer in a way that had nothing to do with temperature. It felt lived in, genuinely inhabited, with books on every surface and art on the walls that she'd chosen herself rather than hired someone to select, and a kitchen that showed evidence of actual daily use, coffee rings on the counter, a cutting board with knife marks, a basket of fruit on the table that was ripe rather than decorative. I liked being there, liked the way the afternoon light came through the windows and fell across the hardwood floors, liked the quiet of it, liked the way Lori moved with an unconscious ease that told me this was a home she'd made for herself and Tom and that she'd kept going after he died because leaving it would have meant leaving the last physical space where their life had been carefree.

She walked me to the door when I finally made myself leave, and she thanked me for the faucet repair with a sincerity that was slightly more than the job warranted, and she stood in the doorway as I walked down her front path. I could feel her eyes on my back, but I didn't turn around because I was afraid of what my face would show if I looked at her in that moment, standing in her doorway in the late afternoon light, and I wasn't ready to show it, not to her and not to myself.

Cynthia was in the kitchen when I got home, cutting up vegetables for a salad, and she looked up when I came in and smiled, and the smile was the same warm, easy smile she always gave me, and the guilt I felt at seeing it was so sharp and so immediate that I almost told her everything right there: the attraction, the conversations at the pool, the two hours at Lori's kitchen table that I'd spent cataloging every detail of her face while pretending to care about a dripping faucet. But I didn't. I kissed Cynthia on the cheek and asked about her day and poured myself a glass of water and sat at the island and hated myself quietly while she told me about a phone call with Sophie and a new recipe she wanted to try for dinner.

Two more weeks went by like that, and they were the most divided weeks of my life. I spent my mornings and evenings with Cynthia, in her bed and at her table and in the comfortable domesticity we'd built together, and I spent my afternoons at the pool in a state of heightened awareness, scanning the gate for Lori, tracking her movements when she arrived, engineering reasons to be near her end of the pool so we could talk. I told myself that I was just being friendly, that there was nothing wrong with having a conversation with a woman who was my girlfriend's neighbor and who clearly needed companionship, and I almost believed it, but not quite, because the physical reaction I had to Lori's presence, the quickening pulse, the dry mouth, the inability to think clearly when she looked at me, was not the reaction of a man who was just being friendly, and I knew it.

I went to her house three more times during those two weeks, once to look at a stuck window, once to help her move a bookcase, and once because she asked if I wanted to come over for tea, no pretext at all, just an invitation that we both understood was about the pleasure of each other's company rather than any domestic task that needed performing. Each visit lasted longer than the one before, and each time I walked back to Cynthia's property afterward feeling more conflicted and more dishonest than the time before, because the gap between what I was doing and what I was telling Cynthia I was doing was growing wider, and I was running out of ways to justify it to myself.

It was Cynthia who brought it to a head, because Cynthia was perceptive in ways I consistently underestimated, and because she knew me well enough by then to notice when something was off, even when I was doing my best to hide it.

We were having dinner on a Wednesday evening, and I was quieter than usual, distracted by an afternoon conversation with Lori in which she'd told me about a trip she and Tom had taken to Italy, and the way her voice had softened and broken slightly when she described a particular evening in Florence, and the look she'd given me when she recovered, a look that said she was embarrassed to have shown that much vulnerability and grateful that I hadn't made a thing of it. I was turning that look over in my mind while Cynthia talked about something I wasn't tracking, and she stopped mid-sentence and put her fork down.

"Where are you tonight?" she asked, and her tone was curious rather than accusatory, which made it worse, because I would have found accusation easier to deal with than genuine concern.

"Sorry," I said. "Long day. I'm just tired."

She looked at me for a moment with that direct, appraising gaze of hers, the one that always made me feel like she could see through whatever I was presenting to whatever was actually going on underneath, and then she picked up her wine glass and took a sip and said, very calmly, "You've been spending time with Lori."

It wasn't a question, and the absence of a question in her voice removed any possibility of evasion. I felt the floor shift under me, not literally but in the stomach-dropping way that happens when you realize you've been caught at something and the denial you've been maintaining is about to collapse. I set my fork down and looked at her and decided, in that moment, that I owed her the truth, all of it, because she'd asked me for honesty at the beginning of whatever this was between us, and I'd agreed, and every day I'd spent concealing my feelings about Lori was a day I'd broken that agreement.

"Yes," I said. "I have."

"Yes, I know," she said, and she didn't seem angry, which confused me. "I've known for a while. Lori mentioned you'd fixed her faucet, and then her window, and then she mentioned that you'd come by for tea, and I started paying attention to the way you act when her name comes up, which is different from the way you act the rest of the time, and it wasn't hard to figure out."

"Cynthia, nothing has happened," I said, and it was true, physically at least, though I was aware even as I said it that the word "nothing" was doing a lot of work in that sentence, covering over the hours of conversation and the growing emotional intimacy and the fact that I thought about Lori more than I thought about almost anything else, which wasn't nothing, not by a long shot.

"I know that, too," she said. "If something had happened, you'd look guilty. You don't look guilty. You look conflicted, which is different, and honestly, it's a little bit adorable." She took another sip of wine and regarded me over the rim of her glass with an expression that was amused and serious in equal measure. "You're attracted to her, aren’t you?"

I opened my mouth to deny it, out of reflex, out of the stupid, instinctive dishonesty that people deploy when the truth is embarrassing, and then I closed it again, because Cynthia deserved better than that, and because lying to her face after she'd just demonstrated that she already knew the truth would have been insulting to both of us.

"Yes," I said. "I'm attracted to her. And I feel terrible about it."

"Why?"

The question surprised me, because the answer seemed obvious. "Because I'm with you. Because you've given me everything, the guest house, the dinners, the relationship, all of it, and I'm repaying you by developing… being interested in your neighbor. That's not okay, Cynthia. Any way you slice it, that's not okay."

She set her wine glass down and folded her hands on the table and looked at me with an expression I hadn't seen before, patient and a little bit sad and something else I couldn't identify, something that looked like it might be tenderness but could also have been pity, and I didn't want her pity, didn't want her feeling sorry for me because I was too young or too naive to manage my emotions like a grown man.

"Braxton," she said, "I need to tell you something, and I need you to listen to the whole thing before you react, because if you react to the first part without hearing the rest, you're going to misunderstand me, and I don't want that."

"Okay," I said cautiously.

"I'm not upset that you're attracted to Lori. I'm not jealous, and I'm not hurt, and I'm not going to ask you to stop seeing her. And before you decide that I'm just being noble or self-sacrificing, let me explain why, because my reasons are more complicated than you probably think."

She paused, and I waited, because she'd asked me to listen and I was going to listen, even though every instinct I had was telling me to interrupt and apologize and promise to stay away from Lori and do whatever I needed to do to make this right.

"When Robert left me," she began, "the thing that destroyed me wasn't the betrayal itself. It was the secrecy. The lying. The months, maybe years, of deception, of coming home to me after being with her and pretending everything was fine, of looking me in the eye and telling me he loved me while he was carrying on with someone else behind my back. That's what I can't forgive, and that's what I will never tolerate again, from anyone, for any reason."

"I understand," I said, though I wasn't sure yet where she was going.

"Good. So here's what I've been thinking about, and I've been thinking about it for longer than you might realize, because I saw the way you looked the first time you mentioned Lori, weeks ago, even before you knew you were interested in her. I saw it, and my first reaction was fear, the old, familiar terror of being left again for someone younger and more beautiful, because that's the trauma talking, and the trauma is always going to talk, no matter how much therapy I've had." She paused and took a breath, and I could see what this was costing her, the effort of being this open, this honest, about something this painful. "But after the fear passed, I thought about it rationally, and what I realized is that my fear of losing you is not a good enough reason to try to control you. Robert's affair didn't destroy our marriage because he was attracted to another woman. It destroyed our marriage because he lied about it. If he'd come to me honestly, if he'd said, 'I have feelings for someone else, and I want to talk about what that means for us,' I don't know what I would have done, but I know it would have been better than what actually happened, because at least I would have had a choice. At least I would have been treated like a partner instead of a goddamn fool."

I was starting to understand what she was saying, but I wasn't sure I believed it, because it seemed too generous, too evolved, too far from the way most people think about relationships and fidelity and the territory they believe they're entitled to claim over another person's body and heart.

"What are you saying, Cynthia?"

"I'm saying that I don't want to lose you. I care about you, Braxton, more than I expected to, more than is probably wise, and the idea of you walking out of my life makes me feel ill. But I'm also saying that I know who I am and what I can offer, and I know who Lori is and what she might offer, and I don't think those two things are necessarily in conflict." She held my gaze, steady and unflinching. "I would rather share you honestly than lose you to a secret. And I would rather be part of an unconventional arrangement that's built on truth than a conventional one that's built on pretense."

I sat there and tried to process what she was telling me, which was, if I understood her correctly, that she was willing to let me pursue a relationship with Lori as long as she wasn't excluded, as long as the honesty between us remained intact, as long as whatever happened with Lori didn't mean the end of what we had. It was, by any standard I'd grown up with, an extraordinary offer, and my first instinct was to suspect it, to look for the catch, the hidden condition, the moment when the generosity would reveal itself as a trap.

"You're not serious," I said.

"I'm completely serious."

"Cynthia, people don't do this. This isn't how relationships work."

"Says who?" She tilted her head, and there was a hint of her familiar dry amusement in her expression, a flicker of the woman who'd first introduced herself to me at the pool with a handshake and a complaint about the rudeness of the membership. "Robert and I had a conventional relationship, and it turned into a disaster. Half the marriages at the club are miserable, and the other half are held together by money and habit and the shared terror of being alone. I'm not interested in doing things the way they're supposed to be done, because the way they're supposed to be done doesn't work. I'm interested in doing things honestly, and if honesty leads somewhere unconventional, I'd rather be unconventional and happy than conventional and miserable."

"What about Lori?" I asked, because it occurred to me that we were having this conversation as if Lori were a passive participant, a variable to be managed, when in reality she was a person with her own feelings and her own grief and her own reasons for whatever she might or might not want with me. "She doesn't even know how I feel. She might not be interested. She might think this whole arrangement is insane."

"She might," Cynthia agreed. "But I know Lori, and I know how lonely she's been since Tom died, and I know that she hasn't let anyone get close to her in two years, and the fact that she's letting you come over to her house and fix things and drink tea and talk for hours tells me that she's interested in something, even if she hasn't named it yet. And as for the arrangement, well, that's a conversation the three of us would need to have, eventually, if it got to that point. I'm not proposing anything right now except honesty. Between you and me. About what you're feeling."

"I feel like I'm dreaming," I said, which was not the most articulate response but was accurate.

She laughed, and the laugh broke the tension in a way that I desperately needed, because the conversation had been so intense and so emotionally loaded that I'd forgotten to breathe normally and my chest was tight with the effort of absorbing everything she'd said. "You're not dreaming," she said. "You're just living a life that doesn't fit into the categories you were taught to think in. Welcome to being an adult, Braxton. It's messier than they tell you."

"I don't want to hurt you," I said, and I meant it with everything I had, because the thought of causing pain to this woman who had pulled me out of a rented room in Hicksville and given me a home and a relationship and a reason to believe that my life could be more than a series of small survivals was unbearable to me.

"Then don't lie to me," she said simply. "That's the only thing I'm asking. Don't lie to me, and don't sneak around behind my back, and don't make me feel like a fool the way Robert did. If you want to spend time with Lori, spend time with Lori. If something develops between you, tell me. If your feelings for me change, tell me. I can handle the truth, Braxton. I've proven that. What I can't handle is being the last one to know."

I got up from my chair and walked around the table and knelt beside her and took her hands, and I looked up at her face and saw a woman who was being braver than anyone I'd ever known, braver than I could imagine being, offering me a freedom that most people in her position would never consider, not because she didn't care but because she cared enough to put my happiness alongside her own rather than in competition with it, and I understood in that moment that what Cynthia was offering me wasn't permission to cheat or a license to wander but something much more radical, a relationship built on the belief that love doesn't have to be a zero-sum game, that caring for one person doesn't automatically mean caring less for another, and that the only thing that destroys intimacy isn't attraction or desire or even love directed at someone else but dishonesty, the slow poison of secrets and lies that eats away at the foundation until the whole structure collapses.

"I won't lie to you," I said. "I promise. Not about Lori, not about anything."

"Good," she said, and she leaned down and kissed me, and the kiss tasted like wine and like relief and like the beginning of something I didn't have a name for yet, something that was bigger and stranger and more complicated than any relationship I'd ever imagined for myself. I was terrified and grateful and excited all at once, which is a combination of emotions that I would later come to recognize as the defining feeling of that entire summer, the sense of standing at the edge of a life that was expanding in directions I couldn't predict and couldn't control and didn't entirely understand. But I was choosing to step into anyway, because the alternative, the safe, small, solitary life I'd been living before Cynthia found me at the pool, was not a life I was willing to go back to, not now, not after I'd seen what else was possible.

She poured us each another glass of wine, and we sat on the couch in her living room, and we talked until well past midnight, not about Lori specifically but about everything that surrounded her, about jealousy and possession and the stories people tell themselves about what love is supposed to look like, about Cynthia's marriage and the ways in which its failures had taught her things she could never have learned from its successes, about my own inexperience and the blank slate that came with it, the fact that I had no template for relationships and was therefore free, in a way that someone with more history might not be, to build something from scratch that didn't have to resemble anything that came before it. We talked about fear, hers and mine, and about the difference between courage and recklessness, which she said was a matter of intention, that courage is doing something scary because you've thought it through and decided it's worth the risk, while recklessness is doing something scary because you haven't thought about it at all. We talked about Lori, eventually, about her grief and her isolation and the gentle, careful way she moved through the world, as if she were afraid of bumping into something that would remind her of what she'd lost, and Cynthia said that she'd been worried about Lori for months, long before I entered the picture, and that part of what motivated her openness was the hope that Lori might find in me some of the same comfort that she herself had found.

"That's either incredibly generous or incredibly controlling," I said, and she laughed.

"Probably a little of both," she admitted. "But mostly generous, I think. I hope."

I fell asleep on the couch that night with my head in her lap, and she ran her fingers through my hair, and I thought about my mother, which I didn't expect, and about the way she used to do the same thing when I was young and couldn't sleep, and I wondered what she would make of all this, her son on a rich woman's couch in a house in Oyster Bay, in love with one woman and falling for another, living a life so far from the one she'd planned for him that she wouldn't recognize it, and I decided that she would have been confused and probably disapproving but ultimately accepting, because she was a practical woman who wanted her son to be happy, and happy was something I was beginning, against all odds and all expectations, to actually be.


Chapter 7

The Widow Next Door

Something changed in me after the conversation with Cynthia. A tension that I'd been carrying for weeks released all at once, and in its place was a calm that I didn't entirely trust, because in my experience, calm was usually the thing that preceded upheaval, the quiet before the storm, and I kept waiting for the storm to arrive.

But it didn't. What arrived instead was a kind of permission, not just Cynthia's permission, which she'd given explicitly and generously, but my own, the internal permission to stop punishing myself for wanting something that I'd been taught was wrong but that didn't feel wrong, not the way I was living it, not with these people, not in this particular configuration of need and affection and honesty that I still couldn't quite believe was my actual life.

I started going to Lori's house more often, and I stopped pretending, to myself or to anyone, that I was going there to fix things. There was nothing left to fix. The faucet worked, the window opened, the bookcase was where she wanted it, and still I showed up, two or three afternoons a week, after my shift at the club, and she let me in every time without question or comment, as if my presence in her kitchen had become a fact of her daily routine that she'd accepted without needing to examine too closely.

We drank tea. We talked. We sat on her back porch in the late afternoon and watched the shadows lengthen across her lawn, and the ease of it, the simplicity, was something I hadn't felt with anyone except Cynthia, though the quality of the ease was different, less playful, more contemplative, as if Lori and I were two people who had independently arrived at the same quiet place and were content to occupy it together without needing to fill it with activity or noise.

She told me more about Tom during those visits, in pieces, in fragments that she offered up when the moment felt right, never in the rehearsed, chronological way of someone telling a story they've told many times but in the scattered, associative way of someone remembering a life that still felt present to her, as if Tom were not gone but merely in another room, and she was speaking about him in the hushed voice you use when the person you're discussing might overhear. She told me that he used to make pancakes every Saturday morning, and that he was terrible at it, and that she ate them every time without complaint because the effort he put into them, the flour on his shirt, the batter on the ceiling from the time he flipped one too aggressively, was more nourishing than the pancakes themselves. She told me that he had a collection of jazz records that he played on a turntable in their living room, and that she'd hated jazz when they met but had come to love it because it was inseparable from him, from the way he closed his eyes and nodded along and sometimes conducted an invisible orchestra with a wooden spoon while the eggs burned on the stove.

"He sounds like a good man," I said, echoing what she'd told me weeks ago at the pool, because it felt worth repeating, and because the details she was sharing confirmed it in ways that the general statement couldn't.

"He was," she said, and her voice was steady this time, steadier than it had been the first time she'd said those words. "He was a good man who died too young, and I've spent two years being angry about that, and I'm tired of being angry, Braxton. I'm so tired of it."

"What would you rather be?" I asked, and it was a genuine question, not rhetorical, because I wanted to know what she was reaching for, what kind of life she was trying to build on the other side of her grief, if she even knew.

She thought about it for a long time, long enough that I wondered if she was going to answer at all, and when she did, her voice was quiet and careful, as if she were saying something for the first time and wanted to get it right.

"Present," she said. "I'd like to be present. I've spent two years living in the past, replaying conversations and moments and arguments and meals and all the tiny, insignificant things that make up a marriage, and I've been so busy preserving them, making sure I don't forget a single detail, that I've forgotten to actually live. I go to the club and sit by the pool and read the same page of my book fifteen times because I'm not really reading, I'm remembering, and the remembering has become a full-time job, and I don't want it to be my job anymore. I want to be here. In this afternoon. In this conversation. With you."

The last two words landed differently from the rest, weighted with an intention that I could feel even if I couldn't have articulated exactly what it was. She looked at me when she said them, and the guardedness in her expression was gone, replaced by something open and vulnerable and slightly frightened, the face of a woman who was allowing herself to want something for the first time in two years and was terrified that she'd chosen the wrong moment or the wrong person or the wrong feeling to want.

"I'm here," I said, which was not eloquent but was true, and sometimes truth is better than eloquence, and she seemed to think so, too, because she smiled, and the smile was the one I'd seen only once before, at the pool, the one that transformed her face from beautiful to luminous. I felt it hit me the way it had hit me that day, like a physical force, and I didn't look away from it, and she didn't take it back, and we sat there on her back porch in the fading light and let the moment be what it was without trying to manage or interpret or deflect it.

It was another week before she kissed me, and when she did, it was so sudden and so unexpected that I didn't have time to prepare myself for it, which was probably the point, because Lori was someone who overthought everything and who must have known that if she gave herself time to think about kissing me, she'd talk herself out of it, so she didn't give herself time. We were in her kitchen, standing at the counter, and I was telling her about something that had happened at the club that day, some minor drama involving Phil Dorsey and a malfunctioning heater in the family pool, and she was listening with what I thought was her usual attentive patience, and then she put her hand on my arm and I stopped talking and she leaned up and kissed me.

It was a brief kiss, barely more than the pressure of her lips against mine, and it lasted maybe two seconds before she pulled back and looked at me with an expression of pure panic, as if she'd just done something irreversible and was waiting to see if the consequences would be survivable.

"I'm sorry," she said immediately. "I don't know why I did that. I'm sorry. That was... I shouldn't have done that."

She was already stepping back, already retreating into the protective shell that she hid in a lot of the time, and I could see the walls going up in real time, the vulnerability shutting down, the guardedness reasserting itself, and I knew that if I let her retreat all the way, if I gave her the space she was instinctively reaching for, she would close this door and lock it and never open it again, because that was how she'd survived the last two years, by closing doors and locking them and telling herself that the rooms behind them were places she no longer needed to go.

I reached for her hand before she could pull it away completely, and I held it, gently, not pulling her toward me but not letting her go, either, giving her the choice without making the choice for her.

"Don't apologize," I said. "And don't tell me you shouldn't have done it, because you wanted to do it, and I wanted you to do it, and I'd like you to do it again, if you want to."

She stared at me, and I could see the conflict playing out on her face, the desire and the grief and the guilt and the fear all competing for dominance, and I waited, because this was her decision, and I was not going to make it for her or rush her into it or pretend that it was simpler than it was. She was a woman who had loved one man deeply and lost him, and whatever she felt for me was complicated by that loss in ways I could respect even if I couldn't fully understand, and the least I could do was stand there and hold her hand and let her figure out what she wanted without the pressure of my expectation.

"I feel like I'm betraying him," she said, and her voice cracked on the last word, and I saw her eyes fill, and the tears didn't fall but they were there, bright and present, and the sight of them did something to me that I wasn't prepared for, a tenderness so acute that it bordered on pain, the feeling of wanting to protect someone from a hurt you can't reach because it's inside them.

"You're not," I said. "You're not betraying anyone."

"You don't know that."

"I know that he loved you, based on everything you've told me. And I know that a man who loved you wouldn't want you to spend the rest of your life alone because losing him hurt too much to risk caring about someone else. That's not love. That's a prison sentence."

She laughed, a wet, broken laugh that came out alongside a tear that she wiped away with the back of her free hand, and the laugh seemed to surprise her, as if she hadn't expected to find anything funny in this moment, and the surprise loosened something in her, some knot of tension that had been holding her rigidly in place, and she took a breath, and then another, and then she stepped forward and kissed me again.

This kiss was different from the first. It was longer, slower, more deliberate, and I could feel in it the weight of everything she'd been carrying and the relief of setting some of it down. I put my arms around her, carefully, the way you hold something fragile that you're afraid of breaking, and she leaned into me, her whole body pressing against mine, and I felt her shaking, a fine tremor that ran through her from her shoulders to her hands, and I held her tighter, and the shaking didn't stop but it changed quality, became less like fear and more like release, the physical expression of a dam breaking somewhere deep inside her.

We stood in her kitchen for a long time, kissing and holding each other, and I let her set the pace, because this was not about me, not about my desire or my attraction or my twenty-two-year-old eagerness, this was about her, about what she needed and what she was ready for and how far she wanted to go on this particular evening after two years of going nowhere at all. She pulled back eventually and looked at me, and her eyes were red and her face was flushed and she was the most beautiful thing I'd ever seen.

"Stay," she said. "Please. I don't want to be alone tonight."

"Are you sure?"

"No," she said honestly. "But I'm asking anyway."

I stayed. She took my hand and led me upstairs to her bedroom, which was at the back of the house, facing the garden, and which was furnished simply, a bed with a white comforter, a dresser, a reading chair by the window, and, on the nightstand, a framed photo of a man I recognized from the smaller photos I'd seen elsewhere in the house, a tall, dark-haired man with a kind face and glasses, smiling at the camera with the easy confidence of a person who didn't know he was running out of time.

Tom. She saw me looking at the photo and didn't turn it face-down or move it, and I respected that, understood that his presence in this room was not a rebuke or a warning but simply a fact, the fact that she had loved someone before me and that he was part of the landscape of her life, as permanent and as natural as the view from the window.

She undressed herself, slowly, watching me as she did, and I could see the effort it took, not the physical effort of removing her clothes but the emotional effort of being seen, of presenting her body to someone new after years of presenting it only to one person, the vulnerability of nakedness that goes beyond the literal and into something more intimate, the exposure of yourself as someone who wants and needs and can be hurt. She was trembling again, and I undressed, too, because I wanted her to know that the vulnerability was shared, that I was not a spectator but a participant, equally exposed, equally at risk.

We lay down on the bed together, and I kissed her, and she kissed me back, and the kissing was slow and searching and punctuated by long pauses during which she would pull back and look at me, checking in, making sure this was real, making sure I was still there, and each time I met her gaze and didn't look away, and each time the reassurance seemed to give her permission to go further, to ask for more, to let her body respond to mine in ways she'd been suppressing for two years.

I touched her the way Cynthia had taught me to touch a woman, slowly, attentively, following the signals she gave with her breath and her body, and Lori responded to my touch with a sensitivity that was almost overwhelming, as if every nerve ending in her body had been dormant and was waking up all at once, and she made sounds that were quiet and involuntary and that seemed to surprise her as much as they affected me. When I moved my mouth from her neck to her collarbone to the curve of her breast, she put her hands in my hair and held me there, and I could feel her heart hammering beneath my lips, fast and urgent, and I stayed where she held me and let her decide when to let go.

When we finally came together, when I was inside her and she was looking up at me with her eyes wide and bright with tears she wasn't trying to hide anymore, I felt something I hadn't felt with anyone, not even Cynthia, a sense of gravity, of consequence, as if what we were doing mattered beyond the immediate pleasure of it, as if we were performing an act that had significance for both of us that we wouldn't fully understand until later. She moved with me slowly, finding a rhythm that was unhurried and deliberate, and she didn't close her eyes, kept them on mine the entire time, and the intimacy of that sustained gaze was almost unbearable in its intensity, because I could see everything she was feeling, the pleasure and the grief and the relief and the guilt, all of it visible and unguarded and real in a way that nothing in my life had ever been real before.

She came quietly, with a sharp intake of breath and a tightening of her whole body around mine, and then she exhaled and the tightness released and she started to cry, not sobbing, not breaking down, but a steady, silent flow of tears that ran down her temples and into her hair, and she didn't wipe them away or apologize for them or try to stop them, and I understood that these tears were not about sadness, or not only about sadness, but about the overwhelming complexity of feeling something good for the first time in two years and not knowing how to hold it alongside the loss that had preceded it.

I came soon after, and I held her, and she held me, and we lay there in the quiet of her bedroom with the last light of the evening coming through the window and her tears cooling on her skin, and I didn't say anything, because I understood, in a way that I think only someone who has known real grief can understand, that there are moments when silence is not the absence of communication but the purest form of it, and that what Lori needed from me in that moment was not words or reassurance or any of the things that well-meaning people offer when they encounter someone else's pain, but simply presence, the solid, physical fact of another person's body against hers, warm and alive and not going anywhere.

After a long time, long enough that I'd begun to think she might have fallen asleep, she spoke, and her voice was raw and quiet and stripped of all its usual careful composure. "Thank you," she said.

"Don't thank me," I said, because the idea that what had just happened was a service I'd performed for her rather than something we'd shared made me uncomfortable, and she must have heard that in my voice, because she lifted her head from my chest and looked at me.

"I'm not thanking you for the sex," she said, and there was a ghost of a smile at the corner of her mouth, the first sign of lightness she'd shown since the tears. "I'm thanking you for being patient. For letting me fall apart and not making me feel stupid about it."

"You didn't fall apart," I said. "You let something go. There's a difference."

She looked at me for a long moment, and then she put her head back on my chest and pressed herself against me, and I felt her body relax in a way it hadn't since I'd known her, a deep, thorough relaxation, as if something that had been clenched inside her for two years had finally unclenched, and the relief of it was so palpable that I could feel it through her skin, through the places where her body touched mine, a warmth that was more than physical.

"Stay tonight," she said. "I know you have to work in the morning. Stay anyway."

"I'll stay," I said.

I lay awake for a while after she fell asleep, listening to her breathing slow and deepen, feeling the weight of her head on my chest and her arm draped across my stomach, and I thought about what had just happened and what it meant. I thought about Cynthia, who was in her own bed, who had given me permission to be here, who had been generous enough to recognize that what I might find with Lori was not a threat to what I had with her but something separate and necessary, and I felt a wave of gratitude and affection for Cynthia that was so intense it surprised me, because I would have expected guilt or conflict or at least unease. Instead what I felt was an expansive warmth, as if my capacity for caring about another person had grown rather than divided, as if love, contrary to everything I'd been taught to assume about it, was not a finite resource that diminished when shared but something more elastic, more generous, more abundant than the conventional wisdom allowed.

I thought about Lori, sleeping against me, this beautiful, wounded woman who had spent two years putting up walls around her grief and who had, tonight, let me inside them, and I understood that what she'd given me was not just her body but her trust, which was harder won and more valuable, and that I had a responsibility to be worthy of it, to be honest and careful and present in the way she'd asked me to be present, here, in this afternoon, in this conversation, with her.

And I thought about myself, about the improbability of my situation, the orphaned pool boy from Hicksville lying in a dead man's bed in a beautiful house in Oyster Bay with a woman who was too good for him sleeping on his chest, and I felt something that was not pride, exactly, because I hadn't done anything to earn any of this, but gratitude, the deep, aching, almost painful gratitude of someone who has been given more than he expected and is terrified that it will be taken away, because everything good in his life has been taken away before, and the pattern is hard to unlearn, even when the evidence of the present contradicts it.

I fell asleep eventually, and I slept well, and in the morning Lori was already awake, sitting up in bed with her knees drawn to her chest, watching me with an expression that was tentative and hopeful and a little bit scared, and I reached for her hand and she took it, and we sat there for a moment, not speaking, just holding on.

"Are you okay?" I asked.

"I think so," she said. "Are you?"

"Yes," I said. "More than okay."

She smiled, and it was a new smile, one I hadn't seen before, softer and more uncertain than her usual careful warmth, the smile of a woman who is allowing herself to hope for something she isn't sure she deserves, and I recognized that smile because I'd been wearing one just like it for months, ever since Cynthia first said my name at the pool, and the recognition made me feel, for the first time, that Lori and I were not just attracted to each other but alike in some fundamental way, two people who had been broken by loss and were trying, carefully and imperfectly, to figure out what comes next.


Chapter 8

Balance

The logistics of being intimate with two women who live next door to each other are more complicated than you might imagine. I spent the first week or so after my night with Lori in a state of mild, continuous anxiety about how to manage the practical realities of an arrangement that no one had given me a manual for. Where do I sleep on a given night? Do I alternate? Do I wait to be invited? If I'm at Cynthia's for dinner and Lori calls, do I go? If I'm at Lori's in the afternoon and it gets late, do I stay or do I go back to Cynthia's because she's expecting me? These were not the kinds of questions that anyone I knew had ever had to answer, and I couldn't exactly search for advice online without feeling like a character in a situation comedy, so I did what I always do when I'm out of my depth, which is nothing, and waited for the situation to sort itself out, which it did, though not in the way I expected.

It sorted itself out because Cynthia and Lori sorted it out, between themselves, without me. I came home from work one afternoon about a week after my first night with Lori to find the two of them sitting on Cynthia's patio drinking iced tea and talking in the easy, familiar way of women who have known each other for years, which they had, though their friendship had been more neighborly acquaintance than genuine closeness before I entered the picture. They looked up when I came through the garden gate, and they both smiled at me, and the smiles were so natural and unforced that I felt my anxiety deflate like a tire with a slow leak, gradually and then all at once.

"We've been talking about you," Cynthia said, and she gestured to the empty chair between them.

"That sounds ominous," I said, sitting down and forcing myself to smile.

"It's not," Lori said, and she gave me a look that was somewhere between reassurance and amusement, and I noticed that she seemed more relaxed than I'd ever seen her, her posture loose, her expression open, as if the conversation she'd been having with Cynthia had unburdened her of something she'd been carrying. "We just thought we should figure out how this works, since you clearly have no idea."

"I have some idea," I protested, though this was not true, and they both knew it, and the look they exchanged confirmed that they'd discussed my cluelessness and found it endearing rather than disqualifying.

"Here's what we think," Cynthia said, and she leaned forward in her chair with the brisk, organized energy of a woman accustomed to running committees and charity events and households, which she was. "We're not going to schedule you like a timeshare. That's degrading for everyone. You live in my guest house, and you're welcome in my home anytime, and that doesn't change. And you're welcome at Lori's anytime she wants you there, and that's between the two of you. We're not going to keep score or count nights or compare notes on your performance."

"We might compare notes on your performance," Lori said quietly, and Cynthia laughed, and I felt my face get hot in a way that I'm sure was visible to both of them, which only made them laugh harder.

"The point is," Cynthia continued, composing herself, "we're adults. All three of us. And we can handle this like adults, without drama, without jealousy, without the kind of petty scorekeeping that ruins most relationships, conventional or otherwise. The only rule is the one I already gave you. Honesty. If something bothers you, say it. If something bothers either of us, we'll say it. And if this stops working for anyone, for any reason, we'll deal with it then. Does that sound reasonable?"

"It sounds remarkably reasonable," I said, and it did, and I was struck again, as I'd been struck many times before, by the gap between the world as I'd understood it growing up and the world as it actually was when you let go of the assumptions that had been handed to you and looked at things as they were rather than as you'd been told they should be.

"Good," Lori said. "Now go shower. You have chlorine in your hair."

And so it began, the period of my life that I think of now as the balance, though balance implies an equilibrium that I'm not sure we ever fully achieved. What we achieved was something more dynamic than balance, something closer to a continuous, improvised negotiation conducted in real time by three people who were all figuring it out as they went along and who had the good sense and the good will to extend each other the benefit of the doubt when the figuring out got messy, which it sometimes did.

My days took on a new shape. I'd work at the club from six until three or four, and then I'd come home, and the rest of the afternoon and evening would unfold according to the quiet, unspoken logic of whatever the three of us needed on any given day. Some evenings I had dinner with Cynthia and slept in her bed, and those evenings felt like the life I'd been living before Lori, comfortable and warm and grounded in the domestic routines we'd built together over months. Other evenings I'd walk through the gap in the hedge and spend the night with Lori, and those evenings felt different, quieter and more fragile, because Lori was still learning how to let someone close and the process required patience and attention that I was glad to give but that also demanded something from me emotionally that I hadn't had to give before. With Cynthia, I could relax. With Lori, I was always slightly alert, attuned to the shifts in her mood, watching for the moments when grief intruded on the present and she retreated into herself, and learning when to follow her in and when to wait outside.

The sex with each of them was different in ways that reflected who they were as people and what they needed from intimacy, which is probably obvious but was still something I was learning at the time, that sex is not a generic activity that people do in roughly the same way but an expression of personality and history and emotional need that is as specific and individual as a fingerprint.

With Cynthia, sex was playful and communicative and occasionally instructional, because she still enjoyed teaching me things and I still enjoyed learning them, and there was a lightness to our physical relationship that came from her confidence and her humor and the fact that she'd been the first and therefore occupied a particular place in my life that no one else could claim.

With Lori, sex was slower and more serious, marked by an emotional intensity that sometimes took my breath away, because for Lori, physical intimacy was inseparable from emotional vulnerability, and every time she let me touch her, she was making a decision to trust me that cost her something, and I was aware of that cost and tried to be worthy of it.

I won’t pretend that there were no difficult moments, because there were, and glossing over them would be dishonest. There was an evening, early on, when I came back from Lori's house and found Cynthia sitting alone in her kitchen with a glass of wine, and she looked at me when I walked in and her face was composed and pleasant and utterly unreadable, and I knew, the way you know things about someone you're close to without needing to be told, that she was hurt. Not devastated, not betrayed, but hurt in the quiet, contained way of a woman who had given her permission for something and was now experiencing the reality of what that permission meant.

"You okay?" I asked, and she took a sip of wine and considered the question.

"I'm working on it," she said, which I appreciated for its honesty, because a less self-aware person would have said "I'm fine" and let the resentment fester. "I'm not jealous. I want to be clear about that. What I am is... adjusting. It's one thing to tell yourself you're okay with sharing someone. It's another thing to sit here alone on a Tuesday night and know that the person you care about is a hundred yards away in someone else's bed. The intellectual understanding and the emotional experience are not the same thing, and I'm working on closing the gap."

"Do you want me to stop seeing her?" I asked, and I meant it. If Cynthia had said yes, I would have stopped, because I owed her that much, because she'd been the one who saved me and she came first, and whatever I felt for Lori, however real it was, it didn't override the debt and the devotion I owed the woman who'd pulled me out of a rented room in Hicksville and given me a life.

She must have seen that I meant it, because her expression softened, and she shook her head. "No," she said firmly. "I don't want you to stop. I want this to work, Braxton. I want it to work for all of us. I'm just having a moment, and I need you to let me have it without trying to fix it."

"Okay," I said.

"Sit with me, though," she said, and she patted the chair next to hers. "I don't want to be alone right now."

I sat with her, and we drank wine, and she talked about what she was feeling with the precise, therapeutic vocabulary that I'd come to expect from her, the product of years of self-examination and expensive counseling, and I listened, and after a while the tension eased and she leaned her head against my shoulder and sighed.

"This would be so much easier if I didn't actually like Lori," she said.

"Would it?"

"No, it would probably be harder, because then I'd have the jealousy plus the resentment of knowing you were spending time with someone I didn't like. At least this way I can tell myself that the woman you're with when you're not with me is someone I'd choose to be friends with anyway." She paused. "Which I have. Chosen to be friends with her. More than I was before. Which is strange, isn't it? That sharing you with someone has made me closer to that person rather than further away?"

"I think the word for that is compersion," I said, and she lifted her head from my shoulder and looked at me with genuine surprise.

"Where did you learn that word?"

"I read things," I said, which was true. I'd been doing some reading on the subject, late at night on my phone in the guest house, trying to understand the dynamics of what we were doing, and I'd come across the term in an article about non-monogamous relationships, and it had stuck with me because it described something I'd been feeling myself without having a name for it, the experience of finding happiness in someone else's happiness, even when that happiness is with another person.

"I'm not sure I'm there yet," she admitted. "But I'm closer than I expected to be. Ask me again in a month."

The club was another matter entirely. If my home life was an exercise in openness and negotiation, my work life was an exercise in concealment and paranoia, because the Straitford Country Club was exactly the kind of place where a pool technician living in a divorced member's guest house and sleeping with her widowed neighbor would become the most interesting piece of gossip in a decade, and the consequences of that gossip would fall almost entirely on me.

Phil Dorsey was the first to notice something was off, or at least the first to say anything about it. He called me into his office one morning, a cramped room in the maintenance building that always looked like a filing cabinet had exploded in it, and he sat behind his desk and looked at me with an expression that combined suspicion with the reluctant acknowledgment that I was good at my job and he couldn't easily replace me.

"Someone told me you're living on a member's property," he said, and the way he said it, flat and without inflection, told me that he hadn't decided yet whether this was a problem or just a piece of information he needed to manage.

"I'm renting a guest house from Mrs. Ryan," I said, which was a lie of omission so large you could drive a truck through it, but it was technically defensible, and I'd rehearsed it in my head for weeks, anticipating this exact conversation. "She offered it to me at a rate I could afford, and my old place was falling apart. That's all it is."

Phil looked at me for a long moment, and I could see him weighing the plausibility of my story against whatever he'd heard from whoever had told him, and I could see him deciding, consciously, to accept the story I'd given him, not because he believed it but because accepting it was easier than investigating it, and investigating it might lead to conclusions that would require him to act, and Phil Dorsey was, above all else, a man who preferred not to act unless absolutely necessary.

"Just keep it professional," he said finally. "Whatever your living arrangement is, when you're on club property, you're staff. Remember that."

"I always do," I said, and he dismissed me, and I went back to work with a tightness in my chest that didn't ease for the rest of the day.

The other staff were less direct but more persistent. Danny Figueroa, one of the younger groundskeepers, started making comments that were designed to seem casual but that carried a weight of insinuation that was impossible to miss. "Must be nice, having a rich lady take care of you," he said one morning while we were both in the break room, and he said it with a grin that was friendly on the surface and hostile underneath, the grin of a man who resented what he perceived as my good fortune and wanted me to know it without saying so explicitly.

"I pay rent," I said, which was the same lie I'd told Phil, and Danny raised his eyebrows in a way that said he didn't believe me but wasn't going to push it, and I poured my coffee and left the break room and told myself that Danny's opinion didn't matter, which was true in one sense and not true in another, because Danny's opinion was a proxy for the opinion of everyone at the club, staff and members alike, and their collective judgment, if it ever consolidated against me, could end my employment and with it the only income I had.

I thought a lot, during those weeks, about class. Not in the abstract, political way that people discuss class in articles and books and on television, but in the personal, grinding, daily way that it affects people like me, people who grew up without money and who work for people who have always had it, and who are reminded of the difference in a hundred small ways every day, the cars in the parking lot, the casual references to vacations and second homes and investment portfolios, the ease with which the members moved through a world that was designed for their comfort, a world in which I was part of the design, one of the mechanisms that kept the machine running smoothly, visible only when it broke down.

Cynthia and Lori were both wealthy, Cynthia through her divorce settlement and Lori through Tom's life insurance and their savings, and I was a pool technician who made sixteen dollars an hour and owned a car that was worth less than some of the handbags I saw at the club on any given Saturday. The disparity was a fact that I lived with every day and that I tried not to let define me or my relationships, but it was always there, a low hum in the background of everything I did and felt, and it shaped my sense of self in ways I wasn't always aware of until someone like Danny Figueroa made a comment that brought it into sharp focus.

I mentioned this to Cynthia one evening, the class thing, the way it made me feel small and contingent and dependent in ways that were hard to articulate without sounding ungrateful, and she listened with the careful attention she always gave to things that mattered to me, and then she said something that I've thought about many times since.

"You know what the difference is between you and the men at that club?" she said. "The ones who were born into money and married into more of it and have never worked a job that made their backs hurt or their hands rough? The difference is that you know what things cost. Not the price, the cost. What it takes to earn something, to keep something, to lose something. They don't know that, most of them, and they never will, and that's not an advantage, Braxton. That's a deficit. They walk around thinking the world owes them comfort because they've never experienced anything else, and the first time something goes wrong that money can't fix, they fall apart. You won't fall apart. You've already been through the worst, and you're still here, and you're kinder and more decent than any of them, and if they can't see that, it's their loss, not yours."

I wanted to believe her, and mostly I did, but there's a difference between believing something intellectually and feeling it in your bones, and the feeling in my bones was still that I was an imposter in a world I hadn't earned access to, tolerated because two wealthy women had decided I was worth their time, and that the tolerance could be revoked at any moment for any reason or for no reason at all. That feeling never entirely went away, not during those weeks and not for a long time afterward, but it got quieter as the weeks turned into months, muted by the accumulating evidence that what I had with Cynthia and Lori was real and not contingent on my ability to perform a version of myself that matched their social world.

The dinner happened on a Saturday in late August, at Cynthia's suggestion. She proposed it casually, over breakfast, as if it were the most natural thing in the world for the three of us to sit down together for a meal, and maybe it was, by that point, though the idea made me nervous in ways I had trouble explaining. We'd been operating in parallel tracks, my time with Cynthia and my time with Lori running alongside each other but rarely intersecting, and the prospect of bringing those tracks together at one table felt like a test of something I wasn't sure I was ready to have tested.

Cynthia cooked. She'd gotten genuinely good by then, confident enough to attempt a proper meal without the apologetic disclaimers that had accompanied her early efforts, and she made a roast with potatoes and green beans and a salad, and she set the table in the dining room rather than the breakfast nook, which signaled that she considered this an occasion, and she opened a bottle of wine that she told me was from a case Robert had left behind, which she found satisfying in a way that I understood without her having to explain.

Lori arrived at seven, and she'd dressed up slightly, not formally but with more care than she usually took, in a blue dress that I hadn't seen before and earrings that caught the light when she moved her head, and she was carrying a bouquet of flowers from her garden, which she handed to Cynthia with a smile that was warm but slightly uncertain, the smile of a woman who wants to be welcome and is pretty sure she is but would like confirmation.

"These are beautiful," Cynthia said, and she hugged Lori, and the hug was genuine and unhurried, and I watched the two of them together and felt something I didn't have a name for, a fullness, a rightness, the sense that these two women who had each given me something essential were now giving something to each other, a friendship that existed independently of me and that was, in some ways, more important than whatever they had with me, because it would outlast me if it had to, and they both knew that, and the knowing made their bond stronger rather than weaker.

We sat down, and we ate, and we talked, and the conversation was easier than I'd feared and more natural than I'd hoped, moving from the food to the club to Lori's garden to Cynthia's ongoing war with her landscaper's replacement to a book they'd both read and disagreed about to their respective childhoods, Cynthia's in Connecticut and Lori's in Darien, which turned out to be only twenty minutes apart, a coincidence they'd known about but never explored, and which led to a long and entertaining exchange about shared landmarks and mutual acquaintances and the particular breed of New England propriety they'd both been raised in and subsequently escaped.

I said less than they did, which was fine, which was right. This dinner was about the three of us, but it was also about the two of them, about establishing the terms of a friendship that would bear the weight of the arrangement we'd built, and I was smart enough to get out of the way and let them do the work of connecting with each other as people rather than as the two women who happened to be sleeping with the same man. They were funny together, funnier than either of them was with me alone, feeding off each other's humor in a way that suggested a compatibility I hadn't anticipated, and by the end of the evening they were laughing in the uncomplicated, full-bodied way that women laugh when they're genuinely enjoying each other's company, and I sat there with my wine and watched them and thought that this, this right here, this easy laughter and this warm table and these two extraordinary women who had chosen, for reasons I would never fully understand, to include me in their lives, was worth every moment of anxiety and guilt and confusion that had preceded it.

Lori left around eleven, hugging Cynthia at the door and then turning to me and kissing me on the cheek, a brief, public gesture that felt significant because it was the first time she'd touched me in front of Cynthia, and Cynthia saw it and smiled, and the smile was genuine, and I watched Lori walk through the garden toward the gap in the hedge and disappear into the darkness on her side of the property, and then I turned to Cynthia.

"That went well," I said, and she laughed softly and put her arm through mine.

"It went better than well," she said. "I think this might actually work, Braxton. I think we might actually be able to do this."

We stood in the doorway for a moment, looking out at the garden, and the night was warm and quiet, and I thought about how far I'd come from the rented room in Hicksville with the roommates I didn't know and the bus ride to a job where no one knew my name. I thought about the fragility of what we'd built, how easily it could break if any one of us lost our nerve or our honesty or our willingness to put the others first. I held that thought alongside the warmth I felt, the two coexisting without canceling each other out, because I was learning, slowly, that happiness and fear are not opposites but companions, that you can be grateful for something and terrified of losing it at the same time, and that the terror doesn't diminish the gratitude but sharpens it, makes it more vivid, more immediate, more worth paying attention to.


Chapter 9

Rachel

Rachel Adams showed up at the adults-only pool on a Monday afternoon in early September, and I knew she was going to be a problem before she opened her mouth. Not a problem in the way that Phil Dorsey was a problem, or the class dynamics at the club were a problem, or any of the other manageable complications I'd learned to navigate over the course of the summer. Rachel was different kind of problem. The kind that walks through a gate in a red bikini and aviator sunglasses and looks around the pool deck as if she's deciding whether the place deserves her presence. You watch her conduct this assessment and you think, with the clarity that only comes from genuine alarm, that your life, which has recently achieved something close to equilibrium, is about to be disrupted in ways you can’t predict or control.

She was blonde, the kind of blonde that doesn't occur in nature but that looks so good on certain women that pointing out its artificiality would be beside the point. She was twenty-nine, which I learned later, though I would have guessed anywhere from twenty-five to thirty-five, because she had the body of someone younger and the confidence of someone older, a combination that was, I'll admit, immediately and powerfully attractive. She moved with a looseness, a deliberate ease, that suggested she was aware of the effect she had on people and had made her peace with it a long time ago, the way a person who is very tall makes peace with bumping their head on things. It was just a fact of her life, and she'd stopped apologizing for it.

I was skimming the surface of the pool, which was a task I could do on autopilot after three years, and she walked past me on her way to a lounge chair and stopped. Just stopped, mid-stride, and turned and looked at me. Not a glance, not the passing acknowledgment that most members gave the staff when they gave them anything at all. A full, deliberate, unhurried assessment, starting at my face and working its way down and then back up again, conducted with the unselfconscious thoroughness of someone examining a piece of furniture they're considering buying.

"Hi there," she said.

"Good afternoon, ma'am," I said, because that was what I said to members, and she laughed, a big, unrestrained laugh that carried across the pool deck and caused one of the women sunbathing near the cabanas to look up from her magazine.

"Ma'am," she repeated, shaking her head. "Jesus. How old are you?"

"Twenty-two."

"Twenty-two. That explains the ma'am." She took off her sunglasses and hooked them on the front of her bikini top, which was a gesture that drew attention to her chest in a way that was either accidental or expertly calibrated, and I suspected the latter. Her eyes were green, sharp and amused, and they held mine with an intensity that I found both flattering and slightly intimidating. "I'm Rachel. I just joined the club. My soon-to-be-ex-husband has been a member for years, but I never came here because I couldn't stand the other members, and now I'm here because he's the one I can't stand, so the other members win by default."

"I'm Braxton," I said. "Welcome to Straitford."

"Braxton." She said my name as if she were tasting it, deciding whether she liked the flavor. "That's a good name. Unusual, but strong. Not what I'd expect from a pool boy, but I like it."

"I'm a pool technician," I said, which was a distinction that had never mattered to me before and that I wasn't sure why I was making now, except that something about Rachel made me want to assert myself in small ways, as if her energy, which was considerable, might overwhelm me if I didn't establish some kind of footing early on.

"Pool technician," she said, and the corner of her mouth twitched. "My apologies. Is there a difference?"

"About a dollar an hour."

She laughed again, that big laugh, and she pointed at me. "Funny. I like funny. Most of the men I know are about as amusing as a tax return. My husband included. Soon-to-be-ex-husband. I keep forgetting to add that part, but it's important, because if I'm going to flirt with the pool technician, I want it on the record that I'm almost single."

"Are you flirting with me?" I asked, because the directness of the question seemed to match the directness of her approach, and because pretending not to notice what she was doing would have been insulting to both of us.

"Obviously," she said. "Was I being too subtle?"

"Subtle is not the word I'd use."

"Good. I hate subtle. Subtle is what people do when they want something but don't have the guts to say so, and I have plenty of guts. Ask anyone. Ask my husband. He'd tell you that my guts were his biggest problem with me, which is ironic, because his biggest problem was that he didn't have any." She paused, and I watched her register that she was talking a lot, and then I watched her decide she didn't care. "Anyway. I'm going to sit over there and pretend to read a magazine, and if you happen to finish whatever you're doing and feel like bringing me a towel or adjusting my umbrella or performing any other service that requires you to stand near me and talk, I wouldn’t mind in the least."

She walked away before I could respond, which I think was deliberate, and she settled into her lounge chair with the practiced grace of a woman who knew how to arrange herself to maximum advantage, and I went back to skimming the pool and tried to process what had just happened.

I was attracted to her. There was no point in pretending otherwise, not to myself, not after everything I'd learned over the summer about the futility and the cost of denying what I felt. Rachel was attractive in a way that was different from both Cynthia and Lori, less elegant than Cynthia and less ethereal than Lori, more direct, more physical, more openly sexual in her energy. She radiated a kind of heat that I could feel from across the pool deck, and the combination of her body and her humor and her complete disregard for the social conventions that governed every other interaction I had at the club was, I'll admit, intoxicating. But I was also cautious, deeply cautious, because I'd spent the last several months building something fragile and valuable with two women who trusted me, and the idea of jeopardizing that for a poolside flirtation with a stranger, however appealing the stranger might be, was not something I was willing to do.

Rachel came back the next day, and the day after that, and the day after that. She always arrived in the early afternoon, always took the same chair, and always found a reason to talk to me, though the reasons grew thinner and more transparent as the days went on. On Tuesday she asked me about the water temperature. On Wednesday she asked me to recommend a restaurant in town. On Thursday she asked if I could help her apply sunscreen to her back, and I declined as politely as I could manage, and she grinned at me and said, "Worth a shot," and went back to her chair without a trace of embarrassment, which I found more attractive than the request itself.

By Friday, I understood that Rachel was not going to lose interest, and that my strategy of being polite and professional and slightly distant was not working, because she seemed to interpret distance as a challenge rather than a signal, and the more reserved I was, the more determined she became. So I decided to try a different approach, one that Cynthia had taught me to value above all others: honesty.

She was at her usual chair, and the pool was empty except for the two of us, and I walked over and stood in front of her and said, "Can we talk for a minute?"

She lowered her magazine, a copy of Vogue that I was fairly certain she hadn't actually been reading, and looked up at me. "Absolutely. Sit down."

I sat on the edge of the adjacent lounge chair, facing her, and I took a breath and said what I'd been rehearsing in my head for most of the morning. "I need to tell you something, and it's going to sound strange, and I'd appreciate it if you let me finish before you react."

"Now I'm fascinated," she said, leaning forward with her chin in her hand, her eyes bright with curiosity. "Go on."

"I'm in a relationship. Actually, I'm in two relationships. With two women who both know about each other and who are both okay with the arrangement. One of them is Cynthia Ryan, who I think you know, at least by name. The other is her neighbor, Lori Johansen. I live in Cynthia's guest house, and I've been seeing both of them since this summer, and it's not a casual thing, it's real, and I care about both of them. I'm telling you this because you've been coming to this pool every day for a week and making it very clear that you're interested in me, and I'm attracted to you, I'll be honest about that, but I'm not going to act on it without telling you the truth about my situation, because I've learned the hard way that secrecy is the thing that destroys relationships."

I stopped talking and waited for her to laugh or walk away or call me a pig or deliver some other response from the menu of reactions I'd been anticipating since I decided to have this conversation. She did none of those things. She sat there, perfectly still, looking at me with an expression that I couldn't read, and the silence stretched for long enough that I started to think I'd made a terrible mistake.

Then she said, "Two women."

"Yes."

"At the same time."

"Not at the same time, no. It's not like that. It's two separate relationships that coexist, with everyone's knowledge and consent."

"And they're okay with it. Both of them."

"They're more than okay with it. They're the ones who set the terms."

She was quiet for another moment, and I could see her processing, her sharp green eyes moving slightly as she worked through the implications of what I'd told her. Then she tilted her head and said, "You know, most guys in your position would have just slept with me and never mentioned the other women. The fact that you told me the truth is either incredibly stupid or incredibly attractive, and I haven't decided which."

"It can be both," I said, and she smiled, and the smile was different from the ones she'd been giving me all week, less performative, more genuine, as if my honesty had cracked through the surface of her flirtation and reached something real underneath.

"Cynthia Ryan," she said thoughtfully. "I know who she is. We've never really talked, but I know her. Her ex-husband was a real piece of work. My husband played golf with him a few times, and even my husband, who is not a perceptive man, thought Robert Ryan was an asshole." She paused. "Good for her, honestly. If she's found something that makes her happy after what he put her through, more power to her. And more power to you."

"So you're not horrified," I said.

"Horrified? No. Intrigued? Very." She swung her legs off the lounge chair and sat up straight, facing me fully, and her posture shifted from lounging to engaged, her whole body orienting toward me in a way that felt like the beginning of a negotiation. "Here's the thing, Braxton. I've spent too many years married to a man who was boring in the kitchen and boring in the bedroom and boring everywhere in between. The only interesting thing about him was his money, which I could have earned myself if I'd been given the chance, which I wasn't, because he wanted a wife who stayed home and looked good at dinners and didn't have opinions that were different than his. I'm done with all of that. I'm done with boring. And what you're describing is the opposite of boring."

"It's not boring," I agreed. "It's a lot of other things, but boring isn't one of them."

"I want in," she said.

"That's not up to me."

"I know it's not. It's up to Cynthia and Lori, because they were here first and they've earned the right to set the boundaries. I get that. I respect that." She looked at me with an expression that was, for the first time since I'd met her, entirely serious. "Would you be okay with me reaching out to Cynthia? Not behind your back. I'll tell you exactly what I say to her. But I think this is a conversation that should happen between women first, without you in the middle trying to manage everyone's feelings, which is what you'd do, because that's clearly what you do."

"That's what I do," I admitted, because she was right, and because the accuracy of her observation after less than a week of knowing me was both impressive and slightly unnerving. "And yes, you can reach out to Cynthia. I'll let her know to expect it."

"Perfect." She stood up and gathered her things, the magazine, the sunscreen, the straw bag. "This has been the most interesting conversation I've had in years, and I include my divorce proceedings in that comparison." She put her sunglasses on and looked down at me. "You're something else, Braxton Smith. You know that?"

"I'm beginning to figure it out," I said, and she laughed and walked away, and I sat on the lounge chair and stared at the pool and wondered what the hell had just happened to my carefully balanced life.

I told Cynthia that evening. I told her everything, the flirtation, the week of visits, the conversation by the pool, Rachel's request to reach out directly. Cynthia listened with her usual attentiveness, and when I finished, she asked me one question.

"What's she like?"

I thought about it. "Intense. Funny. Direct in a way that's almost alarming. She says exactly what she's thinking, and what she's thinking is usually something that most people would edit before saying out loud."

Cynthia nodded slowly, and something in her expression shifted, not toward jealousy or concern but toward a kind of curious recognition. "I know who she is. I've seen her around the club. She's married to Greg Adams, or she was. He's in Robert's golf foursome, or he used to be." She paused. "She's very pretty."

"She is," I said, because there was no point in lying about something Cynthia could verify by looking out the window.

"Let her call me," Cynthia said. "I'll talk to Lori, too. This should be a conversation the three of us have, without you hovering."

"I don't hover," I said.

"You hover constantly," she said. "It's one of your more endearing qualities, but in this case, it would be counterproductive. Go to the guest house. Read a book. Let us handle this."

So I went to the guest house and read a book, or tried to. What I actually did was sit on the bed with the book open in my lap and stare at the wall and listen for sounds from the main house, which was ridiculous, since the guest house was too far away to hear anything short of an explosion, but anxiety makes you do ridiculous things, and I was anxious. I was anxious because what was happening felt like a pivot point, a moment when the arrangement that had been working for three people was being tested by the potential addition of a fourth, and I had no idea whether the thing we'd built could bear the additional weight or whether it would collapse under the strain.

Cynthia knocked on the guest house door around nine-thirty, two and a half hours after I'd retreated. I opened it, and she was standing there with Lori, and they were both holding glasses of wine, and their expressions were identical, a kind of conspiratorial amusement that I found both reassuring and slightly terrifying.

"Well?" I said.

"She's delightful," Cynthia said, coming inside and sitting on the edge of my bed. "She's brash and she talks too much and she's exactly the kind of woman I would have avoided at a club event, and I absolutely adore her."

I looked at Lori, who was leaning against the doorframe with her wine glass. "What she said," Lori confirmed. "Rachel is... a lot. But she's a lot in a good way. She's honest, and she's direct, and she doesn't play games, and after an hour of talking to her, I felt like I'd known her for years."

"So what does this mean?" I asked, and I could hear the caution in my own voice, the part of me that still expected good things to fall apart because that's what good things had always done in my experience.

Cynthia and Lori exchanged a glance, and something passed between them, some shared understanding that they'd arrived at during their conversation with Rachel, and Cynthia turned to me and said, "It means that if you want to see Rachel, you can see Rachel. The same rules apply. Honesty, communication, no sneaking around, no scorekeeping. And she understands all of that. We were very clear, and she was very receptive."

"She was more than receptive," Lori added. "She said, and I'm quoting, 'I just want to have fun and be honest about it, and if you three have figured out how to do that, I want to learn.'"

"That sounds like Rachel," I said, and despite my caution, despite the part of me that was cataloging all the ways this could go wrong, I felt something open up inside me, a warmth that was part gratitude and part disbelief and part the simple, animal thrill of being wanted by three women who had independently decided, after a conversation I wasn't part of, that I was worth sharing.

Rachel called me the next morning. "So I hear I've been approved," she said, and I could hear the grin in her voice. "When are you free?"

"Tonight," I said, before I could stop myself.

"Tonight it is. Come to my place. I'll text you the address. Don't bring anything. Don't be nervous. And don't be late."

I was none of those things. I showed up at her apartment at seven, an upscale rental in a converted Victorian near the harbor that she'd taken after leaving Greg, and she opened the door in a black dress that was shorter and tighter than anything I'd seen her wear at the club. She looked at me and said, "Get in here," and pulled me inside by the front of my shirt.

Rachel kissed the way she did everything else, with total commitment and zero hesitation. She had me against the wall of her hallway before I'd even registered that the door was closed behind me, her hands on my face, her body pressed against mine, her mouth hungry and insistent and completely devoid of the tentativeness that had characterized my first kisses with both Cynthia and Lori. There was no negotiation, no careful preamble, no emotional processing. There was just want, pure and immediate, and she communicated it with a clarity that left no room for ambiguity.

"I've been thinking about this all week," she said against my mouth. "Every time I saw you at that pool with your little test strips and your serious face, I wanted to drag you into one of those cabanas and do terrible things to you."

"Define terrible," I said.

She laughed and bit my lower lip and said, "You'll find out."

We barely made it to the bedroom. We left a trail of clothing from the hallway to her room, and by the time we got to the bed, I'd already learned several things about Rachel that I hadn't known before. That she was aggressive and vocal and uninhibited in ways I hadn't encountered, that she found my relative inexperience amusing rather than disappointing, and that she had absolutely no interest in going slow.

"Don't be gentle," she told me, pulling me on top of her. "I've had seven years of gentle. Gentle is the last thing I need."

So I wasn't gentle. I was rough in ways I hadn't been with either Cynthia or Lori, because neither of them had asked for it and Rachel was asking for it explicitly, with her words and her hands and the way she moved under me, urging me faster and harder with a directness that was liberating in its simplicity. There was no subtext with Rachel, no layers of meaning to decode, no emotional complexity to navigate. She wanted what she wanted and she told me what she wanted and I gave it to her, and the straightforwardness of the exchange was a revelation, because I hadn't realized how much emotional energy I'd been spending with Cynthia and Lori, how much of my attention went toward reading their moods and managing their feelings and being sensitive to their histories, until I was with a woman who required none of that, who just wanted to fuck and laugh and feel good without a backstory.

She was loud. Loud enough that I briefly worried about the neighbors, though she didn't seem concerned, and her lack of concern was infectious. She talked during sex, not in the communicative, directive way that Cynthia did, and not in the quiet, vulnerable way that Lori did, but in a running commentary that was part narration, part encouragement, and part comedy, and I found myself laughing at one point, actually laughing while inside her, which had never happened to me before and which she seemed to take as the highest possible compliment.

"See?" she said afterward, lying on her back with her hair fanned out across the pillow, breathing hard, her body gleaming with sweat. "That's what sex is supposed to be. Fun. Remember fun? I barely do. Seven years of missionary with a man who thought foreplay was asking if I was in the mood. Jesus Christ."

"I take it Greg wasn't adventurous," I said, lying next to her and staring at the ceiling with the slightly dazed expression of a man whose world has just been rearranged.

"Greg thought adventure was ordering a different wine at dinner. Greg thought spontaneity was playing a different golf course. Greg was a boneheaded mistake that I made when I was twenty-two because he was tall and rich and my mother approved of him, and if I never hear his name again it will be too soon." She rolled onto her side and propped herself up on her elbow and looked at me. "You, on the other hand. You I could get used to."

"You just met me."

"I know. And I've already had more fun with you in one evening than I had with Greg in seven years of marriage. That's either very flattering to you or very depressing about my marriage. Probably both." She traced a line down my chest with her fingernail. "How do you do it? The three-women thing. Doesn't it get exhausting?"

"Sometimes," I admitted, because it did. "But mostly it just feels like... a lot of caring about people. Which is new for me. I spent most of my life not having anyone to care about, so having three people feels less like a burden and more like something I didn't know I was missing."

She looked at me, and something shifted in her expression, the playfulness dimming slightly to make room for something more earnest, a flash of the real person behind the performance. "That's actually sweet," she said, and her voice was softer than I'd heard it, stripped of its usual theatrical energy. "Don't tell anyone I said that. I have a reputation."

"Your secret is safe," I said.

She kissed me, gently this time, a brief, soft kiss that felt more intimate than anything we'd done in the previous hour, and then she pulled back and the grin returned and the softness was gone and she was Rachel again, full volume, full wattage, radiating the chaotic, joyful energy that I was beginning to understand was both her armor and her authentic self, indistinguishable from each other because she'd been wearing the armor so long it had fused with the skin underneath.

"Stay the night," she said. "I'll make breakfast. Fair warning, I'm a terrible cook."

"I've heard that before," I said, thinking of Cynthia's early attempts, and Rachel raised an eyebrow.

"Oh, I'm worse than whoever you're thinking of. I burned cereal once. Don't ask me how."

I stayed. I ate the breakfast, which was scrambled eggs that were slightly blackened and toast that was definitively so, and I drank the coffee, which was the one thing she made competently, and I sat at her small kitchen table in my boxers while she walked around in my t-shirt and talked without pause about her marriage, her separation, her lawyer, her mother who wouldn't stop calling, her plan to get a real estate license because she was tired of depending on men for money, and the six dogs she wanted to adopt once she had a house with a yard. I listened to all of it with the pleasant exhaustion of a man who has been run over by something wonderful and is content to lie in the road for a while longer.

I drove back to Cynthia's later that morning. I parked the Honda in its usual spot and walked across the garden and saw Cynthia on the patio with her coffee, and she looked at me with an expression of knowing amusement.

"How was it?" she asked.

"Exhausting," I said honestly.

She laughed. "I had a feeling. Rachel strikes me as the exhausting type."

"She is," I said. "In the best possible way."

Cynthia patted the chair beside her. "Sit down. Tell me everything. Well, not everything. But enough."

I sat down, and I told her enough, and she listened, and she laughed at the parts that were funny and nodded at the parts that were serious, and when I finished, she reached over and squeezed my hand.

"You're happy," she said. It wasn't a question.

"I'm happy," I confirmed.

"Good," she said. "Then I'm happy."

And the thing is, she was. I could see it in her face, in the steadiness of her gaze and the absence of the tension I'd watched her manage so carefully during the early days of my relationship with Lori. She'd grown into this, grown past the fear and the insecurity and the old trauma of Robert's betrayal, and what was left was something I hadn't expected to find in a woman whose husband had destroyed her trust in men. What was left was generosity. Not the performative generosity of someone who's trying to prove a point, but the real kind, the kind that comes from a person who has decided that love is not a competition and that another person's happiness does not diminish her own.

She'd told me the word for it once. Compersion. I was seeing it now, in real time, in the face of a woman I loved, and it was one of the most remarkable things I'd ever witnessed.


Chapter 10

The Lucky Man

October came in cool and gray, the way it does on Long Island, the summer light giving way to something thinner and cooler. The club began its slow annual contraction, the pools closing one by one, the lounge chairs stacked and covered, the cabanas locked until Memorial Day. I drained the family pool first, then the adults-only pool, and finally the big one, the Olympic, and I watched the water recede down the walls and thought about how different my life was from the last time I'd performed this exact task, a year ago, when I was sleeping in a rented room and eating cereal for dinner and didn't know any of the three women who now occupied the center of my existence.

Phil Dorsey put me on winter maintenance, which meant less pool work and more general upkeep, painting, repairs, helping the grounds crew with leaf removal and drainage. The hours were shorter and the days were quieter, and I found that I missed the rhythm of the pool season, the early mornings and the chemical checks and the afternoon sun and the particular quality of light on water that I'd come to associate, without intending to, with the women who'd appeared at the pool's edge and changed everything. But the shorter days had their own appeal, because they meant more time in the evenings, and more time in the evenings meant more time with Cynthia and Lori and Rachel, each of whom had, by October, carved out a distinct and essential space in my life that I couldn't imagine being without.

A Sunday morning with Cynthia. We were in her kitchen, late, neither of us dressed, and she was making omelets with a competence that would have been unthinkable four months ago. Her old-fashioned stereo was playing something acoustic that she liked, and she was humming along while she cooked, and I was sitting at the island with coffee, watching her, which was one of my favorite things to do and which she pretended to find annoying but secretly enjoyed. I knew she enjoyed it because she performed slightly when she knew I was watching, adding a little flourish to the way she flipped the omelet, standing a little straighter, moving with a self-consciousness that was charming precisely because she was usually so unselfconscious.

"Stop staring at me," she said without turning around.

"I'm not staring. I'm observing. There's a difference."

"There isn't." She slid the omelet onto a plate and brought it to me and kissed the top of my head as she set it down. "Eat."

I ate. The omelet was good. She sat across from me with her own plate and her own coffee and we ate in the companionable silence that had become one of the defining features of our relationship, the ability to be together without filling every moment with conversation, the comfort of a shared quiet that was the opposite of loneliness. She'd changed so much since I'd first met her, or maybe she hadn't changed at all, maybe she'd just returned to the version of herself that Robert's betrayal had temporarily displaced. She laughed more easily now. She worried less about what the club members thought of her. She'd started painting again, watercolors, something she'd done in college and abandoned when she married Robert because he considered it a frivolous hobby, and her paintings were actually quite good, loose and colorful and unexpectedly bold, and she'd hung a few of them in the hallway and in the breakfast nook, replacing the bland, gallery-purchased art that Robert had chosen, and the house felt more like hers now than it ever had. More like home.

"I've been thinking about something," she said, pushing a piece of omelet around her plate.

"Uh, oh. That sounds dangerous."

"Shut up, you. I've been thinking that I should invite Daniel and Sophie for Thanksgiving. I haven't had them here since the divorce, and it's been too long, and I think it's time."

"Are you going to tell them about us?" I asked, and the question carried more weight than its seven words suggested, because "us" was a complicated pronoun in our household.

She considered this. "I'm going to tell them about you. I'm going to tell them that I'm seeing someone, and that he lives in the guest house, and that he makes me happy. The rest of it, the details, the other relationships, I'll tell them when they're ready to hear it, which might not be at Thanksgiving. One revelation at a time."

"That sounds smart."

"I'm a smart woman, Braxton. I thought we'd established that."

"We had. I was just confirming."

She smiled at me across the table, and the smile was full of things I could name and things I couldn't, affection and amusement and a quiet pride in the life she'd rebuilt from the wreckage Robert had left behind, a life that looked nothing like the one she'd planned and that was, by every measure that mattered, better.

An evening walk with Lori, later that same week. We'd fallen into the habit of walking the neighborhood after dinner, when the light was fading and the streets were quiet and the big houses set back from the road glowed yellow through their windows. Lori walked slowly, the way she did everything, with a deliberateness that I'd come to understand was not laziness or hesitation but presence, the conscious effort to be in the moment rather than ahead of it or behind it. She held my hand as we walked, which she'd started doing a few weeks ago, a small, public declaration that she wasn't ready to make at the club or in town but that she allowed herself here, on these quiet streets where the only witnesses were the occasional dog walker or jogger.

"I did something today," she said as we turned onto a street I didn't recognize, tree-lined and darker than the others, the houses farther apart.

"What?"

"I went through Tom's closet. I packed up his clothes and his shoes and his ties. I called Goodwill and they're coming to pick everything up on Thursday."

She said this matter-of-factly, without drama, but I could hear the significance underneath the calm. Tom's closet had been untouched since his death, a shrine of pressed shirts and polished shoes and ties arranged by color that she hadn't been able to face, and facing it now, two and a half years later, was a milestone that deserved acknowledgment.

"How do you feel about it?" I asked.

"Lighter," she said, and she squeezed my hand. "I thought I'd feel guilty, like I was erasing him, but I didn't. I just felt lighter. Like I'd been holding my breath for a very long time and finally exhaled." She paused. "You had something to do with that."

"I didn't pack the closet."

"No. But you made it possible for me to want to. You made me want a life that had room for new things, and Tom's clothes were taking up the room." She stopped walking and turned to face me, and the streetlight behind her made her hair glow at the edges, and she looked at me with those serious brown eyes and said, "I love you, Braxton. I don't think I've said that before, and I should have, because I've been feeling it for a while now, and not saying it felt dishonest, and I promised myself I'd be done with dishonesty."

I'd known she loved me. I'd felt it in the way she touched me, in the long looks across her kitchen table, in the way she said my name, but hearing her say the words aloud was different, heavier and more real, the way a written contract is different from a handshake. My throat tightened, and I took a moment before I spoke, because I wanted to get the words right.

"I love you, too," I said. "I've loved you since the afternoon you told me that grief doesn't get smaller, you just build more life around it. Nobody had ever said anything that true to me before."

She kissed me under the streetlight on a quiet street in Oyster Bay, and we stood there for a while, holding each other, and then we walked home, and the walk felt different from the ones that had come before, not better exactly but more settled, more certain, as if something that had been provisional had just become permanent.

A spontaneous afternoon with Rachel. She called me on my day off and told me to come over immediately because she had news, and when I arrived at her apartment she was pacing her living room in yoga pants and a sports bra, holding a glass of champagne at eleven in the morning.

"I got my real estate license," she announced. "I passed the exam. First try. My mother said I'd fail, my lawyer said I was wasting my time, and Greg, through his lawyer, suggested that I should focus on finding a new husband instead of a career, and they can all go straight to hell, because I am now a licensed real estate agent in the state of New York."

"Congratulations," I said, and I meant it, because I knew how hard she'd been studying, the textbooks spread across her coffee table, the practice exams she took on her laptop while lying on the couch with her feet on a pillow, the occasional panicked phone calls at midnight when she was convinced she didn't understand easements and never would.

"Thank you. Champagne?" She was already pouring me a glass. "It's cheap champagne, because I don't have money yet, but I will, and when I do, I'm buying the good stuff and drinking it out of Greg's golf trophies."

"That's very specific."

"I've been planning it for months. A woman needs goals." She clinked her glass against mine and took a long drink and then set the glass down and looked at me with the slightly manic energy that I'd come to recognize as Rachel in a state of high excitement. "Okay. Celebrate with me."

"I am celebrating with you."

"No. Celebrate with me." She took my glass out of my hand and set it on the counter and pulled her sports bra over her head in one fluid motion, and I understood what kind of celebration she had in mind.

We celebrated. Extensively. Afterward, lying on her bed in the early afternoon sun, she was quieter than usual, the manic energy spent, and she lay with her head on my chest and said, "Can I tell you something?"

"You always tell me something."

"Fair point. Okay, here it is. I was scared. When I signed up for the exam, when I started studying, when I walked into that testing center, I was terrified. Not of failing, exactly. Of trying. Of wanting something for myself instead of just wanting what someone else told me I should want. Greg never wanted me to work. He wanted me to be a decoration, a thing he could show off at parties and then put back on the shelf when the party was over. And I let him, because it was easier than fighting, and because I started to believe that maybe he was right, that maybe I wasn't smart enough or tough enough or whatever enough to do something real." She paused. "You helped me stop believing that."

"I didn't do anything," I said.

"You did everything. You treated me like a person. Not like a body, not like a trophy, not like a problem to be managed. Like a person who had things to say that were worth hearing. Do you know how rare that is? In my experience, it's incredibly rare." She lifted her head and looked at me. "I know I come on strong. I know I'm loud and I talk too much and I use sex and humor to keep people at a distance, and I know you know all of that, because you're annoyingly perceptive for a twenty-two-year-old pool technician. But underneath all of that, I'm just a girl from Oyster Bay who's trying to figure out what she wants to be now that she's not somebody's wife anymore. And you, and Cynthia, and Lori, you've made me feel like I can actually figure it out. So thank you."

"You're welcome," I said. "And you're going to be an incredible real estate agent."

"Damn right I am," she said, and the manic energy was back, like a light switching on, and she kissed me and bounced out of bed and headed for the shower, talking the entire way about her plan to specialize in luxury properties on the North Shore because she already knew half the homeowners from the club and the other half from Greg's dinner parties, and I lay there and listened and smiled and thought about how different she was from Cynthia and Lori and how much I needed all three of them, each filling a space the others didn't, each giving me something essential that I hadn't known I was missing until I had it.

The incident at the club happened the following week. I was in the maintenance building after my shift, changing out of my work clothes, when Danny Figueroa came in with two of the other groundskeepers, younger guys named Marco and Steve, and the three of them had the look of men who'd been talking about something and had decided, collectively, to say it to my face.

Danny leaned against the doorframe and crossed his arms. "So, Braxton," he said, with the studied casualness of someone who's been rehearsing. "Word is you've got quite the setup over at Mrs. Ryan's place. Multiple women coming and going at all hours. That true?"

I pulled my shirt over my head and took my time answering. "I'm not sure what you've heard, Danny, but my living arrangement is my business."

"It's everyone's business when you're living on club property and screwing the members," Steve said, and there was an ugliness in his voice that went beyond curiosity or teasing. "People are talking. Phil's going to hear about it sooner or later, if he hasn't already."

"Let them talk," I said, and I was surprised by how calm I sounded, because my heart was pounding and my hands were shaking slightly and the old instinct, the foster-care instinct, the keep-your-head-down-and-survive instinct, was screaming at me to apologize and deflect and make myself small. But I didn't. I didn't because I thought about Cynthia, who had faced down the gossip of an entire country club after her divorce and come out stronger. I thought about Lori, who had endured two years of grief and loneliness and had finally allowed herself to feel something again. I thought about Rachel, who had left a loveless marriage and passed a real estate exam and told her mother and her husband and the entire world to go to hell. These women were braver than anyone in this maintenance building, including me, and I was not going to diminish what we had by acting ashamed of it.

"I live in Mrs. Ryan's guest house," I said, looking at Danny steadily. "I pay my way. I do my job. I haven't missed a shift or cut a corner or done anything on club property that Phil Dorsey could object to, and you know that, because if I had, Phil would have dealt with it already. What I do on my own time, off club grounds, with consenting adults, is none of your concern. So unless you have something work-related to discuss, I'd appreciate it if you let me finish changing."

Danny looked at Marco and Steve. Marco shrugged. Steve looked away. Danny turned back to me and held my gaze for a moment, and I could see him recalculating, deciding whether to push further or let it go, and I held his gaze without blinking, without flinching, without giving him the reaction he was looking for, and after a few seconds he unfolded his arms and straightened up.

"Whatever, man," he said. "Just don't say nobody warned you."

He left. Marco and Steve followed. I stood in the maintenance building with my hands still shaking and my heart still hammering, and I waited until I heard their footsteps fade, and then I sat down on the bench and put my head in my hands and breathed. The confrontation was over, and I'd stood my ground, and nothing had changed except that I knew now, with a certainty I hadn't had before, that I was willing to fight for this, for these women, for this life, for the person I was becoming inside it. The pool boy from Hicksville who didn't make waves and didn't draw attention and didn't ask for more than he was given, that person was receding, being replaced by someone I recognized more clearly every day, someone with the nerve to want things and the courage to say so and the good fortune, the absurd, unearned, improbable good fortune, to have found people who wanted him back.

The dinner was Rachel's idea. She proposed it during one of our group conversations, which had become a regular occurrence, the four of us on Cynthia's patio on weekend afternoons, drinking wine or iced tea depending on the time of day and talking with the ease of people who had stopped being surprised by the unconventional nature of their arrangement and had settled into it the way you settle into a house, gradually discovering which rooms are most comfortable and which corners still need work.

"We should have a proper dinner," Rachel said. "All four of us. Not just drinks on the patio, a real dinner. Candles, good wine, the whole thing. Like adults who are in a relationship and who eat meals together at a table like civilized people."

"We eat meals together all the time," Cynthia pointed out.

"Not like this. Not all four of us. Not as a... whatever we are. A unit. A family. A situation." She waved her hand. "Whatever the word is. I don't think there is a word, actually, but there should be, and until someone invents it, we should at least have dinner."

"I'll cook," Cynthia said, because cooking had become her territory and she defended it with a fierceness that amused the rest of us.

"I'll bring dessert," Lori offered. "There's a bakery in Cold Spring Harbor that does a really good chocolate torte."

"I'll bring wine," Rachel said. "The good stuff. I sold my first house last week and I'm feeling generous."

They looked at me. "I'll be there," I said, and they laughed, because what else was I going to bring, and being there was, in the end, the only thing they'd ever asked of me.

The dinner was on a Saturday evening in late October. Cynthia set the table in the dining room with the good plates, the white ones with the gold border, and she added candles, which she'd never done before, and flowers from Lori's garden, the last of the season, dahlias and late roses that Lori had cut that morning and arranged in a vase with the quiet skill of a former art history student. Rachel arrived in a dress that was inappropriate for a casual dinner and perfect for her, and she brought two bottles of wine that cost more than my weekly paycheck, which she announced to the table without apology.

Cynthia had outdone herself. She'd made a roast tenderloin with a red wine reduction, roasted vegetables, a salad with pears and goat cheese, and the confidence with which she presented it, the absence of any disclaimer or self-deprecation, was its own kind of victory, a woman who had taught herself to cook at forty-seven serving a meal that a restaurant would have been proud of.

We ate. We drank. We talked. Rachel told a story about a client who'd tried to negotiate the price of a three-million-dollar house by offering to throw in a boat, and the story was long and profane and had Lori laughing so hard she had to put her fork down. Cynthia told a story about Daniel and Sophie as children, a vacation disaster involving a rented sailboat and a pod of jellyfish, and Rachel demanded every detail and gasped at the right moments and declared it the best story she'd ever heard, which was an exaggeration but a generous one. Lori was quieter, as she always was in groups, but she was present, fully present, her eyes bright and her smile steady, and she contributed when she had something to say and listened when she didn't, and the quality of her listening, the depth of her attention, was a gift to whoever was speaking, because Lori had a way of making you feel like what you were saying mattered, even if it didn't.

I said less than any of them, which had become my role in the group and which suited me. I was the listener, the witness, the still point around which these three very different women orbited, and I knew that my role was less impressive than theirs, less dynamic, less interesting, but I also knew that it was necessary, that they needed someone to hold steady while they moved and changed and grew, and I was willing to be that person, because holding steady for the people you love is not a passive act but a deliberate one, requiring patience and attention and the willingness to put someone else's needs alongside your own, which is the only definition of love that has ever made sense to me.

After dinner, we moved to the living room, and Cynthia put on music, something quiet and warm, and Rachel kicked off her shoes and tucked her feet under herself on the couch, and Lori curled up in the armchair with a glass of wine, and I sat on the floor with my back against the couch and Cynthia behind me with her fingers in my hair, and we talked about nothing important, about movies and books and the weather and if Cynthia should get a dog, a conversation that had been ongoing for weeks and that Rachel had strong opinions about and Lori had gentle ones and Cynthia had practical ones and I had none, because I'd never owned a dog and didn't feel qualified to weigh in.

At some point the conversation slowed and then stopped, not because anyone had run out of things to say but because the silence felt sufficient, felt like its own kind of communication, and we sat in it together. Rachel's hand found my shoulder from behind, and Lori was watching me from her armchair with an expression of quiet contentment, and Cynthia's fingers moved slowly through my hair, and I closed my eyes and let myself feel the fullness of the moment without analyzing it, without questioning it, without waiting for it to collapse or be taken away.

I thought about my mother. I thought about what she would see if she could see me now. Her son, twenty-two years old, sitting on the floor of a beautiful house in Oyster Bay, surrounded by three women who loved him in three different ways, none of which she could have predicted or probably approved of without considerable adjustment. I thought she would be confused. I thought she would have questions, many of them uncomfortable. But I also thought, and I believed this with a conviction that surprised me, that she would ultimately see what mattered, which was that her son was not alone. That the boy who had lost everything at seventeen and spent four years rebuilding from nothing had found people who cared about him, who valued him, who saw in him something worth loving, and that was all she had ever wanted for me. Not this specifically, not this particular arrangement of bodies and hearts and complicated loyalties, but this feeling, this sense of belonging, of mattering, of being held.

I opened my eyes and looked around the room. Cynthia, the woman who found me at a pool and saw a person where everyone else saw a function. Lori, the woman who taught me that grief and love are not opposites but neighbors, separated by a wall thin enough to hear through. Rachel, the woman who arrived like a storm and stayed like a season, loud and vital and unapologetically herself. They were each looking at me, all three of them, and I don't know what they saw in my face in that moment, but whatever it was made Cynthia lean down and kiss the top of my head, and Lori smile her quiet, luminous smile, and Rachel squeeze my shoulder and say, "You okay there, pool boy?"

"I'm good," I said.

"Just good?"

I considered this. A year ago I was sleeping in a rented room in Hicksville with roommates I didn't know. I was eating cold cereal for dinner. I was driving a car with a window that didn't close. I was invisible, to the members at the club, to the world, to myself. I had no one. Not a friend, not a lover, not a person on this earth who would notice if I didn't come home one night. And now I was here, in this room, with these women, and the distance between that version of me and this version of me was so vast that it seemed like a different lifetime, a different person, a story about someone else that I'd been told so many times I'd mistaken it for my own.

"Better than good," I said. "I'm exactly where I belong."

Rachel rolled her eyes affectionately. "God, you're corny," she said, but she was smiling, and Lori was smiling, and Cynthia's fingers were still in my hair, and the room was warm, and the music was playing, and outside the windows the October dark was settling over Oyster Bay, and I knew that this life, this improbable, unconventional, impossible life, was mine. Not borrowed, not temporary, not contingent on anyone's approval or permission.

Mine. I had earned it, not through money or status or any of the currencies that mattered at the Straitford Country Club, but through the only currency that has ever really mattered, which is showing up and being honest and letting yourself be loved by the people who choose to love you, even when you can't understand why they would, even when you're terrified they'll stop, even when the life they're offering you looks nothing like the one you were taught to expect.

My mother had a phrase she used when things went well, which wasn't often enough. She'd look at me and shake her head in mock disbelief and say, "Lucky man." She said it when I got an A on a test. She said it when I found ten dollars in the pocket of a jacket at the thrift store. She said it when the sunset was particularly beautiful from our apartment window, as if even the weather was a gift we hadn't earned.

Lucky man. I could hear her voice saying it, and for the first time in four years, the memory of her voice didn't make me sad. It made me smile. Because she was right. She was always right.

Lucky man.
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Please leave a review! Or even just a rating!

(They really, really help a girl out!)

Thank you so much!

Check out my blog at hotwivesandwhores.blogspot.com

Email me to sign up for my newsletter and I’ll send you a book of mine, your choice, for free!

lenawhitegirl@gmail.com
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