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“The Goodbye Year is an often hilarious, sometimes heartbreaking, always engaging look at the last year before high school seniors leave their families for good. I devoured it!”

—Meg Mitchell Moore, author of The Admissions, So Far Away, and The Arrivals

“The family dramas and dynamics are things that we can all relate to ...”

—Redbook magazine, “20 Best Books to Read Come Spring”

“Kaira Rouda’s latest romp through the world of the Orange County elite follows five seemingly perfect families through their children's senior year—a pressure-cooker of college applications, drugs, infidelities, and keeping up appearances. Will anyone survive? Funny, insightful and sometimes downright shocking, The Goodbye Year is ultimately an uplifting tale examining the fears and challenges that come with letting go.”

—Colleen Oakley, author of Before I Go

“Kaira Rouda provides a delicious glimpse into an affluent, dysfunctional community that feels so real it borders on voyeurism. Light-hearted and ultimately optimistic, The Goodbye Year also tackles weighty issues, including infidelity, homosexuality, and alcoholism, creating a compelling and highly entertaining novel. If you’re a fan of reality television, you’ll love The Goodbye Year.”

—Lori Nelson Spielman, author of The Life List

“Who knew that Peyton Place is in Orange County? Kaira Rouda proves that money can’t buy you love in The Goodbye Year.”

—Leslie Lehr, screenwriter, novel consultant, and award-winning author of 66 Laps, Wife Goes On, and What a Mother Knows

“Five families, seven kids, and one small town seething with gossip and intrigue. With skill, sensitivity, and grace, Kaira Rouda charts the lives and loves of her mismatched characters, laying bare their deepest secrets—the ones they pray will never be revealed. Yet truth has a way of coming out, and when it does, the consequences are shattering in ways none of them could have ever expected.”

—Yona Zeldis McDonough, The House on Primrose Pond

“The Goodbye Year is a perfect blend of Desperate Housewives and Beverly Hills 90210. If you enjoy a fast-paced story with twists that will both surprise and delight you, this is the one!”

—Kellie Coates Gilbert, author of the Texas Gold novel

“In The Goodbye Year, Kaira Rouda takes us behind the gates of the Orange County elite as they attempt to navigate their children’s senior year and fast-approaching empty nest. Trust is broken, secrets are revealed. It’s delicious fun! The Goodbye Year will have you wishing you never had to say farewell.”

—Liz Fenton and Lisa Steinke, authors of The Status of All Things
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CHAPTER ONE

Wednesday, September 10

MELANIE

Melanie Bronson needed to sit down.

Beads of sweat soaked her forehead, no doubt ruining the blowout she’d just sat through at the salon. She smelled the toxic scent of wet hair spray, reconstituting into a noxious chemical that would run down her face. Her unruly dark hair was best left to the experts, especially on humid nights like these, but once her tamed mane was exposed to moisture, all bets were off. She wore sensible black pumps, a black sheath dress that she loved for its lack of a waistline, and her favorite pearl choker. She looked very much the part of a proud mom of a high school senior, she thought. It didn’t matter what she wore, though, she’d always be an outsider here. It was as if her hair knew she didn’t fit in and behaved accordingly.

She reached her son Dane’s locker and noticed the lock flipped upside down. She touched the shiny cold surface of the back of the lock, wondering how he even opened the thing to get inside his locker. She shook her head, rubbing under her eyes, trying to keep the tears that were beginning to flow from ruining her mascara. Poor Dane, she thought. Someone must be bullying him again. This was not a good sign. She had Googled empty-nest syndrome and knew it was her job, this, their final year together, to be certain he could handle the real world. This lock was just another example of how he wasn’t ready, why she wasn’t ready.

Suddenly, a boy—or really, she had to admit, looking at his facial hair and sculpted jaw, a man—ran past her wearing a maroon Crystal Beach High School sweatshirt and sweatpants. His dark eyes darted in her direction, taking her in, before running past her and disappearing around the corner. She saw his last name printed in block letters on the back of his sweatshirt: WINSTON. She shook her head. It was wrong. All of this. Him, the running, the stupid locker, the fact that she’d soon be a parent without a purpose. Would she even have a reason to get out of bed once Dane left for college? she wondered. Everything was moving too fast.

“Hey, slow down!” she yelled into the now empty hallway.

She should know every kid here, she thought. But Melanie had never seen the boy WINSTON before. She wondered if he was new, wondered if Dane knew him. Of course, that would just be another conversation they hadn’t had recently. If Melanie and Dane talked at all these days, it invariably wound up in a fight. Dane saying he was a loser and a disappointment, Melanie trying to make him believe she didn’t think so.

As she brushed another tear away, she reached into her purse for her pink frost lipstick, a 1980s holdover that she couldn’t shake. Lips freshly aglow, she touched Dane’s lock one last time, squared her shoulders, and walked in the direction the man-child had just jogged, toward the heart of the school.

She felt as if the ground shifted beneath her feet again as she reached the showcase of the school, the beautiful palm tree-dotted, green grass-dappled quad. As she searched for somewhere to sit down, Melanie looked around to see if what she was experiencing could be explained by an earthquake. But no one was ducking and covering. And there was nowhere to sit down. All she could see were white concrete planters filled with palm trees punctuating the broad swath of grass that constituted the daytime gathering spot for the teenagers who typically filled this place. The picnic tables had been removed because it was Parents’ Night. As a trickle of sweat rolled between her shoulder blades, Melanie took a deep, cleansing breath. The quad was almost empty, a few other parental stragglers attempting to find their way through the maze of buildings that formed the high school campus.

Most of the other parents in the quad, heads bent together studying the school map in the dimming light, were couples. They were in this together. “I’ll kill Keith if I survive this,” she muttered. This morning, she’d begged her husband to come with her, knowing her last Parents’ Night would, in all likelihood, cause a panic attack. “Honey, you know that school and everybody in it like the back of your hand. You’ll be fine,” Keith had said, patting her on the shoulder before leaving for work. But she knew he was wrong.

Another wave of dizziness swooped over Melanie. She lurched over to the closest planter, perching as daintily as possible on the edge, knowing her black linen sheath dress would still pick up some nasty high school gunk. She shouldn’t have chugged the glass of chardonnay at home, she knew, but she had told herself it would calm her nerves. Keith couldn’t miss his dinner event (business, of course), so she had been forced to tackle Parents’ Night solo. That was not something she was fond of, especially not with this child, her final parental product. To say Dane was a slacker was being kind. Oh, Dane.

“Hello, Mrs. Bronson,” said a perky redhead, waving from across the quad as she hurried over. Even in the descending fog, Melanie knew it was omnipresent Annie, ready to help at all events where adults in general and parents in particular could see her shine. Annie had been assigned to escort Dane around on his first day at school, arriving as they had just before Thanksgiving, his ninth-grade year. Things had gone downhill for him since then. But not for Annie, who was already admitted to the Ivy League school of her choice based on her volleyball and academic prowess even though it was only September. Melanie still didn’t understand how that was possible as she pinched her palm and reminded herself she had Seth. He was her overachiever. Her reason for school pride. She was batting fifty percent, even as Annie’s parents were three for three at the Ivies. Who does that, really? Freaks, Melanie thought as she painted on a smile.

“Are you lost?” Annie asked, big brown eyes blinking with genuine concern, or perhaps pity. Melanie deserved both, she realized.

“Oh, no, dear, just waiting for second period. Dane has a free first,” Melanie said, a bit too brightly. If only the quad would stop swaying, she thought, wiping her forehead with the back of her hand.

“Lucky. My mom won’t let me have a free period, even . . . ” Annie said, not finishing the sentence.

“Even though you’re already admitted somewhere fabulous, aren’t you?” Melanie asked, dreading the answer, as it would force her own son’s inferiority out into the open, like a boulder landing in the space between them.

“Well, I still need to keep my grades up, but yes, I committed to Harvard,” Annie said, shoving her hands in her jeans’ back pockets as Melanie felt the thud. “I can’t wait to start living my own life.”

Melanie braced herself on the planter, both hands on the now dew-covered cold white plaster. “That’s wonderful, dear. Your parents must be so proud.” Blessedly, the bell rang, and classroom doors burst open as overachieving parents filled the quad, scampering to their next classroom and providing Melanie with the opportunity to escape. “I’ve got to go. See you later!”

Pushing off the planter, Melanie headed down a ramp in the direction of the athletic field, smiling at the memory of Seth’s senior year. He’d been captain of the football team, on the homecoming court, ASB president, and a National Merit Scholar. He’d been everything you could be in high school, even though he’d arrived here his junior year. He was continuing that success in college. Dane tried hard to be the opposite, Melanie thought as she walked slowly into the silk-screening classroom.

Of course Dane’s first class of the day was one established to prepare him and others of his ilk for menial labor. Melanie squinted her eyes at the glare from the fluorescent lights, dropped her head, and entered the room, hoping no one would recognize her from her PTA involvement two years earlier when she had been able to shine in the reflected brilliance of Seth’s achievements.

She’d never been inside any of the work-study classrooms, though she’d been on committees that approved supplies for these types of kids. The fluorescent lights inside the large classroom seemed to flatten out all of the features of the parents as they each picked a stool and climbed aboard. The room smelled like overheated computers, a vague car-tire smell. The teacher, a man with a ponytail down his back of all things, smiled and nodded from his perch at the head of the long table. Melanie felt certain things could not get any worse until perfect Dr. Jud Nelson and his perfect wife, Sarah, strolled in, sucking up the attention in the room as if their entrance had been preceded by an announcer.

Melanie knew why, of course. All the men wanted to be him; most all the women of her age in town had a crush on him. Dr. Nelson, the leading plastic surgeon in town, was gorgeous, with a strong cleft chin, perfect teeth and a broad, white-toothed smile, and thick dark hair. His twinkling blue eyes made the women in town swoon even while he was tucking and plumping their bodies. He also had invented some technology that was now used in surgeries internationally, a patent worth billions. Even so, he continued to work at his practice when he wasn’t lecturing abroad.

Dr. Nelson had “refreshed” more women’s faces in Crystal Beach than anyone, including at least a dozen of Melanie’s friends. She’d considered going to see him herself, just for a consultation of course, but had always lost her nerve. Primarily, she realized, because she didn’t want his wife, the town’s Queen Bee, to know, nor did she want her look. She’d never be able to go back home to Ohio if she looked anything like Sarah Nelson, a look perfected by Real Housewives on both coasts. There was a reason there wasn’t a Real Housewives of Ohio, Melanie knew.

But here, in Crystal Beach, Sarah Nelson was the definition of perfection. With her long, blonde hair—rumored to be enhanced by extensions but no one dared ask—overly plumped lips, sculpted body with round globe breasts, and expressionless face, and her frequent trips to LA for shopping, Sarah was both untouchably perfect and somehow ethereal, revered by all the women in town. Melanie was completely intimidated by her and had been since she’d arrived in Crystal Beach, only to find herself living just down the street in Diamond Bay, their exclusive gated community.

To make matters worse, the Nelsons were the parents of a perfect daughter, Ashley, a senior like Dane, who no doubt had never set foot in shop class and probably already had signed with an Ivy League school. Melanie felt the trickle of sweat between her shoulder blades turning into a small river.

From the front of the classroom, Sarah shot Melanie a look that was her version of a smile, an open-mouthed sort of movement that she would need to employ to eat, if she did that. The sides of her mouth did tilt up a bit with the gesture and Melanie gave her a wave. The families were social friends, members of the same country club, neighbors, and, for the past four years, thrown together during various kid-related events and PTA meetings. Whenever she was around Sarah, Melanie felt bland and doughy. Whenever she was around Sarah, she wanted to schedule an appointment with Sarah’s husband just to find out if he could transform her into a better version of herself, one that would be accepted here and back home. Sometimes she wondered if maybe he could make her feel more comfortable with herself.

But, right now she was simply annoyed. How had the Nelsons discovered her here, in shop class? She didn’t know why, but Jud and Sarah Nelson’s very presence in this room was causing a piercing headache just above Melanie’s right eye. Her eyes rolled involuntarily as he pulled out a stool two down from hers and settled Sarah into it and then sat down next to her, giving her a peck on the cheek in the process.

“Mel, you look lovely this evening,” he said into her ear, while settling in and waving hi to all of his fans and minions gathered around the shop table. She knew she should feel honored by his seat selection, and his overt display of their personal closeness, but she wasn’t. She couldn’t put a finger on what it was about him, but something just didn’t add up. Melanie was about to ask him if Ashley was in the class—maybe she had a secret love of silk screening?—just to make small talk, when the hippie teacher cleared his throat. It didn’t matter, she supposed, but a wave of relief washed over her that the Nelsons’ perfect kid was in a screen-printing class with Dane. Maybe her son and Ashley sat next to each other, worked on projects together, she thought. Melanie sat up a little taller on her stool and smoothed her black sheath dress. She closed her right eye, and that eased the headache. At least she’d stopped sweating for the moment.

“Thank you all for coming tonight. Parent involvement is what makes Crystal Beach High School one of the best in the state of California, am I right?” the hippie teacher said by way of introduction. She wondered if he was high. He could be high. Maybe that’s what I need to do, she thought. She needed to be stoned to make it through the night. “Thanks to the big donation from Dr. Nelson, Mrs. Nelson, and the Nelson Medical Group, our kids have a brand new screen-printing machine. Can I get a round of applause for Dr. Nelson here?”

As Melanie joined in the clapping, her face began to turn red. Ashley Nelson wasn’t in this class for dummies, she realized. The Nelsons were simply here to soak up kudos for helping the kids who would never amount to anything.

Kids like Dane, her tall, dark, and handsome hipster son.

Her youngest son wouldn’t speak to her in complete sentences any longer. Their relationship had turned toxic and she didn’t know why. All she wanted was the best for him during their last year together, but, as far as she could tell, all he wanted was to hide out in his bedroom playing video games and ignoring homework. He would not be venturing off to an Ivy League college. Dane might not even make it to community college. He might work in a print shop. This room could be his future. How will I ever show my face around town? Melanie wondered, pulling at her pearl necklace to keep it from choking her.

Suddenly the room started to spin. As she looked at the sea of fluorescent parent faces, the scene began to flash black and white and her ears filled with the sound of rushing water, as if someone had opened a fire hose. The last thing she remembered was turning, stricken, to grab Jud’s shoulder before everything went blank.

Melanie slowly opened her left eye a crack, just enough to try to figure out where she was. It seemed to her, from her limited view and perspective, she was lying on the floor of a classroom. And that was simply disgusting. She opened both eyes and rolled to her right side—a move ingrained in her during yoga class as a way to end savasana, aka lying down as if sleeping—and began to sit. Her stomach felt queasy, like she’d eaten an egg. She was mildly allergic to eggs, just enough to feel, well, like this. According to the article she’d read, feeling sadness because your useful life has ended was a sign of empty-nest syndrome, but fainting wasn’t. Was there something else wrong, too? she wondered.

“Whoa, take it slowly, Mel,” Jud said, rushing to her side from wherever he had been lurking. Melanie was now sitting and would, no matter what Jud said, get herself up and out of here immediately. She realized the stools were empty; in fact the entire classroom was barren. Just her and Jud. Perfectly horrible. And why did he insist on calling her Mel?

“I’m fine, Jud, really,” Melanie said, as he helped pull her to standing. He has soft, mushy hands, she thought. Standing, she brushed at her dress and wondered if she’d exposed herself as she fell. She felt the back of her head for a bump and was relieved when she found nothing.

“I caught ya,” Jud said, puffing out his chest. “Good thing I happened to sit right next to you, eh? Do you have a lot of those fainting spells, Mel?”

“No, I’ve never fainted. Thank you for catching me. So embarrassing. Well, gotta go,” Melanie said looking around for her purse and spotting it on the shop table. She grabbed it and pulled out her lipstick for comfort.

“You shouldn’t drive. I’ll run you home and Sarah or somebody can drive you to the school tomorrow to grab your car. Doctor’s orders.”

As much as Melanie loathed the thought, she did feel even dizzier than she’d felt when she’d arrived for Parents’ Night. Her stomach roiled. And clearly, she had missed a number of Dane’s classes already, if not all of them. “What period are we on?” she asked, rubbing the pearl necklace around her neck, hoping to manifest a sense of calm and normalcy she didn’t feel. She quickly swiped lipstick across her bottom lip and felt better.

“Don’t worry about the rest of the classroom visits tonight. I had Annie run around and get you the information from the rest of Dane’s teachers,” Jud said, patting Melanie’s hand, forcing her to notice the age spots and the intersecting veins protruding like angry snakes. Argh.

“Annie?” Melanie said, realizing now the high school Queen Bee would know Dane was in all regular classes, no AP classes for this one. Actually, Melanie thought, Ashley probably knew about Dane’s lack of course load.

“Yes, I just texted my daughter’s friend and explained what was going on and she was happy to help. Did you know Ashley and Annie are rooming together at Harvard next year? Such good girls,” Jud said, steepling his hands together and then tilting his head, a proud smile locked on his face.

“Such,” Melanie said, wondering how quickly she could make her escape from Crystal Beach High School if she had the weight of Dr. Nelson’s celebrity around her neck. She was high profile enough, simply because her family lived behind the guarded gates of the most exclusive community in town. Plus, she was now the latest gossip item; the fainting episode would be the talk of the PTA set. They’d never make it through the crowd. She needed an escape. “Jud, say, I’m going to run to the ladies’ room. I’ll meet you in the parking lot.”

“Are you sure you’re feeling all right, Mel?”

“—anie,” she said, finishing her name involuntarily. “Yes, yes, I’ll be fine,” she added, hurrying out the door and into the foggy night. Melanie decided she actually should duck into a restroom and check her appearance before navigating the quad. She rounded the corner, heading away from the now fog-enshrouded football field, and dashed into the restroom. She’d been in here many times before, jockeying with teenage girls for a spot at the sink to wash her hands while they primped and reapplied makeup.

Melanie wondered if she had been that self-absorbed in high school and decided she probably had been, but it was still annoying. Since she never had a girl of her own, she took sublime pleasure in judging everyone else’s. Tonight, blissfully, the lineup of sinks and mirrors were teen-free, and she hoped she had the entire bathroom to herself. She glanced at her hair, noting the frizz that the fog and her overall state of mind had created. She was a mess. Her face was ghostly white, even taking into account the fluorescent lighting. A toilet flushed, and Melanie hurried into the first stall to avoid talking to whoever was finishing up.

She heard the tap, tap, tap of the woman’s heels walking past the row of stalls, including the one Melanie had ducked inside, and heard her turn on the squeaky faucet.

“Wonderful evening, as always,” the woman said, to nobody, Melanie assumed, and then she heard her laugh. A quiet, almost desperate laugh.

“Hello, Sarah, nice to see you,” a second woman said.

Inside her stall, Melanie’s heart dropped at the sound of even more company.

“You as well. Wonderful night at the high school. They do such a nice job with this, and all things for the children,” Sarah said, and Melanie imagined Sarah applying powder to her perfect face as her mouth attempted a smile directed at the other woman.

“Thanks to you and your husband. You guys fund everything,” the other woman said. “I’m going to need David to step it up.”

“Actually, Lauren, he used to be quite involved before,” Sarah said, as Melanie heard the change of tone as clearly as the other woman must have.

“You mean before me. With his first wife,” the woman, Lauren, said.

“Yes, that’s what I mean. Have a good night,” Sarah said as Melanie heard her heels tap, tap, tap out of the bathroom, and the door bang closed behind her. Melanie imagined Sarah, dressed as she had been in silk-screening class, in a skin-tight, vibrant blue designer dress, perfectly accessorized. With a simple sentence she’d shamed the poor woman, Lauren, who now stood staring at herself in the mirror. Sarah was a force in town, someone to fear, Melanie knew, and whoever the other woman was in the bathroom, she’d just been put in her place. Melanie realized she should go say hi at least, and actually, she was curious as to whom it was that had caused the Queen Bee to show her true colors.

“Hey, you in there?” a man’s voice floated into the bathroom, echoing off the thin mirrors and the cracked white ceramic tile.

Inside her hiding stall, Melanie’s heart thumped a beat. Was Jud trying to find her?

“Yes, I am,” answered Lauren, the woman Sarah had been talking to, in what could only be described as a seductive voice. Who was Lauren? Melanie wondered. Oh, of course, her husband, David Potts, owned at least five Mercedes dealerships in Southern California. Melanie had been told the scoop shortly after moving to town. David’s family had the business. Lauren had been his young, hot secretary. It had been a scandal when they had married, what with the twenty-year age difference and David’s first wife and three young children. But everyone in town had eventually accepted the new Mrs. Potts, with the exception of Sarah it seemed. Melanie knew the Pottses lived in a sprawling mansion along the coast in south Crystal Beach. And they had one daughter, Kiley, who was in Dane’s class.

Mystery solved, Melanie was about to find the courage to extract herself from her hiding place and say hello to Lauren and her husband when she heard the unmistakable sound of two people making out.

Really? In the girls’ bathroom? Melanie thought, equal parts disgust and jealousy rising from the center of her being.

“Oh, oh,” Lauren said, a breathless, sensual sigh. Melanie knew then she was trapped in a romance novel, stuck in her stall in the girls’ bathroom. She wondered if the evening could get any worse. At least her stall had been cleaned extra well for Parents’ Night, smelling more of bleach than whatever funk was its typical aroma. As the panting escalated, she wondered how many long-married couples actually behaved this way on Parents’ Night. She and Keith certainly never had. Not even at elementary school Parents’ Night. She was certain she and Keith had never acted like this, even when they were dating.

“That’s it, baby,” David Potts said as they rushed past Melanie’s stall and into one a few doors down. “I’m going to make you come.”

Gross, Melanie thought. Two contradictory thoughts leaped to her mind: She needed to pee and she needed to escape. But she’d always been a shy bathroom-goer, and with all the bother happening a few feet away, she was frozen. Unable to empty her bladder. Unable to escape.

“Will, I need you in me now!” Lauren screamed.

What? Melanie heard the name Will as it ricocheted through the room. She now knew it was true that no longtime married couples made out in the girls’ bathroom. She needed air. She yanked open the stall door and hurried out of the bathroom without washing her hands. As she ran up the ramp to the quad, she rummaged in her purse for the hand sanitizer she always kept with her. She found it, squirted some into her palm and rubbed her hands together, trying to erase both the germs and the disturbing scene from the bathroom. Cutting through an archway welcoming her to the “Home of the Waves,” she found herself out on the street and almost to the parking lot. Only one clump of parents remained, and they were arranged in a complete, adoring circle around Jud. Thankfully, Sarah Nelson was nowhere in sight.

“Oh, hello, Mel!” Jud yelled as all heads turned her way and she saw the faces contort to concern. Yes, Jud had told them all of her fainting spell and of his rescue, she could tell.

She smiled and waved back, hurrying to make it to the crosswalk and freedom of her car waiting in the parking lot beyond.

“I’m driving you home, just you wait a moment,” Jud said. Melanie watched him break free of his circle of admirers and start in her direction. “I have the class notes!”

“I feel great! Thanks again!” Melanie yelled and hurried as fast as her sensible pumps would carry her across the street, reaching her car in record time. She popped the lock and scooted inside. As she started the engine, someone knocked on the driver’s side window, causing her heart to race. Jud. She rolled the window down and he handed a stack of papers to her.

“Some of these are due tomorrow, signatures and all,” he said, smiling his big white helpful annoying smile. “Feel better.”

Melanie took the stack of paper from his soft hand, smiled weakly, and nodded. “Thanks,” she said before carefully checking the rearview mirror and backing out to make her getaway. All she wanted to do was get home, change into her favorite pj’s, and pour herself a big glass of chardonnay.

The other car came out of nowhere, smashing into Melanie’s brand-new Volvo, making a sound so metallically guttural Melanie shuddered before bursting into tears.

SARAH

It was all her fault.

She knew it the moment the taillights shot into view in front of her, the moment she realized she didn’t have time to stop as the sickening crunch filled the otherwise quiet and dark, foggy night. This incident was not like her, not expected or welcomed in her perfectly constructed world. She’d been on edge all evening, going through the motions during what would be her last Parents’ Night. She was uncomfortable sitting down, a problem when you’re stuck wedging yourself into a teenage-sized plastic seat in classroom after classroom, scanning the desktops before she left each one, making sure to brush off any stray hairs she’d left behind. She’d been losing hair for weeks now, long blonde strands flinging themselves off her head. Her friends all told her she looked thin. She’d always been thin, and she knew she needed to eat, but nothing tasted good to her these days. The stupid second breast enhancement Jud had insisted on made her look even thinner, she realized, the juxtaposition between her chest and her waist too fake, too scary. So she wore bulky sweaters whenever possible, and layers, lots of layers.

Tonight, she had dressed to be seen as Dr. Nelson’s wife, in a vibrant blue, skin-tight dress. She was his product, his favorite marketing campaign. She’d much rather be wearing baggy jeans, boots, a white T-shirt, and a cozy blue cashmere sweater, the exact outfit she’d been wearing when he’d arrived home from work, the outfit he’d insisted made her look frumpy. She had defied him a bit, grabbing her jean jacket and bringing it with her, just in case.

She had pulled the jacket on as soon as she’d escaped from the silk-screening class presentation and Melanie’s embarrassing fall. The event had provided her with an escape from Jud. She’d enjoyed moving from classroom to classroom, basking in the praise for her only child, her daughter, Ashley. It was the soundtrack of Parents’ Night this year and every year before. Ashley was a star, an accomplished volleyball player and a great student, a good and loyal friend, a school leader. Everything Sarah could ever dream of in a daughter and more, the teachers all told her. Even the school counselor, pregnant with her first child, had crept up to Sarah and whispered, “I hope I have a baby girl as perfect as your daughter. That would be a dream come true.”

Perfect Ashley. Her daughter could be the next iteration of the Barbie doll prototype. Thin, athletic, realistic-sized boobs and waist. No high heels, maybe flip-flops or Converse tennis shoes. Just all-around cool. No surgery needed. Teens liked her, parents liked her, teachers liked her. Everybody, it seemed, liked Ashley and Ashley liked everyone. Except her mom. Well, that wasn’t completely accurate, Sarah realized, it was just that Ashley was moving on with her life. She had a boyfriend named Blake. Blake absorbed all of Ashley’s free time like a thirsty sponge. That had been the time and attention Sarah was used to having, the attention she realized she had craved and relied on to fill a big hole in her own life. It wasn’t healthy how much she craved her daughter’s attention, but it was who she’d become in the absence of a real relationship with her husband, she thought with a clarity typically reserved for 3 a.m. The shroud of denial was beginning to lift from Sarah’s life, even as she fought to hold it in place during the daytime.

Sarah had given up everything for her daughter. Ashley was supposed to be her best friend forever, but this year Sarah had been forced to start considering who she would be apart from her daughter. Who was she besides a mom? Well, she was a neglected wife, she thought, she had that going for her. Yes, Sarah was certain the mess of her life was her fault, but she had no idea how to fix it. She was both fed up, and stuck. But the irony of her situation didn’t escape her. Everyone else thought her life was perfect.

Now, she’d smashed into the back of someone’s car. She grabbed the steering wheel with both hands and squeezed her legs together to stop the burning. During the shop class she finally had realized the discomfort she had been feeling for days must be a yeast infection, and was on her way, too quickly, to the drugstore to buy relief. Now this. Ashley would be so disappointed in her, again. As usual.

Sarah used to be the star of her own life. She had been a talented volleyball player recruited to play at USC and homecoming queen of her beach community just up the coast from where she lived now. She was popular and funny, sorority president. She’d had everything going for her, including a first-year med student boyfriend who swept her off her feet during her senior year in college. Jud was everything she’d dreamed of and he was going to be a famous doctor, no altruism about his plans then, or now, she knew. Her life would continue its happy trajectory without a hiccup. That was before she allowed him to transform her body into his image of the perfect woman. Sure, she’d been complicit, but that didn’t mean she was proud of her choices. Now, she couldn’t be out in the sunshine without layers of sunscreen and often, when she was with Jud, an umbrella. Volleyball was out of the question for him—his hands were far too valuable he always told her—and the sunshine was too damaging for her skin. She glanced at herself in the rearview mirror, her eyelash extensions making dramatic lush circles around each of her sad blue eyes.

Frustrated, she pushed her door open as a woman and a man walked quickly to her side.

“Sarah? Are you all right?” Jud said, a look of shock on his chiseled face. His perfect wife never made mistakes, never had accidents, Sarah realized. She wanted to laugh at his ridiculous expression but noticed Melanie was crying. The poor woman was having a bad evening, her frizzy hair, bad pink lipstick, and wrinkled face and dress weren’t helping her overall look, Sarah thought. Melanie was out of her league in their community, just an awkward transplant from Ohio or someplace, a woman she tried to avoid or dismiss with a pleasant wave, but at this moment Sarah had to talk to her.

“Oh my goodness, Melanie, I’m so sorry,” Sarah said, reaching out to touch Melanie’s shoulder. A gesture of comfort that she retracted quickly, waving her manicured finger in the air. “It’s all my fault. I’ll cover everything.”

“Geesh, Sarah, really, it’s not all your fault at all,” Melanie said. “I’m the one who backed into you. I backed out without looking.”

“Don’t be silly,” Sarah said.

“Ladies, it appears you are both fine, just having a bad night. If I may suggest, why don’t you call each other in the morning,” Jud said, wrapping a firm arm around Sarah’s shoulders as she stood next to the car.

She noticed her husband had trapped Melanie in the same tight embrace—a suburban peace officer striking a bargain he couldn’t enforce. What a fucking hero.

“Sure, let’s do that, if it’s okay with you, Melanie?” Sarah said, feeling herself regaining composure, shrugging Jud’s arm off her shoulder, anxious to get to the drugstore. “Let’s just talk in the morning, okay? I know where to find you.”

“Great idea, Mel,” Jud said, patting both women on the shoulder like a principal breaking up a schoolyard fight. “Everybody okay to drive? Of course, I can take you home, Sarah.”

“Night, Sarah, Jud,” Melanie said, turning and walking back to the driver’s side of her car.

“I’ll call you tomorrow, Melanie. Jud, I have to run a few errands and then I’ll be home,” Sarah said as she sunk back into the driver’s seat.

Carefully, she disengaged her Mercedes from Melanie’s Volvo’s bumper and drove to the drugstore, hurrying inside to buy yeast infection cream. Even at forty-five years old, Sarah was embarrassed as she waited in line to check out at the only lane open, being operated listlessly by a teenage boy. Of course it’s a boy, she thought.

She slipped the large package covered with antitheft stickers onto the moving belt, watching as the boy quickly grabbed the package to scan it, and only then looked up, his greasy hair covering most of his forehead and one eye.

“Hey, Mrs. Nelson,” he said. “Tell Ashley I said hi.”

“Uh, of course . . . ” Sarah stuttered searching for a name badge or any clue to who this lumbering stranger was. Spotting it, she added, “Bryce. I’ll tell her.”

Grabbing the small bag, Sarah escaped out the doors and into the crisp night. She wondered why summer had disappeared so quickly. Just last week, she’d been considering turning on the air conditioning as another “unseasonably warm” front descended on Southern California. But Ashley had pleaded with her to save the environment, so Sarah had suffered through what she now realized were hot flashes in silence. Jud had been traveling all week so he’d missed the warm front, arriving home just in time for his Parents’ Night appearance and the cold snap as well. In fact, Sarah realized, pulling her now-dented white Mercedes into the state-of-the-art garage, Jud missed most everything these days. She couldn’t even remember where he was going next week. She made a note to call his assistant, Tom, to ask about the next few trips. Tom was a very friendly man on the phone, she remembered. He always knew where Jud was, and when he’d return, from one week to the next.

She’d need to focus on her marriage, she knew, just as soon as Ashley was out of the house. Ashley’s success had been her responsibility. Her job as parent, along with being Jud’s walking advertisement, was her identity. But now that had to change. It happened to everybody. All of her friends agreed. You lost sight of each other, busy raising exceptional kids, doing the volunteer work in the community while he was building a career. But in the end, the kids left and everybody came back together, husband and wife, just like they started.

Alone, together.

That thought made her swallow, trying to push away the tears. Her baby would be gone next year, studying at Harvard, a whole country away, continuing along her brilliant path, soaring close to the sun just like her father.

Sarah walked gingerly into her sprawling contemporary oceanfront home, hoping both Ashley and Jud were asleep, almost certain Jud would be. It was typical for him to be asleep by nine at night, she thought, wondering if that was a sign of old age or something else. She wanted to use the medicine she’d purchased, pour a glass of wine, and climb into bed. It might even be a good night to delve into the medicine cabinet where she kept an assortment of prescription medicines. She knew there were some good pain pills, ones she had left over from her second breast augmentation surgery.

She was greeted by the sound of laughter and pounding music. The kind of music that drove Sarah crazy, the kind without words, electronic dance music they called it, just a pulsing beat created by one of the famous DJs Ashley followed with a passion. Sarah tried to remind herself of her own crush on KC and the Sunshine Band or Earth, Wind & Fire and took a deep breath. Under the cover of ear-piercing sound, she crossed the kitchen and the family room, making it to her wing of the master bedroom, a white-carpeted sanctuary, closing the door behind her and kicking off her high-heeled shoes. It was times like these Sarah was thankful for Jud’s insistence on his and hers sitting areas, closets, and bathrooms, both connected to their large master bedroom overlooking the sea. Jud had even divided their master bed—a Sleep Number that was divided down the middle, perfectly dialed to separate settings for each of them.

“Hey, Mom,” Ashley said, bursting into Sarah’s sitting room without a knock. Ashley wore a long-sleeved maroon and white Crystal Beach High School baseball jersey and yoga shorts. Her legs went on forever, Sarah thought, momentarily distracted as she dropped the brown bag with the medicine on her white leather couch and walked to the door to keep her daughter from coming all the way into the room.

“Homework finished?” Sarah asked, as Ashley shook her head back and forth, her long blonde hair moving in unison with her head, the whole effect one of beauty and grace. And, God help her, superiority, just like her father. Sarah touched her daughter’s shoulder and pulled her into a hug.

“You know I’ll get everything done. How was Parents’ Night? Tell me everything,” Ashley said, clearly preparing to bask in the praise Sarah would relay.

“Did you know the school counselor is naming her baby after you?” Sarah said.

“How sweet,” Ashley said. “Anything else?”

“Just the usual glowing praise for my brilliant daughter,” Sarah said, holding her tight. She never wanted to let her go, certainly not across the country. Sarah took a deep breath. What would she do, who would she talk to once she was gone?

“Okay, well back to work,” Ashley said, breaking their embrace. She headed toward the kitchen with Sarah following behind like a puppy dog. Sarah was beginning to realize she would now be the follower, desperately trying to earn her daughter’s attention. At least Ashley had turned down the pulsing volume of her music a bit. “Everything at school was great. Your teachers love you,” Sarah said, trying to reignite their conversation while navigating around the sleek white honed-granite island to the stainless steel refrigerator. “Did you eat dinner? I left everything out for you.”

“Thanks. We went to sushi,” Ashley said, her cheeks flushing. “Kind of a celebration for being elected president and vice president.”

“Of course.” Sarah noticed the “we” that no longer included her.

Ashley and Blake, her boyfriend, would no doubt be elected Crystal Beach High’s homecoming queen and king. Even though Ashley had signed an early commitment letter to Harvard, Blake was trying to talk her into going to Stanford together in the fall, as assured of their admittance there as they were of their superior position at school. As much as she liked Blake, and he was a nice boy, she just didn’t feel there was a true connection between the two of them. It was as if Ashley had found a person to play house with, instead of her mom. Sarah felt herself deflate, but let the feeling and the refrigerator door go as she reminded herself to drop her shoulders away from her ears, rubbing her neck. She reached for a crystal wineglass and poured a glass of burgundy.

The burning sensation in her crotch made her double over suddenly as Ashley watched in horror.

“Mom! What’s wrong?” she yelled, rushing to Sarah’s side.

“Oh, nothing sweetie, everything is fine. It’s just a, you know, a yeast infection,” Sarah said, her voice trailed off as she waved her hand.

Ashley crossed her arms, her big blue eyes full of concern. Sarah couldn’t keep her gaze, afraid she’d burst into tears.

“Something’s up with you, not just a yeast infection,” Ashley said, touching Sarah’s shoulder with her hand.

“Honey, I’m fine. I just didn’t sleep well last night, probably because of the, ah, infection,” Sarah said. She remembered to grab her glass of wine from the counter. “I’m going to bed. But I’ll see you in the morning, honey. I’m so proud of you.”

Finally back inside the sanctuary of her sitting room, Sarah used the medicine she’d purchased, washed up, rummaged in her cabinet and found one of the pain pills from her stash before she tiptoed into the bedroom. Jud was snoring loudly, his thick dark head of hair arrayed over the pillow on his side of the bed as she climbed in. As was his custom, a wall of pillows separated their two sides of the bed, a convention he’d started when they were newlyweds. In the moonlight shining through the floor-to-ceiling windows she glanced at the single photo in a simple silver frame on her bedside table. Her and Jud on their honeymoon in Hawaii. So long ago. We were happy then, so in love.

She climbed into bed, and then popped the pain pill into her mouth, washing it down with the rest of her red wine. She hoped she would fall asleep quickly before her thoughts about the future ruined any chance of happy dreams.

MELANIE

As she pulled her new, now dented, Volvo into the garage, Melanie took a deep breath.

She knew two things for certain: For some reason, Jud and Sarah Nelson were the cause of much of her unhappiness in her new life and Dane was responsible for the rest. She’d had her run in with the Nelsons, and as soon as she walked inside the front door, she would face her son. He would be ready, expecting a fight over comments his teachers had made to her. It had happened every year at Parents’ Night beginning in the fifth grade, in Ohio and in California. Melanie sitting eagerly with the other parents, hopeful the start of the new school year would result in a newly dedicated, studious son. Dane would become the A student, not the slacker and class clown. And then the science teacher would pull her aside and tell her he talks too much. Or the history teacher would say, “Oh, you’re Dane’s mother. What a handful, that one,” or some other comment that would let Melanie know she’d failed as a parent and Dane would be, most likely, failing the class. From that inauspicious start would follow meetings with the principal, dropped classes, detentions, and the rest. Just another year.

But this was the last year. Senior year. This was his last chance. Her last chance. She knew already they’d blow it.

The overhead light of the garage door turned off and Melanie supposed she needed to go inside. Keith’s car was gone, so she’d have to face her son alone. What he didn’t know was that, aside from silk-screening class, she’d not met a single teacher. They’d both think she was a slacker, too.

But she wasn’t, was she? She was just focused on her son and his success. That was what moms were supposed to be—the über-focused driver, literally and figuratively, of their kids, right? And this year, this year was the year to prove how good you’d been at it, to show how bright, how talented, how much better your child was than everyone else’s demonstrated by the fabulous college they would attend next fall. The culmination of parent duties as Annie had said.

But what if he doesn’t get accepted anywhere? And what happens if he does? Melanie walked in the front door, head held high. She wanted to be finished with all of this drama. Why couldn’t she be like the Nelsons, with their perfect daughter headed to Harvard and their perfect empty-nesting lives as king and Queen Bee ensured?

Melanie stopped and looked at herself in the oversized round mirror in the hallway. She liked the mirror, with its simple silver frame, but lately she’d been avoiding eye contact with herself. For good reason, she thought, pushing at the sides of her face just above her ears, envisioning a younger, tighter face staring back. She needed to go see someone for Botox and whatever else they do behind plastic surgeon’s closed doors. But she wouldn’t be seeing Jud.

“Mom, what are you doing?” Dane asked, appearing behind her suddenly, causing Melanie to jump.

“Geesh, that’s the second time a kid has appeared out of nowhere tonight,” Melanie said, suddenly remembering the jogging boy with the darting brown eyes. “Hey, do you know a kid, he has to be new, lots of facial hair, shifty brown eyes. Tall?”

“You’re looking at him,” Dane said, smiling at his reflection in the mirror above her, pushing his long hair to the side.

“No, you don’t have facial hair; you have a little five-o’clock shadow. His last name was Winston,” Melanie said, turning to face her son and pulling him in for a hug. She loved him so much.

“Oh, that was Doug, the new kid,” Dane said, pulling away from her. “He’s pretty cool actually. He does seem older though. It’s weird. He can never hang out either. His parents are really strict. How was Parents’ Night?”

Melanie appreciated his lilting optimism. He had to care, at least a little, to come and greet her at the door. “Actually, I skipped most of your classes,” Melanie said, walking into the kitchen with Dane following close behind.

“You what?” he said.

“It actually felt pretty good, you know, being a slacker,” Melanie said, teasing.

“But what about those forms to sign, syllabus shit to turn back in?” Dane said, seeming concerned, although Melanie was certain it was an act.

“You usually forge my signature anyway, right?” She reached for a glass out of the cupboard and opened the refrigerator, grabbing the bottle of chardonnay she’d opened before Parents’ Night. It was almost empty, she realized, shocked she’d had more than she thought before she left for the school.

“I still need the forms to forge,” Dane said, his eyes slits as he watched her pour.

“I have the forms, don’t worry. Hey, I saw Collin’s mom briefly in the hallway. How is he?” Melanie asked, trying to distract him. Collin had been Dane’s best friend when they’d moved to Crystal Beach. But lately she hadn’t seen him around. As she poured herself a glass of wine, finishing the bottle, she felt his judgment without him saying a word.

“You drink every night,” Dane said, his brown eyes locked with hers.

“You play video games every night,” Melanie said, feeling the air in the room begin to change, feeling the toxicity return.

“Look, I told you I’m going to try this year. I want to go to college, I do,” Dane said.

Melanie felt the air rush out of her mouth before she could stop it.

“What? You don’t believe me as usual?” Dane said, pushing away from the counter and turning to leave the kitchen. “Fine. I’ll prove you wrong. And yeah, I can forge your signature but I did want you to meet Mr. Thompson. Econ. He likes me.”

“I believe you and I’m sorry I didn’t get to every class. I felt sick and had to, uh, sit down,” Melanie said. “It was a hard night, but Annie got me your syllabi.” Melanie thought about the flipped-over lock on Dane’s locker and her heart ached.

“Why’d you bug Annie?” he asked. His jaw was clenched and an angry blush covered his cheeks. Before she could answer, he turned and hurried out of the room.

“Long story,” Melanie said, feeling her cheeks get hot. “Hey,” she called, hurrying to the bottom of the stairs, trying to catch him before he made it down the hall and closed his bedroom door.

“What?” he yelled, appearing at the top of the stairs.

“Are you still being bullied?”

“What? No. Why?”

“Your lock, it was upside down,” she said, her heart falling as she saw the look on his face. She had failed. He wasn’t ready for the real world; he was still a kid being picked on. Did he know how to do his own laundry? Cook? What other life skills was he lacking? she wondered.

“Oh, I keep it that way now. If you pull it, it opens right up but nobody knows that,” he said.

That wasn’t an answer, not really, Melanie realized, but she let it go. “If it works for you.”

“It does. Anything else?” he asked, hands on hips, looking down the stairs at her. She knew the fingernails on each hand were bitten to the quick. Poor Dane.

“No, nothing,” Melanie said, realizing her thin, six-foot-two-inch son was actually just an anxious child from Ohio living in this strange land of privilege and expectations he could never meet. They should have never moved here, she thought, tears again springing to her eyes.

Melanie walked back into the kitchen, wondering when Keith would be home, wondering why they never had hot, sordid sex in a public bathroom when they were younger. Perhaps that’s where Keith was right now, she thought, tears falling faster with the suspicion. She yanked the kitchen drawer open and grabbed her corkscrew.

Keith had been recruited to become a partner at the fastest-growing litigation firm in Southern California. When he’d come home to tell Melanie about the offer it was a warm summer evening. She’d had enough of the gray days, enough of the town they’d both grown up in, but the warm green summers would make you forget the suffering. But she was ready for a change, an adventure, and pushed him to take the job. But had they thought enough about the effect it would have on the boys?

“Kids are resilient, honey,” Keith had said, his blue eyes sparkling as they shared a drink on the back porch. “They’ll love California. It’s the land where dreams come true, the happiest place on earth.”

“I thought that was Disney,” Melanie had said, standing up from her favorite chair and wrapping her arms around his waist.

“No, it’s wherever we are all together. Let’s do this,” Keith had said, looking into her eyes, looking so much like the young man she’d married years before.

“But Seth will be a junior in high school, and school has already started,” Melanie said, not adding that Dane would be entering ninth grade.

“He’ll love California,” Keith had said. “I’ll call tomorrow and accept the offer. You’ll need to start house hunting.”

And she had, finding their dream home online the next day. By the time November rolled around, the house in Ohio was sold, winter was setting in, and they set off, caravan style, with everyone driving a car, headed west to a new life. Seth hadn’t spoken to them since they’d told him about the move, his anger a silencer. But Dane, ironically, had embraced the idea of a new, fresh start. At their family meeting, as Keith outlined their new lives, Dane had smiled and announced California girls were the hottest on the planet. Seth had glared, fearing he’d never replicate his big-man-on-campus status.

“This is so stupid,” Seth had said, his face flushed and his blue eyes dark. None of them were accustomed to seeing Seth angry. “I’m going to finish high school here. Where we belong. You can all move without me.”

“Son, we’re staying together as a family. If it’s not right for you, I’ll turn down the job,” Keith said, locking eyes with Melanie. But she had suddenly wanted to move, needed to move. It would bring them closer together as a family unit, she knew, and nothing was more important than that.

“I think we should go for it,” Dane had said.

“Me, too,” Melanie had said, wrapping an arm around her youngest son in solidarity as Seth stood up and stormed out of the kitchen.

“Don’t worry, guys,” Dane had reassured his parents. “He’ll be fine. We all will be. It’ll be an adventure.”

Melanie shook her head. Dane used to be so optimistic. He always had been that way, just like each new school year was going to be different, better. But the move, the changes, the pressure of senior year’s approach had changed that. Maybe she had forced that change on him, made him into the socially anxious person he was now. He had become an interesting dichotomy: a natural entertainer and performer, always talking out of turn in class as he had in Ohio and getting in trouble for it, while on the inside now he was full of self-doubt and anxiety, the result of their move to California. The bullying upon their arrival hadn’t helped.

But in actuality, all of this was probably her fault.

As she opened another bottle of wine, she realized she quite possibly had ruined her youngest son’s life by pushing for them to move here and that she herself had no plan, no idea what she would do with herself once Dane’s miserable senior year was over and he was off, doing God knows what in the world. Because she was certain he would be out of here, out of this town, and out of this house one way or another. And would Keith still be by her side? Was he now?

What was she going to do with the second half of her life? Melanie wondered as she walked into the family room to wait for her husband to come home.

WILL

Will Parker loved his wife.

He knew he would be lost without her. Utterly unanchored. Carol told him as much.

“No one else would put up with the likes of you, my Peter Pan,” she’d say on good days, with a smile and that twinkle in her eye that had made him fall in love with her in high school. High school. Twenty-nine years ago next month.

Along the way they’d accumulated two kids, several dogs, and a small home filled with cream and beige furnishings and surfaces. Carol could never decide on a color to paint any of their walls, so they never changed from the cream color she’d selected when they’d bought the “charming, tree-street bungalow.” If the walls appeared beige in places now, Will knew, it was due to dirt, not shade selection. Will glanced at himself in the hallway mirror as he dropped his keys into the “key bowl,” literally labeled as such by Carol and her trusty labeling gun. He looked good, he thought, checking out his right cheek dimple, his signature green eyes, and his still thick, dark brown hair. Noticing a lipstick mark on his neck, he used a finger to rub it away. He flexed, proud of his biceps, his body lean and muscular thanks to hours at the gym and his penchant for riding his bicycle whenever and wherever possible.

As long as Carol granted him permission, of course, by marking a longer bicycle-to-and-from-work commute on the calendar in his color, green.

Because she had been an administrator all of her career, and in fact was now principal of Crystal Beach’s middle school, Carol was detail-oriented. Their family’s scheduler. She was so organized that Will didn’t worry about a single detail of their life, or his own. She told him where to be, what to do, which child to drop off, pick up, what groceries to buy and where to buy them. She told him when it was time to have his teeth cleaned and when it was time to buy her a Christmas present. She kept a master calendar of their life. Will need only consult it for direction on any given day.

Tonight he’d returned home from Parents’ Night at the high school and walked into an empty house. As he stood in their beige kitchen, staring at the calendar, the long month of September stretched out forever, only a few days Xed-out so far. He wondered where Marni was, suddenly aware that she might be his responsibility tonight since Carol and Piper were both at the middle school’s back-to-school night.

“Marni?” Will yelled. Inside their house, a small yell covered the entire property, most likely spilling over into the neighbors’ homes. They were packed tightly together here on the “charming” tree streets—which meant more affordable but still incredibly expensive—of Crystal Beach.

Will consulted the calendar in front of him, looking for Marni’s color. Blue. There it was: Marni to Hewletts’. Babysit 7 to 9 p.m. Will’s color—green—appeared in the box below: Will picks Marni up at 9 p.m. It was 9, Will realized looking at his new watch—a present from Lauren that Carol hadn’t questioned. He grabbed his phone and car keys and hurried out the door. Where did the Hewletts live? he wondered. As he ducked inside his forest green Subaru—I love this car, he thought with a smile—he saw that his phone displayed a reminder: Hewletts. 534 Skyline.

He loved his wife. She thought of everything. He pulled out onto Coast Highway, marveling at how light the traffic was. To his right, the ocean sparkled in the moonlight and Will reminded himself how blessed he was to be living in this place. His housing inspector job wasn’t glamorous, and he certainly wasn’t king of any industry like most of the other guys in town; but the hours were flexible, and with Carol’s benefits package they were doing just fine.

Will squinted at the number illuminating his phone screen. It was Lauren, even though the contact name on the screen read Butch, a running joke between the two of them.

“Hey, gorgeous, I’m on my way to pick up Marni, so I can’t really talk, sweetie,” Will said, using what he realized was a somewhat artificial tone of voice. Where did that come from?

“Yes, well, I’m sitting in my bedroom, alone, missing you,” Lauren said. Will could imagine her stroking her chest as she spoke, a habit he found both strange and sensual.

“Where’s David?” Will asked, hoping he wasn’t in the other room. She kept being so careless, as if she wanted to be caught. But that just couldn’t happen. No, everything was perfect the way it was. He had his wife, his life, and his romantic partner compartmentalized just fine.

“David is in his office, watching the history channel or old videos of his original set of kids. Oh, and drinking scotch. What else?”

“You should go watch with him. I really think you two can make it, you have something special,” Will said. He pasted a smile on his face, hoping his cheer would spread to Lauren through the speaker. It had been fun in the bathroom tonight, he thought, feeling an erection coming on. He needed to think about the cold, dark ocean.

“Yes, right, just like you and your wife have such a special bond. No I shouldn’t be with him. I should be with you,” Lauren said. “Tomorrow can’t come soon enough. That was so crazy, what we did in the bathroom. We’re so lucky no one came in, and we should definitely do it again.”

Ocean, moonlight, Lauren. It was hopeless, he was getting turned on. “Okay, well, I’ll see you around 12:30. Same place. I’m pulling up to the house where Marni’s waiting,” he said, lying as he sat at a stoplight downtown. He needed to hang up. She was turning him on and he was picking up his teenage daughter. It was all wrong, so wrong.

“Okay, see you tomorrow. And Will, I love you,” Lauren said.

“I know,” Will said, hanging up. He pushed the button and cranked the air-conditioning. This had to stop, he knew. Carol had forgiven him the first time, but she’d made it clear that absolution was a one-time deal. She’d ruin him. Take the kids. Turn them against him. And do you really think you could survive without me running your life? she’d asked.

Could I? The “break,” as they both refer to it, happened ten years earlier when Will had an affair with a woman named Elliot, a brilliant, beautiful writer for Orange Coast Magazine. She’d been researching a story about building codes and housing inspection and she’d found his name online. They had agreed to meet for coffee and sparks flew between them from the moment she walked into Starbucks. Tall, brunette, feminine, and wearing the highest heels he’d ever seen. She shouldn’t write for a magazine, she should be modeling in it, he had thought as she sat down across from him. It hadn’t been his fault. Will hadn’t planned it, not at all. Their coffee meeting stretched into the afternoon, ending with a stolen kiss in the back of the parking lot. A kiss Will could still feel and taste if he closed his eyes. Elliot was single, living in a tiny house on the peninsula, directly on the water. She invited him over, just for an inspection, she’d said. They both had known what that meant.

“But I love my wife,” Will had told Elliot as he ran his finger down her thin arm. They sat side by side on the warm wood planks of her deck, dripping wet from their ocean swim.

“Do you?” Elliot had asked, as she had dropped the pink towel from her body and sprawled on the deck, stretching out in front of him in her impossibly tiny white bikini.

A horn blasted behind him and Will stomped on the gas. Thinking about Elliot was never a good idea, he reminded himself, squeezing the steering wheel as if it were someone’s neck. Not a good idea at all.

Marni sat on the curb, covering her eyes from the blinding headlights as he drove up the otherwise dark street. She yanked open the car door, dropping her backpack on the floor in front of the seat, and climbed inside.

“How’d you do?” Will asked, the pretend smile back on his face.

“Why are you always late? How hard is it to be on time?” Marni demanded, teenage arms crossed in her huff, the lights of the dashboard reflecting off of her glasses. She looked haunted, and quite angry. Oddly, Will thought, she smelled like frozen waffles just out of the toaster. Maybe she’d made them for the kids, or maybe Will was hungry. He needed to focus.

“Buckle up, honey. And I’m not that late,” Will said. He knew he sounded defensive. She was right. He was always late, and wrong, and a disappointment to his entire family, not just Carol.

“You are. I had to lie and tell the Hewletts you were here twenty minutes ago, and run out the door or they would’ve kept feeling like they had to entertain their babysitter. Which is ridiculous,” she added, clicking the seat belt into place. “Parents’ Night? Did you make it to my classes?”

“Of course. All of them,” Will said. He was lying. He had missed her first class and daydreamed through sixth period, trying to figure out where to meet Lauren for a quickie. A bold move, he thought, congratulating himself.

“What did you think of Mrs. Sawyer?” Marni asked, turning her attention to her father, dark blue eyes framed by black glasses that Will thought were too big, and too dark, for her face. What did he know, though?

“She’s great. History, right?”

“No, she’s a bitch and she teaches marine biology. She has that point system where you start losing points the minute you walk in the door.”

“Right. Mrs. Sawyer. Of course,” Will said, smiling at his angry daughter, hoping to lighten the mood in the car. Hoping she wouldn’t tell Carol he had been late.

“Why are you smiling? You look like an idiot,” Marni said.

Will just smiled tighter. Broader. “Isn’t the moon nice tonight? The water is sparkling,” Will said, thinking of Elliot’s bathing suit, of her smooth young skin, thinking of Lauren and her amazing butt.

“Whatever,” Marni huffed, reaching down between them to turn on the radio. Will decided not to react no matter what song she decided to torture him with.

“Say, Marni, could you not tell your mom I was late? Please. I don’t want to have any strife at home tonight. Just do me that favor?”

Marni snorted, but didn’t say anything, apparently now tuning him out and enjoying something that sounded like music being created by an angry teen girl. Fitting, he supposed. They drove the rest of the way home like that. Will stared at the moon whenever he could, while Marni stared straight ahead, looking at anything but him.

It was remarkable, he thought, as he steered the car into the driveway, what two people could create. He and Carol had made love to create this angry person sitting next to him. As they both climbed out of the car, Will looked up and through the window saw Carol standing in the brightly lit kitchen. She had her hands on her hips and seemed to be looking directly at him. But that was silly, he knew. Outside it was dark. It would be impossible for her to see him.


CHAPTER TWO

Wednesday, September 24

JUD

The sun was shining on another glorious day in Diamond Bay. The most perfect place to live in the nation, Jud thought, staring out the master bedroom window.

His oceanfront home, which he had a heavy hand in designing, was one of the most-photographed, most lusted after contemporaries in all of Crystal Beach. It was located inside the premier gated community in Orange County for starters, but beyond that, the architecture was stunning. He was proud of his home’s manly angular lines, its sleek stance perched on the edge of the ocean. This house was a symbol that he had arrived. He smiled and walked across the room and opened the door to the master bathroom complex—complete with his and hers showers, tubs, vanities, and bathrooms, sitting rooms, and changing areas.

Jud was leaving for a trip this morning. To Paris he’d told Sarah. He had the packing process down to a science, or was it an art? He wasn’t sure, but whatever it was, he was good at it. It helped that all of his dress shirts were dry-cleaned, and hanging up by color and weight in his closet. His pants, T-shirts, and even his shorts were just as orderly. All he had to do was place his suitcase on the center island of his walk-in closet and stroll the perimeter pulling items for the trip, placing them carefully in their designated spots in his suitcase. It was an art, he decided.

He did love Paris in the fall, the trees changing colors in the Tuileries, the lessening of the crazy summer crowds. Wearing scarves—he’d practiced how to tie them until it was natural—and lightweight jackets against the hint of winter in the air. The conference itself was only two days long, but he had bookended it, arriving two days early and departing two days after. Plenty of time to enjoy everything, he thought in anticipation.

“Almost time for breakfast, Dad,” Ashley said, peeking in the closet and giving him a shy smile. She was his finest accomplishment, he realized, polite, gorgeous, athletic. She was another important part of his entire life package. He gave her a big smile.

“Thanks, honey,” he said. “I’ll be down in a minute.” Jud zipped the suitcase closed and took time to look at himself in the mirror. He’d need Botox soon, he realized, frowning and examining the lines between his eyebrows. They were returning and he couldn’t have that. He liked speaking around the world, and he knew part of his appeal, besides his expertise on the patent-covered surgical procedure he’d invented, was his appearance. He flexed his bicep and watched it bulge under the fabric of his white dress shirt. He opened his iPhone and called Tom, his assistant. The man was a late sleeper, Jud knew, shaking his head as the call rolled to voicemail. Even though he’d see him later, he left a message asking him to block out a half hour in his schedule after the trip. He was so busy, he had Tom insert lunches, visits from his tailor, workouts, and physical appearance maintenance into his calendar. Otherwise his schedule would be all work, no play. His packing and preparation complete, he grabbed his suitcase and headed downstairs.

When other surgeons at his country club asked why he was so willing to travel, what with the kid and a wife and all, Jud simply explained his wanderlust. He’d grown up in a small, repressive, rusting town in northern Pennsylvania. Vacations were spent, if he was lucky, visiting the filthy shores of Lake Erie. He hadn’t left the state at all until he went to college. All of this was true, satisfied his peers, and for the most part, satisfied his wife and child. He had thought that the older Ashley grew, the more she’d resent his travel. But by now, it was routine, the rhythm of their particular household.

Even with all of the travel, he needed to feel like he had a family to come home to, and for some reason it was harder to feel a connection with Ashley and Sarah these days. Since Ashley had started high school, Jud’s only child had blossomed into an adult, a beautiful mystery living in his Architectural Digest-featured house. Sarah assured Jud it was just a phase, all the while enjoying what seemed to be a normal and close relationship with her. Jud had pretty much given up on anything but shopping excursions. She still said yes to those.

As for Sarah, he knew they needed to spend some quality time together. He pulled out his iPhone again and texted Tom: Please plan a date night with Sarah for me. That was one thing his assistant didn’t like helping with, he knew, imagining the grimace on his face. But too bad. That was part of the job, part of Jud’s life, too.

He walked into the kitchen and smiled at his privileged daughter sitting at the huge honed-marble island, devouring the full breakfast Sarah had made for both of them this morning, like every morning. Fresh-squeezed orange juice, organic local eggs, whole-grain toast, and vegetarian sausage. Jud just kept quiet about his family’s vegetarian conversion, eating all the meat he wanted on his trips. He gave Sarah a peck on the cheek and then poured himself a glass of juice.

“Did Mom tell you about her accident?” Jud said, earning an angry look, he thought, from Sarah.

“It’s nothing, a fender bender,” Sarah said.

“Are you hurt, Mom?” Ashley asked. “You should have told me last night. I knew you were acting weird.”

“I’m fine. Nothing injured but my pride, and my spotless driving record,” Sarah said.

“Hey, Dad, I wish you were going to be here for my game,” Ashley said, giving him a look that stabbed him in the heart and reminded him of how neglected he had felt around his own dad. Jud shook his head to erase the image.

“I’m sorry, honey. At least I made it to Parents’ Night, right?” Jud said, smiling brightly as Ashley’s face fell. Parenting was tricky, Jud knew, that’s why he tried to do as little of it as possible. She was much better off being raised almost entirely by her mother. Jud did believe his wife was almost perfect as a mother.

“Have a seat, I’ll bring you a plate,” Sarah said from behind the island. Her hair was pulled into a low ponytail. Jud preferred it down, but at least it was tidy. She was dressed in a white tennis outfit accentuating her toned legs and her perfect breasts, if he did say so himself. Of course, with his insistence, she only played indoor tennis, driving to a club forty-five minutes away. But it was worth it, he always reminded her. Too much sunshine in Orange County for an outdoor league, he’d insisted.

“You’re also missing the final tennis season party,” Sarah said, placing a plate with steaming, perfectly cooked eggs, dry toast, and a slice of avocado in front of him. “I know you’re sad about that.”

“Ha, well, that may be why I said yes to this speech,” Jud said, popping a bite into his mouth. He looked at his girls and smiled. Everything was as it should be. Outside, through the floor-to-ceiling windows of the kitchen, the sun sparkled on the ocean waves in agreement.

“You’ve managed to miss it every year since we moved to Crystal Beach,” Sarah said, her eyes looking sad even though she was smiling. Jud saw her rub the back of her neck. “I might go this year, on my own. Wendy asked me to be her date, since she needs one.”

“Well, she does, that’s for sure. For what, the next six years to life?” Jud said, and then caught himself before he said anything more.

“Ashley, you need to get going,” Sarah said.

“So it’s true Mr. Snyder is going to prison?” Ashley asked, her big blue eyes wide, unblinking.

“Ashley, nobody knows yet, but most likely,” Sarah said. Jud recognized the sharp tone in her voice as the end the subject.

“Bye, Dad. Have a good trip,” Ashley said, kissing his cheek. “Don’t get into trouble like Mr. Snyder did.”

Jud smiled at his daughter as she left the room. He wasn’t perfect, but at least he wasn’t going to prison, that was something.

“You should try to spend some time with her,” Sarah said from the kitchen. Jud had walked to the doorway, hoping, he realized, for another wave from his daughter.

“I will,” Jud said, turning to face his wife. “I’ll try to cancel the trip to Belize. I can reschedule, probably.” Jud picked up the coffee mug after Sarah finished pouring a fresh cup for him.

“That would be nice,” Sarah said, walking past him and around to the other side of the island to begin clearing the breakfast dishes. Jud settled onto a barstool and watched her at work, pushing leftover food onto his plate, clearing Ashley’s in the process, and then stacking them together, his plate the holder of all the uneaten scraps. His parents wouldn’t have let any of that food go to waste. He would have had to shove the food in his mouth, choke it down, or else. He blinked.

“It would be good for you to be here for Ashley’s homecoming dance. I’m sure she will go with Blake. She may even be named homecoming queen. We could make it a special evening, host the pre-party,” Sarah said, passing by him again, rounding the long kitchen island headed for the sink. She dropped the plates into the large stainless steel basin and turned to face him, wiping her hands on her tennis skirt, a move that caused Jud to bristle.

“Email me the date of the dance, copy Tom, and I’ll see what I can do,” Jud said, standing and stretching. “It’s a gorgeous day to fly. I hope you have equally enjoyable plans.”

“Oh yes, my life is just as glamorous as yours, you know with grocery shopping, keeping track of Ashley,” Sarah said. “You know she might still pick Stanford. She hasn’t fully committed to Harvard.” Her face was neutral, eyes bright, and despite the lack of makeup, she looked fresh. Perhaps it was the coffee, he thought, or more likely, the brow lift he’d performed two years prior.

Her life sounded miserable but she seemed to enjoy every moment of it. He knew she did. She told him it was her duty, and he agreed. “Thank you for holding down the fort,” he said, touching her shoulder. It was surprisingly small, narrow even. He drew her to him in their usual good-bye hug. “Have a great week, Sarah.”

“Thank you. You, too, Jud,” she said as he pulled away from her.

“I’ll bring you something special from Paris,” he said, picking up his suitcase and pausing before he walked out of the kitchen. “Anything you’d like?”

“Just you,” she answered.

Jud smiled and walked out of the kitchen. The car and driver would be waiting in the driveway. He’d received notification on his phone that the black town car had driven in through the gate of the community. Gated community. Despite his outward bravado, a tiny part of him never had grown accustomed to the status it implied. Or to the social magnification it provided. His home, while spectacular, meant they were on display always from the beach below and from the street in front. All sides, really. He pushed down the lump in his throat. Unfortunately, especially lately, whenever he thought of how far he’d come, the reality of where he had come from pulled on him, like a boulder tied to his ankles.

Jud imagined what would happen if his father saw all of this. He never would, Jud assured himself. He’d put his dad’s name on the permanently barred list at the main gate. He realized the man would never venture out of the small town in Pennsylvania, but if he ever did, ever tried to find his son, he’d be stopped at the gate. Jud was safe inside, he told himself, more often than he admitted to himself.

The doorbell rang, shaking him out of the past. As much as he treasured the security of his home, travel was freedom from past and present. And today’s escape was just outside his sleek glass and stainless steel front door. He picked up his briefcase and walked outside into the brutal, aging sunshine, calming himself by remembering he’d applied ample sunscreen.

MELANIE

The PTA meeting had never started on time.

Melanie knew this for a fact but insisted on arriving ten minutes early every month to secure her front-row seat and, predictably, became incensed as the minutes ticked past 9 a.m. She wasn’t needed at the meeting, of course. She was no longer an officer or chairing any committees. But still, she attended. As always, she would complain about the tardy start of the meeting to Keith during dinner this evening, and he would again remind her not to expect punctuality where none has ever existed, while politely changing the subject. She would pour herself a second glass of wine, and Dane would shoot her the look.

“Now there’s a woman who should have had six kids, or a full-time, demanding job. She’s completely crazy and it’s all focused on Reed,” Lynne Bishop said, nudging Melanie’s thigh with her hand while smiling at the thin redhead who rushed in the door. Beatrice was dressed as if she were litigating an important case—a gorgeous tan dress, impressive heels, full makeup, bursting with important gold bangles and earrings. This must be the highlight of Beatrice’s week, Melanie thought, a smirk forming on her lips.

Is it mine, too? That thought wiped the smirk away. Lynne was talking again, Melanie realized. While Parents’ Night for Dane had stressed her out, she still had stature in the PTA thanks to his brother’s achievements, thank goodness.

“Her poor kid won’t be able to function past high school,” Lynne said in her quiet but edgy tone of voice. She had become Melanie’s best friend and confidante. Truth be told, Lynne was her only friend in town. “He barely knows how to dress himself, at least that’s what Jill tells me. He’s never done a load of laundry or cooked a meal. It’s sad. She’ll have to go to college with him, helicopter in each morning.”

Melanie smiled at the thought of Beatrice and her gold jewelry airborne, a propeller attached to her head. Lynne and Melanie were seated next to each other in the front row of folding chairs arranged in rows of four, eight rows deep, inside the cozy school library. They had the highest status in the group, as parents of seniors, and Lynne, a former PTA president, was Melanie’s ticket to the front row. Lynne had the highest rank, given Jill’s social standing. She wasn’t as important as Sarah Nelson, but almost. Melanie remembered those days with Seth. Thankfully the other women remembered the reflected glory of Seth, not the dimmed sheen of Dane. They should provide us with sashes and tiaras, Melanie thought, smiling.

Or, at the very least, start the meeting on time, she thought, checking her Cartier watch.

“Is your car back from the shop?” Lynne asked.

“Oh, yep, good as new. Sarah Nelson paid for the whole thing. Why fight it?”

“Yes, she has the money to do whatever she wants for us little minions,” Lynne said.

Just then, Sarah Nelson herself arrived. She looked pastier than normal, and she had circles under her eyes. Even though she looked a bit off, her enviable legs stretched forever from under her tennis outfit, almost compensating for the dark circles and lack of color on her face. Melanie noticed she was clenching and unclenching her hands. She wasn’t even attempting her awkward tight smile.

“She looks awful,” Lynne whispered as Sarah took a seat at the opposite end of their row, ignoring Lynne’s hand-motion invitation to join them. Melanie knew they had been friends since their kids were in preschool together. So, basically forever in suburban years. Much like dog years, Melanie knew most moms counted their years by kid-years, and they made and marked their friendships accordingly. Another reason Melanie was an outsider here. She had just three suburban years in this town. She was a toddler amid high school seniors. Once again, she thought about calling Keith, begging him to get his old job back in Ohio. For now, she’d remind herself to be thankful Lynne had taken pity on her and become her friend. Lynne patted her hand and stood up, walking to the other end of the row and sitting down next to Sarah. Deserted, Melanie sat alone watching the two women chat quietly. She pulled out her phone and texted Keith: “Need to move back to Ohio. ASAP.”

The door opened again and Wendy Snyder walked in, slipping into a seat in the row just behind her. Melanie gave her a smile even though she couldn’t believe Wendy was here, showing her face in this crowd when everyone knew her husband was going to jail soon unless his attorney performed some sort of magic. In the three short years they had lived in town, Melanie had witnessed the overnight success as the Snyder Real Estate Company seemed to boom and Wendy and her family became the toast of Crystal Beach because of their sudden, explosive wealth. The guy had even appeared on a reality TV show about bosses, twice. Private air travel, houses in Hawaii and Aspen, in addition to their sprawling oceanfront home draped along a cliff, overlooking the sea. Even though they weren’t inside the gates of one of the three must-live-in gated communities, they had arrived.

Melanie had sensed it was all too sudden, too big, too good to be true. Keith had insisted she was just jealous of Wendy’s shopping budget. Maybe she had been jealous, but she also had been right. Now, the Snyders’ vacation homes were for sale, and she wondered if they’d be forced to move inland, to give up their Crystal Beach mansion and lifestyle. She’d been watching Wendy’s Facebook feed, but, disappointedly, Wendy had acted as if everything were fine, normal even. But what would she do for money with her husband behind bars? What would Melanie do if Keith suddenly went up the river? She hoped for Wendy and her kids’ sake, her criminal husband had buried a bunch of cash in their backyard. That’s what outlaws did, she reasoned. From the photos on Facebook, their spacious lawn yielded a lot of good treasure-burying spots.

Melanie knew she was spending too much time on Facebook lately, living vicariously. She’d kept up with her Ohio friends, of course, but she spent far too much time checking out the lives of her wealthiest friends and neighbors in Crystal Beach. It was addictive. Every morning, she also visited Seth’s page. Usually, nothing was there, unfortunately, and she suspected most of his real social media activities were on other things like Instagram and Snapchat. But she didn’t want to go there, she couldn’t trust herself. Seth had told her that if she commented on any more photos, he’d block her on Facebook. She couldn’t imagine what threats he would make over another platform, especially one she didn’t understand. Dane had taken down his Facebook page sometime last year. Melanie suspected it was because of her constant spying.

She felt the room sway and looked up at the podium while taking a deep breath. She grabbed both sides of the plastic folding chair for support. The blonde-bobbed Mandy, this year’s president, finally had arrived and the meeting would begin. The funny thing was, as she listened to Mandy drone on about fundraising and the sober senior celebration night plans, she no longer cared. She knew she should care, she had a senior, but Dane thought the graduation party was “lame.” He already told Melanie if he was forced to go, he’d sneak out. Nothing about senior year was special to her youngest son. It was just something to get through. He was “over it.”

“You can’t move on until you make it through,” Melanie always told him. But maybe the reality was Melanie was over it too.

But if not this, what? she thought, looking around the library. What was next? That thought, that wonder, pushed into her consciousness again like a mother bird protecting her nest: Who will I be without a child at home to parent? The next step is my AARP card, she thought. The stupid card had arrived in the mail the week before, heralding her old age, the slip into uselessness. She’d tossed it into the trash. Why did the end of motherhood have to coincide with menopause and senior citizen status? Because that’s what it meant, she realized.

Melanie withstood the remainder of the meeting, but as soon as Mandy dismissed them, she bolted for the door without speaking to anyone. Somehow, Lynne caught up to her in the parking lot with Sarah Nelson by her side. It hadn’t turned out well the last time she and Sarah had run into each other here.

“Melanie, wait,” Lynne said, as Melanie reluctantly turned to face her.

“Mark’s out of town and I wondered if you wanted to grab dinner? Sarah is coming, too!”

A simple enough request, Melanie thought. She could be brave, dine with the queen. It would be a first. Would Keith and Dane miss her at home? Not at all. “Sure, why not? What time?”

“Let’s go early, say six, so I can be home by eight or so. Ashley typically graces me with her presence by then,” Sarah said. “Hapi Sushi?”

“Yes, and good luck at the doctor. I hope you figure out what’s wrong,” Lynne said, kissing Sarah on her perfect high cheekbone and then giving Melanie a peck. Very European of her.

“See you tonight,” Melanie said, already worrying about what she could possibly wear to dine with the queen, a little mad at Lynne for her friendly inclusivity. Damn her.

WILL

Is this really happening? Will thought, hurrying to zip up his jeans and pull on his shirt. This can’t be happening. Shit. Shit. Shit.

“Step out of the car now,” the officer said for the second time. The cruiser had blocked any sort of escape from the parking lot, not that he had it in him to make a daring getaway in his beloved Subaru. In his imagination, he could have though. The officer was a punk, a short kid with a militarystyle haircut, dark reflective sunglasses, and a bulky build like he went to the gym to pump iron every day after his shift. When he gets older, he’ll realize the virtue of cardio, Will thought. The officer’s name was Abelli, according to his name badge. Will needed to focus.

“Oh my God. You’ve got to get us out of this,” Lauren said while poking him in the forearm with her long fingernail. Her eyes were wild and her hair was messed up from sex, car sex of all things. They were acting like teenagers, and now they’d been busted like teenagers.

Will opened the car door, grabbing his registration from the glove box. He needed to talk himself out of this, get Officer Abelli on his side. He knew how many people read the crime report in the local Crystal Beach Independent. He could see it now: Will Parker, sexual deviant. He’d knock poor Snyder to number two in the most intriguing criminal in town to gossip about list. Oh, shit.

“Turn around, put your hands together behind your back.”

“There’s really no need for that, Officer,” Will said as the cop clicked the cuffs on him.

“Turn around. Do you know it’s illegal to have sex in a car parked on public property? Indecent exposure. Do you know how many kids go hiking in this park every day? The trail is right over there. It’s broad daylight. And you want to expose them to this sort of thing?” Officer Abelli said. Will could sense the disgust in his eyes through his Ray-Bans. He leaned into the Subaru and said, “Out of the car, Ma’am.”

Oh no, he’s making Lauren get out of the car, Will thought, but everything was in slow motion. He had no reaction time. He hadn’t eaten lunch. They’d decided to devour each other first. Now, he realized, that was stupid. He was an idiot.

He watched as Lauren climbed out of the car, barefoot with mascara-blackened tears running down her face. Her sexy orange dress was tight, meant to show off all of her curves, but she had pulled it back on a little crooked, the V-neck top pointing to her left breast instead of falling in the center. Why was he noticing all of this? he wondered.

“Hands behind your back,” Officer Abelli said to Lauren who complied, settling her hands on her gorgeous butt, a sob shaking her body.

Will looked beyond the squad car and noticed a group of hikers had gathered to watch the scene. He prayed none of them knew him. Or Lauren. Let them be day-trippers, tourists. Good news was the windows were beginning to defog, Will noticed.

“Please, Officer Abelli. You cannot arrest us. We are married. We just thought it would be fun, you know, try something new. It’s hard when you’re in the middle of life, married for as long as we have been, you know, to spice it up,” Lauren said. Will felt his head bobbing up and down in agreement. Yes, what she said.

“Your ID, Ma’am?”

“I don’t have it on me. But I’m his wife, Carol Parker,” Lauren said.

Will felt as if his head were going to explode. He heard himself make some sound with his mouth and both the cop and Lauren looked at him.

“My ID is in my back pocket, here,” Will said, using his cuffed right hand to extract his money clip.

“You two stay here. I’ll be back after I run this,” Officer Abelli said, shaking his head with disgust as he walked to his car.

“What were you thinking? Carol isn’t involved in this. Oh my God, I’m dead. Just shoot me now,” Will said.

“You’re such an idiot,” Lauren said. “This is all your fault for not wanting to get a hotel room. Like we’re teenagers or something. ‘Oh, it will be sexy. Come on, baby.’”

She was mocking him. He had said that, though. And it was sexy as hell, well, until now. But actually seeing her in cuffs was a turn on. Shit.

They froze as Officer Abelli rejoined them. “You do realize I could arrest you both for this? And I’d like to.”

“Yes, Sir.”

“Oh my God, no.”

“But I’m going to give you a warning. I don’t ever want to see either of you in this park, not even if you’ve decided this is the only place you like to hike in all of Crystal Beach. This trailhead is off limits to the likes of both of you. Do I make myself clear? You work at a school and carry on like this?” he asked, glaring at Lauren.

How did he know Carol was principal of the middle school? Will wondered. And would he tell anyone?

“Thank you,” Lauren said, her sigh of relief carrying her words as Officer Abelli unlocked her cuffs before doing the same for Will.

“Yes, thank you,” Will said, relieved he wouldn’t die tonight at the hands of his wife. He’d already envisioned the scene, Carol arriving to bail him out of jail. “Indecent exposure?” she’d scream. He would have deserved it. He was being indecent, and not just here in the parked car. He knew it. And he wasn’t in the clear. If the officer decided to tell anyone else he knew about the sexy principal at Crystal Beach Middle School, his life would be over. He was on deathwatch, his life would come crumbling down soon, like a sand castle built too close to the lapping, curling, relentless waves.

As the squad car backed away, Lauren hobbled across the dirt parking lot and climbed into the passenger seat. Will pushed his hand through his hair and opened the driver’s side door.

“Really? Really, Will? You didn’t have anything to say?” Lauren said, her anger barely contained by sarcasm. She’d pulled the visor down and was wiping her face with a damp cloth she’d retrieved from somewhere inside her oversized purse. He knew she’d reapply makeup next, something familiar, a routine she always went through after they’d made love.

“You said you were Carol,” he said, aghast that his voice was so weak, so deflated.

“What else was I supposed to say? I’m Lauren Potts and we’re both married to other people, but we screw around as often as possible except he’s too cheap to get a hotel room so we’re here, like perverts. Is that what you wanted me to say, Will?”

“This is so wrong,” Will said, a stabbing pain shooting through his temple, crossing his brain. He was going to combust.

Lauren stopped applying lipstick and stared at him. “What is so wrong?” she asked.

He wasn’t sure of the answer, not exactly. Was it the two of them? Was it his marriage? Was it just him? He was fairly certain this was a midlife crisis, but he didn’t know what to do. What should he do?

“Will?”

Will realized Lauren had calmed down. In fact, she was all put together. Her dress V pointed straight down between her breasts. Meanwhile, Will’s shirt was still untucked and, he presumed, he had lipstick stains on his neck and elsewhere to clean off.

“Moist towelette?” she asked. Typically they’d laugh because she’d marked his body in her signature orange/red lipstick. Today, he just wanted her to get out of his car. “Come on. It’s over. Let’s go get lunch.”

He was hungry. He would go to lunch with her, and then it really would be over. He needed to end this. Focus on Marni’s last year in his house. She’d get a scholarship to a college somewhere, he knew. He couldn’t embarrass her with this type of behavior. But, he realized with a start, Marni’s departure would leave only two people at home for Carol to micromanage. Will swallowed and tried to remain calm.

As he backed out of the parking space, he looked to his left and spotted the group of hikers who’d been watching their near-arrests. One of the hikers, a man wearing khaki shorts and a white T-shirt, gave Will a thumbs-up as they drove past. Will felt a stab in his stomach that wasn’t necessarily hunger. It was pride. He still had it and that other guy recognized it.

“Well, guess we won’t be hiking there anymore,” Lauren said, turning the radio to their favorite country music station. It was another thing they had in common. Country music. Carol hated it, and Lauren said her husband did, too. Was that the truth? he wondered.

“We never did hike there anyway,” Will said, to himself more than to her. He and Carol did like to hike in this canyon, though, and now he’d need to find a way to convince her this trail was off limits. “How’s David?”

“Why do you ask me that every time we’re together?” Lauren asked, her tone of voice turning angry again. “He’s fine. He’s fine for an almost seventy-year-old. An alcoholic seventy-year-old who is interested in the History Channel and a daily nine holes of golf followed by a lengthy amount of time in the stag room with all of the rest of the semi-functioning alcoholics.”

Will pondered a response as he pulled into their favorite lunch spot. It was two towns over, in San Clemente, a diner where they usually were the only customers. “It’s just that he seems like a nice guy, he’s loaded, and I’m not. You loved him once,” Will said, pulling the car into a spot. “I can’t figure out what makes a relationship fall apart. I mean, we both picked who we married for a reason. Right?”

Lauren gave him a sharp look and pushed the car door open, slamming it behind her. Clearly, she didn’t want to be philosophical at the moment. He watched her walk up the steps of the diner and wondered if he could just drive away. He supposed he could. She would just call a cab or more likely, an UberBLACK. She’d be fine. He grabbed the steering wheel with both hands, squeezing as hard as he could. The stab in his temple was back, piercing his brain. He dropped his head, turned off the motor, and pushed open the car door.

He needed to eat. Then he’d deal with this.

DANE

Kiley Potts drove killer cars—she had her pick from her dad’s five dealerships—and this one, a Mercedes sports car, was no exception. Dane hung on to the car door as she punched the gas pedal to the floor when the light turned green on Coast Highway.

“Geez,” Dane said as the g-force pushed him against the seat and she threw her head back laughing. Even though Kiley affected a Goth look—hair dyed black, purple lipstick, various piercings, and even a tattoo on the inside of her wrist—Dane thought she was pretty normal. He noticed she bit her fingernails, too, a look made even more disgusting by the black fingernail polish she’d attempted to apply. She was an anomaly in their class. The girls weren’t threatened by her and the boys all genuinely liked her. Dane suspected if she rinsed the dye from her hair and took out some of the piercings, she’d be cute—hot even. But with all the black leather and attitude, he couldn’t tell for sure. He wondered what her life was like at home. All he knew was that her dad was really rich and really old.

“I don’t think I’m going to college. I’ll just work in one of my dad’s dealerships, and when he dies I’ll inherit one-fifth of everything, just like my step-siblings, and travel,” Kiley said. She seemed serious. “You can come with me, Stud.”

Since he’d moved to Crystal Beach, she’d called him Stud. Even when he was being bullied, on his worst days, she’d walk past him in black combat boots and spiked hair and whisper, “Hiya, Stud.” There wasn’t anything she could have done about his acclimation, or lack thereof. He’d had to deal with all that himself. He would have been welcomed in her group, but it wasn’t the crowd for him. If anything, her outlier status would have made his situation worse back then. But now it was senior year and if they wanted to go to lunch together, they could. It wouldn’t even cause a gossip ripple.

“I’m thinking about just moving to LA, giving the music thing a go,” Dane said. “I mean, if I don’t get into a music college. I just can’t imagine four more years of prison.”

“I get it,” Kiley said.

“It’s so weird, last weekend I visited Seth at college and it’s just like high school, only more kids,” Dane said. “I love my brother and everything. He’s popular, having a blast, even likes his classes, but it’s just not my scene.”

“You’ve gotta be you. You’ll get into music school, Stud,” she said. They reached the school entrance and Kiley flew into the parking lot, kids scattering to avoid being run over. “I love the power of a car, don’t you? It’s why us teenagers die in car crashes. It’s the only place we feel free and in control. So we push it.”

Dane thought she might have a point, but decided next time they went to lunch he was driving. “Ah, thanks for lunch,” he said, relieved they’d come to a stop.

“Anytime, Stud,” she said, pulling out a cigarette and offering him one.

“No, thanks,” he said. “I’ll see you back inside prison.”

She smiled and lit up as Dane turned to walk back into the school. He glanced over his shoulder and saw the new kid, Doug Winston, leaning on the car next to Kiley. She’d better not call him Stud, too, he thought, feeling protective of his nickname.

He crossed the street and walked into the quad. It was the end of September, but here, it was just another sunny day, 72 degrees. Just another perfect day in paradise, Dane thought, yanking hard on his backward lock and smiling as it popped open. As a senior, he was past all of the overt bullying of the first two years in this idyllic town. “Everybody wants to live here,” his mom would tell him as he forced himself to endure another day of hell freshman and sophomore year. The only thing that made his time at school bearable had been Seth.

His older brother had made best friends the minute he’d walked on campus. It was uncanny and unfair. They’d both come home for lunch on their first day—Dane snuck out because he didn’t have open lunch as a freshman and he didn’t care—and Seth was already talking about how great Crystal Beach High School was, how friendly the kids were. When Dane opened his mouth to disagree, it was the first word he’d spoken all day. He was invisible to everyone here, an Ohio ghost.

“How’s it going for you, bro?” Seth had asked as he drove them home for lunch on their first day of school at Crystal Beach. Even from the side, and with sunglasses on, Dane had registered the worry in his eyes. The two of them had always been tight.

“Great,” Dane had said, picking at his left thumbnail.

“It’ll get better,” Seth had promised.

And of course it did for Seth, but for Dane, it was just like prison—every day filled with monotony, passive aggressive teachers, loneliness, and then, once the bullying started, abuse. The cliques were well-formed, from preschool. That was the case back in Ohio, too, but he’d been in them, not the outsider. Their first weekend in town, Seth had gone to a party every night. Dane had stayed home with his parents, watching as his mom poured wine while convincing herself she was helping him with her alcohol-induced insights and his dad tried to assure him with too many “champs” and pats on the back. Their over-helpfulness reeked of pure pity. He was the loser and Seth was the winner. You get one of each, folks, he remembered thinking, enjoy it before he leaves for college and all that’s left is me.

“Two years of just me and them. I beg you, take me with you,” Dane had said to Seth as he was packing for college a year and a half later. By then, Dane had made friends thanks to Collin, a Crystal Beach native who’d thankfully decided Dane was funny and that he’d taken enough abuse. With Seth’s rising popularity and Collin’s support, Dane had achieved a tentative level of social status, one he was certain could be yanked from him by any small infraction. He had to be on his toes, he knew, and it was stressing him out. The shrink his parents made him see once a month told him it was social anxiety. So what was he supposed to do about that? His entire social life revolved around high school and it sucked. Was he anxious? Well, yes, that would be one way to put it.

His hold on social status was as certain as the marine layer. The fog surrounding him lifted at the start of junior year, and kids started to see him for himself, and most found him acceptable. The thought of the fog bank returning, though, kept him on edge and his fingernails bitten to the quick.

And now, it was senior year. The pressure was intense, lingering in the air around them even thicker than the fog of social hierarchy. He knew he wasn’t alone. They were all expected to finish strong, to use this first semester of senior year to get into a college worthy of graduates of Crystal Beach High School and the offspring of the titans of Crystal Beach. Truth be told, his dad didn’t make him feel that way. No, that was all his mom’s doing, he thought, grabbing his econ book and slamming his locker closed. It was going to be one heck of a year.

“Hey,” Collin said, bumping into him as he stood up. “Want to hang out after school?” Dane took in Collin’s wet hair—he’d been surfing until lunch—his deep dimple and his always-smiling eyes. His friend was confident, bordering on cocky. At the end of last year, the last day of school, Collin and Dane had come back from lunch at the beach barefoot and the principal had boomed across the loudspeaker an all-points bulletin to find them and give them a detention to be served at the start of the next school year. The school counselor, Dane’s biggest supporter through his first year of bullying and beyond, had rushed up to them, grabbing them both and said, “Leave. Happy summer. Don’t end it with a detention. See you next year.”

They’d run out of the school with her permission, the warm feeling of a summer away from this place like a rocket propelling him. But now it was September, and he was back. Dane realized how much he’d missed his first real friend in this town.

“Sure, what’s up?” Dane said, as they walked together to their only shared class.

“Doug, the new kid, wants to shoot baskets, just hang. I thought we could do it at your place,” Collin said. “My mom’s in her manic state, so I’m not going there.” Dane knew Collin’s mom was some sort of screenwriter who would swing from being the best single mom in the world to a mom who thought she lived alone. All the guys thought she was hot, something Collin found disturbing and Dane didn’t blame him. Collin’s dad—a famous actor others had told him, though Dane hadn’t asked—died years ago of a drug overdose. Dane knew Collin felt responsible for his mom, like a parent. “Sometimes she forgets to eat and shit when she’s on deadline,” he’d said.

Dane was beginning to feel like that with his own mom, he realized. And it sucked.

“Sure, I’ll call you guys into the gate,” Dane said, sliding into the seat next to Collin. They sat in the back of the classroom, and he knew the econ teacher was relieved. Collin was too much of an attention magnet if he sat in front. Together, they were considered “trouble” by the staff. Dane liked that, a better moniker than “loser.”

He realized he didn’t know anything about Doug, hadn’t hung out with him before, but if Collin thought he was cool, then so did Dane. “Have you started your college apps?” Dane hoped he sounded casual. He knew he’d been a dick to the counselor his parents had hired, at considerable expense, and the guy had quit. Now he was on his own, something that was freaking him out inside. He didn’t want to end up at community college, even if he acted like he didn’t care when he was around his annoying mom. He didn’t really want to end up on the streets in LA either, even though he’d pick that life over not going anywhere.

“I finished my essay,” Collin said, tapping his pencil on the desk. “My mom’s not going to like it if she ever reads it, but whatever. I needed to get it done for NYU. With soccer and grades, I should get in.”

“What’d you write about your mom?” Dane asked, thinking he could write a book about his.

“Just a little tale about how wonderful it is to be raised by a pot-smoking, bipolar hippie in a cottage on a hill so high nobody will visit except her revolving younger lover shitheads from LA,” he said. The tone of his voice was light, but his dark eyes had grown darker, his jaw clenched. “Sounds like a great childhood, right?”

“Probably a great essay,” Dane said, feeling like a baby for feeling sorry for himself and his stupid life. He had it easy, but still. “I need to figure out what to write about.”

“How about unrequited love,” Collin said, punching him in the arm as Ashley Nelson walked in the door. “God, she’s hot. Too bad we grew up together. You didn’t.”

“I hadn’t even noticed her,” Dane said, staring at the most beautiful girl in the world as she took her seat at the front of the room. Every song he’d written since he’d moved to this weather-blessed hellhole had been inspired by her, by the type of girl she was who would never, in a million years, fall for a neurotic guy like him.

After suffering through econ and his last class of the day, English 12 with arcane reading assignments and a teacher who smelled like a ham sandwich, he was free. He pulled into the gates of Diamond Bay and drove to the basketball court. He had a change of clothes in his car; he had enough stuff to live for a week crammed into his backseat. He didn’t want to go home, even though he knew not doing so would prompt a phone call from his mom.

A few minutes later, Collin and Doug pulled up next to him in Doug’s Leaf.

“Nice car,” Dane said.

“Fuck off,” Doug said. “It’s my mom’s. Not everybody’s daddy gives them a Lexus sedan to cruise town in.”

They didn’t, Dane realized, and shut up, getting out of his car.

“Let’s play,” Collin said, extracting himself from the tiny car and throwing a basketball to Dane. “Doug here is very interested in scoring some weed. You got any?”

“Me? No,” Dane said as they walked across the park to the court. “Remember, I had that bad reaction, the hot box?”

“I told him, dude, told him you’re clean,” Collin said. “Enough about that shit, Doug.”

Collin held his hands up for the ball. Dane passed it to him and Collin went up for a shot.

“Do you know who I can get some from?” Doug asked, suddenly standing too close to Dane as they watched Collin shoot again. “I’m just looking for something, really anything to make it through the day.”

Dane looked at Doug, his reddish brown hair, his almost full beard, his football player physique, and thought, Here’s another guy who’s as over high school as I am. Welcome to the club.

“Sorry man. I can’t help you. I don’t touch anything,” Dane said, running to join Collin on the court. “What’s wrong with him? He’s like desperate to score something.”

“I know. It’s all he talks about,” Collin said, passing Dane the ball. “But when he finally does, I’m hoping he’ll share it.”

“Dude, no,” Dane said, taking a shot and smiling as it went in the basket. “We made a pact.”

“Let’s just see what he finds,” Collin said, cutting in front of Dane and grabbing the ball. “Doug, are you playing?”

“I’m playing,” Doug said, reluctantly lumbering onto the court. He didn’t seem happy to be there, stealing the ball from Collin and breaking for the basket. Maybe he should just get in his Leaf and go home.

“Where do you live?” Dane asked, passing Doug the ball.

“Over the canyon, wrong side of the tracks. You know that group of condos that is only considered part of Crystal Beach because the city annexed it to try to stop the toll road? That place,” Doug said, a rather long-winded explanation, Dane thought. Is he trying to get sympathy and drugs?

“Where’d you come from?” Dane asked, as Collin scooped up the ball after Doug’s basket attempt fell short of the rim.

“Long Beach,” Doug said.

“Enough with the twenty questions, dude,” Collin said to Dane. “The guy is new, just like you were.”

The guy is weird, Dane thought, but decided to drop it. Everybody was weird in their own way, he knew, but something wasn’t right about Doug. He hoped Collin would see that too.

And, truth be told, Dane was a little jealous that Doug was getting Collin’s attention. He needed his wingman back in his life, no matter how he’d acted during the summer. Without Collin, he’d never survive this year.

SARAH

Sarah was still in shock.

But it was her idea to meet for dinner so she couldn’t cancel, she reminded herself as she struggled to find a parking spot in town. Crystal Beach was mostly tourist-free from now until Thanksgiving so she wasn’t sure why she was having so much trouble parking, except for the fact she was in shock. The doctor had tried to keep her at his office longer, telling her she could lie down in an extra exam room. But what good would that have done? The facts were the facts. And the fact was, she was screwed. Her outward appearance matched the truth of her life. It was all a fake. As much as she had been complicit in her unexamined life up to this point, she was determined to take control of the future. She just wasn’t sure how to do it.

She pulled into a spot and checked her makeup. Her eyes were swollen from crying. Even before she got the news, some part of her knew she’d need a friend tonight, somebody to talk to, and that part of her had been correct. Now she just hoped she could find the strength to tell Lynne what was going on.

“Konbanwa!” Hapi said from behind the sushi bar.

“Good evening!” Sarah answered, relieved to find only two other people in the entire restaurant. Unfortunately, it was somebody she knew. Zoe Wilson and her son, Collin, a boy who seemed on the edge of anger at all times, at least when she saw him with his mom. Collin and Ashley had been friends since preschool, but Sarah had absolutely nothing in common with Zoe and was relieved Ashley never fell for Collin. Zoe was a working mom with all that implied. That’s why Collin had become a bad boy, even though Sarah knew he was smart. It was all in the parenting, or lack thereof. Poor kid. Sarah was thankful that at least she’d done the parenting thing right, if nothing else. That was part of the program she’d signed up for, the path made clear from the moment Ashley had entered preschool. But now what? she wondered.

Zoe had a pained expression on her face when she greeted Sarah, maybe because of how Sarah looked. Sarah knew the whole town expected her to be a fashion plate at all times. She felt her cheeks flush. She needed to check herself in a mirror again.

“Hey, Mrs. Nelson,” Collin said, his dark eyes shining as he held a piece of sushi with chopsticks. “How are you? How’s Ashley? I haven’t seen her much lately.”

“Hi, Collin, Zoe,” Sarah said, dropping her hand, patting Collin on the shoulder, feeling the boy stiffen. “She’s fine, thanks. I haven’t seen her around much either, not since she started dating Blake. Enjoy your dinner.”

Sarah hurried to the back corner booth and slid all the way in until she was pressed against the wall. She rummaged around in her purse and pulled out the brochure Dr. Livingston had handed to her. She looked around before putting it on the table, rubbing the back of her stiff neck, willing herself to relax, to drop her shoulders, to breathe. The brochure was trifold and, fortunately, the front panel was discreet. Just a photo of a couple, holding hands, walking away from her.

“Hiya, hey,” Hapi said, and Sarah saw Melanie burst through the door.

Sarah had forgotten Melanie would be eating with them, too. Great, now I can’t talk about what’s going on. Where is Lynne anyway?

Melanie greeted Zoe and Collin before she spotted Sarah in the back and gave her a wave while hurrying over to the booth.

“So sorry I’m late. Dane and I had to have our usual fight,” she said sliding into the booth across from Sarah.

“Ashley and I never fight,” she said, suddenly wondering if that was because she’d given her daughter everything she’d ever wanted and more. Sarah had never stopped to question saying yes because the reward was glowing in the light of her daughter’s achievements. Ashley was her BFF, at least until this year and the boyfriend. “We’re best friends.”

“Interesting approach to parenting. Better than enemies I suppose,” Melanie said.

The waiter appeared and Melanie said, “I need a double chardonnay, pronto. Sarah?”

“A warm saki, I guess,” she said. She didn’t even know if she was allowed to drink on her new medicine. She wanted to check the brochure or the prescription bottle, but both were hidden inside her purse.

“I wish there was a parenting handbook, I swear I do. Guess it’s too late for us, though. I can already feel the emptiness in my house and Dane’s still around,” Melanie said, leaning forward, her chin resting on clasped hands. She seemed to be slurring her words, but she hadn’t had a drink yet. “Where’s Lynne? She still coming?”

“I think so,” Sarah said, pulling out her phone. “Oh, here’s a text.” Sarah’s stomach dropped when she read the message. “She can’t make it. It’s just you and me.” Goodie! Sarah shoved the phone back into her purse. This day just keeps getting better. Melanie was staring across the booth at her, her big brown eyes doe-like. Fine, Sarah thought, I’ll talk to her. I don’t have any choice. Miss Ohio is probably drunk and won’t remember what I say anyway.

“In addition to a parenting handbook, I wish there was a marriage manual,” Sarah said, folding her arms on the table, fighting the tears welling up in her eyes. “What makes a relationship turn toxic? Is it midlife? Simple boredom? Opportunity? I don’t know why I’ve never thought about it before. It’s like I’ve been living on autopilot for twenty years.”

“What’s wrong?” Melanie asked. The waiter delivered their drinks and Melanie took a big gulp of her wine. “What’s going on?”

“This is so embarrassing. I don’t know if I can trust you,” Sarah said. She knew she sounded harsh, but this woman from the Midwest wasn’t her friend, not really. She was an acquaintance who lived nearby. Why was she here, alone with her?

“You can trust me. I don’t really have any friends here,” Melanie said, dropping her gaze to the top of her wineglass. “I’d like to have friends but I’m not like all of you beautiful people. Lynne takes pity on me and asks me to do things sometimes. You can trust me.”

Sarah took a deep breath, rubbing the back of her neck. “Dr. Livingston just told me I have herpes, vaginal herpes,” Sarah said with a hushed voice as tears popped into her eyes and began rolling down her sculpted cheeks faster than she could brush them away. The physical pain of sitting there in that booth was almost matched by the emotional pain in her heart. Her private parts were on fire, alternating between a pulsing hotness and a searing jab. The doctor had explained it would take a couple of days to subside. “He said it’s possible Jud was exposed before we married and it has been dormant all these years. He told me not to panic. He said people have it for years without symptoms. ‘Happens all the time,’ he said. ‘It doesn’t mean he cheated.’ That’s what the doctor said. Oh my God, do not tell a soul.”

Melanie reached out and touched Sarah’s arm. “Of course not. I’m sorry. It sucks to have it, but it doesn’t mean anything. You’ll be all right.”

Sarah looked down at her hands, her giant wedding ring sparkling in the light from the candle. Melanie had no idea what she was talking about. Nothing would be all right, not ever again. Ashley was leaving home and she was the only thing holding them together.

“I don’t mean anything to him anymore,” Sarah said, speaking the truth she’d known inside for at least two years. She couldn’t believe she was admitting this, to a woman who was a near stranger. Perhaps there was a freedom in that, she realized. “I think there is somebody else. He’s never home.”

“A lot of men travel for work. I wish Keith would travel more sometimes,” Melanie said, turning away from the booth, waving her hand in the air. “Another wine, please, dozo!”

“Courtship is such a con game. You want the other person to like you, so you’re never going to show them your worst side, not until it’s too late and you’re married. Stuck with each other,” Sarah said. She’d found a tissue in her purse and blew her nose. The sadness inside her was like a bottomless pit. If she allowed herself to go there, she’d never come out. Instead, she pulled out a compact and opened it, staring at her reflection. She barely recognized the person—the creature—she’d become. Why had she allowed him to change her appearance so fundamentally? Why had she been a willing guinea pig in the latest and greatest cosmetic procedures? What was wrong with her in the first place? When they’d fallen in love, Jud had told her she was perfect. But then, he’d changed her into this. She’d been pretty and popular, athletic and even smart when they’d met. Now she was, what? She closed the compact and felt her heart racing. “I hardly recognize myself.”

“Sarah, stop, you’re being too hard on yourself,” Melanie said, reaching across the table and patting her hand. Sarah felt the kindness of the other woman’s touch until she noticed an age spot had developed near the base of her own thumb and yanked her hand away. She’d need to have it removed. “You’re beautiful. You could be on the Real Housewives of Crystal Beach. Everyone stares when you walk into a room. Trust me, I know.”

Sarah shook her head. “People know this is all fake. The whole town knows how old we are. I have a daughter who is a senior in high school and I’m eligible for AARP for heaven’s sake.”

“I got that mailing, too,” Melanie said. “Tossed it into the recycling.”

“Me, too, but still, we’re seniors,” Sarah said.

“You don’t have a wrinkle on your face or your neck. Nobody would ever guess,” Melanie said.

Sarah stared at the veins on her hands, the emerging age spot by her thumb. “How long can I keep up this façade?”

“Well, clearly, I don’t know since I haven’t started. But Joan Rivers looked great until the end,” Melanie said.

“Ready to order?” the waiter asked, dropping off Melanie’s wine.

“Sure, just bring us a combo platter or something, please,” Sarah answered. She couldn’t look at a menu, and really couldn’t imagine being able to swallow anything right now. The medicine was making her dizzy, but at least she was finding it easier to sit here. She no longer wanted to scream because of the physical pain. Maybe it was the sake, too, she thought.

“What are you going to do?” Melanie asked, her brown eyes soft and caring.

Sarah didn’t know why she was spilling her beans to a clueless person like Melanie. Of course she didn’t have any insights to offer. Maybe that was why she had decided to tell her, she realized. Their lives were so different, so disconnected that her opinions didn’t matter anyway. She pondered the question, enjoying the feel of the warm saki flowing down her throat.

“Confront him, if he ever comes back in town. He’s gone all week, almost every week now. I know his speaking schedule has picked up, but he can say no. It feeds his ego, but it isn’t like we need the money. He doesn’t have to travel this much. He wants to travel this much. I know it.”

“Have you stalked him at all? Checked out his Facebook page? Read his texts?” Melanie asked, pulling out her phone to begin the process. She raised her eyebrows and looked at Sarah. “Y’all have a house in the desert?”

“Ha. No, we don’t,” Sarah said. “I wish. I always loved Palm Springs, but Jud doesn’t like me in the sun. Makes me carry an open umbrella everywhere. It’s embarrassing. It’s too dry there, bad for my skin, he says.”

“Well, unless there’s another Jud Nelson of Crystal Beach, it’s your lucky day,” Melanie said, turning the small screen toward Melanie.

“I can’t read that. I don’t have my glasses, but I’m sure it’s a mistake. A typo,” Sarah said, her stomach clenched as her neck stiffened. This can’t be happening, she thought. It wasn’t possible that her husband owned a home in the desert and she didn’t know about it. That didn’t happen in real life. That was the plotline of made-for-TV movies. This woman sitting across from her, a woman she’d never choose as a friend, was mistaken, that’s all. Sarah pulled the brochure out of her purse again, and opened it up. Graphic depictions of her disease greeted her and she shoved it back inside her purse. Instead she pulled out her compact, dusting powder across her forehead and nose.

“He’s there now, right?”

“What? Where?” Sarah said.

“Jud is in Palm Springs. He just checked in at a restaurant on Foursquare and it posted to Facebook. That’s pretty stupid, actually. He didn’t need to share it publicly; there’s a button you can just check off,” Melanie said as the waiter slid a large platter of colorful seafood onto the table. Sarah felt sick. She pushed the platter toward Melanie. “Are you okay?” Melanie asked.

“Feel sick,” Sarah said. She was sweating, a trickle of water running down her back. She burped, fighting down the urge to throw up. She shouldn’t have confided in Melanie. She didn’t even like the woman. But now that she had, it was all too real. Everything she had suspected for the past two years, everything she’d been denying, was true. An acronym for denial that she’d heard once popped into her head: Don’t Even kNow I Am Lying. I’ve been lying to myself, she realized. No, it couldn’t be. Jud was supposed to be in Paris. He’d called last night, telling her how chilly it was in the City of Light. “He’s in Paris.”

“I’m sorry. It really seems like he’s not. At least not yet. Look, er, well, according to his Facebook page he’s been in Palm Springs since Monday. Here he is floating on a pink raft in a pool. Bastard,” Melanie said.

“I need air,” Sarah said, fumbling around for her purse. She wanted to leave, to go home, to avoid dealing with this. She was too numb to feel anything, too panicked to speak; the pit of sadness was pulling at her. She wanted to hide, run away to her perfect home behind the guarded gates. But who was Jud with in the desert? Why wasn’t she enough? What had happened to them? What would happen to her now? Sarah wondered.

As she slid out of the booth, Melanie lunged across the table and grabbed her wrist, fingernails digging into Sarah’s arm. Sarah stared at the woman in shock. She wanted to slap her, to tell the meddling, Googling woman to let go, that no one touched her anymore, but she’d lost her voice. “I know you don’t want to deal with this, but you must. You need to find out what’s going on. Did you know that in Hong Kong, a woman can kill her husband if she finds out he’s been cheating? It’s completely justified and legal. The only stipulation is she has to kill him with her bare hands. No weapons. At least that’s what I read.”

Sarah stared at the woman across the booth, this drunk stranger with unruly dark hair and in need of Botox between her brows, who was trying to give her advice, acting like she was her friend. Why didn’t she realize that Sarah didn’t want to kill Jud? She wanted him back. All she needed was his attention. They were college sweethearts. He was all she’d ever known.

“I’m kidding about killing him, Sarah, but you do need to confront him about this. It’s like he’s living a double life,” Melanie said. Sarah noticed she was well into her third glass of chardonnay, and her words were running together. “It’s really remarkable that you’re letting him get away with this.”

Sarah needed to defend herself and get away from this person. She popped a piece of pickled ginger into her mouth, remembering it was good for upset stomachs and it was anti-aging. “Me? Letting him?” Sarah said.

“Well, yes. If you’re in denial, which you clearly are, then he gets a free ticket to do whatever he wants, wherever he wants. In this case, in Palm Springs. It’s classic.”

Sarah didn’t think it was classic; she thought it was sad. All of it. Ashley and Jud, both of them leaving her at the same time. Ashley would be at college, Jud in the desert with his lover. Sarah would be alone, disease-ridden and broke. She wasn’t in denial. She just wanted time to stand still. At some point she had decided if she didn’t acknowledge it was happening, whatever it was, whoever it was, it would all go away, go back to normal.

“Any idea who the other woman is?” Melanie asked, slurring. “Thank goodness it’s not Zoe. She’s the hottest single mom in town.”

Sarah didn’t believe what she’d just heard. Jud and another woman? It couldn’t be true. He had her and she was perfect. Midwestern Melanie was trying to ruin her life. She’d ignore this meddler and go back to her perfect life. Sarah stood, smoothing her dress, enjoying the looks from the men who were waiting to be seated.

Melanie had turned around in the booth and was staring at Zoe and Collin who had stood up to leave. Collin seemed angry and didn’t acknowledge them, and Zoe gave a weak wave of her hand as they walked out the door.

“I need to get home,” Sarah said. “Thanks for listening, and please keep this quiet. Whatever you think you know, and especially what I told you about the disease. As for my husband, you’re wrong about whatever you saw online. I know it.”

My God, Sarah thought as she stood up and her privates throbbed, I have an incurable disease.

“Believe what you’d like, hon, but you need to confront him. About the herpes at least,” Melanie said.

“Shhhh,” Sarah said, mortified, as the waiter approached with the check. Sarah slipped her credit card onto the tray and waved him away.

“I can give you some cash,” Melanie said.

“No, my treat. I didn’t even ask about your boy, um,” Sarah said forgetting his name.

“Dane,” Melanie said. “No need to bring him up actually. Probably won’t even get into college at this rate. Will work in a print shop or something. Did you ever meet my oldest, Seth? Now he’s a guy your Ashley would like.”

Sarah considered defending the boy, but she didn’t know him. Sarah was out of energy and needed to get away. “Thanks for listening. Use your cash for a cab. You shouldn’t be driving. Is your husband home?”

“Of course he is,” Melanie said. “I might order a dessert or something first before I leave.”

Sarah signed the bill, added a huge tip, and walked to the sushi counter to hand it to Hapi.

“Okay, migi kuru!” Hapi said, and Sarah tried to give him a smile.

She walked back to their table, bent at the waist, her lips close to Melanie’s ear. “Remember, please don’t tell anyone, not even your husband.”

Melanie pushed her lips together and nodded. Sarah wasn’t sure what that meant, but she needed to get home to Ashley. She had a life to pretend to be living.


CHAPTER THREE

Wednesday, October 1

KEITH

Keith sat at the kitchen table enjoying the view of the ocean out the window, trying to avoid eye contact with Melanie while wondering why his wife had a sudden need to document their every moment together as a family with photography.

He watched as she photographed the dinner plates, brimming with a well-rounded meal Dane was sure to pick apart.

“Family dinners are so special,” she said, as she moved around the place setting at different angles while he watched. This new obsession was, like many things lately, getting annoying. She’d always been a bit of a nut, with an easy laugh and a warm smile. He adored her crazy curly hair and her intense love for her boys. She’d do anything to help them, he knew, but in the process she could be smothering. Seth always handled her well, achieving at school and sharing her warm, open demeanor at home. Melanie and Dane were so similar, but they didn’t see it that way. He had watched as the tension escalated between them with every year of high school. She kept pushing him for grades, and he pushed back by doing nothing. Keith loved coming home from work and hearing his son playing the guitar, singing his heart—and his anxiety—out.

Meanwhile, Melanie would be in the kitchen making dinner ready to dump her frustrations on him. “Dane didn’t do this.” “Dane wasn’t going to do that.” He’d never amount to anything. He wouldn’t ever get into college. Keith disagreed. He knew his younger son was smart, the IQ tests proved it; he just hadn’t been able to fit his passions into the structure of traditional high school. They’d find a path for him. Dane was handsome—God, was he good-looking—and talented. They’d pulled the rug out from under him by moving here, but he was getting his mojo back, Keith thought. The kid would be fine; in fact, he was more together than Keith was in high school—a fact he shared with Dane often, much to his wife’s chagrin.

“Dane, dinner is ready and getting cold,” Melanie yelled, her second bellow to their second son. Keith felt his shoulders tense. “Why can’t he just do this simple thing? Be down for dinner when expected. Why?”

Keith looked at her, her jaw clenched with anger and her brown eyes dark and sad, and thought, Chill out. “Why don’t we start without him?” he said. “It looks wonderful. How did the photos turn out?”

“Really?” she said in an exasperated voice, as if he’d punched her in the stomach and was the biggest idiot she’d ever been forced to spend time with. “I told you I’m trying to get a photo of the three of us and our dinner plates. I worked hard on the stuffed chicken and the kale salad. I need him down here. Is that too much to ask?”

“No,” he said, a simple answer meant to keep the peace, whatever peace still existed in the air around his wife. Keith put his napkin on his lap, hoping that was acceptable.

In fact, that was the problem with everything lately, he realized. His wife never laughed anymore. Everything was too serious, too intense. She needed to relax. He didn’t know if it was all because of Dane. It could be this neighborhood they’d moved into, full of overachieving, entitled parents. But she’d picked this house, picked this gated community when he would have rather been close to town, outside the gates. He knew, though, it would never be in his best interest to bring that up.

Maybe he’d buy her a spa retreat for Christmas, he thought, picking up his water glass and taking a big drink. Hell, maybe he’d send her away sooner if it would tamp down the level of tension in their home. He loved her but he was fairly certain she was experiencing a midlife crisis, or what she told him was called empty-nest syndrome, or worse. When he thought of Dane’s departure in the fall, he panicked a little imagining their empty table, night after night, photos of just the two of them.

“Don’t move, this is just perfect,” Melanie said to him as Dane walked into the room. She leaped from her chair at the table and assumed the now too common crazy photographer position while Keith and Dane stared at each other. She positioned herself as always behind the empty chair, Where Seth should be, Keith thought, missing his oldest. “I wish we could all three be in the shot, but then we’d lose the whole scene. I need the whole plate showing.”

Keith looked to his right and saw Dane grimace.

“Look, Dane, if it’s too hard for you to smile and be thankful for your dinner, well then, you take the photo,” Melanie said, extending her arm with the phone in it toward their youngest son. Dane appeared ready to swat the phone out of his mom’s hand, but finally stood and took her former position in front of them as Melanie hurried and sat down, tilting her head in that way she always did for photos.

“Mom, the head,” Dane said.

“Right,” Melanie said, and Keith watched his wife flop her head to the other side. Still awkward, but so Melanie.

“Take the photo, Champ,” Keith said to Dane.

“Already did,” Dane said, sitting back down at his spot.

Keith had insisted on a round kitchen table, just like he’d had growing up in his family’s happy home back in Ohio. They hadn’t had all the wealth his family now enjoyed, but they’d had so much more joy, he thought. He again looked at Seth’s chair and shook his head. He still had Dane home, and he’d relish this guy for as long as he could. He knew senior year would be over quickly and then he’d be off. They’d have to sell the table he decided suddenly, maybe the house, too. Everything was going to be so different with both of his sons gone.

“Who are you asking to Homecoming?” Melanie asked Dane as he shoved dinner into his mouth. His youngest ate so quickly.

“No one. It’s lame, no one goes to the dance,” Dane said between gargantuan bites. Keith felt a chill cross in front of him but tried to ignore it.

“Your brother didn’t think it was lame. He was Homecoming King,” Melanie said. Her plate of food was untouched, Keith noted. He would not enter this dance conversation again, and quickly shoved a bite of his dinner into his mouth. He hated butternut squash he realized as he chewed his bite, the mushy stuff trapped in his mouth. He fought his gag reflex.

“I’ve decided to rebrand us, Keith,” Melanie said. Keith was thankful she had focused her attention away from Dane. Unfortunately, that would mean onto him. He watched as she used her finger and thumb to enlarge the photo on her phone’s screen. He knew she was checking her own image before looking at the overall photo.

“Rebranding us, huh?” Keith said, stuffing a too big bite of white fish into his mouth as he heard Dane exhale loudly.

“Too many people think you golf all the time, or work all the time, and I, well, they have the impression I’m a golf widow. With both of the kids gone soon, we need to remind them I’m not all alone. I do have a loving husband. From now on, every Facebook photo I post will be of us, as a couple,” Melanie said, finally putting the telephone face down on the table. Keith decided that she had lost her mind. It wasn’t something anyone outside the family would realize, he knew. But this solidified it. She had lost her mind to appearances. And, she was breaking every family rule in the process. They had a rule about technology at dinner, a rule she’d created and a rule she was the most likely to break now that Seth was in college.

“Facebook is lame, Mom,” Dane said. With that statement, he dropped his napkin on his plate, and started to stand up as Melanie shot him the look. Keith hated that withering, commanding look almost as much as he loathed the letter in his pocket, the one she’d forced him to “handle.”

“You are not excused. Sit down.” It had come out more sternly than he’d intended, but his command had the effect he’d desired. Dane sat. Melanie was giving Keith an encouraging stare, but he ignored her, pulling out the letter from Crystal Beach High School. “This came in the mail today. You already have a D in a class and a detention to serve. I thought we were going to try harder this year?” Keith’s dark brown eyes stared into replicas of his own. His son, everyone said, was a carbon copy of his dad. Tall, thin, a smattering of freckles across the bridge of their noses and cheeks, dark hair. Their defining feature was their large chocolate brown eyes. But that’s where the similarities ended. When Keith was in high school, he tried. He hadn’t been a straight A student like Seth, but he was an athlete, starting lineman on the football team. And he didn’t get into trouble at school. He was smarter than that. So was his son. What have we done to ruin our youngest son? he wondered again.

“Ya, well, Mrs. McCoy’s a bitch. That’s why I have a D. I’ll fix it, suck up, whatever. I have the stupid detention because I was late coming back from lunch. They only give us half an hour,” Dane said. Keith sensed his son’s anger and frustration just below the surface. School was prison to him, for some reason. They’d had him tested and he was perfectly neurotypical according to the psychiatrist. That was back in middle school. Maybe we should try testing again, Keith thought, examining Dane’s frown. Or maybe they should just give up? He was bound for community college. He’d dug a grade point average hole so deep he’d never be able to recover, no matter what the helpful and optimistic school counselor had told them. Dane had his heart set on music school, Keith knew. They’d need to find one that admitted on talent, not GPA.

“Your father and I just want you to be able to get into a good school,” Melanie said, tapping her fingernails on the table, making Keith’s skin crawl. It was nights like this he wished he had stayed and played cards in the stag room after his round. He placed his hand on his wife’s, stilling her drumming fingers.

“I am not Seth,” Dane said, eyes flashing dark with anger.

“Obviously,” Melanie said.

Keith looked at Dane, and then at his wife. The tension between them was a force field so strong he felt his head being compressed, his jaws clenched.

“Have another glass of wine, Mom,” Dane said.

“Stop trying to change the subject from your failure, as usual,” Melanie said, pulling her hand from beneath Keith’s, reaching for her glass of wine.

“Okay, enough,” Keith said, exhaling to keep his head from exploding. “Son, we’re just trying to support you. We’re proud of you, of your music—”

“Oh, you are? Both of you?” Dane said, shooting Melanie a look.

“Of course we are,” Keith said. He loved talking classic rock and roll with his son, loved that they shared that passion. And the kid was a great guitar player. Maybe he would make it as a studio musician? He would go to music school for college and after he graduated, he’d finally get a band together. That would be cool. Keith could be his manager. They’d travel the world, playing gigs. Keith smiled, forgetting his anger for a moment. “You see, though, even though we believe in your guitar-playing future, you have to go to college.”

“I made you that list,” Dane said, referring to the list he had written of all the famous guitarists and musicians of all types who had made it big with only a high school diploma. Sometimes, not even that much education.

“Nonnegotiable,” Melanie said, playing her role in their never-ending dinner drama to perfection. “We can discuss the music school list, as long as they are degree granting. But I’m just not sure anyone will take you with the grades you have.”

“Thanks, Mom. You don’t even appreciate what I do, what I can become,” Dane said. “Are we finished?”

“I am,” Melanie said, standing and clearing her plate, walking to the kitchen.

“I’ll get your dishes, Dane. Why don’t you start your homework,” Keith said, standing and walking over to his son for a quick hug.

“I don’t have any,” Dane said. Keith knew that was impossible. Today’s schools fed copious amounts of homework starting in kindergarten. Dane was simply choosing not to do any of it. If Melanie had heard his response, she’d have gone off. Again. “Want to hear the new riff I made up? I think it’s really good.”

“I’ll be up as soon as I help your mom with the dishes,” Keith said, looking over toward the kitchen sink just as Melanie gave him the look and Dane hurried out of the room. Keith knew he’d handled things wrong again. Knew he’d made his wife mad and barely had his son’s respect. Melanie was just so hard to live with these days. Constantly worrying about Dane, sharp with him, and sex? Ha. Forget about it. She always told him she was too tired, had a headache, or she passed out before he even came to bed. Dane thought she had a drinking problem, but Keith didn’t agree. She drank far less than any of the guys at the stag bar. She was never out of control. She just had her nightly glass of wine. Dane had just found something to pick on her about, and it did bother her, Keith noticed.

Maybe he should join her and have a drink tonight, he thought, carrying the plates over to the sink. She had turned her back to him, overly scrubbing a pan.

“You just let him get away with everything,” Melanie said, her voice low, angry. “You aren’t even trying to parent anymore. Just give up and leave it all to me.” If she scrubbed the pan any harder it would crack.

“Oh, honey, he’s a good kid. He just hates school. We need to find him the perfect place. I’m going to call the counselor, see if she has any ideas. Some of the schools have November 1 deadlines, that’s only a month away,” Keith said, wrapping an arm around her shoulder and giving her a squeeze, hoping to calm her the way he had just calmed Dane.

“Really? Just a month for early decision? I hadn’t realized that. Gosh, thank goodness you are here,” Melanie said, and Keith knew she was building up to an explosion of anger. What did I say? “Who has been telling you this, begging for your help since last year, and now you are telling me we only have a month. Ha!”

She pulled away from his embrace and turned, arms crossed in front of her chest, staring at him. “Our private college counselor fired him. Fired him! He’s the one who did everything with Seth. Now it’s all up to me,” she said. Keith noticed slick sweat on her forehead and on the top of her lip.

“Seth did Seth’s applications, Mel,” Keith said, realizing he’d just used the form of her name she despised.

“Kee-th,” Melanie said, speaking slowly, drawing out his name to make her point. He was a child, an idiot, as usual. “Mr. Baker helped a lot. He’s from New York. He has helped thousands of kids get into great schools. He fired us. He said he couldn’t work with Dane. Couldn’t help him. Do you remember that?”

“Stop speaking to me like I’m an idiot,” Keith said and walked to their wet bar and pulled his favorite bottle of vodka out from the cabinet. He poured himself a stiff finger and dropped in three ice cubes. He listened to the comforting sound of the ice cubes cracking into the potent liquid. His shoulders relaxed. He was never this tense anymore, not at work at his firm, not on the golf course certainly, not even during a big case. Only, it seemed, at home.

“We already have twenty-seven likes on our photo,” Melanie said, her voice sounding more normal, the anger having dissipated like fog in warm sunshine.

“What?”

“Likes on Facebook, on my rebranding photo of us as a couple. That’s more likes than I’ve gotten in forever. That settles it. No more photos of kids or me with the ladies. It’s just going to be you and me from now on until people see us together and see how happy we are,” Melanie said. Keith watched as she loaded the dishwasher. After a minute, she stopped loading and looked over at him. “I mean, that’s how it’ll be next year, no matter where Dane ends up. Just you and me. We better start practicing for the golden years.”

Keith attempted to smile at his spouse. He loved her, despite her insanity over Dane’s future. He would need patience to survive the next few months. He could handle this, he told himself, taking a big sip of his drink, finishing it. It tasted good. He’d need another, he decided. They would make it through this senior year, this year of stress for all of them, and then he and Melanie would recalibrate. She’d find a purpose, a new passion, and they’d be free to travel. He was a partner at the law firm. He could take time off whenever he wanted. He’d created a travel file on his computer at work and had stuffed it full of places he’d like to see, articles he’d read. Melanie just needed adventure to open her mind, help her see how blessed they really were. He imagined them together, climbing a mountain in the Himalayas, visiting monks in Tibet. Then he remembered her fear of heights. He’d think of something.

“Melanie, it’s not like we become senior citizens the minute Dane goes to college,” Keith said, wiping the dining table with the washcloth she’d handed him. He saw her look, the doubt in her eyes. He didn’t know if the doubt was about Dane or their next fifty years together. “He will go to school. He will do great in the real world. It’s not like he’s a drug dealer or something. He’s a good kid. He’s just lazy sometimes and he’s not cut out for traditional education, that’s all. And the move hit him harder than it did Seth.”

Melanie walked toward him stopping to pick up a framed photo of the four of them—their perfect little family—the day they left Ohio for California. “He was happy then. Doing well in school,” Melanie said, handing Keith the photo.

“He had some of the same issues there as here. Talking too much in class, marginal grades. Don’t kid yourself,” Keith said. Although Dane’s social anxiety did start with their move to Crystal Beach, the counselor assured them it could have come on back in Ohio just as easily. Melanie had scoffed, choosing to blame the move, herself. Him. His wife seemed to doubt everything, especially the choice they had made to move here to the beach. A choice he celebrated every day. “We’ll find him a music school, an arts college where he’ll meet other creative kids like him.”

“Dane can’t compete with these kids here. What makes you think he’ll be able to get into music school? He was better off in the Midwest. Average is all right there. I think I belong back there, too,” Melanie said, turning away from him, yanking open the refrigerator and refilling her glass of wine that had become empty somehow. “I totally embarrassed myself in front of the queen at dinner the other night. I’ll be even more ostracized now.”

Watching her hand holding the glass shake, Keith wondered if his son was right, if something was wrong with his wife, if perhaps she did drink too much. Was he blind to what was really going on inside his own home?

“Forget about the sushi night with Sarah. She made you nervous so you drank a little too much. It happens. Hell, she makes me nervous, a ghostly white Barbie doll whose face is so frozen in place she can’t smile. And that husband of hers? Now that’s a scary dude. Who the hell doesn’t play sports because his hands are too valuable? That’s just freaky,” Keith said, holding his hands in the air while Melanie finally smiled. He still remembered asking Jud Nelson if he golfed and getting that ridiculous answer. Weird dude. But most people in their community were normal. Sure, not as friendly as Midwesterners, a little entitled, but still good people. He heard Melanie sigh, releasing a little tension.

“You used to think my hands were magical as I recall,” Keith said, walking over to his wife as she placed her wineglass on the counter and wrapped both arms around his waist. It felt nice, this hug, this closeness. This is what they should do more of, he realized. This and travel. “Honey, Dane is right where he belongs. And so are you. We’re going to be fine; everything is going to be fine.”

She breathed deeply, and Keith hoped he was right.

WILL

Will had just finished inspecting the last project of the day. Blissfully, it was a new hotel on the edge of the ocean, providing him with scenic views and fresh sea air as a job perk.

He’d ridden his bicycle to all of his sites today and, even with five stops, it was only three in the afternoon when he’d finished up. Most of his business was repeat customers, many of them the female assistants to builders he’d meet on-site. He’d pile on the charm and dazzle them with his knowledge, flirting of course, but never taking it too far. He needed their business, not their affection. He had too much of that lately from Lauren and he was beginning to feel antsy, trapped. As he waved goodbye to his last client, an older heavyset woman who called him William and blushed when he gave her empty compliments, he headed to the beach. He didn’t feel bad for flirting. He never felt shame for anything, he realized.

He sat down on the warm sand, feeling so lucky to be here, so far from the gray, dying steel town of his youth. Here, in Crystal Beach, it was always sunny and alive. People paid money to vacation here and this was his home. He was blessed, he really was. And he’d do anything to continue to live here. He needed to stay one step ahead of everyone else. But that was easy. He knew he was smarter than everyone, that’s why he could always get away with doing whatever he wanted. Anything. He just didn’t want to push Carol too far. He needed her for structure and appearances.

When he thought back to high school in Ohio, Carol was the only bright spot. She was his constant through his parents’ ugly, violent divorce. She was the cheerleader on the sidelines of every big football game, his only fan. She could have gotten into her choice of colleges, but Will was only accepted to Grand View University in Des Moines. So she went with him, on a full-ride academic scholarship. Will took out loans to get by, working at the bars near campus with a fake ID that convinced the owners he was twenty-one. He’d come home to Carol every night after work, smelling of beer, and sometimes other girls’ perfume. Not often, just sometimes.

Talking Carol into moving to California was the tough sell. She was close to her family, too close for Will’s liking, truth be told. They would suffocate him as much as the old, rundown steel town would have. He and Carol had needed to start fresh. They were young. They needed an adventure. And she’d said yes.

She’d followed his dreams all along. And now, Lauren was pushing him every day to leave his wife. How could he do that? He couldn’t. His anniversary was coming up, as Carol had just reminded him and written on the calendar in green. He always forgot when they’d decided to start counting. In high school or college, or did they mark the year of their actual wedding? Carol would remind him. Just like she told him everything, everywhere to be, in his color, Peter Pan green.

As much as he needed the structure, or so he told himself, he had started to despise the color. That green. He saw it on the kitchen calendar, beckoning, judging, trying to control him. The color of responsibility, mortgages, bedtimes, alarms, jobs, kids, structure. He’d uncapped the lid to the green pen, left it to dry out on the counter. That would teach her, he had thought.

Will stood up and stretched. The sun was getting lower on the horizon, but he still had plenty of time. He dropped and did twenty push-ups, glancing to his right to be sure the female tourists stopping on the boardwalk were still watching him. They were. He smiled in their direction and they giggled and walked on. I still have it, he thought, wondering if he should follow them, ask for the blonde’s number. Not now, he told himself, he had enough on his plate.

Carol didn’t have it anymore, he knew. She’d never turn another man’s head. She just didn’t care about herself, or her looks. She was pretty still, in that outdoorsy sort of school principal way. The guys in his basketball league always told him she was a looker, but guys just did that to make you feel good. He knew the truth. He saw it every morning at the kitchen table. When he was with Lauren, though, he did feel good. She dressed nice, mostly in dresses. He hadn’t seen Carol wear a dress in years. Lauren always wore makeup and fancy perfume. High heels and necklaces and really lacy underwear that were a different surprise each time they met. Carol just wore cotton briefs. There really weren’t any surprises anymore.

But it was almost their anniversary, and she was the mother of his daughters. Will sat back down in the sand, pulled out his phone, and scrolled through recent photos. He knew she would expect something from him to mark their anniversary, he’d learned that much over the years. He found the perfect shot. It was from a few months ago. All four of them had packed a picnic and enjoyed dinner at the beach. The girls were happy and getting along, alternately surfing and then joining them on the picnic blanket. Carol had looked beautiful in the setting sun, shadows smoothing out her wrinkles, framed in a backdrop of purple and orange and ocean. Marni had grabbed his phone and taken the picture.

“Smile lovebirds,” she’d said, her hair wet and long against her face, beautiful without the oversized glasses. She looked like Carol when Will had first met her. Will had leaned over and kissed Carol’s cheek. They’d all laughed, a perfect Hallmark moment.

He opened Instagram. Carol had just shown him how to use it, instructing him to keep watch on their daughters’ accounts. He selected the photo. He wrote: “Here’s to another lifetime with my lovebird. #truelove” and smiled as it posted. He’d even remembered to use a hashtag. She’d like that. If only she could give him some space on the stupid calendar, they’d be fine. They liked all the same shows on TV. She was like living with his best friend, and what he imagined his mom should have been like. So what if they didn’t have sex anymore? He just found it elsewhere. But he always returned home to her.

It worked for everybody. His phone screen lit up and he smiled as little hearts showed up indicating people had liked his post. It was sweet. Even Marni liked it, he saw, watching as their high school and college friends clicked like, and then some guys from the gym, and then Carol. She liked it, he realized, as a big smile crossed his face. He was proud of himself, as usual.

He looked at the time on his fancy watch from Lauren. Carol would be home from school already, probably preparing dinner and talking to Piper about homework. Maybe Marni was with them, sitting at the kitchen table with her laptop open, a pile of college brochures next to her, deciding which school to grace with her big brain, a replica of his brain. She knew he expected her to earn a scholarship. They didn’t have the money like the rest of the people in Crystal Beach. He hoped he had told her that often enough.

Maybe his Instagram post would make this evening pleasant and happy, like the family scenario of his dreams. He’d come home and all three of his girls would rush to the door, greeting him like a returning hero. Or, at the very least, Carol and the girls could look up from their laptops as he walked in, perhaps give him a smile or any other look that could convey he wasn’t a total fuck up.

Because the real problem with their marriage was that Carol often treated him like a child, a bad child. He deserved better. He was a man in top physical condition. He deserved to be worshipped. Forget about Elliot and the others. He always came back, always provided for them. But yet, he never was and never could be good enough for her. He saw his failure reflected in his own parents’ faces as he grew up. He saw it again in her parents’ faces from the time they began dating. They knew whose son he was, where he came from. He saw it in Carol’s eyes every night before bed, every morning when he woke up. But she had the wrong view. He was much more than what she saw. He’d prove it.

His phone rang, and Will answered before looking at who was calling.

“How dare you,” Lauren said. “How. Dare. You.”

Her voice was deep and calm. He’d never heard her sound like this. He didn’t like it.

“Well, good afternoon to you, too,” Will said, not sure what had gotten her in such a huff. He decided to take the high road, try to brighten her day. That’s the kind of man he was being today. “Hope you had a great day, sweetie!”

“Don’t call me sweetie,” she said. “Are you still—”

“Still?”

“At Main Beach?” she said, her voice was clearer now. She must have switched over from Bluetooth. She still sounded rather menacing, he decided. And how did she know where he was? Will felt a chill spread up his spine. Did she have a tracking device on him or his phone?

“Just about to bike home on this glorious evening,” he said, while scanning the beach in both directions. No Lauren. He needed to get away from here.

“Stay put,” she said and hung up.

She couldn’t talk to him that way, could she? No, of course not, he thought, and began walking slowly in the direction of the hotel, where his bicycle and escape awaited.

“I said stay put. You are such a coward and a liar.”

Will turned around and saw Lauren on the beach behind him, barefoot but wearing a shiny, short silver dress, hands on her hips and fury in her green eyes. He wanted to reach over and kiss her, to calm her down, but they were in public so he couldn’t. Also, she was scaring him. He was starting to want to run away.

“Sweetie, what happened? We had a great lunch yesterday as I recall, tried some new things,” Will said, taking a step closer to her, feeling that familiar warmth of arousal start deep in his stomach. “Were you missing me?”

“How can you talk to me like that and post this? Are you insane?” Lauren asked, shoving her phone in his face. It was his Instagram post. But, that wasn’t possible, he thought. His profile was on “private.” Carol had set it up that way for him, just family and some close friends.

“How did you see that?” Will asked, swallowing hard, trying to figure out what to do, what to say. In his panic, he knew he’d turned white and he felt his heart racing.

“What do you mean how? With my own two eyes, you lying coward,” Lauren said. Her anger scared him.

“Honey, please, calm down. You’re scaring me. I thought the post was private; it doesn’t mean anything,” Will said, putting his hands up in the air as if she were holding a gun, not a damning cell phone Instagram post.

Lauren shifted back and forth on her feet, like she was rocking a baby. The sun was sinking more quickly now and Will needed to get home before Carol suspected something. He needed to fix this fast.

“Look, I was just feeling guilty. Carol and I have shared so much. A whole lifetime,” Will said slowly. He thought he sounded reasonable, logical. He hoped Lauren agreed.

“Yeah, I know, you tell me this all the time. I don’t care anymore. You have a choice. Me or her. Not both of us. Not anymore. You keep saying you’re leaving her. Do it. Otherwise, leave me alone,” Lauren said, her voice quiet, but determined.

Will knew he couldn’t let her go. She was his lifeline to fun. As long as he kept his lives separate, Carol would be happy and so would Lauren. He would seem like a good guy to Carol, a swell husband instead of a fuck up. Meanwhile, Lauren was hope and great sex. But she was turning to leave.

“Wait,” he said, grabbing her shoulder and spinning her toward him, pulling her into an embrace. He held her firmly, one hand on the small of her back, pressing her into his body. “I love you. I have to be with you.”

Lauren stopped struggling to pull free. She rested her head on his chest, and Will thought he heard her crying. “I can’t do this anymore. You want both of us, just like it is. It’s wrong. It’s crazy.”

The sound of a group jogging drew close to them. Will looked up too late, letting Lauren go as the Crystal Beach High School track team started to run past them, each kid giving them a close look. My God, Will thought stricken, what if one of them knows Marni? He and Lauren stood side by side, frozen, as the last of the kids jogged by. One was a guy who had enough red facial hair to be in his thirties, Will thought, and the other was an overweight girl with black hair. The girl stopped in front of them.

“Mom?”

“Hi, honey,” Lauren answered. Will realized this must be her daughter, Kiley, a reluctant sports participant, Lauren had told him. She was flushed bright red, sweating profusely, and appeared, like her mom, on the verge of collapse. He wished he had a water bottle for the girl, poor thing. She was a little heavy, but she had a cute face aside from an unfortunate nose piercing and big round holes in the lobes of her ears. That had to hurt, he thought.

“What are you doing here? Who are you?” Kiley said, bending to put her hands on her knees while somehow staring straight into Will’s soul, a skill all teenage girls possessed.

“I lost my phone and this man helped me find it,” Lauren said, curling her lips as if something smelled bad while taking a step farther away from Will. She held her phone up in the air as proof of her story.

“You lost your phone on the beach? You hate sand, and there’s no sand on your phone,” Kiley said, standing to full height again, her force towering over both adults, at least Will imagined so when in fact she was shorter than he was. His palms were sweating.

“Well, glad it all worked out, Ma’am,” Will said to Lauren, anxious to grab his bicycle and head home. Lauren shot him a look that froze him to the sand.

“Kiley Potts, let’s get going,” a man called through a bullhorn from a car on PCH.

“Do you see how humiliating this is, Mother?”

“You’re right, Kiley. I’ll let you quit,” Lauren said.

“Really?”

“Go tell the coach and I’ll drive you home!” Lauren said. Her voice had taken on a cheerleader quality Will enjoyed hearing. He always appreciated her enthusiasm. Carol was never that excited about anything.

Kiley took one more look at Will through squinted eyes, and then turned and ran toward the road and car with the bullhorn and the coach.

“Well, that was close,” Will said, brushing imagined sand from his palms. “She’s a cutie.”

“Are you kidding me?” Lauren said, shaking her head back and forth.

“No, I mean she is a little overweight. Track would be good for her actually,” Will said, wanting desperately to get on his bicycle and pedal away. Lauren was staring at him, mouth open.

“You are such an idiot. We are so busted. You realize Kiley is in Marni’s class at the high school. They’re not friends, but they know each other. You realize that, don’t you?”

“So? She doesn’t know who I am, silly. I’m just a Good Samaritan who found your phone. That was brilliant,” Will said, feeling a pinch of worry but mostly pride in how quickly Lauren thought on her feet. She really was an incredible woman, even if she was overreacting at the moment.

“She’s not stupid, Will. Only her mother is,” Lauren said as she walked away from him, following the route in the sand that her daughter took to reach the road.

“Lauren, wait,” Will said, running to catch up. “We can talk more tomorrow, okay? I have a plan. I haven’t followed through on it but now I know I need to do it. I will. I promise.”

Lauren turned and faced him, even though her daughter could be watching them. “Don’t you dare call me until you execute your so-called plan. Oh, and you can tell your wife to stop stalking all of my friends on Facebook and Instagram. It’s creepy and pathetic.”

“What? What are you talking about?” Will asked, but Lauren was running toward her daughter who was waiting for her on the road, hands on her hips. He loved watching Lauren run, he realized. He’d never seen her move that quickly before and it turned him on. He shook his head. It was time to grab his bike and head home. Hopefully Carol liked his Instagram post as much as everybody else—except Lauren—had. He needed to ask Carol how to make a post private, he reminded himself, as he unlocked his bike lock. The sun had set but if he hurried, he’d be home before it was completely dark.

As he peddled up the big hill toward home, he wondered if he would ever be able to execute his plan. He’d fantasized about it so often. It was the only solution, he realized. He wished he could write it on the family calendar, in his color. Pick a day and just do it, write it in green Sharpie so he couldn’t balk, wouldn’t be able to change his mind. But this was one thing Carol wouldn’t be able to plan for him, even though she was pushing him to do it by trying to control him. He wished she would let him do what he wanted, for both of their sakes. But she wouldn’t. So he had no choice.

He was on his own.

JUD

This house felt so big to him compared to his desert hideaway, he thought, as he walked in the back door.

It wasn’t that it was that much larger than the desert house, he supposed, but it was somehow more stifling, more confining in its largeness. In the desert his home was mid-century modern, with clean lines and very sparse, sophisticated furnishings; it welcomed the outside in with a continuous flow. Here, Sarah had added “beachy” cottage elements to their stark contemporary, seashells and sea glass cluttered some of the counters. He had tried over the years to teach her about fine art and architecture, but she was more interested in being a mom, playing tennis, and baking cookies. That was fine, nothing wrong with that. She was a great mom. He had tried taking her to Paris once, but she had just wanted to shop instead of tour the great art museums. It was best, he’d decided a while ago, that he kept the desert and travel to himself. He liked his life compartmentalized. She’d always said she looked forward to traveling with him once Ashley left home, but hopefully she didn’t really mean it.

“Hey, Dad,” Ashley said, running to give him a big hug as he entered the kitchen. “How was Paris?” She’d been seated at the island, holding hands with The Boyfriend. Jud refused to learn his name, hoping he’d been an anomaly. Ashley hadn’t ever dated before and now this boy was like an appendage, an unwelcome presence in his already over-cluttered home.

“How’s the most beautiful girl in the world doing?” Jud asked, focusing on his gorgeous daughter, still stunned as she grew more perfect every day. When he examined her facial symmetry, there wasn’t a thing even he could correct. “What are you two working on? Homework?” Jud nodded in the direction of The Boyfriend and the young man stood, tall and bulky, and approached him, presumably to shake his hand. Jud held up his hands like the kid was a bank robber. “Sorry,” he said to the boy. He hated this type of man on a visceral level and never trusted them to shake with respect.

“We’re working on our Stanford apps,” they answered in unison, turning to each other glowing. This was a huge problem, Jud realized. He could not allow Ashley to marry young, and especially not to a meathead. Look what had happened to him and Sarah. He’d learned a lot lately about how to find your soul mate; and they just didn’t exist in high school, or college, he was sure of it.

“Ashley, you are attending Harvard in the fall. It’s settled,” Jud said, a pronouncement that he directed to The Boyfriend. “This whole notion of Stanford even rivaling the best school in the world. Ridiculous. End of discussion.”

“Well look who is finally home,” Sarah said walking into the kitchen. She was his careful invention of perfection. She entered the room like a virginal beauty queen, carrying a bouquet of bright white flowers of some kind in her arms. He noticed she didn’t come over to him, though, and there was no kiss on the cheek even. An interesting development, he thought, realizing she must be angry with him. He needed to take her on a date, he reminded himself.

He watched as his wife filled a large glass vase at the sink and placed the flowers into the crisp cold water.

“Blake, could you lift these onto the island? Once the vase is full, it gets so heavy,” Sarah said.

“Happy to, Mrs. Nelson,” Blake said, hurrying around the island.

“Sarah,” Jud said, walking over to his wife and kissing her cheek. He held her forearm in his hand. “I’ve missed you this week. Have you lost more weight?”

“That’s code for I look bad,” Sarah said, her smile fading immediately as she pulled away from him.

“No, not at all. It’s just that I worry about you,” Jud said. That was true. She was an important part of his practice, his image in the community. He needed her to flourish, to look vital. This fall he’d noticed her becoming increasingly fragile, a butterfly floating in a world full of toxic dangers. It was just a matter of time if she didn’t eat properly. Time was something he was accustomed to stopping.

“We’ve made an executive decision,” Sarah said, ignoring his concern. He was trying for heaven’s sake. “We’d all like to go out to dinner tonight.”

Jud’s heart sank. He had been looking forward to an evening at home after being on the road for a week, a home-cooked meal, maybe even a fire in the fireplace after dinner, the light dancing around the room as they shared a good cabernet. He forced a smile. “Of course, whatever my ladies would like.”

“Thanks, Daddy,” Ashley said. “Mom, we should go now. Carlos is coming in an hour and a half.”

Who’s Carlos? Jud thought.

“Ashley’s voice coach,” Sarah said, answering the question he didn’t ask.

“I thought we agreed she didn’t need one, she won’t be pursuing singing as a career,” Jud said, feeling that familiar tightness in his jaw that happened when things weren’t going his way. He didn’t like the feeling, not at all.

“The school drama teacher really thinks she has talent. And since she has focused on sports for so long, this is a chance to broaden her interests,” Sarah said, smiling at Ashley as if Jud wasn’t even in the room. As if she were the one paying for all of this. His daughter had been scouted by all the top schools for her volleyball prowess and GPA, not her songbird ability. She would be fine without voice coaches.

“Sir, all due respect, but Ashley sings like an angel,” The Boyfriend said.

Jud ignored him.

“Dad, it’s one night a week for an hour. I won’t lose focus on the other things, promise,” Ashley said, standing up from the barstool and giving him a hug, instantly diffusing his growing anger.

“Yes, good. That’s it. Would hate to see you lose sight of the goal when we’re in the home stretch of senior year,” Jud said. He knew the odds of actually bumping into his daughter during one of his trips to the desert were remote, but if she stayed here, out West, the odds increased. He’d feel more comfortable with her in Boston. And she needed to dump The Boyfriend.

“Let’s go. Our reservation is in ten minutes,” Sarah said, trying to change the subject.

“See ya,” Jud said to The Boyfriend, happy to be getting his women to himself.

“Blake is coming to dinner, Dad,” Ashley said.

“No. I’d like it to be just family, Ash. I’ve been on the road all week,” Jud said.

“Right. Well, we’ve been here all week and Blake is family to me. Why don’t you two go have a nice romantic dinner,” Ashley said. “We’ll eat something here.”

She was defying him because of The Boyfriend. And what could he say? What should he do? Stomp his foot and demand that she come with him, yank her forcibly by her hair to the car? Punch her smug boyfriend in the nose? No, he realized, those tactics—tactics his dad would have utilized—were barbarian and inappropriate, and besides, he couldn’t hurt his hands. He needed to use his words instead. Tom had found him a therapist and so far, he had suffered through five sessions. He was practicing not being what his bitchy therapist described as “a self-centered toddler, a narcissist.” He knew he wasn’t one of those, despite what the awful woman therapist said. But some of her words had helped him pretend to be better, do better.

“Ashley. I’m so disappointed in you. I missed you this week and looked forward to catching up. I guess it will be another time,” Jud said, using some of the words the therapist had taught him. He was to be “disappointed,” not “angry.” He should not expect that his wife and daughter do everything he said. They were “individuals,” strong women with their own lives, she had told him. He smiled. His jaw was tight but he was in control. His phone rang. He glanced at the number. He needed to take this call he realized as the screen lit up with Tom’s name. He never called him at home, not unless it was urgent. That was the rule. “Excuse me,” he said, and hurried out of the room. Sarah gave him a look as if he’d become an alien, and Ashley tilted her head in a perplexed lost puppy stare.

He hurried into his office and closed the door. “Yes, what is it?”

“Hey, sorry to bother you at home but you need to meet him tonight. He’s insistent. You have what you need. Just remember the deep breathing exercises. He’s waiting at the steak house, Sylvia’s. He’s there now, call me after,” Tom said. Jud imagined Tom sitting on the edge of his couch at his condo, as nervous at this moment as Jud was. Tom had handled hiring the private investigator. He had promised Jud he had what he needed to “eliminate” the threat. Jud hoped he was right.

He walked back into the kitchen.

“Uh, sorry, Dad,” Ashley said, their eyes meeting for a moment before she turned back to The Boyfriend.

“No problem. Hey, that call was work. I’ve got to go meet a fellow surgeon for a drink at Sylvia’s. I’ve been blowing him off for a month, but it won’t take long. Why don’t you come over in an hour or so, Sarah? We can have dinner there,” he said, hoping he sounded calm.

“That place is really good,” The Boyfriend said.

“Sarah?” he said, glancing over at his wife. “Good plan?”

“Sure. Just text me when you need me. Sounds romantic,” Sarah said, her voice flat, her eyes glassy.

“Okay then,” Jud said, turning to leave noticing Ashley was holding The Boyfriend’s hand. Jud wondered if they had sex. Of course they had sex. He’d ask Sarah about it. Good dinner discussion. He wished she would eat so she wouldn’t look so much like a victim of some awful disease. He’d make sure she ordered steak tonight.

He drove too quickly to the restaurant and pulled into the valet stand, jumped out of the car, and hurried into the restaurant, ready for battle. The over-smiley, overweight hostess greeted him by his first name and started to take him to his favorite table, a two top in the corner.

“Oh, no, sorry, I’m meeting someone here first for a drink. But can you save that table for when my wife arrives?” Jud asked.

“Of course, Sir, I’ll try my best,” she answered, as Jud spied the traitor he was meeting in a corner booth. He took a deep breath and walked toward the man, a man who was trying to ruin his life. He pulled out the chair, nodding to Dr. Brad Bennett.

“Dr. Nelson. Good to see you again,” Bennett said. They’d met only twice before, but for some reason Bennett had fixated on Jud. Jud presumed because he was the most renowned plastic surgeon in Orange County and Bennett’s practice paled in comparison. What Bennett wanted, though, Jud couldn’t give him. Superior talent was a gift from above, and only Jud had it. A shame really.

Jud shook his head and stared into the candle flickering in the middle of the table. The white linen tablecloth offered hope. He imagined himself playing the video game Call of Duty. Jud was a surgeon, proficient and efficient at the video game. In the gaming world, his opponent’s greasy round face was already in his crosshairs. Jud smiled. This would be a kill. In the Call of Duty world, Jud would no-scope him—a quick, clean kill. Jud was just learning that skill. But he’d soon be proficient. A kill was a kill.

“I know you know why we’re here. We both know what I saw, what I can prove. And nobody ever needs to know your dirty little secret if you give me what I want.”

Jud smiled and stared across the table as the kill continued to speak. He imagined a target superimposed on the man’s ugly face.

“The new patent you’re working on. I want a share of the overall proceeds and the exclusive rights to perform the procedure in my office. We can call it the Nelson-Bennett Procedure, with you retaining naming rights,” Dr. Bennett said, his voice soothing, his brows knit, concerned, as if he were talking to a sick patient and not the best plastic surgeon in America. The man had gall, that’s for certain. “Dr. Nelson?”

Ah, the mark had finally stopped talking, Jud thought. He reached for his glass of cabernet, barely touched. His favorite waiter, Scott, had arrived and delivered his wine unasked, and had left just as quickly. He was Jud’s favorite for many reasons—efficient service, full pours of his favorite drinks, and assuring his steaks were perfectly cooked. Scott was smart, too, and discreet. Jud had eaten at this restaurant regularly for the almost two years it had been opened. He felt at home here, in control of his surroundings. It was fortunate Bennett had chosen a place where Jud was so at home, but it wouldn’t have changed things if they’d met at the Jack in the Box across the street. He took a deep breath. And then another. He used the motion of swirling his wine inside his glass for time, for reflection.

“Yes, Dr. Bennett. That sounds like a wonderful, albeit illogical solution to our predicament,” Jud said, making sure to keep his voice calm. “The more logical solution would be for you to go fuck yourself.”

Jud looked across the table and saw the younger man smile. Perfect.

But then the beady-eyed beast leaned forward. “Well, no, that’s not a solution for us,” Bennett said, leaning back in his seat. The man was a disgusting maggot. He noticed a severe case of acne scarring on each of the man’s cheeks. Jud felt himself slipping a little. He hadn’t calculated the need to neutralize more than one doctor, more than one enemy.

“Us?” Jud asked. His voice sounded as if it were emerging from a deep cave.

“You didn’t think I’d confront you like this without telling another person, did you? I’m not stupid. Now he knows what you are, and before long, everyone will know,” Bennett said.

Perhaps Jud had underestimated his enemy, he thought, swirling his wine. Since the man had initially threatened him two weeks earlier, Jud’s investigator had been working nonstop, according to Tom who had provided twice-daily updates. What Dr. Bennett didn’t know was, because of his investigator, Jud knew Bennett’s parents’ names and where they lived, what college and medical school he attended, and his grades at both. He’d discovered two ex-girlfriends and one current lover who all had nothing but praise for the young doctor, unfortunately. The man even taught Sunday school at the Baptist church. But still, everybody has something, and, finally, his man had found it.

“I am a capable doctor, Bennett. Nothing more,” Jud said. The restaurant was filling up. Patrons were elegantly dining around them. He focused on Bennett’s right cheek. Too bad the man didn’t invest in some laser resurfacing, could clear that right up. Jud touched his own smooth, lineless cheek as counterpoint. “Unlike you.”

“We could not be more different,” Bennett said, raising his wineglass to his thin lips. Jud saw the pockmarks magnified through the glass of white wine. Probably a buttery chardonnay, Jud thought with distaste. It was time for the kill shot.

“I’m talking about your history of prescription drug abuse, actually,” Jud said, smiling as he watched the color drain from Bennett’s face. All around them, the restaurant diners were eating and drinking normally, unaware that at this table, a seismic power shift had just occurred. Jud inhaled deeply, enjoying the moment as he took control of the situation. Tom would be so proud, he thought.

“How dare you,” Bennett said finally.

“Me? You started this game, Bennett,” Jud said. His appetite had returned and he smiled at the oysters on the half shell, just delivered by Scott, compliments of the chef. He picked up the dainty seafood fork, stabbed an oyster and dipped it into the cocktail sauce. A perfect bite, he thought, savoring the flavors as he popped it in his mouth. “I’m surprised you were able to cover it up. I guess having a father who’s a judge helped, right chap?”

“Now what?” Bennett asked. Jud noticed the man had turned white and was watching with noticeable disgust as Jud enjoyed the raw flesh. The tables had turned, so to speak, Jud thought with a smile.

“I really should dine here more often, this is divine,” Jud said. An unfamiliar waiter appeared at their table.

“Excuse me, but are you Dr. Nelson?” the waiter asked.

“Why yes, I am,” Jud said, leaning back, smiling his winning smile.

“My table in the other room would like to pick up your tab, as a thank-you for your generous donation to the Boys & Girls Club,” the waiter said.

“Oh, that’s not necessary. This fine young doctor is picking up the tab. Please tell Janice and whomever she is dining with tonight thank you anyway. Save their money for wooing new donors.”

“Very well, Sir. And Sir?”

“Yes?”

“I was a beneficiary of the Boys & Girls Club. Thank you,” the waiter said, and then nodded and left the table.

“Just another day being Dr. Jud Nelson,” Bennett said. His arms were crossed and folded on his chest, his head hung forward. “They will find out, someday, they all will.”

Jud would make certain he was wrong. “Who did you tell?”

“No one,” Bennett said. “I was bluffing.”

“I don’t believe you.”

“It’s true. Why would I tell anybody else? I wanted the exclusive rights to perform the new Nelson Procedure. Why would I share that?” he said.

“Indeed,” Jud said, although he still didn’t believe the man. His investigator would be busy fleshing out the whole story. For now, though, Jud was beyond ready to greet his lovely wife, due to arrive any moment. He saw a couple he knew, Carol something who was the principal of the middle school and her husband, what’s his name, who worked out all the time. The wife he remembered from when he’d donated the money to build the new gymnasium at the school. She had been so thankful, so genuine.

They were seated in the corner window table, his table, but looked like they were about to leave. He decided to join them for a stroll to the front of the restaurant, better to distance himself from the annoying maggot across from him. And he could tell them why he was here, just in case they bumped into Sarah on her way in. Story reinforcements were always good.

“Bennett, I don’t believe a word you are saying. And the only solution to our little standoff is for us to go our separate ways. You should begin the process of getting credentialed in another state, perhaps back on the East Coast, near your parents, Jim and Sally?” Jud said, standing and tossing his napkin onto the oyster platter.

“You are an asshole,” Bennett said under his breath, a hiss from a loser.

Jud smiled, shook his head, and walked toward Carol and her husband who were crossing the dining room.

“Carol, don’t you look beautiful tonight,” Jud said, kissing her on both cheeks. “Lovely spot for a dinner date. Sarah will be here any moment.”

He noticed Carol’s husband staring at him. It was the look of adoration he was accustomed to receiving. The man was a menial laborer, or something, Jud recalled. It kept him in shape, clearly, but otherwise, poor woman. It was a shame because Carol reminded Jud of his own wife, although she could use a partial lift. He’d mention it to Sarah, and she could give the woman a hint. Maybe they could do it as a donation, to keep the school and its principal fresh. He smiled at his own joke.

“I’m Carol’s husband, Will,” the man said, extending his hand and shaking Jud’s with too much pressure. Jud knew he was marking his territory, but it was an annoying gesture especially when Jud made his living using his blessed hands in surgery.

“Watch the hand, champ,” Jud said, pulling away. “These are where the magic happens.”

“I’m sorry, what did he do?” Carol asked, apologizing for her husband as if he were a child. Will hurried away from them presenting the valet with his ticket, apparently trying to beat Jud to it. Tool. He looked completely uneasy in this upscale restaurant, out of his league. Poor man. And, Jud wasn’t going anywhere, not yet.

“Just a protective handshake,” Jud said.

“Idiot,” Carol said.

“I’ll tell you about an idiot. The man I was just having a drink with. Another surgeon. Dreadful man, terrible bore. Did you have a nice dinner date?”

“The food was good,” Carol said. “Someone gave me a gift certificate at the end of school last year. Had to use it before it expired. Sarah is meeting you here?”

“Indeed. Any moment. Why do I never see your husband around town? Does he travel for work?” Jud asked, noticing Carol’s discomfort but wanting to be reminded what the jerk did for a living.

“He’s a building inspector, here in Crystal Beach. He, um, rides his bike a lot,” Carol said, fluttering her arms in the air. An odd way to describe her spouse’s activities but it seemed to be working for them. He looked out to the street and saw a forest green Subaru pull up. He knew it belonged to them even before Will opened the restaurant door.

“Carol, time to go,” Will said. “Nice meeting you.”

Jud thought Will had shifty eyes. Jud wouldn’t trust him as far as he could throw him. Making a show, he kissed Carol again on both cheeks, hoping he had read the situation wrong. But he’d discovered birds of a feather recognize each other. “Have a nice evening,” Jud said.

“You, too,” she said.

As he watched them leave, he made a note in his phone to give his man, the P.I., a big bonus. The mental health file had been the only thing that could have gotten Bennett off his back and provided Jud with the leverage to ship the younger doctor out of town.

From now on, Jud needed to be even more careful. He thought he’d been smart, and yes, he’d gotten away with things for so many years he had grown complacent. He had been sloppy since Tom started working for him. He followed a pattern that could be discovered, and it was. He needed to be sure to stay off social media and make certain whoever he was with did the same. He couldn’t allow a situation like Bennett to happen again, no matter what.

I have too much to lose, he thought as Sarah’s car arrived at the valet.

SARAH

The fact that her husband was greeting her on the sidewalk, escorting her into the best restaurant in town after kissing her on both cheeks was causing Sarah to feel dizzy. Even though she wanted to stay mad at him, even dreamed of bashing his hand with a hammer, she loved the attention he was giving her. It was like the good old days, how it should be. Back when they were a young couple with an adorable baby and the world was full of possibilities and love.

She followed the hostess to what the young woman called ‘Jud’s favorite table,’ a two top in the corner. Her husband pulled out Sarah’s chair and then took his seat across from her. She had forced herself to practice what she would say to him, without crying. But now, now that he was being so solicitous, she was losing her nerve. And he looked so handsome, his finely chiseled features accentuated in the flickering candlelight.

When he reached across the table, gently unfolded her napkin and handed it to her with a smile, she couldn’t believe it. And the tears started.

“Thanks,” she said, taking the napkin, dabbing her eyes. She’d dressed carefully tonight, her tightest jeans, boots with heels, and a blue silk blouse that complemented her eyes. She knew she looked good; she could feel the eyes throughout the room confirming it. But she needed to be strong. She needed to stop crying.

“What’s wrong, princess? You’re embarrassing me—people are looking at us,” he said, shaking his head slowly, a fake smile plastered on his face.

She noticed he was keeping his voice low, soothing. Like he was talking to a person who couldn’t understand English very well. He had a lot of voices. He should have kept trying for a career as an actor. Secretly, that was what he dreamed of, he’d told her as much. But becoming a surgeon had been a sure thing, a means to money and fame if played right. But she knew he still harbored the dream. She looked into his eyes and saw the hint of the innocent young med student lurking somewhere inside her husband. It was just a hint, and then it was gone. She cleared her throat and took a deep breath. Clasping her hands together in front of her and crossing her legs for power, she spit it out.

“I tested positive for genital herpes,” she said. She knew she was talking far too loudly, but she’d practiced it just that way. She glanced at the tables near them but nobody had turned around.

“Keep your voice down, really Sarah,” Jud said, obviously disgusted, dropping his head and raising his menu up high. That’s when the waiter appeared.

“I see you’re table hopping tonight, Mr. Nelson. Welcome, Mrs. Nelson, I presume. You’re gorgeous. I’m Scott,” the server said.

“Hello, Scott. You’re correct. This is my wife, Sarah, and this is the best waiter, my favorite,” Jud said as the two men locked eyes. Sarah felt like a strange conversation was occurring between the men, on a frequency she couldn’t tap into.

“Can I bring you a cocktail to begin?”

Sarah was relieved her tears had stopped flowing, at least for now. And she’d gotten the H word into the conversation. But he’d not addressed it, not yet. How can your wife tell you she has herpes and you simply order a cocktail? What the hell? Sarah thought.

“Tito’s Vodka, dirty martini for both of us, Scott. Stuffed olives.”

“Yes, Sir,” Scott said and was gone.

“Have you been sleeping around outside our marriage?” Jud asked, suddenly leaning forward. As she watched and listened, he meticulously cracked each knuckle. “It provides circulation,” he’d told her. Sarah shuddered.

“Are you insane? Me?” Sarah said. She heard her own voice. It was trill, too high. She knew her eyes were huge and that she looked like the crazy one. “You’re the one having the affair. You’re the one who sent me that text. And you’re the one who has given me this horrible disease.”

“Keep your voice down,” Jud said. Sarah watched as he smiled, scanning the room to see if any other diners were turned their way. Fortunately, the nearby tables were still empty. “I love you, honey. Nothing has changed, Sarah. I’m all yours.”

“Why are you doing this to me? I feel like I’m going crazy,” Sarah said, holding her menu in front of her chest like a shield. “I know you are seeing someone. This disease doesn’t just happen.” Sarah felt the room spin and placed both hands on the white tablecloth. Holding on.

“It’s all in your mind, honey,” Jud said. He smiled at her, reached out and clasped each of her hands in his. “I’ll admit, there could be a chance I have infected you somehow, I mean if I am the only one. That has been known to happen. It can be dormant for years. Most people are herpes positive. You’re just one of the unfortunate few who show symptoms. It’s the stress of Ashley’s senior year, I’m afraid.”

“You know I’ve never had intercourse with anyone else, ever,” Sarah said. “And you and I have only had sex once since this summer and then, voila, I’m infected. A coincidence?”

“You’re sad about Ashley ignoring you and spending time with that boyfriend. And I know I’ve been too busy, too,” Jud said, tilting his head to his camera side, showing off the cleft in his chin. “I’ve been neglectful, and I’m sorry. I know I’m the only one, sweetie. What are you thinking about ordering?”

“That’s it? We’re changing the subject? No, I’m sorry. No, holy crap that’s terrible,” she said, pulling her hands out from under his.

“The first outbreak is the worst. After that, you’ll hardly know you have it,” Jud said, closing his menu. “I’m having the steak Sylvia. I’ll order two. It can’t be beat. Medium rare. Let’s have a really good red wine, you game?”

“Jud, you are scaring me. You aren’t listening. You have a weird look on your face. What is happening?” Sarah said. Jud did have a glossy look on his face as if his features had been airbrushed. He looked, in this moment, like a stranger. Sarah rubbed the back of her neck, and felt, as she rubbed, more hair leaping off her head onto her fingers. In fact, much to her embarrassment, a long blonde strand was trapped inside her closed menu. Gross.

“Are we ready to order?” Scott asked, placing the perfectly crafted martinis in front of each of them as if they were works of art. Sarah felt like she was in the middle of a movie, the only actor not provided with a script. She had never been good at improvisation.

“We are, my friend, you have impeccable timing. Two of my usual and a bottle of Domaine Leroy Echezeaux Grand Cru, well decanted,” Jud said, handing Scott his menu and then taking Sarah’s, pulling the hair from inside before giving it to Scott. She saw the waiter grimace at the offensive hair.

“Very good, Sir,” Scott said and was gone.

“You had to make a big deal about a hair?” Sarah asked. She tossed her napkin onto the table. “Excuse me, I have to go to the ladies’ room.”

“Of course,” Jud said, standing and pulling her chair out for her. She rolled her eyes at him but said nothing as she left the table.

She was angry and confused as she walked through the dark restaurant to find the restroom. Did she want to blow up her marriage? Accuse him of having an affair when she really had no tangible proof? She hadn’t done what Melanie suggested and gone online herself. She didn’t have a Facebook account and she had no reason to get one of those things. It just opened things up to trouble, connected you to people best left in the past. Ashley said it was all fake anyway, that people just posted pretend things to make their lives look better. Nothing was to be believed on there, and so she wouldn’t believe what Melanie had told her. Her husband was full of illusion, it was part of his job, and it made his practice the most successful in Southern California.

There was another reason why she hadn’t turned to the Internet, she knew. Because if she did believe it, found the proof herself, it would end her life as she knew it. She wasn’t ready to handle that. Not yet. Perhaps not ever. She couldn’t bear the thought of losing both Ashley and Jud in the same year.

As she walked back from the ladies’ room, feeling the eye of every man in the room follow her, she felt the sting of a tear again. Jud was staring out the window, the only person in the restaurant unaware of her presence.

Sarah slipped into her seat and took a long sip from her martini as Jud turned to face her. She was not as in control as she had thought, had practiced. In fact, before she arrived she’d been beyond angry about the venereal disease and completely disbelieving of her husband’s faithfulness. But now, Sarah wondered if it was all in her mind. Did she even know this person sitting in front of her anymore?

“Welcome back,” he said, hoisting his martini in her direction.

She picked up her drink and took another sip. As she looked around the restaurant, she was surprised she didn’t recognize any other diners. Were they all tourists? And how did the waiter know Jud’s order? How often did he eat here without her? She scanned the crowd but saw not one familiar face. That would have given her grounding. Typically, since they’d lived in Crystal Beach for what seemed like forever, she’d know several tables full of diners. They’d make a point to stop by their table and say hi, pay homage to the queen and king of Crystal Beach. Because really, that’s who they were, she knew. Beloved in the community, a perfect couple with the best house in the whole city, a beautiful overachieving kid, and a booming practice that allowed them to be generous contributors to whatever charity floated their boat, or raised his profile.

“I’m sorry I haven’t been attentive, Sarah,” Jud said. “I’ve left you alone too often, alone with Ashley and The Boyfriend. I’m sure she’s just asserting her independence, practicing for when she’s on her own next year. But still, it’s hurtful. You two have always been best friends. So, how are we going to eliminate The Boyfriend?”

Sarah choked on her martini, coughing loudly before regaining composure. “Eliminate? Um, we don’t. They’re in love, like we were,” Sarah said.

“That’s not acceptable. They’re too young, younger than we were,” Jud said, leaning forward. “I need you to talk some sense into her.”

“You never know when the right person will come along and sweep you off your feet. I had so many suitors back then, so many choices,” Sarah said. She knew she was pushing it, baiting him for a fight. She hadn’t even managed to wipe the fake smile from his face. He was a better actor than she realized.

He leaned forward, elbows on the table, the candle illuminating his face from below. “He is not the right person for our daughter, and that is who we are focusing on right now. Ashley is a child. You of all people should realize you need to be fully formed to be able to truly love,” Jud said.

The waiter materialized immediately. “Another round of martinis while the red is decanting?” Scott asked.

Jud nodded at the waiter and he disappeared. “I didn’t know that then, or clearly we could have done things differently. I’m sorry about that. But we do know now, don’t you know it, too?”

“I think I know a lot of things,” Sarah said, not exactly sure what she was confessing to knowing. “What are you talking about?”

“The notion of being an adult, of knowing yourself before you commit to another, no matter what, no matter the consequences,” Jud said, pausing as Scott placed two fresh martinis in front of them. Sarah now had one and a half drinks in front of her. “It’s the only way to true love.”

“Who have you been seeing?” Sarah asked. Her voice was calm but she scratched the side of her head, a nervous habit that always gave her away. She couldn’t believe she’d asked the question that was lying at the bottom of the pit, the darkest place in her heart.

“Okay, you caught me,” Jud said. “I’ve been seeing a therapist. You should try it.”

“What?” she asked, exhaling. Was he trying to drive her crazy? “Why are you being so obtuse? I thought you were kidding, back at the house. You’re kidding, right?”

“Not at all. She’s helping me understand myself, and the role of others in my life,” Jud said, proud of himself for summing up all of his deep learnings in a simple sentence even his wife could understand.

“The role of others? You are such a classic narcissist,” Sarah said, and then downed her first martini.

“I am not,” Jud said. He seemed surprised, and a little miffed. His jaw clenched. “My therapist says I simply have some of the traits.”

“You have almost all of them, Jud. My friend Laura told me to look up the traits online. You have eighteen out of twenty,” Sarah said. “Google narcissism—it’s you.”

“Well, whatever I am, I’m getting more clarity. It’s a good exercise,” Jud said.

“I’m sure it is. I’m considering counseling, too,” Sarah said.

“Hmm,” he said. “On second thought, this is a pretty small community and if you go see someone here, well, word will get out that you’re unstable.”

“What?” Sarah dropped her palms flat on the white tablecloth and leaned forward.

“It’s true. You know how this place is. I am seeing someone in the desert, Palm Springs, that’s why it is safe. I don’t think you have the time to drive to the desert for therapy,” Jud said. “Maybe next year, after Ashley’s gone.”

Sarah looked at him and saw a pompous jerk. He could devote time to self-improvement, jetting to the desert for counseling while she was home, raising their only daughter. Was he trying to tell her that she couldn’t see a therapist? He couldn’t allow his wife to start talking about their private issues to a therapist, or anyone else. Control freak.

“It’s such a relief that you’re seeing someone in the desert,” Sarah said. “Makes perfect sense.”

“Who is this friend Laura? I don’t know her, do I?” Jud asked. Sarah knew he was trying to change the subject.

“No, you don’t know her,” Sarah said.

“What else have you been discussing with friends?” he asked as Scott presented their meals and then their wine.

“Oh, nothing, dear. Just housewife stuff,” Sarah said, smiling. “Bon appetit!”

She sliced into the perfectly prepared cut of beef, not knowing what to say to her husband, confused by the sudden control she was feeling. She had felt like her husband’s inferior in everything from intellect to social prowess. He was king of the castle and she was, at best, his hand servant, a beautiful creation of his making. Hopefully he was sensing what his mate was capable of; hopefully he was reassessing this woman sitting across the table from him. She was eating with gusto for the first time in forever, tearing into her steak as if she hadn’t eaten in days, which may have been the case.

“This is so good. I’d forgotten,” Sarah said, breaking their silence.

“Forgotten what?” he said.

“How great a steak can taste. The blood, the sinew, the saltiness. The pure, decadent, predatory feeling of eating another animal is so empowering,” Sarah said. She saw the shock in his eyes. She was enjoying what she saw.

“Yes, well, glad you’re eating,” he said quickly before shoving another bite of steak into his mouth.

“Do you know the last time you and I had dinner out together, the two of us?” she asked.

She watched as her husband struggled to remember, trying to come up with a time with just the two of them, no Ashley, no business associates. It was almost seven months ago now.

“Sarah, I’m sorry. I’ve been so busy. That’s totally my fault. Let’s get some dates on the calendar,” he said, and pulled out his phone. “I’ll mark a recurring date night with you. Okay? Eight recurrences should do it, once a month. Look, I’ve plugged it into my calendar. We’re on.” Jud hoisted his glass of wine in the air. “Cheers.”

“Great, cheers,” she said, without enthusiasm. “I hope you’ll keep those commitments, Jud. Our relationship isn’t right.”

They continued eating in silence, while Sarah watched him ponder his next move. She hoped it had become clear to him that he needed to pay more attention to her. In his absence, she’d been getting advice from people he didn’t know, and worse yet, blabbing her secrets to strangers from Ohio. If he would just come back, be with them, all of this craziness would stop. She’d stop fretting over the text he had mistakenly sent her two weeks ago. “God that was great. I wish we could do that every day at lunch. See you after my meeting. XO.”

She knew the text hadn’t been meant for her. He was out of town, as usual, supposedly in Dallas. Jud had been doing something mind-blowing at lunch while she’d been doing Ashley’s laundry. She had waited for him to call, all afternoon and into the evening, but her phone never rang. After Ashley had finally come home from Blake’s and was in her room for the night, Sarah got the nerve to call him. But it went straight to voice mail. But maybe he had told the truth. Maybe it hadn’t been a text from him at all. She could believe him, and then she wouldn’t feel like her life was slipping away. They could regain what they’d lost. It would be all right.

He reached for the decanter and refilled her wineglass. “You are supporting my decision that Ashley goes to Harvard for college, correct?”

Her eyes popped open a little wider, unfortunately showing him the control was still there, no matter how much she pretended she was strong, independent. He knew her too well.

“Jud, look. If Ashley can get into Stanford, too, why wouldn’t you applaud that? I know you want our daughter to have the best of everything and that includes choice. I’d love to keep her on this coast,” Sarah said, dabbing at her mouth with her napkin. Very ladylike, she hoped.

“I do want the best for her but I’d like her to spread her wings, get out of the bubble. I know it’s tempting to stay. Who wouldn’t want to be close to us, look at us,” Jud said.

Scott appeared at the table and cleared their plates. Jud reached across the table and held out his hands, palms up. It was their thing, a sign for Sarah to place her hands in his. After a beat, she complied.

“Yes, just look at us,” Sarah said, smiling, knowing her otherwise whitened teeth were stained brown from the red wine. She watched as two strands of her hair floated from her head, riding a gentle breeze in the restaurant, landing on top of their clasped hands. She left the hair there, knowing how much it would bother her husband. “But times have changed, things have changed, haven’t they Jud?”

“What do you mean?”

“I’m referring to college, of course,” Sarah said.

“Of course.”


CHAPTER FOUR

College Fair, Monday, October 27

DANE

Dane couldn’t believe his mom was making him go to the college fair at school tonight.

This college thing was becoming almost as big of a deal as his refusal to try out for the lame high school plays. Sure, he’d loved doing the plays in middle school. Back then they’d been in Ohio. Then, it was cool. Now, he was in Crystal Beach and it wasn’t. He didn’t want to ruin his meager social standing by hanging with those weird theater kids. At lunch, they put on ridiculous music and danced like possessed creatures in the courtyard, in front of all the other tables of kids. He wouldn’t do it, be associated with those freaks. It had ruined Joe Crane’s life, being in those stupid plays. Joe used to be cool, sit at the popular table, but now he sulked in the corners of the quad like a freak. For the first couple of years, Dane and Joe still talked, said hi when they saw each other in the hall. But now the kid was too far-gone. Besides, all the theater kids performed were old, lame musicals. Nothing edgy. Nothing contemporary.

Dane and his mom had finally stopped fighting over the theater thing about the time the getting into college thing began rearing its ugly head. Didn’t she realize by now he hated school? That the thought of four years of traditional college with its GEs and lame structure would literally make him go mad? She’d promised him that if he just did well enough to get into college, school would be different, that classes would interest him. But he’d visited Seth, he’d seen the classes he had to take as a freshman and it had made him shudder.

When his mom forced him to go to a music college last summer, he had to admit he had loved it. He’d even told her so, called her in the afternoon so he knew she wouldn’t be drinking yet and thanked her for pushing him. He’d even gotten all A’s in his classes there. But they wouldn’t let him in, he knew. Not with his miserable grade point average. Nobody would. That’s why the college fair was a stupid exercise in embarrassment.

Unbelievably, Collin had been over after school, hanging out in his music room, trying to convince Dane of the same thing as his mom.

“Dude, you’ll love college. It’s freedom and all new girls. You can sleep in, take classes whenever you want. Nobody’s checking up on you. It’s gonna be awesome,” he’d said, banging Dane’s drums as punctuation. Dane was glad he’d arrived solo, without Doug tagging along. That kid was still annoying, but he seemed to have latched onto another group at school. Good riddance, Dane thought.

“College is not for me. You know it. I can’t sit still in class, I hate math and science, and my mind wanders during any lecture. It’s torture,” Dane said, strumming his guitar. “I can’t handle it.”

“You need to go to music school then. You have to get a degree, dude. You need a plan B,” Collin had said, and Dane knew he was right. It’s just that it was too late. He’d blown off too much, the hole was too big to climb out of, and the odds of him being accepted at one of the five degree-granting music schools were remote. Most of the kids he was competing against had gone to immersion, musical high schools. He hadn’t even known those existed.

“It’s just not going to happen, bro,” Dane said.

“I’ll see you at the college fair. If I can do this, you can. You’re getting into that school in Boston. You’ll see,” Collin said.

Over dinner, Dane’s mom had threatened to go with him to the stupid event. They were about to get into another fight when his dad had stepped in and said he’d go. Which was better, but still. They were treating him like he was a baby and couldn’t go to a college fair without an escort. He was almost eighteen years old. He could die in a war but he couldn’t attend a school function without his parents.

Until his dad decided to go with him, he had planned on blowing it off. Some of the other guys were meeting at a gym in Irvine to play basketball, telling their moms they were at the fair. Their moms didn’t stalk, harass, or belittle them. Make them want to punch someone because they weren’t living up to their brothers’ soaring successes. Somehow Doug felt it was all right to tease him for being a momma’s boy. It was getting as annoying as Doug’s constant need for drugs. Dane didn’t smoke, didn’t like how it made him feel, and he’d told Doug that the day they met in shop. But the kid kept bringing it up. At basketball after school, hanging out with Kiley and the grunge kids in the parking lot. Doug and drugs. His mom and college. Some people just get stuck on things and can’t let go, he thought. Maybe if Doug found some good stuff he’d ask him for a little, just to fade the mom pain. He wouldn’t actually, but the idea was appealing.

Dane looked at himself in his bathroom mirror. He pushed gel through his thick, wet hair. His mane was his best feature, he thought, his hair and brown eyes. He loved them. Oh, and the dimple on his right cheek, which, like his musical talent, was bestowed on him from some genetic blessing generations earlier. None of the rest of his family was musical, not his parents, not his grandparents. Nobody could figure out where he got his perfect-pitch voice and his love of and natural abilities on the guitar, drums, or whatever other instrument he decided to pick up and play. It was his thing, and he wouldn’t let go. He would be in the music industry, somehow.

It was a gift, Dane thought, looking into the room to his left. His music room, as his mom referred to it proudly. His bedroom and his music room were connected by his bathroom, and he had to admit, it was a pretty cool setup. Lately, when he had girls over, they seemed to like it, too. In his music room he had a killer vinyl collection, a beat-up leather couch, and even his own mini-fridge. It was better than any college dorm room could ever be, he knew. He’d seen Seth’s Disaster, as he referred to his brother’s freshman dorm room. This year, his brother lived in the fraternity house. Dane was certain Seth’s Sophomore Disaster was epic.

He was happy for his brother, and he missed having him around even though his absence had to make him look better at some things. With him around, he paled in comparison in everything, especially all things school. Hell, Seth probably helped organize the flipping college fair his senior year. Dane looked at his reflection. Of course Seth planned the college fair his year. He had been ASB president and that was one of his jobs.

Just like it was Ashley’s job this year. Ah Ashley, the star of his class. The high school it girl. Dane met Ashley his first day of ninth grade when he was the new kid and Annie was assigned to show him around the school. Of course, Ashley was just beginning her freshman year, too, but somehow already had the status of established school leader. She’d smiled warmly and shook his hand when Annie made the introduction. Dane had been smitten immediately, but looking back now, he was mortified that he’d met her before his transformation.

He’d been fresh out of Ohio, rocking an Ohio State Buckeyes zippered hoodie, two sizes too big, gray sweatpants that swished when he walked, and bright white tennis shoes. If he had stuck a sign on his back that said “Bully Me”, he couldn’t have been asking for it more clearly. Once the kids at Crystal Beach High found out about his songs on iTunes, his life was over. It didn’t take long.

By the third day of school, he walked into his first period class and heard one of his songs, “The Most Special Way,” playing from somewhere. He heard giggling as the song was turned up louder until the teacher walked in the door and the song was silenced. Dane’s face turned bright red. He could feel it. He could feel it again now just remembering. It was a day for presentations and the first kid to talk walked up to the front of the class.

“I’d like to begin my discussion in ‘The Most Special Way,’” a kid named Duncan said, bringing a round of laughter from his peers. Dane sunk farther into his seat, wanting to jump out of a window. The kid continued weaving the lyrics throughout his presentation. It was the longest period of his life. Whenever he walked into a classroom, some smartass would be playing one of his middle school penned and recorded love songs. He found Seth at lunch, begged him to drive him home. He’d have to home school, Dane realized, even though he and his mom would probably kill each other. He’d never fit in to this California cool place. Eventually, of course, by the middle of sophomore year, more new kids had arrived. Other folks had emerged as targets of the bullies. But Dane had to watch his back, had to watch what he wore, what he said, and who he said it to, even as a senior. He wasn’t immune to torment, even though most of the kids who had victimized him had already graduated.

Proof had arrived in the form of his butterflied lock at the start of this year. Just a little reminder, he supposed, from somebody who still hated the idea of his existence. Probably a jock, probably with a girlfriend who liked one of Dane’s songs. Whatever, he’d just keep it that way until graduation and then he’d be gone and never look back. He’d remember these years through his songs, all of them sad about missing a place, or a person, where he felt safe and loved. About himself before they’d moved and his confidence had been dealt the deathblow, all of this something his mom would never understand.

As for Crystal Beach inspirations, a few of his lyrics were about the ocean and although she wasn’t named, Ashley was the topic of most of Dane’s recent songwriting sessions. By the middle of sophomore year, they’d become close, but they were out of sync. Whenever Dane was serious with a girl, Ashley was single. Well, truth be told, Ashley had always been single, unwilling to commit to anything more than flirting since junior year. Until Blake. Now all the guys had to hate Blake because they all lusted after Ashley. At least Dane and all his friends did.

And this was despite the fact Dane knew her tricks, from watching her with lust and admiration all these years. She acted dumber than she was to seem cute and adorable, but then in class she had all the answers. She was in all the AP classes, naturally, but she had the complete ditz act down. She was a conundrum, Dane realized, but he was in love.

“Dane, come on, we gotta go,” his dad called up the stairs.

“Yeah, coming,” Dane said, flipping off the bathroom light and wondering if he should grab a notepad or anything. Do you take notes at a college fair? And do all the people from all the colleges see each kid’s class rank before they speak to us? Dane wondered, imagining a big sign hanging around his neck with his abysmal class rank and GPA displayed for all to see. Hello, I’d like to introduce myself. I’m Dane, number 189 of 207. I know, not too impressive, but I have a great personality and I play the guitar. Oh, and did I mention, I don’t want to go to college? I’d like to move to LA and get my music career going, thank you very much. What? Oh, yes I’m here because my mommy and daddy are making me try to get into school.

He couldn’t believe his mom was making him do this. He stomped down the stairs and barely glanced her direction before following his dad out the door. That’ll teach her, sort of, he thought. She hated when he gave her the silent treatment. And actually it was hard for Dane, too. Like his mom, he was a talker, always had been, in class and out. Probably why he was always in trouble. But heck, school was too boring not to have some entertainment and he was the best performer at the school, despite what those theater kids thought of themselves.

His dad fiddled with the radio station, finally finding the classic rock station they listened to whenever they were alone in the car together. It was one of the things they bonded over. Dane knew his dad wanted him to be more macho like his brother, but he’d never had the interest in sports that Seth had. Music was his macho thing and with classic rock, they found their shared passion.

“Any new songs popping out of that brain of yours?” his dad asked as they pulled into traffic out of the gates of their community. All of his friends told him he was lucky to live in Diamond Bay. It was the only part of town the local cops couldn’t invade and make underage drinking arrests. That upped Dane’s popularity, for sure. He could host parties, and he did, but he had to be careful to do it when his mom wouldn’t know. She freaked out about that, too. It was hard to think of anything she didn’t freak out about lately.

“No, I have that new riff, and a couple of lines, I should have something new soon, though, for sure in time for the gig,” Dane said. He couldn’t wait to perform at Mozambique, a restaurant and bar in town. It was going to be the first time he could invite the high school crowd to a performance. His social anxiety spiked in his stomach: Would anybody show up? He absolutely could not wait to escape high school.

“That’ll be great. Mom said you came up with a Christmas song, too?”

“Yeah, that was just to get her off my back,” Dane said, and he caught eyes with his dad.

“You know she loves you, son,” his dad said, and patted his leg in that way dads do to make a point. “It’s just tough, you know. Her dad was a high school teacher. She loved school. You hate it. It’s what it is. But I am in complete agreement about college, as you know. It’s a must. There are some great music schools, or if that doesn’t work, some great community colleges around here. Get your grades up and boom, transfer right into any school you want.”

Dane stared straight ahead, not trusting himself to open his mouth. His dad pulled into the school parking lot and into a spot. Dane jumped out, stretching and fighting that pit-in-the-stomach depression that hit every time he was about to walk onto campus.

“Look, the passive aggressive prison guards are all so glad to see us,” Dane said, referring to a group of teachers and the principal, Dr. B, standing in front of the school. His dad chuckled as they walked across the crosswalk.

“Hello everyone, welcome,” said Dr. B. She was all right, Dane thought, for the head prison guard. At least she treated kids like adults, reasoned with them, used logic, unlike most of the teachers who treated them like toddlers. At six feet, four inches, Dane despised being treated like a child.

“Hey, Dr. B,” Dane said.

“Hey, music man! Be sure to check out USC. They have an incredible music school. You would love it, and you’d be with Seth,” Dr. B said, patting him on the shoulder and shaking his dad’s hand.

Was she kidding? Didn’t she see the sign around his neck? He’d be begging the community colleges to let him in.

“We will, thanks, Barbara,” his dad said enthusiastically, sounding more and more like his mom and more and more annoying every moment.

“Dad, we have to go inside,” Dane said, pushing his hair out of his face while pulling his dad’s arm. “Look, you don’t need to be that way. I’m not getting into any of these schools, got it? You know my GPA. It’s too late to fix it. The ship has sailed. The die is cast. Whatever other stupid phrases you want to say.”

“You’re so good at English,” his dad said. “Let’s go introduce you to the USC rep. Nothing to lose, right?”

They walked into the gym and Dane wanted to turn around immediately. The place was packed, swarming with eager high school seniors and a lot more parents than he would have expected. People were serious about this stuff, he knew, but looking around now he felt as if he were watching a school of sharks circling their prey, cutting in, chomping a brochure and signing their names on a list, before swimming to the next booth.

At least he and his dad were tall. He could breathe up here, above the crowd. He felt sorry for the short girls. How would they compete?

“Hey, Dane,” Marni said, as the crowd pushed them together. Dane wished Marni would realize how pretty she was, take off the dark black, oversized glasses and stop wearing clothes that made her look like a black box. He suspected she had a great figure under all of those square layers, but who knew. Her mom was principal of the middle school, a place Dane had never been, but he’d heard the woman ruled with an iron fist. All the kids felt sorry for Marni because of her mom.

“Hey, Marni,” Dane said. “Where are you trying to go?”

“Over there,” Marni said and pointed to the other corner of the gym. From the looks of the crowd, she’d never make it, he feared.

“Wow, well, stay on the outside, from what I can see, there is more room to move if you hug the bleachers,” Dane said. “What school is in that corner?”

“Vanderbilt. It’s my top choice. My parents can’t afford it, but they do offer scholarships and, well,” Marni said, dropping her eyes and blushing while biting her lip. Dane noticed she did that quite a bit, whenever she talked about anything besides the weather or the next class. He wondered what made her unable to speak up, what she was keeping inside.

“If anybody can get a scholarship, it’s you,” Dane said.

“Dane, come on,” said his dad, who’d made a move toward the center of the gym and was closing in on the USC booth.

“Gotta go. Good luck,” he said to Marni and gave her a little push in the right direction.

Dane made it to his dad’s side at the same time they reached the USC booth. Two official-looking people stood staring at him, ignoring his dad. Fuck, fuck, fuck. His dad elbowed him in the side as he stared at the reps’ name badges.

“I’m Dane. My brother goes to USC. He’s super-smart; I’m not. I’m musical and I heard you have music?” What was his problem? he wondered. His brain had stopped functioning. The USC reps just blinked. The female rep—Ms. Reece her name badge read—seemed concerned, as if she were witnessing someone having a heart attack.

“Dane is a gifted musician and we think the Thornton School of Music would be a perfect fit,” his dad said.

“Yes, it’s a great program. Here’s a brochure. Sign this form here and we’ll get you on the official interest list. Unfortunately, you do have to have the grades for regular USC admission to even be considered for the music program,” the woman rep said. Her tone was at once overly enthusiastic and demeaning. How had she conveyed so much condescension with so few words, Dane wondered. He puffed up his chest. He knew they were looking at him, his class rank and his awful GPA somehow transmitted to them even as he signed his name to the interest list. He needed to calm down.

“Hey, man,” Collin said, grabbing the pencil from his hand and putting his name down right under Dane’s. Dane glared at his friend. Collin wanted NYU, why was he here making him look bad in front of both his dad and this college rep? With Collin’s soccer and almost all AP class schedule, he was a college admission person’s dream. And he knew it. He oozed confidence. “And hello to you, Ms. Reece, Mr. Duper. I’m Collin Wilson, you can call me Collin. USC is on my shortlist. Why should my friend and I attend your fine school?”

“Hello, young man,” Mr. Duper answered as Ms. Reece smiled broadly at Collin. He had them both in the palm of his hand. Collin had turned on the charm and it was working. He was such an operator. As they began asking about his high school activities—Dane imagined the sign glowing around Collin’s neck. Dane was even more depressed.

“Dad, come on,” Dane said, pulling on his dad’s arm.

“Collin was amazing back there. Brilliant. They’ll totally remember him,” his dad said.

“Ya, he’s good at this stuff,” Dane said. “Can we go?”

“There’s not one other school you’d like to visit? Come on, let’s do a lap, see if anybody has a good music program with more forgiving academic requirements,” his dad said, winking and plunging back into the crowd.

Winking? Was this our little secret? Dane wondered. Dane shook his head and followed his dad until he got stuck behind someone. It was Collin. He certainly was making the rounds, Dane thought.

But he wasn’t moving. Collin stood frozen in the middle of the swim lane, hands clenched in fists by his side.

“Hey, Collin, gotta keep moving,” Dane said. He was careful to keep his voice neutral, friendly. His friend was rigid, angry. Doug was standing next to him, egging him on.

“That’s awful, dude,” Doug said.

“Fucking can’t believe she’d bring him here,” Collin said, turning and facing Dane.

“Who?” Dane asked, looking around but not knowing what he was seeing.

“My mom, my fucking bitch of a mom has her fucking boyfriend here,” Collin said, staring into the crowd. Dane followed his stare and saw his mom, a gorgeous brunette—the woman could be a former movie star—laughing and locking arms with a guy in a motorcycle jacket. They looked as happy as Collin was angry.

“My mom made me come tonight, too,” Dane said, trying to relate. He couldn’t, but he needed to get around Collin without being rude. “Hey, try to calm down man, Dr. B is looking over here.”

“Yeah, calm down,” Doug said. Dane looked at Doug. He was beginning to get annoyed by the kid, even if he was new and didn’t know anybody. He was clinging to Collin like a pet monkey.

“I’m calm, man, this is me calm,” Collin said ignoring both of them while continuing to stare at his mom.

Dane was certain he never wanted Collin to stare at him that way. Ever. His eyes were crazed, his pupils dilated. Dane saw Dr. B., the principal, starting to make her way toward them through the sea of kids and parents. Dane saw Kiley, her hair surprisingly blonde, who flashed him a peace sign and yelled, “Hey, Stud!” Dane smiled as his face blushed at the attention.

Collin and Doug were still blocking the flow of traffic, Doug’s arm around Collin’s shoulder.

“Dane!” his dad called.

“Man, I’m sorry, I’ve gotta go, my old man,” Dane said, slowly backing away from Collin until he could turn and get lost in the crowd. It was just then Dane realized he hadn’t seen Collin at school for the last couple of days, not until tonight. He should call him later, talk to him.

“Dane, you have to keep up. We need to bring brochures home to Mom. Prove we did a good job. Come on,” his dad said. His forehead looked shiny. He was sweating. This place makes him sick, too, Dane thought. It was another symbol of his parents’ dreams dying, a reminder of all the places he would never go or attend.

“Dad, we can leave. We got this,” Dane said, holding up the USC brochure.

“We need more than that, son,” his dad said, shoving him toward a homely looking older woman standing at a booth promising this was his stepping stone to a four-year college.

“Hi, are you considering Saddleback Community College?” she asked.

I’m considering suicide, Dane thought, but said, “Yes, sure, Okay.”

His dad was pressing his hand against his back, trapping him in front of the homely woman. “We think this would be a great option for Dane,” his dad said. “This is Dane Bronson. Do you need him to sign anything?” Dane watched his dad scoop up three pamphlets promising his stairway to success. He’d rather be at home playing “Stairway to Heaven” on his guitar, a song that drove his mom crazy even though it was the best rock song in the history of the world.

“Oh, no, our students just find us,” she said brightly. “I will give you my card if you should have any questions, Dane.”

“Uh, thanks,” Dane said, taking her card and shoving it into his back pocket. The only thing worse than college would be community college. Living at home, having no life while all his friends headed out for the “best four years of their lives.” That’s why Dane was getting out, too. Just taking a different path, a gap year of sorts, in LA. He had to try to make it. He had the dates marked down for the singing and talent reality show auditions, some of them happening in a couple months. The time was now. Well, after graduation. His mom was lame but he owed it to her to graduate with the class, do the whole commencement thing.

The place was swarming with moms, he noticed, as he followed his dad’s green sweater through the crowd. Young-looking moms, old-looking moms, thin moms, fat moms, happy moms, sad moms. They all had the same glassy, frantic look in their eyes—the look of dreams just within their grasp. Dane was thankful once again that his dad had stepped in. He wouldn’t have been able to bear seeing his mom’s disappointed eyes in the glaring light of the gym.

ASHLEY

Ashley was about to pull all of her hair out.

Ironically, then she’d be just like her mom, whose hair was so thin it was like a hint, a whisper of long blonde hair without her extensions. Pretty soon, Ashley thought, her mom would be bald, the extensions would have no hair to hold onto, the stress of whatever was eating her from the inside out overpowering the woman. She’d tried to help her, to get her to open up, but she wouldn’t. So Ashley had given up, tuned her out as much as possible and was laser-light focused on her future. Except for all these stupid moms coming up and asking her questions during her senior college fair night. Sure, she’d planned the whole college fair but now it was time for her to visit all of the booths, and these stupid moms were getting in her way.

Mrs. Smith: “Ashley, where’s the Stanford booth?”

Mrs. Lightfoot: “Honey, do you know where Georgetown is?”

Mrs. Chavitz: “How many should we visit, Ashley?”

What did she look like? The college counselor? No, she was just a kid trying to make a good impression on everybody, trying to be helpful to all of these college reps even though she already had an offer from the best school in the country and Stanford wasn’t here. So really, there wasn’t even a reason for her to be here tonight except for résumé building, and, honestly, she knew she couldn’t squeeze anything else on there. She was over this night and just wanted to go home.

“Hey, babe,” Blake said, coming up behind her and pulling her into his body, like he owned her or something.

Oh, great, that looked professional, she thought, feeling like screaming, pitching a fit right here in the gym. “Blake, not now,” she hissed, pulling away from him.

“Geez, what’s wrong with you?” Blake asked, his face a crumbled version of itself.

“This is no place for PDA, got it? We are trying to make a professional impression. You and I spoke to all of the seniors about this, remember?” She was starting to believe he was stupid. Not drooling, idiot stupid, but just not bright and definitely not savvy. That was beginning to bother her, but not as much as the fact of him bothering her dad. And for that reason alone, she needed to keep him around for a while. He was leverage.

“Hey, Dane!” she said, calling to her buddy who was following his dad in what looked like a forced-march college fair visit.

Dane smiled and waved at her. She loved his dimple. Actually, there was a lot to love about Dane. He was funny and kind, and musically talented beyond belief. They all knew he’d be famous someday. Ashley wondered why he’d never asked her out, why they’d never kissed when she had kissed almost everyone worthwhile in their grade. They could have fun together, she thought, giving him a big smile, her flirtiest. She watched his face flush red and then he disappeared into the crowd.

“Babe, I’m going to go help the Alabama rep with her brochures. She said they’re too heavy for her to carry,” Blake said, and he tried to lean in for a kiss as she jumped away from him.

“Just go,” she said and he shrugged and walked away.

Finally alone, Ashley took a deep breath and pushed into the crowd, attempting to cross the fair through the packed center aisle. She realized her mistake at the Chapman University booth, a quarter of the way in. She was shoulder-to-shoulder with kids, classmates, the same people who elected her ASB president and homecoming queen. She was suffocating with their attention, with the expectations they all had of her perfection. She tried to paste a smile on her face. University of California, Berkeley, loomed on her right, Harvey Mudd College on her left. The USC double-wide booth was just ahead of her, and beyond that was her ticket out of the state: the East Coast colleges. She felt dizzy and knew she had to get out of here, out of this stifling place.

The overweight blonde girl in front of her stopped suddenly and Ashley bumped into her.

“Sorry,” she said, trying to move around the poor thing, while contorting her face into a look that could only be described as concerned, tilting her head to one side, pursing her lips. What was this girl’s name? Ashley wondered, deciding it wasn’t worth focusing on.

“Ashley, really? Are you sorry? You should pay more attention to things, to others. You don’t own the school,” the girl said.

Kiley, that was her name. Usually the girl was riddled with piercings and her light blonde hair was typically dyed black. “Yes, of course, I am, Kiley. Sorry to upset you so much,” Ashley said, proud of her recall. This Kiley had been at the private school in town until high school, that’s why Ashley didn’t know more about her. In fact, Ashley knew nothing other than Kiley always dressed in black, was a natural blonde—this just becoming apparent tonight—presumably was on the track team because she had the team shirt on, was the daughter of a rich car dealer and his second wife, and was, at the moment, sucking on a red lollipop. Ashley considered telling her that wasn’t professional, but decided against it. “How’s track?”

“I just quit. Caught my mom on the beach with a guy who isn’t my dad, so she pretty much had to let me,” Kiley said. She’d pulled the end of her blonde ponytail forward and was twirling the end around her finger.

“Wow,” Ashley said, tapping her pen on her blue notepad. What was the proper response to a pronouncement like this, she wondered, thinking that as stressed and shrinking as her mom was, and as absent as her dad was, at least they weren’t this messed up. “I’m sorry,” she said, unable to come up with a better response.

“Don’t be. I knew it was going on, I just didn’t know who. She sent me a text meant for him. She’s an idiot,” Kiley said. “What school are you going to see?”

“Um, Boston College,” Ashley said, lying. She wondered why this stranger was telling her deepest secrets in the middle of the fair. “Want to come with me?”

“Sure,” Kiley said, falling in behind Ashley. “UT Austin has lollipops if you want one.”

Ashley didn’t want a lollipop and she didn’t want the loser following her around. But, she was a compassionate leader. That’s what she had said she was in her common application essay at least. She took a deep breath. The Boston College booth was just one booth away.

“Shit,” Kiley said, grabbing Ashley’s shoulder and spinning her around. “Should I tell her?”

“Tell who what?” Ashley asked, annoyed. She hoped Kiley didn’t get lollipop goo on her black cashmere sweater. It was her favorite.

“Marni. It was her dad. That’s who was with my mom.”

Marni was in front of them, talking to the Boston College rep. “Oh, no. That’s awful,” Ashley said. Marni was one of her oldest friends. They’d even survived having her mom as a principal together. She didn’t want to know this, not at all. “Principal Parker’s husband? Are you sure?”

“Yup, Mr. Parker is my mom’s lover. Gross, isn’t it? I took a photo, just for proof.”

Ashley thought the grossest part was that she now knew about it. It was much easier to deal with life if she didn’t have to think about things like this, the undercover duplicitous world that every adult seemed to be living in. She felt the familiar tightness in her chest, like the asthma attacks she used to have as a kid, and rubbed her chest.

“Hi girls, meet John from Boston College,” Marni said, turning and pulling Ashley to the booth while waving her hand at the short, nervous-looking man behind the table. “John, this is Ashley. Our school’s it girl. You will want her, just like everyone else does. At your school, I mean. And this is Kiley. She’s new here, but her dad is really rich. Good for endowments, am I right? I didn’t realize you were blonde, Kiley. Nice.”

Ashley and Kiley blushed, as did the man behind the table who looked to be only a few years older than they were.

“Nice to meet you,” he said, shaking Ashley’s hand before turning to Kiley. His palm was moist and soft and he couldn’t hold Ashley’s eye contact.

“I need to talk to you in private, Marni,” Kiley said.

“Sure. John and I were finished anyway,” Marni said.

Ashley noticed John was avoiding eye contact with all three of them now and had eagerly turned to speak to a junior and her parents. Strange behavior, she thought, but then again, he was an adult so he was weird and untrustworthy. Ashley picked up his business card, she had explained to the senior class the thank-you note process during assembly, and was anxious to move on, away from the girls and this booth.

“See ya, Ashley,” Kiley said as she and Marni walked together, pushing toward the far corner of the gym.

Ashley wondered what Marni would do with the information she was about to hear from Kiley. Would she believe what Kiley saw on the beach? Did Kiley really see anything, or was she looking for attention? And even if it was all true, none of them could do anything to change their situations. They were just the offspring. They had no control. The only way out was to finish senior year, no matter how bad senioritis got, graduate, and start life over. A life separate from her perfect-looking parents who were actually quite a mess. She needed to break free of them so she could stop worrying about her ever-shrinking mom and whatever it was her dad was doing. Because Ashley was becoming certain that whatever was wrong with her mom, it was because of her dad. Just like he’d made her mom into his version of physical perfection, he was ruining her from the inside with his version of how their lives should be lived.

Ashley couldn’t be sure of what his secrets were, but she knew he had them, and when she took the time to think about it, she had become certain his secrets were tied somehow to his incessant travel.

Turning to her left, Ashley made her way to the edge of the gym, the outside row where the least-popular schools had their displays. She made a point to smile and take a card from even the most obscure college. She wondered which of her classmates would attend community college and which ones would just leave here with their high school diploma, nothing more. But more than anything, she wondered if she had enough leverage over her dad to force him to allow her to go to Stanford, just a short plane ride from her mom, but far enough away to be outside of his control. She didn’t understand why he wanted her far away in Boston, although it probably had something to do with Blake. But because her dad wanted her at Harvard, she wanted the opposite. Her parents were on her last nerve, especially her dad, she realized. He was selfish. If he wanted something, he would buy it. If he wanted to change something—her mother’s breast size, for example—he’d change it. Twice. Whenever she caught him looking at her, she imagined what he wanted to fix, even though he always told her she was perfect. She didn’t buy it for a minute.

She was safe from his knife, she knew, because her mom had forbidden it. It was the only thing she’d stood up to him about, that Ashley could remember. Ashley secretly believed it was because her mom wanted to remain more beautiful, more perfect than her own daughter. But she didn’t really know for sure. One thing she did know was that she’d never let a guy change her body like that, ever.

It was disgusting. Her dad was disgusting. Her mom was pathetic.

She needed to get out of here.

“Hey, babe,” Blake said. He had appeared out of nowhere and was sucking on a lollipop. He looked like an idiot.

“Look, I’m tired. I think I’m just going to head home. Rain check on dinner?” she asked.

“Sure, yeah, I’ve got homework and stuff. I’ll call you later?” Blake said, leaning forward and kissing her on the cheek. He smelled like cherry cough drops, like sickness. She felt hot and sick, her stomach turning.

“Talk later,” Ashley said. Tears had popped into her eyes without warning. She had to get out of the gym before anybody saw her. She looked for the closest exit, saw Dr. B and a swarm of parents. If she hurried back the way she came, she could escape through the side exit where Marni and Kiley had gone. Wiping at her face, Ashley hurried along the edge of the gym and had just pushed on the door when Dane appeared next to her.

“I’m out of here, too,” he said, grinning and holding the door open for her. “Whoa, what’s wrong?”

Now he’d done it, Ashley thought. The tears came fast and hot, she couldn’t make them stop. Shit. Shit. Shit.

“Hey, it’s gonna be all right,” Dane said, wrapping an arm around her shoulders and leading her to a dark corner of the quad. The air was chilly, thick with fog, and Ashley started shivering on top of her sobs. “Who upset you? I’ll go beat them up. As long as it isn’t Blake or any other member of the football, water polo, or volleyball teams.”

Ashley smiled and took a shaky deep breath. Her face had to be a complete mess. She ripped a piece of paper out of her notebook and tried to use it as a tissue.

“Hold on. Let me tell my dad you’re giving me a ride home and I’ll go get you a tissue or twenty from the bathroom. Are you okay here?” he asked.

She nodded and he ran back in the direction of the gym. Standing alone in the quad, she could hear the murmur of girls’ voices in the distance, but she couldn’t see anyone because of the fog. She hoped it wasn’t Marni and Kiley. She didn’t want to talk to them, and she didn’t want them to think she was spying on them or that she cared about their stuff. She had enough of her own.

What the fuck is wrong with parents? Ashley wondered. Didn’t they know being a teenager was hard enough without all of this added stress of their pitiful drama? And why was her dad so selfish? Was he having an affair, too, or did she just imagine his prolonged absences had something to do with another woman, not just work? He said he was taking time to work on himself, but what did that really mean? And if he wasn’t being a jerk, then why did her mom act like he was slowly killing her, day by day?

Was he slowly killing both of them? Maybe her dad was a murderer who was poisoning them somehow? Putting arsenic in their granola, perhaps, Ashley wondered. She imagined the label: Gluten-free. Non-GMO. Ancient grains. Added arsenic. She dropped her head in her hands and sunk to the ground. She was afraid if she stood any longer she’d fall over. And she was pretty certain she was going crazy.

“Ashley?” Dane said. “Are you still here?”

“Yup, right where you left me,” she said and smiled up at his concerned face. He had a wad of toilet paper in one hand, college brochures in the other.

“Thanks,” she said, taking the hunk of toilet paper from him as he sat down next to her on the cold cement.

“So what’s the problem? Hopefully you dumped Blake and realized your eternal love for me?” Dane asked. Ashley noticed how his eyes twinkled, even in the dim light. She loved the dimple on his cheek.

“That’s it. You guessed it,” she said, trying to add spunk back into her voice. She shifted her body, leaning against Dane. She pulled at the arms of her black sweater, pulling the sleeves down to cover both hands.

“I wish,” Dane said. “But seriously, if I can help, let me know. We should go to your car, though, you’re shaking.”

“Can we just stay here for a bit?” Ashley asked, telling herself to breathe and drop her shoulders, she’d warm up. She just didn’t want to move, didn’t want to face a parking lot full of people.

They sat side by side in silence, something she knew Blake could never handle. He always had to fill the silence with talk or action, like a fidgety toddler. But tonight, Dane surprised her. He wasn’t trying to crack a joke or tell her a story. She knew Dane was different. He always had been. He’d arrived a misfit from the Midwest but he’d survived this place and it was hard here. He was cool and mature, way over high school. Her mom would call him an old soul. Maybe she’d finally caught up to him, she thought.

She reached for his hand and he took hers, hooking her arm under his, pulling her closer to him. He turned and looked into her eyes with a soft smile on his lips, and Ashley knew they had to kiss. Dane wrapped his arm around her shoulder and with his other hand, gently tipped her head up. When his lips touched hers, they were soft and gentle, until Ashley pushed into him. She heard him gasp, and he pulled away.

“Hey, you know I’ve dreamed of this since I moved to town freshman year, but not quite like this, with you and Blake, and the whole football team,” Dane said, using his hand to brush the hair back from her face.

Ashley wasn’t accustomed to rejection, but his gentle touch softened the blow. And he was right. She was still seeing Blake, still needed him as leverage with her dad. She didn’t need to pull Dane into her stupid mess. “You’re right, it’s too complicated right now. I’m sorry, it’s just that you’re so, well, you.”

“Ah, thanks, I think?”

“It’s a compliment. You seem so much older than all the other guys in our class. Like you’ve been here before or something,” Ashley said.

“God I hope not. One time through high school is quite enough,” Dane said. “I think most people are gone now, and, unfortunately, my mother dearest will be upset if I don’t report in for a full college fair debriefing. My poor dad is probably getting the third degree right now for leaving me here.”

“Did you find the right school?” Ashley asked as Dane helped her stand up.

“I’m not going to college. I’m moving to LA and doing music. I have to. I’m just going through the motions to keep my parents calm,” Dane said.

“Your mom is going to kill you,” Ashley said as they made their way through the quad.

She watched as Dane swallowed and pushed his hair out of his face. “I just can’t be what she wants me to be.”

“At least you know who you are, and what your parents want,” Ashley said. “I don’t even know that much.”

MARNI

As she followed Kiley to the corner exit of the gym, she waffled between wanting to hear what the weird girl had to say and following the impulse to dart back into the gym, losing her in the sea of overeager seniors.

She had been having fun with John from Boston College, flirting with him and making him blush. She’d tried to get him to agree to a rendezvous after the college fair. Most of her classmates would be surprised to know how adventurous she was behind her thick dark glasses. So would her parents. It was always with boys outside of school, no one she knew or hoped to see again. Like John. She’d slipped him her number and was fairly certain she’d closed the deal when Ashley showed up. Ashley was her friend and it wasn’t her fault she was hot or that she had that typical popular girl way of sucking all the attention from the room. No, Marni couldn’t really blame Ashley for coming between her and a possible hookup, even though this was one of the few nights her parents had given her the car.

Okay, maybe she was a little pissed at Ashley, even though the two had been friends since sixth grade. She’d have to talk it over with Ashley tomorrow at lunch. Though they were opposites, Ashley was Marni’s best and only close friend. They talked about everything, usually over lunch each day in the quad. They didn’t hang together on the weekends, of course. Marni would never be included in the in crowd, and she didn’t want to be. But at school, they were inseparable. They needed each other. They’d hash this out tomorrow. Before following Kiley out of the gym, Marni looked up and scanned the crowd, wondering why she was following the newly blonde girl out of the fair. At least she’d already sucked up to the Vanderbilt reps.

“Okay, new girl, what is it?” Marni asked. They’d stopped by one of the courtyard planters and Kiley had pulled out a cigarette, offering her one. “No thanks.”

“Suit yourself,” Kiley said, lighting the cigarette and taking a deep pull. “So this is weird to tell you but I thought you should know.”

“Know what, new girl?”

“Can you stop calling me that? I transferred here freshman year,” Kiley said, knocking her cigarette ash into the palm tree container. “Your dad is, well, fucking my mom.”

Marni felt the courtyard tilt and leaned back on the planter. “What?”

“It’s true. First my mom sent me a text by accident. It was gross. All about how excited she was to see him, how she felt so young. Then, a couple of weeks ago, I caught them making out on the beach.”

Marni stared at Kiley not wanting to believe her, even as a part of her already knew what she was saying was true.

“How do you know it was my dad?” Marni asked.

“Brilliant question. After my sudden departure from the track team, I had plenty of free time to do some detective work,” Kiley said, crushing her cigarette out in the dirt of the planter and leaning against the cold cement beside Marni. Marni slid over a bit, uncomfortable touching the new girl’s arm. “My mom promised me they were over and that it would be our little secret. I didn’t believe her. I saw the look in her eye when they were together on the beach.”

“Oh, God,” Marni said, wishing she smoked. She slid down the side of the planter, landing on the cold concrete. Kiley followed suit.

“I waited until my mom was asleep, swiped her phone, and read all the text messages between them. Because of course it wasn’t over. She’s really pushing him to leave your mom, by the way. And he keeps texting her, saying he has a plan. It’s creepy. She has his contact name as ‘Bob,’ no last name. But I had a photo I snapped of the two of them from a few feet away on the beach. I went on my mom’s Instagram, her Facebook, and then I cross-referenced places where she’d checked in on her Foursquare. She’s so stupid, she had no idea she’s leaving a trail a mile wide.”

“That doesn’t prove it’s my dad, just that your mom’s messed up,” Marni said, standing up.

“I Googled the cell phone number. It’s your dad’s. Will Parker Building Inspections. ‘The guy you can trust,’ and his smiling photo is a match. I ran it through TinEye, a software that identifies any person who has any sort of an online footprint from a photo,” Kiley said, standing up again too. She’d used her fingers to make air quotes around the familiar slogan Marni had heard her dad recite since she was a child. When Kiley lit another cigarette, the burst of flame from the lighter made Marni jump. “You all right?”

“I wish I smoked,” Marni said, shaking her head no when Kiley offered her cigarette. “Actually, I wish I could just get out of here.”

“That’s what college is for,” Kiley said. “Are there actually people who like high school? Who like their parents?”

They both sunk into silence, and Marni heard voices coming from across the quad. She couldn’t hear what they were saying, only that it was a guy and a girl, probably a couple making out like she should be doing with John from Boston College. Instead, she’d be haunted forever by the image of her dad doing Kiley’s mom.

As they stood side by side, Blake, the big man on campus, hurried past them, his head down. He looked both angry and confused, his usual smile a grimace. Poor guy. That was an unusual feeling for the golden boy, Marni thought. To answer Kiley’s rhetorical question, Blake was that guy. The guy who liked high school and seemed close to his parents, at least they put on a good show whenever Marni had seen them all together at the football games. His mom with a big button on her sweater with Blake’s smiling face, and his dad in a football jersey with the same number as his son’s.

That was a much better show of familial closeness than her motley crew of a family had ever managed. With the Parkers it was always the three girls, and then her dad, out of frame, out of sight, out of sync. Late to everything, distracted, fluttering around like a bird caught inside an airport when he was at home, able to survive on crumbs but not fully living a real life.

“Blake’s one,” Kiley said, breaking their silence.

“Probably,” Marni said. “I can’t tell if he’s peaked, though. He may still have some glory days left in front of him.”

“Maybe,” Kiley said, but her tone sounded like she thought he’d peaked.

“What do we do?” Marni asked, hating that they were now on a team of sorts, with many lives in the balance. And since Kiley was the discoverer of the information, Marni believed she should decide the next step.

“I don’t know. We either blow up two marriages, or we don’t,” Kiley said and lit another cigarette. “I’m cold, though, and I should head out. Need a ride?”

“Nah, thanks, I actually have a car tonight,” Marni said. She wondered if John had packed up all of his brochures yet. She’d go look for him. Maybe it wasn’t too late for a quick backseat hookup. She needed something to take her mind off things.


CHAPTER FIVE

Halloween, Friday, October 31

SARAH

Sarah loved Halloween parties almost as much as decorating for Christmas, she thought, carefully placing her twelve-ounce cup of fresh green juice from Whole Foods on the picnic table.

She planned to drink it quickly, as always, so the parts couldn’t settle. She liked a uniform green in her juice. She took a minute to look around at the luscious green park, the perfectly landscaped and maintained green space for the children of their gated community. How would a person be able to live anywhere else after experiencing this? she wondered. Unfolding the bright orange tablecloth, she rolled it expertly down the table, affixing it at each end with a black thumbtack, and resumed drinking her juice before any settling had occurred. Sarah looked around at the other ten tables still awaiting a festive cloth and chugged her juice. She needed to get moving. There was a time when she would have had a swarm of volunteers here already, asking her what they could help with, praising her organization and decorating skills.

She had to admit holidays were a time when crafty moms like her could shine. Her daughter’s costumes had always won the neighborhood costume contests. They’d even gone as a family one year, the only year Jud had been in town for Halloween. She’d dressed Ashley, herself, and their dog as the three little pigs and Jud was the wolf. They were so adorable up on stage, squealing as Jud pretended to blow their houses down. Ashley carried a Styrofoam brick, Sarah carried straw, and the dog was a dog, so Sarah hadn’t made him try to carry anything.

She smiled as she tried to remind herself of the happy memories, now that her daughter was too old to dress up, too old to enjoy the community Halloween party, and much too old to stand on stage and win. But even if Ashley was missing, Sarah still enjoyed turning the central park of Diamond Bay into a Halloween extravaganza complete with haunted house (non-terrifying of course), graveyard, and tables bursting with Halloween treats and finger food for the little goblins.

In this quiet moment, nestled in the green-park perfection before anyone else on the volunteer committee had arrived, Sarah allowed herself, briefly, to wonder if all of these hours spent volunteering, the nonstop parties from Halloween through the holiday season, had kept her too busy to reflect on what was missing in her life. She traced her manicured finger along the orange tablecloth, smoothing out a bump, making the fit more perfect. Shaking her head, she pushed aside the sadness, the feeling in her heart that rose to the surface if she allowed it. The pit of despair had quieted a bit with help from her friend Laura.

She hadn’t told Jud that she’d begun seeing her professionally, and he had no idea she was a therapist, of course. He’d forbid it. But Laura was helping her see things more clearly. She knew she needed to define what she wanted in her relationship with her husband, and if he couldn’t provide it, she needed to leave. That was the cold, dark truth at the end of each session. But she couldn’t decide, couldn’t imagine breaking up everything she’d known. Nothing was really that wrong, was it? She had a good life, she just needed to keep moving, stay busy, and everything would be fine.

“Hey, Sarah,” Melanie said, giving her a squeeze around the shoulder. She hadn’t seen Melanie since she’d shared her secrets over sushi, but the other woman acted as if nothing was up. Maybe she was as embarrassed about getting drunk that night as Sarah had been about disclosing the herpes. Melanie was dressed as a witch, a costume she’d worn every year since she’d arrived from the Midwest. Sarah was wearing her usual tennis skirt, long-sleeved top, gallons of sunscreen, and sun-protective hat.

“Thanks for coming to help, even though you have big kids now, too,” Sarah said, wondering if she had kale in her teeth. She seemed to always have kale stuck in her teeth these days. She smiled, pointing to her mouth. “Anything green?”

“All good,” Melanie said, looking around. “Tables next?”

“Sure,” Sarah said and they went to work covering the rest of the picnic tables with bright orange fabric. “So many memories here. I can’t believe Dane and Ashley will be at college next year. It’ll be just me at home. So weird.”

“I may have Dane at home, we’ll see,” Melanie said. “Tombstones set up?”

“I haven’t unlocked the supply shed yet, but sure let’s do that next,” Sarah said, wondering why Dane would be at home, and at the same time, noticing tears running down Melanie’s face. “Oh, what’s wrong?”

“I keep doing this. Crying for no reason. I don’t know why. I’m so sorry,” Melanie said. Sarah handed her an orange cocktail napkin. “Thanks.”

“It’s tough, this senior year. It signifies so many things, so many changes in a family. You’ve been through this before, though, with your other son. This is my only child. I don’t want to think about it, so usually I just stay busy.”

Melanie smiled. “Seth’s room is like a shrine. I don’t let anyone go inside, let alone sleep in there. Dane tried to let a friend spend the night in there once instead of on the couch in his music room, and I almost bit his head off. He probably is right to think I’m crazy.”

Sarah pulled a cardboard tombstone out of the storage shed. She really didn’t like touching them and thought the whole cemetery idea was sort of creepy. She didn’t like the thought of death, or truthfully, of aging, but it was happening anyway. The next tombstone she pulled said, “You’ll join me here soon.” Sarah dropped the cardboard to the grass.

Maybe we could skip the cemetery this year, she thought. But it was the community tradition to have all the little kids parade through the Diamond Bay cemetery, so she’d just have to deal with it. She hadn’t been bothered before, but that was when she’d still been a young mom herself. Now she was, well, about to be a senior. A chill ran down her spine.

“You’re so lucky. I wanted a daughter. You guys are really close, right?” Melanie said, taking the next tombstone from Sarah’s hands and placing it on the grass.

“She is a blessing, as are your sons. We’ll get through this time, all of us,” Sarah said, and she tried to believe it. “What’s your plan for after he leaves? Mine was always to travel with Jud.”

The statement hung in the air as Sarah wondered whether Melanie would say anything about her Internet discoveries. She had promised not to say anything to anybody. Sarah hoped she realized that meant even to her, especially to her.

Melanie dropped her eyes, looking at the cemetery they were creating. “I don’t have a plan. I think that may be my problem.”

“Well that needs to change,” Sarah said with a big smile. She had her plan set for years. Stay home, be the rock for the family, and once Ashley was raised, she’d join Jud on all the fabulous trips. Paris, here I come, she thought. She’d been there only once, when they’d first married, and she couldn’t wait to return. It had been worth it, though, the sacrifices. Ashley was happy and thriving. Sure, it had meant that Sarah was lonely sometimes, feeling much more like a single mom than she’d ever allow anyone to know. But that was how their family had worked. At least, that’s what she’d told herself to believe. Until recently. She hadn’t revised her plans because she hadn’t gotten any new answers from Jud. In fact, it was as if their dinner at Sylvia’s never happened. Except for the fact she did have herpes. And that he owned a house in Palm Springs, most likely. That was all she knew for a fact.

“I’ve made a list of the top ten places he’s been without me. I’ll be ready to start ticking those off. I can wait until then,” Sarah said, pulling the last of the graveyard from the storage locker, including four skulls and a dozen skeleton hands and arms. Her stomach clenched. She doubted she’d see any of them with Jud.

They worked together to arrange the cemetery in rows, sprinkling skulls and limbs around, as Sarah pushed the reality that something was horribly wrong with her marriage down deep inside so she could make it through yet another event of this last year with her daughter, last year as a hands-on mother.

“Can I ask you a personal question?” Melanie said, holding a skeleton hand, using its finger to point to Sarah. “Does it hurt? Having all that surgery? I went to see a plastic surgeon yesterday—not Jud, that would be weird. The guy said I should start with a forehead lift, then a lower face-lift to yank up my chin. He wanted to inject my lips and put pads in my cheeks. Then he wanted to suck fat out of my chin.” Melanie’s eyes were huge, and she touched the skeleton hand to her chin. “He said we’d tackle my body phase two.”

Nobody had ever asked Sarah if it hurt. Nobody had ever directly acknowledged that she’d had plastic surgery at all. She dropped the skull to the ground and said, “Yes, it all hurts. And I don’t know if it’s worth it. I mean, we all end up like that,” she said, pointing to the bones covering the vibrant grass.

“But people think you’re young and vibrant. People think I’m old and fat,” Melanie said. “Even if it’s all a façade, it works. Our society values youth and perky breasts.”

“True,” Sarah said, looking down at her breasts, as high and full as a twentysomething’s. “But it hurts. It all hurts. A lot.”

Melanie tilted her head, and looked like she wanted to ask more questions. Sarah wasn’t sure she had any more answers. “Thanks for telling me. Oh, and you know, I’ve kept your secret,” Melanie said.

“Yes, I, well, I can’t believe I told you. But thank you, it’s good to know I can trust you,” Sarah said, and then turned to lock the storage shed. She hoped that would end this particular line of conversation because really, as Jud had promised, since the first outbreak cleared, she’d felt fine. All was well again. Not really, well, sort of.

“Hey y’all,” Beatrice called out from beside the stage, her red hair in braids, shining in the sun, part of her Raggedy Ann costume, an annual get up much like Melanie’s witch and Sarah’s nothing. Sarah smiled when she saw Beatrice’s ubiquitous pearls glistening around her neck. Melanie and Sarah glanced at each other and both waved back.

“That one is going to be a wreck,” Melanie said.

“Worse than me?” Sarah asked.

“For sure. And worse than me if Dane gets accepted to a college, or worse than me if Dane lives at home and goes to community college. I’m not sure which would push me over the edge faster,” Melanie said.

“Oh come on, it will all work out,” Sarah said. Despite the fact that Melanie was a transplant from the farmlands, Sarah was discovering that she and Melanie had more in common than she’d thought. Sure, they could never go to the high-end society functions together, and she didn’t play tennis—clearly—but she was so honest, so real. Sarah had never felt that grounded, that comfortable.

She had been trying. Earlier back at home she’d sat to meditate along with Oprah and Deepak. Today the mantra was: My desires make me feel alive. Sarah had tried to meditate; she sat on the floor of their great room, staring at the beautiful blue ocean, trying to bring forth a desire to make her feel alive, but nothing had come up. She found it unsettling that she desired nothing. Sarah touched the small gold heart at her chest, a relic from her childhood she’d recently begun to wear again.

“If Beatrice tells me Reed got into an Ivy League school, I’m going to stab her with my broomstick,” Melanie said just before Beatrice reached them. “I just can’t take any more gloating.”

“I hope you don’t think I—” Sarah said.

“I wish you’d gloat, Sarah.”

“Hi, just here to help. Put me to work,” Beatrice said.

“Do kids nowadays think you are Wendy, from the hamburger chain?” Melanie asked, smiling a wicked witch smile.

“No, they do not. They all know better, Diamond Bay kids read literature; they don’t consume fast food like you do in Ohio,” Beatrice said, as Sarah started to laugh at Melanie’s joke. Beatrice turned to Sarah. “So, put me to work.”

“There are burgers being served over there later,” Melanie said, pointing with her broomstick toward the grills being set up by the caterer.

Sarah said. “Could you drape the stage, Beatrice? There is orange and black bunting over there.”

“Sure. And Sarah, congratulations on Harvard. You must be thrilled,” Beatrice said, smiling at both women. “Reed just got a commitment letter to Brown. We’re over the moon. And Dane, where does he hope to go?”

Sarah saw Melanie sway and grabbed her arm. “He can go wherever he’d like,” Sarah answered. “With his musical gifts, the sky is the limit.”

“Oh, sure,” Beatrice said and headed to the stage.

“Are you all right?” Sarah asked. She was worried about Melanie. She didn’t look good. All of the color had drained from her face leaving her frosted pink-lipsticked mouth looking especially garish.

“I keep wanting to fall over. Well, not wanting to, just feeling as if I’m about to. That I just can’t keep it up anymore, this moving forward. This, this competition, this life.”

Sarah watched as Melanie slumped to the vibrant green grass, a pool of black witch cloak surrounding her. Sarah hurried to her side, kneeling on the grass next to her.

“My kid can’t take it. I can’t take it. That’s why I thought plastic surgery would fix it, but I don’t think it can. I am out of my league. We all are. It’s ruining us,” Melanie said, fresh tears popping into her eyes. “I’ve reached my sipping point, I mean tipping point. Ha. That’s funny. I need a drink. What am I once the kids are both gone?”

“Melanie, it’s going to be fine. You’ll be fine. You have your friends,” Sarah said, looking around at the otherwise empty park. Fortunately, Beatrice still was busy decorating the stage.

“No. I’m nothing. All I’ve been is a mom and now I’m pushing, pushing to have him leave. And leave angry. Keith and Dane both think I’m crazy. Maybe I am,” Melanie said, tears rolling down her face.

Sarah looked to her right, through the cemetery, and saw golf carts beginning to arrive for the party. Young mothers with brightly dressed toddlers, ready for a party that wasn’t close to set up. All they’d see was a cemetery, a very sad witch, somebody who was dressed as a suburban housewife tennis player, and a hamburger lady hanging bunting.

A young woman, impossibly thin and impeccably dressed, walked toward them. She was holding hands with her daughter, a two-year-old dressed as a strawberry princess with a red full skirt, red sweater rimmed with green leaf felt, and a red hat with green leaves. Her husband, preppy and full of his own potential, hurried to join them, taking the strawberry’s other hand. They were perfect and happy. They made Sarah want to cry, too.

But she couldn’t. She was in charge. She quickly grabbed Melanie’s shoulders, shaking her softly. “Listen, you can’t cry, there are too many little strawberries and blueberries and other adorable little kids in costumes. They want to see a happy witch. Nod if you can do that,” Sarah said. Melanie nodded, but she didn’t look convincing.

“We can talk about all of this later, not during the party. You’re going to be fine, and so is Dane. Let’s enjoy this party,” Sarah said, trying to convince herself as much as Melanie. “Come on. Stand up. Walk over to the picnic table and sit down. I know someone stashed a few bottles of wine over there in the ivy behind the fence. I’ll go pour you a glass. Be right back. Just breathe.”

Sarah hurried to the corner of the festivities, behind the haunted house that had been erected by a party company, thank goodness, and spotted her next-door neighbors chatting with another couple new to the community. She pasted on her smile and maneuvered around the couples, leaned over the black plastic temporary fencing and grabbed two orange plastic cups and an open bottle of wine. She poured what must be the equivalent of two glasses into each cup, tossed the empty wine bottle back into the bushes, and hurried back to Melanie now sitting at the picnic table alone.

“Here, drink this,” Sarah said.

“Cheers,” Melanie said, swallowing a big gulp of the wine.

“God, give me some,” said their friend Alison, dressed as Wonder Woman, who sat down on the bench next to Melanie. Sarah handed over her glass.

“I just can’t take this holiday. It’s insane. Parade and party at school, come home, party and contest at the park, and then trick-or-treating. I don’t think I’ll survive,” Alison said. Sarah liked Alison, her drama, her lack of pretense, although her whining about certain duties of motherhood could be draining. She should be happy she has younger children, Sarah thought, but realized how hard it was to live in the moment when there was so much to do for everybody else.

“Embrace it. Soon enough, you’re here alone on the bench, getting drunk,” Melanie said. Sarah felt the pit of sadness opening up inside her, threatening to leave her in tears. She stood up quickly. “Alison, could you check on the haunted house for me?” Sarah asked.

Alison looked at Sarah and then at Melanie. Sarah wondered if she was noticing both women’s moist eyes and forced smiles. “Sure, glad to do it,” she said and hurried away.

“Hello, ladies,” Jud said, joining them beside the picnic table. Sarah was shocked. Jud had never been to a Halloween party at the park, except for the Big Bad Wolf year. She wondered what was wrong, but as she stared at her husband, he smiled in return. “What a lovely day for a Halloween picnic. Thought I’d come down and see if you needed any help, hon.”

Sarah thought she heard her husband offer to help with the party, but dismissed that notion. He’d been home almost every night since their steak dinner, but they’d both been on edge. He was trying too hard, trying to convince her they had a life together, but it didn’t feel right. She needed to talk to Laura about this, but in the meantime, she needed to get him out of her space.

“We’ve got it under control,” Melanie said.

“Clearly,” Jud said, turning to Sarah and rolling his eyes with distaste.

Sarah knew what Jud could do to help. She gave him a nod and he stepped away from the picnic table with her.

“Could you find Keith? Call him and have him come get Melanie? I think she’s ill,” Sarah said.

“I think she’s getting drunk,” Jud said. “But sure, I’ll call him. Would you like to go to dinner tonight, just the two of us?”

“Of course not. We will have trick-or-treaters until nine or so,” Sarah said, wondering what had gotten into her husband. She’d planned on him being gone tonight. “I thought you were out of town?”

“Plans changed. I’ve decided I’m going to spend more time at home, with you and Ashley,” Jud said, smiling his white-toothed smile.

“Well, great. There’s a roast in the oven, and I’ll be home as soon as the contest judging begins. Thanks,” she added as he kissed her on the cheek.

“You don’t want me to help out down here?” Jud asked.

“No, just call Keith and that should do it,” Sarah said. She was so accustomed to his absence that his presence in a normal day had thrown her off. She wondered if this was unusual, this coexistence they’d created. But then she decided it must be normal, otherwise long-married couples would kill each other. She couldn’t stand too much togetherness, she’d convinced herself of that long ago. Just maybe, there was an underlying reason why, she thought, but instead of thinking about it too much, she busied herself refilling supplies at the candy station.

WILL

Will was convinced his oldest daughter hated him more than usual, and was spying on him.

He’d smiled at Marni over the breakfast table and she’d rolled her eyes at him. Earlier in the week, he’d caught her with his cell phone. She’d snagged it when he had fallen asleep in the family room during a television show. He woke up, felt the armrest of his favorite chair for his phone, and it was gone. He had jumped up, searched the floor beside his chair, and sprinted into the kitchen in a panic. Marni sat at the kitchen table, holding his phone in her hands.

“What’s your password? I couldn’t guess it,” she had said.

“Why? Give me my phone,” Will had said, mad that she held his private property, the connection to his secret world. He marched across the room and grabbed it from her hands. The movement had been too aggressive, he realized too late.

“What is wrong with you?” Marni had screamed at him, causing her sister to run into the room in a panic.

“Marni, calm down. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to hurt you. It’s just that you need to respect other people’s property, that’s all,” he had said.

“Respect? Right,” Marni had said, grabbing her sister’s hand and pulling her out of the room. He had heard the door slam to her bedroom a few moments later. When Carol pulled into the driveway half an hour later, Will pretended to be asleep in his chair.

But Will was getting tired of pretending, he thought, as he stood in his foyer dressed as Woody from Toy Story. He was especially over Marni’s stares and Carol’s insinuations. Just tonight, as his wife left the house to join the mayor and other important city representatives at the Safe Halloween Night for All down in the quaint village area of Crystal Beach with Piper reluctantly in tow (Piper: “Mom, nobody goes there anymore. It’s for little kids.” Carol: “You are still a little kid, and I won’t have you drinking and doing drugs like the rest of the kids do on Halloween.”), Carol had paid little attention to Will aside from candy duty instructions. Before her latest hostility, Marni would have looked at Will and shaken her head over her mom’s irritating generalizations. But on this night, this Halloween, Marni had simply walked out the door, presumably too disgusted by all of them to make a snide remark. Somehow, he missed the snide Marni. He didn’t, however, enjoy the condescending and judgmental creature that had taken her place.

As he pulled a peanut butter cup from the Halloween candy bowl and unwrapped it, he considered the possibility that Marni knew about his affair with Lauren. Lauren told him Kiley was under control, that she’d bribed her silent and convinced her that they broke up. And if Marni did know, why wouldn’t she confront him or, more damning, go to her mom who would likely confirm the child’s suspicions?

Will was now certain Carol knew, and knew whom. Even though Lauren had blocked her on Facebook and on Instagram, Carol was popping up and making comments on her extended family’s pages. Lauren’s sister had received a friend request from her, as had her sister’s daughter who was Piper’s age but attended a different middle school. Lauren’s sister had remarked about how odd it was that the principal from the other middle school had friended her daughter on Facebook. Lauren had called him in a panic, yelling at him, calling him a coward.

“Everybody in town is going to know soon anyway. I’m moving out and asking David for a divorce. I’m moving on and I’m not waiting for you, not a minute longer,” she had said, the anger stabbing him in the heart. He hated to disappoint her, even as he knew she was right. “You can’t have it both ways, both of us. You have to let one of us go. And I’ll make it easy for you.”

“No, that’s not what I want,” he had mumbled, rolling his bicycle to a quiet corner on a street downtown. He had leaned his head against the brick building in front of him, scratching his forehead. “I’m ready. I’ll do it.”

“I don’t believe you,” Lauren had said, but she had calmed down, he could tell. He had relaxed a little bit.

“Just let me get through Halloween, and Marni applying to college. That’s important, as you know, babe,” he had said calmly. She’d hung up on him then, but he had bought some more time. Until now.

The doorbell rang and Will jumped. Then he remembered trick-or-treat and flung the door open, bending at the waist so the little kids on his doorstep could reach for a piece of candy from the bowl.

“Trick-or-treat,” said a little guy dressed as a robot. A classic costume, Will thought, smiling at the kid. “How many?”

“What?” Will asked.

“Pieces. How many pieces do I take?”

“You take one, you greedy little robot,” Will said, keeping a smile on his face as he glanced at the robot’s parents waiting on the sidewalk. “One is plenty. What do you say?”

“You’re mean,” said the robot.

“You have no idea,” Will said, still smiling at the kid. “You say thank you. And I say you’re welcome. That’s how it works. Why can’t anyone just do things the right way?”

“Jackson, come on,” called one of the robot’s parents, and the little guy hurried away.

Will pushed the front door shut, leaning against it. He just behaved badly in front of a six-year-old robot. What else was he capable of doing? Who else would he hurt before he settled things? he thought. His cell phone rang in his back pocket and he pulled it out, smiling down at the screen, expecting it to read Butch. But it was Carol.

“Will, you are at the house handing out candy, correct?” she asked.

“Of course. It was on the calendar, in green, and you checked with me during work. You saw me before you left. I’m here. I can’t believe you’re calling, too.” God she was controlling, he realized. He felt like throwing the candy bowl against the hall mirror, but stopped himself. It was his fault. He’d given Carol all the power, but he was going to take it back.

Lauren had been helping him understand that all the order Carol had imposed on his life wasn’t helping him. Instead, it was limiting him. He was a grown man. He was the head of his household. He should be in charge of who went where and when. He should control all of the marker colors or, as Lauren suggested, throw the fucking markers away. Somewhere in the middle of his fear of losing Lauren, and his realization that his life was being micromanaged, he’d found himself again. And this self, he wasn’t going to take it anymore. He had dreams, he had a future far away from the stupid blocks on the calendar and this beige depressing home. Lauren had told him about how much money she would receive from her divorce settlement, more money than Will had ever imagined. And she wanted to share it with him. They’d start over, somewhere far away from Crystal Beach. Far away from the voice on the other end of the phone constantly telling him what to do, where to be, who to be with.

“Good. Okay, well Piper and I will be home by nine. I don’t know where Marni is. She isn’t answering. She said she was going to meet some friends, but it was vague,” Carol said, her impatient tone both familiar and grating at the same time. Will’s stomach rolled.

“She’s fine. She’s a senior in high school, a smart girl,” Will said. His daughter was a creature of habit, even if she habitually hated him now. She’d looked great as Harry Potter when she’d left. He’d said so, but she’d ignored him. He hoped she was at a fun party, letting her hair down. She seemed to never have any fun.

“Whatever, I’ll find her. You just focus on answering the door, okay? I have a lot of my middle school kids coming by for candy. Don’t disappoint me.”

Will heard the words “as usual,” even if Carol didn’t say them. “Yes, Ma’am, whatever you say, Commander,” Will said, ending the call as the doorbell rang again.

“Trick-or-treat,” said a girl about Marni’s age, who had teased blonde hair, a push-up bra, and a checkered shirt. She was wearing a Scream mask, which sort of freaked him out. And she was much too overweight to be wearing cutoff jean shorts. It just wasn’t a good look for her, Will decided.

Will pushed the platter of candy toward the girl.

“Hi again, Mr. Parker,” she said. There was an edge to her voice.

“Hello. And yes, my wife is the middle school principal,” Will said, accustomed to kids reminiscing with him about their middle school memories of his wife.

“Stay away from my mom, you tool,” the girl said as she pushed her mask up and revealed her face. It was Lauren’s daughter, Will realized. It was Kiley. He hadn’t recognized her with the freaky mask and blonde hair.

Will blinked. Most of him wanted to take the candy platter and hurl it at the girl’s head. But some more humane part of him won. “Kiley,” he said, pulling out his calmest voice. “You are very much mistaken here. There is nothing going on between me and your mother.”

“You’re a liar, just like she is,” she said. “And you’re a creepy, slimy bastard.”

Will backed up and slammed the front door, leaving her on the doorstep in a sort of standoff. She had managed to cause his heart to race, and his palms were sweating. He wondered what effect he had on her, and he wondered if she’d still be on his doorstep when his wife and youngest daughter arrived home. That, he decided, would be a very bad thing. He peered through the peephole in the front door. The step was empty.

He took a deep breath and unwrapped another peanut butter cup, chewing it quickly, the chocolate coating his throat, the sugar coursing through his system. It was time. He knew it. He’d done all the research, and he knew the risks. But it was the only way.

He dialed Lauren’s phone number. “Your daughter just came to my house.”

“Oh my God, what did she do? Was Carol there? Your girls?” Lauren asked. In the background it sounded like a party. Lauren was at a party while her daughter stalked him like an animal.

“Are you at a party?” he asked, anger building up in his veins. He felt like he should punch something.

“Yes, it’s the block party, I told you that,” she said. “Where is Kiley now?”

“She dressed up like a hooker with a freakish mask on her face,” Will said, his distaste oozing through the phone.

“She is Jessica Simpson in that movie, you know, The Dukes of Hazzard. I didn’t see the mask. You should calm down.”

Charming, Will thought, another woman telling him what he should do. He said, “I don’t care who she is, she’s threatening me and you need to get her under control. I said I’d handle things but not like this.”

“I can’t help what she saw on the beach. I don’t know why she came to your house but I will tell her not to bother you. I’ll handle it,” she said. “Look, I’ve got to go.”

Will needed her to talk to him; it was the only thing that would calm him down, get him out of this state. “Are you in a costume?” Will asked, suddenly getting hard, imagining Lauren in a sexy costume like her daughter, all the men at the party looking at her. Next year, they’d dress up as something sexy together. He pulled off his cowboy hat and tossed it on the couch.

“Of course. I’m a French maid,” Lauren said, laughing quietly into the phone before hanging up.

Will moaned and tore open another piece of candy.

SARAH

Ashley and Blake had offered to hand out candy to the trick-or-treaters, so Sarah and Jud were going to go to the Potts’s Halloween party together.

This was a strange development in her life. She was going to a costume party with her husband. Ever since their dinner out together, Jud had been home almost every night. She kept her list of all the traits of narcissists in her bedside table, and read them over at least once a day. Dr. Laura had explained she needed to train her brain and her heart to see him for what he was to help herself out of the denial she’d shrouded herself in like a cozy blanket. No more enabling, she’d written on her notepad in bold letters. But his constant presence was stifling her progress, and it was really beginning to bother Sarah more than she could have imagined. The very thing she’d wished for since they were married, his presence, was driving her crazy.

Laura had told her she needed to prepare for the worst, even if she wasn’t ready to take action. She’d told her about the herpes, but not about Melanie’s desert-home discovery. She’d mentioned the text message meant for someone else, and that had been enough for Laura to force her to take action to protect herself. “You have to know what you’re dealing with,” she had said. “Hire someone to investigate your husband. You deserve to know the truth.”

Finally, reluctantly, Sarah had listened. As she waited for the private investigator’s discoveries, she realized she wasn’t ready for a divorce. She just wanted the truth. If Jud wouldn’t tell her, she’d find out on her own. The first report was due in a week, and she was a nervous wreck.

“Well, don’t you look beautiful, my little angel,” Jud said, walking into her section of the bathroom and handing her a glass of red wine. He kissed her lightly on the cheek as they continued to lock eyes in the mirror.

“Thank you,” Sarah said. “Are you sure you want to go to the Potts’s block party? You hated it the year that you went, and you haven’t been in years. I just don’t want you to ruin it for me.”

He smiled in the mirror. “I won’t. In fact, I have missed seeing all of our old friends, catching up on all the gossip. I mean, it seems that you know so much more about my life than I do about yours.”

Sarah felt a chill down her spine. What was he implying? Her life had been all about making him happy, building their life together. That was, until she had finally realized it may have all been a lie. “There’s nothing to know,” she said, applying blush to her suddenly pale cheeks.

“Really? An attractive girl like you, home alone all the time because of a neglectful spouse. I’m sure you’ve got your admirers, dear,” Jud said.

She didn’t know whether he was threatening her or teasing her. Either way, it seemed he hadn’t caught on to her investigation, she realized with relief. The undercurrents of their relationship were surprisingly dark and would come on like class-four rapids at a moment’s notice, even while the smile remained affixed to his face. “Come on, Sarah, I know there have been others.”

She gripped the edge of the bathroom counter. “Again, Jud, you know you are the only one I’ve ever been with.” It was almost as if he wanted to force her to admit to something, anything, to make himself feel better for what he had done, for who he was.

But even with all he had forced on her, changing her inside and out, when Sarah looked at him in the mirror, she could still see the man she fell in love with. And maybe, she thought, they could recapture that magic again. He needed to stop accusing her of things she hadn’t done, though. That had to stop tonight.

“Jud, if you accuse me of having other lovers again, I don’t think I can stay married to you. I’ve told you you’re the only one I’ve ever been with. Can you say that to me in return?” She’d placed her wineglass down on the bathroom counter and was looking at him, hope and love in her eyes for the man she had married.

“You are the only woman I’ve been with since we married,” Jud said, wrapping his arms around her waist and pulling her head down on his shoulder.

He felt so strong, so solid, and she felt so loved. She had to believe him, she thought. He loved her and everything would be fine. They’d travel the world and grow old together. The text was just a crazy mistake. Maybe he hadn’t even sent it in the first place. It could have been from someone else. And the doctor said herpes could be dormant for years, popping up when your immune system is down. And she’d been so stressed lately. That explained it.

“I love you,” she said, looking into his brilliant blue eyes.

“Well, that’s always such a relief, to hear you say that,” Jud said, placing his hand on her shoulder. “Almost ready for our date, darling?”

Sarah took a deep breath and smiled. She loved Halloween parties. She’d consider this the start of their new relationship. They’d be a united force for the rest of Ashley’s senior year. Graduation was just around the corner, and now she’d have someone by her side.

“Yes, I’m ready,” she said.

As they walked through the house, Jud behind her, Sarah allowed her eyes to scan the happy family portraits she’d framed so carefully along the hallway. The three of them through the years, smiling and perfect, stage by stage.

“Mom, you look great,” Ashley said as they entered the kitchen.

“No costume, Mr. Nelson?” Blake asked. Sarah fought the urge to announce that Jud was dressed as a bastard, but she’d had him change.

“No, just being me,” Jud said, clapping the young man on the back in a too-hard move. “You two behave. We won’t be late.”

Ashley rolled her eyes as Blake dropped his head.

“Thanks for handling the trick-or-treaters. The candy is by the front door,” Sarah said, giving Ashley a quick hug.

“We’ve got it, Mom. Try to have fun,” Ashley whispered.

“I’ll be in the car,” Jud said, hurrying out of the room.

“Thanks, honey. The roast should be ready any minute. Enjoy,” Sarah said, heading out of the kitchen and out to the garage where Jud sat inside his Tesla, face glowing in the large display of the car. He hopped out and opened her door for her.

“This will be so fun,” Jud said as soon as he climbed back into the car. “I haven’t been to a party in town in ages.”

“I know. Your fans will be very happy to see you,” Sarah said, reaching for his hand.

They rode the rest of the way in silence until Jud pulled into the Potts’s driveway. Theirs was the biggest house in South Crystal Beach, and the widest yard where the block party inevitably ended up centering. But no one was rude enough or felt entitled enough to park in the winding driveway. That space was used as part of the party.

“You can’t park here. This is part of the party. Find something on the street,” Sarah said, mortified.

“I’m not parking this car just anywhere,” Jud said. “I’m sure they won’t mind. What’s his name? David or something? They’re car dealers. They get it.”

“They don’t have a Tesla dealership,” Sarah said. “Jud, please, just park somewhere in the neighborhood. This is so embarrassing. Just let me out and go park, please, these angel shoes are killing my feet,” she said.

She watched his face, the angry twitch in his cheek. “Fine. Whatever you say, dear,” he said.

Sarah climbed out of the car and watched as he reversed out of the driveway. Finally, she could breathe again. Off to the side of the Potts’s grand house she spotted a group of costume-clad adults and hurried across the lawn. As she came closer, she noticed Lauren Potts, dressed as a sexy French maid, as usual, and hurried over to her. As she approached, Lauren ended a phone call, slipping her phone inside her impossibly short skirt. A marvel.

“Lauren, thank you so much for hosting the party again,” Sarah said, kissing the younger woman on the cheek. She had to admit, the outfit looked very sexy. Sarah wondered if Jud would like to see it on her? Maybe she’d buy one. They still hadn’t had sex, and that was beginning to worry Sarah. Still, she felt sexy in her fitted white dress and small sparkly wings, maybe almost as sexy as Lauren. Maybe her costume would be enough to spark some romance tonight.

“Hey, Sarah, so great to have you here. Was that Jud?”

“Yes, that was,” Sarah said. “Just dropping me off and then finding a place to park.”

“How sweet,” Lauren said. “Drink?”

“Yes, please,” Sarah said, following her hostess to a full bar staffed with uniformed bartenders. The Pottses did a party right.

“So who is Ashley trick-or-treating with tonight?” Lauren asked as Sarah ordered a chardonnay from the handsome boy behind the bar.

“Oh, she’s staying home, doing homework, handing out candy,” Sarah said.

“Of course she is,” Lauren said. “Meanwhile, Kiley is out on the town, dressed as a whore, causing trouble.”

“Oh, I doubt that. Kiley is adorable,” Sarah said, trying to hide her shock at the tone Lauren was using to describe her only child. Sure, Kiley dressed sort of Goth, with black lipstick, four earrings per side, and, it was rumored, a tattoo in the tramp-stamp spot. Truth be told, Sarah would die if Ashley came home with even one tattoo. Kiley was a little overweight, not much, maybe a size ten or twelve. Sarah wasn’t a huge fan of Lauren’s, blaming her as most of the women in town did for breaking up David’s first marriage, but they had bonded over the fact that each of them had only one child, a girl. And truthfully, Sarah didn’t see Lauren all that often, as they were relatively new to the school.

“Kiley’s a pain in the ass, actually,” Lauren said, taking a big gulp from her glass. “You have the perfect child. Everyone knows it. There can only be one homecoming queen I suppose, so my daughter had to pick a different path. Probably doesn’t help that she has me for a mother.”

Sarah stared at Lauren. “You’re a great mom. What’s wrong?”

“Oh, I’m afraid I’ve really messed things up,” Lauren said, and for the first time, Sarah noticed the woman was slurring her words.

“What is going on? Can I help?” Sarah asked, reaching out and touching Lauren’s arm. Everybody has something, Sarah thought, realizing it’s hard to remember that when you’re in the middle of your own mess. As she looked up at the grand oceanfront home behind them, she realized wealth didn’t make you immune from heartache. In fact, it could be one of the leading factors in all of the troubles Crystal Beach couples and families faced. We no longer have to struggle to survive, she thought suddenly. Now we’re fighting to live ever-bigger lives. It needed to stop.

“No, sorry, I’ve said enough, I’ve got to go check on the rest of the guests. I’ll switch to coffee soon,” Lauren said, kissing Sarah’s cheek and disappearing into the crowd.

Sarah stood there trying to decide whether to follow Lauren when someone grabbed her gently from behind.

“How’s my favorite angel?” Jud asked, holding her around the waist. “You look gorgeous tonight, Sarah.”

Inside, she felt the sadness lift a little. Her husband was coming back to her and he was wonderful.

“Did you have to park very far away?” she asked, kissing him on the lips, pressing into him to deepen the kiss.

“Hey, we’re in public here,” Jud said, breaking the kiss. “I found a spot close by. We can head home whenever you feel like it.”

“Is now too soon?” she said. She wanted to make love, to have him hold her and tell her everything was okay. They were going to make it, together.

“Let’s get a drink, shall we?” he said, keeping his arm around her waist, holding her tight against him as they walked up to the bar.

The cute bartender smiled at her. “Another one for the angel?”

“Please,” she said, smiling.

“And for you?” the boy asked Jud.

“This is my wife. Isn’t she beautiful?” Jud said.

“Jud,” Sarah said, embarrassed but flattered. He used to always ask strangers to validate her beauty, pleasing them both.

“Dude, I’m just serving drinks. Do you want one or not?”

“Red wine. Do you know who I am, son?” Jud asked. Sarah was trying to pat his hand, keep him calm. She could feel the tension building between Jud and the cocky bartender.

“Um, no, I don’t recognize the costume.”

“Very funny. I am Dr. Jud Nelson, inventor of the Nelson Procedure and plastic surgeon to everyone who is everyone. These hands are magic,” Jud said, putting one hand in the air while keeping his other around Sarah’s waist.

The bartender didn’t say anything, but he looked like he wanted to punch Jud as he handed him the red wine.

Jud smiled at the young man.

“They don’t all need to like us, honey,” Sarah said softly, as Jud seemed to be calming down.

“I know. It’s just that I’m proud of you, of us,” Jud said. Orange twinkle lights lit up a small tree in front of them as they talked. “We are good together, aren’t we? It is important. It’s right. We belong together.”

“Yes, we do. Can we go home now and, well, reconnect?” Sarah asked. Inside, she felt the hole of sadness squeeze shut a tiny bit.

“Of course. Let me use the restroom and we’ll go. Be right back,” Jud said.

“Sarah, what are you doing over here alone?” asked a man dressed in a ninja costume. She was surprised anybody approached. Typically, in this town, the men seemed to give her a wide berth, watching her from afar like an exotic and endangered game animal. “You okay? Sorry, it’s Tom, Ashley’s assistant volleyball coach,” he added, pulling off his hood. He was her favorite of the coaching staff. He had kind blue eyes.

“Um, oh, nothing, just waiting for my husband,” Sarah said. “Story of my life.”

“At least you’re close to the bar,” he said, extending his hand in greeting. Sarah shook his hand but when she tried to pull her hand away, he kept holding it, sending electricity zipping through her.

“I told Jud, Ashley’s dad, I’d wait here,” she said, smiling, flustered to be holding hands with Ashley’s coach, wondering why she liked it so much. She could tell he had been drinking and that he was flirting with her. She knew he was single, but he also was at least five years younger than she was. She managed to pull her hand from his, surprised she’d enjoyed his touch.

“He’s over there, the other side of the yard, holding court. He’ll figure out where you went. You can’t stand over here in the dark. Let’s go look at the ocean. It’s a gorgeous view from the cliff,” Tom said, elbow still extended.

And even though she knew it would be trouble, and even though Jud had told her not to move, that they’d go home and make love, he had stopped and was entertaining a crowd. She could stand here alone and frustrated or she could take Tom up on his offer, allow Jud to find her. And so for the first time in a long time, Sarah smiled and took a step forward, threading her arm through Tom’s.

MELANIE

Melanie opened her left eye and looked around. It was dark outside the windows beside her. She was lying on the couch in their family room. That was evident because her dog, Tucker—a gray, seven-pound cuddler—was snuggled beside her and her favorite comfy blanket was draped over her. Slowly her brain reminded her that somebody had summoned Keith to the Halloween decorating party at the park. He must have had to leave work early to come pick her up. She could just imagine him telling the guys, “Hey, I have to go because my wife got drunk setting up for a kids’ party.” She was mortified.

“Hey,” Keith said, leaning against the doorway of the room. Her knight in shining armor, she supposed, although she didn’t remember his arrival at the park or their departure. She hoped she hadn’t embarrassed herself further.

“Hey,” she said, closing her left eye. The darkness was comforting. She was hiding like a toddler. She couldn’t see her husband, but she knew he could see her all too well. She felt Keith sit down next to her on the couch. Tucker grumbled under his breath, his usual sign of protection. Keith patted her hand.

“So honey, what’s going on? Can I help you with anything?”

Melanie felt the clutch of emotions deep in her stomach as tears sprang to her closed eyes. Keith’s hand brushed the hair from her forehead, a gentle touch that brought a sob as he pulled her into his arms.

“I don’t know what’s wrong with me,” Melanie said through her tears. “I guess it’s Dane leaving, me not being a mom anymore. I’m already bored and incredibly scared, and I just don’t know what’s next.”

“You’ve got me, honey. You’ve always got me. That is, if you still want me,” Keith said, patting her back.

“It’s not you. I don’t know why I get so angry with you. It’s not your fault. It’s this,” Melanie said, sweeping her hand to encompass the room, their life, their future. “Is this all there is?”

“We have a good life, Melanie. Great kids.”

“A great kid, and another moderately great kid,” Melanie said, meeting Keith’s eye. “I’m kidding.”

Keith shook his head. “A guy at work was telling me about how hard it was for his wife when their youngest left for college. She became depressed. She started drinking too much, became more irritable, even took it out on her kids, blaming them for not coming home often enough. It sounded rough,” Keith said. “I know you read about empty-nest syndrome and it really is a thing. We need to get you some help, get rid of some of the tension around here. He gave me the name of the program that helped save her and their marriage.”

“Oh my God, you aren’t suggesting I need a twelve-step program,” Melanie said, pulling Tucker into her lap and crossing her arms.

“It’s not that. It’s more about reinvention,” Keith said. His eyes were kind, his face was knit with worry and something even more important, love.

Melanie took a breath and looked up to the corner of the ceiling, remembering years ago when she’d had to use a ladder to clean it when the boys had shaken their Cokes and didn’t realize the consequences. Or did they, and they just convinced her otherwise? She had smart boys, she knew. Both of them. And a great husband.

“Reinvention, huh?”

“I’ll even do it with you,” Keith said.

“You’re not having a midlife crisis.”

“I’m bound to at some point, why not head it off at the pass,” he said.

Melanie smiled, managed to sit up, and leaned forward, kissing Keith on the cheek. “You’re such a good guy. How did I get so lucky?”

“The feeling is mutual. Hungry?” he asked.

Melanie didn’t even know what time it was. How long had she been passed out, blacked out? She did know she needed a glass of water and an aspirin. “I’m a little hungry. My head is pounding. What time is it?”

“Almost 10 p.m. Dane should be home soon with a huge bag of candy,” Keith said, walking into the kitchen. She could hear him open the freezer and drop ice cubes into a glass, followed by the sound of running water. He’d bring her an aspirin, too, she thought. But she needed to get up. Dane would be home any minute. She stood slowly, holding Tucker in her left arm. Dane would want her to do the program, she knew, starting to wonder if her anger with him was misplaced. She was disappointed in herself, bored, and looking to blame it on her youngest son. She’d need to apologize, to make things right.

“Here you go,” Keith said, handing her the glass of ice water along with the aspirin. “Maybe you should go wash your face, brush your teeth, and I’ll make us a late-night snack we can share with Dane.”

“What did you do about the trick-or-treaters?” Melanie asked before gulping down the entire glass of water. “Did kids ring the bell? I didn’t hear a thing.”

“I just left the candy outside with a note not to ring the bell,” Keith said. “It’s fine. The candy is all gone.”

“Of course it is.” Then she asked the question she’d been dreading the answer to, the question she had to ask. “Did Dane see me like that?”

“I told him you had a bad headache, a migraine,” Keith said, looking down at his feet.

Melanie dropped her gaze too as she turned to walk down the hallway to their bedroom. She’d ruined everything. Dane hated her, Keith was embarrassed by her. And her friends? She’d gotten wasted at sushi with Sarah, and now at the park with her too. How would she be able to show her face around town?

She turned on the water at her sink and grabbed the toothbrush out of the medicine cabinet, careful not to look herself in the eye. Anybody who wasn’t her would tell her how blessed she was: living at the beach in the best community, two healthy boys, a husband who loved her. But she didn’t feel right, she felt out of place in her life. Why can’t I appreciate this life, my life? she wondered.

“Hey, Mom,” Dane said, appearing in the doorway and scaring her to death. He was wearing a shiny purple polyester top and white polyester pants with huge bell-bottoms. A gold chain completed his disco look. He loved Halloween, dressing up. She still wished he’d done the theater at high school. He would’ve been the star, but he’d refused and she’d finally given up.

“Oh, hey, geesh, I didn’t hear you walk in,” Melanie said, giving him a big smile.

He smiled in return and performed a full 360-degree spin. “How’s your head? Better? I got one of those migraines once, remember? They suck,” he said and moonwalked across the bedroom floor. He was so cute. He probably suspected she’d been drunk, but he was being kind. And he was concerned about her, how she felt. And that concern made her feel even worse. She wasn’t worthy.

“I’m feeling better, honey, thanks. How was trick-or-treating?”

“I’ve got enough candy to last for years. It’s gross and excessive but it rocks,” Dane said. “Dad said to tell you he has a snack for us. I didn’t tell him I can’t eat anything because I’ve had excessive amounts of candy, but I’ll come sit with you. I’m not going to be able to sleep until this sugar buzz wears off.”

“That’d be great,” Melanie said. Her son was amazing and handsome and talented. He’d get into a college that was right for him. Why didn’t she always see that? “I’ll be right there, just splashing some water on my face.”

After Dane left, Melanie looked at herself in the mirror. Mascara ringed her eyes, while tears had left lines streaking through her makeup. Keith was right. She needed help. And she’d get it. Because she knew at that moment if she didn’t, she would lose everything.


CHAPTER SIX

Thursday, November 13

DANE

Thursdays were Dane’s best days.

Because he didn’t have a first period and Thursday was a block day, he didn’t have school until 10:25 a.m. Lunch rolled around pretty quickly, and then his day was blessedly over. One more day of his prison sentence complete.

As he and Ashley walked out of econ class together, Dane got the nerve up to ask her to lunch. They’d been making eye contact and having something between them ever since the college fair night. And now that Blake had dumped Ashley—word was he may have heard about their kiss at college fair night, making Dane equal parts happy and freaked out that he’d be murdered by Blake’s teammates—she was fair game. If he was going to make something happen with her, he was running out of senior year time. She looked beautiful on this warm November day, a simple white T-shirt, jeans, and sparkling diamond studs in each ear, peeking out from behind her long blonde hair.

“So lunch?” he said, trying to act casual and nonchalant, while inside his stomach was clenched in a ball. He’d never be able to eat anything if she said yes, but that was a sacrifice he was willing to make. He’d worn his favorite plaid shirt and jeans; he knew he looked as good as he could. Dane pushed her hair away from her face and looked into her eyes.

“Sure,” she said, licking her lips and smiling.

Dane felt as if he’d fallen into a dream, as he heard himself say, “Great, let’s go.”

He drove as fast as he could to Subway. As they hopped into a line filled with juniors and seniors, Dane scanned the crowd to be sure Blake wasn’t among them.

“It’s so ridiculous how short lunch is,” Ashley said. “Thirty minutes to go somewhere, order, and eat. It’s stupid.”

Dane fidgeted a bit with his shirt and felt awkward. He shoved his hands in his pockets so he wouldn’t appear overly animated. He really just wanted to kiss her. It was almost impossible to keep up with the conversation with the incessant chatter in his brain.

“Dane?” Ashley said, smiling up at him. “I don’t think you’re listening to me.”

“Oh, sorry, yes, well, I can’t believe I’m here with you,” Dane said before he could stop himself.

“You’re so sweet. Have you heard from any colleges yet?” she asked. This question he heard, because it was the one question that could make the clouds cover the sun and the locust swarm into his life, signs that all hope was gone.

“Nope. But like I said, I’m moving to LA,” he answered, his standard answer these days because he didn’t have another, and looked out the window to see if it was still sunny.

“I bet you’ll get into one of those music schools and it will be great. If you’re in Boston and I’m in Boston, well,” Ashley said, leaning briefly against his shoulder, making the room sway. “My dad wants me to go back East. But Mom’s pushing for Stanford. I wish I knew what was the best for me.”

His mom had been so much nicer lately, now that he thought about it. They hadn’t fought in at least a week. “My mom would be stoked if I got into Berklee College of Music. She’d pack my bags before I could.”

“You get all your applications in?” Ashley asked.

“Yeah, I did, reluctantly,” Dane said. His mom had been a bigger help in the process than he had realized. He didn’t know he’d need so much help getting the applications finished. But he didn’t want to talk about the whole college thing, not now, not ever. He knew he’d be rejected from all three of his schools, and then, maybe, his mom would see the light. Just then, Collin walked up next to them, a subtle way of cutting that would bum out the kids behind them in the line. They were all juniors, though, so they couldn’t say anything about it.

“Yeah. But my mom wants to read my essay and I won’t let her. She’s being a real bitch about it,” Collin said as he joined the conversation.

“My mom wrote my essay for me,” Dane said, laughing, until he noticed Collin’s expression. “Well, why not let her read it?”

The group of juniors in front of them had started ordering and they were next in line. Collin stayed with them. “Why? Because it’s about her, that’s why. About how she never grew up, is bipolar, is a terrible mom. She’s still with that dick face she brought to the college fair.”

Dane didn’t know what to say. He and Ashley exchanged looks. Collin seemed off, his eyes glassy and far away.

“That’s tough, Collin. Sorry,” Ashley said.

“It is what it is. And now this freak boyfriend. I’m about to lose it.”

“What’ll you have?” the guy behind the counter asked Ashley, as it was their turn to order.

“I still love her, you know,” Collin said. “I do. It’s just, well, the truth.”

“That’s heavy,” Dane said, putting his hand on Collin’s shoulder. “You probably shouldn’t let her read it.”

“Turkey bacon club on wheat,” Collin said and moved ahead of Dane in line. Dane knew Collin’s mom was different, but he thought it was in an exotic way. To him, she was a cross between an old supermodel like Cindy Crawford and a hippie. She was always nice, and sometimes had offered them food when he was over last year. Dane had never realized how hard it would be to be her son. Dane decided he’d buy Collin’s lunch along with Ashley’s.

“Hey, don’t repeat that to anybody. I just told you. Thanks for lunch,” Collin said, hurrying to his car.

After they left him in the parking lot, Dane and Ashley didn’t talk until they pulled into the line of traffic. Dane said, “I feel bad for Collin. He’s been skipping school. I think that’s why, the boyfriend. I think he feels like he has to protect his mom, like the roles are flip-flopped. I tried to talk to him, but you saw how he is. And he’s hanging out with that weird Doug guy.”

“That kid is weird. Doug asked me if I knew where to get drugs, if I could get him Percocet because my dad is a doctor,” Ashley said, tearing open her bag of potato chips and offering him one.

At the red light, Dane looked over at Ashley and grinned. He couldn’t believe she was sitting next to him, in his car, in public.

“Thanks for going to lunch with me. A big move in high school terms, as you know,” Dane said, trying to keep his cheeks from turning red, to no avail.

“Thanks for asking,” Ashley said as Dane pulled into the parking lot. Ashley smiled and leaned over, kissing him on the cheek. Dane felt his entire face flush.

“Thanks for lunch,” she said.

They carried their sandwiches and chips in a bag and their Cokes in the other hand as they walked into the quad. They had class together next. Dane sat in the back next to Collin, and Ashley sat up front, of course. Dane wondered if at some point he could convince his cool teacher to let him move seats, so he could be next to Ashley.

For the first time since he’d moved to Crystal Beach, Dane felt like he had arrived. With Ashley next to him, he could do anything. They’d all settled into their seats and Mr. Alcott was starting the lecture when a voice over the loudspeaker announced the school was on lockdown. It was as if they were on a movie set. Shouts and the sound of boots filled the hallway outside their classroom as fifteen cops, dressed all in black with helmets and vests, burst through the door.

“Down, down on the ground!” a cop yelled.

All of the kids dropped to the ground, screaming. Dane tried to make it over to Ashley but she was unreachable, five rows away.

In the terrifying chaos, he heard his friend’s name being called.

“Collin Joseph Wilson, we have a warrant for your arrest,” one of the faceless cops said. “The rest of you kids, return to your seats. Hands flat on the desk. No sudden moves.”

Beside himself in the slow motion of shock, Dane watched as Collin stood up, his hands raised over his head. Dane’s Coke had spilled all over his desk when the cops had burst in, but he had no choice now but to sit down in the cold liquid, watching as the cops frisked Collin, put him in handcuffs, and pulled him roughly out of the classroom.

Dane’s hands were shaking as he looked to the front, trying to catch Ashley’s eye. She was crying, shaking; and so were a lot of other kids in the room.

“Shelter in place. Shelter in place,” the loudspeaker boomed. “We are still on lockdown.”

In the corner of the room, Mr. Alcott stood up, brushed unseen dirt off of his pants and crossed to the front of the classroom, and locked the door. Dane wondered if Mr. Alcott had been in on this siege, this whatever it was, but decided from the look on the man’s face that he was just as terrified as the rest of them.

This sort of thing did not happen at Crystal Beach High School. A kid Dane just bought lunch for, his best friend since he moved here, did not get handcuffed and led out by a SWAT team in the middle of school.

As the minutes ticked away, with just the sounds of girls sobbing, the sad reality was, it had just happened. Dane wondered what was next.

JUD

Jud knew that there was to be a police raid at the high school today, but he felt detached from the situation, much as he felt detached from his family. He probably should have warned Ashley. His daughter would be freaked out, he knew. But he also knew she wasn’t a druggie, wouldn’t be caught up in anything; and, in fact, it could be good for her to get a real-world scare before she left for Boston. So he hadn’t said anything to anyone, especially not Sarah or Ashley.

He’d been told the undercover drug sting would help clean up the town, scare these petty drug dealers into good behavior. Four of the top doctors living within the precinct and school district had been notified by the chief of police about the yearlong, confidential sting operation, in case anything went wrong, kids were injured, and they needed medical assistance. Jud was on standby for any plastic surgery needs, as an added precaution in case something went wrong and one of the criminal high schoolers did something foolish like wielding a gun or a knife. Jud couldn’t imagine a drug bust or a teenager with a gun or anything else happening in his perfect town.

But, he hadn’t imagined anything bad happening to his perfect life until now, either. It seemed Sarah had woken up to the truth, or at least a part of it. She’d been different ever since he’d given her herpes.

It was ironic, really, because ever since the scare with Brad Bennett threatening to expose him over a steak dinner, Jud had been more thankful for everything in his life: for his wife, hi daughter, his successful practice. He’d turned down seven speaking engagements just to spend more time with his family, and less time around other temptations. He was proud of himself. And now here he was, stealth local hero again, on call, knowing that if needed, he’d help put teenagers back together in the most beautiful way. He smoothed the front of his white coat and caught his own reflection in the glass and steel case mounted on the wall of his office. The case held many of his awards and honors. He smiled at his own reflection in the shiny trophies, admiring his good looks. He was blessed.

But his effort to refocus on his marriage didn’t seem to be working. Their date at the Halloween party was a disaster. She was supposed to be alone, his angel waiting by the tree with orange lights. When he finally found her at the bar with another man, a weirdo in a Ninja Turtle costume of all things, he’d gone ballistic. Quietly, of course, his rage was only audible to her. It shut her down and she’d slept in the guest bedroom that night, and every night since. He couldn’t explain why he had become so jealous, why he viewed every man as his competition, but that’s how he felt right now. He felt under siege himself, but it was all stemming from his wife. A woman who hadn’t asked a question about their life from the moment they married. The same woman who was now snooping into his business affairs, he discovered, when he walked into his closet and found her rummaging through his briefcase. Of all things. She’d said she was looking for Ashley’s graduation packet, but she knew he wouldn’t have that. It was enough to make him crazy. He needed to get her under control, and the only way he could do that was to exert his power.

But it wasn’t working. He felt a stab in his heart, a sharp pain he’d been having for a few weeks. It was nothing, he had told himself. But what if it was a heart attack? he wondered. He moved his left arm, certain he’d felt a tingle. He felt a stab in his chest again, and that’s when he was certain he was about to die. He needed to get to the emergency room. He had too much to live for, too much to hide. His office walls started to close in on him as he staggered from behind his desk and hurried to the door. Tom was seated where he always was, behind his desk, looking amazing.

“Jud, what’s wrong?” he asked, jumping to his feet.

But Jud couldn’t answer; everything blinked black as he felt himself falling to the ground.

He awoke in a hospital bed, his head aching and his eyesight blurry. It took a moment for him to realize where he was, and what had happened. It took another moment before he started to climb out of bed, pulling on the IVs attached to his veins.

“Hey, hey, not so fast, Dr. Nelson,” said a nurse bursting into the room. “You need to lay back down. You have a nasty concussion.”

“I’m fine. How’s my heart? Did I have an attack?” Jud said, feeling the room shift, forcing him to lie back on the bed.

“No, all of your vitals are normal, but we’re going to monitor you just in case. Your wife is here, and asked to be notified when you woke up. I’ll call her now and she’ll come fill you in.” The nurse, Betsy according to her nametag, patted his hand like a small child while reaching for the bedside phone. “Please tell Mrs. Nelson her husband is awake. Yes. Uh huh. Okay.”

She looked like she’d seen a ghost.

“What?” Jud asked, as the nurse replaced the receiver.

“Your wife will be up shortly,” she said, and hurried out of the room.

Jud felt like an idiot. He was an idiot. He’d given himself a panic attack and fainted in front of Tom. He punched the bed, the only thing he could manage, tethered as he was by all the wires and machines.

The door burst open and Sarah flew to his side, burying her head on his shoulder. She had been crying and still was; Jud could tell from the dampness on his shoulder, the puffiness of her eyes. He hugged her tightly until she pulled away, sitting up next to him on the hospital bed.

“I know how strained we’ve been, but I can’t believe I almost lost you. They called me and said you’d had a heart attack. It wasn’t until I got here that they told me you hadn’t,” Sarah said, her blue eyes bloodshot, wide, and blinking. She was wearing a tennis outfit, a short white skirt and a long-sleeved, blue Lululemon shirt. She looked fit and terrified.

“I’m fine, honey, just the stress of the past few weeks, I suppose,” Jud said, taking both of her hands in his, the IV in his right hand making it an awkward embrace.

Sarah started crying again, but managed, “I’m sorry. It’s my fault.”

Yes, it was her fault, Jud realized. A few moments of silence passed between them. Jud realized he should say something. He said, “That’s all right. You didn’t mean to do it.”

“No, I didn’t,” Sarah said. Suddenly her voice was calm, and strong. She wiped her tears with a tissue and Jud felt the room shift. He couldn’t allow her to feel powerful again. “They tell me you’ll be released tomorrow, after another night of observation. I need to go home to Ashley. The school was on lockdown today, quite frightening. Kids arrested, handcuffed in front of their class. Some of them are her friends. Anyway, I’m glad you’ll be all right and I’ll come pick you up tomorrow.”

Jud suddenly realized he had created a life that would leave him alone in the end. His wife was choosing someone else to comfort instead of him. He was the one in the hospital, after all. He could have died; but now that he hadn’t, now that he was sort of okay, she didn’t really seem to care. That made him realize he had nowhere else to turn, except Tom. Perhaps he would come up and visit, and bring him work of course. As he listened to the comforting sound of the machine monitoring his beating, normal heart, he smiled.

“That’s okay. I don’t need you here. I’ll be fine. Can you hand me my phone? I’ll just call Tom. He’ll be over, just to bring me work, that’s it,” Jud said. Sarah looked into his eyes, her brow furrowed.

“What are you talking about?”

“I need someone to care for me. And if it won’t be you tonight, it will be him,” Jud said, a smile forming on his face. He’d discovered his moment of truth. Everything would be fine. He took a deep breath and reached for his wife’s hand. “I’m gay, Sarah, but I’ve always loved you and our daughter. I’ve decided to recommit to our life together, yours and mine. I’ve broken things off with Tom romantically, and I won’t travel as often. I’ll be here. It’s the right thing to do, especially now. My family needs me. The community needs me. I just thought you should know.” Jud pushed his hair off his forehead and patted her hand.

Sarah stood up, her arms crossed at her chest. “What did you just say to me?”

“I said I’m recommitting to our life together,” Jud said, although he was growing concerned with the look on her face. She had turned tomato red. That’s what happened when she was mad, very mad.

“You know, I had my suspicions, especially the past couple of years. I saw the other name on your itinerary. First-class seats for your travel companions seemed odd, but they were always men so I figured they were other surgeons and they were reimbursing you. But then I started noticing the same name accompanying you on every trip. Your helpful assistant, Tom Stultz. I checked our American Express statements, and you paid for all of his flights. I had the proof but I chose to ignore it,” Sarah said, backing away from his bed.

“Look, honey, it doesn’t matter. All of that is in the past. The future is what matters. Ashley matters. We’ll get through this together,” Jud said. He was still smiling, hopeful it was catching.

“You are a bastard. A liar. This—whatever this is, you and I—is a myth. I will see you in court,” Sarah said. She was shaking all over. Jud worried she may have a stroke. He knew he could get her back under control, he always had. He thought by sharing his new resolve she’d love him more, respect his honesty, and they’d work things out.

“Sarah, you’re overreacting,” he said.

She gave him one last look, her eyes narrow and face bright red, and hurried out of the room.

He would have to give her time. Apparently he shouldn’t have mentioned his former life. This probably wasn’t the best time, he realized now. But it was over. He would tell Tom to find someone else. It would hurt him, but he would understand. Jud thought maybe he should also work on placing his assistant with a different doctor, perhaps across the country. Yes, that would make his new life easier to maintain. He’d send his former lover to Florida. Tom always loved their trips to South Beach. He’d find him a spot with a prestigious group in Miami.

He’d resist the urges from now on; and together with Sarah, he’d help Ashley through senior year and now, the raid.

Everything would be fine, he told himself as he dialed Tom’s number.

WILL

Even on the worst day in Crystal Beach history, Will was the last one home.

Just a few hours earlier, he and Lauren had been enjoying some afternoon delight in the backseat of her Mercedes. They’d parked in the back of an abandoned warehouse facility he’d discovered while driving to an inspection earlier in the week. Nobody would interrupt them here, he’d decided. They’d just finished an amazing screw, both of them coming together in a loud, hot explosion. That’s when both of their cell phones had sounded simultaneously courtesy of the Crystal Beach Emergency System.

“Must be an earthquake,” Lauren mumbled, not opening her eyes. “We must have missed it since we were having our own.”

Will smiled and looked down at her full breasts. He pinched each nipple, enjoying the effect. Before starting up round two of sex, he decided to pull out his phone and saw the text: “Crystal Beach High on lockdown. Do not approach the school. Students will be released once all-clear has sounded.”

“Wow,” Will said. “We’ve got to go. Get dressed.”

Lauren’s eyes flew open and she pulled out her phone. “Oh, Kiley,” she said, beginning to text her daughter, something Will realized he should be doing. He should text Marni.

“Honey, I’m coming to get you. Tell me you’re okay,” Will texted.

Lauren was dressed and behind the wheel before he’d finished pulling on his pants. She drove out of the parking lot as he climbed into the passenger seat.

“Oh God, please let our kids be safe,” she said. “Where is your bicycle? Where should I drop you?”

“Take a breath, you’re going to kill us,” Will said as Lauren cut between two cars on the freeway and plunged down the canyon road toward town.

“I need to get to the high school. Do you want to ride there with me? I don’t think so.”

Her eyes were wild, and Will was afraid she’d smash into the back of the car in front of them. “Just let me out at the next red light. I’ll jog to my bike.”

The traffic light in front of them turned red. Will flung open the door and jumped out. His bike was locked to a tree a couple blocks down, but at least he was free of crazy Lauren. He’d never seen her that way before. He didn’t like it, but it was too late to change anything. This was the day he picked. This was his day. As he started to jog along the side of the highway, he grew calm again. He checked his phone. No text from Marni but two from Carol.

“I’m going to the high school. Pick up Piper from school and meet at home. Now.” God he was sick of her bossiness. What if he wanted to go to the high school? He did. Maybe he would anyway. Damn her.

Will texted: “Is Marni okay?”

Carol texted: “Don’t know.”

Will’s stomach dropped. She had to be all right. All of this was not part of the plan. He reached his bicycle and unlocked it. Sweat dripped from his face even though it was a cool November day, the perfect November day. He biked home in record time. It seemed as if the town was standing still and he was the only one moving. As he walked in the front door, he knew he needed to grab his keys and go pick up Piper. But he also needed to change clothes, to look presentable for his daughter, so he hurried to the master bathroom and turned on the shower.

Carol texted: “Found Marni. She is fine, just scared. Will be here helping counsel kids. Get Piper.”

Will texted: “Thank goodness. Will get her in ten minutes.”

Carol texted: “Now.”

Will texted: “I will fucking pick her up when I’m ready.”

That felt good, Will thought, placing his phone on the bathroom counter and climbing into the shower. The hot water soothed his nerves, calmed him down. As he washed himself, he thought about how great the sex had been with Lauren just a few short minutes before. Things could change so quickly. Accidents happened. As he turned off the faucet he smiled at the realization that Marni was safe. That was good. Life was short. He needed to live it, he thought, not be bossed around every day. No more. Well, after he picked up his youngest daughter.

Piper, wearing too-short shorts and an oversized gray sweater with black army-style boots, was waiting on the curb at the front of the school, along with a few other kids whose parents worked or were otherwise living a life that meant they couldn’t drop everything to arrive the minute they were told to do so. He watched as his daughter ran over to a grown-up man who looked his way, waved, and gave his daughter a hug. That bothered Will, that hug.

“Who is that man?” Will asked as Piper hopped in the front seat.

“That’s the assistant principal. He works with mom,” Piper said. “Did you hear what happened, Dad?”

“Yes, it’s scary,” Will said, trying to remember that man’s name.

“Daddy, there are like five or six kids who got arrested for drugs,” Piper said, her eyes huge, scared.

Will patted her leg. He needed to be present, focused on her. “Honey, that’s so scary. Just another reminder to not do that sort of thing and this will never happen to you. Do you know any other details? Your mother hasn’t told me anything.”

“No, Mom came over the loudspeaker at school and said we were in lockdown and that something was happening at the high school. Then we had to sit in our classes with the doors locked. It was really scary,” Piper said. She was talking fast and Will wondered if she was in shock. She shouldn’t be, it didn’t even happen where she was. Nonetheless, it would be better if they were all out of sorts already.

“Well, you are fine. Marni is fine, and your mom is handling things over at the high school. Thank goodness.”

He pulled into the driveway, surprised to see Carol’s car already there.

“Mom’s home,” Piper said, leaping out of the car and hurrying up the stairs. Will parked and reluctantly followed her inside.

The scene was how he’d expected it. Marni crying at the kitchen table; Carol hovering over her trying to fix things. No doubt she was trying to find something to put on the calendar to make everything better. Why couldn’t she ever realize she couldn’t fix any of them? Will wondered. She only made everything worse with her overwhelming planning, her stifling demeanor. He couldn’t believe he’d actually loved her once. What had he been thinking? He was convinced now. Lauren was so much better in every way.

Marni pulled her head up off her folded arms and looked at him. “Dad,” Marni squeaked. Her tear-soaked face tugged at Will’s heart. She needed him, had actually looked at him through those dreadful glasses. He raced over to her side, pulling her in for a big hug while she sobbed against him.

“It’s okay, it’s going to be okay,” Will said, holding his daughter. She loved him again, he thought, relieved. He gave Carol a victorious smile.

Carol shook her head at him, obviously disgusted with him for some reason. He watched his wife walk over to the kitchen cupboard and pull out a coffee mug. She could drink coffee at any time of the day or night and still sleep like a baby. Piper had followed her mom into the kitchen.

In his arms, Marni seemed to have calmed down a bit. “Do you want to talk about it, sweetheart?” he asked.

“No. I can’t. It’s so awful. They arrested five of my friends. Their lives are ruined now. They’ll be expelled, won’t go to college. All for weed,” Marni said. Will steered Marni over to the couch and they sat down together, side by side, in silence.

“Things will work out, Marni,” Will said, patting her knee. Sure, things don’t always turn out the way you plan, but that was life. She’d learned. “I’ll be here for you.”

“Thanks, Dad,” she said, leaning against him.

Will took a deep breath and tried to relax. He was needed right here, next to his daughter. He would be patient. He looked toward the kitchen and spotted Carol and Piper at the table, sitting in silence, both of them busy on their laptops.

After awhile, Will found it impossible to stay seated. Marni had stopped crying and was texting like crazy on her phone.

“I’ll be right back,” he said, standing and leaving Marni on the couch. In the kitchen, he patted Piper on the shoulder and was ignored. Carol was staring at her laptop. Will found the box of popcorn, popped a bag into the microwave, and paced back and forth as it popped. When it was finished, he poured the bag into two bowls, leaving one on the kitchen table, carrying the other to his daughter in the family room.

“Have some popcorn, honey,” he said, holding the bowl in front of Marni until she took it.

“Thanks,” she mumbled, turning her attention back to her laptop, which had magically appeared in his absence.

Will settled onto his favorite chair and went over his plan. It was time. He reached for the controller and turned on the television. One of his favorite Seinfeld episodes appeared onscreen. He watched the show with a smile, and then watched another.

“Dad, this is so crazy,” Marni said, speaking for the first time in an hour, looking at him as if he had the answers. He didn’t.

“I’m sure it was more than a little weed, Marni,” he said, wondering if now was the time that he could ask about that vicious daughter of Lauren’s without seeming odd. He hoped Kiley was one of the kids taken down.

“Collin is in jail. He’s eighteen. The others were all seventeen so they’re in juvenile detention,” Marni said, and the tears came again. “Collin and I smoked together; he’s not a bad kid.” Will walked over to where she sat on the couch and covered her with a blanket. He wished he could take away her technology. He needed to give her something, help her relax, he realized. He’d wanted to anyway, it was part of the plan, but now he had the perfect excuse.

After two more episodes of Seinfeld, he was restless and anxious to settle things.

“Okay, let’s not talk online about what happened at school anymore tonight,” Will said, hoping he sounded soothing, in control. “Why don’t you close your computer? Give yourself a break, honey. Stay put. I’ll be right back.” The sun had set, Will realized, as he headed to their bedroom to find a sleeping pill. There were only a few more hours left in this day, and because it was such an unusual and terrifying day, perhaps they’d all just turn in early. It was already 7 p.m. Time flew when you were traumatized.

He found the pills he was looking for and shook two into his palm. He hoped to convince Piper to take one as well but his youngest daughter didn’t seem as distraught, just curious about what had happened. She was on her laptop, in the kitchen with Carol, searching for updates about the school bust. His wife, though, was not talking about what she had witnessed when she had arrived at the high school. She sat at the kitchen table, staring out the window.

“Hey, how are my girls?” Will asked, walking into the kitchen for a glass.

“Can’t believe the bastards put an undercover cop in the school. It’s really unbelievable. That Dr. B would approve such a thing, such a violation of trust. It’s horrible. Aren’t violations of trust the worst, Will?” she said, turning to stare at him where he hovered in between the kitchen and the family room.

“Just awful,” he said, walking over to where she sat and patting her on the shoulder. Finished comforting her, Will poured two glasses of whiskey and carried them into the family room where Marni sat.

“Here, honey, take this,” he said, handing her the sleeping pill and the alcohol.

“That smells disgusting,” she said, pushing the glass away.

“You’re in shock. This will help you sleep. You need to sleep to process what you’ve seen. Then we can talk in the morning,” Will said, pushing the glass back into her hand. He watched as she popped the pill into her mouth and choked down the amber liquor.

“That’s horrible,” Marni said, shuddering.

“Do you want to sleep out here or in your room?” Will asked.

“Out here,” she said, and Will hurried to get her a pillow and a blanket from her bed. He’d have her all tucked in and taken care of in no time.

“Why is Marni sleeping now?” Piper asked, walking over to where Will was tucking the blanket under the couch pillows.

“So she can help her brain relax and understand what she saw,” Will said, hoping it sounded logical.

“Talk therapy is the best after a trauma,” Piper said, blinking. “I just read that. Counselors will be available tomorrow.”

“Shut up,” Marni said.

Piper turned and drifted back to the kitchen table. Will kissed Marni on the forehead and watched as she closed her eyes. The sleeping pill would kick in fast, he knew.

Will walked up to Piper and looked at her computer. “Drug Bust in Crystal Beach,” read the headline on the screen.

“Honey, you shouldn’t be reading about all of that. You’ll scare yourself,” he said, pulling a chair up close to her.

“Why would the police come into the school? That’s supposed to be a safe place, not where guys in black with guns run in,” Piper said, sounding just like her mother. Her face shined in the glow of the computer screen. “Mom’s mad. What did you make Marni drink?”

“Usually it’s because somebody feels like there’s no other way to handle the situation. The administrators must have thought they had a drug problem that was out of hand,” Will said. He looked over at Carol and they locked eyes. “Doesn’t make it right,” he added so Carol would know he was on her side.

“There’s no reason for it, Piper. It’s madness,” Carol said. “Don’t try to justify it, Will. And what did you just give Marni?”

“Just something to calm her down. She’s fine. My point is there must have been some bad kids doing drug deals, that’s all. Like Collin, Marni’s friend. Who knows,” Will said, standing up and stretching, a yawn escaping in the process.

“I do. We don’t have a drug problem here. This is bureaucracy at its worst. Over-empowered principal, rubber-stamping school board, clowns for police. The kid already was accepted to NYU for God’s sake. Now he’s doomed,” Carol said, shaking her head.

“Who’s hungry? It’s getting close to bedtime and we haven’t had dinner,” Will said.

“I’ll heat up a pizza,” Piper said.

“I’ll help you,” Will said.

Carol didn’t say a word, just stared at them both.

Will popped leftover pizza from the night before into the microwave, and a minute later plunked three large slices onto their dinner plates. Piper had returned to staring at the computer screen. Carol was in the family room staring down at Marni when Will carried her slice of pizza to her.

“I can’t believe what a scare she had today,” Carol said as she took the plate from him.

“I know,” Will said. “We should eat and then head to bed. You may need a sleeping pill. You look like you’re in some kind of shock.”

“Maybe, who knows,” Carol said, drifting into the kitchen and joining Piper at the table. Will ate his pizza quickly, sitting in his favorite chair in the family room. When he was finished, he cleared all of their plates—Carol had barely touched her slice—and handed them each a sleeping pill.

“I’ve never had one of these, Dad,” Piper said, rolling the pill around in her hand. “This is a drug, right?”

“They’re fine, pumpkin. Everybody takes one,” Will said. “Mom does, I do. Look how peaceful Marni is.”

Piper shrugged and put the pill down on the table.

“I’m going to take a shower and try to sleep. I might actually need one of those tonight, Will,” Carol said. He was relieved she hadn’t yelled at him for giving Piper a pill, too.

Will smiled. “Yes, you do.”

Will and Piper sat down, refreshing her news feed and searching the web for more stories about the police raid. Finally, Will looked at his watch. It was time to convince Piper to take the pill. It was time.

“Look, honey, I think you’ve had enough of this for tonight,” Will said, closing the computer top. “Take this and crawl into bed. Things will be clearer in the morning.”

Piper scooped the pill up into her small hand and gave him a smile. “I’ll think about it, Dad,” she said. “Night.”

“Night,” Will said.

Finally, he could breathe. He could put his plan into action. He walked out the door and down the front steps to his car parked in the driveway and popped the trunk. Inside, all of the items were as he’d left them. The pillow, the plastic wrap. He carefully wrapped the pillow in ten layers of plastic wrap. He’d read online at the library that even plastic wrap had small holes that air could get through. Ten layers should mitigate that. Tucking the pillow under his arm, he hurried back up the stairs and into his house. He turned off the lights in the kitchen and walked to the couch where Marni slept peacefully, completely drugged. She was so cute, his first born. So precious. He loved her more than words.

He walked toward the hallway and past Piper’s bedroom door. He assumed she was asleep already and didn’t want to risk waking her up by opening the door to check. Opening the door to his bedroom, he allowed his eyes to adjust to the darkness. He saw Carol lying in bed, her back turned to his side. He had loved this woman once, a tear springing to his eye. But now, all she did was bring him pain and sorrow. Lauren was forcing him to choose. He couldn’t have both. And even though he had once appreciated the structure Carol provided, Lauren had helped him understand he was actually living in a prison she’d created. Well, no longer.

Will crossed the room and stood beside their bed. The bed where they’d conceived Marni and then Piper. The bed they’d shared for more than twenty-five years. He pulled the pillow from under his arm and swallowed. He had read it could take up to five minutes to suffocate a person, so he needed to be focused.

He pressed the pillow over Carol’s face and began to push, climbing on top of her, straddling her body on the bed. His wife woke up, her hands started to hit him as her body bucked beneath him. This was to be expected, he’d read, but still he was surprised she was so strong. And agile.

Suddenly she rolled to her side, knocking him off of her, causing him to lose his balance and fall into the bedside table, knocking over a lamp.

“Help! Piper, Marni, call 9-1-1!” Carol screamed as Will scrambled to climb back on top of her, fighting to get the plastic-covered pillow over her face.

“Argh,” he heard himself exhale as he pinned both of her arms beneath his knees and leveraged himself fully on top of her, pressing down with all of his might. He felt her going limp and continued to press, knowing she could fake it. His arms shook with the effort, but he was feeling in control of the situation. Suddenly she bucked high and hard, smashing his head into their antique metal bed frame, ramming his forehead into a metal pole.

Blood poured down his forehead and into his eyes as Carol rolled out from beneath him and started for the door. Will knew he couldn’t let her leave this room. He stumbled from the bed, lunging at her as she reached the door, pulling her to the ground.

“Help!” Carol screamed as Will climbed on top of her and covered her mouth with his hand.

“It’s fine, shhh. I’m sorry, I love you, I just had a bad dream,” Will said, trying to use a soothing tone of voice to calm her down. This had all gone wrong, but he would fix the situation.

Carol kicked him in the groin and rolled out from under him, yanking the door open and running down the hall. Will jumped up and ran after her, wiping the blood out of his eyes. In the family room, Carol stood holding a kitchen knife, guarding Marni who was still asleep. Piper was by the front door, her phone in her hand.

“Piper, leave now. Call the police,” Carol said. Will admired how she looked so fierce, wearing nothing more than an oversized Crystal Beach T-shirt and her underwear. She really was special, he realized.

“Piper, honey, everything is fine. Mommy and I just had a fight. It was a bad dream,” Will said, crossing the room hoping to stop Piper from opening the door.

“Stay away from her, Will,” Carol said, knife held high.

Will shook his head. “It’s okay. Mommy’s just a little worked up, Piper,” he said.

“Piper, run!” Carol screamed, and Will watched as his youngest daughter opened the door and ran toward a policeman with his gun drawn.

“On your knees!” the officer yelled at Will.

“It’s all just a family misunderstanding,” Will said, hoisting his arms above his head like he’d seen in all the police shows.

“I said down, now!” the cop yelled again. Will thought he looked familiar, but couldn’t be sure with all the flashlights blinding him.

Will dropped to his knees.

“Ma’am, drop the knife,” he said, and Will heard the kitchen knife hit the wood floor.

“Are you hurt, honey?” the cop asked Piper.

“No, my daddy hurt my mommy,” Piper said as Will shook his head.

“No, that’s not it,” Will said.

“Shut up. Cuff him. Take him to the car.”

Now Will knew where he’d seen the cop before: in the park that day with Lauren. Shit. Officer Abelli. Of course it was him.

“Ma’am, are you hurt?” the cop asked Carol, walking past Will as two other officers yanked him up to standing.

“He tried to kill me,” she said behind him, her voice strong and clear. She was shaking. “He tried to suffocate me with a pillow. Oh my God.”

“Come on, scumbag,” said a cop pulling him hard down the stairs of his own house. Will thought he probably should call a lawyer. Contingency plans were important, he had realized too late. He hadn’t counted on Carol being that strong. He had no Plan B.

The flashing lights of the emergency vehicles surrounding his home had drawn a crowd of neighbors. He watched their stunned expressions as he was shoved into a squad car. He realized once he got himself out of this he’d probably have to move. Lauren would go anywhere with him, she’d told him that.

Now was a really good time to start making plans, he thought as they drove him off into the night.


CHAPTER SEVEN

Tuesday, December 2

DANE

He could get used to this, he realized, looking across the kitchen island at Ashley as she heated up their dinner.

Actually, he thought, I’m already used to this. He stared across the island again, amazed she was finally his girl. Tonight she was wearing a tight-fitting black turtleneck sweater and jeans that hugged her perfect butt. She couldn’t look hotter. She was the most gorgeous girl in the world. Ever since the day of the raid they hadn’t left each other’s side. That was the only benefit of that day. Everything else sucked. Collin was still in prison. The rumor was that he’d been arrested for selling a tiny amount of pot to the undercover cop. The guy Doug who kept trying to get Dane to find him drugs was actually a grown man, a police officer who was twenty-six years old and got off hanging out with high schoolers. Collin had felt sorry for him and bought him a joint. Once. Now his life was ruined.

Dane had met with the school counselor and convinced her that no matter what, she couldn’t let Collin’s mom read his common app essay. He had watched as the counselor deleted his friend’s words. NYU had retracted their offer of admission, of course, and Mrs. Wilson had gone on a warpath, threatening to sue the school and the cops for entrapment. Dane still couldn’t believe Collin was gone.

Dane had been back at school for two weeks and still watched for him, hoping to buy him lunch or sit next to him during econ class. He realized every day how lucky he was that he wasn’t the one who had found Doug the joint. It could have been him, if the guy had sucked up to him the way he did Collin.

Dane still couldn’t believe they’d grabbed five of his classmates in the sting. They were just gone, lockers and seats in classes empty. Some of them were close friends, like Collin, and some of them were just kids he’d been going to school with since ninth grade. Rumor was they’d all be expelled and have to finish high school earning their GEDs in alternative education facilities or online. They’d be ruined forever; especially Collin who was considered an adult, even though he’d just turned eighteen a month earlier. He still didn’t understand why Doug had done it. Dane had been nice to the new guy, too, relating to his outsider status and being kind because it was the right thing to do. He never suspected the dude was using him to bust his friends, trying to set them all up.

He hoped Doug felt guilty, but realized most likely he was being hailed as a hero. Nobody could understand it. In his dreams Doug’s eyes haunted him, and when the classroom door flew open, his name was the one read aloud in class.

“You hungry?” Ashley asked, turning to face him while still stirring the chili.

“Always,” he said. He wanted to kiss her, but her mom, her mom’s mom who had just flown in from out of town, and Mr. Tom Schultz, the assistant volleyball coach, were in the other room sitting by the fireplace. Ashley told him she wasn’t sure why he was over for dinner. It was nice, though, because he made her mom laugh, and that was a nice sound.

“Can you help me?” she asked.

Dane hurried over next to her and that’s when she pulled him down to kiss her, a soft sensual kiss that almost buckled his knees.

“I’m better now,” she said as she pulled away.

“I’m not, I think I need a little more,” he said, leaning in for another kiss, pulling her into him as her mom walked into the room.

“Hi, kids,” she said, as Dane blushed and Ashley stirred the chili. “Smells good. Almost ready? It seems to be getting warm in here.”

“Mom,” Ashley said, reaching for the white bowls above the stove.

“Here, let me get those,” Dane said, carrying the five bowls to the table. He knew his mom would be bummed he was eating here again, and she was treating him so great he felt guilty not going home to see her. “I’ve got to leave right after dinner, if that’s okay. My mom, you know.”

“How is your mom, honey?” Sarah asked him, tilting her head in that concerned way, the same way Ashley tilted hers. Dane was glad the two moms were starting to be friends, as long as they didn’t gang up on him someday.

“She’s great. It’s so funny, ever since she’s gone to this reinvention counselor and stopped drinking she’s so much happier,” Dane said.

“I didn’t know there was such a thing. I should probably get the number. Heaven knows I’m changing everything,” Sarah said, setting the table with napkins and spoons.

“I’m so proud of you, Mom,” Ashley said. “But you know that. I tell you every day.”

Ashley had told Dane about how her mom kicked her dad out of the house and filed for divorce. He’d made some confession at the hospital, told her mom something she wouldn’t repeat to Ashley but something so serious their marriage could not survive it. She knew she would ask her dad about his secret someday, but she sensed enough to know it was because of another person. But for now, she loved seeing her mom gaining weight, even smiling a little. And according to her mom, her dad was okay with Ashley choosing Stanford or Harvard.

Even Dane had received good news in his email inbox the night before. Berklee College of Music had sent him an email with the headline, “You’re In.” Dane hadn’t stopped grinning since. It meant he wasn’t a failure, it meant he could look his mom in the eye. It meant, if he wanted to give it a try, a college was open to having him. And, it meant, just maybe, he’d be in college in the same city as Ashley.

“And I’m so proud of you kids. You two are amazing, just surviving senior year, with college pressure, and drug busts of all things,” Sarah said, pouring water into the five glasses on the table.

“You know they didn’t even find any big amounts of anything,” Dane said, sitting down next to Ashley. “I feel so bad for Collin. He was just being nice to the new kid, and now his life is ruined. Over marijuana. It shouldn’t be legal, for cops to entrap kids like that.”

Ashley looked at him and smiled. He knew they were on the same page. “We all thought there was a shooter or maybe a bomb. I still have nightmares about that day,” Ashley said.

“It’s scary but don’t forget he was able to get kids to get him meth, cocaine, and LSD. That’s some strong stuff,” Sarah said.

“But it’s the wrong way to get drugs out of schools. It was the nice kids, like Collin, and even an autistic kid who thought Doug was his only friend. That’s just wrong,” Dane said.

“I’m missing the party,” Coach Tom said walking into the room. He had reading glasses on his nose and Dane thought he must have been trying to look older. Ashley’s mom had to be a lot older than the coach, even though she seemed timeless.

“How’s school going?” Tom asked Dane.

“Same ol’, same ol’,” Dane said. “We were talking about how awful the drug raid was, for everybody. The principal approved it. They didn’t tell the teachers, right?”

“No, we were as shocked as all you kids. I even had that guy Doug in my study skills class. Never guessed he was a cop, just thought he was a nerd,” Tom said, sitting down across from Dane at the table. The sun had set and the waves were crashing just beyond the sliding doors, adding to the mood of the evening. Everyone seemed to be on edge. “Speaking of prison, Will Parker is going away for a long time, I hear,” Tom said.

Dane didn’t say anything. He felt bad for Marni. He couldn’t imagine the trauma of the school drug raid and lockdown during the day and then having your dad try to kill your mom inside your own house that same night. Dane didn’t even know how you got past that. Somehow Marni had been going to school. He’d seen her there and made a point to be extra nice. In fact, he was extra nice to everybody except Blake, who was still pissed at Dane for obvious Ashley reasons.

“Well, they have to get all the facts. Right now isn’t it just ‘he said, she said’?” Sarah said sitting down next to Coach Tom. “I mean, without a witness, it’s his word versus hers. I just hope Carol has something, some evidence, just to be sure he gets sent away. It’s all so scary and sad. Anyway, it’s time to eat. Let’s focus on the positive blessings in our lives like this great chili,” Sarah said. “Dig in everybody.”

Everybody ate in silence for a few moments. Dane knew Ashley wanted to know more about Tom’s past, including why he was still single. Dane decided to jump in.

“Have you ever been married, Coach?”

“Tom,” Coach Schultz said.

“Tom,” Dane said.

“I was, actually, but not for very long. We were too young, too naïve, it was living hell from the beginning,” Tom said, winking before taking a big bite of chili.

“Yes, you kids need to take your time. Getting married young can lead to a huge mess, take it from me,” Sarah said, clipping off the subject like a bird’s wings.

Dane thought about that for a moment. His parents had married young, and they seemed happy. He thought it was more about the quality of each of the people, rather than some magical age. But what did he know about any of this? He was just a kid, with two great parents, and he was lucky to be going to college next fall and not locked up in the slammer.

He felt Ashley’s hand on his thigh and tried to focus on the chili instead of what he’d like to do with her in her bedroom. She wasn’t making it easy as she moved her hand up toward his crotch. He grabbed it and moved it to his knee and she started laughing.

MARNI

Marni had agreed to meet Kiley on Main Beach near the lifeguard station after school.

She walked the two blocks from school to the beach, past the city’s downtown festively decorated for the Christmas shopping season. Her family would probably skip Christmas this year, she imagined. Her mom was spending all her time plotting her revenge against her dad, while she and Piper just coexisted with her. Ironically, this was the most alive she’d seen her mom since she could remember. Apparently near asphyxiation can do that to people, she thought. Marni stared in through the window of her favorite clothing store, taking a minute to readjust the straps on her backpack. It was a place she couldn’t afford to shop in, with sweaters costing what she would make in a month’s worth of babysitting. But she liked to dream about the clothes here, wandering through the store, touching the fabrics, imagining an outfit jumping from a mannequin onto her body.

She wondered where their money would come from now. How would they live in this town with just her mom’s salary? With the trial and lawyers’ fees, she knew they’d be broke.

She was going to college, though, one way or another. Student loans, grants, scholarships, or a combination of all of these things. Her counselor at school had told her she was a perfect candidate. But that was before her family exploded and became headline news. The counselor said it wasn’t about her, that she shouldn’t worry about her parents’ “situation” ruining her chances. But Marni wasn’t so sure. She knew stigmas stuck to families like ticks, not just to individuals. She was one of those Parkers now. She knew it.

Marni hurried past the store, reaching the end of the street and crossing busy Coast Highway. Kiley had told her to meet on the wooden boardwalk, but she was nowhere in sight. Maybe she should just catch the bus home, she thought. She knew Kiley had asked her here to talk about her mom and Marni’s dad, but Marni didn’t really want to hear any more about it. All Marni really wanted to do was move on, get out of this stupid town and away from her stupid, lying, freaky parents. She had a mom who tried to run their lives with different colors of marker displayed on the calendar and a dad who thought he was a teenager who went nuts and tried to kill her control-freak mom.

She kicked the wooden plank in front of her, not caring if it hurt her toe. The motion felt good. In the back of her mind, when she allowed herself to think about that night, she wondered if her dad had tried to kill her, too. He had given her a strong sleeping pill and a whiskey chaser. He’d given Piper one of those same pills, but she hadn’t taken it and neither, luckily, had her mom. On most days, she decided he had drugged her so she wouldn’t know what was going on as he tried to smother her mother. Thanks, Dad, that’s not creepy or anything, she thought.

Ha, my smothering mother was almost smothered herself, Marni thought. Could have been poetic justice. But even though her dad was lame, lazy, and sleeping with another mom, he wasn’t a murderer at heart. She knew that because she loved him. She’d told him that the one time she’d visited him in jail. They wouldn’t let him out before the trial, he had explained, because he was a risk to himself and others.

Aren’t we all? Marni thought. The sun was sinking lower in the sky; winter had arrived and with it a darker colored ocean, almost black blue, and sand that never fully warmed each day from the sun. Marni sat down on the boardwalk and dangled her feet over the sand. A curious and no doubt hungry seagull approached her slowly, turning its head back and forth, sizing her up for food potential. The bird had part of a burrito wrapper, yellow and greasy, hanging from the corner of its beak. Marni recognized the Tortilla Grill paper. Their fryer explosion had saved her from the lockdown fiasco the day of the raid at school.

She’d been standing alone in line behind a huge group of junior girls, something she’d been getting used to now that Ashley and Dane were a thing. She was waiting to order her food when a guy from the kitchen came running out shouting, “Fire!” and they all had to hurry outside. Marni decided she couldn’t make it through the rest of the school day without lunch, so she had walked another block to Shirley’s Bagels. Of course she was an hour late returning to campus, missing sixth period, but for once that was a good thing. She never even made it into the quad as the police told her to go home. But she hadn’t. She’d waited alone in the parking lot, scared and confused, with no information about what was going on inside until her mom appeared. Her mom had taken charge of the crowd of worried parents and other students stranded by the lockdown. Her mom had been really cool that day.

Even though other kids told her she was lucky she didn’t see the raid, didn’t have to stare into Collin’s eyes as they led him away, Marni felt as if she missed a formative part of her cohorts’ bonding. She had heard all the stories by now, but she’d missed the actual experience all because of a fryer exploding. Her mom, racing onto the scene calming parents and then forcing police to allow her into the school, was the first person to appear and calmly announce over the loudspeaker that everything was over. There was no bomb, no gunman, no more worries. Marni could imagine the scene, but hadn’t experienced it. Once again, she was just outside of the rest of her class, not as cool. That’s why she’d taken the sleeping pill when her dad offered, she knew, to escape from being left out again. Besides, she’d been trying to find her dad’s pill stash for weeks, to no avail. She’d promised to sell Doug one if she’d found them. Thank God her dad was good at hiding everything, including who he really was.

“Sorry I’m late,” Kiley said, sitting down beside her, scaring the looming seagull away. She rubbed her hands together and shivered. “It’s freezing down here. You cold?”

“Sort of,” Marni said.

“Let’s go talk in my car. And then I can drive you home,” Kiley said.

Marni shrugged. She supposed it would be better than the bus, and since Kiley was a car dealer’s daughter, she probably had a nice ride. They crossed the boardwalk in silence and when Kiley pushed her key remote, Marni saw the lights of a black Mercedes sports car flash at them.

“I know. Ridiculously expensive car for a high schooler,” Kiley said as they climbed inside. “So, I know you’ve been avoiding me ever since I told you about your dad and my mom. And then, well, with what happened at your house. Sorry, that must be intense.”

That’s one way to put it, Marni thought, playing with the sleeve of her gray sweater. Kiley had turned on the car and the seat warmer was heating up her butt. This was how the other half lived, Marni thought. Actually, the one percent was what Kiley’s family was, for sure.

“Well, my mom wants to help fix things, and she told me to tell you that,” Kiley said. Marni snorted, but Kiley continued. “I know, she probably caused this whole thing and she feels terrible. For you and your sister.”

“What about my mom?” Marni said, suddenly defensive.

“Well, she doesn’t really know your mom. So you know, it’s whatever you want. Do you want her to help your dad or your mom? You can think about it. Oh, and here, this is from her, too,” Kiley said, handing Marni an envelope. Kiley’s dark black fingernails were a stark contrast to the white envelope with Marni’s name written on it in fancy cursive letters.

Marni didn’t know what to say, or what to do as Kiley pulled out into traffic.

“Do you know where I live?” Marni asked.

“I’ve been there once,” Kiley said, and laughed. “I went trick-or-treating in your hood this year.”

Marni looked over at the other girl and realized she wasn’t going to say any more.

“Look, I know you have a lot going on. My mom and I have finally come to an understanding and, well, she knows she caused a lot of problems. She’s trying to fix things, at my house, and hopefully with you, too. Just think about it and let me know. I can tell her to testify against your dad or stay quiet.”

Kiley had stopped the car in the street, not pulling into the driveway. Marni supposed she didn’t want to be seen, especially by Marni’s mom.

“Okay, thanks, I’ll get back to you,” Marni said, climbing out of the car and grabbing her backpack. “See you at school.” As she climbed the steps up to her house, she knew what was in the envelope she held in her hand. It was a payoff, it was sympathy, it was guilt, it was a ticket out of here.

She’d need to think about Kiley’s mom’s offer to help her mom or defend her dad. Either way, she was taking the money in this envelope for herself, she grinned as she walked up the stairs. She’d ask the counselor at school how to put it in a bank as a college fund and she’d hurry, before anybody changed their minds.

JUD

Jud loved the desert.

Even though the dry air necessitated the use of a lot of expensive lotions, he felt like he looked less puffy, sleeker out here. And then there was the nightly, and sometimes afternoon, sex with various men he knew. All in all, it was the perfect spot for him to plot his next act. He had a lot of celebrating to do since he was finally free of the old ball and chain. He stared at his reflection in the mirror and tried to force his smile to reach his eyes, but it wouldn’t, not yet.

Jud pinched a clump of skin on his upper arm and plunged in the needle. He’d been injecting himself with human growth hormones for a few years and attributed his youthful look and amazing bedroom prowess to its use. Of course, Sarah had discovered him “shooting up,” as she called it, one time and had totally freaked out. It was like when she realized he’d gotten Botox and then an eye lift. What had she expected? She wasn’t the only one who needed to look timeless.

“You’re going too far,” she had said. “And I let you go too far with me. I look like a freak and you’re beginning to as well. We need to stop. We have to age.”

He’d glared at her and finished the injection. She was jealous, that was all. Of his life that was so big, when hers was so small. She’d started telling her friends not to have plastic surgery; he’d overheard her saying exactly that to someone on the phone, months before they separated.

“It hurts, it’s not natural,” she had said, staring out at the ocean as he eavesdropped. “No, I feel weird. If our flight has a layover anywhere in the middle of the country, people stare at me, but not because they think I’m pretty. They think I’m on one of those reality TV shows. I’ve become one of those women.”

Those were his women, Jud had thought, fighting the urge to wrestle the phone out of her hands and give whomever it was the other side of the story.

“Well, yes, thanks but I’m not doing one more thing. Ever. Once all of this absorbs and starts to sag, I’ll start feeling like me again. I even scheduled a breast reduction. Jud is going to kill me.”

He’d listened to her betrayal and then he’d picked up the phone and called Tom, ordering a private plane for a flight to the desert the next morning. She didn’t appreciate him anymore, that was clear. His artistry was wasted on her, but there were plenty of women lining up at his door. He’d still tell his wife’s story. Before the first boob job, she’d been flatter than the proverbial pancake, he always told them; and they laughed politely, looking down at their pancake chests. Now she was perfect. And their faces would glow with the idea that they, too, would be perfect soon. He, and his hands, made it all possible. Even divorced, he would use their story. And though the thought of her with other men still bugged him, as long as she chose someone attractive, the brand, his brand, would survive. She promised to keep his secret. She had to keep his secret for all of their sakes. He dropped the used syringe into the trash can. Jud leaned into the mirror and pushed at the corners of his eyes, behind his glasses. It was almost time for filler, he realized.

Man, he was bored. It was always a slow time, right before the holidays. Unless a woman had gotten a huge divorce settlement and wanted to recreate herself for the new year, most of his clients stopped self-improvement projects by the beginning of November. Speaking and conferences paused during December, too.

“Hey,” Mark said, appearing in the bathroom in his Speedo. “Want to lay out?” He was tall, dark, and handsome but he made Jud miss Tom more than anything else. And, didn’t this idiot know by now he should avoid sun damage at all cost? The young were so frustrating.

What Jud wanted to do was make money. He needed more money if he was going to be able to afford a new life and his stupid divorce. He still didn’t understand why Sarah was entitled to half of everything, or how she’d found his hidden accounts, forensic accounting something. Whatever it was, he was screwed and knew it the minute he sat down with his attorney and she pulled out the documents. Oh, and he also had to pay for giving her herpes, unless she wanted him to file another lawsuit and bring that delicate subject out in open court. “Infecting your wife with an incurable disease, that is very serious,” his attorney informed him in a stern voice reserved typically for scolding toddlers.

He should fire him, and he would have but apparently Sarah had done something called “conflict out” all the best attorneys in LA. She was trying to screw him even after all he’d done for her all those years. Bitch.

“No, I don’t want to lay out. But I am hungry. Can you make lunch?” he said. He realized his voice was harsh, and added, “Thanks.”

He swatted Mark on his firm butt as he walked out of the room and decided to call his agent, Don, again. Don’s assistant told him, as usual, Don was busy.

“I’m not hanging up until he takes my call,” Jud said. “Tell him that.”

“Yes, Sir,” she said, pushing the hold button so Jud would suffer through the awful holiday music piping into his ear. He put his phone on the bathroom counter and pushed speaker, as the most awful Christmas song ever recorded filled the air.

“Look, Jud,” Don said, his booming voice replacing the horrible holiday song. “I’m a busy man. And you, you’re a son of a bitch. How could you upset that woman?”

“What woman, Don?” Jud asked. He was facing the mirror, watching himself handle his very important speakers bureau agent. He needed to be just as important, as powerful. He pushed his chest forward, reminding himself to speak from his gut. “You work for me, remember? You have to take my calls.”

“Your wife. Sarah. She’s the reason I took you on. She was my high school sweetheart. Do you remember that, champ?” Don said.

Jud didn’t remember that until this moment, actually, and he didn’t like the tone his agent was taking nor did he understand the relevance so he said, “So?”

“So? You broke her heart. Cheated on her, lied about who you were. Gave her a disease. Your daughter is trying to focus on her senior year, but all you do is think about yourself, Jud. You’re a piece of shit,” Don said.

This wasn’t going well, Jud realized, but he needed to defend himself. And he loved the speaking circuit. “Look, I’m not the best husband. But I’m a good father,” Jud said, noticing from his reflection his cheeks had taken on a red glow. He needed to breathe.

“You weren’t going to let your daughter go to the college of her choice, isn’t that right?”

Jud’s mouth was dry. How did Don know all of this? “No, well, I’m going to let her go where she wants. Promise.”

He heard Don laugh. Jud imagined him sitting in his glass-lined, thirtieth-floor office, king of LA and all the minions below him. Don could make or break you, start a career or end it. It was time for Jud to beg, to soften a bit. He loved speaking around the world. It was his favorite part of his multifaceted life.

“Look, Don, we go back a long way, too,” Jud said. “I was in your wedding.”

“You got drunk and passed out. You left Sarah alone, no one to dance with,” Don said. “Always were a piece of shit. But I kept you around for her, for Sarah. So I could make sure she was taken care of. But not anymore. I’m releasing your contract. Good luck. You’re going to need it. I’m sure all those boob jobs will provide enough money for you and your—boys.”

“Wait. If you release me from my speaking and appearance fees contract, then Sarah will get half of nothing,” Jud said. Jud knew how Don felt about Sarah and he’d use it. He hoped he had found the fault in Don’s plan. Jud took a deep breath and walked into the bedroom, sitting down in the overstuffed white chair in front of the contemporary ribbon fireplace. He loved the fireplace, the controlled glow.

“She’ll get half of your patent earning, and that should be good for awhile. She’s resourceful. She has a lot of friends like me who will take care of her, especially after all you’ve done. She was a gorgeous woman and you made her doubt herself, cut her all up, and all the while you were gay? You suck, man.”

The phone went dead. Jud hurled the phone at the fireplace and watched as it shattered the glass.

SARAH

Sarah knew it was time to focus on the mess that was her life. After the school raid, after Jud had confessed on his hospital bed while suffering only from a ridiculous bump on the head that he construed as a heart attack, she’d told him to move out. Next she had called her mother and told her everything and purchased her a one-way plane ticket to come stay and help take care of Ashley. Only then did she finally allow herself a moment to grieve for her marriage. She had known there was so much swept under the rug that there was a mountain of dirt under there, but she had no idea she’d married a man who didn’t love her as more than a friend. The reality stung. She had been the definition of a prop. The façade that kept his life working.

The divorce attorney she’d hired, a recommendation from Melanie’s husband, had a reputation for being a shark. During their first meeting, Sarah had broken down crying because the attorney said he’d ruin Jud.

“We are not going to ruin anyone. I want only what belongs to me, nothing more, and I want this over as quickly as possible. Ashley and I need to be taken care of, of course, but I assume he will be a man of his word on that,” she had said.

“Don’t assume anything, Mrs. Nelson. That’s why I’m here. If he cheated, or whatever he did to make you file for a divorce, then he is capable of a far broader deception of some kind. You need to stay on your toes. Are you sure you don’t want to tell me the story? It would help me defend you better,” the attorney had said.

He had been fishing for gossip, as had most of the people she knew. But she wouldn’t confide in anyone but her mother. When Jud’s agent had called her, she’d told Don enough that he got the drift. Once she was through with the divorce, she would never speak of it again.

It had been two weeks since she’d seen her husband now. She was interested in the emotions she felt. One moment, she despised him and the next had pity for him. And the next, she missed him. She’d told Jud not to come home, ever, but she knew he would have to return. He would need to move out, creating another empty space in this ridiculously oversized house that she had tried to make a home.

Sarah walked slowly down the staircase, hoping her mother was still asleep. It was early and Ashley didn’t need to get up for school for another half hour. The sun was up, sparkling on the water just outside her kitchen window. Front row, the best of the best, Jud has called this view. But it was all an illusion. Sarah had been swept up in a fantasy of her own making, she realized. She put the teapot on the stove and lit the gas burner.

She’d seen in Jud the perfect features, both externally and professionally. He was handsome, a doctor, so smart, great personality, strong chin, and alarmingly blue eyes. And she was a young college student, having fun in school but certainly looking for Mr. Right to start a home with. Because that’s all she’d ever wanted, to be a mom and have a family. She’d had one boyfriend in high school, ironically it had been Don, Jud’s speaking agent; but they’d never “done it,” a fact everyone knew and her friends in high school had teased her about mercilessly. They’d called her Saint Sarah for her virtuous ways, but she really didn’t believe it was saintly to wait until your wedding day to have intercourse. It was simply smart, and it felt right.

So when medical student Jud Nelson asked undergrad Sarah McCarthy out to dinner, it seemed perfect. Everyone said they were the perfect couple, from the moment of their first flirty encounter to their wedding day three years later. Meant to be, they’d said.

The teapot screeched and Sarah hurried to take it off the stove, using a pot holder to pour the steaming water into her cup. She had believed the fairy tale herself, had believed in her husband and his need for so much time away, because she was a trusting, honest person. Now she knew just how wrong she was about so many things. She thought she knew what it was like to have sex with the man who loved you more than anyone else in the world. But now she knew he had been acting, fake sex to make a baby and occasional fake sex through the years to keep her from guessing something was wrong. She had thought after Ashley went away to college, she’d travel the world with her husband, seeing all the places he had already been without her. She thought she knew what love was between a man and a woman. But now she realized she didn’t know anything at all.

Sarah shook her head and took a sip of tea. She would call Jud today and tell him to arrange for a moving van to remove all of his belongings. She would call a Realtor and start getting an idea of how much she could sell this overdone showcase home for and what she could afford to buy in return. She would call her accountant and make sure he had everything he needed. And she would go play her tennis match today, the final one of the season, because she needed it. She needed to hit something and the little yellow ball was perfect.


CHAPTER EIGHT

Tuesday, December 16

JUD

He hadn’t wanted things to turn out this way, of course. But as with most juicy bits of gossip, the fact of his sexuality began to leak out, drop by drop. Jud didn’t know if Sarah was behind it. It could have easily been a nosy nurse, listening to his confession in the hospital, or a patient who thought he and Tom acted, well, too close. It no longer mattered how the word had spread. Just as he’d ruined Sarah’s life, or so she had told him, his in Crystal Beach was over. It wasn’t because of his sexuality; he knew people would accept him no matter what. The lies are what ruined him, he knew. The shiny wrapping paper that packaged his life had been ripped open, revealing an empty box of his deceit. It was time for him to move, and move on.

It had been easy to hand his practice over to Brad Bennett, the weasel, and join the practice Brad had been about to affiliate with in Miami. That was because Jud had orchestrated the entire thing, smoothed the way for his nemesis, writing his recommendations personally. So when Jud himself called the head of the practice and told him he’d like to join them instead, the man was speechless. And then ecstatic.

After Sarah called him and ordered him to clear everything out of his house two weeks ago, he’d been left with a moving van full of belongings and nowhere to put them. He had moved quickly, buying the place without seeing it, and now his clothing hung in his master bedroom closet and his desk and chair from his home office were placed in the new office in his new house. Everyone in his department, everyone in his new neighborhood, believed his elegant five-bedroom home in Coral Gables was just standing at the ready, anxious to welcome his lovely wife and daughter. Jud hadn’t told them yet that his family would never be joining him.

He knew Sarah was finished. He knew he’d never see her or speak to her again unless it was with a lawyer or Ashley as an intermediary. An attorney had served him divorce papers. She’d covered her bases, that was for sure. She had the best attorney in Orange County. Jud had fired the jerk he’d originally hired and retained one of his friends who he’d confessed everything to and now he felt better, more at peace with dismantling his perfectly crafted life. Half of everything was what Sarah deserved, and he’d give it to her. That left more than enough for him.

Jud stretched and walked outside to his new backyard, this one overlooking a pollen-encrusted pond and some golf hole or another. It was scorching hot outside already and it was only eight in the morning. And it was December. Welcome to South Florida. He was going to die a slow and hot death here. He’d be wasting away where only alligators were meant to live. No, he told himself. His career would rebound and he’d get back on the speaking circuit, find a new talent agent, one from New York. He was Jud Nelson, he was in demand, no matter his relationship status.

He thought of Ashley, his beautiful perfect Ashley. She was his finest creation, his pride and joy. And now she was living her life in California and he was here, with the alligators, as far removed from her life as he could possibly be. When he had walked into her room to tell her the truth, after Sarah forced him to come out to her just before he’d left town, he sensed she’d already known. Maybe he was kidding himself, but she had welcomed him with her open arms and warm smile, calling him daddy and demonstrating her remarkable resilience. Ashley was the reason he wanted to be married in the first place, having a child had meant everything to him. And he’d always be her dad. Ashley was his future, he realized. And that was all good.

Jud had sat on the edge of her bed, dropping his head into his hands, unable to meet her gaze.

“I just want to know how that leaves us. You and me?” Ashley had said. “Are we somehow different now?”

Jud had raised his face from his hands and wiped his tears with the back of his hand. “No. God. I hope not. I want us to be the same, our relationship to be as strong as ever. I love you, Peanut, so much,” he had said, reaching out and touching her shoulder. “You are my one and only baby girl.”

“And you’re my one and only Daddy,” Ashley had said. “I’m so glad the truth is out. You guys seemed so unhappy below the surface of all this.” She threw her hands open to encompass her oceanfront room, her walk-in closet, their lives filled with stuff. “Now I know why everything always seemed too good to be true. It was.” Then her baby blue eyes had filled with tears, over what they were discussing and all the things they weren’t. Jud had wondered what else he should say, what there was left to explain. She was a beautiful, brilliant girl who had just learned her father was gay. And yet, she had still called him Daddy.

“Thank you, Ashley, so much,” Jud had said. “Do you have any questions for me, anything I can explain to you?”

His daughter had looked at him and shrugged. “I don’t get how this whole thing works, I guess. If you knew you liked guys, why did you marry Mom?”

“Because I loved her. Because I knew she’d be a great mother and a perfect wife. I was raised in a strict fundamentalist Christian household. You never knew my parents, thank God. Gays were sinners, going straight to hell.” Jud had stood then, walking to the wall of glass overlooking the ocean. “So I suppressed who I was. I thought I could keep it that way for the rest of my life. I didn’t know I wouldn’t be able to deny my true identity. I wanted a real family and a real life, not what was available to gay men back then,” Jud had said. He had turned his back to the ocean and walked back to where Ashley sat on the bed. “As myself, I felt like the world was closed tight to me. But as a ‘normal’ guy anything was possible. This. Our life here was possible, especially with your mom by my side.”

Ashley had looked up at him, the sadness in her eyes piercing his soul but he had forced himself to meet her gaze. “But what about Mom in all of this? You were only her second boyfriend,” Ashley had said. Her voice was quiet. It was as if she were channeling Sarah, but without Sarah’s newfound anger and backbone. “You kissed her, made me with her, but actually loved men?”

Well, yes, he had. But it wasn’t that simple. It was his family of origin, religious fanatics that had told him the evils of homosexuality for as long as he could remember, never guessing one of those individuals sat at their kitchen table every night at supper. It was sweet, understanding Sarah who was the first person to really listen to him, the first person he opened up to about almost everything. She had been his first true friend and confidante. Their kisses were sweet, their love-making gentle and purposeful in the beginning, to conceive the child that would become the center of both of their lives. And that had been enough for Sarah. She’d loved being a mom. That was the love she’d needed. Jud didn’t believe it had ever been about sex for Sarah. He’d been a great provider. Anything she wanted was hers. And he’d transformed her into the most beautiful woman in Southern California. Their partnership had worked, until now. They had built his practice as a team, with Sarah being the best marketing he could hope for. He still missed her every day, and probably always would, even as he acknowledged he had been a bit selfish, luring her into a relationship based on deception. His only hope was that he had made her a little happy in return, given her a lifestyle—even a new body—and all the trappings of success.

“I love your mom, I always will. But I’m homosexual,” Jud had said, the words coming out thick. “That is the fact I cannot change, no matter how convenient it was to deny it all these years. And, in fact, if I hadn’t slipped that day in the hospital, if your mother hadn’t forced me to come out to you and admit who I am, I would still be in the closet, living my life as I had.”

“Mom was miserable, and now I realize, so were you. You just seemed controlling because Mom was getting wiser,” Ashley had said.

Jud remembered Sarah’s face, streaked with tears, her eyes filled with horror as she stood by his bed in the hospital. And then she had pointed her finger at him. “You will tell me everything.” And he had, in a marathon spilling of his guts that lasted until the overnight shift had arrived at the hospital. She had hired a private detective and found out about Tom. Before then, only Brad Bennett had discovered Jud’s real relationship with his assistant. Why had he let Tom into his life, Jud wondered again. Before, it had always been a different man each trip. Nothing permanent, no relationship implied. No strings, no trail. No chance for his life to explode.

And now, alone in his swamp for Christmas, Jud was having a serious pity party for himself. He walked back inside and was shocked by the cool, air-conditioned air like an arctic blast hitting his body. His house was so quiet, devoid of any sign of the holiday season. Maybe he’d swing by Target after work, grab some holiday lights, he thought, pushing the button to brew another cup of coffee. He was past his two-cup limit, but he was freezing inside, sweating outside.

His phone lit up. Another text message from Tom. The man wouldn’t let go, said he wanted to spend the rest of their lives together. It was stupid. Jud was married, well, almost, and had a kid and a whole life.

Had a whole life.

Jud grabbed the cup of steaming coffee with his right hand and picked up his phone.

Tom texted: “Can we talk. Please?”

Jud looked around his expansive, frosty kitchen. He took stock of the perfectly decorated great room beyond. He’d bought the model home and everything was as he’d purchased it, “sophisticated beach,” his realtor had told him. He despised it all, especially the wooden sign arrow that pointed out back, to the pond/swamp, with the word BEACH painted on it. He’d need to throw it away, or burn it in the fireplace if it ever cooled off.

Jud texted: “Sure.”

The doorbell rang and Jud jumped. He’d never heard it ring before. The delivery guy usually banged on the door to deliver his few Amazon.com orders. Jud put his coffee mug on the counter and opened the front door.

Tom was on his doorstep. “I’ve missed you so much,” he said, his palms turned up, his eyes covered by sunglasses. “It’s almost Christmas, and you’re here, alone. I’m there, back in Irvine, alone. I can’t stand it.”

Jud realized he couldn’t stand it either. He pushed open the door and waved his hand like a butler. “Come in,” he said, closing the door behind Tom and leading him into the great room. “Don’t you think the corner over there could use a Christmas tree?”

“The biggest tree still left on the lot,” Tom said.

MELANIE

Part of the problem with her life, with everything associated with her life, was that it had come too easily, Melanie realized.

To be exact, her life since senior year of college had been easy. It was as if she’d been born that year, 1985, and everything before had evaporated. Her post-1985 life had fit her so well, like an old pair of jeans, that sometimes she forgot who she really was. But it didn’t matter, because only 1985 on mattered. That was the year she’d met Keith at one of her sorority’s mixers—“Yes, Mom, I’m in a sorority and yes, they have scholarships for people like me,” she’d explained to her worried mother—an event she had given up ever attracting a date to, much less finding a relationship at. Keith was new to Ohio State University, a transfer student. Like her, he was a little different, a bit awkward at parties, shy and more studious than most. Unlike her, though, his family was from the right side of the tracks, Upper Arlington, Ohio, to be exact, two generations deep. She didn’t know all of that when their eyes met that night. But she had known the shy brown-haired boy in the corner of the party would be her future.

And he had been. Just like she still had a pair of those jeans hanging in her closet, she was still here. Only now, they lived in Crystal Beach, in Diamond Bay, a place she could have only dreamed of living when she was a child. They’d arrived, but where? That was what she’d struggled with.

As promised, Keith had driven her to the first appointment with the shrink the Monday after the embarrassing Halloween park debacle. Melanie had hoped her office would be in another city, but of course, she was right down Coast Highway from home. She couldn’t escape this town if she tried.

“You’re midlife restless,” Dr. Winslett had said, her dark eyes penetrating Melanie’s soul. She leaned forward, elbows resting on her formidable mahogany desk. “I suspect you’re drinking to be numb. You aren’t alone, my dear. This is quite typical, unfortunately. We’ll work through this. Instead of being thankful for what you have, you are taking it for granted. Perhaps even your husband, although I won’t know that without further chats.”

Melanie wondered if she should just pay the $350 now and walk out the door? This woman had summed up everything in a few sentences. Was Melanie a cliché? A page torn out of Psychology Today? she had wondered.

“Well, I guess,” she had said because the doctor seemed out of words. Melanie had a flashback to her own mother, a firm hand escorting Melanie from the playground, telling her not to worry, everything would be fine. It was just elementary school, her mom had assured her, and kids were mean. Melanie had discovered kids were mean continually, that it only started during second grade and grew with the growth charts on the walls of their homes. If you were different, poor, and living in a single-parent household in Melanie’s case, you were marked as deeply as permanent ink on the fake paneling in their living room wall. She knew through Dane’s experience that if you were a new kid, moving to a beach town in California from a suburban town in Ohio, the bullying was no different.

Did grown women bully each other, too? Was that what was causing her discomfort, her uncertainty? She had known who she was in Ohio. Here, she was starting over and the welcome wagon had never arrived.

“I’ve developed a program I’d like you to take a look at. It’s a combination of one-on-one counseling, a work book, and some group activities,” Dr. Winslett had said. She was chewing the eraser of her pencil, like a tiny ear of corn. Her teeth were perfect, white, and square. They just had to be veneers. Melanie wondered how old the doctor was, and whether she had experienced a midlife crisis herself. Were other women mean to her or threatened by her? The woman could be forty years old, or sixty, Melanie couldn’t tell. She clearly had done Botox, but who hadn’t around here? “It’s time to refocus on your own life, your goals. Do you believe you spend too much time on Facebook, living through other people?”

Melanie had nodded, ashamed, remembering how she was rebranding her marriage on Facebook. Those “likes” made her feel like she had friends.

“I see it all the time. You only have one life to live and it’s your own. It really doesn’t matter what everybody else is doing, how others around you treat you. You need to step into your own power and let all the rest go. I can help, if it sounds like something you could try?”

Melanie had thought about Keith sitting outside in the waiting area. She saw Dane’s face, the look of disgust he tossed her way when he thought she’d had too much to drink. And she thought about her one friend, Lynne, and her sort-of friend Sarah, their worried eyes illuminating her embarrassing behavior like white-hot spotlights pointed directly at every social event she’d attended since they’d arrived in town. Yes, she needed this.

“Yes,” she had said.

“It’s three days a week, three hours a day,” Dr. Winslett had said. “And you’ll need to stop drinking.”

“I’m open. And I’ll try.”

“We’ll begin tomorrow then. Here is your first homework assignment. It’s about gratitude. What do you do for exercise?”

Melanie blushed, Oh no, is this a Weight Watchers lesson, too? She didn’t know if she could handle it all wrapped up together—her body, her outlook, her life, her failure to thrive.

“I try to walk,” Melanie had said. She’d read that walking twenty minutes a day was important once one reached middle age. She liked her answer.

“As long as you are outside, getting sunshine, for at least twenty minutes a day. It’s important to fight depression,” Dr. Winslett had said, standing up to indicate their time together was over. “My assistant will give you your packet. I’ll see you on Wednesday, same time. And Melanie, kiss your husband. On the lips. It’s important.”

That first session had been a lifetime ago, it seemed. It was before the drug bust at school and before Dane’s first college acceptance, a date marked on her heart forever. Melanie remembered she needed to water the Christmas tree. The decorations were over the top this year, but she was so excited for Seth to be home, so thankful for every moment they shared together as a family now. So she’d gone all out, including a fresh greens wreath on the front door with a miniature blackboard and chalk she could write her own message on. Even though she could change the message daily, she kept it the same as the day it had arrived. She’d written “Grateful.” She picked up her work book and was about to carry it to her office when the front door opened. Was Dane actually coming home after school instead of rushing to be with Ashley somewhere, anywhere but here?

“Mom,” Dane said, and Melanie’s heart soared and then dropped to her chest. Something must be wrong, she thought.

“What’s wrong, honey?” she asked, hurrying toward him, flapping her work book like a crazy person. She was supposed to be less smothering, more mothering she heard Dr. Winslett say in her ear. Why did she always get this stuff wrong with Dane?

“Mom, chill, nothing, I’m just home from prison. Thought I’d see what you were doing tonight. Ashley and her mom wanted us to come over for dinner. Dad too, if you want?”

Melanie’s heart melted. She stared into her son’s brown eyes and smiled. “Of course, that would be lovely. As long as you know we can’t be out late, early flight tomorrow.”

“I’m not going to forget, Mom,” Dane said, rolling his eyes, but she knew he was excited for his performance at a huge holiday music festival in New York. They were flying there together in the morning, all expenses paid. It was crazy. Melanie was dreading his departure for college in the fall. It was so ironic it made her laugh at herself, at all of her misplaced worries, her negative thoughts. “Worry never helped anything,” Dr. Winslett reminded her during every session. She was right.

And of all the things Melanie had worried about this year—her son’s future, whether a college would want him, her own future, what she would do with her time once she wasn’t a full-time mother, whether or not she and Keith still loved each other—she had never worried about a drug bust at school. Not once. The one thing she should have feared, because Dane had known that kid Doug, the undercover cop. But she hadn’t known to worry. And even if she had, her worry wouldn’t have changed a thing.

“Dad too, or just us?” Dane asked, looking anxious to head to his room and play his guitar.

“Whatever you’d like,” Melanie said.

“Just you and me would be good. I don’t think Coach will be there, so just leave a meal out for Dad,” Dane said. “You know, that housewife thingy you do so well.”

“I do do that well, don’t I?” Melanie said, realizing she did in fact do many things well.

“Yes, Mom, you do,” Dane said, giving her a quick hug. “I’ll drive. We’ll leave here about five.”

“Sounds perfect,” she said, smiling as her tall, dark, and handsome musically gifted son retreated upstairs to his cave. She relished the fact that her youngest son wanted to be around her again, had invited her out to dinner, and would, before she knew it, depart for the college of his dreams without drama. They were friends again.

Midlife was getting better every day, Melanie thought, heading into the kitchen to make dinner for Keith. She and Keith had been reconnecting. She’d started slowly with small touches, holding hands again, and making sure to give him a kiss before he headed out to work. And these small touches, remarkably, led to a renewed connection between the two of them that Melanie had never imagined. She was actually excited for the time, after this summer, when she and Keith would be empty nesters. They could focus on each other and have some fun, travel the world, do all of those things happy older couples were doing on TV.

LAUREN

It was harder than Lauren had imagined, doing the right thing.

She’d kind of lost herself in herself, been selfish and sneaky and awful. That much she knew. And she’d tried to repent. That’s what she told herself, at least. Sometimes she admitted she was only doing the right thing because Will was locked up, and she needed to distance herself from him and the mess he’d created.

“I mean, who tries to kill somebody with a pillow?” she said to the dashboard of her car, a refrain she’d grown accustomed to blurting out whenever she was alone and thinking about Will. Even though he was stupid, and probably an attempted murderer, her body still craved his touch. He was her drug, illegal but so tempting, so handsome with his blue eyes, his perfect body, his—“Stop it,” she said, again to the dashboard. Anyone looking over at her in traffic would hopefully think she was speaking on the telephone over Bluetooth, not talking to herself. Hopefully.

Kiley already thought she was an idiot, but at least she was talking to her again. They’d bonded that horrible day, when Lauren—ignoring the warnings of the cops blocking her path—darted into the high school quad screaming her daughter’s name. She wasn’t sure what had happened exactly, only that she would get to her daughter and get her out of there. And that’s what she did. Kiley came running to her once the lockdown had been lifted, crying and scared, a child once again. And they were close, closer at least now. As long as Lauren did precisely what Kiley instructed. Something like this:

Kiley: “Mom, I need new clothes. Credit card.”

Lauren: “Sure, honey, whatever you’d like.”

Or, Kiley: “My friend Marni, the one who’s dad you fucked. Well she doesn’t have money to go to college. Can you write a check? Or, I could ask Daddy?”

Lauren: “Sure, honey, don’t bother Daddy with this.”

So far, Lauren was certain Kiley hadn’t bothered her dad with any of this. But it was the elephant in the room between them, the implied threat in every conversation they had. Every once in awhile, when Kiley didn’t need anything from her, Lauren would mention something about doing what was right, naming the elephant. But, of course, that was the problem, the thing they could not figure a way around.

Because if Lauren went all the way with doing the right thing—testifying in court, illuminating Will’s motive for wanting to suffocate his wife—everyone would know Kiley’s mom was a monster. The stigma would affect Kiley, too, and Lauren was sure to insinuate that reality to her daughter.

So Lauren was waffling, and in her waffling, she was hiding crucial evidence the prosecution could use against Will. He had called her, begged her not to talk to anyone, to deny everything. And with Kiley getting everything she wanted and the check to the Parker girl coming from the dealership—Lauren had told David a sob story about the girl who’s dad was in prison and he cut the $200,000 check—nobody really had any evidence that Lauren knew anything.

It was almost as if she were innocent, as if nothing had happened between her and Will at all. Lauren looked down at her left ring finger, at the massive princess-cut diamond adorning it. She pushed up the sleeve of her burgundy silk blouse and pulled the seat belt away from her chest. It always squeezed too hard. The light turned green and she maneuvered to the school pickup zone. As Lauren pulled up to the curb, Kiley opened the car door and hopped in.

“Thanks for picking me up,” Kiley said. Her daughter’s newest tattoo was a small heart, just behind her left earlobe. She had said it signified the love she felt for everybody at school, especially everybody who had been busted. Lauren knew better than to say anything about it. She’d long ago stopped trying to control her daughter’s body real estate, even though some of Kiley’s piercings made Lauren feel physically ill. At least she hadn’t dyed her hair black since before the college fair. She looked happier, from an outside perspective at least.

“How was the meeting?” Lauren asked. She was so proud Kiley had volunteered to help plan graduation. She didn’t have any extracurricular activities since Lauren had allowed her to quit track, and so this sudden school spirit was completely unexpected.

“Good. All of Dad’s older kids had a role in their graduations. Did you know that? And Dad sponsored the grad party every year. Until me,” Kiley said, spinning a ring around her left middle finger. The ring had a skull on it. Lauren knew what was coming before her daughter asked.

“How much, Kiley?” Lauren asked, wanting to blurt something inappropriate at the windshield, at her daughter, at anyone who would take it.

“Only ten thousand,” Kiley said. She’d opened the visor mirror in front of her and was examining her eye makeup, which to Lauren was raccoon-like already. Lauren watched with a neutral face, she hoped, as Kiley pulled out her black eyeliner pencil and added more.

“I’ll ask your dad, or you could?” Lauren said, pulling away from the school pickup zone.

“You do it,” Kiley said. “I’m going out tonight, to study with a few kids after dinner, so don’t worry or wait up. You and Dad can have some alone time. Pull him away from the TV, sit by the fire, and talk or something. It’s gonna be just the two of you when I leave.”

Surprisingly, a tear worked its way to the corner of Lauren’s eye and she wiped it quickly. Kiley would be gone and she would be alone with David. She wouldn’t be able to face it, she thought, heart racing. No, that just could not be her future. She was forty years old and her life felt like it was ending.

“No, actually, Kiley, I’m not happy with your dad. You know that. So I’ll be divorcing him. I know you don’t want that,” Lauren said. She kept her voice calm. They were almost home and she wanted everything to be calm. In control.

“I’ve been thinking about that, and you should stay with him. He needs you. He’s old,” Kiley said.

Lauren stopped the car at the beginning of their long, winding driveway. If she followed it straight back, pushed the pedal all the way to the floorboard, they’d plunge into the turbulent dark sea in under thirty seconds. She looked up and took in the mansion in front of her and then narrowed her eyes at the young woman next to her. “I will not have you dictate my life. I love you more than anything, but I am not a nurse. I am leaving your dad. I’m halfway out the door. Once you go to college, I’m gone. Understood?”

Kiley was silent, so Lauren put the car into drive and pulled into the already open garage. David was standing at the door of the garage, waiting for them. Kiley looked at her mom, and Lauren shrugged.

“Hi, what’s up, Dad?” Kiley asked as both of them climbed out of the car.

“Well, there’s a nice police officer here to see your mom. Some unpaid ticket or something, I’m sure,” David said, looking at Lauren with a strange dull stare.

“Hey, Daddy, can I talk to you about something while mom talks to the cop?” Kiley asked, wrapping her arms around his ample waist.

“Of course, Princess,” David said, pulling his daughter to him and heading into the house, letting the door close behind them.

Lauren stood inside the garage alone. What would a cop want with her? she wondered, knowing it had to lead to Will. She had no choice, so she pushed the door open and walked down the long hall, full of the trappings of luxury. A laundry room with three washing machines and dryers, the pool shower, the sauna, and finally, turning the corner to the main portion of the house, the summer kitchen where she found Officer Abelli waiting for her, a steaming cup of coffee in front of him, another across the table from him. Presumably where her husband had been seated moments before.

Lauren felt her face flush.

“Hello, Mrs. Potts. It’s so nice to finally know who you really are this time around. Anonymous tipsters are so helpful sometimes. Anyway, I’m Officer Abelli. We met before, at the, ah, park,” he said, dark beady eyes flashing.

She remembered, just then, he’d seen her shoulder and part of her breast. His looking at her, at the spot where her bra strap should have been, was seared in the back of her mind. She touched her shoulder before dropping her hand to her side.

Lauren sat down in front of the empty coffee cup, across from the standing cop, and clasped her hands to keep herself from shaking. She crossed her legs and then crossed them again at the ankle. He sank back into his chair but leaned forward, elbows on her table, short-sleeved uniform exposing his black-hair covered arms, his watchless wrist. He wore no wedding band on his left ring finger, a detail Lauren hadn’t noticed during the shock of their first encounter.

“So, Mrs. Potts. Seems you’ve gotten yourself into a couple of compromising positions lately,” he said. He reached into a backpack and pulled out a pad of paper. Lauren thought so little of the Crystal Beach Police Force, and the raid at the high school had confirmed her worst suspicions. They were bullies and thugs. They were known for breaking up teenage parties, chasing underage drinkers through the backyards and streets of town. And now, here he was, coming to her home to remind her of an embarrassing incident that should be kept quiet. Lauren was furious.

“How rude are you? How dare you come into my home and talk to my husband?” she said. Now she leaned forward, too, their faces inches apart.

“Your husband and I are old friends, actually. He’s a big supporter of the police force and our scholarship fund. So was his original wife. But not you, no, you wouldn’t know that, would you?” Officer Abelli said. He leaned back and folded his hairy arms across his broad chest.

This was the exact moment Lauren realized she needed to get her head in the game.

“How fabulous for you. Are you here for a donation? I’ll be happy to grab my checkbook. Otherwise, it’s late and I need to start dinner,” Lauren said, placing her hands on the table, about to stand, to be free of this leech.

“No, it’s not money I want. It’s your testimony. Against Mr. Parker,” Officer Abelli said. Lauren saw him lick his thin lip and wanted to punch him in the face.

“You’ve got to be kidding.”

“Not at all. Your husband doesn’t know why I’m here, not yet. He doesn’t know, for example, that the last time we met, you and I, you told me your name was Carol Parker, and that you were, um, with Will Parker. No, he doesn’t know about that. Not from me. But he had some suspicions he was asking me about while we were waiting for you to get home. Of course, I couldn’t confirm or deny anything. It’s not my place.”

“Of course,” Lauren said, trying to control her anger, staring at the forest of dark hair on his forearms. “But with some money, for say, long-sleeved shirts or a beach house, then you’d go away, right?”

“Like I said, Mrs. Potts, all I want is your cooperation. Otherwise, all of this, all of what you have that’s actually your husband’s from what I hear, will be gone. Poof. I’ll charge you as an accomplice. You have motive,” Officer Abelli said. He snapped his finger for emphasis and Lauren jumped.

She supposed she’d do the right thing. It would help the officer and Will’s family, and, well, she may even be able to hang on to a part of her life. She would have to come clean to David, confess to her affair. But he would believe it was just a couple of encounters, a fling, a mistake. He’d take her back because he loved her and because, well, he was old. What else was he going to do? She would keep her promise to David; they could have a recommitment ceremony and write their own vows, get remarried in a lavish ceremony in Maui. They could try to be happy. At least until Kiley graduated college. Lauren would still be young.

Her punishment was nothing, really, compared to a prison sentence. Nothing compared to starting all over again with a man who wanted a baby, or a man who was a baby himself. She could do this. At least she knew what she had. Kiley would be by her side, watching as always, making sure she held up her end of the bargain. Lauren’s biggest hope was that someday in the future, maybe she’d understand.

Actually, the night had unfolded just as Kiley had predicted in the car on the drive home from school, Lauren thought, a chill running down her spine. Kiley had said she’d decided her dad needed her mom. Had her own daughter been the tipster?

As Lauren escorted Officer Abelli to the door, the ground shifted and she reached for the wall to steady herself as the realization crashed in on her like a tidal wave: This was all Kiley. Her daughter had planned everything. As Lauren closed the door behind Officer Abelli, she slumped to the floor.

“Hey, Mom, now that your chat is over, when’s dinner?” Kiley said, her disembodied voice ricocheting off the kitchen walls, coming from the small speaker of the state-of-the-art intercom system. “Dad and I are famished. It’s been a really long day.”

And that’s when she knew she was trapped, caught, and that she would confess to everything, whatever they all wanted her to say. Because they had all decided Will was guilty and an attempted murderer and an adulterer. All the men in town were jealous of him, she knew, because he was too handsome and too virile. Meanwhile, Lauren’s own husband must have decided he’d keep her around for awhile because it was easier than finding someone else. And her daughter, well, she had known about the affair almost from the start and had pretended to love her mother anyway while she had set her trap.

“I’ll get right on it. I’m thinking spaghetti, Kiley, your favorite,” Lauren said into the air, knowing that the intercom system had picked up every word just like it had when she’d been talking to the cop. Her husband and daughter had heard it all. Lauren looked down the long hall and forced herself to start moving back into the kitchen. She needed to get the water boiling.

SARAH

Sarah thought it was strange having a male suitor after a quarter of a century with the same man.

She wasn’t sure she was ready for it, truth be told. Sure Tom was adorable and so helpful around the house. Despite the fact they hadn’t done anything more than kiss each other on the cheek, she wasn’t ready. He was always around, tinkering with a loose faucet washer or weeding her front walkway even though she had a full-time gardener and an on-call handyman. She’d caught him in her closet a couple of days ago and had drawn the line in the sand. She’d found her voice and it was loud, she remembered with a smile. She suspected he wouldn’t try to organize her clothes again anytime soon.

She was used to being on her own, running the house for her and Ashley. She had people she called for things. She liked her closet messy and her bathroom counter pristine, with only her lucky bamboo in a vase adorning the shiny whiteness of the countertop. And she needed, no insisted, on squeegeeing the glass shower doors after every shower. Tom had showered in the guest bathroom twice, and he’d never wiped the glass.

Even so, ever since she and Tom had felt the sparks fly between them at the Potts’s Halloween party, they’d been inseparable. And now, as she set the table for dinner—blissfully only for herself, Ashley, Dane, and Melanie—she felt a profound sense of relief that Tom would not be around. That was a sign she needed to acknowledge, pointing her to an action she needed to take. No more passive Sarah. She needed to become the action figure in her own life.

That’s when Tom walked in the door. Sarah had a butter knife in her hand, but envisioned it as a steak knife that she hurled at his heart.

“I thought you ladies, and Dane, would enjoy some fresh flowers for the table,” he said, pulling a big bunch of white hydrangeas from behind his back. She did love a good bunch of perfect white hydrangeas, she had to admit, especially if they were wrapped in butcher paper, fresh from the flower market.

“They’re beautiful,” Sarah said, placing the butter knife on the table next to the butter dish, exactly where it belonged. Sarah smiled and pulled her hair back into a tie as she crossed the room to take the flowers.

“You’re beautiful,” Tom said, pulling her in for a hug. “I can’t believe I’m not invited tonight.”

“We’ve been over this. It’s a mom-and-child-only dinner,” Sarah said. He was starting to annoy her again so she pulled away and carried the flowers to the kitchen. Of course, he followed her. “I’ve got it from here. I’ll talk to you in the morning.” She kept her voice light and bright, hoping he’d turn around and walk out the door. She placed the flowers in their brown wrapper on the island and untied the bow. Opening the cabinet below the island where she kept her vases, she was surprised to find mixing bowls.

“I rearranged the kitchen a bit, for functionality,” Tom said. “Here are the vases.”

He reached up and opened a cabinet above the refrigerator, a cabinet Sarah would never be able to access without a step-ladder. That was it. “Which one do you want?”

“The one in the middle and then I want you to go. You were not invited here tonight. Do you understand that? Please do not come over again without an invitation.”

He looked like a kid who’d just discovered his parents had eaten all of his Halloween candy. Sarah felt guilty, but she needed to practice speaking her truth, asking for what she wanted. Tough love.

“Tom, don’t pout. Let’s talk tomorrow,” she said, softening her tone as she took the vase from his hands and placed it on the counter. “Thank you for the flowers. They’re beautiful. Good night.” She kissed his cheek with the softest pressure possible, a friendly peck, a light breeze.

“Um, well, I’ll just be going then,” Tom said. His cheeks were flushed and he turned and hurried out of the kitchen.

Sarah took a deep breath and turned her attention to the flowers. They were fresh and full, clean and bright. They’d look beautiful on the table, sparkling in the votive candlelight. After arranging the flowers, she pulled the cheese plate out of the refrigerator and carried it into the family room, lighting the fireplace.

“Everything looks beautiful, Mom,” Ashley said, breezing into the room, her hair wet and her face makeup-free. She was dressed in jeans and an oversized gray sweatshirt.

“Thanks, honey. Do you think you should dress up a little? I mean, maybe dry your hair?” Sarah said. She saw Ashley’s expression and started to laugh.

“You wouldn’t give Dane’s mom the time of day when they moved here, and now look at you. Trying to impress?” Ashley said, as the stab of truth cut into Sarah. Ashley gave her a sweet hug. “You look pretty, Mom. I like the white cashmere. Plus, it hides all the hair falling off your head.”

Sarah had finally talked to her dermatologist about the persistent hair loss. Her doctor examined one of the strands of hair that had leapt off her head under a microscope. She returned and pronounced the follicles healthy.

“That means your hair is falling out due to stress, not an underlying disease. It’s all in your head, so to speak,” the doctor had said. That was when she was still trying to stay together with Jud, still in denial of what her life had become, about who he was. It had to be getting better now. She’d noticed less hair in the drain when she showered.

“My hair loss is slowing. It was stress-related,” Sarah said. “And you’re right. I wasn’t welcoming to new people. I was too caught up in our status, too worried about holding on to what we had.”

“Mom, you’ve been through a lot. I’m so proud of you and the way you’re dealing with everything,” Ashley said, curling up on the white leather sectional that constituted most of the furniture in their huge family room.

“Knock, knock,” Dane said, walking in the door, his mom a few steps behind.

“Melanie, so good to see you,” Sarah said, hugging her friend, knowing she needed to reach out to the woman more often.

“You too,” Melanie said, returning the hug. Sarah thought she looked great, clear eyed and happy. “Here, this is for you. Did you know sparkling water actually tastes good? It’s become an important part of my next phase of life.”

“Ah yes, the dreaded next phase,” Sarah said, self-consciously reaching back and tugging at her ponytail, extracting a few strands. Better, not healed, but better, she thought. “I’m studying for my real estate license.”

“That’s brilliant. You’ll be fabulous,” Melanie said, twisting the lid off of the bubbly water. “I bet I already have three leads for you. So many people are making moves these days. Cheers.”

“I don’t want to be the divorcée realtor,” Sarah said, leading Melanie back into the family room. The teens had vanished. Ashley and Dane must be in Ashley’s suite of rooms, Sarah thought. Jud would have freaked out, but Sarah knew it was normal, healthy even.

“Well, everybody needs a specialty niche. And there seems to be a lot of opportunity for you there, if you know what I mean,” Melanie said, sitting down next to her. “How have you been since Jud moved out? I’m not trying to pry.”

Sarah had heard all the rumors. Most concluded that Jud had a girlfriend in Florida and had moved there to be with her. She told Melanie the same thing she told everyone, “The marriage is over and I’m selling the house, hopefully myself, with my shiny new real estate license.”

“Okay, sounds good. Where are our kids?” Melanie asked, her signature eyebrow lift causing Sarah to smile.


CHAPTER NINE

Christmas Eve, Wednesday, December 24

WILL

I had the perfect wife, Will thought as he reflected on his trial. He could still envision each and every member of the jury, as if it had been yesterday not last week. But more than those twelve people, who had decided his fate, he remembered watching Carol and thinking about how perfect she was for him. She had loved him so much.

Will had become confused, he decided. He’d thought he was entitled to so much more. Whatever he wanted. Whenever he wanted. Because of Lauren, he had recast their marriage as a living hell, something he needed to escape from, when really Carol had provided the structure that helped him live his life as an adult. Who knew that what you resented was what you needed the most? And now, he faced the prospect of six years away from his family. Actually, his attorney had told him he could be sentenced to up to thirty years. But Will didn’t believe that. He knew he’d receive the minimum. He was a great guy, a guy’s guy. Who would he hurt in the world?

Even though Will sort of knew how everything would shake out from here, six years in a minimum-security facility, he still harbored a little ray of hope deep inside that he’d be set free. Even with the famous attorney and jury consultant Keith Bronson helping the local cops and prosecutor’s office and Lauren’s testimony against him.

Sure, his wife’s day on the stand was horrible for him. Carol had everyone in tears as she had recalled waking up with a pillow over her face, pinned to the bed, unable to breathe. She thought her life was over. She had no idea it was her husband who was trying to kill her. She simply fought off her attacker with all her strength, hoping to survive to save her daughters. Even Will cried as he listened to her testimony because of course he never meant to hurt her. His defense was he’d gone crazy, completely insane, and he had.

“Who tries to kill his own spouse by suffocation?” he pleaded to his attorney. It was insane. He needed help and rest, not ten to twenty. But the jury had found him guilty and now he was back in court, awaiting his sentencing.

The judge, who reminded Will of a standard poodle wearing a black robe, took the bench. Without any pomp or circumstance he looked down at Will and said, “You are a manipulator and a con man. You lie and cheat to serve your own personal interests, and you could care less who you hurt. You are a menace.”

Will couldn’t take that sitting down. He smiled broadly, stood up, and said, “Your honor, do you really think I’m a danger to society?”

“Counselor, control your client,” the judge bellowed. Then he grabbed a stack of papers in front of him and raised them in the air. “And while you are getting yourself under control, Sir, I will remind you that your wife is not on trial here. You are. The fact that you’ve asked all of these people to send letters to the court makes me ill. Where did you find these people? How did you con them, too? These letters singing your virtues and discrediting your wife are without merit. You, Sir, are morally bankrupt.”

“Your honor, may I approach the bench?” Will’s attorney asked, although Will himself would rather be doing the talking.

“No you may not. Your client is a self-centered monster who had no concern whatsoever for his two children who have been fundamentally impacted by his act and the resulting nasty divorce. You, Sir, will spend thirteen years in prison for the attempted murder of your wife, Carol Parker.”

“No, Sir, I’ve been under great emotional stress,” Will said, leaping up from his chair and trying to walk toward the poodle-judge. He was tackled by a huge bailiff and placed in handcuffs.

The judge was still talking. “Your emotional upset does not excuse or justify your criminal conduct. Take him away.”

Will couldn’t believe he was being dragged across the courtroom, his new Italian suit being manhandled by bailiffs. He turned his face toward the gallery and saw his wife and girls crying uncontrollably. And then, ten rows behind them, he saw her. Lauren, his true love. He tried to wave, but forgot his wrists were shackled. So instead, he gave her his best, most winning smile.

And that smile would be on the front page of newspapers across the country. That smile would cost him everything, and would assure that he was in prison twelve of his thirteen years.

DANE

Dane couldn’t believe how crazy life was this year and it was only Christmastime. On the last day of class, he got the best surprise of his entire high school career. He’d sauntered into the quad, running late as usual, when he noticed a huge crowd in the vicinity of his locker. His heart dropped. All he could imagine was that Blake, or someone sent by Blake, had done something to his locker. He walked slowly over as kids began to part to let him through.

And that’s when he saw it, the hand-painted sign hanging above his locker, complete with glitter and big gold letters: Will you go to Winter Formal with me? Love, Ashley. She’d attached red magnetic hearts and a bunch of gold balloons to the handle of his locker. And his lock was open, numbers facing him.

Ashley stood by the locker, smiling her perfect smile. He felt his face flush and he didn’t care. He grabbed her and pulled her to him, kissing her in front of the whole crowd like they were in a movie or something. His head was a mess of happiness the rest of the day and then it was winter break. He was glad Ashley would be spending the holiday at home. They’d have a lot of time together.

Just yesterday, when Collin’s mom had called him and asked him to come over, he’d asked Ashley to come with him. She’d been right when she’d told him to go alone. When he arrived, Collin’s house was empty, a moving van idling out front.

“I’m out of here,” Zoe had said, wearing a long, flowing brown dress, with a haunted look in her dark eyes, the look she’d had since the day Collin was arrested. When Dane saw her, he absorbed the look, too. They were both zombies, remembering that day.

“Okay,” Dane had said, his hands at his side, not knowing what to do, what to say.

“I wanted to say good-bye, to thank you for being such a great friend to my son. He was going to be a great man.”

“He will still be a great man,” Dane had said, brushing a tear off his cheek. Be strong, he told himself. “He’ll get out in a year. Two max. NYU will honor the commitment, you’ll see.”

“Do you know what he wrote in his essay? The common app essay? They deleted it, they said. Wouldn’t let me read it. But Collin was going to read it to me. Before he was incarcerated,” she said, the word hanging in the air between them.

Dane thought if Zoe lost any more weight she’d blow away during the next strong Santa Anas. He thought it was good she was moving, starting over.

“He wrote about how awesome you were as a single mom. How he respects everything you gave up for him. How proud he is of you and your career,” Dane had said, as tears flowed down his cheeks.

“Oh God, I can’t do this,” Zoe said, dropping to her knees in the middle of her empty home. “Why? My boy, why did this happen to him, only him?”

Dane wasn’t able to answer her bigger question, so he simply sat on the floor next to her until the moving van driver walked in and told her it was time to go. He helped her stand up, worried about her ability to drive to wherever she was headed.

“Okay. Off I go. I actually own a great house in Malibu that I’ve never had a chance to live in. I have a pool and a great guesthouse. You and Collin can visit someday. I’m close enough to visit Collin in prison, all the time. I’m going to be fine, right? He’s going to be fine, right?” she asked, looking up into Dane’s face.

“Are you driving?” Dane asked, because he had to, because Collin would want him to ask.

“No, son, she’s riding in the cab with me. Sent her car up on another truck,” the driver said.

Dane smiled and gave Zoe a final hug. They walked out the front door together, and Zoe dropped the house key into the fake rock in the garden. It was so sad that Dane couldn’t think of anything else to say. He simply walked to his car and drove away. When he got home his mom was there, wearing her favorite Santa T-shirt, the one she wore every year. That made him smile, until she gave him a strange look.

“What?” he said, planning to head to his music room and jam.

“What’s wrong, honey?” she asked, touching his shoulder in a way that wasn’t annoying. In fact, he realized she hadn’t annoyed him at all lately. They’d actually had a blast traveling together for all of his auditions and performances. She was a cool mom again. He didn’t know whether it was her reinvention stuff or his newfound appreciation for how life could change in a flash.

He decided to stay and talk to her. “I just said good-bye to Collin’s mom; she’s moving to Malibu. It was like saying goodbye to Collin again. He was my first friend here. I miss him.”

“Oh, honey, I’m so sorry,” she said and then she did the look, that caring heart-wrenching look that made Dane’s eyes fill with tears again. Dammit.

“Don’t,” he said, using the back of his sleeve to wipe his eyes. “The look.”

“Right, sorry,” she said.

“Mom, I’m fine. He was my best friend, and it just sucks. It could’ve been anybody. Those undercover operations should be illegal,” he said.

“I know one of the kids has the ACLU involved,” Melanie said. “Unfortunately, Collin is considered an adult. At least they reassigned Doug so we don’t have to see him around.”

After too much harassment from the community, the officer who had pretended to be a high school senior had left the area. It was a little victory, but not enough to change things much. “All things considered, I’m good,” he said, and walked over to the Christmas tree sparkling in the corner of the family room. “Hey, where’s Seth?”

His older brother had been amazing since the drug raid. He’d dropped everything at school to come home and support him, staying through the Thanksgiving holiday to talk to him, hang with him. He’d been the perfect big brother that he’d always been. He even walked in the rally they’d organized against unfair police tactics in Crystal Beach. But instead of comparing himself to Seth, Dane just thought his brother was a great guy. He’d gone back to college to take his midterms, but he came back home as soon as school was out for the holidays.

Dane held an ornament in his hand. It was a picture of him and his brother as towheaded toddlers, sitting on the beach on some family vacation each holding a bright blue shovel. They’d had a great childhood, he thought. He felt his mom behind him and turned around. He was lucky.

“He and Dad are grocery shopping for me, believe it or not,” Melanie said. “They should be home any minute.”

“Great. It’ll be good to be together, just the four of us, for Christmas, and a little bit of Ashley,” Dane said, blushing. And from the look on his mom’s face, he knew she agreed.

MARNI

Christmas Eve was just like any other night at the joyful Parker residence.

Take her mom for example, laptop open, staring out the window waiting for what? Santa? Marni’s disdain for the woman grew daily, in direct proportion to her mom’s lockdown on her girls. The monthly calendar—the color green removed from the rotation permanently—had grown into a mass of scribbles and instructions, orders and chores.

Marni wondered if anyone at work noticed her mom was losing it, but decided probably not. They all felt so sorry for her, the almost-murder victim, that they’d forgive her any odd behavior. The fact that both her parents had been stuck in middle school, literally and figuratively, did not escape Marni. She was dealing with seventh graders as parents. One was in prison because he cheated on his wife, the other one was a mean girl in a prison of her own making, consumed by making lists, writing in her diary, and controlling the other girls.

Poor Piper, Marni thought. As soon as she graduated, Marni was gone. She’d applied to several study-abroad programs that awarded college credit and began in June. She could be happy with any of them—a summer in Spain, England, or Honduras of all places, teaching children English. The money was growing in the bank each month. Marni had so much fun learning about interest. Who knew how much you could make by just having a chunk of money sitting in the bank? She’d make sure to keep in touch with Piper. She’d help her stay focused on her future, as much as possible. And when the time was right, sometime during the beginning of Piper’s senior year in high school, Kiley had promised a check would arrive for Piper as it had for Marni.

“You’ve applied for all of the financial aid you can get, right?” Carol asked, hollow eyes looking at Marni over her laptop screen.

“Yes, I told you, I’m all set,” Marni said, turning and walking to the kitchen sink. For a moment she wished the white twinkle lights she saw out the window were decorating their yard, but it was the neighbor’s across the street. She appreciated their cheer, at least. She opened the refrigerator and Carol appeared behind her.

“There isn’t much. I meant to go to the store, but . . . ” Carol said, her voice trailing off.

“We could order pizza. Christmas pizza,” Piper said, appearing in the kitchen, illuminated by the light of the open refrigerator door. She was cute, Marni realized, much more mainstream in her looks than Marni had ever been. She’d be fine in high school if she stayed pretty and kept playing volleyball. The stigma of their family could give a popular girl a certain edge. Isn’t that hot chick an attempted murderer’s daughter? Marni imagined a high school guy saying.

“Sure, festive,” Marni said. “You order.”

“Okay, and do you want to watch a Christmas movie?” Piper asked, her face hopeful, eyes blinking at Marni.

“I’d love to,” Marni said. “This will be a Christmas Eve to remember.”

As the sisters walked into the family room, both of them avoided their dad’s chair, instead sitting side by side on the couch. Why her sister always made them watch It’s a Wonderful Life Marni didn’t know. It was old, cheesy, and black and white. Piper called for pizza as Carol marched into the room and sat down in the chair, his chair, squirming around to get comfortable.

Marni stared at the TV. Jimmy Stewart was about to jump off the frozen bridge. She looked at her mom and suddenly realized she was doing the best she could, probably all she knew. And then Marni started crying, big, fat, wet tears rolling down her cheeks. She wasn’t sure she’d ever be able to stop.

ASHLEY

Ashley and her mom finally finished decorating the tree and it was almost 9 p.m.

It was their family tradition to have a big tree trimming night on Christmas Eve, and Ashley wouldn’t let her mom down by not being here for it, not on her mom’s first Christmas alone. Well, she wasn’t really alone. She just wasn’t with Ashley’s dad, which they all knew was a good thing. And she also wasn’t with that weird rebound Coach Tom, which they both agreed was also a good thing. So, she wasn’t alone. She was with her only child, and being that said child, Ashley was being patient and reminiscing as much as her mom over every little ornament, every piece of kid art, every photo pulled out of their tree trimming box. They’d started at sunset. This was a big production.

Ashley noticed an edge had come into her mom’s voice lately, something that sounded like anger when she talked about her dad. Dane said it was good, one of the stages of grief they’d been learning about in psychology class, and she supposed he was right. It was much better than the doormat stage she’d been living in most of Ashley’s life. She liked to see a little spunk, a little anger in her mom.

Because, truth be told, her dad was an ass. When he called and used that baby voice talking to her, she almost wanted to throw up or hurl the phone at the wall, or both. Maybe she was in the anger phase, too, she thought. At first, she’d been understanding. He’d needed to come out of the closet. He had moved on so quickly, so thoroughly, it was as if their little nuclear family here in Crystal Beach never existed. His Florida life, from what Ashley could tell from her online snooping, had been complete for a long time. Now that his lover Tom had moved in, her dad was set. It was his part-time life while he was with her mom, and now he’d just moved into that life full time. She wondered about the man who would wait on the sidelines like that, waiting for a long-term marriage to fall apart, causing it to crumble. Her dad wanted to properly introduce them next month. Ashley was certain she would not let that happen.

She’d researched him, too, of course. Tom, the home-wrecker. He was younger than her dad, had grown up in the next town over. It didn’t really matter where he’d come from. He’d met her dad and the rest, well, was this new life. Her mom gave her a sweet smile, and Ashley stopped thinking about her dad and focused on the moment.

“Let’s take a selfie with the tree in the background,” Ashley said, grabbing her mom and pulling her close while extending her phone out in front of them.

“Merry Christmas,” Sarah said. “I’m so blessed to have you as a daughter, my perfect girl.”

“I love you, Mom,” Ashley said, and she did, promising herself to never take her mom for granted again. In fact, she was starting a list of all the wonderful things in the world that she would never take for granted: The smell of a puppy, the feel of her favorite old sweatshirt, Dane’s smile when she’d surprised him at his locker, the shocking beauty of the sunset.

Just this afternoon she’d jogged down to the beach and decided to sit on a bench where, as she knew from looking out her window while doing homework, an elderly man sat with his caretaker and watched the sunset every night. She wouldn’t take his bench, of course. She’d taken the next one down.

Behind her, their big oceanfront house loomed large, the twelve-foot Christmas tree in the window making Ashley feel at once embarrassed—she’d always felt like they had too much—and sad, because it was now all over. Her mom was planning to sell it after the holidays, and Ashley agreed. It was too big for just her mom. And so she’d made the decision to earn her real estate license and sell it herself, while launching a new career. That was her mom, she’d always been the rock of the family. The person Ashley could most depend on, for everything.

Her dad, well, she’d give it time. It was fine between them. But she missed his presence, or more precisely, the promise of his presence when he’d return from a trip. Now, with her dad living and working in Florida, of all places, Ashley felt the weight of their breakup. Christmas Eve made it real. Soon she knew it was her time to build a life separate from both of them. Both of her parents, before she knew it, would become the seniors on the bench, except they’d be on separate benches, staring at different oceans. She hoped they’d be happy.

Ashley took a deep breath and looked up at the Christmas tree sparkling through the window above her. And she smiled, just as the old man had given her a small smile and a nod before turning his attention back to the setting sun. It was the promise of another day.
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If you enjoyed the story, please enjoy this excerpt from Here, Home, Hope.
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HERE’S HOW I KNEW SOMETHING ABOUT MY LIFE HAD TO CHANGE.

I was sitting in the dentist’s chair, waiting for the topical numbing goo to take effect on my gum, so the dentist could jab a needle into the same spot. My only choice for entertainment was to stare at the light blue walls surrounding me, or flip through the channels available on the television suspended on the sea of blue. I chose the latter and discovered an infomercial: Learn to Preach in Spanish. The sincere narrator promised to tell me how many souls needed saving, and what an impact I could have, after I took their course, of course.

Maybe this was the answer to the problem I couldn’t name, the cause of the sadness I felt just under the surface of my life? I could become a successful Spanish missionary. I stared at the screen transfixed until Dr. Bane appeared to administer the shot of Novocain.

Unfortunately, I missed the rest of the infomercial as my tooth’s issues took center stage.

I was at my dentist’s office because, overachiever that I am—even when it comes to grinding my teeth—I had ground down through a thick plastic mouth guard and cracked a tooth. I knew it was not healthy, but it was simply a fact of my life. Or was, up until that moment when I knew something had to change. Which, as I said, was just a moment ago.

At age thirty-nine, just, and dreading forty, I have one gray eyebrow hair that angrily grows back when tweezed, two adorable boys—a teen named David and a tween named Sean—and a husband named Patrick. I also have two loyal and trusty steeds: my dog, Oreo, and my car, Doug. I am in the middle of life. In a suburb in the middle of America. And I cracked a tooth because I am too busy being restless in my subconscious—“chewing things over,” as Dr. Bane put it. And whatever that busy subconscious had been doing at night, during the day it was drawn to infomercials about preaching in Spanish even though I’m not particularly religious and I don’t speak Spanish. I’m a mess, actually, but I have to say, especially compared to some of my neighbors, I’m lucky.

On the misery scale, far beyond tooth-grinding people like me were the people who were unhappy. And then there were the truly miserable like my neighbors the Thompsons. Heidi Thompson departed yesterday to I don’t know where, the tires of her black Lexus sedan screeching as she reversed out of her driveway. She fell in line behind the three moving vans that had showed up at her house as I was taking a shower and left fully loaded before I headed out to run errands. Heidi’s kids seem not to have made it either on any of the vans or in her car, though it appears that the family dog did make the cut. Heidi’s husband—well, soon to be ex-husband—Bob was sitting alone on the front lawn of his empty, furniture-less house this afternoon when I left for the dentist. That was miserable.

So at least I know I’m not Thompson miserable. I am just in the middle. Middling. Muddling. I’ve looked ahead and thought, wow, there are so many things I want to do. I’ve looked behind and felt proud of what I’ve accomplished, especially how my kids have turned out so far. After Patrick and I married and I got pregnant with baby boy number one, I gladly gave up my job as an account executive at a public relations firm. Sure, I had loved my friends at work and the creativity at the office, but I knew I wanted to be a stay-at-home mom. And Patrick’s career path at the law firm has been remarkably smooth. It’s worked out as planned, and he’s a partner now.

We have a wonderful standard of living based on Patrick’s success, my sons are reasonably independent these days, and everyone is healthy. We’re doing well. So what’s the problem? I feel stuck. Between what I’ve done and what I want to do. There was a time when every moment of my day revolved around my kids and their needs, but not anymore. And that’s the question I need to wrestle with, the cause of the restlessness: What’s next?

The thought of reentry into the PR field is daunting. Regardless of how much progress women have made—and we’ve come a long way, baby—stepping back into that world after a long hiatus would mean, if I were lucky, a job behind the receptionist—literally behind her, filing. Actually, interns hold those jobs, not somebody like me. And maybe there isn’t even filing anymore? It could all be digital, paperless. So obviously, that field isn’t it.

I’d once dreamed, in my most private of dreams, of being a television reporter. I think it’s time to finally cross that one off the list. Taking up a whole high-definition television isn’t flattering, even for the twelve-year-olds who anchor the local news every night.

Other women found answers. A friend of mine started her successful restaurant while raising four kids after her divorce.

Another friend of a friend makes healthy meals and delivers them to busy working moms’ houses in time for heating and serving. Who am I kidding? I get overwhelmed cooking for just the four of us.

I attended a luncheon last week featuring jewelry made by women in Kenya. The beautiful woman in charge of the program spoke passionately about how our purchases will make a difference in these burgeoning jewelry designer’s lives. How was I going to make a difference, though, aside from buying jewelry made by a woman in Kenya? In fact I am, at this moment, wearing a gold ring with an elephant carved into the center. The artisan who made it did so with care. Looking at it now, I could almost cry because of its simplicity and beauty. I hope I helped the artist’s life in a small way; but what can I do to help mine?

I can’t feel my chin, that’s disturbing in and of itself, but what’s most disturbing is the fact that my two sons will arrive home from camp at the end of the summer and ask me what I’ve been doing. They’re busy sailing, shooting things, fishing, climbing mountains, swimming, building campfires, and eating really unhealthy food. Me? I’ve been stewing, thinking, pondering, grinding my teeth, supporting other people’s passions, and—eating really unhealthy food. Patrick says I’m using carbs and my summertime spending sprees—elephant ring included—to replace the comfort of kissing the boys good night, driving them to practice, and basically caring for them.

After seventeen years of marriage, I’m not about to admit he might be right.

Each summer David and Sean are gone, I manage to pack on at least six pounds, not an insignificant amount of weight on a 5’5” frame. I also tend to indulge in shopping sprees that fill my closet with assorted clothes and accessories I don’t need. A check of my closet right now would already reveal a few hangtags. I rationalize that if I keep the tags on, I can always take the clothes back.

The weight is harder to return, though. This summer I’ve already gained two pounds, and we have another six weeks to go before I get my babies back. They—whoever “they” are—say that once you hit the big 4-0, you gain up to ten pounds a decade just doing what you’ve always been doing. At that rate, plus the annual camp pounds, I’m headed for obesity land, or maybe just the Deep South. Today’s paper claimed that Mississippi, Alabama, and Louisiana have the highest rates of obesity in the states. Perhaps I’ll find my future there?

Drool just made its way to the crease below my chin. Maybe it’s a crease between my double chins? Here’s the thing: too much time on my hands is making me care about small things and lose sight of the big ones. Ever since I opened that seemingly innocuous letter on December 15 last year, I’ve been torn between trying to be happy in the moment and focusing on my future. I guess that’s what happens when you get a wake-up call.

Mine came in the form of a letter from my doctor instructing me I needed a diagnostic mammogram. And that I should schedule it right away. Two things I’ve learned since: Don’t have your screening mammogram right before Christmas. Waiting for results during the holiday season was hell. And the second? I am so lucky. After a double needle biopsy; after stitches for the one site that wouldn’t close, just below my nipple; after waiting for four days including the weekend before Christmas; after Googling and finding everything tragic and horrible about ductal cancer; after crying on my couch and trying to be brave; and after the call came telling me that all was benign, I was fine.

I know I need to do something—something more. For me; outside my comfort zone, just like my boys are doing while they’re at camp. Sean, for instance, left for camp sure he’d conquer waterskiing this year, and that was his biggest fear. What’s mine? What am I going to tackle? A friend of mine just climbed Mt. Everest, for the fourth time. But that’s not my dream: I hate heights—and cold weather.

My New Year’s resolution was to seize my year. I’d been given a gift: a cancer-free breast. But here I sit, six months into the year, with drool working its way under the blue paper shield around my neck and tracing a line down between my breasts. Maybe I could invent a better dental drape?

Maybe I need a nap.

I never sleep well during my boys’ summer absence. Last night was no exception and I’d had a horrible dream. Not only had my one gray eyebrow hair turned into two gray bristly hedges above my eyes, my face was covered in wrinkles. Not just crow’s feet, not just laugh lines: full-out, you-didn’t-wear-sunscreen (I hadn’t) and-used-mirrors-to-tan (I had) weathered lines that looked like crevasses.

It was a sign. I need to take charge of my life, take advantage of the sense of urgency I’d felt when I thought I’d had breast cancer. While I want to grow old gracefully and happily, and I want to be a grandmother and enjoy slow walks on the beach, between now and then I need to get moving. Seize my year.

Fortunately I’ve just invested in the latest sonic skin scrubber—like an automatic toothbrush for your face—and it’s guaranteed to keep those wrinkles at bay. At least I think that’s what the saleswoman at Sephora promised. Or did she say it simply helps the lotion sink into the wrinkles better?

I’m a salesperson’s dream. Even a suggestive selling novice can make me buy. Just ask the Sephora saleswoman. She’d even talked me into buying the latest blush, called Orgasm. Everybody had one, she said. I bought two.

Hey, maybe I could work retail. I could talk women into Orgasms. I could convince other women like me that the key to happiness was the next wrinkle filler, scrubber, zapper, blush. I could wear a black apron and learn how to paint on makeup in just the right way to make it appear as if you weren’t wearing any makeup at all. And, since the new look is “dewy” instead of matte—according to my sonic scrubber saleslady—I would tell women to toss their old facial products and start all over. I could do that!

No I couldn’t. I’d have to work for someone else and pretend to care deeply about makeup. I’d have to go to the mall, thereby being in close proximity to all the things I didn’t need but would buy if given the right push. “We’ll need to give you two bags!” the Sephora Siren had gushed with a big smile while tossing in a couple of free samples and my shiny new frequent buyer membership card.

“Okay, Kelly, that’s all for today. We’ll need a follow up in two weeks, and the bottom guard will be ready then too,” said the perky dental assistant.

My head was back and my eyes were closed. Maybe she was talking so loudly to try to wake me up. A quick image flashes across my mind: I envision myself climbing into bed each evening, top and bottom teeth covered in plastic. Patrick gives up even trying to kiss me good night. I just clack my guards together as a sign of affection, like a seal slapping her front flippers. At least my face will be smooth and sonically scrubbed.

As the dental assistant elevated me back to a sitting position, I tried to feel my lips. Nope. Chin? Nope. Could I learn to preach in Spanish? Nope. Could I start a restaurant? Could I go back to the PR firm? Could I move to Kenya? Could I sell sonic face scrubbers? Nope. Nope. Nope. And nope. I headed toward the door and friendly, helpful Susie sitting at Dr. Bane’s front desk asked when I would be free to come back.

“Really, I’m free anytime,” I slurred, sounding and feeling pathetic.

“I’ll call you when the appliance arrives,” Susie chirped back happily.

You’d think I’d ordered a new refrigerator; that’s how happy she sounded. . . .


SELECTED TITLES FROM SPARKPRESS

SparkPress is an independent boutique publisher delivering high-quality, entertaining, and engaging content that enhances readers’ lives.
Visit us at www.gosparkpress.com

Gridley Girls, by Meredith First. $17, 978-1-940716-97-8. From the moment Meg Monahan became a peer counselor in high school, she has been keeping her friend’s secrets. Flash forward to adulthood when Meg is a recruiter for the world’s hippest, most paranoid high-tech company, and now she is paid to keep secrets. When sudden tragedy strikes just before Meg hosts the wedding of her childhood BFF, the women are forced to face their past—and their secrets—in order to move on to their future.

Rooville, by Julie Long. $17, 978-1-94071-660-2. When a California TV weatherman is fired from his job, he heads home to Iowa—but in his absence, Martinville has become the center of the Transcendental Meditation movement. With old customs and open-mindedness clashing like warm and cold fronts, Owen gets caught in a veritable tornado.

On Grace, by Susie Orman Schnall. $15, 978-1-94071-613-8. Grace is actually excited to turn 40 in a few months—that is until her job, marriage, and personal life take a dizzying downhill spiral. Can she recover from the most devastating time in her life, right before it’s supposed to be one of the best?

Tracing the Bones, by Elise A. Miller. $17, 978-1-940716-48-0. Eve Myer becomes consumed with the world of healing arts—and her conflicted emotions—when new neighbors/instructors Anna and Billy move in. Shortly after sessions for her chronic back pain begin with Billy, Anna and her small son drown in the bathtub. As Eve’s life unravels, her sessions with Billy culminate in an experimental trip into the freezing woods, threatening the remaining bonds of Eve’s marriage and finally uncovering the reason for Anna’s death.


ABOUT SPARKPRESS

SparkPress is an independent, hybrid imprint focused on merging the best of the traditional publishing model with new and innovative strategies. We deliver high-quality, entertaining, and engaging content that enhances readers’ lives. We are proud to bring to market a list of New York Times best-selling, award-winning, and debut authors who represent a wide array of genres, as well as our established, industry-wide reputation for innovative, creative, results-driven success in working with authors. SparkPress, a BookSparks imprint, is a division of SparkPoint Studio, LLC.

Learn more at GoSparkPress.com

ops/images/half1.jpg
@*/“)v(‘”\s)
THE CAST
QO F
CHARACTERS

o, D

(es)








ops/images/f0299-01.jpg
b ziaty aed Sl Shnnd |







ops/images/f0301-01.jpg





ops/images/half.jpg
GO,

THE
GOODBYE
YEAR

128





ops/images/9781940716718.jpg
THE

GOODBYE

A NOVEL

p
N VA N %
5 K3

Ve <

N
-

“Often hilarious, sometimes heartbreaking, always engaging. | devoured it!”
—Meg Mitchell, author of The Admissions

KAIRA ROUDA

USA TODAY BESTSELLING AUTHOR





ops/images/title.jpg
THE
G OODBYE

YEAR

GO,
@™ \p
A Novel

m&sm

by
KAIRA ROUDA






