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For my husband

Who asked me very nicely not to dedicate this book to him but I did it anyway
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AUTHOR’S NOTE



Even though my books are thrillers, a genre that traditionally has dark elements, I do my best to keep them as family friendly as I possibly can. You’re not going to come across any graphic scenes of violence or S-E-X. (Mostly because I know my family members will be reading!)

However, people have emotional responses to different things, and some of my books delve into more controversial topics. So for this reason, I created a list of content warnings for all my thrillers, which can be found linked at the top of my website:

freidamcfadden.com

This is a resource that can be used by readers who need to protect their mental health as well as for adults whose kids are reading my books. Please also keep in mind that in a few cases, these content warnings are major spoilers for twists that take place in the book.

With that in mind, I hope you safely enjoy this journey into my imagination!


PROLOGUE



When the police arrive, how will I explain the dead bodies in the house?

Only one dead body would be easier to explain. People die after all—circle of life, etc., etc. But more than one becomes trickier. Not that I have a lot of experience with it, but it’s just common sense. One person can die by accident. Multiple deaths…well, the police start to think about things like murder.

Furthermore, it will be very difficult to explain other things to the police. Like what happened to those dead bodies before they died. I expect a lot of raised eyebrows. Possibly handcuffs.

Speaking of which, those sirens are getting awfully loud. They’ll be here any second.

A gust of wind blows the stench of scorched flesh into my nostrils. Every molecule in my body is screaming at me to make a run for it while I still can. I’ve got a tiny window of time before the police arrive. I could hop in my car and take off. The nosy neighbor who called 911 in the first place might be able to point them in the right general direction but nothing more. I could go somewhere that they will never, ever find me. I could turn into a ghost.

But it will be hard to disappear completely. Because wherever I go, I won’t be alone. After all, it’s not like I did any of this for myself. I did it all for him.

The sirens are growing louder by the second. I have less than a minute before they arrive. If there was ever a window to disappear, I have missed it. Very soon, everyone will find out the unthinkable thing that happened in this house. And when they do, there will be questions to answer.

The police car arrives first, screeching to a halt crookedly along the curb. As the officer climbs out of the driver’s seat, I raise my hands high in the air where he can see them.

My life is about to change forever.


PART I
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NAOMI


My first clue that something is wrong is that my garage door won’t open.

We have one of those “intelligent” garage doors that senses my Lexus when I pull into the driveway, rolling up the door at the exact moment to prevent collision with my front fender. The garage door is a feature my husband proudly showed me when we moved into this house, joking that it was smarter than I am, and in all the years I’ve lived here, it’s never proven him wrong.

Until today.

I throw my Lexus into park and stare at the garage door as if it’s a puzzle I have to solve. There’s a way to open it manually—I’m sure of it. I have a distinct memory of Jeremy telling me that if it didn’t open automatically, all I would have to do is⁠—

“Mommy?” Teddy’s babyish voice pipes up from the back seat. “Is the door broken?”

I turn to look at my son, still wearing his white uniform from the karate class I just picked him up from. He is strapped into a car seat in the back, even though at five years old, he’s getting a little big to be sitting in one. He looks almost comically big for it, but I read that in the case of a rollover accident, there is nothing safer. And our pediatrician recommended the car seat until age six, so I ignore the eye rolls from some of the other women at kindergarten pickup.

“I don’t think so,” I say.

“Then why won’t it open?”

Excellent question.

I glance over at the house, where the lights are on inside, signaling that Jeremy is home from work. That’s almost as surprising as the garage door not opening, since he rarely makes it home before the very moment we’re sitting down to dinner and often much later. He’s at least an hour early tonight.

My husband manages a hedge fund in the city, and he works harder than anyone I know, but I respect the fact that even if he has to sometimes miss our family dinner, he is home every single night to put Teddy to bed. Aside from the occasional business trip, of course.

“Daddy will help us figure it out,” I tell Teddy.

Teddy nods in agreement. As far as he is concerned, there is nothing his father can’t do. If someone needed to fly around the earth backward to turn back time, Teddy would volunteer Jeremy for the task.

I climb out of the car, tugging at the yoga pants that always seem to ride up into my butt crack. Then I contort my body into the back seat to release Teddy from his harness, and he rewards me with a gap-toothed grin. He recently lost his first baby tooth, followed by a second soon after, and then two more. He was over-the-moon excited after looking enviously at all the other kids in his class who had already lost teeth, but I mourned the loss of that first one as yet another sign of my precious little boy growing up.

Teddy grabs his SpongeBob backpack, which I’m pretty sure weighs as much as he does, if not slightly more. We head over to the front door of our house, Teddy tilted backward as he attempts to hold up the weight of his backpack. When I put my hand on the doorknob, it doesn’t turn, and I swear under my breath.

“You said a bad word, Mommy!” Teddy declares, simultaneously aghast and titillated.

“Sorry,” I say quickly. “I didn’t mean to.”

“What’s wrong?” he demands to know.

“The door is locked.”

“Why?”

I fumble around in my purse, searching for my keys. Considering I always come in through the garage, where the door is never locked, I rarely use them. But I’m pretty sure they’re in here somewhere. “I don’t know.”

“What are you doing now?”

I look up from my purse and flash Teddy what I hope is a patient smile. Sometimes I think my son expects a running narration of everything that I do, and for the most part, I try to provide it. Teddy’s kindergarten teacher told me that he had the best vocabulary in the class, and I think it’s because I’m always talking to him. “I’m finding my house keys.”

“Are they in your purse?”

“Yes.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes!”

Oh my God, where are they? I shove aside a mini water bottle and what feels like the giant rock that Teddy picked up at the park last week and asked me to save because he thought it was “cool.” And then, thank God, my fingers close around my key chain. I pull it out triumphantly. “Ta-da!”

Obligingly, Teddy claps.

Whatever is wrong with the garage door, we can save it for later. As always, the parking was out of control at the karate school, which is in a strip mall shared by about a dozen other shops. I drove around the lot for several minutes before locating a spot, just in time for the clouds that had been hovering all afternoon to break open. Over an hour later, my hair is still damp, and my shoes squelch with each step. I want nothing more than a quiet evening with my family.

I fit my key into the lock, but the lock doesn’t turn. That’s…strange. When I am certain that this key is not functional, I pull it out. I examine the key ring, which contains only two keys. One is the key for the house, and the other is the key for my old medical practice, which I gave up when I decided to be a stay-at-home mom for Teddy. No regrets, but I saved my spare key for nostalgic reasons. In any case, that is definitely not the key to my house. Although I try it, just in case.

Nope. I’ve got two keys, and neither one of them opens the door to the house.

That’s when I notice something else. The lock on the door is shinier than I remember it. It looks, in fact, brand-new. But to my knowledge, we haven’t changed this lock in years. Not since I’ve been living here.

That’s my second clue that something is very wrong.

“What’s wrong with the key, Mommy?” Teddy asks.

“I don’t know.”

“When you put the key in the lock, you are s’posed to turn it,” he tells me unhelpfully.

“Yes, I know, Teddy.”

“Did you turn it?”

“Yes.”

“Maybe turn it again?”

My temple is starting to throb, and I am tired of trying to sort through the mystery of why my key no longer works in the lock. Instead, I ring the doorbell. When nobody comes immediately, I bang on the door with my fist. Then I bang harder.

“Why are you kicking the door, Mommy?” Teddy asks.

“Just making sure Daddy hears us.”

Thankfully, a few seconds later, footsteps grow louder behind the door. The lock turns, and my husband is standing before me, wearing his dress shirt unbuttoned at the collar with no tie. Jeremy turned forty about six months ago, and he looks the best he ever has. He takes care of himself—he’s a bit of an exercise guru who wakes up an hour early to go to the gym Tuesdays and Thursdays, and then on the other weekdays, he runs at the park. The sandy brown hair on his head shows no sign of thinning with only a few strands of gray at the temples, his dark brown eyes are just as intense as they were the day I met him, and his diligent flossing must’ve paid off, because his teeth are white and perfect. There are creases around his eyes when he smiles, which I find incredibly sexy.

Most of my female friends seem to be barely tolerating their husbands. One of them said she ended up having to make an appointment with a specialist because she’d used headaches as an excuse so many times to get out of sex with her husband. But I don’t have that problem. Even after years of marriage, I still get that thrill every time I lay eyes on Jeremy. Our chemistry is as strong as it ever was.

“Daddy!” Teddy hollers as he propels himself at Jeremy, the same way he does every day.

Teddy worships his father. Over the Christmas holidays, we took a family trip to Disneyland, and I would say that Teddy’s enthusiasm for meeting Mickey Mouse paled compared to his enthusiasm for when his father comes home every night. And Teddy loves that mouse.

Jeremy rewards our son with a brilliant smile and heaves him into his arms like he weighs practically nothing, even though I have tweaked my back twice in the last year trying to pick up Teddy. Jeremy is a good father—a great father even. It’s one of the many things I adore about him.

“Daddy, the door is broken,” Teddy says gravely.

“Oh, is it?”

He nods solemnly. It’s something Jeremy himself does—the two of them look so much alike when Teddy nods like that. “We couldn’t get in!”

I hold up my key as I step into the house. “The key wasn’t turning. Did you change the lock?”

My husband hesitates, not answering my question. He lowers Teddy to the floor and cracks open the door to the house. “Teddy,” he says. “Could you go up to your room and play quietly? I need to talk to your mom.”

If I made such a request, Teddy would quiz me about it for half an hour. But when his father asks him to do it, he immediately trots into the house and goes up to his room without another word. And once he’s gone, Jeremy again closes the door to the house and turns to face me.

“Jeremy.” I wring my hands together. “What’s going on?”

My husband rubs his lower jaw, which is just starting to sprout a shadow from having shaved this morning. He’s avoiding my eyes, which is my third clue that something is wrong. My husband does not have any trouble making eye contact. He is the king of eye contact.

“Naomi,” he says. “We need to talk.”
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This doesn’t sound good.

I have no idea what Jeremy wants to talk to me about, but whatever it is, he seems to want to talk to me about it alone. He is making no move to enter the living room or go anywhere more comfortable. So now we are just standing here, hovering on our front porch.

“Okay…” I say. “What do you want to talk about?”

He smiles at me, that sexy smile that still makes my knees a bit wobbly. “I’ve got a big surprise for you.”

“Oh?”

“Yes. I’ve decided to redo the entire house—paint the walls, new floors, a kitchen renovation. The works!”

All the tension drains out of my body. That’s what this is all about? A renovation? When I saw that new lock on the door and he said we needed to talk, for a split second, I thought he was going to tell me…

Well, never mind.

“A renovation?” I echo.

“It’s a belated anniversary gift, sweetheart,” he explains.

Our anniversary was nearly a month ago. I made him his favorite dinner—steak au poivre—and bought him a pair of cuff links that I knew he’d love. And Jeremy gave me a lovely gift: a beautiful silver necklace with an amethyst crystal hanging from it.

“But you got me a present,” I point out.

“Well,” he says, “can you blame me for wanting to spoil my wife every now and then?”

I can’t suppress a smile. Jeremy is a good dad, but he’s an even better husband. I think of the two of us as a power couple, even now that I’ve taken a break from work to raise our son. He’s sweet and considerate, but most importantly, I have never for one moment doubted how much he loves me.

“This is a really nice surprise.” I smile at him, although it feels a tiny bit forced. “I just wish you had told me in advance.”

“Well, then it wouldn’t have been a surprise, would it?”

This is Jeremy all over. He plans all our family vacations and only tells me about them on a strictly need-to-know basis. I’ll be in the kitchen cooking dinner, and he’ll say, “Oh hey, Naomi, we’re going to Italy next week.” It’s sweet, but it can also be maddening. We are partners, and sometimes I wish he’d consult me in advance before making plans, even romantic and exciting plans like international travel—or a home makeover.

But on the other hand, he meant well. Even though we don’t really need new paint, walls, or a new kitchen.

“And guess what?” he says. “I already packed all your things for you.”

What?

Jeremy leads me to the living room now, where three leather suitcases are arranged in one neat stack. They were a gift from Jeremy for my birthday four years ago. Matching leather suitcases. I remember running a hand over the material and thinking how they were some of the nicest items I’d ever owned and also more expensive than the car I used to drive, which Jeremy traded in for me when he got me this silver Lexus as an anniversary gift that same year. He loves to spoil me.

He gestures at the bags on the floor. “I figured we could stay at my parents’ apartment for a few weeks while the work is being done. It’s only a twenty-minute drive away.”

After Jeremy gave up his bachelor pad in Manhattan and we moved out to Long Island with Teddy, his parents moved out of this house, which he had purchased for them a few years earlier, and into a first-floor unit he bought for them. The house had too many stairs anyway, so they were happy to leave. His father was already deteriorating at that point, passing on a year later, but his mother hung on another two years. He used to visit them frequently and paid people to run the errands he couldn’t do himself. He was a good son, just as he’s been a good dad and a good husband.

“What about your stuff?” I ask. “And Teddy’s?”

“Actually,” he says sheepishly, “I was hoping you could head out there ahead of us and get the apartment cleaned up. It’s pretty dusty, and the extra bedroom is full of boxes.”

So apparently, this anniversary surprise from my husband will involve me having to do a deep cleaning of his parents’ old apartment.

“Sorry,” he says quickly. “I would have done it myself, but you know I’m hopeless at cleaning, Naomi. I’d probably make it even dirtier.”

That could be true. Although I can’t be sure since I’ve never seen Jeremy actually attempt to clean anything in all the time we’ve been married. He might be a great husband and provider, but he’s not much of a housekeeper. Nobody’s perfect, I guess.

“I’ll help Teddy get packed,” he assures me. “Then we can join you tomorrow.”

“And what about dinner?”

There’s an amused expression on his face. “I’m capable of cooking a meal for myself and my son. I was single for a long time before you came along, you know.”

“You don’t know what he likes.”

“I’ll order a pizza. Or microwave some of those frozen chicken nuggets.”

I frown. “You know how unhealthy that is. Let me make him something before I go.”

“Naomi, I think he’ll survive one night of pizza and chicken nuggets. He never likes the weird stuff you make anyway.”

Well, he’s not wrong. Last night, I made him the most delicious acai bowl with homemade quinoa granola, and he looked at me like I was feeding him poison. He pitched a fit until I made him a box of macaroni and cheese.

His voice softens. “I’ll handle dinner tonight. It will be fine. Like I said, just get the apartment cleaned up, and we’ll join you tomorrow.”

“You want me to sleep there?”

“Why not? All your stuff will be there. It’s just one night.”

“And what about the morning?”

“Rosita will take Teddy to school in the morning, like she always does,” he says. “Then you can pick him up from school tomorrow and take him to the apartment.”

“What about bedtime?” I croak.

He frowns. “What about it? I always put Teddy to bed.”

He’s right. For as long as I can remember, Jeremy has been the bedtime parent. But that doesn’t mean I don’t come into Teddy’s room to plant a kiss on his downy-soft cheek every night, even if he has already drifted off.

I’m not sure I can sleep if I don’t do that.

“It’s only one night,” Jeremy points out. “Let’s keep his routine the same for one more day.”

“And are you going to tell him why I won’t be home tonight?”

He lifts a shoulder. “I don’t think it’ll be a big deal.”

Is he joking? Has he ever met our son? When I recently bought a new purse, Teddy asked me roughly twenty billion questions about why I bought a new purse, what was wrong with my old purse, what did I do with it, and could he have it. Does Jeremy legitimately think that if I move out of the house, Teddy won’t notice or ask any questions?

“We have to tell him something, Jeremy.”

“Okay, okay.” He holds up his hands. Once upon a time, his hands must have been rough and calloused because he worked his way through college taking shifts at a construction company, but that was a long time ago. Now he has hedge fund hands. “I’ll explain about the renovation.”

I glance down at the luggage stacked on the floor. God, he packed a lot of things. “How long do you think this will take?”

“A week? Maybe two. The kitchen will take the longest, but we can move back in before it’s done.”

The idea of this renovation is exhausting. Despite the fact that he’s presented it as a surprise for me, I don’t want to do it. But one thing I have learned about Jeremy during our marriage is that he is extremely stubborn. Once he gets an idea into his head, he can’t get it out. He’s used to getting his way. If he has decided that our relatively new house needs a renovation, then it’s going to happen.

Except why is a voice in the back of my head screaming at me that something is not right?

As if sensing my discomfort, Jeremy reaches for my hand. “I’m so excited about this, Naomi. It’s going to be like living in a whole new house together.”

I let him grasp my hand in his, and when he gives it a squeeze, his palm feels warm and solid against mine. At five eleven, Jeremy is exactly six inches taller than I am. It’s the perfect height for me to gaze up at him and feel loved and protected. I always thought it was kismet that I forgot my wallet that day at Starbucks and he paid for my coffee. I remember looking at him in his sharp Italian suit and power tie, and I knew instantly that this was the man I would spend my life with. It made me want to be the sort of woman he’d want to spend his life with.

“Will you call me and let me say good night to Teddy?” I ask.

“Of course.”

I let out an exhausted sigh, thinking of the long night ahead of me cleaning that old apartment out. “Okay,” I agree. “I’ll do it.”

Jeremy’s shoulders visibly relax. “Thank you, Naomi.”

I nod.

“Hey,” he says, “let me help you with your bags.”

Jeremy grabs one of the giant pieces of luggage, which thankfully is on wheels or else I wouldn’t have a chance of moving it on my own. “I’d like to check the closet upstairs,” I say. “Just to make sure you didn’t forget anything.”

“Oh no,” he says as he rolls the bag toward the front door. “I’m pretty sure I got everything.”

“What about my orgone crystal?” My orgonite pyramid is a positive energy generator, which I keep on the nightstand. “Did you pack that?”

His lips twitch. “Got it.”

“Did you pack bras?”

This time he laughs. “Give me a little credit, Naomi. Trust me—everything is in there.”

Except…why? Why did he pack so much if we’re only going to be gone for a couple of weeks?

“Why did you change the locks?” I blurt out.

Jeremy looks up at me in surprise. “I had to. You don’t want all the painters and contractors to have the key to our house, do you?”

“That’s true…”

Except…wait. No, that doesn’t make sense. If we’re worried about the painters and contractors having the key to our house, shouldn’t we change the locks after the renovation is complete?

But Jeremy is already struggling to get my bags through the front door, so I don’t feel like I can grill him further. I’m sure if I do, he’ll have an explanation that will be perfectly reasonable and make me feel silly for even asking.

Jeremy lugs two of my bags out to my trunk while I follow close behind with the third, which is just as big and heavy as the other two. He told me we’re moving out for a quick renovation, but several of the things he has done are not consistent with that. And there’s one other thing I know about Jeremy.

He is an excellent liar.

I’ve seen him lie on the phone when talking to colleagues. I’ve seen him lie to friends and his parents. I’ve even seen him lie to Teddy.

As far as I know, he has never lied to me. The cornerstone of every good marriage is trust. Yes, Jeremy is a good liar, but I have to believe he is telling the truth about this. Because if I don’t trust him, we are finished.

Jeremy slams shut the trunk of my Lexus. “Thanks for getting the apartment ready,” he says to me. He digs into the pocket of his dress pants and pulls out a single key on a ring. “This will let you in the front door.”

I take the key from his hand, our fingers never touching. “Thanks. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

This time he looks me straight in the eyes. “See you tomorrow, Naomi.”

My final clue that everything Jeremy has told me is a lie is that he doesn’t kiss me before I get into my car and drive away from the home where I have lived for the past four years.
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This is not a big deal. It’s just a quick renovation, and then our lives will be back to normal.

I repeat those words to myself over and over as I drive to the two-bedroom apartment where Jeremy’s parents lived until their deaths. It’s a twenty-minute drive, although it only took fifteen when Jeremy used to do it. He doesn’t quite believe in the speed limit.

As I pull into the driveway of the small house with two apartment units inside, I imagine what Jeremy and Teddy might be doing right now. Jeremy claimed he could handle dinner, but I’ve never actually seen him cook anything in the entire time we’ve been together, even in the microwave. All he does is make coffee.

What if Jeremy doesn’t microwave the frozen chicken nuggets right? What if Teddy is sitting at the dining table right now, his belly rumbling, and there’s nothing he can eat? And then he notices I’m gone, and he becomes inconsolable?

I have to take a few deep breaths to get myself under control. Jeremy is a successful investment banker, and he’s clearly capable of feeding our child dinner for one night. Actually, it’s sort of nice that they’re having a boys’ night for a change.

I climb out of the car and pop the trunk. The three suitcases that Jeremy packed are waiting for me, although this time I have nobody to help me with them. I pick up the first of the three and gasp at its weight. Jeremy didn’t seem to be struggling with them, but he’s a lot stronger than me. I nearly throw out my back trying to get it out of the car. The second one isn’t any lighter, and the third one is the heaviest of all.

My God, what did he put in the suitcases? Rocks?

Luckily, they are all on wheels, so I’m able to roll them one by one down the walkway to the apartment. He bought the garden unit for his parents, but it’s been lying empty in the year since his mother died. He cleaned it out right after, but I’m not sure if anyone has been in here since.

The key Jeremy gave me fits into the lock, but then it doesn’t turn. For a moment, I panic, wondering if he has locked me out of yet another home. But then I jiggle the key, and finally, the lock turns. The door sticks a bit, but I manage to push my way inside.

When Marti Roth was living here, the space seemed bright and airy, but a lot has changed in the last year since her death. All the shades are drawn and covered in a layer of dust. Marti’s flower-printed sofa used to be white, and now it’s sort of gray. So is the lampshade of the light next to the sofa. It’s so dusty in here that when I take a deep breath, I start coughing.

And when I finally stop hacking up my lungs, I’m pretty sure I can hear the scurrying of little footsteps. Little furry footsteps.

Oh God. Jeremy wasn’t kidding when he said this place needed to be cleaned out.

I am seized by the urge to dig my phone out of my purse and beg him to let me stay at a hotel instead. Or at least get the place professionally cleaned. I’ve got my hand in my purse, and I’m rifling around, but just as my fingers close around my phone, I rethink the whole thing. Jeremy has been such a great provider and asks so little of me. If he wants me to clean out this apartment, then by golly, I’m going to do it.

I’ll just think of this like a mini vacation away from my family. And apparently also a vacation from breathing clean air.

The little apartment contains two bedrooms, although one of them is so small that it’s more like a large closet with a small twin bed inside. It’s stuffed with dusty boxes that I guess Jeremy never got around to sorting through after his parents died. I’ll have to throw them out if this room will serve as Teddy’s during the renovation.

The other bedroom is more promising. It contains a double bed, which was made up about a year ago but now is covered in dust like everything else. When I sit down on it, all the particles fly into the air, and I start sneezing violently. I hope Jeremy packed some clean sheets for me.

I return to the living room to grab my suitcases, and I drag them to the master bedroom, leaving dusty track marks in the carpet. I start looking through them, and I have to admit, Jeremy packed very thoroughly. The orgone crystal is in there, as promised, and he definitely included a bunch of bras. He also packed a ton of clothing, toiletries, towels, bedding, and even my medical textbooks.

Seeing those textbooks tugs at me a little bit. Even though being a stay-at-home mom has been the best job I can imagine, there are days when I miss my old patients. I loved being a doctor and helping heal people of their ailments—there was nothing more fulfilling until I discovered motherhood. Now that Teddy is in kindergarten, I should think about opening my practice again here on the island.

It’s only when I get to the bottom of the second suitcase that I start to feel very uneasy. Jeremy packed quite a lot. Why would he pack my winter coat in April? I only wear that coat during the coldest months. Why on earth would he think I would need that if we’re only going to be here for a couple of weeks? Unless…

Unless he thinks we’re going to be here for more than a week.

A lot more than a week.

I sink down onto the mattress. Over the last year, it has grown stiff, with barely any give to it. Something is not right about all this. Judging by the contents of these bags, it doesn’t seem like Jeremy thinks we’re moving back into the house any time soon.

Are we in financial trouble? Is he selling the house, and he was just too ashamed to tell me?

We do not live above our means. When we met, Jeremy was already the very successful manager of a hedge fund—so successful that he insisted on a prenup when we got married. The idea that he somehow spent all our money and now we’re so broke that we need to sell our home…well, it seems preposterous.

I reach into my purse for my phone one last time. This time when my fingers curl around it, I don’t let go. I pull it out, and before I can stop myself, I punch in a text message to my husband:

Is there something you’re not telling me?




I sit on my dead mother-in-law’s bed, staring at the screen of my phone. While I’m waiting for a response, a rustling noise from outside makes my head jerk up.

What was that?

It sounded like someone right outside. I rise from the bed, approaching the window, my heart thudding harder with each step. I remind myself that this is a decent neighborhood—Jeremy would never have bought his parents an apartment somewhere dangerous.

But as I peer through the dark window that overlooks the side of the house, the rustling grows louder. And then I see a flash of something behind the window.

Was that a human silhouette?

I grip my phone, wondering if I should call Jeremy. Or maybe I should get back in the car and drive straight home. My husband won’t want me to stay in an apartment that isn’t safe.

Except I’ve already unpacked what looks like half my belongings. And if the renovations really are starting tomorrow, I’ve got to make this apartment livable by the time Teddy is done with school. I can’t allow my son to inhale all these dust particles and get cancer. There’s so much to do before I can allow him to stay here.

I take another step closer to the window. This time I hear another noise, one that disturbs me even more.

It almost sounds like someone slowly scraping the windowpane.

That’s it. I can’t stay in this apartment another minute. I don’t care if I have to wrangle these three monstrous suitcases back into the trunk on my own. I am not about to let myself be murdered during the night by some guy with a hook for a hand. Jeremy will understand.

Just as I’m about to turn around and flee the bedroom, I lift my gaze briefly, and that’s when I catch sight of the tree branch. It’s pressed up against the upper part of the window, and with each passing breeze, the wood scrapes against the glass.

My shoulders sag. There isn’t a hook-handed vagrant outside the apartment after all. It was just a tree. Jeremy always says I jump to conclusions too quickly, and in this case, he would be absolutely right.

Sighing, I head to the kitchen to find the cleaning supplies.
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By the time I get to the school the next day for pickup, I miss Teddy so much that my chest hurts.

It should be no surprise that I didn’t sleep very well last night. I sent Jeremy a text message, asking if I could say good night to Teddy, and he did answer that one. He said our son was already asleep and that he would see me after school tomorrow. While I didn’t expect him to wake Teddy up just to tell me good night, it didn’t keep me from crying myself to sleep. Or maybe my eyes were just tearing up from all the dust. Hard to say.

Either way, I look particularly awful right now. When you’re twenty years old, you can spend the night crying and then look like a million bucks the next day. When you’re forty-two and you shed one single tear, your eyes are puffy for the next week. I read on the internet that tea bags can help, so I put one on each eye, but it didn’t help, and I got tea everywhere.

I spent most of the day making the apartment habitable. There were cleaning supplies in a closet, so I worked my best to get that layer of dust off all the furniture and the shades. I changed all the sheets, and I scrubbed down the bathroom, especially an area in the tub that seemed to be growing mold. And I took all those boxes in the extra bedroom and stuffed them in a closet. It’s not a permanent solution, but it will do for a couple of weeks. I was proud of myself that I got it done before it was time to pick up Teddy.

Kindergarten pickup is insanely early. Jeremy wanted Teddy to do full-day kindergarten, so we had to enter a lottery in order to get a spot. But you know what full-day kindergarten is? It’s nine in the morning to two in the afternoon. Five hours. That’s it.

And that’s why I haven’t managed to find the time to relaunch my medical practice.

Teddy’s private school is at the top of a spectacularly large hill, and the parking lot is at the bottom of it. I don’t get to the gym as much as Jeremy does, but I climb that hill every single day, and it’s actually quite a lot of exercise. Or I would assume so based on how out of breath I am whenever I get to the entrance to the school. I’m sure it’s not helping the eye-bag situation.

The parents all congregate in little groups on the lush green lawn outside the school close to the dismissal time. For the most part, it’s all women, except for one or two dads, who always stand alone. My two best mom friends—who have also become my two best friends—are Ashlyn and Cheryl, and they have already arrived and are deep in conversation when I join them, still huffing and puffing from that stupid hill.

“Hey, Naomi,” Cheryl says. “Did you do something with your hair?”

I self-consciously touch my auburn hair, which I pulled back into a ponytail that I was hoping was stylishly messy but I suspect now is simply messy. The water in the shower was only lukewarm—I’ll have to let Jeremy know so we can get it fixed ASAP—and I also suspect my tears interacted negatively with my hair follicles.

“It was a rough day yesterday,” I say. “We’re starting some renovations on the house. It was Jeremy’s idea.”

“Ooh.” Ashlyn perks up because she loves that kind of stuff. “What kind of renovations?”

“Well, for one thing, we’re redoing the kitchen.”

“Lucky.” As Ashlyn scratches her nose with her left hand, I get a glimpse of the diamond on her ring finger, which is gigantic. Her husband is an ambulance chaser, and he’s really good at it. Jeremy does well enough that he could have easily afforded a ring like that, but I asked him to buy me a pretty pale pink morganite ring instead of a diamond. “I keep asking Roger to redo our kitchen, and he keeps putting me off. Jeremy is so thoughtful.”

“And he’s hot,” Cheryl giggles.

I laugh with them like it’s a joke, although I do think my husband is more attractive than most of the others I have met. And many of them are at least a decade older than he is.

I’m lucky.

“Hey, Naomi.” Ashlyn nudges me. “Cheryl and I were trying to figure something out, and we can’t decide. We need your opinion.”

“Sure,” I say. I hope it’s a medical question. It would be nice to feel useful in that way.

Ashlyn grins at me with a mouth full of teeth that I’m pretty sure are caps. Jeremy’s teeth are just as straight and white as hers, but his are real. “Do you think Cora Janzen got her boobs done?”

Cora Janzen is the mother of a little boy named Zack, who is in Teddy’s kindergarten class. The only thing I know about her is that she got divorced at the beginning of the year, although it had been going on for a long time before that. According to the rumors, she had a prenup, which her lawyer managed to rip to shreds. I also heard she made her now ex-husband cry.

And although she’s standing all alone like she’s got the plague, she looks great. I feel completely frazzled with my hair limp from cleaning all day and the oversize sweater over my yoga pants. But Cora is wearing a stylish yellow dress that perfectly compliments her chin-length platinum blond hair. Her skin looks smooth and unlined and practically glowing. And yes, her breasts do look a little perkier than I remember.

I realize both women are looking at me, waiting to hear my verdict. As if I am the world’s expert on boob jobs. “I’m not sure,” I say.

“She definitely did,” Cheryl insists. “I wish I had a before picture.”

“I saw her flirting with Irene’s husband at softball practice.” Ashlyn crinkles her nose. “Thank God Roger never wants to go to these things.”

As if she heard what we were saying, Cora lifts her eyes and looks over at us. Simultaneously, all three of us drop our gaze. Everyone has been talking about Cora the whole year, especially after she had a few too many drinks at that parents’ night. She must realize she’s the subject of gossip. I’m glad she came out ahead in her divorce, but I can’t help but feel sorry for her that her marriage fell apart.

I’m glad that I’m married to a sweet, thoughtful man who loves his family and surprised us with an amazing renovation to our home.

A few minutes later, Teddy’s class is released. Since they are kindergartners, we have to walk over to the door and claim the children individually to make sure they aren’t kidnapped. I appreciate the caution, but I suspect a kidnapper wouldn’t have much luck here. A few months ago, the new janitor almost got arrested when five sets of parents didn’t recognize him and simultaneously called the police.

After being away from Teddy last night, I almost burst into tears at the sight of his sweet little round face. He wraps his arms around me like he always does, but I can’t help but compare it with the exuberance with which he greets his father. I suppose I am less of a novelty than Jeremy.

“I missed you last night!” he says.

Cheryl and Ashlyn hear Teddy’s exclamation and look at me curiously.

“We’re staying at a different apartment during the renovation,” I tell them quickly. This is how rumors get started. “I was just getting it ready to move into last night.”

“Move in where?” Teddy pipes up.

“The apartment we’re going to stay at while our house is being fixed up,” I explain to him. Jeremy assured me he was going to fill him in, but it looks like that never happened.

Teddy crinkles his nose. “Our house is being fixed up? Why?”

“To make it nicer. Didn’t Daddy tell you?”

He shakes his head. “We just ate pizza and watched TV.”

I’m frustrated that Jeremy was supposed to tell Teddy what was going on, and clearly he failed to do so. But it’s even worse that Ashlyn and Cheryl are both still giving me that strange look.

And once again, I worry there’s some part of this puzzle that I am missing.


5




After school, I have to drive Teddy to his ice-skating lesson.

Every single day, he has a different lesson that I have to take him to. Or sports. So many sports. I’m glad he has an active life, but sometimes I feel like I’m less of a stay-at-home mom and more of an unpaid chauffeur.

I haven’t had a chance to shop for groceries yet, so I make a split-second decision to grab takeout on the way home from ice-skating from my favorite vegan restaurant. I text Jeremy to ask him what he would like, but he doesn’t answer, so I just grab him a black bean burger. You can’t lose with a burger.

Although Teddy sometimes seems completely oblivious to what’s going on around him, he becomes acutely aware that something is different when I start driving a different route home. And entering the apartment spawns an infinite number of questions.

“Why are we here?” he asks me, which is a variation on the question he’s asked throughout the entire drive: “Where are we going?”

“I told you,” I explain for what feels like the millionth time. “We’re going to be staying here for a couple of weeks while the house is being fixed up. It’s where Grandma used to live, remember?”

Teddy likely doesn’t remember, since the year Jeremy’s mother has been gone is like an eternity at his age. He looks around the small living space. I wouldn’t necessarily say my child is spoiled, but he seems affronted by the possibility of having to lodge here even for one evening. “It’s so small!”

“It’s an apartment.”

He scans the living room, his whole face scrunched up. It’s the same face he makes when I force him to eat vegetables. While he’s examining his new surroundings, a text message pops up on my phone from Jeremy:

On my way. Will be there soon.




Thank God. This whole situation was starting to freak me out a little bit, and I’ll feel better when Jeremy comes over with the rest of our stuff. The presence of his father will reassure Teddy too.

“Where are the stairs?” Teddy’s high-pitched voice breaks into my thoughts.

“We don’t have stairs.”

“So how do you get to the next floor?”

“This is the only floor.”

His mouth drops open like the possibility hadn’t even occurred to him. Maybe he actually is spoiled. I spent my adult life in a small apartment before Jeremy decided we should move out here.

“Where’s my stuff?” he asks.

“You packed it last night,” I remind him. “Daddy will bring it.”

“I didn’t pack last night.”

I’m not surprised he doesn’t remember. When he first started kindergarten, we had to return to his classroom several times a week because he kept forgetting his backpack upstairs. Sometimes he’ll forget he already ate and ask me what’s for dinner.

“I’m sure you remember,” I prompt him. “You and Daddy packed up your things, like clothes and toys. He’s coming over here with it right now.”

“No,” he insists. “We watched TV, and then he read to me, and then I fell asleep.”

Whatever. He doesn’t need to remember packing. As long as it actually happened.

Thankfully, the doorbell rings at that moment, so I don’t have to field any more of Teddy’s questions alone. I’m sure he’ll feel much better once he’s got all his stuff here. I know the apartment is small, but we’ll get used to it. Kids that age can get used to anything.

When I reach the door, Jeremy is standing there, holding his briefcase, still wearing his suit and tie from work. He looks exhausted, probably from staying up late packing. Although he doesn’t have any suitcases with him. Only his briefcase.

I guess the suitcases are in the car.

“Daddy!” Teddy hollers, propelling himself at his father. He always smacks into Jeremy at approximately groin level. I joke with Jeremy that this could be the culprit of our inability to make any more babies.

“Hey, Teddy.” Jeremy hoists Teddy into his arms, although there’s something subdued about him. He doesn’t put him on his shoulders or wrestle with him on the floor the way he often does. And he puts him down only a few seconds later.

“Daddy.” Teddy tilts his head to look up at him. “Mommy says we have to live here now and that you have all my stuff. Do you have it?”

I wait for Jeremy to confirm my story. Instead, he drops his briefcase on the couch and pops it open. He pulls out his old iPad, which he has been letting Teddy use to watch videos.

“Here.” He holds it out to Teddy, who grabs it. “Now I want you to go into the bedroom and watch monkey videos.”

My stomach drops when he says that.

There are no monkey videos. “Go in the bedroom and watch monkey videos” is code that we taught Teddy a while ago. It basically means that he needs to disappear into his bedroom without question and not open the door again until one of us gives him the code to come out, which is, “Time to eat snickerdoodles.”

We introduced this code to him after I read an article about how having a secret word or phrase can save your child’s life. We were very serious about it. We told him that if we say those words to him, he is not allowed to ask any questions. He just has to go and do what we say. We remind him about it frequently, but we have only used it once before, when the police came to our door to tell us that Jeremy’s mother collapsed at the supermarket and that she was dead. That was the sort of thing we didn’t want him to overhear.

So Teddy takes this very seriously. He runs off into his tiny little bedroom with the iPad and closes the door behind him, leaving Jeremy and me all alone.

“Jeremy?” I say. “What’s going on?”

“Listen…” He tugs on the dark tie hanging around his neck, loosening it slightly. “I… We need to have a talk.”

“A talk about what?” I shake my head. “About the renovation?”

His shoulders sag. “There is no renovation.”

“What?”

“Naomi,” he says. “I want a divorce.”
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“You what?”

My head is spinning. I can’t believe what Jeremy just said to me. He wants a divorce? How is that possible? Yes, we might sometimes argue over a toilet seat left up or who used up the last of the ketchup. But divorce? That’s ridiculous.

“I’m sorry,” he says, although there’s a tightness in his voice that makes me think he’s not sorry at all.

“I don’t understand.” That is the understatement of the century. “How could you say that? We’re happy together!”

“I’m not happy. I haven’t been happy in a long time.”

“But…” My fingertips have started tingling—I’m breathing too quickly. “What about what you said yesterday? About the renovation and…”

Jeremy doesn’t answer, and it suddenly hits me what happened yesterday. Teddy was never confused—they never packed last night.

“You only told me that to get me to move out.”

His brown eyes meet mine. “It was just easier that way.”

“Easier for you!”

“Right.” His voice is so quiet and calm, it makes me want to shake him. “I don’t want to disrupt Teddy’s life, and I know you don’t either.”

“So you just kicked me out of my own home?”

“It’s my home, Naomi.” His jaw tightens. “I bought it before I even met you. And this apartment is mine too, but…well, you’re welcome to stay here as long as you need to. I’d never let you be homeless.”

“Gee, thanks!”

He doesn’t say anything to that, simply drops his eyes.

I lean against the armrest of the sofa, since my legs feel a bit weak. This doesn’t make any sense. I don’t understand how Jeremy could just suddenly decide that he needs to get a divorce. The only way it makes sense is…

I tug at a strand of hair that sprang loose from my unstylishly messy ponytail. “Is there somebody else?”

He hesitates. Long enough that my stomach starts to churn. But then he shakes his head. “No, nobody else.”

“Then why?”

I am racking my brain, trying to understand why this is happening. If it isn’t another woman, then what is it? Is it drugs? People in the investment banking industry have a reputation for being a little too liberal with cocaine. Has Jeremy been partaking and now has some wild idea in his head?

But no. That doesn’t sound like my husband. Jeremy likes a snifter of whiskey in the evening but never has more than one. He is straight as an arrow.

“Please,” I murmur. “I don’t understand. We’re happy together. Why are you doing this?”

“I’m sorry.” His voice softens this time, and the gentler tone is enough to bring tears to my eyes. “I didn’t want to hurt you.”

“Then don’t leave!”

Jeremy has no response to that. He closes the briefcase that is lying open on the still slightly dusty sofa. “We should be able to handle this with a mediator,” he tells me. “There’s no need to have a legal battle and go to court since we have a prenup. I’ll have my lawyer deliver the papers to yours.”

My head won’t stop spinning. I can’t understand what happened. What changed? Why did he suddenly decide that our marriage doesn’t work and needs to be over?

I feel like he’s firing me.

He starts to move past me, and now the panic sets in. When he first said the D-word, I was sure that he was making a terrible spur-of-the-moment mistake, and I could talk him out of it. But now it seems like his mind is made up. My husband intends to end our marriage, for reasons that make no sense whatsoever. He’s not happy? We’re the happiest couple of any I know! If we’re not happy, I don’t understand what happy is!

“Jeremy…” I grasp his arm, keeping him from escaping the room. “You can’t mean this. Please. We can work this out.”

He shakes his head, not meeting my eyes. “I’m sorry, Naomi.”

If he says sorry one more time, I am going to beat him to death with his own briefcase.

“Listen…” I run my tongue over my upper lip. “What about marriage counseling?”

“Marriage counseling?” He says it like I just suggested he drink a bottle of urine. “I don’t think so.”

“So let’s talk about it now.” My fingers are still curled around his forearm, digging into his skin. “I don’t have anywhere to be. Tell me what’s making you so unhappy, and let’s fix it.”

His eyes finally meet mine. “It’s too late for that.”

I recall that hesitation when I asked him if there was someone else. That’s the only reason I can think of to explain why Jeremy would break up a happy marriage.

Jeremy shakes me off his arm and pushes past me, striding in the direction of the bedroom where Teddy is holed up with the iPad. I stand in his way, blocking him. “What are you doing?”

“I’m going to take my son home with me.”

“Oh no.” I hold up my hands, determined to win at least one battle today. “I don’t think so. If you want to divorce, then Teddy is going to stay with me.”

He doesn’t try to move past me. He stands there, analyzing my face until I start to squirm.

“Teddy should sleep in his own bedroom,” he finally says. “We want to make this as easy as possible for him, and it would be cruel to take him away from his home. Don’t you think so?”

“Then let me move back in, and you leave.”

“Try to be reasonable, Naomi,” he says. “Do you really want to punish Teddy for this? It’s going to be hard enough as it is.”

I don’t budge. I stand there, my arms folded in front of me. He’s going to have to physically pick me up and move me to get to Teddy.

“You can pick him up from school every day,” Jeremy offers. “Spend the whole day with him. He can have dinner with you. But at night, he should sleep in his own bed. In his own room. If you care about him, you wouldn’t want to take him away from his home.”

As much as I hate to admit it, he has a point. I know from our family trips that Teddy tosses and turns in beds that are unfamiliar to him. Sometimes he wakes up screaming. I don’t want to put him through that.

And really, what’s the difference to me where he sleeps? I will still pick him up at school, and we will spend the evening together. None of the other mothers at the school will even know, which I’m embarrassed to admit is important to me.

And there’s another bonus. If Jeremy comes here every evening to pick up Teddy, he will be forced to interact with me. He doesn’t seem interested in talking about this right now, but there’s no way our marriage is over. Jeremy and I are going to grow old together, sitting on the porch in matching rocking chairs.

There’s something he isn’t telling me. And I’m going to find out what it is.

“Fine,” I say. “You’re right. Teddy should sleep in his own bed.”

He raises an eyebrow like he’s surprised I gave in so easily. “Thank you,” he says. “I appreciate that you’re doing what’s best for our son.”

And I appreciate that he is acknowledging the link we have to each other through Teddy. No matter what happens, we will be Teddy’s parents. Together.

I just have to make him see that we are better together than apart.

“I just want to do what’s best for him,” I say.

Jeremy and I are not getting divorced. Not over my dead body.
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Dear Mrs. Roth,

I have been retained by your husband, Mr. Jeremy Roth, regarding your marital dissolution. We would like to settle this matter amicably and expeditiously. Please have your attorney contact me at this email address.

Sincerely,

Leonard Hardwick, Esq.

As I sit on the dusty sofa of my new apartment, I read the email about five times. It hasn’t even been twenty-four hours since Jeremy informed me that he wanted a divorce, and I’m already being contacted by his lawyer, which makes me think that he’s had everything lined up for a while.

When did he decide he wanted a divorce? A few weeks ago? A few months ago? The thought that he’s been planning this without me knowing about it makes me slightly ill.

Why? That’s the question I keep asking myself over and over. We’ve been so happy together. Just last weekend, the three of us rented a paddleboat in Port Washington and spent so long outside that Teddy got sunburned in spite of the SPF 55 I smeared all over his face. And now suddenly he wants our family to be over? It doesn’t make sense.

Jeremy’s lawyer wants to know the name of my lawyer. Except I don’t have one.

I finger the amethyst crystal around my neck, hanging from the silver chain Jeremy bought me. Amethyst always makes me feel calmer, so I wear it during times of crisis. I shift my body on the uncomfortable sofa and slide the laptop over my knees so that I can type a reply. I compose the following email:

Dear Leonard Hardwick, Esq.,

I have decided not to retain a lawyer, because my husband and I will be working things out. This is a temporary blip in our relationship, but a divorce is not the solution. Jeremy and I were happier than most married couples, including, I’m sure, you and your wife. No offense intended.

Sincerely,

Naomi Roth

I don’t send that email. Obviously. But I save it to my draft folder, figuring there will be a day when Jeremy and I will be able to look back at it and laugh.

I’m just having a little trouble visualizing that day right now.

My phone rings where I dropped it on the sofa next to me. Teddy is in school right now, so I check the screen to make sure it’s not the school calling with an emergency. Every time I get a call when he’s not home, my heart leaps into my throat. But as it turns out, it’s not the school. It’s something far worse.

It’s my mother.

Don’t get me wrong—I love my mother. But she is really good at telling me what I’m doing wrong all the time. At an early age, I remember her telling me to stand up straight or asking me, Don’t you think you’ve had enough cookies, Naomi? She lives in St. Louis, which is where I grew up, and I’m grateful for the distance.

But at the same time, this apartment is bleakly empty and quiet. My mother certainly has a way of filling a room, even when she isn’t in it. And maybe I won’t mention that Jeremy and I temporarily split up. I’ll pretend everything is fine.

I swipe to take the call and say as casually as I can, “Hi, Mom.”

There’s a long silence on the other end of the line. “Okay, what’s wrong?”

Damn it, how does she do that? “Nothing.”

“No, something is wrong. I can tell. I knew it before I called you, and now that I’ve heard your voice, I’m sure of it.”

Oh right, my mother thinks she’s psychic. And I don’t mean that in a joking sort of way. My mother actually believes that she has psychic powers, which is medically impossible, of course. I have tried to explain that to her, but it hasn’t stopped her from marching to the police station on three separate occasions with tips on a murder that she had a psychic premonition about. (None of her premonitions led to the murder being solved.)

Despite the fact that she is definitely not psychic, she knows me very well. And she can clearly tell from my voice that something is wrong. I may not believe in psychic powers, but I do believe in a mother’s intuition.

And my mother knows a thing or two about divorce. She’s been divorced three times. You would think it would get easier each time, but it didn’t. Each time, my mother sobbed for days and was miserable for a month. She even brought me with her when I was eight years old on a little excursion to egg her soon-to-be ex-husband’s new house. It’s part of the reason I’m so desperate to make things work in my own marriage.

“Fine,” I say. “Jeremy and I…we’re having some issues.”

“Issues? What does that mean?”

“We sort of…we split up.”

She is quiet for a moment, taking in that information. “Who is she?”

“She?”

“The other woman.”

“There’s no other woman,” I insist, despite my earlier suspicions. “We’ve just been having some problems, and we’re taking some time apart.”

Probably better not to mention the letter from the divorce lawyer.

“Bullshit,” she spits out. “Take it from somebody who has been married and divorced three times. When a marriage doesn’t work out, look for the other woman.”

I toy with the crystal around my neck. “He told me there isn’t one.”

“Well, he’s lying.” She says it like I’d be stupid to believe otherwise. But she also once told the police that our neighbor was a jewel thief. “A nice-looking man like Jeremy with loads of money? I’m sure he’s been messing around on you.”

“Gee, thanks, Mom.”

“You were lucky to land him in the first place,” she reminds me. “He never would have married you if not for Teddy.”

“That’s not true.” Well, it is technically true. We got married because of Teddy, because Jeremy didn’t want him to grow up in a home without two parents. “We would have gotten married eventually.”

“Then why did he ask for a paternity test?”

I flinch, wishing I never shared that little piece of information with my mother. “Look, it doesn’t matter why we got married. We’re a family now.”

“Not anymore,” she says. “Now he’s with her. He’s probably even staying at her house.”

“Actually,” I say, “he’s the one still at the house. I’m staying at that extra apartment he bought for his parents.”

“What? How did he get you to do that?”

“It’s his house, Mom.”

“Still,” she says. “You should never have left. That was a really stupid thing to do, Naomi.”

I don’t want to admit that I know she’s right. But I would never have moved out if he hadn’t tricked me into doing it. “It doesn’t matter,” I say, “because Jeremy and I are getting back together.”

“What are you basing that on?”

This time, I wrap my fingers entirely around my amethyst crystal. “He still loves me, and we have a son together.”

“Well, that’s what I said about your father, and neither of us have seen him for a couple of decades, have we?”

I flinch because she’s right. I probably saw my father five times throughout my entire childhood. “This is different.”

“The only way you’re getting him back,” my mother says, “is if you can get him away from her.”

“There’s no ‘her,’ Mom.”

“Don’t be stupid.” I can almost see her lips lifted in a snarl to reveal her yellow teeth. “Some girl has got her claws in him. And the only way you’re getting him back is if you get rid of her.”

My mother has no idea what she’s talking about. There’s no other woman in Jeremy’s life. I’m sure of it. If there were, I would know about it by now.

Wouldn’t I?
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It has been nearly a week since I moved out and my husband told me he wanted a divorce.

The email from Jeremy’s lawyer is still sitting in my inbox, unanswered. I still have not made any effort to find a lawyer of my own. When I do, that will be like giving up. And I am not ready to do that. If Jeremy is going through a midlife crisis, I can give him a little space. But divorce is not the answer.

As I’m standing outside the elementary school, waiting for Teddy and the other kindergartners to tumble out, it almost feels like things are normal. Ashlyn is going on and on about the note she got from the teacher about invitations to her son’s birthday party.

“Apparently, you are not allowed to pass out invitations in class unless you invite everyone,” she says. “Don’t you think that’s completely unfair? If you don’t want to invite kids that your child doesn’t like to the party, then you can’t invite anyone? Who made up these rules?”

I nod sympathetically, secure in the knowledge that Teddy will make the social cut.

“You think that’s ridiculous?” Cheryl says. “When Jaden had his party, we did invite the whole class—even that child with behavioral issues—but since not everyone came, the teacher wouldn’t let him hand out thank-you cards after the party!”

“How ridiculous!” Ashlyn sniffs. She turns to me. “By the way, what are you doing for Teddy’s birthday? Isn’t that coming up soon?”

I can’t imagine having a big party with everything going on. Even if Jeremy and I manage to resolve things, I don’t know if I can deal with the stress of it all. “We’ll probably just do something small. Family only. You know, because of the renovation.”

“How is it going?” Cheryl asks. “Are you ready to move back in soon?”

I tug at the sapphire blouse I’m wearing, which still wrinkles stubbornly despite a night hanging in the closet. I couldn’t locate an iron anywhere. “Um, not quite yet. We’re still stuck in the apartment.”

“Poor you,” Ashlyn sighs. “Although when it’s over, you are going to have a gorgeous new house! I’m so jealous.”

She wouldn’t be jealous if she had any idea what was really going on. Even though these two women have become my closest friends, we barely hang out when our kids aren’t involved, and I don’t feel comfortable telling them what’s going on with me. I don’t feel like getting their sympathy or their judgment.

I look across the freshly clipped lawn to where Cora Janzen is waiting, wearing another dress that compliments her athletic body. I’m not sure whether she had a boob job or not, but she looks fantastic. And yet all the other women seem to be avoiding her, like there’s an invisible force field surrounding her. Like they’re scared of “catching” divorce.

I’m not going to end up like Cora. Jeremy and I will work things out. My boobs are going to stay the same size, thank you very much.

The kindergarten class emerges from the school, and the three of us walk over to greet our children. When Teddy sees me, he races over with more enthusiasm than he used to. I think he’s been missing me at night. We haven’t quite reached Jeremy levels of enthusiasm, but we’re getting there.

“Mommy!” he says. “Can you carry my backpack? It’s heavy!”

Without waiting for an answer, he shifts his backpack off his shoulders and thrusts it into my arms. Sure enough, it weighs a shocking amount, given it’s a child’s backpack.

“What do you have in here, Teddy?”

“I found five new rocks at the playground,” he says proudly. “Want to see?”

Without waiting for a response, Teddy snatches the backpack out of my arms and rifles through it until he pulls out a small shimmering rock.

“It’s mica,” he informs me.

Teddy’s rock fixation is getting a little out of control. He’ll probably outgrow it soon. Or else he’ll become a geologist, which would be pretty cool.

“I want to show Daddy when I go over to his house tonight,” he adds.

Oh my God, Teddy said that so loudly. I almost drop his bag. Cheryl jerks her head in our direction, a curious expression on her face. My thoughts race as I search for a way to mitigate the damage.

“Yes, we can show Daddy when he comes home,” I say.

Teddy frowns in confusion. “Your home or his home?”

My face burns. There is no chance Cheryl isn’t hearing every word of this. And the second they are alone, she will relay every word to Ashlyn. I cringe as I imagine the conversation between the two of them.

Teddy said his mother and father live in different homes. Do you think Naomi and Jeremy split up?

I bet they did. I always thought he could do better.

You know, they only got married because she was pregnant.

“Teddy,” I say, “Daddy is just staying at the house now while the renovation is going on, but we’ll all be back together soon.”

Teddy looks at me in utter confusion, but before he can protest, I grab him by the wrist and drag him away from the crowd. He can say whatever he wants once we get in the car. I just don’t want Cheryl and Ashlyn to hear, so I don’t stop moving until we are safely back in the parking lot.

“Mommy,” Teddy says as I twist my body in an effort to strap him into his car seat. “Are you getting a horse?”

I strain my wrist, trying to get the buckle on his car seat harness locked into place. Despite the fact that I put him in this same seat every single day, it always seems like he has grown far too big for it in the time since I last used it.

“A horse?” I say as the buckle snaps into place. That’s a new one.

“Zack says that if you and Daddy aren’t living together anymore, that means you’re going to get a horse.”

It now occurs to me that Teddy must be telling everyone at school that his parents don’t live together anymore, and my efforts at damage control are probably useless.

“Where would we put the horse?” Teddy asks me. “Probably at Daddy’s house, because it’s bigger, right? Your apartment is too small.”

“Teddy…”

“Would I get to ride it?” he asks hopefully.

I don’t even know how to answer that. “Do you want a horse, Teddy?”

He takes a moment to consider my question. “I would rather you move back home and live with us again.”

His answer tugs hard at my chest. Jeremy and I have not quite explained to Teddy what’s going on. We have not once used the word “divorce,” and now is probably a good opportunity to tell him what his friend actually meant instead of “horse.” But the fact of the matter is Jeremy and I aren’t actually going to get a divorce. There hasn’t been another peep since that email from his lawyer, and despite my mother’s ominous warnings, it doesn’t seem like there’s another woman in the picture. So there’s no need to scare him.

“We’re not getting a horse, Teddy,” I tell him as I climb into the driver’s seat. “And you can let Zack know that.”

“But he said that’s how it happened with his parents.” He looks almost tearful all of a sudden. “They moved into different houses, and then they got the horse.”

“Right, well, it’s not the same with everyone. Daddy and I are just living apart for a short time, then we will move back in together.”

“But that’s not what Daddy said.”

I crane my neck to look back at him. “Oh? What did Daddy say?”

“He said that you are going to be living apart from now on, but that doesn’t mean you don’t both love me a lot.”

I try to interpret what this means. Obviously, Jeremy felt the need to tell Teddy something, which is understandable. “Teddy,” I say tentatively, “have there been any other…um, women in the house?”

He nods without hesitation. “Yes.”

My stomach sinks. My mother was right all along. “There is?”

“Rosita!” he says. “She comes every morning.”

I let out a breath. Teddy’s babysitter, Rosita, is an extremely lovely woman, but she is nearly seventy years old and a grandmother of eight. That’s part of the reason I hired her. I very much doubt that he’s having an affair with Rosita.

“Anyone else besides Rosita?” I press him.

He shakes his head no.

I’m not thrilled that Teddy is blurting out to all his classmates that his parents no longer live together, but I’m also relieved to verify that Jeremy was telling the truth when he said he wasn’t seeing any other women.

This is a midlife crisis. I thought he got it out of his system when he bought the Tesla, but apparently, his midlife angst is still ongoing. But sooner or later, he’s going to come to his senses.

I’m sure of it.
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I finally got around to that shopping spree for Teddy’s new bedroom.

He hasn’t been terribly excited to spend time at the new apartment, and I’m sure that part of the problem is how dreary his room is. Jeremy has been insistent that Teddy sleep in his own bed every night, and even though I agree with this in theory, at some point I would like Teddy to start spending the weekends at my apartment. I don’t know how long this separation will last, and I can’t continue spending every night away from my baby.

So I went a little nuts. I went to the local strip mall, where I filled my shopping cart with three giant Lego sets, the largest of which comes together to make an entire city equipped with its own fire station. I bought him a new comforter, pillowcases, and sheets adorned with his favorite cartoon characters. And just to cover my bases, I got him a case for his rock collection.

I’m feeling pretty good about my purchases as I get in line to pay for them. My mood only sours slightly when my former next-door neighbor, Phyllis Halpern, joins the line behind me. I have no idea if Phyllis is aware that I have temporarily moved out, but I wouldn’t be surprised. I’m fairly sure she keeps twenty-four-hour surveillance on our house.

“Hello, Naomi,” she says in her crackly voice. I don’t know exactly how old she is, because it would be impolite to ask, but I’m impressed that she is walking around and doing things and hasn’t, like, turned to dust. “How are you?”

“Great!” I say in the most chipper voice I can muster. “How are you doing?”

“My gout is acting up,” she informs me.

“Oh,” I say, because really, what can you say to that? “Sorry to hear that.”

Phyllis looks down at my cart with disapproval in her eyes. “In my day, the children used to play in the street. They didn’t need all these toys.”

She says “toys” like it’s a synonym for “drugs.” I glance ahead at the line in front of me, willing it to move faster. “Yes, well.”

“By the way, Naomi,” she says, “have you been traveling? I haven’t seen your car in almost two weeks.”

“Oh.” I finger the amethyst crystal around my neck, which I have been wearing ever since the day Jeremy told me he wanted a divorce. “Well, my car has been in the shop.”

“Really?” Phyllis looks up at me. Her right eye is a little bleary and seems to point off to the side. “That’s a long time to be waiting for repairs. What shop did you take it to?”

“The one on Pine Street,” I lie.

Phyllis looks like she’s going to ask me another question, but thankfully, it’s my turn to check out. The bored-looking cashier scans all my purchases, and I swipe my credit card, hoping to get out of here as quickly as I can.

“It says this card has been canceled, ma’am,” the cashier informs me.

I look down at the Mastercard in my hand, confused. The expiration date is a year from now. I pluck a second card from my wallet and swipe that one. I look up at the cashier, who shakes his head.

“Sorry, no,” he says.

Oh God. Phyllis is staring at me like I have just robbed a bank—apparently, the only thing worse than buying toys is not being able to pay for them. I don’t know what is going on with my credit cards, but one way or another, I am going to buy these items so I can purchase my son’s love.

“Are you sure the machine is working correctly?” I ask him.

He shrugs, like this whole interaction is way above his pay grade. He looks like he’s still in high school.

“I’ll go get cash from the ATM right outside,” I tell the kid. “Can you please just put these aside for me, and I’ll be right back?”

“Uh…” He glances around like he’s not sure if this is a trick. “Okay. But I can only keep them for a short time, then they have to be restocked.”

“I’ll be back in a jiffy!” I promise. Then I attempt to smile at Phyllis. “Save my place in line.”

If she saves my place in line, it will only be out of morbid curiosity.

I remember passing an ATM right outside the store. There is a massive surcharge, but I don’t care. I’ll deal with it later. Right now, I just need some money.

I insert my bank card into the ATM and punch in my code. It asks me how much money I want to withdraw, and I ask for the maximum, which is $200. It’s just barely enough to buy everything from my cart. I tap my foot against the ground, willing the machine to dispense the money faster. After a full minute of grinding noises that make it sound like it might be shredding the money to smithereens, a message appears on the screen:

Insufficient funds.

What?

This time, I ask the machine to report the balance in my account. It’s a joint account that I have with Jeremy, and there’s usually at least five figures sitting in the checking account at any given time. But now the balance is $25.

What is going on here?

I have a bad feeling about this. I pull my phone out of my purse and select Jeremy’s name from the list of favorite contacts. When it goes to voicemail, I hang up and dial again. Then a third time.

Finally, I hear Jeremy’s voice on the other end of the line. He doesn’t sound happy. He doesn’t even bother to say hello. “What’s wrong, Naomi?”

“My credit cards don’t work,” I tell him.

He sighs in a way that makes me realize that he has been expecting this call. “Naomi, those are my credit cards. I put you on them when we got married, but it feels like now that we’re not together anymore, you should have your own credit cards. Don’t you think so?”

Now that we’re not together anymore. His words are like a dagger in my heart. When did he start feeling this way about me? I still don’t understand! Maybe if it hadn’t happened so suddenly, I could deal with this better. But all I can keep asking myself is Why? There must be a reason.

“What about our bank account?” I say. “There used to be thousands of dollars in it. Now there’s only twenty-five dollars in the account.”

“Again,” he says, “it’s my account. What happened to your bank account?”

When Jeremy and I got married, I had my own bank account. But after I gave up my medical practice, I went through the balance fairly quickly. When I explained the issue to Jeremy, he quickly offered to add me to his own account so I wouldn’t have to worry about money. Because that’s the kind of nice, considerate man my husband is.

Or used to be.

“There’s barely anything in that account,” I say.

“Look, I don’t know what to tell you,” he says. “Like I said, it’s my own private account that I put you on so you’d have money for family expenses. It’s my right to move some money out of the account.”

“You moved all the money out of the account!”

“To be fair,” he says, “I’m paying for the apartment where you’re living right now. I’m paying Teddy’s school tuition. I pay Rosita. What do you need so much money for?”

“I was buying some toys. For Teddy.”

“He has enough toys.”

“At your house.”

“Fine,” he sighs. “But if you want toys for him at your house, it feels like you should be the one to pay for it.”

“You know I don’t have a job right now!”

“Aren’t you a doctor?” he shoots back. “Why don’t you start working again? Weren’t you always talking about how much you missed it? You should go back and do what you love.”

Despite everything, Jeremy knows me very well, and he does have a point. I did have a fulfilling career before Teddy was born, and I miss it. I would love to go back to that kind of work.

“It’s not that easy though,” I tell him. “It would be a lot of work to get my practice up and running again. And it’s not like I have a ton of time since I have to pick our son up every day at two o’clock and bring him to a bunch of practices and lessons.”

“Fine, so I can have Rosita pick him up. She’s willing to do it.”

My stomach clenches. “I hardly get to see him as it is.”

“I’m trying to help you, Naomi.” His voice is gentler now. “You’ve been wanting to go back to work for a long time, and now is your chance to make it happen.”

His words are a reminder that when we first met, I had my own practice and my own income, all of which I gave up to raise our son. I wonder if I took the initiative and became that same capable doctor he fell in love with, we might be able to fix our marriage. I’ve let myself go over the last five years, and that’s got to change if we’re going to have a chance to make this work.

“Do you really think I can get my practice going again?” I ask in a small voice.

“You absolutely can.” His voice sounds the warmest it has since the day he asked me for a divorce. It’s the old Jeremy—the one I fell in love with. “I believe in you.”

“Thank you,” I say. “That means a lot.”

I square my shoulders, deciding that this is a good time to suggest we get together for a drink and talk. Outside the house. Maybe Rosita can watch Teddy so we can be alone together.

“Also,” Jeremy says, “you need to have your lawyer contact mine ASAP. Then we can get this money issue resolved.”

It feels like Jeremy just reached through the phone and slapped me across the face. “What?”

He lets out a long sigh. “Please don’t do this, Naomi. My lawyer says he sent you an email, and you never responded. Just…let’s take care of this. I don’t want it to get ugly. Do you?”

I open my mouth to protest, but all I manage to do is croak, “I don’t have a lawyer.”

“You need to get a lawyer, Naomi.”

“I’m not getting a lawyer before we have a chance to talk.”

“There’s nothing to talk about.” The warmth has evaporated from his voice. “Please get yourself a lawyer. Don’t make me be an asshole.”

“What is that supposed to mean?”

Jeremy groans. “I can’t deal with this right now. I’m late for a meeting. Just get a lawyer, Naomi.”

Before I can say another word, I realize he has hung up on me.

I look down at the useless ATM card in my hand. When we first got married, I didn’t expect us to have a shared account. After all, I was in my late thirties by then, and I had always had my own account. But Jeremy was so sweet when he insisted on putting me on his account. You’re my wife, he said. What’s mine is yours.

Then again, he did make me sign that prenup.

That old bank account left from before my marriage is still there. It doesn’t have much in it, but it will be enough to at least buy necessities like groceries and toilet paper. But I don’t see any expensive Lego kits in my future.

If I get a lawyer and we divide our assets, I’ll have considerably more money. The prenup might not be favorable to me, but with child support, I’ll be able to get by. And in first grade, the school day will be longer, and I’ll be able to get back to work.

But I refuse to let go. I know my husband better than anyone in the world, and there’s no way he would go scorched earth on our marriage like this. There’s something else going on here, and I won’t give up until I know what it is.
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Dear Mrs. Roth,

I am following up on my previous correspondence with you. We are committed to resolving this matter amicably and expeditiously. If we do not hear from you in the next seven days, we will have to seek judicial intervention.

Sincerely,

Leonard Hardwick, Esq.

Well, Jeremy’s lawyer is now threatening me with a deadline.

Within seven days, I need to find a shark of my own, or else… I don’t know what “judicial intervention” means, but it doesn’t sound good. It sounds like something I would rather avoid.

I contemplate my next move as I sit on Jeremy’s mother’s flower-printed sofa, drinking a glass of cheap wine. This is the sort of wine I would never have drunk during my marriage. Our basement at home is actually a liquor cellar—containing bottles of expensive wine, fine whiskey, cognac, and aged rum. I would have been happier with a playroom for Teddy.

Honestly, it all tastes the same to me. But I used to pretend differently when Jeremy and I went to wine tastings together.

Even though I found those events a bit pretentious, I used to have fun. Jeremy enjoyed the wine more than I did, but he didn’t take it too seriously. By the end of the night, both of us were always a little tipsy, which is why we would take an Uber back and forth, and on the ride back, we would make out in the back seat like teenagers.

We had a great marriage. Nobody could convince me otherwise. A few months ago, I would’ve sworn he loved me with all his heart. I don’t know what happened or what went wrong, and I don’t understand why he won’t talk about it.

Maybe he has a brain tumor? Or…what was that movie with the body snatchers?

I check my watch—a Cartier that was actually an anniversary present from Jeremy. It’s just before midnight. Teddy will be asleep, but Jeremy is a night owl and rarely goes to bed before one in the morning. This is the perfect time to talk in private.

I reach for my phone, but then I remember how our last discussion went. I have a bad feeling that if I call him, it’s not going to go any better.

But there’s nothing stopping me from driving over there. For the first time in over five years, I don’t have a sleeping child in the house. I can get in my car and drive over there now, and given that there will likely be nobody else on the road, I can be at the front door in fifteen minutes. And then maybe Jeremy and I can finally talk this through.

Maybe I won’t have to come back to this awful apartment after that.

Before I can overthink it, I jump off the sofa and head for the bathroom. There’s no time for a shower, but I run a brush through my auburn hair and apply some quick makeup—a bit of mascara and a dab of lipstick. I change out of my oversize sweater into something a bit more formfitting. My eyes are puffy from not sleeping well for the last couple of weeks, but when you’ve been married for several years, you have seen each other at your worst. For better or for worse, this is who I am.

It used to be enough.

I grab one of my jade crystals and drop it into my pocket for luck. I swipe my purse, lock up the apartment, and jump into my Lexus. I drive a bit too fast, partially because I’m anxious and partially because of the two glasses of wine I had to drink right before leaving. I think I’m under the limit, but just in case, I drop my speed. The last thing I need right now on top of everything is a DUI.

It’s half past midnight when I make it to the house. It’s the first time I’ve been here since I found those packed suitcases waiting for me, and the sight of the house where I spent the last four years of my life is enough to make my chest ache, especially when I think of my little boy sleeping inside.

I park just down the street and walk the rest of the way. The house is exactly as I remember it. Two stories, painted yellow but with a brick-red trim, and picture windows around the entire first floor. But there is one thing about the house that is different. Something that makes me stop in my tracks.

There’s a beige Jetta parked in the driveway.

I have never seen that car before in my life. It certainly does not belong to anyone I know. I glance over at the windows to the house, noticing that the first-floor lights are still on. Jeremy is awake and clearly entertaining company. I creep over to the Jetta, which I now notice has a substantial crack in the rear fender. I peer through the driver’s side window, looking for a clue to the owner. The car is empty though, except for a fast food soft drink in one of the cup holders.

Is that a lipstick stain on the straw sticking out of the drink? It’s so hard to tell in the dark.

I planned to knock on the front door to have a talk with my husband, but now I’m rethinking that. There is obviously someone already in the house with him. And I’m struggling to think of an innocent explanation for a visitor at nearly one in the morning. Seems a little late for his divorce lawyer to be coming by.

But there’s no way I can leave here without taking a look. I need to see who is in this house.

I creep around the side of the house and locate a good spot to look through the window into the living room. I crouch down, raising my head just enough to look over the lower rim of the window, which will give me a bird’s-eye view of the sectional sofa that we purchased only six months ago for an obscene amount of money. But when I raise my head to get a look…

There’s no one there. The living room is empty.

For about five seconds, I am relieved. I don’t see anyone on the first floor of the house, even Jeremy. He doesn’t have a woman entangled with him on the sofa while they watch television. Nobody is here. But then another thought occurs to me:

What if they’re upstairs in the bedroom?

Well, if they’re upstairs, there’s nothing I can do. Since he changed the locks, I don’t have a key to the house, so I can’t get inside. I’ll just have to go home. Unless…

There are several trees surrounding our property. Most of them have branches that get pretty close to the windows or at least provide a good view. I haven’t climbed a tree in a while, but I think if I could get a foothold on⁠—

Oh wait. The front door is opening.

I quickly abandon the plan that would have almost certainly resulted in me breaking a leg or worse. Jeremy must have been with his visitor in the foyer, which as far as I’m concerned seems like a good sign. Perhaps it was somebody stopping by just briefly—not even long enough for a trip to the living room. I creep around the side of the house so that I have a better view of the front.

Jeremy is escorting a person out his front door. And even in the dim light, it’s very clear that his visitor is female. Her long raven hair is shining under the lantern that lights the front porch.

Okay, this is not a good sign. Jeremy has a woman over to his house in the middle of the night. But then again, they’re just talking on the porch. Nothing is happening. She could be a friend. Or a colleague. Or maybe…a long-lost sister? The point is whatever is going on between them appears to be completely platonic.

Until he leans in to kiss her.
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I’m going to be sick.

Jeremy is kissing another woman. No, he’s not just kissing her. From the looks of it, he’s trying to sample what she ate for breakfast.

Clearly, he was lying when he said there wasn’t another woman. But I guess I shouldn’t be surprised, since he lied about everything else. I’ve heard that you can judge a person’s character best by how they act during a breakup, and for the first time, maybe my husband is truly showing his character.

And oh my God, are they still kissing? How long does this need to go on for? This is the longest kiss I’ve ever seen!

The right thing to do is to slink back to my car and get out of here before anyone sees me. Nothing good can come out of confronting Jeremy and his mistress while they are making out on the front porch. It won’t shame him. And there’s a very reasonable chance that we will start a commotion that will attract the attention of the entire neighborhood. I should go.

And yet, almost against my will, my feet start moving forward, taking long strides toward the front door of what used to be my home.

“I can’t believe you!” I shriek in a voice that even I recognize is way, way too loud. “You’ve been cheating on me all along!”

He stops kissing her at least. He takes a few steps back, his eyes widening in astonishment. And then I see some redness peeking out from under his shirt color. At least for once, I managed to surprise him.

“Naomi,” he chokes out. “What are you doing here?”

Now that I’m on the porch, I can get a better look at the woman that my husband was kissing, and I’m almost sorry I did. She’s really pretty. Beautiful actually. A willowy figure paired with disproportionately large boobs and oversize doe eyes with long lashes that make her look a bit like a cute anime character.

And she’s young. She is really, unfairly young. Definitely in her twenties. Maybe even early twenties, which would be truly horrifying. Now that I’m in my forties, it almost seems like an insult that people in their twenties still exist, with their perky bodies and unlined faces. There is no amount of plastic surgery that could make me look like her. Those days are long gone.

But the worst part? The worst part is that my mother was right.

“I came to talk to you!” I spit out the words. “But apparently, you already have company!”

Oh God, this all makes horrible sense now. I have been trying so hard to figure out what I did wrong and how our marriage fell apart so quickly, but of course, the reason was painfully obvious all along. It wasn’t that I did anything wrong. It was that she came along. And that asshole couldn’t resist.

“Naomi.” He at least has the grace to look guilty. “This isn’t…what you think.”

“Really? So I didn’t just catch you making out with your mistress?”

Jeremy exchanges a look with the twenty-five-year-old girl he has been screwing. He is squirming under his dress shirt, but the girl doesn’t seem the slightest bit uncomfortable. She is peering at me with her clear mocha-colored eyes, a hint of a smile on her lips. After a brief hesitation, she takes a step forward.

“I know this is a bit awkward,” she says in a voice that is as irritatingly pretty as the rest of her. “But I should probably introduce myself. My name is Veronica.”

Veronica? I even hate her name. “Actually,” I say, “I don’t think there’s any need for you to introduce yourself.”

The girl seems unfazed by my response. She just keeps staring at me with those big eyes. Her left eyebrow hikes up a few millimeters, and for a moment, it almost looks like she’s challenging me.

If she wants to fight, she can bring it. I’m ready for her. I’ve got fingernails.

Jeremy must sense something brewing between the two of us, because he murmurs to her, “You should go, Ronnie.”

“Okay.” She flashes me a neutral smile like we are two random people who were just introduced at a party. “It was so good finally meeting you, Naomi.”

I don’t return the sentiment. She’s lucky I don’t scratch her eyes out.

Veronica clip-clops down the stairs back to her Jetta. Jeremy watches her descent, and the longing in his eyes is palpable. He used to look at me that way, but I have clearly been replaced.

It finally all makes sense.

Even after Veronica has disappeared into her car and zoomed off down the road, I’m still fuming. That said, I came here to try to talk things out with my husband, and while we definitely didn’t do that, at least I’ve got an answer.

And now that I know the truth, maybe there’s a way to fix this. This girl Veronica might be beautiful, but that’s all she is. She isn’t his partner. She isn’t the mother of his son. But if we’re going to fix our marriage, first we have to lay everything out on the table.

“You told me there wasn’t anyone else,” I say in an accusatory voice.

“I’m sorry.” He can’t seem to meet my eyes. “I thought it would be easier on you if you didn’t know.”

“You thought it would be easier if I didn’t know you were screwing a girl half your age?”

“She’s twenty-eight.”

She’s older than I thought but still more than a decade younger than Jeremy. More than a decade younger than I am. No wrinkles and no stretch marks, I’d wager. “You’re still way too old for her. You look ridiculous, you know.”

He lifts a shoulder, like he doesn’t care how ridiculous he looks, although the red still creeping up his neck betrays him. Except the truth is he doesn’t look ridiculous with her. He might be older, but he still looks really good. They make a very attractive couple, a fact that infuriates me even more.

“Has she met Teddy?” I ask.

He shakes his head. I take some comfort in the fact that he hasn’t felt her to be important enough to introduce to his son, but then he adds, “Not yet.”

“Look,” I say, “I know you’re having a midlife crisis or something, but⁠—”

“This isn’t a midlife crisis.”

“Well, what do you call it when a forty-year-old married man is having an affair with a twentysomething-year-old girl?”

He frowns, wrinkling his forehead, and for a moment, he reminds me of the way Teddy looks sometimes. “Naomi,” he says in a low voice, “I’m in love with her.”

I start laughing. I can’t help it. It’s just so preposterous! Jeremy can’t possibly be in love with that vapid little girl. He hasn’t even introduced her to Teddy yet! “Oh, please!”

“I am,” he insists, and he sounds so serious that it sucks all the laughter right out of me. “I’m so sorry.”

“So…what?” I say. “You want to divorce me and marry Veronica instead?”

He doesn’t respond. Of course, an adamant no would be the best thing, but at least he didn’t say yes. That makes me confident I still have a chance.

Then again, do I even want him back after all this? It was one thing when we were having “irreconcilable differences,” but now that I know he’s been cheating on me, it makes me look at him differently. I’m not sure I could ever forgive him for this, even if he realized what a massive mistake he was making.

But I so badly want my family to be whole again. I have always wanted Teddy to have the life that I never got to have as a child with two parents who love him in the same household. And before Veronica came along, we were happy. Jeremy was a workaholic—that was undeniable—but he was sweet and considerate and a great dad and also still handsome enough to make my knees weak.

Is our marriage worth saving?

I don’t know, but I hope so.

“I better go,” I mumble.

He nods. “I think that’s a good idea.”

I turn around and walk back in the direction of where I parked my Lexus. I make it almost all the way down the walkway, and then I hear Jeremy’s voice from behind me. “Naomi?”

I turn around. He is still standing on the porch, watching me. “What is it?”

He squints at me in the moonlight. “Will you be okay getting home?”

“Do you care?”

His frown deepens. “Of course I care.”

The buzz from the wine has worn off, and I feel bone-tired. But not so tired that I would fall asleep at the wheel. “I’ll be fine.”

We both stand there for a moment, staring at each other. As I look at this man who is my husband and the father of my child, I know that whatever he has done, this marriage is worth fighting for. But there’s even more to it than that.

I don’t trust that woman he was kissing. He might be in love with her, but I saw the look in her eyes, and there was no love there. She wants something from him.

And I’m going to figure out what it is.
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“I just feel like the lunch period isn’t long enough,” Ashlyn is saying. “As soon as Jax gets his food, the period is practically over. Then he has only five minutes to shovel as much as he can into his mouth before he has to go back to class, but he never gets to finish. By the time I pick him up, he’s starving!”

Cheryl and I nod in unison. The short length of the lunch period has been a major source of grievance among the parents. Considering how much we are paying for this gourmet meal, it seems like the children should have time to actually eat it.

Mostly though, it’s just nice to talk about something as mundane as school lunch. It was two nights ago now that I discovered my husband was leaving me for a much younger woman. I’ve spent the time wondering how I am going to salvage my family.

I don’t have any bright ideas, but on the other hand, I haven’t heard from Jeremy’s lawyer again. That gives me hope. The longer I draw this out, the more time he has to realize what a terrible mistake he is making.

“Perhaps we should meet with the principal?” I suggest. “I bet if a few of us go in to discuss the situation, she’ll listen to us.”

The truth is I couldn’t care less about the lunch situation. But there’s nothing like a good school petition to take your mind off your marital problems.

“You think so?” Ashlyn’s mascara-lined eyes light up. She loves a good confrontation. “I’ve been wanting to talk to her, but I didn’t want to do it by myself.”

“There are a bunch of other mothers who are concerned about this,” I say. “I can see at least three or four people right now.”

I scan the yard for potential allies in our battle to extend the school lunch period. I quickly tick off a few names, and then my gaze falls on Cora Janzen, who is in her usual spot all alone at the other end of the yard. Nobody seems to talk to her anymore, which makes me especially glad that I never told Cheryl and Ashlyn what was going on between me and Jeremy. I don’t need to be a pariah on top of everything else.

While the three of us are coming up with a game plan, I notice an unfamiliar man walking onto the school grounds. At this point, most of the parents look at least vaguely familiar to me, even if I don’t know their names, but this guy isn’t someone I’ve ever seen before. He’s wearing a dress shirt and tie, and he is striding toward the school with a strangely purposeful expression on his face.

Cheryl has been talking about the school lunch dilemma, but she stops mid-sentence as the man draws closer. Everyone is suddenly watching him. The most likely explanation is that he is a father who doesn’t usually come for pickup, but something about him makes me think that he’s not a parent—that he’s here for some other purpose.

Oh my God, what if he is a school shooter? He has a satchel hanging off his right shoulder, and although it’s fairly small, what if it is filled with semiautomatic weapons? What if he walks up to the school, forces his way inside, and starts shooting?

Well, we won’t let that happen! If he has any intention of harming our children, this group of mothers is going to show him what we’re made of.

Except the man isn’t heading for the school building. He makes a turn, and now he’s striding in the direction of the waiting parents. In fact, he is coming right toward us.

Ashlyn and Cheryl tense up beside me. “Who is that man?” Cheryl wonders out loud.

“I have no idea,” I murmur.

The man walks past Cora and all the other parents, although everyone’s eyes are following him at this point. He finally comes to a stop in front of the three of us, and by now, my heart is practically beating out of my chest.

He looks straight at me, his hand on his satchel. “Are you Naomi Roth?”

My legs have turned to liquid. What does this man want with me? Cheryl and Ashlyn are gawking at me as I squeak out, “Yes?”

The man reaches into his satchel. For a split second, I am certain he’s going to whip out a gun. But instead, he pulls out a manila envelope and holds it out to me. “You’ve been served,” he tells me.

What?

I take the envelope from him because I’m too stunned not to. Now that he has done his job, the man turns around and walks off school grounds. He wasn’t here to harm our children. He’s not a school shooter. He is a process server, and I just got served with my divorce paperwork. In front of the entire school.

I almost wish he had shot me.

“Naomi?” Ashlyn says. “Is everything okay?”

“Uh-huh,” I manage, although everything is very clearly not okay.

Thankfully, the school dismissal bell rings, and it’s time to get the kids. Cheryl and Ashlyn are only too happy for an excuse to get away from me. They are my closest friends, but they clearly don’t want to be associated with whatever drama went down today.

I am still clutching that envelope as I walk over to the front of the school to get Teddy. I want to toss it in the garbage, but it’s clear at this point that Jeremy has no intention of abandoning his plans. I have to take this seriously.

Except I genuinely don’t know what to do next.

Teddy comes racing out of the school, slightly off-balance from the weight of his monstrous backpack. I wonder how many rocks he has in his bag today. I remember complaining about all the rocks when I was talking to Jeremy a few weeks ago. This is a big problem, I told him. He just shrugged, which makes sense, because he knew that very soon we were going to have much worse problems.

“Mommy, Mommy!” Teddy pipes up. “Can I go play at the playground with Jax?”

After the way Ashlyn was looking at me a minute ago, the last thing I want to endure is a playdate with her and her son. “We’re sort of busy today.”

“No, we’re not,” he protests. “Today is the only day that I don’t have any lessons or sports, and you said I could have a playdate!”

“Right, well.” I clear my throat. “We’re busy.”

“Doing what?”

I look over at Ashlyn and Jax. Jax seems to have the same idea as Teddy, and he is pointing frantically in our direction. But Ashlyn is shaking her head and pulling him away.

“I think Jax is busy,” I say instead.

“No, he’s not.”

“His mother told me they have to do something.”

“What?”

“I don’t know,” I say through my teeth. I still have fond memories of the time before Teddy was able to speak.

“But I want a playdate,” he whines. “You said I could!”

That’s true. After I was unable to obtain the Legos or the fun bedspread for his room, I have been desperate to do anything to show Teddy that I am fun and worth spending time with. But right now, I would give anything to just be able to go home, have a glass of cheap wine, and sob over the contents of this manila envelope.

Just as I am trying to figure out how to explain this to Teddy, I feel a tap on my shoulder. I turn around, and Cora Janzen is standing behind me, holding her son’s hand. She tucks a strand of her platinum-blond chin-length hair behind her ear as her eyes bore into me.

“Hi, Naomi,” she says. “I was just wondering if Teddy would like to come to the playground with Zack.”

“Yes,” I say gratefully. “He definitely would.”
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Cora and I decide to drive to a playground that is a little more out of the way to avoid the other mothers eavesdropping on us. We find a bench with a good view of the play structure, and we release the boys to do their thing.

I can’t help but admire what fantastic shape Cora is in. I have maintained myself as well as I can, but she just looks so fit, like she takes daily trips to the gym. Even though I know I shouldn’t, I find myself scrutinizing her breasts, trying to figure out if the rumors are true.

Cora must notice me looking, because she says to me, “So what are they saying? That I had a boob job?”

My face burns. “Um…”

She throws her head back and laughs. “It’s okay. I take it as a compliment. By the way, the answer is no.”

Okay, now I’m jealous.

“So.” She sets her steely gaze on me. “I have been hearing from Zack that you and your husband are no longer cohabitating. And I’m assuming those are divorce papers you got served with.”

I drop my eyes. “We’re having some issues. This vixen got her claws in my husband, and now he’s lost his mind.”

“Well, there isn’t much you can do about him ripping apart your family.” She props her arm up against the back of the bench. “But you can make him sorry that he ever laid eyes on her. I hear your husband is loaded. Do you have a prenup?”

“Yes.”

“A complication,” she says thoughtfully, “but definitely not insurmountable. I had one too, but my lawyer got it thrown out.”

I think back to what everyone says about Cora. That her lawyer shredded her prenup. That she made her ex-husband cry. If I’m going to get advice about divorce, there’s no one better to get it from. But I’m still not sure that I want advice about getting a divorce.

“I still want to try to work it out with Jeremy,” I tell her.

She arches an eyebrow. “Seriously? After everything he’s done to you?”

“He was a good husband and a really good father.” I reach for the crystal around my neck. Today I’m wearing a snowflake obsidian crystal, which helps to forge emotional strength. “I think he’s going through a midlife crisis.”

“Oh, boo-hoo. Naomi, he ditched you for a younger woman, plain and simple. He’s not a child—he knows what he’s doing.”

I can’t say she’s wrong, but I still don’t want to give up on my marriage. “My mother had three husbands. It was really hard on me. I never wanted that for Teddy.”

I look over at my son, who is chasing his friend around the playground. They pause only briefly when Teddy finds an interesting rock on the ground and slips it into his pocket. I love watching the unadulterated joy on his face when he’s playing. There’s nothing that makes me happier than seeing him happy.

“Teddy will be happy if you’re happy,” Cora says. “And you’re not going to be happy if you get shafted in the divorce. You need a good lawyer, Naomi.”

“I guess so…”

“Who’s your lawyer now?”

“I don’t…” I cross one leg over the other. “I don’t have a lawyer. At present.”

“Naomi!” She smacks me in the arm hard enough that it sort of hurts. “You need a lawyer! No—you need a shark. You need somebody who can destroy that stupid prenup you signed.”

I squeeze my hands together. “Do you have any recommendations?”

“Well, the best divorce lawyer on the island, of course, is Lenny Hardwick.”

My heart stinks. “That’s my husband’s lawyer.”

“Ouch.” She winces. “Your husband is a smart guy, isn’t he?”

“He definitely is.”

“Okay then.” She reaches into her purse for her phone and taps on the screen. “I’m going to give you the number for my lawyer, Stefanie Gorman. She’s amazing. I’ll let her know I’m sending you her way.”

Cora might have a great lawyer, but I don’t want to call her. Once I have a lawyer, things are going to start moving quickly. A lawyer isn’t going to want me to reconcile with my husband. She’s going to want me to get a divorce, because that’s her area of expertise.

Cora notices my hesitation. She puts down her phone and places a bony hand on my shoulder. “Naomi, I know you’re hoping to work things out with Jeremy. I know you still love him. But he’s already made up his mind.”

“Well…”

“Naomi, he has already made up his mind.”

Except she didn’t see the look in Veronica’s eyes the other night. She doesn’t understand the way my husband—a good man—is being manipulated.

“What you need to do,” she says, “is defend yourself. You need to make sure that you don’t leave this marriage penniless. And most importantly, that you get as much time as possible with your son. You don’t want that asshole trying to get custody and just sticking you with visitation rights.”

I shake my head vehemently. “Jeremy would never do that. He is always at work! It wouldn’t make sense for him to want custody.”

“Yes, well.” Cora lifts a shoulder. “You’d be surprised what gets thrown on the table when things start to get ugly.”

She might be right about needing a lawyer, but she’s wrong about the custody thing. Jeremy would never take Teddy away from me.

Cora finds a scrap of paper in her purse and scribbles down the number from her phone. She holds out the paper for me, and when I don’t take it, she presses it into my hand.

“Call Stefanie,” she pleads with me. “This is going to happen whether you like it or not, and you need a good lawyer.”

“Okay.”

“Do you promise?”

“I promise.”

“Good.” She nods, satisfied. “And one day next week, when you don’t have Teddy and I don’t have Zack, the two of us are going to go out for drinks.” She winks at me. “There’s only so much fun you can have at a school playground, right?”

I return her smile, but I can’t even contemplate the idea of having fun right now. I’m too busy fantasizing about what I would do to Veronica if I got her alone.

If I had fifteen minutes with her, I feel confident I’d figure out the truth.


14




I am getting out of my Lexus in the parking lot of the supermarket when I see it.

That beige Jetta with the cracked rear fender.

It’s parked all the way down the row of cars, the engine still running. I stare at it for a moment, hoping it might be some other beige Jetta with a cracked rear fender. But then a second later, the driver’s-side door swings open, and out she trots.

Veronica.

She’s dressed casually today in a sweater and a pair of snug jeans that show off her legs for miles. She’s easily several inches taller than me, even in sneakers. She swings her knockoff designer purse over one shoulder, flips her jet-black hair over the other shoulder, and then starts walking in the direction of the supermarket.

There are plenty of supermarkets around here. I could get back in my car and find another one and do some Veronica-free shopping. That would probably be the smart thing to do.

And yet I find myself walking toward the store.

I pass her Jetta, and instinctively, I find myself reaching into my purse for my keys. Back before Jeremy, I dated this software engineer who ghosted me right after I slept with him. Keying that asshole’s BMW was one of the most satisfying things I’ve ever done, and what he did to me wasn’t anywhere near as bad as what Veronica has done.

My fingers close around my key ring. I can almost feel the bronze shredding the side of her car. It will feel so good.

But then I release my grasp on the keys. Keying Veronica’s car might give me a few minutes of satisfaction, but it won’t change the fact that she stole my family. Anyway, her car is a piece of shit—the scratch might be a decorative upgrade.

So instead, I continue into the supermarket.

I don’t know what I’m doing. Really, I just need to buy some groceries, because all I’ve got in my kitchen right now are some coffee grounds and a loaf of bread. But instead of filling my shopping cart with nutritious foods for myself and my child, I am following Veronica around the supermarket, keeping far enough behind her that she doesn’t know I’m there.

Veronica is striking enough that even wearing a pair of blue jeans and a sweater, she attracts attention as she shops. I am most certainly not the only person watching her—I’d say about 90 percent of the men in the supermarket have given her a once-over within ten minutes of her arrival. Either she is oblivious to the attention, or she has learned to ignore it.

I don’t know why I’m watching her. I don’t know why it matters what sort of cereal Veronica likes to eat (Cheerios) or what her favorite flavor of yogurt is (key lime) or even whether she likes white or brown eggs (brown). But somehow, I find the whole thing fascinating. Even more so when she picks up a pack of tampons.

Somehow, it’s comforting to know that she bleeds just like the rest of us.

I follow her around the supermarket for about twenty minutes, intermittently dropping items in my own cart when I happen to notice them nearby. She stops at a display of ramen. She’s looking up, clearly interested in a soup on the top shelf, out of her reach. She stretches with her right arm, trying to get to the elusive soup.

Almost immediately, a male supermarket employee passing by jumps to her rescue. I have reached for items on high shelves in the grocery store probably hundreds of times in my life, but I have never once had anyone offer to help me, much less within a millisecond of trying to reach said item. The clerk who helped her is even older than Jeremy and nowhere near as good-looking—not to mention he’s a supermarket clerk and not a hedge fund manager—but she is so effusive in thanking him, you would think he was… Well, who are the handsome movie stars these days? I don’t even know. All I know is that she makes his face turn bright red, especially when she touches his arm.

I am so fascinated by this interaction that I don’t notice I am precariously close to a display of cracker boxes. I take a step back, and the entire tower of crackers sways and then topples over quite spectacularly. Boxes split open, and crackers spill onto the floor, fanning out around my feet. The sound is loud enough that I swear the entire supermarket goes completely silent for a full ten seconds.

Naturally, both Veronica and the clerk who has been helping her look in my direction. Veronica’s eyes fly open wide as she recognizes me. The clerk, on the other hand, looks less than enthusiastic as he stomps over to the mess I made.

“Now I gotta clean all this up,” he grumbles. “Next time, be more careful, will ya?”

He flashes me a dirty look. I’m sure if Veronica knocked over the tower of snacks, he would happily pick it up and then reshape it into an altar in her honor. But instead, he just mutters under his breath as he restocks the cracker boxes.

Veronica moves her cart in my direction, a pleasant though slightly wary look in her eyes. “Naomi, is it?”

I try to make my face blank. “I’m sorry… Have we met?”

I’m sure she knows I’m lying, but she keeps that pleasant smile plastered on her face. “My name is Veronica,” she says. “We met the other night. At Jeremy’s house?”

“Oh.” I tap my forehead as if my memory is being jogged. “You mean at my house.”

Veronica does not take the bait. She just keeps smiling, and I have to admire how pretty she looks, even though she doesn’t appear to be wearing much makeup. Or any at all. She’s just naturally gorgeous, I guess. Oh my God, I hate her so much.

“Look,” she says, “I feel like we got off to a bad start the other day. And I really don’t want that.”

I don’t bother to hide my eye roll. “Oh?”

“Yes.” She nods. “We should be on good terms if we’re going to be co-parenting Teddy.”

I stare at her, incensed by her nerve. “We are not going to be co-parenting Teddy. Jeremy and I are going to be co-parenting Teddy, as we have been doing for the last five years.”

“Yes,” she says, “but eventually, I’ll be spending time with him as well. Maybe even more than you do!”

She flips her long hair over her shoulder, and I am seized by the almost irrepressible urge to hack off all those luscious raven locks. I wonder what aisle the scissors are in.

“Listen to me, Veronica,” I hiss at her, low enough that the heroic clerk still stacking crackers can’t hear me. “I obviously don’t know all the details of how you tricked my husband into sleeping with you, but you have to understand that Jeremy and I have a connection that the two of you will never have. We’re married. We have a child together. You’re just…” I wave a hand in disgust at her tight little body. “You’re eye candy. He’ll be bored of you in a few weeks.”

I was hoping my comments might shake her confidence or make her doubt whether what she has with my husband is real. But instead, her lips curl like she’s terribly amused by the whole thing.

“Oh, Naomi,” she sighs. “I feel awful about the situation. I honestly do.”

“Do you?”

“Of course!” She starts to reach out to touch my arm but then thinks better of it. Smart girl. “I’m not a bad person—really. Jeremy and I just…we fell in love. You can’t choose who you fall in love with.”

“Actually,” I say, “it feels like you can choose not to fall in love with a married man.”

“We can’t help it.” She clasps a hand to her chest. “We just have such a deep connection!”

God, I hate her.

But at the same time, something about this conversation feels off to me. Well, besides the fact that another woman is telling me she’s in love with my husband. When Jeremy told me the other night that he was in love with Veronica, it was obvious from the look on his face that he meant it. But here is Veronica telling me that she and my husband are so deeply in love, and there’s no love in her eyes. All I see on her face is a cold, calculating expression, well masked by a practiced pleasantness and her natural beauty.

Veronica isn’t deeply in love with my husband. She doesn’t love him at all.

I would bet anything on it.

“Hey, lady!”

The clerk’s voice jars me out of my thoughts. He’s holding up a box of crackers, which he shakes in my face.

“What is it?” I snap at him.

He shakes the crackers again. “These broke open when you knocked them over. Now you gotta buy them.”

I definitely don’t want these stupid crackers, but I don’t feel like arguing with this clerk, who is already exchanging conspiratorial looks with Veronica. I’m sure she’ll tell Jeremy about our little interaction today, and I don’t need the story to involve me getting into a shouting match with a grocery store clerk. So I take the crackers and drop them into my basket next to the fruit.

“You should be careful with those grapes,” Veronica tells me, flipping her hair over her shoulder again. “They’re a choking hazard.”

“I always cut up grapes before I give them to Teddy.”

She gives me a meaningful look. “I’m not talking about Teddy.”

A shiver goes through me. It occurs to me that if I weren’t around, there would be absolutely no one to stop Veronica from getting whatever she wants from my husband. I can’t help but think how convenient it would be for her if I kicked the bucket.

I take a shaky breath. “Veronica,” I say, “I…I’m begging you. Find some other guy. Someone who isn’t married and… Just anyone else. Please. Please don’t take my family away from me.”

I watch Veronica’s face, hoping my impassioned speech has gotten through to her. Even if she went after my husband for his huge bankroll, it doesn’t mean she doesn’t have a shred of compassion in her body. She has to understand that she’s ripping my family apart. This is not a victimless crime.

But I can see from her eyes that she truly does not care. There’s no compassion there. Not even a flicker. And all the while, she keeps smiling at me.

“I’m sorry,” she says, “but they’re my family now too. And I don’t think you’re going to be very happy if you try to get in our way.”

And then she walks away with her key lime yogurt and brown eggs and not even one box of crackers.

That’s it. I’m going to that lawyer Cora recommended, and I’m going to fight back.
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I’ve got an appointment this morning with Stefanie Gorman, divorce attorney.

As I sit in the waiting room outside her office, furnished with mahogany chairs that look like they cost thousands each, I have mixed feelings about the whole thing. I need a lawyer, and Cora says she is amazing. But retaining an attorney makes this whole thing feel more real.

This is really happening. Jeremy and I are actually getting divorced. Or at least that is the path we are headed down unless I can make him see the truth about Veronica. But right now, most importantly, I need to protect myself.

“Mrs. Roth?”

I perk up at the sound of the receptionist for Stefanie Gorman calling out my name. She has a male receptionist, which I find weirdly cool. Plus, he’s really hot in a preppy sort of way. I keep sneaking looks at him over the magazine I’m pretending to read.

“You can go in now, Mrs. Roth,” the hot receptionist informs me.

“Thank you.”

I rise to my feet and smooth out the knee-length black skirt that I paired with a white blouse. I even wrestled my hair into a neat bun, staring at my reflection in the tiny bathroom vanity mirror that I can’t ever seem to get 100 percent clean, no matter how much I scrub. I’m desperate to look professional.

Stefanie Gorman’s office is larger than my new apartment and furnished with expensive-looking furniture. Jeremy knows the expensive brands far better than I do, but my rule of thumb is that if a piece of furniture looks heavy, it’s probably expensive.

As for Stefanie Gorman herself, she is dripping with success—everything about her is immaculate, from her clothes to her makeup to her hair. Her dark locks are pulled back like mine, although hers is much shinier, and she has it in some sort of complicated French twist. Her features are sharp and shrewd, but when she smiles at me, her face softens. I instinctively like her.

“Thank you for seeing me so quickly, Ms. Gorman,” I say.

“Please, call me Stefanie.” She reaches out to shake my hand, and her grip is surprisingly firm given her wiry frame. “Please have a seat, Mrs. Roth.”

“Naomi,” I correct her, offering her the same courtesy she gave to me.

I really like this woman. I wasn’t sold on the idea of going to a lawyer, but I trust her. She’s going to help me. I am so thankful to have her on my side.

Stefanie Gorman sits down at her desk across from me and laces her fingers together. “I should cut right to the chase,” she says. “I didn’t realize it until this morning, but I am unable to represent you.”

My jaw drops open. “What?”

“Unfortunately,” she says, “your husband, Jeremy Roth, has already retained my services. So it would be a conflict of interest for me to represent you as well.”

“That’s got to be a mistake.” I tug at my skirt, which is riding up my legs. “Jeremy already has a lawyer. Leonard Hardwick.”

“Yes, I’m familiar with Lenny Hardwick,” she says. “But regardless, your husband also retained my services.”

I shake my head, unable to understand what’s going on. I have finally found an advocate, and now it feels like the rug has been pulled out from under me. Again. “Why would he retain the services of two different lawyers?”

“I’m not sure.” Stefanie is quiet for a moment, contemplating this turn of events. “There’s another excellent lawyer I can recommend. Carrie Moynihan. She’s one of the best divorce lawyers I know. In fact, let me give her a call right now.”

It seems strange that this attorney is willing to call another lawyer on my behalf, but if she’s willing to help me, I’m not going to stop her. She picks up her cell phone, selects a number from her contacts, and a moment later, it sounds like she has a direct line to Carrie Moynihan. She tells the other attorney my name, and after a moment of tense discussion, she puts down the phone and focuses her gaze back on my face.

“Well,” she says. “It seems that your husband has retained Carrie’s services as well.”

“I don’t understand.” My palms have become sweaty, and I wipe them on my skirt. “Why does my husband need three lawyers?”

“He doesn’t.” She leans back in her chair, her eyes never leaving mine. “He retained all the best local divorce lawyers to keep you from being able to use them. Excuse me for saying so, but your ex is a bit of a shithead.”

I don’t know what to say to that. She doesn’t even know about how he tricked me into moving out. Or cleaned out our bank accounts. As much as I want Stefanie to be my lawyer, I’m not even sure I could afford her.

But as hard as I try, I can’t imagine the Jeremy I was married to doing these things to me. He’s not a shithead. He was the one who told me to get a good lawyer, so why would he make it so hard for me to find one?

It’s got to be Veronica who is behind this.

“What should I do?” I ask in a voice that I know sounds desperate.

She taps her immaculately manicured nails on her desk for a moment. “Actually,” she says, “I think I know somebody who would be perfect for you.”

“What if Jeremy already retained them?”

She laughs out loud. “Oh no. That won’t be an issue.”

She opens one of her desk drawers and fishes around inside for a moment. Finally, she comes up with a slightly bent business card and slides it across the table to me. I pick it up and read off the name. “Ezra Fletcher.”

“Right,” she says. “Except…” She reaches over and snatches the card out of my fingers. “Sorry, this phone number is probably wrong.” She scribbles a new number on the card and slides it back across her desk. “This number should work.”

“He’s a divorce attorney?”

One side of her lips quirks up. “Sort of a jack-of-all-trades. He’s really good though. Honestly, you’ll be in great hands.”

It’s extremely hard for me to imagine that this man, who doesn’t even have the correct number on his business card, could be as good as Stefanie Gorman, who ripped apart Cora’s prenup and also has the most gorgeous leather chair I’ve ever seen. But beggars can’t be choosers. Speaking of which…

“Also,” I add, “I’ve got a bit of a problem…”

She raises an eyebrow. “Yes?”

“My husband cleaned out all our bank accounts,” I admit. “So at the moment, I’m a little low on funds.”

“Shithead,” she mutters again, under her breath. “I’m sorry, Naomi. That’s awful. Ezra will help you out though. I’ll call him personally and explain the situation.”

Tears jump into my eyes. Stefanie Gorman doesn’t have to be this kind to me, but it means the world. “Thank you. Thank you so much.”

“Hey, we women need to stick together.” She winks at me. “I might not be able to take your case, but I’m rooting for you, Naomi. I hope you take that i-banker bastard to the cleaners.”
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I managed to make an appointment with Ezra Fletcher for tomorrow morning.

My brief phone conversation with Fletcher did not fill me with confidence. He sounded distracted and gave me some convoluted instructions for a garage I have to park in when I come to his office, because if I don’t, someone will “probably” break into my car. Part of me wonders if Stefanie Gorman actually is working for Jeremy, and she sent me in this attorney’s direction as part of the sabotage.

But it’s not like I have a lot of options.

Jeremy asked me if I’d mind dropping Teddy back at our house tonight since he was going to be working late. I jumped at the chance. When Jeremy picks Teddy up from the apartment, he doesn’t even get out of the car half the time. He just parks in front of the house and texts me to send Teddy out. When he does bother to come to the door, he’s always looking at his watch, ready to back out.

But tonight will be different. I’ll come to the door and insist that I come in and talk. I’ll tell him what Veronica said to me at the grocery store—about how she basically threatened me. He might not immediately kick her to the curb, but it will at least plant the seed in his head that she isn’t as great as he thinks she is.

I park in front of the house, Teddy in the back, feeling that ache I always get these days when I visit the place where I lived for the last four years of my life. Jeremy said that it was his house, and while that might be legally true, this was the home where I ate dinner with my family for four years. This is where I decorated Christmas trees and put out presents from Santa. This is where Jeremy and I made love every night.

“Mommy, why are we just sitting here?” Teddy pipes up from the back seat.

His words snap me out of my thoughts. I plaster a smile on my face, shaking away any traces of sadness. “No reason.”

“Are you sleeping at home with us tonight?” Teddy asks in a voice that is so hopeful, it breaks my heart.

“Maybe.”

Teddy cheers as I pull down the sun visor and take a second to apply a fresh layer of lipstick in the vanity mirror. I try not to feel bitter at the memory of how great Veronica looked in the supermarket wearing zero makeup.

“Why are you putting on lipstick?” Teddy asks me.

“No reason.”

“Are you going out somewhere?”

“No.”

He opens his mouth as if to ask another question, but I shoot him a look that thankfully renders him silent. That works maybe once a year, so I’m grateful.

I get Teddy out of his car seat, and he grabs his backpack from the seat beside him. His haul of rocks from the playground today was particularly large, although one of them was a rose quartz that was actually very pretty. The weight of the bag causes him to walk tilted slightly backward as we stride together toward the front door. Instinctively, I reach into my purse for my keys, but then I remember Jeremy changed the lock.

I bet Veronica told him to do it.

I press the doorbell instead, suppressing the urge to hop between my feet like Teddy is doing. I have a comely smile on my face when the door swings open, but it fades when I see Rosita standing there.

Rosita has a pleasantly round face with delicate lines around her eyes and black hair that she always keeps tied back in a neat bun. In the nearly four years I have known her, I have not once seen her without her hair in a bun—not even a ponytail. I probably wouldn’t recognize her if she took her hair down.

“Hello, Miss Naomi,” she says a bit stiffly. I used to keep telling her that just plain Naomi is fine, but I have given up on that.

I was the one who hired Rosita and interacted with her the most, so her awkwardness around me is yet another slap in the face. “Hi, Rosita,” I say in my warmest and friendliest voice.

Teddy races past Rosita into the house, and she looks like she’s about to close the door, but I put out my hand to stop her. She blinks at me in surprise.

“Wait,” I say. “Is…is Jeremy home?”

“He’s working late,” she says, although she avoids my eyes, which makes me think he is home.

“I just need to talk to him for a minute.” I try to keep the whining edge out of my voice, but it’s hard. “I’ll be quick.”

Rosita hesitates for a moment, then shakes her head. “I’m sorry.”

And then she closes the door in my face.

Well, that was a waste of lipstick. I trudge back to my car, a sick feeling in the pit of my stomach. Clearly, it’s going to be harder to get Jeremy alone than I thought it would be, but I’m not going to stop trying.
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I drive home, stopping on the way at a fast-food place for a burger, fries, and a milkshake. I already had a kale and chickpea bowl for dinner, but it’s an hour later, and I’m still hungry. I haven’t had fast-food french fries in years, but if I ever desperately needed something fatty and fried, it’s today.

When I get back to the apartment, I juggle the paper bag damp with grease in one hand while I dig around in my purse for my keys with my other hand. I can’t seem to locate them, and even worse, my fingers hit something sticky, and I remember the strawberries Teddy didn’t eat yesterday that I wrapped in napkins and stuck in my purse until I could find a trash can (but then completely forgot). Just as I’m about to drop the fast food on the doorstep and perform a two-handed search, I notice something strange.

The door to my apartment is ajar.

I stare at the door, my heart in my throat. Why is the door partially open like this? It doesn’t look like the lock is broken or has been forced in any way. And it’s just barely open, hardly enough to be noticeable.

Slowly, I reach out and give the door a push, allowing it to swing open the rest of the way.

I linger on the doorstep, half expecting someone to come jumping out at me. Nobody does. I have a pretty good view of the living room of the small apartment from here, and it looks exactly the way I left it this morning. It definitely doesn’t look like it’s been ransacked or burgled. It’s completely still and silent.

The thought occurs to me that there’s a small chance I might have forgotten to lock the door when I left to drop Teddy off at the house. The neighborhood is relatively safe, so I am not that concerned with locking up tight when I leave, but I did notice that the plate on the doorframe doesn’t always latch completely on the first try. If I forgot to lock the door, I could easily have come home to find it ajar.

Is that what happened?

My phone is in my purse, next to the mushy strawberries. I could call the police and let them know that I came home to find the door to my apartment open. They could check it out and make sure everything is safe. That might be the smart thing to do, especially after the way Veronica threatened me in the supermarket.

Except that seems like a huge overreaction. There’s no evidence of a break-in. There’s no sign that there’s an intruder in my home. Plus, the last thing I want to do right now is to deal with the police. I just want to flop down on the couch and eat my unhealthy dinner.

Tentatively, I step inside the apartment.

It’s quiet in here. Unlike the other night, I don’t hear any rustling or scraping. If there is an intruder, it doesn’t seem like they want me to discover them here. I look around the living room, checking for signs that anything is out of place. I feel a twinge of sadness when I spot a few rocks Teddy left behind on the coffee table. I drop the greasy bag next to them.

The doors to the two bedrooms are both open. I peek in the first room—Teddy’s room. It’s a bit of a mess because he was playing there and didn’t clean up properly, but it looks the same way it did when we left. I even check the closet, and there’s no one crouching in wait. Nothing.

The second bedroom is mine—the place I’ve been sleeping ever since I was kicked out of my home. I peer inside at the freshly made double bed and the orgonite pyramid on the nightstand. The orgone hasn’t brought me much luck lately, but things are going to turn around soon. I’m sure of it.

Finally, I check the bathroom, which doesn’t take long because it’s a quarter the size of my old master bathroom, which had two separate sinks so that Jeremy and I could brush our teeth without stepping over one another. Like the bedrooms, it’s quiet. I cleaned it just this afternoon, trying to coax a shine out of the dull porcelain sink. I almost turn around, but then I notice that the shower curtain is drawn.

Did I close the shower curtain after cleaning the bathroom? Usually I like to keep it open.

A voice in the back of my head is telling me that now is the time to call 911. Now there are two things out of place, including the front door hanging open. It’s stupid of me to investigate on my own. That’s how women get killed. Plus, there’s already someone who I know would prefer that I were out of the picture.

Then again, am I really going to call the police to look behind a shower curtain? Am I five? What’s next—asking them to check under my bed for the boogeyman?

After all, if there were someone behind the shower curtain, there would be a shadow. Right?

I take a deep breath, my legs wobbling as I step forward into the bathroom. I reach out a hand and grasp the side of the curtain. I squeeze my eyes shut for a moment, then I open them again and yank at the curtain, exposing the inside of the tub.

Nothing.

My body goes limp. Thank God I didn’t call the police—I would have looked so foolish. I surely just forgot to lock the door before I left to drop Teddy off, and that’s all it was. My encounter with Veronica has just put me on high alert.

Now that I’ve verified there isn’t anyone lurking in my apartment, I go to the small kitchen off the living room. I might be eating a fast-food dinner, but I can at least be civilized enough to serve it on a plate. I open one of the cabinets over the kitchen counter, and that’s when I notice the knife block sitting on the counter.

There’s one knife missing.

My heart ratchets in my chest as I stare down at the empty slot in the knife block. I whirl around, expecting to see Veronica standing behind me, brandishing the missing knife in her right hand. But again, there’s no one there.

That’s when I spot something glinting in the sink. The knife.

I should be relieved that there isn’t an intruder in my apartment, waiting to slash me to ribbons with my own utensils, but I still can’t push away my uneasiness. I never leave the house with dirty dishes in the sink. It’s one of my rules. Plus, I don’t think I used that knife tonight. Am I 100 percent sure? No, I’m not. But…

Something isn’t right here. Call the police, Naomi.

The voice in the back of my head has gotten louder. I can imagine forgetting to lock the door or closing the shower curtain or leaving a knife in the sink, but all three? It seems impossible.

Except exactly what would I tell the police? A knife left in the kitchen sink isn’t exactly a crime you’d see on the ten o’clock news. What would I expect the police to do? I can’t expect them to investigate Veronica based on a non–crime scene. They’d probably laugh at me. Or worse, talk to me in a patronizing voice, like I’ve lost it.

So instead, I grab a plate from the cabinet and return to the living room to eat my food, even though I’ve completely lost my appetite.
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At 9:30 the next morning, I show up for my appointment with Ezra Fletcher.

The neighborhood where the small office building is located turns out to be as sketchy as promised. The streets have an empty postapocalyptic feel to them, where all the stores are boarded up with wooden planks that are covered with graffiti. I park in the garage as instructed, and while I’m walking from the garage to the building, I hold one key between my index and middle finger to serve as a makeshift weapon.

Fletcher’s office is on the fifth floor, and there is an elevator, but it has a big out of order sign on it, so I have to take the stairs. The building is old, and the stairs groan with each step, and the banister feels a little loose as well. By the time I get to the top, I’m huffing and puffing. I walk down a narrow hallway with a flickering light overhead until I reach a wooden door with a sign on it that says Ezra Fletcher. And I knock.

A second later, I hear shuffling behind the door, followed by a crashing sound, more shuffling, and a few swear words. Finally, Fletcher pulls open the door to his office.

Absolutely nothing about this office makes me feel good about hiring this man to be my lawyer. Including Fletcher himself, who looks like he didn’t brush his hair this morning or shave. At least his breath smells minty. He looks approximately my age, give or take a few years, although there’s something youthful about his energy. He’s the kind of skinny that makes it look like he forgets to pause for meals, and he has a pair of thick glasses perched low on his nose. He’s wearing a dress shirt that is almost unacceptably wrinkled, and he’s got a tie on, but it’s hanging loose around his neck.

The office itself is even worse. It’s even smaller than Teddy’s non-bedroom at my apartment, stuffed with a small desk and a bunch of overflowing bookcases. He has two large stacks of papers on his desk, and the two chairs in front of it also both have stacks of paper occupying them.

“You must be Naomi Roth.” For some reason, he’s holding a stapler in his right hand, and he transfers it to his left so he can shake mine. “I’m Ezra Fletcher. It’s good to meet you. Stefanie filled me in on the whole situation.”

“Yes, she…um, recommended you very highly.” Although I’m having trouble figuring out why.

“Did she?” That seems to please him very much. “Okay, well, why don’t you have a seat?”

I would love to have a seat, except both of the chairs in his office have stacks of paper on them. Does he want me to perch myself on top of the paper?

Fletcher seems to recognize my predicament, and he grabs one of the stacks of paper from the chair. He moves it to his desk, balancing it on top of another stack of paper. It teeters for a moment, and he looks nervous the whole thing will topple over, but miraculously, it does not.

He grins at me. “Whew.”

I don’t smile back. “That’s, um, a lot of paper.”

“Ha, yeah, it is, huh?” He surveys all the stacks. “This hospital sent it all to me, because they think they can bury me in paperwork, and we’ll just flat out forget about the fact that they were negligent. But I’m going through every page of this, and by the time I get done with it, they’re going to be paying through the nose.”

There is a certain confidence to his voice when he talks that makes me forget about his wrinkled shirt and messy office and the five flights of stairs I had to climb to get here. Maybe Stefanie Gorman wasn’t punking me after all when she recommended this guy.

“So let’s talk,” he says.

He points at the now-vacated chair, and I sit down while he takes the seat behind his desk. I clear my throat. “Did Stefanie explain about the money situation?” I ask tentatively. I don’t want to get my hopes up and then have him toss me out because I can’t afford his retainer.

“Yeah, she told me.” He fiddles with his untied tie, and for a moment, it seems like he might tie it, but then he doesn’t. “Said your husband wiped out all your joint accounts. What an asshole.”

“Well, it is his money. I don’t have a job.”

He blinks at me. “Why are you defending him? What he did to you was not cool, and he knows it. He’s playing dirty, and by the end of this, he’s going to be sorry.”

“You think so?”

“You have my word.” He lays a hand on his chest, a sincere gesture I find oddly charming. “You bring that prenup?”

I reach into my purse and pull out the folded sheaf of papers. Although I’m not sure what to do with it, since there is absolutely no place to put it on his desk. Thankfully, he holds out his hand for it.

He pushes his glasses up the bridge of his nose and flips through the papers. “Did you have a lawyer look this over before you signed it?”

I hang my head. “I didn’t. I’m sorry. I was just… I trusted him.”

“Oh no, don’t be sorry.” He flips another page of the document. “You’re not the first, and you won’t be the last. Everyone thinks their marriage is going to last forever, so you sign whatever they put in front of you.”

That’s exactly what I was thinking. I never thought I’d be in a lawyer’s office dissecting the prenup. I never thought I’d ever see it again after signing.

He lingers on one of the pages, his lips curling up. “Anyway, if you had gotten a lawyer, they would have told you not to sign this because it’s a mess. Clearly he coerced you to sign it. Did he really think this would hold up in a divorce? He must’ve been out of his mind.”

I blush. “He didn’t coerce me to do anything.”

“Naomi.” He drops the prenup on the keyboard of his computer, since it’s the only free space in the whole office. He folds his hands in front of him, and I can’t help but notice there’s no wedding band on his left hand. “Listen, I want to help you, but I’m feeling some…hesitation. What’s going on?”

The earnest expression on his face makes me feel comfortable opening up to him. After all, this guy is my lawyer. Possibly the only one left in town. “My husband is having an affair with another woman.”

“I’m sorry. That sucks,” he says like he means it. “But unfortunately, it doesn’t help us much. New York is a no-fault state.”

“But I just…I don’t think she really loves him. She’s using him.” I wring my hands together on my lap. “I don’t think he really wants a divorce.”

“He served you with divorce papers. In public.”

“Right, but he’s just sort of…under her spell. He and I have a child together. He loves me, and I love him.”

His eyes soften as he sits back. “Look, I get it. Nobody wants their marriage to be over, especially if you’ve got a kid together. But especially because you do have a kid, you need to protect yourself. You need money so that you can provide a good home for the two of you. And you want to make sure the custody arrangement is favorable for you. If you go in there unprepared, he’s going to walk all over you. Trust me—I’ve dealt with a lot of people like your husband.”

What he’s saying makes sense. I hate to admit it, but he’s right.

“So,” he says, “are we going to move forward?”

I don’t want to proceed with this divorce, but I don’t have a choice. If Jeremy wants this, I can’t avoid it. “Yes. Let’s move forward.”

“Great! Now let’s get to work.”

He punctuates that statement by slamming his palm down against the surface of his desk. A stack of papers topples over and flies everywhere.
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When I arrive at my old house on Saturday to pick up Teddy to spend the day together, Jeremy looks furious.

“Naomi.” His voice is tense and angry as he pulls open the door to let me inside. He’s wearing one of his expensive business suits because my husband literally never stops working, and unlike my attorney, his tie is cinched into a perfect Windsor knot. He looks achingly handsome. “You were supposed to be here over an hour ago!”

I look down at my watch, which reads ten o’clock in the morning. “You said ten.”

“Seriously? I said nine!”

I step into the living room and catch sight of Teddy, sitting on the sectional sofa, wearing a light jacket with his backpack already on his back. The thought that he’s been waiting for me like that for the last hour tugs at me.

“You definitely said ten,” I say again.

“I definitely said nine.” He frowns at me. “Why am I even surprised? You do this every time. Every time. I forgot that we’re dealing with Naomi Time.”

I chew on my lower lip. He told me to come at ten o’clock. I’m sure of it. But of course, I don’t have any record of what he said. We discussed it only briefly when he was picking up Teddy from the apartment last night. Our conversations are always exceedingly brief these days.

“Why didn’t you text me when I was late?” I ask.

“I did.”

He did? I dig into my purse to pull out my phone, and I can see right away that there’s a string of missed text messages on the screen asking where I am. I have a tendency to forget I’ve put my phone on silent.

“Next time I’ll get Rosita to come,” he grumbles. “So I’m not stuck here waiting for you to eventually show up whenever you feel like it.”

Again, I feel a stab of guilt. Is it possible that I got it wrong? Did he tell me nine o’clock, and somehow I thought he said ten? He seems so sure of himself. Maybe I’m the one who screwed up. When we were talking, I was in the middle of cooking dinner, and I had two pots going at once, so it does seem possible I might have misheard him.

I feel terrible that I kept Teddy waiting. He looks so forlorn sitting there on the couch. But then he lifts his eyes and spots me, and his face lights up. When he leaps off the couch to greet me, I see that he is clutching an elephant toy. He holds it up excitedly. “Look, Mommy! Look what I got!”

“Very nice!” I say, trying to muster up an appropriate amount of enthusiasm to make up for being late.

“Ronnie bought it for me!”

It feels like I just got sucker punched in the gut. “Oh…”

“She’s really nice, Mommy,” he continues. “And she’s also really pretty.”

I want more than anything for him to stop talking. I turn to Jeremy, who is sifting through his briefcase. “Jeremy?”

He doesn’t look up. “Uh-huh?”

“Did you introduce Teddy to Veronica?”

He pauses his search for whatever papers he was trying to find and looks up at me. “I did.”

Up until now, I was thinking that whatever was between Veronica and Jeremy couldn’t possibly be that serious, since he didn’t introduce her to our son. But apparently, they have now reached that milestone.

I want to burst into tears.

“Can I talk to you for a minute?” I say to Jeremy.

“Fine.” He’s back to looking through his briefcase, as if I’m barely in the room. “What’s wrong?”

I glance over at Teddy, still clutching that stupid elephant. “In private, please?”

He inspects his Rolex. “Yes, okay. But please, let’s make it quick. I’m already running late.”

I can’t imagine what important meeting he has on a Saturday morning, but Jeremy is always working. His clients are very needy, and they pay him enough that he has to make himself available. That’s why I need to get a decent apartment so Teddy can start living with me again.

Jeremy leads me into his downstairs office, and when we get inside, he closes the door behind us, and I have a flashback to the night we got married. Teddy spent the night with Jeremy’s parents so we could have the house to ourselves, and Jeremy insisted on carrying me through the house and upstairs to our bedroom. Even though he was straining by the time he deposited me in our bed, it was so romantic. I still remember the thrill that went through me as he eagerly climbed on top of me and consummated our marriage. I finally had everything I ever wanted.

Jeremy doesn’t make a move to sit on the sofa. He simply crosses his arms and arches an eyebrow at me. “Everything okay?”

His tie is slightly crooked. I reach out to straighten it, like I used to, and he jerks back from me like I scalded him.

“Naomi…” He looks almost guilty, which seems ridiculous. “Please don’t…”

“I’m your wife,” I point out. “I’m allowed to touch you.”

He doesn’t say anything to that. There’s a look on his face that I can’t quite identify.

“Why did you introduce Teddy to Veronica?” I challenge him. “I thought you were going to wait.”

“I did wait.” His answer makes me wonder how long he’s been seeing that woman behind my back. “And actually, I wanted to talk to you about that too. Please stop bad-mouthing Ronnie to Teddy behind her back. It’s not right.”

“I wouldn’t do that!”

“Come on, Naomi…”

“Fine, I’ll act like the woman who split up our family is my favorite person in the whole world. Happy?”

Jeremy frowns, and now I can identify the expression on his face. He looks sad. “I have to get to work.”

“Look,” I say. “It’s just confusing for Teddy to meet another woman like that if it’s not going to last.”

“It’s not a fling, Naomi.”

There’s no hesitation in his voice, which makes me feel even worse. I open my mouth, contemplating what other protests I can launch, but before I can say a word, I break.

Big sloppy tears are suddenly running down my cheeks. I am letting it all out, my shoulders heaving, my face turning bright red. It’s mortifying, but on the other hand, it feels kind of good. Like a release. I’m sick of pretending to hold it together.

I’ve cried in front of my husband before. Of course I have. In the past, he has held me and stroked my hair. But when I raise my eyes to look at him, he’s gaping at me like I’ve grown another head.

“You’re crying now?” he groans. “Naomi, I just told you that I have a meeting I’m late for. Please don’t do this right now.”

“I’m sorry,” I gulp, dabbing at my eyes.

“Look,” he says, “I probably should have told Teddy to leave the toy in his room, but he just wanted to bring it with him. It wasn’t a big deal that he met her. They got along well, and everyone had a good time.”

I take a deep breath, trying to get control over my emotions. It helps—a little. “Is that supposed to make me feel better?”

“Well, yes,” he says. “Don’t you want Teddy to like her if he’s going to be spending time with her? I mean, if you ever date someone again, you’ll want to eventually introduce him to Teddy, right?”

If I ever date someone? “I just thought it was soon.”

“I disagree.”

Then he surprises me by reaching for my left hand. It’s the first time he has touched me since I moved out, and the gesture is very comforting. But then I realize that he is not attempting to hold my hand. He only grabbed it to get a closer look at the morganite ring on my fourth finger.

“Are you still wearing your wedding ring?” he gasps.

I yank my hand away from him protectively. “Why not?”

“Naomi,” he says in a low voice, “we’re getting divorced. You shouldn’t…”

Jeremy isn’t wearing his wedding band. He took it off right after he broke the news to me. But our marriage aside, I love this ring—it’s unique and beautiful. Even if we’re not married anymore, it would be weird not to have it on my finger anymore. And frankly, it’s not his choice to make. It’s my finger.

“Okay, okay.” He throws up his hands. “Look, I really need to go. This client is going to skin me alive if I’m late.”

“Please, Jeremy,” I whimper. “You have to listen to me. Veronica is… She doesn’t love you. She’s just using you.”

“Naomi…”

“It’s true. You have to believe me…”

“Veronica is really great,” he says with total conviction in his voice. “She’s nice and she’s smart and she’s great with Teddy. She’s great.”

“And she’s fourteen years younger than I am.”

He ignores that last comment. “Also…look, I don’t want to get into a whole thing about it, but could you please refrain from following her around a supermarket and then threatening her?”

I gasp. I cannot believe she told him that. “I never threatened her! She threatened me!”

The skepticism is plain on his face. He believes her over me.

“I have to go,” he says. And then without another word, he pushes past me, yanks open the door to his office, and leaves me standing here all alone.

It’s very clear that as far as Jeremy is concerned, Veronica walks on water. And he believes that she feels the same way about him. There’s no way he’s going to believe her intentions are anything less than pure.

Not unless I’ve got proof.
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Our first mediation session is this morning.

It is being held in a conference room at town hall. Jeremy hired the mediator, but I ran it past Ezra, and he said that he knew the woman, and it sounded fine. So at least there’s that.

I spend even more time on my appearance than I did the day I met Stefanie Gorman. It takes me an hour to do my makeup in the mirror, trying to create the perfect effect of not wearing any makeup. The results are pretty good, if I do say so myself. I don’t have the money for a new outfit, but I iron and press my best dress suit. Jeremy used to love this suit, because he said it showed off my figure and my legs. Truth be told, it’s a tiny bit tight now, but as long as the seams don’t split, I’ll be fine.

I’m feeling pretty damn good about myself until I pull up at town hall just in time to catch Jeremy and Veronica making out in the parking lot.

Okay, they’re not full-on making out. Not like the other night on the front porch. But it’s definitely more than just a quick peck on the lips like he used to give me every morning. And then when they separate, they just stare into each other’s eyes for like fifteen seconds.

I want to barf.

Jeremy disappears into the town hall building, but Veronica lingers on the sidewalk. She takes her phone out of her purse and types something into the screen. Whatever it is makes her smile.

I sit in my Lexus, hoping she’ll go back into her car so I don’t have to interact with her. But she’s just standing there. And I don’t want to be late for the mediation session, so I don’t have a choice but to walk past her.

Maybe if I walk quickly, she won’t even notice me.

But of course, that was clearly wishful thinking. The second I approach the town hall building, Veronica’s eyes snap up and lock with mine. A smile spreads across her face.

“Naomi!” she says. “It’s so good to see you again!”

Is this girl serious? She told my husband that I threatened her the last time we saw each other, when she was the one who made all those weird remarks about choking. But what am I supposed to do? Cause a scene right outside our divorce mediation?

So I say nothing. I hope Veronica takes the hint, but instead, she keeps talking.

“I finally met Teddy the other day,” she tells me. “Oh my gosh, what a sweet boy! We got along really well.”

Does it make me a bad person to say I hoped he would hate her? Fine, I’m a bad person then.

“We were talking about his birthday,” she continues, even though I have not said one word to her, not even hello. “He’s going to be six, right? It’s such a fun age. Jeremy and I were thinking we could have a big party for him in the backyard. And you could come, of course.”

“Oh, really?” I swivel my head in her direction, unable to hold back anymore. “I’m allowed to come to my own son’s sixth birthday? That’s so kind of you to invite me.”

Veronica doesn’t bat an eye at my outburst. “Well, Jeremy and I will be the ones organizing and hosting the party. You’re welcome to come, but you don’t have to, of course.”

I want to punch her in the face, but that probably wouldn’t turn out too well for me. And also, I don’t want to be late for my first mediation session. That wouldn’t look good.

Instead, I turn away from Veronica and walk up the steps to town hall.

The conference room where we are meeting is on the second floor. I take the stairs, and the building is so big that I’m worried I won’t be able to find it, but the second I get up there, I find my lawyer—who instructed me to call him Ezra—standing in the hallway, looking down at his phone. He is, thankfully, wearing a suit, and his tie is miraculously tied this time. He even shaved.

Unfortunately, his more kempt appearance is undermined by the fact that he is carrying the largest briefcase I’ve ever seen. It’s almost as if he took all the papers that were in his office yesterday and stuffed them inside. It’s so packed that it looks like it’s one seam away from exploding everywhere.

“Ah,” he says when he spots me. “I was just about to text you. Your husband is in there, and we’re ready to start.”

“Sorry,” I say. “I got a little distracted in the parking lot. I ran into that woman…”

Ezra snorts. “Oh yeah, I saw the lip-lock when I was coming in. Real professional.”

It makes me feel better that he thinks the same thing I did. “Well, she’s gorgeous.”

“Eh.”

“She’s objectively gorgeous.”

“If you like that type,” he says in a way that makes it clear that he absolutely does not like that type. “Anyway, you ready for this?”

I hug my arms to my chest. “Honestly? No.”

“Okay, well, I’d think you were lying if you said yes.” He flashes me a sympathetic smile. “Look, this is not going to be an easy process. Even in the best of divorces, there’s always some amount of arguing about what’s fair. And it can be heart-wrenching. Believe me, I’ve been on both sides of it.”

My eyebrows shoot up. “You’re divorced?”

“Yep,” he says, although he doesn’t offer any more information about that. “So trust me when I say I know what I’m talking about. You ready?”

“Wait.” I dig into my purse and pull out a translucent crystal, which I had nestled in one of the inner pockets. “Could you keep this with you when we go in there?”

I expect him to roll his eyes like Jeremy does when I offer him crystals. But instead, he takes it and holds it up to the light. “What is it?”

“Clear quartz,” I say. “It’s great for attracting luck. It attracts positivity and repels negativity.”

He nods and shoves it in his pocket. “Sounds like just what we need.”

I follow Ezra down the hallway to a small conference room. There are already three people inside—one is Jeremy himself, wearing another expensive business suit, then the female mediator at the head of the table, and then I presume the man sitting next to him is his attorney, Leonard Hardwick. Based on his silver hair, Hardwick looks like he has at least twenty more years of experience than my own more youthful attorney, and there’s something very intimidating about him. I wish he were on my side.

I sit down across from Jeremy, who glances at me once, then exchanges a meaningful look with his lawyer. Ezra takes the seat next to mine and drops his briefcase on the table next to him.

The mediator starts the meeting, introducing herself to the group as Alana Ocasio. She doesn’t look like the sort of person who will tolerate any crap, which I appreciate. “And I’m Lenny Hardwick,” Jeremy’s lawyer says in a gravelly voice.

“This is my client, Naomi Roth,” Ezra says, “and I’m Ezra Fletcher…although we have already met before, haven’t we, Mr. Hardwick?”

Hardwick doesn’t acknowledge their prior meeting, although he looks like he just put something rancid in his mouth.

“For starters,” Ezra says, “I want to point out some rather irregular behavior on the part of Mr. Roth here. My client has informed me that Mr. Roth moved all the money out of their joint accounts subsequent to filing for divorce. I think we could agree that this is inappropriate behavior, and it shows an act of bad faith.”

“That’s not true,” Jeremy speaks up. “The money is in the accounts.”

“You’re lying!” I look over at Ezra helplessly. “He’s lying. He moved the money.”

“Would Mrs. Roth care to check the balance of the account right now?” Hardwick suggests.

I whip my phone out of my purse and bring up my banking app. It takes me a second to get logged in, and I expect to see that same $25 balance. But instead, like magic, all the money has returned.

My mouth falls open. “But…it wasn’t…”

Great. Now I look like a liar. I look over at Ezra, who doesn’t even seem to be paying attention. He’s just digging around in his briefcase for some reason. But then he pulls out a sheet of paper and slides it across the table to Jeremy and his attorney.

“This was the balance of the account five days ago,” he announces. “Twenty-five bucks. I see that somehow, magically, the money has returned just in time for this mediation session. But, Mr. Hardwick, I hope you will tell your client that these games are not appreciated.”

“Mr. Fletcher is right,” our mediator, Ocasio, says. “Mr. Roth, you should not be behaving in bad faith.”

Wow.

Hardwick shoots Jeremy a sharp look, and he mumbles an apology. I glance over at Ezra, who winks at me. I was so scared of getting a lawyer, but now it feels nice that somebody has my back for a change.

We go over the terms of the prenuptial agreement, and it seems like Ezra has a problem with every part of it. Hardwick is holding his own, but at the same time, Ezra manages to break his composure several times. He’s ripping that prenup to shreds. At one point, he’s reading a paragraph of it out loud, then he shakes his head and turns to Jeremy and says, “Who wrote this? You?”

Jeremy’s face turns a bit pink, and he looks like he’s going to respond, but then Hardwick touches his shoulder, and he keeps his mouth shut.

“Anyway,” Ezra says, “I think it’s clear to all of us that many elements of this prenup do not fall into the realm of what Mrs. Roth should have ever been asked to sign.”

“There’s room for negotiation,” Hardwick says stiffly after a loaded pause.

“That’s what I thought.”

I want to throw my arms around Ezra Fletcher and hug him. I was trying not to think about how panicked I was over that prenup. All it gave me was a small sum of money for each year of our marriage, barely over six figures total. Certainly not enough to live on—maybe just barely enough to tide me over until I get my medical practice started again.

“And then there’s the matter of custody of Theodore Roth,” Hardwick says.

My heart speeds up. I’m hoping that we can agree that I will get full custody of Teddy. But since Jeremy is a good father, I would certainly like him to be able to spend a lot of time with our son. It’s something I’m willing to negotiate on.

And then Jeremy says something that shocks me. Something that changes everything:

“I want full custody of Teddy,” he blurts out.
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“Full custody?” I cry. My head is spinning, and for a split second, I get tunnel vision. “What are you talking about? That’s absolutely ridiculous!”

“Mr. Roth is speaking out of turn,” Hardwick says quickly. “What he means is that he would like more than fifty percent custody. He certainly does not wish to take away Mrs. Roth’s access to their son. But he would like Teddy to stay with him during the week, and Mrs. Roth could have him every other weekend.”

I start to protest again, but Ezra touches my arm, and I close my mouth. He’s been handling things better than I could have, so I’m going to trust him.

“This comes as a surprise to us,” Ezra says. “Mrs. Roth is an very involved parent, and of course, Mr. Roth’s work is extremely demanding. She has been picking him up from school every day, and it makes sense that she would retain custody during the week.”

“She’s irresponsible.” Jeremy’s brown eyes meet mine across the conference table. “I’m sorry, Naomi, but it’s a fact. It’s been a problem for Teddy’s entire life. She never shows up when she’s supposed to. Half the time when she’s supposed to get Teddy at school, she isn’t there. I have to keep our nanny, Rosita, on call to make sure he gets picked up.”

“That’s not true!” I say too loudly. “I am always there to pick Teddy up.”

Jeremy turns to the mediator. “Rosita would be happy to come in here to state the facts for you. Or Teddy’s teacher could testify how many times he was tardy before we got her.”

“You’re lying!” Tears leap to my eyes. “You said you wanted Rosita to give me a break and let me sleep in. You insisted!”

He was so sweet about it too. You need your beauty sleep, Naomi, and we can afford the extra help. Please let me spoil you.

“I was trying to spare your feelings.” He glances briefly in my direction, then looks away. “And nothing has changed. Just this past Saturday, Teddy was waiting for you, dressed and ready to go with his backpack on, and you were an hour late. He was devastated.”

I swipe at my eyes with the back of my hand. “You told me ten!”

“I said nine!”

“Okay, okay.” Ezra touches my shoulder, and I clamp my mouth shut. “Look, obviously the proposed custody arrangement is a little different than we expected. Mrs. Roth is a good mother, and if you’re proposing less than fifty-fifty shared custody, we are going to need a damn good reason.”

This time, Hardwick is the one to respond. “Mr. Roth’s proposal is more than fair. He has an especially close bond with Theodore, and I believe if given the choice, Theodore would choose to live with his father. Not only that, but the primary residence, where Mr. Roth is living currently, is the only home that Theodore has ever known. I think we can all agree that it would be extremely disruptive to take a five-year-old boy away from his home.” He glances at me with disdain. “Especially when the alternative is such questionable living conditions. We have photos of the so-called bedroom that Mrs. Roth has provided at her apartment, and I think we will all agree that it’s quite inadequate.”

“You told me to live there!” I burst out, my fingernails digging into my palm. “You tricked me!”

“Naomi,” Ezra says in a low voice.

“And at least I’m not banging a girl half my age while my son is under the same roof!”

“Naomi!” Ezra’s voice is sharper this time. He turns to Jeremy and his lawyer. “Obviously, we’ve been somewhat blindsided by this request. I want to have some time with my client to discuss the situation.”

“I’ll give you a quarter of a million dollars if you agree to this custody arrangement,” Jeremy says hotly.

Both of the two attorneys wear equally shocked expressions on their faces. Hardwick clears his throat loudly. “Jeremy⁠—”

“Half a million,” he corrects himself. “Half a million dollars, Naomi. I know you need it.”

“Mr. Roth.” Ocasio is the one to speak up first. “This is extremely inappropriate.”

Hardwick shoots Jeremy a look of death, and he finally shuts up. But the damage is already done. My husband just offered me half a million dollars to give up my son. Is he out of his mind? What has Veronica done to him? Or is it really a brain tumor? I can’t even imagine what possessed him to act this way.

Although the worst part is all the lies he is telling about me. As proud as I was of my medical career, I am even prouder of being a mother. Teddy is the center of my universe, and I do everything for him. Without Teddy, my life would have no meaning.

I am practically shaking with anger by the time we wrap up the meeting. Ezra drags me out of the room, we find a quiet corner with a bench, and he sits me down. He joins me, dropping his enormous briefcase between his legs.

“Okay, first of all,” he says, “let’s just take a deep breath.”

“Take a deep breath!” I burst out. “I’m not going to sit here breathing when Jeremy wants to take my son away from me!”

“What he wants and what is going to happen are two completely different things.”

Tears prick at my eyes. I managed to hold it together in the meeting, but I’m not sure if I can anymore. “I don’t even understand why he wants custody! He’s always working!”

Ezra smirks. “I know why.”

“Why?”

“Because if the two of you have fifty-fifty custody, he’s going to have to pay you child support,” he says. “And that’s on top of paying pretty much all the childcare and private school tuition given your income differential. He’s going to be paying through the nose. But if he has more than fifty percent custody, he won’t have to pay you a dime of child support.”

I blink at him. “Seriously?”

“Seriously.”

“What a…” I think back to what Stefanie Gorman said in her office. “What a shithead!”

Ezra laughs. “Right on.”

The tears are gone, and all that is left is the anger. How could Jeremy do this to me? I always knew he had a spiteful side, but I never imagined he could behave like this.

I would say it was Veronica’s influence, but when I was in that room, it didn’t feel that way. It felt like the lies were coming directly from my husband.

“Everything he said about me is a lie,” I say to Ezra.

“I have no doubt. And don’t worry. He’s not going to win this battle. We’ll go to court if we have to.”

“I, uh, I don’t know if I can afford a court battle.”

He doesn’t seem the slightest bit concerned about my complete inability to pay him. Although I can certainly write him a retainer check now that the money has magically reappeared in the joint bank account.

“Don’t worry.” He grins at me. “You have plenty of money coming to you. I’m sure I’ll get paid eventually.”

He seems so confident that it makes me feel better. Not completely better, of course. But maybe, like, a millimeter better.

“Hey,” I say, “why was Hardwick shooting you those dirty looks when we came into the conference room?”

“Oh!” His grin widens. “We had a big divorce case that wrapped up about a year ago—went to trial and everything. My client got everything she wanted. But I thought Lenny over there was going to jump me in the parking lot after it was over. He probably would have done it if he wasn’t so worried about losing his toupee in a fistfight.”

Despite everything that happened today, that makes me laugh. And I try to enjoy it, because I’m worried it might be the last time I laugh for a long time.

Ezra has some other business to take care of, so I leave town hall by myself. As I’m exiting the building, I noticed that the familiar beige Jetta is still in the parking lot. Veronica’s car.

I am seized by the sudden urge to slash her tires, but I figure there are probably cameras in the lot. It wouldn’t look good for me if I got caught. I need to be on my best behavior if I don’t want Jeremy to take my son away from me.

I wish I knew more about Veronica. I wish I knew who she was and what she wanted with my husband, because I would bet any amount of money that she isn’t in love with him. But I know nothing about this woman. Not even her last name.

I look around to make sure nobody is watching, then I creep around the side of Veronica’s car. I peek through the window, searching for any clues about her. She did leave her purse inside the car, but when I try the door, it doesn’t unlock. Well, at least she’s smart enough to lock her doors.

I go around the side of the car, looking down at her rear fender. The last time I saw her car, it was cracked, but it’s since been fixed. I’m sure her older married boyfriend footed the hefty bill for that repair.

I check one more time to make sure nobody is watching me, then I reach into my purse and pull out my phone. I quickly snap a photo of Veronica’s license plate.

There. Now I have some information to go on.
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“Oh my God, what an asshole!”

Cora is as outraged about Jeremy’s attempt to get custody of Teddy as I am. In fact, she looks almost angrier than I did. Her whole face is red, and she ferociously kicks a soccer ball lying on the grass hard enough that it flies all the way across the lawn.

We are waiting outside the school for the kids to get dismissed from school. I made an attempt to join Cheryl and Ashlyn, but after Jeremy served me with divorce paperwork right in front of them, it was so awkward that I couldn’t try again. Ever since then, I have been waiting with Cora. And as it turns out, I really like her.

“Ezra says it’s because he wants to get out of paying child support,” I tell her.

“Well, of course that’s why.” She grits her teeth. “That’s why he’s an asshole. He wants to take a child away from his mother just to get out of paying you what you deserve.”

It’s pretty despicable. Which makes me wonder if it might have been Veronica’s idea.

“By the way,” she says, “how is the new lawyer working out? I’m so upset that you couldn’t use Stefanie.”

“He’s really good, actually. He seemed so disorganized in his office, but in the mediation, he was pretty tough.”

“Good. You need someone tough.” She examines her nails. “And is he cute?”

I stare at her. “I don’t think that matters.”

“Of course it matters!” She puts her hands on her hips. “Sweetie, you’re about to be single again. You’re allowed to start looking around!”

“Well, I’m still married for the moment.”

“Technicality.” She clucks her tongue. “So is he?”

“Is who what?”

“Your lawyer! Is he cute?”

“Uh…” She’s clearly not going to let me off the hook until I give her an answer. But the truth is it’s hard to think about anyone besides Jeremy that way. He might have checked out of our marriage, but I’m not there yet. “I guess he is.”

She winks at me. “Remember—Charlotte married her divorce lawyer.”

“Who’s Charlotte?”

“On Sex and the City! Oh my God, Naomi.”

I’m not sure if I should be embarrassed to admit that I never watched the show, but either way, I have more important things to think about. “I just wish I knew more about this girl that Jeremy is seeing. I would love to dig up some dirt on her.”

“Good idea.” Cora nods enthusiastically. “It might be a no-fault state, but if the woman he’s seeing has a criminal background, that’s definitely going to hurt his custody case.”

“I don’t even know her last name,” I say regretfully. “I got her license plate, but it turns out it’s actually pretty hard to find out any information on a person just based on that. All I could look up was information about the vehicle.”

Her eyes light up. “Give me the plate number! I’m dating a cop, and he will totally look it up for you.”

“Really?”

“Oh yeah! He’s wild about me, and he’s always bragging about how he could find out anything about anyone. Let’s put him to the test.”

I thank Cora profusely and text her the photo I took of Veronica’s New York plates. I can’t wait to see what she finds out. She really is a great friend.

But there’s a part of me that wonders if this might be a mistake. Ezra has promised me that he will handle everything and get me a fair settlement. Maybe it would be a mistake to rock the boat.

Then again, if this woman is going to be around my child, I need to find out her story. I am 100 percent sure that she is hiding something, and I intend to find out what it is.
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I have an appointment with Ezra at his office at five o’clock in the evening, so Rosita comes by at four o’clock to pick up Teddy.

Rosita has been with us as a babysitter since Teddy was about two years old, although she only recently started bringing him to school. He was such a rambunctious toddler that Jeremy hired her to give me a break every once in a while. At the time, I hinted that I might want to start my medical practice again if she could help out, but he was so against it.

Now I wonder if he was trying to keep me from having a career and money of my own.

“Hello, Miss Naomi,” Rosita says when I open the door for her.

I step aside to let her enter. “Hi, Rosita.”

She flashes me an awkward smile. At the mediation, Jeremy said that Rosita was going to testify that I am an irresponsible mother. It’s hard for me to believe that this sweet woman who I sometimes wish were my mother would do such a thing.

Teddy is still playing in his room with a Lego set that I bought him with the extra money that I now have. I didn’t go so far as to tell him he needed to watch monkey videos, but I asked him if he could stay sequestered in his room while I have a chat with Rosita. And now is my chance.

“Rosita,” I say. “Can I talk to you for a moment?”

She wrings her hands together. “I really should go. There will be traffic soon.”

“It will just be a second,” I assure her. “I just…I need to know… Do you think that I am unfit to have custody of Teddy?”

“Oh no,” she says quickly. “You are a wonderful mother, Miss Naomi.”

“So why is Jeremy telling me that you would tell our mediator that I’m not responsible?”

She just shakes her head. “Please. I do not want to get involved. This is what I said to your husband.” She blinks tearfully. “I need this job to support my family…”

I suck in a breath as I realize what she is telling me. Did Jeremy threaten to fire her if she didn’t do what he said? That doesn’t sound like something he’d do. He’s always been really kind and generous to Rosita—he gave her two weeks paid time off when her sister was ill, and he always gives her a huge bonus at Christmas and her birthday.

Before I can question her further, my phone buzzes on the coffee table. I walk over to take a look, and there’s a message from Cora on the screen:

Veronica Chesson




And then a second text pops up with an address.

My heart is pounding. This is the information I have been waiting for. It’s Veronica’s full name and her address. If I want to find out what she has been up to and what she wants with my family, this is a place to start.

It’s clear that Rosita isn’t going to tell me anything, and I’ve got to head out to my appointment soon, so I call Teddy out of his room and send the two of them on their way. But it’s not quite time to leave for the appointment, so I grab my phone and google the name “Veronica Chesson.”

Nobody comes up that seems to be the same woman that my husband is sleeping with—at least not based on the photo. Whoever this woman is, she doesn’t have much presence on social media. And considering she’s in her twenties, that seems strange to me. Women like that seem to be all over socials.

There’s something about Veronica Chesson that isn’t adding up.

The address listed isn’t local. It’s in Westchester County, in Scarsdale, an extremely wealthy suburb of New York that is probably over two hours away. I doubt she’s doing that commute on a regular basis, which means this address isn’t current. But that doesn’t mean it won’t provide some information. Maybe tomorrow I’ll take a little drive.

An incoming phone call interrupts my little investigation, and Ezra’s name flashes on the screen. I wonder what he could be calling about when I’m on my way there in a few minutes.

“I’m so sorry, Naomi,” he groans when I pick up the phone. “I’m still stuck at the courthouse. I’m not going to make it back to the office by five. I’ll be lucky if I’m done here by six.”

“Oh,” I say, unable to mask my disappointment. I’m desperate to come up with a game plan. “What about tomorrow?”

“I’m in court again all day tomorrow. This damn case… Anyway, I would say we could meet at my office when I’m done, but honestly, I don’t want to send you to that neighborhood in the evening.”

I’m not excited to go to that neighborhood in the evening either. Even in the daytime hours, it was pretty sketchy. “Do you make house calls?”

I say it jokingly, but he doesn’t say no. “Yeah, I could swing by if that would work for you,” he says.

“And you should bring dinner,” I say, again jokingly.

“Okay,” he says. “Are you okay with pizza?”

“Pizza is so bad for you,” I point out. “All that oil and cheese. Not to mention the preservatives.”

“Oh.” He pauses, as if he hadn’t even considered this. Most people don’t put much thought into what enters their bodies. “So what do you want?”

“There’s a great organic café about five minutes from here. Would you mind stopping there?”

“You got it,” he says cheerfully, although I hope he’s still that cheerful when he sees the menu.
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About two hours later, there’s a knock at my door.

I run to answer in my bare feet, and Ezra is standing at my door, his giant briefcase in one hand and a brown paper bag in the other. “Got dinner.”

“Thank you so much.”

Ezra steps into the apartment, looking around with approval. “Nice place.”

“Thanks. It belonged to my dead mother-in-law.”

He cocks his head to the side. “So is she haunting you or…”

“Probably. She told Jeremy that he shouldn’t marry me. That he was making a mistake.”

“Wow. Nice.”

He sets the takeout bag on my coffee table, then lays his gigantic briefcase down on the floor. “I don’t know about you, but I’m starving. Haven’t eaten all day. Mind if we eat before we get to work?”

“Sure,” I say. “I’ll get you something to drink. I’ve got water and juice boxes.”

He laughs. “What kind of juice boxes?”

“Fruit punch.” I pause. “And I’ve also got homemade kombucha.”

“Kombucha?” he repeats. “What’s that?”

“It’s sweetened black tea that’s been fermented,” I say. When he gives me a funny look, I add, “It’s got loads of health benefits.”

“Uh, maybe another time,” he says. “Actually, water would be great.”

We end up eating our meals while sitting on my sofa. I ordered a Golden Buddha bowl with extra beets, and Ezra got a teriyaki bowl. Ezra demolishes the whole thing in about five minutes while I take measured bites. Ladylike bites, as my mother would call them. By the end of our meal, Ezra is full of energy and excited to get to work.

“Your ex is playing dirty,” he says. “He tricked you into moving out, because he knew that would put him in a better position to get custody. He cleaned out your bank accounts and then pretended he didn’t do it. He even put retainers on all the best lawyers in town so you couldn’t use them.” He buffs his fingers on his shirt. “Unfortunately for him, he didn’t know about me.”

“Ezra.” I take a deep breath. “I just want to say that I appreciate everything you’re doing for me. Honestly, this process is so scary, and you seem so confident that it makes me feel better.”

“Well, like I said, I’ve been through it many times before.”

I cast a glance down at my half-eaten Buddha bowl, deciding if I want another bite. “Was your own divorce really ugly too?”

“Uh…”

My face flushes. “Sorry, I shouldn’t have asked that. Much too personal.”

“No, it’s fine.” He looks down at his empty bowl, as if he’s still hungry for more. I consider offering my own meal, but that might be too familiar. “My divorce was…it was fine. It was pretty mutual, and there were no kids involved, so it was about as easy as it gets.”

I can’t help but be curious about what sort of woman he was married to. “What was your ex like?”

“Well, you met her.”

“I did?”

He nods. “Stefanie is the one who sent you my way.”

He was married to Stefanie Gorman? Wow, I did not see that one coming. But actually, it makes sense. Both of them are lawyers—really good lawyers. And it doesn’t seem like their breakup was that acrimonious, considering what she said about him. And I remember how pleased he was when I mentioned how she recommended him.

“I wanted kids, and she didn’t,” he says. “We knew it going into the marriage, but I thought I could change her mind, and she thought she could change mine. But we were both too damn stubborn.” He scratches the stubble on his chin. “The ironic part is that it’s five years later, and she’s remarried and I’m not. So obviously, things didn’t work out that great for me.”

“Do you wish you had stayed with her?”

He leans heavily against the sofa, and a little bit of dust plumes out, but he doesn’t seem to notice or care. “I don’t know. I miss her, but she found somebody who wants the same things that she does, and that’s probably better. She’s happy at least.”

“Are you happy?”

He looks up sharply at the question. “What?”

“Sorry,” I say quickly. “I just… We were talking, and somehow I just sort of forgot you were my lawyer. It felt like, you know, a conversation.”

His lips twitch. “It did sort of feel like a conversation.”

“But obviously, you don’t have to answer that.”

“Hey, no…I mean, I think we’ve eaten enough organic food tonight that we can be honest with each other.” He taps his empty bowl pointedly. “I’m happy. Like Stefanie, I find my work very fulfilling. It’s my life. But I guess I was kind of hoping that by my age, my work wouldn’t be my entire life, you know?”

“Yeah,” I say, “I know what you mean. Before Teddy came along and Jeremy and I got married, my work was my entire life. And I loved it, but I always thought there was something more out there. When I finally found it, it was just so amazing. I finally felt complete.” I take a shaky breath. “And now, just like that, it’s all gone.”

“Whoa, don’t say that.” He shakes his head. “You’ve still got Teddy. I am not going to let that asshole take him away from you. And divorce is not the end of your life—I promise. Okay, maybe I’m not a shining example, but look how happy Stef is.”

I don’t want to tell him that I’m sure he’ll get there too, because that would sound patronizing. But it’s clear in the short time that I’ve known him that he’s a good guy, if a little eccentric. Eventually, he’ll find the right woman, and whoever it is will be lucky to have him.

“Anyway,” he says, “let’s get to work.”
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After Ezra leaves, I can’t stop thinking about Veronica. Veronica Chesson.

Who is this woman?

I am determined to find out.

I grab the homemade kombucha from my fridge, which has been fermenting in a small jar. Kombucha has been called the immortal health elixir, so I drink it all the time. And according to a website I found last week, it’s extremely easy (and cheap) to make at home. All you need is a basic black tea, hibiscus tea, raw sugar, and a kombucha mushroom, which is a symbiotic colony of bacteria and yeast. It sort of looks like a spongy pancake.

I bring my laptop to the kitchen table and rest it next to the jar of kombucha. I type the name “Veronica Chesson” into the search engine, ready to do a much deeper dive than before Ezra showed up.

A couple of profiles pop up, but none of them are the woman who has gotten her claws into my husband. It doesn’t surprise me—I’m sure Veronica is good at covering her tracks. Not to mention the fact that Jeremy would never date a woman who plastered trashy selfies all over social media.

I find a website where you can pay for background checks. Jeremy reinstated my credit card after our last mediation session, so I can really dig up the dirt on Veronica. It’s probably a waste of time, because I have to assume a woman like that knows how to keep her nose clean, but I don’t want to leave any stone unturned.

I take a sip of the kombucha while I wait for the background check to load. The drink is…interesting. Definitely different from what they sell in stores, that’s for sure. It really tastes…fermented.

Finally, the screen fills with information. Based on the last known address, I’m pretty sure I have the right person. I drink more of the kombucha as I skim through the page, my breath catching in my throat.

Okay, this is interesting.

Veronica has a drug possession charge in her history.

Veronica doesn’t seem like the sort of person who takes drugs, but looks can be very deceiving. This is information that I can pass on to Ezra, which will be helpful in my custody battle. Although I’m hoping it won’t get to that point.

Does Jeremy know about this? Is he aware that he’s dating a drug addict? Worse, does he realize that he’s allowed such an unsavory character near our son? How could he claim to be a responsible parent and yet allow this to happen?

I take another determined swig of kombucha. The liquid is halfway down my esophagus when my abdomen lurches violently. I leap out of my seat and barely make it to the sink before expelling the contents of my stomach. I heave until my ribs are sore and there’s nothing left. When I finally straighten up, my mouth tastes like vomit, something sour, and some other taste I can’t quite identify.

Ugh, I’m never making kombucha again.

This is Veronica’s fault too! I wouldn’t need to try to make my own kombucha if she hadn’t kicked me out of my home and left me destitute. I could buy it at the store like a normal person.

I’ve got to get to the bottom of this. I’ve got to figure out who Veronica Chesson really is and what she wants from Jeremy. Maybe there’s still a way to stop this from happening.
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I get into my car to make the long hike out to Westchester early the next morning. My ribs are still sore and my stomach queasy from the homemade kombucha that caused me to retch two more times before I finally fell asleep, but I push past the discomfort. I can’t delay if I want to have enough time to make the drive back to the island in time to pick up Teddy. Despite what Jeremy claimed at the mediation session, I am always on time to get my son.

I’ve always thought of Westchester as a high-income area, even more so than our own neighborhood, but Veronica’s address seems to be in a particularly posh neighborhood. Somehow the pieces of this puzzle aren’t fitting together. Veronica herself does not look wealthy, her car had a big crack in it, and she’s got a street drug charge in her background, and yet the address is taking me to a rather impressive McMansion with a long sprawling driveway to get to the front of the house. I’m just thankful there isn’t a gate keeping me out, because it would be a shame to have come all this way and not even be able to make it past the gate.

I park at the end of the driveway of the estate. As I climb out of my car, I can’t help but think that Veronica would actually look quite at home here as the trophy wife of some rich businessman. Whoever owns this house is far wealthier than my husband is.

I did look up the house on the internet prior to driving here. The deed was in the name of a man called Maxim Simington. I looked him up, and he was indeed the CEO of a large corporation. I also discovered that he is married with two children. So I still haven’t figured out the connection to Veronica.

When I get to the heavy wooden front door, there is an option between an ornate wooden knocker and a doorbell. I hesitate for a few seconds, trying to figure out which one I should use. Finally, I ring the doorbell. And then for good measure, I use the knocker as well.

I stand there for a full minute, wondering if I should have worn something fancier than my white sweater and gray yoga pants paired with my ballet flats. I wanted to be comfortable for the four hours of driving I would have to do today, but I feel a little underdressed to be knocking on the door of this house.

Eventually, the door swings open, and it’s a relief that the middle-aged woman behind it is dressed even more casually than I am, in jeans and a T-shirt. She looks like the weight of the door is at the upper limit of what she can manage and flashes me a harried expression.

“No solicitors,” she says and starts to close the door in my face.

“Wait!” I cry. “I’m not a solicitor.”

The woman manages to stop the door on its trajectory to slam shut again. She looks me up and down, her lips in a straight line. “What do you want?”

“I…” I thought about it on the way over, and I don’t want to make up some wild story. Best to be honest about what I’m looking for. “I’m trying to find Veronica Chesson.”

By the look on the woman’s face, she isn’t a bigger fan of Veronica than I am. “She doesn’t live here anymore.” Then she adds, “Good riddance.”

And she crosses herself.

“Do you know where she moved to?”

“No. And I don’t care.” Again, she starts to close the door. But then curiosity gets the better of her. “What do you want with her anyway?”

“She…” Again, I make a calculated judgment and decide to tell her the truth—she looks like she’s dying to trash Veronica to the right person. “She’s sleeping with my husband.”

The woman’s eyebrows shoot up to her hairline. “Oh!”

“And…and he’s going to leave me for her.”

“Well,” she huffs, “I can’t say I’m surprised.”

“Why not?”

“She tried to pull that same crap here.” I now realize that the woman is holding a dishrag in her right hand. “The two of us both work here. Well, she worked here—not anymore. It was a live-in position, cleaning, doing errands, and helping with the kids.”

“Okay…”

“They decided to give her a chance,” she says, “even though she was a drug addict. Rehabilitated, supposedly. Really, I think Maxim—that’s Mr. Simington—just thought she was attractive. Which she is, as you know, I’m sure.”

“Yes,” I murmur. “So…what happened?”

She lets out a snort. “What do you think happens when you invite a girl like that into your house? She went after her boss—hard. Tried her damnedest to get him into bed.”

“She didn’t?”

“Well, Mrs. Simington finally caught on and tossed her out. Good riddance, like I said.”

Good for Mrs. Simington. Not so good for me.

“Veronica Chesson is looking for a wealthy man,” she says. “She wants somebody to bankroll her so she doesn’t have to work another day of her life. Keep her pretty lily-white hands nice and soft.” She squeezes the rag in her hand. “Is your husband wealthy?”

“He… Yes.”

“Then it looks like she found what she wanted.” The woman wrinkles her nose. “I knew she would. But I’m sorry for you. I’m sure you don’t deserve all this. Your husband will probably end up with the short end of the stick as well, knowing her. Maybe worse.”

It’s just what I feared. Veronica was searching for a rich guy, and she found one in my husband. She doesn’t love him. All she cares about is his net worth.

“Is…is there anything I can do?” I ask the woman. I know my voice sounds desperate, but I don’t even care.

“You can be very careful.” The woman gives me a look that makes me shiver. “She has a sordid past, like I said. She was an addict—I heard the Simingtons discussing it. And I’m not talking about something cute like cocaine. She shot heroin—did you know that? And she was still doing it! I saw the track marks on her arms.”

I don’t think cocaine is particularly cute, but I do think that shooting drugs into your bloodstream seems a little worse. Does Jeremy know about this? It’s hard to imagine he would introduce a woman to his child who has a history like that.

“What do you mean by ‘be careful’?” I ask her.

The woman looks me up and down, as if debating how much to share. I do my best to look as pathetic as I possibly can. It’s not hard.

“I don’t have any proof of this, of course,” she begins, “but when Mr. Simington didn’t immediately cave to Veronica’s charms, she took a different tack.” She pauses meaningfully. “She tried to get rid of his wife.”

My jaw falls open. “What?”

“Rhona Simington took a bad tumble down the stairs.” Her eyes are wide and serious. “I had seen Veronica cleaning at the top of the stairwell not too long before that, and I feel sure she set Mrs. Simington up for that fall.”

I clasp a hand over my mouth. Even after the way Veronica threatened me, I thought there was a reasonable chance she was all talk. Now I think about that knife I found in my kitchen sink and wonder…

“And I worried about those children of theirs too,” she adds with a flourish. “She was sweet to their faces, but I could tell from the way she looked at them that she despised them both. If she ever really won over Maxim Simington, I suspect she would have found a way to get rid of them. Either send them off to boarding school or…”

She doesn’t finish her sentence. She doesn’t have to.

I already hated Veronica for stealing my husband and was worried she brainwashed him, but this is the first time since I found her car parked at our house that I am truly scared for my little boy. If Veronica touches even one tiny hair on his head, I’ll make sure she regrets the day she was born.

Unless she gets rid of me first.

The woman is staring at me, so I manage to squeak out, “Thank you. I…I appreciate the information.”

The woman gives me one final nod. “Good luck.” And then, just as she is closing the door, she adds, “You’re going to need it!”
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Jeremy is going to pick up Teddy today from my apartment.

It’s been two days since I drove out to Westchester, to the previous residence of Veronica Chesson. Jeremy and I have another mediation session tomorrow, so it feels like this is my last chance to talk to him before that happens. I need to try to talk some sense into him. If he doesn’t already know about Veronica’s past, I’m going to tell him.

While Teddy is playing in his room, I stand in front of the kitchen sink, giving myself a pep talk. This is not going to be an easy conversation to have with my husband, but he needs to know the truth. It’s my only chance to save my family and maybe even my son’s life.

As I’m rehearsing in my head what I want to say, my gaze strays to the knife block on the counter. Once again, there is a knife missing from the block—I didn’t notice it earlier because I was so busy with Teddy. I’m certain all the knives were in their slots when I went to bed last night.

I peer down into the sink, where I found the missing knife last time—nothing.

Just as I’m about to check the dishwasher, the doorbell rings. As much as I want to search for the knife, I’m not about to keep Jeremy waiting, so I hurry over to the front door to let him in. When I throw open the door, Jeremy is wearing his suit and tie, and he’s got his phone out. He doesn’t even lift his eyes from the screen. “Teddy ready?”

“You’re a little early,” I point out. “He’s not quite ready.”

“I’ll go wait in the car.”

He starts to turn around, but then I reach out and grab his arm. “Can you please come in for a moment? I want to talk to you.”

He steps into the apartment, a wary look on his face. I told Teddy to wait in the bedroom and not to come out until I told him to. So we’ve got the living room to ourselves.

“By the way,” Jeremy says, “have you seen that elephant that Ronnie got for Teddy? Rosita said he brought it to school yesterday.”

“I haven’t seen it. Maybe he left it at school.”

“I guess.” He lowers his phone, although he doesn’t put it back in his pocket. “Is he getting ready?”

“Yes,” I say, “but…like I said, I wanted to talk to you.”

“Okay…”

He’s not going to like what I have to tell him, but he needs to hear it. He needs to realize who he is bringing into our child’s life. “Veronica is a drug addict.”

He stares at me for a moment, and then he laughs. “That’s what you wanted to tell me?”

“I did a background check. She was arrested for possession of heroin.”

There’s no surprise on his face. He already knew. He knew that this woman was a drug addict, and he slept with her anyway. He introduced her to our child. “That was a long time ago.”

“Not that long.”

“She’s not a drug addict.” He’s defending her the same way he defended me when his mother told him not to marry me, but her only gripe against me was that I was older than he was. If she knew about Veronica, she’d be rolling in her grave. “She had an issue many years ago, but it’s over and done with. I promise you—she’s clean. For many years, like I said.”

“Well, I spoke with her former employer, and they said she had track marks!”

“You spoke with her former employer?” Anger washes over his face, although I feel like that’s not the part of the sentence he should be focusing on. “That’s pretty out of line, Naomi.”

“Do you hear what I’m telling you? Your new girlfriend has track marks!”

“For Christ’s sake, she doesn’t have track marks!” His eyes have hardened. “I’ve seen her arms many times. I promise you—no track marks.”

“Not just that,” I continue, “but before you, she went after another married man. A rich married man.”

“Uh-huh…”

“Don’t you see what I’m telling you?” My voice has taken on a high-pitched pleading tone, but I can’t help it. “Veronica doesn’t love you. All she’s looking for is money. That’s all she wants.”

“That’s not true.”

“And she hates Teddy,” I add, knowing that this last accusation will hit home. “She wants to get rid of him.”

He blinks at me. “Hates Teddy? That’s the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard.”

But is that a twinge of uncertainty in his voice?

“It’s true!” I cry, seizing on his hesitation. “All she wants is your money, and Teddy is just…he’s a complication.”

“That’s not true. She adores Teddy.” But again, he doesn’t sound entirely sure. “Christ, what the hell is taking that kid so long?”

He pushes past me, walking toward the closed bedroom door. He yanks it open without knocking and discovers Teddy playing on the floor with Legos. Well, some combination of rocks and Legos.

“Daddy!” Teddy propels himself at Jeremy’s leg. “Daddy, Daddy!”

The anger instantly vanishes from my husband’s face as he scoops Teddy up off the floor. “Here I am! Are you ready to go?”

“No,” he says, as if such a thing were preposterous. “I need to pack.”

“Let me help you then.” Jeremy shoots me a look. “It doesn’t seem like your mom has been doing much to move things along.”

Jeremy lowers Teddy to the floor, then opens the top drawer of the dresser. I guess he’s looking for things to take with them. But then he freezes, staring down into the drawer. He takes a step back, his mouth hanging open.

“Naomi,” he gasps. “What the hell?”

“What is it?”

Jeremy fishes into the drawer and pulls out that elephant that Veronica bought for Teddy. Except it looks different than it did when he first got it.

Namely, there is a large kitchen knife wedged in its chest. My kitchen knife, it would seem.

Not just that, but the elephant doll has been…for lack of a better word, disemboweled. The stuffing has been pulled out of its abdomen. And there is some sort of bright red substance coating the knife and the inside of the doll’s belly.

“Ellie!” Teddy cries out. (Apparently, that’s the name of his elephant.)

“Naomi,” Jeremy manages as he scrambles to hide the doll in his jacket so Teddy won’t be further traumatized. “What the hell is wrong with you? Why would you do this?”

“I didn’t do it!” I protest.

But he’s not listening to me. He’s too furious.

“You’re really deranged.” He’s ranting now. “I mean, I knew you had issues—God knows I’ve put up with them long enough—but this is just going way too far.”

“But I didn’t do that!” Tears of frustration jump into my eyes at his accusation. And then something occurs to me. “I bet it was Veronica! You’ve got the key to the apartment at your house. The other day, I found the door unlocked, and I thought I might have accidentally left it unlocked, but now I think it was her. She came in here while I was out and…”

“And did this?” A vein is standing out in Jeremy’s temple. “This was not Veronica. This was you. You’re the only one here and the only one who could have done this.” He waves his phone in the air. “And believe me, we are going to be discussing this at the mediation tomorrow.”

Teddy is still crying for Ellie. Jeremy scoops him back up into his arms, and Teddy clings to him. “Don’t worry,” Jeremy murmurs in his ear. “We’re going to get you another one. I promise.”

“I got him a giraffe,” I point out. I pluck the giraffe I bought a few days ago from where I left it on the bed. “Here, Teddy.”

“I hate giraffes!” Teddy wails. “I want Ellie!”

Oh my God.

Jeremy ends up having to carry Teddy out of my apartment while he is crying and screaming. But the worst part is the seething look Jeremy gives me just before he slams the apartment door closed behind him.

My head is throbbing as I peer through the window and watch Jeremy screech out of my driveway in his Tesla. I can’t believe he would think I’d do something like that. If he really believes that, there’s no hope left. Veronica has won.

But no, I can’t let that happen. Not if there’s a chance she might hurt my son.

It feels like an ice pick is jabbing me in the temple. I tear my gaze away from the window, make my way to the bathroom, and pull open the medicine cabinet with a shaking hand. Moonstone is actually fabulous for easing the headaches I sometimes get during my menstrual cycle, but I can tell it won’t touch this one. My fingers close around a bottle of Tylenol between my razor and the dental floss.

I fumble too long with the childproof lid and feel a rush of relief when I get the bottle open. Except to my surprise, when I overturn the contents of the bottle into my palm, only three capsules roll out.

How is that possible? I bought the bottle of Tylenol when I first moved in here, and I’ve only taken it once since then. The label advertises that the bottle contains fifty pills, so it doesn’t make sense that all but three should be gone.

Then something terrible occurs to me.

If Veronica really does have a key to this apartment and wants to get rid of me, she could have tried to sneak the Tylenol into something in my kitchen. As a doctor, I am aware that one bottle of Tylenol is easily enough to kill a person. And given everything going on in my life, there’s a decent chance it might have been taken as a suicide attempt.

Except if that’s true, what did she lace with Tylenol?

The answer hits me like a ton of bricks. The kombucha. I’ve been drinking kombucha since before it was trendy, and I’ve never tasted anything like that before, homemade or not. It must have been a combination of the taste and the Tylenol in my system that caused me to throw up so violently. And it’s a good thing I did—it likely saved my life.

I stare at the bottle of Tylenol, wondering if Veronica could truly be that diabolical. But she did arrange it so that Rhona Simington fell down the stairs. And it’s very clear how much she’s been manipulating my husband.

My head is still throbbing, so I swallow two of the remaining Tylenol capsules. If Veronica really did try to poison me, I don’t know what to do next. The kombucha is long gone, so I have no proof. If I tried to tell Jeremy, he’d likely tell me I was being delusional. I’m not even sure if Ezra would believe it.

From now on, I can’t underestimate Veronica anymore. She will clearly go to any length to land my husband, no matter what she has to do.

I have to be very, very careful.
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“Oh, Naomi, that sounds awful!”

I am so grateful for Cora, who agrees to meet me for drinks at a local bar after the elephant incident. Zack is with her ex-husband, so like me, she’s got free childcare. Although the difference between us is that I would give anything to be home right now with Teddy.

But having drinks with Cora is a decent consolation prize. I told her what’s been going on with Jeremy, although I’ve left out my suspicion that Veronica may have tried to poison me. When I imagine saying the words out loud, it seems overly suspicious. I couldn’t bear it if Cora thought I was delusional like Jeremy does.

“You know what he’s doing,” Cora says as she sips her glass of rosé, “don’t you?”

“Doing?”

“He’s gaslighting you.”

I take a drink from my own glass of pinot noir, although it’s definitely more of a gulp than a sip. “Gaslighting me?”

“Definitely!” Her eyes widen. “It’s so obvious! He’s telling you to come to his house at a certain time, and then when you show up, he pretends he told you a different time and that you got it wrong. And he actually convinces you that you were the one who was wrong and you can’t keep track of your appointments. I mean, do you ever have the information in writing that you got wrong? Like, in a text?”

“No…he usually just told me in person or on the phone.”

She nods triumphantly. “Like I said, gaslighting.”

“Jeremy wouldn’t do that.”

“I don’t know why you’re defending him.” She grits her teeth. “He’s been so awful to you through this whole thing.”

“Veronica is giving him plenty of ammunition,” I point out.

“God, she’s so cold-blooded.” Cora rests a hand on my shoulder. “I don’t know which of them is worse.”

“He’s being manipulated.”

“Naomi.” She gives my shoulder a squeeze. “Sweetie, I know you still love Jeremy, but he’s made his choice. It’s time to move on.” She scrutinizes the occupants of the bar. “See anyone who appeals to you?”

“I’m too old to pick up a guy at a bar.”

“You are never too old to pick up a guy at a bar.”

I just shake my head.

“Okay, okay. Well, what about that cute divorce lawyer of yours?”

“I’m just…” I rub my temples with my fingertips. “I’m not ready to move on yet. Even though he’s being a jerk, I can’t turn off my feelings for Jeremy like a light switch.”

“He’s being more than a jerk, Naomi,” she says. “He’s trying to ruin your life and take your son away from you. You shouldn’t take this crap from him!”

“Yeah,” I mumble.

“Tomorrow when you have your mediation,” she says, “you need to go into that room recognizing that this is a war. And pretty soon, that asshole husband of yours is going to be waving his white flag.”

She’s right. Jeremy has been terrible to me, and it’s time for me to move on. But it would be a lot easier to give up on Jeremy if I didn’t think that he might be in danger too.
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Today’s mediation session is already better than the last one, because it doesn’t start with me witnessing Jeremy and Veronica kissing in the parking lot.

Once again, Ezra is waiting for me in the hallway outside when I reach the top of the stairs. He flashes me that confident smile I’ve come to really love, and I feel my shoulders relax.

“The goal,” he tells me, “is to work out the custody arrangement without having to go to the courtroom. I don’t think either of you wants an expensive trial.”

“I definitely don’t want that.”

“Good. Because you can see from my office that I’ve got too much money already.”

Despite how anxious I’m still feeling, I let out a laugh. “Are we going to bring up the stuff about Veronica’s drug problem?”

He hesitates. “Only if we have to. Let’s see how things play out.”

We walk together into the conference room, and like before, the mediator, Alana Ocasio, is at the head of the table, and Jeremy and his lawyer are on one side, almost as if nobody has moved since the last time we were here. Once again, I sit down across from Jeremy, and Ezra takes the seat next to mine.

“So we’d like to spend some time hashing out the custody arrangement today,” Ezra begins. “I think we can agree that what Mr. Roth asked for last time is very extreme and not necessarily in Theodore’s best interest.”

“Actually,” Hardwick says, “we have reconsidered our request from last time, and we would like to make some changes.”

My heart slows a bit. Good, they are being reasonable.

“Mr. Roth would like to have full custody of Theodore,” Hardwick continues. “Over the last few weeks, he has come to feel that Mrs. Roth is not only irresponsible, but her behavior has proven to be increasingly erratic. We feel that visitation only would be more appropriate.”

“What?” I almost shout, nearly leaping across the table. “How could you say that?”

Ezra touches my shoulder to quiet me down. “This is highly unexpected. Mrs. Roth has not done anything that should make us concerned about her abilities as a parent.”

“Oh yeah?” Jeremy retorts. “You want to see the photo?”

My stomach sinks as Leonard Hardwick opens a folder in front of him and pulls out a giant full color print of Ellie the Elephant with the knife sticking out of her. It’s quite dramatic, and the red material oozing out of her belly wound appears very vivid. He slides the photo across the table to Ezra, who picks it up and studies it.

He seems unimpressed. “What am I supposed to be looking at?”

“This toy was a gift from my client’s significant other to Theodore,” Hardwick says. “Theodore brought the toy to Mrs. Roth’s apartment, and this is what she did to it.”

“I did not do that!” I insist. I turn to Ezra. “I did not stab a stuffed elephant!”

Ezra tosses the photo back on the table. “I don’t know what this photo proves. This could have been taken anywhere and been done by anyone. I don’t think Mrs. Roth would do something like this.”

“She did,” Jeremy says through his teeth. “And that’s not all.”

Ezra arches an eyebrow. “Okay, what else do you have?”

“Theodore has told Mr. Roth that his mother locks herself in her bedroom for hours, and he can hear her crying through the door,” Hardwick says. “During this time, he is left to fend for himself all alone.”

“What?” I shake my head. “That’s ridiculous! I wouldn’t leave Teddy alone for hours!”

Ezra’s expression doesn’t change. “And this is what a five-year-old is saying?”

“He’s almost six!” Jeremy says. “And she’s also threatening my girlfriend! She’s called her multiple times and said awful things! Naomi told her she’s going to kill her!”

I gasp out loud. How dare he say that when Veronica is the one who might have tried to poison me in my own home? I look over at Ezra, expecting him to have an equally horrified expression on his face, but he is admirably calm.

“So these phone calls…” he says. “Do you have your girlfriend’s phone, and can you show us the record of the calls from my client?”

Jeremy flashes his lawyer a pained look. “Actually,” Hardwick says, “the calls were from a blocked number—possibly a burner phone—so we are unable to show you that record.”

“So how do you know the calls came from my client?” Ezra retorts.

“It was obviously her,” Jeremy says. “Who else would do something that crazy?”

“You heard the calls yourself?” Ezra presses him.

Jeremy falters for a moment. “Well, no. The calls came when I wasn’t home. But Veronica recognized her voice.”

“So all we’ve got is the word of a woman who has only talked to Mrs. Roth a few times.” Ezra reaches into his briefcase and pulls out a folder of his own. He flips it open to the first page. “And this is…Veronica Chesson? Who was arrested for heroin possession?”

It’s clear from the look on Hardwick’s face that he was not privy to this particular nugget of information. He looks like he wants to reach out and throttle my husband. It’s so gratifying that I even allow myself a tiny victorious smile in Ezra’s direction, which he returns.

“Really, Jeremy?” Hardwick says in a low voice close to Jeremy’s ear but still loud enough that we can all hear him. “Your girlfriend is a heroin addict? And you didn’t think to mention that?”

He squirms in his chair. “She’s not anymore. She’s completely clean.”

Ocasio clears her throat loudly. “Mr. Hardwick? Do you have anything to say to Mr. Fletcher’s allegations?”

“Ah.…” Hardwick shuffles through his papers. “I think…”

“Veronica is irrelevant,” Jeremy says sharply. “Yes, she’s my girlfriend. But my concern is completely for Teddy.” He jerks a thumb in the direction of the folder in front of his lawyer. “I’m not making this stuff up. Teddy isn’t safe with Naomi. She’s unhinged!”

“You’re gaslighting me,” I say, remembering Cora’s words from last night.

“Gaslighting? You’ve got to be kidding me!”

“And Veronica poisoned my homemade kombucha!” I add.

I hadn’t meant to say that last part in the mediation, but I got caught up in the moment. Now everyone in the room is staring at me.

“It made me throw up,” I clarify. “I’m pretty sure she came into my apartment and spiked it with Tylenol.”

“Of course it made you throw up,” Jeremy shoots back. “It’s fermented tea. It’s disgusting. And anyway, you…”

I don’t know what Jeremy was going to say, but Hardwick shoots him a look so harsh that it’s clear if he doesn’t shut up, his lawyer is going to walk out of the room.

“Given this new piece of information about Ms. Chesson,” Hardwick says slowly, “I’d like to ask that we take some time and then regroup.”

“Yes,” Ezra says, “and maybe next time, you won’t insult us by saying that my client is unstable when yours is the one dating an addict.”

I sort of want to applaud.

It’s only after Ezra and I have exited the room that he murmurs to me, “I shouldn’t have said that last part. But I couldn’t resist.”

“It was great,” I say, giddy. “You were great. Thank you so much.”

“I’m living for the look on Lenny Hardwick’s face.” He raises his hand in the air. “I think this calls for a high five.”

Of course, I give him the high five, because you can never leave anyone hanging, but I am not ready to start celebrating quite yet. We haven’t won the custody battle, and I know Jeremy is going to fight like hell. And those accusations against me…

“I need you to know,” I say, “that I didn’t do any of those things he said I did.”

“I think we have already established that your ex likes to play dirty.” He shrugs. “We are not going to stoop to his level. We are always going to be honest. And at the end of this, you’re going to be able to take your little boy home.”

I can’t help myself. I reach out and throw my arms around Ezra. I am just so grateful to him that I almost want to burst into tears. But a second later, I get embarrassed and pull away.

“Sorry.” I wipe a few strands of hair off my face. “I’m not supposed to hug you, am I?”

He grins. “You can hug me. I’m not supposed to hug you. The New York Bar wouldn’t approve.”

“Gotcha.”

He frowns at me. “What was all that about the kombucha? You don’t really think Jeremy’s girlfriend tried to poison you, do you?”

He looks concerned, but there’s something else in his face that strikes me. A story about poisoned homemade kombucha is pretty out there, as are my suspicions that Veronica wants to harm me or Teddy. Jeremy is already doing his damnedest to make everyone think I’m delusional, and I worry sharing my concerns might push it over the edge. Especially since I don’t have a shred of proof.

Yet.

“It did make me throw up,” I admit, “but…I may have just let it ferment too long.”

“Okay.” Ezra nods slowly. “But if you’re not entirely sure it’s true, you shouldn’t say it. We don’t want to give them any ammunition to make you seem unstable. At the end of this, we want to have a resounding victory.”

There was a moment in the conference room when I really thought things were going south for me. Ezra has somehow managed to turn it around. But the biggest victory of all is the way that Leonard Hardwick responded when he found out about Veronica’s past. I have a feeling that he’s going to advise Jeremy to break up with her so he can win the custody battle. And once that happens, the spell will be broken.
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As I drive Teddy home from his karate lesson, he munches happily on a chocolate chip cookie in the back seat. The crumbs are getting all over his white uniform and the back of my car, but it’s fine. The cookie is making him happy, and since I’m the one who gave it to him, I consider it a win.

The elephant incident seems long forgotten. At least by Teddy.

“So, Teddy,” I say, “what would you like to do for your birthday?”

Teddy will be turning six in another week, and with all the divorce mediation drama, his birthday seems to have fallen by the wayside a little bit. But we’ve still got a week left. We can make it special.

But then he surprises me by saying, “Daddy and Ronnie are making me a party.”

“Oh?” I nearly sail right through a red light and only manage to slam my foot on the brake at the last second. “They are?”

“Yeah. They said six is a really special birthday, so we need to have a big party.”

“Did they?” My stomach churns at the idea of Teddy planning a birthday party with Jeremy and his mistress. Like they’re some kind of family unit. “How nice.”

“And Ronnie said she’s getting me an extra special present because my elephant got wrecked.”

Great. “And when is this party?”

“It’s Sunday morning.”

Fabulous. “And who’s coming?”

“My whole class!”

So everybody in Teddy’s class will be showing up for this party to schmooze with Jeremy and Veronica while I am left out in the cold. Like I don’t even exist. Like I’m not Teddy’s mother.

“Are you coming, Mommy?” Teddy asks.

“Well,” I say carefully, “Daddy didn’t invite me.”

“He said that you wouldn’t want to come.”

I crane my neck to look back at him, and his face is screwed up.

“But you want to come to my party, right, Mommy?”

“I absolutely do.”

The idea of missing my son’s sixth birthday party makes my heart hurt. But at the same time, a morning spent with Jeremy and Veronica getting handsy together and acting “so in love,” as Veronica would say…well, that makes my stomach hurt.

Either way, the fact of the matter is that Jeremy didn’t invite me. He doesn’t want me at this party.

“I do want to come to the party,” I say, “but Daddy didn’t invite me.”

“I’ll tell him to invite you! It’s my party, so I get to invite whoever I want, right?”

“That’s very true.”

As much as I don’t want to spend the morning with Jeremy and Veronica, I don’t want to miss out on Teddy’s birthday party. I will suck it up and go to the party. Maybe it won’t be so bad.
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When Jeremy comes to pick up Teddy tonight, the first thing Teddy says to him after hurling himself into his father’s arms is, “Can Mommy come to my birthday party?”

Jeremy was grinning when he greeted Teddy, but that wipes the smile right off his face. “What?”

“My party,” Teddy reminds him. “Mommy said she wasn’t invited, but I want her to come. Can she come?”

Jeremy looks up at me, an annoyed expression on his handsome features. I’m slightly embarrassed to admit that I have started putting on makeup every night in anticipation of him showing up, although at least half the time, it’s Rosita. I may not be able to look as good as twenty-eight-year-old Veronica, but I clean up nicely.

“Teddy,” Jeremy says. “Do you think you could go in your room so that I can talk to Mommy about the party? I don’t want you to hear any surprises.”

“Okay!” Teddy agrees happily.

Teddy races into his small room and slams the door shut behind him, leaving Jeremy and me all alone in the living room. A minute ago, I was thinking about how good he looked, but all of a sudden, he just seems tired. I wonder if Veronica is wearing him out.

“Naomi,” he says quietly. “I don’t want you to come to this party.”

His words shouldn’t come as a surprise after what Teddy told me and the obvious fact that he hasn’t invited me, but it still feels like a slap in the face. “Teddy wants me there.”

“I know,” he acknowledges. “But I’m asking you not to come. This day is about Teddy, and I don’t want any drama.”

“Hmm. It feels like if you cared about our son and didn’t want drama, you wouldn’t have left his mother for a twenty-eight-year-old drug addict!”

“Will you please keep your voice down?” Jeremy snaps at me, nervously glancing in the direction of the bedroom. “I scheduled the party in the morning so you would have the rest of the day with him. I just think it’s better if you don’t come.”

I hate how he’s trying to exclude me from my son’s life. I never dreamed that I wouldn’t be invited to Teddy’s sixth birthday party. And the worst part is that he won’t even acknowledge that he’s the one who doesn’t want me there. He’s acting like excluding me is part of the greater good for Teddy’s sake.

“Fine,” I say. “I won’t come to the party.”

His shoulders slump. “Thank you. I appreciate that.”

The relief on his face surprises me. Why was it so important that I didn’t come to this birthday party?

Does it have to do with Veronica? Is she the one who insisted that I couldn’t come? Is she scared of the competition, especially after what I found out about her? Is she worried I found out that she tried to poison me and will expose her?

Worse, is it possible that Teddy could be in danger at his party?

I reject that last prospect. No matter how diabolical Veronica is, she could never expect to get away with harming a child during his own birthday party. If there’s one place Teddy will be safe, it’s at that party.

I have to believe that.
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“It’s one birthday party, Naomi. You have to pick your battles.”

These are Ezra’s words of wisdom. We are strategizing for the next mediation session, again at my apartment. We have given up on attempting to meet at his office, and now he just comes here when he’s done at the courthouse. This time, he brought Chinese food. It’s not organic, but there’s nothing like good Chinese food after a rough day.

Ezra isn’t the only one who thinks I need to stop fuming about this party. I had lunch with Cora yesterday, and while she was furious on my behalf, she had a different way of thinking about it. Stop thinking about that asshole. Do something so fun with Teddy that the party pales in comparison! When I pointed out that money was an issue, she said, As long as it involves ice cream, you’ll come out on top.

“I just wish I could be there,” I say, “for Teddy.”

Ezra pauses to chew on a piece of bok choy. “Teddy will have a great time. I’m sure he will. And then you’ll have your own party with him.”

We are supposed to be strategizing for the mediation session, but pretty much all we have talked about since he arrived is Teddy’s upcoming birthday party. It’s a little hard to get it out of my head. Thankfully, Ezra has been really patient and willing to discuss it endlessly.

It makes me think of what he told me last time he was here. How the fact that he wanted kids was what broke up his marriage.

“Do you still want kids?” I blurt out.

“Uh…” The question clearly makes him a little uncomfortable, but I don’t retract it. I watch as he puts down his container of food on my coffee table and leans back on the sofa. “Yes. Yes, I do. But realistically, I’m starting to think it might not happen.”

“Why not? You’re a man, so you could have kids until you’re ninety.”

“Right, but who wants to be taking care of a baby when they’re ninety years old?” He cracks a smile. “I don’t know. Most women my age probably feel like their childbearing years are over. And I’m really not interested in dating someone much younger than me. So…like I said, I don’t know. If I met the right woman and she had a kid and I were a stepdad, that would be okay. But realistically, I’m not sure I’ll ever get married again.”

“Why not?”

“Occupational hazard, I guess.” He waves a hand at our Chinese food feast. “I can barely make time for my clients. I definitely can’t make time for dating.”

“That’s too bad.”

“You’re telling me.” He takes off his glasses so he can clean the lenses on his shirt. With his glasses off, he looks younger somehow. “Listen, Naomi. Can I give you a piece of advice?”

“That’s what I’m paying you for, isn’t it?”

He pushes his glasses back up his nose. “Right. I just don’t want you to take this the wrong way.”

“Okay…”

He looks down at my left hand pointedly. “You need to stop wearing your wedding ring.”

At his words, I instinctively cover the morganite ring on my left hand with my other hand. “Oh…”

“Your ex is trying to paint you as extremely unstable,” Ezra says. “You and I know he’s wrong about that, but he’s right about one thing. You’re having trouble letting go.”

“I…I like the ring…”

“It’s a nice ring,” he acknowledges. “But I’m sure you have other nice rings that you can wear. The problem with that ring is what it represents. And it’s not helping your case when you show up to the mediation sessions wearing it.”

I remember the other day when Jeremy yelled at me for still wearing my wedding ring. He was so harsh about it, it made me desperate to hold on to the ring. But Ezra isn’t being harsh. Everything he is saying makes a lot of sense, and he always has my best interest in mind.

So that’s why I slide the ring off my finger and place it on the coffee table.

“There,” he says. “Don’t you feel better?”

I don’t feel any better. I feel naked.

But at the same time, I recognize he’s right. I can’t keep wearing that ring when Jeremy and I are no longer living together and he is sleeping with another woman.

“It’s hard to let go,” I murmur.

“I know,” he says. “A lot of people have trouble with this part.”

“I just…” I squeeze my hands together. “I feel like this is it. Jeremy was my one chance at happiness, and now it’s over.”

He shifts on the sofa, leaning in closer to me. “That,” he says, “is ridiculous.”

“I don’t think so.”

“Naomi,” he says, “you deserve so much better than that asshole. You are an incredible person, and you are a lot stronger than you give yourself credit for. You are smart, you are a great mother, and…” He pauses. “And you’re beautiful.”

Do you want to hear something weird? In forty-two years, I’m not sure anyone has ever referred to me as beautiful. My mother sure never did. There have been plenty of men over the years who were trying to get into my pants and told me I looked hot or whatever. Jeremy…well, he would tell me I look nice. But “beautiful”? I don’t think he ever used that particular word. And I can’t fault him, because I’m not actually beautiful. I mean, if I am beautiful, then I think we need an entirely new word to describe somebody like Veronica.

But the weirdest part is that Ezra seems like he’s being sincere. He’s looking straight at me and not doing anything to indicate that he’s hoping his words will get me into bed. He just says it like he’s stating a fact.

He thinks I’m beautiful. Okay.

“Well, thank you,” I finally say.

“I mean it,” he says back, his eyes still locked on mine. For a split second, I feel a little short of breath from the way he’s looking at me—in a way that I’m not sure Jeremy ever looked at me. It’s almost too much, if I’m being honest, and I wonder if I should say something, but then he flashes me a self-effacing grin that instantly lightens the mood. “Stef always told me I was bad at giving compliments. So, you know, I’m working on it.”

Ah, this is compliment practice. That makes more sense. “Good job,” I say, giving him an awkward thumbs-up.

“Thank you.”

We finish off the rest of the Chinese food and talk about the case a little more. Ezra has my documents in a thick folder stuffed into his giant bulging briefcase, but he seems to know where everything is, so I’m not going to knock him for it.

“Wouldn’t it be easier to just carry around your laptop instead of all those papers?” I ask him.

“I like to print everything out,” he says. “I don’t trust computers entirely. I feel like I can’t be sure something isn’t going to disappear unless I have it on paper.”

I laugh. “You’re too young to mistrust technology.”

“Oh, I’m definitely not.” He shuffles through the pages of my file. “I like things a certain way. Some people call it weird, but…I don’t know, that’s how I’ve always been, and it works for me.”

“Yes,” I say. “I noticed right away that you have a different kind of energy than most people.”

“Yeah,” he says, “I kind of noticed that about you too.”

I’m not sure exactly what he means by that. But I decide to take it as another compliment.

I pick up two of the three fortune cookies from the coffee table. I hand one to him and keep one for myself. “This was my favorite part of the meal when I was a kid.”

“Still my favorite.” Ezra cracks his open and pulls out the tiny strip of paper inside. “Okay, here we go: Your road to glory will be paved in jagged stones. Hmm. I’m not sure if I like that one. What does yours say?”

“A dubious friend may be an enemy in disguise,” I read.

Despite the fact that I don’t believe fortune cookies could possibly have any bearing on real life, something about that fortune makes me uneasy.

“Wow, these are kind of ominous,” Ezra comments. He nods at the final cookie, lying on the table. “I’ll let you have the do-over.”

I pick up the other cookie on the table and crack it open. “You will be invited to a karaoke party.”

He gives me a thumbs-up. “Much better. A karaoke party seems really fun.”

I would have preferred a fortune along the lines of, You’re going to get sole custody of your son. Or even better, Your husband will realize that hot twentysomething is taking advantage of him and come back to you.

“Ezra?” I say.

“Uh-huh?”

“Do you really think I’m going to get custody of Teddy?”

“Definitely.” After a pause, he reaches into the outer pocket of his briefcase. He fishes around for a moment, then finally pulls out a translucent crystal. “How could we lose when I’ve got this for luck?”

It’s the quartz I gave him that first day at town hall. I assumed he would have lost it by now or even thrown it away. “You still have it,” I say in a slightly stunned voice.

“Of course I do,” he says, as if it would be ridiculous for him not to be carrying my crystal around with him everywhere he goes.

Ezra has to be in court early tomorrow again, so he gathers up his papers, and I walk him to the door. I didn’t expect him to stay quite this long, but somehow, the evening just flew by. Even though I’m tired, I sort of don’t want him to leave. After five years of living with two boys in the house, this apartment feels painfully empty at night. I almost want to ask him if he’d like to stick around to watch something on TV, but I’m sure he’ll say no.

I look down at Ezra’s overstuffed briefcase. “I hope you get some sleep tonight.”

“Sleep is for the weak.”

“Well, either way, thank you again,” I say. “I really appreciate everything you’ve done for me. When this is all over, I’m going to leave you an amazing review online. I’ll say that you do house calls with Chinese food.”

“Uh, please don’t do that,” he says. “House calls with Chinese food and Buddha bowls are not my standard practice.”

“No?”

“Definitely not.”

“Well,” I say, “then I appreciate it even more.”

Ezra steps out my front door, but he doesn’t turn around to walk back to his car. He just stands there for a moment, his face in shadow from the moonlight. He seems like he’s got something to say, so I stand there, waiting for him.

“I just want you to know,” he finally says, “that I’m going to win this for you, Naomi. I’m going to get you everything you deserve. I’ll make sure of it.”

“Thank you,” I say softly.

He opens his mouth again, but nothing comes out. He just stands there, less than a foot away from me. And I can’t help but think back to earlier in the evening, back when he called me beautiful.

“What is it?” I press him. “Is there something else you want to say?”

“There is,” he confirms. “There definitely is.” He tightens his grip on his briefcase until his knuckles turn white. “But if I said it, I would get disbarred.”

I raise an eyebrow. And then I can’t help but think of what Cora told me, about Miranda marrying her divorce lawyer. Or was it Samantha? Either way, it’s suddenly stuck in my head.

And actually, Ezra is pretty cute. No, he’s not classically handsome the way Jeremy is, but there’s something about him. I feel like we’re somehow on the same wavelength, much more so than I ever was with my husband. After all, Jeremy never would’ve carried around that quartz crystal.

But then he shakes his head. “Never mind,” he says.

“Oh,” I say, trying not to let on that I’m a little disappointed.

He offers me a tired smile. “Good night, Naomi.”

“Good night, Ezra.”

I watch him walk back to his car—a beat-up Ford that seems to have a busted taillight—and he’s slightly stooped over from the weight of his giant briefcase. Before he gets into his car, he waves at me one last time, and I wave back.
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On Sunday, I head over to Jeremy’s house at noon.

I spent the morning trying to take Ezra’s advice and not think about the fact that my son’s sixth birthday party has been going on without me being there. I have to keep in mind that I will have Teddy on his real birthday later in the week, and we will get to spend the rest of today together. This party isn’t a big deal.

When I pull onto our old street, it’s hard to find parking because the curbs are so crowded with cars. Is this party still going on? It seems like nobody ever knows when to go home during these kids’ events. Really, you need to hire a bouncer.

I should be grateful Jeremy handled things. I don’t need that kind of hassle in my life right now.

I finally squeeze into a parking spot on the curb all the way down the block, and then it’s a five-minute walk back to the house. As I get closer, I can hear music and children’s laughter coming from the backyard. I wonder if he got a bouncy castle—there’s certainly room in the massive yard.

The gate to the backyard is closed, but when I try it, it’s not locked. So I’m able to step into the backyard of the house where I lived for four years and get a good look at what is clearly the party of the century.

This party has everything. There’s a bouncy house—no, a bouncy castle complete with a waterslide. There is a three-tiered birthday cake. There’s a clown blowing up balloon animals. There’s a pony. A freaking pony.

But the worst part is the sheer number of people here. This party is clearly the place to be on this particular Sunday morning. It looks like Teddy’s entire class showed up. Hell, it looks like the whole town was invited.

The only kid I don’t see at the party is my son. I scan the bouncy castle, the pony line, and the children gathered around the clown, but Teddy is nowhere to be seen.

A frisson of fear sparks in my belly. I assumed Teddy would be safe at his own birthday party, but now I wonder if that’s true. Wouldn’t a huge party like this be an easy place for a small child to disappear? What if…

“Mommy!”

Teddy’s excited voice comes tearing through the crowd, immediately dissolving my fears. A second later, my son propels himself into my arms. This level of excitement is usually reserved for Jeremy, so I’m flattered—it’s a small consolation prize on a day like today.

“Mommy, you came!” Teddy says happily. “Daddy said you wouldn’t.”

As if on cue, Jeremy emerges from the crowd, dressed casually for a change in blue jeans and a T-shirt. He’s always wearing suits, and I forgot how handsome he looks in casual clothes. Although he looks more handsome when he is smiling, which he is definitely not doing right now.

“Naomi,” he says in a low, angry voice. Since the mediation took a turn recently, Jeremy always seems furious with me—it’s painful to see him that way. “What are you doing here?”

I check my watch. “You told me to come at noon. You said the party would be over by noon.”

A blood vessel bulges in his temple. “I said one!”

“Mommy!” Teddy tugs on my skirt. “Mommy, you have to see the pony! His name is Sparkles!”

A second later, Veronica materializes, her silky hair pulled back into a high ponytail, her flawless skin scrubbed clean of makeup. She looks fantastic in jeans and a tank top—actually beautiful, not whatever Ezra was talking about. She smiles sweetly at me. “Hello, Naomi. Glad you could make it.”

“Naomi is leaving,” Jeremy says, loud enough to be heard over the sound of the screaming children, which makes a few of the adult guests swivel their heads. We’re on the verge of creating a scene.

“No!” Teddy wails. “I want Mommy to stay!”

I look at Jeremy helplessly, but he’s still glaring at me. It is Veronica who finally steps between us. “Please, stay for the party, Naomi. We’ve got food in the house. The kitchen is right in through the back doors.”

I want to snap at her that I know where the kitchen is in my own damn house, but at least she does not want to kick me out like Jeremy does. Then again, it’s because of Veronica that I am being kicked out of my entire life.

Why can’t Jeremy see it? I’ve got proof that she’s after him for his money. Doesn’t he care? Does he want to be taken advantage of?

I allow Teddy to lead me into the throng of partygoers. He shows me the giant cake and the bouncy castle and the pony, and he even has the clown make me a little balloon crown, which I obligingly rest on my head. But then Teddy gets distracted by his friends, leaving me all to myself.

I haven’t had anything to eat today, so I wander into the house to see what sort of food they have. And naturally, the display is spectacular. They have dozens of mini sandwiches in every variety, a smoked salmon mousse thing, deviled eggs topped with caviar, stuffed mushrooms, some sort of croquettes, and a massive charcuterie board where the meat has been formed into the shape of flowers. And best of all, several bottles of wine.

I pour myself a large glass of red, not even bothering to look at the label. I should probably eat something first, but more than anything, I need a drink right now. Just as I am gulping it down, I lower my glass at the sight of a familiar face.

“Cora?” I say.

Cora Janzen, who I thought was my new best friend, is standing a few feet away from me, looking striking in a white summer dress. She stops short when she notices me standing there, and all the color drains out of her face. “Naomi?”

A few days ago, I complained to Cora about this very party. I told her how horrible I felt about being excluded, and she seemed just as angry as I was. And yet here she is.

“What are you doing here?” I ask her. I’m trying not to sound too accusing, but come on.

“I, uh…” She squirms as two little circles of red pop up on either cheek. “I’m really sorry, Naomi. Zack just wanted to go so badly. I couldn’t say no. I mean, all the kids at school were talking about it. He would’ve felt really left out.”

“Yes,” I say. “I understand exactly how it feels to be left out.”

“Naomi.” Her voice has gotten irritatingly whiny. I am losing respect for her by the second. “You’re not really mad over this, are you? It’s just a party.”

“Right. It’s just a party, Cora.”

“Look,” she says, “let’s talk about this tomorrow after school, okay? I’ll be in the usual spot, and we can chat.”

“If you’re in the usual spot, I’ll be somewhere else.”

I turn away from her then, downing the rest of my glass of wine. I’ve been at this party for about fifteen minutes, and it’s already been the worst fifteen minutes of my life. Cora looks like she’s going to say something else but then realizes it’s a lost cause and goes back outside.

I can’t wait for this to be over.
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I demolish another glass of wine, then I take my third outside with a plate full of hors d’oeuvres and sandwiches. I know most of the other parents here, but everyone is awkwardly avoiding me, so I hole myself up in a corner of the yard next to a table of juice boxes and water bottles. It’s the optimal location so that I don’t have to talk to anyone, and I can put my plate on it while I drink my wine.

Honestly, it’s like I’m not even at the party.

The only thing left is to sing “Happy Birthday” to Teddy, which is the only thing I am looking forward to. For his last five birthdays, I have always been the one to sing “Happy Birthday” to him. I always tell him to squeeze his eyes shut really tight as he’s making his wish, and his face is so cute all scrunched up. It would have killed me to miss it this year, so all the torture of being here is worth it for that.

Just as I am finishing the last of my third glass of wine and debating if I’ll still be safe to drive if I have a fourth (better not), Jeremy storms out of the house, looking as angry as I’ve ever seen him. He makes a beeline for where I am standing with my empty wineglass and plate of untouched sandwiches, with Veronica following not far behind.

“Naomi!” Jeremy snaps at me, loud enough that several people turn their heads. “What the hell did you do to Veronica’s present?”

I look at him blankly. “What?”

His face is even more red than Cora’s—practically purple. “There was a present in the den that Ronnie was going to give to Teddy, and somebody opened it and destroyed it.”

“How do you destroy a stuffed animal?”

“It was a robot car,” Jeremy spits out. “And it was smashed to bits. But you already know that, don’t you?”

“Um, I’ve been standing here the whole time.”

“You’re lying,” he hisses at me. “You went into the house. I saw you go into the house. How else could you have gotten food?”

“Fine. I went into the kitchen, got this food, and then I came right back out. I don’t even know what you’re talking about.”

“You’re unbelievable!” Jeremy throws up his arms. “I really can’t believe you. I thought you could control yourself for one day, on your son’s birthday, but obviously not. And now look how upset Ronnie is!”

We both turn our attention to Veronica, whose eyes are filled with very real-appearing tears. But then the second Jeremy turns away, looking back at me, a tiny smile spreads across her lips.

That woman is pure evil. Why can’t Jeremy see it?

“I want you to leave,” he says to me.

“What?” I cry. “You mean now?”

“Yes. Now.”

“But…you’re about to sing ‘Happy Birthday’ and cut the cake.”

“I don’t give a shit.” Jeremy’s face is contorted in anger. He’s never been violent before, but for a moment, I’m afraid he might hit me. “This is my property, and I want you to leave right now.”

We have attracted the attention of more than a few people with our argument. The scene we avoided earlier is now happening—everyone is staring at us. And maybe it’s the three glasses of wine that I drank with not nearly enough food, but that only makes me more reluctant to slink out of here with my tail between my legs. And do what? Sit in my car twiddling my thumbs while the party continues on for another hour or two? Even one o’clock was a ridiculous estimate.

Teddy has come over as well to see what the commotion is all about. He looks like he’s not sure what to say when he sees his parents facing off. For once, he is speechless.

“I’m not leaving,” I say. “This is my son’s birthday party, and I would like to be here. I have a right to be here.”

Veronica doesn’t defend me this time. She’s too busy crying her fake tears. Why can’t Jeremy see through this? She’s not that good of an actress.

“Fine.” Jeremy whips his phone out of his pocket. “I’m calling the police.”

“Fine,” I say.

Honestly, I thought it was a bluff, but then he actually pushes 911 on his phone, and then he’s talking to somebody who very much sounds like the police. I can’t believe this is happening. I can’t believe he actually called the police on me at our son’s birthday party, right in front of him. He accused me of being selfish, but I can’t imagine anything more selfish than that.

I’m beginning to wonder if Ezra was right about everything. He keeps saying that Jeremy is not worth trying to save from Veronica, and I keep defending him. But now I’m wondering if maybe they deserve each other.

“The police are on their way,” Jeremy announces. “So this might be a good time for you to leave before they catch you trespassing.”

“Trespassing!” I burst out. “This is my house too! We’re still married, in case you forgot.”

“How can I forget when you’re always wearing your wedding ring?”

I ball my left hand into a fist. Yes, I did put the ring back on after I told Ezra I would stop wearing it. But it has nothing to do with Jeremy. Morganite is a rare crystal that helps with self-reflection and brings out strength. This ring is important to me for reasons that have nothing to do with Jeremy.

But I have a feeling he wouldn’t understand that.

“I want to stay for the song and cake,” I say stubbornly. “I don’t think it’s too much to ask. And Teddy wants me to stay too. Don’t you, Teddy?”

I look over at my son, who is clutching a juice box in his right hand, frozen in place. He is silent, his lower lip trembling.

“Please just leave, Naomi,” Jeremy says in an exasperated voice.

And the thing is I probably would have left. Yes, I wanted to be there for the song and the birthday cake, but I also didn’t want to make my son cry at his own birthday party. (Even though it was actually Jeremy’s fault.)

But it’s at that moment that I hear the sirens and things go completely downhill.
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I can’t believe it when the police show up.

And how did they get here so quickly? Don’t they have crimes to solve? A little scuffle at a children’s birthday party should not be a high priority.

But only a few minutes after Jeremy calls the police, there is an officer who shows up at the backyard, looking like he’s not thrilled to be working on a Sunday morning. He looks like he’s about five seconds away from taking his gun out and shooting every single one of us.

“What seems to be the problem?” the cop grunts.

“Thank you for coming, Officer,” Jeremy says respectfully. “My ex-wife showed up at my son’s birthday party, and now she is refusing to leave.”

“I’m still your wife!” I shoot back. “And our son wanted me to come!”

Although at this moment, Teddy does not look like he wants me here. He is hugging his skinny arms to his chest, his eyes downcast. He looks like he would like me to leave so he can have his cake and enjoy the rest of his party.

I should probably just head out.

“Okay, ma’am,” the officer grunts at me. “You need to move along so these people can have their party.”

Great. Jeremy is not even letting me have the dignity of leaving on my own. He’s making me get thrown out by a police officer in front of practically everyone I know.

The officer takes my arm to escort me out, and honestly, I have just had enough. I don’t need him to physically drag me out. So I yank my arm away from him, which unexpectedly throws him off-balance so that he nearly falls. He stares at me in surprise.

What happens next happens very quickly. I hear the cop mumbling into some walkie-talkie he pulls off his belt, saying that I’m being “combative.” Which I am absolutely not! But before I can try to explain that to him, he grabs me by the arm once again, only this time much more roughly. Then he pushes me down onto the table where I was resting my food and my drink, sending a bunch of plates and juice boxes flying.

The wetness of spilled juice seeps into my blouse as the cop wrenches my arms behind me. A second later, I feel metal rings biting into my wrist. It takes me another second to put together what just happened:

He handcuffed me.

That bastard handcuffed me!

I am frozen with my face pressed against the cold plastic table, sticky with spilled juice boxes and wine. I can’t seem to move or get up off the table, but then he yanks me roughly back into a standing position. Every single person at the party is staring at me with equally horrified expressions. Teddy is sobbing as he cowers against Jeremy’s leg.

“C’mon, lady,” the officer growls at me.

He gives me a shove to get me walking, and I have to be marched out of the backyard of my son’s birthday party in handcuffs with everyone watching.

I think it’s safe to say I won’t be getting any cake.
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I’ve never been arrested before.

Obviously. Most law-abiding citizens like me have never been arrested. Of course, Veronica has been arrested. The only positive part of this is imagining her going through this same discomfort.

The cop drives me to the police station, where they search me—I guess to look for some sort of weapon. Thankfully, he brought my purse with me in the police car, but I don’t get to hold on to it. They make me sign some form saying they took it.

And then I get booked for obstructing an officer and trespassing. They ask me a bunch of questions, fingerprint me, and take a mug shot. Honestly, it’s too awful for words. The whole time, I keep asking to talk to my lawyer, but they don’t let me do it until the booking is complete.

There’s a phone in the booking area, and they let me find Ezra’s number in my cell phone, which was in my purse. I really, really don’t want to call him, but I have to. I’m not even sure if he’s going to pick up on a Sunday morning, and this is not the kind of call he’s going to want to get. I’m embarrassed for him to find out what happened. But he’s my lawyer, and I need him right now.

Thankfully, he picks up after only two rings, probably because he’s not unfamiliar with getting calls from the police station. “Hello?”

“Hi, Ezra…it’s Naomi.”

“Naomi?” He’s quiet for a moment, and when I hear his voice again at the other end of the line, he sounds baffled. “Are you calling me from the police station?”

“Yes. I…I got arrested.”

“Arrested? Are you serious?”

“It wasn’t my fault!” The whole story spills out, about the party and Jeremy’s accusations and how I was planning to leave the party, but then the police officer grabbed me, and it was all just a misunderstanding. Well, sort of. “And now they want to put me in a cell.”

“Oh, Christ,” Ezra groans. “Didn’t I tell you not to go to that party?”

“I didn’t! He told me it would be over by noon! This was not my fault.”

“Okay, okay…” He sighs deeply. “Fine. Okay. Let me see what I can do.”

“Do I have to spend the night here?”

The thought of spending the night in a jail cell is almost too horrible for words.

“I don’t know,” he says. “Probably not. Like I said, let me see what I can do.”

“Will there be bail?”

“Hopefully not. They’ll probably release you on your own recognizance.”

“Okay.” My voice breaks on the second syllable of the word. “Thank you, Ezra.”

“This isn’t good though, Naomi.”

“Really? I thought it was a brilliant idea.”

He sighs again. “All right. Just hang in there. I’m going to make some calls, and then I’ll drive down to the station.”

I want to feel comforted that Ezra is helping me. Whatever I have done, he will help me make it right again. But the second I hang up the phone, I burst into tears.
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I spend the next hour crying in a jail cell.

There are a couple of other women in the cell with me, none of whom are dressed for a children’s birthday party. But because I’m sobbing, they leave me alone. Nobody wants to deal with a woman crying, even if you’re in jail and have nothing to do.

I screwed up. I screwed up really badly. The one thing I had over Jeremy and Veronica is that I was an upstanding citizen. And now I suddenly have an arrest record. Will there be a trial? I don’t even know. I assume Ezra will fill me in when he gets me out of here.

If he gets me out of here.

About four hours have passed when an officer peeks his head into the jail cell. I try not to get my hopes up, but then he calls out, “Roth?”

I scramble to my feet. “Yes, that’s me.”

“You’re free to go,” he grunts.

Oh, thank God. Ezra is a genius.

But it’s not a quick process. I have to sign a bunch of paperwork so I can get all my belongings returned to me and go home. It’s another half hour before I’m done. I thought I’d have to call for a taxi, since my car is back at Jeremy’s house, but when I get into the waiting area of the police station, Ezra is waiting for me, wearing a rumpled suit with no tie, with his jaw unshaven. He’s not smiling.

He gets to his feet when he sees me. “Come on. Let’s get you out of here.”

I don’t even feel self-conscious about my swollen eyes as I follow him out to his Ford, because nothing looks as bad as that beat-up car. He also has a bunch of papers stacked in the passenger seat, which he has to move to the back. I finally climb into the seat beside him, clutching my purse on my lap.

Ezra sticks his key in the engine and turns it, but the engine just sputters. Great. My luck keeps getting better and better.

“Is the engine dead?” I ask him.

“No. It usually takes a few tries. It’s fine.”

“Maybe you should get a new car?”

“It’s fine.”

On the third try, the engine roars to life, and we make our way out of the parking lot of the police station.

“Thank you for getting me out of there,” I say after a beat of silence. “You’re a miracle worker.”

“You might feel differently when you hear what I have to tell you next.”

I frown. “What is it?”

“Your ex filed a temporary order of protection against you,” he says. “That means you can’t contact him or Teddy or even go near either of them except under special circumstances.”

“What?”

“I’m sorry, Naomi.” He glances over at me as he slows at a red light. “But you were forcibly escorted from a party by a police officer. Jeremy has expressed concerns in the past, and now he’s got evidence to back him up.”

My breaths are coming quicker. I think I’m starting to hyperventilate. “So I can’t go near my own son?”

“I’m really sorry. You…you should not have gone to that party.”

My head is buzzing. “So how long does this last for?”

“There will be a hearing in a few weeks.”

A few weeks? I’ve never gone that long without seeing Teddy in his whole life! I’ve finally recovered from my crying session in the jail cell, and now I feel it starting all over again. “Are you serious? I can’t see Teddy for a few weeks? That can’t be right! It’s not like I did anything to hurt him! It was just a stupid party!” My fingers are starting to tingle. “This is so unfair!”

Ezra glances over at me again. At the next corner, he pulls off the road onto a side street. He throws the car into park and turns to look at me.

“Naomi.” He reaches for my hand—his is warm and dry. “I need you to take a few deep breaths. Do it with me.”

He said this to me once before, and I was outraged, but this time, I don’t have it in me to protest. He does it with me as promised, sucking in air through his nose and blowing it out slowly through his lips. After five of these, I feel…

Well, not better. But less like I’m going to pass out.

He levels his gaze at me. “Look, I’m not going to lie to you. This is not great, and I understand why you’re upset. But if you stay out of trouble for a few weeks, I’m sure I can get the order dropped. I’ve seen stuff like this many times before, and I promise I can get it to go away.”

The panic rises in my chest again. “A few weeks?”

“Naomi.” His voice is suddenly stern. “You got arrested, okay? What did you expect?”

His jaw is twitching slightly. Despite the fact that I feel very sorry for myself right now, I recognize that this isn’t any picnic for him either. I dragged him to the police station on a Sunday afternoon, and now he’s going to have to work all that much harder to help me win shared custody of my child. Not to mention the fact that I can’t really afford to pay him, aside from the one retainer check I managed.

“I’m sorry,” I say in a small voice.

“Don’t be sorry.” He touches his temple with his right hand. “Just please, don’t do anything foolish for the next few weeks. And for God’s sake, don’t get arrested again.”

“But, Ezra…” I chew on my lower lip. “I’m worried about Teddy’s safety. I mean, around Veronica.”

He shakes his head. “What are you talking about?”

“There’s something I need to tell you…”

All the stuff I’ve been keeping from telling him comes out in a bit of a confused jumble. The trip to Veronica’s former residence. The poisoned kombucha. My concerns that Veronica might harm Teddy to get him out of the way. As I speak, the color drains slowly out of Ezra’s already pale face.

When I’m done speaking, he pulls off his glasses, squeezes his eyes shut, and rubs them with the tips of his fingers.

“What you’re saying,” he says, “is…”

I wait for him to acknowledge that this is a very serious charge and that we should march right back into the police station to tell them everything. Because Teddy isn’t safe in that house.

“It’s crazy,” he finishes.

I jerk my head back like he just slapped me. “But⁠—”

“You don’t really believe all that, do you?”

He is studying my face with concern in his eyes. Not concern because he thinks Veronica is going to kill me but because he’s suddenly worried that he’s backed the wrong horse in this custody battle. Jeremy has been looking at me like that a lot recently, and I can’t bear to see it in Ezra’s eyes too.

“I…” I swallow down a lump in my throat. “I just feel like…it’s a lot of scary coincidences, you know? You can’t blame me for being a little freaked out…”

“Yes…”

“And I just want to see Teddy again so badly…”

After a beat or two, his face relaxes. “Look, I know you’ve had a stressful time recently, but you can’t let it get to you. This is going to be a harder battle than we thought, but I still feel confident that it’s going to work out in the end.”

I nod wordlessly, knowing that if I try to speak, I’ll burst into tears.

He drives me home, even though when we get there, I remember my car is actually back at Jeremy’s house. I kind of want to ask him to drive me there instead, but he looks like he’s had enough of me for the day. I’ll take an Uber over to get my car tomorrow.

When he parks in front of my house, he turns to look at me one last time. “It’s going to be okay, Naomi. I promise I can fix this.”

“Your road to glory will be paved in jagged stones,” I say, remembering the fortune cookie from the other day.

He manages a tiny smile. “Yeah, something like that. And then when it’s all over, we’ll go to a karaoke party together.”

“Deal,” I say.

I try to return his smile, but it’s not easy. I have screwed up in a big way, and now I won’t be able to see my baby for a few weeks, until we have this hearing. The thought is almost too much to bear.

I hope Ezra can fix this. Because if he can’t, I don’t know what I’m going to do.


38




I spend most of the night tossing and turning.

At one point, I wake up and walk to Teddy’s room, look at his rock collection displayed on his small desk, then pick up one of his stuffed animals and just cry for an undetermined amount of time. Then I fall asleep in his bed.

By the time I finally wake up, it’s nearly lunchtime. I don’t have much to eat in the house, and I consider a run to the grocery store, but then I remember my car is back at Jeremy’s house. I still have to pick it up.

While I’m searching my refrigerator for some food that I can cobble together into a meal, my phone buzzes with an alert. It takes me a moment to find my phone, which is caught up in the blankets on my bed. When I find it, I peer at the screen, remembering having put this reminder in my phone back before my whole life fell apart:

Jeremy trip to Boston.

Jeremy has a business trip to Boston this week. He’s flying out this afternoon. Which makes me wonder who is watching Teddy while he’s gone. If the events of yesterday hadn’t happened, would he have asked me to do it? I assume not, because he would not have been able to ask on a day’s notice. Maybe he canceled the trip. Or maybe Rosita is spending the night.

Or maybe he asked Veronica to watch Teddy.

The thought of that woman spending time with my son when I am not allowed to go near him…well, it’s almost more than I can bear. It makes me want to scream.

Veronica doesn’t love Teddy. At best, she’s tolerating him as a means to get to Jeremy. At worst, he could be in danger. Not that she did anything to harm the Simington children, but that housekeeper made it sound like she would have if the opportunity arose.

And isn’t this the perfect opportunity? If Jeremy is out of town and the two of them are alone together?

When I voiced my concerns to Ezra, he looked at me like he thought I had lost my mind. But he doesn’t know Veronica. He hasn’t seen the glint in her eyes when she looks at my husband. If he knew what I know, he’d take it a lot more seriously.

My phone starts ringing in my hand, startling me out of my growing panic. “MOM” flashes on the screen, and even though I usually hate talking to my mother on the phone, I feel a sudden stab of longing. My mother might be overly critical and cynical, but she is helpful. If not for her, I wouldn’t be married to Jeremy in the first place.

So I pick up the phone.

“Naomi,” my mother’s raspy voice says on the other end of the line. “Have you been avoiding my calls?”

“No,” I lie.

“Yes, you have.” Although she doesn’t even sound that upset over it. More like she’s stating a fact. “So what’s going on? Is Jeremy still leaving you?”

A lump rises in my throat. “You were right about him. There is another woman. He’s leaving me for a girl in her twenties. And she’s gorgeous.”

“Oh, Naomi,” my mother sighs.

I thought that there were no more tears left in my body, but somehow I manage to start crying again. I can’t even bear to tell her about my arrest and how I’m not allowed to see Teddy anymore. It would hurt to say those words out loud. But I do tell her everything I found out about Veronica during my visit to her former residence. Unlike Ezra, she takes everything I say very seriously. I knew she’d be the one person who did.

“Listen to me, Naomi,” she says. “This woman is clearly trouble, and I hate to say I told you so, but…well, I told you so.”

She did tell me so. As much as I am loath to admit it, my mother is always right.

“But the good news is,” she says, “there’s a simple way to get your family back.”

“How?”

“All you have to do is get rid of this other woman before she gets rid of you.”

I feel a cold sensation slithering down my spine. “What do you mean?”

“I mean,” she says, “if that other woman isn’t around, he won’t leave you.”

“So what am I supposed to do? Talk her into going away?”

She snorts. “I don’t think you’ll have much luck with that.”

She’s right. “So how exactly am I supposed to get rid of her?”

Instead of answering my question, she starts coughing. It’s a wet cough that comes from deep in her chest. My mother smoked for far too long. Who knows how long she’ll even be around? In a year, she could be dead. And then who will help me? Nobody is a better problem solver than my mother. She can be aggravating at times, but I owe her everything.

“I can’t fix this for you,” she tells me after she gets her coughs under control. “Not anymore. It’s up to you now.”

I don’t know what she’s implying. She did help me out, a long time ago. But it wasn’t anything like this. I don’t know how she expects me to get rid of Veronica, who is far more devious than I am. I told Jeremy everything I knew about her, and he said I was delusional. I did my best.

But this isn’t just about me and Jeremy anymore. It’s about Teddy too. She can do what she wants to me, but there’s no way I’m going to let her hurt my little boy.
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I wait until the late afternoon, when Jeremy has probably left for his business trip, before I head over to get my car.

I can’t really afford an Uber, but I don’t have much of a choice. I’m low on friends who will give me a ride. After what happened yesterday, I certainly can’t ask Cora. And I’m sure Ezra is in court, and even if he’s not, he’s sick of me right now.

So I head over myself, growing increasingly depressed as I enter my old neighborhood, knowing Teddy is practically within reach, but I can’t see him. And it’s all Veronica’s fault.

I can’t leave my son alone with that witch. If she’s there with him, I’ll… Well, I don’t know what I’ll do. But I’m not going to leave him at her mercy.

The Uber driver drops me off at my Lexus, which isn’t really all that close to the house, since the street was crowded with cars on the day of the party. I get inside and start driving back to my apartment, although I have to drive by the house on the way.

Compared to yesterday, the house looks very quiet. The garage door is closed, but Veronica’s Jetta is parked in the driveway. Moreover, Rosita’s car is absent. Teddy doesn’t have any classes after school today, which makes me think that he must be home with Veronica, as I expected. They’re all alone together.

But then a thought occurs to me. Jeremy knows about the temporary order of protection, but Veronica might not. If I stop by the house and tell her that I’m supposed to pick up Teddy while Jeremy is on his trip, she might very well believe it. Or better yet, she’ll be happy to get out of babysitting.

Then I hear Ezra’s voice in my ear: Just please, don’t do anything foolish for the next few weeks.

But this will be fine. Veronica has no clue what’s going on. In fact, I bet she’s doing drugs in there. Jeremy is out of town, and this could be my last chance to see Teddy for the next few weeks. I’ll just tell Veronica that I’m supposed to pick him up, and then I’ll bring him back tomorrow.

Except this plan isn’t entirely foolproof. There’s at least some chance Veronica will grab her phone immediately and tell Jeremy what I’m up to, and he’ll freak out. So I need a cover story to explain why I’m there—something I can tell the police, if it comes to that.

I pull into the driveway next to Veronica’s car. I hurry across the walkway to the front porch, my body buzzing with excitement at the idea of seeing Teddy. I might’ve missed his birthday party yesterday, but we can still have a great evening together tonight.

However, before I get to the door, I stop on the lawn. I pick up one of the large stones lining our walkway and dust it off best I can. I needed a reason to show up at the house, and now I’ve got one.

I ring the doorbell, hoping that Teddy will be the one who answers. But of course, it isn’t him. Veronica is the one who opens the door, looking beautiful as always in her casual jeans and a fitted T-shirt with her silky hair loose around her shoulders. A wary look fills her pretty features at the sight of me, which makes me worry she’s going to make this very difficult.

“Hello,” I chirp. I’m going for a combination of chipper and casual. “I just came by to bring Teddy something he forgot at my apartment.” I hold up the rock. “This is his new favorite rock. He specifically told me that he wanted me to bring it over here.”

Veronica cocks her head to the side. “Aren’t you supposed to be in jail?”

No, that’s you. I keep the smile plastered on my face. “That was all a misunderstanding yesterday. But Jeremy told me about this business trip he was taking, and I thought this would be a good time to come by to bring Teddy his rock. And while I’m here, I can take him off your hands, give you a break. Jeremy told me it would be okay.”

I hold my breath, hoping she doesn’t tell me that the business trip has been canceled. But I can tell from the look on her face that he really is gone, and she’s not sure about any of this.

“He told you that?” she asks in a skeptical voice.

“Yep.”

“When?”

“We just talked about it last night, actually. I guess he didn’t want you to get stuck with Teddy.”

As I say the words, I attempt to step through the doorway, but Veronica shifts her body, blocking me. “He didn’t say anything about it to me.”

“I don’t know what to tell you.” I shrug helplessly. “He asked me to do this, and I know Teddy won’t want to miss out on spending the evening with me. And you definitely don’t want him crying for this, do you?” I brandish the rock for emphasis.

I can almost see the cogs in her brain turning. She’s trying to figure out if she should believe me or not. She wants to get rid of her boyfriend’s kid, but she doesn’t want to get in trouble for doing the wrong thing.

Come on, Veronica. Just let me have my son.

“This doesn’t sound right,” she finally announces. “I’m going to give Jeremy a call.”

And then she turns around and goes back into the house, presumably to get her phone. I follow after her before she can shut the door in my face, and I close it gently behind me. Then I hurry after her.

“I’m sure he’s still on his flight,” I tell her, trying to keep the note of desperation out of my voice. “He won’t be able to take the call.”

“It’s not even an hour-long flight,” she says. “I’m sure he’s landed by now.”

Her phone is on the coffee table. If she calls him, he’s going to tell her that I’m lying. Not only that, but even with the fake rock excuse, I am violating the temporary order of protection by even being here. Ezra told me not to do anything stupid, and what I have done is very, very stupid. It might cost me custody of my son.

Veronica scoops her phone off the coffee table.

“Wait,” I beg her. “I… You might be right. Maybe I misunderstood. You don’t have to call him.”

She shoots me a look. “Oh, I’m definitely calling him.”

Oh God, why did I come here? Ezra was fixing things for me, and I ruined everything. The second she tells Jeremy what’s going on, he’s going to tell his lawyer. I’ll be lucky if I ever get to see Teddy again. She can’t make this phone call.

But I can’t stop her.

Can I?

I look down at the stone in my hand, which fills my entire palm. It’s a completely ordinary rock, one that wouldn’t excite my son at all, but it’s big. And it’s heavy.

Before I can second-guess myself, I lift it high over my head. And while Veronica is fiddling with her phone, I bring it back down on her skull with all my strength. Strength I didn’t even know I had in me.

Instantly, Veronica drops to the floor, unconscious.

Oh no.

What have I done?


PART II
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NAOMI


What have I done?

Veronica is lying on the floor of the living room of my former house, unconscious. I’m still holding that rock in my right hand. There’s blood on it, and there’s blood on my hand, but not a lot of blood. An amount that could be easily washed off.

I kneel down beside her, worried there’s a chance I might have killed her. But I can clearly see her chest rising and falling. She is still alive. Unfortunately.

No, I didn’t mean that. God, I didn’t want to kill her. I’m not like her. I just wanted to keep her from calling Jeremy.

And I definitely should not have done this. Whatever the consequences would be for me coming over to the house and trying to pick up Teddy, the consequences of assaulting Veronica with a rock are going to be far worse. Ezra is not going to be happy with me.

Now what?

“Mommy?”

Teddy’s voice floats down from the top of the stairs. Oh no. This is getting even worse. Any chance of getting out of here and pretending like maybe a burglar came in and did this has just flown out the window.

But maybe I can make it work.

I sprint over to the foot of the stairs. Teddy is still standing at the top, peering down at me quizzically. From where he is standing, he can’t see Veronica lying on the floor. And even though all I want to do is wrap my arms around him and carry him away from here, I’ve got to get him back in his room while I sort this out.

“Mommy, you’re here!”

He looks so delighted, it almost breaks my heart. He starts to run down the stairs, but I step onto the stairwell to block his way. “Don’t come down the stairs. I need you to stay in your room.”

His little face scrunches up. “But why?”

“Because I…I dropped a dish, and it broke all over the floor.”

“Was that the loud noise I heard?”

My chest tightens. “Uh-huh. I don’t want you to get hurt.”

Teddy frowns, an expression that suddenly makes him look so much like Jeremy. “Why are you here? Daddy said Ronnie was watching me.”

“He changed his plans.”

“Why?”

Oh God, these questions are going to continue for the next hour if I don’t do something about it. “Teddy,” I say in a hushed, urgent voice. “Go to your room and watch monkey videos.”

His eyes widen as he instantly falls silent. We so rarely give him that warning that sometimes I worry he may have forgotten it. But from the look on his face, he hasn’t forgotten. He is going to lock himself in his room, and he won’t come out until somebody tells him that it’s time to eat snickerdoodles.

Now I can deal with the Veronica situation in peace.

Veronica is still unconscious on the floor. I don’t know what to do. Can I slip out of here and hope that maybe she won’t remember any of this? But of course she’ll remember. She got a good knock on the head, but she has a healthy twenty-eight-year-old brain. I’m sure she’ll remember everything that happened and tell Jeremy about it the second she regains consciousness, which could be any minute now.

I need more time. I have to figure out what to do.

Her phone fell just about a foot away from where she is lying on the floor. The screen lights up, and it lets out a loud buzz. She just got a text message.

I scoop her phone off the floor and read the message on the screen. Naturally, it’s from Jeremy.

Just got off the plane. Had a missed call from you. Everything okay?




I can’t answer it without unlocking the screen. But it looks like the phone only requires a fingerprint to unlock it, and I’ve got her hand right here, within easy reach. I pick up her limp hand and press her thumb into the fingerprint reader. The phone jumps to life.

The first thing I do is reconfigure the phone so that a password is not required to get in. Now I can respond to any concerned messages from Jeremy. I quickly type in a text before he can get nervous and call:

Everything is fine! Butt dial!




Good. Is Teddy OK?




Whatever else I can say about Jeremy, he is a good father. Despite everything, I get a tug from reading his message. At least my answer to this question will be honest.

Teddy is fine! Just playing upstairs in his room.




OK great. I’ll call tonight from the hotel.




And then he writes:

I love you.




Ugh, is this a typical example of how the conversations go between the two of them? They tell each other how much they love each other? God, I didn’t get here a moment too soon.

I need to nip this in the bud. Right now. Before “I love you” becomes “Will you marry me?”

But how?

Maybe I can somehow reason with Veronica. She doesn’t actually want to be saddled with a husband and child. All she wants is Jeremy’s money. Maybe I can offer her an arrangement where she gets some sort of financial payout in exchange for leaving us alone. I hate the idea of negotiating with her, but I’m out of options.

But then again, she’s not going to listen to me. The second she wakes up, she’s going to go right for her phone to call Jeremy. Even if I hide her phone, she can just run out of the house and flag down a neighbor.

No, I’ve got to make sure that we have a chance to talk this out properly. I have to make sure she is a captive audience until I get what I want.

I wonder if Jeremy still keeps the duct tape in the same place.
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The duct tape is exactly where we always used to keep it, in the pantry by the kitchen.

Veronica is starting to stir a little bit by the time I get back to her with the roll of silver tape, which means I don’t have a second to lose. Unfortunately, it’s damp in the pantry, and the tape has lost some of its stick. So when I bind her wrists together, I loop the tape around several times to make sure it won’t be easy for her to get free. She’s still pretty out of it, so I’m also able to secure her ankles together without much effort.

I study Veronica, lying on the floor with her ankles and wrists bound. Well, at least she’s not going anywhere or making any phone calls. But I’m not sure if she’s going to be willing to listen to what I have to say.

I pull another smaller piece of tape off the roll and press it over her lips. Okay, now she has to listen.

But I’m still kind of worried about Teddy deciding to come downstairs or maybe overhearing our conversation from his bedroom. This house is gorgeous, but it’s not very soundproof. I don’t know what will happen if Teddy overhears our conversation, and honestly, I don’t want to know. If Veronica and I are going to talk, it can’t be in the living room.

Then my gaze moves to the door to the cellar.

That would be perfect. It’s not soundproof either, but Teddy is never going to hear us from two floors up. Veronica and I can have a long conversation, and Teddy won’t hear a word.

He won’t even hear her if she screams.

Veronica groans on the floor, but her eyes are still closed. Better to do this while she’s still mostly unconscious. When she’s awake and struggling, this is all going to be much harder.

I open the door to the cellar, and that familiar musty odor fills my nostrils. I flick on the light, which is only bright enough for Jeremy to be able to read the labels on the bottles of spirits. It’s actually perfect.

Now how am I going to get Veronica down there?

While she is taller than I am, she’s very skinny. I test the waters, grabbing her by the ankles and dragging her along the floor, and it’s actually easier than I thought it would be. I do worry a little bit about hurting my back though. Dragging an unconscious woman down to the basement would’ve been so much easier in my twenties. Yet another downside to getting older that I haven’t even anticipated.

It’s actually much easier when we get to the stairs though, because now I’ve got gravity helping me. At first, I’m trying to go slowly to avoid bashing her head on each step, but then I realize that might be a good thing. The more confused she is when she wakes up, the better.

The basement of the house is partially finished. There is only one overhead light, which keeps the room dim at all times, especially since there are no windows either—light is the enemy of fine wine. Jeremy lectured me about this once, droning on about how wine is easily damaged by sunlight, temperature, and humidity, which is why it needs to be stored so carefully. In order to get the right temperature, he installed a cooling system as well, which keeps the cellar a perfect fifty-five degrees at all times. But in addition to the wine, Jeremy also keeps a considerable collection of spirits, including bourbon, scotch whiskey, and rum. He loves wine, but when he’s had a rough day, there’s nothing he likes better than a snifter of scotch after putting Teddy to bed.

And I know that because he’s my husband, and I love him more than Veronica will ever be capable of.

The floor is unfinished, as is one of the walls, while another wall is all brown bricks. There are about a dozen wine racks pushed against the walls, most of them about three-quarters full.

It’s chilly in the cellar, especially since all I’m wearing is a light sweatshirt. Veronica is only wearing a T-shirt, and goose bumps pop up all over her arms. It looks like the frigid air might be waking her up as well, because she lets out another low groan, although her eyes are still sealed shut.

I stare at her for a moment, lying unconscious on the floor. She really is very beautiful—unfairly beautiful. I can’t even entirely blame Jeremy for falling in love with her. Well, okay, yes, I can. But still. I have a feeling that no matter what arrangement we come to down in the cellar, nothing will really change. Jeremy will never stop wanting her because, well, look at her!

You have to get rid of her.

My mother’s raspy voice is speaking to me in the back of my head. I realize that with Veronica lying on the floor, her arms and legs restrained, it would be almost too easy to finish her off. I could grab a knife from the kitchen, plunge it into her chest, and she’d be dead before she knew what hit her. A chill goes through me that I don’t think is from the cooling system.

Of course, this is all ridiculous. I’m not a murderer. Whatever else I have done in my life—and I honestly don’t think I’ve done anything that bad—I certainly would never do that. I’m not going to kill Veronica.

But what if she wasn’t quite so pretty?

I wonder if Jeremy still keeps the scissors in the same place.
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When I get back upstairs, I locate a nice pair of boning shears in the knife block in the kitchen. I never used them much, so they are nice and sharp.

These will be perfect.

I walk back in the direction of the cellar. I left the light on down there, but because of Jeremy’s precious wine, it’s still not that easy to see. I grasp the scissors in my right hand by the blade, like they teach you how to hold them in school, as I walk down the steep flight of stairs.

When I get to the bottom of the steps, Veronica is right where I left her on the floor. But now her eyes are slightly cracked open. She seems a bit dazed, but then when she catches sight of me, her eyes fly the rest of the way open. She seems suddenly extremely alert.

The first thing she does is let out a muffled sound. Then another louder one.

She’s trying to scream.

“Hi, Veronica,” I say.

She manages to roll onto her side, although she can’t seem to sit up. I wish I secured her better. Actually, I should have tied her to a chair. But there’s no chair in the cellar. I suppose I could have brought one down here, but then I’m not sure if I have the strength to lift her into it. I definitely would’ve hurt my back. I’m doing the best I can here, considering this is pretty far from how I expected this day to turn out.

It’s fine though. She’s not going anywhere with her wrists and ankles duct-taped together. And Jeremy is a safe distance away in an entirely different state.

“Sorry to do this to you.” I rub my chin thoughtfully. “Actually, I’m not that sorry.”

The hopelessness of her situation seems to dawn on her, and fear fills her eyes. She struggles against the restraints, but it’s no use. She can’t get free.

“I bet,” I say, “that you wish you had something like this.”

And then I turn the scissors so that the handle is in my palm and the blade is sticking out. Her face goes deathly pale at the sight of that blade, and now she starts struggling and screaming, even though it doesn’t do her one bit of good.

After all the things she did to me, I’m not going to lie and say it doesn’t feel kind of delicious to observe her terror. It’s even better than when I called her from that burner phone and hissed threats in her ear. I figured I haven’t had one decent night of sleep since Jeremy left me, so why should she?

When I brought her down here, I had an idea for some sort of bargain between the two of us. But now that she’s down here, I don’t want to bargain with her. I don’t want to offer her money. I just want her to pay for what she has done.

“I need you to understand what you did to me.” I keep my eyes trained on her, watching her face for signs of remorse. “For you, this was nothing but a paycheck, but for me, this is my life! My family!”

Her eyes fill with tears. I sort of want to rip the tape off her lips so I can hear her beg for forgiveness. But I’m also scared she might bite me if I get too close.

“You took everything from me,” I continue, desperate for her to understand. “You stole my entire life, and you don’t even care.” I pause, gripping the scissors more tightly. “Well, I’m going to make you care.”

I step closer to her as she squirms, trying to shimmy her way backward. She’s making some progress, but not nearly enough. She can’t get away from me when her ankles are bound together. When I am within a foot of her, I crouch down beside her. She looks absolutely terrified.

You know what’s irritating? Even when she looks like she’s about to keel over from fear, she is incredibly pretty. I was hoping that maybe when I got close to her, her pores would look enormous, or there would be some other flaw that would come to light. But the only imperfection is the blood caked on the back of her head where I hit her with Teddy’s rock.

It’s just so unfair. It’s not like she earned her beauty in some way.

It seems only right that I should be allowed to even the score.

“You know,” I say to her, “the only reason Jeremy likes you is because of how you look. If you weren’t so pretty, he would never have done this to me.”

She lets out another muffled scream as she tries to squirm away from me.

I finger a lock of her long raven hair. It is just as soft and silky as it appears to be. How does she get it so soft? I don’t know if I should proceed with the scissors or ask her for hair care tips. But I’m sure they wouldn’t work for me. I’m sure she simply has superior hair follicles.

Life just isn’t fair. That’s why sometimes you have to even the score.

I wrap the lock of hair around my fingers and pull it taut until she screams again. I take the scissors, and I hack it off millimeters away from her skull. She’s crying now, sobbing big soggy tears that run down her porcelain cheeks. But I don’t even pause—I grab a second lock and slice that one off too.

Veronica starts bucking hard on the floor, which makes it challenging to cut her hair. I wrap another lock tightly around my fingers, and she jerks her head hard enough that the strands cut off the circulation in my fingertips. Does she really think this is going to stop me? Exasperated, I bring my lips close to her ear and say, “Hold still, or else this blade is going into your skin.”

Veronica continues crying and shaking, but she obeys and holds still while I continue to butcher her hair. It doesn’t even take very long; I’m definitely going for substance over style. I do manage to nick her a few times with the scissors, which makes her scream louder. But that’s okay, because nobody can hear her down here.

And then I’m done. Veronica’s gorgeous hair, which she has likely been growing out for years, is lying in a neat pile on the floor of the cellar. Without her hair, Veronica looks a little bit like a shorn sheep. Her scalp is very pale.

I take a step back to admire my handiwork. Veronica is less spectacularly gorgeous now that her hair is mostly gone, and what’s left of it is sticking out in uneven tufts all over her scalp. And of course, on top of that, she is still sobbing, and her face has turned red and blotchy.

But the worst part?

She is still really pretty!

Jeremy is not going to look at her and decide he doesn’t want her anymore. Especially if he is texting her that he loves her. It’s obviously going to take a lot more than a bad haircut to change that. A lot more.

I need to think.

“I’ll be back,” I promise her. “Don’t even think about trying to escape. I’ll make you sorry.”

I abandon Veronica in the cellar, screaming and sobbing, writhing in a pile of her own hair, as she tries to get loose from her restraints despite my warning. It’s fine—she won’t get out. When I get upstairs, I toss the scissors on the coffee table just as her phone buzzes with another text message. If it’s another lovey-dovey message from Jeremy, I swear I’m going to scream.

But when I pick it up, the message isn’t from Jeremy. It’s from somebody named Lola.

So what are you going to do about it?




Do about what? I scroll back to read more of her conversation with Lola, and although it looks like she has been deleting most of their messages, the last few are still visible:

I took the test.




Well? What does it show?




It’s positive.




A sick feeling fills the pit of my stomach. I thought there might be a way to lure Veronica away from my family, but that fantasy has flown straight out the window. Veronica isn’t going to leave Jeremy. Not anymore.

Veronica is pregnant.
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Veronica is pregnant.

She’s carrying my husband’s baby. I don’t know how this could have happened. I mean, yes, I get the biology behind it. But she couldn’t possibly want a baby with him? Could she?

What do I do now? I was certain I could get her to walk away with enough financial persuasion. But if there’s a baby growing inside her, it might take a little…extra persuasion.

But what gives me hope is that Lola asked Veronica what she was going to do about it. Which means that her pregnancy was most likely not expected or even wanted. She probably got pregnant by accident, because her twenty-eight-year-old body is simply that fertile, while I have spent the last five years desperately hoping and praying that the fertility gods would bless me and my husband with another child. I doubt Veronica has the same type of dreams I did, about a home in the suburbs, a loving husband, and 2.4 kids. She probably doesn’t want the stretch marks.

Does Jeremy know about the baby? If he does, that’s a game changer. He’ll want to marry her for sure if he knows. I still remember how determined he was for us to tie the knot when he found out about Teddy.

Then it hits me: I have access to their text messages.

My hands are shaking as I start scrolling backward through the messages. She has deleted a lot of those too, and the ones remaining are fairly innocuous. Mostly making plans for getting together. A few more “I love you” declarations, but I can’t help but notice that Jeremy always says it first. And of course, they talk about me a few times. Not very favorably either.

Although I suppose that’s fair.

I don’t see anything about a pregnancy test though. Nothing even hinting at it. Which makes me think that he doesn’t know.

While I am scrolling, a message from Jeremy pops up on the screen:

Can I FaceTime with Teddy in about an hour?




Oh my God, can he give it a rest? I appreciate that he wants to be around for Teddy’s bedtime. I always thought it was sweet when he would call in during his rare business trips so that he could say good night to Teddy. It was also helpful because Teddy often refuses to go to sleep without saying good night to his father. But does he have to do this now?

But then I realize this might be an opportunity to figure out what he actually knows. So I start typing back:

Yes, of course. And maybe later tonight, we could talk about how to handle this situation.




The bubbles appear on the screen to indicate that he’s typing, and I hold my breath. Does he know?

What situation?




He doesn’t know. That was a very clear hint, and he hasn’t picked up on it. He doesn’t know about the positive pregnancy test. He probably doesn’t even know she was thinking about taking one.

I don’t want him to get suspicious though, so I start composing a text to backtrack, but then another message from him appears on the screen.

You mean with Naomi? Because I don’t think we need to worry about that. Hardwick says she will get destroyed in court after what she pulled at the party. Everyone saw her. Even that nerdy lawyer of hers won’t be able to save her.




I grit my teeth. Okay, that was pretty mean of him. And I didn’t even do anything at the party. He’s the one who called the police over nothing. Also, they are grossly underestimating my “nerdy lawyer.” Before I can stop myself, I type back:

Actually, maybe we should rethink things. I don’t know if we should take Teddy away from his mother.




What are you talking about???? Naomi is out of her mind! I don’t want to leave him alone with her for two minutes, much less allow her custody.




Maybe we’re not being fair to her.




I was married to her for five years! Trust me, I know what she’s like.




How could he say that? Up until a few months ago, we were happy together! It’s like he’s been brainwashed.

I don’t get it, Ronnie. Why are you saying this? Last night, you said I wasn’t being aggressive enough, and now you’re telling me we’re not being fair to her?




I knew it. I knew Veronica was the one behind this custody battle. She is the one goading him on because she doesn’t want him to have to pay me child support. It’s been her the whole time. And I suspect that when Jeremy finally gets custody, Teddy will be shipped off to a boarding school to get him out of the way.

It’s becoming increasingly clear that Veronica is not going to be that easy to reason with. If she’s pregnant, she’s not going to just walk away with a check. The stakes have been raised.

You have to get rid of her.

I can’t seem to turn off my mother’s voice in my head. But I am not going to kill Veronica. Whatever else I have done in my life, I have to draw the line there. No murder. It’s wrong.

But I’ve got to do something. I can’t just allow Veronica to steal my family. I just don’t know what to do to stop her.

I was on the right track before. Jeremy is attracted to Veronica because she’s young and beautiful. I can’t do anything about the young part, but the other part…

I close my eyes and imagine what would happen if I took the blade of the scissors to Veronica’s porcelain face. If I ran it over her skin again and again. Her flawless cheeks. Her pink Cupid’s-bow lips.

Even her pretty eyes.

By the time my work is done, Jeremy won’t want anything to do with her. Yes, he might give her some money because he feels sorry for her or he feels that he must provide for the baby. But he won’t want to sleep with her anymore. Nobody will.

She will be just as ugly on the outside as she is on the inside.

Yes, this will work nicely.

I pick up the scissors again and move toward the cellar door.
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When I get back downstairs, Veronica has made more progress than I thought.

She has finagled her way into a sitting position and has scooted herself the entire way across the cellar. She hasn’t mounted the stairs yet, but I can imagine that would have been her next move if I hadn’t caught her.

“Veronica,” I say in a warning voice. “What do you think you’re doing?”

There’s a look of dread in her eyes. She really thought she was going to get away with it with no consequences at all.

And now she is going to pay the price. She is going to suffer for every woman who was dumped by her husband for a girl over a decade younger. She is going to suffer for every mother who had her child wrenched away from her in a custody battle. I’m going to make an example of Veronica—for all of us.

I’m not doing this for fun, but I can’t claim that a part of me won’t enjoy it.

First, I’ve got to get her away from the stairs. Since it worked so well earlier, I grab her by the feet and drag her across the room. She tries to kick at me, but it’s hard for her to do with her ankles bound together. I have to say, she is feistier than I gave her credit for. But I have a feeling that what is going to happen next will take a lot of the fight out of her.

She lets out a low moan, and I’m not sure if it’s because the unfinished floor is so uncomfortable or if it’s because she knows that she has lost. I finally drop her legs at the other end of the cellar, closer to the wine racks. This is a perfect location.

Then I brandish the scissors.

Veronica stares at the blade in my hand, and she tries her best to scream. It comes out so muffled, it’s almost funny. She probably thinks I’m going to kill her, but I’m not. Although by the end of this, she might wish that I had.

One thing is for sure though: She’s going to be damn sorry she messed with my husband.

I descend on her, raising the blade of the scissors in my hand. I should probably start with her eyes, because after I blind her, she’s never getting out of here on her own. Although on the other hand, she might pass out if I do that. I don’t really want her to pass out and miss everything. And worse, she won’t get to watch.

Then, while I am debating my next move, the doorbell rings.

My first thought is that it’s Jeremy, although that makes no sense since he texted that he landed in Boston, and also, why would he ring the doorbell? He would just unlock the door and come inside. So it can’t be him.

But who is it?

My instinct is that I should ignore the bell. Maybe it’s a package delivery? Whoever it is will probably go away.

But then the bell rings again, followed by the sound of loud banging on the door.

Great.

Okay, I’m just going to see who it is. I don’t want a nosy neighbor calling the cops because they heard some noise. Whoever it is, maybe I can get rid of them quickly and easily, then get back to what I need to do down here. After all, I don’t want to rush.

Veronica looks like she’s going to faint from relief as I start backing away from her. But she’s out of her mind if she thinks I’ve abandoned my plan. She got a reprieve, but it won’t last long.

I head up the stairs back to the first floor of the house. When I get out of the cellar, I carefully close the door behind me. If you’re standing near the door, you can just barely make out the sounds of Veronica’s muffled protests, but definitely not from the front door.

I creep quietly to the front door, hoping to see who is there without cluing them in to my presence. Whoever it is is still banging on the door, not showing any signs of giving up. And then a voice shouts:

“Naomi! Naomi, are you in there?”

Oh my God. It’s Ezra.
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What is Ezra doing here? I thought there was a chance he might stop by my apartment after he was done with work, but I don’t understand why he came here.

“Naomi!” he yells through the door. “Your car is in the driveway! Are you in there?”

Shit.

I stand there for a good minute, holding my breath and hoping he’ll give up, but he just keeps banging on the door. He’s not going away—that much is obvious—and soon he’ll attract attention from the neighbors. My best bet is to open the door for him and try to come up with some sort of reasonable explanation for why I am here. He might not believe it, but he’s my lawyer, and I don’t think he’s going to turn me in.

I hope.

I crack open the door enough to see Ezra’s worried face peeking out at me. “Hi,” I say.

“Naomi.” He looks so utterly confused, I almost want to reach out and hug him. “What are you doing here?”

“What are you doing here?” I retort.

He pushes against the door to open it the rest of the way, and I have to let him. He enters the house, looking around warily, a deep crease between his eyebrows. He’s still wearing the same cheap suit he must have worn for court today but sans jacket, with his tie loosened around his neck.

“I was looking for you,” he says in a hushed voice. “I finished up at the courthouse for the day, and then I went to your place to see if, you know, if everything was okay. But you weren’t there, and then I remembered that your car was probably here, so I figured you went to get it. So I waited, but when you didn’t come back, I figured I should check here. And then I saw your car…”

“Yes,” I confirm helpfully. “That’s my car.”

He glances around the foyer, searching for signs that there is someone here besides me. I’m scared to let him go any farther into the house, because I don’t want him to hear Veronica trying to call for help.

“I don’t get it,” he says. “Why are you here? Where’s Jeremy?”

“He’s on a business trip,” I say, grateful that I can at least tell him the truth about something. I feel guilty lying to Ezra after all he’s done for me. “In Boston.”

“Oh.” He looks at me, waiting for more of an explanation. When I don’t give it, he says, “So why are you here?”

“Well, he asked me to keep an eye on Teddy while he was gone.”

“Jeremy asked you to keep an eye on Teddy?” He frowns. “He filed a temporary order of protection yesterday, and then today he asked you to babysit? That doesn’t sound right.”

I shrug. “I guess he was desperate.”

Ezra is searching my face for clues to the truth. He definitely doesn’t believe me. Whatever else you can say about him, he’s a really smart guy, and he knows this doesn’t add up. But it’s fine if he doesn’t believe me. As long as he doesn’t know what’s really happening in this house.

“Anyway,” I say, “I appreciate you stopping by, but I’m fine. We should talk another time.”

I put my hand on his shoulder, trying to gently guide him in the direction of the door. He pauses, then very reluctantly allows me to do it. In his heart, he must know there’s something wrong, but he wants so badly to believe me. And I probably would have been able to get him out the front door without incident, except that’s when the real screaming starts.

Up until now, Veronica’s yells have been muffled by the duct tape I put over her mouth. But I knew that tape had lost too much of its stickiness, and she must have gotten it off, because now I can hear her loud and clear. Both of us can.

“Help!” she hollers. “Please help me!”

Ezra’s eyes fly open wide. “Naomi? What the hell?”

He is no longer allowing me to direct him toward the door. He has changed course and heads back into the living room, where her wailing only grows louder. Except he can’t quite figure out where it’s coming from.

“What is that?” He looks panicked. “What’s going on, Naomi?”

“Look,” I say, stepping in front of him to keep him from looking around more. “This isn’t… I haven’t done anything wrong. This is just⁠—”

“HELP!!!!!”

Oh God, why won’t she shut up? “Ezra, please…just wait one second…”

But Ezra isn’t listening to me anymore. He has identified the direction of the noises, and now he’s moving right for the cellar door. But I’m faster, and I jump in front of him, blocking his way.

He narrows his eyes at me as the screaming intensifies. “Move.”

“Ezra…”

“Right. Now.”

I can tell from the look on his face that if I don’t move away from the door, he is going to forcibly move me. So I step out of the way and allow him to turn the doorknob.

He stops short as an earsplitting shriek floats up the stairs. The noise is loud enough now that there’s no doubt where it is originating from. He flashes me a look of disbelief, and then he turns back to the staircase.

This is really bad. When Ezra discovers Veronica tied up, he’ll have to call the police. And this time when they take me to jail, they’re not letting me out on my own recognizance again. I have blown any chance I had of getting custody of my son. I’ll be lucky if I ever get to see him again after this.

Why did Ezra have to come here? He ruined everything.

There’s only one way to fix this. There’s only one way to keep him from calling the police and having me hauled off to jail. There’s only one way to keep my son. I don’t want to do it, but it’s the only option I have left.

So before Ezra can take a step down the stairs, I place my hands on his back and push as hard as I can.
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Ezra goes down hard.

He wasn’t holding on to the railing, and I caught him off guard. Not that anyone expects to be pushed down a flight of stairs, but his feet aren’t planted as firmly on the ground as they could have been. Plus, he shouldn’t have skipped so many meals while working. If he weighed fifty pounds more, I’m not sure he would have gone down like that.

His tumble down the set of steep stairs seems to last an eternity. I can’t even bear to watch. On the way, I hear a loud crack, like a bone breaking—or possibly several bones—and then when he finally gets to the bottom, there is a sickening thud. It’s only then that I dare to look.

Ezra is lying face down at the bottom of the stairs. His limbs are splayed around him, and his right leg is twisted at an unnatural angle. And he is very, very still.

Veronica stopped screaming during the tumble down the stairs. But as soon as Ezra hits the ground, she starts to cry, as if she gives a shit about him. This is your fault! I want to shout at her. If she had just kept her mouth shut, he would’ve left, and none of this would have happened.

I creep down the stairs slowly, almost afraid to get to the bottom. As I continue my descent, I notice a pool of dark red blood spreading around Ezra’s head. And he’s not moving at all.

Even his chest looks still.

He’s dead. He’s definitely dead. As a doctor, I should know.

I whip my head around to look at Veronica. She somehow managed to get the duct tape off her lips, although the piece is hanging off the corner of her mouth. She is crying so hard that she is having trouble catching her breath.

“Stop crying!” I snap at her. “This is all your fault!”

She lifts her tear-streaked face to stare up at me. Before, all I saw in her eyes was fear, but now I see something different.

Hatred. Seething hatred.

It’s the first time I’ve ever seen her look at me that way. I don’t understand. Why would she hate me? She’s the one who stole everything that I care about! All I did was give her a haircut. Of course, I’m planning to do a lot more than that, but that’s a reason for her to fear me, not hate me. She can hate me in a few months, when she’s looking in the mirror at her ruined face.

And now she’s trying to talk, but she’s having a hard time because she can barely catch her breath around her sobs. “You…stole…him…” she manages.

What is she talking about? I stole Jeremy from her? She must still be high on heroin or something. “I didn’t steal Jeremy,” I retort. “You stole him from me!”

She shoots me another look that is so filled with anger, I flinch. “Not…Jeremy,” she says.

I shake my head in confusion. “Then who are you talking about?”

“My…my son!”

Now it’s my turn to stare at her. Our eyes lock, and she refuses to look away.

Oh no. This is even worse than I imagined.

Now I really do have to kill her.


PART III


VERONICA



If I die in this wine cellar today, you need to know three things about Naomi Roth.

First, she is a liar.

Second, she is responsible for the worst thing that has ever happened to me.

And third, if she doesn’t kill me, she is making a grave mistake.
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SIX YEARS AGO

Motherhood changes you.

I should know. I’ve been a mother for almost two hours.

I feel like a completely different person than I was earlier today. Now I’ve got my baby boy, who I named Dominic, cradled in my arms. His tiny body, roughly the size of a football, is swaddled in a blanket that my friend Lola brought over, and his practically translucent eyelids are closed as he suckles on nothing as he sleeps.

I’m lucky that Lola was able to come over so quickly when the contractions started. A lot of women seem to give birth in hospitals these days, but Clay and I don’t have any money or insurance. I never went to a doctor once during my pregnancy, but I read up about prenatal vitamins and took them every day. Lola did a deep dive on how to deliver a baby, and she did a good job. We didn’t need the hospital.

Also, I was worried that if we went to the hospital, they would try to take Dominic away from me. They’d take one look at me and Clay and decide that we were inadequate parents.

To be fair, we have had our struggles. I ran away from home at age sixteen because I was sick of my dad beating me up and my mom not doing a damn thing to stop him. They didn’t try very hard to find me—they were probably relieved to be rid of me. When I was alternating between sleeping on friends’ sofas and the street, drugs gave me a brief reprieve from the mess that had become my life.

I met Clay two years later. He was a decent guy compared to some of the other creeps I met on the street, but he wasn’t in much better shape than I was. We both had drug arrests on our records, which made it challenging for either of us to get a good-paying job and crawl out of the hole we were living in. We’ve been together four years now, and getting knocked up was definitely not part of our plan but also not entirely unexpected. We tried to use a condom, but if we were both high, things got blurry.

And to be fair, we both used to be high a lot.

I got pregnant once before, when I was about twenty. I was excited at first, but then I started bleeding a lot, and I lost it. When I got pregnant again, I figured it would go the same way. I didn’t even quite believe I was going to have the baby until I started to show.

That’s when I realized things had to change.

No more getting high, for one thing. Now that I was a mother, I was done with that for good. I’ve been trying to clean myself up for a while now, but I’ve never had more motivation than this little bundle in my arms.

I’m not going to screw up your life, I silently tell the tiny infant in my arms.

“He’s beautiful,” Lola tells me.

My best friend is sitting in a beanbag next to my bed. She looks tired from holding my leg up during the two hours of pushing, although not as tired as me. Her face is still shiny with sweat, and her straight black hair, streaked with brown highlights, is pulled into a ponytail. She tried to convince me to go to the hospital, but when I said no way, she was cool about it. She said that if this was what I wanted, she was going to be there with me.

“Will you be his godmother?” I ask her.

She giggles. “How do I become his godmother?”

“All you have to do is say yes,” I say. “And then you’re it. You’re Dominic’s godmother.”

“There’s no ceremony?”

“Nope.”

“Well, okay then,” she says. “Yes!” She tilts her head thoughtfully. “Does he need a godfather too?”

“I don’t know,” I reply honestly. I’m very unfamiliar with this whole parenting thing. I only have one friend who had a baby, and she ended up giving it away. But I’m not giving Dominic away. I would rather die. “I’ll ask Clay if he has a friend who he wants to be the godfather.”

“You need to take him to a doctor too,” Lola tells me. “Like, a baby doctor. A pediatrician.”

She’s right. Dominic will need a pediatrician. I think he has to get shots or something like that. It will be expensive, but I want to give him everything he needs. That means that Clay and I need to get jobs, and we need health insurance. If we get married, though, only one of us needs to have a job with good insurance.

I don’t know about marrying Clay though. I mean, I love him. We’ve been together for a long time, and I can’t imagine being with anyone else. But he hasn’t asked me, and I feel strange about suggesting it first. I had no idea I was that traditional, but apparently, I need to be presented with a ring from a man on one knee.

As if on cue, Clay bursts into the bedroom, his arms bulging with packages. Like me and Lola, he looks tired and sweaty, because he was holding my other leg while I was pushing. His shaggy brown hair still has traces of the blue hair dye he likes, although he hasn’t put in any color in a while. He drops everything on the floor and says proudly, “I got everything you asked for.”

I never quite believed that I was going to have a real baby, so we were utterly unprepared. We didn’t have diapers. We didn’t have baby clothing. We didn’t even have a place for the baby to sleep. The only thing I bought for him was a baby elephant toy that I now recognize is as big as he is.

I sit up straighter in bed, doing my best to try not to disturb sleeping Dominic. “Did you get the car seat?”

“Yup. It’s all buckled in.”

I’m afraid to ask him how much everything cost. We didn’t have much money in the bank, and this may have wiped us out.

“Father of the year.” Lola winks at Clay. “Anyway, I’m gonna head home and get some rest. I’ll check on you tomorrow, mamacita.”

When Lola gets up, Clay falls into her spot on the beanbag. He slumps down, his eyelids sagging slightly. It’s been a long day for all of us, but he needs to wake up. The two of us are parents now, and we need to have a talk.

“Clay,” I say.

“Uh-huh?”

He is twenty-four—two years older than I am—but he looks so young sometimes. He’s long and skinny like a string bean and not much different than the twenty-year-old guy I started dating years ago. His background is totally different from mine. He came from a good family and had a relatively normal, happy life until he was in a skiing accident at age sixteen. His right leg was shattered, and while he was healing, he got hooked on pain meds. Even when his leg was all better, he couldn’t quit, and he soon discovered that heroin gave him an even better high than oxycodone. Just like that, all his plans for college and medical school evaporated. His parents desperately tried to get him help, but after a particularly brutal argument, they finally kicked him out. He came from everything, but at the time we met, he had nothing, just like me.

But things have changed since then. No matter how hard it is, we have to get our lives together for the sake of our son. We’re parents. It’s time to grow up and be responsible.

“We need to get cleaned up,” I tell him.

“Yeah, I agree.”

We have talked about this before. Many times. After I got caught with a balloon of smack, I said that’s it, I’m done. But the cravings always got the best of me, and a month later, I was back to using again. Clay is even worse. He actually got caught selling and had to go to prison for a little while. Just like me, he said never again, but then when he got out, it was so hard to get a job that he gave up. Whatever work he can get is usually done under the table, and I wouldn’t be surprised if he still sells.

“I mean it this time,” I tell him in a stern voice. “I am not going to touch any drugs of any kind ever again, and I want you to promise you’ll do the same.”

He looks at me in surprise. “Ronnie…”

I squeeze Dominic tighter to my chest. “You have to promise me. Because if you don’t, I’m going to leave, and you’ll never see your son again. I’m not going to have that be part of his life.”

Clay looks from me to Dominic, and his eyes fill with tears. “Okay, Ronnie. I’ll do anything for the two of you. You’re my life now. And…” He gets up off the beanbag and reaches out to grasp my free hand with his own. “If you’ll have me, I’d like to… I mean, I think we should…” He squirms on the bed, a nervous smile on his face. Then, without warning, he falls to one knee. “Will you marry me, Ronnie?”

If I hadn’t been holding Dominic so tightly, I might have dropped him. Of course, the idea of marriage was floating around the back of my head, but I didn’t expect a proposal—not now anyway.

“You don’t have to answer now,” he says quickly as he scrambles back to his feet. “But like I said, you and Dominic are my whole world, and I want us to be a family—officially. I don’t have a ring yet, but…”

Even though I didn’t expect the question, there’s no doubt in my mind about the answer. “Yes. Of course I’ll marry you.”

“Really?” The surprise on his face is enough to make me laugh. “Wow. Okay, well, that’s…that’s amazing. I love you so much, Ronnie, and…and I’m going to get you that ring when we’ve got some money.”

“You don’t have to get me a ring,” I tell him. “But you do have to get a job. A real job with benefits so we can take Dominic to the pediatrician.”

“I’ll start looking right away,” he agrees.

Clay crawls into bed beside me. I hand him the sleeping baby, and he stares down at Dominic with such love in his eyes. I want to believe that Clay can do this. I want to believe he can be a good father and a good husband. But if he can’t, I won’t hesitate to do what I need to do for my son.
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Being a mother is wonderful. It’s amazing. It’s an experience like no other.

It’s also exhausting beyond words.

Dominic is two weeks old. Sometimes he sleeps. Those few hours are nice. And I love nursing him on my breast. It might be the greatest joy I have ever experienced. But if he’s not nursing or sleeping, he is screaming.

And for a tiny thing, he is awfully loud.

In the last twenty-four hours, I have only slept in hour-long snatches. Clay has been trying to help, but I’m the only person who seems to be able to calm him down completely. Although right now, nothing seems to work. Clay and I are passing him back and forth, but he just keeps screaming. His little face is beet red, and his toothless mouth is opened as wide as it can go as he hollers at the top of his lungs.

“Please, sweetheart.” I peck the top of his damp forehead as I pace the living room. He has actually worked up a sweat from all the crying. I feel my own tears coming to the surface. “Please stop crying for Mommy.”

Dominic screams in response.

I had no idea this would be so hard. I can’t say there aren’t moments when I am tempted to go back to my old bad habits when I am sleep-deprived and just wish the entire world would disappear like it did when I was high. But then I take one look at my son’s precious face, and I know I can never go back to that. He is my life now, and I must do everything in my power to protect him.

“Listen, Ronnie.” Clay holds out his arms to take the baby, an eager expression on his face. “Why don’t you give him to me? I’ll take him for a drive, and I bet he’ll settle down. And I can get more diapers while I’m out.”

We do need more diapers. It seems like Dominic goes through several diapers every hour. How could somebody so tiny produce so much poop?

Thank God for Clay though. He can sense that I am at the end of my rope, and he is stepping up to help out. I hand over the baby, who he carefully cradles in his arms.

He is turning out to be a great father.

Clay grabs the diaper bag without having to be told, and limping very slightly on his bad leg, he carries that and Dominic out of our apartment. The second he is gone, I collapse onto our mattress. A second later, I am fast asleep.
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I wake up with a start.

When I handed Dominic off to Clay, it was the middle of the morning. But now the sun has dropped in the sky. How long was I sleeping? It has to have been at least six or seven hours.

God, that felt good though. Almost decadent. I don’t even feel like a zombie anymore.

I stretch as I sit up in bed, rolling my neck in a circle and then rolling it the other way. Then I creep over to Dominic’s bassinet, expecting to see him sound asleep in there, his little round belly rising and falling with each breath.

But the bassinet is empty. Well, except for the stuffed elephant.

A tingle of fear goes down my spine, but then I remember Clay taking him out for a drive. Maybe they’re still gone. Or else Clay is holding him in the living room. Either way, Dominic is safe—he’s with his father.

I open the door to the living room, and Clay is sound asleep on our sofa. I walk over to him, not bothering to be quiet this time, but he’s not holding Dominic. I don’t see Dominic anywhere.

Where is he?

My heart is slamming in my chest as I shake Clay awake, and not gently. It takes him a second, but finally, his eyes flutter open. He yawns, although I have never been more awake in my entire life.

“Where’s Dominic?” I ask him.

He stretches his arms up over his head. “Who?”

I almost punch him in the face. “Where is my baby, Clay?”

Clay looks up at me blankly. And now I can see the dazed expression on his face and his pinpoint pupils.

Shit. He’s been shooting up. After we promised we would never do that again for the sake of our son.

I could kill him.

“Where’s Dominic?” My voice has reached a hysterical pitch. “You said you took him for a drive. Where is he?”

“I…” He scratches at his hair, which is already sticking up. “He’s not here?”

“No!”

“Then…” His eyes finally widen in alarm. “Shit. I must’ve left him in the car…”

I don’t even wait for Clay to attempt to pull himself together. I shove my feet into a pair of slippers and dash out the front door, racing down the stairs so quickly, I nearly trip and break my neck.

Thankfully, I see Clay’s car parked at the end of the street. I feel like I can’t quite get enough air, and my legs are wobbly as I run down there as quickly as I can. I try to reassure myself that Dominic is probably fine. Clay might have left him in the car, but he’s surely still there. If we left money or drugs in the car, someone would definitely take it, but nobody wants a baby. And it’s not hot to the point where he could overheat or cold to the point where he could freeze. Dominic is fine.

I’m gasping for air and my head is spinning by the time I get to the car. I squint through the back window, and my stomach drops.

Dominic is not inside.

And neither is his car seat.

No. I just stare through that window, not sure what to do. Dominic isn’t in the house, and he isn’t in the car. He’s gone. And I can’t think where else he could be.

Clay is running down the street, following me to the car. He looks inside, discovers that our son isn’t there, and his face falls.

“Oh,” he says numbly.

“You shot up!” I shove him so hard in the chest, he stumbles backward. “You swore you wouldn’t, and you did it anyway! And you did it while watching our son!”

He holds up his hands. “Ronnie, baby, I’m so sorry…”

“How could you?” I choke out, pounding on his chest with my fists.

“I…I just…”

He absorbs my blows, not sure what to say, but it doesn’t matter, because his words mean nothing. I hate him right now. I would kill him with my bare hands if there were a chance it would bring Dominic back to me.

“We need to call the police,” I say.
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Calling the police hasn’t gone quite as I expected.

I assumed that with a missing child, the police would leap into action immediately. There would be roadblocks, Amber Alerts, the whole works. But it hasn’t been like that at all.

An officer named Grenell showed up at our apartment, but he doesn’t seem to be taking the whole thing seriously. Grenell is in his twenties with a shaved head, and he’s asking a lot of questions that don’t have anything to do with finding Dominic. He’s been here for almost half an hour, and so far he’s done nothing but ask us questions. And meanwhile, whoever took Dominic is getting farther and farther away. They’re probably crossing state lines by now!

“So, Mrs. Barkley,” Grenell says to me, even though I did tell him that Clay and I are not married yet. “I don’t understand. You have this baby, but there’s no record of the baby in any hospital, and there’s no birth certificate.”

I tug frantically at locks of my long hair. “I gave birth at home.”

I’ve already told him this. What does this have to do with finding Dominic?

“But why didn’t you get a birth certificate?”

I squirm, hating these questions. I’ve been in a complete haze the last couple of weeks, and I have to admit, getting a birth certificate seemed less important than sleep and food and basic hygiene. “I was going to get around to it,” I say.

He looks me up and down. “You don’t look like you just had a baby.”

My jaw clenches. “So you think we have all this baby stuff in the apartment for fun, and we just made up the baby?”

“Or maybe you stole the baby,” Grenell says.

What? This makes no sense. Why would we steal a baby and then call the police about it?

But the worst part is the way Grenell keeps looking at Clay. Actually, the worst part is Clay, who has visible track marks on his left arm. I should have insisted on him putting on a long-sleeved shirt before they showed up, but I wasn’t thinking straight. It shouldn’t even surprise me that he’s not taking us seriously.

“So when do you think this ‘baby’ disappeared?” the officer asks us.

I look over at Clay, who can’t quite answer this question. I really do want to strangle him, especially when he scratches his arm and Grenell’s eyes fly to the scars. “Well, I took him out for a drive, and that’s when he disappeared.”

“He disappeared while you were driving?”

“No,” Clay mumbles. “I…I pulled over at the rest stop, and I…I took a nap…”

This is the worst part. We don’t even know when Dominic got taken. It sounds like Clay pulled over at a rest stop, and for reasons I still can’t get through my skull, he decided to shoot up. At some point, he passed out with our infant son still strapped into his car seat, possibly screaming his little head off. The thought of my poor baby abandoned by his father in the back of a car makes my heart ache. Eventually, Clay made his way home again, but it’s not clear if Dominic was in the car at that point.

Apparently, he didn’t actually love either of us enough to quit.

If we get our son back, I am never letting Clay near him again. Ever. The engagement is definitely off. Everything is off. He’ll be lucky if I ever speak to him again.

“Took a nap,” Grenell says, “or got high?”

Well, it didn’t take him long to fill in the missing pieces of the puzzle. Clay is quiet, obviously reluctant to incriminate himself.

“Mr. Barkley,” the cop presses him. “Are you high right now?”

Clay doesn’t answer. He just sits there with his hands pressed between his knees.

“Stand up, kid,” Grenell orders him.

Clay glances at me, his expression filled with dread. Finally, he gets to his feet rather unsteadily. I watch in horror as the cop pats him down and manages to retrieve a balloon from his jeans pocket that is still partially filled with powder. It’s painfully obvious what it is.

“Mr. Barkley,” Grenell says, “you are under arrest.”

As he snaps the cuffs on Clay’s wrists, I burst into tears. I called this man to find my baby, and now he’s arresting my boyfriend for possession. But he hasn’t done anything to help me find Dominic.

“Please,” I sob to Grenell, “you have to help me find my baby! He’s missing!”

Grenell turns to look at me just before he starts leading Clay out of the apartment, and he shakes his head. “Lady, get yourself cleaned up.”

I can’t even imagine how I must look. My face is swollen, my hair is matted, and there are stains—mostly breast milk—all over my tank top and pajama pants. On top of that, I am almost painfully skinny—my belly bulges slightly, but it looks more like a food baby than the remnants of a recent birth. I’m sure I look just like what he believes Clay to be—a junkie.

But that’s not what I am. Not anymore. I am a mother, and even if this one asshole cop won’t listen to me, I am going to get Dominic back. I am going to get my son back if it’s the last thing I do.
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Even when your baby is gone, you never stop being a mother.

Dominic was mine for two weeks. I loved him more than I thought it was possible to love another person. And then after those two weeks, he was gone.

It’s been nearly five years since Dominic disappeared, but I haven’t given up. Not even close. I haunted the police station for months after his disappearance, begging them to look for him. But when they finally took me seriously and admitted that he actually existed, things took a turn for the worse. They started to think that Clay might have actually killed Dominic—by negligence or not wanting to be burdened—and then gotten rid of his body.

They were so convincing that I started to believe it too.

They got those corpse-sniffing dogs to search the neighborhood, and I barely slept for the next several weeks. I kept expecting to get a call that my son’s dead body had turned up, but that call never came. They never found him.

I never gave up on Dominic, but I also had to let go to some extent. If I didn’t, I would have spent every waking hour searching for him until I eventually starved to death on the street. A friend of mine offered me a job opportunity in the Northeast, and with my record, I couldn’t afford to turn it down. When I moved, it wasn’t reasonable to take his bassinet and baby clothing, so I donated all of it. I figured when I found him, he’d be too big for all that stuff anyway. The only thing I saved was the elephant toy, which I planned to give to him when we were reunited.

And we would be reunited.

Clay served time in jail for possession, and he tried to talk to me when he got out, but I refused to take all his calls and wouldn’t open the door when he showed up at my apartment. He got down on his knees and begged me for forgiveness, sobbing that he couldn’t live without me, but I couldn’t even look at him, much less forgive him. At best, he didn’t protect Dominic from being taken. At worst, he might’ve killed him.

After I moved out of St. Louis, I never saw him again. A couple of years ago, I heard that he died of an overdose. I wasn’t surprised. I didn’t bother to go to his funeral or even shed a single tear. If I thought it would have brought Dominic back, I would have killed him myself.

The job opportunity was in New York City, where I worked with my friend for a while, then bounced from job to job. Every apartment I had was a dump, and I got paid minimum wage. There were days when I wanted a hit so badly, it was physically painful, but Dominic kept me clean. If I started using again, I’d never be able to find my son. And my gut was telling me that he was out there somewhere and that he needed me.

Now I’ve got a good gig working for the Simington family, doing some housework and helping to take care of their two children. The kids are great, and I try not to think about the fact that the youngest is only a little older than Dominic would have been. I mean, a little older than Dominic is. The only bad part of the job is Kathy, the housekeeper, who hates my guts. During the first week I was working there, the kids and I made a mess in the kitchen baking cookies, and I really meant to clean it up, but after I got the two of them out of the bath to wash the flour out of their hair, I completely forgot. Even worse, Maxim Simington scolded Kathy for leaving a messy kitchen before I could let everyone know it was my fault. After getting reamed out, Kathy can’t forgive me. She is always telling Rhona Simington that I’m flirting with her husband, trying to get me fired. Thankfully, Rhona doesn’t believe it.

At night, I dream about Dominic. My son is still alive. I know that he has to be. If he were dead, I would feel it. It would be like if somebody cut off my leg; I’d notice. Just because he’s not actually with me, it doesn’t mean that he isn’t somewhere out there.

I fantasize sometimes about his life. I imagine that some rich couple adopted him, and he’s got everything he could ever dream of. It’s so much nicer than thinking about him being dead and buried in the ground.

I’ve always been living paycheck to paycheck, but one of these days, I will scrape together enough money to hire a private detective to help find him. But right now, I can’t even scrape enough together to fix my cracked rear fender.

While I am driving over to the children’s school, my phone starts ringing. I glance at the screen, and the name “Lola” flashes. I wince like I always do when she calls. Lola is part of my old life, which included Dominic. It’s painful to talk to her.

But then again, she used to be my best friend. She was the only one there for me when Dominic disappeared and Clay was in jail. So I put the phone on speaker.

“Ronnie?” she says.

“Uh-huh.” I keep my eyes on the road. People drive like maniacs around here. “Everything okay?”

“Yes, but…” Her voice is high-pitched and excited. “Ronnie, I might have a lead about Dominic.”

What?

I don’t have much time before I need to pick up the kids, but I pull over on the side of the road. I pick up the phone and press it to my ear. “What about Dominic?”

“I don’t want you to get your hopes up,” she says, “but you know how I told you I got that job at town hall in the records department?”

Lola’s life has been going pretty good. Like me, she got herself clean, and she is still living in St. Louis, where she scored a decent job, and she is engaged. But what I envy most about her is the fact that she doesn’t have nightmares every night about the moment she opened Clay’s car door to only discover an empty back seat. “Yes…” I say.

“Well, this woman named Lorraine Paxson who used to work here just retired,” she says, “and I got to talking about her with another woman who works here, and she was telling me all these stories about sketchy things that Lorraine used to do. Like, if you wanted some certificate but you didn’t have everything you needed, you’d just slip Lorraine a few bucks and she would make it happen.”

“Okay…”

“So I got to thinking about Dominic,” she goes on, “and how if someone did take him and wanted to pretend he belonged to them, they would need a birth certificate, right? But those are hard to get outside a hospital, because you need proof of the pregnancy and delivery.”

“They could have just gotten a fake one,” I point out.

“Maybe,” she says, “or maybe Lorraine somehow made it happen. It would have made sense for the kidnapper to take the baby across state lines before trying anything, but if they knew Lorraine was a sure thing, they might have gone to her first. Anyway, I got curious, so I started searching the database for a couple of weeks around when Dominic disappeared. And here’s the wild part…” She pauses. “There was a birth certificate for a boy named Theodore issued about a week after Dominic disappeared, and the name of the mother was Naomi Paxson. Same last name as Lorraine!”

“Do…do you think they’re related?”

“They are! I looked up Naomi Paxson’s birth certificate, and Lorraine is her mother.”

I sit there for a moment, absorbing this information. Is it possible that this is somehow linked to Dominic? Did Naomi Paxson find Dominic in Clay’s car and take him for herself, then get her mother to make her a birth certificate, officially claiming the baby as her own?

“Is there a father listed?” I ask.

“Yes. Jeremy Roth is the father.”

I turn this information over in my head. “I don’t know, Lola,” I say. “I don’t want to get my hopes up. It just seems so…unlikely.”

“But it’s worth investigating, isn’t it?”

The hopefulness in Lola’s voice tugs at me. In the months after Dominic’s disappearance, I was always hoping he would turn up. I still feel that way, of course, but I’ve become more realistic. I don’t think my missing son is going to somehow just fall into my lap.

But I miss feeling hopeful. I miss that feeling, like I might actually get him back—like I might get to hold him in my arms again one day.

He would be five years old. He’s still young enough for the stuffed elephant that I have brought with me everywhere I have moved since the day he disappeared.

“You’re right,” I say. “It’s worth investigating.”
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Jeremy Roth ends up being much easier to find between the two of them.

He is some sort of investment banker. He’s just as wealthy as my boss, and he’s got a giant house out on Long Island. One thing is for sure: If their child really is Dominic, he is definitely living a charmed life.

I’m not sure what to do though. I can’t call the police and tell them this whole complicated story about the birth certificate. It’s in an entirely different state, and even back then, they didn’t believe a word I was saying. It’s hard to imagine that they would start investigating a rich Long Island family just because a former drug addict accused him of stealing her baby with zero evidence.

No, if I want to find out the truth, I have to be smart about it.

But the first thing I need to do is get a look at Theodore. When I see him, I will know for sure if he is my child or not. I’m not sure how I will know, but I just will.

On my day off, I drive out to the island. I locate the sprawling house that belongs to Jeremy Roth, and I park far enough away that the house is visible, but nobody will think that I am here to visit the family. I try to imagine the sort of people who would live in a house like that. I try to imagine what sort of life my son would have if he lived there.

It’s probably not him though. It was a shot in the dark on Lola’s part. I know what she was trying to do, but this boy couldn’t possibly be Dominic. Could he?

While I am parked down the road watching the house, the garage door opens. As a Tesla makes its way out of the garage, I am almost certain that I see a little figure in the back seat. Is that their son, Theodore?

Before I know it, without even having made the decision to, I am following them.

Fortunately, they aren’t going far. After less than ten minutes, the car pulls up next to what looks like a public park. Again, I pull up a distance away from the Tesla, and I watch from the driver’s seat as a man gets out and then helps a little boy out of the car seat in the back.

That must be them. Jeremy and Theodore Roth. My son and the man who might have taken him from me.

I sit in the car for far too long, trying to figure out what to do next. Finally, I decide to get out. It’s a public park after all. And this might be my only chance to get a good look at Theodore Roth without drawing attention to myself. My whole body is tingling at the thought that I might get to see my son again after all these years.

I walk through the gates of the park and wander around until I come to a field, where I find a man and a little boy playing with a soccer ball. I saw Jeremy Roth’s profile picture on the website of the bank that he works for, but actually, the picture didn’t do him justice. The man in that photo was brooding and serious, but Jeremy Roth looks happy and athletic, bouncing across the field as he kicks the ball around with his laughing son.

I move closer, trying to get a better look at the little boy. It’s hard to see him, because he has his back to me. But then he turns around and…

I gasp.

Theodore Roth is the spitting image of Clay.

He looks so much like Clay that my head spins. It’s uncanny. Up until this moment, I thought this was a wild goose chase, but something in my heart is telling me that Lola is right. This little boy is my son. This is Dominic.

I stand there, frozen, watching the two of them. I don’t know what to do next. My gut is telling me that this boy is my child, but I can’t go to the police with that. I need something more definitive.

There’s a bench at the edge of the field, and I sit down, still watching them. I take out my phone and send a text to Lola.

I think you’re right. I think this could be Dominic.




Her reply comes back instantly:

What are you going to do?




That is the tricky part. I can’t run up to this little boy and attempt to swab the inside of his mouth. If I do that, I’ll end up in jail. I have to be smart about this.

While I’m racking my brain, trying to figure out what to do next, another boy runs onto the field. Theodore starts to play with him, and Jeremy Roth takes this as a cue to back off. To my shock, he strides in the direction of the bench where I am sitting and then plops down into the seat next to mine.

“Whew.” He flashes me a smile as he wipes the sweat off his brow. “I’m getting too old for this.”

I stare at him, stunned that he spoke to me. Now that I’m getting a close-up of Jeremy Roth, some of my certainty about the identity of that little boy dissipates. Theodore Roth is a dead ringer for Clay, but at the same time, Clay and Jeremy have a passing resemblance to each other as well. Both very good-looking, with similar shade and texture of hair—although Jeremy’s is shorter and definitely not blue—and similar shape bone structures. Jeremy looks a bit like the way Clay might have if he had gotten himself clean and put on about thirty pounds of mostly muscle instead of dropping dead from a heroin overdose at age twenty-six.

That is all to say the little boy’s resemblance to Clay might be a coincidence. But there’s also that sketchy birth certificate. Plus, I just have a feeling that this little boy is Dominic.

“Are you okay?” Jeremy asks me after the silence has dragged on for too long.

“Uh.” I can’t very well tell him what I’m thinking. “You just look a little familiar to me. Have we met?”

“I don’t think so,” he says, and I have to commend him for not coming in with a cheesy line like, I would’ve definitely remembered you. The guy is married after all, based on the gold band on his left hand. “Maybe I have one of those faces.”

“Maybe.” I force a smile, nodding out at the field. “Is that your son out there?”

He nods eagerly, clearly proud of his boy. “That’s Teddy in the green shirt.”

Teddy. They call him Teddy. It’s almost too cute for words.

“How old is he?” I ask, feigning polite interest.

“He’s five.” He tugs at the hem of his slightly sweaty T-shirt. “And he has so much energy. I love it, but I’m almost forty, and it’s hard to keep up.” Then he laughs. “Good problem to have, I guess.”

“I bet he keeps you and your wife busy!”

I don’t think I’m imagining the way his eyes harden at the mention of his wife. But all he says is, “Yeah.”

I want to ask him about a million other questions, starting with whether I can swab his son’s mouth for cheek cells, but I need to restrain myself. “This is a lovely park,” I say instead.

“Oh yeah.” He points to the outer edge of the field. “There’s also a great running trail that goes all the way around the park. I run here Monday, Wednesday, and Friday.”

“I love to run,” I lie. “When is a good time to come?”

“I usually come at six thirty in the morning. It’s very quiet then.”

I flash him a grateful smile. “Thanks for the tip.”

He looks like he’s about to say something else, but then the high-pitched voice of a little boy—Teddy—cuts through the air. “Daddy! Are you done taking a break?”

Jeremy laughs. “Back to work.”

He hops off the bench and trots back into the field to join his son. I can’t help but think to myself that if this really is Dominic, he has scored himself a much better father than Clay Barkley.
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That night, I resign from my job with the Simington family.

Rhona Simington actually tears up when I tell her. “You’re so good with the kids,” she sniffles. “Max and I think you’re the best. Is there any way we can talk you into staying?”

“I just need some time,” I say. And I can’t commute two hours to go running with Jeremy Roth three mornings a week.

“If you need a job recommendation,” Rhona says, “just ask.”

It will definitely be helpful to have her recommendation to overwhelm the opinion of any potential employer who does a background check and notices the drug charge. I have a very small amount of savings, but it won’t last long. I need a job.

Within a week, I manage to rent out a tiny basement apartment. I score a job as a cashier at a coffeehouse, earning minimum wage or maybe a tiny bit more with tips. Although I quickly learn that most people don’t use the tip jar.

As soon as I am settled into my new apartment, I make a trip to the mall to buy a pair of leggings that are tight enough to make the sales clerk’s eyes pop out of his head when I try them on. My goal is not to outright seduce Jeremy Roth, but I am not above using my looks to my advantage. Back when I was using, my skin was always shallow and blotchy, my dark hair limp, and I was way too skinny. But now that I’m clean, I look like a different person than I did back then—I am aware that I turn heads.

I hope I manage to turn his.

It’s about a week and a half after I bumped into Jeremy at the park when I show up at the running trail at 6:35 in the morning, wearing a tank top, leggings, and a pair of sneakers. I make note of his Model X parked nearby, but this time I pull up right next to him. I take a moment to stretch out my legs, and then I head inside the park.

There is no sign of Jeremy on the running trail, so I start running, thinking I can either catch up with him, or more likely, he will catch up with me. And then I start to run.

Or at least I try.

When I was living in the city, I used to see people running all the time on trails. People with gray hair and wrinkles who did not look nearly as fit as I do. But as it turns out, I am terrible at running. I didn’t know such a thing was possible. I mean, it’s like walking—but faster. How could anyone be bad at it? And yet after barely a lap around the park, I am hunched over, gasping for air, my lungs on fire.

So much for this stupid plan.

“Hey, you okay?”

I attempt to straighten up, but a stitch in my side makes me double over with pain. I can’t even manage to feel happy about the fact that the person standing beside me is Jeremy Roth.

“I’m okay,” I gasp.

He rubs his chin. “You look…in pain.”

I gulp for air. “Yeah, uh…I think I might have overdone it a bit…”

“Really? But didn’t you just come into the park like ten minutes ago?”

That’s when I realize that Jeremy has noticed me more than I have given him credit for. He saw me enter the park. And even though he is respectfully keeping his eyes on my face, they do drop for a split second down to my boobs, although if I blinked, I would have missed it.

“Okay, I’ll be honest,” I say. No, I won’t. “I have always wanted to start running, but I’m actually a total beginner.”

“You don’t say.” He grins at me, and now it’s my turn to ogle him. He’s really good-looking, but even more so when he smiles. And he’s not bad in that T-shirt and shorts either. “Well, I could give you some tips.”

“Oh yeah?”

“When I started,” he says, “I used to alternate short stints of running and walking. Like, you walk for one minute, then run for one minute. And if you breathe through your belly, you can avoid side stitches.”

“Thank you,” I say, finally standing up straight. “That’s very helpful.”

For a moment, he looks like he’s going to bid me goodbye and continue on his run. I’m already making plans for how I’m going to manage to bump into him again at the end of the trail if I haven’t keeled over by then. But instead, he lingers next to me.

“Come on,” he says. “Let’s do the walk for one minute now, then I’ll tell you when it’s time to start running again.”

I raise my eyebrows. “I don’t want to ruin your session.”

“Nah, it’s okay. My knee is acting up anyway, so I don’t mind taking it a little easy today.”

We do end up doing some running, although more than that, we walk several laps around the park together. In my defense, we walk briskly.

And by the end of our session, we are making plans for our next run together.
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After a couple of months, I’ve gotten to know more about Jeremy Roth than I ever thought I would.

We run together three days a week. At first, there’s a lot of walking involved, and that’s good because we have time to talk. But on the days when we walk less, we still manage to talk a lot. We get along.

I am mostly hoping for little tidbits about Teddy, and it’s not hard to get them out of him because Jeremy’s favorite topic of conversation is his son. He adores Teddy. If I let him, he would talk about Teddy for the entire hour we are running together, and sometimes he does.

His least favorite topic of conversation is his wife.

I’m very curious about Naomi Paxson Roth. She doesn’t seem to go outside much from what I can tell of my patchy surveillance of their house. Even in the morning, they have a babysitter who takes Teddy to school.

“Does Naomi work?” I ask him on one occasion as we’re doing our third lap around the park.

He shakes his head. “Honestly, I doubt she could manage it.”

“Did she work before you were married?”

“Yes. Well, sort of.”

“What did she do?”

“She calls herself a doctor.” He rolls his eyes. “But she’s not a medical doctor. She’s some sort of crystal healer, who I can only imagine was fleecing all her ‘patients.’”

“A crystal healer?”

“Right. She’s always giving me these crystals and telling me how they’re going to fix my life. Oh, here’s some sandstone—now your reflux is all better!”

“My friend Lola went to a crystal healer once when she was having trouble sleeping,” I recall. “She said it really helped.”

“Well, maybe that crystal healer didn’t get her degree through a two-hour online course.”

I wince. “No, I don’t think she did.”

He can only shake his head. “Frankly, I’m glad she stopped working, because we probably would’ve gotten sued by now.” He’s quiet for a moment, and the only sounds around us are the birds chirping in the trees and our footsteps pounding against the ground. “I shouldn’t have said that. Naomi is…whatever, it’s fine.”

“What?” I slow down my pace, and he does the same. “You can talk to me about it. I’m not going to say anything to anyone.”

“I just…” He stops running and reaches for his right knee, which is taped up today. It really does bother him sometimes—he wasn’t making that up. “I don’t like to talk about this a lot, but I would never have married her if not for Teddy. Never. We only dated a few months, and we’d already broken up by the time I found out about him.”

“Oh.” I am desperate to find out the whole story, but I don’t want to scare him by pushing him too hard. There’s a slight buzzing in my ears. “So…she was pregnant?”

“She actually had just given birth,” he says. “I was leaving my apartment building, on my way to work, and she comes up to me holding this infant in her arms. And she tells me he’s mine.”

My heart is beating fast, and it’s not from the run. Jeremy never saw Naomi pregnant. She could have stolen my child, gotten the fake birth certificate, and then told him the baby was his.

But there’s one problem with this story. Jeremy is not clueless, and he wouldn’t have just married some woman because she said her baby was his.

“Are you sure he’s yours?” I see the look on his face, and I instantly backtrack. “Sorry. I should never have⁠—”

“No, you’re right. I got a paternity test. It was the first thing I asked for.”

And now he is poking holes in my perfect story. “And it was positive?”

One side of his lips quirks up. “Well, obviously.”

“And it was…” I don’t know how to ask him this. “You didn’t just trust her to mail it in, did you?”

“God no!” He bends down and rubs his knee again. “She gave me the sample from Teddy, I swabbed my own sample, and then I mailed it in myself. I had the results sent directly to me.”

Well, that’s that. Unless Jeremy is lying to me, and I really don’t think he is, that means Teddy can’t be my son, because Dominic’s father was Clay. Naomi may not be mother of the year, but it turns out she’s not a kidnapper.

Yet I can’t seem to let go of the gut feeling that Teddy is mine.

And if he isn’t, I wish he could be.
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Jeremy and I have been running for a little over two months.

I don’t know why I’m still running with him. For one thing, I hate waking up so early. At this point, now that I know he took a paternity test, it seems extremely unlikely that Teddy is my son. I have stopped squeezing Jeremy for information.

But three days a week, at 6:30 in the morning, I join him to run laps around the park. I can’t seem to stay away.

It is during our second lap today that I encounter an unexpected dip in the pavement. My ankle twists, and I go down hard. Nothing like this has ever happened to me before, and it knocks the wind out of me.

When Jeremy realizes I’ve fallen, he comes to a screeching halt and crouches down beside me. “Ronnie, you okay? What happened?”

“Twisted my ankle.” I reach for my left ankle, which is already throbbing. “It really hurts.”

He kneels beside me for a little while, and then when I’m ready, he helps me back to my feet. But my ankle hurts so much, it’s hard to put weight on it. The run is definitely over. I don’t even know how I’m going to walk back to my car.

“Can you walk?” Jeremy asks me.

“Barely,” I admit.

He studies me for a moment, as if debating what to do. Then he holds out his right arm to me. “Come here. I can carry you back.”

“It’s all the way around the park!”

“Are you calling me weak?” He grins at me. “Don’t worry about it. On the days I’m not here, I lift weights. I can carry you.”

I’m not entirely sure, but that time I saw him playing soccer with Teddy, he lifted Teddy completely over his head, so he’s definitely strong. And it’s not like I have much of a choice. So I limp over to him and allow him to scoop me into his arms. He grunts slightly with the effort, but he doesn’t struggle or waver. I feel completely secure in his arms.

“Are you sure this is okay?” I ask him.

“You weigh nothing, Ronnie. Believe me, I’ve got it.”

And then he carries me all the way around the park, back to a bench that’s close to where we parked our cars. He gently sets me down, and I take off my shoe to check out the damage to my ankle. Sure enough, it’s already swollen.

“I’ve got an ACE wrap in my car,” he tells me. “I think I also might have an ice pack. Give me a minute.”

He jogs back to his car and returns with a roll of ACE wrap as well as what looks like a little square package in his other hand. I shouldn’t be surprised, I suppose, considering he often comes to the park with his right knee wrapped and then ices it after the run.

I attempt to wrap my swollen ankle, but I have no idea what I’m doing. After a brief struggle that results in my eyes watering from the pain, Jeremy takes the ACE wrap away from me. He gently wraps my ankle snugly in the stretchy material, and then he activates the ice pack and rests it against the outside of my ankle, which is exactly where it hurts, although I never even told him that.

“Better?” he asks.

“Much better,” I confirm. Between the wrap and the ice, the pain has subsided to a dull ache. I feel confident I’ll be able to make it back to my car without being carried. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.”

We stare at each other for a moment, across the park bench. It’s not even seven in the morning yet, and it’s so quiet here. It feels like the two of us are the only people in the entire universe.

I’m not sure who kisses who first. But a second later, his lips are on mine, and it’s the best thing that’s happened to me in years. And I realize that there is a very good reason why I keep coming here to meet him every morning, even after I found out Teddy wasn’t Dominic and even though it’s way too damn early. The reason is that I can’t stop thinking about him.

Even though I don’t know who initiated the kiss, Jeremy is the one who breaks it off first.

“I’m sorry.” He turns away, hanging his head. “I can’t do this.”

I get it. He’s told me enough about his life that I should have expected this. But I can’t hide my disappointment.

“I want to.” The longing in his eyes is unmistakable. “Christ, you have no idea how much. But Naomi is so unstable. I don’t know what she would do if I were having an affair or, even worse, if I left her. I don’t care about myself, but I can’t do it to Teddy. I need to be there for him. He’s my number one priority. I…I’m sorry.”

“I understand,” I say, which is true, even though I hate it. One thing I love about him is that he is so clearly a great father who will do anything for his son. My own father certainly didn’t feel that way—he barely looked at me except to tell me my skirt was too short and I should change it if I knew what was good for me. “You’re too old for me anyway.”

He laughs. “I am. I’m an old man, and you…you could have anyone you want.”

None of that is true though. Especially the part about Jeremy being an old man. Technically, he’s twelve years older than me, but I couldn’t care less about that. I haven’t felt this way about anyone since Clay, and I was starting to think I never would. I don’t think he’s right that I could have anyone I want, but even if he was, I would still want him.

Jeremy walks me back to my car, just to make sure I can do it. I have to lean on him a few times, but with my ankle wrapped, I can put some weight on it. I don’t think I’ll need a trip to the emergency room, which is a good thing because my health insurance sucks.

My Jetta has a crack in the rear fender that I can’t afford to fix. Jeremy once casually offered to get it fixed for me. He wouldn’t even miss the money, but I told him no. I’m glad I refused, because I wouldn’t want him to think that the reason I kissed him today had anything to do with what he’s worth financially.

“Can you make it home okay?” he asks me.

“It’s my left ankle,” I point out. “I should be able to drive.”

“Okay.” He nods. “And…I’m sorry again…about…”

He doesn’t say what he’s sorry about, so I don’t know if it’s about kissing me or the fact that it will be the only time he ever does.

“Don’t worry about it,” I say.

“Yeah.”

He shifts between his sneakers. He looks like he wants to say something else, and I lean against my car, taking the weight off my ankle, waiting for him.

“Well,” he says, “I’ll see you later then.”

“Yes,” I say. “See you later.”

He pauses for exactly two beats, then he crosses the foot of space between us, and he presses his lips against mine once again.
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Jeremy and I have been sleeping together for three months when he blurts out, “I’m going to leave Naomi.”

We are lying naked in bed in my apartment, my head in the crook of his arm. We have stopped running together, and instead, he comes here. I’m glad to be able to give up running, because I never really enjoyed it, but giving him up would be much harder. I assumed it would eventually come to an end though, because he is married with a child. He was very clear from the beginning that he could never risk leaving Naomi.

“You are?”

“I spoke to a lawyer,” he says. “One of the best lawyers on Long Island. He told me that if I’m smart about it, I’ll be able to get full custody. I might need to play a little dirty, but if that’s what I need to do, I’ll do it.”

I feel a pang of guilt that Naomi Roth might go through the pain of losing a child like I did, all because of me. “What about joint custody?”

“I told you…” A pulse throbs in his temple the way it always does when we talk about his wife. “Teddy isn’t safe with Naomi. She’s irresponsible and also completely unstable. I wouldn’t be able to sleep at night if he were staying with her. She’d probably burn the house down with Teddy inside just to teach me a lesson.”

I suck in a breath. “You really think she’d do that?”

“I absolutely do,” he says gravely. “Why do you think it’s taken me so long to leave her?”

He’s told me many times how badly he wanted to end his marriage but that it wouldn’t be worth setting Naomi off that way. But apparently, he thinks I’m worth it.

“Listen, Ronnie.” He props himself up on his elbow. His brow is still slightly sweaty from the activities of the morning. “We might need to cool it a little bit while this is going on.”

“Oh…” I struggle to mask my disappointment. “I understand. You probably don’t want to be associated with me right now, with my background…”

“No, it’s not that at all,” he insists. “I need to be home with Teddy more though, especially if Naomi isn’t living with us. I’m working on cutting back my hours. And also…”

I frown at him. “What?”

He scrunches his eyebrows together. “I’m worried about your safety. If Naomi finds out… Well, I’m just worried, that’s all.”

Everything he has been saying today has surprised me. He’s usually reluctant to talk about Naomi, and when he criticizes her, he mostly talks about how unreliable she is. She had to hire a nanny because she couldn’t manage to ever get Teddy to school on time. Half the time, she would forget to pick him up.

But this is the first time he has ever hinted that he thinks she might be dangerous.

Once again, I think back to my helpless little baby boy, who was snatched in his car seat nearly six years ago. I have all but ruled out Naomi as the person who stole him, but there are still times when I wonder…

I never told Jeremy about Dominic. We have talked about my abusive father, my drug use, and I even told him about Clay, the only other important relationship in my past, but I have omitted that one detail from my life. It’s something I rarely tell people, partially because it’s so hard to talk about. One day in the future, I might be able to tell him.

But not yet.

“If you need space, it’s fine,” I tell him. “You should leave her if you’re not happy—not because of me.”

“I’m not happy,” he says. “I haven’t been for a long time. Maybe never. I made a huge mistake marrying her. I only did it because I wanted Teddy to have two parents in the house, but if I knew back then what I know now…” He’s quiet for a moment, lost in thought. But then he shakes his head. “But even so, I never would have left her if not for you. I want to be with you, Ronnie. That’s why I’m doing this.”

So we decide to cool things off while the divorce is in progress. We will see each other but not as often, and we have to be very careful about it. It’s going to be hard, but in the end, it will be worth it.

And then we get careless, and she catches us.
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Since Naomi caught me leaving his house late at night, there’s no reason to be so careful anymore. She knows he’s seeing another woman now. And she knows it’s me. Even though it wasn’t her intention, the discovery has pushed our relationship forward, so we don’t have to hide.

And now Jeremy wants me to meet Teddy.

“What if he doesn’t like me?” I say nervously when he springs this on me.

“Why wouldn’t he like you?”

He has a point. Children usually like me. I’ve done a fair amount of babysitting, and most children seem to gravitate toward me, so there’s no reason for Teddy to dislike me.

But at the same time, so much is riding on this.

Jeremy can see the anxiety in my face, so he says, “Get him a present. Bribery always works at that age.”

I recognize the wisdom of his words, so I go to the mall to search for the perfect present for Jeremy’s son. He told me that Teddy loves Legos, so I go to the Lego store, but nothing seems quite right.

Instead, I go home and dig through my drawers until I pull out that elephant toy that I bought for Dominic when he was first born. I have spent years fantasizing about the day when I can finally give it back to my little boy. But now, for the first time, it hits me that it’s extremely likely that I will never see him again.

I pick up the elephant, hugging it against my chest. I press my nose against the fake fur, which is still soft after all these years. The elephant still smells a bit like baby powder.

Dominic is gone. I have held out hope all these years, but now that there’s a new child in my life that I might grow to care about and even love, I have to face the fact that my son is never coming back.

And that’s when I decide to give the elephant to Teddy.

I wait at the house while Jeremy brings Teddy back from the apartment where Naomi is staying. I’m sitting on the sofa, my stomach filled with butterflies as I clutch the elephant to my chest.

Teddy will like me. He has to.

As the front door unlocks, the butterflies jump into action. I stumble off the couch, still clinging to the elephant. I can hear the commotion at the front door—Teddy kicking off his shoes and chattering about his day. I don’t know whether to come out or not, so instead, I just stand there until Jeremy brings Teddy into the living room.

When he sees me, he suddenly falls completely silent. He looks up at me with his big brown eyes, and I can’t help but think once again that he looks so much like Clay.

“Teddy,” Jeremy says, “I’d like you to meet my very good friend, Veronica.”

He huddles closer to his father, clinging to his leg, as he stares at me with a wary expression on his face.

“You can call me Ronnie,” I say in my most nonthreatening voice. “And I brought you a present!”

I hold out the elephant, suddenly wishing I thought to gift wrap it. Children love wrapping paper. What was I thinking?

Teddy doesn’t reach for the elephant. He just stands there, pressed against Jeremy’s leg.

Jeremy makes a few attempts to coax Teddy in my direction, but nothing seems to work. Honestly, I feel horrible. I’ve never had a kid look at me the way that Teddy is looking at me. Like he finds me terrifying.

“Sorry, Ronnie,” he says to me in a low voice. “He’s usually not shy like this. I don’t know what got into him.” Finally, Jeremy crouches down in front of Teddy. He puts his hands on the boy’s shoulders and looks him in the eye. “What’s wrong, Teddy? Why don’t you like Ronnie? She was so excited to meet you.”

Teddy is quiet for a moment, like he’s not sure what to say. Finally, he says in a tiny voice, “Mommy says a witch named Veronica stole you from us.”

Jeremy’s mouth falls open. “She told you that?”

Tears fill his eyes as he nods slowly.

I shouldn’t be surprised, I suppose. My cheeks still burn when I think of the hateful way Naomi glared at me when she caught me and Jeremy kissing at his house. But it’s still really hurtful.

“Teddy,” Jeremy says gently, “Ronnie isn’t a witch. I promise you. I’m not sure why your mom told you that, but it’s not true. Ronnie is a really great person, and I think you two will like each other a lot, and also, I…” He glances up at me, then back at his son. “I love her.”

It’s the first time he has said those words outside of the bedroom. It’s not that I didn’t believe he meant it before, but when he says it to his son, somehow that makes it more real.

“You believe me, right?” Jeremy says to Teddy. “I mean, she doesn’t look like a witch, does she?”

Teddy looks up at me, scrutinizing me for witchlike qualities. “Maybe,” he says thoughtfully, “she’s a good witch.”

I hold out the elephant again. “I want you to have this present, Teddy,” I tell him. “It belonged to somebody really, really special to me. And now I want you to have it.”

He hesitates for another split second, but then he reaches out and grabs the elephant from me. He studies it, much like the way he studied me. And then he hugs it to his chest like it’s a long-lost treasure.

He loves it.
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Every time my phone rings, I practically jump out of my skin.

I am in my kitchen, about to start cooking dinner, when I hear my phone buzzing. I didn’t used to be like that, but every time my phone rings these days, I get a chill down my spine.

And it’s entirely because of Naomi.

At first, she was following me. I wanted to believe that I was imagining her car tailgating me as I drove to the supermarket after my shift at the coffee shop. Even when she confronted me in the middle of the supermarket, I tried to be nice. It’s clear that Naomi and I will never be friends, but I hoped we could at least be cordial.

And then I started getting the phone calls.

The first one came not long after I met Teddy. It was midnight, and I was drifting off in bed when my phone started ringing. I didn’t think much of it when I saw the blocked number on the screen. I was worried it could be some sort of emergency, so I picked up. And then I heard a harsh female voice at the other end of the line:

“I’m going to kill you, Veronica.”

I stared at the phone, my heart pounding. “Who…who is this?” I stammered.

There was a long silence, and then that same husky voice: “End it with Jeremy, or I’ll kill you.”

Then they hung up.

I was suddenly wide-awake. There was no way to figure out who made the call, because it was a blocked number, but it didn’t matter. There was only one person who would make a call like that.

It had to be Naomi.

The calls have since become a regular occurrence. Most of the time, I don’t answer them. But when I do, she always has a few choice words for me. She doesn’t always tell me she’s going to kill me. Sometimes she just says she’s going to cut my throat, although I suppose the end result will be the same.

So now, every time my phone rings, I feel a jolt of terror. For a while, I got into a habit of turning my phone off entirely, especially at night. But after Jeremy had trouble reaching me a few times, I felt like I had to leave it on.

I pause in the middle of the kitchen, wondering if I should let the call go to voicemail. She never leaves messages, because then I could play them for Jeremy. I should probably try to figure out a way to record the phone call, but I’m not tech savvy enough for that.

I creep over to my phone, my heart speeding up with each step. I really, really don’t feel like having my life threatened right now. Then I see Jeremy’s name on the phone, and my pulse returns to normal.

“Hi,” I say. “What’s up?”

“Ronnie,” he says. “I need a favor. I’m stuck at work, and I told Rosita I would be home by now. She can’t stay any later. Is there any way you could go over to my house and keep an eye on Teddy until I get home? I promise, I’ll be back in about two hours.”

“Of course.” I’ve grown to really adore Teddy, even though I’ve accepted that he’s not my biological son. “I’ll be there in fifteen minutes.”

“Thank you so much. You’re the best, Ronnie. He’s already eaten dinner, so just stay with him until I get back. Maybe read him a bedtime story.”

I get right into my car and drive over to Jeremy’s house, where Teddy seems thrilled to see me. He actually throws his arms around me when I arrive. “Can I show you my new rocks?” he asks me.

“Sure!” I say, mustering up all the enthusiasm I possibly can for rocks.

He leads me to his room by the hand. His own hand feels so small and soft in mine. He’s almost six—exactly the age Dominic would be.

No, the same age that Dominic is. My son is still alive.

I just may never see him again.

When we get to Teddy’s room, he dumps out a bunch of rocks that have apparently been in his backpack. No wonder that bag is so heavy. “This is shale,” he says with authority as he holds up something that looks like just a basic rock. “And this one is feldspar, I think.”

“How do you know?”

“I looked it up in my rock book,” he says, like it should be obvious.

He loves rocks. Jeremy uses the bigger ones he finds as paperweights in every room. He seemed to love that elephant I gave him, but I haven’t seen it lately. I guess it’s too much to wish for that a child of almost six would be that attached to a stuffed animal, but I at least hope he didn’t lose it. That would break my heart.

“These are really nice rocks, Teddy.”

“Yeah, they’re really cool!”

As he grins up at me, my heart drops into my stomach. In that moment, he looks so much like Clay, it’s almost creepy. He looks more like a straight-up clone of Clay than he does a mix of his and my DNA. And he looks far, far more like Clay than he does like Jeremy.

But it doesn’t make sense. Jeremy had to have been telling the truth about that DNA test. After all, there is no way he would have married Naomi without that confirmation. It’s not possible for Jeremy to be his biological father and for Clay to be his biological father.

And yet…

“Teddy,” I say, “I thought of a fun game we could play.”

“Yeah?” His eyes light up, because he is always excited for any new game. Jeremy wasn’t lying when he said the kid has endless energy. “What game?”

“Well, I bought this kit. And if you swab your mouth with it, then it can predict what you ate for breakfast.”

Teddy’s eyes widen. “Really?”

“Uh-huh. Let me go get it.”

I still have the DNA test kit at the very bottom of my purse. I stuck it in there the first time I went to the park to get a look at Teddy, and I never took it out, even after I decided he couldn’t possibly be mine. On some level, I must’ve known this day was coming. If I don’t take this test, the question will haunt me forever.

Plus, results are promised in less than two weeks of mailing it out.

I run back to get my purse, which I left in the living room. The DNA kit is all the way at the bottom, and I take a second to read the instructions in the box. I have to pull out the little paper envelope in which I am supposed to put the cheek swab. I bring both of those upstairs, where Teddy is still in the bedroom with all his rocks.

“Got it!” I announce.

Teddy opens his mouth wide, showing off the gap in his front teeth. “Ahhh…”

I swab the inside of his cheek. When I pull out the swab, I hold it up to let it dry the way the instructions suggested. Then I carefully place it inside the small envelope.

“So,” Teddy prompts me. “What did I have for breakfast?”

“Um…Cheerios?”

“I did!” he exclaims in astonishment. “Wow, that’s so cool. You should do it on Daddy when he comes home.”

“Actually,” I say, “I might want to surprise him with it some other time. Like…on his birthday! So please don’t tell him about this test, okay, Teddy? Can you keep a secret?”

“I’m really good at keeping secrets,” he says solemnly. “I even have a secret code with Mommy and Daddy.”

What’s that all about? “Oh, interesting.”

I tuck the sample away safely in the pocket of my jeans. First thing tomorrow morning, I’m going to mail it out. I realize it’s very unlikely that Teddy is my son, but I won’t be able to rest until I know for sure.
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While I’m lying in bed next to Jeremy, trying to fall asleep, my phone rings on the nightstand.

I pick it up without really thinking about it. I haven’t gotten any threatening calls in over a week, and my guard is down. And instead of a blocked number, the call is coming from an actual phone number. But the second I hear the voice at the other end of the line, I realize my mistake.

“You better be careful when you go to sleep tonight,” that now familiar voice hisses at me. “Because I’m going to burn down the house with you inside.”

I yank the phone away from my ear as if the phone itself is on fire. When I look at the screen again, the call has ended.

Jeremy stirs on the mattress beside me. “Ronnie? Who was that?”

“Naomi,” I blurt out before I can stop myself.

He is instantly awake, struggling into a sitting position. He rubs his eyes. “Naomi? What are you talking about?”

“She…” I didn’t tell him about the threatening phone calls before because I didn’t want to poke the dragon, but he needs to know what she’s been doing to me. “Naomi has been making threatening phone calls to me. She’s been doing it for weeks.”

A vein pops out in his temple like it always does lately when the topic of Naomi comes up. “Are you serious?”

“Yes.”

“Let me see your phone.”

“She usually blocks her number, although I recognize her voice.” I pass my phone over to him. “But this time there’s a real number there. Is that her phone number?”

He clicks on the number and holds my phone to his ear. From this distance, I can hear the mechanical voice reciting an away message. “I bet she got a burner phone.”

“You think she’d do that?”

Jeremy looks at me for a moment as if debating whether to tell me something. Finally, he grabs his own phone and starts scrolling on the screen. “I’d like you to see exactly what she’s capable of.”

A second later, he holds up his phone to show me a photo he took. It takes me a second to figure out what it is, and now I think I’m going to be sick.

It’s Dominic’s elephant. The only thing I have left of my little baby. And Naomi stuck a knife in it and squirted some red sauce all over it.

“I found this in a drawer at her apartment,” he tells me. “I didn’t want to show it to you, because I thought it would upset you, but I think you need to know what we’re dealing with here. This is why I’ve been scared to leave her.” He sets his jaw. “This is why we have to keep Teddy away from her.”

I can’t stop staring at the photograph on the screen. My poor elephant. She massacred him. And the worst part?

If we were ever alone together, she would do much worse to me.
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Today is Teddy’s sixth birthday party.

There exists no greater joy than a child having a birthday party—that has been the primary lesson I have learned today. From the moment he woke up this morning, Teddy hasn’t stopped smiling. The only time his smile wavered for even a second was when Jeremy told him that his mother wouldn’t be coming to the party.

Frankly, I think it’s a little harsh.

Yes, Naomi has been horrible to us. But she is Teddy’s mother. She should be at his birthday party. However, if I even hinted to Jeremy that she should be here, he would lecture me for an hour about how horrible she is, how she can’t be trusted, and how she would ruin the day.

As for me, I’m trying to enjoy myself as much as possible and trying not to think about the fact that Dominic’s sixth birthday party would have been a week ago. I haven’t gotten the results back yet from the DNA test, but I already know what they’re going to be. Teddy isn’t my real son—Dominic is still out there somewhere. And wherever he is, I hope somebody is throwing him a party as big as this one, with clowns and bouncy houses and ponies and yes…this party is ridiculous. Jeremy is definitely overcompensating for the messy divorce.

I hope Dominic is happy. Even if I never got to see him again, I could breathe easier if I knew that at least he was happy.

The party is early in the morning, so there’s a lot to do. We all have to wake up at seven o’clock sharp to start getting everything ready. Even though he is in casual clothes for a change, Jeremy is in full work mode, directing the setup of the bouncy house and making phone calls to confirm everything.

“Ronnie, did the cake arrive yet?” Jeremy asks me while he’s got the clown on hold. (Those are words that I thought I would never say.)

“Yes, it’s in the backyard,” I tell him.

The cake is ridiculous. I’ve seen wedding cakes smaller than this. I offered to make one myself, but Jeremy laughed like I was making a joke. My cake would have been delicious though. It would’ve been chocolate with chocolate frosting, which Teddy confided in me is his favorite.

Teddy has been out in the backyard, and he comes back into the house, his cheeks pink from so much smiling. “Ronnie,” he says breathlessly, “did you get me a present for my birthday?”

I smile back at him. “What do you think?”

“I don’t know! Did you?”

“Of course I did, silly.” I ruffle his soft brown hair. “And I think you’re going to love it.”

Jeremy told me that Teddy wanted a robot car, so I went out and got it in an attempt to suck up to my boyfriend’s son. It was expensive, but I wanted him to have it. I so badly want him to like me. He still sort of thinks I’m a witch, although he’s officially decided I’m a good witch at least.

The party is supposed to go from ten thirty to one, so of course, the guests start showing up at ten, when we’re not even close to ready yet. Jeremy warned me to expect this though, so I do my best to smile and be a good hostess, even though a lot of the mothers are shooting daggers with their eyes. Despite that, I actually think I’m doing a pretty good job. Soon enough, the party is going full swing, and everyone is having a great time.

Then at noon, Naomi shows up.

He specifically told her not to come until one o’clock. I heard him talking to her on the phone about it the night before, and he must’ve said five times not to come until at least one. But here she is, pretending like she thought he said noon.

“Mommy!” Teddy is tugging on her skirt. “Mommy, you have to see the pony! His name is Sparkles!”

I can see the fight brewing a mile away. Jeremy is too angry, and he can’t defuse this situation, so it’s up to me to save Teddy’s birthday party. So I race over to the three of them, a plastic smile on my face.

“Hello, Naomi,” I say in my friendliest voice. “Glad you could make it.”

“Naomi is leaving,” Jeremy says, practically shaking with anger.

“No!” Teddy wails. “I want Mommy to stay!”

I get why Jeremy is angry, but he can’t possibly think it’s appropriate to throw Teddy’s mother out of his own sixth birthday party. “Please, stay at the party, Naomi,” I tell her. “We’ve got food in the house. The kitchen is right in through the back doors.”

She doesn’t say thank you.

My phone chimes in my pocket with a new email alert. I step away from the crowd to pull it out, and my home screen shows that I have received an email with the DNA test results.

I can’t decide whether I want to look right now. There’s no chance that Teddy is my son, and I don’t even know why I did the test in the first place, except to quiet that little voice in the back of my head. It will be depressing to look at this email, which will be another reminder that I am a mother who no longer has a child.

But I should just get it over with. It’s better to look at it here, surrounded by happy children, than if I were alone in my apartment tonight.

I’m worried there might be tears, so I sequester myself in the master bedroom upstairs. I lock the door, just to make sure nobody disturbs me. And then I open my email to find the message from the DNA company waiting for me.

Naturally, the email contains no information. It just has a link to the website I signed up for when I sent them the results. I have to try to remember my log-in and password, and after I get two wrong tries, I’m starting to worry that I might be in trouble. But then my third guess is correct. I am logged into the website.

Once I’m logged in, there’s yet another link that will lead to the DNA test results. With a shaking finger, I click on it.

For a moment, all I can see are a bunch of random strings of letters and numbers. It doesn’t make any sense to me, and all I can feel is frustration. But then I scroll to the bottom where it says “interpretation” and read the line below.

Probability of maternity: 99.9999998 percent

What?

I scan through the text written below, trying to make sense of it all. There isn’t anything in the report that says in big capital letters “YOU ARE THIS CHILD’S MOTHER.” But 99.9999998 percent… Well, that seems pretty certain to me.

The test is positive.

Teddy is my son.
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I sit there in the bedroom, my head spinning.

Teddy is my son. Teddy is Dominic.

Dominic is alive.

Naomi is the one who took my baby. She stole him from me, and then she falsified his birth certificate.

I hate her more than I ever thought possible.

I feel way too many emotions right now. Joy, sadness, anger, but also confusion. Jeremy told me he took a paternity test that was positive. But how could that be? Clay is Teddy’s biological father. My understanding is the only way Jeremy could have had a positive test for paternity is if he and Clay were identical twins. And that seems pretty unlikely, considering they weren’t even the same age.

That leaves two possibilities. He might have been lying about the paternity test, but I don’t think so. After all, he never would have married Naomi without that proof. No, he definitely wasn’t lying. Which leaves one other possibility:

Somehow, Naomi tricked him.

I’ve got to talk to Jeremy.

I manage to pull myself together enough to get out of the bedroom and stumble downstairs. The first thing I do is scan the first floor, looking for Teddy. He isn’t there, and I feel a stab of panic. I already lost him once. What if he vanishes again? But then I go out in the backyard and find him in the bouncy house. Okay, he’s having fun. I can leave him alone for a short time while I talk to Jeremy.

Not that I know what I’m going to say.

But I’m not sure where Jeremy has gone. I look all over the first floor for him, but I don’t see him. The last place I look is the downstairs office, which is where we are keeping the presents. When I get there, the door is already cracked open, but Jeremy isn’t inside. Somebody else is there.

It’s Naomi.

Naomi is grabbing for something on the coffee table in the den. It takes me a second to realize that it’s one of the rocks that Teddy collected—one that Jeremy has been using as a paperweight. I watch as Naomi lifts the rock up over her head and brings it down as hard as she can on an object next to the coffee table, which cracks and breaks into several pieces.

And then I realize what she has smashed with the rock. It’s the robot car that I bought for Teddy’s birthday, which she has unwrapped and destroyed.

I back away from the door to the office, my eyes filling with hot tears. First, Naomi steals my son. Then she destroys the elephant that I saved for him since he was a tiny baby. Then she wrecks the birthday present that I spent way too much money on. The gift I bought for my son’s sixth birthday.

I run up to the second floor, hoping to find Jeremy up there. I finally locate him in his upstairs office, making a phone call. He works far too hard, even though I know he’s been desperately trying to cut back for Teddy’s sake. He is really dedicated to being a good father.

Except he’s not actually Teddy’s biological father.

“Ronnie?” Jeremy’s face blanches when he sees the tears streaming down my face. “Christ, what’s going on? Are you okay?”

Your son is not actually your son. Your wife stole him from me when he was an infant. I’ve been searching for him for six years.

How can I tell him that?

“Naomi smashed the present I bought for Teddy!” I sob instead. “I saw her do it!”

All the color rushes back into his face at once. “Are you serious?”

I nod wordlessly.

“I knew it was a mistake to let her stay,” he rants. “You’re too soft, Ronnie. I knew she was going to pull some shit like this.”

“I was wrong,” I concede. “She needs to leave this party. Right now.”

I need to get her away from my son—now. Very soon, I will have to call the police, armed with my DNA test, and tell them everything Naomi has done. But I can’t do that to Teddy on his birthday. I can’t do it to Jeremy either.

But very soon, the truth will come out. And after six long years, I will have my Dominic back.
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Naomi is safely in jail.

I breathed a sigh of relief when the police snapped those handcuffs on her wrists at the party. I assume she’ll be in jail at least overnight, so I don’t need to worry about her for now. But I have to start thinking about my next move.

The only person I have told about the positive DNA test is Lola. I sent her a text message about it, but she must be busy because she hasn’t responded yet. She and I will talk about what to do and how to handle this.

It’s nearly dinnertime now. The party is long over, and Teddy is upstairs in his room, playing with all his new presents. He has no idea that I am his mother and that he was stolen from me. How am I going to tell him?

I head up the stairs to his room. The door is cracked open, and I push it the rest of the way. Teddy is sitting cross-legged on the floor, playing with a new truck that was a present for his birthday. I think back to the robot car I bought him, now sitting in pieces in a garbage bag. He would have loved it.

“Hi, Teddy,” I say.

Actually, your name is Dominic. Naomi changed your name when she stole you from me.

Teddy looks up at me and grins. “Hi, Ronnie! Wanna see my new car?”

Actually, you shouldn’t call me Ronnie. You should call me Mommy. I’m your mother.

“Of course!” I say.

I sit down beside him on the floor, crossing my legs the same way he does. He starts pointing out the features on his new truck, but all I can think about is that this is my son. This is my little baby who is now walking and talking and explaining about how the doors on the truck open and close. All I want to do is throw my arms around him, hug him tightly, and never let him go.

“That,” I say, “is a very cool truck.”

“I know!” He flashes me that smile again, and I can’t help but think about Clay. Stupid, irresponsible Clay, who will never get to see his son again. Clay would have gotten such a kick out of this little boy, who is his spitting image. “Ronnie?”

Mommy! I’m your Mommy! “Yes, sweetie?”

His lower lip juts out slightly. “Is Mommy okay?”

That woman is not your mother. “Yes, of course. She’s fine.”

“But the police took her away.” His lower lip now starts to tremble. “Is she in jail?”

“She might be in jail for a little while,” I tell him. “But she’ll get out eventually.”

And then they will throw her right back in when they find out what she did. And you will never, ever see her again.

“Oh.” He looks upset, but he doesn’t cry at least. “Okay.”

“But don’t worry,” I say. “Your dad is here.”

Of course, he’s not really your father. Your father is buried in the ground because he didn’t love either of us enough to stop shooting drugs into his veins. You’re probably going to eventually find out all this. And I don’t know what Jeremy will do when he finds out the truth. I don’t even know if he’ll still love you.

“Okay,” Teddy says, slightly mollified.

He goes back to playing with his truck. Kids are so resilient. This will be hard on him, but he needs to know the truth, and he will bounce back from all this. Teddy and I will be okay. I mean, Dominic and I will be okay.

No, wait, I can’t take his name away from him. Can I?

“Teddy.” I speak around a lump forming in my throat. “Can I give you a hug?”

“Okay,” he agrees.

I wrap my arms around his skinny shoulders. His little body seems so fragile as he hugs me back. I wasn’t a good mother to him six years ago. I didn’t protect him from the monster who stole him away from me.

I need to make it up to him.

After I leave Teddy, I head downstairs to find Jeremy on the phone in the living room. It seems to be a tense conversation, judging by the tone of his voice and the fact that he is pacing back and forth across the carpeting. Just as I reach the living room, he ends the call and shoves his phone into his pocket.

“The temporary order of protection is in place,” he tells me. “Naomi can’t get at Teddy. Thank God.”

His words should be comforting to me, but they’re not. A temporary order of protection is simply a legal document. And Naomi has shown a gross disregard for the law.

“Isn’t she still in jail?” I ask.

He winces. “Unfortunately, no. That lawyer of hers—Fletcher—he got her out.”

I saw Naomi’s lawyer once at town hall before a mediation session. He seemed like a nice enough guy, and I’m sure he has no idea what Naomi is really like. He probably thinks he’s doing what’s right.

“Hardwick thinks after everything she’s done, I’ll get full custody, and she’ll just have visitation rights,” he says. “Honestly, I don’t even feel comfortable with her having that. But she is his mother…”

No, she’s not. Teddy isn’t her son. She stole him from me. I’ve been searching for him for six years.

I can’t keep it from him any longer. Jeremy needs to know the truth about Teddy. It will destroy him, but this is not a secret I can keep. The truth has to come out so that Naomi can be punished for what she did.

“Oh, hey,” Jeremy says. “Listen, Ronnie, I know the timing on this is terrible, but I have to fly out to Boston tomorrow for an important business meeting on Tuesday morning. I’ve been trying to get out of it, but I can’t.” He raises his eyebrows at me. “Any chance you can stay with Teddy for the night while I’m gone? I’ll be back by Tuesday at dinnertime.”

I let out a breath of relief. Jeremy’s business trip almost feels like a reprieve. I can put off telling him the truth until he gets back as I spend the entire delicious day getting to know my son better. On Tuesday night, we can have a long talk about everything and figure out our next move. “Sure, happy to.”

“Thank you.” He crosses the room so that he can put his arms around me, and he plants a kiss on my nose. “I know you will protect him with your life.”

“I won’t let anything happen to him,” I promise.

I will die before I let anything happen to Teddy.

And in two nights, I will tell Jeremy everything.


PART IV
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NAOMI


Well, now I seem like the bad guy.

But I’m not the bad guy. I’m really not. If anyone heard the whole story, they would know that everything I did, I did for Teddy. My son.

Yes, I stole Veronica’s baby. Although to be fair, I didn’t know it was her baby.

The first time I ever saw Teddy, he was in a car. I had driven down to visit my mother in St. Louis, and I had pulled over at a rest stop for gas. I saw that old dented car near the gas station, and I thought maybe it was broken down. I pulled over to offer help, because that’s the sort of nice person I am.

A man was passed out in the driver’s seat. And next to him in the passenger seat, there was what looked like a bunch of drug paraphernalia. Not that I know about such things, because I don’t do drugs. But this man obviously did.

I nearly walked on by, but then I heard the baby wailing.

I crept closer and discovered that in the back seat, there was an infant strapped into a car seat. A tiny little thing, probably only a couple of weeks old. And the newborn baby was screaming his head off, his tiny face scarlet as his body shook with the ferocity of each holler.

I was not a mother. I had always wanted to be, but a few years back, I was diagnosed with severe endometriosis. That was the reason my menstrual cycles were always so uncomfortable. I carried around the fertility crystals, moonstone and aventurine, for over a year as I tried to get pregnant with donor sperm, but surprisingly, nothing happened. My doctor eventually told me that without surgery, it was unlikely I would ever be able to conceive. And even with surgery, my chances were low.

So I was blown away by the rush of maternal affection for this helpless little infant. It felt like…fate.

I tried the door to the car, and to my surprise, it was unlocked. I opened the door and unstrapped the tiny baby from the car seat. Immediately, the screams subsided. I stuck my index finger in his mouth, and he started to suckle happily. In a few seconds, he would probably realize he wasn’t getting any milk from my finger, and the crying would resume.

I had to get this baby some food.

I made a split-second decision. This baby was in danger. I couldn’t possibly just leave him with this drugged-out junkie. I had to save him.

The man in the front was too out of it to even notice me freeing the car seat from the back. I took both the baby and the car seat, and then I moved them to the back of my own car. Then I got back on the road and kept driving until I got to my mother’s house.

Suffice it to say, my mother was surprised when I showed up at her house with a newborn baby. I told her that I had been keeping the pregnancy a secret, but I’m not sure if she believed me, since I hardly looked like I had just given birth, and my breasts were not producing any milk. And she especially must have been suspicious when I told her about how I needed her help to get a birth certificate. But she went out and bought formula, and she also dug out my old bassinet from the attic.

“Now on that birth certificate,” she said to me. “Who do you want to list as the father?”

“There is no father.”

“Of course there’s a father. Don’t you know basic biology, Naomi?”

The father was a junkie that I found passed out in his car. For all I knew, he was dead. I had been scouring the internet for news reports about a missing baby, but there was nothing. Nobody even seemed to care that he was taken.

“The father isn’t involved,” I told her.

“Well, who is it?”

I had to come up with a name. So I thought back to the one boyfriend I had in the last year that my mother actually seemed to approve of. “His name is Jeremy Roth,” I said. “You know, the investment banker.”

My mother looked at me with newfound respect. “Oh. Well, why don’t you tell him about it?”

Jeremy and I had dated for a few months, which was probably even longer than it should have lasted. He had been nice enough when he ended things, but he could do a lot better than a woman pushing forty who was living paycheck to paycheck, and he knew it.

Anyway, I couldn’t tell him about the baby, because it wasn’t actually his, and the first thing a man like Jeremy would do would be to demand a paternity test. We never had unprotected sex even once. He was very careful.

“Don’t be a fool,” my mother scolded me. “That man could give this baby a great life. Don’t you want that for your son?”

I did want that.

We named the baby Theodore, after my own biological father. And in the end, I let my mother insert Jeremy’s name on the birth certificate. But it wasn’t until I went back up to the city that I made the decision to approach him.
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Jeremy was a bit panicked when I showed up at his apartment building, holding an infant. He was dressed in a designer suit and power tie, clearly on his way to work, and he looked shocked to see me and the baby. He made a few phone calls to reschedule his morning meetings, then quickly shepherded me back to his apartment to talk in private.

“We used a condom,” he insisted. “Always.”

“They aren’t one hundred percent,” I reminded him.

“I know, but…” He fiddled with his tie, his eyes darting everywhere. “Why didn’t you tell me sooner?”

“I didn’t want to bother you,” I said. “I wasn’t even sure if I would keep him. But now I know that this baby needs a father.” I adjusted Teddy’s grip on my body so that Jeremy could get a better look at him. The tiny baby had started clinging to me when I held him—I loved the way he trusted me implicitly. “He looks like you, doesn’t he?”

Teddy did look a bit like Jeremy. That was a happy coincidence. But Jeremy didn’t seem to want to look. He was looking everywhere else but at the baby.

“Naomi,” he groaned. “I really wish that you… Anyway, look, we need to get a paternity test.”

“You don’t believe me?”

He shot me a pained look. “Like I said, we were careful.”

We were careful. And also, I was infertile. But he didn’t know that last part.

I expected this request though. And I would never have approached him with the baby unless I had a way to handle it.

Jeremy wanted to send in the swabs himself. He didn’t trust me, and I couldn’t say his instincts weren’t correct. He asked me to give him a swab from Teddy, and he would mail everything in himself.

I met him a week later at a coffee shop, just him and me. He handed me a swab with a small envelope to hold it and said we could meet again tomorrow after I swabbed the baby. That same day, I hopped in my car and drove out to Long Island, to the house that later became mine, after Jeremy and I got married. But at the time, Jeremy’s parents were living there. He told me about it once while we were dating, and he also mentioned his father’s struggles with Alzheimer’s disease.

When I got out to that house, I parked down the road. I waited in my car until Mrs. Roth headed out to do errands, leaving her husband behind. When I approached the house on my own, Mr. Roth was only too happy to invite me in. He babbled about things that only partially made sense, once referring to Jeremy as a little boy. When I told him that I needed to do a test where I had to swab his cheek, he was only too happy to let me do it.

After I had the swab, I drove back to the city. I handed the little paper envelope to Jeremy, who sent it in with his own swab for results. When the results came back, it showed nearly 100 percent certainty that the two swabs belonged to father and child, just as I knew they would.

Jeremy thinks I’m stupid. He doesn’t say it outright, but he doesn’t have to. But this one time, I outsmarted him.

Jeremy married me. He wanted Teddy to have two parents living in the house together, and although he didn’t say it, he didn’t trust me to raise Teddy on my own. And for a long time, we were happy together. Well, I was happy.

And now here is Veronica. It all makes sense now, with the drug charge in her records. She is clearly the wife or girlfriend of that junkie who was passed out in the front seat while Teddy was screaming in the back. She was a neglectful mother. She didn’t deserve to have Teddy.

She still doesn’t.

And there is absolutely no way she is getting him back. There’s no way I am allowing this drug addict to take my son away from me.

No, Veronica has to die. And once again, I have to be smart about it.
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VERONICA


Naomi is going to kill me.

I can see it in her eyes. I should never have told her that Teddy is my son. I should have kept it a secret until she let me go. But now, she will never let me go. She can’t.

Naomi is standing in front of me, still reeling from the revelation. She usually looks put together enough in a soccer mom kind of way, with her yoga pants and sweatshirts and her hair always neatly pinned back. But now she looks frighteningly disheveled—there are reddish-brown hairs plastered to her forehead as well as sticking to her neck, and there are circles of sweat under her armpits. She has those scissors gripped in her right hand, and I imagine her cutting my throat with the blade. Can you cut someone’s throat with a pair of scissors? If not, maybe she’ll get a knife. One way or another, she’s going to kill me.

I thought I was saved when I heard the voice upstairs. I managed to get the duct tape off my mouth by pushing my tongue out until the tape started to give. Once I had the tape partially loose, I screamed my head off, trying to get the attention of the visitor. It was Naomi’s lawyer, Ezra Fletcher, and he heard me. He was going to come downstairs and save me. But then she pushed him.

The sound of Fletcher falling down that flight of stairs was sickening. And now the man who I thought was going to save me is lying at the foot of the stairs, a puddle of blood around his head. He’s almost certainly dead, like I will soon be.

Naomi’s eyes seem to dilate as she stares at me. “You’re Teddy’s birth mother,” she acknowledges.

“I’m his mother.” I’m not going to cater to her lies. Not anymore. Either way, she’s going to kill me. “You stole him.”

She frowns. “Stole him? No, I saved him. Do you know how I found him?” When I don’t respond, she answers her own question. “He was abandoned. In the back seat of a car, with a man passed out in the front with needles next to him. He was wailing for help!”

Oh, Clay, how could you? If he weren’t already dead, I would kill him.

“I rescued him from the car,” she says. “I rescued him from that horrible life.”

“It wasn’t your place,” I retort.

“My place!” she bursts out. “Look at Teddy’s life! He has two parents who dote on him constantly. He lives in a huge dream house and goes to the best private school on Long Island. Did you see that birthday party yesterday? He has everything he could possibly want! His life with you would have been…” She sneers at me in disgust. “It would’ve been awful.”

“No, it wouldn’t have been awful.” I raise my chin. “Because he is my son, and I love him more than anything else in the world.”

Naomi shoots me a smoldering look. “You don’t love him half as much as I do. After all, you wouldn’t do this for him.”

At first, I am certain she’s going to take the scissors and stab me in the neck. But instead, she drops the scissors entirely, having lost interest in them. She walks over to one of the racks full of Jeremy’s whiskey bottles, picks up a bottle of scotch, and then smashes it against the floor. The dark amber liquid leaks out all over the unfinished floor. I brace myself for her to use the jagged edge of the bottle as a weapon, but instead, she drops that too.

“Now,” she says, “I just have to get some matches.”
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A fire is the only way.

There is no way for me to explain both Ezra and Veronica being dead in the cellar. And especially not the marks from the tape on her wrists and ankles. But if there’s a fire, it will wipe out everything. They won’t know that Ezra died from a fall. It will just seem like a tragic accident that claimed two lives.

Nobody will even have to know I was involved. I’ll just say I came by to get my car, and I saw the smoke coming out of the window.

My plan is to light the fire, then grab Teddy from his bedroom, where he is sequestered until he hears the special code words. I will seem like the hero who rescued my son from the burning house, although nobody except me will know it was the second time I saved his life. And Jeremy, who cherishes Teddy above everything else, will love me again.

So you see, this is the only way to get a happy ending.

I come upstairs to search for something to ignite the alcohol in the cellar. There are no matches, but one of the drawers in the kitchen contains a lighter, which will do nicely. That fire will spread quickly, so as soon as I light it, I’m going to have to hightail it.

As I’m walking through the living room on my way back to the cellar door, Veronica’s phone lights up on the coffee table. I walk over to check if Jeremy messaged her again, but it’s not him. It’s another message from that Lola woman.

You should go straight to the police.




I groan. The positive test result Veronica received must have been a DNA test. Clearly, she didn’t mention it to Jeremy, but it seems that one other person knows that Teddy is Veronica’s biological child. This is no good at all.

I click on Lola’s name. She is in Veronica’s address book, and I’m pleased to see that in addition to her phone number, her physical address is listed as well. She’s right in St. Louis, not too far from my mother. It won’t be hard at all to find her.

I’ll deal with Lola after Veronica is dead. Or maybe my mother will help me out.

Now it’s time to take care of this little situation.
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VERONICA


Naomi is going to burn the house down with me inside.

I have heard that burning to death is a horribly painful way to go. I imagine the smoke filling my lungs and the fire scalding my skin, burning me to a crisp. I can only hope that I pass out before that happens.

No. No. I can’t let that happen. I’ve got to figure out how to get out of here.

I struggle against the duct tape binding my wrists and ankles together. She used lots of tape, which is making it difficult. If I could somehow get my arms over my knees, I could try to work at the binding on my ankles. But it’s practically impossible.

Then I remember the scissors.

Naomi dropped the scissors right before she smashed that bottle of scotch. If I could get to them, then maybe I could cut through the tape. Except the scissors are half a dozen feet away, and it’s hard for me to move.

And Naomi will be back any second.

That’s when I hear it. A groan that comes from the bottom of the stairwell.

I thought that when Fletcher fell down that flight of stairs, he was a goner. But now he’s moving a little bit. He’s alive. And he’s regaining consciousness.

Also, he’s not tied up.

“Mr. Fletcher!” I hiss at him across the room. I can’t let Naomi hear me.

His hair is caked with blood, but he manages to raise his head just a little bit so that I can see his eyes.

“She’s coming back,” I whisper, as loudly as I dare. “She’s going to set the whole house on fire!”

Does he understand what I’m telling him? He got a really bad knock on the head, and I’m sure he’s really dazed. But I have to pray that my words got through.

It’s my only chance.

The door to the cellar creaks open, and Fletcher immediately drops his head again, playing dead, which makes me think he did understand what I was saying. Naomi’s footsteps on the stairs grow louder. She’s coming down.

She pauses for a moment as she passes Fletcher. She stares down at him, a strange expression on her face. Oh no, did she see him move? Does she know he’s alive?

But then she raises her face, and I can identify her expression. It’s sadness. She murmurs something that almost sounds like “so sorry,” and then she steps over him.

Now Naomi refocuses her attention on me. The sadness vanishes from her face, replaced with a look of determination. And in her right hand is a red lighter.

Dear God, she’s really going to do this.

“I’m sorry it has to be this way.” Naomi’s features take on an eerie glow in the dim overhead light. Hers might be the last face I ever see, and that is a horrible thought. “I wasn’t going to kill you. I just wanted to disfigure you, that’s all.”

I try to focus on Naomi’s face and not focus on the fact that a dozen feet away, by the stairs, Fletcher is quietly attempting to get to his feet. But it’s quickly obvious that his leg is broken, and he collapses to his knees, his face a mask of pain.

“I want you to know,” she says, “that I will take very good care of Teddy. I will raise him like he is my own, as I have been. He will have a great life—I promise you that.”

Fletcher has given up on trying to stand and has instead decided to crawl across the floor. But he’s not moving toward Naomi. He’s moving toward the wine racks—one of the ones that isn’t close to the broken bottle.

“You don’t have to do this,” I plead with her. “You don’t have to kill me. You can disappear. You can start over again. Have a child of your own.”

Her face crumples slightly. “No, I can’t.”

“Then…” I search for something else to say as Fletcher slowly pulls a large, heavy bottle of wine off the rack. I think Jeremy told me that sort of bottle is called a magnum. “You could…adopt?”

Obviously, she can’t adopt. She would be on the run. But I don’t care what she does. I just need her to keep talking to me until Fletcher can hit her with that magnum bottle.

“I’m sorry, Veronica,” Naomi says. “But it has to be this way.”

She flicks on the lighter and moves toward the broken bottle on the floor. Fletcher’s eyes widen when he realizes his time is up, and he abandons all pretense of being quiet. He starts crawling across the floor as quickly as he can, but he’s not quick enough. She lowers the lighter, and almost instantly, the scotch spilled all over the floor ignites.

Just as the alcohol goes up in orange flames, Naomi notices Fletcher crawling toward her. She sucks in a breath, and for a moment, a smile lights her face. “Ezra? You’re alive!”

He doesn’t pause. He slams the magnum bottle into her knees, and she drops to the floor.

Now she’s injured. She tries to crawl away from the flaming alcohol, but he goes after her. And now that she’s on the floor, he’s able to bring the bottle down right on her skull with a dull thud. She collapses, unconscious.

“I’m sorry,” he gasps as he goes for the scissors. “I…I wasn’t fast enough to…”

“It’s not your fault,” I say, which is the understatement of the century.

We move as quickly as we can. Right now, the fire is contained to a small area on the floor, but the second those liquor bottles ignite, it will be out of control. Fletcher manages to cut the duct tape off my wrists and ankles, and I breathe a sigh of relief.

“Thank you,” I manage. “Thank you so much.”

He nods, his brow covered in a line of sweat. “I wish I could have done it sooner.”

I get to my feet, looking up at the flight of stairs to get out of the cellar, then down at Fletcher on the floor, his leg clearly broken.

“Let me help you up the stairs,” I say.

Fletcher glances over at the flight of stairs, then back over his shoulder at the fire spreading across the floor next to the racks, getting dangerously close to the hard liquor. I don’t know how long we have until the whole thing goes up in flames, but it won’t be very long. Seconds rather than minutes.

“Teddy is upstairs, right?” he says.

I nod.

“You have to go get him.” He points at the stairs. “You have to get him out of here.”

“But you can’t walk…”

“I’ll make it out myself,” he says firmly. “Don’t worry about me—I can do it. I’ll be fine. Just go upstairs and get Teddy out of the house.”

I don’t know what to do. I can’t believe he’ll be able to make it up the stairs on his own. I suppose he could bump himself up on his butt, but that will take forever.

“Go!” he says sharply. “Get out of here! Now.”

His voice is enough to jar me into motion. He’s right—Teddy is up in his bedroom, and I’ve got to get him out of here. There’s no time to waste.

I turn to leave Fletcher behind, taking the steps as quickly as I can, but when I’m about halfway up, he calls out, “Veronica?”

I pause, turning back to look at him. He’s still at the bottom of the stairs and hasn’t made any progress yet.

“Close the cellar door behind you,” he says. “That will keep the fire contained.”

I start to ask him why he needs me to do that, because he can close the door himself when he gets out. It’s at that moment that I realize he doesn’t expect to get out.

But I keep moving.
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I hurry up the rest of the steps as fast as I can go.

Like Fletcher instructed me, I shut the door behind me. Once the rest of the alcohol goes up in flames, nothing is going to hold back that fire. But it might give me an extra minute or two. And that could make all the difference.

I race up the stairs to the second floor, taking them two at a time. Teddy’s room is the second one on the left, and the door is closed. I try the knob, but it doesn’t turn. I bang on the door with my fist.

“Teddy!” I scream. “Open the door! We’ve got to get out of here!”

At first, I don’t hear him respond at all. But then his tiny voice slides out from under the door. “What’s the code words?”

What?

“Teddy!” My voice is edging on hysteria. “I don’t know the code words, but the house is on fire! Do you hear me, Teddy? We have to get out of here!”

“I can’t leave my room unless you tell me the code words,” Teddy says stubbornly. “Mommy and Daddy said so!”

I bang on the door with my palms. “Teddy, we have to get out of here! Please! If we don’t get out right now, we are both going to die!”

There’s silence on the other side of the door. I hear a whimpering sound, which I realize is Teddy crying. He doesn’t know what to do.

And now the fire alarm is going off.

“Teddy!” I bang on the door again. “Open this door right now!”

“I can’t!” he sobs. “I’m not supposed to!”

Oh my God, I can’t believe this is happening. I back up a few feet, and then I try ramming into the door with my shoulder. But this house is obviously very well-made, because the door doesn’t budge, and I think I might’ve dislocated my shoulder or something.

Okay, Teddy is not going to open this door without the code word. What can I do about this?

Jeremy knows the code word. I have to talk to him.

Unfortunately, my phone is downstairs. I don’t want to leave this hallway, but my only chance of getting Teddy out of this room is to run downstairs, grab my phone, and ask Jeremy to help me.

I run down the steps to the first floor as quickly as I can. As I pass the cellar door, I notice that the bottom of the door is now scorched and there is a ton of smoke coming out from underneath.

Whoever was down in that basement is definitely a goner.

But I can’t think about that. I find my phone on the coffee table, and I snatch it up. And then I run for the stairs as quickly as I can.
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When I wake up, I can hardly breathe.

It takes me a few seconds to get my bearings. I am still in the wine cellar. The last thing I remember is that I was setting fire to the spilled whiskey on the floor. I watched the alcohol catch fire, and I knew it was only a matter of time before the whole cellar went up in flames, taking care of my Veronica problem for good.

And then…

What happened? How did it all go wrong?

I look over at the corner of the cellar, where the fire is quickly getting out of control. It has spread everywhere that I spilled the whiskey, and it’s now blocking my path to the stairs. Moreover, when I look around, I don’t see Veronica anywhere.

But I do see Ezra, slumped against a wall.

And now it all comes back to me. He hit me! He grabbed a bottle of wine and took me out, preventing me from leaving Veronica to die down here.

How could he do that to me? He’s supposed to be my lawyer! He should be disbarred for this!

The air is heavy with smoke, and when I try to stand up, it’s almost unbearable, and I collapse back onto the floor, hacking my lungs out. Instead, I crawl across the cellar to where Ezra is leaning against the wall.

“Ezra!” I shake his shoulder. “The cellar is on fire! We’ve got to get out of here!”

Except I know in my heart that there’s no way out of the cellar. The bottom steps have already caught fire. And Ezra is passed out, probably from all the smoke inhalation.

“Please wake up!” I shake him again. “We have to go to a karaoke party like it said in the fortune cookie, remember?”

The joke doesn’t register. He’s not waking up.

The fire on the floor is licking the wine racks. A second later, I hear the pop of glass breaking from the heat. Suddenly and all at once, the entire set of racks catches fire. What was previously a small but almost manageable blaze is now a raging fire. In a few more seconds, this entire cellar will be up in flames.

And now it’s coming for me. As I feel my skin start to scorch, I’m glad I wasn’t able to wake Ezra. He’s still unconscious as the fire consumes him.

I can only pray that Veronica gets Teddy out. And that she takes good care of my little boy.
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The fire alarm is almost deafening.

I race back up the stairs, clicking on Jeremy’s number as I go. There’s no time to stop. This fire is about to become out of control. There is no time to waste.

“Teddy!” I bang on the door again as I listen to the phone ringing in my ear. “Please open up!”

The phone continues to ring. Jeremy isn’t picking up.

Shit.

I look at the door again, weighing my options. Maybe what I need is something to try to break the lock. Like an axe. Does Jeremy have an axe in the garage? He doesn’t seem like an axe sort of guy, but maybe he’s got one handy.

Except then I turn around and realize that it’s too late.

The fire has broken out of the cellar. The bottom of the stairs is now on fire.

I don’t know how long it takes for a fire to climb one flight of stairs, and I don’t want to know. I’ve got to get Teddy out of here—now. I’m not sure how, but I can’t do anything if he’s in his bedroom and not letting me in.

I try Jeremy’s phone one more time. It goes straight to voicemail.

I realize now that there is only one way I am getting into this room, and that’s if Teddy opens the door for me.

“Teddy!” I scream through the door. “Teddy, please! You have to open this door! I’m calling your dad, and I can’t reach him. But you are in danger! We are both in danger!”

He’s still crying on the other side of the door, but he’s not opening it. He doesn’t know what to do. But we don’t have much time to figure it out.

“I won’t leave you, Teddy.” I wipe away a tear forming in my left eye. This is not a time for me to be crying—he’s scared enough without seeing me in tears. “But I need you to open this door! Please! You have to trust me! Please! You have to… I’m your… Teddy, I’m your…”

Then I hear the sound of a lock turning.

I don’t even give Teddy a chance to open the door. I turn the knob, and there he is, his small body shaking with sobs. I run into the room, slamming the door behind me, and I wrap my arms around him.

“It’s going to be okay,” I tell him. “I’m here.”

He clings to me, his body shaking with sobs. He is terrified. The only home he has ever known is on fire, and neither of the people he knows as his parents are present. All he’s got is me.

And I am going to make sure absolutely nothing happens to him.

Smoke has started to seep in under the door, filling the room quickly. I have to let go of Teddy so that I can wrench open the window. It helps with the smoke, but it’s not enough. In a few seconds, it’s going to start getting difficult to breathe in here.

In the distance, I can hear the sirens wailing. But they’re far away. Too far.

We have to leave this room right now.

I stick my head out the window to see what we’re dealing with. The bottom part of the roof is visible, and even though it is slightly slanted, I think we will be able to sit on it while we’re waiting for the fire trucks to arrive. But I have never climbed out on a roof in my whole life, and it’s not going to be an easy task to climb out the window with Teddy.

But I have to try. He’s counting on me to save him. I already failed him once, and I will not fail him again.

“Teddy,” I say to him in a serious voice. “We have to get out of this room. I’m going to climb out on the roof, and then when I’m out there, I need you to climb out after me.”

He just stares at me.

“Can you do that?” I ask him.

He nods like he’s not quite sure, which is fair, since I’m not quite sure I can do it either.

My hands are shaking as I climb out the window. First, I swing my right leg over the windowsill, then I grab onto the frame as I pull my left leg up behind me. I try not to look down. We’re not that high up, but it’s still dizzying to be up here. I hope this roof is well-made.

I peek back in through the window where Teddy is standing in the room, his eyes gigantic. “Teddy,” I say. “You need to climb out on the roof with me.”

Teddy turns around to look back at the door to his bedroom. Smoke is billowing from underneath, and much like with the cellar door, the bottom is scorched. Pretty soon, the flames are going to enter the room.

“I’m scared,” he whimpers.

“Teddy,” I plead with him. “I promise I am not going to let anything happen to you. But you need to trust me. You need to climb out the window, and I will keep you safe.”

Finally, he nods.

He walks over to the window, his whole body shaking. He lifts one leg over the windowsill, the same way I did, but he’s too small. I have to help him, lifting him over the side. For a moment, I feel my footing start to slip, but then I wedge my sneaker in the gutter, and that seems to do the trick.

I pull Teddy all the way out the window. He is covered in a little layer of soot, and I press his body against mine, keeping him safe as the sirens continue to grow louder.

The fire trucks and the police will be here soon. Somehow, I will have to explain the two dead bodies in the cellar. The truth is going to come out, whether I want it to or not. I only hope they don’t look at my past and blame me for those deaths. It’s enough to make me want to run away.

But I’m done with running. I keep my arms around Teddy to keep him safe. Nobody will be able to pry him away from me until the fire trucks arrive. Even then, I’m not sure I’ll let them.

“Ronnie?” he murmurs in my air.

“Yes?”

“How come your hair is all cut off?”

I almost forgot about my hair. For some reason, his question makes me laugh, and after a few moments, I’m not sure if I’m laughing or crying anymore.
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Three hours later, the fire is out.

It took longer than I expected for the fire department to get the whole thing under control. Teddy and I were huddled in the back of an ambulance for most of that time, but I didn’t want to leave because I was scared if we went to the hospital, we would be separated. And we were both okay after all. I got him out of there in time.

Yes, we are both still coughing a bit, but our lungs just need time to clear out. Also, a paramedic pointed out that I have blood caked on the back of my head, and I pretended like it was related to the fire, even though it’s not. I don’t have the energy to tell the entire sordid story—not now.

Half an hour ago, I got a text from Jeremy that his plane landed. I got through to him soon after the firemen rescued us, and he raced to Logan and somehow managed to get on the next flight back to JFK. He made it back in record time, and he’s been giving me updates about his progress in the Uber back from the airport.

But now he shows up in front of the ambulance, out of breath, holding a small overnight bag, his dress shirt rumpled and his hair sticking up.

“Daddy!” Teddy shrieks.

Teddy squirms away from me and flies into Jeremy’s waiting arms. Jeremy picks him up, and now Teddy is sobbing. But the more surprising thing is that Jeremy is crying too. I’ve never seen him cry in all the time I’ve known him, not even close, but now there are tears running down his face.

“I’m so glad you’re okay, Teddy,” he manages.

“Daddy” is all Teddy says as he snuggles into his father’s arms.

Jeremy’s eyes meet mine over Teddy’s head. “Ronnie.” His voice cracks as he says my name. “Thank you. Thank you for getting him out of the house. I owe you everything.”

I nod, also too choked up to speak.

The police will have a lot of questions for me. After all, two people are dead in the cellar. The truth will now come out about Teddy, and I welcome it.

But as I watch Jeremy sobbing as he embraces his son, I know that I have to handle this just right.

Jeremy needs to know the truth, but I can’t take that boy away from him. I will need to break it to him carefully and let him know that he will always be Teddy’s father. Even if he isn’t Teddy’s biological father, he has a permanent place in Teddy’s life if he wants it—and I hope that he does. I will never take that away from either of them.

I have my son back. And now that I’ve got him, everything will be okay.


EPILOGUE
JEREMY



I almost lost everything today.

Veronica. Teddy. My God, I almost lost Teddy.

All because of Naomi. I don’t quite know the entire story because Ronnie is still shaky and doesn’t want to talk about it, but Naomi is the one who set the fire. She burned down my house, and she almost burned down my son with it.

I can’t believe she almost killed Teddy. If I had lost him…

And it’s not even the first time I almost lost Teddy, thanks to Naomi. The first time was when Teddy was a little over two years old. I was walking through the underground parking lot at work, on my way to my Tesla, when I heard a voice call out, “Jeremy? Jeremy Roth?”

I turned around to find a nondescript man standing behind me. He was in his twenties, although he looked like he had led a rough life. He was a few inches taller than me but much thinner. Unless he pulled a knife on me, I could take him in a fight.

“Yes?” I said.

“My name is Clay Barkley,” he told me. “And I believe you have something that belongs to me.”

“What is it?” I asked irritably.

“My son.”

I brought Clay back to my office, where the whole story unfolded in a jumble of words. He believed that my wife had stolen his infant son out of his car two years ago. He had been searching for this little boy, Dominic, for the last two years, and now he believed he had found him.

“Why would you think Naomi took your baby?” I asked him.

He dug into the pocket of his ratty blue jeans and pulled out a small pink gemstone. “I was going to sell my car and was cleaning it out. I found this wedged under the mat in the back seat.”

I took the stone from him and turned it over in my palm. A logo was emblazoned on it that looked like a triangle with a light blooming from the center of it. I recognized it from when Naomi used to do that woo-woo crystal healing. She had dozens of these stones with her logo made up to give to customers. She even gave one to me after our first date. In retrospect, that was the moment I should have made a run for it.

“I did a reverse image search,” Clay explained. “It took me to your wife’s website.”

Did my wife steal a baby and leave her calling card behind? By then, I had already realized what I had gotten into marrying Naomi. If that woman had one rational thought in her head, I’d yet to hear it. We couldn’t even get in the car anymore without her performing some sort of bizarre ritual with her crystals. If I dared to plan a family vacation, any information I gave her immediately flew out of her head so that when I told her it was time to pack, she acted like I had popped a surprise trip on her. I thought about leaving her every day, but for Teddy’s sake, I was reluctant to break up our family. He needed me.

“What do you want?” I asked Clay Barkley in the same sharp voice I used during a business deal.

His voice broke. “I want my son back.”

“He’s not your son. I did a paternity test years ago.”

“You sure it was correct?”

I started to tell him that I was sure. It showed 99.9999998 percent certainty that Teddy was my son.

But then I started to rethink things. It was more than a little suspicious when Naomi showed up with that baby, especially when I’d been so careful about birth control. And yet now we were trying for a second baby with no results whatsoever. So much of what Clay was telling me fit into the idea that she stole him.

But in the end, what really made me hesitate was how much this man looked like my two-year-old son.

“Take another paternity test,” he urged me. “I won’t go to the police yet, but I need to know. I don’t want your boy if he’s not mine. But if he’s mine…” He shook his head. “I’ve made a lot of mistakes in my life. But the thing I can’t stop thinking about is letting someone steal my son from me. I just want Dominic back.”

And then he collapsed into sobs.

I told him I would take the paternity test again and get back to him. I expressed confidence that the test would show that I was Teddy’s father. I didn’t mention any of this to Naomi. I bought the test online using a credit card Naomi didn’t know about, put in the swabs from my cheek and Teddy’s in two envelopes, and waited for the results, which came back just over a week later.

Teddy was not my son.

I couldn’t figure out how Naomi tricked me. I sent in the last test myself, but I never saw her swab Teddy. She must have done something with his swab, although I still don’t know what it was. Somehow, she outsmarted me.

But it didn’t matter what the test showed. Teddy was my son now. The idea of this former drug addict taking him away from us so that we would never see him again…it was unthinkable. Yes, Naomi would probably go to prison too, but I didn’t care about that. I couldn’t let him take Teddy. It would’ve been like amputating my arm.

Clay Barkley turned out to be surprisingly easy to get rid of. It’s all about knowing the right people to help make problems go away. He had an extensive drug history with multiple arrests, so nobody batted an eye when he was found dead in his hotel room from a heroin overdose. It wasn’t like his death was any big loss to society.

After that, Naomi was the only other person who knew the truth about Teddy. Eventually, she would have to go as well.

I bided my time for several years, settling into our family routine, waiting for the right moment. Then I met Ronnie and fell in love with her. I finally had a reason to get rid of Naomi for good.

It was easy enough to make Naomi appear unhinged during the divorce. After all, she was unhinged. But I gave her a nudge. Every chance I got, I would tell her incorrect times for when she had to be somewhere, but I would never put it in writing so she could refer back to it. I hired Rosita and told her that I needed her because Naomi couldn’t get Teddy to school reliably.

And then, just to hammer it all home, I entered Naomi’s apartment when she was with Teddy at a karate lesson, and I planted the elephant with the knife stuck inside it in Teddy’s drawer. I felt bad about that one, because I knew how much he loved that elephant. But the photograph was worth it.

Still, things weren’t going my way in the mediation. That lawyer of hers was too damn smart. So one day, I went into her apartment when she wasn’t home, ground up most of the contents of a bottle of Tylenol, and mixed it into that ridiculous kombucha she was fermenting in her fridge. It smelled awful anyway, so I figured she wouldn’t notice, and Teddy would never touch it. It was her own Tylenol, and it would look like a suicide when she died. But somehow it didn’t kill her.

I was getting desperate until Naomi went berserk at Teddy’s birthday party, smashing Ronnie’s present and practically assaulting that cop. After she got herself arrested, we filed that order of protection, and Hardwick told me things were looking really good for full custody. Like I said, Naomi was almost as unhinged as I made her out to be. Almost.

A few months from now, after she lost custody, Naomi would have taken an overdose of sleeping pills instead of Tylenol, and that would have finished her off. It would have been an easy way for her to go. I had it all planned out.

But somehow, it all worked out anyway. Now Naomi is dead, and I don’t have to concern myself with her ever again. I can start a life with Ronnie, who rescued my son from a burning house. Yes, she’s a keeper.

Naomi and Clay both tried to take Teddy away from me, but I wouldn’t let them. They are both dead—Clay lying in a grave and Naomi burnt to a crisp down in my cellar.

And anyone else who tries to take my son will suffer the same fate.

THE END
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AFTERWORD


Did you enjoy reading The Divorce?

If so, please consider leaving a review on Amazon! Also, check out my website, where you can sign up for my newsletter and get updates on my books:

http://www.freidamcfadden.com/

You can also sign up for my newsletter directly. And to get updates about new releases, please follow me on Amazon! You can also follow me on Bookbub! Or join my super cool and fun reader group, Freida McFans!

And now please enjoy a short excerpt of my book, Dear Debbie…


DEAR DEBBIE


I have been forbidden to speak to my daughter Lexi in the morning.

Lexi imposed this rule around when she started high school, and now that she is a senior, it remains rigidly in place. The rule was implemented when Lexi decided she didn’t like it when I dared to ask her “How are you?” first thing in the morning, and she simply didn’t “feel like talking right now, my God, Mom.”

So midway through freshman year, Lexi officially announced that I was no longer permitted to speak to her during early morning hours. And if I attempt any form of communication—verbal or nonverbal—she will snap at me and say, “What did I tell you?” Or possibly worse, glare at me with that look.

You know what look I mean. At least if you have teenagers, you know.

So when Lexi marches into our kitchen on this Wednesday morning, I don’t say a word. I just keep eating my bowl of cornflakes—the kind with extra fiber. (Now that I’m in my forties, anything that has a lot of fiber is an auto buy.) It’s easy to remember not to talk to Lexi, because she has a pair of giant headphones covering her ears. She’s always wearing those headphones. It’s possible they have fused with the temporal bones of her skull.

Lexi has her hair in a messy ponytail that looks as though she tied it last night or perhaps even several days ago and hasn’t gotten around to adjusting it. She’s wearing an oversize hoodie, which looks like something one might sleep in, and that impression is not helped by the fact that she’s wearing plaid pajama pants. It’s not pajama day at school or anything. This is what kids wear now. I find it distasteful, but on the other hand, I’m also jealous. I wish I could wear pajama pants every day.

Between my two kids, Lexi is the one who looks like me—a fact I’m sure is terribly embarrassing to her. She has the same delicate bone structure in her face and a similar dark shade to her slightly wavy hair. Like me, schoolwork comes easy to her, which is why she’s taking four AP classes this year and a number theory class because she already took AP Calculus BC last year.

Like me, she might be a little too smart for her own good.

Lexi doesn’t so much as glance at me as she makes a beeline for the refrigerator, although she casts a derisive look at the cans I have stacked on the kitchen counter for the canned food drive. Everything I do is a combination of embarrassing and aggravating. However, my most unforgivable crime of all was naming her Alexa. In my defense, how was I supposed to know Alexa would become a thing?

Lexi casts a look over her shoulder and does a double take when she sees me. She’s itching to comment, but that would break her eternal vow of silence. The internal struggle is real.

Finally, I break her. It’s the lipstick—I never wear lipstick.

“What are you so dressed up for, Mom?” she wants to know.

I take another bite of my fiber cereal, then dab my lips with a napkin. I’m more of a T-shirt-and-yoga-pants kind of mom, so it surprises her to see me in a dress and full makeup. I even blow-dried my hair instead of leaving it damp in a ponytail.

“The photographers from Home Gardening are coming today,” I remind her. “They’re taking pictures of the yard.”

It was an honor to be chosen by the magazine for this particular spread. As a stay-at-home mother to two girls, there have been times when my life has felt a bit…well, empty. I’m proud of my daughters, but I wanted to be proud of something that was all my own. This photo shoot gave me a nice boost to my confidence. I work hard on my garden.

There have been times when I felt that if I didn’t have my flowers, I wouldn’t even be able to get out of bed in the morning.

“I didn’t know that,” Lexi says, even though I mentioned it dozens of times. I don’t point out the irony that if I had forgotten something she told me only yesterday, she would be lambasting me at this very moment. “Well, good luck.”

That was a nice thing to say. And another miracle has occurred: my seventeen-year-old is now speaking to me in the morning. It feels like some sort of wacky, wonderful dream. Dare I hope the difficult teenage years might be coming to a close?

“Thank you,” I say cautiously, not wanting to do anything to disturb the peace.

Then Lexi wrinkles her nose. “You’re not really going to bring all these cans to our school today, are you? You’re going to look like a garbage woman.”

Okay, maybe the difficult years aren’t behind us quite yet.

Before I can come up with a suitable response to my daughter’s criticism of me collecting food for those who need it, my other daughter, Isabel, pops into the kitchen. It’s probably for the best, because she wouldn’t have liked whatever I said.

Izzy is a sophomore at Hingham Prep, two years below her sister. While Lexi reminds me disturbingly of myself, Izzy is much more like her father. She has his lighter brown hair, earnest grin, and solid build. And like him, she’s happy-go-lucky.

Unlike me and Lexi, Izzy has always been very athletic. I have hypothesized the endorphins might make her more pleasant than her sister. That’s my running theory anyway. If I didn’t force myself to go to the gym several times a week, I would murder everyone on my block.

“Hey, Mom.” Izzy grabs an apple from the bowl on the kitchen counter. “Gotta run. The bus will be here in a minute.”

“That’s all you’re eating for breakfast?” I protest.

“Mom, I gotta go.”

In life and motherhood, especially motherhood of teenagers, you have to pick your battles. “Okay, I love you,” I call out. “I’ll pick you up after soccer.”

Izzy hesitates, her high ponytail swinging slightly behind her head as she stands there, seeming to debate her next words. She stuffs the apple into the pocket of her hoodie. “That’s okay,” she finally says. “I’ll take the bus home.”

“But wait.” As I rise quickly to my feet, my bowl of cereal tips over enough that some milk splashes on the kitchen table. It doesn’t spill on my dress at least. “The school bus won’t be around after soccer is over. I can get you.”

Izzy doesn’t reply.

“It’s no problem at all!” I assure her, trying not to think of the days when I’d pick Izzy up at day care and she’d run to me so fast and hard that she’d nearly knock me off my feet.

I’m not sure how long Izzy would have stood there staring at me with her hands shoved into her pockets if Lexi hadn’t blurted out, “For God’s sake, just tell her, Iz.”

I look between both girls. I hate it when they share secrets, although it’s better than when they’re fighting. “Tell me what?”

Izzy still doesn’t say anything.

Lexi lets out an exaggerated sigh and says, “She got kicked off the soccer team.”

“Lexi!” Izzy hisses, her face turning pink.

“What?”

Okay, this is flat out ridiculous. Izzy has been playing soccer since she was in kindergarten. She could dribble that soccer ball in her sleep. How could she have gotten kicked off the team? She’s one of the best sophomores they have. Hell, she’s one of the best players they have.

“I don’t understand,” I say. “Why were you kicked off the team?”

Izzy won’t meet my eyes. “Mom…”

This has got to be some sort of mistake. There’s no other explanation. “I’m going to give Coach Pike a call.”

“Mom, no.” Her eyes widen in panic. “I have to go now. Don’t call Coach Pike.”

“Izzy…”

“Please don’t call him.” Her eyes are full of desperation. “Promise me you won’t call him, Mom.”

I don’t want her to miss the bus. I can’t afford to drive her right now, since I need to be here for the photo shoot. But she’s not going to budge until I agree, so I finally spit out, “I promise.”

I promise I won’t call him. But I didn’t promise I won’t go to his office and ask him what the hell he was thinking when he cut my daughter from the team.

Izzy gives me one last look, and then she dashes out the door. That girl is always running. She’s an amazing soccer player. I don’t know what happened to get her kicked off the team, but I’m determined to get to the bottom of it.

I turn my attention to my older daughter, who has picked up a can of creamed corn and is reading the label with a sour expression on her face, like the ingredients have personally offended her.

“Do you know what happened?” I ask Lexi.

“Oh my God, Mom, no, I don’t.” Lexi grunts. “Can you please stop asking, like, a million times?”

This is the first time I asked her, but whatever. “You haven’t heard anything at all?”

“No.” Lexi gives me a seething look but then adds, “She’s better off ditching the team anyway. Coach Pike is such a perv.”

“A perv?”

She rolls her eyes, irritated that she has to take the time to explain every little thing to me. “My friend Mira was on the soccer team, and she said he was always, like, ‘accidentally’ walking into the locker room when the girls were changing. He’d say sorry and leave right away, but…well, that doesn’t sound like an accident to me.”

He did what?

The cereal sticks in my throat as I contemplate this new revelation. Izzy never said anything like that, but I know Lexi’s friend Mira, and she’s not the type of girl who makes up stories. Is it possible that it’s true? And if it is, do I even want Izzy on the soccer team?

“Ugh, could you quit it, Mom?” Lexi says irritably.

I force myself to swallow the mouthful of cereal. “Quit what?”

“Chewing,” she says.

“Chewing?” I repeat incredulously.

“The way you chew…it’s so loud. Like, nobody else in the world chews that loudly. Trust me—it’s super weird. They can probably hear it next door.”

Nobody has ever criticized the volume of my mastication before. For a moment, I’m at a loss. “Sorry. I’ll try to chew more quietly.”

“It’s so loud,” she reiterates. “You’re always chewing, and it’s, like, so annoying.”

I am momentarily distracted from my thoughts of Coach Pike by the more immediate issue of what on earth happened to my relationship with my firstborn. I remember a time when I used to make pancakes for Lexi in the morning. I would go all out. I formed a smiley face on each individual one using blueberries or, if it was a special day, chocolate chips. When Lexi saw those smiley face pancakes (especially the chocolate chip ones), her eyes would light up. She would eat all the blueberries or chocolate chips first, and then she would smother the stack in maple syrup. After a few bites, she would look up at me with a sticky, happy smile. You make the bestest pancakes in the world, Mommy!

I take another bite of my cereal, wondering if there’s any activity I could suggest we do together. Maybe a shopping trip. Lexi has always loved to go shopping, even when she was little, and now she still loves clothes. Finding the clothes she likes might be a challenge though.

Maybe I could offer to take her to a pajama store. Is there such a thing? If there isn’t, they should make one. It’s a million-dollar idea.

A car horn blasts from outside the house, loud enough that both of us startle. I can’t make my daughter smile anymore, but that horn does the job. It’s her boyfriend, Zane, who recently turned eighteen and got his full license and now can drive her to school every single day.

He never comes inside the house though. He only blasts that damn horn loud enough to let everybody in the neighboring towns know that he has arrived. It might even be a little louder than my chewing.

“Gotta go,” Lexi chirps.

My daughter grabs her backpack off the floor, which is heavy enough that when she’s wearing it, she walks with a slight backward tilt. She opens her mouth as if to tell me goodbye, but then she remembers her rule about not speaking to me in the morning, so she instead darts out the door without another word.

I’ve only finished about half my cereal, but I don’t have much of an appetite anyway. I follow the path through the living room that Lexi took to the front door, knowing she didn’t bother to lock it on her way out. Why should she, since I always lock it behind her.

I am always here for my family. Always.

I peek out the window at the broken-down red Kia that is pulling out of my driveway. Whenever I see that car, I think to myself that he should just drive it straight to the town dump and leave it there. I’m not thrilled about the fact that my oldest child is being transported to high school in that piece of junk, but I recognize that I don’t have much of a say in the matter.

My thoughts about the boy driving the piece of junk are even less charitable.

I catch a glimpse of Zane as he pulls onto the road in front of my house. He has long, shaggy hair and is skinny as a rail, even though the times he has been in my house, he has devoured a small truckload of food. If half of my refrigerator has been emptied, it means Zane has been by for a visit. Especially if the refrigerator has been left slightly ajar and the toilet seat is up. Not to mention the fact that I’m pretty sure he vapes. I don’t even entirely know what vaping is, but I know I don’t want my daughter dating a boy who does it. Not that I have a choice.

But most of all, I don’t like the way he looks at Lexi. There’s something in his expression that makes me uneasy. It’s something I’ve seen before—a memory that I can’t ever block out.

Lexi and Zane have been dating for about four months, and I was ready for it to be over three and a half months ago.

But I can’t forbid her to date him. She is seventeen years old, and that won’t go well. If I tell her not to see him, she’ll only see him…harder. No, the smart thing to do is to wait this out. She’s a smart girl, and she’ll wise up. Eventually, Zane will be gone.

And if not, well, I intend to protect my daughter. Both of them. Whether they like it or not.

I am about to return to the kitchen but stop when I notice another flash of movement out the window. It’s my neighbor Brett Carlson, walking down the driveway that separates our houses. Actually, he’s not so much walking as stomping. He’s making his way toward our front door. In another minute, he’s going to be pounding on it.

This day is about to get interesting.

Buy Dear Debbie now!
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