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Alas! Who does not know that these gentle wolves

Are of all such creatures the most dangerous!
—CHARLES PERRAULT, LITTLE RED RIDING HOOD



CHAPTER 1

The woman in the shed

You like to think every woman has one, and he just happens to be yours.

It’s easier this way. If no one’s free. There is no room in your world for
the ones still outside. No love for the wind in their hair, no patience for the
sun on their skin.

He comes at night. Unlocks the door. Drags his boots through a trail of
dead leaves. Shuts the door behind him, slides the deadbolt into place.

This man: young, strong, groomed. You think back to the day you met,
to that brief moment before he revealed his true nature, and here’s what you
see: A man who knows his neighbors. Who always takes out the recycling on
time. Who stood in the delivery room the day his child was born, a steady
presence against the evils of the world. Mothers see him in line at the grocery
store and shove their babies into his arms: Can you hold her for a minute, 1
forgot the formula, be right back.

And now he’s here. Now he’s yours.

There is an order to what you do.

He glances at you, a look that serves as an inventory. You are here. All
two arms, two legs, one torso, and one head of you.

Then comes the sigh. A softening in the muscles of his back as he settles
into your shared moment. He bends to adjust the electric heater or the fan,
depending on the season.

You put out your hand and receive a Tupperware box. Steam rises from
the lasagna, the shepherd’s pie, the tuna casserole, whatever else it might be.
The food, piping hot, leaves blisters on the roof of your mouth.



He hands you water. Never in a glass. Always in a canteen. Nothing that
can be broken and sharpened. The cold liquid sends electric shocks through
your teeth. But you drink, because the time to drink is now. A metallic taste
lingers in your mouth afterward.

He gives you the bucket, and you do what you have to do. You stopped
feeling ashamed a long time ago.

He takes your waste and leaves you for a minute or so. You hear him
right outside, the padding of his boots against the ground, the spray of the
hose. When he comes back, the bucket is clean, full of soapy water.

He watches as you clean yourself. In the hierarchy of your body, you are
the tenant and he is the landlord. He hands you your tools: a bar of soap, a
plastic comb, a toothbrush, a small tube of toothpaste. Once a month, the
anti-lice shampoo. Your body: always brewing trouble, and him, keeping it at
bay. Every three weeks, he pulls the nail clippers out of his back pocket. He
waits while you snip yourself back to presentableness, then takes them back.
Always, he takes them back. You have done this for years.

You put your clothes back on. It seems pointless to you, given what
follows, but this 1s what he’s decided. It doesn’t work, you think, if you do it
yourself. He has to be the one to pull down the zippers, undo the buttons,
peel off the layers.

The geography of his flesh: things you didn’t want to learn, but learned
anyway. A mole on his shoulder. The trail of hair down his abdomen. His
hands: the grip of his fingers. The hot pressure of his palm on your neck.

Through it all, he never looks at you. This isn’t about you. This is about
all the women and all the girls. This is about him and all the things boiling
inside his head.

When it’s over, he never lingers. He’s a man in the world, with
responsibilities calling out to him. A family, a household to run. Homework
to check. Movies to watch. A wife to keep happy and a daughter to cradle.
There are items on his to-do list beyond you and your little existence, all
demanding to be crossed out.

Except tonight.

Tonight, everything changes.



Tonight is the night you see this man—this very careful man, known to
take only calculated steps—violate his own rules.

He pushes himself up, palms flat on the wooden floor. His fingers are
miraculously splinter-free. He secures the belt buckle underneath his belly
button, pushes the metal against the tight skin of his midsection.

“Listen,” he says.

Something sharpens, the most essential part of you rising to attention.

“You’ve been here long enough.”

You search his face. Nothing. He’s a man of few words, of muted facial
expressions.

“What do you mean?” you ask.

He shrugs his fleece back on, zips it up to his chin.

“I have to move,” he says.

Again, you must ask: “What?”

A vein pulses at the base of his forehead. You have annoyed him.

“To a new house.”

“Why?”

He frowns. Opens his mouth as if to say something, then thinks better of
it.

Not tonight.

You make sure his gaze catches yours on his way out. You want him to
drink in your confusion, all the questions left unaddressed. You want him to
feel the satisfaction of leaving you hanging.

Rule number one of staying alive in the shed: He always wins. For five
years, you have made sure of it.



CHAPTER 2

Emily

I have no idea if Aidan Thomas knows my name. I wouldn’t hold a grudge if
he didn’t. He has more important things to remember than the name of the
girl who pours his Cherry Coke twice a week.

Aidan Thomas doesn’t drink. Not liquor. A beautiful man who doesn’t
drink could be a problem for a bartender, but my love language isn’t booze;
it’s people sitting at my bar and putting themselves in my care for an hour or
two.

This isn’t a language Aidan Thomas speaks fluently. He’s a deer on the
side of the road, keeping still until you drive by, ready to bolt if you show too
much interest. So I let him come to me. Tuesdays and Thursdays. In a sea of
regulars, he’s the only one I want to see.

Today is a Tuesday.

At seven o’clock, I start glancing at the door. Keep one eye out for him
and the other on the kitchen—my lead waitress, my sommelier, my absolute
prick of a head chef. My hands move on autopilot. One sidecar, one Sprite,
one Jack and Coke. The door opens. It’s not him. It’s the lady from the four-
top by the door who had to go move her car to a new spot. One bitters and
soda. A new straw for the kid at the back. A report from my lead waitress: the
four-top didn’t like the pasta. It was cold or it wasn’t spicy enough. Their
grievances are unclear, but they are here, and Cora isn’t losing her tips
because the kitchen can’t work a food warmer. Placate Cora. Tell her to tell
the cooks to redo the pasta, with a free side of something as an apology. Or
have Sophie, our baker, send out a dessert if the four-top look like they have
a sweet tooth. Whatever it takes to shut them up.



The restaurant 1s a black hole of needs, a monster that can never be
sated. My father never asked me; he just assumed I would step in. And then
he went ahead and died, because that’s what chefs do—exist in a blur of heat
and chaos only to leave you to pick up the pieces.

I pinch my temples between two fingers, try to fend off the dread. Maybe
it’s the weather—it’s the first week of October, still early fall, but the days are
getting shorter, the air colder. Maybe it’s something else. But tonight, every
failure feels especially mine.

The door opens.

It’s him.

Something lightens inside of me. A joy bubbles up, the kind that leaves
me feeling small and a little bit dirty and possibly quite dumb, but it’s the
sweetest sensation the restaurant has to offer, and I'll take it. Twice a week,
I'll take it.

Aidan Thomas sits at my bar in silence. He and I don’t talk except for the
usual pleasantries. This is a dance, and we know our steps by heart. Glass, ice
cubes, soda gun, paper coaster. Amandine written in vintage cursive across
the cardboard. One Cherry Coke. One satisfied man.

“Thank you.”

I give him a quick smile and keep my hands busy. In between tasks—
rinsing a shaker, organizing jars of olives and lemon slices—I sneak glances
at him. Like a poem I know by heart but never tire of: blue eyes, dark-blond
hair, neat beard. Lines under his eyes, because he has lived. Because he has
loved and lost. And then, his hands: one resting on the counter, the other
wrapped around his glass. Steady. Strong. Hands that tell a story.

“Emily.”

Cora’s leaning against the bar.

“What now?”

“Nick says we need to eighty-six the sirloin.”

I hold in a sigh. Nick’s tantrums are not Cora’s fault.

“And why would we need to do that?”

“He says the cut isn’t right and the cooking times are off.”

I tear my eyes away from Aidan to face Cora.



“I'm not saying he’s right,” she says. “He just...asked me to tell you.”

At any other time, I would leave the bar and deal with Nick myself. But
he’s not going to take this moment from me.

“Tell him message received.”

Cora waits for the rest. She knows as well as I do that “message received”
won’t get Nick off anyone’s back.

“Tell him that if we get any complaints about the sirloin, I'll handle them
personally. I promise. I'll shoulder all the blame. Sirloingate will be my
legacy. Tell him the food has been raved about tonight. And tell him he
should worry less about the sirloin and more about his pickup station, if his
guys are sending out cold food.”

Cora raises her hands, like All right, all right. She heads back toward the
kitchen.

This time, I allow myself a sigh. 'm about to turn my attention to a
couple of martini glasses in need of a shine when I feel a gaze on me.

Aidan.

He’s looking up from the counter, giving me a half smile.

“Sirloingate, eh?”

Shit. He heard.

I force myself to chuckle. “Sorry about that.”

He shakes his head, takes a sip from his Cherry Coke.

“No need to apologize,” he says.

I smile back and focus on my martini glasses, for real this time. In the
corner of my eye, Aidan finishes his Coke. Our choreography resumes: A tilt
of the head to ask for his check. A hand raised briefly as a goodbye.

And just like that, the best part of my day is over.

I collect Aidan’s receipt—two-dollar tip, as always—and his empty cup.
It’s not until I wipe the bar that I notice it: a hitch, a change in our well-
rehearsed pas de deux.

His coaster. The paper one I slipped under his drink. Now would be the
time for me to throw it in the recycling bin, but I can’t find it.

Maybe it fell? I step on the other side of the counter, look at the foot of
the barstool he was sitting on just a few minutes ago. Nothing.



It’s the weirdest thing, but undeniable. The coaster is gone.
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