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Dear neighbors—
The schedule for our fifth annual progressive dinner party next Friday is as follows:
7:00 p.m.—Cocktails @ the Broadbents’ (25 Auburn Dr.)
7:30 p.m.—First course @ the Ellerys’ (28 Auburn Dr.)
8:00 p.m.—Second course @ the Sievers’ (33 Auburn Dr.)
8:30 p.m.—Main course @ the Rickstadts’ (38 Auburn Dr.)
9:00 p.m.—Dessert @ the Mayfields’ (42 Auburn Dr.)
9:30 p.m.—Nightcap @ the McBrides’ (55 Auburn Dr.)
Looking forward to a memorable evening with you all—
Jillian and Noel Broadbent



PROLOGUE
“Nine-one-one, what’s your emergency?”
“I need an ambulance—Forty-Two Auburn Drive. Hurry, please. He’s not breathing . . . I think he’s dead.”



TWO HOURS EARLIER



25 Auburn Drive
Jillian Broadbent
“Is something burning?” My husband, Noel, straightens his tie as he emerges from our primary suite and makes his way into the kitchen. I told him he didn’t need to dress up for this, that it was a casual neighborhood dinner party, but guests will be here any minute, so I button my lips and swallow my irritation.
“Shoot, shoot, shoot.” I scramble for an oven mitt and lunge toward the frozen pizza burning in the oven.
Noel watches from a cautious distance as I attempt to transfer the charred, smoking circle onto a cold pizza pan. I bite my tongue so as not to sarcastically thank him for his steadfast assistance—though I doubt he knows where we keep the mitts anyway.
“The house is going to smell like burnt pizza now.” Captain Obvious glances down at his fitness watch—a reminder that while I was on my hands and knees scrubbing dog hair and shoe scuff marks off baseboards, he went for a leisurely afternoon jog. “Doesn’t this thing start in ten minutes?”
This thing?
I grit my teeth, which doesn’t help the tension headache creeping up the sides of my face and taking root in my temples.
As the president of the homeowners’ association, organizing the annual progressive dinner party is more than just some thing. It’s an obligation. A duty I don’t take lightly. It’s an undertaking most would find overwhelming on top of an already busy schedule, and I manage to do it with a smile on my face—current situation excluded.
For the sake of keeping the peace, I remain standing in front of the smoky oven with my back to Noel. For someone with a genius-level IQ, he’s all but useless at home. Give him a complicated financial formula and a handful of Silicon Valley nootropics, and it’s his time to shine. Hand the man a dish towel or an Allen wrench, and he’s a deer in headlights.
If my mother were here, she’d waste no time reminding me, “That’s what you get for marrying your first boyfriend. Intelligent women never marry for love . . .”
Once upon a time, Noel and I were just a couple of twentysomethings chasing the proverbial American dream with stars in our eyes and a healthy sex drive. That was before four kids, mountains of student loans, and a McMansion-size mortgage. Now we’re stuck in that gray area of our marriage where we’re past the throes of those magical early years but not yet miserable enough to throw in our respective towels.
“You wanted this, Jillian,” my mother would say. “You have no one to blame but yourself.”
I turn off the oven and open the window over the sink despite the fact that it’s the middle of a record-hot July and we’re about to have a house full of judgy neighbors.
Bree Sievers has been quietly campaigning to take over as the association president for the past two years. I imagine she’d love nothing more than a chance to point out my hosting faux pas.
Last time I saw her, she was humblebragging about how her husband let her turn half of the basement into a state-of-the-art home gym. If you ask me, he was tired of her perky ass and rock-hard abs being on full display at the fitness center six days a week.
I fan the burnt air toward the window screen.
But I know there’s no getting rid of this malodor—not anytime soon.
So much for my efforts. People have expectations in this neighborhood. The lush green grass, manicured boxwoods, and abundance of blooming lilacs paint a picture-perfect image of our family life; any perceived dissonance is instant neighborhood gossip.
Perfection, perceived or otherwise, is practically a sport here.
“Mommy, I’m hungry. Is the pizza ready yet?” Our eight-year-old son tromps from the hallway to the kitchen, one sock missing. We gave the nanny strict instructions about keeping the kids out of sight while we were entertaining company, though I suppose there’s no company to be seen . . . yet.
It isn’t that I don’t love my children—of course I do.
But I don’t expect other people to share in my fondness of them, and tonight’s supposed to be a relaxing evening filled with strong drinks, good food, and friendly discourse.
“Can you . . . can you please just get them some peanut butter and jellies while I deal with this?” I turn to my husband, who hasn’t moved an inch in the last two minutes—much to my silent dismay.
His dark brows knit in confusion, making the lines in the middle of his forehead all the more pronounced.
“Freezer,” I tell him before he has a chance to ask.
Lifting his palms in apologetic protest, he shuffles to the fridge, stoops down to the bottom drawer, and pulls out four frozen peanut butter and jelly sandwiches from a purple cardboard box.
“They can just eat them like this?” he asks, holding one up. He taps it on the edge of the counter, illustrating that it’s hard as a rock.
“Conor and Addie eat them frozen,” I say. “Rylan and Mason eat them warmed up. Just open the wrappers and microwave two of them for twenty seconds.”
I don’t expect him to remember any of that, but he carries the circle-shaped sandwiches to the pantry. A second later, the sound of microwave buttons being pressed follows. Too much beeping. He’s done something wrong. I picture him canceling and restarting, canceling and restarting. It would almost be easier for me to do it myself, but alas, there isn’t time for that. Besides, I shouldn’t have to. I’ve always stepped in to save the day with these little tasks, and in doing so, I’ve created this problem.
Noel isn’t the worst husband in the world. Not by a landslide. But it’d be nice not to have to bark orders at him, to be able to treat him like the intelligent, capable man I know he can be. Every time I snap or nag, the light in his eyes grows a little dimmer, and an atom-size piece inside of me dies.
“You’ve emasculated him.” I hear my mother’s voice in my head, followed by the clucking of her tongue. “What do you expect? There’s no going back now.”
“There you are.” Our teenage nanny appears in the hallway, her hands on her hips. “Come back to the playroom, bud. We’re about to start The Lego Movie. Is dinner ready, by chance?”
“Working on it,” I tell her. “Noel will carry everything down in a minute.”
The nanny takes my son by the hand, and the two of them disappear down the hall. A minute later, my husband emerges from the pantry.
“Milk is in the fridge. They’ll need the cups with the lids,” I tell him. “Oh, and give them some applesauce packs too.”
He gives me a blank look.
“Those little green squeezy things?” I make a squeezing motion with my empty hand. “There’s a box in the pantry. Middle shelf on the right.”
Noel grabs the rest of their dinner and disappears just in time for me to light a candle and shut the open window over the sink. Fanning my sweat-glistened face and trying not to think too hard about my melting makeup and frizzed hair, I scan the expansive marble island to make sure all the beverages are nestled perfectly in their ice-bucket baths alongside sparkling crystal stemware and tumblers.
Three carafes containing specialty cocktails I dreamed up for this year’s dinner party rest in the center of it all.
I’m admiring all my hard work and about to snap a photo of the spread with my phone when the doorbell rings.
Smoothing my hair into place, I inhale burnt-pizza-scented air, paint a smile on my face, and head to the foyer to welcome our first guests of the night.
Through the glass sidelights, I spot Veronica and Ryan Hartley—Auburn Drive’s unofficial “it” couple. When they first moved here, Noel used to jokingly refer to them as Brad and Angelina. Despite his reference being dated, he wasn’t wrong. There was something different about these two. They had a glow, an ease, a connection, an ethereal worldliness that stood out in landlocked suburbia.
To me they represented the kind of relationship we all aspired to have.
“Welcome, welcome. Come on in,” I say when I get the door, injecting as much enthusiasm as I can muster into my voice. “Please help yourself to a drink while we wait for the rest of the neighborhood . . .”
They stroll in, hand in hand, lockstep.
Ryan, with his approachable confidence, smells like a million bucks, perpetual new-car scent, a hint of top-shelf whiskey, and a shirt freshly removed from its dry cleaner’s plastic.
Veronica’s satiny blonde hair cascades over her tanned, taut shoulders in elegant waves—not a single strand tainted by midsummer humidity. And she doesn’t just walk, she glides—and in six-inch heels, no less, which is particularly impressive given the fact that they live in the last house on a long and hilly block.
Noel returns from the playroom, stopping in his tracks when he notices the striking pair.
The Hartleys have that effect on people.
Their unnerving perfection is disorienting.
Ryan selects one of the two specialty cocktails I dreamed up for tonight, and he pours his wife’s glass with a steady hand. She accepts her drink with a dazzling, dimpled smile. He then leans in, kissing her forehead before tapping the underside of her pointed chin until her mouth lines up with his—though he doesn’t kiss her. He holds her there, kept in some state of self-restraint.
The entire scene is absolutely mesmerizing.
My cheeks burn as inappropriate thoughts storm my mind, thoughts I could never dream of saying out loud to anyone.
“Ryan, hi,” Noel says, interrupting their moment (and my fixation with it).
I silently curse him.
Ryan peels his attention off his stunning wife and extends his hand to Noel’s.
My husband’s fingers appear lanky and elegant against Ryan’s, whose grip almost swallows Noel’s whole.
“Good to see you,” Ryan says. He flashes a smile that rivals the snowcapped whiteness of his wife’s sparkling beam.
“You as well.” Noel turns his attention to Mrs. Hartley. “Veronica, how are things?”
A true introvert, Noel is terrible at small talk. But I can’t expect him to make small talk any more than I can expect a ferret to sew—it’s simply not realistic.
“Wonderful,” Veronica says. “The shop is doing well. We’re looking into opening a second location over in Woodbury Falls. And next week we’re flying out to Puerto Vallarta to celebrate our anniversary.”
She tilts her head sideways, looking at her husband while talking to mine. Her eyes only ever belong to Ryan. Ryan peers back at her with the kind of fondness reserved for the silver screen.
I can’t remember the last time Noel looked at me like that. Has he ever?
“I just saw the Sievers walk up,” I tell my husband as I gently elbow him and nod toward the entryway.
“What?” he asks before he realizes I’m asking him to take over greeting duties. We went over this half a dozen times this morning—I tend to the drink situation in the kitchen, and he answers the doorbell. “Oh, right.”
Without another word, he leaves the Hartleys and heads to his new post in the foyer.
“This drink is delicious, Jillian.” Veronica lifts her glass. “What’s it called?”
“The Harbinger,” I say. “It’s blanco tequila and fresh lime with a splash of cherry-vanilla liqueur.”
Ryan cocks his head, chuffing. “Isn’t a harbinger . . . a bad omen?”
“Not necessarily,” I say, prepared for exactly this question. “It’s technically something that comes before something else . . . like a robin coming before the spring or snow coming before Christmas. Or in the case of this drink, kicking off our annual dinner party.”
“I love that,” Veronica says, taking another sip. Turning to her husband, she says, “Jillian always puts so much thought into everything.”
“Thank you,” I say. A lifetime ago, before I managed a household of tiny humans, I wrote freelance for various online magazines. Words, symbols, and their meanings have always been a passion of mine. “You should try the Auburn Fizz.” I point to the purple pitcher. “It starts out sweet and bubbly, but then it has a little kick to it.”
The sound of Noel making painfully awkward small talk with the Sievers trails from the foyer, mixing with the sound of little feet pattering from down the hall. By the time I turn around, I spot the twins chasing one another around the kitchen island. Their faces and hands are covered in peanut butter, grape jelly, and applesauce, leaving a trail of smudged fingerprints around the island drink station. I can’t say I’m surprised—every time those two get their hands on a PB&J, they end up with most of it on their body rather than in it. They treat it like finger paint.
The Hartleys sip their Harbingers, though the hint of horror in their eyes says it all.
“Josselyn?” I call out to the nanny, placing a pleasant lilt in my voice to hide that I also predicted this would happen. She’s only worked for us a handful of months while she takes a year off college. A referral from our previous nanny—whom we adored. We had high expectations going into this arrangement. That said, we’ve since lowered them. Children, as it turns out, are not Josselyn’s forte. She’s here for the paycheck.
“Come on, you two.” Josselyn appears out of nowhere to usher my children back into the confines of the playroom for the next half hour.
“Sorry about that,” I say to the Hartleys before turning to greet the Sievers.
Bree’s level-four spray tan is so fresh I can smell it from across the room, and her husband Brett’s hair has gone remarkably silver since the last time I saw him. But they wear disarming smiles that make it easy for me to forget the fact that Bree is gunning for my position on the HOA or that Brett gave us terrible investment advice last year.
“Thank you so much for hosting cocktails.” Bree hands me a bottle of expensive-looking pinot noir accented with an ivory velvet ribbon. “I hope you don’t mind; I brought my own drink tonight. Been on a pinot kick lately.”
I fish a corkscrew from the drawer by the sink.
“Look at them,” Bree says under her breath, nodding toward our husbands, who’ve managed to be pulled into the Hartleys’ orbit. “Every time.”
“Like moths to flames.”
I’m about to wipe the peanut butter and applesauce smudges from the counter ledge when the doorbell rings. This time, I can’t catch Noel’s attention with any strategic eye contact.
He’s too preoccupied with whatever the golden couple are talking about.
Ryan’s arm rests at Veronica’s lower back, his hands gripping the side of her narrow waist, pulling her into him as if to subtly advertise that she’s taken.
I imagine he does this often when there are other men around.
“Excuse me, Bree,” I say before making my way to the foyer to greet James and Christine Ellery . . . and Christine’s emotional-support shih tzu, apparently.
Like a proper hostess, I pretend it doesn’t bother me that Christine brought her dog, and I escort the two of them to the drink station, pouring Christine a Harbinger and uncapping a chilled craft beer for James.
For the next several minutes, I rinse and repeat as the rest of the guests arrive.
Twenty more minutes and we’ll be moving on to the next house . . .
“I love you,” I overhear Veronica say to Ryan.
His mouth shifts into a half-cocked grin as he dips down to steal a sultry yet fleeting kiss that sends heat to my cheeks as I imagine myself in her designer stilettos, the recipient of her husband’s fire-hot affections.
If Noel and I were to pull something like that, we’d surely make fools of ourselves.
“This cocktail is to die for.” Christine sidles up to me, her drink in one hand and her dog tucked carefully under her arm.
“Can’t beat a compliment like that.” I sniff a chuckle before checking my watch. With everyone here, the volume in the room has been dialed up so high I can hardly hear my own thoughts. “Bottoms up . . . this train’s pulling into your station in T minus twenty minutes.”
“Don’t remind me,” she teases.
The irony of the fact that we do this by choice isn’t lost on me. No one is holding guns to our heads, forcing us to have this annual get-together. While I don’t consider myself a martyr by any means, I keep in mind the fact that these shindigs are for the greater good of the neighborhood. In a busier-than-ever world, it’s rare to have a true sense of community.
“You ready?” I ask Christine.
“As ready as I’ll ever be,” she says. “Though I was smart this year—I hired a caterer. Didn’t have to lift a finger all day. It was divine.”
“That’s cheating.” I’m about to reassure her that I’m only kidding when Ryan and Veronica disappear into the little hallway behind the kitchen to do god-knows-what. Half of me feels the need to nudge Christine, to share in the speculation on just what they might be doing.
Sipping my drink, I think better of it.



28 Auburn Drive
Christine Ellery
“Help yourselves, everyone,” I announce to the plethora of neighbors huddling around my kitchen island. An elaborate spread of appetizers—most of which I couldn’t begin to describe—fill the air with a mélange of savory, mouthwatering scents. “Don’t be shy. More than enough for everyone.”
Did I yell that? Am I talking too loud? I’m not sure . . .
My head dizzies, and a lightness floods my veins—my edible is finally kicking in.
After sending our youngest off to college last year, I found myself in the depths of a depression for which there was no cure. I tried every category of medication my doctor suggested, only to feel exceedingly numb or anxiously overstimulated. It wasn’t until a friend of mine slipped me a little yellow gummy bear from some dispensary in Colorado that I found some respite from my affliction.
My stomach rumbles, but I brace myself against my husband’s arm to keep from scarfing down everything in sight like a cartoon character. The thought makes me giggle. James gives me a look, or maybe he’s checking on me. I promised him I’d only take a half tonight, but I may have accidentally taken a full . . .
The thing about the edibles is that they make everything better. Sounds. Tastes. Colors. It’s all just a little more . . . elevated. It also makes me care less about stressful situations, like large social gatherings.
“You outdid yourself,” James says, slipping his arm around my lower back and pulling me in for a side hug.
I inhale his cologne—the same Jean Paul Gaultier he’s worn since the beginning of time, only now when I breathe it in, it sends tingles through every part of my body. I love edibles.
“You mean Creative Catering outdid themselves,” I say with a wink before booping his nose.
He laughs, nonchalantly placing my hand back at my side. “I suppose we couldn’t risk having another round of uncooked samosas after last year.”
I shoot him a teasing glare. “You promised to never speak those words in our house ever again.”
The drinks at the Broadbents’ were strong, and I managed to take down two of them before we caravanned over here. Now my body is warm and pliable, and when I brush my fingers against my face, it’s like I’m touching someone else’s nose, mouth, and cheeks and not my own.
James holds both of my hands in his. Hesitating, he leans in. “You should maybe use some eye drops.”
“Is it that obvious?”
He nods, though there’s no judgment in his eyes. We both know what it took for me to get here, to this elevated level of happiness.
It’s good to see so many people under this roof again. The house has become eerily quiet since our three little birds all flew the coop. I never thought I’d miss the chaos of shuffling our girls from lessons to practice and back or hosting basements filled with noisy teenagers, but color me wrong.
Losing a huge part of my identity and so much of my life’s purpose was devastating.
Scanning our main floor, I peer toward our vaulted living room, where our guests filter in from the kitchen with their little plates of finger foods, standing around high-topped tables and picking up conversations that were abandoned when we all left the Broadbents’.
But something’s amiss.
“Have you seen Ryan and Veronica?” I ask James when I realize that pair is nowhere to be seen.
He wrinkles his crooked nose, taking a good, hard look around.
“Maybe they’re in the bathroom?” he asks.
“Together?”
James shrugs. “I don’t know. Maybe they ran home super quick to count all of the thousand-dollar bills from Ryan’s most recent bonus.”
I elbow him in the ribs. “Stop.”
“Sorry. Couldn’t resist. Ryan brought it up at the Broadbents’,” James says. “Twenty-five grand. Can you believe that? And that’s just for the quarter.”
“Maybe you should get into medical-device sales . . .”
“I couldn’t sell a life jacket to a drowning man,” he says. “Anyway, you want to eat? It’s okay to set the dog down, you know. She’ll be fine . . .”
My husband is smiling and his voice is light, but we’ve been married long enough that I know how to read between the lines. He doesn’t understand my attachment to this little ball of fur. To be honest, neither do I. The dog was originally a gift from James after my battle with empty-nest depression. He said I needed some company during the day, an excuse to go for daily walks and get fresh air, someone—or something—to need me.
Now I’m one of those people who never do anything without their purse dogs.
Not long ago I would’ve made fun of someone like me. Judging people is easy to do when you don’t have the full story.
“They were a little handsy at the Broadbents’,” I say, keeping my voice down so no one can hear us. “I just hope they’re not doing something . . . improper.”
I wince, searching my husband’s gaze for any sign that he knows something I don’t.
James rolls his eyes, though he maintains a playful grin. “We were young once.”
“Yes, but we knew when to keep our hands to ourselves. Plus, I need my eye drops. If he’s got her bent over my bathroom pedestal sink . . .”
I shake my head, erasing the thought from my mind. My imagination tends to run rampant and wild with these edibles.
“Does it really bother you that much?” He scratches his temple.
“I’ll be right back.” I ignore his question and cart my dog off to our bedroom, where I can secure her in her custom kennel with all her favorite toys and her memory foam bed. Maybe locking her up is overkill, but with so many people in the house, I’d hate for her to get stepped on or eat something that could be poisonous to her or slip out an open door when no one’s paying attention.
Accidents happen all the time.
Passing through the hallway, I find the powder bath empty and dark. I flick on the light, looking for anything that might be out of place, anything to suggest the gorgeous couple were getting physical in any kind of way, but it all looks as it should—except for the hand soap. The bottle’s been moved from the left side of the faucet to the right.
My body feels wavy, floaty.
I’m in no condition to overthink.
I grab eye drops from the medicine cabinet, blink them in, and head to the kitchen, where Veronica and Ryan Hartley are fixing their plates, as if they’d never disappeared to begin with.
Maybe they hadn’t?
Maybe in my . . . current state . . . I imagined it?
While Veronica grabs a little of everything, Ryan’s a bit more discerning—though he doesn’t make a show of it. I pretend not to notice. Some people are picky eaters, even as adults. I’d be a terrible hostess to draw attention to that.
“Don’t ask me what any of this stuff is, because I wouldn’t be able to tell you,” I say to them with a giggle. It’s probably not as funny to them as it is to me. “I ordered in this year.”
Veronica’s eyes light when they meet mine over the island. “Well, we’re starving, and it all smells incredible.”
Ryan eyes her plate, though it’s impossible to know what he’s thinking. Maybe he’s one of those guys who count their partners’ calories. Maybe he’s judging the variety of foods that are overflowing on her plate. Or maybe he is trying to figure out if he wants to try a bite of something she picked.
Ryan follows his wife to a standing table by the living room fireplace.
They don’t join in anyone else’s conversations.
They keep to themselves. Their own little island.
He points to something she’s eating, and she puts it down, opting for something else instead. An olive? Maybe an almond-stuffed date?
Weird . . .
That’s the other thing about being under the influence of an edible—the littlest of exchanges, the slightest shift in body language, feels like a bigger deal than it is.
While I make my plate, I steal glances at the Hartleys, curious where they disappeared to a moment ago, what they were saying, what they were doing.
What possibly could have been so pressing that they’d need to sneak off in someone else’s home?
I make room on my appetizer plate for what appears to be a spring roll and a spoonful of some kind of Thai peanut dipping sauce, and I debate wandering over to the Hartleys’ table.
At the last second, I decide to join my husband with the Sievers instead.
Two years ago, Ryan Hartley moved his beautiful new bride into his home on Auburn Drive, and it’s all anyone’s been able to talk about since. The youngest ones on the street by a decade, they’re the kind of couple who are child-free by choice, work hard, play harder, and make the entire human experience look like a game of Life.
They’re always happy.
Happier than most.
So happy it isn’t fair . . . or normal.
I settle into small talk with James and the Sievers, trying my best to ignore the way Ryan’s fingertips graze the small of Veronica’s back and the way she blinks up at him through a fringe of dark lashes before leaning in to whisper something undoubtedly salacious in his ear. When she leans back, he gives her this sultry up-and-down kind of look, squinting and biting his lip for a fraction of a second.
“I don’t understand,” I say to James when the Sievers go back for seconds.
“What are you talking about?”
I nod toward the Hartleys. “It’s like they’re advertising that they’re about to go home and have the hottest sex of their life after this.”
James chokes on his response. “Again, that bothers you? Why?”
“It just does.”



33 Auburn Drive
Bree Sievers
“I guess Brett drew the short straw in the closet department,” Constance Mayfield says with a chuckle as I finish giving the ladies a tour of our en suite. For the past six months, we’ve been remodeling our home, and I won’t lie—it feels good showing it off, relishing the stunned and green-eyed reactions of my friends and neighbors. It almost makes the never-ending revolving door of contractors and months of construction racket worth it.
It’s akin to childbirth in a way—it’s brutal, and you don’t know how much more you can take, but when it’s over, you immediately forget the pain. In fact, with a little more time, you find yourself thinking of doing it all over again. That said, I’ve put all future projects on pause. I need a break—plus time to actually enjoy the fruits of all this labor. That and I want to spend less time managing contractors and more time getting to know my neighbors.
Being president of the Auburn Drive Homeowners’ Association has been a mini dream of mine. Jillian isn’t horrible at it, but she has her hands full with all those kids, and I could use a little something to pour my excess energy into. It’s time for her to step down and let someone else have a turn . . . it’s only fair.
“Brett’s golf-simulator room begs to differ.” I flick off the light switch in my two-story closet. No one on God’s green earth needs a closet like this. The whole setup, with its lighted clothing rods and glass doors and Baccarat crystal hardware, cost more than the imported coupe sitting in my garage right now. But that was never the point of this particular room. It’s the only space in the entire house that’s mine and mine alone—and it’s a reminder of how far I’ve come in life.
I know the other women see just another materialistic Botox-addicted gym junkie who scored in the marriage department. But the road to get here was winding and treacherous, and I hold my cards close to my chest.
I wasn’t always the person I am today—a fact that makes me particularly proficient at identifying others who have gone through similar past traumas. You can always see it in their widened gazes, that subtle flicker of observation, like someone standing among a crowd of peers in which they don’t belong.
It’s written all over Veronica Hartley’s pretty face.
I’d love to get to know her a little better. The only problem is that her doting husband never lets her out of his sight. It’s a rare day when those two aren’t glued at the hip. Jogging side by side. Sitting on their front porch sipping coffee together. I’ve even watched them leave for work at the exact same time, backing their matching black SUVs out of their meticulously organized garage—first his, then hers.
I wouldn’t last a day with that kind of existence.
Veronica makes it look easy—enviable, even.
“We should probably start on the second course.” I usher the small line of ladies from my bedroom to the kitchen, where a pot of red pepper bisque is simmering on our shiny new La Cornue range.
Nicola Rickstadt is the last to leave my room, making no effort to hide the fact that she’s taking in the space like an unapologetic voyeur, almost as if she’s committing these images to her memory. I’ve never understood why people are so fascinated with the way others live.
Ten minutes later, our guests are finishing their soup course and disappearing from the dining room one by one.
Scanning the emptying table space, I realize Brett is missing in action. Now that I’m looking around, a handful of the other husbands are also absent. I can only hope Brett’s off showing them his golf simulator and not gathering them in the garage for Cuban cigars and a quick chat about his newest investment product.
There’s no denying the man is good at what he does, but last year he convinced a bunch of our neighbors to invest in cryptocurrency. “It was a bull market,” he told me. “We’re in a bear market now. It’ll bounce back—eventually.” But for now, these people who trusted him are down almost 75 percent.
I can’t stomach what they must think of us.
And it takes a lot to embarrass me.
On the far end of the dining room table, the Hartleys keep to themselves—as they’ve done all night. It’s a little odd, given that the entire point of this whole progressive dinner party was to bring us closer as neighbors, but I’m not going to say anything.
It’s not my place.
Smiling like a good hostess, I’m about to offer to clear their empty bowls when Ryan begins to cough. Without hesitation Veronica rises, patting his back with her hand and tending to him with a grave concern in her ocean-blue eyes.
“Oh my god,” I say. “Is he choking?”
“No, no,” Veronica tells me. “I think he just swallowed wrong.”
“I’ll grab some water.” I trot off to the kitchen and return with a glass of cold tap water because the dispenser in the fridge would take too long. “Here you go.”
“Thank you so much.” Veronica takes the glass from me and hands it to her husband, who chugs it like his life depends on it.
When he’s finished, there isn’t a drop left. His eyes are glassy, his face red.
“Are you okay?” I ask.
He clears his throat a couple of times, thumping a balled fist against his chest.
“Yeah,” he says, sniffing.
Veronica’s posture softens, and she sinks back into her chair, but she doesn’t take her eyes off Ryan for a single second.
Ryan coughs once more. Without a word, I dash off to refill his water. But when I get back, the two of them are gone. After a couple of minutes of searching, I find them outside on the front porch.
Maybe he needed some fresh air?
They’re sitting side by side, her cheek against his arm. He looks down at her, saying something that I can’t make out. Without warning, she sits up straight and gives him a sideways look, her mouth agape. It’s a far cry from all the canoodling we witnessed earlier in the night. She stands, and he motions for her to sit back down, snapping his fingers like she’s some kind of dog.
“What’re you doing?” Brett’s voice sends a start to my heart. I draw in a sharp breath, jumping back.
“You scared me,” I say, facing him.
“Everyone’s getting ready to head to the Rickstadts’.”
“Okay. I just need to shut off the stove and lock up the house. Meet you outside?”
As soon as Brett walks off, I turn my attention to the window by the front porch. The Hartleys are gone, but I’m stuck. Planted here. Reliving what I just saw. The look on her face. The way he snapped his fingers.
What I wouldn’t give to know what was said.



38 Auburn Drive
Nicola Rickstadt
“Grayson, this filet just melts in your mouth. You must tell me your tricks.” Constance Mayfield fawns over the next course as our son beams from ear to ear.
He’s home for the summer from his culinary school in New York, and when he offered to do the cooking, I jumped at the chance. Not only would it give me a break from the stress of preparing the main course—a course that was assigned to me by Jillian, not chosen—it also puts our hard-earned tuition dollars to good use.
I’m nothing if not a stickler for efficiency.
“It’s the red wine reduction,” he says, leaning close to her as if he’s divulging a military-grade secret. “Creates the perfect glaze. That and I let it rest for five minutes in a tinfoil tent. It’s not glamorous, but it gets the job done.”
“Duly noted,” Constance says with a wink. As a retired schoolteacher, she gives off an aura of approachability, always speaking with a contagious glint in her eye and enthusiastic pride etched into her very essence. Each of my children had her for middle school home ec, and all three of them swear she’s their “all-time favorite teacher ever.”
Years ago, I went to college to be an educator, only to discover after a couple of semesters that my patience for other people’s children was paper thin. As soon as we had our first son, I campaigned hard to be a stay-at-home mom—a choice I’ve never regretted. But to this day, seeing people thrive at things I’m terrible at has been triggering.
We all have our insecurities; I suppose mine is failure.
“I have two roasted cauliflower steaks,” Grayson says. “Remind me who requested the vegetarian option?”
Veronica and Ryan raise their hands, and Grayson places their plates in front of them.
“Enjoy,” he says, palms joined in a near-prayer formation. For a moment, I’m taken back to a time not long ago, when he was just a bright-eyed, eager-to-please little boy, sitting in the front pew at church, reciting his Bible verses and volunteering to play a song on the piano for the church Christmas pageant.
Responsible, self-motivated, and lacking a single lazy bone in his body: we did something right with this one. I wish I could say the same for our other two, though there may be hope for the youngest, who is still in high school. His sister? I’m grateful we made it through all four years of her Westvale High career without becoming grandparents.
“Let me know if anyone needs anything,” Grayson says. “I’ll be in the kitchen cleaning up.”
“Thank you, Grayson,” my husband, Richard, calls after him. “Great job, kid. Knocked it out of the park.”
“This cauliflower steak is incredible,” Veronica says, looking to her husband. I can’t tell if she’s looking for his approval or attempting to get him to offer his compliments as well.
There are moments I look at them in complete awe—how oddly beautiful they are together, how effortlessly easy their relationship appears. And then there are times when I catch my husband ogling in their direction. Gazing. Gawking. Shamelessly observing.
Like now.
Does he wish we were them—or does he wish he were Ryan? All muscles and money, with a pretty little thing on his arm.
On second thought, I don’t want to know.
Clearing my throat, I give him a tap on the knee under the table to redirect his attention. If we weren’t surrounded by our whole neighborhood, I’d offer him a napkin to wipe the drool from his mouth.
He’ll get an earful later, when we’re alone.
It isn’t that Richard intends to be disrespectful; he’s a good husband. A stellar father. An upstanding, law-abiding, God-fearing citizen and a top-notch provider.
But he’s also a man.
And men are . . . forgetful . . . sometimes.
They forget how good they have it or how much worse things could be.
It doesn’t hurt to remind them every now and again—in a loving manner, of course.
Finishing my steak, I glance over at the gorgeous couple consuming the cauliflower steaks my son so carefully prepared for them per my handpicked recipe. Between bites, they nuzzle, whispering to each other. She slices off a good chunk of her cauliflower steak and slides it to his plate, insisting she’s getting full. He points to her empty water glass next, mutters something, and she shakes her head, offering him a gracious smile. Before he devours the rest of her dinner, he takes her left hand, pressing a kiss into the top. Her oversize diamond glimmers in the dreamy dining room light. As he finishes his meal, she slips her arm around him, massaging little circles into the small of his back. I don’t know Veronica as well as I’d like to—it’s impossible to get her alone, but it’s clear to see she puts him first in their marriage.
His hunger takes precedence over hers.
His muscle tension is tended to without him so much as saying a word.
His ego is coddled by her constant affection.
Glancing from my affably simple husband to hers, I can’t help but wonder if Ryan ever forgets how good he has it with Veronica.
My gut tells me he’s well aware.



42 Auburn Drive
Constance Mayfield
“Made this cobbler with peaches from our own trees,” I say to our neighbors as they file into our kitchen through the garage entrance. “Used a combination of donut, clingstone, and Polly varieties for the perfect amount of sweetness.”
It’s almost nine o’clock, and if it were any other night, I’d be in bed with reading glasses, a hardback in my lap and the local news muted on the TV. Over thirty years working as a public educator has given me a fond appreciation for quiet nights in. That said, given that I have a soft spot for traditions, I always make an exception for the annual progressive dinner party.
A lifetime ago and in a neighborhood a little humbler than this one, people used to spend time outside. It wouldn’t be uncommon to see them sitting in lawn chairs in their driveways, conversing, sharing beers, maybe even playing yard games while the kids Hula-Hooped and rode their bikes and scooters up and down the sidewalk.
Now everyone hides behind the doors of their stately homes, only leaving for their daily commute or a quick run to the grocery store. These days, people use their houses as fortresses, a barrier between their personal and private lives, living two existences: one for the outside world to see and the other for everything that happens behind closed doors.
Still, it’s important to know your neighbors—you never know when you might need help from one of them, and people are more likely to help you if they know you. That’s just basic human nature. Not everyone is as altruistic as some of us assume.
“So, Ryan, tell me what you do again?” I ask. Shame on me for not knowing the answer to this question by now. “I know Veronica owns a lovely little clothing boutique in the shopping district.”
The clothes are a little young for my taste, but I only know this fact because I stopped in to buy a birthday gift for my granddaughter one day. I found the prices quite reasonable and the sales staff extremely friendly. Imagine my surprise when I learned one of the saleswomen was actually the owner herself. It’s rare to see that—the owner working the floor like any other employee. Not only that, but as we conversed, I discovered we were actually neighbors.
I thought it said a lot about Veronica.
Her hardworking, approachable demeanor is a rarity in this day and age—on this street too.
Ryan sits straighter, finishing his fifth bite of my famous peach cobbler. I couldn’t help but notice that he hasn’t touched much of the food tonight—save for the cauliflower steak, of all things. He ate his portion and most of his wife’s. His hunger must be catching up with him now, though, because he’s practically inhaling this dessert.
“I’m a regional sales manager for a medical-equipment company,” he answers without a hint of excitement in his eyes, itching the tip of his nose.
He’s not doing something he loves: that much is obvious. He doesn’t light up the way a person should when talking about their career. I can’t recall a time in my life when I didn’t want to be a teacher. Not everyone is fortunate enough to know their calling from such a young age. I count my lucky stars that I was blessed with a fulfilling career—one that didn’t suck the life from my bones.
“And how long have you been doing that?” I scoop another portion of peach cobbler and place it into his bowl. At the rate he’s eating, he’s going to want seconds sooner or later.
Ryan turns to his wife, as if she might have the answer ready and waiting. My own husband does that from time to time. My mind is a Rolodex of random tidbits of information and useful factoids, and he’s come to rely on that heavily over the duration of our marriage.
Nothing about these two suggests they’ve been together long term. They still have that spark in their eyes, that can’t-keep-my-hands-to-myself air about them, even in front of neighbors they know hardly better than strangers.
“Twelve years?” she says, though she frames it like a question. “I think you’d been doing it for nine years when we first met.”
Three years—that’s how long they’ve been a couple, and it shows.
“Sounds about right,” he says, taking another bite. He starts to say something again, when he begins to cough.
“Ryan?” Veronica pats his back. “You need something to drink?”
His face turns a deeper shade of pink as his eyes water. Within seconds, his exhalations are whistle thin, and he’s coughing so hard he can’t answer her.
“Could we get a water, please?” Veronica asks me, her brows knitting as she rubs his upper shoulders. “Just breathe, hon.”
Turning, I grab a Dasani from the fridge, twist the cap off, and hand it to him. Rivulets of cold water spill down my hands in the process.
“Everything okay?” Richard Rickstadt asks, though his attention is strangely directed at Veronica instead of her coughing husband, like she’s some damsel in distress. He’s been eyeing her all night. And he isn’t the only one. All the husbands are doing it. Some of the wives too. If I didn’t know better, I’d think the Hartleys were the star of the show tonight. “You need any help here?”
“Did you swallow wrong again?” Bree chimes in.
“Again?” I ask.
“He had a little coughing fit at my house earlier,” Bree says, waving her hand like it’s no big deal. Coughing fits are usually nothing more than an inconvenience, but Ryan’s starting to struggle here.
He chugs the bottle of water, crumpling the plastic vessel in his fist once it’s empty, but the hacking has yet to subside. Even in this ambient evening light, I can tell that his neck is the color of the scarlet begonias outside my front door.
“I’m . . . I’m sorry . . . ,” Ryan says between wheezing gasps. “You’ll . . . have to . . . excuse me.”
He gets up, knocking his barstool over in the process. Veronica scrambles to set it upright before hurrying to his side.
“Does he need another water?” I ask, my hand resting on the fridge handle.
Only before anyone can answer, Ryan collapses on the floor.
Someone shrieks.
Another person releases a sharp breath and an “Oh my god.”
A few people huddle over Ryan, a couple of them crouching on their knees. Sheer panic fills his dark irises as he reaches toward his wife, making some kind of repeating motion as he attempts to speak while starved for air. Pink welts begin to cover his face and neck, appearing almost in real time.
“I . . . I think he’s having an allergic reaction,” Veronica says, her voice breaking. Eyes thick with tears, she turns to me. “Constance, I need to know—were there nuts in the cobbler?”
I’ve made this dessert a thousand times, but in this panicked moment the ingredient list escapes me.
“Um, um,” I say, filing through my mental Rolodex—which might as well consist of blank note cards in this moment. “Let’s see, there’s peaches, butter, sugar, flour, salt, milk, baking powder, cinnamon—oh, my goodness. Pecans!”
I clasp a hand over my mouth.
My kids hated nuts when they were little. That’s what first led me to grind up the nuts into the desserts. My husband has always insisted peach cobbler and pecans go hand in hand, so I decided to make it his way tonight, it being a special occasion and all.
“I have to get his EpiPen,” Veronica says, scrambling to her feet with nothing but terror washing over her wide-eyed expression. “I normally have it in my purse, but Ryan said a purse didn’t go with . . .” She stammers. “It’s at home.”
She’s already tearing out the front door as she finishes her sentence. From the doorway, I watch as she kicks her heels off, abandoning them in our front lawn, and sprints toward the street.
“Should we call nine-one-one?” someone asks behind me.
“On it,” my husband says.
I shut the door and return to the kitchen.
Crouching at Ryan’s side, I squeeze his hand. He squeezes back so hard my knuckles crack.
“Hold on, okay?” I say. “Just stay with us. Veronica’s running home to get your pen, and we’re calling for an ambulance. You’re going to be fine.”
In an airtight instant, Ryan’s eyes roll to the back of his head, and his consciousness fades.
I check his breathing—which is shallow before becoming nonexistent for a full ten seconds. Placing the heel of my hand against his chest and my other hand on top, I ensure my elbows are straight before starting compressions.
Every minute that passes feels longer than the one before it.



17 Auburn Drive
Veronica Hartley
The concrete sidewalk is rough against the soles of my bare feet, but I hardly feel it. With the warm night air flooding my lungs, I sprint home to 17 Auburn Drive, a woman on a desperate mission.
Normally Ryan has me bring an EpiPen in my purse anytime we go out to eat, but he didn’t want me bringing a purse to a neighborhood get-together, so it wasn’t an option. As a lifelong nut-allergy sufferer, he’s always good about watching what he puts in his mouth.
Our house is in the distance—last one on the block. The porch light, as well as a couple of dim interior lamps, gives it a cozy feeling from this view. From here it resembles a safe and happy place, a peaceful suburban sanctuary.
I pass the Sievers’ stately brick colonial and the Rickstadts’ oversize bungalow with its freshly painted canary-yellow front door. The Ellerys’ rambling white ranch is next, followed by the Broadbents’ baby-blue McMansion.
With each elongated stride, I’m one step closer to our house. I could almost throw a stone and hit it.
Picking up my pace, I sprint the last leg of the jaunt like Ryan’s life depends on it—because it does. I round the sidewalk and tear up our cobblestone driveway, the uneven bricks jabbing into the tender spots of my soles. As soon as I get to the garage code pad, I punch in 0718—our wedding anniversary.
It blinks red three times.
I type in another guess: 1201—his birthday.
It blinks red again. I try five more codes, none of which work. The continuous blinking and flashing of lights tells me I’m locked out of the device, with no more attempts remaining.
I dash to the front door and jiggle the door handle on the off chance one of us left it unlocked earlier. It doesn’t budge. Still barefoot and breathless, I head to the side yard, scale our wooden privacy fence, and slide down—ripping the front of my dress and earning a handful of splinters in the process, a small price to pay as long as it gets me inside.
I try the rear garage entry first.
Locked.
Next, I head for the french doors that lead from our back patio into our mudroom.
The left side is locked, but the right side swings open with a good, hard shoulder shove. You’d think someone like my husband, who keeps his home locked up tighter than Fort Knox, would’ve made this busted door a priority, but tonight this door is the least of his problems.
The smell of expensive leather shoes and new furniture suffocates me once I’m inside our home. I slam the door shut and close my eyes. With my back against the wall, I stop to catch my breath, to cool the inferno in my tight lungs.
No one is watching me here.
Not the doorbell and security cameras.
Not the neighbors.
And most importantly, not Ryan.
It’s been years since I’ve felt this unrestrained—two years, to be exact.
Padding to the kitchen, I pour myself a glass of water, downing it in four gulps and placing the empty, damp glass next to the sink—a move that would irritate Ryan to no end if he were to see it. It will definitely leave a ring on the counter.
Once my thirst has been quenched, I saunter to the medicine cabinet by the fridge where we keep his EpiPens—only as soon as I open the door, I remember I’d placed them all in the fridge earlier. According to a friend, chilling them can damage the injector mechanism, and I wasn’t taking any chances.
I take one out, warm it against the palm of my hand, and place the other two back in the medicine cabinet. When I’m finished, I stop and fix myself a second glass of ice water, standing over the kitchen sink as I take my time, letting the knots in my shoulders loosen.
The pen is still cold in my palm, but it should warm to room temperature by the time I return to the Mayfields’.
If anyone wonders why this little journey took me so long, I’ll blame it on the changed garage code. A few weeks back, there was some weird door-to-door salesman going around in the middle of a Wednesday afternoon. Everyone heard how the Rickstadts caught him in their garage; they’d left the door open for whatever reason.
I’ll tell everyone Ryan changed it then and forgot to tell me the code. Or I’ll tell them I always use my garage door opener to enter from my car.
The last thing I’ll tell them is the truth. Ryan changed the code earlier today after we got into a fight.
I don’t know if anyone would believe that anyway, except for Bree.
Two months ago, she was walking past our house and happened to hear us arguing in the garage. He’d found the tiniest ding on my passenger door and berated me, red faced and seething, for being so careless, for not parking in the back of the parking lot like he always tells me to do, for treating his gift to me like a worthless piece of tin.
I was so lucky, he claimed. He could have any woman.
He told me that any woman with half a brain would kill to have it as good as me . . .
When he realized Bree was standing at the end of the driveway and had heard every last word of his maniacal rant, all color left his face. He cleared his throat, painted on a convincing smile, and gave her a wave before disappearing inside.
I was left humiliated and unable to form a single sentence until she walked up to me and placed her arms around me.
“Don’t apologize for him,” she told me a little later, after listening to my story with sympathy in her turquoise eyes. “I’ve been in your shoes before. I know what it’s like.”
True to habit, I tried to make an excuse for his behavior, insisting he wasn’t normally like that. But she read between each and every line I fed her, and when I realized I wasn’t fooling her, I could have cried tears of sheer elation—only I didn’t.
I couldn’t.
He could be watching us, watching me. He could be studying my face, staring at my lips, scrutinizing what I might be saying to her. I didn’t dare turn around to look.
“You realize this marriage is going to end in one of two ways,” Bree told me that day, speaking with the fear of God in her voice and the conviction of a woman who has seen a thing or two. “And it’s going to be one of you in a wooden box in the ground.”
When Bree left and I reentered the house, he was sitting on the leather sofa. He hadn’t been watching. He didn’t need to. He just reminded me that this was his house—a home he’d purchased before we were married. He controlled the locks and the codes. He decided who could and couldn’t enter. And he would make sure I understood that.
My head spins as I head to the front door, tonight’s cocktails swimming through my veins. Stopping, I rest my hand on the knob, take a deep breath, and secure my balance. I need to prepare for the role of a lifetime out there. For every security camera I’ll be the adoring wife. For every doorbell camera, I’m a woman on a lifesaving mission. For anyone who might be watching, I am in a devoted and loving marriage.
I didn’t want to drink too much tonight, but Ryan preferred me drunk—pliable, docile, forgetful. He liked that it made me so willing to give into his darkest desires.
I’m nothing but a doll to him.
A toy. An accessory. A possession.
Warmed pen in hand, I sprint back to the Mayfields’, bare feet and all. I don’t bother to wipe the tears that slide down my cheeks.
They belong there.
After all, they’re happy tears.
If the rest of the night goes as planned, I’ll never have to spend another minute with that malignant tumor of a man.
We were on our honeymoon when his mask began to slip. As we returned home to start our life together, little by little, his true personality revealed itself—starting with him slapping me across the face and calling me a thoughtless idiot when I accidentally washed his dry-clean-only sweater. The next day, he told me to lay off carbs as my “ass was getting fat.” A week later, he installed a tracking device on my car . . . “for safety reasons.”
It only got worse from there.
I’ll never forget the first—and only—time I brought up a separation to him. My voice was shaking, and I could hardly meet his piercing glare, but somehow I managed to get it out.
His eyes darkened, and his fist clenched before slamming down on the table. Next, he threw a wineglass at me, missing my head by an inch and splattering dark-burgundy liquid on our tablecloth, the rug, and the blouse I was wearing.
I remember looking in the mirror after his blowup—which included thirty minutes of red-faced ranting—thinking about how the wine on my shirt looked strangely like blood.
I knew then that I needed to get out of my marriage, but it wasn’t going to happen overnight.
After that, I never uttered the word divorce in Ryan’s presence again, but it was all I could think about from the moment I woke up to the moment he climbed off me at the end of every night.
The house and car and material things are of little importance to me, but per the legal agreement I signed back when I thought Ryan hung the moon, Ryan would also walk away with 80 percent ownership in my boutique. He was the sole investor, funding almost all of it so I could avoid a small business loan. It was his wedding gift to me.
But it had never been a gift.
Nothing from him ever was.
As joint owners, I’d be forced to keep Ryan in my life until he sold. Knowing Ryan, he would never sell.
I sprint to the Mayfields’, EpiPen in hand, tears staining my cheeks and lungs on fire.
If I took my time, it would give it all away.
With each hurried stride, I think about Ryan.
His sports-gambling addiction—fully funded by his quarterly bonuses.
The other women he flirted with in front of me: pretty waitresses, teenage baristas, stunning colleagues, Pilates beauties at the gym, attractive strangers at the store.
Last year, I thought about letting myself go, hopeful that if I cut the long hair he loved so much, gained a few pounds to round out and soften the subtle curves he said were “just perfect,” stopped with the lash extensions that he said made my blue eyes seductively sexy, stopped wearing makeup on the days when I was simply lounging around the house, quit making all his favorite meals each night . . . that maybe he would grow tired of me and put us both out of our misery.
Instead, he became more controlling, excruciatingly overbearing. Every day was more critical than the day before, and in the end, my mental health and self-esteem were black and blue from his verbal beatdowns and psychological warfare.
I had no choice but to numb my insides and play the part on the outside, if only so I could survive long enough to get away from him.
Tatters of my ripped dress graze my thighs with each footfall, the very dress he forced me to wear tonight despite me telling him how tight and uncomfortable it would be if we were eating a large dinner with several courses. With curt, exacting movements, he stepped to my dresser, yanked the top drawer, fished out a pair of black Spanx, and threw them in my face.
I burst into the Mayfields’ front door, lifting the pen overhead.
“Oh, thank god, you’re back,” someone says.
“We called nine-one-one. They’re sending an ambulance,” another person says.
Crouching down at my husband’s side, I place my hand on his still-warm chest. His lips are the faintest shade of blue, and his neck and face are so swollen he’s hardly recognizable.
It doesn’t even look like him.
And yet it is.
“We did CPR,” Constance says. “He’s breathing, but he’s still unconscious.”
Elbowing between them, I uncap the EpiPen and place the autoinjector at his upper outer thigh, just above the thick fabric of his designer jeans. The pen is made for emergency moments like this, fully capable of penetrating denim and injecting into the muscle—only the medication won’t be hitting his bloodstream.
I’ll make sure of it.
Moving quickly, I layer the fabric and hold it firm and taut to ensure the tip of the needle can’t reach his flesh. I press the button, and it clicks, delivering lifesaving medication to the surface of his skin. I count to ten before pulling it away, peeking down to make sure there’s no telltale wetness on the fabric. Worst-case scenario, if someone were to notice, I could always chalk it up to nerves, to the intensity of the situation getting the best of me. I could say it’s my first time—and it is. I’m not a nurse. I’m not an EMT.
Squinting and watching, I exhale when I notice the denim around his injection site is dry.
Emergency sirens sound in the distance.
“Is he breathing yet?” someone asks.
“Is he going to be okay?” another person chimes in.
“He’s breathing,” Constance says, “but he’s still out.”
I place his hand between my palms. It pains me to touch him, to comfort him, even if he’s unconscious. I’d love nothing more than to scream in his face all the words I’ve had to swallow over the years. “Come on, Ryan . . . stay with us.”
I press his motionless fingers against my cheek and let two thick tears slide down them.
What if this doesn’t work?
What if they save his life?
What if all this was for nothing and I’m stuck with him until I end up in a wooden box, like Bree said?
Someone places a warm hand on my back, giving it a reassuring rub.
“He’s going to be okay.” It’s Constance.
Ryan’s lips are a deeper shade of blue. I’ve never seen someone die before.
Holding his hands in mine, I think about the first time he slapped me, two years ago. I can’t remember what we were arguing about—maybe the sheer stun of the slap was enough to block it out of my memory. But I knew it wasn’t going to be the last time.
And it wasn’t.
Not by a landslide.
The blue-and-red flash of lights outside the front windows paints jarring colors inside the kitchen as Constance’s husband sprints to the door to usher in a team of uniformed EMTs. They file in, bags and equipment in hand, and tend to Ryan on the floor.
“I think he had an allergic reaction,” I say, toying with the diamond circle pendant around my neck—an anniversary gift from Ryan last month. He said the circle represented eternity, because we were going to be together forever. No exceptions. He demanded that I wear the thing daily—a reminder that I belong to him.
“I gave him his EpiPen shot a few minutes ago, but it’s not doing anything,” I say, fighting back tears. “Maybe I did it wrong.” I start to sob.
While I’m not sad for him, I’m sad that it has come to this.
I’m sad that he managed to turn our fairy tale into a nightmare.
I’m sad that his mother didn’t get a chance to say goodbye.
I’m sad that all these innocent people had to watch someone die when all they wanted to do was eat dessert, head to the McBrides’ for a nightcap, and call it a day.
Constance throws her arms around me, giving me a squeeze while they load Ryan onto the stretcher. I bury my head in her shoulder and breathe in her powdery perfume, a scent I’ll forever associate with this moment.
“Do you want me to go with you?” she asks when I follow the EMT team outside.
Someone places an oxygen mask on Ryan’s swollen face. From here he resembles a stranger, and for a moment, I feel like a passerby observing someone else’s tragedy.
I can’t drop the ball. Not here. Not yet.
This isn’t over.
I shake my head.
“No, it’s okay,” I tell her, trying to conserve my emotions for the rest of the evening.
We take off a minute later. Two technicians do chest compressions while I bury my face in my hands, saying a silent prayer.
If there is a god, and if that god is fair and just, he won’t let Ryan live.



EPILOGUE
Veronica Hartley
Ryan is dead.
And he’s never coming back.
I wake alone Saturday morning after a few unrestful hours of sleep. When I arrived home in the wee hours of the morning, I walked around the house, flicking on every light, every lamp, every source of illumination I could find. Then I swallowed two Tylenol PMs and a melatonin and buried myself under the covers of the seldom-used guest room bed.
The entirety of last night feels like a fever dream of a delusion. I can recall every detail of it, but at the same time, it doesn’t seem real. All of it was over so fast—from the time he ingested the nuts at Constance’s to the time the doctors were telling me they couldn’t save him. In my head, I imagined there being some sort of police interview, more fanfare, more of a production, something.
I suppose those kinds of things only happen in the movies.
As far as anyone is concerned, we were at a neighborhood dinner party, he accidentally consumed nuts (to which he’s deathly allergic), and he suffered a severe and fatal reaction.
If, for some insane reason, police were to question anything, they would quickly learn from anyone who knows us that we were the happiest couple in the world. Enviably in love. Living our best lives. Inseparable and hopelessly devoted.
That’s the way Ryan wanted people to perceive us.
Ryan got some sort of sick pleasure in fantasizing about people envying him. He particularly loved when he’d catch another man eyeing me.
Shortly after moving into his house on Auburn Drive, I asked if he could introduce me to some of the neighbors. He laughed, shook his head, and said it would be a waste of time.
“People like them wish they could be like us,” he would always say. “The Broadbents are miserable with all of those snot-faced screaming kids. The Ellerys wander around like they’ve lost their purpose in life ever since their overachieving spawn grew up and left the nest. The Mayfields are boring retired schoolteachers—they only wish they could live a life half as exciting as ours. The Sievers are fake and vapid, and having any kind of conversation with them makes me want to blow my brains out. And don’t get me started on the McBrides—Trent’s got small dick energy, and his wife looks like she hasn’t had sex in decades. Pretty sure she’s full of cobwebs by now. And don’t think I haven’t noticed the way Trent checks you out when she’s not looking.”
But when Ryan was away at work, I took the time to get to know them—the wives at least. I’d catch Bree pruning her rosebushes or Constance pulling weeds from her flower beds. Jillian was often outside with her kids, letting them burn off energy, and Christine walked that little dog of hers at least three times a day.
It took some time, but eventually I got to know them and found them to be lovely, genuine human beings. They had likes and dislikes and good days and bad days, wants and needs, hopes and dreams. The difference between people like them and people like Ryan was that they were actually living their authentic lives.
Ryan only looked like he was.
I pull my exhausted bag-of-bones body out of the guest bed and trudge downstairs to the kitchen to fix myself a cup of coffee, grateful for a moment to enjoy it in peace. No surprise hands slinking around my waist before copping a feel under my shirt. No deep voice asking why I didn’t go for a run this morning. No silent up-and-down looks at my mismatched pajamas or messy bedhead. No one asking me to fix their favorite egg white omelet and fresh-squeezed orange juice with a side of fellatio for dessert.
I’m halfway finished with my coffee, savoring every sip, when there’s a knock at the door. My mug almost slips from my grasp. No one is here to chastise me for nearly dropping it.
Placing my drink down, I make my way to the front door and peek through the sidelight, fully expecting to see a cop car parked in the driveway.
Only it’s Jillian.
And behind her is Christine.
Bree, Nicola, and Constance are trekking up the sidewalk behind them, followed by Sharon McBride.
“Hi,” I say when I get the door. “Come on in.”
They file inside, and we head for the living room, everyone gathering around and filling sofa cushions and chairs and wearing solemn expressions on their tired faces. I’m forever indebted to them.
“How are you doing, Veronica?” Constance speaks first, her voice as soft as a kindergarten teacher’s on the first day of school.
“I’m okay . . . ,” I say. “Still . . . processing everything.”
Bree hadn’t been the only one who knew the truth of my relationship with Ryan. Over the past few months, I’d shown them evidence of all of Ryan’s abuse—screenshots and emails and abusive text messages. A handful of black eyes and handprints for good measure.
It was Bree who finally stood up and said we had to do something about this.
One by one, the ladies exchanged looks and nods, and by the end of that hour, the winds of change were in the air.
We always met during the day, while our husbands were traveling for work or at the office. We each took an oath of silence, a solemn vow to go through with this, come what may, and to never breathe a word of it so long as we lived.
And then we hatched a plan that would potentially put my husband in contact with his deadly allergen at every stop.
There was smeared peanut butter and jelly at Jillian’s house. What else would the kids eat after she intentionally burned their pizza?
At Christine’s, the caterers had been instructed to fry the appetizers specifically in peanut oil rather than canola.
Bree drizzled walnut oil into her red pepper bisque, knowing any telltale nut flavor would be overpowered by the spice of the peppers and kick of the seasonings.
When we requested a vegetarian main course, Nicola Rickstadt and I found a cauliflower steak recipe meant to be served with walnut gremolata—parsley, lemon zest, diced walnuts, and garlic—the latter two of which were indecipherable on the plate.
Constance ground pecans into her peach cobbler—something she’s done since her grown adult children were younger.
I wore an almond-oil lip gloss, touching it up a handful of times through the night as he kissed me. When he said it made his lips tingle, I told him it was a plumping gloss, that it was supposed to do that. He stopped kissing me after the second time, quietly stewing at my decision to wear a lip product that inconvenienced him.
While we never made it to the McBrides’ for nightcaps, Sharon was ready with an assortment of nut-infused alcohols specially selected for the occasion—Beefeater gin (almonds), bellota liqueur (acorns), and Frangelico (hazelnuts), as well as a golden IPA (cashews).
Now, at last, our friendships can thrive and flourish. After last night’s tragic events, they’re banding together to help me in my time of need. Their husbands will never know they’ve been the only people I could rely on for months.
“You don’t have to talk,” Constance says, removing her hand from my shoulder. “Just know that we’re all here for you, anything you need.”
Her words, as concise and ordinary as they may be, say it all.
“Thank you.” I don’t elaborate on what I’m specifically thanking them for . . . they already know.
Nicola offers a closemouthed nod; Bree gives me a knowing wink, her expression serious. Sharon places her hand on her heart. Jillian looks like she’s about to cry, but she forces any threat of tears away. Christine pets the little dog in her lap with gentle, unhurried strokes.
All eyes are on me, and there isn’t an ounce of judgment in any of them.
“People like them,” Ryan once told me, “they can never be your friends. You’ll never be able to trust them because they’re going to want what you have, and if they can’t have it, they’re going to tear it down. They’ll ruin your happiness so you have to be as miserable as they are. Don’t give them that opportunity. Just stay away from them.”
“We’re living the dream,” he would tell me. “People like them? They wish they were us. You see how they look at us?”
A cold chill runs through me, and I shudder.
“It’s okay,” Constance says, her voice as comforting as cashmere. “He can’t hurt you anymore. You’re safe now. You’re free.”
People like Constance, like Jillian and Bree and Christine and Nicola and Sharon—people like them . . . are the reason I’m walking away from this marriage alive—which is more than Ryan will ever be able to say, ever again.
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