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Sunset Estates sounds like a cool name, until you realize it’s an old folks’ home and ‘sunset’ represents their lives.

That’s some dark shit.

Sorry, it’s not an ‘old folks’ home’ – I shouldn’t call it that. In fact, our manager, Natalie, yells at us if we do.

It’s a retirement community. And not like those ones you always see in movies or TV where there are a bunch of hundred-plus-year-olds drooling in wheelchairs wishing for death. Most of the people who live here are in great health, somewhere between sixty and a hundred and one ‘years young’ – yes, management says that to their faces, if you can believe it.

Some wake up early and live active lives outside the community; others haven’t left the complex in years. There’s a structure and routine to how things run at Sunset Estates. Saturday night is movie night, birthday night is the second Wednesday of every month, and dinner is always from four p.m. to seven p.m.

It’s what I liked about the job. It was structured and everything made sense.

But then Gabe De La Hoya started working there and ruined it.

Wait, no, that’s not when everything got messed up. It started way before then.
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I met Gabriel De La Hoya in day camp the summer between fifth and sixth grade. He came up to me on our first morning with his dimpled smile and an Avengers lunch bag. He pointed at the brown paper bag in my hand.

‘What did you bring?’ he asked.

He was taller than me, so I’d assumed he was going to beat me up and take my lunch.

I figured giving it to him would probably be less painful, so I handed it over. He tilted his head but took it, then sat down on the curb next to me and opened the paper bag. He removed everything, one by one, and as he held up each item I told him what it was – the smoked turkey salad sandwich on brioche with lettuce (no tomato), the plastic baggie of homemade potato chips sprinkled with Trader Joe’s Everything but the Elote seasoning, a bruised peach, and a piece of raspberry chocolate chip banana bread wrapped in tinfoil.

‘Whoa, is your mom, like, a super chef or something?’ 

‘My dad.’

His mouth quirked at that, and he looked back at his own lunch bag. ‘I was hoping you’d want to trade, but I don’t really have anything good.’ He opened the bag and pulled out what looked like a PB&J on white bread – no way I was giving up my dad’s turkey salad for that – an apple, a pudding cup, and … Oh.

‘Are those Takis?’ I asked. 

‘Yeah.’

My mouth watered and my cheeks seemed to tighten as I remembered the spicy, sour taste of the Takis I’d had at Steven Simmons’s ninth birthday party. I had been the only one who’d eaten them, but they were amazing.

‘I’ll trade you my chips for those.’

He held up the potato chips, scrutinizing them, and I realized I still didn’t know his name. ‘What’s on them?’ he asked.

‘Everything but the Elote seasoning.’

His eyebrows jumped up. I expected him to ask what that was, but he didn’t. ‘How about the chips and the banana bread?’

I must have shown how much I wanted the Takis. My dad always tried to make everything in our house from scratch, so I rarely got to indulge in processed foods.

‘Chips, half of the banana bread, and if you bring more Takis tomorrow I’ll ask my dad to pack a second piece for you.’

He jumped up, holding out his hand. ‘Deal! I’m Gabe, by the way.’

‘Tommy.’ We shook on it.

After that my dad packed a second dessert for Gabe every day. Eventually, we went from swapping lunches to just sharing them.

He picked me first when he got to be matball captain, knowing full well I sucked. When we had a camp field trip to see a new Pixar movie, he sat next to me and shared the popcorn, candy and soda he’d bought with the money his parents had sent with him. We spent every second of every weekday together.

But when August arrived, his family took him on what was supposed to be a weeklong vacation, and he never came back. I pretended he got swept away by a riptide or eaten by a shark. The rest of the summer I threw away the second dessert because I didn’t know how to tell my dad that my new friend was gone and never coming back. Or maybe I hoped he would come back, and I’d have that second dessert ready for him.

It wasn’t until the next summer that I realized why I had been so sad. Gabe wasn’t like the other friends that I had grown apart from or who’d transferred to Archbishop Murphy after kindergarten. He was my first crush. The first boy for whom I ever really felt those feelings that other boys were supposed to have for girls.

So of course he’d royally fuck up my life when he came waltzing back into it.
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I’m not sure what I thought when I saw Gabe’s name next to mine on the lineup sheet – this time during the summer between eleventh and twelfth grade. I’m pretty certain I stared at it for a good five minutes before I noticed my floor manager, Natalie, waving from the other side of the office door.

After taking one more look at the lineup sheet – yep, it still said Gabriel De La Hoya – I pushed open the door.

‘Tommy,’ Natalie said, smiling her wide, shark-mouth smile at me. I tried not to shudder. Natalie wasn’t the nicest person in the world, and like a brightly colored tree frog warning its predators that it’s toxic, her smile warned of similar danger.

‘I got your email,’ she continued.

Shit. The email. I’d totally forgotten I’d sent it. I mean, I’d remembered up until I saw Gabe’s name next to mine, with the word ‘shadow’ in parentheses. The boy with dimples who I hadn’t seen in six years. I wondered what he looked like now. I wondered if he was still cute.

Wait, Natalie’s email first – that was more important right now.

I closed the office door – dulling the sounds of Dante the sous chef chopping onions – and sat down across from her desk. My stomach began to tie itself in knots like a pretzel. There was a reason I sent that request as an email and didn’t ask her in person. I just wanted a no in writing; I didn’t need for her to tell me to my face.

Natalie’s smile remained in place as she sat in silence across from me. I wasn’t sure if she expected me to start the conversation or what, but I had said everything I had to say in the email. So, instead of saying anything, I admired her makeup again.

Somehow, Natalie managed to use as much makeup as a drag queen, but in a way that actually worked for her. With her light-brown contouring and foundation, I had no idea if she was thirty or fifty. Her smoky eye and dark lipstick were stylish, so I leaned more toward thirty, but her outfits – that day it was a beige pantsuit and white blouse – had me veering toward the fifty side again.

Finally she spoke. ‘You’re planning to go to La Mère?’

I nodded. ‘My dad went there. I heard it’s a great school.’ I was trying very hard to downplay it. I hadn’t just heard that La Mère Labont was a great school; I knew it was. It was always listed at the top of the best culinary schools in the world, several famous chefs had graduated from there, and admissions were extremely selective.

But I didn’t want to let on how much I wanted to go there. Not to Natalie. She seemed to take joy in the misery of her subordinates.

She raised her well-drawn eyebrows and her tone became very know-it-all. ‘Oh, it’s more than just a great school. You know, when I started looking into schools and was deciding between restaurant management and …’

I started to zone out. I already knew all this. She had been deciding between becoming a chef or going into hospitality management, and she chose management – I mean, clearly. That’s why she wasn’t in the kitchen right now.

It was also why I wanted her recommendation. Natalie wasn’t shy about where she had worked before Sunset Estates. She brought up her experience managing one of Chef Louis LaGuard’s New York restaurants as often as she could. And now here she was, in an old folks’ home in southeastern Pennsylvania, managing a bunch of high schoolers.

My, how the mighty have fallen, Natalie.

Anyway, Chef Louis wasn’t only one of the most well-regarded chefs in the world. He was also one of the faculty members and on the admissions committee at La Mère. So yes. I absolutely wanted to use my Natalie connection to try to get their attention. Among other things I was working on, like the required essay – which I was sure the inspiration would come for any day. The application also said I could include supplemental material, and I already had an idea for that.

I tuned back in to Natalie at the perfect time. ‘So I assume that’s one of the reasons you asked me to write your letter of recommendation.’

‘I also asked George,’ I said. It was a risk, making her feel less special by bringing up our other manager, but maybe if she knew I would have asked her even without her connections she’d be more open to it? ‘La Mère requires two professional references as well as one educational. But, yes, I did specifically want to ask you because I know you worked with Chef Louis in the past and he’s on the admissions committee.’

She shook her head, and my heart sank. ‘There are no professional strings to be pulled when it comes to La Mère.’

‘I understand that, but I figured since Chef Louis knew what kind of management style you had and saw that I had been working here for – it’ll be three years when I leave for La Mère …’ I trailed off, letting her figure out how I would end that sentence on her own.

In reality, the answer was absolutely that I was trying to look impressive by having her name on my recommendation letter. It felt like the universe conspiring to make this happen. Why else would she be here? Chef Louis’s New York restaurant was still open and one of the top in the country.

Natalie clasped her fingers together. ‘I make it a point not to write letters of recommendation.’

Again, my heart sank.

‘However,’ she continued. My heart rose … but just a bit, because the tone of her voice made me nervous. ‘I don’t often get asked to write recommendations for La Mère. So I’m willing to make a deal with you.’

A deal? What the hell was this Faustian bullshit? She probably wanted me to stay late every night – off the clock, no doubt – and clean the kitchen with the dish crew. She should agree to do the letter because I’m already a good employee, not as a way to get free labor out of me. I kept my face as neutral as possible, waiting for her to continue.

‘I’ll give you three tasks to complete to prove to me that you’re above and beyond what La Mère is expecting. If you accomplish all three to my satisfaction, I’ll write you the greatest, most effusive letter of recommendation in the history of letters of recommendation.’

Definitely a devil’s bargain. ‘What kind of tasks? ’Cause I’m not great at spinning straw into gold.’

Natalie, as always, was more annoyed than charmed by my jokes, but she kept her composure. ‘And I imagine if you were, you wouldn’t even need to be here! But since you are here, I’ll keep the tasks Sunset Estates-related. Now, for the first, and probably easiest: you saw I gave you a shadow this evening?’

Gabe De La Hoya. The hairs on my arms stood on end and my cheeks flushed with warmth. I nodded, unable to speak.

‘You’ll be his primary trainer. If you’re not on the schedule, I’ll find someone else, but on the days you both work, I’d like you to focus on training him as wonderfully as I’ve trained you.’

How nice of her to take credit for training me when it had actually been a series of other servers. ‘You got it. What else?’

‘The next task is to prove to me that you can totally handle yourself with the residents.’

I smiled politely. ‘I do that every day.’

She shook her head. ‘I mean that I’ll task one of the residents with testing you. Something particularly difficult.’ Her voice went up a few octaves, making it sound overly saccharine. ‘Something you can’t say no to.’

That was Natalie’s biggest rule: never tell the residents no. If one of them asked for something that seemed impossible, we had to fetch her and either she would make it happen or she would be the one to tell them no.

Natalie continued, ‘It will test how you deal with a difficult resident.’ She seemed particularly proud of herself as she said it.

‘Okay, I’ll be ready for something fun tonight.’

She shook her head and clapped her hands together quietly. ‘That’s the best part! It won’t be tonight because I want it to be a surprise! You’ll never know who it will be or when it will happen.’

Which meant every single batshit request that every single resident had from now until that letter was in my hand was potential disaster. Kill me.

I kept my face neutral. ‘Got it. And the final task?’

‘I’ll have to think about that one.’ She pursed her lips. ‘I think we’ll know when you complete it. But if I get the inspiration before then, I’ll let you know.’

So every possible misstep – and certainly not my triumphs – could be the potential dead end to my La Mère acceptance.

‘Sounds fun,’ I said with as much sincerity as I could muster. She dismissed me, and I left the office, pulling the door closed behind me. And there was Gabe’s name again, right next to mine.

I needed to tell Ava.

Without saying hi to anyone else, I left the kitchen and cut through the salad bar, where James – a scrawny, six-foot-tall white kid with an inane ability to create unwanted nicknames for everyone – was refilling the last of the dressings.

‘Bahama Mama!’ He did a little dance as he said the ridiculous nickname he’d come up with for me. ‘What’s up?’

‘Hey, James.’ I continued back to the rear service station as James played both sides of the conversation he imagined I was supposed to stop and have with him.

James lowered his voice. ‘I love that shirt – is it new?’ Then in his own voice, ‘Aw, thanks for noticing, Bahama Mama, but nah, it’s the same one – I just spilled French dressing on it.’

I called Ava, but it went to voice mail. She was probably driving, since her shift started any minute. I texted her my location and told her to meet me as soon as she arrived.

Several minutes later, Ava rounded the corner of the rear service station, looking a little anxious.

‘You’re late!’ I scolded.

Her eyes went wide. ‘What?’

I showed her the time on my phone, and her shoulders relaxed. ‘Two minutes, and it took those two minutes to walk from the time clock to here.’

‘A likely story! Guess wha …’ I started to tell her about Gabe but realized she still seemed agitated. ‘Wait, what’s wrong?’

She sighed. ‘What isn’t wrong? I had to borrow my uncle’s car to get to my nail appointment, and he made me fill up the tank as payment. I tried to go shopping for GJ’s birthday but couldn’t find anything—’

‘Get your uncle to buy her bourbon for you.’ Ava’s grandmother was legit life goals. Almost eighty years old, but you’d think she was sixty. She had a set routine and ended each day with a glass of bourbon with two ice cubes while she watched old TV shows on their family streaming plan.

Ava shook her head and held a finger up to me. ‘No, Grandma Jenkins buys her own bourbon. Anyway, I still have two weeks. Till her birthday, I mean.’

‘Let me know if you want help? Or at the very least a chauffeur – that way you don’t have to fill up your uncle’s car.’

‘Thank you, Tommy.’ The way she said it, though, made it seem like I’d just offered her a kidney. But before I could press the issue, she said, ‘Were you going to tell me something?’

‘Oh, you will never guess what’s happening,’ I said.

‘Then you should probably save us some time and tell me.’ Ava used the camera app on her phone to double-check her appearance. Her hair was already pulled back and secured for the night. Ava liked to keep her hair natural, but the Sunset Estates employee handbook was vague – most likely on purpose – when it came to Black girls’ hair. All it said was that long hair had to be in a bun or ponytail. So Ava kept hers pulled back and wore a series of jeweled hairnets to match her nails.

Today it was sparkly blue nails with a sapphire hairnet.

‘So,’ I said. ‘Do you remember when I came out to you?’

She nodded but still seemed distracted as she used the camera to check her hairnet. ‘You mean on our third date, when I said you either needed to tell me you were gay or kiss me already?’

‘Right, so remember the kid I had a crush on at camp, Gabe? I told you he was the first guy I ever realized I liked?’

She sighed and put away her phone. ‘Honey, I love you, but I really don’t.’

‘Doesn’t matter. What matters is he’s starting work here. Today. And I’m training him!’

Ava still didn’t seem impressed. ‘Wow.’

I slumped, disappointed. I didn’t expect Ava to feel the same amount of enthusiasm, but I thought she’d be a little excited. She was, after all, the one who kept trying to push me and my occasional drunken hookup, closeted hockey boy Brad Waldorf, together after she’d walked in on us making out at a party the previous summer.

My excitement dissipated, and I finally realized: something was definitely up with Ava. I could see it in her eyes. We knew everything about each other, and sometimes could even tell what the other was thinking.

‘Excuse me?’

Before I could dig it out of her, I turned to see a tall guy with light-brown skin and short black hair. He gave us an awkward wave. ‘Sorry. I’m looking for Thomas.’

Gabe.

His cheeks were thinner, jaw more squared, and his hair wasn’t messy with a cowlick in the back anymore. But I’d recognize him anywhere.

Ava cleared her throat and pushed past me, harder than she needed to. ‘Look at the time; lineup’s about to start.’ When she was safely behind him, she turned back and dramatically fanned herself.

He held out a large hand. ‘I’m Gabe De La Hoya.’

My stomach dropped. I stared at him, trying to figure out if he was being serious. Did he really not remember me? Was he really staring into my face and forgetting that summer between fifth and sixth grade when we spent almost every day together, even after just seeing my name on the lineup sheet?
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Is there a worse feeling in the world than your first crush forgetting about you entirely? I mean, sure, maybe getting shot, stabbed or electrocuted feels worse, but I wouldn’t know. On my scale of pain, this was the worst. At least it felt like it at the time.

I remembered everything about him. I knew his dad’s family was from Mexico and his mother’s family from Venezuela, but he was third-generation. I knew he was closest with his grandmother on his mom’s side because she would come pick him up sometimes and they’d walk home together. I knew he went to the movies with his dad every Saturday afternoon because he’d tell me on Monday what he had seen. I knew he preferred sweet food to salty food. And that he preferred pie over cake but cookies over pie.

Remembering all that about him, while he forgot about me, made me feel like an absolute dork.

I took his hand and tried to look polite again. ‘I’m Thomas. Nice to meet you.’

It was just like that first day of summer camp. We shook hands, and I looked into his hazel eyes – the eyes that changed from mostly brown to mostly green depending on the light – and I waited for that moment of recognition. For some kind of magic to happen.

First, he doesn’t recognize me, then we look into each other’s eyes, add a dash of nostalgia, let it rest for three seconds, and suddenly he remembers a summer of games on the playground and desserts made by my dad.

But there was no recognition. Just the friendly, polite smile. And dimples that I just wanted to fall into and die.

To make it all even worse, just at that moment Natalie rounded the corner of the rear service station.

‘Thomas,’ she said, putting her hands on her hips. ‘There you are! We’ve been looking for you.’

Shit. Her tone sounded like she was warning me that I was about to lose the letter of recommendation. My mind scrambled for an excuse, something she would actually enjoy hearing.

‘Sorry, I was just checking my section.’

She almost seemed to deflate as she turned to look at my tables, trying to catch me in a lie. My stomach clenched, and I even felt sweat at the nape of my neck.

Please don’t find a missing spoon. The last thing I needed was her scolding me in front of Gabe. I mean, how much embarrassment could I possibly suffer in the span of thirty seconds?

When she seemed satisfied, she turned back to me. ‘Well, I see you’ve met Gabriel.’

‘Yes. We just met.’ For the first time ever, because we never swapped food in summer camp or anything.

‘Gabriel here parked his car out front,’ Natalie said.

Rookie mistake, Gabe. The front parking lot was reserved for residents – and the formal dining room host, Doris, who at the tender age of four hundred and eighty-seven should have been a resident – while the rest of the service staff parked in the back by the dumpsters. ‘Would you mind quickly showing him around to the staff parking lot?’

‘Of course,’ I said, taking any excuse to get away from her. ‘We’ll be quick. This way, Gabe.’

I led him through the kitchen, where Chef Roni and her sous chef, Dante, were finishing up their last round of prep work. The kitchen smelled like the white wine/lemon/butter sauce that Roni was stirring on the stovetop.

‘Oh my God,’ Gabe whispered. I barely heard him over the hiss of water coming from the dish room. ‘Who is that?’

I followed his gaze to the tall Jamaican woman as she poured the butter sauce over white fish in a shallow chafing pan.

‘Chef Roni. She’s the head chef.’

‘She looks like Grace Jones,’ he said, as though I was supposed to know who that was. ‘I love her.’

We continued toward the dark private dining room as Roni called out a checklist for the evening’s dishes to Dante. I was nervous and silent the rest of the way, still a little rattled from Gabe not recognizing me. Like, how awful is that? To be a nobody to the person who was kind of the building block to me realizing I was gay?

‘Why don’t we use this room?’ he asked when we got to the private dining room. What was up with the questions, and why were none of them Where do I know you from?

‘It’s for special occasions only,’ I said. I held open the door that led out to Sunset Estate’s main hallway. The plush dark-green-and-gold paisley carpet beneath our feet looked like it was probably from the late nineties but was still pristine. Residents walked past us toward the dining rooms, some of them leaning on walkers, some spry and power walking.

‘Good evening, Judge,’ I said as a tall, thin Black woman strode past.

‘Hello, Thomas,’ Judge Fredericks said. ‘See you in there.’

I waited for Judge Fredericks to get out of earshot – much farther than the other residents, because the judge, in her early eighties, had even better hearing than I did – before I whispered, ‘That’s Judge Fredericks. She always sits in the formal dining room at table twelve. You’ll probably get her on your first solo shift. Whatever you do, never let her water glass get more than half empty. She’ll get up and try to refill it herself at the service station.’ Telling him my learned knowledge of Sunset Estates made it easier to pretend I wasn’t obsessing about how he had forgotten me.

We continued toward the front entrance, but to the right of the reception desk I saw that the lights in the social activities room were on. I tried to remember what was supposed to be happening tonight but couldn’t.

A frazzled-looking white woman in her forties popped out, wearing a plaid button-down and jeans. I wrinkled my nose at her.

‘Dressing down today, Mother?’ I teased. That’s something else you should know. Everyone who gets a job at Sunset Estates either knows someone who works here or is related to someone who works here.

My mom smiled and crossed her arms. ‘Try “not even supposed to be here today”. Effing TV isn’t working, and no one could figure it out.’

Oh, right! Movie night. I feigned worry. ‘Oh no! What will they do if they can’t watch Casablanca for the millionth time this decade?’

‘It’s actually A Star Is Born tonight!’

Gabe jumped in, ‘Judy, Barbra or Gaga?’

My mom closed her eyes. ‘I really don’t care.’ Gabe laughed, and she turned her smile to him. ‘Hi, I’m Tommy’s mom, Sandra.’

‘Gabe.’

‘My mom’s the activities director. You’ll usually see her here trying to convince the residents to sign up for trips to Atlantic City or Pure Barre for the over-fifty crowd.’

‘First day, Gabe?’ Mom asked.

‘Yes, ma’am’.

I saw my mom try hard not to take offense at being called ‘ma’am’. ‘Well, you have a great server to be training with. I mean, I think I can take the credit for how well he turned out as an individual, but—’ 

‘We have to move Gabe’s car,’ I interrupted. ‘Before they open the dining room doors. Great seeing you, Ma.’

‘Love you, honey,’ she called after me.

Once we were outside, I let Gabe lead me to his car, an expensive-looking silver Audi. Why the hell was he working here if he could afford this? I knew nothing about cars, but I knew enough to know Audis weren’t cheap.

I got in and started directing him around the back of the building, pointing him to the spot behind my car – my dad’s old Honda that my mom kept for me. And then I showed him back into the kitchen through the rear entrance.

We’d missed lineup, and Morgan, the casual dining room host, was already walking four residents to our section when we got onto the floor. We arrived at the rear service station to find Ava staring into the distance as she clipped on her bow tie.

Our uniforms were simple: white tuxedo shirt, black pants and apron, black slip-resistant shoes and a maroon pre-tied bow tie.

I nudged her gently, and her eyes refocused on us. Smiling politely, she introduced herself to Gabe. For a brief, horrifying moment I was afraid she’d bring up Gabe and me knowing each other from summer camp, but she was still so distracted that she instead excused herself and went to pour water for a group of ladies who’d just sat down at one of her tables.

I pointed to the laminated section chart taped to the service station.

‘If you ever get confused about which tables are yours or which tables you’re running food to, this is the cheat sheet.’

‘How do you remember them all?’ Gabe asked.

‘If I’m not in T or Hell, I usually can’t remember them.’ Gabe’s brows furrowed. ‘Sorry …’ I pointed to Luke’s section on the laminated sheet, the six tables outlined in a T shape. There was one six-top and five four-tops. ‘This one is T section. So named because it’s shaped like a T. It’s the second-worst section in the dining rooms.’

‘And Hell section is the worst?’

I pointed to our section. ‘Correct.’ I showed him around the corner and pointed out the tables in real life. ‘T and Hell are the only two sections with six tables. In the FDR – the formal dining room – the max is four tables; you’ll start soloing there. CDR – casual dining room – servers get five tables each. T and Hell are for the people who have been here awhile and can take the extra tables. Hell has four six-tops and two four-tops.’

‘Six-tops?’

‘Six seats at a table is a six-top. There are two-tops, four-tops and six-tops.’

‘Sounds like a party.’

I almost passed out. Was that a gay joke? It absolutely was. Was Gabe gay? Did straight guys make jokes about tops and bottoms?

Before I could even react, he asked, ‘What if only three people sit at a four-top?’

I shrugged, still trying to recover from what he’d just said. ‘It’s still a four-top. Oh, also I should have told you the most important thing. Rule number one. Never piss off the hosts. Otherwise they’re going to seat multiple tables all at once to get back at you.’

For the rest of the evening, I went through everything Gabe needed to know. It was a busy night, which was good because that meant I didn’t have time to stare at him. Or continue to freak out about how he totally didn’t remember me.

Or how I absolutely never forgot him.
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